LGBT History Month Mailing 6.

And then it was over…….

It was a success beyond our wildest imaginings! Over a hundred events on our calendar - and we estimate that there were at least another hundred that never got to us – a mailing list of over five hundred and growing and much interesting and exciting publicity!

We have had 17,000 visits since the site went up of which 8000 were in the month itself

History may have “invisiblised” us but together we have given our lives and our histories shape and substance. It was Shakespeare (was he or wasn’t he?) that said “Ignorance is the only darkness” and we have lit a light that will not soon be put out – a small light so far, I grant you, but one that will burn even bigger and brighter next year.

The time to start planning is now!

That is after you have completed accounts of the events you organised, events you attended and any other thoughts you may have on the month just gone. There is a form on the website – www.lgbthistorymonth.org.uk – to make things easier. We have to put together a report for all of you, the DfES and the wider communities and your comments will make our job all the easier and our report all the more complete.

Learning Curve.

The first look back at the Month occurred on March 1st when Sue Sanders of Schools OUT! and Linda Bellos, Original Chair of Black History Month and close friend of LGBT History Month discussed with Libby Purves why the month was set up and how it all had gone. This was an excellent discussion which can be heard on line at http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/factual/learningcurve.shtml. 

Linda’s closing advice is something for all of us to bear in mind.

Sue Sander’s diary:

The month is almost over, and what a month it has been!. 

Once again I have been busy attempting to get to as many events as I can.

Monday 21st.

The Department of Transport asked Ben Summerskill of Stonewall and myself to give a talk to the LGBT network and interested parties including their equalities department. This was a useful event enabling us to raise the issues of employment law and history and have an interesting dialogue about the implications of the Same Sex Partnership Bill.

An Australian TV company interviewed me about schools and LGBT History Month so the message is getting far and wide.

I was also invited with Suki from Naz to speak to Sociology students at the American College.

Tuesday 22nd.

The NHS event was a great success. There were wonderful laminated time lines - some specific to medicine, honouring both James Miranda Barry possibly the first woman doctor who was lesbian and trans, and present LGBT workers in the field, and posters celebrating our British history.  

Clearly the LGBT staff network and the equalities department had worked very hard and the result was very valuable resources that can raise their issues and educate for years to come. The fact the event was so well attended at over 200 said much for the seriousness the NHS gave to the event. Its importance was confirmed by the attendance of Sir Nigel Crisp, NHS Chief Executive and Department of Health Permanent Secretary, Surinder Sharma, Director of Equality and Human Rights for the NHS and DH, Louise Chambers (Department for Constitutional Affairs). Linda Percival from Prism (the LGBT staff network) spoke from her heart about the experience of being a lesbian and Graham Rushbrook,  Health First (Special Health Promotion Service working across Lambeth, Southwark and Lewisham), also spoke with passion of his work as an out gay man.

The Metro in Greenwhich which has been going now for 20 years presented some crucial research into our lives. Back in 1984 Lorraine Trenchard and Hugh Warren produced the groundbreaking “Something to Tell You” that indicated just how bad it was for young LGB people at the time. Hazel Warren presented with Lorraine the findings of a new piece of research which indicates that verbal abuse in schools has doubled and physical attacks are worse than they have ever been. No surprise to us who have been working in schools. They have much more material and we will be keeping in touch so we can use her statistics to enable us to raise the issues.

Wednesday 23rd. 

The launch of the Black Gay Men’s website at the City Hall was a very important event, underlining the crucial importance of dealing with both health and social issues of black gay men. The need for us all to work together was underlined by the success of the work to challenge the murder music and the subsequent industry’s agreement not to support the publication of any more of those songs.  While their name of the website may suggest they are gender specific they made it clear they were not and wanted to work with all the communities.

The pub quiz at the Hotel on the Rye was a riot - a heaving pub a mixture of LGBT and H groaning and grinning at a plethora of questions on LGBT general knowledge, sports, film and theatre and music. The pot was 3 times the usual size. 

Thursday 24th.

The Hall Carpenter event was fascinating and has inspired me to look out all the Schools OUT! papers to give to the collection. If we do not look after our history who will?  

The collection looks fascinating. 

The oral history at the British Museum is a gem and they are looking to make new recordings.  This is a wonderful project, the chance to listen to the people who were there at the Stonewall riots, who came to terms with who they were when they had not heard the word lesbian and a fascinating first trip the Gateways, famed lesbian club of the 60s & 70s. We heard only a tiny amount of the many hours they have.  

The LGBT press cuttings from the mainstream press tell a fascinating story. The sad thing is they have no money to continue financing the collection so depend on us. Get your scissors out and send those cutting about us to

 Robert Thompson - Lesbian and Gay Archive

Cathill Campus

Cat Hill

Barnet

Hertfordshire

EN4 8HT.

Friday 25th. 

Hammersmith Council had their event in the assembly rooms of the town hall with several speakers including Polari, Naz, and OUT on Thursday enabling us to understand the needs of their various clientele, stalls completed the education, the event was attended by both council workers and the public. It was clear that much had been learnt by the event and some important networking begun, the fact that some posters for the event were damaged has raised the profile of the need to tackle homophobia.

The evening with Stella Duffy in Southwark was a delight, a wonderful writer, reader and performer and generous with her tips on how to write.

Sat 26th.

The Anti BNP conference was attended by people from all over the country who made it very clear that there is much work to be done to block the spread of fascism and oppressive attitudes and behaviour. The message from the speakers was clear – we need to unite, do not just work on anti racism or anti homophobia. We are strongest when we can support and understand all of our issues for many of us are in more groups than one.

Monday 28th
I was invited to the Doncaster event organised by Rennie Brown, the police officer who has led so many innovative preventive projects on LGBT issues.  We were in the Mansion House - a gorgeous building full of carved plaster gilt and paintings. The welcome speech given the Chair of Equalities who then raised a rainbow flag on the pole outside the building - a very moving moment. 

There were lots of stalls from various organisations that wanted to reach the LGBT community. Several young people spoke about their journeys to coming out including a young trans man. 

Rennie has done a huge laminated poster of the rainbow flag with all sorts of LGBT historical events on it including the birth of Schools Out in 74 and the fact  we instigated LGBT History Month. The day was clearly a great success and has enabled some very crucial networking of organisation both mainstream and LGBT 

The success of the month has been due to so many people up and down the country, in Local Authorities, Libraries, Galleries and Schools. We now need to build on this success and make next year even bigger. 

Where do we go from here?

We begin by learning from our mistakes. 

Our website only began to take shape in December of 2004 – it became something of a rushed job – and several of you have pointed out discrepancies and areas for improvement. We take those comments and any more you may still have to make very seriously and in the next few months the website will be fully revamped. It will also continue to be available as a reference point for the work we did this year and for early planning for next.

We will continue to send out mailings informing you of developments for LGBT History Month 2006 though these will be less frequent than before.  

Anyone wishing to unsubscribe from the mailing list put “unsubscribe” in the subject box of an email to paulchrysalis@yahoo.co.uk at any time. 

Continue to supply us with your ideas and suggestions. We are happy to share these with others through the mailing. Requests for confidentiality will always be respected.

We are aware that some groups were underrepresented this year and so we will be making moves to ensure the greater involvement of Black & Minority Ethnic, Trans and Disabled communities. Please let us know of any other omissions to which we need to attend.

We will also seek to make the month more truly national – encouraging the development of events throughout England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

With a couple of exceptions we still do not know the impact the Month has had on Schools and Colleges and so would like to hear from anyone who has done some work in this area or has any ideas about how such work may be progressed for next year.

Money & Time.

Everything that was accomplished this year – with the exception of the creation and upkeep on the website was done by the voluntary labour of people who in the main also had full-time jobs to hold down. Our DfES grant of £16,000 for the website has now run out. We are seriously looking for funding to keep the website and mailing going and to build on the work for next year.

Are you a member of a trade union committed to equality issues and with a bit of cash to spare?

Do you know of anywhere we can apply for a grant?

Are you a multi-millionaire philanthropist?

All help, support and ideas will be very gratefully received. 

Publicity.

One of the great successes of the Month was the amount of publicity we generated. As our aim was to give faces, lives and experiences to those who have in the past been hidden, publicity was a major factor in our work. From the Today programme to the Learning Curve, from Radios Berkshire, Ulster, London, Scotland to an Italian Radio station, Australian television, Sky News and two appearances on Inside Out, the TV regional documentary slot – West Midlands and London – we did very well with the broadcast media. Paul Patrick spent more time talking to Tim Collins, Shadow Education Minister, than he did to members of his own family! Mr. Collins insisted in pointing out that taxpayer’s money, all £16,000 of it, was spent on this project. He seemed unmoved by the fact that we were/are taxpayers and deserve the same levels of investment as any other group. However even he did not argue with the importance of this work being done in Secondary Schools – he only ever raised a concern about the fact that it may be important that Primary Schools take it up as well. He was deaf to the notion that Primary School pupils come from LGBT families, live in a world with LGBT people, may have some understanding of difference, their own and that of others, and suffer homophobic bullying in many of our Primary School playgrounds (Research - Anti-Bullying Network, Edinburgh University).

Sad when party political points are more important than the well being of a child!

Online we have also fared well. In the last mailing and on the site we gave references for most, if not all of our mentions on the web.  They were mainly positive, although we could have done without the attentions of the British National Party, particularly given that Paul Patrick lives in Burnley and has the misfortune of having a BNP councillor!

The print media were almost predictably mixed. The Mail, the Sun and the Sunday People were not happy. The People so distorted what we were about that we have complained to the Press Complaints Committee. We publish the letter of complaint below and the article is accessible from our site. Anyone else who would like to add his or her voice of complaint may feel free to do so:

The Press Complaints Commission 

1 Salisbury Square 

London, 

EC4 8JB 

23 February 2005 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

We wish to raise a complaint under the PCC Procedure about an article about LGBT History Month, which appeared in “The People”, dated 16 January 2005 entitled “Fury at Kids (sic) Gay-levels”. This is a highly successful month of activities and events initiated by Schools OUT!, the thirty year old organisation for LGBT equality in education with a small grant from the DfES. A copy of the article is enclosed. 

We believe that the article breaches the PCC Code Paragraph 12 (i) in as much as Gay history is apparently “bizarre”, Paragraph 1 (i) in that the accusation that we are trying “to rewrite history” has no foundation whatsoever and Paragraph 12 (i) in that the box “the best of Shakesqueer” is designed to be offensive and may encourage negative attitudes to LGBT people in others. 

You may wish to view the website to establish the facts at www.lgbthistorymonth.org.uk 

We are surprised that your procedures do not allow for a more wide-ranging investigation of a newspaper and its attitudes than the consideration of individual offending articles. The scope of your guidance and the wilful way in which it is ignored by certain media organisations suggests to us that as racist abuse becomes unacceptable a new target has to be found and another prejudice, homophobia, indulged. For this reason we are copying our complaint to the Department of Culture, Media and the Arts and elsewhere in the hope that Ministers might consider that the time has come to end the sham that the press is capable of regulating itself. 

We look forward to the outcome of your investigation. 

Yours sincerely, 

Interestingly it was the People article that most prompted media interest in us – I suppose we should be grateful – we’re not! Journalists and researchers may not read carefully prepared press releases – but they do read the Sunday people!

The other major attack we received was from Nick Cohen of the Observer, where he heaped praise upon the Education for All anti-homophobic bullying initiative, of which we are a proud part, whilst heaping scorn and highly inaccurate derision upon LGBT History Month. Whilst several letters were published the next week criticising Cohen’s approach, they were severely doctored – the full versions along with his article and our response are available through our website – we were given no right to reply to a very misleading article. We were appalled that a mainstream newspaper should take such a publicly partisan approach to initiatives by two highly respected LGBT organisations. Sadly Stonewall, organisers of Education for All, seemed unwilling to comment – a shame given that Ben Summerskill, Chief Executive of Stonewall and columnist of the Observer/Guardian Group was perfectly placed to do so!

We are currently formulating a complaint to the Press Complaints Commission about the Observer’s attitude and policy.

The Gay media was very supportive on the whole. Bent and OUT NorthWest did us proud. Though something strange happened at Gay Times. They did a superb piece on LGBT History to mark the Month without any reference to us or our website. Instead they mentioned only the admittedly excellent National Archives website which is available through ours. It seemed a strange omission for a magazine dedicated to serving the LGBT community, whose research and journalistic skills are there to be admired.

Next year perhaps!

Only one article allowed us to speak our own minds. It was the commissioned piece from Socialist Worker, written by Paul Patrick and reprinted below:

Several years ago I joined a school as an openly gay teacher and things appeared to be going well. Unfortunately a young man in year 11 inflicted upon me a physical homophobic attack. The issue was dealt with by the school – the boy being suspended, parents seen and warnings given. The incident worried me. How come a boy that had been through five years education in what is a very good school felt he could behave in that manner and where was the educational work to support the disciplinary action that may allow him to understand the nature of his actions? To these questions there were no answers.

On the eve of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender History Month which is taking place for the first time in the UK this February, Education for All launched a campaign to get homophobic bullying taken seriously and acted upon in schools. Schools Out, of which I am co-chair, is an active and proud participant in this work. Homophobic bullying is rife in many schools and it is not only perpetrated by the pupils. Staff too, either unwittingly or malevolently, indulge in homophobic abuse, as was clearly illustrated in the C5 programme “So you think you can teach” when so-called celebrity Tamara Beckworth casually reprimanded a young male in a swimming pool with the words “Get your hair wet, you big poof!” without any comeback from either the member of staff shadowing her not the school’s head teacher.

Of course such behaviour from staff or student must be properly recorded and responded to. Not least because schools have a legal duty of care of all their pupils, parents and staff with no exemptions for those who are LGBT, whom others think are LGBT or who are questioning their status. This is clearly not happening in many cases. Recent research done in Northern Ireland has shown that the position of young LGBT people has changed not at all since the pioneering GLC research of the early eighties. This means that LGBT young people and those assumed to be so are five times more likely to attempt and commit suicide than their counterparts, far more likely to underachieve or leave school early and far more likely to live with the consequences of that bullying throughout their lives. 

These are very serious issues.

This is why it is not enough to merely deal, however effectively, with homophobic bullying when it surfaces – though for many schools that would be a great first step. Schools must educate for prevention.

LGBT people have had their real lives actively hidden from the rest of society which has allowed the powers that be the freedom to dehumanise and demonise us without restriction. It is this that is at the root of homophobic bullying wherever it occurs.

Armed with that knowledge it becomes clear that the way forward is for LGBT people to reclaim their lives with honesty and openness. This is not an easy task. Despite the advances that have been made LGBT people frequently pay a high price for this honesty. We are still derided, abused physically and mentally, dismissed from our jobs – please don’t believe that current legislation will protect us from this, it won’t – rendered homeless and murdered.

If any heterosexual readers doubt this, choose a same sex friend, hold hands and attempt to shop anywhere outside the very few “gay tolerance zones”. Retribution will be swift, particularly if you are male. Though a more tolerant attitude towards women is more likely to be a result of their sexuality been taken less seriously rather than a symptom of greater freedom.

However this visibility does not always have to be personal, we do not always have to put ourselves on the line. Schools OUT! initiated LGBT History month to encourage schools, colleges, libraries, art galleries, theatres, community centres and anywhere else where people organise and meet to unearth some of that past that we chose at the time to keep hidden. To look at how we survived, our joys and our sorrows, our triumphs and our defeats. Most important of all to return to us a human face, a set of wants and needs, of aspirations and desires. To give back to us the humanity that we all share. You can understand my despair when this is reduced to “How do you know Shakespeare was gay?” or “Which women exactly did Florence Nightingale fancy?” 

Vicki L. Eaklor, a lesbian historian in her essay, “Without Visibility There Is No History” said, “We can examine how others have handled their fears and hopes, gain a sense of belonging and envision a time line stretching as far in front as behind us. Is this history with an agenda? Of course, knowledge always serves someone’s agenda, and for too long it has served those few already in power, already with a voice. Now that we are heard and seen, let’s not just learn our history, but learn how to be a part of it. It’s there. It’s ours. We deserve it.”

We at LGBT History Month believe that is true of all of us, LGBT and otherwise, and of all our histories. Let us decide now that we will never again be hidden and we will take our rightful places in the history books, in the school curriculum and in the world.

That is how we will end homophobic, and any other form of bullying and oppression.

The initiators of LGBT History Month would like to acknowledge their debt to the founders of the highly successful Black History Month which takes place in the UK in October. Please visit our website www.lgbthistorymonth.org.uk for ideas to forward this work.

Oh, in answer to the question about Shakespeare, read sonnets 20, 29 & 144 for example and make up your own mind.

Thanks.  

LGBT History Month was a success because of you. We are proud to have initiated it, happy to have administrated it, but its strength came from the commitment and hard work of our communities.

Thank you for it all!

This is just the beginning – next year will be a thousand times better!

Anyone interested in knowing more about the work of Schools OUT! or becoming a member – you don’t have to be a teacher! – should go to our website www.schoolsout.org.uk for more information.

Again our thanks for all your support.

Let’s make February 2006 something to write home about!

