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Dedication

FOR ELEANOR AND MOLLIE, ALWAYS FOLLOW YOUR HEART —S. PRAGER

FOR EDNA, YOU FOLLOWED YOUR HEART —S. PAPWORTH
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Introduction

When I was growing up, I didn’t know that LGBTQ+ people had changed the world. I wrote this book to make sure you never have to think that.

Did you ever wonder who invented the computer? Or who invented the high five? Well, gay people invented both of those. And the technology that’s in your tablet? That was a trans woman.

Yup, the world would be a really different place without computers or tablets or high fives, wouldn’t it? The stories of those three inventors are in this book, along with the stories of a US Civil War soldier, a Mexican nun, and an Angolan queen. The first person to fly an airplane is in here, along with an astronaut from almost a hundred years later who flew a lot higher.

LGBTQ+ people have shaped the world as we know it. From conquerors to composers and artists to activists, the LGBTQ+ community has made a mark on every century of human existence.

This book is a celebration of fifty of the most inspiring and interesting LGBTQ+ people from throughout history. Those who are LGBTQ+ still have to keep who they are a secret in many parts of the world today, but in this book, no one is a secret. We can shout these names from the rooftops with pride.

When I was younger, I didn’t learn the names or stories of any of these heroes. When I taught them to myself in high school, it changed my life. I knew I wasn’t alone, I knew I wasn’t the first to feel this way, I knew I could be anyone and achieve anything. I knew I was part of a big family.

After having my daughter while writing my first book, Queer, There, and Everywhere, I resolved to share the representation that book provided with a younger audience. I didn’t see children’s books celebrating the stories of my LGBTQ+ family, so I decided to create a collection of fifty true stories of people from around the world and across time who everyone should know about.

These biographies are meant to give you a sense of how many different ways LGBTQ+ people have made a difference . . . and how you can make a difference, too.
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Adam Rippon

Adam was born knowing how to be first. He was the first of six kids in his family in rural Pennsylvania . . . and he would go on to be first many other times in his life.

An active kid, he just wasn’t clicking with any sports he tried . . . until he found ice skating when he was ten. It quickly became a passion, and he started winning medals at various competitions.

But there was more to Adam’s identity than ice skating. . . . He’d known he was gay since he was little. He struggled with it for a long time, not wanting to come out to himself, let alone to others. The first time he told someone he was gay, it was like a huge weight being lifted off his shoulders. He said he felt “reborn.” When he came out to the whole world in 2015, it was a big deal for an American male athlete. He says that even if you’re not LGBTQ+, sharing who you are with the world and coming out as yourself can make you powerful. Amen!

In 2018 he became the first ever openly gay US athlete to qualify for a Winter Olympics. Later that year in South Korea, he became the first openly gay US athlete to win a medal at a Winter Olympics!

His BFF mother raised her children to believe they were champions. Adam ended up an Olympic champion, but he says that being a champion “is more than a medal. It’s a mind-set.” Anyone can be a champion by being themselves—yes, that means you!
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Alan L. Hart

Alan really loved his grandparents. Some of us have a special fondness for Grandma and Grandpa because of their cookies or hugs, but for Alan, his affection came from something else.

When he was at his grandparents’ farm in Oregon growing up, Alan got to dress and act like a boy. Alan was always a boy, but because he was assigned female at birth, he had to wait until he was grown up before he got the chance to present as a man full-time. His grandparents always respected young Alan as a grandson no matter what others thought.

After being forced to attend school and college presenting as a girl, as an adult Alan became the first person in the US to transition with the help of medical doctors. He learned from what Magnus Hirschfeld had done for another trans man in Germany and got an American doctor to help. By 1918 he’d had gender affirming surgery and been able to legally change his name to Alan. In 1925, he married his second wife, Edna Ruddick, and they were together the rest of Alan’s life. Aww!

Now, a hundred years ago, people didn’t have the medical advances we have today, not just for gender transition, but also in terms of helping people who got sick. The number one cause of death in the US was a disease called tuberculosis (TB). Since there was no cure, the most important thing for someone with TB was to discover it early to get treatment. But there was a big problem—diagnosing it in the early stages was really hard.

Alan became a doctor and turned into a leader in the TB field. He pioneered use of the new X-ray technology to find TB early, meaning that doctors could now find the disease in people in time to treat it before it got too serious. Because of Alan’s work, deaths by TB plummeted dramatically. He saved countless lives! Alan was a true pioneer . . . in more ways than one.
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Alan Turing

World War II was raging across Europe. Alan was an academic, not a soldier. So what could he do to help his country of Britain?

Alan had completed advanced studies in a new field that we know today as computer science, but in the 1940s there was no such thing as a computer. No smartphones, no laptops, no tablets—nothing with a glowing screen.

The Nazis (the enemy in the war) had a secret code they used to write to each other called the Enigma code. No human had been able to crack the code and figure out how to translate it. If the British could read what the Nazis were telling each other, they could win the war!

So immediately when the British entered the war, Alan joined a team of very smart people who began working on a way to break the Enigma code. What Alan ended up inventing with his team was the world’s first computer. It could automatically check all the possible answers to the Enigma riddle and solve it. Alan called it his universal machine.

With the universal machine, the British and their allies went on to beat the Nazis and win World War II! Alan had made a huge difference, and he went back to his life of studying more about computers.

There was a problem, though. Alan was a man who loved other men, and it was illegal to do that in 1950s Britain. When the police found out, they arrested Alan, and his punishment was forced medical treatment that was supposed to make him stop loving men. That is impossible to do, so it didn’t work, and it made Alan miserable. He died just two years later, without anyone knowing about his top secret work that helped to save thousands of lives.

In 2013, the Queen of England officially pardoned Alan for his “crime” of loving another man (which is no longer illegal in Britain). Now that the public knows about what he did during the war, he is famous, loved, and appreciated all over the whole world. He gave us all a huge gift that changed everything. Think of Alan the next time you’re on your universal machine—aka tablet!
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Albert Cashier

Albert was about to change his life forever, but it seemed impossible without ten dollars.

Ten dollars is how much a ticket for a boat to take him from Ireland to America cost—and Albert didn’t have ten dollars. Not even close. So Albert stowed away on the ship without a ticket. And got away with it!

Albert made it to America and started his new life. It wasn’t just a new place that made it a new life—Albert had made a big change when he took that boat ride. In Ireland he had always presented as a woman, but he took off his dress in the port in Ireland and never looked back. It was his chance to be himself.

But there was trouble in his new country—war. Albert joined the army (he did need a job) and fought for the North in the Civil War. He fought bravely for three years. Once, he was captured by Southern soldiers, but he escaped. Another time, he ran out into the middle of a battle to save an American flag. Albert was a great soldier, a true hero.

Everyone always respected him as a man, even after the war. Before he died in old age, someone discovered his assigned-female body. His soldier friends came to make sure Albert was buried with his rightful name on the headstone and in his military uniform . . . and he was.
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