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We are blessed to live on 
Whadjuk Noongar Country. We 

acknowledge that Noongar people remain 
the custodians of their Country, and that they 

continue to practice their values, languages, beliefs 
and knowledge. We pay our respects to the elders  

and knowledge holders of the Country on which we live, 
work, love and travel.

We would like to honour and recognise the past and ongoing 
work of the members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, 
intersex, queer and asexual (LGBTIQA+) community, and 

include anyone else who is diverse in sex, gender, or sexual 
orientation within this acronym. We would like to thank 
LGBTIQA+ people for their contributions to our society; 

particularly in areas of health and equality, and 
acknowledge their experiences of prejudice and 

discrimination and celebrate their strength, 
resilience, and perseverance.
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A note on terminology  
The Our Voices project has retained the words and terms used by participants in  
the telling of their stories. GRAI uses the initialism LGBTI to refer to older people (50+) of 
diverse genders, sexualities, and sex characteristics, as this reflects their lived experiences  
and recognises that some terms, like ‘queer’, were used as slurs when they were younger.

By preserving the authentic language used by participants, some readers may  
encounter words in these stories that might be upsetting.

Copyright Disclaimer 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication shall be reproduced, stored in or  
introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior permission of both  
the copyright owner and the publisher of this book. 
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At GRAI, we are committed to the well-being of the older LGBTI community. 

Therefore, when the Department of Communities announced they were funding a new 

intergenerational LGBTI project to capture the reflections of older LGBTI people, we 

encouraged our community to get involved. The stories shared demonstrate the resilience of 

our LGBTI community in the pursuit of love, authenticity, equality, and inclusivity.

Thank you, firstly, to the amazing interviewees who generously shared their life stories and 

memories. We received a treasure trove of stories in greater volume and depth than we could 

include in this book.  The interview recordings, along with their edited transcripts, will go to the 

WA State library archives to be held in the LGBTIQA+ collection, remaining available to future 

researchers and historians.

We had a fabulous group of younger LGBTIQA+ people who volunteered their time to partner with 

our older participants and collect their stories. Feedback from these volunteers highlights how 

valuable they found the experience:

Meeting, connecting and conversing with John has been one of the most meaningful 
experiences of my year. The oral history project offered a light, helpful and supportive 
structure for us to engage through, creating a purposeful way for us to connect. I’m so grateful 
for John’s generosity in sharing so openly and thoughtfully. It’s been so informative, insightful 
and moving. (Nick)

It was a very intimate and great learning experience and I felt honoured to have the 
opportunity to help Viv share her voice. (Zene) 

We need intergenerational friends. Intergenerational friendship not just about teaching 
and mentoring, it also affirm myself that I deserve love and happiness as much as others. 
The heartbreak, loneliness, and rejection are just bump on the road. They are painful but 
necessary. (Eko)

The work on this project was started in late 2023 by Dr Rowan Brooker who, trained the volunteers 

and matched the participants. We are grateful that he got the project off to such a successful start.  

GRAI was very fortunate to have Shutterpups, a LGBTIQA+ photography group, offer their skills 

and expertise – nearly all the photos in the book are the work of this group of talented people.

The very challenging editing work has been undertaken by Tarmon Gibson, who has 

sensitively and skilfully found the essence of each person’s story, while remaining within the 

very tight word limit.

The sixteen stories captured here are a small reflection of the incredible depth and variety 

in the older LGBTI community. These people – along with many others – have changed 

the world over the last 50 years. We will always value, honour and love them.   

 

Kedy Kristal 
Executive Officer 

June 2024
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FOREWORD

We are honoured to present the book ‘Our Voices Have Changed the World – reflections from older LGBTI 

people’ which shares 16 incredible stories of the resilience of older LGBT1 people as recounted to younger 

people in their community.

Created by GLBTI Rights in Ageing (GRAI) and funded by the Department of Communities, the book is an 

initiative of ‘An Age-friendly WA: State Seniors Strategy 2023-2033’, which was developed to support older 

people in Western Australia to enhance their quality of life.

‘Our Voices Have Changed the World…’ aims to build connection and understanding across generations, 

address loneliness, and raise awareness of ageism, through encouraging intergenerational relationships. 

Such relationships foster new understanding of a person’s journey through life by giving younger people 

the chance to listen to, and interact with, older generations that experienced life in a society that actively 

excluded them.

This project supports our strategy to reduce ageism by connecting an older LGBTI person at risk of loneliness 

and social isolation with a younger LGBTQIA+ volunteer. Through these connections and conversations 

participants shared experiences and created a deep bond.

The stories in the book of prejudice and discrimination that many older LGBTI people experienced in their life, 

reminds us that although there has been considerable change in society’s attitudes, there is still much to do. 

Through the development of the recently announced LGBTQIA+ Inclusion Strategy, the Cook Government is 

focussed on continuing to improve the lives of LGBTQIA+ people and supporting an inclusive WA.

The 16 people featured in the book share their stories and challenges they have faced.  

We hope it gives you the reader a greater understanding of older LGBTI people’s  

experiences and how this has influenced the LGBTQIA+ community today.

Hon Don Punch MLA
Minister for Regional Development; Disability Services; Fisheries;  
Seniors and Ageing and Volunteering

Hon Hannah Beazley MLA
Minister for Local Government; Youth; Minister Assisting  
the Minister for Training and Workforce Development

1  GRAI uses, by preference, LGBTI when referring to older people in the community. 

 LGBTQIA+ is the preferred Department of Communities acronym for Lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer or questioning, intersex, or asexual or otherwise identify as a member of the 
LGBTQIA+ community. The acronym LGBTI is used to refer to older LGBTI people as the Q which 
can stand for Queer is considered a slur and term of abuse by older LGBTI people. The A+ is not 
commonly used or recognised by older LGBTI people.

 Communities uses LGBTQIA+ when referring to the broad community of people with diverse 
sexuality and gender, but acknowledge GRAI’s preference when referring to the older 
community and use LGBTI.
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D: I was born in York in 1968, but grew up in Darwin. 

When Cyclone Tracy hit in 1974, we evacuated to 

New South Wales and then moved to Perth. We 

settled into an ex- ‘Ten Pound Poms’ house in the 

suburb of Lynwood. I went to a small, rural primary 

school in Canning Vale, before it became a busy 

suburb. There was nothing there at the time but 

boarding kennels and sand dunes.

R: Did you enjoy school?

D: Yes, when I had good teachers. But I also had a 

headmaster who was an absolute bully: very nasty, 

old school, beat us all the time. ‘Kids, put your hand 

out.’ Slap. ‘What’s the answer to this question? Don’t 

know? Put your hand out.’ Slap. Grabbed kids … just 

holding them down, belting their arses. Very violent. 

He’d yell in your face, intimidating you – which was 

my memory of basically all men in conservative 

Perth at the time.

R: What were your parents like?

D: My mum became a Jehovah’s Witness in 1969, 

so I grew up in that religious faith. But my dad was a 

gambler, a drunk, and womanizer. Mum stayed with 

him because Witnesses don’t believe in divorce. 

Dad was aloof, but he’d discipline us with a kind of 

casual violence. If, say, we weren’t listening to Mum, 

he’d come in swinging hands and fists. He’d hold 

me by the neck and punch the wall either side of 

my face. Once, I woke up with him holding me down 

and slapping me face. I just remember him saying, 

‘Alright?’ And I sort of came to at that moment and 

I said, ‘Alright.’ I had no idea what he was talking 

about, and only realised later that I was getting in 

trouble for the clothes I had thrown on the floor the 

night before. Another time, he came into my room, 

pulled my pants down and started laying into me 

with a slipper (this is one of those heavy men’s 

slippers from the 70’s that had grips on them). I 

remember I had to shower because my butt was all 

cut up.

Dallas
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  R O WA N

R: How did that violence affect your later life?

D: I think I developed psoriasis because of it. Even 

now, whenever I’m in an intimidating situation, I 

hold my breath and search my surroundings for a 

potential escape. And Mum, in the meantime, was a 

woman who really just wanted to lose herself in her 

faith – and I think she felt like she was stuck with  

4 kids.

R: When did you become aware of your sexuality?

D: I was 8 or 9, maybe – when I started playing 

around with some fellas from school without 

even knowing what we were doing. I was taught 

masturbation when I was 11 by a guy who was 14. My 

thoughts always ended up on men. I started trying 

to think about women, but I could only climax if, in 

my mind, a guy was involved. 

Back then there was no access to pornography, so 

I drew pictures of penises. If I saw a magazine page 

with some hot, shirtless guy in it … well, that would 

be wank material for a week. Then VHS came out. 

When my parents were out, I’d switch on ‘The Best 

Little Whorehouse in Texas’ and pause on the locker 

scene. And despite my religious upbringing and my 

parents’ condemnation of homosexuality… I knew 

deep down what I was. 

I was 15 when it occurred to me that I was gay. I 

remember thinking, ‘Oh my God … I’m a homo, a 

poof, a faggot.’ All these names … I realised I was 

that person. And then I began hating myself and 

became suicidal. At the same time, I was getting 

more involved with the Jehovah’s Witnesses. I had 

a ‘religious epiphany’ when I was 14 and decided to 

get baptised. 
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R: What prompted that?

D: The decision didn’t have anything to do with my 

sexuality. I think it was because Witnesses have a 

culture in the same way the gay world has its own 

culture. It’s their own culture and it’s rich and historic, 

stretching back to the 1870s. And having had so 

much exposure to that culture … it just made sense. 

There was suddenly a direction for me. 

In the congregation I was seen as – effectively – a 

spiritual prodigy. Most of the guys were getting 

baptised at 18 or 19, mostly because they had 

permanent boners and the only way they could 

have sex was to get married. That wasn’t a thing 

for me; I wasn’t getting horny at the idea of women, 

that’s for sure! My epiphany was a genuine, spiritual 

thing. The Elders got me doing talks, and they tried 

to guide me towards the next stage – which was 

being a ministerial servant, and then an elder. Those 

privileges also come with responsibility; if you do 

the wrong thing, you can get disfellowshipped 

(excommunicated). If that happens, literally everyone 

cuts you off; your parents, your sisters, your 

brothers, your family, everyone you’ve ever known. 

You’re considered ‘dead’. 

You’re also supposed to avoid worldly people. 

Fellow Witnesses are your spiritual brothers and 

sisters. They’re the ones God is going to save 

after Armageddon. That’s the beginning of the 

cultification: the brainwashing and the fear. By then, 

you can’t leave; you have too much to lose.

But, as a young person, you experiment, you make 

mistakes. I started experimenting with smoking. And 

I was 17 the first time I had sex with a man. It was 

1985. He was a hairdresser here at Vic Park. And 

he came on to me (I’d told him I was 19). I should 

have reported that to the Elders and I would have 

been sent to a judicial committee for judgment. 

But I couldn’t confess … sex was just not spoken 

about as a Witness – even though the ’80s was a 

fairly ‘worldly’ time. Women wore G-string bathing 

suits; men’s pants were tight as fuck. And men were 

wearing makeup… a lot going on in the ’80s.

R: Boy George time. 

D: Yes. There was some acceptance around 

homosexuality, but it was a polarising time for the 

world because AIDS came out, too. It was about 

1983 when it began really breaking out on the news. 

Kids at school assumed I was gay because, being 

a Witness, I was deemed non-conformist. I kept my 

school life totally separate from my life within the 

Witness community.  

Dallas

Photo Chris Hill
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DALLAS

R: What did you do after you finished school?

D: I left school at 15 to do full-time preaching. This 

was encouraged by the Witnesses because they 

were afraid of higher education – and still are. 

School is for worldly people. What use is a degree if 

Armageddon is coming? 

But, on the first day of school, when I was out 

preaching in the area and watching the other kids 

pouring into school, I wanted to fucking cry. What 

was I doing? I always had high grades. I shouldn’t 

have left.

There was no pay for preaching so I also worked 

part-time jobs. When money started coming in, I was 

like, ‘Oh my god, this is freedom.’ So, I started saving 

for a six-week Europe trip. I departed a year-and-a-

half later at the age of 17.

During the trip I was hit on by older men but was 

too shy to follow through with anything. I didn’t 

know how to respond to them. When I got back to 

Australia, I was a bit more gung-ho. That’s about the 

time the hairdresser came onto me. 

R: When was the first time you fell in love?

D: After I moved to New Zealand in 1989. Bobby was 

21, like me, and a fellow Jehovah’s Witness preacher. 

We would go preaching together. There were slow 

walks between houses, with lots of chats. He was 

beautiful. He had long eyelashes, and a Mickey 

Mouse watch. I absolutely fell in love with him. We 

would spend all day together, and then get home 

and phone each other for another 2 hours.

Many years later, I told him of my attraction, and he 

just laughed. But I realised … he was the one who 

helped me decide in ‘89 that I had to come out. I 

knew it was gonna rock my world, in a bad way. I 

thought: It’s gonna be an earthquake, but I have  
to do it. I need love. I need to be loved; I need to 
love someone.

R: And you’re married, now?

D: Yes. I met my husband, Frank, after I moved back 

here to Perth. I knew from the moment I met him that 

he was the right person for me. I felt it, deep in my 

soul. 

Before Australia’s push for marriage equality, I 

didn’t have any real desire to get married; it felt 

like copying a hetero institution. But then… actually 

being in Melbourne the day legislation was passed 

… The celebration was massive, and I realised just 

how significant it was. I suddenly went, ‘Fuck it. I 

want to be married.’ It wasn’t only about legitimising 

my relationship but also a kind of rebellion against 

my background. 

The last email I received from my mum, nearly  

7 years ago, read: ‘I assume you now want to get 

married to Frank. Just remember that, while it might 

be legal under Caesar’s law, it is not legal under 

God’s law. Love Mum.’

Frank and I tied the knot on the 6th of May 2018. n



9

David Gibson
‘ M Y  A R M Y  S TO R Y ’

David Gibson 
Photo Carmal Foster

So many stories… so little time! 

Let’s return to my youthful escapades navigating the 

treacherous terrain of 1980s Australia as a young, 

naive bisexual soldier. This was back in a time when 

homosexuality was still a criminal offence, and the 

military was definitely NOT a safe place to be gay. 

Picture this: it’s the mid-80s on a Saturday night at 

the Red Lion, and I’m fresh out of the confines of 

high school with dreams as big as my love for disco 

beats. So, I march headfirst into Army recruiting, 

looking for adventure and escape from a world that 

demands more than I can give. 

Looking back, I can see that I was seeking a place 

to belong within the ranks of the Army, a sanctuary 

from the storms that raged within and without. Little 

did I know, army life had some hand grenades lined 

up for me, and like a teenage boy with pent-up 

frustrations, boy did they explode!

Royal Military College

I begin my Army story with attending officer training 

in the hallowed halls of the Royal Military College, 

Duntroon. Now, let me tell you, between army drills 

and late-night study sessions, there wasn’t much 

time for romance, let alone a discreet hookup. 

Also, upon arriving at Duntroon, the entrenched 

homophobia of the Army became very obvious, so 

the chance of me doing something stupid was pretty 

slim! However, mix alcohol and teenage hormones … 

There was this one notable night, slightly fuzzy 

around the edges, but I recall I stumbled into a 

gay nightclub in Civic after one-too-many drinks. 

Of course, I wanted to be there, but once I 

actually walked inside, cue the panic! What was I 

doing??? I mean, the fear of being caught was real; 

Canberra was a small place in the 80s, and the 

Defence Force back then had a very active ‘No 

Homosexuality’ policy. 
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Looking back, I realise how the Army’s archaic 

policies had me tiptoeing around my own identity. 

Bisexual? Check. Scared of being outed? Double 

check. It was like living in a spy novel, minus the 

glamour but with a whole lot of anxiety. So, like any 

good spy, I went deep undercover (AKA back into 

the closet) until graduation.

Lavarack Barracks

Let’s shift from my experiences in Duntroon to my 

first posting at Lavarack Barracks in Townsville, 

North Queensland in 1987. The backdrop was set 

with John Bjelke-Petersen still the Premier and the 

Fitzgerald Inquiry was investigating his corruption 

on a scale unseen in Australia before. For our 

community, the AIDS epidemic was getting real with 

HIV infections peaking across Australia and the Grim 

Reaper ad. running on TV. The fear was palpable. 

As a junior officer, I again had very little time to 

myself, but now, I managed to juggle military duties 

with some discreet rendezvous … but NEVER with 

anyone who looked like they had an Army haircut 

(praise Mary for the gays and their 80’s perms!) 

Again, Townsville was a small place so discretion 

was a must. However, I found myself attending 

various training courses in other locations across 

Australia – almost an invitation to go wild.

On one trip to Melbourne, I went to a beat at 

the toilets in the park next to the Shrine of 

Remembrance WW1 memorial (ironic, I know) and 

hooked up with one of the guards – he gave me a 

HUGE love bite. It was so obvious that I had to get 

very creative; I told a story about meeting some 

old flame who just couldn’t keep her hands off me. 

To my surprise, my story played into the hyper-

masculine male culture, and all the Army guys 

believed it.

DAVID GIBSON

AIDS and the Army

Now to the broader context of the AIDS epidemic in 

the 1980s. It was a time of intense fear and prejudice 

within the wider community. The Army’s response 

was to make everyone undertake training on how 

to use a condom! We were all marched down to 

watch a video – on a VHS tape of course – of Jack 

Thompson. Famous from his recent 80’s movie 

Breaker Morant, he had apparently served in the 

Australian Army before becoming an actor. After 

the training video, we were all given a condom and 

had to practice unrolling it on a banana! I think that 

memory has stayed with me because it seems just 

as ridiculous today as it did back then. 

Another time, my platoon was ‘strongly encouraged’ 

(i.e., ordered) to give blood so that the medics 

could train putting in needles! So off we marched 

to the Regimental Aid Post to give a pint of blood. 

A few days afterward, we deployed on exercise 

for a month, and when I returned there was a letter 

from the Red Cross on my desk. I looked at it and 

immediately feared the worst. 20-year-old me sat 

looking at the envelope, assuming it was an AIDS 

diagnosis and thinking of the best way to kill myself. 

When I finally summoned the courage to open the 

envelope, I nearly cried – all it enclosed was a Red 

Cross Blood Donor card and a thank you note.

Interrogations

Now, let’s fast forward to a fateful morning in ‘89, 

a memory to this day that still upsets me. The day 

began with a route march (nothing unusual there) … 

but, to my surprise, I got whisked away for a ‘chat’ 

with the Military Police. No explanation, just my 

anxiety on full blast. I found myself caught up in 

a witch hunt for gays in the barracks. After hours 

of questioning about my sexuality, I found myself 

blurting out my truth: ‘I am bisexual!’
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I honestly thought that would end the interrogation, 

but all it did was result in a dramatic shift in 

interrogation tactics. Suddenly, it wasn’t about 

me; it was now about every other queer soul in 

Lavarack Barracks, and could I confirm if they were 

gay? Talk about a plot twist! Never have I been so 

grateful that I hadn’t hooked up with anyone who 

had an Army haircut – not that the Military Police 

believed me at all.

But wait, it gets better (or worse, depending on 

how you see it). Next thing I know, I’m immediately 

transferred to Melbourne for 3 months, isolated from 

my platoon and friends, and told by the Adjutant on 

my arrival at Broadmeadows Barracks, ‘I don’t know 

what you’ve done wrong, but I know you’re trouble.’ 

And let’s not forget the Army psychiatrist, a person I 

thought was supposed to support me but ended up 

sealing my fate with a discharge recommendation.

Discharge and Demons

As the dust settled and reality sank in, I found 

myself back in WA, facing a daunting transition to 

civilian life with no roadmap in sight. At 22, I was 

unemployed, battling mental health demons, and 

craving the warmth of understanding in a world that 

felt colder by the minute. Looking back now, is it any 

wonder that for years afterwards I had internalised 

homophobia? 

Today, after much therapy, I can see that, while 

those years were dreadful, they also shaped me in 

ways I never imagined. They taught me resilience, 

the power of speaking my truth, and the importance 

of finding my tribe, even when the odds were 

stacked against me. 

So, here’s to the young soldier who wanted to 

serve his country; who weathered the storm and 

stumbled through the darkness to emerge stronger 

and prouder … and finally, as an older man ready to 

share his story.

Be You

So, to all my fellow LGBTI veterans and those who 

currently choose to serve our country by putting 

on a uniform, remember this: your journey, your 

struggles, and your triumphs are not just worthy of 

recognition but are invaluable tales that deserve 

to be heard and honoured. Wherever life may 

lead you, continue to embrace your authenticity, 

for your unique story has the power to inspire and 

uplift others. n
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David Pople
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  E KO  S U C O C O

D: I’m David, 74 – nearly 75. I am discovering there 

are many people who have similar experiences to 

me. And they’ve done it alone – like I did – because 

they didn’t know there was anyone else like 

them. I’ve been ‘out’ for nearly a decade, and I’m 

happier now than I’ve ever been. In fact, it’s been a 

reinvention of my life. 

E: When did you discover your sexuality?

D: I reached that phase in puberty when, suddenly, 

you become interested in sexual things … and my 

interest was in other boys – my peers. My parents 

never had the ‘birds and the bees’ talk with me. But 

I’m an inquiring person by nature, so I experimented 

with all sorts of things sexually and tried to glean 

what I could about sex. We didn’t know what we 

were doing, but it was great fun. And somehow, we 

knew it had to be secret. It was a given.

E: Was this in high school?

D: Yes, in Africa, in a state then known as Rhodesia 

– a sort of privileged place for white people. I went 

to a private school and associated with … you could 

call them ‘upper-class’ whites. This was the start of 

a divided life for me. I never actually came to grips 

with who I was, or thought: ‘Am I gay?’ This sort of 

question was never asked, whereas today’s youths 

are encouraged to think freely about their sexuality. 

E: Were you aware of the term ‘homosexual’ at 
that time?

D: I think I was … certainly by the time I was 16, 

when I got my first motor car. I remember going to 

a little drive-in restaurant and seeing a small car 

that had been physically lifted – with the people 

still inside it – and put on a wall. I suppose a show 

of strength by the young ‘Bucks’ that did it. It was 

said that a person in the car was a homosexual, so 

it was like an act of aggression against them. Years 

later, I heard that, in Australia, ‘poofter bashing’ was 

a Friday night sport. Rhodesia didn’t have the same 

form of persecution as that. Nonetheless, I grew up 

handling this dual personality, hiding the side of me I 

came to realise was ‘deviant’.

E: Did you date other people?

D: I knew I would eventually get married and have 

children; that’s what everyone does. I actually did 

want to have children … but I had no interest in 

pursuing girls. When my parents decided it was time 

I got a girlfriend, they set me up with a date for the 

Christmas ball. It was quite a grand affair. I picked 

up this girl in my little sports car, and she was very 

impressed. When we arrived, she asked me to 

dance. I was horrified! I said ‘Oh, no – I don’t dance.’ 

So, we sat there, and I seized up. I was so disgusted 

with myself that, virtually the next day, I went to 

dancing class. But I can count on one hand the 

number of girls that I actually went on a date with. 
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David Pople

Photo Gregory Helleren

My mates – my male friends – I had constant 

interaction with. The sexual side of it was very rare; 

as I grew up, it became more apparent that men just 

didn’t do that sort of thing. Later, I found at that it was 

actually dangerous to do that – to be homosexual 

– because society would look down on you. And 

that’s when I clamped up, and I met a girl and 

married her. I was an adventurous sort of person 

– yachting and mountain-climbing – so I found 

a girl who shared my interests. She was a good 

conversationalist; good company. I had no sexual 

attraction to her at all, but we became good friends. 

Then it occurred to me one day, ‘Maybe I should be 

married; all my friends are getting married.’ And what 

better person to marry? 

E: What was married life like?

D: Life was fine (the sexual side of it wasn’t, and I 

now realise why). It wasn’t long before we had our 

first child. We lived in a bus that I had purchased 

and fitted out as a home. But with the second child, 

the bus was too small, so I built a mobile home. 

Now, with the children, my wife changed. She was 

no longer interested in going out, hanging off a 

trapeze of a little boat … Although, we did do some 

very daring and exciting things. I mean, to leave the 

country at that time, when it was under a terrorist 

war … and to tow this great big mobile home – which 

was 34 foot long – on a lonely road where terrorists 

were operating … For me, it was an adventure. For 

her, it was a necessity.

E: When did you move to Australia?

D: 1979. I was 30. And I was still in the same frame 

of mind, not ever thinking that I was gay or even 

different. I appeared the same as everybody else, 

so I kind of believed it. I was involved in a religion 

that was very intolerant of homosexuality, which 

possibly helped with the denial.  
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But I still had crushes on men. When I went to the 

public toilets, I would see all the graffiti on the 

wall and I would read it avidly; there were phone 

numbers being given, and people were obviously 

meeting and doing something about the feelings 

they were having.

E: This is the era before cell phone and dating 
apps, right?

D: Yes, and it was the era of ‘Beats’ – areas where 

men would hang around to meet other men. One 

public toilet I went to, there was a glory hole. I didn’t 

know what it was, like, ‘Goodness me, a hole in the 

wall … where’s the privacy in this place?’ But I was 

fascinated and excited. And when someone came in 

and sat down in the next cubicle, I was riveted. The 

fact that there was another male on the other side 

was just electrifying. And the next thing a little finger 

came through the hole and waved at me! I thought, 

‘What do I do – do I wave back?’ And then, to my 

shock-horror – and of course, delight – this penis 

came through the hole. 

You’d think, given all this, that I would consciously 

think: ‘I’m gay’. But you see, I couldn’t possibly be, 

not when I had a wife and kids. This was just a little 

‘sideline excitement’. Now that I’m ‘out’, I’ve met 

several gay men who married and had children 

before they realised … and with catastrophic results. 

Some came out, and parted company with their wife 

– in some cases, amicably, but in most cases, with a 

lot of acrimony and hurt. 

If gay men could only say earlier, ‘This is who I am, 

and I love me, and I accept myself.’ That was really 

the motivation of my speaking with you: to tell this to 

younger gay people. I realise the amount of courage 

that it takes for a person to come out. The guy that 

I’m currently living with – and we are very likely to 

be partnered in a permanent sort of way – has not 

come out. So, yes, I can understand the agony or 

the doubt.

DAVID POPLE

E: What was ‘coming out’ like for you?

D: For me, it was not a matter of telling people ‘I’m 

gay.’ I had to come out to myself first, and say, ‘This 

is the person you are. Now deal with it; get to know 

yourself.’ When I came out to my yachting friends, 

they burst out laughing and said, ‘We could have 

told you that.’ And there I’d been, thinking that I 

was fooling them. The only person fooled was my 

wife, and she took it hard. But I only lost one or two 

friends, and that was more of a drifting-apart – a 

small price in comparison to what I’ve gained. 

E: Going back to your arrival in Australia in 1979 
… was that during the AIDS outbreak?

D: That happened a couple of years after I arrived. 

There was all this talk about homosexual people 

dying and that it was ‘the curse of God’. I was 

working in the W. A. Museum at the time, and my 

boss was very homophobic. He said: ‘It’s the best 

thing that could ever happen; they can all die.’ 

I knew that homosexual people caught AIDs, but I 

felt distanced from it. It was a period I lived through, 

but I wasn’t ‘gay’ then. I was blissfully in denial – or 

not so blissfully. Having now met people who lived 

through that era … my heart goes out to them. 

But the AIDs era was also a complete shake-up; 

people were now talking about homosexuality. The 

concept of a man actually loving another man was 

still quite foreign. What concerns and hurts me is 

that I didn’t fight the fight – the fine fight (and I’m 

sorry I didn’t, you know, from Stonewall to achieving 

gay marriage). I didn’t, because I wasn’t there; I 

wasn’t with them. But now I see, and the fight must 

continue. 

For many young people, being ‘out’ in society is 

normal; they don’t know how hard it was fought 

for. It hurts me to see division amongst the LGBT 

community; I hope that, at some stage, we’ll all 

realise we are unique individuals. No two gay guys 

are the same, nor two lesbians, nor transgender. We 

are all unique; let’s embrace that uniqueness. n
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Dee Farrell
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  B E L I N D A

D: My real name is Delia Frances Marie DiNunzio 

Farrell. Dee is my nickname. I was born in 1947, 

in Ohio, America. I was 5 days old when my 

birth mother delivered me to an orphanage in 

Pennsylvania. Within hours, I was adopted by a 

couple from Hershey. I was raised there in a very 

conservative, Catholic community. I didn’t have an 

inkling about gays until high school, where I learnt 

that some of my friends were gay. But I still wasn’t 

‘out’ to myself. After university, I went on to marry 

a classmate at age 24.  It wasn’t until I was 32 that I 

realised that I wanted to ‘jump the fence.’

B: What influenced you to take that step?

D: After I divorced my husband, I went on a holiday 

to celebrate with my best friend. We were ‘hit on’ 

by some local men, and I put my guy off by saying, 

‘Bug off. I’m a lesbian.’ It was like the lightbulb went 

on. Back at the hotel I told my friend, ‘I think I’m 

a lesbian.’ She replied, ‘I’ve known all along. I’m 

perfectly fine with it.’ We’ve been best friends for the 

last 50 years.

B: Did ‘coming out’ present challenges for you?

D: It was clear cut. 6 months after the time I came 

out, I left the conservative state of Florida and 

moved to Colorado, a progressive state.  Once I got 

settled, the first thing I did was look up the Gay and 

Lesbian Community Centre. And my life as a gay 

woman began there in Denver.

I was told that there was an evening support group 

for women. I rocked up on the night; it was a round 

circle of about 15-20 women. And in that group, 

I met my future wife. After listening to the group 

discussion, I figured she and I had very similar 

backgrounds. She had also divorced a man, was 

similar in age, had come from another state and 

sought out the community centre for support.  I 

asked her if she’d like to have breakfast on Sunday 

and go for a drive up the mountains in her jeep. And 

the rest is history.

Dee Farrell

Photo Peter King
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B: How did your family and friends in 
Pennsylvania respond to your coming out?

D: The straight friend I’d moved to Colorado with 

sort of had a problem with it …  She had caught 

her husband with a man, and so, she had this very 

negative thing about gay lifestyles. But my family 

– never told them. Colorado was the beginning 

of a new life for me. I lived there for 27 years, and 

kept my lifestyle a secret from family – though 

my mother and one of my brothers later told me 

they’d guessed.

B: What was your experience within the LGBTQ+ 
community in Colorado?

D: I wasn’t afraid, I wasn’t shy. I found the community, 

I found a partner, and events just flowed. I was very 

lucky. Denver was – and still is – a hotbed for gay 

and lesbian organisations, so I was immediately 

wrapped up in that. I remember going to a dance at 

a very fancy five-star hotel (this is back before gay 

people were accepted at venues like that). We took 

over the place and had a big party, and the music of 

the day was ‘We Are Family’ … I had found my family!

27 years later, I can say that I left a legacy within 

Denver’s Gay & Lesbian (G&L) community (we didn’t 

have more initials back then!). I started a number of 

organisations. People knew who Dee Farrell was. I 

had a reputation as a doer and a leader.

B: What organisations were you involved with?

D: The one that I was most active in and proud 

of was the ‘Gay Games,’ an international sporting 

group. In 1984, I was invited to be at the inaugural 

meeting of the Federation of Gay Games. I was a 

charter member, and served as an officer for more 

than a decade.

I also opened the first G&L Travel Agency in Denver. 

I organised a group – hundreds – to go to the 1987 

March on Washington. We went back for the ‘Names 

Project’ in 2002, to see the quilts that were laid out 

on display. In the interim between those two events, 

I had many friends die of AIDS. Seeing the quilts 

with their names on was extremely moving. 

Other involvements… I started a gay and lesbian 

wine tasting group called the Bacchus Wine 

Society, which still operates today. I was a founding 

member of the International Gay and Lesbian Travel 

Association. It went from 20 people sitting around 

the table to over 2,000 members worldwide today, 

including Australia. I was honoured as a pioneer at 

the 30th annual convention in Queensland. 

B: Is that what brought you to Australia?

D: Actually, I first came here on holiday for my 50th 

birthday present to myself; I went to Uluru. I had an 

epiphany. I said to myself, ‘I think I’ll move here.’ I 

applied for a business visa and moved to Tasmania 

to open a wine tour business. I was 53 years old … 

and 20 years later, I became an Australian Citizen. 

B: How did you end up in Perth?

D: After Tasmania, I moved around Australia while 

working for ‘Rainbow Tourism’. Then, on a trip to Bali, 

I met some people from WA who convinced me to 

come to Perth.  When I arrived, I wanted to find out 

what LGBT+ groups were around, so I looked to ‘The 

Pink Sofa’ – an online forum for lesbians. I zeroed in 

on the Lesbian Walking Group, which is where I met 

my current partner, Noni. That was 11 years ago. We 

are still members of that group. Mostly older women 

attend; we’ve had younger people come along, but 

they realise that they can’t keep up … and maybe 

don’t have much in common with us.

DEE FARRELL
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B: What are your thoughts on LGBT+ 
intergenerational connect in Perth?

D: Well, as an example … back during the marriage 

equality rallies that Noni and I attended, student 

interviewers came around and asked, ‘what’s your 

involvement?’ And I said, ‘As an elder …’ (because 

we were over 65 when everybody else was in 

their 20s or 30s) ‘… I do have some perspective on 

marriage equality.’ And we were disappointed that 

there were not more people of our age there at the 

rallies. It may be that they’re not into political rallies, 

or that there seemed to be so much emphasis on 

student-age trans people and maybe older people 

were turned off by that. Or maybe they felt like, 

‘We’ve already done all the hard work. Now you 

guys get out there and march and protest’. I don’t 

really know. Maybe it was just a dynamic of Perth.

But Noni and I attended every marriage equality 

march and rally. We went on the campaign trail. We 

even wrote letters to our neighbours asking them 

for their ‘yes’ vote. We got support from everyone 

in our neighbourhood – which is multi-cultural, and 

mostly younger than us. We only ever had one 

negative experience, and that was with a renter next 

door who used some slur words against us. Called 

us ‘dykes’, or something like that. I had him reported 

and evicted.

B: Do you and Noni plan on any more travel?

D: We’re going to New York at the end of this month. 

One of the most moving moments of my life was 

marching behind the Stonewall Riot Survivors on 

the 25th anniversary, in New York City Gay Pride. 

So, Noni and I are going to do a walking tour of 

Stonewall, to pay homage. 

While we’re there, I’m going to look up my old friend, 

Brent, from the ‘Gay Games’. He’s quite ill, but I’m 

going to go by and pay my respects to him. 40 years 

he’s been living with AIDS. He’s at the end of his life 

now from complications.

B: What was it like for you, living through the 
AIDS epidemic in America?

D: Because I was involved with these international 

gay and lesbian organisations, I formed close 

relationships with a lot of the men who were also 

serving on the board of directors. One by one, 

they started to drop. And that has an impact, you 

know, when someone that you’ve been close to for 

years is just … gone. (I know only two lesbians who 

ever had AIDS, and they contracted it through dirty 

needles – tattoos as a matter of fact).

Brent was a forerunner of AIDS activism in America. 

In fact, he is the one who got the World AIDS Day 

stamp in the US. Time Magazine wrote about him. 

Through my association with Brent, I too took up 

activism back in Colorado. We had candlelight vigils 

and protest marches in conservative communities, 

and we knew that they were going to be throwing 

rocks – and words – at us, and even making us lose 

our jobs. People of my generation … we kept our 

mouth shut until we couldn’t take it anymore. Maybe 

it was AIDS that made me speak up.

B: How can LGBT+ voices change the world?

D: It’s about not being afraid to stand up and speak 

your mind. I think the younger generation does that 

very well. n 
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D: My full name is Deidre Louise Parry. I was born 

in 1945, as an only-child, in a little market town 

called Bracknell, in Berkshire, England. We lived 

on a housing estate, which they built after the 

war. We were free-range, feral kids, and we just 

roamed the countryside and played all the time. 

It was a lot of fun. 

When I was 12, we moved to a little place on the 

coast called Clacton-on-Sea. I spent my teenage 

years there. It wasn’t much fun for me; I came in at 

12, and most girls already knew each other because 

school age started at 11. Also, I was a typical tomboy 

when most girls were interested in boys. 

B: When did you discover your sexual orientation? 

D: Somebody in high school called me a lesbian, 

and I didn’t know what that meant. So, I looked it 

up and it said – oh, goodness – that I was ‘sick,’ 

and I was ‘perverted’, and I was this and I was that. I 

thought, Oh, what do I do now? 

B: Did you have relationships with other girls? 

D: I had my first ‘girlfriend’ when I was 16. She 

was my best friend, and we ended up in a sexual 

relationship. Don’t ask me how that happened, but 

it did. She was way more experienced than I was … 

she’d kissed boys, so she taught me how! For about 

a year, we lived in each other’s houses, and nobody 

twigged. We knew not to let anybody know. Nobody 

said not to, but we knew.  

That relationship ended badly, and I was 

heartbroken. I had absolutely no one to talk to about 

it. It was very, very lonely. 

B: How did you first become involved in the 
lesbian community? 

D: One day, I saw an article in a women’s magazine 

about these two women – lesbians. And I went, 

‘Oh my god!’ Read, read, read. And at the bottom it 

gave the contact details for the magazine Arena 3. I 

subscribed to it. Every month I’d wait for it to arrive – 

in a brown, unidentifiable envelope – in my letterbox.  

Dee Parry
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  B E L I N D A

Then, when I moved up to London in the 60s for art 

school, I joined a lesbian social group called ‘Kenric’, 

which ran every Tuesday night at the Gateways Club 

(a small basement club which was usually packed 

– except on Kenric nights). It was the time of ‘butch’ 

and ‘fem’ – some women in suits and ties, others 

in dresses with bouffant hair. The unisex look was 

just starting to emerge, for those of us who didn’t 

identify as either. It was a place you could go and be 

yourself. 

My girlfriend, Penny, wore Dusty Springfield eyes; 

she was a bit cooler than me. The first time I took 

her to the club, she got chat up by this big, butch 

lesbian. I said, ‘She’s with me.’ ‘Oh, sorry!’ she says – 

which was hilarious, as I’m only little.  

B: How did you end up in Australia?  

D: I first left England when my friend and I got cheap 

passage on a boat to Philadelphia. We travelled 

across America by train, and in 1973 we went to 

Canada. We flew to Tahiti and Fiji, and then on to 

Australia. From Sydney, we took the Indian Pacific 

train to Perth. By then, we had only $7 between us!  

We got here just before Christmas 1973. It was 42 

degrees, and nobody had air conditioning. We 

thought, ‘How does anyone live here?’ Once we 

got through the heat shock, we started looking for 

the Perth lesbian community. We found an ad for 

‘CAMP’, and through that, organised to meet a few 

people for drinks. The CAMP headquarters were in 

Hay Street, and we started attending their women’s 

nights, and other social trips and picnics. 

B: Did you get politically involved? 

D: We weren’t feminist or political at all. We were just 

involved in the social life. Though … I was part of a 

telephone support service for lesbians, which ran on 

Tuesday nights (gay men had the rest of the week). 

Later, I fell into the Women’s Liberation and Lesbian 

Separatism movements. 
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B: How did that happen? 

D: I went to a women’s meeting at the Women’s 

Health Centre with a friend, Karen. Most women 

in the room had not been through the years of 

oppression and secrecy that we had. They all 

identified as lesbian separatists. It took some 

thinking to understand sexism, but it did start to 

make sense. 

I got involved with that group … but it became 

tricky, because I had a couple of really good 

gay male friends by this time and these women 

would not allow men into their houses – not even 

their father or brother or male child. This was a 

challenge for me.  

B: But you became an activist? 

D: Yes. In 1978, I was part of the Forest Place 

women’s march (this was when legislation 54B 

prohibited public meetings of more than 3 people). 

Women got beaten up by the coppers. I was 

nervous and hung back; I didn’t want to be roughed 

up or bundled into a paddy wagon.  

I started to go to Women’s Liberation meetings held 

in the Padbury building. I was quiet during these 

groups and felt intimidated. 

I remember an article by Jo Freeman that came 

out at the time called ‘The Tyranny of Structure 

lessness.’ I think it summed up how I felt about that 

group, which was supposedly without leaders … but 

was led by strong personalities.  

Don’t get me wrong – I was still part of things. At 

the 1978 Anzac dawn service, we went up to the 

cenotaph to lay flowers for women who’d been 

murdered in men’s wars, but the flowers were 

quickly removed. A group of us infiltrated the Anzac 

Day march with posters saying ‘Take the Toys from 

the Boys’. The reaction was very hostile, as you can 

imagine. We managed to scatter into the crowds 

before the police found or arrested us. 
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On reflection, I’m not sure that marching was 

the right way to go about changing societal 

views. Though, some of the women from WEL 

(Women’s Electoral Lobby) – good women in a 

more conservative group – defended us against 

accusations that our radicalism was damaging 

the Women’s Movement. They argued that, if it 

wasn’t for us spearheading the movement with our 

‘outrageous demands’, they couldn’t have come 

up behind with their asks, which then looked more 

reasonable. We were laying the groundwork for 

them. So maybe we weren’t as ineffectual as I felt. 

B: Can you tell me about the Grapevine 
magazine? 

D: Karen and I started that in the late 70s. Grapevine 

was a newssheet for lesbians in Perth which grew 

into a feminist magazine. In 1980, some of us 

organised a Women’s Festival in Parkerville and out 

of that came ‘The Women’s Place’. Grapevine moved 

in with our small printing press. It was a place for 

all women to feel comfortable in. We had Sunday 

teas after the pub session, film evenings and social 

events. We had a ‘no alcohol, no drugs’ policy, but 

some lesbians wanted to use it to smoke dope and 

there was a big fight about it.  

Unfortunately, some local lads worked out who 

we were and started throwing bricks through the 

window.  We thought it best to move out, then. Next, 

we opened a successful Women’s Workplace in 

Fitzgerald Street and took the printing press with us.  

B: You were very busy

D: This was a time of many women’s/lesbian 

activities: Hyde Park’s ‘Women’s Tent’, Rouge 

magazine (WA edition), women’s dances, women’s 

bands, and a feminist bus tour of Perth. Significant 

feminist activities. 

DEE PARRY

Next came the 1984 Peace Camp at Point Perron. 

My partner, Carolyn, was one of the organisers. 

Many women came from over East – and again, 

there were very strong personalities. Some women 

wanted to scale the fence into Garden Island, and 

there was a meeting of several-hundred women 

who came to a consensus. About a dozen tried to 

go over the fence, but the Feds were there, waiting 

on the other side. Women got very roughed up by 

the cops. 

B: Was the media there? 

D: We got media attention, but journalists weren’t 

allowed in the Peace Camp (and only female 

journalists were spoken with). But it brought 

attention to Garden Island, and that they wanted to 

bring in nuclear war ships.  

B: Is there anything from that point that you’ve 
been involved in? 

D: I haven’t really been part of the women’s 

movement since. I guess I’m much more ‘in the 

world’, now. I’ve got lesbian friends, but I don’t hang 

out in the community.  

B: Are you publicly ‘out’ as a lesbian? 

D: I live a double life now. My partner, Carolyn, is 

completely open. She works for a union, and even 

‘came out’ once at a Labor Party conference. I’m 

‘out’ to my friends and work mates, but not to the 

women (with diverse beliefs) in the multi-cultural 

playgroups I run.

I fought for women most of my life. And I still do, 

even though they’re not lesbian or feminist women. 

I still fight for them and their children. I work against 

misogyny and racism as much as I can. I think I do 

make a difference, bringing women together. That’s 

always been my aim. n
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Finn
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  TA R M O N

F: I was born in Moora, WA, in 1966. I was adopted 

out as a day-old baby and spent my first 7 years in 

Papua New Guinea with my adoptive family. We later 

moved back to WA; I lived in Yanchep, Two Rocks, 

from the age of 7 to 30. 

When I was 36, I tracked down my biological parents 

through the company ‘Jigsaw.’ I spoke to my mother 

over the phone, but we haven’t been in contact 

since 2006. It’s sad … I wanted to meet my mum in 

person, you know? She’d be between 80 and 85, by 

now – I don’t even know if she’s still around or not. I 

don’t have any animosity towards her. I just wanted 

to meet her to connect … Because when you’re 

adopted, there’s always a big gap, not knowing 

where you fit in.

I did get to meet my half-sister, and one of my 

cousins who I traced through ancestry.com. I’ve also 

done DNA testing … I feel a strong connection to my 

Irish lineage. That’s why, when I changed my name, 

I used my biological mum’s surname, ‘O’Dwyer.’ 

Then I decided to choose a matching first-name, and 

became ‘Finn’.

T: When did you know you were trans?

F: From the age of 4, I knew that I was a boy 

born in a little girl’s body. I was always with the 

neighbourhood boys, playing with cars and playing 

in the dirt and rough-housing … it didn’t come 

naturally to do the girl stuff. I was born in the 60s, 

grew up in the 70s. So, I was given the dolls and the 

girl toys, and there was a lot of pressure to conform. 

I think that’s why, when I had my own kids, I let them 

play with whatever, and allowed them to explore.

I grew up in a very traumatic background. My 

adoptive father was a chronic alcoholic, and violent. 

For us kids, it was about being ‘seen-and-not-

heard.’ There was no way I was going to be able to 

articulate that I was born in the wrong body. I didn’t 

even know how to articulate that to myself. But the 

older I got, the more it became uncomfortable. I was 

11 when I had my first period. And though my mother 

was a trained nurse, she’d never sat me down and 

had that conversation. So, I didn’t even know what 

was happening to me; I thought I was dying! 

From a very young age, I was screaming inside, 

wanting to articulate: ‘what is happening to 

me?’ Psychologically, it didn’t match what was 

happening with my body. It was almost like I was 

two different people. 
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T: When did you ‘come out’?

F: I’ve had to come out twice; first as a lesbian, and 

then as a transgender man. Until I was 36, I had 

lived my life as a straight woman. I was a single 

mum with 2 children. And then I met a woman 

through a social group …

When I told my friends I was a lesbian, they were 

all like: ‘Yeah … and?’ They already knew, and were 

okay with it. It was only me that was … I hadn’t able 

to articulate it.

My family, on the other hand, weren’t okay with 

it. I hit a lot of brick walls with my adoptive mum 

and my stepdad, who is religious. And I think it’s a 

generational thing, too – they were in their 60s, at 

the time. They would introduce my fiancé to others 

as my ‘friend’. I got very cross about it.

T: When did you realise that ‘lesbian’ wasn’t the 
right label for you?

F: In 2012, I went to a rainbow-event forum that 

was a held at the piazza. At the table were all these 

different transgender people. I’m listening to them 

tell their stories, and …. It wasn’t a lightbulb moment; 

it was a lightning bolt. I literally sat up in my chair 

and thought, I’m not a straight woman, and I’m not 
a lesbian. I’m transgender. I finally understood the 

journey I’d been through. And I went straight home, 

and I went straight into my Facebook, and I changed 

my name to Finn O’Dwyer.

I wanted to get up on the rooftops and yell to 

everybody: ‘This is who I am!’ But I realised that, 

for some people, acceptance would take time. 

The funny thing is … my stepdad, with his ‘women-

should-be-barefoot-pregnant-in-the-kitchen’ men’s 

mentality, was never accepting of me as a ‘lesbian’. 

But from the beginning of my transition – and I’m in 

my 11th year – he was fine with it! I think it’s because 

society now sees me as a man, and I present as a 

man; I fit in the binary. But before, I was seen as a 

woman with another woman. My mum and stepdad 

were in their 70s when I started transitioning, and 

they were both really cool with it. Mum always 

introduced me to her friends as her son. That’s a 

huge thing for an 87-year-old who’s had a ‘daughter’ 

for 46 years of her life.

T: How did your children respond to your 
transition?

F: They were confused, at first. I had to explain that, 

though I was going on HRT (hormone replacement 

therapy), I wasn’t having sex-reassignment surgery. 

At my age, I don’t need to do that (if I had been in 

my 20s, things might have been different). My son 

said he would never call me ‘Dad’, and he wasn’t 

comfortable with it for a long time. I think, the more 

you try and force it, the harder it is. It’s better to let it 

happen organically. 

My grandson accepted it straight away. When I told 

him I was born in the wrong body, he was like: ‘Wow 

that’s so cool! I’m going to call you ‘Pops’. Do you 

want to be a Pop?’ And just like that, he was fine 

with it.

FINN
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T: When did you start HRT?

F: August of 2012. I went to my G.P. and got an 

appointment to see a psychiatrist. I brought a letter 

I had written about my life. I talked about how, 

after shaving off all my hair, I started feeling more 

comfortable in my skin. Before transition, it’s like 

you’re constantly looking in the mirror, and the mirror 

doesn’t match who you are on the inside.

T: Have people interacted with you differently, 
after transitioning?

F: I’ve recently started working as a mental health 

support worker, and when I’m out with a client, I still 

have moments of surprise – even though I’m in my 

11th year of transitioning – when people refer to me 

as ‘Sir’ or ‘Mr’. It’s good that they see me as a man 

because that’s who I am. But I’m still processing it.

But what I’ve found most challenging, is … I used 

to have a huge circle of friends within the lesbian 

community. When I started transitioning, two of my 

once-closest friends put out to the community that 

‘Penny’ was dead and buried. ‘Finn’ didn’t exist, as 

far as they were concerned. 

In my early transition, I still went to a few lesbian 

events. At one, my attendance created such a 

shitstorm … People came up to me and my circle of 

friends and said I was no longer welcome. Today, 

friends still invite me to certain things, and I have to 

say: ‘I’m not comfortable coming to events based for 

women, because I identify now as a man.’ 

T: How do you feel around other men?

F: I’ve experienced lots of pressure from male 

friends wanting me to drink. As though I need to 

knock back all this alcohol to be deemed to be a 

‘man’. Even the trans men – they’re all drinking. And 

I had to pull away from that, being in recovery. I’m 10 

years sober, now. 

In early transition, many trans men were very 

misogynistic towards women. I really struggled with 

that. It’s like, you were born in a woman’s body; you 

know the discrimination women go through. And 

now here you are doing the same thing! That just 

blew my mind.

T: Can you describe your romantic relationships? 

F: Before I came out as a lesbian, I had lots of one-

night stands. I was in full-blown addiction too, and 

drinking a lot – I guess to try and numb the feelings. 

So, I’d go out clubbing, get completely trashed, and 

go off with whomever. I was trying to figure out my 

sexuality, and work out who I was and where I fit in 

the world.

The first relationship I had during early transition 

… The woman I was dating didn’t understand the 

dynamic. She thought that, because, biologically, 

I have female anatomy, she couldn’t be a ‘straight’ 

woman anymore, and had to identify as a ‘lesbian’. 

I tried to explain to her that I’m a man, you know 

… we’re not two women dating! She just didn’t 

understand. It was as though, when I was out and 

about in community, she saw me as a man. But when 

I was naked, she saw me as a woman. We ended up 

splitting up because of it.  

My last relationship was very different. We’re not 

together anymore, but it was a beautiful experience: 

to have a lover who accepted me fully – with my 

body as it is – as a man. n 
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Gillie
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  C H E L S E A

G: I was born in Northam in 1967, as the youngest 

of 4 girls. We moved to Busselton when I was 

5, and I went to a tiny school. We came to Perth 

when I was 9, because Mum wanted us to have 

better educational opportunities. She decided that 

Methodist Ladies’ College was the only option. It 

was a shock being with ultra-privileged rich kids 

after being in a 2-roomed school … I just didn’t fit in.  

I was bullied; I had a miserable time. 

C: Was religion a significant aspect of your 
schooling?

G: Not especially. Mum decided the best way to 

keep 4 daughters safe was to connect us with a 

local church community. We got heavily involved, 

and because I was youngest, I think it impacted 

me the most. I thought, ‘God is going to zap me if I 

do the wrong thing.’ My family had a very prudish 

attitude to sexuality and sexual expression, and the 

church added another layer of shame. I remember 

some ‘esteemed leaders’ having very explicit 

conversations about dating (obviously ‘boy-with-girl’) 

and that it was not appropriate to do anything more 

than hold hands before marriage. 

C: What were your parents views?

G: It was the generation where secrets were kept 

in the closet. For example, Dad had 3 children 

before us, but Mum hadn’t known that when she 

married him. 

Dad was born in 1926. Although in practice he was 

surprisingly open-minded, he would often say things 

like: ‘Homosexuals need to go to the doctor and get 

fixed.’ He was just kind of parroting the values of 

the day. But I was absorbing all of that. Which meant 

that, by the time I found myself – quite unexpectedly 

– in a same-sex relationship, I was like, ‘Oh my God, 

what am I going to do?’

C: So, your first experience of sexual attraction 
was towards women?

G: Looking back, I always had crushes on girls 

and women. I remember thinking that my year 8 

maths teacher was just gorgeous! My first sexual 

experiences were with men – more because I 

thought that’s what I was supposed to do.  

My first long-term relationship was with a woman 

and started in 1989. We didn’t meet in the best 

circumstances. She was in another relationship and 

had a small child. I managed to convince myself that 

it wasn’t wrong of me, because it was her decision. 

She was older, she was far more experienced … and 

she was also the most exciting thing that had ever 

happened to me. 

On our first date, we went to have coffee in the most 

secluded café we could think of … and one of the 

church elders walked in. There was just no place to 

be, where you couldn’t be seen. 

We lived in Fremantle for about a year, then she 

decided that she wanted to study in Tasmania, and  

I followed. 

C: How did you tell your family?

G: By then, my partner was already around all the 

time, and had been to family Christmas lunches 

… but we had kept the façade of the 2 separate 

bedrooms. Dad was perfectly accepting. Mum was 

always a little challenged. But she decided that, if it 

was a choice between the church and her daughter, 

she would choose her daughters every time. So that 

was brave and fabulous!

C: What was life like in Tasmania?

G: We lived north of Launceston, in a little holiday 

village called Kelso. My partner’s ex-boyfriend (who 

followed his son to Tassie) ended up with a man, and 

they lived up the road from us. Then, after a while, 

we all moved in together – in Rowella and then 

Hobart – when my stepson was about 3. 
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But I desperately wanted a child of my own. One of 

my housemates found an advert in a gay magazine, 

from a man who wanted to father a child ‘with some 

involvement welcome, but not necessary’. I ended 

up meeting him in a pub to discuss whether we 

would be compatible, and, after a lot of thought, we 

decided to parent together. 

C: I imagine this was before IVF was readily 
available?

G: Yes. We knew no-one who had done this, so we 

had to find our own way. He did do some health 

screening first, but the rest was DIY. We literally tried 

a turkey baster until we realised the proportions 

were all wrong! Fortunately, a lesbian GP friend was 

on hand to give good advice.

I had a home birth. In retrospect, a large part of the 

reason was that I didn’t feel comfortable or accepted 

in the medical system. I just couldn’t deal with any 

judgement or shaming from staff. Evie’s dad and 

other mum were both at her birth, and I didn’t want 

to have to explain who everyone was each time the 

nursing shifts changed. 

C: And homosexuality was illegal at the time.

G: Well, it was sodomy that was illegal (targeted at 

gay men). But Launceston was a place where you 

absolutely couldn’t hold hands. And in Hobart, it 

was likely somebody would wind down the window 

and hurl abuse at you and throw cans. Some men 

would get beaten up just for looking effeminate. It 

was a rough time. So, everywhere you went, you’d 

be on guard. 

People think this stuff has changed now, but … 

From 2013, I entered a same-sex relationship again 

after having a long-term heterosexual relationship. I 

moved back to Perth in 2014, and my partner would 

fly back to Tassie to visit family. When we were 

saying goodbye at the airport – just a hug and kiss 

like every other couple – people would yell stuff. 

And this was 2014, 2015, 2016 … 
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It’s not only the abuse. There’s also the exhaustion 

of constantly having to decide whether or not to 

correct people when they assume your partner is 

opposite-sex. 

Now, I’ve had the good fortune to meet LGBTQ+ 

folk who are a bit older than me, and I can only 

imagine how much harder they had it … but there 

was plenty that was tough for me, and there’s plenty 

that still is tough. 

C: How were you involved in the queer community 
in Tasmania?

G: The lesbian community in Tassie was very 

small. That first relationship lasted 10 years, and 

I completely identified as a lesbian at that time; 

it didn’t occur to me that I was bi. When that 

relationship ended and I entered an opposite-sex 

relationship, I felt like I could have no part of the 

lesbian world. I mean, there were women’s nights, 

but I couldn’t go with my male partner. I lost the 

lesbian community and my support system. 

It’s funny … my straight friends don’t care whether 

I’m in a same-sex or opposite-sex relationship. 

Whereas, within the queer community, if I’m fluid 

in terms of who my partner is, some of my friends 

struggled. I really think that’s something that we 

should call out within the community.

C: We bisexuals can feel very invisible.

G: Yeah, and not very ‘legit.’ There’s that whole thing 

of lesbians not wanting to date a bisexual woman 

because you’re going to ‘go off with a man.’  

C: Have you been involved in activism?

G: In Perth, I did lots of activism around racial 

equality, including land rights, and protesting 

apartheid in South Africa. In Hobart, I was involved 

with the Tasmanian Gay and Lesbian Rights group 

working for gay law reform. I remember going to a 

public forum about de-criminalising homosexuality. 

It was in a church – I’m not sure what denomination 

– and the pastor of that church was the most 

venomous human I have ever met. This was meant 

to be a man of God, and he had 5 little kids who 

were just speaking complete hatred. 

I also helped produce Lilac magazine, for lesbians 

in Tassie. I did a good year and half of community 

stuff like that. But once Evie was born … I was really 

protective of her and her privacy, so avoided a high 

profile. Evie is the most wonderful thing that ever 

happened to me. She grew up to be really outgoing, 

an LGBTQ+ ally and community member, and more 

than happy to share our story with the world!

C: Do you think being a ‘queer’ person has made 
you more inclined to stand up for the rights of 
others?

G: I think so. We have that experience of being 

othered and being a minority, and stepping outside 

society’s rules. In a way, that gives you a freedom to 

challenge other rules. 

A special interest in justice is really common in 

neurodivergent people (I’m late-diagnosed autistic 

and ADHD). Justice and fairness has always been 

core for me, long before I had any awareness of my 

sexuality or neurodivergence. 

There are multiple aspects to my life that led me 

to feel different. I experienced childhood trauma 

– small ‘T’ trauma, but it was impactful, and taught 

me to hide. And I knew I was different to other 

kids. Some of that was sexuality, and some was 

neurodivergence. But I had no language for the 

sexuality until I was in my 20s, and no language for 

the neurodivergence until my 50s. And so, now that 

I have all of those, I know that I’m a ‘neuroqueer’ 

human. Both aspects are integral to who I am. n
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JJ
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  LU K I

JJ: I’m 70 years young. I’m Polish by ethnicity, but my 

family comes from Belarus. Both my parents were 

born before World War II.  My father was born in 

the Soviet partition and my mother was born in the 

Polish partition (that’s pre-1939 borders). Both my 

grandfathers fought on opposite sides in the Russian 

Civil War.  One for the Bolsheviks and the other for 

the Polish nationalists. My parents met in England 

as refugees after WW II. I was born there in 1953. In 

1954 we moved to the US and lived in Jersey City, 

opposite NY City from 1954 to 1974.

L: What was your childhood like?

JJ: I have always had a rebellious streak. When I 

was 5, a priest at my Polish-Catholic primary school 

threatened to cut out my eyes and ears if I couldn’t 

learn to read and write. I made a fist and punched 

him in the face – then I ran for it!  I wasn’t hanging 

around with such a crazy person running the school. 

I almost made it out of the school when Mother 

Superior caught me and spanked my backside for 

daring to strike God’s representative on Earth. My 

mother then put me in a government primary school.

L: Your parents were very religious?

JJ: Yes – really conservative. Their idea even of 

heterosexual sex was that the guy always had to be 

on top of the woman. Anything else was abnormal. 

So, as a teenager, there was no way I could talk to 

them about my sexuality. At that time there was no 

gay support group in the high school and internet 

did not exist.

L: How did you discover your sexuality?

JJ: Through reading 2 books when I was 16.  The 

first book was Ann Farraday’s Dream Power. This 

book introduced me to self-analysis of dreams as a 

way of understanding yourself.  The second book 

was David Reuben’s Everything You Always Wanted 
to Know About Sex* (*But Were Afraid to Ask). There 

was a boy, about 2 years younger than me, who 

I kept dreaming about. The dreams were sexual 

and romantic. We had met (in real life) on the music 

scene. I played trumpet in a jazz rock group and high 

school band and violin in a youth orchestra. I came 

to the conclusion that I was bisexual through reading 

and dreaming. 
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L: Did you ever ‘come out’ to your parents?

JJ: Never. My mother would have made me go to 

the Catholic priest for an exorcism! Or she would 

have sent me to a psychiatrist, or force me into an 

arranged marriage to ‘cure’ me with heterosexuality. 

My maternal grandfather, who was living with us, 

would probably kill me for bringing dishonour to 

the family.  Most of my father’s family, including his 

parents, were killed during Stalin’s purge and the 

Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union.

But my rebellion continued. I ceased going to 

church. When I was 18, I became a Marxist, after 

reading the book Socialism, by Michael Harrington. 

Harrington advocated a democratic socialist view of 

Marxism. I still have the book and every so often I 

read it again.  

Because the Vietnam War was still going on, and I 

was an only child, my parents decided to move to a 

safer country.  After a two-month ocean voyage, we 

arrived in Sydney in October 1972. In order to cure 

my growing radicalism, my parents enrolled me in 

the Patrician Brothers’ Catholic College in Fairfield. 

But the brothers sensed that it wouldn’t be a good 

idea to force me to go to Confession. If they had, 

I would have made up some incredible sins! After 

all, if one is going to make a confession, make it an 

outrageous one.

L: What did you do after high school?

JJ: I couldn’t get into a university in NSW, so we 

moved to WA in February 1974. That year I attended 

mature age studies to get into UWA.

In October 1975, I left the ALP to become a member 

of the Communist Party of Australia (CPA).  From 

February – May 1980, I went overseas to study 

history and politics with the Yugoslav, Italian and 

Spanish communist parties. When I got back, I 

enrolled at Curtin uni and got my social science 

degree in welfare practice. I later went back to uni to 

become a qualified social worker. 

I worked as a social worker at Centrelink for 20 

years. A lot of that time I was a workplace delegate. 

My union was the Community and Public Sector 

Union/Public Sector Union (CPSU/PSU). We covered 

Commonwealth public servants. In the last few 

years, I became an unpaid union official. In that 20 

years, I was also a delegate at the Kalgoorlie office 

and became a co-convenor of the Goldfields Union 

Committee which was part of the union campaign 

against the Court Liberal state government’s Third 

Wave industrial legislation which sought to limit the 

rights of workers. 

At various industrial actions, including strikes, I 

would at times lead members in singing ‘Solidarity 

Forever’. When I came back from Kalgoorlie, I 

became a member for a few years of the Working 

Voices Choir (I sung bass).

L: You’ve led a very political life.

JJ: I’ve had a long involvement in the labour and 

union movement.  My first industrial action was 

when I was 5.  I walked a Teamsters Union picket 

line with my father during a strike. I joined my first 

union when I was 14 – the Jersey City local of the 

Musicians Union. In Australia, I was a member 

of the Moulders Union for two years, and when 

unemployed, a member of the Unemployed 

Workers Movement for 3 years. I was one of the 

representatives of the CPSU/PSU at two Asian trade 

union conferences in Thailand and India. And in an 

individual capacity gave a lecture tour to a Malaysian 

socialist political party.

After an interlude of membership in the Greens 

(which I helped form) I’ve gone back to membership 

of the Labor Party.

JJ
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L: How did you become involved with the 
LGBTQI+ community? 

JJ: There were gay members in the CPA whom I 

came out to as bisexual. That’s when I sort of started 

to find myself. I went to gay rights protests with my 

CPA comrades. I used to sell the Tribune, a CPA 

weekly newspaper at the ‘Paddington’, a gay bar. 

Every Friday, during the last drink before closing 

time, everyone stood up and sang ‘God Save the 

Queens’ (‘Queens’, in the plural). 

I got more involved in the LGBTQ+ community 

during Australia’s same-sex marriage campaign. I 

carried around a backpack with loads of badges 

and stickers – became a full-on walking YES 

campaigner. I just felt that we needed to win this 

issue and the NO supporters were not going to 

force us back into the closets. 

Around this time, I started adding the word ‘queer’ to 

my identity calling myself bisexual and queer. Calling 

myself just ‘bisexual’ is too narrow an identity.

About 11 years ago I participated in the Tel Aviv 

Pride Parade.  That was a small one, only 100,000 

strong.  For a few years I marched with the Jewish 

contingent at the Perth Pride Parade.

L: What have your romantic relationships  
been like?

JJ: I met my wife at a party in January 1984, and 

proposed to her 10 days later. She was a former 

Anglican nun, and had left her order in New Zealand 

2 years earlier and I was a Joint State Secretary 

for the CPA. She knew that I was bisexual, and that 

I’d had a prior relationship with a male. Our friends 

thought that we made a very strange couple! We 

married in September, that same year. We had a 

Quaker wedding, and 3 wedding receptions on the 

same day. We have one son.

L: And are you involved with the LGBTQI+ 
community today?

JJ: Yes. Apart from membership of the Queer Book 

Club, I’m a member of ‘Acceptance’ – the Catholic 

LGBTQ+ group. I’m a member of Equal Voices – a 

Christian LGBTQ+ group. I play violin most Sundays 

at the evening service at St Andrews Anglican 

Church, which is LGBTQ+ friendly. However, I am not 

a Christian. My prime religious relationship is with 

Humanistic Judaism and Reform Judaism. But I also 

do Buddhist meditation and I also like paganism  

and witchcraft.

Politically, I’m still an activist. I’m still a Marxist, and 

I’ll believe in working for social change till the day I 

die.  I’m also a co-convenor of the Interfaith Social 

Democratic Network.

But life is always different; nothing stands still.  I have 

my own contradictions. I’m Polish, with a Catholic 

background. I align with multiple religions, including 

Judaism. Australia is my adopted country, but I still 

identify as an internationalist. 

But most of all … I’m a humanist. To me, it’s 

more important that I like someone as a human 

being, than whether I’m ideologically at one with 

them. What matters most is that we connect at a 

human level. n  
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John
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  N I C K

J: I was born in Brisbane, but I grew up in 

Rockhampton. My parents got pregnant with me 

before they got married – scandalous, given that 

it was the 1940s. They probably moved for that 

reason, though it was never discussed. Nothing was 

ever discussed in my family. 

N: What was your childhood like?

J: It was pretty drab. I mean, we had adequate 

food and clothing, but it was a tiny, austere house. 

I always thought that there was another life that I 

ought to be living. I loved to read, though – I taught 

myself to read very young.

N: Do you have any siblings?

J: I have one brother, 8 years younger. I remember 

the day he arrived home from the hospital, 

screeching and cranky. And he remained screeching 

and cranky for years!

N: When did you start to become aware of your 
sexuality?

J: When I was about 6. I had a friendship with a 

boy across the street, and we’d engage in sexual 

play. I suspect that my mother became aware of it, 

because she disapproved of our friendship.

I engaged in masturbation at night from an early age. 

Because our house was so tiny, my parents knew, 

and told me not to do it. ‘Wiggling’, they called it.

From early adolescence, I had secret sexual 

encounters with boys that were intense and highly 

pleasurable, but never led to lasting relationships 

(which has been the pattern of my life, really). At the 

same time, I had lasting romantic relationships with 

girls, but the sex … I could have taken or left it.  

At school, there was no sex education. I was aware 

of the existence of derogatory terms like ‘sissy’, 

‘poof’ and ‘queen’, and I knew they applied to me 

because I was attracted to boys – it didn’t matter 

that I was interested in girls as well.  

The school had a highly authoritarian system, and 

boys in particular were brutally beaten. I was good 

at schoolwork, so I rarely experienced that. I insisted 

on finishing secondary school, though my mother 

wanted me to leave school at the end of year 10 and 

start making money.  

N: How was your relationship with your parents?

J: I knew my mother loved me, but there was no 

expression of that. There was no physical affection. 

And my father was always angry and disapproving. 

He had a better relationship with my brother, who 

was more like him. But he just saw me as bookish, 

and different from the men in his family.

It was liberating to leave my parents’ house and 

head to Brisbane to attend a teacher’s college. 

I lived with other young men in the residential 

college, where I made long-lasting friendships.  

I developed a non-sexual, romantic friendship with 

a roommate, though nothing was said aloud. We 

remain friends to this day.

This was 1966, and homosexuality was still 

illegal. There were no gay clubs … I’m sure there 

would have been ‘beats’, but it wasn’t part of my 

knowledge or experience at that age.

N: How long did you spend at the  
teacher’s college?

J: 2 years. But I went back to uni – James Cook 

University – in 1973 (I was 25). That was the same 

year that Forum magazine was first published. It 

was a revolutionary sexuality journal that helped 

me develop a sense of myself as ‘bisexual.’ And it 

was only a year earlier – 1972 – that the American 

Psychological Society declared that homosexuality 

wasn’t an illness. So, in my 3rd and 4th year of 

psychology at uni, I focussed my studies on the 

history of sexology, gay liberation, and the formation 

of sexual identities. 
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I met Lesley and Tony at uni, and the 3 of us ended 

up in a relationship together. We came to Perth 

because of Lesley wanted to study here. We lived all 

together here for a couple of years. Big disaster. 

N: What barriers did that relationship face?

J: Firstly, we had no point of reference – I’d never 

heard of anyone else in a multi-partner relationship. 

We never talked about our dreams for the future 

together, as though we knew there couldn’t be one. 

And there were points of conflict between us: Some 

of Tony’s overtly gay mannerisms made me feel 

embarrassed and uncomfortable – which probably 

demonstrates that I wasn’t accepting of myself. 

During this period, I concluded that it impossible 

it was for bisexual people to be open and honest 

and have anything like a conventional or settled 

domestic and family life. Mistakes made were 

repeated in my subsequent relationships. 

N: What was the LGBTQI+ scene like in Perth?

J: I arrived in Perth around 1976. When I first went to 

Connections – which is a little microcosm in itself – I 

was wowed that such large numbers of men could 

be in a semi-public place, just being affectionate 

and enjoying themselves. I’d never seen that before, 

anywhere. But the stereotypical way some gay men 

acted – affected, bitchy – I didn’t like and didn’t want 

to be associated with. I just wanted to be myself and 

not be categorised or ‘boxed’. 

N: What was that time period like in terms of the 
gay liberation and movements?

J: Lesley was at the forefront of the second-wave 

feminist movement. You could say I was on the 

men’s auxiliary; when they marched in Townsville on 

International Women’s Day in 1975, I was in the street 

clapping and cheering. In Perth, Tony was very 

involved in the gay liberation front, out in the streets 

marching. But I was not directly involved in anything 

overt or political. I think I was afraid of being 

targeted. I remember having a confrontation with our 

neighbour once, and she shouted over the fence 

something about ‘… you filthy perverted people!’  

So, I was very conscious of social disapproval and 

hideous attitudes. There was also an embargo on 

demonstrations in WA; the government passed a 

legislation in 1976 making it illegal for more than 3 

people to gather (sounds like Russia, doesn’t it?)

N: And the AIDS crisis came soon after?

J: I became aware of AIDS in 1981, when I went to 

America for the first time. I intended to be sexually 

adventurous, but there was a massive infection 

going around in New York and San Francisco. They 

weren’t calling it ‘AIDS’ at the time, but referred to it 

as some hideous intestinal disease. It was terrifying. 

You couldn’t get information that was not hysterical 

from the conventional press or media. It was a 

very difficult time to work in education because of 

right wing ratbags screaming about gay teachers 

being a psychological threat as well as a health 

threat to children. There were no positive images or 

messages on any front.

Eventually, I read a Time magazine article that 

described AIDS as a virus in the blood, transmitted 

through unprotected anal sex. I changed my 

behaviour overnight; before the AIDS crisis, I 

never used condoms. Thankfully, Australia had a 

progressive set of policies and practices around 

containment and treatment – not just for gay men, 

but also intravenous drug users. There were some 

wonderful medical people and community leaders.
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N: Did you know anyone directly affected  
by AIDS?

J: There were acquaintances I knew were HIV 

positive, but I didn’t have any friends who deceased. 

But I was totally traumatized by the whole thing. I did 

try … I did think about getting into support groups 

and networks for people who had AIDS. I went to 

one meeting, but I just found it too confronting. At 

the same time, I felt guilty about not doing anything. 

About not being involved. 

It took almost 2 decades – the late ‘90s – before 

effective medication was available, and AIDS was 

no longer a death sentence. Only then was there a 

change in public perception, and the bullying and 

shaming and threats slowly decreased. 

N: Did you ever ‘come out’ as bisexual?

J: I mean, I’m sure everybody knows that I’m not 

a conventional sexual person. But I’m not into big 

statements – which probably doesn’t fit the criteria 

of ‘out and proud’. 

N: Are you in a romantic relationship now?

J: No, though I do have several deep and 

meaningful friendships. I don’t have many gay-

couple friends, but I see other couples and the way 

that they relate, and how integrated they are in terms 

of their family connections. I get it, I understand it … 

and I guess I’m probably envious that it wasn’t my 

experience. Maybe I was foolish.

N: What do you mean?

J: Well … I’m still alone. I am alone now. People may 

need more supports than are readily available. But I 

keep busy with my friendships and my work. That’s 

why I’ve not retired yet; work always provided me 

with structure and predictability and a framework. 

But I still wonder if I should have taken a more 

conventional relationship pathway, and chosen 

somebody and stuck with them, or at least had serial 

monogamy.

N: If there’s a choice between being conventional 
or living a conventional life, or living with integrity 
true to yourself … that feels like that’s a kind of 
a choice that you’ve been having to make most 
of your life. I think there’s a lot of courage and a 
lot to appreciate about the choices that you’ve 
made. n  

JOHN
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Leece Johnson
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  S TA C I E  M E I

L: I was born in Three Springs Hospital, 1958. My 

family had a farm at Winchester, which is about 3 

hours north of Perth. I’ve driven trucks for a living 

for 40-odd years, and road trains for 30. I thought I 

was the only person like me in the world until I was 

20. And it was another 20 years after that before I 

realised that I wasn’t a crossdresser; I was actually 

transgender. I ‘came out’ in the early 2000s, and 

had surgery in Thailand in February 2005. Best 

thing I ever did. 

S: The world has changed a lot over the last 
few decades. What was it like, discovering and 
exploring your identity through the 70s and 80s?

L: I didn’t know where I fit in life. I knew I had this 

compulsion to be a female, but didn’t know anything 

else; didn’t know there were others out there who’d 

had surgery and all that sort of stuff.  

Back then, there was very little information. I got 

information from magazines like ‘Transceiver’ – 

which was run by the Perth-based group, The 

Chameleon Society (I discovered that group through 

a column in the Sunday Times, while I was working 

in the Pilbara). But it was difficult, in that era. Many 

shops didn’t want to know people like me; we had 

trouble buying new clothes. 90% of doctors wouldn’t 

go near us, and the police used to love us back in 

those days too. They’d put ‘yellow stickers’ on your 

car for ‘bald tires’ or something else … but it was 

just because of who we were, and they wanted 

an excuse to get us off the road. Once, they even 

threatened to lock me up if they ever caught me out 

again … but two weeks later, I was back on the road. 

Leece Johnson

Photo supplied

S: Did you get to challenge them, for their 
discrimination?

L: No. I don’t know how the laws stood, back then, 

but wasn’t game enough to find out. I was on my 

own. I had to try and deal with it or hide … and I 

couldn’t hide. So I just had to go out and be me in 

the 70s, 80s and 90s. It wasn’t until I discovered 

computers in the late 90s that I learned there were 

many other people out there who felt the same way 

I did. It was in the early 2000s that I came out to 

family and friends.
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S: What was that like?

L: I ended up writing it out in a letter, so that I 

wouldn’t forget things. It took my parents a little 

while to understand – and my dad a little longer. 

But once he met and spoke with a few of my 

transgender friends, he was cool. I was very, very 

lucky; most families don’t want to know you. My 

partner at the time – my wife – knew, but she 

thought she could ‘cure’ me. I was very busy working 

at the time to try and make enough money to keep 

my wife and son in Melbourne at the hospital; my 

son had a bad heart. He died in 2001. A few years 

later, I got up in front of my work colleagues and told 

them I was born in the wrong body. Every person in 

that meeting was dumbfounded. Some of the guys 

and girls shook my hand and said ‘Good on you’ and 

‘You sure got balls.’ I had to tell them that I would not 

have balls for much longer! 

S: Did you have negative reactions too?

L: The big boss wanted to sack me – and this is 

the normal thing that happened back then – but 

his wife was very accepting and stopped him. The 

transport manager was also supportive and stood 

up for me many times. He even offered me a new 

white Kenworth … but I told him I wanted a pink one! 

So, he said that if I took the white one, he would put 

a make-up mirror in the truck for me (I never did get 

that make-up mirror). True story.

S: And I hear you made a bit of a splash, in the 
industry?

L: On March 14th, 2004, I was interviewed by the 

Western Australian newspaper about a young girl 

in New Zealand wanting to become a boy. The 

interview ended up more about me, and where I 

was going for surgery, and that I was a truck driver. 

I got both the front page and page 7 on that day. 

So, the people who hadn’t known about me by then 

sure did now. I even made a few dartboards around 

the place. Many drivers stopped talking to me; some 

got over it, some did not. But that’s life. If people 

cannot accept who I am, that’s their problem …  

not mine. 

S: How were your subsequent years in the 
transport industry?

L: As far as I could find out from Yahoo groups 

online, I was the first transgender person to stay in 

the industry after transitioning. There were other 

transgender truck drivers, but they did not stay in 

that career after transitioning; some tried, but could 

not handle the abuse, or company would just sack 

them. I got sacked from one company after the 

union threatened to go out the gate if I was not 

removed. And I was a member of that same union!

S: That must have been very difficult.

L: I was just trying to make a living for myself. 

I didn’t want to be like a lot of other transgender 

people who had been sacked and just stayed on 

the dole. That wasn’t me. I thought, ‘Why should 

I give up something I love doing just to placate 

everybody else?’ 

So, I ended up going through labour hire companies 

– and that was a smart move, as it turned out. I got 

a parti-time job at Rio Tinto in Dampier Salt, which 

only lasted about 18 months. But I met 2 drivers in 

Karratha who told me to apply for a FIFO job with 

them at Mitchell West in Cue – and I got the job. 

LEECE JOHNSON
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In February 2007, I had been interviewed again – 

this time by a magazine called ‘Truckin’ Life.’ I got so 

much acceptance at Mitchells, and things now really 

started to turn around for me in the transport work 

force. During one shift change, a new driver stated 

that, if I ever tried to hit on him, he would ‘belt the 

crap’ out of me. The other guys told him that, if he 

did, he would have the whole shift crew on him. He 

left within a week or so, after that. I knew then that I 

had gained acceptance.

I’ve now been with Qube Logistics in Fremantle for 

8 years. I still get the urge to go back on the roads 

heading North; the Pilbara has put a spell on me. It’s 

too costly to live up there, but when I retire in a few 

years, I want to take my camera back to the Pilbara 

again for many more photos! 

S: What involvement have you had with the 
transgender community?

L: It started with The Chameleon Society. After I 

moved to Perth in 1993, I’d go to their get-togethers 

at the Claremont WISH Foundation. Then they 

moved to other spots, and I got more and more 

involved with them. I became their librarian and got 

a heap of books to help people to learn, you know 

… about how to dress, how to do makeup … and so 

on. We had weekends away – sometimes up in the 

Perth hills – where you could just be yourself, and 

not have to look over your shoulder all the time. Just 

have those other people there to meet with really 

helped me – and lots of other people – to gain 

confidence and knowledge. The Chameleon’s don’t 

exist anymore, unfortunately; I guess they just ran 

their course on the internet and everything else took 

over. 

S: Have you been involved in other groups, since?

L: I started the Facebook groups Trans in WA; 40 

plus Transgender; and Rainbow Camping. And then 

TransFolk of WA came along, and I believe they 

are doing a very good job. Nowadays, there’s just 

so much information out there on the internet, and 

it’s so much easier for people. Gee … if I had that 

back then, I could have come out 20 years earlier, 

who knows? But it wasn’t meant to be. And I’m very 

happy, now. I wouldn’t have lived this life in any 

other way. I don’t hide who I am; I’m proud to be a 

transgender woman. n
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I:  How did you realise you were gay?

M: In my adolescence, I thought of myself as neither 

straight nor gay. I was completely asexual until about 

17 when I entered a relationship with an older man 

– which I now realise should never have happened. 

But that was the awakening of my sexual self, and it 

was directed at men because I was pushed towards 

men. For the school social, my family made some 

poor, random guy go with me. But for me, sex with 

men never really worked … It was clumsy, I was 

faking orgasms, and the connection with the person 

wasn’t there. 

I grew up in Sydney and went to Sydney University. 

After failing the first year I came to Perth for a 

holiday and ended up staying to finish that first Uni 

year in Social Studies at WAIT.

Through that year, I had three boyfriends. I kind of 

had that thing, you know … that obligation women 

feel to respond to male attraction. I feel sorry for 

those guys, now, because I was trying to make this 

boyfriend-girlfriend thing work and it was just idiotic. 

But towards the end of that year, I’d made friends 

with a woman. I was obviously drawn to her. The last 

night before she left the state to go back over east, 

we had this closeness and almost a kiss … and then 

the next day, she was gone. 

When I got back to Sydney, I got this burning feeling 

to find her again. She’d said Stanthorpe, so I got the 

map out and found it – just over the Queensland 

border from New South Wales. I was a machine on a 

bike, as I’d spent the year in Perth doing thousands 

of km – because I was running away from myself, 

probably. So, I caught a train to Casino, then got 

myself over the Great Dividing Range. The trip was a 

disaster … her feelings were clearly not as strong as 

mine. So, I flogged my way back to Sydney.

Maxine Drake
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  I S S I

Then I was due to start at New England University, 

and that was another hotbed of heterosexual 

madness that I had no place in. One night, in this 

tavern, I saw two stunning, exotic-looking women; 

one was dark-skinned and the other had short, 

ash-blonde hair. As I made my tragic, desperate, 

puppy-dog way over there, they looked at me, 

and must have recognised something. I ended up 

having a frisson with the blonde gal, but it all went 

disastrously wrong. And so, broken-hearted Max 

moved back to Perth. I settled into a share house in 

Kensington. There was a gal there – a hairdresser 

– who said, ‘Max, you know there’s this thing called 

‘gay line’ in every city?’ And that was the start of it: 

the dawning. Now I had this awareness, this capacity 

to have an orgasm and this recognition that I was 

an okay sexual human being. So, then I just threw 

myself at women in a kind of frenzy, and I’ve never 

really stopped. 

I: When did you come out to your parents?

M: I was 21 at the time and working at the AIDS 

Council, so I was immersed in gay life. When I told 

Mum I was a lesbian, she said, ‘You don’t have 

the symptoms.’ And I said, ‘Well, what are they?’ 

Mum had been working on Thursday Island, and 

apparently there are a lot of lesbians – nurses, 

runaways – living there. I think there was a massive 

migration of queer folk to places like Thursday 

Island, where you could go and be yourself amongst 

predominantly female communities. My mum was a 

stenographer, so she would have been looking over 

her glasses at these odd characters, and probably 

recognising they had a subculture. And maybe 

she thought that, because I didn’t wear a packet of 

cigarettes up my sleeve, I mustn’t be a lesbian. She 

took a while to get used to the idea, which is fair 

enough – so had I!
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I decided to tell Dad on my next visit. I was washing 

the dishes and he was drying, which was unusual – 

I think Mum might have hustled him into the kitchen 

for me. I said, ‘Dad, I need you to know that I’m a 

lesbian.’ And he said, ‘Well, love, if you can handle it, 

I certainly can.’ I went off to my room and cried, and 

then he came and said, ‘You know, love, if you ever 

need anything, I’ll always be there for you.’ It was 

just beautiful … Every time I’ve said anything difficult 

to him, he’s always come out with the perfect 

answer. So, the return to Perth after that was the real 

beginning of my ‘queer’ life. 

I: When you came back to Perth, did you go back 
to uni?

M: Yes, I went back to finish my degree in social 

studies. I gravitated somehow to the Women’s Room 

in the Guild building. And like the saying ‘we stand 

on the shoulders of those who have gone before 

us’, I benefited from the writers: the fiction and non-

fiction authors about queer life and queer history. I 

suppose what it gave me was a tribe. Like I was part 

of a group, and my experience had a commonality 

and could be described.

I: Did you find other queer people at uni whom 
you could connect with?

M: You mean, where did I find the ‘lesbots’? See, I 

was a bit of a solo Lone Ranger: I rode a bike, I didn’t 

drink, I didn’t smoke and I didn’t do dope. I wasn’t 

very skilled in socialising, I know that. But I did 

meet people at queer venues, like the Red Lion on 

Aberdeen Street (which is now the Aberdeen Hotel). 

And the AIDS Council, when I worked there, was just 

a ferment of intensity. There were dance parties and 

events, and no shortage of lovers. I’ve been utterly 

faithless my entire life. Every lover I had … I wasn’t 

monogamous. I was just hungry for sex, hungry to 

connect, hungry for that passion and emotion and 

that kind of loss-of-self.
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I: What was it like being involved with the AIDS 
Council work?

M: It was interesting that some of the lesbian 

community had words against other lesbians 

taking part in the HIV/AIDS work. Like, it was all 

about ‘dirty male sex’ ... like, gay men whose entire 

social world was gay men – who were still part of 

the patriarchy. And I really subscribed to lesbian 

separatism as well; I loved lesbian feminist theory 

and feminist ideology. And for many women, it was 

a fucking valid reality; ‘2-4-6-8, dead men don’t 

rape’. At the time, I was struggling with that thing of 

‘don’t trust any men’ … but I had to trust some. But 

which ones? You can never tell until it’s too late. We 

were still losing a woman a week – and some of her 

children – because of that fucking complexity of 

understanding men. 

But it was the humanist in me driving my HIV AIDS 

work – just the raw humanity of that. I was aware 

enough of the gay liberation struggle to understand 

that the veiled references to ‘should we put them 

all on Rottnest?’ meant there was a potential attack 

underway on the gains that had been made. The 

AIDS Council was part of the effort to hold back 

that reactionism to gay liberation. We focussed on 

harm minimisation: ‘safe sex’, not ‘no sex’. The AIDS 

Council in Western Australia was unique in that it 

had representation from the entire community. And 

that’s because there was a really solid buy-in from 

the health department, who said, ‘Look, we’ll fund 

you, but just never say that we funded you.’ There 

were certainly other lesbians there as well. But some 

people didn’t wear their identity on their sleeve, like 

I did. I’ve always been clearly, visibly ‘out’. I didn’t 

know how to be any other way. 

I: Where did you work, after the AIDS Council?

M: I went to the prison system, where I spoke to 

prisoners about HIV prevention, and to prison 

officers about universal precautions. God knows 

why they employed me instead of a nurse, but I 

carried the tag, ‘The AIDS Lady,’ and just did my best 

– the best I could. I spent a lot of time at Casuarina 

learning how to play pool in the infirmary, in the 

HIV seclusion ward (sadly, any prisoner who was 

found to have HIV – even if they were a minimum-

security prisoner – went into a maximum-security 

environment.)

And then I worked for the Health Consumers 

Council, and now I’m in the disability domain. I 

see so many parallels between the gay liberation 

movement and the disability anti-discrimination 

movement; there is such oppression and stigma 

attached to people and their families. You’ve got to 

work against taking that stigma and internalising it. 

I: How do you think your earlier involvement in 
the AIDS Council influenced your career?

M: ‘Your career.’ That’s a gorgeous term. I’ve 

never had a sense of a career. It was a ‘vocational 

occupation’ as opposed to work. Like, I lived it. But 

I think it probably led to a need for meaningful work 

with a focus on social justice. Work with the kind 

of energy that comes from trying to change things; 

from being an agent of change. n

MAXINE DRAKE
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Aged five-and-a-bit, I fell in love with another boy. 

We were inseparable. But when my family moved 

back to the city, I never saw him again. Not ‘til we 

started university, and I was stupidly too scared to 

talk to him. I had by then internalised some virulent 

form of homophobia. And now, in my old age, this 

has grown into a fear of sometimes everything. Even 

my sexual identity. And they don’t warn you about 

that when you’re young and yearning for love.

I first heard the word ‘homosexual’ when I was 10. A 

boy I was having sex with bravely declared that we 

were both homosexuals, like in the Bible. I dunno 

where he learned that from. 

When I was born, peg-legged and mewling for a 

gay life, I had no idea about sexual identities or the 

history of homophobia or religious fanaticism or 

settler colonialism or any other baggage behind my 

arrival. I squirmed and wriggled into something like 

I’d dreamed a boy could be. A wild, free burgeoning 

slut of a child clambering inchoately, unerringly, 

towards sexual revolution. And all the while, my 

mother warned me of the hidden dangers of public 

toilets, of men with funny voices and of cum-stained 

sheets. Funny indeed. I hadn’t a clue what she 

was talking about. Though I was fast developing a 

rasping camp-ish voice. A nascent gay mannerism, 

learned from where? A hysterical reaction, perhaps, 

to the stifling rigidity of 1950s white Australian 

culture? Or an imitation of Jerry Lewis and Danny 

Kaye movies? Well, that was soon obliterated by an 

operation on my vocal cords and remedial voice 

lessons. Talk about silencing the poofs. It didn’t work 

though, Mum. Sorry.

On my 7th birthday I was given a book voucher 

from Alberts Bookshop and purchased a yellow 

hardcover copy of Enid Blyton’s The Magic Wishing 
Chair. I fell in love with camp little Chinky the pixie. 

No surprises there. Blyton’s whole oeuvre of books 

for children oozes childhood sensuality. Oh Enid, did 

you make me gay? Or was it just in the water?  

Queerpeg
B I O G R A P H I C A L  M E A N D E R I N G S  

B Y  T H E  A R T I S T  K N O W N  A S  Q U E E R P E G

Queerpeg

Self-portrait
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At the time, I didn’t particularly reflect upon the 

meaning of my feelings. I had sex with boys and 

loved it. I wanked each night in bed, eager for 

that feeling of melting into a benign universe, and 

loved that too. But when it was over I was left with 

undefined and aching guilt. The French call it le 
petite mort. I continually promised myself I would 

never wank again. And I continually broke that 

promise. Every night. Eagerly. Compulsively. Right 

into my adult life. The guilt has long gone, but I 

remember. Its real name is homophobia.

One day, holding up my cum-spotted sheets, my 

mother asked me if it hurt when I pissed. I didn’t 

catch on. Not for a while anyway. Then it became 

just one more naughty something to worry about. 

Except when some older guy crept into my bed 

at night and sucked me off, cos that left no stain. 

And never made me feel guilty. Although I think I 

accidentally scared the bejeezers out of one  

of them. 

But you think that stopped me? Not on your nelly. I 

knew that someone, somewhere, was lying about 

sex. Without my consent, my body had become a 

battleground between the skinny naked men and 

boys I desired and had sex with, versus a dreary 

mid-twentieth century Abrahamic suburban prudery. 

Such is life. And has it improved for kids today? It is 

still illegal for anyone under the age of 16 in Australia 

to have sex. Something for the Queer movement to 

brood upon.

One last outrageous highlight of primary school was 

my grade 7 teacher’s claim that I was the world’s 

biggest pansy. She cast me as leading lady to Brad 

in the end-of-year play for our school concert. I was 

in me element. Mum helped get a wig and costume 

together. And makeup. What on earth did she think 

she was doing? Well, she’s long dead and I cannot 

ask her. 

QUEERPEG

At 8, I was smitten by the blonde, long-haired boys 

in Fess Parker’s Westward Ho The Wagons. Then,  

at around 10 or 11, I ‘came out’ as a homosexual to 

my friends. I sort of had to. I was having sex with 

them all.

It started when we got told to run round the local 

footy oval one sports day. I’m hanging off the railings 

being silly. Start running you boys, says Chrome 

Dome. So we run, Brad and me, right around to the 

other side where the teachers can’t see us. Brad 

hops under the rails and down the slope where we 

become invisible to everyone. He grins at me and 

says, I’ll show you something better than plodding 

round the bloody oval. 

And he did. Something much better than I’d ever 

done before.

Eventually, Brad says we’d better put our clothes 

back on. Someone might see us. I didn’t care. For 

the first time in my life, I am free. I stand up with 

sand in me crack and laugh. We are sandgropers. 

A defining metaphor for my unsettled life in colonial 

Western Australia. 

As a ten-year-old, I didn’t realise this exciting 

game of possibilities with Brad was a foundational, 

decolonised moment in my expanding life. The 

‘queer me’ finding out, as they say. From little things, 

big things grow. And I was growing. 

In 1960, daydreaming of what I could do with Brad 

(get off your bed and play outside), I invented 

sixty-nining. We tried it out the very next arvo and 

I haven’t stopped doing it since. His donk in my 

mouth and mine in his. This was home. Not the bleak 

treeless 1950s subdivided war service asbestos-

lined unpainted-as-yet home-to-be. Nup. Sex was 

my true home.
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Going into high school, Brad moved away to a new 

brick-veneered suburb. I never saw him again. 

Calamity.

My summer holidays before high school were spent 

at Palm Beach, beguiled with a boy named Kevin. At 

the end of our two-month tryst, my big sister woke 

me and said, Go and kiss your boyfriend goodbye, 

Kevin’s leaving this morning. Boyfriend? I’d been 

sprung! I hid under my bed in shame. And worse, 

I didn’t dare speak to him, even when we both 

enrolled in the same high school the same year. I 

never played with him again.

In first year High I sat next to Jurgen, totally 

transfixed. Oh, skinny tall exotic boy! My mother 

discovered an unsent very pornographic letter from 

me to him. White-faced, she and Dad questioned 

me about our friendship. I shouted back that they 

were prejudiced against Jurgen because he was 

German … see, I was learning to be a devious little 

poof. I also learned it was somewhat outré to be 

a wanker, and sex with boys was now absolutely 

forbidden. Even amongst my old mates. The hot 

sandy fun was now a dry dusty desert. Overnight, 

I went from being a happy cheerful kid into a 

grumpy teenager. Its name is homophobia.  No 

wonder that Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, one of 

the great grandmothers of queer theory, insists 

that homophobia is central to the construction 

of masculinity. A masculinity that colonises and 

destroys both straight and queer boys.

Senior high school saw me transferred to a Christian 

boarding hostel. I fast learned to keep my secrets 

close. Until a housemother rifled through my 

belongings and found one of my lovingly transposed 

Dobell drawings of a fisherman wanking. I was 

interrogated about my sexual activities, then 

threatened with being outed to my parents and 

expelled for being homosexual. My friendships and 

contacts with other boys were monitored.

At that school were two teenage boys everyone 

hated. Me included. We knew they were poofs. I 

hated them because I was terrified of them. They 

were homosexual. Ugly, pimple-jawed, stoop-

shouldered figures, creeping around our school 

yard. Was I one of them? I learned to act straight. 

I told poofter jokes. I found myself a girlfriend. 

But all the time lusted after the untouchable boys 

surrounding me.

I learned to scoff at our homosexual music teacher. 

Don Browne. He wore pink cashmere sweaters to 

work. Men didn’t wear pink, or cashmere. Oh my 

god no. He’d come walking along the corridor and 

we’d be all, Backs against the walls, boys – laughed 

out loud so he could hear.

I am a traitor to my kind. Don Browne should have 

carried a fucking cricket bat and beaten us up. But 

he wouldn’t have. One night he was beaten up in a 

street attack ... and lost an eye, I later heard. 

My sister’s art teacher was a poof too. The well-

known writer, Griff Watkins. He swam to his death off 

Cottesloe beach when only in his 30s or 40s. These 

stories are so sad. They should never be repeated.

After school I worked in community theatre and fled 

at last to the Eastern States and into the arms of Gay 

Liberation. It was so scarily enthrallingly liberating. 

At last, we could come out of those awful straight-

jacketed lives, spread our wings, flee suburbia and 

walk along Oxford Street holding our boyfriend’s 

hands. Unafraid anymore. And we must never forget 

our histories, lest we lose these freedoms all over 

again. Nor forget, Queer luvvies, our brothers and 

sisters still suffering. n
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My grade 2 teacher bent over in front of me. I could 

see right down her front. A young woman in the 

1960s with no bra. I was mesmerized. My first lot  

of feelings. 

In primary school, all the gals had eyes for boys. I 

didn’t see the attraction. I was 9 when the thought 

struck me: ‘I’m different.’  But I had no way of 

knowing how things would unfold. 

I grew up in NSW. When Dad moved to Darwin 

for work, Mum moved with us 3 kids to a unit in 

Roseville. She was still young, and she hit the gay 

nightclubs (she was a ‘fag hag’ – a woman who 

hangs out with gay males). 

I was a latchkey kid. I was still in primary school, but 

was left taking care of my siblings, cooking, cleaning 

and shopping. I had so much responsibility, with very 

little freedom. I knew then that I’d never want kids of 

my own.

I started working at 12, at Norman Ross Discounts. 

There, I fell for a beautiful Irish woman, Una, who 

was years older and had purple nail polish. I never 

knew if she realised how I felt. 

Through my teens, I had both male and female 

partners. I didn’t have the vocabulary to describe 

myself; I just knew I was a girl who couldn’t wear 

a dress. I didn’t feel safe with just a sheer piece of 

cloth between me and the world. I wanted to wear 

shorts, but my mum was seamstress. Once, I tore 

my dress by getting it caught in my billy cartwheels. 

I thought, ‘It’s buggered.’ But the next day, it was 

presented to me repaired. Oh, I was not happy! 

Two-and-a-half years of high school was all I 

managed. I was missing many classes and was very 

unsettled. I was taking my mother’s Valium, which 

I’d find stashed around the house. One day, Dad 

showed up at the school. He stood in the hallway as 

Terri Kebblewhite
H E R S TO R Y

the bell rang, telling the headmaster he ‘couldn’t run 

a two-door dunny, let alone a school.’ That was the 

end of my school life.

I left home at 15, after I’d saved enough money. 

Mum’s last words to me on the way out were: ‘Don’t 

darken my doorway with babies!’ I moved into a 

rented room, and later a flat in Manly – right near the 

ferry, which I caught to get to work. I’d jingle-jangle 

my way on board in my hippy clothing and bells 

(well, it was the 70s!). I’d roll my Bank tobacco and 

light it up. The stale, pale businessmen would peer 

over their Sydney Morning Heralds at me.

At 16, I flew to Perth and met up with my friend, 

Peter. Deciding to head to Darwin, we hit the 

Nullarbor in his fabulous HR station wagon. 

Darwin was a frontier town in the 70s. It’s a pretty flat 

place, and Cyclone Tracy had blown all the leaves 

off the trees; we could see for miles. Floorboards 

and toilets were all that was left of the houses. 

Peter and I lived in a tent in caravan park. We were 

partners then, but he knew I was a lesbian. 

Peter left town after a year, but I was there for a 

decade. I had a string of lovers, both male and 

female. I fell madly in love with a woman who was 

straight. It caused me great angst at the time, but we 

are still friends today.

In 1983, I flew to Alice Springs to manage a video 

shop. It was the time of Pine Gap protests. I heard 

stories from the prison officers who hired videos; 

they told me that the arrested wimmin1 required 

hygiene products as, apparently, they all were 

menstruating. The wimmin put all the products 

down the plumbing and flooded the prison. I sat 

on the sidelines, wondering how I could enter the 

Lesbian community.

1  A phonetic re-spelling of the word ‘women’, adopted by some feminists 
to avoid the word ending -men.
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When I returned to Darwin 6 months later, I started 

knocking around with heroin users. I was a drug 

user for 4 years, and it was a rollercoaster. One day, 

I went to the airport and asked for the next flight – 

which is how I ended up back in Perth.

In the mid-80s, Perth had a lot going on in the 

wimmin’s scene. In those days, we were allowed to 

have female-only spaces. I started volunteering at 

Women’s Information Resource Exchange (WIRE). 

I was a ‘contact dyke’ in the quarterly magazine, 

Lesbian Network. Through WIRE, I met my first 

lesbian partner, Ruth. I felt like I had finally found the 

missing piece in my soul. 

Around 1988, I went with Ruth to my first Perth Pride 

Parade. I was horrified at the lack of boundaries by 

the blokes there, all dressed up in high heels and 

loud makeup. I thought, How can this ‘woman face’ 
be acceptable? They felt OK about grabbing you, 

hugging and wishing you a happy pride. I couldn’t 

get out of there quick enough.

I started work at the Western Institute of Self Help 

(WISH), a feminist organisation. I was a counsellor 

specialising in domestic violence, incest and rape. 

I was also a rape crisis worker, and I worked in a 

few Safe houses for woman escaping domestic 

violence. I asked the staff, ‘What’s the policy if we 

have a Lesbian couple fighting – who do we allow to 

enter?’ I was met with wide-eyed silence; there was 

no policy.

In 1989, I was living in Hilton with Ruth. Hilton was 

heaving with lesbians at that time. I was part of 

a motorcycle group, Dykes on Bikes. One of our 

members – and a dear friend of mine – Maxi, 

moved over to Sydney. I got a letter from her 

informing me of her desire to transition to a trans 

man. It was out of the blue. My friends asked me 

what I – a lesbian separatist – would do if Max 

turned up? I really didn’t know … but I knew in my 

heart that I loved this person. 

Terri Kebblewhite
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When I went to visit Max in Sydney, the same person 

I knew and loved was still there. Max’s girlfriend said: 

‘He used to be real tidy, a bit OCD. Well … since the 

start of the T shots, he lays on the lounge, is getting 

a pot belly, going bald, and has no idea where the 

vacuum lives.’ That was 30 years ago. I still holiday 

with Max. 

My relationship with Ruth ended, but my home in 

Hilton remained a clean and sober space. It was 

a separatist household. I would warn everyone if 

a fella was coming to the house (sometimes, you 

need a tradie). I started to take a leadership role 

in Perth’s Lesbian community. I helped organise 

the ‘Reclaim the Night’ rally. There were so many 

blokes there being rude, but we had support from 

police, and wimmin lined up between the curb and 

the marchers. 

In 1992, I met Colleen. We became lovers. We took 

ourselves off on an adventure through WA: 7000km 

in 7 weeks on her 883 Harley. We returned to Perth 

for the ‘Lesfest’ – a lesbian gathering held every 18 

months. There was dancing, singing, networking and 

workshops. We had fellas throwing lemons over the 

fence, yelling insults. We just laughed and thanked 

them for their lemons. Goes well in the gin.

After, Colleen and I drove over to QLD. On the way 

over, we stopped at Wimmin’s Land in Wauchope, 

NSW. The land had once housed a large 

community of wimmin (though, when we visited, it 

was largely vacant).   

In Nambour, I started a lesbian newsletter. Never 

before had the words ‘lesbian’ and ‘Nambour’ been 

uttered in the same sentence, let alone in print. 

There were over 50 addresses I used to send to 

all over QLD. I also got involved with the Coalition 

of Activist Lesbians (COAL), and volunteered at 

the Nambour Aids Council, working at the needle 

exchange van. I had to be careful not to be affected 

by seeing the users come to the van.  

TERRI KEBBLEWHITE

The Brisbane Lesfest (~ mid 90s) was the first time a 

‘trans-identified male’ had been on the committee. 

Around the same time, the lesbians of Sydney 

fundraised nationally and bought a building – it was 

to house a library, drop-in centre and safe space for 

lesbians. It didn’t last long, because trans-identified 

males took umbrage and took them to court. The 

law says that we can’t discriminate, so we had to 

allow them in. The building was sold, and Lesfest 

never happened again. 

Dykes On Bikes also changed their constitution 

– without consulting the community – to allow 

non-dykes to ride with them. The word Dyke, for 

me, means to put Lesbians first and foremost. It 

isn’t about not understanding others who aren’t 

female. My story is never about them. I’m radical 

(apparently), I’m cranky, and I love my mates to the 

moon and back. I don’t want anyone to think that I 

am anti- anything except violence. 

I live in Albany, now. There has been some visible 

Pride stuff done in Albany which is great. Blue 

hair and rainbows for miles. Still – we have lost 

so much visibility in the Lesbian community. So 

much has gone underground again (when will we 

be safely and legally able to have our single sex 

spaces again?)

The Van Dykes are my crew these days. There is 

a community of Lesbians travelling and camping 

around Australia and afar. Facebook is the new 

way for us old dykes to connect. I love hearing 

about all their adventures. My home is still open to 

travelling lesbians. n  
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Tony
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  E KO

T: I’m 71 years old. I grew up in the South of England. 

My childhood was pretty normal: I did reasonably 

well at school, I was interested in cars, trains, football 

… and all those things that boys do. I was never 

interested in playing girl’s games, though I had 2 

younger sisters I got on well with.

E: When did you discover your sexuality?

T: Throughout my childhood, I became very 

attached to other boys. At school they gave us a talk 

about growing up; it’s quite normal, they said, for 

people to have strong attachments to the same sex 

when they’re younger - normally, they grow out of it. 

Well, I reached puberty, but nothing changed. I tried 

dating girls … I might have broken some hearts when 

I was young.

At 17, I was developing passionate crushes on 

uninterested boys. I got totally overwhelmed by 

these feelings, and tried to take these relationships 

further. I got into difficulties sometimes by being a bit 

overbearing. They must have really thought I was a 

pain in the neck (not a pain in the arse – I never got 

that far!)

E: Had you heard of the term ‘homosexual’?

T: Yes, but I didn’t really know about being gay. I 

didn’t have any friends who were gay. When I was 

16, our English literature teacher read us something 

by Oscar Wilde. ‘The thing we need to always 

remember about Oscar Wilde,’ she said, ‘is that he 

was a homosexual. And like many homosexual men, 

he was a very unhappy and lonely man.’ 

In fact, he was neither of those things. But his life 

was never completely fulfilled because he was gay, 

and eventually he went to prison for it. So, that was 

all I knew about being a homosexual.

Tony
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E: What happened after you left school?

T: At 18, I was living just outside London, and 

working an office job. One day, my colleague 

brought in a magazine she’d got in London. ‘This 

column ad is for a new flatmate in London,’ she said. 

‘They can be gay or straight … You know what ‘gay’ 

means don’t you?’ I didn’t know. She said, ‘Well, 

‘gay’ means homosexual and ‘straight’ means not 

homosexual.’ Ding – the lights came on! I’d never 

heard the word ‘gay’, even though London had 

a huge gay population. This was 1970, when real 

sexual freedom and liberation was on the rise – for 

heterosexual people at least. And homosexuality 

had been decriminalised in England by then. Yet, it 

was another world to me. I didn’t know London had 

gay bars … Even if I had known, I would have died 

rather than go into such a place; I was too scared. 

Back in those days, it was dangerous to be gay. 

It wasn’t unknown in England – and it certainly 

happened in Australia too – for the police to entrap 

gay people. They would send a good-looking 

young undercover policeman in there, and when 

a guy said anything to him, he’d be arrested. The 

other danger was getting beaten up. They called 

it ‘queer bashing’. It happened a lot. So, I never did 

anything. I didn’t know anybody gay who I could 

talk to about this. 

In a local paper, I saw a support group advertised for 

homosexual men. I wrote to the group coordinator 

and he wrote back, encouraging me to attend the 

next meeting. But I realised that entering a room full 

of homosexuals, for the first time, would be a very 

scary thing to do. I couldn’t go.

E: But you eventually met other gay men?

T: In the back of a magazine was a section for 

men seeking men. What you did was, you read 

the little ads and then went to the post office with 

an envelope containing your name, address and 

money. Then they sent it to the person who put the 

ad in. 

I got a reply from a soldier who also lived near 

Windsor, and we met up. That was the first time I had 

sexual experience with a man, and it was wonderful. 

I never saw him again. 

E: When did you move to Australia?

T: 1974 – I was 21. There were industrial problems 

in England in 1973: power blackouts, shortages of 

oil and petrol, strikes … and it was cold. My mother 

phoned me one day and said she and my stepfather 

were moving to Australia. I said, ‘What? Why?’ Turns 

out, they were escaping debts. 

So, they moved to Perth. They sent back 

photographs of beautiful beaches and their nice 

new car. They talked about how wonderful Australia 

was, and how everything was cheaper. And I 

thought, ‘What have I got to lose?’

I applied to the Australian government for a visa 

scheme called ‘Ten-pound Poms’ – even though 

it had gone up to £50 when I left. The man who 

interviewed me said, ‘We want young men brought 

into Australia, to marry the girls here and have 

families.’ Well, they missed out there, I’m afraid! 

It was 49 years ago today that I left England. I got 

a job here straight away. Living cost was low, in 

those days, and I did well. I was still as lonely as 

ever, of course. 

Then I moved to Bunbury, and met a Christian group. 

I’d never been involved with church before, but 

these people cared for and encouraged me. They 

became my friends. They persuaded me to talk to 

the bishop about becoming a priest. Before I knew 

it, I was travelling (in 1978) to attend a theological 

college in Adelaide. 

I expected college to be a terribly pious place. That 

I’d have to keep the ‘closet door’ locked and bolted 

shut. But I found, to my surprise, that there were 

many gay college men – many of whom were older 

and wiser than me.

TONY
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E: Did you find romance at college?

T: I fell desperately for another student a couple of 

years younger than me. Have you ever seen that 

movie Alien, where the thing tries to get out of the 

stomach? That’s what I felt like. This was inside me, 

writhing and destroying me. I was absolutely, totally 

besotted with this man. And it was awful. How I 

succeeded in passing all my exams and getting 

my degree, I don’t know. And then, to make it even 

worse … shortly after college, he asked me to be the 

best man at his wedding!

My older, gay friends helped me work through 

those feelings. They also helped and encouraged 

me to come out as a gay person, especially in the 

Anglican Church – which is not always the easiest 

place to be gay.

E: What happened after college?

T: After I moved back to WA, I was ordained as a 

priest in the Cathedral of Bunbury in 1981. I was 

celibate, but I continued to have crushes on other 

men. And I was lonely. I didn’t have anybody special 

in my life, and I wanted it so much. 

Eventually, I moved to a parish in suburban Perth. I 

met a man a few years younger than me who came 

to the church. The relationship was wild, absolutely 

wild. If you can imagine someone who’s been 

shut up without any sexual encounter for 35 years 

and suddenly the door opens … Everything I ever 

wanted was there, presented for me. Quite how 

I reconciled that with my work as a priest, I don’t 

know. I kept it separate. 

The relationship lasted for 4 months. When he 

announced he’d found somebody else, I was totally 

devastated. My sister noticed something was wrong 

– that was when I came out to her. She was totally 

supportive. I came out to my mother next. We were 

sitting in a café on the Rockingham beach front. ‘Oh, 

darling,’ she said. ‘I’ve known that all your life.’ She 

was fine with it.

E: Did you continue your search for love?

T: After my breakup, I had a time of quite extensive 

promiscuity. I wanted to meet somebody special, 

but, as a rule, you don’t manage that by hanging 

around in parks or going to a sauna – which is 

what I was doing. I was in my 40s when the internet 

was invented, and I began using chat rooms. I 

met Duncan, and we started chatting. He’d been 

previously married to a woman; not a successful 

marriage. We met up in a pub over in Mt. Lawley, 

and we hit it off. We began to see each other. He 

stayed at my place often, and eventually moved in 

with me – into the church house. How we got away 

with that, I’m not sure! 

I later left the parish and went into other work. I 

didn’t have anything to do with the church anymore. 

We travelled a bit, then built our first home together 

in 2006. We still live there now, with our dog.

E: And you’re married?

T: We got married in 2013 in the British Consulate 

Office in Perth. When Australia legalised same-sex 

marriage in 2016, we didn’t feel the need for another 

ceremony. We’re very happy.

My old English teacher was wrong. Oscar Wilde 

probably was unhappy and lonely from time to time, 

but not always – he had a wild life! I don’t think all 

gay men are condemned to unhappy, lonely lives. I 

think your life is what you make it. n 
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Verna
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  E V I E

V: I want to start with a memory important to me, 

as a pre-78er. At Sydney world pride in 2023, I had 

a serendipitous encounter with another pre-78er. 

I’d just come out of a place off Oxford street (we’d 

been there for a book launch of lesbian stories 

from the 70s) and I ran into a man on the street who 

was stumbling home. I called to him, ‘How are you 

tonight?’ We got chatting, and he said something 

about ‘Cappricio’s’. He was surprised that I 

remembered that bar; not many people did. It turned 

out that he was a dancer and choreographer there 

in the 70s. That’s when I went to all the bars on the 

scene – in my 20s – after moving to Sydney from 

New Zealand.

E: Can you tell me about your life in New Zealand 
leading up to the move?

V: I was born in New Zealand in 1948, and grew 

up there. I left school at 15, and worked as a taxi 

telephonist and radio operator At 18, I became a 

psychopaedic nurse, looking after people with 

mental health problems During that time, I met 

another nurse … we got on really well, and both lived 

in the nurse’s home near the hospital. We became 

good friends, then sexual partners … and I guess 

that’s when shit hit the fan.

E: What happened?

V: I went out with a group of the nursing girls and 

came home quite drunk. I vomited on my bed. So, 

my girlfriend put me in her bed. When we woke 

up in the morning, there were 3 matrons of the 

hospital standing at the doorway. I was called into 

the office of the head psychiatrist. The only time 

I’d had anything to do with her was when she 

lectured on psychology and psychiatry. So, we sit 

down in her office, and she says to me, ‘I think you 

need to have treatment – or leave the hospital.’ I 

said, ‘Treatment for what?’ And she said, ‘Well, it 

seems you are paranoid schizophrenic, and you 

have a communication problem.’ She had come to 

this conclusion without having ever spoken to me. 

Verna
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So, I put that to her, and said, ‘If by ‘communication 

problem’ you mean that I don’t like sitting around 

talking about babies and glory boxes and fiancés 

and wedding rings, then you’re right. But I don’t think 

I’ll be going and having any treatment.’

E: Was it implied that you had to get treatment to 
keep the job?

V: Oh, yeah. If I’d known then, I could have said: 

‘Why don’t you just call it for what it is? I’m a lesbian.’ 

But they weren’t allowed to do that. But I knew 

there were more girls around like me, university 

students I’d met who worked at the hospital during 

the holidays. They said the same thing to my friend, 

that she was ‘psychotic’. She laughed when they 

suggested it to her. And I thought, well, I would, 

too! So, then I went home, and told my mother, 

‘The doctor said that I’m just mad.’ And she says, 

‘Oh. Well … they know.’ Because anyone who was 

a doctor or had stethoscope or a white card … 

basically, that was it. But I had the gumption to stand 

up to that, because I had met those other women. 

E: What did you do next? 

V: I was 20 when I handed in my notice. I moved 

to Christchurch, where a lot of my friends went to 

university. We’d go to the pub dressed in what we 

called ‘high camp’, which was clothes from op shops: 

old pinstripe suits, or a top-hat and tails. There were 

a few trans boys amongst us who were saving up to 

go over to Singapore for surgery. The uni pub let us 

in, but other pubs wouldn’t allow it. They’d pick us 

up by our collars and throw us out. But we still used 

to do it. 

The uni girls also worked in the shearing gangs, and 

I decided to join them. They opened my eyes to the 

fact that you can get out there and have the life you 

want. I met other women on the gangs, one who 

was a registered nurse, and one who’d been in the 

army or navy. And they’d all been ‘pushed out’ by 

various reasons other than what had been named. 

So, I was working on the gangs at around ’69 as 

a roustabout and a cook. And I remember these 

Aussie blokes came over – because the shearers 

went from country to country, following the work 

– and they nearly wet themselves when they saw 

women on a shearing gang. At first, they refused to 

work. But the contractor said: ‘This is my specially 

selected team; the best people. You work with them, 

or you walk.’ 

E: Was this contractor unique, in hiring women?

V: Not in New Zealand, but I think it was uncommon 

elsewhere. We also heard stories of friends – male 

and female – who’d been put into institutional care, 

because they didn’t conform to gender roles. It only 

took one psychiatrist, one parent. You’d go visit 

them and they’d be all pumped up with medication 

and were receiving electroshock therapy. There 

were rescues that went on, though. I wasn’t directly 

involved, but they’d visit a patient regularly, and one 

day just walk out with them. 

E: This was ’69?

V: Yes. And so, one day when I’d just had enough of 

everything, I packed my stuff up, rang a friend, and 

said, ‘Can you tell my parents later today that I’ve 

left for Australia.’ I moved to Sydney, where a few 

of the women I’d known had gone. I worked as a 

telephonist, and then I did agency nursing. After that 

I went and travelled, up north and back down again, 

and lived for a short while on the mid-north coast. I 

went back to Sydney, then traipsed over here to WA. 

I turned 30 over here. 

E: Did you ever return to New Zealand? 

V: For a couple of years, in my early to mid-30s. That 

was the first time I had contact with my parents since 

I’d left. 
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VERNA

E: How did that go?

V: Well, I don’t know. My family’s very strange. 

They’re just of a different era. I don’t think they knew 

how to deal with me. I was probably one of the 

lesbians you saw on telly that kept causing a fuss 

about needing more women in politics. As I went 

through life and through jobs, my sexuality never 

came up. I was just who I was. Never thought that it 

was something I should or shouldn’t hide. But when 

I arrived over here, I met up with a lot of very strong 

lesbians; radical feminists. They were political. They 

went on marches, spray-canned the cathedral: 

‘Priests don’t get pregnant’ and ‘Repeal abortion 

laws’ … And these were women who set up women’s 

health care houses and helped refugees… Some 

of them were involved in the Women’s Information 

Referral Exchange, which used to work off St 

George’s Terrace.

E: How did the community in Perth compare to 
Sydney?

V: Well, when I was in Sydney, I wasn’t really aware 

of any hugely feminist movements. Although… in the 

mid-‘70s, I lived quite close to the Women’s Lands 

in Stuarts Point. The Women’s Lands was started by 

a group of lesbians who raised money to purchase 

about 1,000 acres joining two national forests, which 

was then expanded to 2 more plots. 

Only women were allowed to live there. Many went 

there with this ideal image, like, ‘I can walk through 

the forest with no clothes on’, or ‘Wow, I might be 

able to make a fire by myself.’ They knew they would 

be safe because there wasn’t anyone bad. And 

so, they came from all walks of life – street people, 

and people who had degrees – and every one of 

them had their own little ideals about what the land 

might or might not be. And you got tussles, and you 

know … But it was lovely to see these women here, 

able to express themselves. And the women who 

were living out on the land; they carted everything 

in and out by horseback because the roads weren’t 

suitable. They had no electricity. They built houses, 

and some women were quite happy with a lean-to, 

or a piece of canvas. But it was all built by women, 

with no electricity. You know, I think people would 

be quite surprised if they had seen all that, at that 

time. Even now, really.

E: How long were you involved with that camp?

V: I never actually lived there but ended up buying 

into a piece of property nearby. And I used to go out 

there quite often. But I was struggling … things were 

spinning in a way that wasn’t going right for me. So, 

I left, travelled around a while, and settled in Ballina 

for a few months. I did a massage course, I did my 

bronze medallion, I did a spring teaching course … 

And then it was like, ‘Now I’ll go back to Perth.’ I’ve 

been here since I was 50. The last 25 years of my 

life has been solid. In that time, I’ve worked as an 

agency nurse and been a handyperson for women’s 

refuges.

Really, in my life, I’ve been very lucky with who I am 

and how I’ve been, because my sexuality has never 

been something that stopped me. n
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Vivienne Claire
I N T E R V I E W E D  B Y  Z E N E  R I V E R

V: I was born in 1960, in Perth, Western Australia. 

I’ve been to other countries, but only actually lived 

in Perth. In my early life, I had lots of different jobs: 

I was a labourer, I ran a yacht chandlery for years, 

and then for 25 years I was a computer science 

academic. I was aware that I wasn’t normal for most 

of my life, but I was ignorant of the reality. I thought 

of myself as a ‘man who wanted to be a woman’. 

I didn’t understand that my gender was female all 

along, but stuck in a physically male body.

Z: What was it like for you, growing up in the 60s?

V: The 60s was not a time of self-awareness or 

open mindedness. The only accepted relationships 

were between married, straight people. There was 

also a blurring between the concepts of gender 

and sexuality. The word ‘transgender didn’t exist 

back then, so my mother feared I would become a 

‘transvestite’ – which, in her mind, was a gay man 

who dressed like a female to have sex with other 

men. That notion is obviously incorrect. She had no 

understanding of the difference between gender 

and sexuality.  It was painted to me as a very wicked, 

evil, and wrong way of being, and I carried that 

prejudice with me my whole life.  

Z: Was religion involved?

V: My mother was strictly Catholic. She harbored 

prejudice against many groups of people: Irish, 

Jewish, Aboriginal … and right at the bottom of 

the list were the evil transvestites, gay people, 

and paedophiles. Those 3 groups were put in the 

same box, and they were the worst of the worst 

… the only group worse than them were atheists. 

So, I was emotionally programmed at that young 

age to believe that I was in the same category as 

a child molester. 

Vivienne Claire
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Through my teens and 20s, I didn’t know what 

things like ‘gender dysphoria’ were.  I would look at 

my face in the mirror and not understand why that 

made me feel horrible. Going to the barbers was 

humiliating and I didn’t understand why; there must 

be something wrong with me. Then there was the 

guilt, because I was hiding a secret from the people 

close to me. I was so afraid that I would be badly 

judged. It was my secret, and I was going to take it 

with me to my grave. 

Z: What was your experience with romantic and/
or sexual relationships?

V: As I approached puberty, I was obsessed with 

wanting to be ‘normal’ – which, to me, meant 

meeting a woman, getting married and living happily 

ever after. So, when I realized I was bisexual, I took 

the part of me that was attracted to men and put 

it in a little box. I was also attracted to women, so I 

basically picked the ‘accepted’ side of my sexuality 

and ignored the rest.  Years later, I realised that, 

though I am sexually attracted to men, it’s not in a 

‘man-to-man’ way.  The idea of having male-to-male 

sex was – and is – repulsive to me. The idea of 

me being female and having sex with a male was 

attractive.

Z: How did you cope with gender dysphoria?

V: For most of my life, my coping mechanism 

was to daydream about being a woman.  In 

those daydreams, I wasn’t a man who changed 

to become a woman. I was born a woman. There 

was a point where I was suffering crippling irritable 

bowel syndrome. There were days when the 

pain was so bad, I couldn’t even stand up. I used 

my daydreaming as a coping mechanism … but 

there was a voice in my head saying, ‘This cannot 

be. You’re not a woman.’ So, then I changed to 

daydreaming about being a transgender woman. 

I was 59 (2019) when, for the first time in my life, I 

went on the internet looking for details about what it 

is to be transgender.

Z: What prompted you to seek answers on the 
internet at this time?

V: I had been on the internet before, but I had been 

looking for a cure. So, the second I read something 

that started talking about transitioning, I stopped 

reading. But I reached a point where the pain was 

so bad, I was going to commit suicide, or I was 

going to transition. 

After my first failed suicide attempt, I realised I had 

to transition – even though I knew it would end my 

marriage and throw my entire life into chaos. After 

I came out to my wife, there was another suicide 

attempt because I just felt so guilty about what  

I’d done. 

Z: Had you already started socially transitioning, 
at that point?

V: No. I began that process towards the end of my 

60th year, in November 2020. I don’t think I really 

understood what was involved in transitioning or 

what I was letting myself in for. Transitioning was 

horrible. It had wonderful moments in it, but it 

wasn’t an easy path. I was wracked with internalised 

transphobia. I spent months in a state of high anxiety 

and fear. I feared that I was never going to be able 

to pull this off; never be able to ‘pass’ as a cisgender 

female. I didn’t think I’d ever get past the fear of not 

‘passing’ and be comfortable in public. It was at this 

point I became suicidal. 

During 2021, I worked with my psychologist to 

minimise the impact of my internalised transphobia. 

She explained that I needed to put all that to rest 

before I went out in public again. I am alive because 

I followed her advice. I then re-attempted social 

transition; this one I carefully planned, and it went 

much better.

VIVIENNE CLAIRE
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Z: What do you think your biggest misconception 
was, about transitioning?

V: I thought it was all about surgery and clothes, 

but there is much more to it than that. Every single 

phase of transition, even the surgeries, has a huge 

emotional aspect to it that you must deal with. 

The danger was that I was going hell-for-leather. I 

wanted to get to the end of the transition process as 

quickly as possible. 

Z: What was the hurry? 

V: The hurry was driven by two things. One, I was 

60 years old, and I’ve only got so many years left. 

The second was that – due to my internalised 

transphobia – I wanted to get to the point where I 

could pretend I was a cisgender woman and no one 

would know I was transgender. 

I watched hundreds of YouTube videos by 

transgender people. But the nature of YouTube 

means there are certain subjects that are censored 

because they might be too triggering, too dark. It’s 

just that, if you’re going to go about transitioning, it’s 

the dark bits you need to know about. The bright 

and happy bits you don’t need to manage. So I was 

in a hurry, I was going too fast, and I didn’t know all I 

needed to know. 

Z: Would you like to share anything about your 
transition process since then? 

V: The types of surgery I decided on were facial 

feminisation, breast augmentation, and bottom 

surgery. I decided against voice feminisation surgery 

when I found out how horrific the recovery is. 

I was 62 when I went to Spain for the facial 

feminisation surgery. I wasn’t fully prepared for the 

recovery process and the time it takes for your brain 

to adjust to your new appearance. There were about 

30 other transgender women there all having the 

same issue: the rest of us could see the change 

was good, but each person thought the surgery had 

gone wrong.

My most recent procedure – only a couple of 

months ago – was vulvoplasty. This type of 

surgery creates genitals that look the same as a 

cisgender woman, but there’s no vaginal cavity. If I 

was young, then I would most definitely have had 

the full vaginoplasty, because I would have more 

time and more strength and resilience to help me 

through the recovery. But I’m very happy with the 

results – though there are still emotional issues 

that need resolving. 

Z: Will you be celebrating Pride month?

V: Yes! Last year, for the first time in my life, I was in 

the Pride march. All those people on the sidelines, 

acknowledging you and cheering you on … after 

a lifetime of me thinking the opposite. It was an 

experience so positive that, even if I have to get 

there in a wheelchair, I’ll be in it every year for as 

long as I can swing it. n
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Discover these captivating stories of older LGBTI individuals, shared with courage 
and conviction … and, occasionally, a touch of sass. These tales cover a time 

when being ‘out’ was not only difficult, but often illegal. Be prepared to celebrate 
love, follow journeys from discrimination to liberation, and be inspired by the 

resilience of our community in this essential collection of ‘Our Voices’. 

David Gibson, Chair of GRAI

People of my generation … we kept our mouth 
shut until we couldn’t take it anymore. Maybe it 

was AIDS that made me speak up.

It’s gonna be an earthquake, but I have to do it. 
I need love. I need to be loved; I need to love 

someone. 

Everything I ever wanted was there, presented 
for me. Quite how I reconciled that with my work 

as a priest, I don’t know. 

I wouldn’t have lived this life in any other way.


