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“Sharp, informative, and always engaging, this is first-rate work.”

—Christopher Bram, The Advocate

“A welcome book … Out in the World recounts … the experiences of people Americans would probably never hear from otherwise— lesbians in black townships in South Africa, for instance, and homosexual males from traditional Chinese neighborhoods in Hong Kong. In each country he visited, what he learned helps put in perspective the kinds of personal, professional and legal challenges that gay men and lesbians still face here.”

—Washington Post Book World

“Continuously fascinating … Miller poses questions about gay identity [and] finds a world in various states of advancement, ranging from Denmark, the first nation to legalize homosexual marriages, to Egypt and Thailand, where a self-determined gay identity is still struggling to surface.”

—San Francisco Review of Books

“Compulsive reading … impressive, entertaining … Miller is a journalist and he knows how to write: coolly, sometimes skeptically, often humorously, with an eye always to the salient.… There is much that is serious in this book … but it is all written up in entertaining and readable prose.”

—Matthew Parris, National Review

“A magnificent Odyssey … Miller is a seasoned journalist [and] an expert storyteller. Unlike many male writers about gay sociology, Miller makes an assiduous effort to investigate lesbian experience as well.… A wonderful accomplishment.”

—Philip Gambone, Bay Windows

“Compelling … richly thoughtful … Miller is heroically scrupulous in giving proportional attention to men and women, people of color, and minorities within minorities. [With] Miller’s fresh observations … readers will find themselves in the hands of a reliable guide.”

—Stan Persky, Toronto Globe and Mail

“The first large-scale look at gay and lesbian life around the globe. Miller looks at topics of sexuality, relationships, politics, social patterns, community building, and the impact of AIDS. Out in the World introduces us to an unusual and vivid cast of characters, [and] enlightens as it uncovers a wide range of attitudes, lifestyles and behaviors. Miller brilliantly captures the touching, often inspiring stories of women and men simply trying to live their lives, often in climates of repression or opposition.”

—Stonewall News

“A grand tour … an exploration, from one vastly different culture to the next, of what it means to be homosexual. Some of the sketches are worthy of a short story.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer

“For his latest work Miller traveled to twelve nations, speaking with, among others, gay South African miners, Australian AIDS activists, a lesbian couple legally married in Denmark and Japanese men. Miller … sees his book as a memoir of a people, and hopes lesbians and gays here can learn from their foreign counterparts, and can also offer advice to those just reaching toward the edges of gay and lesbian liberation.”

—Boston Globe

“Miller records nuances of gay life the world over, [and] what he found has been largely uncharted up to now.”

—Houston Post

“Engaging … Out in the World pays special attention to developing countries where gay and lesbian identity is evolving along with political and cultural reforms. Throughout the book, Miller is careful to track the status of lesbians so often overlooked in the popular conception of what it means to be gay. Heartfelt quotations … give Out in the World a necessary warmth and human connection. Out in the World documents red-hot emotions—not merely love and passion but hatred and persecution.”

—Toronto Star
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During the two years I spent in Jerusalem, teaching English, in the early 1970s, I made the acquaintance of only one other gay man. We met on a bus from Tel Aviv. The bus was crowded and we both stood in the back, gripping the same railing and trying to avoid being swept down the aisle. As the bus climbed the Judaean hills, I felt the slightest pressure of his fingers against mine. I didn’t pay any attention. Then I felt the pressure again. We didn’t look at each other or speak. We were both in the closet in a closeted society.

When the bus arrived in Jerusalem, we drifted into the same cafeteria and began to talk. The young man was studying psychology. He lived with his parents and had been in the elite navy commandos. After some initial hesitation, he told me he was gay. All his gay friends had left the country. He planned to do the same. Israel was no place to be homosexual, he said. The pressure to marry was intense. There weren’t any bars or gay and lesbian organizations, just a few spots, known only to the initiated, where men met for a hurried, furtive sexual encounter. He promised to call the following day. But he never did.

In Jerusalem, I spent a good deal of time with Dahlia, a dark-eyed nursing student who was the daughter of poor Moroccan immigrants. Her mother would make couscous in large bowls, and sweet mint tea. Once when I was having stomach problems, she made me a garlic sandwich, a folk remedy. I reeked of it for days. Dahlia and I would go to the movies, usually to Turkish tearjerkers. By the last scene, everyone in the audience would be weeping. Dahlia and I wept too, perhaps for different reasons.

Dahlia took me to a fortune-teller, an old Moroccan rabbi. The waiting room was crowded with women with scarves on their heads, squawling babies on their laps. The rabbi wore a black robe and black skullcap. “You will leave Israel,” he told me somberly, “but you will return after many years, with your wife and children.”

I did leave Israel soon after, but a wife and children weren’t in my future. That meeting on the bus was more vivid in my imagination than anything else. I began to come to terms with being gay, eventually settling into the cozy and (relatively) liberal-minded world of Boston and Cambridge. Within a couple of years, I was the editor of the national weekly the Gay Community News. Later, I worked as a staff feature writer at the Boston Phoenix. In the late 1980s, I wrote a book called In Search of Gay America, in which I examined changes in the lives of lesbians and gay men in the United States, particularly in small towns and rural areas. Places like Bunceton, Missouri, and Bismarck, North Dakota, became my idea of exotic. I rarely looked back or thought very much about my years in Israel. It was all ancient, tortured history.

Years later, I attended a talk by an Israeli lesbian at the Boston Center for Lesbians and Gay Men. She strode to the front of the room, picked up a piece of chalk, and wrote the name, address, and telephone number of the Israeli lesbian and gay organization on the blackboard. The country’s sodomy laws had recently been abolished, she told the audience; a delegation from her organization had met with liberal and left-wing members of the Knesset; a gay disco had opened in Tel Aviv. She was sure of herself, idealistic yet practical, in the sabra manner.

I was somewhat astonished by all this. In my mind, Israel—gay Israel, if one could use so contradictory a term—had remained frozen in the repressed and repressive 1970s. Suddenly it was alive, fluid—dynamic, even. It was shortly after the Israeli lesbian gave her talk that I decided to go out in the world. I would go in search of gays and lesbians, to see what their lives were like. I had changed; gay life in America had changed, even in obscure places like Bunceton and Bismarck; I was suddenly intensely curious about the rest of the world.

I didn’t start out with any particular preconceptions, any grand theory I wanted to prove. My intention was to paint up-close portraits of people and communities, letting my subjects tell their own stories. This book makes no claims to being definitive or encyclopedic—it was obviously impossible for me to go to all the places I would have liked or to provide some all-inclusive overview.

By profession and inclination I am a journalist—not an anthropologist, sociologist, gay theorist, or gay travel writer, although Out in the World owes something to all these approaches. Readers interested in where to stay in Cairo or what bars to go to in Copenhagen are warned to look elsewhere. This is a volume of reportage, an examination of lives of gays and lesbians and the societies that formed them, reflected them—and were often (but not always) at odds with them.

I have looked at many of the same topics as I did in my previous book—sexuality and relationships, social patterns and community-building, politics and culture, and the impact of AIDS. Because of the cross-cultural nature of the project, I asked broader questions, too: What are the preconditions that make it possible for individuals to live an open gay or lesbian life? What roles do economic, cultural, social, and religious factors play? What has been the impact of social movements like gay liberation and feminism?

In the process, other, more fundamental questions began to preoccupy me. Just what did “gay” or “lesbian” or even “homosexual” mean? Was a gay or lesbian identity (as distinguished from behavior) merely a Western cultural notion? How relevant was the dichotomy we in the West set up between “homosexual” and “heterosexual,” between “gay” and “straight,” to a non-Western society, say Egypt or Thailand? Was it a mistake to hold up Western-style openly gay or lesbian models for such countries?

I observed gays and lesbians in non-Western societies as they put together their own concepts of gay identity and relationships. Sometimes, as in the case of Egypt, where the lines between gay and straight were more blurred than elsewhere, I wound up writing about the relationship between sexuality and society in a way that went beyond the subject of sexual orientation.

I spent two and a half years working on Out in the World. At the outset, a major question was what places to choose for my research. I wanted to achieve a mix of East and West, of developed and developing countries, of culture, race, religion, social and political systems. In a world where authoritarian structures are breaking down, I was particularly interested in examining the impact of this process on the emergence of lesbian and gay communities. For those reasons, I looked at South Africa, as the institutional fabric of apartheid unraveled; at Argentina and Uruguay, following the collapse of the right-wing military governments that had ruled those countries throughout much of the 1970s and 1980s; and at Czechoslovakia and the former East Germany, after the fall of hard-line Communist regimes.

My interest in the interplay between culture and sexuality caused me to spend much time in the non-Western world. I was curious about societies where homosexual relations (between men, at least) have traditionally been acceptable, but where gay identity has not. So I decided to go to Egypt, Thailand, and Japan. In Hong Kong, I examined how the particular political situation of the colony—the looming Communist Chinese takeover—was affecting the gay community and attempts to improve the legal status of homosexuals. Hong Kong was also my window on mainland China. And the dilemma of trying to combine gay identity with cultural and racial identities was a subject I explored among black and mixed-race South Africans and among the Aboriginals in Australia and Maori in New Zealand.

I decided to look closely at Australia because in many respects it is the country that most resembles the United States—a frontier society comprising sophisticated cities with vibrant gay communities, and more rural and traditional-minded areas where homosexuals are fighting for the most basic civil rights. It is also a nation with some of the most enlightened AIDS policies and AIDS education programs on the planet.

Although I made a deliberate decision not to emphasize Western Europe, I thought it was important to look at a society where, in political and legal terms, lesbian and gay progress was at its most advanced. I chose Denmark, the only country in the world where, at this writing, gay and lesbian partnerships are recognized by law and enjoy virtually the same legal status as heterosexual marriages.

As I knew from the United States, an openly gay and lesbian life tends to emerge in small towns and rural areas only after it develops in urban centers. Since in many of the countries I visited the emergence of gay communities is a recent phenomenon, I spent most of my time in cities. On some occasions, I did get an opportunity to explore gay life in smaller places: an Afrikaner gold-mining town in South Africa; a desert oasis in Egypt; country towns on the northwest coast of the Australian island of Tasmania. But Out in the World remains largely an urban-oriented book.

In each country I report on, I write about the situation of lesbians and gays at a particular moment in time. Governments rise and fall; economies go from boom to bust and back again; social changes have transformed many Third World societies, in particular. By focusing on the personal and the cultural as much as the political, I have attempted to give the book a greater resonance. On the other hand, I also wanted to capture people and places in the midst of specific historical changes: South Africa at a time of optimism, when a nonracial future seemed a tantalizing possibility; the former East Germany at the moment when the euphoria over the fall of the Wall gave way to the economic distress and personal disorientations of unification; Hong Kong during the period of fear and uncertainty in anticipation of the projected takeover by the Chinese Communists.

It is my hope that this book uses the particular vantage point of gay men and women to shed light on subjects such as race in South Africa, political repression in Argentina, the transition to the market economy in Eastern Europe, and marriage and social relations in Japan.

In researching Out in the World, I encountered many difficulties. The scope of the book was daunting, to say the least. In some countries, I had the advantage of introductions to gay and lesbian organizations and a list of gay bars and meeting places (often culled from the Spartacus Guide for Gay Men); in others, I arrived with a name and address scribbled on a scrap of paper, and hoped for the best.

One of the major difficulties was in writing about the lives of both gay men and women. This was particularly so in the non-Western world, where the social status of women is low and there are few open lesbians. In Hong Kong, I was unable to meet any lesbians at all; in Egypt I met one. The only Thai lesbian whom I talked to at any length was a woman I was introduced to in Tokyo. In other countries I visited, such as Australia and New Zealand, lesbian separatism has persisted far longer than in the United States; in Melbourne, I found that it was almost as difficult as a gay man to meet lesbians as it was in Cairo. Overall, I have tried to achieve a balance between gay men and lesbians in the book, but I have not been as successful as I would have liked. The closeness and cooperation that one increasingly encounters in the United States between gay men and lesbians—and the growing lesbian visibility—was absent in many of the places I visited, making my task harder.

In virtually all the countries I covered, I looked at the impact of AIDS on the gay population. I went to countries where AIDS was a significant factor—Australia and Thailand, for example—and to others—Japan and Egypt—where it was not, thus far. Whether or not AIDS appeared an immediate threat, I was interested in exploring the role of the epidemic in shaping gay identity and community. Out in the World is not primarily a book about AIDS. Nonetheless, I have tried to to elucidate attitudes toward AIDS in various societies and to record its toll and its political and social consequences.

I should note that many of the people I interviewed for the book did not want their names and identities made public. In such cases, I have used a pseudonymous first name only, and changed small details to protect privacy.

In the end, ironically perhaps, I never did return to Israel. The old rabbi was wrong. I had wanted to go, had planned to go. When I was in Cairo, I peered into the windows of travel agencies advertising buses to Tel Aviv; I pored over timetables. But something held me back. Perhaps it was an instinct of self-protection, a feeling that one shouldn’t try to remake the past, that one should look forward, not back. Maybe I just couldn’t bear the prospect of twenty-four hours on a bus from Cairo to Tel Aviv. In any event, for me Out in the World represents a journey very different from any I’ve taken before.

—Somerville, Massachusetts
February 1992
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Johannesburg

We were driving to a party in kwaThema, a township east of Johannesburg, and we were lost. It is easy to get lost while trying to find a black township in South Africa. The maps don’t list the townships and until a couple of years ago there were no road signs indicating them at all. We took a couple of wrong turns and a long loop through flat and depressing country. Out the window, you could see the grand design of apartheid—townships that were little islands cut off from the rest of the world, dumped out of sight behind a rise, on the other side of the tracks, off poorly marked highways. It began to rain, as it often did in late afternoon in the Transvaal in midsummer.

Besides myself, there were four of us in the car: Liz, my host, a white South African woman who had lived in Boston for seven years and had recently returned home; Ron, a young American who was doing his undergraduate thesis on the lesbian and gay movement in South Africa; and two nineteen-year-old black South African lesbians—Phybia, a drama student who everyone said looked like the singer Tracy Chapman; and Bev, a teacher of Afrikaans and English, who had grown up trying to look like Boy George.

KwaThema is a bleak place, a dusty sprawl of tiny matchbox houses set down amid the red earth and ash-gray mine dumps of the East Rand. The streets are unpaved and rutted and there are no sidewalks; there isn’t a car or even a tree in sight. But on a Saturday night the streets are full of people. They cluster in groups on street corners, gossip on front stoops, promenade in their weekend best. Children are everywhere. A band passes by, with a group of people following enthusiastically. Everyone seems to be going to a party. The party we were heading for, though, was different from the other ones taking place that evening in kwaThema: It was sponsored by the local chapter of GLOW, Gays and Lesbians of the Witwatersrand.

When we finally found the appointed spot—the yard of a small brick house just off the street—the festivities were well under way. A boom box was pounding out a disco version of “Hava Nagila,” of all things, and steak and sausage were simmering on the braai. KwaThema is said to be one of the more prosperous townships, and it boasts a number of attractive brick and stucco houses with well-tended lawns and flower beds. The house where the party was being held was of the basic matchbox variety, however: two small rooms and a kitchen, modestly furnished, with peeling, yellowish walls and a concrete floor.

The forty or so guests were mostly men, all quite young and very campy. They referred to their boyfriends as their wives, and barked orders at them. The boyfriends were deferential and kept their distance. Everyone was drinking a lot. Liz, Ron, and I were the only whites present. A dashing man in a flowered shirt and jeans gave Ron the black solidarity handshake and asked boldly, “Are you king or queen?” Ron didn’t know what to say. No one asked questions like that in Flint, Michigan, where Ron hails from.

We stood in the yard, in the midst of the crowd, and drank beer and devoured bowls of cornmeal mush, called pap. The rain had stopped, and it had turned into a cool, pleasant evening. Bev, the teacher, was in romantic conflict: She had a mad crush on a woman at the party who was dressed in a funny cap and jumpsuit and was said to be involved with a female pop singer. The problem was that Bev had a lover at home. Meanwhile, Phybia, who didn’t share Bev’s melodramatic temperament, was offering a critique of the music. She rattled off the names of her favorite performers: Edie Brickell, Sinèad O’Connor, Suzanne Vega, and, of course, Tracy Chapman. These artists were not featured on the boom box at kwaThema, which leaned more in the direction of Gloria Gaynor and Donna Summer when it wasn’t offering earsplitting kibbutz melodies.

The man in the flowered shirt, who had been putting the moves on Ron, worked for an air-freight company. “I steal,” he said. “Everyone there steals, even the boss.” He could get us a TV, a VCR, anything we wanted. A major portion of the air-freight company’s customers these days were Greeks who were moving to Zaire. “They come to South Africa, they make a lot of money, then they leave,” he said. “They’re taking our money!” He had been at the nearby township of Thokoza the previous week during a night of terror in which Zulu migrant workers slaughtered seventy people, part of the endemic township violence that many believed was fomented by government security forces. When I asked him what it had been like, he said only, “I was trying to stay alive.”

Inside the cramped kitchen, I was introduced to a rather large woman in a polka-dot dress, who sat on a metal chair as if it were a throne. She was called Ma Thoko, and the yard where the party was taking place was hers. She wasn’t gay herself but regularly made her home available to the gays and lesbians of kwaThema and the surrounding townships as a kind of “drop-in” center. “They are good people,” she said. “No, my neighbors don’t seem to mind. Everyone should be able to have fun.”

We had a difficult time leaving. The other guests crowded around the car. The man in the flowered shirt, quite drunk by this time, sat in the front seat and wouldn’t budge until Ron gave him his telephone number. A woman was engaging Liz in intense conversation; the woman’s lover was alcoholic and apparently abused her. Liz was always getting into conversations of this sort; she was the kind of person whom everyone—particularly young black lesbians—bared their soul to. As for Bev, she was undecided whether to stay or go. She just couldn’t get the woman in the jumpsuit out of her mind. “I’m staying,” she announced. And then a minute later: “I was just joking.” By midnight, we were all back in Johannesburg in our respective beds, Bev included. I later heard the party continued until Monday morning.

The kwaThema party would never have taken place a year or two before; at that time, there wasn’t any organized lesbian and gay life in the townships around Johannesburg. A new South Africa was being forged, and the evening at kwaThema was part of that process. Apartheid, the system of political dominance and enforced social separation by which five million whites ruled over thirty-five million blacks, Indians, and mixed-race “Coloureds,” was fading. Nelson Mandela had been released from prison eight months before, and the long-banned African National Congress, the ANC, was in the midst of the painful transition from revolutionary organization to political party. All remaining race laws were in the process of being repealed; local governments were desegregating swimming pools, libraries, and some schools. The white minority government and the ANC still hadn’t agreed on a formula that would transfer political power to the nonwhite majority. And even with the dismantling of the legal basis of apartheid, economic disparities between the races remained vast, and white control of the economy almost complete. It was sometimes hard to conceive how a fair and just society could ever emerge in South Africa. But the country was changing. It was a moment of hope—and fear—in which the cruelest injustices of the past seemed to be dying, and the injustices of the future had not quite manifested themselves.

Even as the institutions of apartheid were being dismantled, Johannesburg, the former mining camp that is now the nation’s largest city and its business and cultural hub, remains largely segregated. Whites live in Bel Air-like suburbs behind high walls and barbed wire, protected by attack dogs and waited on by black servants, who are said to number a hundred and twenty thousand in Johannesburg alone. The aging downtown commercial center, except for a few glass-and-steel corporate headquarters (and imposing buildings housing the law courts and the security police), has been largely ceded to blacks. Just eleven miles away lies Soweto, the biggest black township in South Africa, with a population of more than two and a half million. Increasingly, however, the patterns of segregation in Johannesburg were beginning to resemble the more informal ones of an American city, not the obsessively rigid demarcations of apartheid.

I was staying in Yeoville, the inner suburb that is a “gray area,” meaning mixed black and white. Yeoville is a mixture of ugly brick apartment buildings and colonial-style bungalows with red tin roofs, front porches, and back gardens. It has a reputation as a haven for left-wing, antigovernment whites; it also is home to Portuguese, Hasidic Jews, and blue-collar Afrikaners. (The Afrikaners, of Dutch and French Huguenot descent, make up about sixty percent of South Africa’s white population.) On Rocky Street, the neighborhood’s main drag, there are used-clothing stores, a health-food shop, and a club called Dylan’s, after Bob. At night, they sell dagga—marijuana—on street corners and you fall asleep to the sound of car alarms and barking dogs.

My hosts, Liz and Jennie, were two white South African lesbians who had recently returned home from long stays in the United States. Both were in their late twenties and involved in relationships with women in Boston who were fifteen or twenty years older. At midnight, when the rates went down, the phone would begin to ring; it was Boston calling.

Liz and Jennie were on the left of the political spectrum. The walls of the house were covered with political posters and quotes from Gandhi and Thoreau. The women ate fresh fruit salads for breakfast, and vegetables and rice for dinner. Before I had left the States, I had called Liz on the phone and asked what I could bring her. “A tube of Tom’s Natural Toothpaste,” she replied. Liz was an artist; she had done a drawing of Nelson Mandela that a U.S. anti-apartheid group had turned into a poster. Jennie was a social worker at a local mental-health clinic; in her spare time, she was bringing recycling to Johannesburg. Both were ambivalent about whether to stay in South Africa or to return to Boston, to their girlfriends and to the women’s community there.

At least some of the perceived advantages of Boston were coming to Johannesburg, however. As a result of the racial and political opening of the new South Africa, a lesbian and gay community was emerging. In October 1990, scarcely eight months after the government had ended its long-standing ban on marches and demonstrations, eight hundred people—black and white—showed up in downtown Johannesburg on a rainy Saturday morning for the country’s (and the African continent’s) first lesbian and gay pride march. At a picnic after the march, organizer Simon Nkoli, dubbed the “gay Mandela” for having spent four years in prison as an anti-apartheid activist, told the crowd, “I feel like crying. I feel like just tearing my clothes off.”

For many years, there had been gay communities in cities like Johannesburg and Cape Town, but they had been quite closeted—and totally white. White gays could enjoy the advantages of bars, bathhouses, a monthly newspaper, even a pivotal role in a race for a Johannesburg parliamentary seat. But for blacks, there had been virtually nothing. Until a few years before, blacks hadn’t been allowed into gay bars or clubs—or any white bars or clubs, for that matter—and whites weren’t allowed to visit black townships without a permit. Apartheid had kept white and black homosexuals from the most basic social interactions, let alone the formation of a unified sense of community.

Today, however, the emerging lesbian and gay movement was nonracial. GLOW, the greater Johannesburg-Soweto group, founded in 1988, had nearly four hundred members, sixty percent of whom were black. This was particularly noteworthy because many black Africans, especially those on the left, tended to dismiss homosexuality—and gay identity—as Western cultural imports. GLOW had ambitious ideas: purchasing a block of flats to enable black gays to move out of overcrowded townships; setting up a community center; starting a job bank.

Increasingly, gay rights was being viewed as part of the broader South African struggle, by both gays and heterosexuals. The African National Congress had drafted a model bill of rights for South Africa that included a provision barring discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation.

As white Johannesburg activist Alan Velcich noted, “Five or six years ago, the only black gays you ever saw were prostitutes or transvestites. You rarely saw mixed couples. I knew a white man who worked for a broadcast studio and had his black lover living with him as his gardener. That was the only way you could do it. But today, you have GLOW bringing whites and blacks together socially for the first time.” Within GLOW, white and black men sometimes had different expectations, Velcich added. The whites tended to be more politically minded; they wanted to discuss things. With many activist blacks involved in the African National Congress, GLOW attracted younger black men who, traditionally deprived of many social outlets, saw the organization as a place to have fun. Black lesbians remained virtually invisible. “Still, it’s a different world than it was just a few years ago,” Velcich said.

For lesbians and gays, the new South Africa was full of contrasts and contradictions. Consenting sexual activity between adult males remained illegal, although the law was rarely, if ever, enforced. (The law did not apply to women.) Censorship had been relaxed, but pornography, gay or straight, was still outlawed. During my visit, three issues of the gay newspaper the New York Native turned up on the “banned” list, along with Devil Love, the Newsletter of the Sons of Satan and something called Diana’s Paradise. A Cape Town AIDS activist reported that on three separate occasions when he had returned from international AIDS conferences, his house had been raided by the police, presumably searching for sexually explicit material.

Nonetheless, there was a sense of excitement among gays and lesbians in South Africa, and a visitor couldn’t help but feel it. The world was opening up. Phybia, the drama student who had driven out to kwaThema with me, had had her picture on the cover of a Norwegian gay magazine. She had participated in the gay and lesbian march and was involved in the newly formed gay student group at her university. Only a few months before, she had been closeted and traumatized about her attraction to other women. “Because you’re black, you’re not expected to be gay,” she told me. “People say, ‘It’s white people who are gay. You’re not gay. You’re African. It’s not part of your culture.’ But look at me. I’m here!”

I met Simon Nkoli for dinner at Garbo’s, a predominantly gay restaurant in Hillbrow, Johannesburg’s version of Greenwich Village. Framed photographs of the actress stared down from every wall, indication that the international gay iconography extended to the farthest reaches of the Southern Hemisphere. Garbo’s was crowded with white gay yuppies, showing off their suntans and comparing the merits of this beach in Cape Town with that beach in Durban. Simon was the only black in the restaurant. If he felt at all out of place, he didn’t let on.

Simon made an unlikely “gay Mandela.” On first acquaintance, you had no sense that the thirty-three-year-old founder of GLOW had spent four years in apartheid’s prisons. He was cheerful and good-humored, displaying little animosity toward white South Africans. He betrayed no hint of the political ideologue, either. Trim, bearded, dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt, Simon told me he ran marathons in his spare time and was just “getting into” leather. He had the jacket, the vest, and the cap. What he didn’t have was a pair of leather pants: They were hard to find in South Africa. Simon was charming and appealing, often going on like a teenager about men he found attractive. That side of him—often the only side he displayed—made Simon easy to underestimate. The South African police hadn’t underestimated him; I was prepared to take their word for it.

When Simon was twenty-one and first came out after falling in love with a white man, his parents had taken him to a sangoma, a witch doctor. The sangoma pronounced him possessed but was unable to cure him. Meanwhile, the mother of Simon’s would-be lover wrote a letter to Simon’s mother accusing Simon of corrupting her son, even though the two hadn’t had sex yet. Simon’s mother wrote back suggesting that it was the woman’s son who had done the corrupting. The white woman proposed that the two young men go to a psychiatrist; she would foot the bill. Simon described the scene in the waiting room that first day: Simon and his mother, and next to them, the lover and his mother. After that first session, Simon and his friend continued seeing the same psychiatrist within an hour of each other for months, usually meeting before for coffee. On the therapist’s advice, they had sex for the first time—in an attempt to wean themselves from their predilections. That “cure” failed, as well.

Later, Simon became involved with another white man and lived with him in an apartment building in Johannesburg. The only way Simon could live there legally was to register as the man’s servant.

Eventually, Simon joined what was then the country’s leading gay organization, GASA (the Gay Association of South Africa), a group, founded in 1982, that was almost entirely white and male. In 1984, he started the Saturday Group, a GASA adjunct for black men. At that time, gay bars and clubs remained off-limits to blacks. Sometimes, GASA would hold functions at those establishments, resulting in the exclusion of members of the Saturday Group. “Blacks were uncomfortable with GASA from the word go,” Simon recalled. “Lots of people resigned. I didn’t resign. I was hoping things would improve.”

Simon was active in other organizations, as well, particularly the United Democratic Front, the internal political arm of the then-illegal ANC. Some months after he founded the Saturday Group, Simon’s anti-apartheid activism led to his arrest on charges of high treason, subversion, murder, and terrorism. He was among twenty-two defendants in the Delmas Treason Trial, one of the most highly publicized political trials of the 1980s. Eventually he was acquitted, but not before he served four years in prison, including one year in solitary confinement with only the Bible to read.

At the time of Simon’s arrest, rumors circulated among black gays that the police had nabbed him because of his involvement in the Saturday Group, and that the organization’s membership list had been seized. There was panic. The Saturday Group dissolved, bringing a halt to the first attempt at organizing black gays anywhere in South Africa. Simon suspected the rumors were spread by some GASA members who didn’t want the black gay group to continue functioning. As it turned out, the police never did get the Saturday Group list.

Before and during the trial, Simon was open with the other defendants about his sexuality, even though at the time the ANC did not officially support gay rights. “Some of the other trialists were fine about my being gay,” he said. “Others weren’t. They’d make antigay jokes. But the fact was that, while the other people were separated from their wives and girlfriends, I was also separated from my lover. Sure, I was gay. But the feelings towards the community and society and families were the same for all of us: We all missed them. We learned to cope.”

In prison, Simon became a hero to gays and lesbians around the world. The European gay press—particularly in Britain and Scandinavia—took up his cause. But in his own country, his fellow GASA members made no attempt to help him. “I survived those four years; GASA did nothing” was the way Simon put it. The organization declined to take any position against apartheid or in support of Simon. One GASA leader during this period told me there was simply nothing GASA could have done, especially in the repressive climate of the then-existing state of emergency. “In Russia, you don’t drive to Siberia and say, ‘We’re here to see a queen,’ ” he said. “It wasn’t much different in South Africa at that time.” Besides, Simon, “a minor player in the gay movement,” as the man characterized him, wasn’t in prison on a gay issue. GASA, which was having organizational and financial problems at the time, paid the price for its inaction. It was suspended from the International Lesbian and Gay Organization. Soon after, primarily as a result of internal problems, it faded from the South African scene.

When Simon was released from prison in 1988, he was determined to start a gay organization that was nonracial. That same year, GLOW was launched. Three years later its original thirty-six-person membership had grown tenfold, its success in organizing capped by the October 1990 lesbian and gay pride march.

One evening Simon invited me to his house to see a video of the march. He lived in a little cottage in Mayfair, a Johannesburg neighborhood that had been entirely white until a few years before and was now largely Indian. You could hear the muezzin call the faithful to prayer from a nearby mosque. The cottage was in the yard of a house owned by the lawyer, also black, who had defended Simon during his trial. “When we first moved in, whites in the neighborhood would throw dead cats into the garden,” Simon told me. On the wall of Simon’s cottage were safe-sex posters depicting muscular men (“No glove, no love,” went one slogan), as well as a calendar called “Treason Trialists of 1956,” featuring black-and-white photographs of Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu, and other ANC leaders in their younger days.

Simon put the cassette into the VCR and was glued to the screen. Like most gay parades anywhere in the world, the Jo’burg march featured balloons, chants, and high spirits. The signs ranged from BLACK GAYS ARE BEAUTIFUL to GOD HET ALMAL LIEF (Afrikaans for “God Loves Everyone”). A Dutch Reformed Church minister, so boyish-looking that he appeared barely out of high school, announced to the cheering crowd that he was resigning as a member of the church. A couple of bystanders were asked what they thought of the march. “What can we do? They must be given their rights!” said one. “Everything has changed!” said another. And then there was Simon, dressed in black shorts and black T-shirt, overwhelmed by it all and telling the crowd that he wanted to cry and tear his clothes off.

“How many times have you seen that video?” I asked him.

“I’ve stopped counting,” he said, laughing. “Do you want to see it again?”

Simon took me on a tour of Hillbrow. While most of downtown Johannesburg is deserted by six or seven in the evening, Hillbrow stays open all night. There are sidewalk cafés, book and record shops, movie theaters, and Indian and Near Eastern restaurants. Vendors hawking sandstone hippos and wooden sculpture set up shop on sidewalks. Most of Johannesburg’s gay bars are located in Hillbrow, and the area’s unsightly high-rise apartment buildings are the closest Johannesburg comes to a gay neighborhood.

“Five years ago, you wouldn’t have seen black people on the street at night in Hillbrow,” Simon told me, as we waded through the crowds of black strollers and white kids lining up in front of a popular disco. Gone, too, were the days when blacks were refused admittance to Hillbrow’s gay bars and restaurants. Today, Jo’burg’s gay clubs remained largely white, but the reason had less to do with official discrimination and more to do with the fact that most black gays still lived in the townships, usually without transport of their own.

We stopped by Simon’s favorite watering hole, Skyline, which was the most integrated of Johannesburg gay bars, with a clientele that was about half black. Located up a flight of stairs on Pretoria Street, Hillbrow’s main thoroughfare, it was painted a garish red, and tended to attract a fair percentage of hustlers (“rent boys,” as they are called in South Africa). But the drinks were cheap, the crowd varied, and the bartenders friendly, especially friendly to Simon and anyone who was with him.

At Skyline, Simon was an important figure, a cross between a Chicago ward boss and an African tribal chieftain. If you wanted to get anything done in the gay community, you talked to Simon. An older white man came up to us. He was opening a new gay bar and wanted Simon’s stamp of approval. When he indicated the bar would be for men only, Simon balked. “What about at least having one night for women?” Simon suggested.

“Why not come and see it, anyway?” asked the bar owner.

“If you consider having a women’s night, I will,” said Simon. Skyline was where the First and the Third Worlds met. There was, for example, a twenty-year-old black man who worked in “quality control,” had a wife and baby as a result of a tribal marriage, and showed me a scar on his chest he had gained in township violence. He was there with his white boyfriend, an industrial chemist, who informed me he wanted to be “president of the blacks of South Africa.” South African blacks, the future president told me, “are so uncomplicated, so instinctive, so real. With them, there is no bullshit!”

At Skyline, I also met a friend of Simon’s named Linda Ngcobo. (Linda is a commonly found man’s name in South Africa.) Linda was twenty-eight and lived with his family in Soweto. One afternoon, over glasses of watery beer, Linda expounded on the complicated interworkings of issues of identity, culture, and lack of education and opportunity that defined gay life in South Africa’s black townships.

Township gay male culture, as Linda described it, revolved around cross-dressing and sexual role-playing and the general idea that if gay men weren’t exactly women, they were some variation thereof, a third sex. No one, including gay men, seemed to be quite sure what “gay” meant—were gay men really women? men? or something in between? This confusion was compounded by the fact that sex education was extremely limited in the townships; moreover, among some tribes, talking about sex at all was taboo. “Moffie,” the derogatory Afrikaans expression for male homosexual, widely used in South Africa, literally means “hermaphrodite.”

When Linda was in high school, word went out among his schoolmates that he had both male and female sex organs. Everyone wanted to have sex with him, he claimed, if only to see if the rumors were true. When he didn’t turn out to be the anatomical freak they had been promised, his sexual partners were disappointed.

Then, there was the male lover who wanted to “marry” Linda when they were teenagers. “Can you have children?” the boy’s mother asked Linda. The mother went to several doctors to ask if a gay man could bear a child. The doctors said no, but the mother didn’t believe them. She urged the two boys to have sex as frequently as possible so Linda could become pregnant. Linda went along with the idea. On the mother’s orders, the boys would stay in bed most of the weekend. “We’d get up on a Saturday morning, she’d give us a glass of milk, and she’d send us back to bed,” Linda told me. After three months of this experiment, the mother grew impatient. She went to yet another doctor who managed to convince her that it was quite impossible for a man, even a gay man, to bear a child. Linda’s relationship with his friend continued for a time until finally the young man acceded to his mother’s wishes and married a woman, who eventually bore the child Linda could never give him.

I wouldn’t have lent much credence to this story except for an article about township gay life I had read in the Weekly Mail newspaper. In the article, the reporter asked a member of a gay male couple if he practiced safe sex. The man said he was “scared” of condoms because, “if I used them I won’t be able to have a baby. I am throwing my sperm away.” The reporter pressed him: By sleeping with a man, wasn’t he throwing his sperm away as it was? “No,” the man replied. “One day my ‘wife’ and I hope to have children like any normal couple.”

Linda didn’t strike one as particularly effeminate. He was lanky and graceful, with the body of a dancer. The day we met he was wearing white pants and a white cotton sweater with big, clear-framed glasses and a string of red African beads around his neck. But even as an adult, he was treated like a girl at home by his parents. They expected him to do women’s jobs—to be in the kitchen, do the washing and ironing and baking. “You can get me at home almost any morning,” he told me. “I’ll be cleaning the house.” There were “girls’ shopping days” when he, his mother, and his sister would go off to buy underclothes and nighties. Each day, he would plan his mother’s and father’s wardrobes.

As a teenager, Linda began undergoing female-hormone treatments, on the recommendation of a doctor. When he finally decided to halt treatments, his father, a minister of the Twelfth Apostle Church, was disappointed. It seemed he would rather have a son who grew breasts and outwardly appeared to be a girl than a son who was gay. Even today, Linda sang in the choir at his father’s church—in a girl’s uniform.

What part do you sing? I asked him.

“Soprano, of course,” he replied. “What did you think?”

Linda had worked as a teacher and an office clerk but had been out of a job for a year and a half. He was spending his time teaching dance and drama and being general mentor to members of the Soweto chapter of GLOW. “They call me Mama GLOW,” he said. “I help them with their problems and offer them a shoulder to cry on. I talk to their parents. I tell the parents that the boys are discovering the woman inside. Sometimes, I tell the families it is a passing feeling. Then, instead of rejecting the boys, they start doing everything for them.”

In Soweto, he said, because of GLOW, young gay men were able to act more freely at home. Families were allowing their sons to bring boyfriends to the house. When parents were away, Linda and his young protégés organized pajama parties, at which they wore women’s clothing. (There had been a predominantly gay shebeen in Soweto, but it had closed down, so the men were limited to socializing at private parties.) Still, according to Linda, a majority of people in Soweto were quite antigay. “Most people think it is a curse and they don’t want gays anywhere near them,” he said. “They think it is a curse against both gay people and their parents. There are others, more highly educated, who feel pity. So maybe sixty percent are against and forty percent are in favor.”

I asked Linda about safe sex in the townships. AIDS was making its way down the African continent, primarily by means of heterosexual transmission; in 1991, ft was estimated that 100,000 to 475,000 South Africans were infected with the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), which causes AIDS. A Soweto-based organization called the Township AIDS Project, with money from the Norwegian and the U.S. governments, was trying to promote safe-sex education. The group had just hired Simon Nkoli for this purpose. But AIDS seemed to have made little impression on black South Africans, gay or straight. The vast majority were unaware of knowing anyone infected with the disease. Condoms were widely viewed as a government plot to stop blacks from procreating, and government health officials were viewed with suspicion. “Most people want flesh-to-flesh sexual contact,” said Linda. “They think that having a checkup after sex is enough. I too am against this condom. I love it straight, flesh to flesh.” Linda noted that most gay men in Soweto were in couple relationships and knew their partners well, so he doubted that safe sex was very important in any event.

Among black South African gays, heterosexually based roles dominated relationships. Ideas about relationships were based on what township gays saw around them: the traditional patriarchal norms of African tribal societies that had only been recently urbanized. These roles were extremely rigid. Add to this the fact that some gay men, like Linda, were treated as women by their families and seemed to believe that deep down they actually were female. So it wasn’t surprising that in gay male relationships, one man was considered the “husband” and the other the “wife,” and that role-playing was strong among black lesbians as well.

Not surprisingly, there was a good deal of interest in gay marriages. Linda reported that five gay couples in the kwaThema GLOW chapter were planning to get married. In Soweto, the group was considering instituting group weddings, perhaps eight couples at a time. “We have a minister and a lawyer who can countersign,” he said. “GLOW offers a wedding certificate and a ceremony.” Such marriages have no legal significance.

Linda told me about his own near “marriage” a few years before. He and his fiancé had chosen rings and wedding apparel, including a white gown for Linda. But the wedding never took place; Linda’s intended had accidentally killed a man and had to stand trial a few weeks before the wedding. Linda and the man’s mother appeared in court as character witnesses. It was decided that Linda would pretend to be the man’s wife to prove the defendant was a “good family man.” Linda’s hair was long at the time, and he entered the courtroom in a straw hat and a maroon-and-white pants suit. In the witness box, he informed the judge that he and the accused had been married for five years and had two children. No one doubted that he was the man’s wife, at least according to Linda’s account. But his testimony didn’t have much effect. The judge sentenced Linda’s fiancé to four years in prison. When the sentence was announced, Linda began wailing uncontrollably in the courtroom. “I was crying for that wedding,” he said. By the time his fiancé emerged from prison four years later, Linda had lost interest. He was convinced something bad would happen if they again attempted to marry.

“I still have the wedding dress,” he said. “I am going to lend it to the kwaThema boys.”

•  •  •

If the emergence of organized gay life in the townships was one sign of changing times, so was the fact of black gay and lesbian couples living in Johannesburg itself. Some days after the kwaThema party, I went to visit Bev, the teacher who had driven to kwaThema with me, and her lover Mary Anne at their Hillbrow apartment. When I knocked on their door at one o’clock on a weekday afternoon (it was Southern Hemisphere summer, and Bev wasn’t teaching), Bev appeared in a nightdress, obviously not yet quite awake, and apologizing profusely. “I forgot completely that you were coming,” she murmured, her voice husky with sleep. “Would you mind coming back in an hour?”

Less than a month before, Bev and Mary Anne had moved out of their respective family homes in Soweto and had gotten their own apartment for the first time. Suddenly, at age nineteen, they were free. And for them, the greatest sign of freedom was not sex or booze or drugs but simply the opportunity to sleep till noon—or even later.

I went to kill some time at a sidewalk café near their flat. Hillbrow, traditionally the center of Johannesburg’s white bohemia, was rapidly turning black. With the impending repeal—and increasing nonenforcement—of the Group Areas Act, owners of large Hillbrow apartment houses were capitalizing on the acute black housing shortage and discovering that they could actually get higher rents from black tenants than from whites. Hillbrow had long been the place where white gays from all over the country migrated to come out. Now, with the easing of apartheid, it was starting to be the place where young black gays and lesbians could do the same—assuming they could afford it. Bev and Mary Anne were among this first generation of black gay urban pioneers.

By two o’clock, Bev and Mary Anne were wide awake and positively jaunty. Their apartment, down an outside corridor on the second floor of a ramshackle building, included a sitting room, two small bedrooms, and a kitchen. French doors led out to a balcony that offered a view of the office towers of downtown Jo’burg. The living room was relatively bare—a few chairs, some Christmas cards on the mantelpiece, a black-and-white drawing of a woman’s torso on the wall. “It’ll take a while before we get more furniture,” Bev said. You could still smell fresh paint.

Mary Anne, who worked as a secretary for a company that sold dustbins and portable toilets, was getting ready to return to her family in Soweto for the Christmas holidays. Mary Anne was beautiful. It was her eyes, dark and serene, that did it. She was born in Zimbabwe, where all women were said to be beautiful. She had briefly been a model but had quit because she couldn’t stand people staring at her. The fact that, at the kwaThema party, Bev had even considered risking her relationship with Mary Anne for a fling with someone else seemed foolish indeed.

In preparation for the journey back to Soweto, Mary Anne was dressed in a polo shirt, jeans, and men’s oxfords. She had short, spiked hair. “No one could ever tell that you’re a girl!” Bev told her proudly. Bev was dressed more casually: a long striped dress shirt over a pair of baggy shorts. Her hair was spiked, as well.

If there was a calm, almost a diffidence about Mary Anne, Bev was tense, talkative, always eager to make an impression.

Bev had grown up convinced that she was a boy. Then, at thirteen, she found herself menstruating and growing breasts; her image of herself was turned upside down. She was attracted to girls, which made things even more confusing. She tried to commit suicide. She took thirty-two tablets, that turned out to be pills for high blood pressure.

She had been abused as a child. On three occasions, trusted family friends—men in their forties—had tried to rape her. Her father didn’t live at home, and Bev’s mother would go on drinking sprees and turn the house into a shebeen. There would always be a lot of men around. One night, Bev recalled, she and her sister went and slept in a broken-down truck near the neighborhood shops to get away from one of her mother’s drunken parties.

Mary Anne had had a difficult childhood, as well. Her parents were divorced; her father owned a supermarket in Zimbabwe, while Mary Anne grew up with her mother (and later with her brother and sister-in-law) in Soweto. When she was fourteen, her father took her on a trip to Atlanta, Georgia. There she had a romance with another girl, her first. “I’m just like you,” Mary Anne told her. When Mary Anne went back to South Africa, the girl was hysterical. Though Mary Anne didn’t quite view herself as a boy, she always wanted to do what boys did. When she went shopping with her mother, she immediately headed to the boys’ department. Her mother had to force her to buy female clothes. She also made her join a ballroom-dancing class. “I hated it,” Mary Anne said. “The boy would lead me everywhere.”

In high school, Mary Anne had a nervous breakdown. Being a lesbian in a township high school was “terrible,” she said. “On Mondays, everyone would come in talking about their boyfriends,” she recalled. “I was lonely and miserable.”

There was a bright spot during her adolescence: Bev. Mary Anne was in love with her from afar. “Bev was the center of attraction in Soweto,” said Mary Anne. “People would ask, ‘Is she a boy? Is she a girl? Could she be white?’ Bev was always in crazy clothes. She was the crazy kid in Soweto. Everyone in Soweto knew Bev was gay!” But it wasn’t until they both finished high school that they were actually introduced.

It wasn’t too long after her suicide attempt that Bev discovered the androgynous British pop singer Boy George. “He saved me from myself,” she said. “He made me proud of being gay.” When she first read about him in a magazine, she thought, “This is a girl!” She was convinced she had found someone with the same gender problem she believed she had. She read on and found the word “gay” in reference to Boy George; it was her younger sister, reading over her shoulder, who said, “You’re gay.” Bev realized her sister was right.

Bev began to dress like Boy George. She cut her hair exactly like his. “I would wear a skirt this long!” she said, pointing toward her ankles. “With jeans and sneakers. Did you ever see my jacket with the safety pins all over it?”

She found a kindred spirit, a girl named Happy, who tried to convince Bev that she was a boy. They briefly became lovers. “We would wear big jackets and big sweaters and look at girls at the bus station,” Bev recalled. “We’d go up to them and say, ‘Hey baby, howzit?’ ” They found still another partner in androgyny, a clothes designer who wore long trench coats and baggy pants and hung up pictures of Boy George in every room of his house. The three formed a group called Culture Club, after Boy George’s band. “We got everything from Boy George,” said Bev. “He makes you realize your identity!” It was the designer who eventually took Bev to her first GLOW meeting.

Today Bev said that she didn’t feel any longer that she was a boy. She was proud of her body and her femininity. Her family knew she was gay and she assured me they were pleased about it. “Because I’m a lesbian, I’m more ambitious,” she insisted. “I need to prove myself. You’ve got to understand the whole procedure in Soweto. Everybody I grew up with is trying to find a rich guy, have a baby, and trap him into marriage. If they don’t marry, they stay at home and take money from their boyfriends. The boyfriends get into guns and stealing cars. I’m the only one who started teaching. The other girls in school were all above me. Now I’m above them!” She wasn’t content to remain a teacher, though: She was was applying for a scholarship to study hotel management.

Mary Anne had her ambitions, too. She wanted to open a gay pub-hotel in Johannesburg. The year before, she had even discussed the idea with a loan officer at a bank. She was told she would need to invest sixteen thousand rand (about sixty-five hundred dollars). Mary Anne didn’t have that kind of money, but she was determined.

Her father was very unhappy with her. He wanted her to return to Zimbabwe to live with him and go to university. She refused, in part because she wanted to remain with Bev, in part because she wanted to start earning money. In their most recent phone conversation, her father had announced he was disinheriting her.

Bev was active in GLOW and had been suspended from her teaching
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