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			Introduction: Nightlife Doesn’t Just Happen

			Descent

			You’re heading out for a long night. You begin by carefully selecting an outfit. After meeting friends for drinks, you eventually find yourself descending a set of plain, narrow stairs through an unmarked door. What unfolds below is a sensory smorgasbord of flashing lights, an envelope of communal sweat, and full-body vibrations from a distinctive – albeit dodgy – sound system. You catch sight of outfits that would turn heads on high-fashion catwalks. Beauties in six-inch heels tower above you, lips overlined into oblivion, eyeshadow dramatically reaching up foreheads. Shaved heads and leather vests. Your back touches slimy walls as you step back to take in the view. A steamy, dilapidated bathroom completes the scene. 

			The dancefloor is a canvas for absurdity. At some point, a spectacle happens. As if by divine intervention, the sea of dancing bodies parts into two. Emerging from this gap are several semi-nude figures with faces painted ghostly white. They grab each other’s heads and begin voraciously kissing, thick black liquid gushing from their mouths, down their bodies, sloshing onto the floor.

			This was one of my first nights out. A burgeoning hedonist at the time, it left me with far more questions than answers, but also a sense of having found my people. It sparked an insatiable quest to explore the edges of partying, where soon I learned that there’s so much more happening beyond the dancefloor. 

			For a long time, queer spaces have provided essential support systems, shared resources, and safety for communities on the fringes of heteronormative society. Today, dancing together remains foundational. London’s first Trans+ Pride March was discussed in the smoking area of a queer club by activist Lucia Blake in 2018.1 Club nights like Pxssy Palace raise funds to provide safe taxi rides home for transgender people, while parties like misery offer mental health support within the club’s backroom. For some, the club is not a place to escape. It’s a way to return to the world at large. 

			In their essay “Nightlife as Form”, scholar madison moore writes that “nightlife doesn’t just happen.”2 I take this to mean that the dancefloor’s escapism is actually a carefully constructed illusion sustained by hidden labour. Behind every night of revelry lies countless unseen efforts: hauling sound systems, rigging lights, working doors, mopping floors, watching for trouble. The club is for fun, and for play, but also for work.

			Crisis

			Once criminalised and underground, queer nightlife is now mainstream, embraced in visions for 24-hour cities. DJs who once played illegal raves now command global stages. The UK nightlife economy contributes £36.4 billion annually and supports 425,000 jobs.3 Yet despite being more visible than ever, queer nightlife today faces a crisis, with clubs closing at alarming rates.4 This isn’t an abstract loss. It’s material. People lose jobs, spaces to meet, possibilities for connection. Young queer people arriving in cities today find corporate Pride events but no venues to organise in. Artists have little space to experiment. Communities fragment into private flats and dating apps. In an increasingly atomised world, physical spaces to gather, grow, and develop matter. The current models for these spaces in nightlife are failing: workers are exploited, venues are shut, and clubs are weaponised as gentrification tools that displace the communities who created them.

			The precarity of nightlife was laid bare during the COVID-19 pandemic. Overnight, with no safety net to catch them, thousands of nightlife workers lost everything.5 While some venues and groups organised mutual aid funds and fought for their communities, others simply vanished. Many people left the industry. The pandemic revealed what many already knew: that those who create nightlife’s magic are treated as expendable. People are still reeling from those months of abandonment, carrying with them truths about the industry’s inequalities. We learned that the utopian dancefloors we thought existed were just rhetoric. But we also saw glimpses of what real solidarity could look like: fundraisers for unemployed workers, venues turning into food banks, DJs livestreaming to keep communities connected.6 The pandemic was a rupture that forced us to see clearly.

			Rupture

			I wrote this book during an emergency: the unfolding genocide in Gaza. You might wonder what Palestinian liberation has to do with queer nightlife. The connection presented itself to me in, of all places, a YouTube advertisement. A few months ago, a ‘Visit Israel’ tourism ad interrupted my video. It featured a young, queer-coded pair, complete with pink hair and piercings, boasting about the vitality of Israel’s nightlife. This cynical deployment of club culture as a tourist attraction in a place where Palestinians faced systematic death and dispossession stood out.

			The clip depicted a too-brightly-lit club, limbs flying everywhere, movement that was stiff and choreographed – the kind of dancing that looks nothing like the improvised, heaving nature of an actual dancefloor. The aesthetic of the pair was meant to signal progressiveness, against the stilted, sanitised club and the robotic movement behind them. The clip kept interrupting my work. I was sitting in an uncomfortable chair, alone, writing about bodies moving together while watching a video about bodies moving together. This dissonance points to how nightlife gets mediated, captured, distanced from what it actually is. It’s precisely that gap between the real embodied thing and its flattened image where nightlife becomes weaponisable. Where it stops being a space built by people on the ground and becomes an aesthetic, a tool or propaganda. And yet there it was, this garish, inauthentic version of simulated club culture being used to launder a genocide.

			This is pinkwashing in action. That is, the weaponisation of queer movements to mask violent oppression. Palestinian solidarity activists popularised the term ‘pinkwashing’ in the early 2000s to describe how Israel promotes its queer rights record to distract from apartheid.7 Since clubbing and queerness are so intertwined, club culture becomes another tool in the colonial arsenal. This fusion of queerness with nationalism, what theorist Jasbir Puar calls homonationalism, strategically includes some queer subjects while producing populations of racialised terrorist bodies.8 As Puar argues, this inclusion is “contingent upon ever-narrowing parameters of white racial privilege, consumption capabilities, gender and kinship normativity, and bodily integrity.” It creates the right kind of gay citizen while locating the wrong gay in the bodies of the oppressed. The soft power of nightlife to wash things with an air of progressiveness means it is recuperated for agendas that justify harm. 

			These connections between nightlife and genocide become clear when you follow the money. In 2024, investment firm KKR, managing $638 billion in assets, acquired Superstruct Entertainment, which operates over eighty major festivals across Europe and Australia, and, as of January 2025, global DJ broadcasting platform Boiler Room.9,10 KKR’s portfolio includes investments ranging from data infrastructure in Israel to majority ownership of Canada’s Coastal GasLink pipeline, which crosses unceded Wet’suwet’en lands.11,12 A ticket bought means money flows into these systems of settler colonialism and environmental destruction. Labour on these dancefloors generates capital that funds military occupation, surveillance and ongoing dispossession of Indigenous peoples. 

			But something is shifting. The ongoing fight for Palestine’s liberation has ruptured the consciousness of many nightlife workers. We’re witnessing strikes, mutual aid funds, a re-politicisation of the dancefloor transcending symbolism as people in the scene grapple with the horrors of the genocide and pull at anything in their reach to respond. This includes DJs interrupting major festivals, and workers organising in their workplaces and beyond with unprecedented velocity. They’re pulling at the very extraction logic that captures nightlife and reckoning with the recuperation of nightlife and queer culture in violent regimes. This represents a recognition that labour, when withheld or redirected, has power.

			Palestine has illuminated the industry’s complicity in global oppression, the lecherous reach of corporate entanglement into community spaces, and workers are recognising their collective power as a result. This book emerges from that rupture – the recognition that our work on dancefloors, and queer liberation, is not separate from Palestine, from Indigenous struggles, from all fights against oppression. It takes a position: that queer nightlife exists within and alongside systems of power. That may make some uncomfortable. It should. Because our dancefloors don’t exist in vacuums.

			The Club as Commons 

			What I witnessed at those parties night after night wasn’t just escapism. It was something more fundamental. On sticky floors, surrounded by sweat-drenched bodies, I saw practices of care and collective resourcefulness. I later found language for this in Silvia Federici’s Marxist feminist writing on the commons: not a romantic return to pre-capitalist utopia, but contemporary practices of resistance.13 Let me be clear about what I mean by ‘commons’. At its simplest, the commons refers to resources and spaces that are collectively owned and managed by communities that use them rather than controlled by the state or private capital. Think of it like this: a commercial club is owned by investors or property developers, run for profit, with every decision filtered through market logic. The result is that decisions are made on how to extract maximum value from each body on the dancefloor. Regulations determine who can enter, what can happen, when music stops. But a commons is different. It’s a sound system collectively owned by the crew who maintains it, a venue where decisions are made by those who dance there. It’s workers controlling their own labour, and communities shaping their own spaces. According to Federici, the commons are both material resources and the social relations that form around sharing those resources.

			The language of the commons emerges from England’s history of land dispossession. Beginning in the thirteenth century, land that communities had long used collectively – for pasturing animals, foraging, and subsistence – was seized by wealthy landowners and fenced off as private property. People who had previously accessed these lands without payment now found themselves tenants, forced to rent back what they’d once shared freely. As Silvia Federici argues, this wasn’t simply a historical turning point but “a regular reoccurrence on the path of capitalist accumulation and a structural component of class struggle.”14 

			Today, queer nightlife faces its own enclosures. Spaces once held by communities are absorbed into urban development schemes, or transformed into profitable assets for those who never built them. Venues that emerged from community need are sold to developers, and local festivals are bought by global multinational corporations. Even Pride – once a protest – is enclosed by corporate sponsors who profit from the very visibility queer people fought for. Cultivating the commons in what is today a commercial industry brings a certain amount of tension. As Federici notes, “we have commons in fact that are co-opted by the state, others that are closed and ‘gated’ commons, and still others that are commodity-producing and ultimately controlled by the market.” Not every space claiming to be ‘queer’ or ‘community-run’ is actually held in common. Understanding nightlife through the framework of commons and enclosure reveals how struggles over space, pleasure, and collective life repeat across centuries – and why defending queer spaces is inseparable from broader fights against dispossession.

			Silvia Federici suggests that “commons should be autonomous spaces and should aim to overcome the divisions existing among us and build the skills necessary for self-government.” Federici frames the commons as “a political frame for thinking of alternatives to capitalism”.15 Throughout this book, I trace both physical commons in space and resources, and practices of commoning that emerge in social interactions in and around queer parties. What these examples show is that the commons is not about removing money or refusing organisation. It refers to ways of pooling resources, building infrastructures outside market logic, and creating spaces of solidarity through sharing the things that make life liveable – which include gathering around dance and music. When cleaners, DJs, bartenders, and dancers collectively determine how a space runs, that’s commoning. When profit circulates back through the community rather than extracting upward to shareholders, that’s commoning. When club workers define how safe nightlife is created themselves, that’s commoning. On the dancefloors I found myself on, I saw people caring for each other while working to change the world.

			This book is about work as much as it is about pleasure. It’s not a trip around queer nightlife’s ‘best of’, but an examination of how fantasy obscures reality and how narratives around club culture hide the material conditions of those who create it. Throughout this book, I use the term ‘nightlife worker’ to include cleaners, security, DJs, technicians, door people, performers, welfare, bar workers – anyone who works in clubs, at night, or in festivals and parties. This is to build solidarity across the different roles that make up a night out, connecting the visible roles of the DJs with more hidden roles like bar staff. These are lines of solidarity that nightlife desperately needs.

			In writing about queer nightlife, we often speak of utopia: the dancefloor as liberation. This writing fixates on ineffable dancefloor experiences, prioritising individual transcendence over collective infrastructure. But the examples explored in this book reveal what this focus obscures – the broader ecosystem of people and activities radiating from the dancefloor. Beyond the spectacle of bodies in motion lies a web of community organising that builds through workshops, daytime socials, care strategies, skill shares, grassroots education, and also work, like cleaning up, setting up equipment, serving drinks, making sure people are cared for. These functions disappear when we fixate solely on transcendent, world-shaking moments from the perspective of audience members. As a result, part of the purpose of this book is documentary. I use words to illuminate a small slice of what is happening on the ground, behind the scenes and in the dark. Rather than chasing utopia as some deferred dream, I’m interested in the commons as something tangible, practised nightly in these very spaces. What if the club isn’t a portal to a better world, but the place where that world is being worked out?

			Activist and scholar Olimpia Burchiellaro once posed some questions about queer nightlife spaces that keep returning to me: What is queer space? Is it simply a space with queer people present? Is it when spaces are owned by queer people? Or worked in by queer people? Can the very mechanics of a club space be queered; that is, transformed through how we organise, labour, and celebrate together? These questions thread throughout this book. I think that to truly queer clubbing is to common it, and this requires more than assembling queer bodies in a room and calling it radical. The commons manifests in concrete practices that show up in how people organise themselves, care for their communities, and navigate pleasure, cultural production, and safety in different ways. It might be harm reduction information circulating in a club toilet; safety maintained through community members who guard our gatherings with fierce care; communities taking ownership of the spaces that enrich their lives; workers going on strike against corporations; collective wisdom about navigating danger; or finding support to get home safe after a night out. Commons-building reclaims agency from market domination, resisting extraction through different logics: such as stewardship, mutual aid, communal ownership, and care. 

			The commons offers a way to repair the social fabric shredded by decades of austerity, and neoliberal assault. Sociologist Angela McRobbie writes about how creative work increasingly follows neoliberal models, with workplace democracy replaced by “network sociality” influenced by nightlife and club cultures.16 In this context, culture was commodified. Workers were discarded. At the same time, in the 1980s and 1990s, rave culture surged as an oppositional force, claiming muddy fields, car parks, and abandoned buildings as sites of sound, time, and autonomy. These, too, were forms of commoning. But the enclosures came swiftly: legal bans, ticketed entry, expensive pints, bouncer-lined queues, property development, and a new underground club aesthetic tailored to upwardly mobile creatives.

			Still, even within clubs, the commons flickers to life through what we do there. Gardens don’t only grow food; they grow knowledge. Similarly, the queer party doesn’t just sell drinks or provide a stage for DJs. It offers us something else entirely: a space where undercurrent knowledge bursts through. Where we practise what it means to hold space collectively. Where we practise solidarity with our bodies and with each other. 

			A View from Front Left

			First and foremost, I am a partyer. A dancer. A body among bodies. Next, I am a worker earning a living in the imperial core. Then, I am a writer trying to make sense of these experiences; the loud noise, aimless chat, gassing each other up on dancefloors. Partying is not for everyone, and I’ll never pretend it is. But it does something for me, and it seems to for many others as well. As anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod reminds us, “every view is a view from somewhere.”17 Like the fabled front left position on the dancefloor – a meeting point for those trying to find each other in a heaving party – this writing occupies a particular angle of vision.

			Over the years, I’ve inhabited conversations across nightlife’s corners: shouting on dancefloors, whispering in organising meetings, playing tunes in DJ booths, chatting shit in green rooms, and shivering while working the door. Some moments were absurd, like shovelling water after a paddling pool split mid-performance while techno fairies stomp-danced through, thinking the puddle was intentional. Under strobe lights, even basic tasks feel surreal. But like any work, much of it was also mundane. I remember winter shifts sitting in one spot for hours until my toes went numb, endless labelling and coiling of cables, waiting around to check that the DJs started on time. Through this work, and our version of water-cooler talk, I came to see the dancefloor as a site of knowledge. Inequality and care were not abstract but tangible, lived and negotiated nightly. What emerged wasn’t a neat academic framework but something messier and more urgent. That is, a recognition that spaces for music, dance, and joy can simultaneously reproduce the inequalities they appear to dissolve.18 

			Alongside these personal experiences on dancefloors, in writing this book I spoke with people who shaped these scenes. I also surveyed queer nightlife workers to collect information on working conditions. The stories span experiences that cover both mine and those of others. The first two chapters document scenes I have no direct experience of, pieced together from fragments of oral histories, existing writing, media, and memory, whereas the latter chapters draw from my own experiences, the voices of others, and a wealth of existing research and writing.19

			The Slippery Dance of Language

			Like a blurry night out on the town, or a haze-filled dancefloor, language itself is slippery. The edges of words can be hard to find. Few topics reveal the instability of language more clearly than queerness. The words we use to describe sexual and gender differences have evolved dramatically over time, and different terms carry their own history and vibrations as they roll off the tongue. Because of this, the language I use in this book deliberately changes. While I place my writing under the overall category of ‘queer’ some people described in these pages would not use the term for themselves. As far as it’s possible, I have tried to use the self-described language of individuals in my writing. I recognise that umbrella terms like ‘queer’ can erase the specificity of experience. So as a result, you’ll see earlier chapters referring to ‘LGBTQ+ people’ or ‘lesbian and bisexual women’, while later chapters adopt a broader approach, embracing ‘queer’ more fully in an attempt to remain sensitive to evolving language preferences over time.

			I personally embrace ‘queer’ for two reasons: its relevance and its expansiveness. Sometimes it refers to personal identities or sexual practices. But ‘queer’ also encompasses theory, organising practices, and positions relative to state or institutional power and capitalism. Black feminist scholar Cathy J. Cohen argues for queer “as a framework or identity that could serve as a foundation for collaborative struggle or at least make visible our shared location on the outskirts of traditional power.” She sees queerness as “a provocation to imagine how we might organize across varied communities defined as ‘the other’ by the state and/or racial capitalism.”20 While queerness can describe bodies and practices as much as collaborative politics, I adopt Cohen’s approach. As such, this book advocates for expanding queerness to encompass a common politic in relation to nightlife, as a way of challenging its current conditions.

			This book emerges from love for clubbing but also critique. I believe in analysis as devotion because it refuses to let what we cherish stagnate. For any astrologically inclined readers, my Venus is in Virgo, meaning I’m inclined to show love through careful attention, service, and improvement. To me, critique (of systems) is care. It’s a way of engaging with things we love so they do less harm.

			Movement

			How do you move on a dancefloor? Does your body find its own logic – back and forth, side to side, hips drawing circles in the dark? Sometimes shoulders lead the way. Other times, feet barely lift, just that subtle shuffle that says you’re here, finding delicious drag against the tempo that makes time stretch and blur. Maybe sometimes you run into your ex, drink too much, get so locked into music that time expands to fill the space between you and me. I love dancing at half-speed to fast music, finding the drawl of bass underneath the rush of percussion, skipping beats to move slow – like Kylie tells us to. 

			The improvised journey of social dance structures this book. We move between past and present, returning to history to project futures. I imagine queer time as a spiral, where different timescales and tempos happen simultaneously. But unlike dance, writing also attempts to hold moving things still. And both dancefloors and queer stories resist easy capture. We’re often forced to reinvent the wheel because we’re cut off from our lineages. So looking back is hope. It’s a way to gather inspiration for the present and to imagine the futures we desperately need.

			Building on theories of the commons, each chapter examines the potential and limitations of queer clubbing for building alternative social relationships and organisational models that challenge the increasing precarity and neoliberalisation of the night. Chapters 2 and 3 pull from past scenes, from The Gateways to Sistermatic, showing how previous generations navigated tensions of visibility on and off the dancefloor. Chapter 4 looks at what has changed since then, namely through instances where commercialisation, gentrification, and carceral logic hollow out the very spaces that once offered refuge. Chapter 5 then traces how amidst these changes, care in the club still flourishes through case studies in sober raving, disability access, and abolitionist security. Chapter 6 examines contemporary nightlife through labour and its prevailing precarity, looking at who works and who remains invisible. Chapter 7 shows workers and communities organising against precarity and exploitation: through boycotts, unions, cooperatives, and raves. Finally, Chapter 8 closes with an intergenerational conversation with Katherine Griffiths, a DJ and researcher, who was part of London’s lesbian nightlife in the 1980s and 90s. The stories I chose take place mainly in London, because I find it easier to write about things I am closer to. But you will no doubt have your own stories that could very well have taken their place. Together, such stories form a constellation, even if they are not and could never be a complete picture. They are points of light helping us navigate toward communal futures

			At times, parts of this book may feel surprisingly bleak for the topic of partying. This is the reality for workers in precarious industries amid polycrisis. But with every critique of enclosure comes a line of flight: an opening toward new ways of doing things. Despite all its contradictions, I return to dancefloors. There is something in music and dance with other people that sometimes feels like magic. But there is also magic in the labour behind the magic of the dancefloor. Through working and dancing, I have witnessed both the beauty and brutality of nightlife: the persistent tension between community-building and the extraction of that impulse. In hyper-capitalist cities that chew people up and spit them out, the persistence of people who still fight to create joyful, caring, artistic spaces for their communities feels nothing short of miraculous. When systems abandon them, they keep dancing, organising, and holding each other up. 

			Since the 1990s, commons-based organising has surged in response to capitalist enclosures. Urban gardens, community kitchens, free schools, squats, DIY parties: all acts of reclaiming. Silvia Federici reminds us that women and immigrants have often led these struggles.21 This is why this book centres the stories of women, immigrants, and queer people sustaining nightlife from below. From London’s longest-running lesbian club to the women-led sound systems of Brixton to contemporary trans- and Black- and people of colour (BPOC)-led collectives: these are the people already practising nightlife commons. If we’re disoriented by commercialisation, unsure where to go next, it’s to them we must turn. They’re already building new worlds.

			That descent down narrow stairs I described? I want you to look at it again. Not as transcendence, but as loving labour: someone cleaned those sticky steps, installed that dodgy sound system, negotiated the lease on that unmarked venue. The black liquid gushing from performers’ mouths required planning, preparation, and cleanup. Every spectacular moment rests on effort and care. This book maps that tension: between the magic we experience and the machinery that creates it. It’s about the gap between the nightlife we have had, are still dancing in, and the one we need. Welcome to the club.

		

	
		
			2

			To Be or Not to Be Seen 

			On a crisp winter evening in February 1971, members of queer activist group the Gay Liberation Front stand outside The Gateways, London’s longest-running lesbian nightclub, located in a basement in Chelsea. With political leaflets in hand, their chants call for the women inside to literally and metaphorically come out. Their voices hurl in protest towards an unmarked green door: “Out of the closet and into the streets!” 

			Inside the club, demonstrators infiltrate the dancefloor. The music that fills the room suddenly falters, silenced by a deliberate, sharp pull of the jukebox plug. The hum of the bar is replaced by the echo of chants ricocheting off walls damp with decades of dancing and sweat. 

			Before long, the streets outside flood with the flashing blue lights of police cars. One by one, demonstrators are arrested. Thirteen in total are cuffed that night. At that moment, as factions across the city lay claim to different visions of a liberated life, the door of the club, normally slammed shut to outsiders, creaks open just a little wider. 

			In the 1940s, 50s, and 60s in London, if you were a lesbian or bisexual woman looking to socialise, dance, and meet others like you, you might have been directed to an unmarked green door “down the end of King’s Road”. During that time, lesbian clubs were often referred to by location rather than by name to protect attendees, whose movements, gatherings, music, and dancing were largely ostracised. In some cases, they were even policed or outlawed. This clandestine network of word-of-mouth directions was a key safety strategy that allowed people to party in peace. 

			If you decided to follow the vague directions, you would find an unremarkable door to The Gateways, more intimately known as The Gates. Upon entering through the door, you descended a dim, narrow staircase. At the bottom, you were met with the watchful gaze of Gina, the club’s manager whose winged eyeliner accentuated her hawk-like eyes. If you were lucky enough to make it past Gina, you were welcomed into thick smoky air, and a sultry atmosphere that vibrated with a cacophony of women chatting, dancing, and smoking; a women’s haven in Chelsea’s underground. Gina’s control over the door marked the threshold between safety inside and the hostile outside world. This was never about needless exclusion; it was a key effort to protect those inside from harm. 

			The origins of The Gates were as serendipitous as they were significant. In 1931, Ted Ware – Gina’s husband, a well-travelled and open-minded man – won the lease to the venue in a poker match. Not long after picking up the keys, Ware was at his local pub one evening when a few regulars appeared miffed. The regulars – a group of plucky lesbian women – had been told they were no longer welcome. They were being banned from the pub. 

			In The Gates’ era, lesbian and bisexual women faced ostracisation and violence, making it difficult to socialise openly in public spaces. A cocktail of sexism and homophobia made gathering and community life challenging. A BBC documentary from the 1960s captured the daily discrimination they endured, describing how these women were met with “suspicion, intolerance, and disgust.”22 Pubs, clubs, and other social venues were openly hostile, leaving many lesbian and bisexual women isolated. So, when Ted found out his pub mates were being excluded, he did what any honourable man would do: he invited the lesbians back to his club. They didn’t leave for the next forty or so years, and so this small basement became a refuge in a hostile world. And, like any haven, it required protection. 

			The club’s unremarkable green door was not bulletproof to the prejudice of the world at large. From drunken fights to an actual explosive thrown down the stairs, managers of the club responded with strategies designed to protect both the space and its community. In the face of persistent threats and homophobic antagonism, discretion, selective door policies, and word-of-mouth promotion became tools of survival. Privacy was everything. Visibility was dangerous. 

			This ethic of protection was embodied in Gina’s constant presence at the bottom of The Gateways’ stairs. While on the surface, her position there might be read as controlling, it was actually about safeguarding a fragile ecosystem. She assessed each visitor, ensuring they understood what kind of space they were entering. Her caution kept prying neighbours and suspicious authorities at bay. Even unfounded rumours of women having sex on the doorstep would trigger complaints and police raids. Gina’s strict door policy was essential to the club remaining open. At its height, The Gateways didn’t advertise at all. It operated entirely through word of mouth. “We all knew we had to go into cellars which were hidden from the outside world,” recalled Sandy Martin, a patron of The Gates. “You didn’t have to explain yourself.”23 

			This hidden world of nightlife also became the entry point for those trying to understand homosexuality from the outside. For the 1965 BBC programme The Time of Day, reporter Wendy Jones began her exploration of lesbian life by focusing on these underground clubs, framing them as some of the only places where lesbians could be found: 

			“I had to go to dingy cellars where strangers are under suspicion and doors are closed to outsiders. I met them around the bars and the jukeboxes. In the secret world where every member is a woman. Where women dress in men’s clothes, call themselves via men’s names and dance with other women. To find the extremists of the lesbian way of life, you have to go to these places, have to talk to the women who work ordinary jobs in the day, wear feminine clothes, look no different to any other girl on the Tube train. But in the evenings, they relax. They go into the protective shadows of the shabby nightclubs which cater for them, and where two women can be in love without the curious stares of the public. They can stop pretending. Stop trying to appear normal for the sake of their reputation, their jobs, or perhaps their parents.”24 

			Today, in broader queer culture, basements and backrooms have become symbolic: literal and metaphorical shelters from outside animosity. I was reminded of this while working in queer clubs decades after The Gates closed. Despite changes in legal rights for queer people, I noticed that party organisers still gravitated toward tucked-away venues with hidden smoking areas and discreet entrances. This was to avoid unsafe interactions or street harassment.25 The basement, the backroom, the unmarked door were protective veils in a world that demands constant vigilance. Just like at The Gateways, discretion remained a form of care, a way of holding space. These seemingly minor logistical choices were, in fact, rituals of preservation. Human rights lawyer Marcus McCann writes in Park Cruising, “Queer people especially know that our lives can be offensive to others. We hold hands on the street. We kiss our lovers in public … When we engage in behaviour that straight couples can engage in without comment, we are told it is gross, it is disgusting, we should not do it in public.”26 

			The Gateways offered a reprieve: an escape where lesbian and bisexual women could flourish, less encumbered by external threats. These efforts reflect the ongoing reality that queer joy must sometimes be carefully guarded, that the light of day is not safe for everyone. In my own experience, the desire to step back – to strategically conceal – was about creating temporary ease. A moment to breathe amidst the chaos. A moment to feel human. The club, and the cover of night, offered that for many lesbian and bisexual women at the time. 

			In the 1980s, when the popularity of The Gateways began to dwindle, London’s streets were dirty and dangerous. Debbie Smith, who appears in the film Rebel Dykes as one of the women on the S/M scene (as it was then called) described how their lives often began at sunset: “It was easier to be nocturnal so that the straight people didn’t ever get to see you.”27 Under the glow of streetlamps, they set out on nightly journeys through pubs and clubs, deliberately avoiding the straight world. The cover of night became a space of possibility. It stood in contrast to the surveillance of the straight world by day, where “it was dangerous just to be who you were.”28 And activities by way of night, of course, included clubbing and partying. 

			In 1967 – the same year male homosexuality was decriminalised – The Gateways enacted further protection for its patrons by becoming a women-only members club. Just one year before this, a BBC documentary detailed how unsafe public life was for lesbian women like Steve Rogers, who faced daily public mockery and violence. Steve, a more masculine-presenting woman, had been institutionalised and imprisoned for her gender expression, a testament to the extreme measures society would take to correct queerness.29 Creating a space for women was a progressive move at a time when women’s legal and economic rights were restricted. This was years before the Equal Pay Act (1970) addressed gender wage discrimination, the Matrimonial Causes Act (1973) granted women greater autonomy in divorce, and the Sex Discrimination Act (1975) made it unlawful to discriminate against people because of their sex. Prior to the latter, while women in the UK could legally open a bank account in their own name, in practice banks commonly required a male guarantor or co-signatory, showing how this was a world designed for enforced dependency.

			For lesbian and bisexual women, these systemic barriers were compounded by widespread homophobia. As such, venues like The Gateways became crucial connectors, years before the activism of the Gay Liberation Movement reoriented sexual practices as empowering political identities. A women-only club created a rare third space beyond the home and workplace, where they could exist freely in a time when being open about your sexuality could lead to police harassment, job loss, or social exile. The popularity of spaces like The Gates was a testament to their necessity. From that initial group invited by Ted Ware, word spread fast. The Gateways flourished. It went on to stay open four nights a week for nearly fifty years. The club’s legacy lives on not only in its remarkable longevity, but in the visceral memories it left behind.

			The Gateways Grind 

			We often remember great dancefloors through the imprints they leave on the body: somatic, energetic, ineffable traces. Feelings of freedom. The Gateways is remembered in precisely these terms: sensation, atmosphere, movement. Those who danced there recall a crowded floor, thick smoke hanging in the air, the atmosphere heavy with sapphic eroticism. Artist Maggi Hambling emphasised how the constellation of women on the dancefloor transformed a simple basement into something exceptional. She remembered it as “all sweat and sway of so many people dancing in a small space – that was part of the excitement. It was the electric atmosphere created by a lot of lusty women that made the club so special, not the surroundings.” The collective thirst on the dancefloor was palpable. 

			This raw physicality crystallised into a signature dance move: The Gateways Grind. This referred to a close, suggestive gyrating between partners that left some wondering if dancing was all that was going on. And this dancing even led to neighbours reporting the club to the police, for unfounded rumours of women having sex on the doorstep. As author Emma Warren puts it, we dance our history.30 And for women, that history had long lacked third spaces to unfold. Unlike gay men, who had a history of molly houses, saunas, and a range of public cruising cultures, queer women had far fewer public places to express themselves. This meant that the few avenues for socialising would bubble up with fervency; a much-needed release. 

			At the time, public discourse around homosexuality was dominated by media scandals and criminalisation, particularly for
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