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         ‘From New Addington to New Malden, from Croydon to Crawley, from Torquay to Tunbridge Wells, John Grindrod’s resourcefully assembled collection of very human stories – often inspiring, occasionally dark, never sentimental – breaks new ground and adds an invaluable dimension to our understanding of modern suburbia.’ David Kynaston, author of Austerity Britain 

         
             

         

         ‘Grindrod is one of the best chroniclers of British life, his storytelling so subtly revealing, his observations astute and often laugh-out-loud funny. Tales of the Suburbs skilfully manages to be two wonderful things: an essential work of social history and a moving trek through the memories and minutiae of so many vital lives.’ Jude Rogers, author of The Sound of Being Human 

         
             

         

         ‘The patchwork of captivating stories that make up Tales of the Suburbs show that it was no queer wasteland beyond Britain’s urban centres. Stretching back more than a century, we see how suburban development was entangled with changing understanding and experiences of LGBTQ+ life. And we see too that whilst they might be by-words in convention and conformity, suburbs across the country in fact nurtured and accommodated queer difference. Indeed, it was perhaps the polite indifference and tacit knowledge that allowed it to flourish. Grindrod’s expert storytelling reminds us of the diversity in our midst, and also how age, family, class, race, wealth and poverty matter to the ways queer lives are lived.’ Professor Matt Cook, co-author of Queer Beyond Londonii

      
   


   
      
         iii

         
            TALES OF THE SUBURBS

            LGBTQ+ Lives Behind Net Curtains

            John Grindrod

         

         
            
               [image: ]iv
               

            

         

      
   


   
      
         v

         
            For Lily and Daisy.

            And for all LGBTQ+ suburbanites, past or present. There’s a place for us.vi
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            Let’s Take a Ride

            An Introduction

         

         We have gaybours. In our close in Milton Keynes a young couple have moved in, all loafers and Breton shirts. I’ve been really cool about it though. The first time I met one of them I was putting the bins out, and introduced myself by my partner’s name. Hi, I’m Adam, I said, with confidence and a smile. Adam, he replied, with a micro-hesitation. He’d already met my partner the day before, and so in that moment we both knew that I was very much not called Adam. Lovely to meet you. I never used to get flustered when I lived in Vauxhall, where everyone was gay. But this felt different, somehow. More unexpected. A signal that something had changed since I last lived in the suburbs, decades ago. How very twentieth century of me, I thought. Another neighbour tells me she identifies as bi. It’s practically Barbary Lane, if Armistead Maupin had located Tales of the City in a cul-de-sac in Buckinghamshire built by Persimmon. But there is a reason his celebrated novel is set in San Francisco, and why the city is central to the title. It’s a story of escape to a place of transformation and new beginnings. Suburbs like mine are the prisons his characters have fled. They’re the battles fought, the conventions broken, the memories overcome.

         There’s a place for us, goes Stephen Sondheim’s opening lyric from that evergreen LGBTQ+ anthem ‘Somewhere’. But with the best will in the world, I don’t think he meant Milton Keynes. Or Wilmslow, Ruislip, Surbiton or, for that matter, Croydon, where I grew up. For many of us, the narrative of Bronski Beat’s beloved ‘Smalltown Boy’ tells us everything about the gay community’s 2complicated relationship with suburbia. It’s a place where heterosexuality rules unchallenged, where physical and social abuse has been endured; a place where any hint of difference will not be tolerated; somewhere you’ll never find a soulmate. But in my research for this book, in the conversations I have had with LGBTQ+ people from around the country talking about the suburbs they live in now or knew back then, a different story has emerged: tales that are messy and moving, awkward and absurd, uplifting and extraordinary, dark and strange.

         In Britain, both LGBTQ+ people and suburbia have endured endless stereotyping, while inspiring many of our richest and most cherished works of popular culture. Think of the haunted Croydon of All of Us Strangers or the frosty Isle of Wight of It’s a Sin; the claustrophobic suburban Tyneside of Blue Jean or Pride, where Bromley features so prominently one of the central characters is even named after it. These dramas are relatively recent, but all look back to earlier times, where suburbia equals the bad old days. The resulting collisions usually end in some sort of explosion, gay people fleeing, the suburbs left to fester. But things have not stood still for either the suburbs or LGBTQ+ life. In the modern day, the diverse cast of characters of Heartstopper are trying to make a go of it in the dreamy streets of Kent. It might signal a generational shift in attitude – or just that they’re all too young to get much of a say in where they live.

         It’s not all heartstrings and angst, of course. Perhaps one of the most significant things suburbia has brought to LGBTQ+ people is an irrepressible sense of camp. Houses dragged up to be something they’re not, occupants caught forever in aspirational class anxiety. Signifiers of pretension, from misguided home décor to misapplied euphemistic language, have fuelled many a queer cabaret act, sitcom character or novel. Spotting and subverting its norms has given many of us a lot of joy, 3helping to redress the sense of oppression those norms have created. Its sharpest observers, from Alan Bennett to Victoria Wood, Caroline Aherne to Jack Rooke, have found their work endlessly replayed by generations of LGBTQ+ people glad to find others who can celebrate the absurdity of the everyday. Queer writers and artists have a complicated and semi-detached relationship with this symbol of hyper-normality. As far back as 1785, William Cowper, composer of ‘Amazing Grace’, was throwing shade in his poem ‘London Suburbs’, where suburban villas ‘Delight the citizen, who, gasping there, Breathes clouds of dust, and calls it country air’, and later, ‘There, prison’d in a parlour snug and small, Like bottled wasps upon a southern wall’. Cowper’s celibacy has cast him today as a queer figure of his age, ‘what the world calls an old bachelor’ was how he described it. A century later, in 1891, the decidedly un-celibate Oscar Wilde was similarly scathing, writing of the ‘hideous suburbs of our vile cities’. His way of dealing with them was to ignore them. Think of one of his most famous creations, Ernest Worthing, caught playing Ernest in town and Jack in the country. It’s a game where London is propriety and country is playtime – and vice versa. His life will be revealed as fatefully entwined with the Brighton railway line, but the dormitory towns en route – Croydon; Redhill; Haywards Heath – are neither city nor country, and of no interest to him or Wilde. The game bypasses the middle and working classes in their new estates, removed as it is from the mundane world of Metroland and mortgages. And it’s a trope that long endures in LGBTQ+ writing: a decade after Wilde’s death, E. M. Forster’s novel Howards End dismisses the suburbs too, as an affront to the romantic ideal of the country and the city. Forster’s next novel, Maurice, remains unpublished until after his death due to its gay themes, and again is played out in country estates and city bachelor pads. I can’t be the only reader 4disappointed that the Penge mentioned in Maurice is a mansion in the Home Counties and not the South London suburb.

         * * *

         For many of my generation, the safe space for gay people was not just the city, it was the gay pub, bar or club. Somewhere where the rules were different from the outside world, a place that acted as a magical barrier against the pressures of the world beyond. Now many of those spaces are closing, and much as we are now encouraged to feel at home anywhere (regardless of whether that actually is the case), those venues will forever be a hugely important haven for generations of queer people. Meanwhile, to read many histories of Britain’s LGBTQ+ past, you’d think that, historically, gay life has taken place only in delicious city centre anonymity or pampered country house seclusion. There are reasons for this beyond snobbery, mainly a scarcity of good records and the kind of people whose legacy gets to tell the story of our times. Male homosexuality was illegal in England and Wales until 1967 (and in Scotland and Northern Ireland until the 1980s); and until the advent of second-wave feminism in the 1970s, women’s history was often ignored by the establishment figures who acted as gatekeepers for our national heritage. Stories of bi, trans or non-binary people crop up in a vanishingly small number of official archives, despite such stories going back as long as there has been human life. It has created a gap in our understanding of LGBTQ+ history. This is why I hope the tales in this book will be valuable. Records of LGBTQ+ suburban history are also elusive, and that has been one of the inspirations behind this project: to record the lives of people, and of these strange places, before those memories are lost to us. In meeting with dozens of interviewees and hearing many and varied experiences, I’ve been privileged to encounter different times, places, 5genders and sexualities, and to find out what all of these have to say about our suburban queer experience. Some of us have yearned for escape; others have transformed both themselves and the situation around them within the confines of the suburbs; some tales are remarkably singular, others feel universal. The tales also reflect a straight culture that has kept evolving, and perhaps has never been quite as wholly heterosexual as it might like to imagine. What I hope we have here are different ways of looking at the suburbs – places that have proven very good at watching us, and less comfortable with being seen back – and observing them through the eyes of people for whom these Acacia Avenues in mock-Tudor drag were never intended. As any gay person can tell you, visibility is a double-edged sword. We may want to be seen, but it’s not always a safe or desirable aspiration. Sometimes invisibility is your friend too.

         Here we have tales of families of all sorts, some lost, some found, some built entirely anew. Then there’s the friendships and lovers, the formative experiences at school and work, the strange encounters, the gossip, the bullying and violence. There are midweek gay nights in straight clubs, and friendly mods, punks and goths – so many goths! – whose subcultures have intersected with our suburban stories. (In writing this book I have been surprised how much the Venn diagram of suburban, queer and goth has overlapped. I recall one of my classmates in the mid-eighties saying that with my colourful bat-winged jumpers, yellow baseball boots and stripy trousers I dressed like a European exchange student, and they weren’t wrong. Certainly, I was the anti-goth. If only I’d realised this whole other subculture existed, I would have made more of an effort to wear the one colour I owned nothing of – black.) And most of all, there are the transformations: of us, as we negotiate our way through this complicated environment of codes and control; and of the restless suburbs 6themselves, forever evolving from privet hedges and flying ducks to gas barbies and wicker hearts.

         There are many stories I have not been able to record for this book, and I apologise for not tracking down, for example, intersex, asexual or aromantic suburban tales to tell. I can only hope that the existence of this book will open up more conversations, and many more memories will come to light. After all, this is just the start of a story. Added to that, our complicated relationship with suburbia is changing all the time, affected by everything from apps and equal marriage to anti-trans legislation. And because of that, the suburbs feel altered from the place I experienced growing up. So much of it is down to what we expect to see: while there was undoubtedly queer life going on around me, and alternative sexuality hinted at in the pampas grass and the rumours of swingers’ parties, I was determined to see a vanilla straight world in the suburbs – until one day, I was not. But the question remains – is it a place for us?

         * * *

         I’m drinking cider in the beer garden of the Bird in Hand, a straight-run gay pub in Selhurst, South London. It’s a summer evening in 1993, and only the second Croydon Area Gay Society meeting I’ve attended. At the first I didn’t speak, and ran away as quickly as possible. This time, I’m determined to make a better go of it. For the most part the members of CAGS are twice my age, men born in the middle of the twentieth century who’ve seen different worlds come and go. Here, they mingle, squabbling over who said what in a restaurant five years ago, taking the piss affectionately and not-so-affectionately, laughing generously at the minor absurdities of their everyday lives.

         I sit on the edge of the group like a nephew who’s tagged along, reeking of Lynx Africa and anxiety, and dressed like a 7jumble sale. That evening I get chatting to one friendly face, a man perhaps a decade older than me, with shaven head and biker leathers. Ben is eloquent, kind and warm, but also a little shy, which suits me fine. We’re joined by the only other younger guy present, a blokey dentist in a Ben Sherman polo shirt who introduces himself confidently as Asim. I can tell right away that Ben is keen on Asim, and that this is part of an ongoing flirtation. Although to my confusion, Asim seems interested in talking to me. Have you thought of getting your teeth fixed? is his opening gambit. My poor dentistry is something usually best avoided, especially as flirtation, but Asim tramples confidently wherever he wants, serving Muslim dentist Grant Mitchell. I could do you a deal. I just nod.

         I can sense Ben’s hurt now Asim has focused on me. There’s nothing I can do about it, I think. Most of my life takes this pattern, of feeling out of control – not exactly trapped in a runaway train, more sitting in the back of a Vauxhall Astra with the handbrake off, rolling slowly into a low wall. Asim invites me back to his, and the questions keep on coming as he tries to work me out. Questions edged with a kind of bafflement: I was making short films and wrote scripts? How was I going to make any money out of that? Oh God, I think. This all feels very grown-up. I’d come out to my parents five years ago, during an ad break in Taggart, but I’d not yet acknowledged I was an adult. Not for the first time, I wonder why I’m so poorly prepared to do something vaguely normal.

         We arrive at what seems to me an alien thing: a large detached half-timbered 1930s house behind high hedges, far removed from the small council semi I’ve come from. Not all suburbs are equal, it seems. The car, the house, the hedge: I was in no doubt that dentistry paid. Let’s go in quietly, they may still be up, he says. So I creep in, focusing on the ‘quietly’ bit and not 8really thinking about the rest of that sentence. He shows me where to hang my jacket, and we make our way stealthily down the hallway and through a rusticated door. The dining room is large, high-ceilinged, heavily draped and patterned, with a huge brick inglenook fireplace cascading down the wall. It’s quite the statement, but it’s not the focus of my attention. There are three figures huddled around an armchair. An older woman stands, hands resting on the shoulders of a younger one, who sits with a small girl clasped close. It’s a peculiarly posed tableau, just a kitten away from a mawkish Victorian painting. How long have they been here like this, I wonder? I feel panic. Asim lets out a big sigh and ushers me to a small sofa. This is my wife and her mother, he says. The girl, presumably his daughter, doesn’t get an introduction. Perhaps that’s stretching his cognitive dissonance too far. This is John. He doesn’t add the creature who has come to destroy your lives, but that’s implicit. Somehow, I’ve gone from flirting with a hot dad in the pub to becoming the mistress in some heavy domestic melodrama with someone who has turned out to be an actual dad, with none of the fun bits in between.

         I sit on the edge of the sofa like I’m doing Ibsen. Asim tries to keep it breezy. I said I might bring someone back. John is going to be staying tonight, as I explained. We’ll go up shortly. Coffee? I don’t speak. Has he pulled this trick before, I wonder, or am I the first lucky guy? Asim busies himself in the kitchen, talking loudly with the same confidence he displayed in the pub as he boils the kettle. To hear him, you’d think he was chatting about a tradesman he’d brought in to fix the skirting or a stranded neighbour who was having trouble with their Daihatsu. As the chatter continues, I see it’s a way of managing his nerves, bringing together these two sides of himself: his married self, and this – surely? – newly acknowledged gay or bi self. All the while his family are silently watching me, the home-wrecking 9homosexual invited into their house like some kind of learning tool. It’s admirable that no one has chased me from the house with a Tiffany-style lamp. This is my wife. This is John. For some reason that eludes me all these years later, I do not bolt for the door and run down the street screaming. I’m scared. I hadn’t paid much attention while we were driving and I’m not sure where we are. Even so, I should surely get out, hunt down a bus, make some kind of effort to get home and leave this family to their soap opera plot twists. But I don’t take the initiative, and instead sit there, pretending I’m invisible, while never having felt more seen.

         When Asim asks me if I’m coming up to bed, I shake my head. It seems to break the spell. The room is suddenly animated with something other than resentment. His daughter is led yawning up to her room by her grandmother, leaving husband and wife to have a hushed argument in the kitchen, the latest instalment of an ongoing row that sounds like it has plenty more mileage yet. Eventually, having reheated the leftovers of their marriage, they call it a day too, and I’m left alone in the room, facing the most awkward sleepover of my life. I get a couple of hours of neck-cricking sleep on the sofa, and as first light creeps through the leaded windows, I feel released from my paralysis. Quietly, I let myself out, taking a walk through the cold streets of enormous houses. I’m not sure what to think of Asim. I feel a little traumatised, not least for the anguish I must have caused his family just by being there. But presumably he’s going through all sorts of turmoil too? It can’t be easy, a successful dentist with a wife and kid and an inglenook fireplace, trying to come out in his thirties. What’s clear is that he needs someone more together than me to navigate this with. I wonder what Ben is up to. One thing is for sure, I’m now giving up all attempts to be grown up. I look at these conventional homes with their conventional cars 10and their conventional gardens, all trying to pretend that everything is fine. But this night has opened my eyes that the suburbs are the heartland of affairs and divorces, of unorthodox set-ups and unhappy marriages, swingers and ‘arrangements’. I hurry home, a part of me marvelling that even here, in what seems the most ostentatiously conservative street in Croydon, things aren’t so straightforward – or straight – after all.

         * * *

         In the twentieth century there’s something isolating about being stuck out here, on the edge of big towns and cities, among all the other hidden lives. As a teenager, the escape routes from my house are slow buses with their meandering paths, watching the different sorts of same smudged through misted windows. From our house it goes fifties estate, sixties estate, comprehensive school, playing field, A-road, twenties semis, woodland, technical college, thirties villas, private school, Edwardian mansion blocks, Victorian houses and finally town centre and railway station, by which time I’d usually need McNuggets and a fizzy drink before I had the energy to push on. The sprawl seems designed to slow everything down, to enforce a soporific torpor, to suck the marrow out of bones. But there’s something exciting about this near stasis too, where the resistance, the pushing back, exposes something almost illicit. Where loitering and looking can reveal more than the streets will admit. On the fifties estate, the maisonette where I’d had my first kiss with another man. In the woodland beside my A-level college, the cruising ground. On the bus, unexpected flirtations and violent obscenities. In the shopping centre, nods of recognition and secret trysts. On the high street, books and records telling stories of different lives and experiences. At the railway station, furtive glances on late trains. The same places but different, to 11be experienced as a Cold War spy, alert for moments of transgression and the spilling of secrets.

         I was obviously queer. Not queer in the modern sense, that liberated and transcendent term for a whole constellation of experiences and lives. No, I was queer in the boorish fag-smoke-belched holler of it, in the feeble light entertainment cliché of it, in the seedy secretive shame of it. Not one of those kids that managed to hide it, either. I’m not sure I ever wanted to. Such was my immediate feeling of not wanting to be like the others, being queer was an efficient – if brutal – way of separating myself. As a teenager in the 1980s, fourteen or so, impatient at the cruel boys following me from the gates asking ‘Johnny, Are You Queer, Boy?’ like the old punk song but with none of the music. Yes, I turned and snapped, I am queer. Usually, it was impossible to get a reaction from me. Now, here I was, a safe broken open. Their howling laughter grew louder and more delighted. A few minutes later, and I was swallowing the words back down, full of denial. After all, at that point the queerest thing I felt I was capable of was learning the words to Divine’s ‘You Think You’re a Man’ from Smash Hits or failing to catch a ball.

         So many of my gay experiences have been in the suburbs. Dates from small ads that took me out to semi-detached Pinner or the Morrisons café in Bishop’s Stortford, trekking to provincial discos and pubs for their weekday gay night, night bus rides back to the outskirts with some poor unfortunate. Around the millennium, I lived in the decaying Victorian sprawl of South Croydon. Queer friends I’d met at arty LGBTQ+ club Duckie would come to visit, and there we’d plan adventures. In the next flat lived a glamorous lorry driver in mid-transition and her partner, their place packed out with so many racks of astonishing clothes there was barely any room to walk. For a time I dated a Brazilian guy round the corner, who took me along to queer 12Sunday morning breakfasts with friends in the mock-Tudor wilds of Addiscombe. Each encounter a glimpse of a different sort of hidden suburb out on the edge of my experience.

         And so exploring the suburbs has long been an obsession of mine. One of the people I spoke to for this book, Jack, is a fellow traveller. He wants to walk every street in London. He’s been doing it for a decade now, and has seen a lot of the city: how the landscape changes as you leave the tightly packed streets around the centre, and how loosely doodled the twentieth century’s suburbs feel beyond. He grew up in south-east London, amid the mock-Tudor and steep roofs of Mottingham. ‘I have fond feelings about suburbia,’ he tells me, never having moved far from his birthplace. Jack is bisexual, and his relationship with London, feeling part of both the urban mass and the edgelands beyond, has echoes of his sexuality too. ‘You fancy girls, right?’ he says, of his awakening. ‘And so you go through exactly the same experiences that your friends are going through, because you’re reading FHM and all of that stuff. But then you’re like, Oh, actually, I don’t just fancy girls, I fancy the blokes in the perfume adverts between the FHM images.’ And now he’s on a queer odyssey through our ever-changing suburbs, sparking off the strangeness and enjoying the different lives and places it reveals.

         Camp Christmas was Channel 4’s queer effort in 1993, a spoof of wholesome seasonal specials more usually hosted by Bing Crosby or Val Doonican. Much like the Asim adventure a few months before, I’m not sure what possessed me, as a befuddled young gay man, to think watching this with my parents would be a good idea. Perhaps it was an attempt to include them in my other life, and to help make it feel slightly less ‘other’. It featured turns from the big queer names of the day: Lily Savage, Julian Clary, Martina Navratilova, Justin Fashanu. Pam St Clement – Pat from EastEnders – sang ‘Nobody Loves 13a Fairy When She’s Forty’. I tried to rewatch it recently on YouTube, and what at the time seemed a bit chaotic now seems completely baffling, a snapshot of a moment when the AIDS crisis and Section 28 were at their height, before the advent of civil partnerships and equal marriage. A fierce sense of insecurity and defensiveness hangs over the proceedings, of wagons being circled. The hosts – singers Melissa Etheridge and Andy Bell – struggle awkwardly with the format, while in a corner of the set an emaciated Derek Jarman – then just a couple of months before his death – rocks on a chair under a blanket. I guess what I hadn’t appreciated when I suggested watching this with my folks was that it wasn’t just a TV format that was being subverted, but the whole ‘big hetero-fest’ of family Christmas. Family? Pah! harrumphs stand-up Lea DeLaria, at the thought of spending time with them. Don’t you know that at your parents’ house no one can hear you scream? I laughed along, not feeling it, acutely aware of my folks sitting across from me. Later, she declares triumphantly, I am not going home for the holidays – I’m spending it with my friends! I could sense my mum bristling, not with indignation, but hurt. It was a strange kind of turnaround from how I’d felt watching so much television with them up until that point, all the stereotypes, spite and cruelty served up as light entertainment. Not their fault, of course, and the comments in Camp Christmas that did them down weren’t mine either. I hope you don’t feel like that? she asked. I’m not sure she believed my genuine denial.

         It’s easy to think that the story of LGBTQ+ people only begins when we are apart from family, of which suburbia is merely an extension. But of course, we all have roots, and as the world has changed in my lifetime many of us are now more accepted within our families, and understood as families in our own right. Neither of these things I saw coming when sitting there in the 14early nineties, squirming with awkwardness, caught between two worlds I had failed to reconcile: family and sexuality. The way most twentieth-century suburbs were built assumed a neatly gendered heterosexual world, and that assumption largely remains. And so for queer people they pose a constant dilemma: to come out or not. For all the empowerment it brings, coming out in the suburbs can be a frustrating business, because it’s rarely something you’ll do just the once. Instead, rather like circling endless roundabouts or being stuck in a particularly large ASDA, you’ll keep seeing the same signs over and over again. The tentative enquiries. The blunt mislabelling. The excruciating awkwardness. Although, more often than not, the suburbs’ most abundant natural resource – gossip – gets there before you do.

         * * *

         The story of LGBTQ+ people in the suburbs can never be an official history, because it was never meant to happen here. According to lore, cities are the places that attract us, because only there can we find enough numbers to make any form of queer solidarity viable. But even a quick scan of Grindr or Bumble reveals that despite all of suburbia’s best efforts, gay people are not simply being born and raised here, but are increasingly choosing to stay here too. As the interviews in this book show, for every historical certainty we have taken at face value, there are lived experiences that tell of something completely different: families more accepting; neighbours more supportive; subcultures more established; LGBTQ+ people more out. Of course, we must not assume that the progress of many is felt universally. For significant numbers of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, queer, non-binary, intersex or asexual people, the suburbs are just one part of a world that doesn’t yet feel safe or welcoming. Supreme Court rulings in 2025 have undermined the legal standing of trans and 15non-binary people, a blow for all LGBTQ+ folk, showing that progress is not a one-way process but must be fought for by each generation.

         The twentieth century is when the rules for suburbia and modern LGBTQ+ culture were set. The twenty-first has completely rewritten them. Not just because of our interconnected world, the advent of civil partnerships and equal marriage, or the fight for trans rights, but also through circumstantial changes, from working from home to the decline of the queer venue. Now that work and leisure are no longer the preserve of the city, the suburbs feel closer to urban life, and so this book focuses more on the time before that change, capturing stories of LGBTQ+ people’s lives before that already distant twentieth-century experience begins to fade in our memories.

         The people I’ve spoken to for this book hail from around the country, and their extraordinary range of experiences illuminates what it has been like living in the suburbs: of navigating neighbourhoods meant to provide for one sort of experience, and often having lived counter to that. Some of these tales are celebrations of these places and lives, others are painful and hard to hear. Most are a mixture of both. All of them are a reminder of how, no matter the circumstances we find ourselves in, acknowledging our difference gives us a unique perspective on who we are and where we live. And honouring those perspectives is how we best navigate through these cul-de-sacs and avenues.16

      
   


   
      
         17On the edge of the City of London, an enormous rainbow flag hangs above commuters pouring from Liverpool Street Station. It announces the Bishopsgate Institute, through whose ornate Arts and Crafts doorway I step one spring morning in 2022. Everything about this place feels a little magical, a secret survivor from another age, like encountering a suffragette chained to a Lime bike or a music hall drag artiste having a quick sherry outside the Tesco Express. Its long corridors, like the arteries of a Victorian hospital, lead to the sunken rear of the building, where sits an astonishing archive. For many years it was known for its peerless documentation of working-class life, but more recently another aspect of its work has helped sustain it. A vast assortment of queer material from personal libraries and private stashes, donated gradually over decades, has been collected by Stef Dickers, Special Collections and Archives Manager, and his team. The first thing I see is a massive pile of boxes and crates stacked just inside the door. Hundreds of books, letters, scrapbooks, journals, flyers and magazines – so many magazines – have just been delivered, to be sorted through, a donation of someone’s cherished treasures to the archive, joining others on every flavour of LGBTQ+ life produced in the last century. Fresh ghosts for the shelves, a few more of the gaps in our history filled in.

         I tell the smiling librarian on the desk I’m looking for material on LGBTQ+ lives in suburbia. That does for the smile, replaced by a momentary look of panic that says this isn’t going to be 18straightforward. But they’re patient and helpful, and I’m shown the database, given a pencil and some request slips, and left to explore. My initial searches don’t get me very far. Anything relating to the words ‘suburb’ or ‘suburbia’ has a decidedly heterosexual hue. But it’s when I type in my birthplace of Croydon that things start to look up. The database reveals a collection of newsletters from CAGS, the Croydon Area Gay Society, dating from the 1970s to the 1990s. Despite attending a couple of their events, I’d completely forgotten about its existence until this moment. I fill in my slip with the regulation pencil and go back to the desk. The librarian heads off, and I hear Stef’s jovial voice from behind the scenes: You see, I told you someone would ask for them eventually.

         Five minutes later, a box of A5 photocopied newsletters is plonked on my desk. Reading them is not just time travel, it’s taking me to a different place too, away from the heart of the metropolis and out to the semi-detached streets of my childhood, taking me to moments I can’t quite believe ever happened there. Some are serious, some trivial, but all are deeply Croydon and entirely gay. What catches my eye immediately are the lists of events. A newsletter from 1981 offers up Coffee ’n’ chat at Arthur’s (Epsom) from 8pm. Below that there’s the group’s monthly meeting at a Unitarian church hall, Tea and Symphony – music tea and chat at Graham’s. ‘Chat’ is the word that binds these events, it seems. Next there’s Women-only coffee evening at Jane’s from 8pm. I pick up handfuls of newsletters, hunting out more of these listings. Treasure Hunt in the Surrey Hills starting on Epsom Downs, with a picnic and 2 country houses en route. A 1983 edition reveals, We are now in contact with most of the other gay groups in the surrounding area … but we haven’t managed to contact the Streatham Group yet (we think it’s called SAGG).

         The curious details of a bygone suburbia that illuminate these newsletters help form the spine of this book. We’ll keep returning 19to the world of CAGS, those pioneers creating their semi-detached network, one far removed from both the inter-war country house set, whose exploits are detailed in books such as Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness or Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited, and the connections formed today through social media and dating apps. Their lives and lifestyle do not, of course, represent a full picture of suburban LGBTQ+ life in the second half of the twentieth century, being largely white, male, middle-aged and middle-class. But they do offer some insights into an ephemeral aspect of social history, a lost world of typewritten trivia, optimistic explorations and enduring camaraderie. And I hope the interviews I have conducted help broaden that story out, to other lives and experiences far beyond the ones catalogued in these flimsy photocopied pamphlets.

         The discovery of CAGS sets me off on other searches, new request slips, more boxes of typewritten news sheets. The Kingston and Richmond group sounds pretty active: KRAGS announce that their regular pub evening is at the Royal Charter, Maple Road, Surbiton every Wednesday from 9pm, and Ice skating evening at Richmond Ice Rink. And now the search is connecting up all around the capital. Gay treasure hunt in Tunbridge Wells with prizes; Annual summer tea party in Farnham. Bring a bottle. Raffle, book and video stalls, tombola, barbecue, etc. Then off to the Jolly Sailor pub after; Surrey Area Gay Organisation’s Bluebell Railway trip; Inter-group bowling at Tolworth. Here is a cosy, gossipy, fun side of suburban LGBTQ+ life, one that runs parallel to the sitcoms of the day and yet – with a couple of not very notable exceptions – was totally absent from them. So when in a Croydon edition from 1983 I find an announcement – Our apologies for the confusion in last month’s newsletter about the date of the whist drive – it’s impossible to picture it without seeing someone dragged up as Margo from The Good Life in kaftan and 20turban, dictating down the telephone to some poor soul at the Pony Club or the Music Society. As I pack up for the day, I must look considerably cheerier than when I arrived. See you again soon! calls the librarian on the desk. Don’t worry, I say. There’s no escape.

         This is it, I think. We’re off!
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            The Southbourne Identity

         

         Granny Grimble and Granny Grunt are taking a walk to the sweet shop. In ancient heavy woollen coats that smell of mothballs they shuffle along, nodding and waving to smiling neighbours as they pass. A familiar sight in this seaside suburb in the late 1960s, they’re stumbling in shoes that are too big and pushing back hats as they fall over their faces. The bell tinkles on the newsagent’s door, and the shopkeeper catches sight of them, the two barely higher than the counter. He’s been known to give them sherbet dips for free, and today is no exception. The grannies leave delighted, scoffing their sweets on the way back, hats askew. Junior-school boys John and his best friend Robert regularly dress up in frocks and coats found in a wardrobe at John’s house. Granny Grimble and Granny Grunt have been cheering the street for the last few months. Everybody knows the grannies. One day, John’s mum says, Can you and Robert go and see Auntie Margaret? Margaret is their neighbour, auntie in name only. John prepares to go and collect Robert, but his mum stops him. No, no, she says, I want you to dress up, because Margaret loves seeing you as Granny Grimble and Granny Grunt. Apparently, now they’re taking requests. A few years hence, teenage John will spend four evenings a week round Auntie Margaret’s watching Crossroads – a show, he suspects later, that no heterosexual male has ever expressed an interest in. These days, seaside suburbs in Dorset are heavily gentrified, the stucco and brick painted, pots of spiky yuccas in front of key safes. Once, this had been the piggeries of Tuckton Farm. Now it’s Southbourne, a clifftop 22suburb of Bournemouth, briefly fashionable around the turn of the twentieth century as a health resort, and by the time of John’s youth a hushed pedestrian world. Even in the stifling silence of those grey streets, John is not going to remain quiet. The grannies are just the beginning.

         Granny Grunt and Granny Grimble’s outfits are inherited from John’s beloved grandmother, who has recently died. His family are clearing out her bungalow, the grey smudge of television news chattering away in a corner. He catches his dad saying to his mum, Your mother wouldn’t have approved of that. John, who is seven years old, finds his ears pricking up. He knows, somehow, that whatever is on the television applies to him. The Sexual Offences Act 1967 has just been passed, legalising sex between men over the age of twenty-one. And much as John knows he’s connected to this story in some indefinable way, he’s also horrified that his grandmother would have disapproved. It’s a first glimmering that he does not fit in. Even the people he loves may reject him. But there is no hiding it. John, the middle child of five, soon begins to realise he won’t need to tell his family. ‘I didn’t have to come out,’ John tells me. ‘I was very lucky because it was bloody obvious to my mother when I was growing up. And my mother was someone who never said anything about important things, so you couldn’t have a conversation with my mother about being gay or anything really. You never went to my mother with any problems. She was the last person you would. She wasn’t able to love us. You know, she gave us food and values and standards. But she couldn’t hug her children. But it was obvious without any words being spoken. I was accepted as a little gay boy.’ His father is an Edwardian in spirit: shiny shoes, natty suits, tennis whites. John’s parents split up when he’s a teenager.

         Not having to come out might seem a blessing, but for John it’s just as stifling as if nobody knew. Because now it remains 23unspoken in a different way, impossible to broach because it’s been decided it’s unnecessary. Unnecessary for everyone else, that is. John longs to talk to somebody about his open secret, away from the bullies in class. There is a hairdresser’s shop on the corner he passes every day on his walk to school. One of his sisters had gone to school with the hairdresser, and she tells John he’s queer. Queer is the word for it then, away from the stuffiness of homosexual, and before gay has become a more widely recognised term thanks in part to the Gay Liberation Front and the first Gay Pride marches in the early 1970s. Each time John walks by the hairdresser’s he longs to be acknowledged, just another lonely queer. One day, when he’s fifteen, he plucks up the courage – or breaks, depending on how you look at it – and pens a note to the hairdresser. Dear Stephen, I am queer too. I’m Jill’s brother. You probably know me. I come by your shop every day. I’m really lonely. Please help me. John. And he leaves a telephone number for Stephen to call. He puts the note through the letterbox in the hairdresser’s and heads home, full of excitement and anxiety that he has finally done something, made contact with someone. And very quickly Stephen does call him up, but it’s in a white-hot fury. How DARE you write that note to me! he shouts. How DARE you insinuate that I am queer! I’m gonna tell your sister! John begs him not to, pleading and pleading and pleading. The boy who is already out, but who is trapped by its unspoken consequences. ‘It was awful,’ says John. ‘This poor shy fifteen-year-old boy reaching out for help.’ He manages to calm Stephen down and the hairdresser doesn’t tell his sister, and his unspoken open secret remains.

         It’s the TV Times that helps rescue John. It’s 1974, and his classmates are shouting at him, You queer bastard, you queer cunt, you bender. And he says, Yes, makes faces, adopts a snooty attitude, turns away, superior. ‘I wasn’t just gay,’ he explains. ‘I 24was weird.’ A sex education book, given to him by his father in lieu of The Talk, has furnished him with the bare facts of homosexuality. He reads it over and over, and finds it unexpectedly positive and non-judgemental. But this acceptance of his sexuality just causes more bullying. Most days he dashes home at the end of school so he can gulp down a glass of water, his throat cracked and dry because he hasn’t spoken a single word all day. Today he picks up the TV Times and flicks to his favourite page, Katie Boyle’s agony aunt column. He pores over tales of unhappy marriages, anxious parents, bereavements, secret affairs. This week, to his astonishment, she publishes a letter from a reader about their closeted homosexuality and feelings of isolation. And she responds with the number of Icebreakers, a new telephone service in the 1970s to help connect lonely LGBTQ+ people, as we absolutely were not called then, to groups locally. So John sneaks out to a nearby phone box and calls Icebreakers. And they give out the number of the local chapter of the Campaign for Homosexual Equality, or CHE. So he rings up and speaks to Tommy, the convener of the group, and they meet up, skinny schoolboy and sensible middle-aged man. Tommy is in his fifties, and he seems to get John’s obsession with Crossroads, which is almost as much of a relief for the teenager as being able to talk about his sexuality. In a pause while John is sharing his troubles they discuss the possibility of having sex, but John politely declines, and the topic is never raised again. But Tommy does invite John to join the monthly CHE meetings. John is by far the youngest there, amazed by this secret world of gay adults, seven or so of them meeting at a B&B, chatting and feeling a little awkward. One man, a retired solicitor, is seventy-one and travels the thirty miles from Dorchester. To help aid the cause of homosexual equality, at the end of each meeting Tommy sets up a cine projector and shows 25a porn film. ‘It fizzled into my brain like a drug at that age, and I can still remember the first film I saw,’ says John.

         Still, he has to keep the open secret quiet at home. His family house is pebbledashed, like an upturned beach. John, now sixteen, sneaks up the side alley from his domain – a caravan nestled in the back garden. It’s getting dark. His dad’s is the sole car parked on the entire road. John has only just started to explore more widely, to travel the three miles into Bournemouth, thanks to his regular CHE meetings. And then one of his sisters tells him of a club, Gigi’s, in Bournemouth Triangle. He borrows her jewellery, a chain with a dangling silver teapot that bounces on his chest as he minces, projecting an ostentatiously camp walk in the hope it will send a signal to his neighbours, the world: here is a gay boy, without him yet being able to speak it. ‘And I thought that’s what you had to do,’ he recalls, head in hands. ‘I’m almost embarrassed now because that wasn’t me. I wasn’t naturally that camp, you know. I’m fey. I’m the first to admit that I’m not the most masculine, but I put on a persona for the neighbours.’ Larry Grayson and John Inman, the gay icons of 1975, middle-aged men with grey hair and wide collars, eyes rolling, lips pursed, projected a joyful and silly but also somewhat dusty and domesticated version of theatrical camp from another era onto a new generation. It was like rock ’n’ roll Bowie and pop art Hockney had never happened. The two acts were warm, beloved, and hugely visible features in living rooms across the nation. Both steadfastly refused to come out at the time. Gay News thought Grayson’s appointment as the new host of the BBC’s Generation Game ‘the worst possible thing that could happen to gay rights on television’. Grayson, with his attachment to life in the suburbs of Nuneaton, embodied a kind of cosy camp that was politically inconvenient for the progressive politics of the seventies, a visibility that was thought by campaigner Peter 26Tatchell to be confirming rather than challenging prejudice. But while Grayson was happy to embrace a rather prudish distaste for gay culture, Inman did move with the times, entering into a civil partnership in 2005 with Ron Lynch, the man who’d shared his life for thirty-three years – Mr Humphries no longer free.

         John meets members of the CHE group at the Triangle, in the centre of the hotel district in Bournemouth, and they nervously look both ways, knock on the door of Gigi’s and wait. The grille opens, eyes peer out, recognise the group and let them in. Someone signs John in, as he’s underage. It’s crowded and noisy, long hair, tight shirts and wide trousers, four-to-the-floor disco music thumping away, the hits of 1975: ‘Love to Love You Baby’; ‘Jive Talkin’’; ‘I Wanna Dance wit’ Choo’. ‘I can remember dancing the first time on the dance floor, and I’m gay. I’m alive. I’m happy.’ He quickly realises there are only two of them in the club under thirty, him and a lad called Paul, who, it turns out, is already dating one of the older guys there, a rich businessman from Fordingbridge who everyone refers to as ‘Lady Fordingbridge’. The word is he throws extravagant parties involving top politicians and famous pop stars, back at his large, secluded house. In John’s time at Gigi’s there will be numerous police raids, men hauled out for being drunk and disorderly – in a club! – or for wearing lipstick. When the police steam in, teenage John has to hide in the toilets. One time he bumps into Stephen, the hairdresser who had so angrily denied he was queer and shouted at him down the phone. Oh, I’m here for the music, says the hairdresser quickly. Even here, in a gay club, it’s impossible for him to let his guard down. Later, leaving is, if anything, more hair-raising than entering. Who’s going to see John coming out of a famous local gay club? Who will they tell? Is there someone lurking to attack him? He’s glad to jump in a taxi and feel safe on his way back to the inert streets of Southbourne.27

         On his second visit to Gigi’s, John meets Andrew – poor boring Andrew, as John calls him now – who is thirty-five. They remain a couple for five years. ‘I longed for someone my own age to have sex with,’ says John. ‘I only really fancied people my age. But I was stuck with An-drew – thiiirty-five. He was kind and he protected me for five years. But he was the first man that ever looked at me. So I just went with him, it was like an automatic thing. When I look back, totally inappropriate. Totally wrong for me, Andrew was, but he kept me safe for five years, and I could have got picked up by some very unscrupulous people if I think about it. I’m aware that I’m talking as if I was this sort of vulnerable … Well, I was, wasn’t I? I was a vulnerable young person in this world, mixed up with all sorts of nice people, dodgy people …’ After all the unspoken bullying, the friendless years at school, his mother is delighted when he starts to receive phone calls. Soon after, she finds the two of them in his bed, and her reaction is immediate: she brings them tea and toast. ‘She could have just called the police in shame, but she didn’t. Her sixteen-year-old son in bed with a thirty-five-year-old man. I mean, amazing, in suburbia.’

         By 1978, John is a healthcare auxiliary and lives in a bedsit behind Southbourne’s only health food store. From his window he can see all manner of oddly dressed people sitting in circles, meditating or smoking something in the back room of the shop. And rather than the regulars at Gigi’s or boring Andrew’s boring friends, here people seem to be much more appealing. Hippies. Friends of the Earth. Southbourne’s very own counter-culture, but another elderly one: the youngest members in their fifties, many a good thirty or more years older than that. And instead of the gay bars of the Triangle, John begins to hang out at the shop. They accept him straight away. He becomes a vegan, studies Rajneesh meditation, travels to India and returns, replacing the 28affected camp of his youth with a newly adopted identity: full yogic drag, if anything even more challenging on the quiet streets of Southbourne. One day he walks to work at Christchurch Hospital in bare feet. ‘So I started to self-identify as an eccentric,’ he says. ‘I’ve lived like that ever since. I feel more comfortable as an eccentric than a conventional Southbourne boy.’

         By the early 1980s, John is living with a new boyfriend in the centre of busy Bournemouth, where they practise noisy Rajneesh meditation – dancing, stomping and shouting – which infuriates the neighbours. Unlike Southbourne, here is a concentrated pocket of gay and bisexual men, increasingly out in the bars and clubs. It’s here he develops a new obsession: cruising. The town’s lushly planted gardens that run down almost to the sea are a well-known spot for it, and John finds himself there most nights, caught in yet another subculture he finds slightly ludicrous. Very soon he’s cursing the same old faces week in week out, men familiar with every nook and cranny of the gardens, the different trees nicknamed cubicles by the clientele. Oh, I just met this nice guy in cubicle seven. Tired faces, until holiday season hits. Suddenly, the town is full of newcomers who have stumbled across the gardens, or have been recommended them by fellow travellers. The tide of tourists comes in and out, the men in the gardens teeming and thinned by the seasons and then, as the 1980s progress, by the devastating effect of AIDS on the gay population. Then finally, one day in 1994, John returns home after an unsuccessful night seeing the same men he has known for years, and realises he has become one of those old faces he used to mock. And so he decides this is the moment to move on.

         While gay men are beginning to populate urban areas like Manchester, Brighton and Soho in ever greater numbers, John moves out to the country town of Dorchester, to retrain in horticulture. ‘I went in the closet when I moved to Dorchester,’ he 29tells me. The boy who’d never had to come out going in the opposite direction to traffic yet again. All these years he’d hoped to go back into education, but the bullying he’d encountered at school has given him a fear of young people. He isn’t sure how accepting the students in this college would be if they knew. And so he spends a year keeping his sexuality quiet from his housemates and fellow students. ‘But one guy apparently was telling another guy in the house, he was taking the piss out of my voice. He told me one day, and I didn’t like that. And I thought, Oh gosh, so there’s that. That felt like homophobia. He’d said to him’ – and John adopts an exaggerated camp voice – ‘Oh, John, he talks like this! You know, I was shocked because I thought I was hiding it so well. So I don’t think I did a very good job of being in the closet.’ It is a lonely time, away from friends and trying not to be the eccentric he’d identified as long ago.

         It’s there that John is diagnosed HIV positive. It’s the mid-nineties, years before breakthroughs in combination therapy, and there is little medical hope for those with HIV. He’s in Dorchester, surrounded by people he barely knows and doesn’t trust. He’s assigned a social worker and a buddy from the charity Body Positive to help him through the shock of it, and to help him accept the bald facts. ‘I was gonna die,’ he says, matter-of-factly. ‘There was no treatment. I was taken to see the hospice in Dorchester. And I was shown where – I mean, I agreed to this, I wasn’t forced – they said, Would you like to go? I said, Oh, yeah, I said, I used to work with terminally ill people. So they showed me the actual room where my body would be laid out.’ There is still soil beneath his nails from where he’s been planting and cultivating. Now here he stands, facing the cold facts of his death, in the same way that he has faced those of his life. A stark fate for a thirty-five-year-old, in the prosaic reality of the hospice mortuary.30

         Even then, in the darkest moments, John feels no stigma about HIV. It is

      
   

OPS/images/logo_online.jpg
faber





OPS/images/landing_online.png





OPS/TOC.xhtml

    Contents


  

		Landing Page


   		Praise


   		Title Page


   		Dedication


   		Contents


   		Let’s Take a Ride: An Introduction


   		The Southbourne Identity


   		Losing Control in Littleover


   		Home Alone in Carshalton


   		Changing Hairdressers in Wilmslow


   		Love and Hate in Surbiton


   		Neighbourhood Watch in Pensnett


   		The Eyes of Bearsden


   		Being Seen in Ruislip


   		Avant Garde in Crawley


   		The Trials of Thorngumbald


   		Rough Landing in Worcester


   		Polari on the Paper Round in Southsea


   		The Woman Who Fell to Penge


   		The New Malden Robot


   		Escape from Edgware


   		Between the World and New Addington


   		Vapour Trails Over Croydon


   		Running Away to Suburbiton


   		The Other Lesbian in Prestwood


   		Entangled in Snaresbrook


   		The Middle Space of Pinhoe


   		Croydon in Stages


   		Today Torquay, Tomorrow the World


   		Casual Violence in Addlestone


   		Gaydar Girls in Milton Keynes


   		The Hounds of Yarm


   		An Accident in Bilton


   		The Basingstoke Scream


   		A Superhero for Chelmsford


   		It’s Different in Gateshead


   		Deep Water in Dulverton


   		Acknowledgements


   		Further Reading


   		Notes


   		About the Author


   		By the Same Author


   		Copyright





  

OPS/images/9780571382880_cover_epub.jpg
John Grindrod it

LGBTQ+ Lives Behind Net Curtains






