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Jeanie Meurer and Deborah Walsh, New York, 1986
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Joan Nestle

Flamboyance and fortitude:
An introduction

This book is dedicated to Jeanie Meurer, a femme woman from the old
days who died in 1991, surrounded by the women who loved her. On
a warm May afternoon, we gathered to commemorate her life in a cavern-
ous Greenwich Village church whose spaces Jeanie’s flamboyant spirit
nonetheless filled. One after another, her butch lovers rose to celebrate her
gifts, to thank her for the zest and color, the delights and flavors, the
abundance of enthusiasm she had brought into their lives. We saw Jeanie’s
home, filled with her collectibles, her wall of earrings, her puppets, her
masks, her cooking pots; we saw Jeanie wave at us from mountaintops
and camel backs; we heard hersing her favorite show tunes, and she flirted
with us from behind huge blossoms and from rooftops. We heard a child
tell how Aunt Jeanie had made it all right to walk barefoot in the rain and
avery butch lover named Blue tell how Jeanie had insisted in the midfifties
that she attend a parents’” meeting in the school she taught at in her
butchiest of selves. We heard a young woman thank Jeanie for giving her
the courage to love and look the way she wanted to.

I had known of Jeanie from the Sea Colony (a working-class Greenwich
Village bar that flourished in the late fifties and sixties); she was a famous
femme when I was just starting out. We had reconnected in the eighties,
when she was active in women’s music groups, but she really came into
focus one evening when I was talking about the Lesbian Herstory Archives
at a fund-raiser. I was so used to being the only woman in a room who
remembered the vice squad raids or who blushed at the mention of femme
passion that I did not realize her presence until she said, “I know; I was
there.” And then I saw her — peroxide blonde, full breasted, marked by
color — and I knew I had met a survivor. We connected afterward and
promised to make an oral history tape together. The last time I spoke to
Jeanie was on the train as she was on her way to work —she gave a theater
workshop in a school for special children — and once again the promise
was made.
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As Isat in church that May, I realized that Jeanie and the femme women
of her generation were a passing tradition, and I wanted other women to
know what their glory had been. I realized that I had spent many long
hours listening to butch women tell their stories, but I had put off listening
to Jeanie. My own femme self-hatred had made me a careless listener. That
afternoon, however, Jeanie gave me a final gift: as the butch women stood,
a little uncomfortable, trying to find words for whatJeanie had given them,
their fortitude shone through, as did their need of her flamboyance, her
demanding of full life from them.

I imagined Jeanie unbuttoning their shirts, encouraging them to throw
their voices to the farthest corners of the room. Later, as I was standing in
the vestibule, waiting to go out into the waning day, the butch woman
who had done most of the speaking said to me, “When Jeanie died, she
knew what she needed to know: that she was loved.” Flamboyance and
fortitude, femme and butch — not poses, not stereotypes, but a dance
between two different kinds of women, one beckoning the other into a
full blaze of color, the other strengthening the fragility behind the exu-
berance. We who love this way are poetry and history, action and theory,
flesh and spirit.

o,
L3

For more than a hundred years now in America, the butch-femme couple
has been the private and public face of lesbianism, and yet, we still
understand little about this form of lesbian erotic identity. Everyone has
taken a turn at denigrating the butch-femme couple — from the sexologist
atthe turn of the century who spoke about the predatory female masculine
invert and the child woman who most easily fell her victim, to the early
homophile activists of the fifties who pleaded with these “obvious” wom-
en to tone down their style of self-presentation, to the lesbian-feminists of
the seventies who cried “traitor” into the faces of the few butch-femme
couples who did cross over into the new world of cultural feminism — yet
this form of self- — and communal — expression has persisted. In small
towns and big cities, butch-femme couples created lives of minor miracles.
Coping with daily ostracism, they took care of each other, and as the years
passed, they spilled out of their homes into the bars and clubs that would
herald the politicized lesbian world of the seventies. This anthology
reveals the intimate exchange of pleasures, promises, and ordeals that
femmes and butches transformed into history.

At the crux of the modern discussion about butch-femme identity is
the question of its autonomy: does the longevity of butch-femme self-
expression reflect the pernicious strength of heterosexual gender polari-
zation — or is it, as I would argue, a lesbian-specific way of deconstructing
gender that radically reclaims women’s erotic energy? Are femmes and

butches dupes of heterosexuality, or are they gender pioneers with a knack
for alchemy?

14




A Femme-Butch Reader

Many of the women who speak in this book believe in the originality
of their choices. Others report on what they have seen. What moved me
the most as I read the poems, short stories, essays, and even the letters
accompanying the submissions was the inherent eroticism of this subject.
Never have I been so wooed, so played with, so enticed as I have been by
the butch women who wrote to me. Even the discussions around editing
the pieces were filled with erotic play; this playfulness became even more
precious after reading what many of these women had to say about their
struggle with gender rigidity and bigotry.

Some modern lesbian philosophers, such as Marilyn Frye, have la-
mented the lack of a lesbian sexual language and the paucity of lesbian
sexual codes and rituals. I have always been struck by the ahistorical
quality of this yearning for a public lesbian sexual self, since lesbian life in
America from at least the thirties through the sixties was organized around
a highly developed sense of sexual ceremony and dialogue. Indeed,
because of the surrounding oppression, ritual and code were often all we
had to make public erotic connections. Dress, stance, gestures, even jewel-
ry and hairstyles had to carry the weight of sexual communications. The
pinky ring flashing in a subway car, the DA haircut combed more severely
in front of a mirror always made me catch my breath, symbolizing as they
did a butch woman announcing her erotic competence. A language of
courtship and seduction was carefully crafted to allow for expression of
both lust and love in the face of severe social repression. The butch
contributors to the anthology bring this world alive again while having
the courage to show the wounds behind the stance.

Femme correspondents connected with me in a different way. Many
were grateful for my past work and for the opportunity to announce their
identities in their own voices. Their statements reflected one bitter irony:
if, in the straight world, butches bear the brunt of the physical and verbal
abuse for their difference, in the lesbian-feminist world, femmes have had
to endure a deeper attack on their sense of self-worth. Leather and denim,
flannels and vests — butch women could easily adapt these prevailing
signs of feminist gender resistance into superficial passports to acceptance,
but the femme woman, in her lace and silk, high heels, and lipstick, had
no place to hide. Many learned to pass as a “dyke” in public while in their
homes and in their beds, they flew their flags of color and sensuality.

The femme voice is underrepresented in historical records, though
markings of her presence abound. Often, she is the security behind the
butch display, the one who makes the public bravado possible. Lady Una
Troubridge’s words to Radclyffe Hall, while spoken by a white, upper-
class, Christian woman, capture some of the enduring aspects of femme
power: “I told her to write what was in her heart, that so far as any effect
upon myself was concerned, 1 was sick to death of ambiguities...” Yet to
others, the femme woman has been the most ambiguous figure in lesbian
history; she is often described as the nonlesbian lesbian, the duped wife
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of the passing woman, the lesbian who marries. Because I am a femme
myself, [ know the complexity of our identity; I also know how important
it is for all women to hear our voices. If the butch deconstructs gender, the
femme constructs gender. She puts together her own special ingredients
for what it is to be a “woman,” an identity with which she can live and
love.

Both butch women and femme women raise difficult issues that we as
a community often avoid or deny. Many of the butch women in this
collection writeabout their battle with gender, their feelings of discrepancy
from their womanly appearance. These are not the voices of Havelock
Ellis, Sigmund Freud, or Karen Horney; these are our own women express-
ing their need to create another category of women'’s gender to explain
their view of their bodies and their way of loving, their search for erotic
dignity and pleasure. In this collection, stone butches and passing women
speak in their own voices in a public forum, allowing us to engage in a
gender dialogue within our own gender. In their modern voices, they push
the discussion further than I could have imagined ten years ago, when the
Barnard conference on sexuality marked the formal beginning of what was
to be known as the “sex wars.” Here, butch women claim their “cocks”
and their cunts.

The femme contributors challenge us with discussions of their woman-
ness, some rejecting traditional femininity while celebrating their femme
flamboyance. In addition, their narratives often show a different relation
to sexuality, to their experience of lust and vulnerability. Some powerfully
express their desire to be the slut, the whore, for their women, in practice
and in self-image (not surprisingly many contemporary femmes are lead-
ers in the prostitutes’ rights movement). Some femmes, both historically
and in the present, use the word wife to define themselves, exemplifying
Jewelle Gomez’s assertion that a “femme often inhabits a stereotypic place
in a nonstereotypic way.” The femme wife, like the stone butch, became a
movement anathema in the seventies and eighties, and because these
women were exiled so completely, we lost a chance to understand how
complex gender subversion and erotic need are. But we lost something
else as well, a chance to listen to and wonder at such stark examples of
human courage. Now, with the language of deconstructionism hanging
heavy in the air and a renewed appreciation for multigendered identities,
these women can stand before us again. The 1990s femmes who speak here
add another layer of complexity to the historical femme identity; femme
tops, for example, speak of their desire to take an even firmer hand in
assuring their sexual pleasures, vividly exemplifying that femme recep-
tiveness is a high and very active art.

In addition to clearly expressing their “femme hunger,” a term coined
at the Sexand the State conference in Toronto in 1985, several of the femme
contributors chose to give voice to a deep anger, an anger born out of long
years of political and social containment and devaluing. In fact, many of
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the contributors, both butch and femme, document journeys of exile,
particularly during the seventies, when the lesbian-feminist orthodoxy,
though still young, was at its most restrictive. But anger at an ideology is
not rejection of it. After twenty years of lesbian-feminism, we can now see
what the trade-offs were and have a better insight into the dialectic of
oppression and resistance. Authors like Lee Lynch and Lyndall Mac-
Cowan suggest that butch-femme women put the concept of “queer” back
into the lesbian-feminist discourse, a concept that I believe can only
deepen our discussions of women, sex, and gender.

I have expanded the discussion of butch-femme life by including
voices from other countries and other histories. Women from the Philip-
pines, Australia, England, and Mexico tell us about their culture’s version
of this way of loving. In the Philippines, the word tomboy replaces butch,
and this is not just a linguistic substitution but carries its own history. The
discussion of erotic gender identity also extends to the struggle against
colonization. Some have said that lesbianism is a Western illness, but here
we see that liberation struggles are complex movements of complex
people, who carry all their identities into the battle against their nation’s
degradation.

Iam also pleased that several of the contributors have never published
before. I wanted new speech from new speakers. I wanted disclosures and
explorations of fragile things like need and discrepancy, stance and erotic
self-creation. I chose not to edit wherever possible. Contradictions, dif-
ferences, problems become very clear in the variety of voices and forms.
For instance, in the essay by Rita Laporte, reprinted from The Ladder, she
alludes to working-class butch-femme bars in an embarrassed manner,
disowning the women who gathered there while giving support to butch-
femme monogamous middle-class marriages. The issue of class and its
unanswered challenges runs through many of the pieces presented here
— but I am not satisfied. The connections between class and the swirl of
debate around butch-femme women needs to be explored further.

I wanted this book to be an exploration, a celebration, a discussion, a
revelation taking place among friends. So, I have not included essays by
the critics of butch-femme. [ will no longer entertain debate over my right
to desire a butch woman. Those of us who love this way know the
challenges we face and the problems we have wrestled with along the way,
and we know that a way of loving is not a formula for a perfect life. Butches
and femmes must struggle against all the elements that can tarnish any
lesbian way of loving — jealousy, insecurity, chemical dependencies, and
the erosive power of homophobia — but we also have our own special
concerns: preserving femme sexual self-confidence ina world that sees her
as unselected goods; preserving butch dignity in a world that sees her as
a freak. Life in the fifties and sixties for working-class femmes and butches
was not easy or safe, and so the narratives of this period are full of gritand
pain, but they are also some of the finest lesbian writing I have read. This
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book reserves space for us to have a fuller conversation with ourselves,
our history, and those who are interested in how women recast gender and
desire.

The voices collected here span two hundred years of lesbian history,
starting with William Cullen Bryant’s respectful observations of a “mar-
ried” lesbian couple in 1843 and ending in a femme’s thank-you for the
gift of touch, a piece originally written to be read and handed out in the
Women'’s Prison in Kingston, Canada. I have arranged these pieces in two
sections. The first follows a nearly chronological order so that the voices
of each decade can be heard in their own social time; the second section
presents contemporary views of femme and butch, constituting a dialogue
on the present and future forms of this way of loving. But I hope that this
movement through time and themes does not give an impression of a
progressive evolution of butch-femme identity. The 1990s butch woman
describing how she incorporates feminism into her once-stone-butch style
is no more or less an authentic voice than the street lesbian of the 1950s
who used her physical toughness to secure a public space. One voice is
not a repudiation of the other. The courtly butch, the femme wife, the punk
femme, the butch bottom, the femme slut, the street butch, the bulldagger
and her lady, the lesbian-feminist femme, the movement butch, the tom-
boys are all here to reconnect us with our history and our creations.

I wanted to do this book because, as a lesbian, I never want to hear
again in my lifetime the defensive disclaimers I grew up with: not all
lesbians are truck drivers; not all lesbians dress like men; not all lesbians
play at being husband and wife. I am tired of the cruelty of these dis-
avowals. We, of all people, must be able to cherish the woman in the
stereotype and the cunning in the transformation of gender restrictions
into gender rebellion. Marriage is not what this society means by marriage
when two women do it; passing women are not men, though their survival
might depend on others thinking that they are; a woman poppa is a gender
creation of her, of our, own.

And I wanted to edit this book because I am a femme woman, tired
of devaluation by myself and others, tired of past and present attacks on
the integrity of our desire, tired of the penalties we have had to pay
because we look like “women” — from straight men, from so-called
radical feminists, and from some lesbian separatists who, because of their
anger at the social construction of femininity, cannot allow us to even
exist. I understand the possibility for surface confusions, but we deserve
more careful thinking and feeling. As feminists, we continue to fight back
with a femme proclamation of independence. I subtitled this anthology
“A Femme-Butch Reader” to herald this new voice in identity politics and
break the traditionial rhythms of the phrase and image. Femmes are the
Lavender Lace Menace within our community. For my femme sisters —

the queerest of the queer, as one contributor says — this book is only the
beginning.
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The sex wars and the raging debates that followed showed us what we
as a movement had left undone, unexplored. We thought we had put
gender in its place in the early 1970s by taking a political stance, but we
were only postponing the lesbian-specific discussion we needed for a
larger cause — changing women'’s history. But a women’s history that has
no place for femme-butch women will find itself impoverished. The stone
butch and the femme wife are as much acts of the imagination as they are
of the flesh. Contrary to what they seem, they are refusals to accept
imposed boundaries. This book is not meant to convince any woman that
femme-butch is the right way to love; neither is it an apology or an
explanation of our desires. Most of the women who speak in these pages
know that erotic desire and gender ambivalence are at the heart of their
difference. They have been aching to tell how it was, how it is when the
want is too large to stay in its place. They offer you their stories in the hope
that some pains will never come again and that some joys will never be
extinguished.

o,
”e

I want to thank three women — first, Liz Kennedy and Madeline Davis,
who have devoted at least the last ten years of their lives to documenting
the working-class butch-femme community of Buffalo, New York. Every
time I heard a chapter of their work, whether it was at the Berkeley
Women’s History Conference or in a small storefront in Buffalo or in a
huge auditorium in Amsterdam, I came away healed and enlightened.
They helped me cherish a way of loving by showing me its communal and
thus historic face. And I have a special debt of gratitude to Bobbi Prebis,
who wears her butch history so well that in her person she is a testimony
to the generosity of the human spirit some of us have found in this way of
loving.

o
o

Over thirty years ago, in a dark room on the Lower East Side of New York,
a passing woman named Esther whispered to me, “Darling, raise your
hips,” and as I did, she slipped a pillow under me so that her lips and
tongue could give me and her the pleasure we both sought. In that
moment, this book was born.

Postscript

In the final weeks of last year, Ilearned that Deanna Alida, a contributor
to this book, had been killed in a traffic accident. One New York paper
reporting the accident described the victim as an “unidentified man.”

I first met Deanna in 1973 in the old firehouse home of the Gay Activist
Alliance on Wooster Street in New York’s Soho district when she was a
cast member in Jonathan Katz’s ground-breaking play Coming Out. I have
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a photograph of her from that play before me as I write. There she stands
in a white shirt with suspenders to hold up her pants, her arm draped
around a sister performer, looking squarely out at the audience. In 1990,
we appeared on the same stage at New York’s Lesbian and Gay Com-
munity Services Center to discuss and celebrate femme and butch iden-
tities. I told Deanna about this book, and she was excited to be part of it.
Several weeks later, in a letter inviting Lee, my lover, and me to a party at
the home of her lover, Avital, Deanna enclosed a photograph of herself
sitting securely upon her beloved mare, Almaviva Morena. Deanna Alida,
opera singer, performer, celebrant of beauty, butch lover of women, was
one of the longest-standing members of the New York lesbian-feminist
community. She was buried in her tuxedo, surrounded by friends who
were grateful for all the gifts she so generously shared. I will always think
of Deanna when I say we are not speaking of roles but of identities. Her
butch self was nota masquerade ora gender cliché, but her final and fullest
expression of herself.
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William Cullen Bryant

To the Evening Post*

Keene, New Hampshire, July 13, 1843

passed a few days in the valley of one of those streams of northern

Vermont, which find their way into Champlain. If I were permitted to
draw aside the veil of private life, I would briefly give you the singular
and to me most interesting history of two maiden ladies who dwell in this
valley. I would tell you how, in their youthful days, they took each other
as companions for life, and how this union, no less sacred to them than
the tie of marriage, has subsisted, in uninterrupted harmony, for forty
years, during which they have shared each other’s occupations and plea-
sures and works of charity while in health, and watched over each other
tenderly in sickness; for sickness has made long and frequent visits to their
dwelling. I could tell you how they slept on the same pillow and had a
common purse, and adopted each other’s relations, and how one of them,
more enterprising and spirited in her temper than the other, might be said
to represent the male head of the family, and took upon herself their
transactions with the world without, until her health failed, and she was
tended by her gentle companion, as a fond wife attends her invalid
husband. I would tell you of their dwelling, encircled with roses, which
now in the days of their broken health, bloom wild without their tendance,
and I would speak of the friendly attentions which their neighbors, people
of kind hearts and simple manners, seem to take pleasure in bestowing
upon them, but I have already said more than I fear they will forgive me
for, if this should ever meet their eyes, and I must leave the subject.

* From The Letters of William Cullen Bryant, edited by William C. Bryant II and
T.G. Voss, vol. 2, 1836-1849 (New York: Fordham University Press, 1977),
pp- 338-339.
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Radclyffe Hall

Miss Ogilvy finds herself

About “Miss Ogilvy,” Radclyffe Hall noted: “This story, in which |
have permitted myself a brief excursion into the realms of the fan-
tastic, was written in July 1926, shortly before I definitely decided
to write my serious study of congenital sexual inversion, The Well
of Loneliness.

“Although Miss Ogilvy is a very different person from Stephen
Gordon, yet those who have read The Well of Loneliness will find
in the earlier part of this story the nucleus of those sections of my
novel which deal with Stephen Gordon’s childhood and girlhood,
and with the noble and selfless work done by hundreds of sexually
inverted women during the Great War: 1914-1918.”

1

Miss Ogilvy stood on the quay at Calais and surveyed the disbanding
of her Unit, the Unit that together with the coming of war had
completely altered the complexion of her life, at all events for three years.

Miss Ogilvy’s thin, pale lips were set sternly and her forehead was
puckered in an effort of attention, in an effort to memorize every small
detail of every old war-weary battered motor on whose side still appeared
the merciful emblem that had set Miss Ogilvy free.

Miss Ogilvy’s mind was jerking a little, trying to regain its accustomed
balance, trying to readjust itself quickly to this sudden and paralyzing
change. Her tall, awkward body with its queer look of strength, its broad,
flat bosom and thick legs and ankles, as though in response to her jerking
mind, moved uneasily, rocking backwards and forwards. She had this trick
of rocking on her feet in moments of controlled agitation. As usual, her
hands were thrust deep into her pockets, they seldom seemed to come out
of her pockets unless it were to light a cigarette, and as though she were
still standing firm under fire while the wounded were placed in her
ambulances, she suddenly straddled her legs very slightly and lifted her

head and listened. She was standing firm under fire at that moment, the
fire of a desperate regret.
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Radclyffe Hall.
“S.H.” stands for
“Same Here.”

Some girls came towards her, young, tired-looking creatures whose
eyes were too bright from long strain and excitement. They had all been
members of that glorious Unit, and they still wore the queer little forage-
caps and the short, clumsy tunics of the French Militaire. They still
slouched in walking and smoked Caporals in emulation of the Poilus. Like
their founder and leader these girls were all English, but like her they had
chosen to serve England’s ally, fearlessly thrusting right up to the trenches
in search of the wounded and dying. They had seen some fine things in
the course of three years, not the least fine of which was the cold, hard-
faced woman who commanding, domineering, even hectoring at times,
had yet been possessed of so dauntless a courage and of so insistent a
vitality that it vitalized the whole Unit.

“It’s rotten!” Miss Ogilvy heard someone saying. “It’s rotten, this
breaking up of our Unit!” And the high, rather childish voice of the speaker
sounded perilously near to tears.

Miss Ogilvy looked at the girl almost gently, and it seemed, for a
moment, as though some deep feeling were about to find expression in
words. But Miss Ogilvy’s feelings had been held in abeyance so long that
they seldom dared become vocal, so she merely said, “Oh?” on a rising
inflection — her method of checking emotion.

They were swinging the ambulance cars in mid-air, those of them that
were destined to go back to England, swinging them up like sacks of
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potatoes, then lowering them with much clanging of chains to the deck of
the waiting steamer. The porters were shoving and shouting and quarrel-
ing, pausing now and again to make meaningless gestures; while a pom-
pous official was becoming quite angry as he pointed at Miss Ogilvy’s own
special car — it annoyed him, it was bulky and difficult to move.

“Bon Dieu! Mais dépéchez-vous donc!” he bawled, as though he were
bullying the motor.

Then Miss Ogilvy’s heart gave a sudden, thick thud to see this undig-
nified, pitiful ending; and she turned and patted the gallant old car as
though she were patting a well-beloved horse, as though she would say:
“Yes, I know how it feels — never mind, we’ll go down together.”

2

Miss Ogilvy sat in the railway carriage on her way from Dover to London.
The soft English landscape sped smoothly past: small homesteads, small
churches, small pastures, small lanes, with small hedges; all small like
England itself, all small like Miss Ogilvy’s future. And sitting there still
arrayed in her tunic, with her forage-cap resting on her knees, she was
conscious of a sense of complete frustration; thinking less of those glorious
years at the Front and of all that had gone to the making of her, than of all
that had gone to the marring of her from the days of her earliest childhood.

She saw herself as a queer little girl, aggressive and awkward because
of her shyness: a queer little girl who loathed sisters and dolls, preferring
the stable-boys as companions, preferring to play with footballs and tops,
and occasional catapults. She saw herself climbing the tallest beech trees,
arrayed in old breeches illicitly come by. She remembered insisting with
tears and some temper that her real name was William and not Wilhel-
mina. All these childish pretenses and illusions she remembered, and the
bitterness that came after. For Miss Ogilvy had found as her life went on
that in this world it is better to be one with the herd, that the world has no
wish to understand those who cannot conform to its stereotyped pattern.
True enough in her youth she had gloried in her strength, lifting weights,
swinging clubs, and developing muscles, but presently this had grown
irksome to her; it had seemed to lead nowhere, she being a woman, and
then as her mother had often protested: muscles looked so appalling in
evening dress — a young girl ought not to have muscles.

Miss Ogilvy’s relation to the opposite sex was unusual and at that time
added much to her worries, for no less than three men had wished to
propose, to the genuine amazement of the world and her mother. Miss
Ogilvy’s instinct made her like and trust men for whom she had a pro-
nounced fellow-feeling; she would always have chosen them as her friends
and companions in preference to girls or women; she would dearly have
loved to share in their sports, their business, their ideals, and their wide-
flung interests. But men had not wanted her, except the three who had
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found in her strangeness a definite attraction, and those would-be suitors
she had actually feared, regarding them with aversion. Towards young
girls and women she was shy and respectful, apologetic and sometimes
admiring. But their fads and their foibles, none of which she could share,
while amusing her very often in secret, set her outside the sphere of their
intimate lives, so that in the end she must blaze a lone trail through the
difficulties of her nature.

“I can’t understand you,” her mother had said, “you’re a very odd
creature — now when I was your age...”

And her daughter had nodded, feeling sympathetic. There were two
younger girls who also gave trouble, though in their case the trouble was
fighting for husbands who were scarce enough even in those days. It was
finally decided, at Miss Ogilvy’s request, to allow her to leave the field
clear for her sisters. She would remain in the country with her father when
the others went up for the Season.

Followed long, uneventful years spentin sport, while Sarah and Fanny
toiled, sweated, and gambled in the matrimonial market. Neither ever
succeeded in netting a husband, and when the Squire died leaving very
little money, Miss Ogilvy found to her great surprise that they looked upon
her as a brother. They had so often jibed at her in the past that at first she
could scarcely believe her senses, but before very long it became all too
real: she it was who must straighten out endless muddles, who must make
the dreary arrangements for the move, who must find a cheap but genteel
house in London, and, once there, who must cope with the family ac-
counts, which she only, it seemed, could balance.

It would be: “You might see to that, Wilhelmina; you write, you've
got such a good head for business.” Or: “I wish you'd go down and
explain to that man that we really can’t pay his account till next quarter.”
Or: “This money for the grocer is five shillings short. Do run over my
sum, Wilhelmina.”

Her mother, grown feeble, discovered in this daughter a staff upon
which she could lean with safety. Miss Ogilvy genuinely loved her mother,
and was therefore quite prepared to be leaned on; but when Sarah and
Fanny began to lean too with the full weight of endless neurotic symptoms
incubated in resentful virginity, Miss Ogilvy found herself staggering a
little. For Sarah and Fanny were grown hard to bear, with their mania for
telling their symptoms to doctors, with their unstable nerves and their
acrid tongues and the secret dislike they now felt for their mother. Indeed,
when old Mrs. Ogilvy died, she was unmourned except by her eldest
daughter, who actually felt a void in her life — the unforeseen void that
the ailing and weak will not infrequently leave behind them.

At about this time an aunt also died, bequeathing her fortune to her
niece Wilhelmina, who, however, was too weary to gird up her loins and
set forth in search of exciting adventure — all she did was to move her
protesting sisters to a little estate she had purchased in Surrey. This
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experiment was only a partial success, for Miss Ogilvy failed to make
friends of her neighbors; thus at fifty-five she had grown rather dour, as
is often the way with shy, lonely people.

When the war came she had just begun settling down — people do
settle down in their fifty-sixth year — she was feeling quite glad that her
hair was gray, that the garden took up so much of her time, that, in fact,
the beat of her blood was slowing. But all this was changed when war was
declared; on that day Miss Ogilvy’s pulses throbbed wildly.

“My God! If only I were a man!” she burst out, as she glared at Sarah
and Fanny, “if only I had been born a man!” Something in her was feeling
deeply defrauded.

Sarah and Fanny were soon knitting socks and mittens and mufflers
and Jaeger trench-helmets. Other ladies were busily working at depots,
making swabs at the Squire’s, or splints at the Parson’s; but Miss Ogilvy
scowled and did none of these things — she was not at all like other ladies.

For nearly twelve months she worried officials with a view to getting
ajob outin France — not in their way but in hers, and that was the trouble.
She wished to go up to the front-line trenches; she wished to be actually
under fire, she informed the harassed officials.

To all her inquiries she received the same answer: “We regret that we
cannot accept your offer.”” But once thoroughly roused she was hard to
subdue, for her shyness had left her as though by magic.

Sarah and Fanny shrugged angular shoulders: “There’s plenty of
work here at home,” they remarked, “though of course it's not quite so
melodramatic!”

“Oh...?” queried their sister on a rising note of impatience — and she
promptly cut off her hair: “That’ll jar them!” she thought with satisfaction.

Then she went up to London, formed her admirable unit, and finally
got it accepted by the French, despite renewed opposition.

In London she had found herself quite at her ease, for many another
of her kind was in London doing excellent work for the nation. It was really
surprising how many cropped heads had suddenly appeared as it were
out of space; how many Miss Ogilvies, losing their shyness, had come
forward asserting their right to serve, asserting their claim to attention.

There followed those turbulent years at the front, full of courage and
hardship and high endeavor, and during those years Miss Ogilvy forgot
the bad joke that Nature seemed to have played her. She was given the
rank of a French lieutenant and she lived in a kind of blissful illusion;
appalling reality lay on all sides and yet she managed to live in illusion.
She was competent, fearless, devoted, and untiring. What then? Could any
man hope to do better? She was nearly fifty-eight, yet she walked with a
stride, and at times she even swaggered a little.

Poor Miss Ogilvy sitting so glumly in the train with her manly trench-
boots and her forage-cap! Poor all the Miss Ogilvies back from the war
with their tunics, their trench-boots, and their childish illusions! Wars
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come and wars go but the world does not change: it will always forget an
indebtedness which it thinks it expedient not to remember.

3

When Miss Ogilvy returned to her home in Surrey it was only to find that
her sisters were ailing from the usual imaginary causes, and this to a
woman who had seen the real thing was intolerable, so that she looked
with distaste at Sarah and then at Fanny. Fanny was certainly not prepos-
sessing; she was suffering from a spurious attack of hay fever.

“Stop sneezing!” commanded Miss Ogilvy, in the voice that had so
much impressed the Unit. But as Fanny was not in the least impressed, she
naturally went on sneezing.

Miss Ogilvy’s desk was piled mountain-high with endless tiresome
letters and papers: circulars, bills, months-old correspondence, the gar-
dener’s accounts, an agent’s report on some fields that required land-
draining. She seated herself before this collection; then she sighed, it all
seemed so absurdly trivial.

“Will you let your hair grow again?” Fanny inquired ... she and Sarah
had followed her into the study. “I'm certain the Vicar would be glad if
you did.”

“Oh?” murmured Miss Ogilvy, rather too blandly.

“Wilhelmina!”

Y ecra

"You will do it, won’t you?”

“"Do what?”

“Let your hair grow; we all wish you would.”

“Why should I?”

“Oh, well, it will look less odd, especially now that the war is over —
in a small place like this people notice such things.”

"I entirely agree with Fanny,” announced Sarah.

Sarah had become very self-assertive, no doubt through having mis-
managed the estate during the years of her sister’s absence. They had quite
a heated dispute one morning over the south herbaceous border.

“Whose garden is this?”” Miss Ogilvy asked sharply. “I insist on auric-
ula-eyed sweet williams! I even took the trouble to write from France, but
it seems that my letter has been ignored.”

“Don’t shout,” rebuked Sarah, “you’re not in France now

Miss Ogilvy could gladly have boxed her ears: “I only wish to God I
were,” she muttered.

Another dispute followed close on its heels, and this time it happened
to be over the dinner. Sarah and Fanny were living on weeds — at least
that was the way Miss Ogilvy put it.

“We've become vegetarians,” Sarah said grandly.

“You've become two damn tiresome cranks!” snapped their sister.
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Now it never had been Miss Ogilvy’s way to indulge in acid recrim-
inations, but somehow, these days, she forgot to say “Oh?” quite so often
as expediency demanded. It may have been Fanny’s perpetual sneezing
that had got on her nerves; or it may have been Sarah, or the gardener, or
the Vicar, or even the canary; though it really did not matter very much
what it was just so long as she found a convenient peg upon which to hang
her growing irritation.

“This won’t do at all,” Miss Ogilvy thought sternly, “life’s not worth
so much fuss, [ must pull myself together.” But it seemed this was easier
said than done; not a day passed without her losing her temper and that
over some trifle: “No, this won’t do at all — it just mustn’t be,” she thought
sternly.

Everyone pitied Sarahand Fanny: “Such a dreadful, violent old thing,”
said the neighbors.

But Sarah and Fanny had their revenge: “Poor darling, it’s shell-shock,
you know,” they murmured.

Thus Miss Ogilvy’s prowess was whittled away until she herself was
beginning to doubt it. Had she ever been that courageous person who had
faced death in France with such perfect composure? Had she ever stood
tranquilly under fire, without turning a hair, while she issued her orders?
Had she ever been treated with marked respect? She herself was beginning
to doubt it.

Sometimes she would see an old member of the Unit, a girl who, more
faithful to her than the others, would take the trouble to run down to
Surrey. These visits, however, were seldom enlivening.

“Oh, well ... here we are...” Miss Ogilvy would mutter.

But one day the girl smiled and shook her blonde head: “I'm not —
I'm going to be married.”

Strange thoughts had come to Miss Ogilvy, unbidden, thoughts that
had stayed for many an hour after the girl’s departure. Alone in her study
she had suddenly shivered, feeling a sense of complete desolation. With
cold hands she had lighted a cigarette.

“I must be ill or something,” she had mused, as she stared at her
trembling fingers.

After this she would sometimes cry out in her sleep, living over in
dreams God knows what emotions; returning, maybe, to the battlefields
of France. Her hair turned snow white; it was not unbecoming yet she
fretted about it.

“I'm growing very old,” she would sigh as she brushed her thick mop
before the glass; and then she would peer at her wrinkles.

For now that it had happened she hated being old; it no longer
appeared such an easy solution of those difficulties that had always beset
her. And this she resented most bitterly, so that she became the prey of
self-pity, and of other undesirable states in which the body will torment
the mind, and the mind, in its turn, the body. Then Miss Ogilvy straight-
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ened her aging back, in spite of the fact that of late it had ached with
muscular rheumatism, and she faced herself squarely and came to a
resolve.

“I'm off!” she announced abruptly one day; and that evening she
packed her kit-bag.

4

Near the south coast of Devon there exists a small island that is still very
little known to the world, but which, nevertheless, can boast an hotel: the
only building upon it. Miss Ogilvy had chosen this place quiteat random,
it was marked on her map by scarcely more than a dot, but somehow she
had liked the look of that dot and had set forth alone to explore it.

She found herself standing on the mainland one morning looking at a
vague blur of green through the mist, a vague blur of green that rose out
of the Channel like a tidal wave suddenly suspended. Miss Ogilvy was
filled with a sense of adventure; she had not felt like this since the ending
of the war.

“I was right to come here, very right indeed. I'm going to shake off all
my troubles,” she decided.

A fisherman’s boat was parting the mist, and before it was properly
beached, in she bundled.

“I hope they’re expecting me?” she said gaily. |

“They du be expecting you,” the man answered.

The sea, which is generally rough off that coast, was indulging itself in
an oily ground-swell; the broad, glossy swells struck the side of the boat,
then broke and sprayed over Miss Ogilvy’s ankles.

The fisherman grinned: “Feeling all right?” he queried. “It du be ‘
tiresome most times about these parts.” But the mist had suddenly drifted
away and Miss Ogilvy was staring wide-eyed at the island.

_Shesaw a long shoal of jagged black rocks, and between them the curve
ofasmall sloping beach, and above thatagain, blue heaven. Near thebeach
stood the little two-storied hotel, which was thatched, and built entirely
of timber; for the rest she could make out no signs of life apart from a host
of white seagulls.

Then Miss Ogilvy said a curious thing. She said: “On the southwest
side of that place there was once a cave — a very large cave. I remember
that it was some way from the sea.”

“There du be a cave still,” the fisherman told her, “but it’s just above
highwater level.”

“A-ah,” murmured Miss Ogilvy thoughtfully, as though to herself;
then she looked embarrassed.

The little hotel proved both comfortable and clean, the hostess both
pleasant and comely. Miss Ogilvy started unpacking her bag, changed her
mind, and went for a stroll round the island. The island was covered with
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turf and thistles and traversed by narrow green paths thick with daisies.
It had four rock-bound coves of which the southwestern was by far the
most difficult of access. For just here the island descended abruptly as
though it were hurtling down to the water; and just here the shale was
most treacherous and the tide-swept rocks most aggressively pointed.
Here it was that the seagulls, grown fearless of man by reason of his
absurd limitations, built their nests on the ledges and reared countless
young who multiplied, in their turn, every season. Yes, and here it was
that Miss Ogilvy, greatly marveling, stood and stared across at a cave;
much too near the crumbling edge for her safety, but by now completely
indifferent to caution.

“Iremember ... [remember...” she kept repeating. Then: “That's all very
well, but what do I remember?”

She was conscious of somehow remembering all wrong, of her memory
being distorted and colored — perhaps by the endless things she had seen
since her eyes had last rested upon that cave. This worried her sorely, far
more than the fact that she should be remembering the caveatall, she who
had never set foot on the island before that actual morning. Indeed, except
for the sense of wrongness when she struggled to piece her memories
together, she was steeped in a very profound contentment which surged
over her spirit, wave upon wave.

“It's extremely odd,” pondered Miss Ogilvy. Then she laughed, so
pleased did she feel with its oddness.

5

That night after supper she talked to her hostess, who was only too glad,
it seemed, to be questioned. She owned the whole island and was proud
of the fact, as she very well might be, decided her boarder. Some curious
things had been found on the island, according to comely Mrs. Nance-
skivel: bronze arrowheads, pieces of ancient stone celts; and once they had
dugupa man’s skulland thighbone — this had happened while they were
sinking a well. Would Miss Ogilvy care to have a look at the bones? They
were kept in a cupboard in the scullery.

Miss Ogilvy nodded.

“Then I'll fetch him this moment,” said Mrs. Nanceskivel, briskly.

Inless than two minutes she was back with the box that contained those
poor remnants of a man, and Miss Ogilvy, who had risen from her chair,
was gazing down at those remnants. As she did so her mouth was sternly
compressed, but her face and her neck flushed darkly.

Mrs. Nanceskivel was pointing to the skull; “Look, miss, he was
kilied,” she remarked rather proudly, “and they tell me that the axe that
killed him was bronze. He’s thousands and thousands of years old, they
tell me. Our local doctor knows a lot about such things and he wants me
to send these bones to an expert: they ought to belong to the Nation, he
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says. But  know what would happen, they’d come digging up my island,
and [ won’t have people digging up my island, I've got enough worry with
the rabbits as it is.” But Miss Ogilvy could no longer hear the words for
the pounding of the blood in her temples.

She was filled with a sudden, inexplicable fury against the innocent
Mrs. Nanceskivel: “You ... you...” she began, then checked herself, fearful
of what she might say to the woman.

For her sense of outrage was overwhelming as she stared at those bones
that were kept in thescullery; moreover, she knew how such men had been
buried, which made the outrage seem all the more shameful. They had
buried such men in deep, well-dug pits surmounted by four stout stones
at their corners — four stout stones there had been and a covering stone.
And all this Miss Ogilvy knew as by instinct, having no concrete knowl-
edge on which to draw. But she knew it right down in the depths of her
soul, and she hated Mrs. Nanceskivel.

And now she was swept by another emotion that was even more
strange and more devastating: such a grief as she had not conceived
could exist; a terrible unassuageable grief, without hope, without respite,
without palliation, so that with something akin to despair she touched
the long gash in the skull. Then her eyes, that had never wept since her
childhood, filled slowly with large, hot, difficult tears. She must blink
very hard, then close her eyelids, turn away from the lamp, and say
rather loudly:

“Thanks, Mrs. Nanceskivel. It's past eleven — I think I’ll be going
upstairs.”

6

Miss Ogilvy closed the door of her bedroom, after which she stood quite
_ still to consider: “Is it shell-shock?” she muttered incredulously. “I won-
der, can it be shell-shock?”

She began to pace slowly about the room, smoking a Caporal. As usual
her hands were deep in her pockets; she could feel small, familiar things
in those pockets and she gripped them, glad of their presence. Then all of
asudden she was terribly tired, so tired that she flung herself down on the
bed, unable to stand any longer.

She thought that she lay there struggling to reason, that her eyes were
closed in the painful effort, and that as she closed them she continued to
puff the inevitable cigarette. At least that was what she thought at one
moment — the next, she was out in a sunset evening, and a large red sun
was sinking slowly to the rim of a distant sea.

Miss Ogilvy knew that she was herself, that is to say she was conscious
of her being, and yet she was not Miss Ogilvy at all, nor had she a memory
of her. All that she now saw was very familiar, all that she now did was
what she should do, and all that she now was seemed perfectly natural.
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Indeed, she did not think of these things; there seemed no reason for
thinking about them.

She was walking with bare feet on turf that felt springy and was greatly
enjoying the sensation; she had always enjoyed it, ever since as an infant
she had learned to crawl on this turf. On either hand stretched rolling green
uplands, while at her back she knew that there were forests; but in front,
far away, lay the gleam of the sea towards which the big sun was sinking.
The air was cool and intensely still, with never so much as a ripple or
bird-song. It was wonderfully pure — one might almost say young — but
Miss Ogilvy thought of it merely as air. Having always breathed it she took
it for granted, as she took the soft turf and the uplands.

She pictured herself as immensely tall; she was feeling immensely tall
at that moment. As a matter of fact she was five feet eight, which, however,
was quite a considerable height when compared to that of her fellow-
tribesmen. She was wearing a single garment of pelts which came to her
knees and left her arms sleeveless. Her arms and her legs, which were
closely tattooed with blue zig-zag lines, were extremely hairy. From a
leathern thong twisted about her waist there hung a clumsily made stone
weapon, a celt, which in spite of its clumsiness was strongly hafted and
useful for killing.

Miss Ogilvy wanted to shout aloud from a glorious sense of physical
well-being, but instead she picked up a heavy, round stone which she
hurled with great force at some distant rocks.

“Good! Strong!” she exclaimed. “See how far it goes!”

“Yes, strong. There is no one so strong as you. You are surely the
strongest man in our tribe,” replied her little companion.

Miss Ogilvy glanced at this little companion and rejoiced that they
two were alone together. The girl at her side had a smooth brownish skin,
oblique black eyes, and short, sturdy limbs. Miss Ogilvy marveled be-
cause of her beauty. She was also wearing a single garment of pelts, new
pelts; she had made it that morning. She had stitched at it diligently for
hours with short lengths of gut and her best bone needle. A strand of black
hair hung over her bosom, and this she was constantly stroking and
fondling; then she lifted the strand and examined her hair.

“Pretty,” she remarked with childish complacence.

“Pretty,” echoed the young man at her side.

“For you,” she told him, “all of me is for you and none other. For you
this body has ripened.”

He shook back his own coarse hair from his eyes; he had sad brown
eyes like those of a monkey. For the rest he was lean and steel-strong of
loin, broad of chest, and with features not too uncomely. His prominent
cheekbones were set rather high, his nose was blunt, his jaw somewhat
bestial; but his mouth, though full-lipped, contradicted his jaw, being very

gentle and sweet in expression. And now he smiled, showing big, square,
white teeth.
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“You ... woman,” he murmured contentedly, and the sound seemed to
come from the depths of his being.

His speech was slow and lacking in words when it came to expressing
a vital emotion, so one word must suffice and this he now spoke, and the
word that he spoke had a number of meanings. It meant: “Little spring of
exceedingly pure water.” It meant: “Hut of peace for a man after battle.”
It meant: “Ripe red berry sweet to the taste.” It meant: “Happy small home
of future generations.” All these things he must try to express by a word,
and because of their loving she understood him.

They paused, and lifting her up he kissed her. Then he rubbed his large
shaggy head on her shoulder; and when he released her she knelt at his
feet.

“My master; blood of my body,” she whispered. For with her it was
different, love had taught her love’s speech, so that she might turn her
heart into sounds that her primitive tongue could utter.

After she had pressed her lips to his hands, and her cheek to his hairy
and powerful forearm, she stood up and they gazed at the setting sun,
but with bowed heads, gazing under their lids, because this was very
sacred.

A couple of mating bears padded towards them from a thicket, and the
female rose to her haunches. But the man drew his celt and menaced the
beast, so that she dropped down noiselessly and fled, and her mate also
fled, for here was the power that few dared to withstand by day or by
night, on the uplands or in the forests. And now from across to the left,
where a river would presently lose itself in the marshes, came a rhythmical
thudding, as a herd of red deer with wide nostrils and starting eyes
thundered past, disturbed in their drinking by the bears.

After this the evening returned to its silence, and the spell of its silence
descended on the lovers, so that each felt very much alone, yet withal
more closely united to the other. But the man became restless under that
spell, and he suddenly laughed; then grasping the woman he tossed her
above his head and caught her. This he did many times for his own
amusement and because he knew that his strength gave her joy. In this
manner they played together for a while, he with his strength and she
with her weakness. And they cried out, and made many guttural sounds
which were meaningless save only to themselves. And the tunic of pelts
slipped down from her breasts, and her two little breasts were pear-
shaped.

Presently, he grew tired of their playing, and he pointed towards a
cluster of huts and earthworks that lay to the eastward. The smoke from
these huts rose in thick straight lines, bending neither to right nor left in
its rising, and the thought of sweet burning rushes and brushwood
touched his consciousness, making him feel sentimental.

”Smoke,” he said.

And she answered: “Blue smoke.”

35




THE PERSISTENT DESIRE 3

He nodded: “Yes, blue smoke — home.”

Then she said: “I have ground much corn since the full moon. My
stones are too smooth. You make me new stones.”

“All you have need of, I make,” he told her.

She stole close to him, taking his hand: “My father is still a black cloud
full of thunder. He thinks that you wish to be head of our tribe in his place,
because he is now very old. He must not hear of these meetings of ours; if
he did I think he would beat me!”

So he asked her: “Are you unhappy, small berry?”

But at this she smiled: “What is being unhappy? I do not know what
that means anymore.”

“1 do not either,” he answered.

Then as though some invisible force had drawn him, his body swung
round and he stared at the forests where they lay and darkened, fold upon
fold; and his eyes dilated with wonder and terror, and he moved his head
quickly from side to side as a wild thing will do that is held between bars
and whose mind is pitifully bewildered.

“Water!” he cried hoarsely, “great water — look, look! Over there. This
land is surrounded by water!”

“What water?” she questioned.

He answered: “The sea.” And he covered his face with his hands.

“Not so,” she consoled, “big forests, good hunting. Big forests in which
you hunt boar and aurochs. No sea over there but only the trees.”

He took his trembling hands from his face: “You areright ... only trees,”
he said dully.

But now his face had grown heavy and brooding and he started to
speak of a thing that oppressed him: “The Roundheaded-ones, they are
devils,” he growled, while his bushy black brows met over his eyes, and
when this happened it changed his expression, which became a little
subhuman.

“No matter,” she protested, for she saw that he forgot her and she
wished him to think and talk only of love. “No matter. My father laughs
at your fears. Are we not friends with the Roundheaded-ones? We are
friends, so why should we fear them?”

“Our forts, very old, very weak,” he went on, “and the Roundheaded-
ones have terrible weapons. Their weapons are not made of good stone
like ours, but of some dark, devilish substance.”

“What of that?” she said lightly. “They would fight on our side, so why
need we trouble about their weapons?”

But he looked away, not appearing to hear her. “We must barter all, all
for their celts and arrows and spears, and then we must learn their secret.
They lust after our women, they lust after our lands. We must barter all,
all for their sly brown celts.”

“Me ... bartered?” she queried, very sure of his answer, otherwise she
had not dared to say this.
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“The Roundheaded-ones may destroy my tribe and yet I will not part
with you,” he told her. Then he spoke very gravely: “But I think they desire
to slay us, and me they will try to slay first because they well know how
much [ mistrust them — they have seen my eyes fixed many times on their
camps.”

She cried: “I will bite out the throats of these people if they so much as
scratch your skin!”

And at this his mood changed and he roared with amusement: “You ...
woman!” he roared. “Little foolish white teeth. Your teeth were made for
nibbling wild cherries, not for tearing the throats of the Roundheaded-
ones!”

“Thoughts of war always make me afraid,” she whimpered, still
wishing him to talk about love.

He turned his sorrowful eyes upon her, the eyes that were sad even
when he was merry, and although his mind was often obtuse, yet he clearly
perceived how it was with her then. And his blood caught fire from the
flame in her blood, so that he strained her against his body.

“You ... mine...” he stammered.

“Love,” she said, trembling, “this is love.”

And he answered: “Love.”

Then their faces grew melancholy for a moment, because dimly, very
dimly in their dawning souls, they were conscious of a longing for some-
thing more vast than this earthly passion could compass.

Presently, he lifted her like a child and carried her quickly southward
and westward till they came to a place where a gentle descent led down
to a marshy valley. Far away, at the line where the marshes ended, they
discerned the misty line of the sea; but the sea and the marshes were
become as one substance, merging, blending, folding together; and since
they were lovers they also would be one, even as the sea and the marshes.

And now they had reached the mouth of a cave that was set in the quiet
hillside. There was bright green verdure beside the cave, and a number of
small, pink, thick-stemmed flowers that when they were crushed smelt of
spices. And within the cave there was bracken newly gathered and heaped
together for a bed; while beyond, from some rocks, came a low liquid
sound as a spring dripped out through a crevice. Abruptly, he set the girl
on her feet, and she knew that the days of her innocence were over. And
she thought of the anxious virgin soil that was rent and sown to bring forth
fruit in season, and she gave a quick little gasp of fear:

“No ...no...” she gasped. For, divining his need, she was weak with the
longing to be possessed, yet the terror of love lay heavy upon her. “No ...
no...” she gasped.

But he caught her wrist and she felt the great strength of his rough,
gnarled fingers, the great strength of the urge that leapt in his loins, and
again she must give that quick gasp of fear, the while she clung close to
him lest he should spare her.
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The twilight was engulfed and possessed by darkness, which in turn
was transfigured by the moonrise, which in turn was fulfilled and con-
sumed by dawn. A mighty eagle soared up from his eyrie, cleaving the air
with his masterful wings, and beneath him from the rushes that harbored
their nests, rose other great birds, crying loudly. Then the heavy-horned
elks appeared on the uplands, bending their burdened heads to the sod;
while beyond in the forests the fierce wild aurochs stamped as they
bellowed their love songs.

But within the dim cave the lord of these creatures had put by his
weapon and his instinct for slaying. And he lay there defenseless with
tenderness, thinking no longer of death but of life as he murmured the
word that had so many meanings. That meant: “Hut of peace for a man
after battle.” That meant: “Ripe red berry sweet to the taste.” That meant:
“Happy small home of future generations.”

7

They found Miss Ogilvy the next morning; the fisherman saw her and
climbed to the ledge. She was sitting at the mouth of the cave. She was
dead, with her hands thrust deep into her pockets.
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Femme voices from
the literary world

This century has been marked by lesbian creative couples who
lived in what appeared to be a married state or carried on tempes-
tuous romances, chasing each other from continent to continent.
Even being married to men did not deter some passionate femme
women from fulfilling their longing for “mannish” women. Amy
Lowell and Ada Russell, Radclyffe Hall and Lady Una Troubridge,
Margaret Anderson and Jane Heap, Colette and Missy, Vita Sack-
ville-West and several women, among them Virginia Woolf and
Violet Trefusis, are just a few of the couples and couplings that are
upper-class versions of butch-femme partnerships. Even in these
widely known alliances, the femme women continue to be dis-
missed as the lesser woman although their diaries and letters leave
records of constancy, flamboyance, erotic bravado, and wit.

Alice B. Toklas (1877-1966)’
1946* Oh Carlo could such perfection and happiness and such beauty

1946

1947

1948

1949

have been and here and now be gone away?

But now this new separation — this going away again is very hard
and the old one still is like it was and always will be.

I have the manuscript [Q.E.D., Stein’s first lesbian work]. It is a
subject I haven’t known how to handle ... It was something I knew
I'd have to meet one day ... to cover my cowardice I kept saying, well
when all else is accomplished.

And now without Baby [Gertrude Stein] there is no direction to
anything, it’s just milling around in the dark — back to where one
was before one was grown.

Dead is dead but that is why memory is all and all the immortality
there is.

* Gerlrude Stein had died in Paris in 1946.
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1957 If there were not still things to do for Gertrude, there would be no
reason for one to go on.

1958 I am nothing but the memory of her.

1959 On Monday I get to work on the memoirs. The white ducks are
bathing in the lake. The white cow and horse are being brought in
and the mallard ducks are fighting — heaps of love.

1960 Have you read Mercedes de Acosta’s book Here Lies the Heart? There
is a classic description of Greta Garbo. A friend said to me one day
— you can’t dispose of Mercedes lightly — she has had the two most
important women in the U.S. — Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich.

1966 Do come back I shan’t last forever.

Margaret Anderson (1886-1973)°

[ already knew that the great thing to learn about life is, first, not to do
what you don’t want to do, and, second, to do what you do want to do...

Jane [Heap] and I began talking. We talked for days, months, years...

Jane and I were as different as two people can be ... The result of our
differences was — argument. At last I could argue as long as I wanted.
Instead of discouraging Jane, this stimulated her. She was always saying
that she never found enough resistance in life to make talking worth while
— oranything else for that matter. And I had always been confronted with
people who found my zest for argument disagreeable, who said they lost
interest inany subject the moment it became controversial. My answer had
been thatargument wasn’t necessarily controversy ... Thad never been able
to understand why people dislike to be challenged. For me, challenge has
always been the great impulse, the only liberation.

Violet Trefusis (1894-1972)°

Mitya [Violet's term of endearment for Vita Sackville-West], you don’t
know to what a pitch I have brought my truthfulness with L. This is the
sort of conversation that takes place constantly:

L: What are you thinking about?

Me: V [Vita].

L: Do you wish V. were here?

Me: Yes.

L: You don’t care much about being with men, do you?
Me: No, Linfinitely prefer women.

L: You are strange, aren’t you?

Me: Stranger than you have any idea of.

40




A Femme-Butch Reader

Lady Una Troubridge (1887-1963)°

It was after the success of Adam’s Breed that John [Radclyffe Hall] came
to me one day with unusual gravity and asked for my decision in a serious
matter: she had long wanted to write a book on sexual inversion ... It was
her absolute conviction that such a book could only be written by a sexual
invert ... to speak on behalf of a misunderstood and misjudged minority.

It was with this conviction that she came to me, telling me in her view
the time was ripe, and that although the publication of such a book might
mean the shipwreck of her whole career, she was fully prepared to make
any sacrifice except the sacrifice of my peace of mind.

She pointed out that in view of our union and of all the years that we
had shared a home, what affected her must also affect me and that I would
be included in any condemnation. Therefore she placed the decision in my
hands and would write or refrain as I should decide.

I am glad to remember that my reply was made without so much of
an instant’s hesitation; I told her to write what was in her heart, that so far
as any effect upon myself was concerned, I was sick to death of am-
biguities, and only wished to be known for what I was and dwell with her
in the palace of truth.

Notes

1. From Edward Burns, ed., Letters of Alice B. Toklas: Staying on Alone (New York:
Vintage Books, 1975).

2. From Margaret Anderson, My Thirty Years’ War: The Autobiography: Beginnings
and Battles to 1930 (New York: Horizon Press, 1969), pp. 11, 107, 122-123.

3. From Philippe Julian and John Philips, The Other Woman: A Life of Violet Trefusis
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1976), letter no. 18.

4.From Una, Lady Troubridge, The Life of Radclyffe Hall New York: Citadel Press,
1961).
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Mabel Hampton Special Collection, Lesbian Herstory Archives

Mabel Hampton at the Lesbian Herstory Archives,
New York, 1978

Mabel Hampton Special Collection, Lesbian Herstory Archives

Lillian Foster, lifelong partner of Mabel Hampton, 1942
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Mabel Hampton (1902-1989)

The following is excerpted from oral history tapes made at the
Lesbian Herstory Archives, New York, 1981, with Mabel
Hampton, an African-American lesbian woman who called herself
“Poppa,” among other things. From the LHA collection.

Mabel: Down here it was just like two couples,* Joan and Deborah
and Mabel and Lillian; we got along lovely, and we played, we
sang, ate, it was marvelous! I will never forget it. And Lillian, of course,
Lillian was my wife.

I had Joan laughing, because I called Lillian “Little Bear.” But when I
first met her, in 1932, she was, to me ... a duchess — the grand duchess —
and I can’t remember what she called me now. But later in life, a number
of years later, I named her. I got angry with her one day and I called her
the “Little Bear” and she called me the “Big Bear,” and of course, that hung
on to me all through life. And now we're known to all our friends as the
“Big Bear” and the “Little Bear.”

Joan: Did you like to wear men'’s clothes?

M: Yes. I like to wear pants. Then I always dressed kind of tailored: skirt
and blouse and things like that. ButIlike the pants and the cap. But I never
considered myself being a man. Because I never liked the men that much.
And anything I don't like, I don’t take up. And I always took up being a
woman because I liked the women and what they stood for.

J: What was the word you called yourself?

M: T had quite a lot of my friends that were known as studs, and the stud
comes as part of the way they dressed, I think. You see, because they
dressed nicely and had short hair and things like that. But I didn’t care, I

* Mabel Hampton and Lillian Foster were staying with the editor and Deborah
Edel after a fire had destroyed their South Bronx apartment.
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kept my hair. I didn’t bother with the hair. I just liked the suits and the
pants and the shoes. I didn’t want to be tied down to anything. I just
wanted to be myself.

I never considered marrying. I had so much trouble when I was little,
a little girl going to school, and my uncle tried to rape me, and then in
every house, even people I went to work for, the men would try to touch
me on my buttons — and I didn’t like it. So, therefore, they meant nothing
to me, because they were always doing something I didn’t like. And if you
do something I don’t like, I don’t bother with you. Good riddance to you.

From a very early age, I knew that I would never marry. I didn’t see
any sense in marrying something that I didn’t like. And that meant I had
to always work, and I've always worked. And right up until I pass away
I will be working.

And I took care of my women. Lillian — from 1932 to 1978 we were
together. We didn’t part. We quarreled a little bit and maybe that’s all;
tongue and teeth falls out, but we just went on. I know she’s happy now
that I am just myself.
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The butch as drag artiste:
Greenwich Village in
the Roaring Forties

For Eileen, who would’ve enjoyed this

About fifty yearsago in Greenwich Village, nightclubs operating under
the protection of the New York mob featured floor shows with dykes
and gay boys (as they said back then) performing in drag. The girls (as
they said back then) wore white tie and tails, a tux, or a costume with
trousers. They were the butches. You might find some gorgeous femme
working there, too, as a stripper, since LaGuardia had closed down the
midtown burlesque houses a few years back. She gave the joint class, the
bosses said, and she was the only girl in a skirt, when she was wearing it.

Male drag in those days was feathers, sequins, and showgirl glamour,
and in their pictures, at least, the guys really looked like movie stars:
Marlene Dietrich, Rita Hayworth.

The butches were even more gorgeous. Slender, wistful girls stared out
of eight-by-ten-inch close-ups with curly hair or straight hair, blonde or
dark, cut short like a boy’s and slicked back with Vitalis or Vaseline Hair
Tonic. They had beautiful, androgynous faces with smooth cheeks and
sculpted jaws. One looked like Errol Flynn. They passed not only on stage,
where everybody knew the score, but on the street, too. Most of them
owned few or no female clothes, and on visits in drag to the Copacabana,
for example, they used the men'’s facilities without incident to avoid
confusion in the powder room.

The downtown shows opened with a chorus, and the finale brought
everybody back on stage. In between, individual performers sang and
danced to popular songs and show tunes. When the butch crooners sang,
the fans swooned. They may have had good voices, but their real talent
was for women: the ones who went to nightclubs in long dresses and mink
stoles, like the heroines of a black-and-white movie.
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Even those dames who were supposed to be straight found the butches
irresistible. Their bravado and defiance of convention commanded re-
spect, and nobody would have to worry about getting pregnant. But
whatever the attraction, the women who tried it once generally liked it
and stuck with it. As the saying went back then, “This year’s trade is next
year’s femme.”

Stagestruck female fans tipped their favorites exorbitantly and bought
rounds of drinks for everyone. They hung around in mobs waiting for their
butches to finish the show. The offers ranged from one-night stands to
thirty-five-foot yachts. Sometimes a wealthy femme married her dyke in
Mexico and endowed her with a small fortune. Rich and beautiful women
seemed to be popping out of the woodwork.

Meanwhile, everybody in the show worked six nights a week, three
shows a night — 10:30 p.m., 12:30 a.m., 2:30 a.m. — for a token salary of
$10 to $25 a week. (Closing time was 4 a.m., when everybody went around
to Reuben’s, the people who invented the sandwich, on East 58th Street,
just off Fifth, with the after-hours crowd, or up to Harlem.) The rest of the
money the kids raked in, which was considerable, they made in big tips
from customers, who had already paid high cover charges and minimums
to be there.

The audience was generally straight, though gay people came to see
their friends perform. Everybody found their way downtown sooner or
later — socialites, uptown swells, show people, bankers, con artists,
mobsters, Wall Street brokers, gigolos, lawyers, and hookers, plus out-of-
towners and tourists from all over. People lined up outside the bigger
clubs, hoping fora table for the next show. Most were just looking for thrills
and a few laughs. A few were looking for more.

It’s no secret that two women together is a favorite male fantasy, and
for the kinky johns who frequented the clubs back then, dykes had a special
allure. Offers to a butch chorine for a sexy threesome with a hooker — or
from straight couples — weren’t rare. You could always just say no, but
the money was good.

Dykes weren’t strangers to the business end of things. For instance,
one of the biggest madams in the city was into girls (“Men are for business,
but girls are for pleasure,” she used to say), and some of the butches had
lovers who were uptown hookers — women who were paid top dollar for
their services. It was easy for the butches to slip into the same line of work,
but the price was usually high — drugs, booze, oblivion. The scene lost its
glamour pretty fast.

From the mid- to late forties, the most elegant and prestigious clubs
with gay entertainers were the 181 Club, at 181 Second Avenue between
Eleventh and Twelfth Streets in what is now the East Village (then still the
prer East Side), and the Moroccan Village, at 23 West Eighth Street,
billed in the forties as “the Gayest Spot in the Village” but occupied for
years now by a belly-dance emporium called the Darvish. The site of the
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“Blackie,” a prominent New York male impersonator
of the 1930s and "40s
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181 Club, left to ruin for many years, was recently renovated and now
houses the Village East Cinemas. The doors to the 181 (which bore that
number until the renovation) are the last ones at the south end of the
building.

A forerunner of both of these, but much less debonair, was the Howdy
Club on Third Street in the Village, which dates from the late thirties. And
the history of these clubs, as I know it, ends with the 82 Club, at 82 East
Fourth Street, which replaced the 181 around 1953. Smaller and less plush
than the 181 Club, the 82 lasted into the late fifties, to be phased out by
television and the decline of mob influence. After long neglect, the space
it once occupied has reopened as Woody’s in the Village.

Nightclubs with gay floor shows were completely separate from the
lesbian bars of the period, except that many of the dykes who worked in
drag went to the bars. Also, tending bar or hanging out at the bars were
ways of meeting people who could put you in touch with people who
could get you into show biz. They didn’tadvertise. It was whom you knew,
and whether or not you looked the part.

There were a number of lesbian bars around back then. From the late
thirties, on Third Street or Bleeker, there was a place called Willie’s and
John’s, in the shadow of the Sixth Avenue El In the same neighborhood
from the forties were El's, the Welcome Inn, MacDougal’s Tavern, Tony
Pastor’s, the P[rovince]town Landing, and Ernie’s. In fact, Third Street was
the street of lesbian bars. The Welcome Inn and MacDougal’s stood in the
block presently occupied by the NYU Law School.

I've heard that femmes congregated in one bar while butches started
out the night in another. That older women stuck pretty much to one bar
and younger women to another. That you could check your coat in one
place and go off down Third Street to another, then come back and pick it
up later. They tell me that before women wore pants on the street, which
wasn’t until World War II, the dykes had three-piece suits made with a
skirt and slacks to match the jacket. They’d wear the skirt on the street and
change into the slacks when they got to the bar.

None of this has been written down anywhere, so you'll just have to
trust me. It was all told to meby old friends. They were the butches in drag
who worked the floor shows in those Village clubs.

They’d sit around on a Sunday afternoon and tell stories and pass
around photo albums. Nobody thought of their lives as history, much less
lesbian history. That didn't exist. As my friend Frankie said to me recently
(somebody was looking for “older lesbians” to interview), “Older lesbians,
for chris’sake! Do they have to use that word? Only the bastards on the
street used that word! You know, ‘Hey, lezzie, wanna suck my cock...”

We'reall history now. I'm pushing fiftyand the dykes I'm talking about
are pushing seventy. I've known some of them for upwards of twenty-five

years, and they’ve known one another for fifty. Some couples have been
together thirty years and more.
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When I met them, in the sixties, they’d only been out of show business
for a while and still loved to talk about it. I was in my twenties and very
dumb. They were in their forties and had been there and back. They saved
my life so many times it would bore you, and thought nothing of it. I was
always going off with some drunk who finished up the evening by
clobbering me over the head. Once, my lover moved with someone else
into the house we were supposed to be buying together. Frankie called a
lawyer while I cried. “You gotta cut your losses,” she said.

Looking back on it, I think they were used to pulling one another out
of scrapes (it came with the territory), and they didn’t expect me to be
perfect. I basked in this nonjudgmental atmosphere.

The experience of working in the clubs together had forged a greatbond
among them, forming something like a sorority for poor kids who had no
college, but riskier. In the fifties, you could still get busted by the vice squad
for being a transvestite (“masquerading” as a man) unless you wore three
pieces of women’s clothing.! So you canimagine the rigors of life fora butch
whoworked indragin theforties. And they did wear men’s underwear. The
bosses of the clubs were always after them to clean up their acts, to avoid
troublewith the cops. Butrepeated spot checks turned upa medley of BVDs
and jockey shorts, and no ladies” underwear, on the butches.

All this sounded like great fun to me, and still does. So imagine my
surprise when my friends didn’t jump at the chance a couple of years back
to go on tape and camera and tell their stories to the world. I told Frankie
we could collaborate.

“This stuff is dynamite,” I'said. “Don’t you think it'sabout time to come
out of the closet with it?”

“All that was a hundred years ago,” Frankie barked at me. “Nobody
wants to hear about it.”

“How do you know?” I said.

She shot me a look she’d perfected eons ago, when girls like me came
and went in her life, like through a revolving door.

“You want somebody to know,” she said, “you tell "em.”

“"Maybe I will,” I said.

Frankie folded up her albums and stuffed the eight-by-tens back in
their boxes.

“You know the people who ran the clubs don’t like publicity,” she said
after a long pause.

“But that was years ago, Frankie,” I said. “All those people must be
gaga or at the bottom of the river by now.”

“Well, I'm still around,” she said with a deadpan delivery. “And they
don’t forget.”

“Don’t get paranoid,” I said. “They wouldn’t care. They even make
movies about them now.”

“This wasn’t a movie, sweetheart. This was the real thing.” Frankie
tossed the photos back into their suitcases and slammed down the lids.
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From that I deduced she wasn’t quite ready for her close-up. If Storme
wanted to go on camera, that was her business.? But don’t mention
Frankie's name. Or anybody else’s name. They might sue. And no pictures,
please. The family might get hold of a copy. Her nephews and nieces. The
shop where she still works part-time.

I understood all that, having lived a gay life only a few steps ahead of
the police when I was young. So I've kept a low profile here while
dropping a few hairpins. Frankie’s name isn’t Frankie, of course. I never
knew a Frankie, though I know that there were some in the clubs. And our
conversations are collages of many chats over the years.

What I know, thanks to “Frankie” and others, about butches working
in the clubs of the forties has led me to look into related topics. To place
my friends into some sort of framework, I've read everything from the
history of vaudeville to The Valachi Papers. WhatI’ve learned has reinforced
my convictions about the importance of this slice of oral history.

Women working as male impersonators began to appear on the
English-speaking popular stage from the middle of the last century. They
played saloons, variety shows, and music halls, most of them as “song-
and-dance men.”* In fact, male (and female) impersonators were standard
vaudeville acts, and sexually mixed audiences didn’t find their routines
threatening.*

The greatest of themall, a paragon of Edwardian virtue, was an English
music hall star who chose the unlikely stage name of Vesta Tilley. She was
brought to America many times, the first in 1894, finally earning a salary
of $2,500 a week, which made her one of the highest paid vaudevillians of
her day.® On stage and off, Vesta appears to have been as straight as an
arrow and married well.® But her greatest fans were always working
women, and for them she became a sort of folk heroine of the music halls.

But other women doubtless went into the business because it suited
them in more ways than one. Like the pioneering male impersonator
Annie Hindle, who in 1886 in Grand Rapids, Michigan, married her female
dresser after the show. Throughout her career, Hindle received numerous
“masher notes” from fans in the audience, all women.”

This kind of adulation by women of women on stage dressed in
butchy clothes is evident throughout this history. The sexual implications
are impossible to measure, though there must have been some — even if
pre-World War I audiences, as everyone insists, were as innocent as
lambs.

But during the war and the Roaring Twenties, a lot of things came out
of the closet. In 1921, a doctor at the New York City Women'’s House of
Detention described in the Medical Review of Reviews “that class of female
who ... gains sexual satisfaction from association with other females.”
Besides being “a common occurrence among prisoners,” it was, he noted,
“also quite common among actresses, more particularly of the chorus girl
type ... They wear strictly tailor-made clothing, low shoes and they seldom
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wear corsets. The hair is usually bobbed.”® Sounds like some of “Frankie’s”
old photos.

By the thirties, vaudeville was dead, nightclubs were in, and audiences
had wised up. Male and female impersonators were no longer polite
family entertainment but a sort of theatrical sideshow, perhaps already
tarred by the brush of the crime syndicates (which had made a fortune
under Prohibition) and the sex industry they managed.’ Witnesses to that
era would be approaching eighty and rare nowadays. But I know that a
couple of women had been in the business for years and were still on the
circuit when my friends entered the clubs. They were about ten years older
and idolized by the younger performers.

A hostile source comes to the rescue with a few hints about the period.
In a nasty little quasi guidebook called New York Confidential, published in
1948, Lee Mortimer, a reporter for Mr. Hearst's New York Daily Mirror,
recalled that “until a decade ago” “floor shows in which most entertainers
are fairies, men playing the female roles” had played “midtown night
clubs” that “catered to the twisted trade.” Apparently, a police crackdown
in the late thirties had driven ”“the pouting queens and Lesbians” to
Greenwich Village.”

Although Mortimer’s short chapter on the Village in the forties —
“Where Men Wear Lace Lingerie” — is a lexicon of period homophobia,
it also contains some fairly reliable information. He knew about the
“female homos’ hangouts” on Third Street but said one was presided
over by “an old and disgusting excuse for a woman” who induced
thousands of innocent girls “to lead unnatural lives.” And he may have
exaggerated a little about the “congenital abnormals” — “male mag-
dalens” and “female monstrosities” — who engaged in “unspeakable
saturnalias” that tourists could view for a price. For Mortimer’s money,
the Village was a trap where ”“Nature’s mishaps” preyed on the un-
suspecting, where “fags” and “skirted women-hunters” were always on
the prowl for victims.

He couldn’t recommend the Village to tourists, but Mortimer thought
segregating the “variants” into one section “where an eye can be kept on
them” was a good idea. He regretted that one institution — “the most
notorious Lesbian night club in New York,” located “on Second Avenue,
south of 14th Street, on the lower East Side” (p. 75) — had slipped through
the net. That was the 181 Club, of course, where most of my friends worked
at one time or another.

Despite hate-mongers like Mortimer, not to mention frequent police
raids, people still wanted to see gay floor shows. The clubs thus became a
lucrative underworld business that the mob keptafloat through favorsand
payoffs. The gay entertainers I knew saw mobsters as welcome allies in an
endless struggle with the extortionate tactics of greedy cops. (Remember
that the rioters at Stonewall pelted the detectives with coins — pennies and
dimes, nickels and quarters. )
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A strange item in The Valachi Papers bears out this long-standing
association and raises other questions. It was sensational news in 1952
when Anna Genovese sued her husband of many years, Don Vito, for a
divorce. She talked a lot about the family’s enterprises, but no move was
made to shut her up. One of Don Vito’s lieutenants, however, paid for his
indiscretions with his life. He’d been “a partner first with Genovese in
some of his nightclubs in the Greenwich Village area and then with Mrs.
Genovese in running some others, catering to Lesbians, which were not,
in her words, ‘part of the Syndicate.””"!

Details of these transactions may remain forever murky. But didn’t I
hear that the manager of the 181 Club was a Pete Petillo? Was he a brother to
Anna Genovese, née Petillo? And was the 181 one of the family businesses?
Certainly, Don Vito himselfhad deep rootsin the Villageand numerous ties,
including his legitimate cover operations on Thompson Street.!?

People who live in glass houses don’t throw stones, and I've never had
any quarrel with the gay world’s underworld connections. I believe the
mob is no more crooked than the Democrats and Republicans, as Mario
Puzo pointed out somewhere. To me it’s all just another chapter of lesbian
history.

But the people really prepared to write this chapter should consider
doing it before too long. Our recent history is oral history, and it’s impor-
tant to capture the memories of those days while we still have women (and
men) around who lived them. These testimonies can explain vital links in
the chain of circumstances that led us out of the underworld, to Stonewall
and beyond.

To all you gay entertainers from way back when: after you read this, if
you read this, maybe some of you will reconsider speaking up, getting
yourselves recorded and videotaped. I've done my best with the material
[ had, but I was hardly born back then. Only you know the million and
one stories from those times and places, and you’ll never have a bigger
and better audience than you do right now.

In that spirit, I welcome complaints, corrections, and additions to this
history. In fact, nothing would please me more than to hand over the mike
and see all you kids back in the spotlight, where you belong.
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Cheryl Clarke

Of Althea and Flaxie

In 1943 Althea was a welder

very dark

very butch

and very proud

loved to cook, sew, and drive a car

and did not care who knew she kept company with a woman
who met her every day after work

in a tight dress and high heels

light-skinned and high-cheekboned

who loved to shoot, fish, play poker

and did not give a damn who knew her “man” was a woman.

Althea was gay and strong in 1945

and could sing a good song

from underneath her welder’'s mask

and did not care who heard her sing her song to a woman.

Flaxie was careful and faithful

mindful of her Southern upbringing

watchful of her tutored grace

Long as they treated her like a lady

she did not give a damn who called her a “bulldagger.”

In 1950 Althea wore suits and ties

Flaxie’s favorite colors were pink and blue

People openly challenged their flamboyance

but neither cared a fig who thought them “queer” or “funny.”

When the girls bragged over break of their sundry loves,
Flaxie blithely told them her old lady Althea took her dancing
every weekend
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and did not care who knew she loved the mind of a woman.

In 1955 when Flaxie got pregnant

and Althea lost her job

Flaxie got herself on relief

and did not care how many caseworkers
threatened midnight raids.

Althea was set up and went to jail

for writing numbers in 1958

Flaxie visited her every week with gifts

and hungered openly for her through the bars

and did not give a damn who knew she waited for a woman.

When her mother died in 1965 in New Orleans

Flaxie demanded that Althea walk beside her in the funeral procession

and did not care how many aunts and uncles knew she slept with a
woman.

When she died in 1970

Flaxie fought Althea’s proper family not to have her laid out in lace
and dressed the body herself

and did not care who knew she’d made her way with a woman.
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Sandy Kern

The following is excerpted from an oral history tape made with
Sandy Kern, a Jewish, working-class, butch lesbian, at the Lesbian
Herstory Archives, New York, 1984. From the LHA collection.

Sandy: The year was 1945. It was during the war. I was about fifteen
and we were having one of our blackouts, maneuvers — I forget what
they were called, but we had these blackout practices, and we were sitting
in the dark, me and my friend Minnie, who calls herself Mickey now.

We were sitting on the stoop in Brooklyn and I had my arms around
her because it was dark. I wasn’t scared; I was happy for the darkness,
because I was able to put my arms around her and smell her. She had a
very particular and beautiful smell. And so I was sitting like that with her,
and she was embracing me too, when the lights went on, quite suddenly,
or so it seemed, because I was oblivious to the time. And there was a
woman who lived in the building that we were sitting in front of and she
saw us holding each other that way. That was the first time I heard the
word lesbian. She said in a very typical Jewish way, she said, “Look at this!
A couple of lesbians.” That was the first time that I heard that word.

The very next day I'ran to the library, the Glenmore Street Library, and
I'looked up the word lesbian and I felt so proud of myself because it talked
about the Isle of Lesbos and it mentioned something about Radclyffe Hall,
who wrote something called The Well of Loneliness, which I took out that
very same day and read and reread and reread.

So that was my first experience in hearing that I had a label: besides
being a girl, beside being Jewish, I was a lesbian. Yippee!

Many years later, after I left home, I was with this woman who was
several years older than I. I won’t go into it now as to how I knew her, but
we became lovers, and we had arranged to meet in Prospect Park in
Brooklyn.

We met and we walked and suddenly we were pounced upon by this
pack of young men. I mean, that was the first time that I was really
frightened. I was carrying a book that they took and tore up, screaming,
“Lesbians,” and, “Weirdos.” We ran. We ran out as fast as we could. She
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V’m proud of my lesbianism, and | Missing my woman and feeling sad.
can swim too. Central Park, 1950s. On the roof of Amboy Street,
Brooklyn, 1950s.

Snapshots from
r [ Sandy Kern’s photo
: album

Above: Having fun and feeling
good on the beach. Riis Park,
Brooklyn, 1950s.

Right: Waiting for my ship
to come in. The Battery,
South Street Seaport, 1960s.
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got into a cab, I got onto a bus, and one of them came onto the bus with
me and I was really frightened. I felt like a hunted animal, because nobody
came to my assistance. Everybody seemed hostile. I didn’t know where to
run. He finally got off — I guess he had his kicks by then.

Joan: Do you remember how you were dressed?

S: I was dressed the way I dressed for many, many years. It was sort of a
uniform, I guess. I had sneakers on, dungarees — in those days, we used
to roll them up — and a sweatshirt tucked into my pants. That’s the way
I was dressed. My hair was short, as it is now. I had no makeup on. But
she was dressed as a woman; she wore a dress, a summer dress. She had
long hair, which she braided and wore around her head. I have a picture
of her somewhere I'll show you. She was German, American-German, but
she looked like a real German frau. She was very robust. [Cups her hands
under her breasts] She wasn’t obvious by a long shot, but the two of us
together —they knew rightaway that we were lesbians, and they hounded
us through the park. I think that was the worst experience I ever had. There
were other experiences, though.

When I lived in the Village [Greenwich Village, New York], I could not
leave my home and go out into the street without hearing some kid calling,
“Hey, lesbian,” and they threw things. One kid, I remember, had a dog and
he hit the dog with this chain. When he saw me, he threw the chain at me.
“Lesbian.” But I think he used another word. “Lezzie,” that’s it. “Hey,
lezzie, look at the lezzie, queer, creep.” I mean, out loud in the street. That
only happened in the Village though. Because I lived there in the Village.

J:How did it make you feel, day after day, when you went out in the streets
and heard those things? How did you keep a sense of yourself?

S: Well, T had to go to work and I had to compromise. I always wore skirts
to work and I never had trouble when I wore a skirtand lipstick. That was
a sort of shield. I remember wearing ... a Playtex rubber girdle for years. I
remember coming home and just tearing out of my clothes and changing
into my comfortable jeans and sneakers. I didn’t let those creeps make my
lifemiserable. Inever did. I went outatall hours of the night. So they yelled
at me. So what! I learned to lock them out of my head. I mean, it was only
when they came after me physically that frightened me. But I didn’t lose
my identity. I knew who I was and I wasn’t ashamed of what I was. Right
from the beginning, as I said, I always felt proud and special.

T'used to have this fantasy that there was a ray of light shining on me
wherever I went. That's the way I really felt: special.
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Ira Jeffries

My mother’s daughter

was fortunate to have had a mother who was a lesbian, and a father

whose oldestsister and niece wereinvolved with women. Unfortunate-
ly, my great-grandmother, Fannie Koontz, who raised my mother after
my grandmother Odessa was killed in an auto accident, had no such
inclination, and was so intolerant of such a lifestyle that Bonita, my
mother, was not allowed to bring those “bulldagger women” into our
home.

Fannie Koontz, who was illiterate, but only in the sense that she
couldn’t read or write, was sharp as a tack when it came to figures and
money. In fact, she was a gambler and a card shark who played the
numbers all of her life and hit frequently for big bucks. Granny always
had a bosom full of money, the only place she kept her stash. She also was
a great cook, and worked in “white folks” kitchens” until cataracts stole
her sight and arthritic knees crippled her.

Bonita was almost a high school graduate and was a fantastic dancer
with a flair for comedy. Ethel Waters, the actress, wanted to take my mother
on the road with her, but my grandmother would not hear of it because of
Ethel’s reputation as a “bulldagger” — and then, of course, there was little
ole me to raise. I'm sure that my mother resented Fannie Koontz for
preventing her from becoming an entertainer and having as her mentor the
great Ethel Waters. I remember the arguments when I was three, four, and
five years old that only stopped whenIscreamed atthetop of my little voice.

Over the years, people have asked me when I came out or when I
realized that I was gay or a lesbian. After some thought, I came to the
conclusion that I've always been gay, and I've always been out — it’s just
that I didn‘t know it at the time. I remember “fooling around” with other
little girls at the very early age of five. I also remember taking a little girl
behind a door in the hallway of my apartment building on West 119th
Street one summer day, and asking her to take down her panties so that I
could “see her down there.” She was very cooperative. [ was a precocious
child. Aggressive too, and yet shy.
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I could say that officially I came out at the age of fourteen, in 1946,
when my mother, who had been observing my behavior with my little
girlfriends from the neighborhood, asked me point-blank if I liked girls.
Luckily for me, Bonita and I had established the kind of relationship in
which we could discuss anything, and so, after some initial hemming and
hawing, some denial and hesitation, I reluctantly said yes, I did.

Then, as I kept my gaze glued to the floor, my mother proceeded to
give me her consent and her blessings for my lesbian life. She also warned
meabout “thelife” and society’s condemnation of “funny women.” At this
time, I didn’t know Bonita’s sexual orientation, which is why I felt so
awkward and embarrassed. I found out a year later, when a “friend” of
Bonnie, as my mother was affectionately called in her circle, told me,
adding that her mother and Bonnie were lovers.

My father, Eddie, on the other hand, resented the fact that I was
gravitating toward a lesbian lifestyle, but he could do nothing about it
because I lived with my mother. I am sure they had innumerable discus-
sions about it, because I remember that whenever [ used to visit my daddy,
he would trash my mother and grandmother, blaming Fannie Koontz for
their separation. But Daddy was twenty-two years older than my mother,
Bonita was a handsome woman, and he had hit her once too often.

Daddy had hoped that someday I would marry so that he could gift
me with a beautiful set of Greek china. Well, you know, I never saw that
china. When I was around eighteen years old, I fell from my daddy’s favor
when I wrote him a hellified letter “reading him” for all those years of
verbal abuse he had heaped on my mother. He never forgave me for that
letter, he told me some ten years later. He also told me, when he realized
that I was “out and never coming back,” “I can outfuck you any day!” I
was astonished at his language, because he never spoke like that to me. At
that moment I felt sorry for my father, this man who felt it necessary to
make such a sexist, macho statement to his daughter. Evenso, I understood
his hurt and disappointment regarding my sexual orientation and his
realization that I would never marry.

Bonita, who passed on in 1981, was my best friend as well as my
mother. I could discuss anything with her and she would advise me as
best she could. Oh yes, she made mistakes, and some serious errors in
judgment on my behalf, but considering the repressive, oppressive, and
homophobic environment she was raised in and had to deal with every
day of her life, I understand what influenced her decisions.

What sustained me through some very difficult times, and saved my
lifeon many occasions, is the sense of dignity, pride, and self-worth Bonita
taught me. She encouraged me in all my endeavors, and when I spoke to
her of my “big dreams,” which were rather unrealistic for a young black
girl growing up in the 1940s, she never once said that it couldn’t be done.
She told me instead that I could do anything I wanted, and become
whatever I wanted, if I wanted to badly enough, but that it was up to me.
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Ira Jeffries (far right), with her girlfriend, Snowbaby, and her mother,
Bonita (standing), celebrating Ira’s sixteenth birthday in a Harlem club.
“I'm the butch but I’'m not allowed to dress as I please yet.”

She never dictated the life path I should follow except to insist that I
get an education so that I would have more options than she and my
grandmother had had and wouldn’t have to work in factories or become
anyone’s maid. I think I've turned out pretty well, considering I've been
in hell’s kitchen and back.

I have always considered myself butch identified. I have never felt
feminine. I wore dresses because my mother bought my clothes, but as
soon as I drew my first paycheck at age seventeen, I paid down on my first
suit. Over the years women have asked why I dress so mannish. My
response has been that I like wearing man-tailored clothing; it's the way I
choose to express myself. It is becoming more apparent every day that I
am exactly where I'm supposed to be, and I am doing exactly what I'm
supposed to be doing.
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Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy &
Madeline Davis

“They was no one to mess with”:
The construction of the butch
role in the lesbian community

of the 1940s and 1950s

Our research on the history of the lesbian bar community of Buffalo,
New York, during the 1940s and 1950s has been unique in showing
the multifaceted meaning of butch-fem roles,' which constituted a sym-
bolic pattern that pervaded all aspects of social and cultural life. Butch-fem
roles were a deeply felt expression of individual identity and a personal
code guiding appearance and sexual behavior; they were a system for
organizing social relationships delineating which members of the com-
munity could have relationships with whom; furthermore, they were
working-class lesbians’ only means of expressing resistance to the hetero-
sexual world in this prepolitical era of gay and lesbian history.

Scholars have not yet given this same kind of scrutiny to the uses of
masculinity and femininity in the gay male community, nor have they
attempted to deepen our understanding of gender by comparing lesbian
and gay communities. On the surface, the butch and the gay fairy or queen
seem to have had similar positions in the forties and fifties: they both used
the inversion of gender roles to announce gayness. However, as we came
to know the lesbian community of the past, the differences between the
butch and the queen became apparent. After listening to hours of butch
life stories, we realized that butches rarely used camp humor as a way of
presenting their vision of the world;? rather, they surrounded themselves
with an aura of solemnity. In this paper, we explore the position of the
butch in lesbian culture in order to illuminate this puzzling lack of camp
We first look at the use of masculinity in the construction of butch ap-
pearance in the 1940s and 1950s, exploring its meaning for the individual
and the process of community resistance. We then look at the relationship
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between masculinity and butch sexuality and compare the role of thebutch
with that of the queen.*

This work derives from a nearly completed manuscript, Boots of Leather,
Slippers of Gold: The History of a Lesbian Community. The research is based
on oral histories collected from forty-five narrators, of whom thirty-three
actually participated in some aspect of the Buffalo public lesbian com-
munity during the 1930s, 1940s, or 1950s. Of these, twenty-five are Euro-
American, six African-American, and two Native American. Our method
is ethnohlstorlcal that is, we use oral histories to construct a community
history.® The working-class lesbian bar community of the forties was fairly
homogeneous: mainly white with a few individual Native Americans and
African-Americans. In the fifties, the community became class stratified
and racially integrated. Although butch-fem culture existed in all subcom-
munities, the butch role was less “obvious” or “flamboyant” in the more
upwardly mobile crowd, which is therefore not considered in this paper.
A distinct African-American lesbian social group centered around open
house parties existed in Buffalo from at least the 1950s, and most likely
earlier. In the process of integration, the African-American community
kept its distinct base but also interacted with the predominantly white bar
community, and whites began to attend African-American parties. To the
best of our knowledge, the differences in the butch role in the African-
American and Euro-American subcommunities were not great; therefore,
we do not treat them separately. We intend our generalizations to be true
of both cultures, but to end the invisibility of African-Americans in history,
we sometimes indicate the cultural or racial identity of the narrators.

Before exploring the specific uses of masculinity in the Buffalo lesbian
community, we want to review why masculinity takes on such importance
in the development of twentieth-century lesbian social life. Several schol-
ars haveaddressed this question. Modern lesbian culture developed in the
context of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when elab-
orate hierarchical distinctions were made between the sexes, and gender
was a fundamental organizing principle of cultural life. In documenting
the lives of passing women, Jonathan Katz argues that, in the context of
this nineteenth-century polarization of masculinity and femininity, one of
the few ways for women to achieve independence in work and travel and
to escape passivity was by assuming the male role.® In a similar vein,
Jeffrey Weeks holds that lesbians’ adoptlon of male images at the turn of
the century broke through women’s and lesblans invisibility, a necessity
if lesbians were to become part of public life.” Expandlng this approach,
Esther Newton sets the adoption of male imagery in the context of the New
Woman'’s search for an independent life, and delineates how male imagery
helped to break through nineteenth-century assumptions about the sexless
nature of women and introduce overt sexuality into women'’s relation-
ships with one another.® Finally, George Chauncey has argued that during
the early twentieth century there was no cultural concept of ungendered
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sexual relationships. For men to have sex with men, they needed to
recreate masculine and feminine sexual identities, and we assume the
same to be true for women.”

The key identifiers for butchness during the forties and fifties were
image and sexuality. In the forties, in bars on the weekend, butches cut a
masculine appearance. When we asked Reggie, a butch narrator, if she
could tell that Ralph Martin’s was a gay bar on her first visit by the way
people touched, she replied, “No, you could tell by their dress ... the
butches were very butchy, very, ties, shirts.” These forties butches put a
great deal of time and energy into their appearance. Arden remembers,
“They would starch [their shirts] until they would break. If there was a
wrinkle in them, they would put them back in the water.” They wore cuff
links, and those who could afford them wore jackets. Pants were just
becoming acceptable for women during the war, and butches started
wearing them when going out to the bars, though they had to have them
custom tailored, since ladies’ pants were not yet easily available. They
wore flat shoes, the most masculine style they could find, and wore their
hair cut short over their ears. In addition, they cultivated masculine
mannerisms in the little details of self-presentation — manner of walking,
sitting, and holding a drink, and tone of voice. The total image, although
masculine, was not aggressive or rough. Our narrators describe their
image as “severe,” never tough. Reggie contrasts butches of the forties
with therowdy bar lesbians of the next decade: “Your butches were butchy,
but they werekind, you know. Not saying that there’s notany kind butches
[later]; don’t misunderstand. They weren’t the macho type, and they
didn’t go out and want to fight right away.”

The masculine image that butches projected was of necessity am-
biguous — otherwise they would have been passing women, not butches.
All the forties butches we spoke to knew women who passed as men, but
saw themselves as different. Leslie comments philosophically ona passing
woman of her acquaintance who wore a binder and looked like a man:
“{Perhaps] this was the lesser of two evils, rather than be in the middle
like us, not looking like men or women. But we weren't trying to fool the
public.” They saw the butch identity, the butch essence, as distinct from
male, and when classifying themselves as other than butch, they used the
term homo.

One aspect of butchness was personal identity, a lesbian’s expressing
what she felt about herself. But there was also a more social dimension,
that of resistance to heterosexual norms. Appearing butch announced
lesbians to the public. Somewhere in their life stories, most of our narrators
explain that to appear butch meant that they were “not denying” who they
were. The concept of “not denying” is at the core of the resistance of the
forties and fifties. By displaying butchness, lesbians became visible to one
another, thereby becoming a recognizable presence in a hostile world.
During the forties, when lesbians were discreet about separating work and
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family from social life, appearing butch was particularly powerful. Those
who did took tremendous risks. Our butch narrators vividly remember
being recognized for who they were, whenever they went out, and contrast
their situation to that of fems. Leslie observes:

Fems didn’t look like homos. When they were walking on the street they
didn’t get any harassment, so gay life was not that difficult for them. The
only time they had any trouble was when they would go to the bar on
Saturday night. There might be some straights making comments there.
And afterwards, when you would go out to eat at a restaurant. That got
so bad that I stopped doing it. It wasn’t worth it to have to deal with all
the men making comments and poking fun. The biggest problem is going
out on the street, and who bothers a fem when she goes out alone? She
doesn’t have to face that kind of thing.

The butch role was so powerful in drawing attention to lesbians that
it caused discomfort within the community. Some butches were thought
to go too far and were derogatorily described as “being obvious about”
or even “advertising” who they were. Many butches felt they needed to
be more circumspect about their appearance to protect their own identity
and avoid problems in relation to work, family, and the law. In addition,
some lesbians felt that “being obvious” was not an effective strategy for
change, because it aroused too much hostility. Dee, for instance, disliked
obviousness:

Well, some of the ones that went to extremes I thought [were] rather
ridiculous. Again, I always found it repugnant to wear a sign on my
forehead. ‘Cause to me, we live in a straight society and we should have
to conform. We can be gay when we're in our own crowd at a house party;
when we're out in public we should sort of not flaunt gaiety. I never went
for that idea.

Her objections to the obvious butch-fem image go beyond that of her
personal discomfort. She did not and does not think that approaching the
straight world in this manner was wise for lesbians. We questioned her
about whether or not there was a positive side to the obviousness of the
butch role, such as asserting that lesbians exist: “Not necessarily, not if
they’re being scornful. They could make their way as a lesbian without,
shall Isay, shocking the general public. I think there’s other ways to attain
that end of lesbianism.”

The basic elements of butch appearance continued into the fifties but
were transformed. The years of socializing together in the bars gave rise
to a distinct culture and identity, as well as increasing pride. This man-
ifested itself particularly in fifties lesbians’ willingness to reach out to
newcomers and to introduce people to lesbian life. This new lesbian
consciousness, in combination with rebellion against the increased repres-
sion against gays and lesbians during the McCarthy era and the rigidifica-
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tion of sex roles during the early years of the cold war, created a bolder
attitude toward the straight world. The most rebellious subgroup of this
community, those who are often stereotyped as “bulldaggers” or “diesel
dykes” and whom we call bar dykes, expressed their resistance primarily
through the butch role.'” The bar dyke was little inclined to accommodate
the conventions of femininity and pushed to diminish the time she spent
hiding and to eliminate the division between her publicand private selves.
She also added a new element of resistance: the willingness to stand up
for and defend with physical force her fem’s and her own right to be who
she was.

Bar dykes, black, Indian, and white, cultivated an extremely masculine
look, generally wearing more articles of male clothing than butches in the
forties or than the more upwardly mobile crowd of the fifties. Since they
went out to bars every night, not just on weekends, they had to have
appropriate butch clothes for both casual wear and for dressing up.
Regulars at Bingo’s in the midfifties remember white butches wearing
sport jackets, chino pants or sometimes men’s dress pants,and men’s shirts
— button-downs, western shirts, or tuxedo shirts with ties on the weekend.
When out during the week, they would dress more casually in shirts and
chinos. Among younger white bar dykes in the late fifties, blue jeans and
t-shirts became popular, particularly during the week. The late fifties
image is captured by Ronni’s description of herself: “I played a very
dominant, possessive, butch, truck-driver role at that time. I wore a crew
cut and shirts. I used to have my pants tapered at the bottom. I'd have my
cuffs taken in, you know. I'd go have my hair cut at the barber.” On
weekends they would still dress up but strictly in men’s clothes. Penny
loafers and dress boots were common, often worn with argyle socks. White
bar dykes wore their hair in greased-back DAs."! Black studs adopted a
more formal look even on weeknights, wearing starched white shirts with
formal collars and dark dress pants whenever they went out. Their shoes
were men’s Florsheim dress shoes worn with dark nylon socks. They had
their hair processed and wore it combed back at the sides and cut square
at the back. None of these butches, white or black, ever carried purses.

Certain items of male clothing acquired a special significance among
bar dykes. The t-shirt symbolized the daring of lesbians wearing male
clothing, as Sandy recalls with particular fondness:

This is very funny but it's really the truth: if you think about it, butches,
we’ve always worn t-shirts. That was our thing, right? And most of the
time, why did we wear t-shirts? Because we didn’t wear a bra. We came
way before the ERA movement. When did they start this big thing, about
fifteen years ago? We had thrown those away. We just threw them away
and put on t-shirts. And boy, when you wore a t-shirt — wow — they
didn’t look to see where your tits were. Oh, you have a t-shirt! We were
the Original.
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A 1950s butch:
Lynne Berry in Worcester,
Massachusetts, 1955
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Sandy was small breasted; not all butches were. Little Gerry, a full-
breasted butch, remembers fems of the time joking, “Butches have all the
cleavage, and they don’t even want it.” Breasts unquestionably presented
a problem for those cultivating a butch image. Fuller-breasted butches
had to choose clothes that camouflaged their bosoms. They would often
sew the cups of their bras so that their breasts wouldn’t look so pointy.
Butches might also wear binders, strips of cloth or Ace bandages
wrapped around the chest. They were not tight, but gave the appearance
of a smooth front so that men’s shirts would fit better. Also, binders
helped butches look ambiguous enough on the streets to avoid some
male harassment.

The differences between the image of the bar dyke and that of the
forties butch extended beyond clothing to their mannerisms. “Rough” and
“tough” were commonly used to describe the bar dyke, adjectives that
were never used for the forties butch.'? Bar dykes’ entire comportment
reflected this image. D.J., who came out in the forties but was at home with
the bar dyke crowd, identified willingness to fight as a distinctive mark of
the butch: “It used to be strictly the appearance of the person, the way you
handled yourself. In other words you had to knock about sixteen people
around to let them know you were [butch].” This tough image prevailed
not only in fighting, but in one’s entire presentation of self. For instance,
Little Gerry recalls learning: “If you were in a bar, and someone called your
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name, you never turned around smiling. I remember Sandy [a more
experienced butch] objected to that kind of friendliness.”

The attitude of bar dykes toward their clothing differed notably from
that of butches of the forties or of the elite fifties crowd. Both butches and
studs felt it important to appear masculine as much of the time as possible.
Partly this was because they went out to bars during the week as well as
on weekends. But more than this, butches and studs felt driven to dress
like who they were and to rebel against the conventional standards of
femininity. Sandy, a white leader, worked at an office job at the end of the
decade and was required to wear feminine clothes to work. “I hated it,”
she remembers, and explains how, once she found the bars, she would not
wear skirts anymore:

I wasn’t in the gay scene, so it didn’t matter if someone saw me, ‘cause
they didn’t know me anyhow. And then after I started going around —
found the gay bars, the gay people —I just went the way I felt like going,
and that was ... my butch way. And then after you meet different girls —
well, you couldn’t meet them after work. You’d have to go home and
change, and then you couldn’t leave the house. It was daylight and the
neighbors would see you, so you couldn’t go out until it was dark, and
then sneak out. And then if you were working and went out for lunch or
something, you wouldn’t want anyone from the gay crowd that thought
you were “wow” saying something, to see you prancing around in a little
skirt — why that would just blow the whole shot. So that ended the job.

Butches and studs took other extreme measures to appear butch as much
of the time as possible. Arlette, a black fem, remembers how studs who
lived at home would change their clothes in the car so that they would not
offend their parents but could look the way they wanted when they were
out:

I knew girls right here in Buffalo would go out, and they would have to
change clothes in cars ... [This one girl] didn’t want her parents to see her
in these men’s type of clothes, so she would change clothes in the car or
in somebody’s house. Then, before we could take her back home, she’d
have to change clothes again, to get back to the girls’ stuff, before she
could go home.

Bar dykes had created a culture that valued asserting the truth of who
they were. They looked down on those who couldn’t take risks, particular-
ly the more upwardly mobile lesbians. By the late fifties, they had become
competitiveaboutbutchnessand held that to be truly butch, the bestbutch,

you had to look butch all the time." Sandy articulates the importance of
this image:

The ones that were butch were butch. Now there might have been the
butches that were still the sissies — they’d come and order a drink and
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hide in the bathroom all night, stuff like that ... afraid someone would see
them. And they couldn’t have short hair like us, they couldn’t wear
clothes — if they didn’t want to, I mean, that’s a different story, but most
of them wanted to, but they were afraid to. Candy asses, you know. And
of course, the butches that were butches, like myself, the rest of us that
were, we ruled them, because we didn’t give a shit. But those candy asses
— took their girl, shut up, you know. They had no say-so.

Not all the bar dykes managed to look butch all the time; many still
modified their appearance as required by work, family, and partners.
However, the respected leaders of the late fifties and early sixties rarely
altered their appearance. They were butch all the time, and that was part
of their charisma.

Society’s reactions to butches and butch-fem couples were usually
hostile, and often violent. Being noticed on the streets and harassed
dominates the memories of our black and white narrators. Ronni’s descrip-
tion is typical:

Oh, you werelooked down upon socially. When I walked down thestreet,
[peoplein] cars used to pull over and say, “Hey, faggot, hey, lezzie.” They
called you names with such varying ... such maliciousness. And they
hated to see you when you were with a girl. ] was the one that was mostly
picked on, because I was identified. I was playing the male part in this
relationship and most guys hated it. Women would look at me in kind of
a confused looking [way], you know: straight women would look at me
in kind of wonder.

Piri,ablack stud, remembers how the police used to harass her for dressing
like a man:

I've had the police walk up to me and say, “Get out of the car.” I'mdrivin’.
They say, “Get out of the car,” and I get out. And they say, “What kind
of shoes you got on? You got on men’s shoes?” And I say, “No, I got on
women’sshoes.” I got on some basket-weave women’s shoes. And hesay,
“Well, you damn lucky.” ‘Cause everything else I had on were men’s —
shirt, pants. At that time, when they pick you up, if you didn’t have two
garments that belong to a woman, you could go to jail ... and the same
thing with a man ... They call it male impersonation or female impersona-
tion and they’d take you downtown. It would really just be an incon-
venience ... It would give them the opportunity to whack the shit out of
you.

All our narrators mention this law — although some say it required three
pieces of female clothing, not two, and we have been unable to confirm
the existence of such a law — and were clever at getting around it while
maintaining their masculine image. However, the police used such stat-
utes to harass black lesbians more than whites.
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Not surprisingly, with the severe harassment, the butch role in these
communities during the fifties became identified with defending oneself
and one’s girl in the rough bars and on the streets. Sandy describes the
connection between her appearance and her need to be an effective fighter.
The cultivated masculine mannerisms were necessary on the street.

Well, you had to be strong — roll with the punches, more or less — if
some guy whacked you off [put you down], said, “Hey, babe,” you know.
Most of the time you got all your punches for the fem anyhow, you know.
It was because they hated you... “/How come this queer can have you and
I can do this and that...” You didn’t hardly have time to say anything, but
all she would have to say [was] no, when he said, “Let’s go, I'll get you
away from this.” And she would say no. He [would be] so rejected by this
no that he would, boom, go to you. You would naturally get up and fight
the guy — at least, I would. And we all did at that time, those that were
outin their pants and t-shirts —that’s what we did at that time. And we’d
knock them on their ass, and if onecouldn’t do it, we’d all help. And that’s
how we kept our women. They cared for us, but you don’t think for a
minute they would have stayed with us too long or something if we stood
there and just were silent ... Nine times out of ten, she’d be with you to
help you with your black eye and your split lip. Or you kicked his ass and
she bought you dinner then. But you never failed, or you tried not to ...
You were there, you were gay, you were queer, and you were masculine.

The aggressive butch role was the most developed in the leaders of the
late fifties. Their leadership was based on being able to defend themselves
and their friends in a hostile environment, and they took this responsibility
extremely seriously. According to Vic, “It was strictly, you go in the bar
and whoever was the baddest butch ... survived, and if you didn’t, you
got your face broke and that was it. So you had tobe there.” Annie, a white
fem, concurs that these leaders were strong and effective fighters: “You
went like into a straight bar, especially with the butches, and they had
strength; they was no one to mess with. Some guy would starta fight with
them, or call them ‘queer’ or ‘lezzie’ or whatever, then they’d ... Too bad
for the guy. He’d better be strong.” The whole atmosphere generated fear,
which further fostered the tough stand even in those, like Stormy, who
were hesitant about fighting: “Lots of us had to look real tough, because
underneath we weren’t really secure about ourselves. We were scared.”

The pressure on butches and studs to not deny who they were and to
defend themselves generated an extraordinarily complex and confusing
relationship to masculinity. These butches, particularly the leaders, were
extremely masculine, and often thought of social dynamics in terms of
male and female relationships. Yet at the same time they were not men;
they were “queer.” They did not refer to one another by masculine pro-
nouns, and they adopted unisex rather than exclusively masculine names.
Throughout their life stories, they emphasize acquiring masculine charac-
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teristics while not being male. The prominence of masculinity in their
vision of themselves and in their understanding of the world is perhaps
responsible for the 1980s confusion between these butches and passing
women, and the assumption that these women were trying to be men. But
to recognize their masculinity and not their “queerness” is a distortion of
their culture and their consciousness.

Butch appearance reflected this ambiguous relationship between mas-
culinity and “queerness.” Although in most situations the severely mas-
culine clothing of these butches identified them as queer, these same
clothes could also serve as a cover. Butches frequently exploited the option
of looking like men on the surface to draw less attention to themselves on
the street. Stormy, one of the older bar dykes, explains why some women
taped their chests to look flat: “It was easier to walk down the street if at
first glance people thought you were a man.” She also notes: “It was the
local core butches who usually looked more butch. Sometimes it was a
matter of what neighborhood you came from. You might feel safer if you
went out dressed more like a guy so people wouldn’t hassle you late at
night.” Although they cultivated that cover, they relied on it only to move
through difficult situations.

Similarly, as macho as these butches were as fighters, they were always
aware that they were not men. In tough situations they thought strategi-
cally and used all their resources, including their femaleness. In confron-
tations with the police, if they thought it would help them, they would
bring up that they were women. They regularly appeared in court in
feminine clothes to play on judges’ prejudices about women'’s capabilities
and receive a lenient judgment. Sandy’s story is typical:

I didn’t have any [court clothes]; I borrowed them ... That was the one
greatadvantage of being gay ... you beat the court. I beat“em every charge
... Beat all of my cases ... [They were for] assault. One was on a police
officer ... He could [identify me], but they didn’t believe I did it to him.
They didn’t believe I could do it. He was in there, his head was all
wrapped up; he had a concussion, broken nose, eyes — and [he was]
about a six-footer. And there I am, looking as pathetic as I could. And I
remember the judge, he says, “You did that? ... Why you couldn’t weigh
a hundred pounds soaking wet,” he said to me. I says, “Ninety-eight.”
He says, I don’t believe you did this; no, T have to throw this out.” Cop’s
name was Donovan. Dick Donovan ... He was a troublemaker. That hap-
pened in the Mardi Gras, that I got his ass ... ‘Cause I always say, Swing,
don’t stop, because don’t give them a chance. Don’t give them a chance,
they’ll kick the shit out of you.

In their interactions with men in the bars, butches wanted to be
respected as men but not treated as if they were men. Vic, who particularly
objected to men’s locker room talk about women, summarizes her philos-
ophy on this subject:
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Asbutch as I am, [ demand respect from men, straight men, not from gay
guys, but I demand it from straight men. You know, not to opening doors
and giving me their bar stool. But there is a definite limit drawn to what
they can say to me. Even though they talk to me as a butch or a man,
however they relate to me, they will not talk to me the way they talk to
their locker room buddies or something; I don’t want to hear that. And I
demand respect from them. Straight men, I mean. I have to. Can't talk
and sit around, “Well, how are you doing with your old lady?” and this
and that. They would never talk to me like that. I wouldn’t allow it for a
minute ... I don’t expect them to do anything for me, but I demand that
little bit of respect. I am a woman, and you're gonna treat me like one
regardless of how I am dressed. Don't treat me like I'm a butch queer,
‘cause I won’t allow it. Then you're gonna have to hit me or I'm gonna hit
you. Because I get very physical along those lines with [guys]. I'll have to
go down [fight; go to the mat], you know, if it's over my woman or over
myself. Or you, whoever I would be with, ‘cause I can’t allow that.

The absolute seriousness of these butches’ relation to masculinity is
striking. The only times this lesbian bar culture played with masculine and
feminine identities (other than in the courts) were on rare occasions when
butches would go out dressed in extremely feminine garb.14 Such mas-
querading, however, did not throw the meaning of masculine identity for
women into question but rather reinforced its “rightness”; the fun and
humor came from the dissonance caused by known butches’ taking on of
a feminine appearance. Other gay and lesbian bar patrons treated them as
if they were in drag.

The relationship between masculinity and butch sexuality is similarly
complicated. Inherent to the butch-fem dyad was the presumption that
the butch was the physically active partner and the leader in lovemaking.
AsD.J. explains, “I treata woman as a woman, down to the basic fact [that]
it'd have to be my side doin’ most of the doin’.” Insofar as the butch was
the doer and the fem was the desired one, butch-fem roles did indeed
parallel heterosexual male-female roles. Yet, in contrast to the dynamics
of most heterosexual relationships, the butch’s foremost objective was to
give sexual pleasure to a fem; it was in satisfying her fem that the butch
received fulfillment. As D.J. puts it, “If I could give her satisfaction to the
highest, that's what gave me satisfaction.” The ideal of the “stone,” or
untouchable, butch that prevailed during this period epitomizes this
emotional and sexual dynamic. A stone butch does all the “doin”” and
never allows her lover to reciprocate in kind. To be untouchable meant to
gain pleasure from giving pleasure.

The key to understanding the butch-fem erotic system is to grasp that
it both imitates and transforms heterosexuality. The obvious similarity
between butch-fem and male-female eroticism is that they are both based
on gender polarity: in lesbian culture, masculineand feminine appearance
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was central to erotic attraction. In addition, there are also more-subtle
parallels. Even the butch’s concern with pleasing her fem did not originate
in lesbian culture. The middle-class marriage manuals of the thirties and
forties emphasized the importance of husbands’ pleasing their wives.!®
On the whole, these books treated women'’s sexuality as mystical and
hidden, having to be awakened by a loving man. They urged husbands to
satisfy their wives and extolled the joys of mutual orgasm. Although part
of heterosexual culture, these ideas never fully challenged male sexual
practice; most men still emphasized their own satisfaction and rarely
expended the energy necessary to learn the complexities of the female
body and regularly satisfy their wives. Furthermore, the ideal of the
untouchable bears a striking resemblance to male sexuality’s exclusive
focus on the penis’s power, ignoring the sensuality of the entire male
body.'

Despite these similarities, several features of lesbian erotic culture
distinguished it sharply from the heterosexual world. First, the butch-fem
erotic system did not consistently follow the gender divisions of the
dominant society. The active, or “masculine,” partner was associated with
the giving of sexual pleasure, a service usually assumed to be “feminine.”
In contrast, the fem, although the more reactive partner, demanded and
received sexual pleasure and in this sense might be considered the more
self-concerned or even more “selfish” partner. The polarity of active and
passive does not adequately capture the butch-fem dyad. Although the
butch was more aggressive, the fem was not passive. Her responsiveness
showed that she actively wanted to be desired, and to offer her experience
of pleasure to her butch."” Second, the butch’s pleasure was always con-
nected to the act of giving; her ability to pleasure her fem was the key to
her own satisfaction. This was not true of men. Rather, the advice books
and columns were aimed at “taming” the “true” male sexuality, usually
felt to be brutish and uncontrolled, by emphasizing the woman'’s pleasure.
The unique sexual desire of the butch opened the pathway for women to
explore and enjoy their sexual potential. Third, and finally, butch-fem
erotic culture contained few sanctions against women’s expression of
sexuality; sexual expression was associated primarily with pleasure. The
dangers inherent in sex for heterosexual women in a male-supremacist
society — loss of reputation, economic dependency, pregnancy, and dis-
ease — were absent in the lesbian community. Butches challenged rather
than reinforced patriarchal rules about women'’s sexual expression.

In the forties, when sexuality was not commonly talked about, the
community did not and could not enforce its own sexual norms; never-
theless, most of our butch narrators saw themselves as the leaders in
lovemaking, and gained their satisfaction from giving their partners plea-
sure. Within this sexual framework, butch lesbians broke through the
dominant society’s norms about women’s sexuality, and created active
sexual lives pursuing casual as well as long-term serious relationships. In
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the 1950s, lesbian culture, and lesbians’ resulting consciousness and sense
of pride, had developed sufficiently to enable all of its members to leave
their traditional women’s upbringing and embrace new sexual attitudes
and practices. Sex became a topic for public discussion in the lesbian
community. In addition, most of our butch narrators who came out in the
fifties recall having been teachers or students of sex. The changes in sexual
mores had both a freeing and a repressive effect. Ideas about sexuality
expanded and developed, and sexual feelings were validated. But at the
same time, the changes led to standards being set for correct sexual
behavior for members of the community. The stone butch ideal was
publicly acknowledged and butches felt pressure to conform. Toward the
end of the decade, the standard became so strong that many butches never
experienced being made love to and those who had experienced it before
entering the community no longer allowed it.

The community’s increased interest in setting standards for butch
eroticism in the late fifties was partly related to the growing cohesion of
the community, and the discussion of sexuality as part of its culture.
Butch-fem sexuality could not have been policed without a community to
enforce norms through discussion and action. The social pressure for
clearly defined roles also grew from the increased defiance of the com-
munity, which relied particularly on the butch role. This exaggerated the
difference between butch and fem and demanded that butches perform
well in defending their own and their fem’s right to be part of the world.
The tough butch who could take care of business became idealized.
Untouchability expressed difference from the fem, control over one’s life,
and ambivalence about one’s female body, all characteristics of the butch
persona. This strong concern for role-appropriate eroticism developed in
creative tension with the culture’s validation of sexuality and emphasis on
learning about and exploring new sexual practices. The butch was com-
petent not only as a fighter but also as a lover. In reaction to the dominant
idea that women needed men for sexual satisfaction, these women pro-
jected themselves as better than any man in bed. Sandy explains what it
meant to be an untouchable butch: “I didn’t want to be a man, but I wanted
to be treated like one, put it that way ... Right. I wanted to satisfy [women]
and I wanted to make love.” The tension between the rigidification of roles
and the openness about sexuality resulted in an erotic system predicated
above all on the sexual satisfaction of women.

This discussion of the butch role provides a basis for exploring some
of the similarities and differences between the butch and the fairy in
pre-gay liberation lesbian and gay communities. In her recent article
“Towards a Butch-Femme Aesthetic,” Sue-Ellen Case, in the process of
reclaiming the butch-fem lesbian heritage, assumes that butches and
queens have been quite similar throughout this century and created
parallel camp cultures.® Since the uncovering of lesbian history is a new
endeavor, such a position is understandable but needs to be considered
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in the context of newly available information. The butch and the queen
were similar in that both used gender-inverted appearance — dress and
mannerisms — to convey their identity to other homosexuals and to the
rest of the world. Appearance in both communities also conveyed erotic
interest, and fostered a vision of sexuality based on difference. Within this
general framework, there were some subtle distinctions. Fairies took on
the feminine pronoun, for example, whereas butches rarely took on the
masculine. Also, queens tended to take on feminine names, often the
names of movie stars, whereas butches tended to use unisex names or
keep their original names. A butch referred to as Clark Gable or Roy
Rogers would be an anomaly, even though many had such fantasies about
themselves.

The queen and the butch differed most strikingly, however, in that the
lesbian community had no parallel to the camp culture that developed
around queens in male homosexual communities, despite the fact that
butch identity was constructed around being masculine but not male, and
was therefore based on artifice.'’ Although all butches can be said to be in
drag, few butches performed as male impersonators. Buffalo had one such
performer; although many respected her, few aimed to imitate her. In
addition, our narrators comment more on her talent as a singer than on
her gift as a male impersonator. No cultural aesthetic seems to have
developed around male impersonation.” Furthermore, camp humor and
camp performers were not central to the lesbian community of this period.
Judy Grahn captures this difference in recalling her first gay bars:

The dikes [sic] and femmes of the bar provided a kind of low-key solid
background of being; the queens (often with a sailor or two in tow) took
the foreground, talking in loud voices, using flamboyant costumes and
body language to create a starry effect. Sometimes they came in full drag,
with wigs and makeup, and at other times just with a big fluffy sweater
for a costume but always the particular broad gestures, lilting voice, and
special queen talk. Or shrieking.?']

Although the Buffalo bar dykes would have been considered “trouble”
rather than a “a low-key solid background,” their presence was not
signaled verbally, and therefore Grahn’s identification of the cultural
contrast is nevertheless accurate.

From her study of female impersonators, Esther Newton identifies
three elements that together constitute camp — incongruity, theatricality,
and humor.”2 How these come together is nicely conveyed by a quote from
one of the female impersonators she interviewed:

Homosexuality is a way of life that is against all ways of life, including
nature’s. And no one is more aware of it than the homosexual. The camp
accepts hisrole as a homosexual and flaunts his homosexuality. He makes
the other homosexuals laugh; he makes life a little brighter for them. And
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he builds a bridge to the straight people by getting them to laugh with
him.?

If we assume that camp humor is based on juxtaposing incongruous
extremes, it should flourish in the lesbian community as well as in the male
homosexual community. But talking to these old-time butches, one is not
struck by their campy sense of humor, as one is when listening to or
reading about old-time queens. Rather it seems to us that butches were
unquestionably smart and quick, but their strategy for survival was asser-
tion, and sometimes aggression, whereas queens based their strategy on
wit, verbal agility, and a sense of theater. Gay men took care of and healed
people through their words. Judy Grahn remembers one evening in the
late fifties when two policemen came over to the table where she was
sitting with a friend. They shone a flashlight in their faces and required
them to say their first and last names out loud.

Sweat poured down my ribs as I obeyed. After they left, my friend and I
sat with our heads lowered, too ashamed of our weakness to look around
or even to look each other in the face. We had no internal defense from
the self-loathing our helplessness inspired and no analysis that would
help us perceive oppression as oppression and not as a personal taint of
character. Only the queens with their raucous sly tongues helped us get
over these kinds of incidents. They called the policemen “Alice Blue
Gowns,” insulting them behind their backs. “Alice Blue Gown tried to sit
on my nightstick but I said No. You dirty boy! [ know you're menthrat-
ing!” one plump faggot in a cashmere sweater would begin and soon we
would be laughing and feeling strong again.24

This difference between the butchand the queen is rooted in the system
of male supremacy. Gay male camp is based notsimply on the incongruous
juxtaposition of femininity and maleness, but also on the reordering of
particular power relationships inherent in our society’s version of mas-
culinity and femininity. The most obvious cause for the minimum devel-
opment of camp among lesbians was that masculinity was not and still
isn’t as incongruous as femininity in twentieth-century American culture
and therefore not as easily used as a basis for humor. Concomitantly,
although individual women might be able to sexually objectify a man,
women as a group did not have the social power to objectify men in
general. Therefore, such objectification could never be the basis for a genre
of humor with wide appeal.

Butwhy didn’t camp developand thrive within the lesbian community
itself? Because the structures of oppression were such that lesbians never
really escaped from male supremacy. In lesbians’ actual struggles in the
bars or on the streets, authority was always male. For queens to confront
male authority was a confrontation between two men, on some level
equals. The queen was playing with male privilege, which was his by
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birthright. For women to confront male authority is to break all traditional
training and roles. Without a solid organization of all women, this requires
taking on a male identity, beating men at their own game. Passive resis-
tance or the fist is most appropriate for the situation, though not a very
good basis for theater and humor.

Our analysis of the social meaning of the butch appearance and
sexuality leads us to hypothesize that the extreme seriousness of mas-
culinity for butches is based in their usurping of male privilege, their
assertion of women’s sexual autonomy, and their defending of a space in
which women could love women. It was the rough, tough butches who
found new bars and became the bartenders and bouncers, always pre-
pared to fight to protect themselves and their community if necessary.
They protected their fems from the advances of straight men. They also
actively nourished and pursued their desire for women, despite having
been raised in a world where women’s sexuality was at best suspect. The
only time that butches played with the incongruity of being masculine
while being female was when harassed by the law. Every lesbian laughs
and enjoys the dramatic moment when a butch charged with assault on
an officer reveals her femaleness as a defense, emphasizing her frailty. But
inmost other contexts, there is nothing really humorous or theatricalabout
butch artifice. In this woman-hating society, and in the dangerous environ-
ment of the bars, the butch had to be able to assert and defend herself.
Seeing the butch role develop in the actual context of the community
clarifies that the butch role differed from that of a queen in that it carried
the burden of twentieth-century women'’s struggle for the right to function
independently in the public world.

Notes

1. We are using the spelling fem rather than femme on the advice of our narrators.
They feel that fem is a more American spelling, and that femme has an academic
connotation with which they are uncomfortable.

2. Camp in the lesbian community has been the subject of two recent and
provocative papers in critical theory: Sue-Ellen Case, “Towards a Butch-Femme
Aesthetic,” Discourse 11 (Winter 1988-1989): 55-73; and Kate Davy, “Fe/male
Impersonation: The Discourse of Camp,” in Critical Theory and Performance, an
unpublished manuscript edited by Joseph Roach and Janelle Reinelt. We found
out about the latter too recently to digest it for this article.

3. By concentrating on the butch role alone rather than on the butch-fem dyad,
we run the risk of distortion caused by separating out one of two integrated
elements. Sue-Ellen Case provocatively suggests that they are an inseparable
dyad that together compose the female subject. But space and time required us
to focus on the butch alone. Our book Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History
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of a Lesbian Community, to be published by Routledge in 1992, fully explores the
interaction of butch and fem.

-

4. This paper was first presented at the Constructing Masculinities conference
sponsored by the Rutgers Center for Historical Analysis, December 8-9, 1989, in
a session organized by George Chauncey. We thank you, George, because the
conception of the paper benefited greatly from our joint discussions. We would
also like to thank Joan Nestle for her thoughtful feedback in the process of
revising the paper for this book.

5. For more information on our method, see Madeline Davis and Elizabeth
Lapovsky Kennedy, “Oral History and the Study of Sexuality in the Lesbian
Community: Buffalo, New York, 1940-1960,” Feminist Studies 12, no. 1 (Spring
1986): 7-27; and our forthcoming book Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold.

6. Jonathan Katz, Gay American History: Lesbian and Gay Men in the U.S.A. (New
York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1976), pp. 209-211.

7. Jeffrey Weeks, Coming Out: Homosexual Politics in Britain from the Nineteenth
Century to the Present (London: Quartet Books, 1977), pp. 115-117.

8. Esther Newton, “The Mythic Mannish Lesbian: Radclyffe Hall and the New
Woman,” Signs 9 (Summer 1986): 557-575.

9.George Chauncey, Jr., “The Sisters and Their Men: Male Homosexual Practices
and Identities in Working-Class New York, 1890-1930, paper presented at the
Rutgers Center for Historical Analysis, October 3, 1989.

10. Bulldagger was a term used more often in the black community, diesel dyke in
the white community. Both communities used the term butch, although the black
community frequently used the term stud as well.

11. The DA — the letters stand for duck’s ass — was a popular hairdo for
working-class men and butches during the 1950s. All side hair was combed back
and joined the back hair in a manner resembling the layered feathers of a duck’s
tail, hence the name. Pomade was used to hold the hair in place and give a sleek
appearance.

12. This development parallels an increased male concern with physical tough-
ness in the society at large as documented in Donald J. Mrozek, “The Cult and
Ritual of Tdughness in Cold War America,” in Rituals and Ceremonies in Popular
Culture, edited by Ray B. Browne (Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green Univer-
sity Press, 1980), pp. 178-191.

13. We are not sure whether or not this kind of competitiveness existed among
black lesbians, because the evidence is not as full.

14. This freedom to play with the butch image does not appear to have existed
in the forties. One narrator recalls that in the forties her reputation as a butch
was shot when, after an office party, she went to the bar fashionably dressed as
a woman.

15. John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality
in America (New York: Harper & Row, 1988), pp- 265-274; Atina Grossman, “The
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New Woman and the Rationalization of Sexuality in Weimar Germany,” in
Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality, edited by Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell,
and Sharon Thompson (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983), pp. 153-171;
and Margaret Jackson, “’Facts of Life’ or the Eroticization of Women'’s Oppres-
sion? Sexology and the Social Construction of Heterosexuality,” in The Cultural
Construction of Sexuality, edited by Pat Caplan (London: Tavistock, 1987), pp.
52-81.

16. This idea comes from Peter Murphy, “Toward a Feminist Masculinity,”
Feminist Studies 14 (Summer 1989): 356, where he is discussing Emmanual
Reynaud’s Holy Virility: The Social Construction of Masculinity.

17. These attributes of butch-fem sexual identity remove sexuality from the realm
of the “natural,” challenging the notion that sexual performance is a function of
biology and affirming the view that sexual desire and gratification are socially
constructed.

18. Sue-Ellen Case, “Towards a Butch-Femme Aesthetic,” Discourse 11 (Winter
1988-1989): 55-73.

19. For a full discussion of female impersonators and camp culture, see Esther
Newton, Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in America (New Jersey: Prentice
Hall, 1972).

20. This pattern of the unique male impersonator seems to be true nationally.
Some women are well-known and singled out, such as Gladys Bentley, but
nowhere is there mention of the male impersonator as central to lesbian bar
culture. For a discussion of Gladys Bentley, see Eric Garber, “A Spectacle in
Color: The Lesbian and Gay Subculture of Jazz Age Harlem,” in Hidden from
History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past, edited by Martin Bauml Duberman,
Martha Vicinus, and George Chauncey, Jr. (New York: New American Library,
1989), p. 324. [Ed.’s note: But see Lisa Davis’s article “The Butch as Drag Artiste,”
earlier in this volume.]

21. Judy Grahn, Another Mother Tongue: Gay Words, Gay Worlds (Boston: Beacon,
1984), p. 32.

22. Newton, Mother Camp, pp. 104-111.
23. Ibid., p. 110.
24. Grahn, Another Mother Tongue, p. 32.
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Leslie Feinberg with lover, circa 1967
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Leslie Feinberg

Butch to butch:
A love song

watch myself in the bathroom mirroras I turn up the collar of my shirt,

draping the tie over my shoulders. This is a ritual I enjoy — calling up
my gender spirit.

I notice your reflection in the mirror. You're standing in the doorway,
wearing that sweet black slip I love to see you in. You saunter over to me,
wrapping your arms around me — one hand on my chest, another rubbing
my belly, then slipping lower. I swallow hard. You smile at my reaction.

“This is why we're late,” I remind you. This is the second time this
evening we’ve gotten dressed to go out. The femme challenge: can you
make us late one more time?

Verbally you agree to get dressed, but you continue to kiss my face and
neck.

“I got lipstick on you,” you say, carefully wiping it off.

You get as close to leaving as the door, then turn to watch me dress.

“Do you remember when you wore your first tie?” you ask me.

[ hesitate. “Yes.”

“When?”

“More than a quarter of a century ago,” I answer laughing, but I'm
shaken by my own words. “It’s a long story,” Tadd.

You look hurt. I promise to tell you someday when we have time.

You're in the bedroom dressing now as the memories overtake me.

.
‘.0

I was fourteen years old. I'd finally heard a co-worker at my after-school
job talk about a gay bar her brother went to in nearby Niagara Falls. I
memorized the name, “Tifka’s,” and called Information for the address.
Now I was standing in front of Tifka’s, afraid, thinking, “This is the
last place I could possibly fit. What if I don’t?”
I wore a blue-and-red-striped dress shirt, navy blue jacket to hide my
breasts, black pressed chinos, and sneakers, because I had no dress shoes.
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I stepped inside the bar, and it was just a bar. The patrons turned to
look at me: male and female “working girls,” drag queens, a couple of
fierce-looking butches, and some straight male drunks. There was no
turning back.

And I didn’t want to. These were my people. I just didn’t know how
to penetrate this society.

I bellied up to the bar and ordered a Jenny.

“How old are you?” the bartender asked.

“Old enough,” I countered and put my money down on the bar.

A round of smirks rolled around the bar.

I sipped the beer and tried to act however fourteen-year-olds think is
cool. An older drag queen studied me carefully. I picked up my beer and
walked toward the back room. That's when I saw women dancing to-
gether, butch and femme. Ialmost started to cry, that's how much I wanted
to believe that it could be possible, that it could happen to me.

“You ever been in a bar like this before?” the drag queen asked me.

“Sure, lots of times,” I answered quickly. She smiled.

Then I wanted to ask her something so badly that I forgot to keep up
my lie. “Can I really buy a woman a drink or ask her to dance?”

“Sure, honey,” she said, “but only the femmes.”

She laughed. She told me her name was Lola.

I focused through the dark and smoke of the back room on a woman
sitting at a table alone. God, she was beautiful. The music was slow; I
wanted to dance with her. I made a beeline for her before I lost my nerve.

“Would you dance with me?” I asked, and then the world turned
upside down.

I felt my feet leave the floor. Lola and the bouncer had picked me up
and hurled me backwards. They practically carried me into the front bar
and set me on a bar stool.

Lola put her hand on my shoulder and looked me dead in the eyes.
“Kid, there’s a few things I should tell you. It's my fault. I told you it was
okay to ask a woman to dance. But the first thing you should know is —
don’t ask Butch Al's woman!”

I was making a mental note of this when Butch Al’s shadow fell across
me. The bouncer stood between us, and the drag queens kind of shooed
her into the back room. It happened in a flash, but a glimpse of this woman
had floored me.

A glimpse of Butch Al was a glimpse of power, a memory I was afraid
to hang onto, and afraid to let go of.

I'sat trembling at the bar long after the momentary excitement had died
down for everyone else.

I felt exiled to the front of the bar. I was more lonely than before I came
in, because now I knew what I wasn’t a part of.

Then suddenly a red light over the bar started flashing. Lola grabbed
my hand and dragged me through the back room into the women’s
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bathroom. She put the toilet seat down and told me to climb up on it. She
closed the stall door partway and told me to stay there quietly. The cops
were here.

So thereI crouched. Foralong time. It wasn’t until I frightened a femme
half to death as she opened the stall door that I discovered the police had
left long ago with their payoff from the owner. Everyone just forgot the
kid was hidden in the bathroom.

As I emerged from the john, everyone in the back room had a good
laugh, at my expense. I retreated to the front bar again and nursed a beer.

Later, I felta hand on my arm. It was that beautiful woman I had asked
to dance. It was Butch Al’s femme!

“C’mon, honey, come sit with us,” she offered.

“No, I'm okay out here,” I said as bravely as I could. But she put her
arm around me gently and guided me off the bar stool.

“C’mon, join us. It's okay. Al won’t hurt you,” she reassured me. “Her
bark is worse than her bite.”

I doubted that. Especially when Butch Al stood up as I approached
their table.

She was a big woman. I don’t know how tall she really was; I was only
a kid at the time. But she towered over me in height and stature.

I immediately loved the strength in her face. The way her jaw set. The
anger in her eyes. The way she carried her body.

Her body both emerged from her sport coat and was hidden. Curves
and creases. Broad back, wide neck. Large breasts bound tight. Folds of
white shirt and tie and jacket. Hips concealed.

She looked me up and down. I widened my stance. She took that in.
Her mouth refused to smile, but it seemed her eyes did.

She extended a beefy hand. I took it. The solidness of her handshake
caught me by surprise. She strengthened her grip; I responded in kind. I
was relieved I was not wearing a ring. Her clasp tightened, as did mine.
Finally she smiled.

“There’s hope for you,” she said. I flushed at how gratefully [ embraced
her words.

I guess you could explain away that handshake as bravado. But it
meant more than that to me then, and it still does.

It’s more than a way of measuring strength. A handshake like that is a
challenge. It seeks out power through incremental encouragement. At the
point of maximum strength, once equity is established, then you have
really met.

I had really met Butch Al. I was really glad. And scared. I needn’t have
been. No one was ever kinder to me.

She was gruff with me all right. But she peppered it with mussing my
hair, hugging my shoulders, and giving my face something more than a
pat and less than a slap. I liked it.  appreciated the affection in her voice
when she called me “kid,” which she did frequently.
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She took me under her wing and taught me all the things she thought
were most important for a baby butch like me to know before embarking
on such a dangerous and painful journey. In her own way, she was very
patient about it.

In those days the bars in the tenderloin district were gay by percentage.
Tifka’s was about 25 percent gay. That meant we had a quarter of the tables
and dance floor. The other three-quarters were always squeezing us out.
She taught me how we held our territory.

Ilearned to fear the cops as mortal enemies, and to hate the pimps who
controlled the lives of so many of the women we loved.

And Ilearned to laugh. That summer, Friday and Saturday nights were
full of laughter, and mostly gentle teasing.

The drag queens would sit on my lap and we’d pose for Polaroid
pictures. We didn’t find out till much later that the guy who took them for
us was an undercover cop.

I was given room to explore my own butchness.

I could look at the old bulldaggers and know that was me; how they
looked was how I felt inside. And I learned what it was I wanted from a
woman by watching Butch Al and her lover, Jacqueline.

They let me hang with the two of them that summer. After the bar
closed, we’d walk down the street, pretty tipsy, one of us on each of
Jacqueline’s arms. She’d throw her head up to the heavens and say, “Thank
you, God, for these two good-looking butches,” and Al and I'd lean
forward and wink at each other and we’d laugh for the sheer joy of being
who we were, and being it together.

They let me sleep over on the weekends on their soft old couch.
Jacqueline cooked eggs at four a.m. while Al taught me. It was always the
same lesson: toughen up.

Al never exactly said what was coming, never spelled it out. But I got
the feeling it was scary. And I knew she was worried about me surviving
it.  wondered if I was ready for it. Al's message was: you're not!

That was not encouraging. But I knew what gave Al’s lessons such a
sharp edge was the urgent need she felt to prepare me for a difficult life.
She never meant to cut me. She nurtured my butch strength the best way
she knew how. And, she reminded me frequently, no one had done that
for her when she was a baby butch—and she survived. That was strangely
reassuring. I had Butch Al for a mentor.

Al and Jackie groomed me, literally. Jacqueline gave me haircuts in
their kitchen.

They took me to secondhand stores to get me my first sport coat and
tie. Al combed the racks, pulling out sport coat after sport coat. I tried each
one on. Jackie would tilt her head, then shake it, no.

Finally the perfect sport coat was selected. Jackie smoothed my lapels
and nodded in approval. Al gave a low whistle of appreciation.  had died
and gone to butch heaven!
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Then came the tie. Al picked it out for me: a narrow black silk tie. “You
can’t go wrong with a black tie,” she informed me solemnly. And, of
course, she was right.

It was fun, allright. But sexwas dawning on my horizon,and Alknew it.

One night, at the kitchen table, Al pulled out a cardboard box and
handed it over to me to open. Inside was a rubber dildo. I was shocked.

"You know what that is?” she asked me.

”Sure,” I said.

"You know what to do with it?”

”Sure,” I said.

Jacqueline rattled the dishes. ”Al, for chris’sake. Give the kid a break,
will you?”

”A butch has gotta know these things,” Al insisted.

Jackie threw down her dish towel and left the kitchen in exasperation.

This was to be our butch “father-to-son” talk. Al talked. I listened.

“Do you understand?” she pressed.

”Sure,” I said. “Sure.”

Al was satisfied she had imparted enough information by the time
Jackie returned to the kitchen.

“One more thing, kid,” Aladded. “Don’t belike those bulldaggers who
put this on and strut their stuff. Use a little decorum, you know what I
mean?”

“Sure,” I said. I didn't.

Alleft the room to take a long shower before bed. Jacqueline continued
to dry the dishes, at least long enough that the blush had drained from my
face and my temples had stopped pounding.

She sat down on a kitchen chair near me.

“Did you understand what Al was telling you, honey?”

“Sure,” I said, and vowed to never say that again.

"Is there anything you don’t understand?”

”Sure,” I thought to myself.

“Well,” I started slowly, “it sounds like it takes a little practice, but I
get the general idea. I mean that noon and midnight stuff sounds, well,
like you got to practice it to get it right.”

Jacqueline looked confused. Thenshestarted tolaugh, and she couldn’t
stop. “Honey,” she’d start, but she was laughing too hard to continue.

“Honey. You can’t learn to fuck from reading Popular Mechanics. That
isn’t what makes a butch a good lover.”

This is what I needed to know!

“Well, what does make a butch a good lover?” I asked, trying to sound
like the answer didn’t mean all that much to me.

Her face softened. “That’s kinda hard to explain. I guess being a good
lover means respecting a femme. It means listening to her body. And, even
if the sex gets a little rough or whatever, that inside you're coming from a
gentle place. Does that make sense?”
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It did not. It was less information than [ wanted. It turned out, however,
to be just the information I needed. It just took thinking about it for the
rest of my life.

Jacqueline took the rubber cock from my hands. Had I been holding it
all this time? She placed it carefully on my thigh. My body temperature
rose. She began to touch it gently, like it was something beautiful.

“You know, you could make a woman feel real good with this thing.
Maybe better than she’s ever felt in her life.” She stopped stroking the
dildo. “Or you could really hurt her, and remind her of all the ways she’s
ever been hurt in her life. You got to think about that every time you strap
this on. Then you’ll be a good lover.”

I made a mental note to think about that a great deal. I listened. I hoped
there was more. There was not. Jackie puttered around in the kitchen and
I went to bed.

I slept fitfully.

The weight of sex was pressing in on me from without and within, and
everyone at the bar knew it.

So when Monique started playing with me, flirting with me, I had to
put my cards on the table.

Monique used hersexlikea weapon.She wasscary. Anumberofbutches
we knew had burned themselves by getting too close to Monique’s fire.

Did she really want me?

The butches said it was true. So it must be. And somehow everyone
knew at once that next Friday I would lose my butch virginity with
Monique.

On Friday night, the butches poked me, clapped me on the back,
adjusted my tie, and sent me over to her table. As Monique and I left
together, I noticed that none of the femmes were encouraging me. Why
wouldn’t Jacqueline look at me? She just tapped her long painted nails on
that whiskey glass and stared at it like it was the only thing in the room.

Did she sense the impending tragedy before I did?

The next evening I came late to the bar, hoping Monique and her crowd
would not be there waiting. They were.

I'slunk over to our table and sat down. No one knew exactly what had
or (most importantly) had not happened the night before. But everyone
knew something was very wrong.

I sat in shame, rubbing my forehead with my hands, wondering how
long this evening could possibly last. A long time. A very long time.

Monique whispered something to a butch sitting near her. The butch
crossed the room and approached our table.

"Hey,” she called to me. I didn’t look. “Hey, femme, you wanna dance
with a real butch?”

I twisted in my seat. Al said something to this butch so quietly I
couldn’t hear.

“Oh, I'm sorry, Al, I didn’t know she was your femme.”
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Al stood up and hit the butch before any of us knew what had
happened. Then Al looked at me expectantly.

“Well,” she said. She was holding up the butch, who was doubled over.

Al wanted me to hit the woman, to defend my honor. I couldn’t see
anyone in the room [ would want to hit, except maybe myself. I felt I had
no honor to defend, and no energy.

The butches nearest Monique stood to cross the room. Al and the other
butches in our crowd stood in front of the table to defend me.

Jacqueline put her hand on my thigh to reassure me that I didn’t have
to fight. She needn’t have. Lola came up behind me and put her hands on
my shoulders. The femmes were closing ranks with me too.

Tjust sat with my face in my hands, shaking my head, wanting it to all
stop, but it wouldn’t.

Monique’s crowd did back down. But none of us could leave the bar
until they did, otherwise we’d get jumped.

It was going to be a long night.

Al was furious with me.

“You gonna let that bulldagger talk to you that way?” she shouted at
me, thumping the table for emphasis.

“Shut up, Al,” Jacqueline said. It surprised me enough that I raised my
face to look at her. She was glowering at Al

“Just leave the kid alone, will ya please?”

Al stopped yelling at me, but she turned her back to me to watch the
couples dancing. Her body language said she was still pretty disgusted
with me.

Jacqueline just kept tapping her glass as she had the evening before. It
took me a long time to learn femme Morse code.

After a while the bar crowd started thinning out.

Yvette came in. Jacqueline watched her with obvious concern.

“What's the matter?” I asked, roused from my own self-pity.

Jackie studied my face for a moment. “You tell me,” she said.

['looked at Yvette. She was about Jackie’s age, whatever that was. Like
Jackie, she had worked the streets since she had been a teenager. Al made
Jackie stop when they got together. Al could support them both on the
money she earned at her job at the auto plant.

Yvette didn’t have a butch who worked in the factories. Yvette didn’t
have anyone but the other working girls.

“She looks like she had a hard night,” I offered.

Jacquelinenodded. “Those are mean streets. We get real hurt out there.”

I marveled at the intimacy suggested in this information. Then she
seemed to change the subject.

“What do you think she wants right now?” Jacqueline asked me.

"“To be left alone,” I said, thinking of my own need.

She smiled. “Yes and no.”

Okay, I bit. “Yes and no?”
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Yeah, she wants to be left alone. She doesn’t want one more person in
this goddamn world to ask anything from her tonight. But she sure could
use some comfort, you know what I mean?”

“Sure,” 1 said, and then I thought about it. Maybe I really did
understand.

“She might really like it if a butch like you went over and just asked
her to dance, you know? Not hit on her.”

I thought maybe I could do that. I started to jump up from my seat.
Anything to take the heat off my own shame.

Jacqueline pulled my sleeve. “Do it gently, understand?”

I'thought [ did. I walked slowly across the room to Yvette. She had her
head in her hands. I cleared my throat. She looked at me wearily and
sipped from her drink.

“What do you want?” she asked me.

“Ah, I thought, would you dance with me?”

She shook her head. “Maybe later, baby, okay?”

Maybe it was the way I just stood there. There was no going back across
the room in front of Monique’s group or mine without having danced. I
hadn’t thought of that. Had Jackie?

Or maybe Jacqueline’s eyes connected with Yvette’s from across the
room. But finally Yvette said, “Yeah, why not,” and stood up to dance
with me.

I'waited for her in the middle of the dance floor. The music had already
started, but I stood still, with her hand in mine, until she kind of relaxed
and moved toward me.

Someone had put the butch-femme anthem on the jukebox: “Stand by
Your Man.” I found a step that was half as slow as Tusually danced it. After
we’d danced for a few moments, Yvette told me, “It's okay to breathe, you
know.”

Then we laughed, real hard together. It felt good, and it was private.

Then I felt her body move closer and we kind of melted together. I
discovered all the sweet surprises a woman can give a butch: her hand on
the back of my neck, down my back. Sometimes her hand was open on
my shoulder, sometimes it was balled up like a fist.

The music stopped and she started to pull away. I let my hand fall from
her back, but I held onto her other hand gently, until the next song began
to play.

“Please,” I said.

“Honey,” she answered laughing, “you just said the magic word.”

We danced a few slow songs in a row. Our bodies swung effortlessly
in the centripetal force that unites two bodies in a circle of dance. The
slightest shift in the pressure of my hand on her back changed her position
and the intensity of the motion of her body.

I never ground my thigh into her pelvis. I knew as a woman she was
wounded there. That was the placeI protected myself, too, evenas a young

88



A Femme-Butch Reader

butch. My wound covered hers for protection. I felt her pain; she knew
mine. I felt her desire; she aroused mine.

Finally the music stopped and I let her go. I kissed her on the cheek
and thanked her. She returned to her seat, allowing a new comfort to settle
into her pain.

I crossed the dance floor to return to my table. I was forever changed.

Jacqueline patted my thigh and flashed me a sweet smile. The other
femmes — male and female — looked at me differently. As the world beat
the stuffing out of us, they tried in every way to protect and nurture our
tenderness. My capacity for tenderness was what they’d seen.

The other butches had to see me as sexual now, a competitor. Even Al

looked at me differently. 4
As painful as this whole ritual had been, it was nothing less than a rite
of passage.

I didn’t feel cocky. If anything I had confirmed to myself that humility
was exactly the correct emotion when seeking the power of a woman'’s
passion.

Strong to my enemies, tender to those I loved — that’s what I wanted
to be like when I grew up. The following night, I would have to put these
qualities to the test. But for tonight, I was happy.

The next evening was a boisterous Saturday night. We were all feeling
our oats, laughing and dancing. Out of the corner of my eye I was kind of
looking for Yvette. Jacqueline must have known it, because she explained
to me that Yvette’s pimp wouldn’t let her have a steady butch. My stomach
tightened in rage. I'still kept an eye out for her. Afterall, a pimp can’t know
everything that’s going on, right?

When the red light started flashing over the bar, I took myself to the
women'’s bathroom and assumed my post on the toilet. A long time passed.
I heard thumping and several shouts. Then it was quiet.

I peeked outside the bathroom. All the stone butches and drag queens
were lined up facing the wall, hands cuffed behind their backs. Several of
the femmes who the cops knew were prostitutes were getting roughed up
and separated from the rest of us. I knew by now it would take at least a
blow job to get them out of jail tonight.

One cop spotted me and grabbed me by the collar. He threw me across
the room to be handcuffed. I tried to look for Al, but they had already
started taking people to the police vans outside.

Jacqueline rushed up to me. “Take care of each other,” she said, looking
at the doorway. “Be careful, honey,” she added.

I nodded. The handcuffs pinning my arms behind my back hurt. I was
in a serious mood. I was scared too. I would be very careful. I hoped Al
and I could take care of each other.

Al was in a different van than I was. By the time they nabbed me, the
butch tank van was full and I rode with Lola and my other drag queen
sisters. I was glad. Those whose hands were cuffed in front stroked my
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face and told me not to be afraid. They said I'd be all right. I hoped they
were right. If that was true though, I wondered why they looked as scared
as I did.

At the precinct I saw Yvette and Monique, already arrested on a street
sweep. Yvette gave me a smile for courage. I gave her a wink. A cop shoved
me from behind into the belly of the precinct. I was headed for the bull's
tank.

They were taking Al out of the cell as they were bringing mein. I called
her name. She didn’t seem to hear me.

The cops locked me up. At least my wrists were free now from the
handcuffs. I could smoke a cigarette.

What was going to happen now? Through a grated window I saw some
“Saturday-night butches” getting booked. They had taken Butch Al in the
opposite direction.

The drag queens were in the large cell next to ours. I saw Lola and we
smiled. At that moment three cops ordered her out of the cell. Her body
pulled back slightly. She had tears in her eyes. Then she walked forward
with them, rather than be dragged out.

I waited. Butches and femmes were being taken in different directions.
What was happening? When would I be booked?

The cops brought Lola back before Al. About an hour had passed.
When I saw her, my heart broke. Two cops were dragging her. She could
barely stand up.

Her hair was wet and in her face. Her makeup was smeared. Blood ran
down the back of her seamless stockings.

They threw her into the cell. She stayed where she fell. I could hardly
breathe. I waited. Finally, I spoke to her in a whisper, “Honey, you want a
cigarette? Want to smoke? C'mere, over here by me.”

She looked dazed, unwilling to move. Finally she slid over to the bars
beside me, facing me.

I lit a cigarette for her and handed it to her. As she smoked, Islid my
arm through the bars and touched her hair, then rested my hand on her
shoulder. I spoke to her quietly. She didn’t seem to hear me for a long time.

Finally, she leaned her forehead against the bars and I put both my
arms around her.

“It changes you,” she said.

I waited for her to continue.

“What they do to you in here, what you take every day on the streets,
it changes you.”

I listened.

“I can’t remember if I was ever as sweet as you are when I was your
age,” she said smiling. Then she looked serious. “I don’t want to see
you change. I don’t want to see you after you’ve hardened up.”

I sort of understood. But I was really worried about Al and I didn’t
know what was going to happen to me. This other stuff sounded more
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philosophical. I didn’t know if I was going to live to an age where
experience would have changed me. I wanted to live through tonight. I
wanted to know where Al was.

The cops announced that Lola was being bailed out.

“I must look a mess,” she said.

“You look beautiful,” I answered, and I meant it. I looked at her face
for a last moment and wondered if the men who touched her really loved
her as tenderly as we did.

“You really are a sweet butch,” Lola said before she left.

That felt good.

The cops dragged in Al just after Lola left.

She was in pretty bad shape. Her shirt was partly open, and her pants
zipper was down. Her binder was gone, leaving her large breasts free. Her
hair was wet. There was blood on her mouth and nose. She looked dazed,
like Lola.

The cops pushed her into the cell. Then they approached me. I backed
up until I was up against the bars. They stopped and smiled. One cop
rubbed his crotch. The other put his hands under my armpits and lifted
me up three inches off the floor and slammed me against the bars. He put
his thumbs deep into my breasts and his knee between my legs. Every-
where he found my young womanhood and hurt it.

“You should be this tall soon — tall enough that your feet would reach
the ground. When they do, that's when we’ll do to you what we did to
your pussy friend Alison,” he taunted me. Then they left.

Alison. That must be Butch Al’'s name. Alison. The contradiction meant
something to me, but I couldn’t explain it.

I'grabbed my pack of cigarettes and lighter and went over to where Al
was slumped on the floor. I sat down next to her slowly. I was shaking.

“Al,” 1 said, extending the pack.

She didn’t look up. I put my hand on her arm. She pushed it off.

Her head was down. I could just see the expanse of her wide back,
the curves of her shoulders. I touched them, without thinking twice. She
let me.

I lita cigarette and smoked with one hand, and touched her back with
the other. She began to tremble. I put my arms around her. Her body
softened against me.

She was hurt. The parent had become the child. I felt strong. There was
comfort to be found in my arms.

“Hey, look at this,” one cop yelled to another. “Alison found herself a
baby butch. They look like two faggots.” The cops laughed.

My arms took more of her into my circle to protect her. It was as though
I could ward off their jeers and keep her safe in my arms.

I had always marveled at her strength. Now I felt the muscles in her
back and shoulders and arms. I experienced the power of this stone butch,
even as she slumped wearily in my arms.
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The cops announced to us that Jacqueline had posted our bail. We were
taken out of the cell. The last words I heard from the cops were “You'll be
back. Remember what we did to your friend.”

What had they done? The questions came back again. Jacqueline
looked from Al’s face to mine asking the same. I had no answers. Al
offered none.

In the car, Jacqueline held Al in a way that made it look at first
glance like Al was comforting her. I sat quietly in the front seat needing
comfort, too. I didn’t know the gay man who drove us. ”Are you okay?”
he asked me.

"Sure,” I answered.

We got to Al and Jackie’s house. Al ate her eggs as if she didn’t taste
them. She didn’t talk. Jacqueline looked nervously from Al to me and back
again. [ ate. I did the dishes.

Al went into the bathroom to clean up before bed.

’She’ll be gone a long time,” Jacqueline said.

How did she know? Had this happened many times before?

I dried the dishes. She turned to focus on me for the first time this
evening. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, I'm all right,” I lied.

“Did they hurt you, baby?” she asked, coming closer to me.

”No,” I lied.

[ turned away from her to signal that I had something important to say.
I recognized it even then as an adult move I would repeat many times in
the future.

“Jacqueline,” 1 said quietly. She looked surprised to hear her whole
name spoken. “How do I know if I'm strong enough?”

She came up behind me and turned me around by the shoulder. She
pulled my face against her cheek.

“Who is, honey? Nobody’s strong enough to deal with this shit. You
just get through it the best you can. Butches like Al and you don’t have a
choice. It's gonna happen to you. You just gotta try to live through it.”

There was probably something very important in that answer, but I
was already burning with another question.

”Al wants me to be tough; you and Lola and the other femmes are
always telling me to stay sweet, stay tender. How can I be both?”

Jacqueline turned away to signal me that she had something important
to say. I listened.

”Al's right, really. It's selfish of us girls, I guess. We want you to be
strong enough to survive the shit you take. We love how strong you are.
But butches get the shit kicked out of their hearts too. And, I guess, we just
sometimes wish there were a way to protect your hearts and keep you all
tender for us, you know?”

I didn’t. I really didn’t.

“Is Al tender?”
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Jacqueline’s face tightened. The question threatened to reveal some-
thing that could pierce Butch Al's armor. Then Jacqueline saw that I really
needed the answer.

“She’s been hurt real bad. It's hard for Al to say everything she feels.
But, yeah. Idon’t think I could be with her if she weren't tender with me.”

Al was moving around in the hallway. Jacqueline looked apologetic. I
signaled that I understood. She left the kitchen. I was alone. I had a lot to
think about.

[lay down on the couch. After a while Jackie brought the bedding in.
She sat down beside me and stroked my face. It felt good.

Shelooked at me for a long time with a pained look.Ididn’t know why,
but it scared me. I guess I figured she could see what was coming and I
couldn’t.

“Are you really okay, honey?” she asked.

I smiled. “Yeah.”

“Do you need anything?”

Yeah. I needed a femme who loved me like she loved Al. I needed Al
to tell me exactly what they were going to do to me next time and how to
live through it. And I needed Jacqueline’s breast.

Almost as soon as the thought crossed my mind, she put my hand on
her breast.

She turned her head in the direction of the bedroom as though she was
listening for Al.

“You sure you're okay?” she asked one last time.

“Yeah, I'm okay,” I said.

She laughed quietly. Her face softened. She touched my cheek and
pulled my hand away from her breast.

“You're a real butch,” she said, shaking her head.

I felt proud when she said that. Real proud.

I couldn’t understand all the sounds I heard coming from their bed-
room that night. I had no information about anything I needed to know
about. I fell asleep.

In the morning I woke up early and left quietly.

I never saw Butch Al again.

They weren’t at the bar the next couple of weekends. I heard some
stories about what had happened to Al I didn’t choose to believe any of
them.

The summer passed. I quit school and got a job at a plant in my own
hometown. Ibegan looking for thebars where the factory butches hung out.

Summer turned into fall and I stopped going to Niagara Falls on the
weekends.

Justbefore Christmas, I went back to Tifka’s to see the old crowd. Yvette
wasn’t there. I heard she died alone in an alleyway, her throat slashed from
ear to ear. Lola overdosed, purposely.

No, no one had seen Al Jackie was working the streets again.
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I walked against a bitter wind from bar to bar along the strip. I heard
her laughter before I saw her. There was Jacqueline in the shadow of an
alley, sharing an ironic laugh with some other working girls. She saw me
a moment later. :

She came over to me readily, smiling. I saw the glaze of heroin across
her eyes. She was thin, very thin.

She faced me. She opened the collar of my overcoat to straighten my
tie. She turned up my collar against the cold.

I stood with my hands buried deep in my pockets. I felt kind of like I
had the night I danced with Yvette.

We were asking each other and answering a lot of questions with our
eyes. It all happened real fast.

I saw the tears start to spill from her eyes. Then she turned to go. I
finally found my voice to speak...

®,
L X3

Your presence in the bathroom doorway pulls me back to the present. I've
been lost in memories. You've been standing in the doorway long enough
that your look has turned to concern.

”Are you okay, honey?” you ask me.

”Sure,” I answer, laughing at myself gently. We both realize that my
answer is both not true and very true.

You put your arms across my chest again, looking at my face for
answers. I have none. I do have a question though. And as soon as the
question comes up in my heart I have to ask it. “/Am I...”

”Are you what, honey?”

I hesitate. “Am I tender?”

You look like you're close to tears. “Yes,” you answer firmly. “You are
so tender. I don’t think I could be with you if you weren’t.”

Now I feel close to tears.

“Do you still want to go out?” you ask.

I nod. “Give me a minute.” You look worried, but leave me alone.

I look at my own reflection and it makes me smile. I see the child,
cross-dressing in front of the mirror. I see the baby butch, the factory
“he-she” who would later have to pass as a man to survive. I see the whole
course of my life which has brought me to this moment. Never once did I
betray who I was.

In many ways, Al, you gave me all the answers I needed with the gift
of my first tie.

This tie is more than just a symbol. It is an acceptance of who we are.
It is an affirmation of all the pride we can muster.

Thank you, Butch Al I miss you so much. I wonder what happened to
you. I wish I could tell you where this journey has taken me.

I'loved you so. Ilove you still.

You'd be proud of me. I'm living it.
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A letter

March 20, 1991

D ear Joan:
The spirit moves:

1950. For those who do not remember 1950, let me set the stage:
television existed, and I had seen it on display in a store but didn’t know
anyone who owned one. Sex existed, but no one talked about it, except in
euphemisms: she’s “that way” or “you know” meant a woman was
pregnant; she “does things” meant she had sex; she “does things to other
girls” meant she was gay. The word homosexual was used only in news-
papers in “were-arrested” stories, all of which referred to men.

I was never called a lesbian. We were “queers” or “perverts” or the
worst group-you-wouldn’t-want-to-be-caught-dead-with: “dykes.” And
we were also arrested, but it never made the papers — I guess because it
was so ordinary, not newsworthy.

The word butch was used to describe mannish behavior. She walks
butch, she thinks butch, she looks butch, but I do not recall she is a butch.
A tough-acting woman in man’s clothes was called a butch diesel. I
desperately wanted to be a butch diesel.

This would be a great accomplishment for a sixteen-year-old subur-
ban kid, cruising weekends in the Village. I had been in “the life” on the
streets — it wasn’t enough. I wanted to go into the butch diesels’ bars,
to be accepted as one of them. They were tough, cocky, sure of them-
selves. They intimidated by their very existence. And they never ended
up in a cage at the Country Club [the Women’s House of Detention,
located in the heart of the Village], never fell victim to street sweeps.
They were cool!

How to start...

For openers, I took the bus to New York wearing a skirt and blouse and
carrying a purse containing a hip flask of stale beer, a nice-fitting man’s
shirt, and a pair of men'’s slacks, liberated from my half brother. The bus
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station — then about half a block east of the south end of Times Square,
before the Port Authority Terminal was built — was a stinking hole, but it
did have rental lockers and an alley nearby.

I changed into the boy clothes in the alley, plastered my pageboy girl
hair back into a decent DA (duck’s ass, dear children: it came to a pointed
line down the back of the head -— very popular with greasers), and jammed
the flask into one back pocket. No wallet; loose money went in the right
front pocket. Then I put the girl clothes and purse in the locker and voila
— instant freedom to walk the streets literally unmolested.

Understand: boys and men could walk the streets — just walk, not
solicit or what have you, just plain be on the streets at night — and no one
would challenge them. But a girl or woman alone had to be a hooker or
lost and in need of protection. This was handy if one was working the
streets but of no use at all if one wanted to be accepted as a butch diesel
and not just a street kid.

I had already found the bar to be entered. I had been shown it by a street
friend who was highly amused that I did not at first believe that the “men”
entering were really women. You couldn’t tell unless you heard them talk,
and even then sometimes I wasn’t sure. I had finally accepted the truth
and had watched them go in, alone or with snazzily dressed women. But
I had never dared enter; it was out of my league. Well, no longer — I was
ready!

So in I went. All conversation stopped, all eyes upon me. This was
standard whenever any stranger entered a gay bar in those days. The
darkness of the bars allowed those inside to see the person entering before
his or her eyes adjusted to see them. If you passed muster, if the patrons
concluded you were nota vice cop ora known troublemaker, conversation
would start again.

Which is not to say you would be accepted. No, you would be ignored,
watched, tentatively approached if ... But first, the pin-drop silence. Oh
Lord, the agony of waiting to see if they would accept me! And then,
finally, the silence was broken: “Oh my God, Millie,” someone said, “it’s
Prince Valiant!”

And everyone roared with laughter, and I knew, I knew ... My hand
reached up to find that my baby-fine hair had shed the beer glop and had
drifted down and forward to hang limply about my ears. I reached for the
flask, then realized it was too late. What would I do with it? Pour it on my
head? I just held it on the table, too numb to move, too embarrassed to
speak or even lift my head.

The eternity ended when the waitress asked if I wanted something to
eat. Every gay bar I recall in those days was nominally a café, so they had
to serve food (hamburgers, fries), and especially if you were not known,
you had to order whatever overpriced, inedible food they offered. Then
you would be asked if you wanted anything to drink with it. I knew about
that game from other bars, but still speechless, I only nodded.
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From Jet, February 1954

Women who pass for men

For thirty years, a hefty Mississippi woman lived as a man, sternly
bossing a ten-acre farm and caring for an attractive, cream-colored “wife”
and her daughter by a previous marriage. When the “man” died two years
ago, an amazed undertaker discovered that Pete Bell was really a woman.

At the wife’s request, the masquerade was hushed and the burial
certificate listed no sex. The widow explained that her husband was an
unwanted child who adopted mannish poses and attitudes in order to
please a father who wanted a male heir. Incredulous citizens in the small
town pooh-poohed the report, claiming, “Old Pete just couldn’t have
fooled me.”

The deception which characterized Pete Bell’s life mirrors the problems
of hundreds of women whoare trapped in the half-shadow, no-man’s-land
of the man-woman. Despised by society, they travel an uncharted road
which often leads to a jail cell.

Very often the masquerade is only uncovered by an accident or a
necessary visit to a doctor. After an automobile accident, Cincinnati doc-
tors discovered that “Charlie Harris” — who had posed as a man for
forty-five years — was a woman. Harris’s true sex was revealed to a
woman who knew her as her stepfather. Mrs. Ida Belle Redd said Harris
(who died recently in Cincinnati at the age of 107) married her mother in
1902.

At the other end of the spectrum are part-time men: women who for
various reasons reject feminine roles and, while retaining female trap-
pings, compete with men for jobs — and other women. These “sometimes
women” feel contempt for girlish pursuits. Some are athletic women;
others, intellectual or executive types.

One of these is a famous Harlem woman executive, attractive and
youngish, who rejected femininity for a manlike existence. She attends
stag parties, takes an active part in jokes aimed at “silly, gullible” women.
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Her constant companion is an attractive secretary who shares her lavish,
one-bedroom apartment.

Problems posed by manlike women are so deep that the public has
hardly begun to understand them. Doctors and psychiatrists are coor-
dinating their work in the light of new psychosexual findings. Their
research indicates that operations and psychiatric treatment can free many
women of maleness caused by an imbalance of female and male hormones.

Other cases may prove more difficult, although extended psychiatric
treatment may cure those whose maladjustments started in childhood.
Parents, fathers particularly, often drive girls to the brink of abnormality.
Stuck with an unwanted daughter, they force the youngster to play rough
and impress upon her mind a love for everything masculine. Later, these
same parents are furious when the girl rejects masculine suitors. Without
adequate guidance, the girl will become a jealous, possessive man-woman
facing the frustration of living in a society which in most instances has not
provided an answer to her problems.

This type of jealousy is often reflected in police records. In Detroit,
Leatrice Calloway, twenty-one, was sentenced to ten to twenty years for
the murder of her female “sweetheart,” Marion Ware. Miss Calloway said
she shot Miss Ware for dating a man. Ohio was shocked by a similar love
slaying. Mrs. Evelyn Butler, 25-year-old mother of two children, was
sentenced to the electric chair for strangling and drowning Mrs. Evelyn
Clark. Testimony indicated that the two women had been lovers. Mrs.
Clark has appealed the death verdict.

The lives of some strange women, however, have happy endings.
Gladys Bentley, entertainer, says injections of female sex hormones three
times a week hastened her return to womanhood.

Now writing a book on her experiences in the “twilight zone of sex,”
Mrs. Bentley — who is happily married to a West Coast cook — said, “I
want the world to know that those of us who have taken the unusual paths
to love are not hopeless.”

Women who fall for lesbians

During the man-shortage years of World War II, a masculine-looking
freshman coed who walked with a swaggering gait checked into the girls’
dormitory of a well-known midwestern college and promptly struck up a
more-than-casual friendship with another first-year coed. Ina short while,
the campus was buzzing with gossip of their hush-hush romance.

Soon thereafter, the offending student was expelled, and her impres-
sionable young victim went on to become a writer for a national broad-
casting firm.

Many such young women, however, are not so lucky as to escape the
designs of female sex deviates. For according to Dr. Alfred Kinsey in his
book Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, nearly one out of five American
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women experience homosexual relations of some type, either as a pursuer
or pursued, and their ages range from early childhood to middle life.

Just why some women fall for lesbians is perhaps best summed up in
an observation made by writer-researcher Arthur Guy Mathews, who
stated recently ina health magazine: “The lesbian makes a point of seeking
out widows, lonesome women, the victims of broken love affairs, and
those who have suffered from nervous breakdowns and other mental ills.”
Additional victims come from the ranks of the sexually uninitiated, as was
true in the case of the college coed. And, with one woman in four remain-
ing unmarried in the U.S. today, spinsters more and more are becoming
likely prey for lesbians.

One Missouri schoolteacher, for example, who found herself getting
on in years without the comfort and companionship of a man, succumbed
to the wily advances of a lesbian of similar age, and opened her home to
her. They lived together in presumed “spinsterhood” the remaining days
of their lives. When the lesbian finally died of a heart attack, the then-
retired teacher, grief stricken, soon followed her in death.

Similarly, a romance between a New York woman doctor and her nurse
has been winked at and accepted by Harlem society for years.

Many women who fall for lesbians possess all the physical attractive-
ness — including good looks and shapely figures — with which to attract
desirable males. Nevertheless, they wander into the shadowed world of
sex perversion on thrill-seeking jaunts, or out of boredom, as a result of
neurotic tendencies. Usually such women, if they are of sound mind, tarry
with their lady lovers only long enough to “see what it’s like,” then return
to normal courtship with men.

The lesbian, like the male homosexual, who stalks a married home is
to be considered a dangerous person. Dr. Mathews points out, “If she so
much as gets one foot into a good woman’s home with the intention of
seducing her, she will leave no stone unturned to win the love of the
person, and eventually destroy her life for good.”

When the Negro wife of a traveling husband became lonely and
depressed in a small Texas town, she fell into company with a lesbian and
became so infatuated that she finally divorced her husband.

Because a heavy toll can be taken from the mentally maladjusted,
hospitals and social agencies are sometimes loaded with lesbians who pose
as befrienders of the weak.

A young colored war widow who cracked up under the shock of her
husband’s death was sent toa mental hospital, where a homosexual female
took her under her wing. When the woman was well enough to leave the
institution, the lesbian took her into her own home for the period of
readjustment. There, in the quiet of a country cottage, the woman was
seduced and told that she was intended for a new way of sex life. Six
months later the widow suffered a second mental collapse and was back
in the hospital. Again she was released in the care of her lady lover. Within
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Letter to a fifties femme
from a stone butch

‘m lying in my bed tonight missing you, my eyes all swollen, hot tears
running down my face. I don’t think I've ever felt so all alone. There’s
a fierce summer lightning storm raging outside.

Tonight I walked down streets looking for you in every woman'’s face,
as I have each night of this lonely exile. I'm afraid I'll never see your
laughing, teasing eyes again.

Earlier, I was walking in this big city with a woman. A mutual friend
had fixed us up, sure we’d have a lot in common, since we're both into
“politics.”

Well, we sat in a coffee shop and she talked about Democratic politics
and seminars and photography and problems with her co-op and how
she’s opposed to rent control. Small wonder. Daddy is a real estate
developer.

I couldn’t understand what she was talking about most of the time.
I'm looking at her while she’s talking, thinking to myself that I'm a
stranger in this woman’s eyes. She’s looking at me, but she doesn’t see
me.

Then she finally says she hates this society for what it's done to
“women like me” who hate themselves so much that they have to look
and act like men.

I feel myself getting flushed and my face twitches-a little and I start
telling her all cool and calm about how women like me have existed since
the dawn of time, before there was oppression, and how their societies
respected them, and she’s got her very interested expression on, and
besides it’s time to leave.

So we walk by a corner where these cops are laying into a homeless
man and I stop and mouth off to the cops and they start coming at me with
their clubs raised and she tugs my belt to pull me back. And I just look at
her, and suddenly I'm feeling things well up in me that I thought I had
buried. I'm standing there remembering you like I don’t see the cops about
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to hit me, like I'm falling back into another world, a place I want to go to
again.

And suddenly my heart hurts and I realize how long it's been since my
heart has felt anything.

I need to go home to you tonight. I can’t. So I'm writing you this letter.

I remember years ago, the day I started working at the plant and you
had already been there a few months, and how your eyes caught mine and
played with me before you set me free. I was supposed to be following the
foreman to fill out some forms, but I was too busy wondering what color
your hair was under that white paper net and how it would look and feel
in my fingers, down loose and free. And I remember how you laughed
gently when the foreman came back and said, “You comin’ or not?”

All of us he-she’s were mad as hell when we heard you got fired the
next week because you wouldn’t let the superintendent touch your
breasts. I still unloaded on the docks for another couple of weeks, but I
was mopey. It just wasn’t the same when your light went out.

I couldn’t believe it the night I went to that new club on the West Side
(a new bar almost every other week). There you were, leaning up against
the bar, your jeans too tight for words and your hair, your hair all loose
and free.

And Iremember that look in your eyes again. You didn’t just know me;
you liked what you saw. And this time, ooh, woman, we were on our own
turf. I could move the way you wanted me to, and I was glad I'd gotten
all dressed up.

Our own turf ... “Would you dance with me?”

You didn’t say yes or no, just teased me with your eyes, straightened
my tie and smoothed my collar, and took me by the hand.

You had my heart before you moved against me like you did. Tammy
was singing “Stand by Your Man,” and we were changing all the “he’s”
to “she’s” inside our heads to make it fit right. After you moved that way,
you had more than my heart. You made me ache and you liked that. So
did I.

The older butches always warned me, if you want to keep your
marriage, don’t go to the bars. But I've always been a one-woman butch.
Besides, this was our community, the only one we belonged to, so we went
every weekend. '

There were two kinds of fights in the bars. Most weekends had one
kind or the other, some weekends both.

There were the fist fights between the butch women — full of booze,
shame, jealous insecurity. Sometimes the fights wereawfuland spread like
a web to trap everyone in the bar, like the night you-know-who lost her
eye when she got hit upside the head with a bar stool.

I was real proud that in all those years I never hit another butch woman.
See, Iloved them too, and I understood their painand their shame, because
I was so much like them. I loved the lines etched in their faces and hands
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and the curves of their work-weary shoulders. Sometimes I looked in the
mirror and wondered what I would look like when I was their age. Now
I know!

In their own way, they loved me too. They protected me, because they
knew I wasn’t a “Saturday-night butch.” (The weekend butches were
scared of me, because I was a stone he-she. If only they had known how
powerless I really felt inside!) But the older butches, they knew the whole
road that lay ahead of me, and they wished I didn’t have to go down it,
because it hurt so much.

When I came into the bar in drag, kind of hunched over, they told me,
“Be proud of what you are,” and then they adjusted my tie sort of like
you did.

I was like them. They knew I didn’t have a choice. So I never fought
them with my fists. We clapped one another on the back in the bars and
watched one another’s back at the factory.

But then there were the times that our real enemies came in the front
door — drunken gangs of sailors, Klan-type thugs, psychopaths, cops. You
always knew when they came in, because someone had the foresight to
pull the plug on the jukebox. No matter how many times it happened, we
all still went, “Aw...” when the music stopped, and then we got down to
business.

When the bigots came in, it was time to fight, and fight we did. We
fought hard, butch and femme, men and women together.

When the music stopped and it was the cops at the door, someone
plugged the music back in and we switched dance partners. We in our
suits and ties paired off with our drag queen sisters in their dresses and
pumps. It’s hard to remember that it was illegal then for two women or
two men to sway to music together. When the music ended, the butches
bowed, our femme partners curtsied, and we returned to our seats, our
lovers, and our drinks to await our fates.

That’s when I remember your hand on my belt, up under my suit jacket.
That’s where your hand stayed the whole time the cops were there. “Take
it easy, honey. Stay with me, baby, cool off,” you'd be cooing in my ear as
if singing a lover’s song sung to warriors who needed to pick and choose
their battles to survive.

We learned fast that the cops always pulled the police van right up to
the bar door and left snarling dogs inside so that we couldn’t get out. We
were trapped, all right.

Remember that night you stayed home with me after I got my hand
caught in the machine at the factory? That was the night ... you remember.
The cops picked out the most stone butch of them all to destroy with
humiliation, a woman everyone said “wore a raincoat in the shower.” We
heard they stripped her, slow, in front of everyone in the bar, and laughed
at her trying to cover up her nakedness. Later she went mad, they said.
Later she hung herself.
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What would I have done if I had been there that night?

I'm remembering the busts in the bars in Canada. Packed in the police
vans, all the Saturday-night butches giggled and tried to fluff up their hair
and switch clothing so that they could get thrown in the tank with the
femme women — said it would be like “dyin” and goin’ to heaven.”

We never switched clothing. Neither did our drag queen sisters. We
knew, and so did you, what was coming. We needed our sleeves rolled up,
our hairslicked back, to live through it. Our hands were cuffed tight behind
our backs. Yours were cuffed in front. You loosened my tie, unbuttoned my
collar, and touched my face. I saw the pain and fear for me in your face,
and I whispered it would be all right. We knew it wouldn’t be.

I never told you what they did to us down there — queens in one tank,
stone butches in the next — but you knew. One at a time they would drag
our brothers out of the cells, slapping and punching them, locking the bars
behind them fast in case we lost control and tried to stop them — as if we
could.

They’d handcuff a brother’s wrists to his ankles or chain him, face
against the bars. They made us watch.

Sometimes we’d catch the eyes of the terrorized victim, or the soon-to-
be, caught in the vise of torture, and we’d say gently, “I'm with you, honey,
look at me, stay with me, we’ll take you home.”

We never cried in front of the cops. We knew we were next.

The next time the cell door opens it will be me they drag out and chain
spread-eagled to the bars.

Did I'survive? I guess I did. But only because I knew I might get home
to you.

They let us out last, one at a time on Monday morning. No charges.
Too late to call in sick to work, no money, hitchhiking, crossing the border
on foot, in rumpled clothes, bloody, needing a shower, hurt, scared.

I knew you’d be home if I could get there.

You ran a bath for me with sweet-smelling bubbles. You always laid
out a fresh pair of white BVDs and a t-shirt for me and left me alone to
wash off the first layer of shame.

Iremember, it was always the same. I would put on the briefs, and then
I'd just get the t-shirt over my head and you would find some reason to
come into the bathroom, to get something or put something away. In a
glance you would memorize the wounds on my body like a road map —
the gashes, bruises, cigarette burns.

Later, in bed, you held me gently, touching me everywhere, the ten-
derest touches reserved for the places I was hurt, knowing each and every
sore place — inside and out.

You didn’t flirt with me right away, knowing I wasn'’t feeling confident
enough to be sexy. But later you coaxed my pride back out again, showing
me how much you wanted me. You knew melting the stone again would
take you weeks.
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Lately I've read these stories by women who are angry with stone
lovers, even mocking their passion when they finally give way to trusting,
to being touched.

And I'm wondering: did it hurt you, the times I couldn’t let you touch
me? I hope it didn’t. You never showed it if it did. You knew it wasn’t you
I was keeping myself safe from. You treated my stone self as a wound that
needed loving healing. Thank you. No one’s ever done that since. If you
were here tonight — well, it's hypothetical, isn’t it?

I never said these things to you.

TonightI remember the night I got busted alone, on strange turf. You're
probably wincing already, but I have to say this to you out loud.

That night, we drove ninety miles to a bar to meet friends who never
showed up. (Later we found out they wereat home drinking and fighting.)

That night, when the cops raided the club, I was the only he-she in the
place, and that one cop with gold bars on his uniform came right over to
me and told me to stand up.

He put his hands all over me, pulled up the band of my jockeys, and
told his men to cuff me: I didn’t have on three pieces of women’s clothing.
I wanted to fight right then and there because I knew that chance would
be lost in a moment.

But I also knew that everyone would be beaten that night if I fought
back, so I just stood there. I saw that they had pinned your arms behind
your back and cuffed your hands. One cop had his arm across your throat.
I remember the look in your eyes. It hurts me even now.

They cuffed my hands so tight behind my back that I almost cried
out.

Then the cop unzipped his pants real slow with a smirk on his face and
ordered me down on my knees.

At first I thought to myself, “I can’t!” Then I said out loud to myself
and to you and to him, ”“I won’t!” I never told you this before, but
something changed inside of me in that moment. I learned the difference
between what I can’t do and what I refuse to do.

I paid the price for that lesson. Do Thave to tell you every detail? Thank
you.

When I got out of the tank the next morning, you were there; you bailed
me out. No charges — they just kept the money. You had waited all night
long in that police station. Only I know how hard that was for you to
withstand their leers, their taunts, their threats. I knew you cringed with
every sound you strained to hear from back in the cells. You prayed you
wouldn’t hear me scream. I didn’t.

When we got outside into the parking lot, you stopped and put your
hands lightly on my shoulders and avoided my eyes. You gently rubbed
the bloody places on my shirt and said, “I'll never get these stains out.”

Damn anyone who thinks that means you were relegated in life to
worrying about my ring-around-the-collar.

106



A Femme-Butch Reader

I knew exactly what you meant. It was such an oddly sweet way of
saying, or not saying, what you were feeling. Sort of the way Ishut down
emotionally when I feel scared and hurt and helpless and say little funny
things that seem so out of context.

You drove us home with my head in your lap all the way, caressing my
face. You ran the bath. Set out my fresh underwear. Put me to bed. Stroked
me carefully. Held me gently.

That night Iwoke upand found myselfalone in bed. You were drinking
alone at the kitchen table, head in your hands. You were sobbing.

I'took you firmly in my arms and held you, and you struggled and beat
against my chest with your fists, because the enemy wasn'’t there to hit.
Moments later you recalled the bruises on my chestand cried even harder,
sobbing, “It’s my fault, I couldn’t stop them.”

I've always wanted to tell you this: in that one moment I knew you
really did understand how I felt in life. Choking on anger, feeling so
powerless, unable to protect myself or those Iloved most, yet fighting back
again and again, unwilling to give up. I didn’t have the words to tell you
this then. I just said, “It'll be okay, it'll be all right.”

And then we smiled ironically at what I'd said, and I took you back to
our bed and made the best love to you I could, considering the shape I was
in. You knew not to try to touch me that night. You just stroked my hair
and cried and cried.

When did we get separated in life, sweet warrior woman? We thought
we’d won the war of liberation when we embraced the word gay. Then,
suddenly, there were professors and doctors and lawyers coming out of
the woodwork telling us that meetings should be run by Robert’s Rules of
Order. (Who died and left Robert god?)

We dressed up after work for the new meetings on campus, but they
drove us out, made us feel ashamed of how we looked. They said we were
male chauvinist pigs: the enemy. It was women’s hearts they broke. We
were not hard to send away. We went quietly.

The plants closed, something we never could have imagined.

That's when I was sent into exile and began passing as a man. Strange
to be exiled from your own gender to borders that will never be home.

You were banished too, to another land, with your own gender, and
yet forced apart from the women you loved as much as you tried to love
yourself.

For more than twenty years I have lived on this lonely shore, wonder-
ing what became of you. Did you wash off your Saturday-night makeup
in shame? Did you burn in anger when women said, “If I wanted a man,
I'd be with a real one”?

Are you turning tricks today? Are you waiting tables or learning
WordPerfect?

Are you in a lesbian bar looking out of the corner of your eye for the
butchest woman in the room? Do the women there talk about Democratic
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politics and photography and co-ops? Are you with women who bleed
only monthly on their cycles?

Orare you in another blue-collar town, lying with an unemployed auto
worker who is much more like me than they are, listening for the even
breathing of your sleeping children? Do you bind his emotional wounds
the way you tried to heal mine?

Do you ever think of me in the cool night?

I've been writing this letter to you for hours. My ribs hurt bad from a
beating two weeks ago. You know.

I never could have survived this long if I'd never known your love. Yet
still T ache with missing you. I need you so.

Only you could melt this stone. Are you ever coming back?

The storm has passed now. There is a pink glow at the horizon outside
my window. I am remembering the nights I fucked you deep and slow
until the sky was just this color.

I can’t think about you anymore; the pain is swallowing me up. I have
to put your memory away, like a precious sepia photograph. There are still
so many things [ want to tell you, to share with you.

Since I can’t mail you this letter, I'll send it to a place where they keep
women’s memories safe. Maybe someday, passing through this big city,
you will stop and read it. Maybe you won't.

Good night, my love.
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Elly Bulkin

An old dyke’s tale:
An interview with
Doris Lunden

Born in New Orleans in 1936, Doris Lunden came out into the
French Quarter in 1953. She left New Orleans in 1957, lived brief-
ly in Corpus Christi, and moved to New York City in 1958. Follow-
ing her recovery from alcoholism, she became an activist in the
gay, lesbian, antinuclear, and peace movements. She changed her
name to Blue just around the time she became a grandmother in
1980, after this interview was conducted. Since 1982, she has
lived in a community of lesbians in the Florida Keys.*

Cathy Cockrell assisted in editing the interview excerpted here.

lly Bulkin: I thought we could start with talking about your coming out
and with your experiences of being a lesbian in the fifties.

Doris Lunden: I started coming out when I was thirteen, when I fell in love
with Gloria, the girl down the block. I wasn’t really conscious that this was
a taboo untilmy aunt began to react to my being so open about my feelings.
It was just after that time that I heard the word lesbian and I went to the
library to do the research that I think has been done by so many lesbians
throughout history. From that time I realized that I should be quiet about
my feelings. It was just after that that I found The Well of Loneliness at the
drugstore bookracks — of course, I went back to that bookrack, I haunted
it, and I found other books, perhaps half a dozen. Before that time I had
no inkling how many lesbians there might be. Then I did at least get the
idea that there were probably some more in my city.
I'wasinreformschool and Ihad a lover there. After Igot out, my lover’s
father was in prison and when he got out of prison he used to be able to
take her out on the last Sunday of the month and she’d want to come and

* See also Sky Vanderlinde’s memoir “Loving Blue,” in this volume.
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see me. So he would take her to my house. He took us to a place called the
Starlet Lounge once, which was a gay bar that I later came out into ... in
the French Quarter in New Orleans. I realize now that he knew that we
were lovers and was saying it was neat, which was really quite amazing.
But then he went back to jail and that setup ended and I went back to
reform school eventually.

EB: What were you in for?

DL: The first time I was running away all the time and they kept threaten-
ing me with the House of the Good Shepherd every time they retrieved
me. The House of the Good Shepherd was like a convent operated by
Catholic nuns, but it was funded by the city as a reformatory for girls. It
occupied a whole block in New Orleans and had a big wall around it; all
the windows had shutters and it was used to scare every little girl in New
Orleans into conformity. I think that one of the greatest things I ever did
was that I finally accepted that I did not want to remain where I was and
that I was eventually going to go to this place and I went and put myself
in. ITwent up and I rang the bell and I said, “I don’t have any place else to
go,” and they took me in. I hoped that it would force my father into finding
someplace to live where I could live with him, and it did.

EB: Were you living with your aunt?

DL: No, I was living with a woman that I called my aunt who’d been a
friend of my mother. I lived with an awful lot of people after my mother
died when I wasabout ten. Ilived primarily with my godmother, a woman
who had also been a friend of my mother. Traditionally in French families,
godmothers really do take responsibility for the children if something
happens to the mother. My godmother and I had an incredible struggle
about power and control and independence and so on. So I would run
away. And [ used to run to my father when I was younger, but he’d always
bring me back, so I saw that I had to get by on my own. I guess two weeks
was the most that I managed to avoid the cops. They’d find me. But once
you’'ve been in reform school it’s very easy to go back. Next time I got into
trouble I was sent back to reform school. We were stealing license plates
from wrecked cars and selling them. It was a little racket. But because I
had already been there, I just got sent back. It was in reform school that I
first heard about the Goldenrod, which was a lesbian bar; it was in a
residential area out near the lakefront, in the suburbs.

EB: What year was that?

DL: Probably ’52 or ’53. I was about sixteen. (I was born in"36.) So I got up
my courage and decided to go to this bar. It was just beautiful; it was full
of women and they were friendly and they invited me to sit at their tables,
introduced themselves, introduced me around. Then I met a woman there
that I liked...
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I guess it was a couple of weeks, it wasn’t very long after, and I was
there with a girl I had been in reform school with. I was sixteen, she was
fifteen. All of a sudden all the lights went on, the jukebox stopped, and the
police came in and said that it was a raid and everyone was under arrest.
Poor Pat! She gave her real age and I never saw her again after that; I'm
sure she was sent back to the House of the Good Shepherd. I didn’t lie
about my name; somehow I thought they’d know I was lying about my
name, so I gave them my real name and I gave them my real address, but
I lied about my age — I said [ was eighteen. They took us all to the precinct
and booked us and put us in a cell. Then later that night or early in the
morning the owner got us out on bond and they set the court date for the
next night. Some women were saying that there’d been reporters outside
and they were really scared.

The next morning I went down to the drugstore (the same one where
I had found The Well of Loneliness) to get a cup of coffee and bought the
newspaper and started looking for the police reports, where most arrests
were reported in the paper. My father religiously read the police reports,
so I knew he was going to find out about it if it was in the police report. It
wasn't thereand I was so relieved. Then I turned back to see what the news
of the day was and the headline said, “64 Women, 1 Man Arrested.” There
were all kinds of remarks about what kind of bar it was, about the sign
saying “no males allowed.”

That night we had to go to court and I discovered then that they had
raided every gay bar in New Orleans. It was like a big cleanup.  had never
seen so many gay people in my whole life; I had no idea that there were
so many gay people. It was really exciting! I almost forgot to be scared
about whether I would be convicted or not. My case was dismissed, but I
think that that set me free in some way.

EB: Were the other cases dismissed?

DL: I think they were. There may have been instances where people were
found guilty of something; usually the charges were things like “wearing
the clothes of the opposite sex” for drag queens and for butch lesbians, or
“no honest, visible means of support.” It was true; most of us didn’t have
any honest, visible means of support. If you chose to dress in such a way
that clearly identified you as gay, it was impossible to get any kind of
straight job, assuming you would want one. Most often all of those charges
were dismissed when you came before a judge; I don’t know why par-
ticularly, except that I believe the arresting was intended as a kind of
harassment — when it was intense enough it drove people away.

Some of us just didn’t have any other place to go. We were just caught
every time they happened to walk in when we were there. Whereas for
other people, just being there in that bar was one of the riskiest things
they’d ever done in their lives. If they even witnessed an arrest, even if
they didn’t get taken in, it was usually sufficient to scare them away for
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years to come. You see how this kind of stuff works to limit what kinds of
risks people take. When I look back at that now, I am really amazed that
people were persistent; I really wonder why I was unconscious that I was
part of a resistance.

You can guess what happened to thelives of all those women as a result
of that raid. Most of them were closeted, were from New Orleans, many
of them living with their families and with jobs. I think they thought they
were pretty safe there in that bar. It was probably shocking to them to get
included in that sweep.

Back at home, I was just dismissing it by saying, “Well, I just went to
see what kind of bar it was and it happened to be the night.” My father
didn’t pursue it, but my brother, who was a year younger than I, was really
freaked out by this. When I had gotten out of reform school, he had this
girlfriend whom he was really crazy about and could hardly wait to have
me meet her. I did meet her, and gradually she began to follow me around
and to take my side in the arguments we had and stopped seeing him.
What I discovered later was that everybody in the neighborhood was
speculating that I was a lesbian and they literally did follow us around
and peek in windows to see if we were kissing. I think he was angry about
this kind of stuff when here I get arrested in this bar and it’s real clear that
I was a lesbian. He became hostile and we had a really bad fight in which
I was hurt and that’s when I left home.

I was hurt really bad and I called up this woman whom I had been
seeing from the Goldenrod and told her what had happened and she said,
“Take a cab and come over.” I wound up living with her for a while.
Actually I wound up living with her off and on for a year and a half.

But then I was free. The cat was out of the bag. I didn’t have anybody
that I had to worry about anymore and I could go ahead and explore
whatever it was I wanted to do. I didn’t have any idea what I was going
to do to make a living; I didn’t even think about it. I had lived in a family
or in a number of families where nobody was really ina profession. [ guess
my godfather, who was a merchant seaman, was the most in a profession
of anyone that I knew. The only person that I knew who went to college
was my mother — somebody famous from her hometown had put her
through college. So I didn’t have too many notions about what I was going
to do. I always knew I wasn’t going to get married, but I didn’t have any
plans about what I was going to do to take care of myself.

Then I began dressing up and wearing these clothes that were taboo
before. I had already had short hair, but now I really began to go at it,
and I got a crew cut and blue suede shoes like Elvis Presley was singing
about.

But I had an economic problem — I was totally dependent on this
woman whom I was involved with. She was living with her husband and
her four children. She had her room and he had his room and she had to
visit him once a week. But she was otherwise free to pursue her own
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interests as long as she took care of the house, and he would go to work
and bring the money in. When I lived with her I lived there in her room
in his house. That was very weird, considering the head I was coming
from, the kind of role I imagined myself playing. Sometime before the raid,
I had read in Sexology magazine about Christine Jorgenson and sex-change
operations. I really started thinking that that's what it was — my feelings
are natural so it must be my body that’s wrong, and it’s too bad they don’t
have an operation for me. I think at that time, before I found a community,
I would have been very willing to have an operation in order to set things
right. I had an awful lot of the kind of values that I thought I should have
if I was a boy, that I would want to get married and support my wife and
all that. That was really at odds with what was going on, which was that
I was living with this woman in her husband’s house. I didn’t even dare
say anything; I had no economic power.

We were going to all these bars and I was observing, I was learning —
it was like school for me. I saw that a lot of butches had “old ladies” who
were prostitutes. Some of them had several “old ladies” and that was
called “sister-in-lawing”; they actually lived together, two or three “old
ladies” and a butch. That was very admired, that was a pimp par excel-
lence. But I was coming from too square a place to relate to that at the time,
so the only option for me was prostitution. I didn’t even expect to get a job
in a bar at that time; I wasn’t even of age but nobody knew it.

So one night Virginia and I were at the bar and this guy propositioned
me and I went with him. I'd never been in bed with a man in my life, so I
thought I"d find out ... God, it was really, really awful. But I got the twenty
dollars and I came back and I tried to buy a drink for Virginia and she
wouldn’t let me; a lot of people were upset, because they knew I had never
done anything like that before. And that was the end of it. Except that in
a few months I realized that I was pregnant. Once I was pregnant I figured,
“I can’t get any more pregnant,” and I needed money, so during that
period, until I was too pregnant, I was a prostitute. I didn’t do anything
different — I didn’t dress up or do anything like that — but there were
plenty of people coming into those bars looking for sex and there were a
lot of men who, I think, felt more like men if they could geta lesbian to go
to bed with them.

EB: They thought they were going to change your life.

DL: It seemed really important to them that you said that you enjoyed it.
So I just saw it as an acting job basically. Lila and I were buddies — she
was a drag butch likeI was. We used to do shows together and we thought
this was hysterical, because we were both stone butches, so we would
never have anything to do with each other sexually; but we would just put
on these great shows that we’d make a lot of money for — and I can just
remember laughing in her cunt while all these guys would think we were
sexually excited.
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Right: Doris “Big Daddy”
King, Stacey “Stormy”
Lawrence, and Doris Lun-
den (then Doris Dubois),
who is pregnant in this
photo. Early morning
outside Sy’s 435 Lounge
on the Esplanade in the
French Quarter, New
Orleans, spring 1954.

Below: Doris and Sunny,
New Orleans, 1956
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Lila had been kicked out of college for being a lesbian. She came from
a middle-class background. She, too, got pregnant. She went home to her
family after the baby was born. Her parents were taking care of the baby
and she came back and very shortly got pregnant again and then she went
back and was finally going to get married.

Between living with Virginia and being on my own I spent the next
four years in those bars. I went from being a prostitute to learning to be
a pimp, although we didn’t call them pimps. I had a lot of lovers who
were strippers. Strippers make money not so much by dancing but by
B-drinking. I did B-drinking too, looking to roll somebody if they were
flashing a lot of money. After Linda was born, I was real careful; I didn’t
want to get pregnant again. But I did a lot of other stuff like sex shows. A
lot of people did.

When I came out in the bars of the French Quarter, I was coming from
a place of being mad as hell that I was a girl, because clearly it was a boy’s
world. Later on I was falling in love with other girls and thinking of myself
as a man trapped in a woman’s body — I think I bought that kind of an
idea for quite a long time. And when I did hit the bars, I had the right kind
of build; I could pass asa boy and that was valued. It was considered really
good that I had such small breasts; I didn’t even have to wear a breastband.
Women used to wrap their breasts, strap them down so that they wouldn’t
show. I didn’t have to do that in order to pass. So that gave me more
mobility; I could go outside into the “American Zone” (outside the French
Quarter). If you were an obvious lesbian in an area where you weren’t
known or you didn’t have friends, you could get the hell beaten out of you.

What I discovered when I hit the bars was very extreme butch and
femme and that seemed to fit with my notion of having boys’ feelings and
so on. I was a no-touch butch. If you didn’t pick a role — butch or femme
— and stick with that, people thought you were mixed up and you didn’t
know who you were and you were laughed at and called "ki-ki” — a sort
of queer of the gay world.

Butches were also vulnerable in that if you slept with a woman and let
that woman touch you, she could turn around and brag about that to
everybody and ridicule you publicly. This was called “flipping a butch.”
It was a really long time before I realized that there might have been
another reason why I chose my role and that had to do with wanting to be
in control. As the butch, I felt I was in control; if I wasn’t letting anybody
touch me sexually, I would be in control. The fear of being passive was
something I never really had to confront until the women’s movement. I
did confront it from time to time, because my emotions would sometimes
be in conflict with what I thought was in my best interests. With a lover
who wanted to make love to me too, I would feel excited, but I also felt
that there were very good reasons why I shouldn’t allow that to happen,
because of how it might affect my privileges, how it might affect my
standing in the community.
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EB: Did you find that there was more flexibility when you were involved
in more serious or long-term relationships?

DL: My feeling now is that most lesbians into roles cheated a whole lot
more than I did. I really took all that more seriously than they did and I
believe that part of the reason for that was that this other personal thing
was going on — that I was really afraid of my feelings and afraid of not
being in control. I never had to look at that as a personal problem to deal
with until I got involved in the women’s movement.

After I left home my brother found out that I hung out in the Starlet
Lounge and he and his friends used to come and taunt us. There was
nothing that could be done about that, because that’s what the bars were,
that’s where they made their money — with the tourists coming to look at
the queers. We were only a small part of the population of the bar actually
— we were the sideshow. No wonder we did all the drugs and stuff. I
didn’t acknowledge to myself that I was part of a sideshow and that I was
on display, but that was exactly what it was.

The bars weren’t integrated at all. I remember one time we went to an
all-black bar. Somebody knew somebody there. It was literally illegal for
white people to go to an all-black place or vice versa.

EB: Was it a gay bar?
DL: It was a huge place where some gay people went, the Penguin Club.
EB: Did you have problems when you went?

DL: No, but it was a really amazing experience for me, because I grew up
in New Orleans during segregation — I never went to school with any
black children. I lived in poor neighborhoods, so there were black people
in the neighborhoods. But it was as if there was some kind of invisible wall
— we didn’t even go to the same movie theater. That's part of how you
would develop some kind of social contact between groups of people. We
didn’t drink out of the same water fountain, which created certain fan-
tasies or larger-than-life feelings or ideas — I'm sure much the way thata
lot of people feel about lesbians — that black people were completely
different. I remember when I was little I was told that black people had
blue blood — and I believed it until I saw a black man come staggering
out of a bar having been stabbed in the abdomen and bleeding.

To go into this Penguin Club it was as if  were doing the most taboo thing
to be there. They said that if the police come in, to tell them that you know
the owner, and that would make it okay, if you were a personal friend of
the owner. I don’t know what the hell we’d have been charged with. I
danced with this black woman there and I remember feeling as if I were
doing this really exciting, daring thing. The feeling, I think, both ways, was
a lot of curiosity and amusement — it was friendly, like we came from
different planets and had an encounter somewhere. That's what it felt like.
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Later, when I was about four months pregnant, I went to Chicago for
about a month and I was just amazed that the bars were integrated and
there were black bus drivers. It amazed me how this just happened and it
didn’t disrupt anything at all. I was coming from a city where the buses
had a divider that said “for colored only” and whites could move the
divider back and forth and all of the black people had to sit in back of it.
I had never thought to question that black people had to sit in the back of
the bus or that there were different drinking fountains. I was plenty
curious about what the water tasted like in the “colored only” drinking
fountain. But I never had any friends who were black — not until New
York, not until the early sixties. Eventually I was driven out of New
Orleans by the police.

EB: How did they do that?

DL: The charges began to get more serious and they began to do things
like break the door down and tear the whole apartment apart looking for
drugs. And I was using some drugs and the chances were that sooner or
later they would catch me — I wasn’t any big drug dealer and I wasn’t a
junkie, but everybody fooled around with some drugs in that kind of
situation at that time. They arrested my lover for prostitution and she was
convicted and given a suspended sentence, probably because she was
white and had no record. They picked her up at our house, where she had
brought a john. They offered to make a deal that if we’d pay them $250
they wouldn’t show up at court to testify and we paid them and they
showed up to testify. We knew that it was going to be really bad from there
on out.

We had a chance to get out so we did. We were in Corpus Christi, Texas,
for a year and a half before coming to New York.

When I came to New York in the late fifties my brother had come out
and he was living there with a drag queen who was working at a club on
Second Avenue called the Ace of Clubs. Anyhow, his lover got me a job
working there — it was all female impersonators in the show and all
lesbians wearing tuxedos or black suits and ties waiting tables. My lover,
Sunny, stayed in Texas to find a home for the animals and then she came
up. [ didn’t like that job at that Ace of Clubs.

I 'had a lot of attitudes after we got out of New Orleans about what I
had been involved in and a lot of sense of shame about it. I kind of wanted
to “go straight,” morally speaking. That was fed into me by Sunny. It took
me a long time to realize that she really thought that she was better than
me — she had had a couple of years of college before she ran away, and
her family had money and she’d lived in Hawaii for a while. I've had this
experience a lot with middle-class lovers — I've had this sort of fatal
attraction for girls from the other side of the tracks — I guess there’s
something fascinating about women whose lives have been different. And
some pretty self-oppressive attitudes of thinking that they were made of
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finer stuff. I call this the “diamond in the rough” syndrome. Many of my
lovers have seen me as a diamond in the rough and they were going to
polish me up — and to some extent they have.

So Sunny met this gay man ina donut shop who was anaspiring dancer
and through him we met some other people. They were all sort of intel-
lectual; I was kind of attracted by all this but I wasn’t well received by
them. They loved Sunny, but they couldn’t get past the way I dressed. I
was dying to go to the opera and see Carmen and I thought I'd just wear
my suit and go to the opera. But they just freaked! Someone loaned me a
dress and I went to the opera and I began to accept that part of going
straight. By this time I had a job in a factory and I had to wear a skirt to
work. Nobody said [ had to wear a skirt; in fact I think I probably looked
weirder in a skirt, because no matter how I dressed I would not give up
my hair. I wore a lot of hair oil in my hair and it was a slicked-back Tony
Curtis—type hairstyle. No matter how I modified my clothes, my hair
stayed the same. Even when I thought I looked passable — everyone
knows I'm a woman, they won’t mistake me for a man — that was when
I looked the most bizarre.

I was involved in a group that read plays. I was reading everything, I
was consuming, I was soaking up culture, I was feeling excited by all this.
[ was in this group that read plays so I could get rid of my southern accent;
I believed, and nobody disputed, that it sounded uneducated, ignorant. I
made some efforts at modifying how I dressed to try to fit in with a group
of people whom I wanted some kind of intellectual stimulation from. Their
attitude toward me was always that I was very bright (diamond in the
rough) and that nobody would ever be able to tell that I didn’t have a
couple of years of college. I felt incredibly inadequate about my ninth-grade
education. They used to say that if I was going to try to get a job I should
just lieand claim I'd had a couple of years of college. I couldn’t do it; I felt
the gaps; no matter how much I read and how much I'knew, I could never
be sure that there weren’t these big gaps that were perfectly obvious.

About that time Sunny and I broke up and I'began to get involved with
Jeanie, who lived on the top floor and up till then had been straight. All of
our friends were gay or knew lots of gay people but were freaked outabout
us. She was also very reluctant to get involved with me, because she didn’t
want to be a lesbian. In the midst of all this I got word about my daughter.
I had given her up for adoption when she was a year old, although I had
a lot of guilt about it. There was an agreement that I would be able to see
her and when she was older she would know that I was her mother.
Instead, they just disappeared after the papers were signed.

EB: You knew the people who adopted her?

DL: Yes, a guy who was the manager of one of the bars that I hung out
in and his wife. In fact, she took off with Linda and left him. This was
some three years later. My godmother was calling to say that she was
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going to adopt my daughter, that the woman was no longer able to take
care of her. By this time my life had changed enough that I felt I could
take care of Linda. Everybody got involved. We got money together and
I flew down there to get to her. There was this big scene and I got her.
Nobody wanted to give her to me, because I was a lesbian; I went down
there pretending that I wasn’t a lesbian anymore and was on the verge

of getting married.
EB: So she had been legally adopted.

DL: Yes, she had. Inever did get her back legally. But I got her up here and
once I did I changed addresses and disappeared. She was four and a half
then.

Jeanie and I moved in together and we became like this little family. I
would never have made it without Jeanie. We were very isolated, because
none of our friends could accept that we were lovers; it made them all
uncomfortable, perhaps because we were in such obvious roles.

EB: Did you know any other lesbians who had kids?

DL: No. I was very careful to keep Linda separated from my social life, so
we would only invite over trusted friends when Linda was at home. When
we had a party, I would arrange for Linda to spend the night with my
brother. If anybody ever made remarks about how she was really a cute
kid, she’d make a nice little lesbian when she got older, I was just really
upset. I guess I was pretty self-hating.

EB: Did she ask questions at all about it, when she got a little older?

DL: Not really, but she used to make remarks that would flip me out. I
remember one night Jeanie and I were getting dressed to go out to a dance
and she came over and said, “Gee, Mommy, you look so handsome,” and
then she said to Jeanie something about how she “looked beautiful.” I
remember being amused on the one hand and a little unnerved on the
other. I'd go to PTA meetings and make efforts to look as straight as
possible. I always felt guilty, because I didn’t encourage her to bring
friends home, but encouraging her to bring friends home meant such a
trip for myself in order to play the role that I thought a mother was
supposed to play. Because I didn’t have any friends who had children, she
didn’t really have many kids to play with.

I guess I came out to her when she was ten or eleven. In fact, I just
checked it out with her — we were talking about prejudice and I talked
about prejudice against lesbians and I said, “You know, Aunt Jeanie and I
were more than just friends.” (By this time, Jeanie and I had split up.) She
said, “Yeah, I knew that.” She used to have this timing, of finding a way
to quietly walk into the bedroom when we were necking or something like
that. That was really difficult, because I thought we shouldn’t show any
affection in front of her.
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During that time we made friends with a black woman named Norma
Dee, who lived in our neighborhood. She and her daughter Snooky were
involved with a black lesbian social club. This club used to give these big
dances up at the Hunts Point Ballroom, so we went up to one of those
dances and we made a lot of friends. There were some interracial lesbian
couples that we were friends with. I guess all the civil rights stuff was
going on in the midst of this but I didn’t know shit about any of that; I
wasn’t political. But that was the most satisfying social life I ever had. One
thing I see that’s happened in my life, probably because of the erratic kind
of childhood I had, was that I had no skills in how to maintain friendships.
I'sort of bounce along and if people don’t continue connections, I1ose them.
Jeanie played that role.

EB: Making the contacts.

DL: Right. I guess partly that’s why I didn’t learn how to do it too. I guess
that’s one of the other injuries of roles. Years later when the white lesbian
community got organized and Lesbian Lifespace decided to have the “first
ever” lesbian boatride, it just was a laugh to me, because I had been on a
lesbian boatride organized by black lesbians many years before.

Norma Dee did parties too — it was how you paid the rent if you were
short of money; she did sewing and that was sort of erratic. At a pay party
you would pay fifty cents to get in, and there might be a coat check for a
quarter, and then there’d be fried chicken dinners, salad, greens, and all
that for a dollar, and then the drinks were fifty cents. I was frequently the
bartender at these affairs. Norma Dee and Snooky and Jeanie and I started
a social club — we had one big event at our house, but it never got off the
ground. At these big dances, there weren’t all lesbians that came — a lot
of family members came. My impression was that the attitude of the black
community toward lesbians was not the hostile thing that I observe now.
These were the only women I knew who were out to their families.

EB: And seemed accepted?

DL: Yeah. So the dances consisted of a certain percentage of men, some of
them gay and some of them members of the family. There was a great
variety of ages — young teenage dykes all decked out in the finest threads
and fifty-year-old dykes who didn’t come out too often but would come
out for some big thing. Black lesbians had a whole network of things that
would go on.

I continued to be friends with Norma Dee, but I don’t know what
happened to the rest of it — I lost contact. There might have been some
other things going on that I wasn’t thinking about too consciously, but I
know that there was a young white lesbian from the bars who had been
up to Harlem who got beaten up and stabbed. Also, I played on a softball
team called the Amerks that was mostly black women, and we practiced
on Randall’s Island and then we used to come over to a bar on 125th
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Street to get beers after practice; they would not leave me there; they
would want to wait until I was ready to leave and see that I got on a
train. They were concerned about my physical safety as a white person
in Harlem. So those things may, without my being conscious of it, have
had their effects. It became easier to go in places where there were mostly
white people.

EB: This was the middle or late sixties?

DL: I'm sure that this was when the black movement began to be militant.
But I wasn’t on to any of those things.

EB: The movement from a civil rights to a Black Power focus?

DL: That's probably what was going on. That just fascinates me — how
our choices and what we do is not so clear to us, that we're pushed and
channeled in this direction and that without knowing why...

EB: ..and looking back and seeing it in some clearer historical context.
When did you start being aware that there was a women’s movement?

DL: I didn’t discover the women’s movement until after I discovered the
gay movement. I attended some of the Gay Liberation Front dances and I
went to DOB dances and meetings, although I was too drunk most of the
time to understand the ideas being discussed. I marched in the second
annual gay pride march in 1971, and was so drunk I could hardly stand
up. [ was in the last years of a twenty-year bout with alcoholism.

In early 1972, after a hospitalization and several months of sobriety, I
went one Sunday to the GAA Firehouse. I had one or two friends on the
Lesbian Liberation Committee of GAA whomI had known premovement,
so I had some sense that I was connected. When I got involved in the
movement I was real afraid that I would be attacked by lesbian-feminists
for my past role-playing. That was a hard time, because I was going
through a lot of that alone and in silence. My first thoughts about roles
were to recognize that they were exploitative of other women and I should
be ashamed of that — and I was properly ashamed of that. It was a lot
longer before I realized the ways those roles had been oppressive to me. I
did very slowly go through a whole process of change. Being around a
community of women who felt really good about themselves showed me
for the first time that there were all kinds of reasons why I would want to
bea woman. These young amazons came along and said, “We’re powerful
and strong, independent,” and all the things I knew I had to be but didn’t
think I could be as a woman. To some extent, some of the changes in the
ways [ behaved at first were conforming rather than actual change —
conforming so as not to be rejected. One thing that’s really amazing to me
was to note how very little my clothing habits have changed over all these
-years and what an education it's been to see that the change has been other
people’s heads and the way they perceive me, because I have not changed
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that much but they have changed incredibly and I feel that about lesbian-
feminists as well as everybody else.

I wonder about the changes; as much as they seem so profound, I
wonder whether they are. I come in contact with a lot of young lesbian-
feminists who are college students or college graduates. But if you go
where you find women who don’t relate to the movement, things aren’t
all that different than they used to be. That makes sense. If role-playing,
heterosexual role-playing, is taught through propaganda and especially
through the family, then the way your family plays its role can have a lot
of effect on how you see yourself, how you behave in your relationships.
In my instance, if I had two people to choose to identify with and I wanted
to be a survivor, then I would have chosen my father — to survive. I think
I must have done that, and I'll spend the rest of my life finding all of that
and doing something about it where it’s not in my interests or where it’s
exploitative of somebody else.
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From the diary of
Marge McDonald
(1931-1986)

Born in the small Appalachian mining town of Nelsonville, Ohio,
Marge McDonald moved to Syracuse, New York, in the late fifties
so that she could live a lesbian life. A poet, writer, and collector of
lesbiana, Marge willed her writings and books to the Lesbian
Herstory Archives. Right before she died, Marge had returned to
Nelsonville for one final attempt at reconciliation with her family.
Unfortunately, she did not live to see this achieved. Her writings
had to be rescued from a family intent on their suppression. The
following excerpt, carefully typed and dated, captures the moment
a 23-year-old Margie entered the butch-femme community of
Columbus, Ohio, in 1955.

March 31, 1955, Thursday

Well, ithappened today, after months of driving around every night
until morning, restless, always hunting. I found it!

Betty, my neighbor, just got in from Massachusetts. She came over to
see me and was telling me about a bar she had visited there. She and her
girlfriend had dropped into a bar to get a drink and there were nothing
but women there. When the waitress started flirting with her, they left. We
both laughed about it. I said, “I wish I knew a bar like that in Columbus
so that Ted (imaginary boyfriend) and I could go — just for kicks.”

“We passed a place like that the other night when we were taking
Shirley home. Bob said it was a place where queers hang out, but I can’t
remember where it is.”

“Can you find out?”

“Wanda will remember. When she gets off from work at seven, we can
pick her up and find out where it is.”
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So we picked up Wanda. After a while, I brought up the subject of the
queer bar and asked where it was, being careful to mention that I wanted
to go there with Ted. She showed me where it was. I was numb inside with
anticipation, fear, excitement, everything. Sis, the girl sitting beside me,
said she thought it might be fun to see such a place. We dropped the other
kids off, then decided to investigate the place. I was hoping Sis would go
with me, because I didn’t want to go in there by myself. I needed someone
to bolster my courage. As we walked in the door, I was so excited I could
hardly walk!

There was a long bar running down the left side of the room, a jukebox
at the back, and shuffleboard up front, and on the right side of a partition,
there were booths, tables, and a piano. Near the door, men were sitting at
the bar — but at the back, women in slacks and shirts were sitting, talking,
drinking.

Sis and I sat down in a booth on the other side. A heavyset woman with
shoulder-length, brown, wavy hair took our order. Sis and I eagerly drank
in the fact that she was in slacks and a t-shirt. We sat there laughing and
looking around, but we couldn’t see too much, because the partition
blocked our view of the women at the end of the bar.

After a while, we left — but Saturday evening at about eight o’clock
(April 2, 1955), we went back and this time we sat at the bar among the
women. We had decided that we couldn’t see enough sitting in the booth.
Sis whispered to me that some women on the other side of her had said,
“Here’s two new customers.” We laughed and after a while, Sis said, “Let's
go. I don’t like this place very well.” I replied, “Oh, I don’t know, I sort of
like it here.” But we left and went down to Casey’s, another bar, and had
a beer. I feigned sickness and got rid of her and ten o’clock found me
driving around the block near the Town Grill [the name of the bar], trying
to summon up enough nerve to go in by myself.

Finally, having whipped up my courage, I walked in and took a seat
among the girls at the bar. I was a wreck. My elbows were shaking even
though I had them propped up on the bar. I was too frightened to look at
anybody. I stared straight in front of me. A cute girl with brown hair and
warm eyes came up and took my order for a beer after I proved I was
twenty-one (I was twenty-three at the time).

I had sat there for a while when the girl on my left turned and said
something about the weather. I mumbled some stupid reply about being
so nervous I could hardly talk. I mentally kicked myself for not having
started a conversation. I had sat there for what seemed like an hour but
probably wasn’t, when a pretty blonde walked up to me and said in a
warm friendly voice, “I hope you don’t think I am being fresh, but I have
noticed that you are new here and that no one has been talking to you.
They think you are a policewoman. I'm JoAnne and I want you to feel free
to walk up and say ‘Hi’ to me anytime you see me.” ] managed a weak
smile and said I would. I sat there, my brain jumping from one thought to
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2 am

another so fast my head was swimming. But through it all came the hope
that they would accept me and like me and the fear that they wouldn't. I
sat there looking at a boyish-looking girl behind the bar in slacks and a
man’s shirt. She had short dark brown hair and wore no lipstick. She
attracted me that first night more than anyone. After 11:30, the crowd
started thinning out and soon there were only a few left at the bar.

The woman on my left finally started a conversation and we talked
about everything — books, music. After talking awhile, she had managed
to draw out the pertinent facts that I was a homosexual but that I had never
been around my own kind before.

d
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Her name was Lynn and we sat and talked until closing, twelve a.m. on
Saturday. They locked the door and still we sat there. She kept playing
“Ebbtide” on the jukebox and talking about her life in the navy. She said
that if she had known what she was in the navy, she would have been
court-martialed.

At about 12:45, we left. I insisted on giving her a lift home. She lived
in the North End in a trailer, and on the way, I learned a lot of things that
left me very surprised. I had supposed that you just met a girl and fell in
love. I found out that the more masculine girls were called “butch” and
the feminine girls were “femme.” A “homosexual” was a “gay” person. A
so-called normal person was a “straight” person. Well, I thought, Margie,
you are in the “gay” life now!

Lynn warned me that it was no bed of roses and I agreed to that. I could
realize that society would condemn me, people would shrink from me as
if I were a leper, but I also realized that there would be the happiness of
being around my own kind to make up for it. I decided that the happiness
would outweigh the sorrow and that the “gay” life was for me.

When we arrived at the trailer, she invited me in for coffee. I accepted
eagerly, glad of the chance to talk and be alone with a gay person. Lynn
was obviously butch. She wore men’s jeans, a t-shirt, and she walked like
a boy. I asked how you could tell the difference between a femme and a
butch and was told that a butch is the aggressor when making love. I
decided I was butch, but she said she thought I was a femme. She soon
drew my story out of me.

I found myself telling her of my father, who had died when I was five.
I had a wonderful aunt, Dora, who because she could not have children
sort of adopted me ... She centered her world around me, but because she
was very religious, I ... hurt her deeply. I like to smoke, wear slacks, drink,
and had my hair cut very short. She was brokenhearted about it.

I told Lynn how on New Year’s Eve of 1949, I married a boy I had
known for seven months. I thought I loved him; I didn’t like it at home. I
guess I thought being loved by him was better than not being loved at all.
I had had crushes on girls when I was in my early teens. I thought it was
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just a stage I was going through and that I had outgrown it, until I
developed a crush on a girl at work while my husband was in Las Vegas
in the air force.

I spent the next six months going to a psychiatrist. He told me that
when you put a person who is a child emotionally into a world full of
adults and expect this person to act like an adult, it is too much for them
and they retreat into a world of their own. He thought he had cured me of
being a homosexual. I had an affair with a man just to prove to myself it
was over.

On Thanksgiving, 1954, I went up to my husband'’s sister’s house for
dinner. Their mother and I were very good friends and when we were
alone, she told me about her girlfriend and how beautiful their love had
been. She told me that she had loved me for a long time. She said all of
this without knowing I was a lesbian, just because I was easy to talk to. I
was very surprised and began thinking about loving women again. Her
daughter was in New York and I went up every night to keep her from
becoming too lonely.

After a few weeks, I admitted that I had always been attracted to
women. I decided then that I might as well stop fighting my true feelings
and be happy. I stopped dating men and began the search for my own
kind. T would drive around the city, feeling so lonely, thinking of all the
people like me in this city, yetI couldn’t find them. I knew the Blue Feather
was for men and that it was listed in the white pages of the telephone book
but not in the yellow pages, so I started going through the white pages,
writing down the names of every bar that wasn’t listed in the yellow pages
and investigating them. I was only through the B’s when I found the
Townie.

Five o’clock found us sitting side by side on the couch still talking. We
thought we should get some sleep, so Lynn decided to be my pillow. She
held me in her arms. My face was against her breast. I wasn’t sleepy
though, so we continued to talk all the while. I was so happy to be so close
toa woman. I lifted my face and she kissed me. My first kiss from a woman!
I could never describe my feelings, so I won’t even try.

It is sufficient to say that as long as I live, I shall never forget that
moment — or the kiss.

127



THE PERSISTENT DESIRE

Mary Jane Butler, “running buddy” of Mabel Hampton, 1930
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Audre Lorde

From “Tar Beach”

G erri was young and black and lived in Queens and had a powder
blue Ford that she nicknamed Bluefish. With her carefully waved
hair, buttoned-down shirts, and gray flannel slacks she seemed just this
side of square without being square at all once you got to know her.
Through her Marion and I met other black lesbians who didn’t come to
Laurel's — the gay-girls’ bar we frequented on weekends. By Gerri’s
invitation, and frequently by her wheels, we started going to parties on
weekends in Brooklyn and Queens at different women’s houses.

As a couple Marion and I were out of it a lot, since much of the
role-playing that went on was beyond us. It seemed to both of us that butch
and femme role-playing was the very opposite of what we felt being gay
was all about — the love of women. As we saw it, only women who did
not really love other women or themselves could possibly want to imitate
the oppressive and stereotyped behavior so often associated with being
men or acting like men. Of course, this was not a popular view. There were
butches and there were femmes, but lesbian, like black, was still a fighting
word.

Yet, Gerri’s friends never put us down completely. Yes, we were
peculiar, Marion and I, from our different colors right down to our
raggedy-ass clothes. We had no regular jobs and queer heads — inside and
out. The Afro hadn’t been named yet, much less become popular, and
Marion’s shaggy-bowl haircut was definitely not considered dyke-chic.

But we were also very young at nineteen and twenty-one, and there
was a kind of protectiveness extended to us for that reason from the other
women that was largely unspoken. Someone always checked to see if we
had a ride back to the city, or somewhere to stay over for the night. There
was also some feeling that as self-professed poets we could bea little extra
peculiar if we needed to be.

One of the women I met at one of these parties was Kitty.

When I saw Kitty again one night years later in the Swing Rendezvous
or the Pony Stable or the Page Three — that tour of second-string gay-girl
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bars that I had taken to making alone that sad, lonely spring of 1957 — it
was easy to recall the St. Albans smell of green Queens summer nights and
plastic couch covers and liquor and hair oil and women’s bodies at the
party where we first had met.

In thatbrick-faced frame house in Queens the downstairs pine-paneled
recreation room was alive and pulsing with loud music, good food, and
beautiful black women in all different combinations of dress and semi-
dress.

There were whipcord summer suits with starch-shiny shirt collars
open at the neck as a concession to the high summer heat, and white
gabardine slacks with pleated fronts or slim Ivy League styling for the very
slender. There were wheat-colored Cowden jeans (the fashion favorite that
summer) with knife-edge creases, and even then one or two back-buckled
gray pants over well-chalked buckskin shoes. There were garrison belts
galore — broad black leather belts with shiny thin buckles that originated
in army-navy surplus stores — and oxford-styled shirts of the new, iron-
free Dacron with its stiff, see-through crispness. These shirts, short-sleeved
and man-tailored, were tucked neatly into belted pants or tight, skinny,
straight skirts. Only the one or two jersey-knit shirts were allowed to fall
freely outside.

Bermuda shorts and their shorter cousins — Jamaica shorts — were
already making theirappearance on the dyke-chicscene, the rules of which
were every bit as cutthroat as the tyrannies of Seventh Avenue or Paris.
These shorts were worn by butch and femme alike and for this reason were
slow to be incorporated into many fashionable gay-girl wardrobes.
Clothes were often the most important or only way of broadcasting one’s
chosen sexual role.

Here and there throughout the room the flash of brightly colored
below-the-knee full skirts over low-necked tight bodices could be seen,
along with tight sheath dresses and the shine of thin high heels next to
bucks and sneakers and loafers.

Femmes wore their hair in tightly curled pageboy bobs, piled high on
their heads in sculptured bunches of curls, or in feather cuts framing their
faces. That sweetly clean fragrance of beauty parlor that hung over all
black women'’s gatherings in the fifties was present here also, adding its
identifiable smell of hot comb and hair pomade to the other aromas in the
room.

Butches wore their hair cut shorter: in a DA shaped to a point in back,
a short pageboy, or sometimes in a tightly curled poodle that predated the
natural Afro. But this was a rarity, and I can only remember one other black
woman at that party besides me whose hair was not straightened — an
acquaintance of ours from the Lower East Side named Ida.

On a table behind the built-in bar stood opened bottles of gin, bourbon,
scotch, soda, and other various mixers. The bar itself was covered with
little delicacies of all descriptions: chips, dips, and little crackers and
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squares of bread laced with the usual dabs of egg salad and sardine paste.
There was a platter of delicious fried chicken wings and a pan of potato-
and-egg salad dressed with vinegar. Bowls of olives and pickles sur-
rounded the main dishes, along with trays of red crabapples and little
sweet onions on toothpicks.

But the centerpiece of the whole table was a huge platter of succulent
and thinly sliced roast beef set into an underpan of cracked ice. Upon the
beige platter each slice of rare meat had been lovingly laid out and
individually folded up into a vulval pattern with a tiny dab of mayonnaise
at the crucial apex. The pink-brown folded meat around the pale cream-
yellow dot formed suggestive sculptures that made a great hit with all the
women present. Petey — at whose house the party was being given and
the creator of the meat sculptures — smilingly acknowledged the many
compliments on her platter with a long-necked graceful nod of her elegant
dancer’s head.

The room’s particular mix of heat-smells, music, and Marion’s intro-
duction, half fading as she drifted off with her cocked cigarette and
inevitable bottle of beer, gives way in my mind to the high-cheeked, dark
young woman with the silk-deep voice and appraising eyes.

Perched on the edge of the low bench where I was sitting she absently
wiped specks of lipstick from both corners of her mouth with the down-
ward flick of a delicate forefinger.

“Audre ... that’s a nice name. What's it short for?”

My damp arm hairs bristled in the Ruth Brown music and the heat. I
could not stand anybody messing around with my name, not even with
nicknames.

“Nothing. It's just Audre. What's Kitty short for?”

“Afrekete,” she said, snapping her fingers in time to the rhythm of it
and giving a long laugh. “That's me. The black pussycat.” She laughed
again. “I like your hairdo. Are you a singer?”

“No.”

She continued to stare at me with her large direct eyes.

I was suddenly too embarrassed at not knowing what else to say to
meet her calmly erotic gaze, so I stood up abruptly and said in my best
Laurel-terse tone, “Let’s dance.”

Her face was broad and smooth under too-light makeup, but as we
danced a foxtrot she started to sweat and her skin took on a deep shiny
richness. Kitty closed her eyes partway when she danced, and her one
gold-rimmed front tooth flashed as she smiled and occasionally caught
her lower lip in time to the music.

Her yellow poplin shirt — cut in the style of an Eisenhower jacket —
had a zipper that was half open in the summer heat, showing collarbones
that stood out like brown wings from her long neck. Garments with
zippers were highly prized among the more liberal set of gay girls, because
these also could be worn by butch or femme alike on certain occasions
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without causing any adverse or troublesome comments. Her narrow,
well-pressed khaki skirt was topped by a black belt that matched my own
except in its newness. Her natty trimness made me feel almost shabby in
my well-worn riding pants, my usual uniform for parties.

I thought she was very pretty and I wished I could dance with as much
ease as she did, or as effortlessly. Her hair, dressed in the popular style of
short feathery curls around her head, had been straightened; but in that
room of well-set marcels and DAs and pageboys, it was the closest cut to
my own.

Kitty smelled of soap and Jean Naté, and I kept thinking she was bigger
than she actually was, because there was a comfortable smell about her
that I always associated with large women. There was another spicy
herblike odor that I later identified as a combination of coconut oil and
Yardley’s Lavender Hair Pomade. Her mouth was full and her lipstick was
dark and shiny — a new Max Factor shade called “Warpaint.”

The next dance was a slow “fish” that suited me fine. I never knew
whether to lead or to follow in most other dances, and even the effort to
decide which was which was as difficult for me as having to decide all the
time the difference between left and right. Somehow that simple distinc-
tion had never become automatic for me and all that deciding usually left
me very little energy with which to enjoy the movement and the music.

But “fishing” was different. A forerunner of the later one-step, it was
in reality your basic slow bump and grind. The low red lamp and the
crowded St. Albans parlor floor left us just enough room to hold each other
frankly, arms around neck and waist, and the slow intimate music moved
our bodies much more than our feet.
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How the butch does it:
1959

1. The butch combs her hair

The butch combs her hair. She combs it at home in private. This is the
functional combing. She stands in front of the mirror. Holding the comb
between her thumb and first two fingers, she slaps the flat of it against her
other palm, then places the comb down on the edge of the sink.

She leans forward and peers at her reflection, flicks her first three
fingers though the front of her hair, pulls a curl down over her forehead.
She tilts her head sideways and looks at her reflection from beneath
lowered eyelids. The butch is sultry. The butch is arrogant. The butch is
tough. She picks up the bottle of Vitalis and pours a generous amount into
her palm, rubs her hands together, and strokes the lotion through her hair,
rubbing carefully to be sure that each strand is well coated, yet not greasy.
Then she turns on the water and wets her hair with her hands. Now she
is ready to begin.

The butch lifts the comb from the side of the sink. She stretches both
her arms forward, then bends her elbows. Now! One-two-three-four, she
strokes the comb carefully through one side of her hair, following the path
of the teeth with the flat fingers of her other hand, barely touching herself
as she smooths. The pattern of hair wings back above her ears, back, back,
all the way to the middle of her head. Then, five-six, the sides are lifted on
the comb to fall in a wave over the top.

Okay, one-two-three-four, comb the other side in the same manner,
five-six, over the top. Now back to the first side again, going straight up
to the top this time, seven-eight-nine-ten, then the other side in the same
pattern. The butch pats her hair as she combs it, pressing it gently into
place. She admires her reflection, tilting her head this way and that. Then
she lifts the comb to vertical, places the edge of the teeth carefully at the
top of the middle of the back of her head, and draws it precisely down the
center, pushing the ends of her hair into the furrow, creating a longitudinal
cleft above her neck — a perfect duck’s ass.
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Now the butch concentrates on the top of her hair. She uses the comb
expertly to settle the waves into a pompadour. When she is finally satisfied
with the effect, she pulls the teeth of the comb carefully down through the
center and over her forehead, then uses her fingers to push, pull, and tease
the front into one very casual-looking lock that curls over her brow.

The butch makes eyes at her reflection. She is ready to go out. She is
satisfied with her appearance.

2. The butch combs her hair

The butch combs her hair. She combs it in public. This is the “show”
combing, done primarily for effect. The butch shows off. She draws the
comb from her pocket smoothly, holding it between the thumb and index
finger of the dominant hand. She stretches both arms out forward, then
crooks her elbows, ready to begin.

The butch spreads her legs, balancing her weight on the balls of her
feet. She holds the comb ready to her hair, the fingers of her other hand
extended, ready to smooth stray ends if necessary. She leans over to the
side, bending away from the side she will be combing, tilting her head
toward the comb. Her elbows jut until they are almost horizontal. She
squints, concentrates, and then she lowers the comb. She will not comb
her hair just yet — there is something more she wishes to do to show off:

With the first two fingers of the hand that does not hold the comb, the
butch pulls a cigarette out of the pack that is either in her breast pocket or
rolled up into the sleeve of her t-shirt. She places the white cylinder
between her teeth, closes her lips around it, and rolls her head back just a
little. She pulls out her Zippo, flicks the flame on and ready to the end of
the cigarette in one expert motion, inhales deeply, then snaps the Zippo
closed with her thumb, palms the lighter, and curls the index finger of that
same hand around the cigarette, withdrawing it from her mouth. Still
holding the cigarette, she slips the lighter into her hip pocket, pushing it
down with her thumb, then grasps the cigarette firmly between the tips of
her thumb and index finger. She places it back between her lips, then
swiftly combs her hair, four strokes on each side, then two, then the top.
Skillfully, seemingly carelessly, the butch fingers her pompadour and
casual curl into place. Then, with a flourish, using her comb followed by
the fingertips of her other hand, she creases the duck’s ass down the
middle of the back.

All this time, smoke from the cigarette in her mouth has been curling
up into her face. Although she squinted her eyes, she did so only in
concentration on her task. At no time did she close her eyes against the
smoke, nor did she cough or gasp for breath. The butch is tough, stoic.
Only at the completion of the combing does she remove the cigarette from
between her lips, and she does not draw in a deep breath immediately
thereafter.
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Now the butch returns her comb to its pocket. She does not reach up
to check on her hair, to make sure that all is as it should be. She trusts that
she looks wonderful, that her hair is impeccably in place, perfectly styled.
She is satisfied with her performance.

3. The butch plays pool

The butch selects her cue. She eyes the sticks that line the wall, looking
every one over from end to tip. The four fingers of each hand are thrust
into her hip pockets, thumbs resting outside the fabric beneath the swell
of her belly, causing her elbows to jut out from her sides. She tosses her
head and throws her shoulders back, nods once, then pulls one hand from
her pocket to take the stick of her choice from the wall. Now her other
hand comes up to stroke the length of the wood. She feels the weight of
the stick, tests its balance. As she sights down it, she strokes it along her
cheek. She smiles, moving her tongue slowly back and forth behind her
slightly parted lips.

Now thebutch sets the butt of the stick against the floorand straightens
out the elbow of the hand she holds it with, turning her arm slightly so
that her triceps bulge and ripple. Then, giving the stick a little toss into the
air, she catches it neatly at the middle and strides over to the pool table,
where she picks up the little cube of blue chalk. She blows across the top
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of it, looking around the bar, lips pursed into a kiss for the one whose eye
she catches. She lowers the chalk deliberately, grinds it suddenly and hard
across the end of the cue stick, rubs it around until tiny blue grains shower
from it. Gently, she blows away the excess, then leans the stick up against
the side of the table.

Now the butch reaches into her breast pocket and pulls out a half-full
soft pack of Camels. She gives it a sharp flick of the wrist, and two
cigarettes shoot out of the pack a half inch and a quarter inch respectively.
Raising the pack slowly to her mouth, the butch takes the end of the longer
cigarette between her lips and pulls it free. She tucks the pack back into
her breast pocket, then pulls her Zippo from her hip pocket. She crooks
her elbow, raising the lighter. Slowly, deliberately, she flicks open the lid
so that it rings, thumbs the wheel smartly, and dips the end of her Camel
into the flame. Inhaling deeply, loudly, she snaps the Zippo shut and
returns it to her hip pocket. She grips the cigarette between her thumb and
first two fingers and takes several more deep drags, blowing smoke out
sharply. Then she places the cigarette on the edge of the pool table.

The butch bends and lifts the wooden rack from beneath the table. She
runs her fingers suggestively around the lower point of the triangle, grins,
raises one eyebrow. Suddenly she flips the rack into the air, catches it, raps
itagainst the palm of her other hand, and sets it down smartly in its proper
place with the top point just touching the silver mark. She picks up her
cigarette again, smokes some more, then drops the butt to the floor and
grinds it out with the toe of her boot. She places her middle finger on the
quarter that her challenger has placed on the edge of the pool table,
hesitates for just one moment, then slides the quarter off the edge of the
table, snaps it up against her thumb, and spins it smoothly into the slot.

The balls crash down. The butch pulls them from the tray quickly, four
ata time, two in each hand, banging them onto the tabletop inside the rack.
She plucks a few of the balls out with her fingertips, swiftly, snapping them
down, expertly rearranging them so that they alternate striped and solid
with the eight ball in the center. That done, she grips the rack, pauses for
a moment, then snaps the balls into place with a sharp crack and smoothly
lifts the rack up and away, leaving the balls in a perfect triangle on the
surface of the table.

Flaunting etiquette, the butch picks up the cue ball and carries it to the
other end of the table. She spins about, bending backwards slightly and
leading with her shoulder. She sets the white sphere down with a flourish,
holds her stick out at arm’s length for a moment, then takes her stance.
Turning sideways toward the table, she spreads her legs, bends her knees,
and finds her balance. She raises her stick, sights along it, then lowers it.
She rearranges the cue ball, then rearranges her stance, aware of the many
eyes on her. Aware of the women who are watching her every move, she
poses, then turns back to the table, and quickly, gracefully, projecting all
strength and energy, she places her left hand on the tabletop, bends at the
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hips, rests the cue stick in the crease between her thumb and forefinger,
and wallops the cue ball with the end of the stick. The cue ball hurtles
across the table and smashes into the side of the triangle of balls just next
to the upper point. With a crash, pool balls scatter across the table, and two
solid-colored balls with low numbers roll into the corner pockets.

The butch looks over at her opponent, her face expressionless except
for one slightly lifted eyebrow. She casually picks up the chalk and rubs it
over the end of her cue stick. She does not smile, but she is very pleased
with her performance. She nods magnanimously to her opponent, then
turns back to the table to take her next shot.

But, first, she lights another Camel.
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The femme question

For many years now, [ have been trying to figure out how to explain
the special nature of butch-femme relationships to feminists and
lesbian-feminists who consider butch-femme a reproduction of heterosex-
ual models, and therefore dismiss lesbian communities both of the past
and of the present that assert this style. Before I continue, my editor wants
me to define the term butch-femme, and I am overwhelmed at the com-
plexity of the task. Living a butch-femme life was not an intellectual
exercise; it was not a set of theories. Deep in my gut I know what being a
femme has meant to me, but it is very hard to articulate this identity in a
way that does justice to its fullest nature and yet answers the questions of
a curious reader. In the most basic terms, butch-femme means a way of
looking, loving, and living that can be expressed by individuals, couples,
or a community. In the past, the butch has been labeled too simplistically
the masculine partner and the femme her feminine counterpart. This
labeling forgets two women who have developed their styles for specific
erotic, emotional, and social reasons. Butch-femme relationships, as I
experienced them, were complex erotic and social statements, not phony
heterosexual replicas. They were filled with a deeply lesbian language of
stance, dress, gesture, love, courage, and autonomy. In the 1950s par-
ticularly, butch-femme couples were the front-line warriors against sexual
bigotry. Because they were so visible, they suffered the brunt of street
violence. The irony of social change has made a radical, sexual, political
statement of the 1950s appear today a reactionary, nonfeminist experience.
My own roots lie deep in the earth of this lesbian custom and what follows
is one lesbian’s understanding of her own experience.

[ am a femme and have been for over twenty-five years. [ know the
reaction this statement gets now: many lesbians dismiss me as a victim, a
woman who could do nothing else because she didn’t know any better,
but the truth of my life tells a different story. We femmes helped hold our
lesbian world together in an unsafe time. We poured out more love and
wetness on our bar stools and in our homes than women were supposed
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to have. I have no theories to explain how the love came, why the crushes
on the lean dark women exploded in my guts, made me so shy that all I
could do was look so hard that they had to move away. But I wasn’ta piece
of fluff and neither were the other femmes I knew. We knew what we
wanted, and that was no mean feat for young women of the 1950s, a time
when the need for conformity, marriage, and babies was being trumpeted
at us by the government’s policymakers. Oh, we had our styles — our
outfits, our perfumes, our performances — and we could lose ourselves
under the chins of our dancing partners, who held us close enough to make
the world safe; but we walked the night streets to get to our bars, and we
came out bleary-eyed into the deserted early morning, facing a long week
of dreary passing at the office or the beauty parlor or the telephone
company. I always knew our lives were a bewildering combination of
romance and realism. I could tell you stories...

About the twenty-year-old femme who carried her favorite dildo in a
pink satin purse to the bar every Saturday night so that her partner for the
evening would understand exactly what she wanted...

Or how at seventeen I hung out at Pam Pam’s on Sixth Avenue and
Eighth Street in Greenwich Village with all the other femmes who were
too young to get into the bars and too inexperienced to know how to forge
an ID. We used this bare, tired coffee shop as a training ground, a meeting
place to plan the night’s forays. Not just femmes — young butches were
there too, from all the boroughs, taking time to comb their hair just the
right way in the mirror beside the doorway...

Or how I finally entered my world, a bar on Abingdon Square, where
I learned that women had been finding one another for years, and how as
young femmes we took on the vice squad, the plainclothes policewomen,
the bathroom line with its allotted amount of toilet paper, the johns trying
to hustle a woman for the night, and the staring straights who saw us as
entertaining freaks. My passion had taken me home, and not all the hating
voices of the McCarthy 1950s could keep me away from my community.

°,
0.0

Every time I speak at a lesbian-feminist gathering, I introduce myself as a
femme who came out in the 1950s. I do this because it is the truth and it
allows me to pay historical homage to my lesbian time and place, to the
women who have slipped away, yet whose voices I still hear and whose
V-necked sweaters and shiny loafers I still see. I do it to call up the women
I would see shopping with their lovers in the Lower East Side super-
markets, the femme partners of the butch women who worked as waiters
in the Club 82. I remember how unflinchingly the femme absorbed the
stares of the other customers as she gently held onto thearm of her partner.
Butches were known by their appearance, femmes by their choices. I do it
in the name of the wives of passing women whose faces look up at me
from old newspaper clippings, the women whom reporters described as
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the deceived onesand yet whose histories suggest much more complicated
choices. And if femmes seemed to be “wives” of passing women, the
feminine protectors of the couple’s propriety, it was so easy to lose
curiosity about what made them sexual heretics, because they looked like
women. Thus femmes became the victims of a double dismissal: in the past
they did notappear culturally different enough from heterosexual women
to be seen as breaking gender taboos, and today they do not appear
feminist enough, even in their historical context, to merit attention or

respect for being ground-breaking women.

)
o

If we are to piece together a profound feminist and lesbian history, we
must begin asking questions about the lives of these women that we have
not asked before, and to do this we will have to elevate curiosity to a much
more exalted position than concepts of politically correct sexuality would
ever allow us to do.! Politically correct sexuality is a paradoxical concept.
One of the most deeply held opinions in feminism is that women should
be autonomous and self-directed in defining their sexual desire, yet when
a woman says, “This is my desire,” feminists rush in to say, “No, no, it is
the prick in your head; women should not desire that act.” But we do not
yet know enough at all about what women — any women — desire. The
real problem here is that we stopped asking questions too early in the
lesbian and feminist movement, and rushed to erect what appeared to be
answers into the formidable and rigid edifice that we have now. Our
contemporary lack of curiosity also affects our view of the past. We don’t
ask butch-femme women who they are; we tell them. We don’t explore
the social life of working-class lesbian bars in the 1940s and 1950s; we
simply assert that all those women were victims.> Our supposed answers
closed our ears and stopped our analysis. Questions and answers about
lesbian lives that deviate from the feminist model of the 1970s strike like
a shock wave against the movement’s foundation, yet this new wave of
questioning is an authentic one, coming from women who have helped
create the feminist and lesbian movement that they are now challenging
into new growth. If we close down exploration, we will be forcing some
women once again to live their sexual lives in a land of shame and guilt;
only this time they will be haunted by the realization that it was not the
patriarchal code they have failed but the creed of their own sisters who
said they came in love. Curiosity builds bridges between women and
between the present and the past; judgment builds the power of some over
others. Curiosity is not trivial; it is the respect one life pays to another. It
is a largeness of mind and heart that refuses to be bounded by decorum
or by desperation. It is hardest to keep alive in the times it is most needed,
the times of hatred, of instability, of attack. Surely these are such times.
When I stand before a new generation of lesbians and use this word
femme, I sometimes feel very old, like a relic from a long-buried past that
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has burst through the earth, shaken the dust off its mouth, and started to
speak. The first reaction is usually shock and then laughter and then
confusion, as my audience must confront their stereotyped understanding
of this word and yet face the fact that I am a powerful woman who has
done some good in this brave new world of lesbian-feminism. But the
audience members are not the only ones going through waves of reactions.
I too wonder how I will be perceived through these layers of history. A
1980s lesbian activist who defines herself as a femme poses the problem
of our plight as an oppressed people in a most vivid way.

Colonization and the battle against it always pose a contradiction
between appearances and deeper survivals.? There is a need to reflect the
colonizer’s image back at him yet at the same time to keep alive what is a
deep part of one’s culture, even if it can be misunderstood by the oppres-
sor, who omnipotently thinks he knows what he is seeing. Butch-femme
carries all this cultural warfare with it. It appears to incorporate elements
of the heterosexual culture in power; it is disowned by some who want to
make a statement against the pervasiveness of this power; yet it is a valid
style, matured in years of struggle and harboring some of our bravest
women. The colonizer’s power enforces not only a daily cultural devalu-
ing but also sets up a memory trap, forcing us to devalue what was
resistance in the past in a desperate battle to be different from what they
say we are.*

Both butches and femmes have a history of ingenuity in the creation
of personal style,” but since the elements of this style — the clothing, the
stance — come from the heterosexually defined culture, it is easy to
confuse an innovative or resisting style with a mere replica of the prevail-
ing custom. But a butch lesbian wearing men’s clothes in the 1950s was
not a man wearing men’s clothes; she was a woman who created an
original style to signal to other women what she was capable of doing —
taking erotic responsibility. In the feminist decades, the femme is the
lesbian who poses this problem of misinterpreted choice in the deepest
way. If we dress to please ourselves and the other women to whom we
want to announce our desire, we are called traitors by many of our own
community, because we seem to be wearing the clothes of the enemy.
Makeup, high heels, skirts, revealing clothes, even certain ways of holding
the body are read as capitulation to patriarchal control of women'’s bodies.
Anaccurate critique, ifa woman feels uncomfortable or is forced to present
herself this way, but this is not what I am doing when I feel sexually
powerfuland want to share it with other women. Femmes are women who
have made choices, but we need to be able to read between the cultural
lines to appreciate their strength. Lesbians should be mistresses of dis-
crepancies, knowing that resistance lies in the change of context.

The message to femmes throughout the 1970s was that we were the
Uncle Toms of the movement. If I wore the acceptable movement clothes
of sturdy shoes, dungarees, work shirt, and backpack, then I was to be
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trusted, but that is not always how I feel strongest. If I wear these clothes
because lam afraid of thejudgment of my own people, thenTam a different
kind of traitor, this time to my own femme sense of personal style, since
this style represents what I have chosen to do with my womanness. I
cannot hide it or exchange it without losing my passion or my strength.
The saddest irony of all behind this misjudgment of femmes is that for
many of us it has been a lifelong journey to take pleasure in our bodies.
Butch lovers, reassuring and kind, passionate and taking, were for many
of us a bridge back to acceptance of what the society around us told us to
scorn: big-hipped, wide-assed women’s bodies. My idiosyncratic sexual
history leads me to express my feminist victories in my own way; other
women, straight or gay, carry these victories of personal style within,
hesitant to publicly display them, because they fear the judgment of the
women’s community. Our understanding of resistance is thus deeply
diminished.

In the 1970s and 1980s, the femme is also charged with the crime of
passing, of trying to disassociate herself from the androgynous lesbian. In
earlier decades, many femmes used their appearance to secure jobs that
would allow their butch lovers to dress and live the way they both wanted
her to. Her femme appearance allowed her to cross over into enemy
territory to make economic survival possible. But when butches and
femmes of this style went out together, no one could accuse the femme of
passing. In fact, the more extremely femme she was, the more obvious was
their lesbianism and the more street danger they faced. Now lesbian style
occurs in the context of a more and more androgynous-appearing society,
and femme dress becomes even more problematic. A femme is often seen
as a lesbian acting like a straight woman who is not a feminist — a terrible
misreading of self-presentation that turns a language of liberated desire
into the silence of collaboration. An erotic conversation between two
women is completely unheard, not by men this time but by other women,
many in the name of lesbian-feminism.

When one carries the femme identity into the arena of political ac-
tivism, the layers of confusion grow. In the spring of 1982, Deborah, my
lover, and I did a Lesbian Herstory Archives slide show at the Stony Brook
campus of SUNY. We were speaking to fifty women health workers, four
of whom identified themselves as lesbians. I wore a long lavender dress
that made my body feel good and high, black boots that made me feel
powerful. Deb was dressed in pants, shirt, vest, and leather jacket. I led a
two-hour discussion working with the women’s honest expressions of
homophobia, their fears of seeing their own bodies sexually, and the
different forms of tyranny they faced as women. Finally, one of the straight
women said how much easier it was to talk to me rather than to Deb, who
wassitting at the side of the room. “Ilook more like you,” shesaid, pointing
to me. She too was wearing a long dress and boots. Here, my appearance,
which was really an erotic conversation between Deb and myself, was
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transformed into a boundary line between us. I walked over to Deb, put
my arm around her, and drew her head into my breasts. “Yes,” I said, “but
it is the two of us together that makes everything perfectly clear.” Then I
returned to the center of theroom and lied. “I wore this dress so you would
listen to me but our real freedom is the day when I can wear a three-piece
suit and tie and you will still hear my words.” I found myself faced with
the paradox of having to fight for one freedom at the price of another. The
audience felt more comfortable with me because I could pass, yet their
misunderstanding of my femmeness was betraying its deepest meaning.

Because I am on the defensive many times in raising these issues, it is
tempting to gloss over the difficulties that did exist in the past and do now.
Being a femme was never a simple experience, not in the old lesbian bars
of the 1950s and not now. Femmes were deeply cherished and yet devalued
as well. There were always femme put-down jokes going around the bar,
while at the same time tremendous energy and caring was spent courting
the femme women. We were not always trusted and often seen as the more
flighty members of the lesbian world, a contradiction to our actual lives,
where we all knew femmes who had stood by their butch lovers through
years of struggle. We were mysterious and practical, made homes and
broke them up, were glamorous and boring all at the same time. Butches
and femmes had an internal dialogue to work out, but when the police
invaded our bars, when we were threatened with physical violence, when
taunts and jeers followed us down the streets, this more subtle discussion
was transformed into a monolithic front where both butch and femme
struggled fiercely to protect each other against the attackers. Feminists
need to know much more about how femmes perceived themselves and
how they were seen by those who loved them. Certainly the erotic clarity
that was for me and many other femmes at the heart of our style has never
been clearly understood by sexologists or by feminists.

Since the butch-femme tradition is one of the oldest in lesbian culture,
it came under investigation along with everything else when the sex-
ologists began their study of sexual deviance. The feminine invert, as
femmes were called then, was viewed as the imperfect deviant. The
sexology literature from 1909 stated that the “pure female invert feels like
a man.”® A few years later, the femme is described as an “effeminate
tribadist.”” In the 1950s, our pathology was explained this way:

The feminine type of Lesbian is one who seeks mother love, who enjoys
being a recipient of much attention and affection. She is often preoccupied
with personal beauty and is somewhat narcissistic ... She is the clinging
vine type who is often thought and spoken of by her elders as a little fool
without any realization of the warped sexuality which is prompting her
actions®

And then the doctor adds the final blow: “She is more apt to be bisexual
and also apt to respond favorably to treatment.” Here the femme lesbian
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is stripped of all power, made into a foolish woman who can easily be
beckoned over into the right camp. Historically, we have been left disin-
herited, seen neither as true inverts nor as grown women.

An example from early twentieth-century lesbian literature also shows
the complexity of the femme tradition. In The Well of Loneliness, published
in 1928, two major femme characters embody some of the mythic charac-
teristics of femmes.” One is an unhappy wife who seduces Stephen Gor-
don, the butch heroine, but then betrays her, choosing the security of a safe
life. The other is Beth, the lover Stephen turns over to a future husband at
the end of the novel so she may have a chance at a “normal” life, thus
enabling the author to make a plea for greater understanding of the
deviant’s plight. The reality of the author’s life, however, gives a different
portrait of a femme woman. Lady Una Troubridge, the partner of Radclyffe
Hall, who saw herself as Hall’s wife, was a major force in getting The Well
of Loneliness published, even though she knew it would open their lives to
turmoil and worse.

She [Radclyffe Hall] came to me, telling me that in her view the time was
ripe, and that although the publication of such a book might mean the
shipwreck of her whole career, she was fully prepared to make any sac-
rifice except — the sacrifice of my peace of mind.

She pointed out that in view of our union and of all the years that we
had shared a home, what affected her must also affect me and that I would
be included in any condemnation. Therefore she placed the decision in
my hands and would write or refrain as I should decide. I am glad to
remember that my reply was made without so much as an instant’s hesi-
tation: I told her to write what was in her heart, that so far as any effect
upon myself was concerned, I was sick to death of ambiguities, and only
wisheld0 to be known for what I was and to dwell with her in the palace of
truth.

Why Radclyffe Hall with this steadfast femme woman by her side
could not portray the same type of woman in her lesbian novel is a topic
that needs further exploration. Troubridge’s cry, “I am sick of ambi-
guities,” could become a femme’s motto.

What this very brief examination of examples from sexology and
literature points out, I hope, is how much more we need to know, to
question, to explore. Femmes have been seen as a problem through the
decades both by those who never pretended to be our friends and now by
those who say they are our comrades. The outcry over the inclusion of a
discussion of butch-femme relationships in the Barnard sexuality con-
ference was a shock to me; I had waited for over ten years for this part of
my life to be taken seriously by a feminist gathering. I marched, dem-
onstrated, conferenced, leafleted, CRed my way through the 1970s, carry-
ing this past and the women who had lived it deep within me, believing
that when we had some safe territory, we could begin to explore what our
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lives had really meant. Yet even raising the issue, even entertaining the
possibility that we were not complete victims but had some sense of what
we were doing, was enough to encourage a call for silence by feminists
who feared our voices. Those of us who want to begin talking again are
not the reactionary backlash against feminism, as some would call us. We
are an outgrowth of the best of feminism in a new time, trying to ask
questions about taboo territories, trying to understand how women in the
past and now have had thestrength and the courage to express desire and
resistance. We ask these questions in the service of the belief that women’s
lives are our deepest text, even the life of a femme.

Notes

1. See Muriel Dimen, “Politically Correct? Politically Uncorrect?” in Pleasure and
Danger: Exploring Female Sexuality, edited by Carole S. Vance (Boston: Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1984), pp. 138-148, for a discussion of the origin and development
of standards of political correctness and incorrectness, particularly in regard to
sexuality.

2. The work of Madeline Davis and Liz Kennedy documenting the Buffalo
lesbian community pre-1970 will be a major breakthrough in ending this silence.
See their article earlier in this volume.

3. Albert Memmi’s The Colonizer and the Colonized (New York: Orion, 1968) is an
especially helpful text in clarifying cultural struggle in a prerevolutionary
period.

4. Thisisanalogous toblacks not eating fried chicken (because thatis what whites
think all blacks do) when one loves eating it, both for the taste and the memories
of home it evokes. One way of resisting this forced disinheritance is to make the
cultural activity an in-house affair, where only members of the family share the
pleasure. Many butch-femme individuals and communities have adopted this
form of resistance. They exist on the edges of the women'’s and lesbian-feminist
movement, or some members of the community cross over, helping to build
organizations and feminist projects, but returning at night to butch-femme
relationships.

5. T want to make clear that butch-femme style differed from community to
community and over time. I have written elsewhere of butch-femme couples
who appeared similar, both with short hair and in trousers; see Heresies 12: Sex
Issue. Photographs of this style can be seen on many Ladder covers. The way
straight people viewed these couples walking hand in hand in the 1950s was
often hostile, with the added taunt of “Which one of you is the man?” for the
less visibly defined couple. I think any of us from that time would be able to
distinguish the butch from the femme by subtle differences in walk, how the
shoulders were held, or how the heads bent during conversation.

6. Katherine Bement Davis, Factors in the Sex Life of Twenty-Two Hundred Women
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Ina Rimpau & Carolyn Gammon

Cira and Yolanda:
An interview

The following interview took place in Montreal, January 12, 1991,
in Spanish, French, and English.

arolyn: We thought we’d start with a few details: your names, ages,
where you were born ... Who wants to start?

Cira: Cira Domingues! I was born in Havana, Cuba, fifty-two years ago,
in 1938. I've been gay, to my knowledge, about half of my life. I've been
always in a relationship; they usually tend to last fourteen years, that's my
average! Not a bad average ... | was born outside of Havana in La Vibora,
Montilla. It was a very small town and there was some gay people and
everybody thought they were lepers or something.

Ina: Men or women?
Cira: Men and women.
Carolyn: What did they call them?

Cira: Ah, la tortillera [dyke]! El maricon [fag]! Nobody was friends with
them. My family always said that I was for the underdog, because I was
friends with people of a shady nature. My mother said, “Oh, why do you
have to be friends with them?” So I got a bad reputation. So I live up to it!
That's the way it started.

In Cuba, I had a sort of relationship witha woman when Iwas fourteen
years old and she was much older, American. That's what gave me a taste
for it. I got married to get out of Cuba; it wasn’t a “love affair,” just a
convenience marriage. Then when I came to Canada, in November 1957,
I stayed three years with my husband. [Immigrants who obtain their
Canadian citizenship by marrying Canadians have to remain married for
a minimum of three years.] I broke up because [ met a girl and I went to
live with her ... for fourteen years. After that, I met another girl, a very
good friend, and we started going together and we went out for ... fourteen
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years! And after that I met another girl [gestures to Yolanda]l and we're good
for another ten years.

Yolanda: I was born the sixteenth of January, 1944, in Santiago de Chile.
From the age of five, I've been a lesbian! My mother found me with the
neighbor’s girl. [Pretends to lift a girl’s dress] I was looking at everything! 1
was looking at her genitals. Five years old!

Cira: It’s a good thing that she changed her strategy of finding girls.

Yolanda: That’s why I started! When my mother found me, she scolded
and spanked me. “You pig! What are you doing?!” But I was innocent, I
didn’t understand. I thought it was great. My mother really shocked me,
because she made such a fuss ... and after that I thought it was even better!

Ina: But all children do that.
Cira: Yes, you're right. I played doctor all the time.
Yolanda: I never changed. I'm worse!

Cira: She had a relationship with una tipa [this gal], for how many years?
Ten?

Yolanda: Ten years. My first relationship, in Chile. But we never lived
together.

Carolyn: Were they called tortillera and maricon as in Cuba?

Yolanda: Oh yes, in Chile too. We also say marimachos, mariconas machos
[macho fags], or te gustan las patitas de chancho [you like pigs’ feet]. Only
vulgar people said that. Before, it was really looked down on, but now,
it’s more normal. They ignore it.

Cira: If you ignore it, maybe it'll go away...

Yolanda: The family never understands. They’re always ashamed to have
a homosexual son or lesbian daughter.

Cira: In her family, there’s lots of homosexuals.

Yolanda: Yes, my uncles, two uncles.
)

Lxd

Carolyn: Do you identify as butch and femme?
Cira: Yes, I think so.
Carolyn: You're...

Cira: What do you think? [Laughter] I think it’s because in a relationship
there’s always one — I won’t say stronger physically or mentally, but who
has more initiative. I think I could be a butch, but I think I'd be a very
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mariconada butch; I'd be a very faggoty butch. I'm strong and I'm mentally
strong.

Carolyn: What makes you a femme? Is it certain jobs you do? Roles you
take? Ways you dress?

Cira: I think, actually, you have that feminism [sic] in you. Yolanda could
dress in a dress and put lipstick on and she’d still be a butch. And me, I
could dress in men'’s clothes and I'd still be very much of a femme. I'm
much more feminine. Ithink it’s something you’reborn with. And Ialways
seem to have a propensity for butch-looking women more than other
feminine women, though I admire them. I recognize beauty whenever I
see it.

Carolyn: Yolanda, do you identify as butch?

Yolanda: Yes, because I'd feel ridiculous putting on earrings, painting my
nails ... It's not my way. Also because I've always liked very feminine
women. For this, I'd say I identify as butch. I don’t go for other women
like me.

Carolyn: For you, is it something you were born with? How do you live
it? Through clothing? Attitude? Or by ... the bedroom?

Yolanda: I don’t look at a woman and figure she’s butch or she’s femme.
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What happens in bed is something between two women. But, as I said, I
like soft women.

Carolyn: Even if they have muscles like Cira?

Yolanda: I discovered her muscles after! [Laughter]

Cira: Too late!

Yolanda: Yes, it was too late.

Cira: But I'm not always flexing my muscles.

Carolyn: Are there other words for butch and femme in Chile?

Yolanda: Couples in Chile say Mi marido y mi mujer. The femme says, “This
is my husband,” and the butch presents her chica as her wife.

Cira: Before, the butches here said it, too. Especially the French people.
Ina: What if both are femme or both butch?

Yolanda: Mi amiga [my girlfriend].

Carolyn: Are there still a lot of butch-femme couples in Chile?

Yolanda: Yes, still today. It’s notorious. When you see a couple you
immediately figure who’s who. When there’s a couple of feminine mucha-
chitas [young girls], everybody laughs; they say, “What do they do in bed?
Play with dolls?” And the relationships don’t last. They’re two rival
femmes.

Cira: The problem is, it’s usually the first relationship that they happen to
have.

Carolyn: So couples that last are butch-femme couples?
Yolanda: Exactly.

Cira: Yes, because they complement each other.
Yolanda: Yes, you must have a complement.

Carolyn: But femme women, in the streets, are often taken as straight,
whereas someone like Yolanda — you’re much more obvious as a lesbian.
How do you feel about being taken as a straight woman, Cira?

Cira: It doesn’t bother me a bit, never has, because I know what I am. I
never lead on to anybody about my sexual preference, it's my business.

Yolanda: Men don’t bother me; they’ve never followed me in the street. I
think they sense it. But with Cira, the landlord kisses her hand and all that,
yechh. She attracts men.

Carolyn: Do you feel harassed sometimes because you look like a butch?
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Yolanda: In Chile, yes. At work. There was this girl who came to meet me
every day; it was really obvious. One of my colleagues started rumors that
she was my woman and when I heard about it I went to talk to him. I said,
“You're just jealous because I have a pretty woman, your woman looks
like a witch!” After, we became good friends. Finally, the whole depart-
ment knew; one would tell the other. But [ had more respect after they
knew I was lesbian than before. They shaped up.

Ina: Were there other lesbians at your work?

Yolanda: Not that I knew of. Because many butches disguise themselves
at work, wear makeup, paint their nails ... But you can tell by their manner.

Cira: Men are so easily fooled!
Carolyn: They dressed as femmes to pass as straight?

Yolanda: Yes, that’s what I'm talking about. Then in the evenings when
they go to the bars, they put on their jeans...

Cira: That’s what I find sad.

Yolanda: You have to keep up appearances; you can lose your job. Many
people lose their jobs. In the ministries, anyone who works for the govern-
ment, in public relations — and that's where you’ll find lots of lesbians.

Carolyn: Yolanda, do you think your butch appearance had an effect on
your encounters with Canadian immigration officials?

Yolanda: I think so, yes. The minister’s representative always looked at me
top to bottom, my clothes ... even my age, forty-six years old, not married
... such a sad thing. [Laughs] I never said I wanted to marry here and have
kids like everyone else said. Yes, I think there’s discrimination.

Carolyn: So it didn’t help you.

Yolanda: No. But I'm not going to change. I wasn’t about to put on lipstick.
I wore sporty clothes.

Carolyn: Cira, have you ever been lovers with another femme?
Cira: Yes, I have. My very first affair in Cuba.
Ina: Were you a butch then?

Cira: No, it was the first relationship. She was older, twenty-eight. I was
fourteen. She wanted to help me to study. That's the first timeI cameacross
the word lesbian, tortillera. My stepfather realized what relation we had; 1
didn’t, just — I loved her. She was a stewardess.

Carolyn: What type of relationship did you have?

Cira: Friends. I think she saw more than other people, that I had potential,
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I don’t know. At first it was a very innocent relationship; then it turned
into a very passionate relationship which lasted about six months. It was
a very enjoyable first experience.

She wasn’t a femme. She looked butchy. It's hard to explain, she was
very butch, yet she was very feminine, because she wore lipstick and she
wore beautiful perfume. I didn’t know if she was a butch or femme...

Carolyn: Because you didn’t think like that?
Cira: No. I just liked her.

Carolyn: Then you came to Canada and you're attracted to butch women
— what made the change?

Cira: I don’t know. I guess I always liked butch women. [Laughs]
Carolyn: Yolanda, were you ever attracted by other butches?
Yolanda: No. Not even at five years old! She had long hair, she was tiny.

Cira: I've seen a lot of changes over the years. Like when I came out — that
was 1959, when I had my first experience here in Montreal — in those days
the scene was very butch. We had a lot of run-ins with people and we had
to run through laneways and hide under cars, because in that time, the
men were really after the butches. They cut their pants off, cut the legs of
the pants off in the middle of winter, with knives or scissors or whatever.

Carolyn: Do you remember what bars you went to?

Cira: Yes, the Zanzibar, which was a very nice club on Saint André Street
— they had shows. And in those days it was the femme and the butch, and
the femme dressed with dresses, with the crinoline and the big beehive,
and the butch dressed ... like men. Men’s shoes. I remember they used to
look so ridiculous. Like, now they have beautiful shoes for men, but in
those days it was ugly shoes they were wearing. But they wore that
because they identified like that, and they wore a shirt and collar and tie.

Carolyn: Was there a lot of jealousy, say if another butch...

Cira: Oh yes! A lot of fights. Especially the French girls — they were very,
very flirty.

Ina: Was it like femmes could talk to other femmes and butches could only
talk to other butches?

Cira: Yes. That's right. We used to go to the club, a nice club — they had
aroom where people used to sit to talk, like a dressing room where people
would leave their coats. They had seats, sometimes a couple would wait
for another couple to come. The butch goes to get the car and the femme
waits for the butch to come and get her. It’s very, very nice; nothing wrong
with that. It was very ... easy. Not that I prefer it, but it was fine with me.
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Carolyn: It's changed now.

Cira: It's changed a lot. First of all, there’s no nice clubs where you can
really feel comfortable. Now they’re very noisy. In those days they used
to have a doorman come and seat you at a table. They had shows, nice
shows ... It was more normal, I liked it better. And you were more safe also
in the clubs than you are now.

The Zanzibar was for women. Then there was one on Sherbrooke
Street, also for women, and the women were very well treated, much more
than they were in the seventies. [ think from the seventies on, things really
changed; it wasn’t as nice. First of all, you were not safe if you went to a
club. The Pont de Paris when it first opened — the doorman there was a
real son of a bitch. I broke his glasses and I was barred there for over a
year. I broke his tuxedo.

Carolyn: You’re the femme and you’re doing this?

Cira: I didn’t care. I was putting some music on the jukebox and he came
behind me and he grabbed my ass, soIjust broke his glasses. He was going
to throw me down the stairs, but I held on tightly and said, “If you throw
me, you go with me.” My girlfriend was trying to pull on him too, but I
was faster and I was much more mad!

Iwent tolivein New York, and that was a nice experience. Ava Gardner
went there, a lot of movie actors...

Ina: Went to the bars?

Cira: Yes. To the Eighth Wonder, like the wonders of the world. It was on
Eighth Street and Sixth Avenue, in the Village. There you could see the
difference — that was in ‘64 and already there was not this butch and
femme; they all looked like butches. It was very hard to tell who was who
and what was what.

After living there for three, four months, I was dying to meet gay
people, but there was so many places, and coming from Montreal, you
hear so many stories, so you were very careful. I used to go to that club in
the afternoons and I met a lot of people, dancers. It was a nice kind of place,
because the average dykes used to go there. And in the Village, the Night
Owl used to be open at night; there used to be writers; I met a lot of
beautiful writers ... Alexander King.

In Cuba too they had nice clubs. Not anymore. I was on my own for
two or three years in Cuba and I frequented lesbian clubs. One was called
Carmen’s in Havana. Another was called Rancho Luna. The Rancho Luna
was outside Havana. They had movies.

Carolyn: They were bars just for women?
Cira: No, mixed, boys and girls.
Carolyn: Were the couples mostly butch and femme?
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Cira: There, yes.
Carolyn: And you went even though you weren't lesbian at the time?

Cira: I was looking. Because after I had that affair with that girl, Olympia
— she looked just like Ava Gardner; she had green green eyes and black
black hair ... She was a Cuban born in Florida; her family lived there and
she was a stewardess, so she traveled back and forth. She had a place on
the beach. She wouldn’t take me to the clubs; I was too young. And I never
saw her again, because my stepfather said if he ever found out about it,
he’d make her lose her job, put her in jail.

Carolyn: Did he find you together?

Cira: I used to go to school on bicycle, in the summer, two o’clock in the
afternoon, a hundred degrees. And my bicycle broke down — that’s the
way I met her. I was sitting by the side of the road and I didn’t know what
to do with my bicycle, and she stopped. She was with another — now, I
realize, a gay boy. They were acting like they were a couple, but they
weren’t a couple; he was more femme than she was! But in Cuba at the
time, the stewards and stewardesses didn’t get married; they only hired
the ones that were not married.

I started skipping school and going over to the beach house. My
stepfather followed me. He found us coming back from the beach house
and stopped her. He was very, very possessive of me. That's a long story.

Carolyn: Back to Chile. How old were you when you had your first
relation; what bars did you go to?

Yolanda: I was part of a soccer team and met my first lover there. I was
twenty and she was eighteen.

Carolyn: She was a femme and played soccer?
Yolanda: Yes, with her long hair.
Cira: There were two teams, the femmes and the butches.

Yolanda: Las chicas malas y las chicas buenas [the bad girls and the good
girls]. The butches versus the femmes!

Ina: Who won?
Yolanda: The butches!
Cira: So she was on the other team?

Yolanda: Yes. We didn’t go to bars then; there were groups that got
together at one person’s apartment or another. After that, four years later,
1969, there were many bars but always mixed ... El Clavel, La Casa de la
Luna.

In Chile there are many butches; it's difficult to find a femme! When a
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femme comes into a club, all the butches pounce on her. The femmes are
lucky!

Carolyn: Why do you think there were more butches?

Yolanda: It's a phenomenon I just don’t understand. Maybe the climate...
[Laughter] But it's difficult to find a femme.

Cira: Maybe because it’s a patriarchal country — the father is boss, very
macho. I think that's why, because women find that only by imitating men
they can have freedom. They see the way their mothers are treated and
they don’t want to identify with that.

Yolanda: My mother looked like a butch. Very dominant.

Cira: Yes. There are more butches over there because of the way most men
beat their wives. Men are very machista. They work, they keep the money,
they give their wives a couple of dollars, and they go out.

Yolanda: Yes. I don’t like weak women — feminine, yes, but not weak or
fragile. I don’t like sad women — that’s why I love Cira, because I am a
bit melancholic, a bit sad. I need someone more lively, feminine and alive.

Carolyn: Comparing your experiences as a lesbian in Chile or Canada —
was it easier to live as a lesbian there or here? And how about living as a
butch here or there?

Yolanda: I don’t find much difference. There’s discrimination at the work-
place everywhere.

Carolyn: And you lived in Argentina?

Yolanda: For fourteen years. There’s lots of femmes in Argentina! All the
Argentinian femmes wanted to know me, I was very popular when I
arrived.

Cira: From what she’s told me, the men in Argentina are weaker so that’s
why there’s more feminine women.

Yolanda: But they appear like butches—
Cira: They have strong characters, most Argentinian women.
Yolanda: But they have a very feminine way about them.

Cira: That's what I was saying. In a country where the male is the head of
the household—

Yolanda: Yes, the men say a lot but they’re not very macho — machomenos.

Cira: You don’t find Argentinian men beating up their women, because
the women would kill them when they’re sleeping.

Yolanda: There are many bisexual women, many, many, many.
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Carolyn: Why did you leave Chile?

Yolanda: There was a coup d’état, and my family was very involved
politically, especially my brothers and father. They were members of the
Communist party. They were persecuted by the military authorities. They
had to leave Chile and they came to Canada. And I left for Argentina for
the same reasons.

Carolyn: Why did you leave Argentina?

Yolanda: Because there, too, | had many political problems. It was the same
situation with the military, a coup d’état. In Argentina I participated in
many political groups — pacifist, not communist. But when you are in a
country witha military regime, they just think of you as activists; no matter
what kind, it’s a reason to persecute you.

Carolyn: Were you ever persecuted as a lesbian?

Yolanda: Never. Not me.

Carolyn: Even though it was evident that you were butch?
Yolanda: Even so. I don’t know why, but others, yes.

Cira: Because she always looked like a little old teacher.

Yolanda: Oh yes! In Argentina, Buenos Aires, I went to a bar called Tibos
with a friend, a huge bar with a discotheque, very nice. There was a place
for women and a place for men, but when the police arrived, everyone
danced together to create the illusion...

When we arrived, there was no one. “What’s going on?” we asked. The
owner came and said that cops had come with two buses and took
everyone, even without theirID and coats. I was afraid, but he said, “Never
mind.” ... Then, ten or fifteen minutes later, everyone started coming back
and they all told what happened, how the police took their fingerprints,
photos from all sides. The women were booked as prostitutes, because
there’s no law against being lesbian. And the guys were booked for
sodomy.

That night nothing happened to me. I really liked the atmosphere and
went back other times, and once, when everyone was dancmg, the cops
came, ten of them, yelling, “Against the wall!” All the women [went] to
one side, men to the other, but the fags didn’t know which wall to go to,
and the butches didn’t know which wall to go to. [Laughter] Everybody
was running from one wall to the other. They lost their cool. My gay friend
was trembling. I told him to get his ID, because that’s what they’d ask for.

The cops asked for our papers. But one said to me, “Get out of here —
you look like a country schoolteacher! Get off home.” So I left and my
friend stayed.

Carolyn: You left your girlfriend there?!
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Yolanda: Noooo! I'd never do that; I was with a gay male friend. He was
taken and charged with sodomy.

Then one time I was walking in the street and I hear a car horn. It was
the same police sergeant; he just wanted to say hello!

*
°n

Carolyn: Okay, now some questions on the bedroom. Did you ever know
any stone butches, a butch who didn’t want to be touched?

Cira: Oh yes, I knew many like that. I never slept with any, but I knew
couples, one where the woman was butch butch...

Yolanda: But that’s mental; how can you not want to be touched?
Carolyn: Did she take her clothes off?

Cira: Not all. Carmen was very feminine, she looked like a little doll, and
she told me about that. She got used to it; she just lay there and relaxed,
enjoyed everything; she didn’t have to do anything. She never had to make
love to the other one. At first it was hard, but she got used to it.

Yolanda: But that’s a butch who's repressed.
Cira: No, she doesn’t find herself repressed; she enjoys a woman.
Ina: It didn’t exist in Chile?

Yolanda: Yes, yes, it did. There are many who don’t like to be touched.
And there are women who confuse you for a man at a crucial moment.
When you’re making love, they confuse you for a man and want you to
put it in. It only happened to me once.

Cira: What did you do?!
Yolanda: I slapped her and left.
Ina: She didn’t mean put your fingers in...
Yolanda: No, she said, “Meteme el coso [Put it in me].”
Carolyn: She thought you were a man?
Yolanda: No.
Carolyn: She wanted you to use a dildo.
Cira: Perhaps.
Yolanda: If I'd had one, I would have put it in. [Laughter]
Carolyn: So have you ever had a lover use a dildo, Cira?
Cira: No, and I don’t think Yolanda even knows what it is.
Yolanda: No, I don’t.
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Carolyn: We have some! We'll talk about it later.
Yolanda: Always things to discover...
Carolyn: But you know couples who use dildos?

Yolanda: Yes, I know there are some using it in Argentina; I've heard it
spoken of. Not in Chile, though.

Carolyn: You don’t know what they’re called in Spanish?
Cira: No.
Yolanda: Pene-vibrador? Or in Argentina they say consolador. [Laughter]

Cira: Obviously, it was named by a man!

I think Yolanda misunderstands the point; she thinks if a woman
wants to be penetrated, it’s because she’s not really gay. I think that’s
baloney.

Yolanda: No, I don’t think that. I think that a woman who wants a man
will go find herself one, not one of those electric things.

All this stuff — I've never used them, never thought of them, and
nobody’s suggested using them. How I make love or how others make
love to me, I feel good. I don’t know if I'll ever need this thing. Maybe?

Carolyn: For us, they’re toys, like having toys in the bathtub, in the
swimming pool ... or in the bedroom.
Do you find you have butch or femme roles in bed?

Cira: I think so.

Yolanda: With all lovers, always butch.

Cira: Her, siempre arriba [always on top]!
Yolanda: Siempre arriba! I'm happier that way.

Cira: Sometimes you can change positions; it doesn’t mean that you're
more butch. I'm very flexible. I'm more flexible than she is.

Yolanda: Okay, don’t make advertisements for yourself! [Laughter]
Carolyn: So you can change roles, top or bottom; it doesn’t bother you?
Yolanda: No, I always like to be on top.

Cira: I meant I am flexible, physically and mentally. I'm less rigid in my
habits.

Yolanda: I concentrate. I don’t think of anything else.

Carolyn: In romantic situations, like when you two met or with other
lovers, is it you who makes the first move?
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Yolanda: If I take the initiative? Never, never, the women always search
me out! [Laughter] They pulled my ears...

Ina: But usually the butches go after the femmes, no?
Yolanda: Yes, but they seduce me.
Ina: What about you, Cira; do you make the first move?

Cira: I give them an ultimatum: Stop the bullshit and get around to it. I'm
leaving now; you want to come? You don’t want to come? You stay.

Ina: You could say that she takes the initiative!

Cira: I've only slept with three women and usually I had a relationship
with them, not just a pickup. All my relationships have been long-lasting.

Inever played around. And now that I'm getting older, I think I should
have!

Carolyn: Can you tell if a woman is butch or femme by looking at her?
Cira: Most times.

Carolyn: Or a lesbian?

Cira: Yes.

Carolyn: How?

Cira: I don’t know. Intuition, or certain traits that people do have. If you
talk to a person and watch her, you can tell if she’s butch or femme, or if
she’s gay.

Carolyn: Here in Canada, a lot of women deny that they’re butch or femme;
they say they’re just women.

Yolanda: It’s difficult here, because they all look alike. In Chile it’s easier.
Cira: Butch is butch.

Carolyn: When you arrived here, Yolanda, you found it hard to find a
lover; I remember you went to a dance at Concordia University and you
said there were no beautiful women! I think you were saying that there
were no femmes, only butches.

Yolanda: That’s right, I thought, My god! I better change! [Laughs] No,
no, not really. No, I was thinking, I'd better bring over a woman from
Chile or Argentina, if I didn’t want to remain alone. I didn’t like the
women here.

Carolyn: Do you find that you divide your housework according to butch
and femme?

Cira: We don’t do it intentionally, but it happens. I'm the cook...
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Yolanda: She does the wash...

Cira: Yolanda shovels the snow, because I have asthma. But I like doing
cooking. It's my profession, and I also like doing it.

Yolanda: She never lets me cook.
Cira: Yes! I let you.

Yolanda: No, she says, “You don’t do it like that!” She’s never tried my
cooking.

Cira: She’s the one who pays the bills, and I do the shopping.

Yolanda: I hate shopping.

Cira: But it doesn’t mean I can’t do it. I would do it. But we don’t do it
because you're the butch and so you have to do these jobs.

Yolanda: No, it’s very natural. But in Chile, the femme does the domestic
chores, and the butch does repair jobs, painting, because she’s stronger,
physically and mentally. In my first relationship, I worked, I paid for
everything, and she was just pretty, she never worked.

Carolyn: How long were you with her?

Yolanda: Ten years. Maria lived with her mother and we were together on
the weekends at my small apartment.

Ina: Didn’t you mind her not working?
Yolanda: No, but she was demanding, and she cost me a lot.
Carolyn: What did she tell her family?

Yolanda: Her mother discovered everything. She yelled at me, “Maricona!
Leave my daughter alone!”

Carolyn: She yelled that at you for ten years?
Yolanda: For ten years.
Cira: “My daughter’s not a dyke! You are!”

Yolanda: Her daughter seduced me! Webroke upand I left for Buenos Aires
one year before the coup d’état, then I returned to Chile and we met on the
street, in downtown Santiago, face to face, and started talking, and we
started seeing each other again. I told her I was returning to Argentina
because I was having problems, and she said, “I'll come with you.” But in
Argentina her behavior changed. She started to demand a lot, same as in
Chile. I told her we both had to work, but she said she didn’t want to, so
I said, “Sorry, life’s different now, Argentina’s more expensive than
Chile.” SoI took her to a hotel, which she didn’t like, because there wasn’t
a phone in the room and no hot water. Ten days of this, and she bugged
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me the whole time. She was very jealous, because everyone knew me in
Argentina. [ hadn’t had a girlfriend during the time we were apart — I'd
missed her ... But when she started fighting with me all the time, I told her
to go back to Chile. It was finished. When she saw my mind was made up,
she got violent. She tried to strangle me...

Cira: She was real feminine [laughs], a big woman.

Yolanda: ...I screamed and somebody came and knocked on the door and
she stopped.

Carolyn: Did she hurt you?

Yolanda: She left me all black here. [Gestures to her neck] Then she cried all
night long. The next day I bought her ticket to Chile; we didn’t speak to
each other all day. The day after that, I took her to the train station, she
boarded the train crying, she held on to my hand, the train started to move
and she didn’t let go of my hand! So she left and I took up my life.

Carolyn: You got her out of your system.

Yolanda: That's it. So when I got back to the hotel, she’d left me love notes
all over the place, under the mattress, in all my pockets, saying she loved
me and she’d never forget me. I threw them all in the garbage! It was over.
But four, five years later, the receptionist at my pension told me, “You've
had a visitor, from Chile!” I said, “Who?” and she described her, and I
thought, Oh, god! My stomach started to ache. She’d found me. But she’d
changed a lot, she looked like a butch, cut her hair; she’d put on a lot of
weight, and she was so vulgar! When I saw her, I said, My god! [ was in
love with that! I must have been crazy! She wanted to get back with me,
she told me she’d never forgotten me, that she’d been with a lot of women,
women who resembled me, blah blah. But I'd completely forgotten her. I
told her, “I'm sorry, but I don’t love you.” At the time I had an eighteen-
year-old girlfriend, just for fun. I was thirty-three. It was no good for me;
I don’t like young women. It was just to have someone. And you know, I
had to ask her parents’ permission to go out with her!

Carolyn: And they gave it to you?

Yolanda: Yes! Her mother and father invited me to tea and asked me what
Iwanted with their daughter. I treated it like a game but they were serious!
I said, “I'll treat her well; I'm an honest person.” It lasted three months. I
got tired!

Ina: So they regarded you as a good husband for their daughter?
Yolanda: Yes, because I had a job, they were very pleased.
Ina: Was she an only child?
Yolanda: No, they had several. She was the youngest.
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Carolyn: But they knew you were a lesbian?

Yolanda: Yes. I don’t remember her name.

Ina: Yolanda! That's awful!

Cira: You see, she had a lot of relations, but none of them long-term.
Yolanda: I got bored with her.

Carolyn: Have you read about butches and femmes, and where?

Cira: Yes, magazine stories in the States. They were much more open than
here — that is, ten or fifteen years ago.

Ina: Did you read The Well of Loneliness?

Cira: Yes, it was the first gay book I read. I always thought they should
make a movie out of it. I see it in my eye’s mind [sic].

Carolyn: But it didn’t affect you?

Cira: Yes, Icried all the way throughit. The first time I read it I was married,
and we were driving through the States, to Cape Cod, and the descriptions
were just like the countryside. I read it with a dictionary ... very difficult.

Carolyn: Who did you identify with, in the book?

Cira: I guess with Mary.

Carolyn: Didn’t you find it scary, didn’t it turn you off?
Cira: No.

Carolyn: Because Ina read it when she was fifteen and it turned her off
becoming lesbian for ten years.

Ina: The thing is, the way she described it, you werea lesbian if you wanted
to be a boy! I never wanted to be a boy; I thought my brothers were idiots!

Carolyn: But what about Mary?

Ina: She’s such a stock character. The protagonist is Stephen, everything
happens around her, you have to identify with her.

Cira: Well, I didn’t. But I thought, My god, what a horrible life that is.

Carolyn: You knew better by that time, ‘cause you’d had your fling in
Cuba.

Cira: Sure, I knew. I didn’t think that it had to be that way.
Carolyn: What did you read, Yolanda?
Yolanda: At twenty-seven, I read La Batarde, by Violette Leduc. By that

time, I recognized my condition.
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Cira: Her malady!
Carolyn: Have you ever seen it as a sickness?

Yolanda: When I was fourteen, yes. I was in high school and I fell in love
with another schoolgirl.

Carolyn: A lesbian?

Yolanda: No! I fell in love for free! It was platonic, I mean. On my way
home, I thought, Why aren’t I a man? — for the conquest, to seduce her.
She pulled all kinds of scenes with me, and bugged me for not being a
man. Later, in another school, one of my classmates told me she loved me.
I trembled like a leaf! Like I told you, the girls went after me. I got used to
it. In the washroom, she grabbed my arms and said [through gritted teeth],
“I love you!” We were fourteen, fifteen.

Carolyn: And later you stopped wishing you were a man.

Yolanda: Yes, I forgot about that. When I was working in Argentina, [ was
working as an accountant for Citroén. A big factory, with six hundred
workers. Adriana was the secretary for the finance manager. She had to
pass behind my desk every morning to get my boss’s signature. And every
time she passed behind me, she’d sing and flirt.

Carolyn: How?

Yolanda: She always wore see-through blouses. And she walked through
my office like this. {Flaps her wrists, wriggles her shoulders] So I stared! She
wasn’t gay, but she’d discovered that I was. She was trying to seduce me.
So Christmas came, and everybody was sending anonymous presents. I
sent one to Adriana, and included a love poem that I'd copied, in printed
letters. She didn’t know at first who'd sent it, but she investigated. She
came up to my desk, and read everything on it, which was typewritten, of
course. But I had a magnifying glass, and had printed my name on it. She
picked it up, looked at it, looked at me, and started to sing. “Si, si, si, te
quieryo con el corazon... [Yes, oh yes, I love you with all my heart...].” That’s
what she sang every time she walked by my desk. My friends were driving
me crazy. But I didn’t want to expose myself. I have a horror of making a
fool of myself. So I said, She’s not going to play with me! But she went to
the limit! And she won me.

One Saturday, when we were working overtime, we all went out for
lunch, and she sat beside me and rubbed her leg against mine. I tried to
ignore her, but it wasn’t easy. She ordered whiskeys at noon. I looked at
her and thought, Waugh! I left work an hour early and phoned her.
“When are we going to stop this?” I asked her. She said, “Whenever you
want.” But a telephone operator at the office had been listening in, and
she told everyone. So everybody started to whisper: “Las mariconas!” But
she wasn't.
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Cira: She was curious!

Yolanda: When I arrived at work the following Monday, everybody was
staring at me. I thought, What’s up? Another co-worker, a Chilean woman,
was smoking frantically — she didn’t smoke — and said, “Oh! Everybody
says you're a dyke! I want you to tell me the truth!” She was scared. So I
said, “Yes, I'm a lesbian; it's nothing to worry about.” And she said, “Yes,
but everybody says you and Adriana do it over the phone, and Adriana
showed you her tits!” You see, everyone had been watching us, and we
hadn’trealized. The girl had been waiting for one of us to make that phone
call. I went to the bathroom and people were going on about las mariconas
and I just washed my hands.

So Adriana’s boss, a woman, came to me and said she’d heard I had a
problem, maybe she could help me. She said she knew a woman psychol-
ogist, and I asked her, “What's she like?” — I took it as a joke. I said, "I'm
not sick! There are lots of lesbians — am I the first one you’ve met?” She
said, “Oh yes! Excuse me! I thought you needed help!” Isaid, “No thanks.”

Day after day, there was always somebody who wanted to talk to me.
Even my boss. He was Chilean. [Acts very macho] "Yolanda, sit down.
Coffee?” Isaid, “Sure.” “Cigarette?” Isaid, “Thanks.” Hesaid, “Everybody
says you'realesbian.” Isaid, “Really?” Hesaid, “What do you say to that?”
I said, “Yes, I'm a lesbian. You're going to fire me for that? I thought you
were very pleased with my work.” “No, I'm not going to fire you. I don’t
care what you do in bed. But you have rotten taste! This woman'’s crazy!”
[Laughter] He said the director general had called him. He said he wouldn’t
fire me for being a lesbian. “She does her work well, doesn’t cause any
trouble, doesn’t fuck on her desktop!” He said he didn’t care!

Carolyn: So you went out with Adriana?

Yolanda: Well, much later, after this huge scandal. People were pointing
us out as las mariconas...

Cira: She wasn’t happy about that, was she?

Yolanda: No, she denied it many times. Finally, we made a date, in a café,
and she invited me home. Her parents had a big appliance store; the house
was in the back. She said to her father, “Look, I'm going in back with my
friend, so no phone calls or anything, okay?” Her father said okay. We
went to her room and she stretched out on her bed...

Cira: The seduction!

Yolanda: With two whiskeys...

Carolyn: How was she dressed?

Yolanda: She wasn’t dressed. Know what she said to me? “So, show me

what you can do.” I didn’t like that.
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Cira: It was like: Here’s the dessert!
Carolyn: After all that!
Yolanda: I didn’t like it. I left.
Carolyn: Without making love?
Yolanda: No. She was very angry with me.
Ina: No kidding!

Yolanda: At work she became my enemy. She was a real pain. I didn’t look
at her, didn’t speak to her. I was disappointed. I thought, I went through
all that for nothing, for a woman who wanted to use me like a sacrificial
rabbit!

Cira: Your boss was right!

Yolanda: Yes! I did have bad taste!

So I got a job with Peugeot, and before I left, my boss gave me a big
dinner in a restaurant. He gave me a bunch of roses, and all the girls from
my section were there and making jokes. So in the middle of the meal,
Adriana appeared. Everybody fell silent. They hated Adriana, you see;
everybody was on my side. “Here comes the beast!” “Here comes the
madwoman!” She came up to me, kissed my cheek, wished me luck, and
left.

®,
°

Carolyn: Do you two like to dress up for one another?
Cira: Welike to make ourselves pretty for each other. Wedon’tdo it often...
Yolanda: I like dressing the way she likes it.

Cira: I dress for myself. I don’t mind wearing dresses, dressing pretty, I
like dressing in satin and so on. I feel comfortable in it.

Yolanda: I'd like to dress like a pasha, with a harem!
Carolyn: How do you like to dress up?
Yolanda: Comfortably, to my taste, sporty. I don’t like too much elegance.
Carolyn: You don't like wearing skirts?
Yolanda: Never.
Carolyn: Not even for Canadian immigration?
Yolanda: Not even.
Carolyn: Do you ever switch roles?
Cira: Where and when? [Everybody laughs]
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Carolyn: In bed? On the street?
Cira: I am the way I am.

Ina: Have you ever done that for a costume party? Just as a gag, you
dressed up butch and Yolanda dressed up femme?

Cira: No. But I've only been with Yolanda for two and a half years, so we
haven’t really experimented...

Carolyn: What turns you on about butches?

Cira: I've never put my finger on it!

Ina: I don’t believe that! [Laughter]

Carolyn: You can’t figure out what attracts you about butches?

Cira: Not really. I like the person. If they happen to be a butch, they happen
to be a butch.

Carolyn: But still, you've mainly found butches. So there must be some-
thing...

Cira: ...about them, yes. But I don’t know what it is.

Carolyn: Yolanda, what attracts you about femmes? Their clothes, hair?
Yolanda: The eyes, first and foremost. Then, the breasts...

Carolyn: The body shape?

Yolanda: Yes. I like nicely shaped women. Beautiful women ... But if her
mind isn’t beautiful, I don’t like her, eh? One has to complement the other.
[ won’t go out with a pretty girl who talks garbage. That’s why it’s hard
to find a woman to my taste. I've spent a lot of time alone.

Carolyn: What attracted you to Cira?

Yolanda: The first thing? [Cira motions] Her bum! Because when I opened
the door at Pat’s house, she climbed the stairs, zzzoom, in front of me and
I watched her and went, Oh, la la! After that, her eyes. Because through
her eyes I got to know her personality. She was very nervous...

Cjra: [ was broken up ... I wasn’t sleeping, I wasn’t eating.

Yolanda: I got in her car and the way she drove! I thought, What have I
gotten myself into?! And she wouldn’t look at me directly...

Cira: I wasn't over my relationship. I felt like I was being unfaithful. I am
a very faithful person. If I'd looked at her directly, I would have felt as if
I was breaking down that barrier and the other relationship’s over...

Yolanda: The night I met her I wrote a poem: “Let me get to know your
soul, beautiful little girl with the sad eyes.”
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Carolyn: You gave it to her?

Yolanda: Yes. Her eyes were very sad. She laughed, ho ho ho, but her eyes
were hiding something. I said, “What are you hiding behind your sad
eyes?”

Cira: I wasn’t very happy.

Yolanda: I wondered, What’s wrong? After three days she told me her
whole story. I figured, Well, you have to start over, there’s always hope...

Cira: Ididn’t want to be in this relationship, because I wasn’t finished with
that relationship.

Yolanda: You took my hand.

Cira: Because I had my high heels. Remember that night? I was so foolish.
I'was dressed up, because I was going to go out to supper with my ex. And
she left me hanging there; she never came; she never called me. And when
Yolanda called me, I was crying; I was just going to take my clothes off
and she called me and said, “There’s this meeting at the Simone de
Beauvoir Institute; why don’t you come?”

Carolyn: I remember that night.

Cira: I was all dressed up, and I was the only girl there dressed up with a
dress. I smelled so good.

Yolanda: I was very happy, because that’s what I like!
Cira: I had my high heels; I was dressed to kill.
Carolyn: You looked lovely!

Cira: And after that there was a full moon; it was beautiful. We went to a
special place where I used to go by myself when I wanted to think and get
away from it all.

Yolanda: I found her very sensitive, very special.

Cira: Underneath thebridge, going to St. Helen’s Island. So I took her there
— Ialways went there by myself, I'd never been there with anybody else.
You know, I was afraid at certain times to do myself in because it was so
easy just to let go. At one point I was in my car and I was going there, just
rolling, rolling, and I wasn’t going to stop.

Carolyn: Did you get together that night?
Yolanda and Cira: Noooo.
Yolanda: Ten days later.

Cira: She would have...
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Yolanda: She told me, “No, no, no, no ... okay.”
Carolyn: What attracted you to Yolanda, in the beginning?

Cira: She was very sweet, very happy. But she’s changed. She was joking,
she used to laugh a lot. We had a very good mind together, like we could
talk about any little thing like this and exaggerate it and make a big thing
out of it.

Yolanda: We've both changed.

o
0'0

Yolanda Duque finally achieved refugee status after four years of battling
racist, ageist, and lesbophobic Canadianand Quebecimmigration policies.
Cira and Yolanda run a restaurant, El Rincon Latino, in downtown Mon-
treal, where Cira serves guayaba, a reddish oval fruit, split to look like a
vulva, with a dollop of cream cheese spread along the center, to blushing
customers!
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A letter from Australia

I n1961,about halfway through my second lesbianrelationship, Ilearned
a new word.

WhenIread, in English or American journals, about lesbian lives, I feel
so unsophisticated. I was a lesbian then too. But I never thought of myself
as a bull dyke or a bar dyke or a passing woman — because these words
have only recently come to me. The word Ilearned back in 1961 was lesbian.
The brother of the woman I was having a relationship with found out
about us and called me a lot of interesting words, which on the whole I
didn’t understand, but I looked up lesbian in the dictionary. My next
relationship taught me the next word: butch.

Iwasbornand brought up in Melbourne, Australia. In the fifties, when
I'was a teenager, | hung around with the straight girls  had grown up with.
We sang in the church choir together, went to the theatre together. I went
to jazz dances with them wearing jeans, a roll-neck sweater, a duffle coat.
I remember one girl was only allowed to go because I undertook to bring
her home. It never surprised me that no one questioned what I wore or
where I went. I just did what I did.

Passing woman was a term I didn’t learn until the eighties. If by passing
woman you mean a dyke who can (and does!) pass for a man in a straight
world, then I became one of those too. But that was later.

I think for me the die was cast in childhood. My very earliest memory
is from Brighton, a bayside suburb of Melbourne, in a house we left when
I was eighteen months old. I remember my mother going away without
me. To put this into context, I should say that it was 1940, my father had
gone to war, my mother was not going far, and there must surely have
been some other responsible adult in the house. Nevertheless, if I close my
eyes, I can hear the gate squeak shut and I can see her feet, just her feet
and ankles, through the bars of the little gate. I can see the striped canvas
sandals she was wearing, and how they came up high around her fine
ankles. I have not inherited her ankles.
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Throughout my childhood, whenever my behavior was not appro-
priate, she still did what she wanted and went where she wanted, and if I
couldn’t be relied on to behave myself, I was left behind. As a result, I was
one of the best behaved children you would ever meet.

This, of course, is only my perception. She herself would tell you that
I was naturally good and lovely and that she gave her whole life to caring
for me and providing for me. All I know is that even today if you turn
away from me I tremble.

Of course, it is hardly surprising that, coming from one who, in my
perception, did exactly what she wanted without question, when the time
came for me to leave home, I, too, did exactly what I wanted without
question. Or politics or high ideals or anything else.

In the third grade we did a little play for the end of year called The
Princess and the Woodcutter. The girl who was the princess was the only one
in the class who had long blonde hair. I was the woodcutter, because I was
the biggest and would be able to carry her off at the end. At least, that's
how I remember it. I certainly remember the feeling of the role — the
trousers and the boots, rescuing the maiden in distress, and living happily
ever after in the forest. I think this gave me a taste of what was possible. I
spent a lot of my adolescence being tall, dark, and handsome and looking
for a princess.

As a teenager in the early fifties, I was somewhat introverted. I remem-
ber feeling depressed. I read a lot, ignored the real world, failed my
academic exams, and generally mooned about. I never fell in love in the
teenage kind of way, although I indulged in a lot of idealistic dreaming. I
was active in the church, taught Sunday school, sang in the choir, and so
on. Ialways walked my friend Phyllis home from choir practice (otherwise
she wasn’t allowed to be out so late — 9:30 p.m. — my god), and I would
kiss her good night at the garden gate. I remember her father flinging up
the window of their front room. “Phyllis, come in here!” he would roar.
But no one ever questioned who I was or what I thought I was doing.

I left school at seventeen, without qualifying for university, but with a
very broad education that included playing two musical instruments as
well as singing, ballet, and several languages.

In the summer of 1956-1957, before I started work, I went away on
holiday with my mother. We revisited the beach resort of my childhood,
although we didn’t stay with the same people and of course it had
changed. But in 1957 it was still a small village with a milk bar, a store, two
churches — one Anglican and one Catholic — and no pub. There never
had been a pub. People who wanted to drink alcohol had to drive to
Queenscliff. People like us didn’t drink, and anyway, no lady would go to
a hotel. ‘-

And here, in this little out-of-the-way beach resort, I met my first
lesbian. Ididn’t know the word, butI knew I wanted to kiss her. My mother
met her first. She was staying at the same guest house, and unlike us, she

170



A Femme-Butch Reader

had a car. She was maybe ten years older than I was, very sophisticated
and very discreet. In the beginning I think I was just a holiday amusement,
but the relationship lasted some three years. It was with her that I spent
my first night out all night. We sat on the sand dunes and talked, and
watched the ships and talked some more. We sat comfortably on an old
blanket from her car, and I never realized that time was passing at all. It
was only when the sun rose again that I realized that I had been out all
night. Mother didn’t say anything except that I must be tired and should
have a rest after breakfast. There would have been quite a fuss had I been
late for breakfast.

During the course of that relationship we wrote to each other nearly
every day, in French, and I stayed with her most weekends. One time she
took some photographs of me with her horses — well, they were probably
of her horses, really — and her mother thought I was some new stable
hand. I wasn’t trying to “pass” but I was.

Then I was working, of course. And studying at night. And learning
how to paint scenery. And living away from home, although still in
Melbourne, and having another affair, this time with a married woman. I
was quite “out,” never having had the sense to be “in.” She didn’t like that
I was out; she felt it compromised her and made life difficult for her sons.
Later on I heard that she remarried. I understood why, but I hoped she
missed me.

A friend introduced me to a little coffee lounge in the city called Prompt
Corner. It was run by two dykes, one of whom is still a TV actress. They
used to have play readings on Sunday nights that I found great fun. The
lesbians who frequented this coffee lounge were all considerably older
than I was, and very closeted. In fact, I was quite unaware that many of
them were lesbians — I just thought they were nice people. There were
definitely no passing women there — unless you use that term to describe
women who pass for straight women in a straight world! A lot of them
were friendly with the gay boys, and they provided one another some
degree of protection.

Melbourne in 1958 to 1962 was truly a Victorian town. People used to
say that in Adelaide you were defined by the church you went to, in
Sydney by how much money you had, but in Melbourne by what school
you had gone to. It was a conservative place, and it was important to be
in the right class, at the right schools. We had a Liberal government both
in the state and federally. There was no open hostility to lesbians, although
gay men were considered to be a bit much. Of course, no one actually
knew a lesbian. I never encountered any opposition, even at work. But
other dykes were fired from their jobs and given notice to quit their
homes, and some went to great lengths to disguise themselves. No doubt
part of the reason that I didn’t suffer any discrimination was that I did
have the right background and the right school and so on. Some of the
very nice people I met at Prompt Corner had been to the same school. I
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also met my next lover there, and it was she who introduced me to the
pub scene.

She didn’t so much introduce me as show me off. And I was so
fascinated at the idea of meeting all these others that I wasn’t scared; in
fact, I wasn’t self-conscious at all. I remember wearing a white roll-neck
jersey that had been my father’s and a pair of jeans — nothing special. It
was March 1962.

We walked into the beer garden that Saturday afternoon hand in hand.
I was wide-eyed. One of her friends shrieked out over the hubbub, “Shit,
she’s gone straight!” but she hadn’t; it was only me. And yet I don’t have
a masculine face or hands. It seems to be all in the bearing. I never called
myself a passing woman. I just did what I did. When you’re tall and fairly
slim, it isn’t hard. Some of the butches I knew strapped their breasts down
with elastic bandages, but I just wore a singlet one size too small and a
generous shirt. I'll tell you, it’s easier to pass in winter than in the summer.
It’s also easier to pass when you’re younger. Now that I've passed fifty,
my face is too soft and flesh is accumulating in the most unmanly places.

In the sixties in Melbourne, there were no women’s dances or women’s
bars or women’s anything really, except ladies’ lounges. A ladies’ lounge
is a side room or sometimes a small bar where a lady can go for a drink.
A man, of course, drinks in the public bar. There are still some outback
pubs where men refuse to allow women into the public bar.

There were one or two “leso pubs,” in the sense that groups of lesbians
tended to congregate there. Would you call them gay bars? I didn’t like
them, mostly because I didn’t drink more than a beer or two. I didn’t like
some of the dykes there either, especially the ones who got drunk and got
into fights. Not in the ladies’ lounge, of course. We congregated in the “beer
garden” — outdoors, a few seats and tables, and a long struggle back inside
to get beer by the jugful. I went because that’s where the scene was. From
1957, when I started work, until 1962, when my new lover took me to this
pub (the George in Prahran, as I remember), I thought I was one of four
lesbians in Oz — and I'd been lovers with the others!

Of course, it wasn’t a bit like the scene in the United States. We had a
rather quaint rule called six-o’clock closing — the pubs all closed at six
p-m. We would gather during the afternoon — Saturday afternoon, of
course, since at least some of us had to work for a living — and leave when
we were thrown out, only to regroup in one another’s homes to party on.
I wouldn’t say we were exactly welcome at these pubs, but our money
was. Toilet arrangements were somewhat primitive. Straight women in
these pubs usually objected to our using the toilets, and there was no way
we were going to use the men’s. One publican solved this dilemma by
installing metal rubbish bins with wooden toilet seats on them in the shed
off the beer garden where we used to congregate in summer. You can
imagine the state these would be in by six o’clock. It was almost a relief to
be thrown out, yet no one ever complained.
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The toilet situation, as I said, came about because the straight women
weren’t prepared to let us use the normal toilets. The men also showed a
great deal of animosity as the day wore on and it became obvious that we
had all the girls with us. There were some beaut brawls. On one occasion,
I remember, one little tough dyke had her head kicked by one of these
guys. Their aggression usually brought all of us much closer than would
otherwise have been the case.

Some of these dykes I met in the pub were in the military, although
most military dykes were far too discreet to frequent a place like the
George. But there were lots around, and many of them got caught up in
the great purges of the sixties. Most of them kept to themselves; they had
their own groups and didn’t mix much outside, which I suppose they felt
was safer and still seems to be the case today. There was a couple living in
the same block of flats as we were at one time. This block was very popular
with the gay boys too, because it had so many entrances that no one could
ever be sure just which passageway or doorway you had gone into.
Anyway, the girl in the army was under threat of being thrown out of the
military, and so she deliberately got herself pregnant by one of the men
she worked with — to “prove” she was straight. She left the military with
an honorable discharge on medical grounds to have the baby, and she and
her lover moved to the country to live, but it didn’t work out and I lost
touch with them.

And what were we wearing then? Casual stuff mostly. For going to
straight dances (there weren’t any other kind, remember — it was a
straight dance or no dance) I would wear a suit, a narrow tie, and pointed,
lace-up shoes, or sometimes a sport jacket and dark trousers, and she
would wear maybe tight pants and sandals or a frock with a very full skirt.
And maybe she would wear makeup. I don’t recall ever going with
someone who “had her hair done.” I had my hair cut in a semicrew with
a square neck at one time. It was reddish brown then; now it is black going
on gray. It’s easier to pass if your hair is light and your skin is not too clear.

By the end of 1962, my lover and I were both playing in the same
orchestra, though, to be brutally frank, they only had me because they
needed her. One night after the show — was it South Pacific? — we went
to St. Kilda to find something to eat. There was a place that was open late
and that served great pasta. This was Melbourne, remember, in the early
sixties, where the pubs were just beginning to learn about staying open
after six p.m. and the only people around after midnight were prostitutes,
criminals, and pimps. So there we were, having a well-earned supper,
albeit in a restaurant with a certain reputation, when the police arrived. I
think there had been a brawl, but I don’t really remember, because I was
tired and I was there only for the food. Everyone in the place was marched
outside onto the footpath, lined up a couple of feet apart, and questioned
about why we were in such a disreputable place at such an ungodly hour
of the night. I heard my friend give a false name, but I was too slow-witted
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for that. However, for some strange reason, I gave my mother’s address.
Then the cop asked me whom I lived with and I said, “My mother,” and
then he asked me why I “dressed like that” (I was wearing a tuxedo, of
course — what else would a member of the orchestra wear?) and did my
mother know, to which I replied, “Of course — she does my washing.”
AndIgota fatherly lecture about nice girls like me not going to places like
this — and that’s all! I nearly wet myself afterwards.

It was during this relationship that I lived as a man. Well, we lived as
a married couple actually. It seems to be much easier to be accepted as a
man when you're with a girl. I worked as a man at this time too, which, I
can assure you, taught me a lot about men. I had been brought up by my
mother and gone to an all-girls school, and my total experience with men
was with the Sunday school superintendent and the vicar. I was totally
ignorant about men. They had no relevance to my life. In 1963 I learned a
lot about men. I also learned to swear.

The flat we lived in was in fact the upstairs part of a terrace house. The
landlady thought it was a bit odd that I did the ironing, but nice odd. She
used to introduce us to her friends. I was working as a man then too. We
had been in Tasmania fora few months and came back to Melbourne broke.
I wasn’t having any brave ideas about passing; I needed a job. I had been
looking, but there was nothing about, so I put on a clean shirt and tie and
went into the local Commonwealth Employment Service office. You had
to go there to apply for the dole, but they were supposed to find you a job
if they could, and in those days they quite often could. They got me a job,
screen-printing in a sheet metal factory. I never intended to stay there, and
I had no real plans for living as a man for the rest of my life. As usual, I
was just doing what I was doing, no politics, no ideals, no long-term plans.

After some months, I started looking around for a more “suitable” job.
It was fairly boring working in that factory, screen-printing “FIRE
HYDRANT” on the fire hydrants and “FIRST AID” on the first aid boxes,
soIstarted reading the ads in the papers and writing offa fewapplications.
Merging back into the straight world was going to be quite a challenge in
itself. .
I'had to let my hair grow long enough so that I didn’t look too butch
when I applied for the white-collar jobs as a woman, but at the same time
I didn’t want to look too poofter at work either. The other problem was
changing clothes. Obviously, I couldn’t leave our little love nest in a dress,
nor could I be seen in the neighborhood like that, as many people knew
us by sight at least. So I used to pack my skirt and shoes in a little bag and
take the train to the other side of Melbourne. If the carriage was empty, I'd
change on the train as quickly as possible and then get off. On a busy day,
I'd have to stay on for quite a way, and when I got off the train, I'd change
in the ladies’ lavatory. It seems on reflection to be a matter of how I carried
myself, but women never cared that I entered looking very masculine and
left looking rather less so. I don’t like to think about what might have
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happened had I been caught making the transition in the men’s loo. I think
italso helped that the transition wasn’t too radical. I was simply exchang-
ing the trousers for a skirt and the lace-up shoes for something more casual,
adding perhaps a cardigan but never high heels or lipstick.

So you had to be big and strong. So you had to take responsibility. So
you had to be the breadwinner. So you wouldn’t be caught dead in a dress
(except for the purposes of earning a living, of course, although some
butches refused to work unless in trousers) or in the kitchen. Most of these
things I had learned as a child, reared in a household by a mother who
had no difficulty at all with the concept of having to earn our living. I
remember we had a cleaning man, which I guess was somewhat unusual
at the time. My mother said she wouldn’task a woman to do all that heavy
work, particularly as we had so many stairs. He was also the cleaner for a
theatrical household who provided him with permanent seats at the
theatre, and from about the age of five I went to every show, every change
of program with him. This gave me a great love of the theatre, and gave
my mother some time off, I've no doubt, although I've no idea what she
did with that time. Perhaps it’s only since the seventies that we’ve become
more aware of what other people are doing. I was certainly raised to “do
as you will, harming none.”

In 1964, I had an English friend who underwent a total transformation
when she came home from work. I have been sitting in her kitchen talking
to her lover when she came home. With not so much as a “Hi, how are
you,” she would walk right past as though I weren’t there. Then I would
hear the shower, and soon she would come back into the kitchen. Gone
would be the court shoes, skirt, and blouse. The hair would be brushed
back and even her glasses changed, for goodness’ sake. I don’t know how
she could handle making that change every day. Another friend worked
for IBM. She was femme, so the dress thing wasn’timportant, but the strain
of remembering to say “him” instead of “her” and never being too specific
about where she had been weekends and so on eventually got to be too
much and she killed herself.

Being butch, being a passing dyke or whatever other label you put on
it now, was at that time not a political statement or a stand taken; it was
just what I did. There were all sorts of rules about how to behave, but these
seemed to apply to public behavior and were the sorts of things I did
naturally, like opening doors for her, carrying the heavy stuff, paying the
bills. Other things done at home didn’t seem to matter much — boring
things of everyday life like ironing and housework. All those years of fresh
white surpluses for church and white shirts for school had taught me how
to iron, and my skill was enhanced by a dear friend who had been sent to
a convent for rehabilitation after her family threw her out of their home
because she got pregnant. The convent took in washing to provide money.
She taught me how to iron a perfect shirt in under four minutes, and I
never met a girl that didn’t prefer me to do the ironing.
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I don’t know about taboos in private, because there was one big taboo
and that was that you never told what you had done in bed with someone
else.Ithink Iwould have liked to have known what other dykes did around
sex, because I do remember that it was not all right for a butch to be touched
sexually and it is only recently that I've been able to be touched and I
sometimes feel awkward about that. Do notassume that this has meant that
my sex life has ever been anything but amazing and wonderful! I have
always had a strong sex driveand I've shared that with some great women.
And learning to be touched hasn’t made sex “better,” only different.
However, I'm not so relaxed about it that I'm going to tell you about it.

I may have been butch and I may have passed, but I certainly hadn’t
found my spiritual home in that bar scene. Many of the girls were pros-
titutes, and many of the dykes were not working or were living off the
girls. Sometimes you would meet a butch who worked as a prostitute to
keep herself. Most drank too much; many were into drugs and petty crime.

Within our community there were great passions and great fights. I
was threatened at gunpoint, I remember, over a little gold ring set with a
blood coral that had been made specially for me and was a gift from a
previous lover. One evening I took it off and put it on the end of the piano
whilst I was playing, as was my habit. One of our visitors took it home
and didn’t want to return it. After the confrontation and the threats, I went
away for six months, and it was then for the first time that Ilived as a man.
When I returned to Melbourne, I met this same dyke in the city. I remember
wondering how I should greet her, if at all, when she approached me,
wanting to know how much money I could give her toward some other
dyke’s bail. She didn't even get mad when I said I couldn’t give her any
because I was out of work and in fact was in town looking for a job. She
just wished me luck and went on her way.

After I made the transition back into the straight world, at least as far
as regular work was concerned, we bought a house in the suburbs and
settled down, but the quiet suburban life was too much for the relationship
and we had quite a bust-up. I went overseas, and she went back to her
wilder friends. It was April 1964.

ForawhileIlived in Christchurch, New Zealand. Melbourne may have
been conservative, but Christchurch was something else altogether. There
was no scene in 1964. By chance, a straight friend asked a neighbor to mind
her child in an emergency. That neighbor was a gay guy. He saw me
coming to visit my straight friend and, immediately recognizing a dyke
when he saw one, invited me to meet him and some friends at the
weekend. No one had a car. No one in New Zealand had a car, it seemed.
We all met at the station to travel to Littleton, which is a port town, and
which had a pub, not a gay pub, but one where gay people sometimes
went. Wow!

Over a period of five to six months I met maybe ten dykes, in couples.
I also began a relationship with a straight woman artist that was to last for
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the next six years. Her reaction to becoming a lesbian was a new one for
me. Instead of my wearing a skirt and being “just a friend” or wearing
trousers and passing, she really liked me to collect her after work in a suit
that had a skirtso no one could be in any doubt about whom she was going
with. It wore off after a while, although by then everyone knew, of course.

Our relationship was still outwardly butch and femme, which was set
off by the fact that I was tall and dark and she was small and blonde.
Because she had been married and had five children, some of whom lived
with us, most of the time she expected to cook and clean and wash and
iron, and so anything I did was regarded as a blessing instead of an
obligation. When we came back to Australia in 1965 and she was working
too and there was only one sixteen-year-old living with us, of course I did
my share, but I think we both made sure that our friends did not catch me
doing this. Again, it was a question of public appearances rather than
private behavior. And, of course, things were beginning to loosen up a
little. Flower power and all that.

I moved to Canberra in 1970. As a newcomer, I was invited to a small
party soon after Iarrived. And there, to my amazement, I was greeted with
some anger by a public servant who said that my being there as an out and
obvious dyke threatened them all. I had never met so many lesbians keen
to remain under cover. Even in 1991 the public service has lots of closet
dykes. I am more upfront than ever now, and it is finally a political
statement.

In 1970, I was dragged into the women’s movement by a new lover,
and again I found that the way I looked was a big problem. We were asked
to go to our local WLM meeting to talk about living as lesbians in a straight
society, and of course, they all looked at this six-footer with short dark hair
and trousers, accompanied by her lover, who was five feet four with
shoulder-length light brown hair, and they accused us of role-playing,
imitating heterosexual couples. They expressed their disappointment in a
very aggressive way, I recall. They never stopped to look at what we were
doing. We hung in there for about a year before we went overseas. One
child was born in England and another was conceived before we returned
to Canberra, and our straight sisters weren’t the only ones to be aggro
about that.

It seems to be going beyond mere role-playing when a lesbian couple
has children. We had them because she wanted her own children, I like
children, we could afford it, and we were able to organize artificial
insemination. We did not have children to make a political statement.
Straight sisters in the movement said we were once again aping hetero-
sexual behavior. Lesbians were heard to say it was disgusting and why
couldn’t we have dogs like everyone else. If we thought at all, it was only
about enlarging our family and how happy we were to have children.
(PS. You can look us up in Gillian Hanscombe and Jackie Forster’s book
Rocking the Cradle [Alyson, 1982].)
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I'won't talk about the role of the lesbian nonmother, except to say that
it is a difficult one. All along I've done things because I wanted to. I've
never wanted to be in the closet, which is just as well, as I am too obvious
to get away with it. T have always been a lesbian, and I have always gotten
away with passing without really trying to and sometimes without even
meaning to. Being a man is not something I aspire to. In fact, you could
say that I don’t have any time for men. A separatist is really what I'am, but
that, too, is more because I prefer to live without men and independent of
them than for any deep and political reasons.

This account of being butch in the fifties and sixties may leave you
feeling somewhat let down. I suspect that is because it isn’t as straight-
forward as you would like to think. The fifties and sixties were challenging
times. We survived as we saw fit. There were not the politics you find
today. The lifestyles were based on what we all knew — the heterosexual
lifestyle. We put on a public facade and invented the rest. In my opinion,
there wasn’t much butch-femme role-playing within relationships, but
those of us who were serious about making our relationships work put in
the same kind of effort any couple puts in to make sure that both parties
get what they want out of it. The fifties and sixties were interesting times
— there were no facilities or support networks for women or lesbians then.
We did what we could with what was available. The literature was limited.
Politics were nonexistent. We looked after one another, both within rela-
tionships and in the general community. We went out to dinner. We went
to the theatre or to see a movie. If wearing drag made that easier, that’s
what we did. If there was no women’s dance and you wanted to go
dancing, you did. You went in a suit and a tie, you took the prettiest girl
you knew, and you had a ball.

As the sixties grew up, I started to develop some political awareness,
and in 1967 I was one of a small group of lesbians who came together to
form the Australasian Lesbian Movement. We had a very grand title and
some rather grand ideas. It was the time of gay liberation, although we
did not want to have anything to do with the gay boys. We had a
newssheet, got ourselves some press coverage, and tried to reach as many
lesbians as possible. In 1970, I was dragged into the women’s movement.
From 1972 to 1975 in London, I was active in various lesbian groups. Back
in Australia in 1975 and based in Canberra, I went back into the women'’s
movement. Since then, more and more I find myself working only with
lesbians. I still wear trousers and I haven’t learned to cook. My previous
partner and I were together for eight years, and we had two children
through artificial insemination by donor (AID) when we were living in
London. We haven’t lived together for the last twelve years, but we still
see lots of each other, even going away for holidays together as a family.
We all have the same family name. The boys are pretty well grown up now
and have always been fully aware of the whole situation. The younger one
asks only that his mother not embarrass him in front of his friends — he’s
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a bit self-conscious at fifteen. My ex and the woman who has been my
lover ever since we split up are also good friends. The three of us went
bush walking in the Snowy Mountains last weekend. We’ve had to get on
because of the children, especially when they were small, but now we
enjoy one another’s company just for the sake of it. In August we’ll be
having a special celebration to mark twenty-one years of the three of us
knowing one another.

I don’t know how to end this. It hasn’t been easy writing all this stuff
down, although the memories are strong. All those women Iused to know
but haven’t seen for twenty years and more — I wonder what they are
doing now. Every so often news filters through — one died in a particularly
horrible car smash; another killed herself with an empty syringe, an act
that may or may not have been deliberate. At Christmas I got a card and
a photo from one of my friends who had been discharged from the army
in the purges of the early sixties. It's a great photo of a great dyke and on
the back she’s written, ”Still a resemblance to James Dean, huh?” Some
things never change.
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Excerpts from
a crystal diary

In the midsixties, | spent several years as your basic, garden-
variety junkie. My drug of choice was methamphetamine crystal, a
pure and potent powder with a “rush” that turned my brain into a
maze of neon tubing and my veins into liquid gold. (Or so, like
any other speed freak, | thought.) I also thought my life was wild
and exciting and creative, and constantly high and that constantly
“tripping,” | had it made. | knew a lot of people who were in the
same shape and felt the same way; there has always been a gay
and lesbian junkie subculture. Leaving it in 1967 was one of the
hardest things I've ever done. How did | first join it? The same way
anyone can: | joined it step by step.

This story is about two days | spent in a skid row hotel room in
San Francisco shooting crystal into my arm and watching a police
stakeout that didn’t exist.

The cops are still watching me through their binoculars. They’re
perched on top of a smokestack a few blocks away, and from where
they are they have a straight view right into this room. We live on the third
floor. There isn’t a windowshade.

If I hang a sheet up in the window now, they’ll just get agitated. After
all, we’ve been here for a couple of months without bothering to cover the
window and it would look suspicious to suddenly go around hanging
curtains. The last thing I want is for those cops up there to get more pissed
off than they already are.

I wonder where they got the smokestack idea?

I haven’t left this room for some time — at least a couple of days but
maybe more. At first I just didn’t have any reason to split. I was doing
some writing, a long poem for Diane, and getting into my books. Then
yesterday morning I spotted them up there on the smokestack, and now
I'm scared to leave.
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Last night I didn’t turn any lights on. I just sat by the window all night
in the dark watching the sidewalk in front of the hotel. I thought the cops
might climb down the stack and then come sneaking up on me through
the foggy streets.

But nothing happened except there was a nasty fight between two
hookers outside the bar on the corner. One of the hookers sliced open the
other one’s face with a straight razor, and in the pink light from the neons,
the blood that sprayed everywhere looked like wine. Only one prowl car
showed up for the fight, and when its black-and-white snub nose came
around the corner, the hookers and the crowd watching the fight all melted
away like magic. The one with her face laid open ran up the street with
her hands pinching her new lips together and blood pouring down her
arms and dripping from her elbows, and then she dodged into an alley
between two buildings. When I saw the prowl car, I held my breath, but
the car just went on past the hotel and turned into the alley after the injured
hooker, the fog turning and swirling in its headlights.

When the sun came up this morning my own cops were still in place.
I wonder if they’re plainclothes or just harness bulls?

®,
o

They’re after Diane.

They’re waiting for Diane to come home or for me to hit the bricks and
eventually lead them to her. I'll never give them Diane. Never. Never. If
they finally do crash the room, they can bust me, take me in, jack me
around, whatever they want, but I won’t give them Diane. In another day
or two something will happen to make them lose interest. Or else they’ll
come in and roust me. One or the other. Unless she comes home, Diane
will be safe either way.

She’ll be so safe, she won’t even know what I had to go through to keep
her that way, until she has to send somebody to bail me out. Honoramong
thieves and all that shit.

Right now Diane is probably at Hank’s place on Folsom Street dryfuck-
ing her brains out. That’s how she gets her crystal. Our crystal. By fucking
Hank. He's the biggest crystal dealer in town and Diane — with her
butterscotch-colored hair and smoky voice and mad eyes — backfired on
him. I could tell him that the voice is just from using so much crystal, but
he probably already knows that, and if he’s like me, his fingertips still
tingle and his groin melts like wax when she talks to him. He loves her.
He still uses her for a runner, but he actually loves her, which impresses
me. Hank’s hurt some people really bad, and the word on the street is that
he's offed a couple of people as well, and you wouldn’t expect someone
like Hank to get all soft about a chick, any chick, even Diane. So we both
love her. She has a power and she uses it.

She uses. Crystal. Hank. Me. Anybody anytime for anything. I've seen
her operate, and she can knock you out with one slashing lift of an
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eyebrow. She has a power and she uses it. But it's okay.

There go the little sparks of sun off the ends of the binoculars again.
There’s a woman up there too. A lady cop. Probably gay. Probably butch.
I can’t see a femme climbing up there. Diane might. If she were a cop.

What a thought!

But there has to be a woman up there. I feel that. My scalp and the back
of my neck have that electric feeling I used to get when a woman was
watching me and I was pretending not to know it.

Diane left me two full tablespoons. Packed tight, not fluffed up. Even
with my tolerance, two measured spoons should last me until she can
come back. She has her faults, but she’s never let me run dry yet, not since
the first time she slid a needle into my vein and showed me the cosmic
lights. And she never complains.

I know I'm expensive. It takes a lot of fucking for a lot of crystal for her
to feed my arm. She takes care of things. Diane says I should look at Hank
as nothing but a trick, and fucking a trick is just her job. But I hate Hank.
As a matter of principle.

She says, That's silly, what about the hookers you’'ve been with? Did
you hate their tricks? I tell her, No, but they didn’t mean anything to me
and you do. Then she just laughs and says, You can’t say I didn’t warn
you, baby.

And sometimesI even feel kind of sorry for Hank. Hejust won’t believe
Diane’s really a lesbian. He thinks if he ignores me, I'll go away. He thinks
if he doesn’t ignore me, the idea of competition from a woman will make
him less of a man.

I don’t know what I think anymore.

Ol
”

One of the first things Diane ever said to me was, Everybody uses every-
body, Frankie. I still didn’t believe that, even after my time on the streets.
Another thing she said when I first knew her was, You’re too butch for
me, Ilike to control my situation. We’re going to have to change your head
around a little.

I didn’t believe that either. I was going to change Diane.

I was going to save her. From Hank. From crystal. From the vultures
that were always surrounding her with their hands out. From the head
games. From herself. I had a blindness for Diane. She told me and I
wouldn’t listen.

I thought I was Sir Lancelot and she was my Guinevere. I just needed
to convince her. Wonderful me was going to show her wonderful her. My
hand to god, Ilooked at her and white picket fences were scribbled in my
eyes. I looked at her and wanted to enter a little cottage after a hard day’s
work at some factory and holler, Honey, I'm home! I wanted us to buy a
poodle and a Volkswagen. God help me, I wanted her to start wearing
aprons in and high heels out. Diane would cook. I would take out the trash,
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mow the lawn, and change any flat tires on the car. Meanwhile, I'd be
writing reams of excellent lesbian poetry in the evenings, each word a
modest offering to her. I would then preen beneath her fulsome praise.
And I'd bury my grateful face between her legs at least nightly. That’s how
it was going to be for us. I was beside myself. Besotted. She made me snort
and whinny and paw the sand.

After we got together and I moved in with her almost without her
knowing it and I started using out of curiosity and also to prove to her that
crystal can be done for fun without changing your whole life and I
promptly got hooked almost without my knowing it, I grew to understand
her better. Or maybe less. Maybe they’re both the same thing.

o,
%

Hank’s street name is “Big Man,” but not because of his size, as he is just
a short, mean-eyed, middle-aged guy with skinny arms and legs. “Big
Man” refers to the incredible amount of crystal he controls and to the
people he bought the franchise from, who take care of him. Everyone on
the streets except me and Diane is pretty much afraid of him, and I might
be leery of him too if I didn’t have Diane standing between us. Big Man
truly dislikes me.

On the other hand, if it weren’t for Diane, I wouldn’t even know
him, much less have spent so many afternoons sitting in the chair by
the window watching him fuck her into the mattress while she smiled
at me from under her arm if they were fucking doggy style or from
whatever position they were busy licking, sucking, fucking, gulping,
slapping, biting, mauling, and grunting, Unh! unh! unh! I'm no watch
freak.

Being there was bad. Being somewhere else would have been worse.

There is a small rose with two delicate green leaves tattooed on her
shoulder. The tracks on her arms are like ropes.

Don’t get me wrong. I could have left them alone. Nobody asked me
to stay. It was just that one minute we’d all be sitting around bagging
crystal into nickel and dime and quarter bags and fifty-dollar spoons,
fluffing it through a couple of flour sifters to make it go further and not
talking much but concentrating on the count and the scales, taking care of
business, and the next minute they’d be rolling around on the floor or the
bed and pulling at each other’s clothes, and it was our bed, our floor, my
woman, and I couldn’t just say, Oh, excuse me, I see that you’re fucking;
well, I think I'll just run down to the corner for a carton of milk. This was
the way things were: he was our bread and butter and insurance that we’d
never have to worry about where our next bag was coming from, but I
wasn’t about to let him drive me out of the pad.

It was home, after all.

So I stayed fried, kept my face nice and bland even when he’d turn his
piggy eyes back to me and grin. I maintained my cool. He’d be pulling his
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clothes on, and I'd pop a couple of frosty longnecks and say, Ready for a
beer? as I handed him one and passed the other to Diane.

One time when they were in the middle of fucking, he turned his head
and looked at me and said, Come on, Frankie, you ride my pony for a
change. And he pulled his big dick out of Diane and used his hand to wag
it back and forth at me like the tail of a dog. Come on, Mr. Butch, he said.
Come on over here, girl.

Instant paranoia.

What to do? What to do?

But Diane reached up real fast and grabbed his face in her fingers and
turned him back to her and said, Let her alone, Daddy, maybe I don’t want
to share you, and Hank laughed and rolled her onto her stomach.

I thought, Thanks, baby.

They finished fucking, and Hank said he had some business and Diane
should meet him later on that night. Coltrane was blowing at a club in
North Beach and Hank wanted to go down and take him in. While Hank
dressed, Diane ran around the room naked gathering up his watch and his
hat and the briefcase he uses for a stash bag, and when he went out the
door, he pecked her on the cheek just like some square headed for the office
and said, Catch you later, honey, and I wanted to kill him. I wanted him
dead real hard and messy, but then my very next thought was, But what
about our habits? See, between the two of us, we hit up a good eighty,
ninety bucks’ worth a day. And it’s rising.

Crystal is the Great Simplifier.

o,
L

The smokestack belongs to a brewery that’s right near Mel’s Drive-in on
Van Ness, where I used to work as a carhop for a while when I first came
to San Francisco. That was a couple of years ago, after Dawn and I broke
up. I'm almost thirty now. Between Dawn and Diane I played the field.
Cocktail waitresses. Strippers. Hookers. A belly dancer. A couple of “nice”
women. Joe Studley, that was me.

I was with Dawn for four years. Before that I was with Kim for three
years. Before that I also played the field, learning about women and gay
life and how to be a butch. And before that I was with Lil, but that only
lasted for six weeks before she dumped me. Lil was the first woman I ever
went to bed with — brought me out and didn’t even know it. I was
ashamed to tell her. I was just this great galumphing girl from Missouri,
on my own in Los Angeles and in love for the first time in my life. I knew
what I wanted, but I had only the haziest idea of how to get there, so I tried
and tried to fake it, and of course I failed dismally. But I thought she hung
the moon.

Except for Diane, I don’t know where any of them are now. I miss that.

The way I met Dawn was I walked into a place called the Cellar because
it was below street level. You opened a door and had to go down a flight
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of concrete steps to get to the bar and some rinky-dink tables and a small
dance floor. There she was, dancing with a stocky young dude with very
white skin and dark hair. (Later I'd find out he was her high school
sweetheart and they were engaged. Great for my ego.)

Anyway they were a pair of straights, or so my instinct told me, but as
I reached the bottom of the steps he spun her and she wound up facing
me. We were so close I could have touched her, and the butch in me and
the bitch in her said, Well, hello there! and when the music stopped I
walked by their table to see what they were drinking. Coors. Ibought three
bottles at the bar and went over and pulled up a chair.

They played it very sophisticated. Thanked me for the brews and we
exchanged names and then I asked them, What are you doing in a gay
joint?

Bob said they didn’t know it was when they came in, and once they
ordered, they figured they might as well stay and dance a few sets.

A little local color? I grinned.

Dawn laughed, but Bob just smiled at me over the rim of his glass.
He was a very nice guy. Very mellow and laid back. Dawn and I kept
looking at each other, but Bob didn’t seem to notice or maybe he just felt
secure. I thought about how Dawn moved like a young tiger on the dance
floor.

We made chitchat. Dawn was going to Chouinard’s School of Art. Bob
was down for a visit. They were from Vegas. The Mormon part, Bob said,
laughing. Finally he got up and headed for the john. Ilooked at Dawn and
said, Come home with me. She stood up and picked up her purse and
followed me outside, and we ran to the cabstand on the corner and I took
her home for the next four years. The point of all this is that there are times
and people — just a few — that happen to you without warning, leave you
stunned, and change your whole life.

Even after they’re gone, you're different because of what you became
when you were with them.

®,
L

Every woman who's ever really mattered to me I met in some crazy,
accidental way, and our connection was always immediate. Lil in the
Marlin Inn. Kim in Coffee Dan’s. Diane in Chukker’s.

Chukker’s is on Turk and Taylor in the middle of the Tenderloin
District, and it was quiet that night, which is unusual even at foura.m. I'd
split from a party over in North Beach, but I was feeling pretty good and
not yet ready to wrap it up, so I swung by Chukker’s to see what was
shaking and it looked like nothing was. A couple of bull dykes wereat one
of the tables, a femme we used to call Lean Doreen because she was so
skinny lay stretched out and snoring ina booth, a local junkie was nodding
in a corner, and an old queen with a really bad red toupee sat at another
table watching the door. That was it.
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I took a table and the waiter swished over and I said, What's up,
Candy? Looks like a morgue in here.

No booze! he said, very annoyed. Can’t run an after-hours with no
booze! Cops raided earlier. We were closed for three goddamn hours!
Somebody forgot to take care of somebody. Come back tomorrow. We'll be
set by then. How "bout a Coke for now?

I'said, Okay, but when I got the Coke, it was lukewarm and I was sorry
I ordered. I was just getting ready to leave when Diane walked in.

Hair falling in her eyes. Cheekbones like knives. But beautiful in
sandals and bell-bottoms and a black velvet blouse that looked like a
medieval tunic. She didn’t look left. Didn’t look right. As far as she was
concerned, the place was empty. She climbed up on a bar stool and laid a
big purse on the bar, taking things out and examining them with care and
putting them back in the purse again.

Candy walked down the bar and spoke to her, and I saw her shake her
head, no. When I caught his eye, I waved him over.

Who's that? I said.

Diane Ferrari, and she’s bad news. Don’t go looking to get burned, my
friend.

Me? Get burned? Candy. Surely you jest.

He gave me a look. This one you should pass on, he said.

So how come I never saw her around before?

Sometimes she’s here every night for a few hours. Then she’ll disap-
pear for a couple of weeks or months. I don’t know where else she hangs
out. She’s a busy lady, he said.

Yeah? What's her story?

A speed freak. Real heavy-duty. Nice lady, but messed up bigtime.
Smart too.

Whaddaya mean, smart?

Books, he said. She always carries three or four in that saddlebag of
hers. Sometimes she’ll sit by the jukebox, I mean right by it, so she can get
enough light to read by. Whole place’ll be jumping and there she sits
reading away. I hear she’s gay, but I never seen her with a woman. Just
junkie fags or alone.

Smart, huh? Bring me another Coke, okay?

Candy shrugged. You're making a mistake, dear, he sang.

I just grinned at him from the top of my ego. I said, Better yet, I'll pick
it up at the bar. A cold one this time, okay? I walked over with him and
got my Coke, and then I moved down the bar next to her. She glanced at
me and went back to digging through her purse.

I said, What are you reading tonight?

She turned to face me, and her look was definitely unfriendly. What
do you want? she said.

Now I was not used to this kind of a reception. I didn’t know whether
to be annoyed or amused. So I settled for intrigued and decided to try
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direct with this one. I'll be honest with you, I answered. I asked Candy
about you. Your name’s Diane and you're bright as well as good-looking.
You like to read. So do I. T don’t know what I want yet, but when I do, I'll
tell you. If we're on speaking terms. Are we?

She was glaring at me, so I tilted my head and smiled to show her how
harmless I could be. Just a sheep in wolf’s clothing.

You're being honest with me, huh?

That's right. Iam.

Don’t you know — and the mad lights I'd get to know so well were
dancing in her eyes even in that dark place — that honesty is just another
word for a certain subtle ignorance?

She actually said that. Who is this? I thought. Out loud, of course, I had
to say, Let's go for breakfast. We'll talk about books. You can explain
honesty to me.

We stared at each other. Then she said, I'm reading Steppenwolf. Also
The Duino Elegies. Do you know who Rilke is?

I'nodded and I saw her smile for the first time. The next thing she said
was, Good. We can skip breakfast. What I'd really rather do is take a
shower with you.

Right then I knew I was a goner.

®,
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One year ago I cruised this town in spit-shined boots and suede-front
sweaters. My shirts went out to the laundry and came back with heavy
starch in the body and extra heavy in the collars and cuffs. I wore ascots
with stickpins and I always wore black stretch pants with the straps under
the insteps so I'd have a sharp line from the top of my boot to my waist. [
was always clean. I wasn’t disposed to have another “relationship.”

Now I have Diane.

Our relationship is monogamous, according to her. According to her,
Hank doesn’t matter, because he just fucks her. She says fucking is business
and eating pussy is emotional and nobody eats her pussy but me. It's
funny, but I don’t even do that much anymore. We're always so busy.
Selling crystal. Scoring crystal. Shooting crystal. Tripping. It's like we're
celebrating. Diane goes out only for business. Everything we really need
is in this room. We can go on like this forever.

That's fine with me.
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Judith Schwarz

Technicolor dykes

pike the Dyke, known to our boss as Jan N: , where are you now?

Have you heard anything from Margarita or Tall Terry over the last
twenty years? Bobbie MacD——, known to your mother as proper, Bos-
tonian-bred Barbara, known to many of us as the fastest tongue in the
West: are you still giving delight in the night to some lucky woman?

Alice and Harriet, the last I heard you two were running a photo-finish-
ing plant somewhere in Michigan. Still together? If so, you'll be celebrating
your twenty-fifth anniversary right about now. Good for you! But I will
always wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t been hit by a car
on the way to put the make on Harriet during the wee hours of night shift
while, you, Alice, were off visiting your family.

Carol H——, I heard from mutual friends that your ex-lover Dorothy
married a man. Her two grown children, whom you raised together,
refused to attend the wedding if you weren’t invited to the reception, or
so the grapevine said. Did you go? Did you want to go? Does it even matter
to you anymore what she does? And has anyone heard if Anita S——went
back to El Salvador with her savings as she always talked about doing?
Remember how she saved half of her two-dollar-an-hour wages while her
lover Carmen went to nursing school? Somehow, I hope that they are still
in California, teaching gringas like me how to dance away the homesick-
ness so many of us felt.

All you gorgeous, strong women who worked at Technicolor, Inc., in
San Francisco during those wild years of the 1960s and early '70s — I need
you more than ever now. I'm far away, a little lonely, and a lot older,
wanting a good heart-to-heart with someone else who remembers it, too.
I need to know if you're alive, to hear your stories once again of the
military witch-hunts of the 1950s, of getting kicked out of a Seven Sisters
college on simple suspicion of so-called deviancy, of the families that took
you to doctors or tried to institutionalize you when they found lipstick
on your collar that wasn’t your shade or a batch of hot love letters from
your ex-army buddy. I need to hear again how you found love when even
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Daughters of Bilitis meetings were fearful to go to, long before women'’s
centers and music festivals existed, when bars were few and far between
(not to mention dangerous as hell), but you went anyway because you
had to.

If your memory needs jogging, I was the nineteen-year-old who had
just quit my job at Bear Photo Finishing when they moved from their
ancient factory behind the San Francisco Opera House to the distant
suburbs. [ started at Technicolor as a negative cutter on night shift in May
1963. When I was a kid back home in Phoebus, Virginia, how could I have
known that someday I'd be wearing a work smock with the famous
Technicolor logo I'd seen so often on the Lee Theater screen? And though
I knew when I took the job that the company had a great name in
photography and film, how could I have known that I was walking into
Lesbian Heaven, where lesbians made up nearly half the work force? And
I sure didn’t know you were all in the middle of a union fight to replace
the no-account company union with an AFL-CIO real one, or thatI got a
ten-cent-an-hour raise to color print inspector after the first month over
Gloria M simply because both the supervisor and I were WASPs and
she was Chicana.

That is, I didn’t know until one of you made damn sure to tell me,
taking me aside in the dump of a restroom to let me know just what was
what, and why I was getting such hateful glares up and down the work
area. It was the belated beginning of my political education, after a total
whitewash in the truest sense of the word by my Southern high school.
Still, all the time I was growing more politically aware, I stayed het-
erosexually oblivious until I was lucky enough to make a switch to days.
Just before I changed over, the night shift supervisor, Randy, warned me
about the notorious day shift.

“Watch out for the queers, honey,” Randy whispered to me. When I
asked how to tell who was and who wasn'’t, she looked at me as if  hadn’t
two brain cells to knock together.

“Hell, baby, you can always tell a dyke! Everyone knows they all have
chapped lips.”

How we enjoyed repeating that legendary straightism once I dis-
covered I Was One, Too. That took about a year and a half, but then, I
always was a slow learner.

I miss you all, damn it. Did I make you up? Or just some of the stories?
Do you remember it the way I do? The seductive hot looks along the
conveyor belt; the so-called coffee breaks that for some of us were really
femme makeup breaks; the butches taking long drags off their butts,
leaning against the restroom doorway so we femmes would have to slide
slowly, deliciously, past them, breast to breast, on the way out of the
“ladies’ lounge” (that cesspool). For all the joking about it, no one was so
desperate for a make-out place that we ever went near that broken lump
of a daybed unless we were truly ill.
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The longing I remember, the undercurrent of passion, the incredible
things we did to get a little loving. Ike J—— (never to be confused with
Spike, your mortal enemy on day shift), do you remember me still? Do
you recall working as a pricer at the end of the moving inspection belt?
One morning, as the dozens of photo packets came down the line, a few
dropped off the end to the floor. You swiveled around on your stool to
pick them up. Having just raced to clock in, I was now taking my time,
sauntering to my place on the line, when I saw a packet fall near my left
high heel. You were the toughest butch on day shift, and the first woman
supervisor. You had prestige. Something devilish came over me as I
leaned down and picked it up. Slowly handing you the packet, I looked
into your eyes and whispered, “That wasn’t so easy to do. I sure don’t
want the guys lookin” up my skirt today of all days. I forgot to put any
panties on.”

Your mouth fell open, and the packet slipped through your wet fingers
back onto the floor as tiny drops of sweat broke out across your forehead
under your DA haircut. Your foot hit the conveyor belt button, sending a
cascade of packets down the belt, creating a logjam before you. I strolled
to my work area laughing softly, hugging myself inside with the sweet
thrill of femme power.

What a wonderful day that was, full of sexual highs! You didn’t do a
darn thing rightall day. Your lover from the customer service department
— now, what was her name? — kept throwing worried, then suspicious,
looks at you. But even if you write and say, “Schwarz, you're full of it,”
telling me that one of my cherished erotic memories is a crock, I'll gladly
give up my version of our mutual past for the present-day reality of your
burly self.

Spike. Oh, Spike! Remember the party at 17 Mars Street when I went
exhausted off to bed long before everyone had left? You were far gone,
playing “Wedding Bell Blues” on the hi-fi over everyone else’s howls of
protest, smoking weed, and drinking God-knows-what, until someone
finally smashed the 45-rpm record over her knee. Along about threea.m.,
you climbed out one of my housemate’s windows, clung by your finger-
tips as you inched along the slanted roof, and then climbed through my
bedroom window. And do you remember how mad I was? “Damn it all,
Spike, I'll never get your footprints off my pillowcase! A couple more
inches and you’d have flattened my nose! You’re drunk.”

Christ, I was miffed! And you — you stood there swaying, smelling of
booze and cigarettes, a half-hangdog, half-proud expression plastered all
over your puss.

“Aw, Jud! I near friggin’ kill myself to get to you and what kinda
welcome is this? Shouldn’ta locked your door. Butch gotta climb all over
hell and gone just to be a little friendly.” Your short, plump fingers closed
softly but demandingly over my breasts. “C’mon, baby. I'll buy you a
dozen pillows. Be nice to me.”
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Memory reminds me that my nipples were hard whenever your hands
came within five feet of them, whetherat work or in lovemaking. As angry
as I was, my body responded as I threw open the door and demanded you
leave my room. I am wet with memory as I write this.

The spring of ‘66, Carol H——, you came to work as a truck driver,
picking up undeveloped film from drugstores all over the city and deliver-
ing it tothe plant late each afternoon. You said, “Just call me Bear. Everyone
does.” What a handsome butch you were (and probably still are), with the
bit of gray just beginning to shine through your dark, curly hair. In the
arrogance of my youth, I thought of you as the distinguished older woman
(you were all of thirty-two), and it only added to your appeal that you
“still” played softball at your advanced age. Somehow, I wangled an
invitation to one of your games. Ah, the ecstasy of riding beside you to a
San Mateo suburban ball park, entering through the players’ gate with
you, sitting up in the bleachers holding your jacket “in case you get chilly.”
Mmm ... And when I found out that you carried an extra set of clothes and
your toothbrush in the trunk of your car “just in case,” all ladylike
restraints were gone. You never had a chance. I wonder if you still think
that sex-filled night was all your idea? True, the code said that the butch
always takes the lead and makes the first move, but we femmes knew that
if we waited for some of you shy, more silent ones to get around to it,
softball season would be long gone by the time we shared more than the
first stammering conversation. I wanted you too much to let that happen.
You were nicknamed “Bear” for your great bear hugs, but I learned that
you gave much more than just good hugs to your women.

After a few years there, I learned to run one of the color photo printers.
Montana Jean, whose last name I can’t remember or never knew, came to
work one summer on the last leg of her cross-country trek. Are you reading
this, tall-in-the-saddle Jean? One of your jobs was picking up the finished
rolls of paper from us printers to take to the developer. You’d come into
the darkened printing room, your dark t-shirt contrasting sharply with
your overall blondeness, and call out, “Anyone got a roll ready?”

You, too, were one of the quiet ones, but cocky and too self-assured for
my taste. I was between lovers, and a little crazed that summer. It didn’t
take much to make me feel like doing something outrageous to pass the
time. In mid-August, I'd had enough of your smirk as you leaned against
the partition of my curtained cubbyhole, challenging me with “Are you
ready yet, madam?” as you looked down at me seated at my printer.

“Damn right I am,” I said, jumping up and closing the black curtains
in your face. You waited outside, shooting the breeze with Bobbie across
the aisle, as I shut off the dim lights, opened the printer doors, and
expertly unloaded the exposed roll. Then I reloaded quickly with new
paper and closed the machine before opening the curtains. Swiftly I went
through the usual routine, not caring that I hadn’t been close to finishing
the roll.
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Then, as you waited outside the curtains, I thrust my hand under the
waistbands of my skirt and panties, rubbing two fingers over my clit just
long enough to get wet. It didn’t take long. The wetness had started as
soon as I realized what I was going to do. I drew back the curtains to give
you the exposed roll. You strolled over to take it from me, the smirk
renewing. Handing it to you, I said, “Wait, Jean. There’s something on your
face.” Reaching up to brush off an imaginary bit of lint, my still-damp
fingers lingered under your noseas I touched your upper lip, then sat back
down and turned on my printer. You stared at me dumbfounded fora split
second, licked your lip, then dashed out of the darkroom, shocked to your
core. But later — days? weeks? hours? — that same sensuous full mouth
was sucking my clit deliciously into the gap between your two front teeth
as the song on the radio moaned with me about your “driving me slowly
out of my mind.” You were the first lover to go down on me. Did you know
that then? Would I have had the guts to let slip my pose as a worldly
woman of vast experience enough to tell you the simple truth?

Truth wasn’t my best stock in trade. Who was it that said, “If I weren’t
a writer, I'd be the biggest damn liar known on earth?” Well, I was the
most constant liar I knew. Ask me the time of day and I'd say five minutes
earlier or later than reality for no good reason. Ask me if it was raining,
and I'd look out at the puddles forming and say, “Nope.” No rhyme or
reason, justa “pathological liar,” as my first woman lover sneeringly called
me. (She was an alcoholic, but I wasn’t into name-calling.) I had lied for
survival for too long as a teenager to stop even when I no longer had to.
It was second nature. Those years had been unbearably horrible, and I still
wasn’t sure whether or not life was worth sticking around for.

Technicolor was a good place for me to heal. The repetitious work
helped, the images constantly shifting in front of me as I flipped through
and inspected thousands of photographs each night, slowing down now
and then to daydream over an especially beautiful Hawaiian sunset or
happy family Christmas scene. Somehow, it helped me begin to cope with
the raw wounds I carried around that no one else could see. But once ina
while, out of nowhere, I would feel myself start to sink. The painful
memories of sexual assault by my mother’s latest husband, the anguish of
watching Mom being beaten after he’d dealt with me, all the hidden
horrors my little sister endured would surface and nearly kill me with
anger and shame. I was sure no one would believe me if I told the truth
that twisted my guts into knots when I least expected it. Always around
my menstrual periods, almost always at the sight of my mother’s flowery
handwriting or my sister’s childish scrawl on an envelope postmarked
Texas, as they reminded me that they were still living the nightmare. But
I was no longer there to even try to protect them.

How you helped me, my co-workers and friends at Technicolor. Long
before heard the term support network, you were there for me, individually
and collectively. Sometimes, in the middle of an otherwise commonplace
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shift, a photo would pass through my hands and trigger some foul
memory. All hell would break loose inside me: headaches, stomach pains,
bitter tears. I couldn’t stop the night from descending, and it terrified me.
In the midst of my sorrow and grief, I would completely lose my ability
to see colors. Me, a color print expert. I would barely make it to the
bathroom before the racking sobs would start.

Our supervisors seldom knew what was going on. Whoever could get
away would come after me, standing in the next toilet stall and softly,
soothingly, trying to calm me through my sobs. How much I loved you for
caring! How close I was to the edge so many times, with only your concern
and silly jokes keeping me going. Dear, straight, grandmotherly Helen
M——, your big pillowy breasts comforted me many a time as you rocked
me on the daybed, not giving a damn what anyone who dared to look twice
at us thought. I haven’t forgotten. Nor your truly awful jokes, Ike, when
you were the one to come for me. You were so awkward, so scared in your
own way, trying to deal with this temporary lunatic with the bloodshot
eyes and the mascara running down her cheeks. But still you tried.

And when you came to my rented room later to check on me, Ike, you
seemed to be the only one who knew that what I wanted most wasn’t sex
but to be held. When the need was heavy, I usually wasn’t able to tell
whether I ached with sexual desire or with the hunger for comforting
words and caring talk. I was lucky enough to have a desirable young body
and a personality that liked to please. So sex was what I got more often
than friendly small talk. This is not a complaint, mind you — just an
observation.

Ah, dear women, I want to know you now that we’ve got a couple of
decades under our expanding belts. What became of you all when I went
off to college after ten years of our wild and woolly ways? Somehow I
foolishly thought I could always just go back, maybe work a summer shift
or something, and pick up where we left off. So I mourned as much as if
I were still there when I heard that the Sunday night shift had come to
work one evening to find that the creeps who ran the joint had locked
everyone out without warning. Since it was a union shop, they had closed
it up, eventually opening up another, more automated plant thirty-one
miles away. Scuttlebutt had it that if they had opened the new plant within
thirty miles of the old, by union contract they would have had to rehire
the old employees. What must it have been like for those of you who had
never worked anywhere else in your whole life? So many Technicolor
dykes took their jobs for the chance to work comfortably with other
lesbians. Many of the women had never worn a skirt to work in their whole
lives. Did they at least give pensions to the ones close to retirement? Not
likely. And could that replace the warm comradery lost with the closing
of the old plant?

I heard that Ike and her lover moved over to the new plant and were
rehired because they had learned how to use the mainframe computer in
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the early 1970s. That gives me hope that maybe they are doing better
financially now. Honey Lee C had left long before, and her fame as a
photographer was growing. Word had it that Bear went to trade school
with her severance pay, and was happily using her new skills. But most of
my old co-workers lost contact with one another as they all went their
separate ways.

Now, I still find myself drawn to looking at old photographs, and as I
travel around doing slide shows about lesbian lives, always, always, I
wonder how you are. At the Lesbian Herstory Archives, I often refer
researchers to the same copies of The Ladder that I used to hide in a bag in
the darkroom at Technicolor. The grapevine would always let it be known
where to find the bag with the latest copy, and it would pass from woman
to woman until the last lesbian had sifted through its tattered pages for
the life-giving messages it gave us. But still, when I asked you all to come
with me to a Daughters of Bilitis Gab 'n’ Java, you always refused.

“Who wants to hang out with those stuffy dames?” Ike would say.
“Hell, half the time they don’t have enough beer at their dances.”

DOB functions and the women who attended them were hardly stuffy,
but there was a perception that DOB women were more middle-class than
us “working dykes.” For one thing, they never comfortably called them-
selves dykes, even in jest. I felt caught in the middle, wanting to go to
college but notbelieving I could do it, knowing that the Daughters of Bilitis
was pointing the way out of our narrow options as lesbians but not sure
exactly how we were going to pull it off, and always wanting to know if
any “average” lesbians (not just Gertrude and Alice and Natalie and
Virginia and those movie stars we all gossiped about) lived fulland happy
lives before we came along.

Remember when we’d get lucky in the old days and the bar owner |

would lock the front door, put a lookout at the peephole, crank up the
jukebox, and we’d fish to ”I Want You, I Need You, I Gotta Have You” or
some such thing? Well, the words still hold true. I refuse to grow up and
grow old reclaiming only other lesbians’ histories. I want to know about
the women in my life — you. I want to find you, give you a bigger bear
hug than even Bear will give back, and begin to build even more memories
for the long nights and days ahead. Where did you go? Who are you now?
How has life been treating you? I want to hear how you’re doing, laugh

with you, touch your wrinkles, and show off mine. I want to introduce |

you to my lover, who'd really like to hear another version of these old
stories by now. Hell, I even want to meet Ike’s partner and learn her name
after all these years.

Where are you, San Francisco’s wonderful warmhearted Technicolor
Dykes?

194



Jul Bruno

The following is excerpted from an oral history tape recorded at
the Lesbian Herstory Archives, New York, 1981. From the LHA
collection.

his is Jul. This is Jul. I want to make it very clear. And this story is for
Maria.

This is about the first time [ used a dildo. Of course, the first time I was
in the presence of one, I used one. This story happened when I was
seventeen. It happened a long time ago and it has been completely
removed from my consciousness for many years. I mean, I'm sure I
remembered it in the four or five years following it, but I never realized
how important it was — and then I removed it in the seventies, when it
wasn't politically correct. I completely removed it from my mind and it's
through having that talk that we had on another tape about dildos that I
remember the first time. And it's important.

So there I was in a bar. Right. By myself. I was about seventeen years
old. Phony proof — had to be in the bar. So, whatever you had to do to get
into the bar, I did. So there I was and I was operating. I was on. I was going
home with somebody tonight. Actually, I was going wherever we were
going, so if it had to be the backseat of a car, who cares? I still lived home
with my parents. [ was in a club in Chelsea. I'm sorry, I don’t remember if
it was Kooky’s or the Nautilus. It was one of those two clubs.

Of course, it took me three or four hours to get dressed. I made sure I
didn’t sit down, because the crease would get ruined in my pants and stuff
like that. Every hair was in place. I guess it was Kooky’s —a long bar and
at the end of the bar was the dance floor; behind me were mirrors to my
left; the bar was to my right. I always made it a point to stay at the front
end of the bar where the door was so I could shoot a glance down the
whole bar and see who came in and went out. Especially when I was there
for what I was there for that evening.

There was a woman sitting at the bar who I thought was much, much
older than I was. She was about twenty-four or twenty-five. But I thought,
My God, this is a woman and I'm just a kid. But in terms of sexuality, when
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I was seventeen, [ hadn’t used a dildo yet, but I had really been in and out
of bed a lot. It sort of didn’t fit with my age, you know. Anyway, there I
was and [ had my hand in my pocket and I was throwing poses as usual,
every fifteen minutes changing the pose, smoking cigarette after cigarette.
It’s getting to feel like one o’clock in the morning already, you know —
nothing was doing. People were getting frantic; couples were leaving.

The woman was sitting at the bar by herself. She was an Italian girl;
she had long, black, flowing, curly hair. Every now and then she’d look
over her right shoulder at me and I was — something else I used to do
when I was in a bar, I would stay in one spot, because I wouldn’t want to
be mistaken about whether or not someone was cruising me. If they kept
looking at that spot, they had to be looking at me. I made sure I was in the
mirror and my correct side was showing.

So, there I am at the bar and she’s got a drink in front of her and I'm
standing next to her and she’s sitting on the stool. But early, like at about
one o’clock — the club closed at three or something — it was understood
at about one o’clock that we were going to go and be alone together, me
and her, and I was sweating. I was freaking! Can I handle this? Will you
look at this woman! She got up to go to the bathroom — I took one look
at her body and I said, “Your knees are getting weak from this one; would
you take a closer look!”

When we were leaving — it was up to her. Hey, I didn’t care if it was
eight years or eighteen years. When she was ready, that's when we were
going. I had my hand in my pocket and I'm throwing poses and shooting
glances up and down the bar, and she’s got her head turned and she’s
looking right into my eyes, and I am looking elsewhere trying to be very
cool, very aloof, and I'm already plotting that I'm sleeping with her this
night and what am I going to do with her anyway. And she says to me
something about we were “going to have a really good time, you know.”
AndIsaid, “Oh yeah. Oh yeah! Uh huh.” Really good time, and she’s “You
really think so?” And I'm giving her reassurances like “Leave it to me;
we'll have a wonderful time!”

“You wouldn’t mind if I guaranteed that, would you?” she said. I said,
“No. No. How would you guarantee it?” Like really I didn’t know what
she was talking about. And she said, “Well, we can bring a friend.” So I'm
trying to be very cool, and I'm gulping and the sweat is on my brow, I have

my hand in my pocket, and I'm trying to be so cool. And I'said, “Oh, yeah. |

What does she look like?” I'm thinking of somebody else in the bar, like,
Oh, fuck, this is going to be a ménage! I'm seventeen years old. This one
with the tits — with the ass — and she wants somebody else in the bed
too!Ididn’t have enough hands, enough legs. This is going to be a ménage!

“What does she look like? Where is she?” And I'm trying to be like
“Sure, I do this all the time.” And she says, “She is not a she, she’s an it —
and it’s in my bag!” She didn’t know where she would end up that night
and she wanted a dildo, right? Could you have seen me? Seventeen years
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old! Seventeen years old saying, “Oh, sure.” Not knowing where the fuck
I'm going to put it.

But I'm trying to be so cool, like I've seen it a million times before and,
of course, I know exactly what to do with it, of course, of course. So I'm
like “This is nothing at all.” And then I start hoping I get hit by a car on
the way out of here or something, because what am I going to do? To be
in bed with this woman to begin with was making me nuts! And it was
clearly defined that she was the femme and I was the butch. I knew what
she wanted. She wanted me to make love to her. So there she was with the
bag, and there I was knowing I wanted to do whatever she wanted me to
do and not knowing if I knew for sure how to do it. All right. So it was
three o’clock. We leave.

She didn’t have a car; she lived with her grandmother in a two-
bedroom apartment in Manhattan. I was just following along wherever
she wanted to go. And I had my eye on the bag. The bag — the fucking
bag! And I'm checking out the size of the bag and I'm thinking, Oh, how
big can it be?

We're on the bus and I'm hoping that a million people will get on and
off so it would keep stopping so I had time to think about it. Or maybe she
would lose the fuckin’ bag. We get off the bus; we get up to the apartment.
It was in Upper Chelsea — it was not far. We get up to the apartment. She
puts her hand on my face and says, “We can’t wake up my grandmother.
Just sit here. I'm going to go in the bathroom and get dressed.” Or
undressed, whatever she was doing. This was a fast operator. So what does
she do? She leaves her bag on the table in the living room. And what do I
say? “Let me check this out.” Because I had already, in the past hour,
decided that if I could only get a look at it, I think I could handle it — just
‘cause I'm good with my hands — you know what I mean. I could figure
out what to do with it or — it was actually not the dildo itself that gave
me trouble, but the harness, or how do you wear it? How do you wear it
in such a way that you have control of it? So I had this feeling that if I can
see it, I'll be all right.

I'm sitting and I'm looking at the bag. And I'm looking at the bag and
I'm saying, “But what do I have to lose here?” I had to be alone with it for
a minute. And I'm thinking, All right, what if she’s gonna come out of the
bathroom very fast? I only need a minute. Let me go over there quickly
and do it. But then I'm thinking, Anybody that operates in the bar could
be a real fast dresser. So I decided to scratch it. There’ll be another
opportunity.

I didn’t even know how it was going to get from the bag to my pelvic
area. I knew it was ending up in my pelvic area. This I knew. This I knew.
So, all right, she comes back to the living room, she takes me by the hand,
right? The bag is on the table. She takes me to the bedroom; she’s showing
me pictures on her wall, this and that. We're talking very quiet, very low.
She says, "1 just have a few more things to do in the bathroom and then
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you can go in.” She leaves the door open to the bathroom. I'm standing
around, both hands in my pockets, fully dressed. I decide to go into the
living room. This is my idea: I'm going to go into the living room. I'm going
to get the bag. If I can have the bag on my person, I'm already close, all
right? I'm gonna get the bag; I'm gonna walk into the bathroom. And this
is what I do. I go into the bathroom and hand her her bag and I say, “Want
your bag?” and she says, “Well, no.” What do I do with it? I put it down
next to the toilet bowl. Now the bag is in the bathroom, which is where I
am going to be shortly, because I am going to say I have to go to the
bathroom, all right? The bag is in the bathroom!

A bag — it’s not an unusual thing for a person’s pocketbook to be in
their own bathroom. So she’s gonna forget. This is what I was hoping —
that she’s gonna forget that it's there. And she did. Anyway, I'm standing
by the door and I'm saying, “Listen, I'm gonna be a few minutes in the
bathroom,” and I knew I had an excuse to close the door, because I'm a
butch. She’s a femme and part of her enticing me was to get undressed or
be doing her hair, this and that, with the door open. But I knew thatI could
easily have said to her I needed to have all my clothes on and it would
have been acceptable.

She left, saying, “ You can use it now.” And she walked right out of the
bathroom — the bag is on the floor. I goinand I close the door! I'm in there.
I'm in there. I open the bag and there is this little satin-type pull-string
pouch thing — oh, please! This is it. This is it. I see it, face to face. I see it
face to face. I'm not going to leave you hanging —and I knew what to do
with it. That’s all. That's the story.

Then I came out of the bathroom and we were in bed. I don’t know
when she went to get the bag. We were in bed and I'm — I remember I'm
really intent on pleasing her and I was on top of her. I was wondering how
we get around to putting it on, you know. I didn’t know, but I had enough
self-confidence about using it and about putting it on that whatever it was
going to be, it was gonna be.

And I was on top of her and she said something in my ear. “Um um
um um um...” And I said, “What?” and felt stupid. “What?” Because I
was supposed to know what I was doing. “Um um um um...” and I said,
“Oh shit!” This must be it. I must have been supposed to have done it
already, you know. And she said, “Put your hand under the pillow.” And
there it was. I don’t know how it got there — when she got it there — but
there it was.
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Dear DOB Sisters

The following letter from the LHA collection is one of thousands
that were written to Daughters of Bilitis chapters in San Francisco
and New York; they give a vivid picture of what life was like for
working-class butch-femme lesbians of this time. This one is
reprinted from the Lesbian Herstory Archives Newsletter, no. 8.

December 1969

D ear DOB Sisters,

For some time now I have been receiving mail from you; I feel quite
close to you through your newsletter. It is much like a letter from home
each month. I would love to come to the meetings and functions, but my
late working hours and our two small children at home make that quite
impossible to do. My wife, Michelle ,and I feel we know all of you through
your names and articles in the newsletter; you are truly a household word.
Our neighborhood is not at all oriented to gay life, nor is there any gay
socializing nearby. Most of our friends are straight, and though it's pleas-
ant, it is not as rewarding as one letter from DOB each month. It is our only
link to a chain too far away to get to. I thank you for that.

I have read so often of the heartaches and humiliations suffered in
trying to make a world of people who don’t understand just try to. I
understand these problems very well. In this new year, we must remember
all the struggles we have gone through for recognition as a wholesome,
normal people. All the marches, debates, and still the terrible degradations
some of us have had to endure. All of this is our reason for God’s placing
us here. If at one point in the year just one of the thousands of people we
have encountered turns to a friend and says, “You know, I think I under-
stand them,” well, then we have made some progress, haven’t we?

My wife, Michelle, and I have done this, and I thought you might like
to know about it.

In the beginning of 1969, we found ourselves pretty much in hot water.
I had left a job in New York to live in Jersey with Michelle. She wanted to
move to New Jersey and so we did. Finding an apartment was pretty

199



THE PERSISTENT DESIRE

®am

rough, because I had not yet gotten settled in a job, but we did manage
eventually to get into a housing project that was still nice for the kids and
Michelle.

After all was settled, furniture and all, we set ourselves down to living
normally again with all the chaos involved with moving — you know this
is not an easy task ... but it was all done rather quickly. My wife is very
capable, and with me taking the kids out for the afternoon, she really got
the house together. When we returned, I found a home where I had left a
barren apartment that echoed everything we said. Michelle had even
managed to hang curtains.

We sent Lori, our oldest, out to play, and soon after she came home
crying. Alittle girl she had been trying to play with told her that her mother
said not to play with her. After much comforting, all settled down, and we
shrugged it off, because often strangers moving into a building are not
welcomed right away.

Time went on and soon we found out there had never been any lesbians
in this project before, nor were there any “known” lesbians in this area.
Michelle and I were almost totally ignored. Michelle did have one or two
who would say hello to her, but me they wouldn’t speak to. I am very
pronounced in my appearance; there is not mistaking me for what I am: I
am a butch and Michelle loves me that way. Everything I wear she picks
out for me, and she gives me my haircuts. I am a product of her and we
are content with it. Although the men and women in the building seemed
to feel my appearance was a threat to them — getting on the elevator with
me was out of the question — with Michelle they would hesitate and get
on anyway.

I believe to this day the only thing that helped was Michelle’s way with
the house and the kids. She kept a spotless home, and she is an excellent
mother. Slowly she would run intoa woman in the laundromat who might
comment on how well behaved the children were. Each time, Michelle
would run home simply elated; nothing could have been better than
someone really talking to her. It was such a small thing that meant so much
to me. I thought I would ask her to move, but she said she is here and she
will stay whether they liked it or not.

Then I decided I would take her out for a night, go into New York, be
with other gay people for a while; she might feel better. Michelle asked
one of the teenage girls in the building if she would sit for the children that
night. The girl said no first, then said that her mother finally consented.
All was fine until the day after we went out. I came home and found
Michelle totally wrecked! It seems the girl went home after sitting for us
and was asked by her mother if she was propositioned, molested, or asked
to return when we were both home. Well, I think Michelle’s heart was
broken; she adores children, and teenagers to her are still babies. Michelle
is from a professional family, so I believe her nice manner was inherited
and would have been a lot nicer than my manner at that point. She went
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to talk to the mother that evening. I don’t know what was said to this day,
but the girl is still baby-sitting for us, no questions asked. Soon after, we
were known as “pretty nice people, but don’t be alone with them.”

Michelle asked a woman one day if she wanted a ride to the store with
her. The woman said all right as long as her husband did not know. Each
month passed until summer finally came, when the usual habit of the
women in this building is to sit outside with their chairs and talk. We
passed this group of sunbathers quite often, and usually the air was pretty
tense or the conversations would cease. It was very heartbreaking for
Michelle. She had not wanted to be a part of any gossip or coffee cloth
[coffee klatch], but the complete withdrawal from her was a bit too much.
My heart went out to her then, as it does whenever she does something
really great, which is pretty often.

But slowly people started giving credit where it belonged. Michelle
and the kids won them over whether they liked it or not. First with the
children, then with our home. One day the electricity went out, and our
Lori walked a man all the way up to the twelfth floor, holding his hand,
because he had a heart condition; she even saw him to his door.

Then the day came when Michelle and I were giving a birthday party
for Lori. The children were to come at one p.m. and leave at three p.m. The
party lasted until eight that night. Michelle even cooked dinner for all
fourteen kids. They loved it; the kids just wouldn’t go home.

The next day our phone rang constantly, mothers calling asking what
we did, the children never stopped talking about how wonderful Michelle
and [ were, how they loved us. From the mouths of babes came the answer.

Now when Michelle and I go out the door, ten kids rush to kiss her
hello, and couldn’t they please come with us? Even the mothers are
surprised at the affection they have for Michelle, a truly wholesome and
normal affection too. Today in this community they know that lesbians are
not stag-film replicas or degrading. Today when they need a good meat
loaf recipe or their hair done, even an interior decorator or baby-sitter, they
simply call on the two lesbians who moved up to the twelfth floor two
years ago.

We all have our struggles. Isn’t it just great when we make enough
headway to walk into a restaurant and not have the waitresses huddle in
a corner whispering, or walk down the theater aisle and everyone keeps

watching the picture, or walk down a street unnoticed?
Love to all of you,

Joanne, Michelle, Lori, Danny
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Rocky Gamez

From The Gloria Stories

Every child aspires to be something when she grows up. Sometimes
these aspirations are totally ridiculous, but coming from the mind of a
child, they are forgiven, and given enough time, they are forgotten. These
are normal little dreams from which life draws its substance. Everyone has
aspired to be something at one time or another; most of us have aspired
to be many things. I remember wanting to be an acolyte so badly I would
go around bobbing in front of every icon I came across whether they were
in churches or private houses. When this aspiration was forgotten, I
wanted to be a kamikaze pilot so I could nosedive into the church that
never allowed girls to serve at the altar. After that I made a big transition.
I wanted to be a nurse, then a doctor, then a burlesque dancer, and finally
I chose to be a schoolteacher. Everything else was soon forgiven and
forgotten.

Q0
L

My friend Gloria, however, never went beyond aspiring to be one thing,
and one thing only. She wanted to be a man. Long after I had left for
college to learn the intricacies of being an educator, my youngest sister
would write to me long frightening letters in which she would say that
she had seen Gloria barreling down the street in an old Plymouth honk-
ing at all the girls walking down the street. One letter said that she had
spotted her in the darkness of a theater making out with another girl.
Another letter said that she had seen Gloria coming out of a cantina with
her arms hooked around two whores. But the most disturbing one was
when she said that she had seen Gloria at a 7-11 store, with a butch
haircut and what appeared to be dark powder on the sides of her face to
imitate a beard.

I quickly sat down and wrote her a letter expressing my concern and
questioning her sanity. A week later I received a fat letter from her. It
read:
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Dear Rocky,

Here I am, taking my pencil in my hand tq say hello and hoping that
you are in the best of health, both physically and mentally. As for me, I
am fine, thanks to Almighty God.

The weather in the Valley is the shits. As you have probably read or
heard on the radio we had a hurricane named Camille, a real killer that
left many people homeless. Our house is still standing, but the Valley
looks like Venice without gondolas. As a result of the flooded streets, |
can’t go anywhere. My poor car is underwater. But that’s all right. | think
the good Lord sent us a killer storm so that | would sit home and think
seriously about my life, which I have been doing for the last three days.

You are right, my most dearest friend, | am not getting any younger.
It is time that | should start thinking about what to do with my life. Since
you left for school, | have been seeing a girl named Rosita, and | have
already asked her to marry me. It's not right to go around screwing
without the Lord’s blessings. As soon as | can drive my car, I’'m going to
see what | can do about this.

Your sister is right, | have been going around with some whores, but
now that | have met Rosita, all that is going to change. | want to be a
husband worthy of her respect, and when we have children, | don’t want
them to think that their father was a no-good drunk.

You may think I'm crazy for talking about being a father, but seriously,
Rocky, I think I can. I never talked to you about anything so personal as
what I'm going to say, but take it from me, it's true. Every time | do
you-know-what, | come just like a man. | know you are laughing right
now, but, Rocky, it is God’s honest truth. If you don’t believe me, I'll
show you someday. Anyhow it won't be long until you come home for
Christmas. I'll show you and | promise you will not laugh and call me
an idiot like you always do.

In the meantime, since you are now close to the university library,
you can go and check it out for yourself. A woman can become a father
if nature has given her enough come to penetrate inside a woman. I bet
you didn’t know that. Which goes to prove that you don't have to go to
college to learn everything.

That shadow on my face that your sister saw was not charcoal or
anything that | rubbed on my face to make it look like beard. It is the real
thing. Women can grow beards, too, if they shave their faces every day
to encourage it. | really don’t give a damn if you or your sister think it
looks ridiculous. I like it, and so does Rosita. She thinks I’'m beginning
to look a lot like Sal Mineo, do you know who he is?

Well, Rocky, I think I’ll close for now. Don't be too surprised to find
Rosita pregnant when you come at Christmas. I'll have a whole case of
Lone Star for me and a case of Pearl for you. Till then | remain your best

friend in the world.
Love, Gloria
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Ididn’t go home that Christmas. A friend of mine and I were involved
in a serious automobile accident a little before the holidays and I had to
remain in the hospital. While Iwas in traction with almost every bone in my
body shattered, one of the nurses brought me another letter from Gloria. I
couldn’t even open the envelope to read it, and since I thought I was on the
brink of death, I didn’t care at all when the nurse said she would read it to
me. If this letter contained any information that would shock the nurse, it
wouldn’t matter anyway. Death is beautiful insofar as it brings absolution,
and once you draw your last breath, every peccadillo is forgiven.

I nodded to the matronly nurse to read my letter.

The stern-looking woman found a comfortable spot at the foot of my
bed and, adjusting her glasses over her enormous nose, began to read.

Dear Rocky,

Here | am taking my pencil in my hand to say hello, hoping you are
in the best of health, both physically and mentally. As for me, I am fine
thanks to Almighty God.

The nurse paused to look at me and smiled in a motherly way. “Oh,
that sounds like a very sweet person!”
I nodded.

The weather in the Valley is the shits. It has been raining since
Thanksgiving and here it is almost the end of December and it’s still
raining. Instead of growing a prick I think I’'m going to grow a tail, like a
tadpole. Ha, ha, ha!

The matronly nurse blushed a little and cleared her throat. “Graphic,
isn’t she?”
I'nodded again.

Well, Rocky, not much news around this asshole of a town except
that Rosita and | got married. Yes, you heard right, | got married. We were
married in St. Margaret’s Church, but it wasn't the type of wedding you
are probably imagining. Rosita did not wear white, and | didn’t wear a
tuxedo like | would have wanted to.

The nurse’s brow crinkled into two deep furrows. She picked up the
envelope and turned it over to read the return address and then returned
to theletter with the most confused look I have everseen onanybody’s face.

Let me explain. Since | wrote you last, | went to talk to the priest in
my parish and confessed to him what | was. In the beginning he was very
sympathetic and he said that no matter what | was, | was still a child of
God. He encouraged me to come to mass every Sunday and even gave
me a box of envelopes so that | could enclose my weekly tithe money.
But then when | asked him if | could marry Rosita in his church, he
practically threw me out.
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The nurse shook her head slowly and pinched her face tightly. Iwanted
to tell her not to read anymore, but my jaws were wired so tight I couldn’t
emit a comprehensible sound. She mistook my effort for a moan and
continued reading and getting redder and redder.

He told me that | was not only an abomination in the eyes of God,
but a lunatic in the eyes of Man. Can you believe that? First | am a child
of God, then when | want to do what the church commands in Her
seventh sacrament, I’'m an abomination. I tell you, Rocky, the older I get,
the more confused | become.

But anyway, let me go on. This did not discourage me in the least. |
said to myself, Gloria, don't let anybody tell you that even if you're queer,
you are not a child of God. You are! And you got enough right to get
married in church and have your Holy Father sanctify whatever form of
love you wish to choose.

The nurse took out a small white hanky from her pocket and dabbed
her forehead and upper lip.

So, as | walked home having been made to feel like a turd, or
whatever it is abomination means, | came upon a brilliant idea. And
here’s what happened. A young man that works in the same slaughter-
house that I do invited me to his wedding. Rosita and | went to the
religious ceremony, which was held in your hometown, and we sat as
close to the altar rail as we possibly could, close enough where we could
hear the priest. We pretended that she and I were the bride and groom
kneeling at the rail. When the time came to repeat the marriage vows,
we both did, in our minds, of course, where nobody could hear us and
be shocked. We did exactly as my friend and his bride did, except kiss,
but I even slipped a ring on Rosita’s finger and in my mind said, “With
this ring, | wed thee.”

Everything was like the real thing, Rocky, except that we were not
dressed for the occasion. But we both looked nice. Rosita wore a
beautiful lavender dress made out of dotted swiss material. Cost me
$5.98 at J.C. Penney. | didn’t want to spend that much money on myself,
because Lord knows how long it will be until | wear a dress again. | went
over to one of your sisters’ house, the fat one, and asked if | could borrow
a skirt. She was so happy to know that | was going to go to church that
she let me go through her closet and choose anything | wanted. I chose
something simple to wear. It was a black skirt with a cute little poodle
on the side. She went so far as to curl my hair and make it pretty. Next
time you see me, you'll agree that | do look like Sal Mineo.

The nurse folded the letter quietly and stuffed it back inside the
envelope, and without a word disappeared from the room, leaving noth-
ing behind but the echoing of her running footsteps.
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After my release from the hospital, I went back to the Valley to further
recuperate from my injuries. Gloria was very happy that I was not return-
ing to the university for the second semester. Although I wasn’t exactly in
any condition to keep up with her active life, I could at least serve as a
listening post in that brief period of happiness she had with Rosita.

I say brief because a few months after they got married, Rosita an-
nounced to Gloria that she was pregnant. Gloria took her to the doctor
right away, and when the pregnancy was confirmed, they came barreling
down the street in their brand-new car to let me be the first to know the
good news.

Gloria honked the horn outside and I came limping out of the house.
[ had not met Rosita until that day. She was a sweet-looking little person
with light brown hair who smiled a lot. A little dippy in her manner of
conversing, but for Gloria, who wasn’t exactly the epitome of brilliance,
she was all right.

Gloria was all smiles that day. Her dark brown face was radiant with
happiness. She was even smoking a cigar and holding it between her teeth
at the corner of her mouth.

“Didn’tItell you in one of my letters that it could be done?” She smiled.
“We're going to have a baby!”

"“Oh, come on, Gloria, cut it out!” I laughed.

“You think I'm kidding?”

"I know you’re kidding!”

She reached across Rosita, who was sitting in the passenger seat of the
car, and grabbed my hand and laid it on Rosita’s stomach. “There’s the
proof!”

“Oh, shit, Gloria, I don’t believe you!”

Rosita turned and looked at me, but she wasn’t smiling. “Why don’t
you believe her?” she wanted to know.

“Because it’s biologically impossible. It’s ... absurd.”

“Are you trying to say that it’s crazy for me to have a baby?”

I shook my head. “No, that’s not what I meant.”

Rosita got defensive. I moved away from the car and leaned on my
crutches, not knowing how to respond to this woman, because I didn’t
even know her at all. She began trying to feed me all this garbage about a
woman'’s vaginal secretions being as potent as the ejaculations of a male
and being quite capable of producing a child. I backed off immediately,
letting her talk all she wanted. When she finished talking, and she thought
she had fully convinced me, Gloria smiled trlumphantly and asked, “What
do you got to say now, Rocky?”

Ishook my head slowly. “I don’t know. I just don’t know. Your woman
is either crazy or a damn good liar. In either case, she scares the hell out
of me.”

“Watch your language, Rocky,” Gloria snapped. “You’re talking to my
wife.”

206



A Femme-Butch Reader

I apologized and made an excuse to go back into the house. But
somehow Gloria knew that I had limped away with something on my
mind. She went and took Rosita home, and in less than an hour, she was
back again, honking outside. She had a six-pack of beer with her.

“All right, Rocky, now that we’re alone, tell me what’s on your mind.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “What can I tell you? You're already con-
vinced that she’s pregnant.”

”She is!” Gloria explained. “Dr. Long told me so.”

“Yes, but that’s not what I'm trying to tell you.”

“What are you trying to tell me?”

“Will you wait until I go inside the house and get my biology book?
There’s a section in it on human reproduction that I'd like to explain to
you.”

“Well, all right, but you better convince me or I'll knock you off your
crutches. I didn’t appreciate you calling Rosita a liar.”

After I explained to Gloria why it was biologically impossible that she
could have impregnated Rosita, she thought for a long silent moment and
drank most of the beer she had brought. When I saw a long tear streaming
down her face, I wanted to use one of my crutches to hit myself. But then,
I said to myself, “What are friends for if not to tell us when we’re being
idiots?”

Gloria turned on the engine to her car. “Okay, Rocky, get outta my car!
Ishould’ve known better than to come killing my ass to tell you something
nice in my life. Ever since I met you, you’ve done nothing but screw up
my life. Get out. The way I feel right now I could easily ram up one of them
crutches up your skinny ass, but I'd rather go home and kill that fucking
Rosa.”

”Oh, Gloria, don’t do that! You’ll go to jail. Making babies is not the
most important thing in the world. What's important is the trying. And
just think how much fun that is as opposed to going to the electric chair.”

“Get outta the car now!”

Idid.

207



Rita Laporte

The butch-femme
question

From The Ladder, 1971

Whenever a group of lesbians gathers together over a period of time,
this question invariably comes up, and for some of us, it has
become probably the most boring question of all time. Nevertheless, the
question is very much alive today, has in fact become more pertinent again
in view of women'’s liberation. The answers given to the question range
from “It is a pseudoquestion, a matter of aping heterosexual relation-
ships,” to the conviction that it is a delightful reality. Why is it that this
question is still so muchalive today and no nearer solution among lesbians
themselves?

Lesbians are born into the heterosexual world of sex stereotypes just
as are heterosexuals. As they mature and gradually surmount the first big
hurdle, that of acknowledging and accepting their nature, they are, for the
most part, quite without lesbian models on the one hand, while imbued
with heterosexual stereotyping on the other. Some lesbians fall in with that
stereotyping easily and thoughtlessly, imagining themselves to be essen-
tially male; others toss it out completely, settling for an oversimplified
female-to-female relationship. Most of us, however, have experienced a
real meaning to that miserable, slang phrase butch-femme. But this is hardly
the end of it. The anti-butch-femme contingent tries to make our lives
miserable by making fun of what to them is a ridiculous copycat existence.
Many young lesbians therefore find that their own kind can be as vicious
as heterosexual society.

Among those lesbians who try to think sanely and without rancor
about the problem, little progress has been made, because they uncritically
accept heterosexual male psychologists’ pronouncements. One strange
theory is that masculine lesbians — i.e., butches — are really men born
into a female body and that feminine lesbians — i.e., femmes — learn or
are conditioned to fall in love with butches rather than heterosexual males.
We have all been thoroughly conditioned to think the adjectives male and
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masculine are interchangeable, as are fernale and feminine. This is a mental
straightjacket under which not only lesbians but all of society suffers.
Before going further into this matter, let us look more closely at the
butch-femme phenomenon with a sociologist’s eye. This is the eye of the
heterosexual male, who sees himself as the center of humanity as once he
saw the earth the center of the universe. (There may be other “centers”
equally valid — e.g., women, lesbians, etc.)

Most lesbians live in great isolation, whether alone or married to a
woman, but there are many small pockets of lesbians, usually gathered
together around a big city gay or lesbian bar, that may be designated
lesbian subcultures. The “bar scene” tends to have considerable consisten-
cy from city to city. Its habitués come for the most part from the lower
socioeconomic stratum, and it is here that the butch-femme phenomenon
is played out in its crudest form. It is here also that most of the “research”
on lesbianism takes place, for the 90 percent or so of lesbians who do not
care for this milieu are invisible to the researchers. It is here that one
encounters a genuine copying of heterosexual sex roles. The butches are
not simply more masculine women; they imitate males at their worst. No
male has spoken more derogatorily of his “chicks” than some of these
butches. And the femmes manage to outdo the sexiest of sex bunnies. An
elaborate game is played where, if a strange butch happens to smile or say
hello to another’s chick, sheisapt to get slugged in the best barroom brawl
tradition. Chicks are strictly property. Being small of stature myself, I
would prefer the relative safety of a waterfront sailor’s bar to the toughest
of lesbian bars. But fortunately most lesbian bars offer no such danger, but
they do exhibit much of the less brutal male-female, dominance-submis-
sion behavior, exactly that kind of behavior feminists loathe.

Many, if not most, lesbians, including those belonging to the upper
socioeconomic stratum, do at one time frequent these bars, knowing
nowhere else to meet with their own kind, or what they hope will be their
own kind. Many of these lesbians are appalled by what they see and sense
the unnaturalness of it. In their revulsion they throw the baby out with the
bath water, throw out the whole butch-femme phenomenon. What they
areleft with is: “We are all women, aren’t we? Therefore we are all feminine
and must not deny our femininity.” Yet many lesbians know a middle
ground, though it may have taken them many years to find it, to accept it,
and to be thoroughly comfortable about it. This is the true butch-femme
phenomenon.

I would like to digress here for a moment to point out a common error
of sociology: to discover what should be, just find out what is. This sort of
thinking is particularly misleading where lesbianism is concerned. We
lesbians have a very difficult time of it, for we have no models other than
the, for us, irrelevant heterosexual models. Even if heterosexual sex roles
were right for all heterosexual women, they could hardly be right for
lesbians. And this brings us back to the straightjackets of female equals

209



THE PERSISTENT DESIRE

feminine and male equals masculine. Since many lesbians, about 50 per-
cent, are simply not “feminine” as interpreted by heterosexual society, that
leaves them nothing to be except “masculine,” which means “male.”

As yetthere is no reliable sociological study on the behavior of lesbians,
let alone their inner life. A study that is based upon a true, statistical
sampling does not exist, because most lesbians hide too well for such a
study to be possible. But, even if such a study were possible, what would
it prove? Such a study would include all those confused lesbians who were
trying either to imitate heterosexual behavior patterns or to deny them
altogether. It is quite probable that the reality of lesbianism is known only
to a minority, and that minority consisting of lesbians over thirty. Truth is
hardly a matter of a vote. The lesbian can arrive at her own truth, if she
ever does, only by much soul searching and experience of life. It is not easy
forany human being to achieve an authentic inner life. Women’s liberation
has taught many a heterosexual woman this, but onestill finds studies that
“prove” the female to be passive and all those other attributes thatadd up
to a creature no one would care to be, least of all the lesbian.

How are we lesbians to escape or resolve the butch-femme controver-
sy? Let us once and for all separate female from feminine and male from
masculine. All lesbians are female, but most assuredly not all lesbians are
feminine, no matter how one defines that elusive word. It might be wise
to discard altogether the words masculine and feminine, for heterosexual
men have so loaded them in their own favor. All sorts of desirable qualities
such as courage, strength, ambition, leadership, aggressiveness, and men-
tal brilliance are said to be masculine, which means attributes pertaining
to the male only. The lesbian is living proof that these qualities can just as
well belong to the female, that they are, in short, human qualities. And yet
the persistence of the butch-femme controversy points to a residue of
meaning to the words feminine and masculine. The words have a real,
relational meaning. They refer to qualities that exert a mutual attraction,
analogous to the attraction between the north and south poles of magnets,
to use an inanimate example. Here we get down to the bedrock level of
experience, the level not covered by sociological investigation. A butch,
however “feminine” she may appear to the general public, feels something
she is inclined to label “masculine” and that impels her toward a more
feminine lesbian. She may form a strong friendship with another butch or
a femme, for she is not confused between “falling in love” with a woman
and forming a deep friendship with a woman. A femme will find herself
attracted to the more masculine appearing woman (again, it may be a
woman who “passes” as “feminine” to society at large, but whose mas-
culinity is sensed by the femme).

A danger here is that the reader will think there are two and only two
kinds of lesbians, the butch and the femme. This is merely a shorthand
way of labeling. The qualities of femininity and masculinity are distributed
in varying proportions in all lesbians (in all human beings, but we are here
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dealing only with lesbians). A butch is simply a lesbian who finds herself
attracted to and complemented by a lesbian more feminine than she,
whether this butch be very or only slightly more masculine than feminine.
Fortunately for all of us, there are all kinds of us. Some femmes prefer a
very masculine butch; many do not. No doubt, there are some women,
confused and brainwashed by heterosexual sex roles, who think they want
the butch chauvinist lesbian, the lesbian who outmales a male. I say, “No
doubt,” for every kind of human being exists, but in my experience
femmes have soon turned away from such types.

Having hypothesized the four separate qualities or traits — female-
ness, maleness, femininity, and masculinity — I am left with the problem
of defining them. This is an almost impossible task, in view of centuries
of cultural overlay and eons of wishful thinking on the part of men. I can
define femaleness and maleness only as those aspects of personality that
derive from the biology and physiology that distinguish the sexes. But
what these aspects are is largely unknown, though I suspect they pertain
to differences in the sexuality of female and male. My personal definition
of maleness is a negative one — a quality that precludes any erotic feeling.
Whatever may be learned eventually about these two qualities, it is not
germane to this discussion, as all lesbians are female. And whatever
femaleness is, it is a constant when considering lesbians.

A tougher problem is defining femininity and masculinity. It would
indeed simplify matters if butch-femme were no more than the imitation
of male-female. Then we could dispense with those two traits as nothing
more than cultural convention. The scientific principle of parsimony, that
the simplest theory is the best, will seldom work where human nature is
concerned. Human nature is more complicated than we are able to con-
ceive in theoretical terms. Since femmes and butches are meaningful
categories, so are the adjectives feminine and masculine. This is so despite
the fact that much if not most of what is today designated masculine or
feminine is neither, is simply human. Take aggression, for example. The
male loves to think that this is a virtue of his alone, and in its cruder aspects
perhaps, such as war and street fighting, it is. But there is a wealth of
aggressiveness in the female, else how would there be any women’s
liberation movement? Or take grief. Though the male is not supposed to
cry, which is very similar to enforcing a taboo against laughing when
something is funny, he can feel grief and should be permitted to cry, since
this is a human expression of feeling.

Let me begin with my assumption that masculinity and femininity are
essences of some sort that have ontological reality. But a mental essence
cannot be seen; it is a concept, rather like the concept of an electron, that
has an explanatory value. Masculinity can be felt or observed only as it
expresses itself through the body, in behavior, however subtle. We posit
something we call intelligence, but we can become aware of it only in a
live, awake, and acting person. No one could determine the intelligence
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of someone in a catatonic state. Measuring intelligence is full of pitfalls,
for it can be measured only in and through a particular culture. We have
the same problem with femininity and masculinity. No one can express
these qualities in a cultureless vacuum. A child of decided masculine
nature, whether male or female makes no difference, will tend to express
this nature by engaging in activities that the culture, however arbitrarily,
has designated “masculine.” The little tomboy, if her immediate cultural
environment (parents and kindergarten) is not too restrictive, will play
husband to another little girl’s wife and mother role. These girls may or
may not be lesbians, but the little butch is apt to persist longer than the
little heterosexual tomboy, because her inner masculinity insists more
strongly that she flaunt convention. We all have not only a generalized
urge to live, but an urge to live as our inner nature directs. Too often
cultural straightjackets distort us beyond recognition, as would be ap-
parent if we could see into souls. We all know now that Helen Keller was
a very intelligent woman, but the average person would not have thought
so, seeing her as a young child. The means for her expressing her intel-
ligence were blocked until her teacher opened up the way through touch.
Few of us are blocked in this physical manner, but all women are blocked
in cultural ways. But, just as Helen Keller found a way around her terrible
physical handicaps, some women find ways to pierce through the heavy
veil of cultural distortion. Butches and femmes who have found each other
in love and marriage are such women, however much they hide their true
selves from society.

Those lesbians who persist in denying any meaning to butch-femme
are simply those who either have no experience of this attraction or who
are denying it in their fear of being accused of copying heterosexuals. In
either case their denials mean nothing, for those of us who know the
delight in finding our true mate, one who is like us and yet different, stand
witness to the reality of butch-femme. As for copying heterosexuals: as
someone has said, there is no worse butch-femme relationship than the
male-female one of the heterosexual world. But, though all heterosexual
relationships are butch-femme, they vary tremendously. We cannot out of
hand condemn all heterosexual relationships. What is so bad about most
of them is not their butch-femme quality but their inequality. It is the
dominance-submission or master-slave quality of the relationship that is
outrageous. A lesbian marriage that tries to imitate this aspect of the
heterosexual marriage is equally rotten. There is nothing inherently wrong
with a division of labor in a marriage, so long as it is freely chosen and the
labor of the wife is as worthy as the labor of the husband. While most
heterosexuals are hopelessly caughtup in a sliding scale of values imposed
on the everyday activities of living — what the male does is important,
what the female does amounts to little or nothing — we lesbians need pay
no attention to this. Housework is a bore and nothing more. It is neither
femme nor butch activity. What wrecks heterosexual marriages is not so
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much the kind of work the woman is expected to do, but the underlying
implication that she must do it because she is the inferior. The butch-
femme lesbian marriage that has no place for male or butch chauvinism,
that in no way attempts to copy male-female relationships, that is a
positive union of two authentic women, one more masculineand one more
feminine, isa model of marital happiness that heterosexuals would do well
to study.

)
o

This is what lesbians should try to do in the difficult search for their own
truth. They should neither copy heterosexual life nor react against it. They
must find their own way, unconcerned about how much or how little it
turns out to resemble aspects of heterosexual life. We cannot say out of
hand that everything heterosexual is bad. We may find that some hetero-
sexual pronouncements about life and love are happy ones. This should
hardly be cause for surprise in view of the fact that heterosexuals are
human too. We lesbians, unlike male homosexuals, know that the basic
heterosexual distortion is the myth of male supremacy. In theory lesbians
should be free of this and growing up lesbian should be easy. Perhaps it
would be if lesbians grew up with each other in a lesbian world. But
lesbians, unlike heterosexual women, grow up in total psychological
isolation from each other. All we see is the heterosexual world and we
must cope alone with our inner emotions as they gradually make their
way into consciousness. Many of us fall by the wayside, some going
through life in a completely heterosexual fashion, others finding only
partial and unhappy solutions, and numbers of us finding fulfillment in
a marriage of two persons who complete each other in equality and
difference. What are some of the hazards awaiting the growing lesbian?
Let us begin with the “tomboy.” She is not as damned as the “sissy”
boy, destined to become a more feminine homosexual, for females are not
so important, and, anyway, she will outgrow it. I was a tomboy and will
never forget, when in my twenties and upon meeting a grownup who had
known me as a child, being complimented upon turning into a fine—i.e.,
“feminine” — woman. I was at the time playing the heterosexual to the
hilt, dressed in a skirt, wearing lipstick, and acting like a lady rather in the
fashion of an accomplished drag queen. That “compliment” had the flavor
of an insult, though it was meant well and it did at least compliment my
acting ability. I cannot say that all tomboys are butch lesbians, but many
are. There is a wide range of butchness to begin with, and the outward
aspects of butchness are variably modified by upbringing. The more
“privileged” tomboy is apt to be far more pressured into learning to “act
like a lady” than her freer, less “privileged” sister. The story of a friend of
mine illustrates how tomboys or butch lesbians are born, not made.
There are today a number of young women who, in the course of
“consciousness-raising” sessions in women’s liberation, have come to
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realize they are lesbians (have “come out,” as the expression goes) or are
wondering whether they might be. These are women who have, at least
before joining women'’s liberation, experimented with heterosexual sex
relations. In their newfound lesbianism they proclaim that butch-femme
must go. They are hopelessly confusing the heterosexual relationship per
se with itsalmost universal tendency to be a master-slave relationship and
then to transfer this reprehensible aspect of heterosexuality over into
lesbianism. This ignores the fact that there are heterosexual marriages
wherein the male-female attraction does not entail any master-slave,
dominance-submission, superior-inferior connotations (albeit such mar-
riages are hard to find). For the real lesbian, however, even such a fine
heterosexual relationship is out of the question. Her inner nature makes
impossible the enjoyment of sexual relations with any man. It does not
follow that a polarity of attraction, whether male-female or butch-femme,
must go. What these women seem to be seeking is “friendship plus sex”
or an eroticized friendship. This is a far cry from a true marriage between
a feminine and a masculine lesbian.

The heterosexual, in her limited view of human relationships, imagines
that it is biological sexual differentiation that determines the attraction of
erotic love, that, if one woman is so attracted to another woman, it must
be an attraction of same to same — hence the word homo- (Greek for same)
sexual. But human beings are a good deal more complex, and blindness to
the very real difference, which might be called a psychosexual one, be-
tween butch and femme cannot make it go away. The persistent need to
do so proves only that many lesbians are still infected with heterosexual
stereotyping, still confuse heterosexuality per se with female oppression.
Let us now ignore the heterosexual world and its problems and try to look
at the lesbian world as if it were the only one, or, like the sociologist, place
the lesbian at the “center.”

This woman, during her childhood, would have made me look like a
sissy. In her late teens she fell into the error of thinking herself to be
essentially male, having, like all of us, only the models of male and female
sex roles to go by. She dressed like a man and held her own with the
“malest” of them. This woman, unlike me, grew up virtually free of
parental control and, while I went into a phase of trying desperately to be
properly “feminine” — that is, typical female — she erred in the opposite
direction. Then, around the age of seventeen, she came under the guid-
ance of an older lesbian who pointed out to her the folly of her course.
My friend tossed away her male costume and tried to be a woman. A few
years later, dressed in a feminine suit, nylons and girdle, a frilly blouse,
and a coquettish hat, she sat on a park bench waiting for a friend. Some
minutes later a policeman tapped her on the shoulder and said, “Don’t
you know you can be arrested for impersonating a woman?” Amusing as
this story is, it contains considerable truth. My friend was impersonating.
When I met this woman she was in her thirties, she dressed comfortably,
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made no fuss one way or the other about being female, and was simply
butch.

The essence of butchness is interior, psychological, emotional —a form
of psychosexuality as fundamental as heterosexual male, heterosexual
female, or femme. Some butches are easily recognizable by outward
manner and gesture by even the most naive heterosexual, but most have
picked up from the prevailing culture outward behavior that makes
“passing” easy. Only the experienced eye of another lesbian can spot the
little telltale gestures. A factor of consequence in this matter of behavior is
the butch’s own attitude toward herself. If early on she has fully accepted
herself, she ceases to be concerned with every little gesture that might give
her away. She presents a naturalness that offends no one despite her being
thought of as a masculine woman. In contrast, the butch who fears herself,
who is overly sensitive to the ridicule generally heaped upon the mas-
culine woman, may suffer the torments of hell. Day in and day out she
tries to disguise her inner masculinity; she may even manage to hide it
from herself. To others she appears strange and unnatural. Though she has
thoroughly accepted her lesbianism, she knows not what to do with this
tender masculinity hidden within her. In some instances this leads to her
taking the role of the femme. This is a curious inversion of her true self,
one that points out the reciprocity or mirror-image aspect of butch-femme.
For the qualities of butch and femme are not opaque to each other — the
butch senses the nature of the femme by what it is she seeks in another,
and vice versa. An analogy might be the right and left hands. These two
hands, though the same in most ways, are also the exact reversals of each
other.

An interesting sidelight in this connection is the masculine, apparently
heterosexual, woman. There are some very masculine women who have
never questioned their heterosexuality. And then something happens to
such a woman that puts the fear of God into her — perhaps a lesbian,
taking this woman'’s “lesbianism” for granted, assumes she is butch and
says something to that effect. Overnight, such a threatened masculine
woman may discard her masculine clothes, get her hair redone, and
appear all frilly-feminine and unnatural looking. Many will insist that
such a woman is heterosexual. No, this is an extreme case of denying one’s
self. So long as this woman was convinced of her heterosexuality, she was
unaware of her masculinity. It is often easier to spot a lesbian who does
not know she is one, for in this state of ignorance of herself she does not
know how to hide the truth. The lesbian who knows herself also knows
how to conceal it. This is sometimes carried to amusing extremes, as when
lesbians go to meet their lesbian friends from out of town and mingle with
heterosexual women who are also meeting their women friends. The
women who kiss each other are heterosexual. We have covered three
possible errors butches may fall into: imitating men, denying their mas-
culinity, or playing femme. These are errors in addition to the basic one of
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denying the reality of butch-femme altogether. What errors await the
young femme?

She too is aware that there is supposed to be something unnatural
about a masculine woman. If she is drawn to the masculine quality in a
woman, that must mean she is really drawn to, or should be drawn to, a
male, but she knows this cannot be. The least she can do, she thinks, is to
try to feminize the butch of her choice. She is not denying her own
masculinity, but her butch’s masculinity. Another form this may take is
that the femme denies and fears her femininity, since femininity in our
culture is synonymous with inferiority. She early made up her mind,
however unconsciously, that she would not be subjected to the feminine
role (and rightly so as defined by heterosexuals) and now cannot accept
herself as femme in the lesbian relationship. She has it too firmly rooted
in her mind that feminine (heterosexual type) equals passive and inferior.
“Passive?” Whether or not the words passive and active apply properly to
heterosexuals, they do not describe the butch-femme lesbian relationship.
That so-called passivity can be most active and that so-called activity
becomes indistinguishable from passivity. One might say the butch is
actively passive and the femme is passively active and make of that what
you will.

More common than the butch who has accepted a femme role is the
femme who fancies herself butch. This is not simply a denial of femininity:.
It is more often sheer confusion. If one is attracted to a woman, one must
be masculine or manlike. And too, since femmes are indistinguishable
from heterosexual women, the young lesbian is not aware of any difference
and imagines that all women (except lesbians) want someone masculine
or as malelike as possible. Like society in general, she has swallowed
uncritically the notion that all lesbians are mannish. This leads some
femmes into pathetic role-playing. It is written all over them that they are
desperately acting a role, wearing a facade that is hopelessly out of place.
And it happens that a loving lesbian couple may consist of a butch playing
femme and a femme playing butch. Each is acting out in herself what she
desires in the other. This is not necessarily as bad as it sounds for, if they
truly love each other and their relationship is a truly equal one, that they
have their “roles” upside down is not fatal. But it is hard on each one as a
complete person.

I look back with amusement to my early days in the lesbian world
when it seemed to me that there was a terrible excess of butches. How
unfair that there should be only one femme for every five or more butches.
In later years, again to my amusement, it began to look the other way
around. So many butches were afraid to stand up and be counted that
those of us who did ... well. But all is well — nature provides. There is a
butch for every femme and a femme for every butch.

To summarize so far: put schematically, growing up lesbian means first
to come to know and accept one’s attraction for women; then to under-
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stand and to know experientially the butch-femme reality; and lastly to
know whether one is butch or femme. I question whether one could know
butch-femme if one grew up entirely alone. This knowledge grows out of
one’s relations to others, particularly in a love relation. What one comes
to understand is that a butch is as real, as ontological, a being as a
heterosexual male. And so is a femme as real a being as a heterosexual
woman. Just asa woman is not some kind of inferior man, or male ma nqué,
as Aristotle, St. Thomas Aquinas, and Freud would have it, so a butch is
no imitation male nor is a femme a woman whose emotions have strayed
in illness from their proper object, a male. We have, then, as fully equal
and authentic types of human beings: femme, butch, heterosexual women,
and heterosexual men.* When I finally arrived at this simple existential
truth that I, as a butch, am as fully valid as anyone else, a tremendous load
was lifted from me.

®,
6

We have shown that femmes and butches do indeed exist in their own
right and not as distorted lesbians caught up in aping heterosexuals. I
cannot say that all lesbians fall into these two categories, nor is the answer
to this of much importance. Ultimately every individual must try to find
her true inner self, however restrictive her society. But it helps to know
what others have found to be their truth. It helps to know that the variety
of authentic women is greater than heterosexual society would have us
believe. I would like now to discuss more in detail the nature of the
butch-femme relationships, as opposed to butchesand femmes separately.

Since human beings are not disembodied spirits, they tend to express
feelings growing out of their inner nature in outward behavior. Culture
provides behavior molds, and without culture a specimen of homo sapiens
would not be human. A cultureless human being is a contradiction in
terms, for our humanness can develop only in some cultural context. On
the other hand, culture is confining, and the more primitive the culture,
the more confining it is. Ancient Greek culture was the most liberating
culture for men that history has so far known, because it provided fully
for homosexual as well as heterosexual relationships. But its terrible
restrictiveness on women was its limitation and the cause of the death of
Greek civilization. Our American culture today is providing a slightly
better milieu for heterosexual women, but it lags behind Greek culture in
its frantic heterosexuality. Our culture provides no place and no molds or
patterns for lesbians. This is both a drawback, to put it mildly, and an
advantage. Lesbians must work out their own patterns of behavior, a very
difficult undertaking, but we can do this in total freedom once we have

* Alsoincluded are male homosexuals, but1do not care to go into their problems
with butch and femme, itself an interesting morass of confusion with the
culturally assumed inferiority of women.
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set aside heterosexual models as irrelevant. It is a bit ironic that the total
condemnation of lesbianism by a world that also proceeds as though we
did not exist should, at the same time, provide us with total freedom, but
o it is.

“The institution we call marriage can’t hold two full human beings —
it was only designed for one and a half.” So says sociologist Andrew
Hacker. He was, of course, referring to heterosexual marriage. The lesbian
butch-femme marriage can and usually does hold two full human beings.
And this is notbecause it is a friendship arrangement wherein each partner
respects the other as a person and agrees to play at sex from time to time,
where each goes her own way but provides warmth and affection for the
other, where both carefully divide the chores so that neither one gets stuck
doing more of the menial. There is nothing wrong with such friendships.
Anyone who has achieved so fine a relationship is fortunate indeed. But
such a relationship is not a marriage. Nor can one say that a marriage,
based on love and entered into for life on a monogamous basis is for
everyone. What is so terrible today, among lesbians and among women's
liberationists, is the attempt to deny the beauty and authenticity of such
lifelong, monogamous lesbian marriages. Those of us who seek sucha love
or who have found it are supposed to be uptight, ensnared in the Judeo-
Christian mythology of the “sanctity” of marriage (perverted from the
heterosexual reality), unliberated spirits afraid of our sexuality. It is good
that many women today are thinking about and experimenting with new
patterns of living and loving. It is very bad that they are assuming that all
old patterns of living and loving are wrong. The mutual love of a butch
and femme is a very old pattern, and for some of us, the happiest.

A ”whole person” is yet not whole. Each of us seeks someone or some
idea or God to complete us. The phrase “whole person” does not mean an
individual who has need of nothing and no one. Each of us needs more
than herself, though we do not all need or want the same thing. A butch
needs and seeks a femme for her completion. A heterosexual woman needs
and seeks a man, but, because of the oppression of women, finds that she
must become that half person in the heterosexual marriage of one and a
half. In her rage at so horrible a fate, she thinks that making her husband
do the dishes while she tinkers with the car will somehow change things.
Such solutions attack only the behavior, the symptoms, and not the basic
disease. In a typical butch-femme relationship the butch will work on the
car while the femme washes the dishes. Why does this in no way strain
the relationship? Because neither the butch nor the femme has attached
any inferior-superior significance to these activities. They are both chores
necessary to the maintenance of the household. The butch does express
her masculinity in car-mending activity, since that activity has a masculine
connotation in our society and weall need to express ourselves in behavior.
However, it may happen that the butch does not even drive, let alone know
anything about a car. It may be the femme who has a knack with things
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mechanical. Sensible grownups will not quibble over who does what, for
one’s masculinity or femininity may be expressed in thousands of bits of
behavior. Each lesbian couple is free to decide upon its division of labor.
Behavior itself is of secondary importance. If the butch has delusions of
superiority, no amount of activity juggling will change anything.

There is something immature about heterosexual marriages and those
butch-femme marriages that imitate them. How can there be a fulfilling
love between a master and a slave, however subtle these distinctions may
be? I think all of us can understand the pleasure there is in lording it over
someone else. We can all fall into this human (not male or female) foible.
But it is a far smaller pleasure than the joy of love, and one cannot have
both at the same time with the same person. But love, the kind I am
speaking of here, is not easy and there is no reason why it should be right
for everyone. Any time one embarks upon a particular course, one at the
same time foregoes many other courses. The truly monogamous lesbian,
butch or femme, is so not out of a morality picked up from the church or
elsewhere, but out of a deep desire to dedicate herself to one particular
other person. She simply does not enjoy promiscuity, or changing partners.
Like the monotheist, who prefers one God to many, she prefers to be
faithful to one person for life. And this in no way restricts her in friendship.

On the contrary, being happily married, her freedom to choose friends
is unlimited. She can choose as friend someone she could not stand to be
married to. She need not worry about whether she should proceed to a
sexual liaison of temporary or more permanent character, for her whole
sexual life revolves around the person she loves. She may or may not have
made this decision consciously, but in either case it frees her. She is made
whole by her love, her marriage, and this wholeness gives her the freedom
to grow into the fullness of her humanity. The femme is made whole in
union with the butch she loves as the butch is made whole by her femme,
a wholeness no amount of friendship can give them. I do not know how
to put into words the difference between this lesbian love and a friendship
that includes sex. There is a kind of feeling between a butch and femme in
love with each other that is neither purely erotic nor purely friendly,
though these feelings are present too. There is a total and liberating kind
of possession, each of the other and each by the other.
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Chea Villanueva

Excerpts from
In the Shadows of Love

Six

Iam six years old when I knock on your door. Your mother answers.
“Can Dale come out to play?” I am breathless. My heart pounds through
the white t-shirt covering my thin chest.

Your mother nods. “All right, but don’t go too far.”

I grab your hand without hesitation. You run with me knowingly.
Knowing we will play The Game today. “Is your sister home? Is her
boyfriend with her?” You squeeze my hand.

We climb the fence in the back of the house I share with my parents
and older sister. The venetian blinds covering the window are slightly
open. My sister is making out on the couch with her boyfriend, Tony.

Dale and I take turns peeking. “Shh,” I say. I take her hand and pull
her to the ground. “Let’s play that I'm Tony and you're Sissy.”

She pulls away. “But why can’t I be Tony and you be Sissy? Why do I
always have to be the girl?”

“Because I say so. I'm never gonna be a girl!” My feelings are hurt and
Irun. Dale chases me and I am happy. I stop running. “C’mon,” I say, “let’s
go back and watch them kissin” and then I'll kiss you too.”

We kiss all afternoon on the back steps in the yard. The afternoon sun
is setting. My sister straightens her dress. Her boyfriend stands up reluc-
tantly. My father will be home soon.

“Dale!” It is time for Dale to be going too.

“My mother’s calling me.”

I stand up and jam my hands in the pockets of my jeans reluctantly,
mimicking Tony. “Well, IguessI'll see ya tomorrow and we can kiss again.”
I take a cigar band out of my pocket along with a penknife, lucky penny,
baseball cards. “Here, Dale, let’s pretend we're married.” I slide the cigar
band ring over her finger. “But don’t forget, I'm gonna be the husband and
you're gonna be the wife.”
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“Dale!” Dale’s mother is calling again.
“Okay, Tony, I'll see ya tomorrow.” Dale smiles. A new game has
started...

Ten

[am ten years old and my mother is dead. I am alone in the house that
I share with my father. He’s left for his night job at the factory and I am
left alone. I dial your number. You answer.

“Did he leave?”

“Yeah. Can you sneak out?”

I make myself ready for Dale. I comb my hair back with water, put on
a clean undershirt. Dale is here in a few minutes. I hear her whistle. Hear
her coming in through the back door. She is crying. “They’re fighting
again! [ hate when they fight!”

Lask her, “Dale, did you eat yet? My father left me some food.” We eat
with the venetian blinds turned down and the radio turned low. We know
we have to hide what we have no name for. Dale washes the dishes. I watch
her with a warm glow spreading up my thighs. “C’'mon, Dale, let’s lie on
the couch.” The couch is narrow. I lie on top of her. I unbutton her blouse.
She pulls the shirt over my head. We lie still, chest to chest, lips to lips.
“Dale, I want to do something different. Let’s take our pants off this time.”
There is no hesitation and in moments two pairs of jeans are on the floor.
“Now take off your underpants.”
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She hesitates with this new order. “But what if your father comes
home?”

“Don’t worry about it. I put the chain on the door.”

Sheslides her underpants down.Iam back on top of her. We are naked.
Chest to chest, lips to lips, bare pubis to pubis. I grind into her. Force her
to ride with me. This new thing feels good, but I wonder if there is
something more...

Thirteen

Today Iam thirteen. Dale is here. She is staying over again. Her parents
fight more on the weekends. It is night. The room is dark except for the
single glow from the television set. We are watching the TV with my father.
He falls asleep in his chair. I slip my hands up Dale’s blouse on the couch.
Her breasts are so much bigger than mine. Mine are two small bumps, but
Dale doesn’t mind. I squeeze them with both hands. Feel her sweat
running from her armpits. I pinch her nipples. She digs her nails into my
hands. Pulls my hands from her breasts. “This feels good,” she breathes.
From the TV, Diana Ross and the Supremes are singing. “Whisper you love
me, boy ... You know how to talk to me, baby...” I feel a familiar wetness
between my legs and I tug at the elastic waistband of her shorts. Slide my
hand down lower till I touch the fabric of her panties. My hand enters and
[ slip my finger into her groove. My wetness spreads. Deeper. I join hers.
She joins mine. Deeper. My father stirs from his chair. We move apart fast.
He reaches for the light. Faster. Dale pulls up her waistband. Smooths out
her shorts. I wipe her wetness on my jeans.

Sixteen

We are sixteen. Dale and I are lying on my bed. My father is at work.
Her parents are fighting again. On these nights she sleeps with me.

She is naked. Like Lady Godiva’s, her long chestnut hair hides her
breasts. I brush the hair away and begin the night’s ritual. But tonight is
different. I have never tasted a woman and so this night will be special.
She bites my neck, my ears, and comes in my mouth.

I am dreaming I have a penis. I put it deep inside of her and make
babies for days. She is crying, “It hurts,” and I slip my fingers from her
vagina. She takes my hand and places it on her naked belly. My fingers are
bloody from probing too far. She has given me her virginity. I lick the blood
from my fingers.

Seventeen

Iam seventeen. A runaway from reform school. Short hair slicked back
into a DA with a little help from Olivo, I am wearing King’s Men after-
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shave, white shirt open at the collar, black V-neck bad-boy sweater, jeans,
penny loafers.

I wait at the gate of St. Dominic’s for Dale. I am sentimental. I hum,
“Ain’t no mountain high enough, ain’t no valley low enough, ain’t no river
wide enough to keep me from you...” The bell rings, signaling the end of
the school day, and pretty girls in navy uniforms step lively out the door.
I lean against the wall of the schoolyard, hands in pockets, cigarette
dangling from the corner of my lips. Pretty girls glance shyly at the pretty,
delinquent boy and I look back boldly. The pretty girls blush.

Dale! She sees me. Waits till the yard is clear of prying eyes. No one
must know. I see a nun who taught me in the sixth grade and I lower my
face. A worldly black man saunters by: “Bulldagger! Ain’t nothin’ but a
bulldagger!” The nun looks. My heart thumps, there’s a lump in my throat,
I remember the song, “Ain’t no mountain high enough...” The nun walks
on. All she sees is a young boy. Dale is coming toward me. One more step
and she walks out the gate. Dale! I take her arm and we walk far from the
school, far from the world, far from worldly black men. We enter an alley.
We need no words. I lean her against a wall. I put my leg between hers,
she drops her books, we kiss long and hard. A man enters the alley to pee.
We break away. I look for a bottle to break over his head. Ready to protect
my girl, ready to fight for my butchness. But all he sees in his wine stupor
is a boy and a girl. The man zips up his pants, embarrassed. The man
leaves. He was young once.

Dale cries, “I never thought I'd see you again.” I cry with her. We both
know this moment can’t last. Too soon the cops will be looking for me, too
soon we’ll have no place to go. I don’t want to make love in an alley. Don’t
want to limit our love to the street. “Baby,” I say, “I just had to see you. I
gotta go now, but promise you’ll wait for me.” Dale promises and whispers
all her love forever with her mouth and tongue and hands...

Eighteen

I am eighteen years old. Home from reform school. Iam fighting with
my family. My sister wants me to look like a girl. My father wants me to
get a job. My brother-in-law doesn’t want me in his house. No one
understands me. No one but Dale.

Funny, but I haven’t seen much of Dale since the first night we spent
together after my release from reform school. Everything seemed like old
times then. Dale met me at the bus terminal. We bought popcorn and
smoked cigarettes in the back of the bus that would take me home and
back to the comfort of Dale’s arms. She was still wearing the gold friend-
ship ring I had given her at sixteen. But something had changed since the
night we’d made love in my father’s yard. We’'d had a couple of beers that
nightand I wanted her badly. Badly enough to tear herblouse and reckless
enough not to care who caught us. She wanted me too. Wanted me enough
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to spread her legs under the light of the moon. We were both naked from
the waist down when my next-door neighbor caught us. There I was on
top of Dale, and there was Dale moaning, “Do it harder, baby...” Allatonce
a flash of light brought us back from the brink of another climax. Some-
thing changed when the talk started and my family started to pressure me
to go out with boys.

Dale was never at home when I called, and she was suddenly too busy
to come out and walk with me. I no longer heard the familiar whistle
outside my bedroom window after my dad left for work. I slept for weeks
in our love sheets smelling her scent, rubbing my face in it, listening to
Carole King singing, “Tonight you’re mine completely, you give your love
so sweetly ... will you still love me tomorrow...”

I found out soon enough that she was seeing this guy Sammy. It broke
my heart, but I still had to see her. She had to choose between us. It was
going to be either Sammy or me. She could not have us both. I wanted her
to choose me. If she wanted a man, I would be her man. I slicked my hair
back, put the switchblade in the back pocket of my chinos, and donned
my black leather jacket. I wanted her badly enough to put up a fight.

I found her and Sammy parked in a car near her house. They were in
the front seat. He had his hand on her leg. She had her lips on his mouth.
[ was sick with jealousy and tried to break the rolled-up windows with my
fist. My hands were bleeding when Sammy got out of the car.

“What's the matter, butch? You lose your girlfriend or somethin’?”
Sammy laughed and came toward me swinging a baseball bat. “Look,
bitch. I want you to stay away from my girlfriend or I'll mess you up bad.
She doesn’t want to see you anymore!” Sammy spit. “Everybody in this
neighborhood knows you're a fuckin” dyke.”

Dale came between us as I closed in on Sammy with my knife. I would
kill the bastard! I wasn’tafraid of him or his bat. Dale’s scream tore through
my heart, ripped out my guts, and left me lying on a cold street.

“Stop! Just stop! Leave him alone and leave me alone. [don’t want you
anymore! Things are different now.” She cried and tried to hug me. [ ran
away. I didn’t want them to see my tears.

224



Myrna Elana

Dancing with Dennie

Summer 1976

Fifteen, stepping to
under a mirror ball:
black heels &

beige lace dress

pink & blue scallops
over my breasts—

pure ‘40s, the way

the skirt twirled up

my thighs as I

followed her

on the black floor

of a Santa Cruz gay bar:
the Dragon Moon,
where I passed

for 21 & spun—

clung to her arms
suspended over

moves of her cowboy boots—
that tall dyke

who danced me

as our lovers watched,
then whispered

treaded close & whispered,
Are you bi or what?
making me think twice
for years

before wearing a dress
to dance
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Sky Vanderlinde

Loving Blue

The first time I saw her was at my first lesbian event, the summer of
’78, at one of those conferences at P.S. 41 on Eleventh Street off Sixth
Avenue, remember those? Well, it was the first lesbian gathering I'd ever
gone to, and I was full of a million different emotions. I was afraid,
astonished, curious, amazed, and somewhere in there I was proud, fiercely
proud. It was a weekend event and I went every day, going home at night
thinking I was the only lesbian who had ever stepped foot on Staten Island,
let alone lived there.

[ went to the opening folk dance event. I went to workshops on all sorts
of things including one on sexuality. | was very brave.Ididn’t talk to many
women, maybe to no one; I don’t remember. I do remember feeling very
shy. The closing meeting took place on Sunday morning, and that’s where
I remember seeing her — Doiris. I think I'd seen her around during the
weekend videotaping various things, but I really looked at her now.
Everybody had gathered in the school’s auditorium. As Doris was setting
up her equipment to film the session, an argument began about who
would and who wouldn’t want to be filmed, and what were they going to
do with the film anyway? Suddenly this discussion/argument became the
event of the morning. There was Doris, on the stage, arguing passionately,
and obviously angry at the need to do so, about the importance of filming
this gathering and creating a record of ourselves. How crucial it was to get
it all on film, film that would be seen by other lesbians, maybe even be
sent around the country so that women who were isolated could see the
faces, hear the voices of dykes in the big city. So that those women who
figured that they were the only lesbians in Ohio, Kansas, Texas could look
at this big gathering of New York City dykes and see their options, know
more of the reality of lesbians in 1978, feel some pride. And all the more
urgent for us, a people with no history, a people whose history had been
consistently, almost methodically eradicated over and over again. Well, I
was more than convinced. I who was so in the closet that I was stifling
from lack of air said with my whole self, Yes, take my picture, do anything
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you want, but get it all down on your videotape. I was with her one
hundred percent.

During this political controversy, and in the minutes before and after
it, while Doris was moving equipment, setting up, and directing her little
crew, I stared at her. Safe in the anonymity of my seat among scores of
women in this auditorium, I stared at her, fascinated by her air of authority,
by the way she moved, that she seemed so in herself, so in control. I'd
watched her all weekend, but this was a chance to watch her for a
prolonged period while she worked. Watching people doing work they
love, when they don’t know they’re being watched — it’s a chance to see
into their souls in a special way. Well, I watched, I saw, and I was
fascinated. Of course, I couldn’t help also noticing the woman who was
her assistant: a pretty woman with dark, curly hair and a very sweet face,
who was obviously more than just an assistant to Doris. I wanted to scratch
her eyes out. I didn’t have a clue as to what that meant. I really didn’t have
a glimmer as to why I was so fascinated by Doris, or why I thought her
friend’s face was too sweet, or why I was glad I thought her friend’s legs
weren’t nearly as nice as mine. Hmm. To be so out of touch. But, yes, that's
where I was at. I was twenty-five and had had only one lover, for seven
years, and that relationship was in the process of ending, which I probably
also didn’t realize. So I absolutely feasted my eyes on this Doris. Short,
graying hair combed off her face and styled around her ears and on her
neck like a man’s. Small, wiry body, dressed in the androgynous look of
the seventies, but no doubt wearing clothes off the men’s racks in the
stores. She was obviously older than I was, but Pretty Face looked just
about my age. I had never seen anybody like Doris, so obviously a dyke,
so obviously strong, proud, happy. She was at home in her body and on
the earth in a way I had previously associated only with men; it was
compelling in a woman and I wanted it for myself. And there was her
conviction, her persuasive, undeniable — at least to me — political argu-
ments, and her anger at needing to convince these women of basics they
should have been born knowing. I never forgot her, nor did I forget my
insane desire to scratch out the eyes of her pretty friend.

The next two years brought a lot of change into my life. After my first
lover and I broke up, I moved into Greenwich Village, had affairs with
several women, and became politicized. My feminism finally became
more than just a few vague ideas. I began to explore leftish politics, and I
began to shed my homophobia like the deadweight that it was. I came all
the way out of the closet, and it was glorious. I told my family and those
friends who didn’t already know. I became the radical dyke teacher at the
university and began teaching women'’s studies and gay studies. I went
to gay demonstrations, and I walked in the gay pride march each year.
And, of course, at all those gay events, I saw Doris. Pretty Face was no
longer with her, but she was always surrounded by women and usually
at the center of some hub of activity. I watched her, still fascinated.
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August 10, 1980. It seemed like any other hot, sunny summer day in
New York City. I met my friend David at Washington Square Park that
morning, the gathering place for a demonstration that would march up
Eighth Avenue. There was a good turnout, lots of people, lots of brightly
colored banners. David introduced me to some of his friends, and then it
was time to lineup and start walking. Before we left the Village, I'd already
spotted Doris. She looked terrific, as always. She had on those khaki pants
from the army-navy surplus store that were so popular at the time, and a
short-sleeved shirt with the sleeves rolled up. For most of the length of the
march, David and I walked near her group, and again I had the chance to
watch Doris at work. She was radiant. The depth and magnitude of her
spirit shone through her. When she wasn’t shouting the demonstration
slogans, she was talking and laughing with her friends. Every time I turned
to look at her, she either had her arm around some woman or was holding
someone else’s hand. She was always involved, always busy — talking,
listening, chanting slogans.

David and I trudged along, doing our part, too. At times one or the
other of us would wander off to talk with someone we’d spotted in the
crowd. Sometimes I found myself walking behind Doris’s group and T kept
thinking, “What a fine-looking woman, whata great body” — about Doris,
of course. Early in the day I'd pointed her out to David, who didn’t find
her nearly as interesting as I did, for obvious reasons.

By midafternoon we reached our gathering point and the rally started.
I listened to some of the speakers but found myself getting hot, tired, and
ready to go home. In the press of the crowd I'd lost track of David, and I
hadn’t seen Doris or her group in quite a while. Just as I was heading for
the subway station, though, I ran into David, and while we were saying
our good-byes, whom should I glimpse? I pointed her out to David again
and then got the impulse to go up to her and say something. David
encouraged me, gave me a push, and sent me on my way.

So I walked up to her, found myself looking directly into incredible
blue eyes, and said — blushing hotly — “Hello, Doris, my name is Deirdre.
I've seen you around for years and just thought I'd say hello.”

“Hi! Well, you know, my name isn’t Doris anymore. I've just changed
it to Blue.”

I don’t know what I said next. I know my blush got a lot deeper and
hotter, which hadn’t seemed possible. My heart was pounding so hard, I
thought it would burst from my chest, or at the very least that she and
everyone else could see it banging about in there. I felt like an idiot for
getting her name wrong, although there was no way on earth I could have
known about her new name. Whatever I said in response, the next thing I
became aware of was Blue telling me that she’d just become a grand-
mother. She was thrilled with the whole thing and proud as could be of
her daughter and her new grandson. I was stunned. I thought, “Oh my
god! I'm picking up a grandmother and I've never even dated a mother!
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How old is she?” Somehow it was clear to me, in this second or third
minute of speaking with Blue, that rather than “saying hello,” I was
definitely at least trying to pick her up.

We chatted for a few minutes until it became apparent that the time for
a simple “Hello, I'm glad to meet you” had passed. Neither of us wanted
to turn away. So at Blue’s suggestion, we found ourselves having a cool
drinkina coffee shop, leaving the demonstration behind fora few minutes.
Much later she told me that when that moment between a simple hello
and something-else-altogether happened, she knew she didn’t want to let
me go — she felt good talking with me and didn’t want to stop. Hooray!

We ambled back over to the demonstration, talking, as I remember it,
about her name change, her grandson, the demonstration, my teaching,
and how about walking downtown and having dinner together? We
managed to disentangle ourselves from a few friends who wanted to join
us, and we headed south, back through the streets we’d walked up earlier
that day. I liked being with her. We were a little awkward with each other
but didn’t lack for interesting things to talk about. We paused once near
some bushes when Blue spotted a butterfly and held her hand out toward
it, as though inviting it to land on her. “Oh, do they come to you?” I asked,
completely believing that wild creatures would come trustingly to her
hand. She smiled enigmatically and we walked on.

We made our way to the Christopher Street pier, where we sat down
to watch the sunset. In response to one of her questions, I told her about
my need to leave my family’s home when I was seventeen, about feeling
stifled by my WASP, upper-middle-class environment. I had known there
was more to life, different people with different problems, and I was
desperate to leave my bland, two-dimensional world for something
broader, more colorful, more sustaining. Months later she told me that this
had been important to her, and was one of the things that had drawn her
to me.

We ranged over many subjects as we sat in the evening sunlight. At
one point we lay side by side on the hard cement of the pier, still talking,
not touching. But the desire to touch was growing. I'd look into her blue
eyes and feel the wanting grow in me. I liked the sound of her voice. Her
face, not beautiful by society’s standards, was marvelous — pronounced
cheekbones, generous nose, a sensuous mouth with a full lower lip, and
those eyes — blue, intelligent, vibrant — completely captivating. And I
was completely captivated and weak in the knees over her.

After deciding to have dinner together, we walked over to my studio
apartment on Tenth Street so that I could feed my cats. My tortoiseshell
cat, Jenny, walked over to where Blue sat leaning against my bed and
began studying her. Blue reached out to touch her and in seconds this shy,
reserved cat was rolling on her back in complete, ecstatic abandon. I was
embarrassed at my cat’s revealing my feelings so freely, and I was also
jealous. As if reading my thoughts, Blue said, “Maybe her mother would
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®an

like a little petting,” and she leaned toward me and kissed me. Ah, we had
begun.

We had dinner at a Mexican restaurant in the neighborhood. I don’t
know what I ordered. I probably didn’t eat much of it anyway. For some
reason, keen sexual anticipation kills my appetite for food — always has.
But we lingered over the food we weren’t eating. And it was there, in that
restaurant, that Blue began telling me herstories. I heard about her coming
out in the French Quarter in New Orleans in 1952 when she was sixteen,
about her being arrested repeatedly just for being gay. I learned she had
worn men’s clothes and dated women who wore dresses and high heels.
She told only a few of her stories that night, but already Othello’s descrip-
tion of his wooing of Desdemona was echoing in my head: “My story being
done, / She gave me for my pains a world of sighs ... She loved me for the
dangers I had passed.”

I wanted this woman to touch me. I wanted to kiss her and to get lost
in her.I went home with her. And was astonished again, at her apartment,
which was bursting at the seams with life. One wall, floor to ceiling, was
books. In the middle of the kitchen, which was in the middle of the
apartment, was a tiny bathtub. There were an alcove with a loft bed, a tiny
bedroom near the front door, and Blue’s bedroom off the living room. And
there were women everywhere. The living room was full of roommates
and visitors. I was surprised, and a bit dismayed. I wasn’t altogether
certain Id been invited to spend the night and I didn’t know how we’d
work out the logistics in such a crowd. But as though they sensed the
delicacy of our situation, the women seemed to gradually melt away into
the night, and then Blue made clear that she wanted me to stay.

When she came back from the bathroom, I was in her bed, naked. I
didn’t mean to be bold, but I hadn’t known what else to do while I waited,
and since we’d agreed we were going to bed, it seemed the obvious thing
to do. Leaving the light on, she slipped in next to me and there was that
delicious first moment of skin meeting equally soft skin from head to toe.
Our mouths found each other and gradually our kisses grew more pas-
sionate. She was definitely the one orchestrating our lovemaking. My
boldness had ended with taking off my clothes. I'd never been touched
quite like this before. That air of being at home in her body and in her
world, of being in control, that had fascinated me from the first moment I
saw her was in her lovemaking, too. I surrendered completely.

As she turned us so that she was on top of me, she pulled back a little
to look at me. I opened my eyes and saw her face, suffused with passion,
poised over me, her eyes heavy with desire, her face drawn thinner, longer
with that desire, and her full, rich lips reaching out to mine. I recognized
this beloved face. My heart broke open with the profound, incontrovertible
knowledge that I had known and loved this woman for centuries. Our
lovemaking that night was for me a spiritual experience unlike any I'd
ever had before. It was always to be that way with Blue for me.
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We made love for hours, until the night gave way to the dawn. We
couldn’t get enough of each other. I loved how her fingers felt inside me,
and as I'd come to the rhythm of those fingers, I'd try desperately to take
them in all the way to my heart. More than once, in our passionate efforts
to become one, she sat us up, one arm around me, one hand inside me. I
was hers, body and soul.

In the following weeks and months, we made love at every oppor-
tunity. We also went to work, did our laundry, and spent time with friends,
often quite tired. And Blue continued to woo me with the stories of her
life. I had never met an “old-time butch” before, let alone fallen in love
with one, so I had some learning and adjusting to do. The integrity with
which she had lived her life and her unquestioning acceptance of herself
— of the motherless child who had sought refuge in the reform school; of
the young, ardent butch in love with a stripper; of the working-class young
mother; of the many varied selves she had been, including the radical
feminist dyke Ihad met —made opening my heartand mind simple. How
else torespond to integrity but to answerit in kind? Unreasoned prejudices
and judgments dropped from me, blinders serving only to keep me from
things and people I knew nothing about.

I loved watching her comb her hair. She’d brush the sides back with
the palm of one hand while combing the hair off her face with the other. I
loved seeing the lift in her arms, her slightly masculine gestures as she
patted her hair into place. The care she took with her appearance — she
was quite fastidious — intrigued me. Her clothes were always neat,
everything just so. She would change her shirt if she didn’t like how the
collar lay. This was all new to me. Previously I'd seen only “feminine”
women spend this much time dressing. As for me, I just put my clothes
on, ran a brush through my hair, and was done with it.

The first time we got dressed up was to go out for dinner and dancing.
I don’t remember what either of us wore, but I'll never forget the boots she
put on. As I watched, she retrieved from the back of her closet a pair of
black, leather, ankle-high boots that had a stretchy panel on the inside so
they could be pulled on. I didn’t show it, but I was surprised and dis-
mayed. In my limited experience, no one wore boots like that, except
maybe some men twenty years earlier. That was it. The boots were part of
her “old-time butch” wardrobe, unlike the more “acceptable” androg-
ynous clothes she wore now. She showed them to me with delight and
pride. I admired them, hiding my feeling that once again I was in a foreign
country.

Later, at the Cajun restaurant, I learned about eating crawfish and
crabs, and heard more stories of her life in New Orleans. As we walked to
Identity House, where the dance was being held, I felt everything shift
inside me. I let go of the last vestige of my fear, my judgment of her
difference. I understood that to love her was to love all of her completely,
boots included. She was so fine, so extraordinary, that I couldn’t not love
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her, and suddenly I saw those boots as the beautiful and hard-earned
badge of pride that they truly were.

We had the dance floor nearly to ourselves that night. By some lucky
quirk of fate, they were playing music from the fifties and sixties. We
moved into each other’s arms, exploring a new way of moving together.
She led, of course, which was fine with me. I followed her precise move-
ments, embracing all of her.

As we danced and later, as we bicycled home, I thought of the stories
she had told me and lived each one again briefly. In her courtship of me,
she had also shown me her photo album, filled with pictures of her at every
age, as well as pictures of her family and loved ones. So as I relived the
stories of her life, I could see her clearly in my mind’s eye. The busy
late-night streets of Greenwich Village faded away; I saw only Blue on the
bike in front of me, and Blue as she used to be.

Many of those images remain with me clearly, but among the strongest
is a photograph of Blue in her midtwenties. It's from a series of formal
studio shots of her and her daughter, Linda. Blue is dressed very conser-
vatively in a white blouse and dark skirt. Mother and daughter stare
solemnly at the camera, posed in rigid politeness for eternity. In one photo,
Blue is alone, sitting erect in the wing chair, her hands carefully folded in
her lap. It's a shocking picture. The tension between the conventionality
of the trappings — the setting and her clothing — and the woman herself
— a personality larger than life, trying to contain itself; a lesbian; a butch
in conflict with society and to some extent with herself; and a woman of
obvious, profound sensuality — this tension screams out at the viewer,
demanding response.

As we neared home, the visions faded, and everyday reality resumed
its customary place. This, too, was such a familiar scene — walking or
biking through the Village with Blue. On nearly every block someone
would wave or say hello to her. We stopped frequently to talk with these
friends and acquaintances, and I'd already learned to allow plenty of extra
time when planning to go anywhere. Blue’s friends fondly called her the
“lesbian mayor of New York.” We all laughed when we did, as she did
each time she heard it, but there was some truth to it. She had been active
in New York’s gay community since before the Stonewall uprising and
had been a founding member of numerous groups and organizations in
the years since. She had opened her home to gay people in need for years.
Through it all, she had held on to her self-respect and her past, even when
admitting to ever having been a butch was “politically incorrect.” I was
awfully proud to walk hand in hand with the lesbian mayor of New York.

We locked our bicycles together toa parking signand climbed the stairs
to our home. As always, the apartment was filled with women, but this
time there was no question about what would happen. We talked with our
friends, took turns getting ready for bed, and eventually found ourselves
in each other’s arms again.
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We always made love by the soft yellow light of the lamp on the dresser.
The big window next to the bed was open, the curtain swaying slowly in
the late summer breeze. Lying on our sides in each other’s arms, we kissed
slowly, gently, letting the passion build quietly. I slipped my hand under
her t-shirt to touch the smooth, soft skin of her back. We looked into each
other’s eyes, smiling, as we moved in unison to lift the other’s shirt over
her head. Leaning over her, I lingered as my eyes caressed her now-so-
familiar beauty: her face drawn with passion, eyes deeply blue, cheeks
flushed a light pink, full lips a darker pink, and the delicate skin of her
slender shoulders and upper chest sprinkled with freckles that drew my
eyes to the rise of her small breasts, and my mouth to meet her nipple.

We gave ourselves simply and fully to each other as the warm summer
night air slipped around and between us, adding its caresses to ours. We
made love with our eyes, as well as with our hands and mouths, finding
endless pleasure in our bodies as we moved through our dance of love:
Her chest rising, her head thrown back as the heat of my mouth at her
sweet, inner lips rose through her. The line of her shoulder and arm, the
bend of her elbow as her hand inside me opened me, inflamed me.
Through the night, we looked into each other’s eyes again and again,
seeking and sharing the tides of passion, seeking and sharing our deep,
abiding love for each other. At one point, as I felt the fire climbing my legs,
gathering in my center, claiming me, she whispered, “Open your eyes.”
did, and as my life forces gathered under her demanding fingers, as the
urgency built, as I lost all thought and became swirling, driving sensation,
our eyes metand held one another. As Islipped over that threshold where
all is suspended, hushed; as my body exploded into orgasm, a quasar
pulsing from the center of my being; as I cried out, our eyes clung, our
souls mingling, loving.

Much later, when we were ready to sleep, Blue moved into my arms.
Ilay on my back, one arm under her as she, on her side, snuggled her head
into my shoulder and fitted her body to mine. I held her close, one hand
in her fine hair, one hand on her back, my lips against her forehead. She
murmured, “I feel like I've waited my whole life to be held like this.” I,
too, had waited my whole life to hold someone like this. We had found
each other, and our love that had lasted through centuries had blossomed
again. As we drifted off to sleep, the curtain swayed gently in the night air
and the moonlight slipped over us.




Melinda Goodman

Lullabye for a butch

Saturday night November 1980

Iam 23 driving a '68 Delta east on 4

to the George Washington Bridge
jockeying with other drivers

coming off routes 80 and 47

for a clear veer to the lane my lover
works, the 3-to-11 post-Thanksgiving shift

She grabs my hand as I fly

money green flags

in her direction

laughing over the moan of diesel brakes
her wool-gloved fingers pry then tangle
in my naked palm

Ignoring the blaring horns outside the booth,
our mutual radios pump the club
version of Grace’s “Warm Leatherette”
as she steps out on exhausted concrete
to place an orange cone

between my bumper and the

bumper behind mine

I like her uniform:

fresh polyester dark blue

and bright white collar

topped with overcoat,

scarf and ski cap for the blizzard on the way.
If it snows the Port Authority

puts her up at a motel otherwise

she stays at my place but has to be back

by dawn or be counted AWOL
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So she’s up before five

folding her flowered pajamas
into the bottom drawer

of my colonial chest

with handles like rings
through a bull’s snout

“You got my nose”

moaned the only teenaged woman
who ever loved me

and my tollbooth honey
reminds me of her

as I chain the door behind her
hearing steps down five flights
to the street, the bridge,

and the gunmetal morning

I always loved

gentlemanly attentive butches
even those who won't fuck
for the first five dates

‘cause they “want to get to know you”
till you beg

and by that time

you're married

They want to make sure

all those free concerts

fish dinners

and stories about home
won't get thrown back

in their teeth

Afterall...

butches are vulnerable

It's the femmes that are fierce
with their long legs

and tight jeans

making you watch them
Butches are the sweet ones
with their clean shined shoes
and socks

and underwear

smelling of baby powder
and Camay

Tloved

the way she wrote her name
in purple script

235



THE PERSISTENT DESIRE

all over the top sheet

of my coloring pad

when supper was done and the dishes stacked
I wish I could kiss her now

slide my tongue through her teeth

erase the years I fell

for women as distant as Queens

is from the Bronx

Just hold this butch in my arms

make her know

It’s not the 2 condominiums
she bought with rare pennies
collected on her job

but her

her strong back

and big hips

and corny sparkling eyes
when she walks around

to open the door

on my side of the car

in front of the skinny eyes

of the fat boy dealers
strutting in and out

of their customized vans

and the heads rolling in
from Jersey

She doesn’t even see

the tooth-sucking teens

as she walks back around

in her ten-gallon brim

to slide behind the wheel
Doesn’t tell me where we're
going till we’re parked and walking
out of the lot

up the block

arms linked

to see Patti Labelle

live at the Savoy

and I'm on my heels

all night screaming

through till the last song
running my fingers up the back of her neck
till the walls come down, tables break in half,
everybody’s glass explodes
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From a letter from
Mexico, 1981

From the LHA collection

want to talk to you about Bustamante. The soilis so hotand the weather

so cold in winter that you cannot grow as big a variety of fruit trees as
you can in my mother's hometown, for instance. It lies very close to the
most impressive mountain range I have ever seen; you have only to drive
twenty to thirty minutes from Alicia’s house and you will find yourself on
the outskirts of the Sierra Madre in an area of mostly naked rock with only
a few enormous pine trees. It is a good sight and a nice little town.

Bustamante is a rather unusual place in that it is something like a
bastion of lesbianism in the northern part of Mexico. It is difficult to
imagine a little village with a population of no more than a thousand
people where this kind of life is possible. One out of three or four women
there has had a lesbian experience, besides all the women from Monter-
rey, like Alicia herself, who built country houses there because of the
atmosphere.

Anyway, there is a lady in Bustamante who lives across the street from
Alicia’s, whom you should really meet some day. She is so unusual that
I'm sure somebody should write a book about her after she dies. She is in
her seventies now. She dresses like a man — shoes, shirt and trousers, and
hat—and started many years ago with no money atall growing vegetables
in her backyard and then going around on a bicycle selling them, then
bought a motorcycle and used that until she broke both her hips (on
different occasions), and now drives an old big panel truck. Now she deals
with cattle and the mandatory walnut plantations, buys and sells land,
and has a lot of money in the bank but can hardly read or write.

The most extraordinary aspect of her life is that forty years ago she
abducted an impressively beautiful girl (I saw photographs) from her
house in Monterrey (from a middle-class, very conservative, good family)
and took her on horseback to Bustamante to live there as her wife. You can
imagine the hostility she had to face living that kind of life in a little village
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forty years ago in traditionalist Mexico. But now she is a cacigue (tribal
chief) and everybody comes to her for advice on everything you can
imagine. She has a lot of political influence, and practices a simple kind of
witchcraft very popular in the area, but more than anything, at seventy-
something she runs after young girls all the time, to the extent that her
“wife,” who is older than she is, sometimes chases both her and the girls
with a rifle. She lives at one end of town, to which she was ostracized many
years ago, very near the mountain and a beautiful canyon with a river, but
now Monterrey lesbians have grouped around her house and formed
something like a “colonia.”

239



-

Donna Allegra

Butch on the streets, 1981

Painkillers. I think I must have taken every pill short of the ones they
use for birth control. I mean, like, I wouldn’t know how to begin to
get pregnant, but I could deal with modern technology coming up with a
treatment to ease this one pain that won’t let me rest in peace sometimes.

I may not be anybody’s prize-winning puppy, but I'm all I've got and
I like to take good care of the old girl. It took me a long time to understand
the kid and get used to my evil ways, but I came around, I like being a
butch. I like being with other butches with our nicknames and ball games
— women with muscles and pretty faces. I don’t believe in bisexuals and
cannot for the life of me find a femme. I don’t like men and I don’t let them
fuck me.

For me to live in this man’s world, I need some kind of painkiller,
something I can pull out at a moment’s notice and put between me and
the men on the street, because sometimes, I could really kill ‘em. They’re
the foulest beasts walking on two feet and they’re always in packs, just
like dogs. It wouldn’t be so bad if the women that like them so much would
keep them on leashes, curb them, and shoot the strays, but the dudes be
all over the place pissing and dropping their turds every which way. And
even faggots piss on trees.

So, like, between the men and the dogs, I need some way to keep the
weight off my head. I live in New York City, and we dykes may be
everywhere like the t-shirts and buttons say, but there aren’t that many of
us running around loose and free. And I get tired of watching my back
and front, and having to look sideways because these men are so damn
crazy.

It's not like there’s a neighborhood or a space that’s all our own where
we could have gone to, hung out at, and worked through our growing
pains as baby butches. I guess a lot of us learned our ways alone and in
secret and we still come out with all the different styles of butches. I
really dig on how I can always tell another butch, even if she’s in straight
drag.
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I know for me, I used to read a lot of books. They had this soft-core
pornography in the sixties that I gobbled up as a young girl, with titles like
Strange Friends, Forbidden Love, The Twilight World, and The Lonely People.
On the covers there’d be these women looking very unhappy, like they
were yearning for something they’d never be able to have. I could tell just
by the titles which books were meant to be about me, and after a while, I
knew that if the last page had a man and a woman talking together, it
wasn’t a happy ending.

It was hard buying the happy endings. I was in my early teens going
to the counter with all the shame and fear that the man I'd have to pay
would know what I was reading about, and by that, know what I was —
something bad, a subject for pornography. I'd sneak the books into the
house and wouldn’t even want to share them with my brother, who’d been
my firstand best friend, and is one manI'd kill for still. I'd feel worse about
myself, because he and I had always shared our various and assorted
treasures like dirty books, but not these: I'd read them by myself under
the covers with a flashlight and hide them under my mattress until Friday,
when my mother would change the sheets, and on that day, I'd hide my
secret life in the closet.

I used to buy the idea that I was “sick.” The “sick” theory gave me
some whys and wherefores about the way I had to take to bed to learn
about what straight boys and girls are able to go find out with each other
in alleyways, backyards, parks, and the movies. I didn’t know then that
what I was reading was truly the perverted version. That pornography
was written for straight men — including all the psycho-socio-anthropo-
logical scientific bullshit studies on gay women written by Ph.D.s.

I look back now and see where those books and their ideas rotted my
guts and crippled my moral structure. The real crouchand limp came from
the drafting of my people — women-loving women — as the whipping
girls so that straight society could feel high and holy.

Folks can see the most honorable and upright butch bopping the
streets, minding her own business, and they can have a righteous fit over
her. We don’t have to do anything except be our natural selves and some
of these people will think they have a perfect right to use us as toilet paper
and then go home to plot us into their fantasies. Men always do this to
women any which way: wiping all their mess on some woman who is by
herselfand they’re in a bunch in front of their corner store. After they make
their little comments and noises, they’re all smiling and at ease and feeling
good and cooled out with each other.

If you watch the woman, she looks embarrassed and angry. She feels
stupid and she’s usually trying to cover that up and pretend that none of
itaffects her. Now if she’s the type of butch who won’t calmly take the shit,
the men will have to work harder to take it to another level if they want
the satisfaction that comes from wiping a person away. They have to go
and tell each other that she wants to be a man, or they can act as if they
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just can’t understand “freaks” and how, “If she wants to be a man so bad,
why doesn’t she come out and fight like one?”” Then that dude’s brothers
can go into their man act and have the pleasure of holding him back from
supposedly going after her ass. They’ll be soothing themselves while
trying to pull this one and be saying, “Hey, man. You got to be cool, because
that is a woman and when she meets the right fella, she’ll straighten up
and fly right” And he says, “Yeah, man, I just got all beside myself.
Bulldaggers and faggots, jim. Hey: you know they both use toilet paper
for padding,” and they laugh and slap five and their eyes are shining. Their
whole beings lighten up. They’ve jerked off and are relieved.

Okay, that’s them. They get to feeling whole and healthy, but the
butch-type woman who said, “Fuck y’all. You can keep your shit and kiss
my ass behind it,” is mad as hell and fit to be tied. She doesn’t have
anybody on hand that she can make sense to. There’s no dog she can kick
or make a nigger out of to transfer her shit to, so she’s got to carry the load
and steam with those juices, sweating it out alone. She probably takes it
home and finds it in the mirror in frowns and frustration.

So you can see why I talk about a painkiller. I would like to have a pill
thatI could share with everybody fair and square. We’d all pop itand come
the next day, the streets would be cleared of men, the straight women
would loosen up, and the butches would be at ease with each other. That's
what I would call medical attention for a serious disease that’s getting
epidemic. I think we should give the afflicted hope: let them know:
homophobia can be cured.
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What we’re rollin’
around in bed with:
Sexual silences in feminism

A conversation toward ending them

This article was derived from a series of conversations we enter-
tained for many months. Through it, we wish to illuminate both
our common and our different relationships to a feminist move-
ment to which we are both committed.

The critique

In terms of sexual issues, it seems feminism has fallen short of its
original intent. The whole notion of “the personal is political” which
surfaced in the early part of the movement (and which many of us have
used to an extreme) is suddenly and ironically dismissed when we begin
to discuss sexuality. We have become a relatively sophisticated movement,
so many women think they now have to have the theory before they expose
the experience. It seems we simply did not take our feminism to heart
enough. This most privatized aspect of ourselves, our sex lives, has
dead-ended into silence within the feminist movement.

Feminism has never directly addressed women’s sexuality except in
its most oppressive aspects in relation to men (e.g., marriage, the nuclear
family, wife battering, rape, etc.). Heterosexuality is both an actual sexual
interaction and a system. No matter how we play ourselves out sexually,
we are all affected by the system inasmuch as our sexual values are filtered
through a society where heterosexuality is considered the norm. It is
difficult to believe that there is anyone in the world who hasn’t spent some
time in great pain over the choices and limitations which that system has
forced on all of us. We all suffer from heterosexism every single day
(whether we're conscious of it or not). And as long as that’s true, men and
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women, women and women, men and men — all different kinds of sexual
combinations — must fight against this system, if we are ever going to
perceive ourselves as sexually profitable and loving human beings.

By analyzing the institution of heterosexuality through feminism, we
learned what’s oppressive about it and why people cooperate with it or
don’t, but we didn’t learn what's sexual. We don'’t really know, for instance,
why men and women are still attracted to each other, even through all that
oppression, which we know to be true. There is something genuine that
happens between heterosexuals, but which gets perverted in a thousand
different ways. There is heterosexuality outside of heterosexism.

What grew out of this kind of “nonsexual” theory was a “transcendent”
definition of sexuality wherein lesbianism (since it exists outside the
institution of heterosexuality) came to be seen as the practice of feminism.
It set up a “perfect” vision of egalitarian sexuality, where we could
magically leap over our heterosexist conditioning into mutually orgasmic,
struggle-free, trouble-free sex. We feel this vision has become both mis-
leading and damaging to many feminists, but in particular to lesbians.
Who created this sexual model as a goal in the first place? Who can really
live up to such anideal? There s little language, little literature that reflects
the actual sexual struggles of most lesbians, feminist or not.

The failure of feminism to answer all the questions regarding women,
in particular women'’s sexuality, is the same failure the homosexual move-
ment suffers from around gender. It's a confusing of those two things —
that some of us are both female and homosexual — that may be the source
of some of the tension between the two movements and of the inade-
quacies of each. When we walk down the street, we are both female and
lesbian. We are working-class white and working-class Chicana. We are
all these things rolled into one and there is no way to eliminate even one
aspect of ourselves.

The conversation

CM: In trying to develop sexual theory, I think we should start by talking
about what we‘re rollin” around in bed with. We both agree that the way
feminism has dealt with sexuality has been entirely inadequate.

AH: Right. Sexual theory has traditionally been used to say, People have
been forced to be this thing; people could be that thing. And you're left standing
in the middle going, “Well, am here, and I don’t know how to get there.”
It hasn’t been able to talk realistically about what people are sexually.

I think by focusing on roles in lesbian relationships, we can begin to
unravel who we really are in bed. When you hide how profoundly roles
can shape your sexuality, you can use that as an example of other things
that get hidden. There’s a lot of different things that shape the way that
people respond — some not so easy to see, some more forbidden, as I
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perceive S/M to be. Like with /M — when I think of it I'm frightened:
why? Is it because I might be sexually fascinated with it and I don’t know
how to accept that? Who am I there? The point is, that when you deny that
roles, S/M, fantasy, or any sexual differences exist in the first place, you
can only come up with neutered sexuality, where everybody’s got to be
basically the same because anything different puts the element of power
and deviation in there and threatens the whole picture.

CM: Exactly. Remember how I told you that growing up what turned me
on sexually, at a very early age, had to do with the fantasy of capture,
taking a woman, and my identification was with the man, taking? Well,
something like that would be so frightening to bring up in a feminist
context ... fearing people would put it in some sicko sexual box. And yet,
the truth is, I do have some real gut-level misgivings about my sexual
connection with capture. It might feel very sexy to imagine “taking” a
woman, but it has sometimes occurred at the expense of my feeling,
sexually, like I can surrender myself toa woman — that is, always needing
to be the one in control, calling the shots. It’s a very butch trip and I feel
like this can keep me private and protected and can prevent me from fully
being able to express myself.

AH: But it’s not wrong, in and of itself, to have a capture fantasy. The real
question is: Does it actually limit you? For instance, does it allow you to
eroticize someone else, but never see yourself as erotic? Does it keep you
always in control? Does the fantasy force you intoa dimension of sexuality
that feels very narrow to you? If it causes you to look at your lover in only
one light, then you may want to check it out. But if you can’t even dream
about wanting a woman in this way in the first place, then you can’t figure
out what is narrow and heterosexist in it and what’s just play. After all,
it's only one fantasy.

CM: Well, what I think is very dangerous about keeping down such
fantasies is that they are forced to stay unconscious. Then, next thing you
know, in the actual sexual relationship, you become the capturer; that is,
you try to have power over your lover, psychologically or whatever. If the
desire for power is so hidden and unacknowledged, it will inevitably
surface through manipulation or what-have-you. If you couldn’t play
capturer, you'd be it.

AH: Part of the problem in talking about sexuality is it's so enormous in our
culture that people don’t have any genuine sense of dimension. So that
when you say “capture,” every fantasy you have ever heard of from Robin
Hood to colonialism comes racing into your mind and all you really maybe
wanted to do was have your girlfriend lay you down.

But in feminism, we can’t even explore these questions, because what
they say is, in gender, there is a masculine oppressor and a female oppres-
see. So whether you might fantasize yourself in a rolea man might perform
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or a woman in reaction to a man, this makes you sick, fucked-up, and you
had better go and change it.

If you don’t speak of fantasies, they become a kind of amorphous thing
that envelops you and hangs over your relationship and you get terrified
by thesilence. If you have no way to describe what your desire is and what
your fear is, you have no way to negotiate with yourlover. And I guarantee
you, six months or six years later, the relationship has paid. Things that
are kept private and hidden become painful and deformed.

When you say that part of your sexuality has been hooked up with
capture, I want to say that absolutely there’s a heterosexist part of that, but
what part of that is just plain dealing with power, sexually? I don’t want
to live outside of power in my sexuality, but I don’t want to be trapped
into a heterosexist concept of power either. But what I feel feminism asks
of me is to throw the baby out with the bathwater.

For example, I think the reason butch-femme stuff got hidden within lesbian-
feminism is because people are profoundly afraid of questions of power in bed. And
though everybody doesn’t play out power the way I do, the question of
power affects who and how you eroticize your sexual need. And it is
absolutely at the bottom of all sexual inquiry. I can’t say to you, for
instance, I am trying to work through being a femme, so I won’t have to
be one anymore.

CM: But what is femme to you? I told you once that what I thought of as
femme was passive, unassertive, etc., and you didn’t fit that image. And
you said to me, “Well, change your definition of femme.”

AH: My fantasy life is deeply involved in a butch-femme exchange. I never
come together with a woman, sexually, outside of those roles. Femme is
active, not passive. It's saying to my partner, “Love me enough to let me
go where I need to go and take me there. Don’t make me think it through.
Give me a way to be so in my body that I don’t have to think; that you can
fantasize for the both of us. You map it out. You are in control.”

It’s hard to talk about things like giving up power without it sounding
passive. Iam willing to give myself over to a woman equal to her amount
of wanting. I expose myself for her to appreciate. I open myself out for her
to see what's possible for her to love in me that’s female. I want her to
respond to it. I may not be doing something active with my body, but more
eroticizing her need that I feel in her hands as she touches me.

In the same way, as a butch, you want and conceive of a woman in a
certain way. You dress a certain way to attract herand you put your sexual
need within these certain boundaries to communicate that desire ... And
yet, there’s a part of me that feels maybe all this is not even a question of
roles. Maybe it’s much richer territory than that.

CM: Yes, I feel the way I wanta woman can be a very profound experience.
RememberI'told you how when Ilooked up at my lover’s face when I was

246




A Femme-Butch Reader

making love to her (I was actually just kissing her breast at the moment),
but when I looked up at her face, I could feel and see how deeply every
part of her was present? That every pore in her body was entrusting me
to handle her, to take care of her sexual desire. This look on her face is like
nothing else. It fills me up. She entrusts me to determine where she’ll go
sexually. And I honestly feel a power inside me strong enough to heal the
deepest wound.

AH: Well, I can’t actually see what I look like, but I can feel it in my lover’s
hands when I look the way you described. When I open myself up more
and more to her sensation of wanting a woman, when I eroticize that in
her, I feel a kind of ache in my body, but it’s not an ache to do something.
I can feel a hurt spot and a need and it’s there and it’s just the tip of it, the
tip of that desire, and that is what first gets played with, made erotic. It's
light and playful. It doesn’t commit you to exposing a deeper part of
yourself sexually. Then I begin to pick up passion. And the passion isn’t
butch or femme. It’s just passion.

But from this place, if it’s working, I begin to imagine myself being the
woman that a woman always wanted. That's when I begin to eroticize. That's
what I begin to feel from my lover’s hands. I begin to fantasize myself
becoming more and more female in order to comprehend and meet what
I feel happening in her body. I don’t want her not to be female to me. Her
need is female, but it’s butch because I am asking her to expose her desire
through the movement of her hands on my body and I'll respond. I want
to give up power in response to her need. This can feel profoundly
powerful and very unpassive.

A lot of times how I feel it in my body is I feel like [ have this fantasy
of pulling a woman’s hips into my cunt. I can feel the need painfully in
another woman’s body. I can feel the impact and I begin to play and
respond to that hunger and desire. And I begin to eroticize the fantasy that
she can’t get enuf of me. It makes me want to enflame my body. What it feels
like is that I'm in my own veins and I'm sending heat up into my thighs.
It's very hot.

CM: Oh, honey, she feels the heat, too.

AH: Yes, and Iam making every part of my body accessible to that woman.
I completely trust her. There’s no place she cannot touch me. My body is
literally open to any way she interprets her sexual need. My power is that
I know how to read her inside of her own passion. I can hear her. It’s like
a sexual language; it’s a rhythmic language that she uses her hands for.
My body is completely in sync with a lover, but I'm not deciding where
she’s gonna touch me.

CM: But don’t you ever fantasize yourself being on the opposite end of
that experience?
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AH: Well, not exactly in the same way, because with butches you can’t
insist on them giving up their sexual identity. You have to go through that
identity to that other place. That's why roles are so significant and you
can’t throw them out. You have to find a way to use them, so you can
eventually release your sexuality into other domains that you may feel the
role traps you in. But you don’t have to throw out the role to explore the
sexuality. There are femme ways to orchestrate sexuality. 'm not asking
a woman not to be butch. I am asking her to let me express the other part
of my own character, where Iam actively orchestrating what’s happening.
I never give up my right to say that I can insist on what happens sexually
... Quite often what will happen is I'll simply seduce her. Now, that’s very
active. Theseduction can be very profound, butit’sa seduction asa femme.

CM: What comes to my mind is something as simple as you coming over
and sitting on her lap. Where a butch, well, she might just go for your
throat if she wants you.

AH: Oh yes, different areas for different roles! What's essential is that your
attitude doesn’t threaten the other person’s sexual identity, but plays with
it. That's what good seduction is all about. I play a lot in that. It's not that
[ have to have spike heels on in order to fantasize who I am. Now that’s
just a lot of classist shit, conceiving of femme in such a narrow way.

CM: Well, I would venture to say that some of these dynamics that you're
describing happen between most lesbians, only they may both be in the
same drag of flannel shirts and jeans. My feeling, however, is ... and this
is very hard for me ... what I described earlier about seeing my lover’s face
entrusting me like she did, well, I want her to take me to that place, too.

AH: Yes, but you don’t want to have to deny your butchness to get there.
Right?

CM: Well, that's what’s hard. To be butch, to me, is not to be a woman.
The classic extreme-butch stereotype is the woman who sexually refuses
another woman to touch her. It goes something like this: She doesn’t want
to feel her femaleness because she thinks of you as the “real” woman and
if she makes love to you, she doesn’t have to feel her own body as the object
of desire. She can be a kind of “bodiless lover.” So when you turn over and
want to make love to her and make her feel physically like a woman, then
what she is up against is queer. You are a woman making love to her. She
feels queerer than anything in that. Get it?

AH: Got it. Whew!

CM: I believe that probably from a very early age the way you conceived
of yourself as female has been very different from me. We both have pain,
butI think that there is a particular painattached if you identified yourself
as a butch queer from an early age as I did. I didn’t really think of myself
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as female, or male. I thought of myself as this hybrid or something. I just
kinda thought of myself as this free agent until I got tits. Then I thought,
Oh oh, some problem has occurred here... For me, the way you conceive of
yourself as a woman and the way [ am attracted to women sexually reflect
that butch-femme exchange — where a woman believes herself so woman
that it really makes me want her.

But for me, I feel a lot of pain around the fact that it has been difficult
for me to conceive of myself as thoroughly female in that sexual way. So
retaining my “butchness” is not exactly my desired goal. Now that, in
itself, is probably all heterosexist bullshit — about what a woman is
supposed to be in the first place —but we are talking about the differences
between the way you and I conceive of ourselves as sexual beings.

AH: I think it does make a difference. I would argue that a good femme
does not play to the part of you that hates yourself for feeling like a man,
but to the part of you that knows you’re a woman. Because it’s absolutely
critical to understand that femmes are women to women and dykes to men
in the straight world. You and I are talking girl to girl. We're not talking what
I was in straight life.

I was ruthless with men, sexually, around what I felt. It was only with
women I couldn’t avoid opening up my need to have something more than an
orgasm. With a woman, I can’t refuse to know that the possibility is just
there that she’ll reach me some place very deeply each time we make love.
That's part of my fear of being a lesbian. I can’t refuse that possibility with
a woman.

You see, I want you as a woman, not as a man; but [ want you in the
way you need to be, which may not be traditionally female, but which is
the area that you express as butch. Here is where in the other world you
have suffered the most damage. My feeling is, part of the reason I love to
be with butches is because I feel I repair that damage. I make it right to
want me that hard. Butches have not been allowed to feel their own desire
because that part of butch can be perceived by the straight world as male.
I feel I get back my femaleness and give a different definition of femaleness
to a butch as a femme. That's what I mean about one of those unexplored
territories that goes beyond roles, but goes through roles to get there.

CM: How I fantasize sex roles has been really different for me with
different women. I do usually enter into an erotic encounter witha woman
from the kind of butch place you described, but havealso felt very ripped
off there, finding myself taking all the sexual responsibility. Iam seriously
attracted to butches sometimes. It’s a different dynamic, where the sexu-
ality may not seem as fluid or comprehensible, but I know there’s a huge
part of me that wants to be handled in the way I described I can handle
another woman. I am very compelled toward that “lover” posture. I have
never totally reckoned with being the “beloved” and, frankly, [don’t know
if it takes a butch or a femme or what to get me there. I know that it's a
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struggle within me and it scares the shit out of me to look at it so directly.
I've done this kind of searching emotionally, but to combine sex with it
seems like very dangerous stuff.

AH: Well, I think everybody has aspects of roles in their relationships, but
[ feel pretty out there on the extreme end ... I think what feminism did, in
its fear of heterosexual control of fantasy, was to say that there was almost
no fantasy safe to have, where you weren’t going to have to give up power
or take it. There’s no sexual fantasy I can think of that doesn’t include some
aspect of that. But I feel like I have been forced to give up some of my
richest potential sexually in the way feminism has defined what is, and
what’s not, “politically correct” in the sexual sphere.

CM: Oh, of course, when most feminists talk about sexuality, including
lesbianism, they’re not talking about Desire. It is significant to me that I
came out only when I met a good feminist, although I knew I was queer
since eight or nine. That's only when I'd risk it because I wouldn’t have to
say it's because I want her. I didn’t have to say that when she travels by
me, my whole body starts throbbing.

AH: Yes, it’s just correct.

CM: It was okay to be with her because we all knew men were really
fuckers and there were a lot of “okay” women acknowledging that. Read:
white and educated ... But that’s not why I “came out.” How could I say
that I wanted women so bad, I was gonna die if I didn’t get me one, soon!
You know, I just felt the pull in the hips, right?

AH: Yes, really ... Well, the first discussion I ever heard of lesbianism
among feminists was: “We’ve been sex objects to men and where did it get
us? And here when we're just learning how to be friends with other
women, you got to go and sexualize it.” That’s what they said! “Fuck you.
Now I have to worry about you looking down my blouse.” That's exactly
what they meant. It horrified me. “No no no,” I wanted to say, “That’s not
me. I promise I'll only look at the sky. Please let me come to a meeting. I'm
really okay. I just go to the bars and fuck like a rabbit with women who
want me. You know?”

Now from the onset, how come feminism was so invested in that? They
would not examine sexual need with each other except as oppressor-op-
pressee. Whatever your experience was, you were always the victim. Even
if you were the aggressor. So how do dykes fit into that? Dykes who
wanted tits, you know?

Now a lot of women have been sexually terrorized and this makes
sense, their needing not to have to deal with explicit sexuality, but they
made men out of every sexual dyke. “Oh my god, she wants me, too!”

So it became this really repressive movement, where you didn’t talk
dirty and you didn’t want dirty. It really became a bore. So after meetings,
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we ran to the bars. You couldn’t talk about wanting a woman, except very
loftily. You couldn’t say it hurt at night wanting a woman to touch you ...
I remember at one meeting breaking down after everybody was talking
about being a lesbian very delicately. I began crying. I remember saying,
“I can’t help it. I just ... want her. I want to feel her.” And everybody
forgiving me. It was this atmosphere of me exorcising this crude sexual
need for women.

CM: Shit, Amber ... I remember being fourteen years old and there was
this girl, a few years older than me, who I had this crush on. And on the
last day of school, I knew I wasn’t going to see her for months! We had
hugged good-bye and I went straight home. Going into my bedroom, I got
into my unmade bed and I remember getting the sheets, winding them
into a kind of rope, and pulling them up between my legs and just holding
them there under my chin. I just sobbed and sobbed because I knew I
couldn’t have her, maybe never have a woman to touch. It’s just pure need
and it's whole. It's like usi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>