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“WE ALSO HAVE OUR OWN VOICES’:




AN INTERVIEW WITH JOAN AND DEBORAH OF THE
LESBIAN HERSTORY ARCHIVES

by Beth Hodges

Photographs by JEB

In 1974 there was a pantry, dark, and empty except for a single file
cabinet. I knelt on the floor to examine the contents of the cabinet, a com-
plete set of THE LADDER. This was the embryo of the Lesbian Herstory
 Archives. ;

Five years later the Archives has outgrown the pantry, spills into the
kitchen, the dining room, the front hall, the bedrooms of the upper West
Side apartment that houses it. In the pantry where I first held THE LADDER,
shelves of our serial publications line an entire wall. And all over the apart-
ment I see walls of books, of file cabinets, flyers, posters, collages, framed
photographs, and a bulletin board whose announcements include notice of
lesbian raft trips, a black bibliography, a southeastern lesbian writers’ con-
ference, a Jewish lesbian anthology.

Today there are over three thousand volumes in the Archives collection.
How many unpublished papers and letters and articles, clippings, taped in-
terviews, radio shows, videotapes, photographs and manuscripts there are,
no one knows exactly.

The Archives collective has lost members and gained members, but three
have been constant from the beginning. Valerie Itnyre, Deborah Edel and
Joan Nestle together have done the day-to-day work of the Archives these
five years.

In April I spoke with Deborah and Joan, the two who share their home
with the Archives collection and with the hundreds of women who visit cach
year. Since much of our conversation concerns beginnings, visions and quesrs,
Joan:starts out with the story of a woman who chose to begin her journey at
the Archives .



Joan: The Archives reaches out in ways that we didn’t plan for. One day
we were sitting around and there was a knock on the door. I went to answer
it and it was a woman, probably in her mid- to late forties, and she had a
huge backpack on.

Deborah: A little lady.

J: She said her name, she said she was from Hawaii and she’d tried to
call us but the line was busy so she just took the risk of coming. Her story
was that she had been married for many years. She had raised, I think, five
children—the oldest was in his twenties. She had gotten a divorce, gone to
law school, and come out as a lesbian woman. She’d just finished law school,
and “before she got married to another institution,” is how she put it, she
wanted to make a pilgrimage through, or to, the lesbian community as she
had understood it to be from Hawaii; and she had certain places on her jour-
ney that she was going to stop. She’d made no previous arrangements.

The place she wanted to begin her journey was the Archives. So we
welcomed her, and I went to take her backpack from her, and it must have
weighed at least sixty pounds. She stayed here for three days. What she
would do, she would get up in the morning, have her healthy breakfast, and
she would sit—she didn’t even sit on a chair, she sat on the floor in a corner
of the Archives—and she would just reach out and pull out things.

We would have dinner together and she would tell us her itinerary. She
would say she was going to Buffalo and we would say, “but”—I don’t want
to use her name—“but woman,” we’d say, “it’s terrible snow storms up there
now, you know: you’re from Hawaii.” “No, no, that’s o k., that’s where my

spirit tells me I have to go,” and then when she left she said she knew she
was right to begin here, that it was like sitting under a waterfall, in the
Archives room.

We said good-bye to her and we told her to keep in touch with us. And
around two months later two women came to the Archives from the Actors’
Sorority, a lesbian theater group in Kansas City, and they said Jackie says
hello. So she was making her trek. It’s this image of an older woman launch-
ing herself into the lesbian world, and finding it, that symbolizes the Archives.

D: She did something that I thought was very brave also. She had written
a series of coming-out letters to old friends, and if their responses weren’t
fully real, she wanted to go deal with them directly.

J: Her courage and her spiritual vision and her faith that we’d all be there
is symbolic of the Archives. Her courage to journey at this point in her life.

Something we found from the Archives is that many, many of our women
are on journeys. The Archives gives them a stopping-off place, a renourishing
place. We are a very brave people.

Beth: Will you tell about Mabel, a brave woman who has been important
to you on your journey? !

J: Mabel was the first lesbian woman I knew. I was around ten years old
when I met Mabel. She was sort of a buddy of my mother and also was hired
by my mother to take care of me—my mother was a working woman. Mabel
used to read old lesbian paperbacks and she would keep them in her raincoat
pocket with the book cover turned outward so I couldn’t see the covers.
And one day I took it out of her pocket—it was an invasion of privacy—and
I read, devoured this lesbian novel. And Mabel just watched me grow.
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D: How did you link back up with Mabel?

J: Mabel always stayed friends with my mother because they went to the
race track together all the time, and they helped each other through hard
times. So I knew Mabel, and Lillian, the woman she lived with for forty
years who died this June.

Mabel was the witness to my coming-out, and to my mother’s upsetness.
Mabel told me something the last time she was here, that when. I was coming
out, my mother called her in the middle of the night and said, “If my daughter
is a lesbian, I’'m going to kill myself”’; and Mabel said to her, “There’s nothing
you can do, she chooses, that’s her life, you have to let her do it.” Mabel
was sort of the bridge between me and my mother.

I remember the first woman I was involved with, Susan. Mabel was at
the house and my mother came home drunk and was in a very bad way.
Susan got very scared and ran out of the apartment. I was holding on to my
mother, trying to get her to calm down, and Mabel turned to me and said,
“Now you leave your mother alone and go after your woman.” And I ran
out the door after Susan. This was the first recognition and support for my
relationship.

But how we got together again was, when I was out, I guess around 1960,
I was with Carol, and I’d been off and on in touch with Mabel. And Mabel
told me there was going to be this big dance up in the South Bronx. It was
going to be drag dance, for male and female homosexuals. I wanted Mabel
to meet Carol so we went to their home and spent the night there; and we
went to this dance at this ballroom. It was just incredible, hundreds of people,
women in suits and men in dresses.

D: What did you wear?

J: I wore a dress, Carol wore a suit, and I remember to this day coming
down the steps and a woman saying to Carol, “Can I borrow your woman?
She’s really saying something.”

D: And you love it, you love it!

J: 1 love it to this day, being an old femme.

B: You said once that the Archives really began with Mabel. That she
was an example for you of strength and self-cherishing.

J: Yes. Mabel was raised in the south by her grandmother and then came
to New York when she was about seven. She stayed for a short time with
an uncle who molested her. She ran away and worked in white people’s
houses from the age of nine. She said she was a lesbian from when she was
a little girl playing in Winston-Salem.

Years ago she was doing the things that we as a community are doing
now. In her own way she was an archivist. Her whole life she was always
looking for lesbian images. She taught herself to read; and she’d save the
Wonder Woman comics because they were images of strong women.

D: She saved the old paperbacks.

J: She had a lot of the fifties paperbacks, which she prized.

She was political in her own way. She was cherishing of her own history,
and knew there were other women like her. She tried to find the hidden
images. And she was also seeking another way of knowledge; she joined the
Rosicrucians in a search for a spiritual vision which she preserves today in
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the Eastern Star. Because she had a strong sense that things were wrong, that
men were keeping women from their full power.

% b L
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B: What is Mabel’s relationship to the Lesbian Herstory Archives today?
J: She has become very important to the Archives. In fact, she uses it
more than any other woman. Even though reading for her is very hard be-
cause she’s had cataract operations, she spends hours in that room, reading
through what she’s missed. It’s like a hunger. She’s just finished reading

Patience and Sarah. And she just read Ethel Waters . .
D: And Ann Shockley.
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J: Yes, if Ann Shockley could hear this, Mabel wants so much to thank
her for Loving Her which she read three times and made sure we gave copies
to every one of her friends. She felt it was such an important work for her.

We sent her the newsletter. And Mabel, who is living on social security,
sent us a donation—when she’s donated her whole life. And she tells all her
friends about the Archives.

D: Also she gave us her thirties, forties, fifties paperback collection. Our
collection has grown since then, but it’s what she had saved all these years
that started the Archives’ collection.

J: We’ve been doing an oral history with Mabel. And finally around a
month ago she said, “All I want to do is be remembered.”

B: 1 don’t think she needs to worry.

J: It’s beautiful to see the kind of recognition she’s getting now. One day
there was a woman working here in the Archives and she just kept seeing we
had all these pictures of Mabel, Mabel working at her desk, and the woman
said, “Is this woman a writer? Why do you have so many of her pictures?”
And we said, “No, she’s Mabel Hampton. She’s a lesbian woman.” And really
it’s about her that the Archives is. And all the other women like her.

B: Judith Schwarz has been a member of the collective for about two
months now, hasn’t she? How did you get together with her?

J: One of the very exciting things about the Archives is that so many
women are beginning things, particularly research in lesbian history. They’re
working without support, those that aren’t academically based. It’s exciting
that we share beginning moments, and one was when Judith Schwarz, whom
we did not know at all, who has now become a member of the Archives and
also a member of our family—she wrote us a letter about how she’d been
doing grass roots research in the Library of Congress, hours and hours, after
her ACLU typist job, and women told her she was crazy, all she was interested
in was dirty linen, why did she want to know about women’s private lives,
that was gossip.

She wrote us a letter saying, “Am I crazy?” It was a very finely typed
and finely worded letter. I read it and I got so excited, I sat down and typed
one of my emotional outpourings about how it was just the opposite, that
what she was doing was putting the center back into things, that she could
not listen to those who questioned the importance of what she was doing
because they were the ones who created the emptiness in the first place. And
I was so afraid that my letter was going to be too crazy . . .

D: . .. for this proper woman, who typed so neatly.

J: She wrote back and she was so grateful we just exchanged letters almost
weekly after that.

D: Also, both of you had discovered the connection of your mothers’
deaths which was very present for both of you at the time, and it was another
bond between you.

B: Does this happen often, that you bond with women who write you or
who come to use the Archives?

J: That’s another thing that makes the Archives so special. Since the
Archives is in our home, when women use it, they do share in what is going
on in our lives. One of the principles of the Archives is that it be an integral
part of lesbian reality, not an isolated collection. We try not to let what’s

’7.



going on here personally get in the way of a woman who has something con-
crete and special to do. But what we found—we’ve had hard times here—is
an incredible caring on the part of women who we have never met before
and may never meet again but who come here and, either through a conver-
sation or through something they overhear us say, become involved.

I have gotten incredible caring and support for my own difficulties. It is
a world of caring that grows out of that room, a center that radiates. A caring
for the collectiveness of all of us also deepens the caring for us individually.
So whenever I hear women saying they don’t know where the lesbian com-
munity is, it’s very hard for me, because we always feel that . . .

B: .. .you live there . .. :

J: ... we live there, that the Archives is at the heart of things.

D: It’s also been incredible because it’s never stopped; no matter what
was going on in our lives, it’s always managed to keep on flowing. The week
Joan was in the hospital two women were staying here . . .

J: ... working on their anarchist record of lesbian music . . .

D: . . . taking telephone calls and occasionally letting women in for us.

B: Will you talk about what the Archives has meant to you?

J: It has meant life to me.

It started as a political and philosophical and personal issue, but I never
imagined it would be as personal as it has become. It’s, I would use the word
magic—how can I say it?—it’s almost as if it has an understanding of things,
almost as a living person. During the time I’ve been ill, whatever I can do,
the Archives has something for me to do. It has never made me feel useless
or valueless or completely dependent. There is always something to create
with it, even if it’s just clipping articles, which is what I do sometimes.

B: You once said that you would remember these early years of the
Archives as its golden age. Why?

J: T just see it as very gentle and very personal, the way it is now. There’s
a glory to it, in its simplicity, in the smallness of the room, and in its coher-
ency. We don’t have large amounts of money to worry about now and it’s
all very manageable. Now every woman who comes, helps create it, and it’s
still small enough that every woman can see her own impact, can touch every-
thing that’s there. Women sit shoulder to shoulder, as if the voices could all
hear each other still. As we grow as a culture, or as we accumulate more as
a culture, some of that immediacy won’t be there. But now there’s a quiet
strength to it that I wish all lesbian women could share in.

B: Fran Winant is an example of a woman seeing her impact on the Archives.

J: Yes. I had known Fran superficially for years and years but never have
I been able to tell her how really important she is. To me she is one of our
women who has kept her own voice and her own imagination and is constamtly
growing with it. There’s a wonderful integrity to her. And she finally came
the other night to the Archives. Way before we knew she was coming, we
had made a blow-up of one of her paintings of her dog who’s very dear to
her.

B: She wrote a whole volume of dog poems.

D: Yes, and did a whole series of paintings. . .

J: ...with her special language. And we had posted it. Someday we’d like
to have the originals, but we do what we can, so we made a slide and we
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blew it up. She walked into the Archives room, this woman who I thought
would know for sure how at the center of things she was, and she wept.

What she wrote in the book, we read afterwards, was, “This has brought
tears to my eyes. You understand.” And for us it was such a gift to be able
to say to her, “You have to understand too, you have to know how it’s
voices like yours who’ve kept our spirits intact.” So it was a beautiful moment
of being able to say thank you to someone I wanted to thank for many
years.

B: Do you dread the future, that the Archives will change so much and
your relationship with it will change?

D: We realize that the Archives has to grow . ..

J: .. .into its own entity. We have a future vision of it, of its having a
house with various rooms for all aspects of lesbian culture. So our visual
artists would have space, our performing artists would have space, our sculptors
would have space, and there would be room for women to sleep in and to
eat together in. There would be a living creating of culture at the same time
it is being documented. The Archives house would be a living symbol of our
cherishing of generations. And it would have its own kind of excitement and
its own kind of spirit.

D: 1 hope that it will always have a sense of caring that so many larger
spaces lose in the process of becoming larger and dealing with more money
and more objects and more things. There can be a hollowness to a building.
I’'m sure that won’t happen, because in the shaping of the Archives, we will
have already created a nurturing space, and so it can’t grow into a hollow.

B: How are you shaping the Archives?

J: We thought that the first, say, ten years of our life with the Archives
would be spent building an atmosphere as much as building a collection. We
would be creating a world of confidence in us who are working with the
Archives, an attitude of acceptance, and getting our community used to the
idea that there would be an on-going intergenerational place that would be
for all lesbian women. Not for a specific school of thought or a specific age
group or specific class or specific cultural group, but for a// of us.

How the Archives does things is as much a part of the culture it has created
as what it collects. For instance, it wouldn’t be our Archives—it wouldn’t be
a lesbian archives—if it ever was some place where lesbian women didn’t have
access to it. It wouldn’t be our Archives if you ever needed a letter of referral
to be able to use it or if there wasn’t a place for women to rest when they
were tired or to eat when they were hungry.

B: Or if there was a fee to use it.

D: Or if we got swallowed up into someone else’s collection. Even if it
was a feminist library.

J: We drew up some principles that we hope will be picked up by the
next generation. One principle we hope will always stay loud and clear is
that the word lesbian will never be diluted, will never be lost. And our
Archives will never be turned into a woman’s archives or a gay archives. But
will be the one place that the word, the noun, lesbhian will echo through the
generations.

Though we know that women each time may choose a different word to

call themselves—I mean, when I first came out, dvke was a very hard word
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and now it’s a wonderful word. Each generation will take the glory of naming
itself. That’s the spirit of the Archives, that we take what has been abused
and turn it into cherishing.

B: Are you training another generation to come along and take over for
you?

D: We see that as part of what we have to do.

J: The first thing that we have done—we hope when this interview is
published we’ll be incorporated—is set up a legal identity that gives us a way
to hand down what we’ve created and keep it safe from the patriarchal
society. We have created a foundation, and we hope that the Lesbian Herstory
Educational Foundation will become an umbrella group to encourage and
provide sustenance for lesbian cultural workers in all different fields, and
that out of these women working will come those who take on the Archives
as their generational commitment.

But we’ve realized that in any time there’ll be only a small group of
women who can say, or will want to say, “Yes, this is my way of being
political; this is how I want to live, giving all my time and energies to the
Archives.” So we’re working out other ways. For instance, having what we
call Daughters of the Archives, women who undertake a project for a short
period of time and don’t have to say, “I’m giving all my life, I will become
a vestal virgin of the Archives,” but instead can say, “I will work,” for
instance, “on documenting lesbian photography from 1970 to 1980.”

Once we build up a sense of our endurance and our integrity and our
commitment, and we do as much of the shit work as possible, like getting
the incorporation out of the way, getting our cataloging, setting up the pro-
cedures so that when women come into it they don’t have to do the paper-
work but can be more imaginative—once we do this, we think that we really
won’t have any problems in getting women to commit themselves to working
on the Archives.

Also, there’s a whole generation now of lesbian archivists. We’ve got in
touch with several who’ve been trained in patriarchal archival schools who
are now saying, “How can I contribute my skills to the Archives?”’

And we hope eventually the Archives will be able to pay us a salary, will
be able to reimburse women who are giving their skills.

B: Do you have a lifetime commitment to the Archives? Do you see your-
self working in the Archives, in the middle of the Archives, until you die?

J: We do have a lifelong commitment. We’ve also learned that lifelong
can be as long as tomorrow or ten years or fifty years.

B: Deb, do you have any reservations about a lifetime commitment to
the Archives?

D: As long as I can see myself in a fluid relationship to it, no. But I
would, if I thought we would be so involved and so tied to it that we would
end up creating an atmosphere that would exclude other women. I have a
strong sense of commitment to the Archives, but it doesn’t mean that thirty
years from now I'm going to be living with the collection, either literally or
figuratively, on such a day-to-day basis. That I have no way of knowing. Ten



years ago I had no vision of the Archives, so it would be wrong of me to try

to be literal and say, “Yes, in ten years I still will be cataloging.” But I have

committed myself to the Archives, to helping it grow. :
B: Can you talk about how your life has changed, living with this collection?
J: Our days are in layers; we never know what’s going to happen. The

telephone rings all the time. The other night it began with a woman here

using the Archives. She was going to hear Kate Millett speak the same place

we were and since she lived in Westchester and didn’t want to go all the way

back, we said, “OK, why don’t you stay for dinner?”” Then another friend
came, and then a woman from Boston, Monica, called and we ended up
having ten for potluck dinner.

B: Are you kidding!

J: No, it just grew. And then we all traipsed over to Gay Women’s Alternative.
But very much, that’s what happens, depending on the women’s needs and
what’s going on in the house. A visit to the Archives seldom stops with using
the material. It becomes women sitting down at the table and talking about
“why are you interested in this?” or about an issue in the community: it’s
women sharing food.

B: Do you find there are greater numbers of women coming here?



J: Yes. Sometimes there are so many women working here that nobody
knows who lives in the house—just the final statement that we’ve changed
the nature of the apartment. Tee Corinne was one of the women working
here and never knew who the women of the Archives collective were until
she saw us much later. If women have been here several times, they’ll give
the tour of the Archives. Whoever is in the house with the most knowledge
about things sort of takes over.

B: Do women ever come as groups?

J: Yes. Groups are using the house, which is wonderful. [ never went to
a private school; it gives me the first feeling of a dormitory. There are field
trips to the Archives. And there’s a group taking a course in lesbian literature
at Barnard, so they come in groups of three and four to work here: and
there’s a wonderful feeling of all this young energy. I can shfup them with
coffee and soup.

B: 1 remember the first time I stayed here. It was the 1974 Gay Academic
Union, and you had women sleeping all over the floor. You were so happy
to have a lesbian houseparty.

J: 1 haven’t changed much in five years.

D: She’s still trying for pajama parties all the time.

B: And you, Deb, how has your life changed, living with the collection?

D: 1t’s been incredible, the sense of women passing through, and they
are always passing through. It’s trying to hold onto a certain amount of
privacy and space that I need. at the same time that we’ve opened up our
house to women coming into it. It’s been incredible because we’ve met wonder-
ful wonderful women.

But there are some days that [ think if I see another piece of paper or an
index card I will puke.

B: 1 find your generosity amazing.

J: The Archives is based on our principles of resource-sharing. We have a

whole history of resources that allows the Archives to come into being. If
we didn’t have the size apartment we had, which means, if we didn’t have
the jobs that we have . . .

We say, “What is it that we want to do? What do we have that we can
share?” We didn’t have money to rent a separate building, so we used our
apartment. We didn’t have the money or the knowledge—we hadn’t gone to
archival school—so we went to libraries and we spoke to women who did.

We learned about archiving and we found places we could buy things cheaper.

Every time a woman comes to the Archives there’s another sharing. Women
will say to us, “Oh, you need stationery? OK, I'll rip it off from my office”
or “You need xeroxing? I’ll do that.”

The Archives is an act of empowering. We have taken a power or we have
created a power. We must not stop at the limits imposed upon us but must
think imaginatively, “How far can we take what we have?” And I think one
of the givens of being a lesbian is that we have huge amounts of imagination
and strength.

This is a message to the whole community: [ see us as a colonized people,
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and one thing a colonized people know is that the society who thinks you
shouldn’t exist in the first place isn’t going to make it easy for you to create
or to survive. And so, rather than talk about what we don’t have, we use
what we do have.

B: How did you come to see us as an oppressed people?

J: It was reading a passage in a book. This was around five years ago. I
had been teaching a third world studies program for six years. [ had been
reading the literature of colonized peoples and part of me knew that being
a lesbian in this country is to be colonized. But it didn’t hit home until I
read The Colonizer and the Colonized and 1 started to change the pronouns
to she. There was one incredible paragraph about how the colonized are
ruled out of time, and how they lose their sense of lineage. The last sentence
in the paragraph was, “The colonized are condemned to lose their memory.”

It was the word condemned. Condemned. 1t’s the image of imprisonment
to death. Without our memories we are in an endless prison. It became the
banner of the Archives, to reverse the condemnation.

B: What is the motto of the Archives?

J: In memory of the voices we have lost.

END OF PART ONE

You may reach the LESBIAN HERSTORY ARCHIVES at PO Box 1258, New York,
N.Y. 10001, 212-874-7232 or 873-9443.




Meg Jochild

WHY THERE ARE NO SKELETONS OF WIMMIN MARTYRS

A Story

“Of course, many of my acquaintances from the outside are suuck by
the oddity of this lady who lives with me. They have said she seems to
be, at times, removed from reality, or a visionary. I think I will have to
agree with them on the word visionary. She is a visionary; she has been
called such for several centuries, though they do not know it.

“As for the lady, she is very happy here, incredibly happy. If she were
not, I would return her, or find another place for her. But she wishes to
stay by me, in my bed, in my world; and upon her real death, what she
has written will fill several more volumes. The dry period of her last de-
cade before I came has vanished.

“I think she is most pleased when I show her the books we were
taught from in school, for in them she is held up as the example, the
Writer, that she feared she never was. It must be a stretch of the self-con-
cept to know that children are reading words she wrote five hundred
years ago, reading and understanding and being swept with an emotion
half a millenium old. —No, wait—her greatest pleasure came the time I
took her to a play based on her life. She laughed long afterward, and
when she could finally speak, she said, ‘They were so close, and yet so
far from knowing.’

“Here in the collective, of course, she can be herself, and that is who
we know and love. Age has not lessened the ‘boldness like a wren’ of her,
nor the chestnut in her hair. And she still wears white, but her hair falls
free over her shoulders, and the Amazon just arrived next door is teach-
ing her to ride a horse.

“And when we love, she is a girl again, a wild-hearted girl who loved
too greatly for her time but not for mine. I am trying, very hard, to make
up for the decades she lived with a broken heart. [ think I can do this be-
cause [ loved her for decades, reading the lines both written and silent
that told how like me she was.

“And her oddity to those not part of the collective, part of the secret,
is no real threat. We are all considered to be odd, we here on the sprawl
of land and mountain we have claimed as ours for a livelihood and a home.
And if our numbers seem to grow suddenly, it is explained by the appeal
of our freedom, the lure that calls in wimmin needing a sanctuary.

“And this is no lie. From the very moment I made my discovery (or
was given the secret by the Mother, as Beata insists), I knew how [ would
use it. | had waited too long for the womon separated from me by my
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birthtime to consider anything else. The rest of it came when I realized
that my dream was not alone, that other of us here had room and need
for their own heroines. And so now we are a great gathering of lovers,
poets old and new, who listen to one another with an intensity that can
only grow from having been torn apart.

“Next to the first journey, where I gained my love, the best was whisk-
ing the French maid from the flames. She wears trousers and short hair
with no fear now, and hears the voices of angels each time she speaks with
us. Her eyes are so very brown, and the pain is faded altogether.

“Last week I returned with the Amazon, from the Steppes, who could
see the erosion of her nation-tribe coming soon. I am going back often to
that place—there are many who wished to come. What? Yes, of course
they lied, all the accounts of what happened to our eldermothers were
lies; y couldn’t very well say that a witch appeared as they neared death
and uwy both chuckled merrily as they vanished, now could they?

“I tell you all this, my friend, because you have joined our clan and
you can be trusted with the secret. Also, I sense that you may have your
own request to make of me, a need to save someone from the womon-
hatred of her time. Aha! I thought so; well, it won’t be so difficult. Can
you get me her last known coordinates and the date of her disappearance?
Good. What did friends call her? Melly? Alright, then, I shall bring Melly
fo you tomorrow. Only you must promise to give her all the room she
needs to adjust—and you must let her return cheerfully if she prefers that
to being part of now.

“Yes, I would have returned my lady if she had asked it. But I think
I would have gone with her, to ease the loneliness of the huge old house
and that cold world. You see, I have always loved her. And I wanted to
show my love from the first time I read the plea in ‘My life closed twice
before its close—’ ‘

“Hush, now, here comes the mother of us all. Yes, she is short, and
quite dark, but the Greeks were in those days. Wait till you hear the verse
she composed yesterday...



PETERBOROUGH

Another story still: a porch with trees

—maple and oak, sharpening younger shoots
against the screen; privileged solitude

with early sunlight pouring in a thin

wash on flat leaves like milk on a child’s chin.
Light shifts and dulls. I want to love a woman
with my radical skin, reactionary im-
agination. My body is cored with hunger;

my mind is gnarled in oily knots of anger
that push back words: inelegant defeat

of female aspiration. First we’re taught

men’s love is what we cannot do without;
obliged to do without precisely that:

too fat, too smart, too loud, too shy, too old.
Unloved and underpaid, tonight untold
women will click our failings off, each bead
inflating to a bathysphere, our need
encapsulated in a metal skin,

which we, subaqueous monsters, cannot in-

filtrate. The middle of the road is noon.

Reactive creature with inconstant moon-

tides (no doubt amendable as near-

sightedness, but sacred to How Things Are)

my blood came down and I swarmed up a tree,
intoxicated with maturity.

Woman? Well, maybe—but I was a Grown-

Up, entitled to make up my own

mind, manners, morals myths—menses small price
to pay for midnight and my own advice.

By next September, something was revenged

on me. Muffled in sweat-soaked wool. I lunged
out of seventh-grade science lab, just quick
enough to get to the Girls’ Room and be sick.
Blotched cheeks sucked to my teeth, intestines turn-
ing themselves out, hunched over a churn-

ing womb fisting itself, not quite thirteen,

my green age turned me regularly green.

Our Jewish man G.P. to whom I carried

myself hinted sex helped; once you were married.
Those weren’t days I fancied getting laid.

Feet pillowed up, belly on heating pad,

head lolled toward Russian novel on the floor,

| served my time each hour of the four

days of the week of the month for the next ten
years, during which | fucked a dozen men,
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not therapeutically, and just as well.

Married to boot, each month still hurt like hell.

The sky thickens, seeps rain. I retrospective-
ly add my annals to our tribe’s collective
Book of Passage Rites, and do not say

a woman gave notebook leaves to me today
whose argument was what I knew: desire,
and all the old excuses ranked, conspired:
avoid, misunderstand, procrastinate;

say you’re monogamous, or celibate,

sex is too messy, better to be friends
(thirsty for draughts of amity beyond

this hesitation, which has less to do

with her than my quixotic body’s too
pertinacious—tua tam pertinax

valetudo, neither forward nor back-
ward—malingering, I ask, or healing.)

I like her: smart, strong, sane, companionate.
I still love a man: true, but irrelevant.
Then, unavoidably, why not?

She was gone (of course) by this time; I sat
mirrored, eye-to-eye, cornered between

two scalp-high windows framing persistent rain.

HOW IT HAPPENS

Really, it’s a co-educational

boarding-school. The big girls complain about
the boys: spotty, spoken-for. They do without
those gymnastic recreational

pastimes, compensate in the dining-hall

with Scrabble and lime fizz. One gawky sweet
long-limbed math whiz and one dour Semit-

ic Latin grind are keeping their council

on the topic, trudge in the woods in the rain
instead, get giddy at intramural

events, slope off, slanting, before the bell.
Doors wedged shut in a pink-wallpapered room
they prime their adolescent epicene

genius on specialized curriculum.

—Marilyn Hacker
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J. Z. Grover

BEGINNINGS

A Story

Beginnings: where did it start, then? Before consciousness, with Nana
braiding my hair (the envy of Rumpelstiltskin, she assured me), breathing
love and need into my neck as she combed, telling me I was her golden girl,
her pearl beyond price? Or much later, with Maureen seducing my scruples
at the Chicago MLA? With her silver flash, winking away a world as she cast
it in that silent noon-day forest ten years ago?

It is a tradition in my trade (when I had a trade; when I had something
to trade) to begin, like all good narrators, in media res. 1 opt instead to begin
with my beginning, that free-flying point I have scooped and caught and
taught to be my thirty-three year old perception of the truth and where it
started.

In the beginning, then.

In 1960, I was a sophomore in college. Yes, indeed. At Thanksgiving in
my sophomore year I drove to San Diego to eat dinner with two of my
mother’s old friends from World War II working days. Dorothy and Jean
had retired as Lieutenant-Commanders out of Point Magu and headed, like
true Navy lemmings, for San Diego. They had written my mother imploring
(so she said) that dear Virginia’s daughter spend the holiday with them.

I drove skeptically down the San Diego Freeway from Immaculate Heart
and up into the hills above the harbor. There was a turkey waiting for me
in the oven. There were two Scotties and a Siamese waiting for me in the
living room. And of course there were Dorie and Jean. Their eyes crinkled
at the edges (years of gazing out to sea?), they both chain-smoked and they
wore good tailored clothes. Their house was filled with flowers.

We sat out on their patio; the railings and light were blinding white look-
ing down to the sea. Pink and purple petunias (“Imagine that! at Thanksgiving!”
Jean enthused) and ice-plant grew in mounds, marred only by brown scars
where the male Scottie lifted his habitual leg. We drank daiquiris.

We laughed and guzzled through the afternoon and I was near delight at
talking for the first time on a parity with people my mother’s age, people
who had seen the world, for with a child’s casual cruelty, I had expelled my
mother from that earthly paradise for the simple crime of answering to my
own demands, sure sign of her essential frivolity.

We joked about Jean’s tan, acquired through ritual daily sunning on the
beach below, and I admired the scarabs she wore on a chain around her
brown neck. I remember the necklace, my library-white hand holding the
limp gold away from Jean’s neck as I marveled at how lean and unlined she
was compared to my mother.
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The turkey dinner was not like later holidays’ meagre Swanson’s fare: we
had three kinds of stuffing and cranberry sherbet and four pies. We drank
wine, fed the Scotties and Siamese immoderate amounts of turkey skin and
later we drank Cointreau in the living room as the lights over San Diego
harbor glided out of the fog. As coup de grace, Dorie and Jean took the kid
for a drive around the harbor, where they pointed out different kinds of
navy ships, a friend’s ketch, an old clipper-ship, all with proprietary pride.
We drove home laughing and singing and I fell asleep surprised and happy
that I had taken up my mother’s suggestion. Two such likeable ladies . . .

Next morning, the unsuspecting heart trod out into the living room. Dorie
was emptying ash trays, pulling open the drapes overlooking the harbor.
“Morning,” she said; “How’s the beach sound?”

“Fine.” A little awkwardness there; in daylight, behind nothing but a
hangover and near-sobriety, friendship with two middle-aged women struck
me as improbable and futureless. I wondered if they were doing this out of
loydlty towards my mother, if she had implored them to take me on as a
cause to get me out of the library and into what she sanguinely referred to
as “life.”

Dorie gave me a clap on the back and looked me straight in the eye.
“Come on,” she said. “Let’s see what kind of a breakfast we can throw to-
gether out of that bird before Jean staggers out.”

We made turkey egg foo yung. Dorie drank a beer while she made sweet-
and-sour sauce and whistled “The Washington Post.”” Her silence was com-
panionable, accessible, and I fell into ease. Her life seemed plausible, attain-
able and happy; I wondered what had kept her from marrying.

Jean emerged with a Scottie. Her hair was wrapped in a towel and she
wore a terry robe with a monogram on the breast-pocket. From the pocket
she drew a pack of Camels. She lit one. “Whew,” she said. She sat down and
smoked the cigarette in silence.

Dorie smiled at her, one of those direct eye smiles. “Coffee?”

“For sure.”

“You eating?”

Jean eyed our meal. “You’re going to tell me we’re applying ourselves to
that damned bird again. I can see it. What is that shit?”

“Turkey egg foo yung.”

“T’ll pass. Any cranberry sauce left?”

We ate in silence. After finishing her cranberry sauce, Jean lit another
cigarette and clapped her hands together. They were tan and lean like the
rest of her, like her neck, and they made a dry sound as she rubbed them
together. “Well. Anyone for the beach?”

I looked over, watching her rub her dry hands together. Then I saw her
neck.

It was covered with fresh little bites.

They hadn’t been made by a Scottie.

I stared, I felt I could never drag my guilty eyes from Jean’s neck. I don’t
know how long I looked; time dropped away, we all stopped, the three of
us frozen in tableau. I tried to drag my eyes from there, turning to look
casually at Dorie, but I only swivelled my stare to her neck.
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Clean.

Back to Jean’s.

Nobody moved. Nobody said anything.

I felt a horror rising, a dulled recognition, a feeling of having been co-opted,
duped, trapped into someone else’s game. I began replaying the previous day
in my head, trying to find hints in what we’d done or said that would have
led ineluctably to this moment: glances, phrases, insinuations . . . It was like
a drug-field: time imploded, outward correspondences dropped away. I do
not know how long we sat there while dull Toad Ellen struggled to sort out
what had happened and what my relation to it was.

With the vindictiveness of the ambushed, I almost hoped one of them
would try to explain it away so that I could return some snappy, vicious
rejoinder, proof that I was nobody to fool around with.

Instead Dorie said to me, “Yeah—I’m vicious.”

Jean just sat and looked stricken.

Dorie began to clear the table. “Jean. Wake up. You want a beer?”

Jean swam out of her daze. “Theodora,” she began to me.

Dorie cut in. “For christssake, babe, it’s not the first time the kid’s seen
a monkey bite. Or do they call them something else these days?”

“No .. .Monkey bites,” 1 said, trying to be helpful. “Although some-
times I’ve heard, oh, some people call them hickies, PB’s . . . ” Chartless,
this was a chartless sea.

“What’s a PB?” Dorie asked, all alert for new topics.

“Passion bite.”

“Oh.” Silence, as all tred in fathomless waters.

. Jean surfaced. “Does anyone want a cigarette?” she asked; there was such
urgency in her voice that I took one just to distract her.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” she whispered.

“I don’t. I thought maybe I could learn,” I said. “It seems as good a time
as any.”

Jean smiled. “Maybe you’re going just a bit too fast, Theodora,” she said.
Her smile wobbled, but she kept urging it up.

“You don’t want to start smoking,” Dorie yelled. “Christ! Talk about
perverted habits—you’ll die an old dyke like me.” She grinned, marshalling
a sinister theatricality. She added, “You will please notice that I have now
broken the ice.”

But the graceless Toad Ellen didn’t choose to tread on it; after seconds
of silence in which the aura of disaster dissipated, I loaded the dishwasher
and walked out of the kitchen with stagey promises of taking a long shower
and washing my hair.

I figured that would give them time enough to hold a conference and
get a plausible front together . . .

I stood in the shower, washing away my outrage with a half-tube of Prell,
working its green jelly through my hair again and again. I cowered under the
spout: could I stay here until they both went away, hide years under the tap
as they aged and died, were buried in each other’s arms, dust and monograms,
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terry robes and all, in the house’s other rooms?

Someone tried the bathroom door; I shrank against the body-warm tile.
Would they actually pursue me into the shower to present their case, rip
open the glass door to plead for understanding and forgiveness?

Perhaps they proselytized for their cause . . .

I stayed through water hot to warm to cold and blue. When it ran wholly
cold and hard, I sighed and stopped, using the black towels with new sus-
picion (black . . . ?).

Back in the living room, Dorie and Jean were assembled formally along one
edge of the couch. I stalked in, my head a malt resisting thought or feeling.

Dorie got up after fixing me with an elliptical stare. “I’'m going to put on
some Duke Ellington,” she announced. “You mind Duke Ellington, kid?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I think my parents listen to him.” Dumb, dumb,
you are so dumb, Theodora.

Dorie laughed. “Yeah, your mother—she always loved jazz. I remember
when we were all stationed together at Magu during the War—”

“Dorie,” Jean said.

“For christssake, Jean, you’re not my moral monitor . . . Let me finish
what [ was going to say: your mother, Theodora, your mother used to go
to service clubs alone and sit in the corner with a bourbon and water and
get so wrapped up in the music that she became invisible. You couldn’t see
her. Her whole soul was caught up in it; there wasn’t room for normal human
conversation with her at all. She’d sit with her mouth open, transfixed . . .
Servicemen didn’t bother her; no one ever went near her. This little girl in
brown with her whole heart pouring out into the band ...”

[ sat, mute witness to my mother’s past, Dorie shiny-eyed and inward as
she told her tale.

“Dorie was very fond of your mother,” Jean translated.

Dorie pulled out of her fix to stare at Jean. “Boy,” she said finally. “That
was brilliant. A brilliant conclusion.”

“How fond?’ I wondered.
Dorie stared back at me from twenty-five years ago, distantly. “Fond.”

Swept away. First the maiden totems of my childhood unmasked as old
Navy dykes, then my mother revealed for a jazz fiend pursued by (at least)
one of the naval inverts. I stood picking the lint from my (mother-made)
robe while edges of my mind tried to crawl, lichen-like, across the opening
sutures.

Jean got up, flapping in her terry, and squirreled through the drawers of
their walnut secretary. “Here, Theodora,” she said. “Maybe you should read
about us. I’'m sure this is a shock for you, but it’s not all that unusual. There
are a lot of books we’ve collected over the years,” and she began spilling
paperbacks, hardbacks onto the floor, peering nearsightedly at their titles,
tossing them over the couch back at me.

“Here, this one’s good; it was written a long time ago,” and The Well of
Loneliness flew in my direction.

“What about that study, hon? The one where he talked to every dyke in
the land?”’ Dorie asked, watching Jean, smiling at her, her absorption, her
activity. 21



I turned away; I could not witness her terrible tenderness.

“Oh, yeah, The Grapevine, that’s a good one,” and a paperback sailed
across the room.

More books flew, their covers racy or sinister, titles a welter of despair
and damnation: women embracing in shiny black slips and curling red hair,
whip-brandishers and caressers of net-stockinged legs. Red lips, cutting eyes,
pecador, pecador.

When it was over, Dorie and Jean stood smiling together, Tweedledum
and Tweedledee in their monogrammed robes. “Maybe you’ll learn a little
about the whole thing, Theodora,” they said, and exited, stage left, leaving
me with their dreaded wares.

Or merely dreadful. From my afternoon’s reading, that dizzy deoxygenated
spin through the unfamiliar coils of nicotine and sapphism, I surmised that
damnation was certain, if painfully enjoyable; that women who were that
way came in two shapes (crypto-cock and cunt); and that (let’s hear it again)
The Tale of the Young Invert is an. unhappy one. Much gin-drinking (fatal
prophesy), much apartment and bar-hopping, an edema of consciousness.

I smoked, gagged and read, my eyes a fundament of tears. Was this what
Dorie and Jean’s (my mother’s?) lives meant?

When the light cut too low for reading, Dorie materialized on cue from
the back of the house. “How’s tricks, kid?” she asked, her old snappy self
again.

I had long since sunk below depression, realizing my own life-curse in
the grim tracts I’d read.

“How can you go on?” I wept.

She stared back humorously. “Go on? Why not? Want a drink?”” She
patted my shoulder, lingeringly.

“And the drinking,” I cried.

“Shit, you probably do more drinking with your little college boys. It’s
no worse for me to have a drink than it is for a fraternity kid. Drinkers—
you know what they have in common? Drinking.”

She put her blue terry arm around me. “Hey. Nobody writes books about
happy people, right? They wouldn’t sell.”

I honked and wheezed, uncontrollable before my great recognition. Lone-
liness and waste: I could feel them sucking me out of that brave pure and
white tower at Immaculate Heart where only two days before I had cavorted
in happy unconsciousness with Matthew Arnold, Thomas Carlyle, Gerard
Manley Hopkins and the boys.

“] don’t want to go, I don’t want to go,” I cried, and threw myself in
Dorie’s lap like a hatchet.

She bent to my neck and kissed it softly, running her flat dry palm down
to the cleft in my back. “My dear, my dear, it’s not so very bad in here,”
she said.
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Susan L. Yarbrough

LESBIAN CELIBACY

“Lesbian Celibacy’’ was a paper given to the Sixth Annual National Conference
on Feminist Psychology held in March 1979 in Dallas, Texas.

I do not know exactly why I’'m here today, but I am sure that it is not
without anxiety. I am not a “woman in psychology,” but I am one of your
clients—formerly a very frequent one, but now rather infrequent. By profes-
sional training, I am a teacher of Women’s Studies, and I am also a celibate
lesbian.

You will, however, be delighted to know that, in spite of my clienthood
and my celibacy (which I define to include masturbation), this is not a “con-
fessional” paper.! Rather, it is a brief and preliminary consideration of lesbian
celibacy? from four loosely related perspectives: (1) the non-treatment it is
receiving in readily accessible and putatively feminist books about women’s
psychology, (2) some social difficulties and political criticisms encountered
by celibates, (3) the possible impact of celibacy on the client-therapist rela-
tionship, and (4) the nexus between lesbian celibacy, self-nurturance, and
radical feminism.

My research methodology (to the extent that I have employed one at all)
has been crude: I have not worked with psychological abstracts or journals,
nor have I bothered to read any library books about celibacy, for most of
them appear to be by and about religious men. Instead, I have looked at
those women’s psychology books which are both intellectually challenging
and economically accessible to many laywomen, and to many lesbians who
are puzzled and mystified by what professionals say and do not say about
us and the lives of our minds.

Primarily, of course, authors of women’s psychology books have chosen
to ignore lesbianism entirely, and not since Phyllis Chesler gave us one whole
chapter seven years ago has anyone ever again given us one whole chapter,
except for Charlotte Wolff, who gave us one whole dreadful book. Indeed, a

quick check of several indexes and tables of contents of books long since

read and shelved reveals that Jean Baker Miller’s and Jean Strouse’s anthologies
got no further than a man’s ideas about bisexuality, that Juliet Mitchell
mentioned lesbianism only three times in the course of Psychoanalysis and
Feminism, that Baker Miller once again ignored lesbians in Toward a New
Psychology of Women, as did Jungian Irene Claremont de Castillejo in Know-
ing Woman. Most recently, Dorothy Dinnerstein reduced lesbians to a foot-
note, and all of what Nancy Chodorow has to say about us could be put on
one page. Needless to say, none of these books mentions celibacy, either
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lesbian or non-lesbian. Interestingly, some earlier women psychologists gave
more attention to lesbianism, although none to celibacy. On Women, a selec-
tion of Clara Thompson’s work edited and prefaced and foreworded by men,
contains two “pieces” about lesbianism, both of which reflect Thompson’s
pathological and heterosexist approach to homosexuality—an approach also
apparent in the works of Karen Horney in the collection entitled Feminine
Psychology.

Obviously, this dual underrepresentation of both lesbianism and celibacy
in popular books about women’s psychology is discouraging, for there is
virtually no printed word to help us toward self-understanding. And self-
understanding is what we greatly need, for a consciously celibate lesbian is
most assuredly embattled on at least three borders—those of her womanness,
her lesbianism, and her celibacy—and the fear of being deeply violated by the’
perpetual thrusting of this oversexed yet undereroticized phallocentric culture
is very hard to still, especially without books and words to comfort and en-
courage.3 Lesbian celibacy, then, asserts itself as a particularly female-identified
erotic style, necessarily and acutely counterpoised against all other permutations
of active and inactive heterosexualities and homosexualities.

This is a difficult position to maintain, both socially and politically. Even
other lesbians sometimes react with incredulity and skepticism tinged, perhaps,
with some resentment and reproach toward a woman who is so completely
in control of her own life. Still others say nothing directly, but subtly imply
that celibacy is symptomatic of extreme emotional shriveled-upness—that the
celibate is so “totally into herself”” that she is unable to give and receive love.
What is not perceived, however, is that lesbian celibacy is, as Mary Daly would
say, a “state of Self-possession.” In other words, our celibacy is not merely
or simply a reaction to a culture which so daily ana brutally insults and
assaults our lesbian aesthetics and sensibilities. Rather, it is an affirmative
action—a woman’s moving toward her self and her center—and, as such, it is
worthy of strong social and therapeutic support, if not occasional recom-
mendation.

Lesbian celibacy can also be targeted for political criticism, e.g., that it is
an “individual solut