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Foreword

by Florent Manelli

I wish that I'd had a book like this one during my teenage years, as I often had questions about my sexuality that went unanswered. Today, the topics of gender and sexuality continue to generate violence, demonstrations, and hate speech, and I hope this book will contribute to the fight for freedom and human rights for the LGBTQI+ community.

By highlighting the on-going struggle for LGBTQI+ rights both at home and abroad, in countries where these rights are often wilfully ignored, or painfully denied, I wanted to both honour and pay tribute to those who have fought for change, and those who are still fighting for our human rights today, all over the world. The fight for the recognition and the protection of LGBTQI+ people around the globe is crucial. It demonstrates our humanity to one another, in the face of political, cultural and religious opposition.

Learning about our shared LGBTQI+ history is essential because it helps us understand that LGBTQI+ people have long existed and that we have been fighting for our rights, for equality and freedom, for generations. Historical records play an important part in the way identities and personal histories are perceived, and I believe that we need to engage with the way we define ourselves in relation to the world, and to others, to be in charge of our own history, and of what will be recorded today for future generations.


From American civil rights leader Bayard Rustin to Belgian intersex model Hanne Gaby Odiele, from British political activist Phyllis Akua Opoku-Gyimah to the first openly gay Indian prince Manvendra Singh Gohil, this book highlights the unparalleled lives of those who said “No!” – individuals who have challenged the norms of their cultures and societies.

With these 50 LGBTQI+ portraits, I want to celebrate courage, the beauty of being, and the rage to live openly as your true self.
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Introduction

by Clare Summerskill

The LGBTQI+ folk that Florent Manelli has chosen to write about and represent artistically in this publication provide the reader with an exciting collection of people of varying genders and sexualities who have made a significant impact in the world. In his foreword, Florent mentions that, as a teenager, he would have loved to come across a book like this one and I, and many more I’m sure, agree with him wholeheartedly in this respect. Only a few decades ago, it was almost impossible to identify any public figures who could be named as being lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender – let alone queer, intersex, asexual, or any other definitions to which the ‘+’ after the acronym LGBT now refer.1

In the late 1990s I conducted oral history interviews with older lesbians and gay men. When I asked the narrators when they first thought they might be gay, most replied that they didn’t know that they were ‘gay’ because they’d never come across the word and that any terms they had heard that described the feelings they experienced were used as cruel and demeaning insults. It is a unique situation for any group in society to need to search for a name to describe who they are before they can fully recognize and realize their own identity. When such a step is taken, they can then begin to look for others who might also be partially hidden, in order to become their authentic selves. The issue of visibility, which is the main focus of this publication, is of paramount importance for members of this marginalized population existing in a society where we have historically experienced social prejudice and legal prohibitions against our natural feelings and desires.

This introduction aims to provide a brief overview of those who have not been mentioned in the main body of the book. I will include some notable LGBTQI+ names in history and also explore the role that LGBTQI+ writers, artists and musicians/singers, sports people, politicians and political activists have played in providing representation. It would, of course, be impossible for me to mention all the highly influential members of the LGBTQI+ population around the world, both historically and in the present day. I openly admit that I have made my selection from a highly subjective viewpoint, namely that of a lesbian who has been informed and influenced by LGBTQI+ people and their journeys in my own work as a predominantly LGBTQI+-focused writer, performer and historical researcher. Many of those I mention are people I have come across in the UK, with a sprinkling of names from the States, since artistic and political developments in these two countries have had the greatest influence on my personal and professional life. Under the historical figures, authors, and activists sections of this introduction, I also refer to other key LGBTQI+ figures from different parts of the world.

The courageous actions of all those mentioned in this book have, without doubt, greatly influenced the course of social and political history. But they have also changed other members of the LGBTQI+ population who have learnt about their work and their lives and, as a consequence, may have then felt empowered to come out themselves – a step which can occur because we see others who resemble ourselves, such as those mentioned and celebrated in this book. This, in turn, allows us to feel a sense of strength and pride about belonging to a group which contains these people.

Those cited have either ‘come out’ or have been identified, historically, as being members of the LGBTQI+ population. ‘Coming out’ is still, for many, a hugely important personal and sometimes professional choice, even in a society with relatively liberal laws and views. It is also an act that does not just happen once but occurs again and again throughout our lifetimes. Although being lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender is not criminalized in most Western countries, there are a myriad of reasons why someone – especially in the public eye – may wish to hide their sexual orientation or gender identity. These reasons can range from fearing that close family relationships might be harmed or severed, to losing commercial sponsorship, which could seriously impact a person’s ability to continue the work they love and at which they excel. When the tennis player, Martina Navratilova, came out in 1981, she lost around $10 million worth of sponsorship deals. The comedian Ellen DeGeneres came out in 1996, when her sitcom was at the height of its success, but the following year the show was cancelled due to low ratings. The price to be paid was a virtual boycott by the entertainment industry for several years before she managed to revive her career.

Occasionally, an individual might be in a position of publicly declaring that there is something wrong with being LGBTQI+, whilst being LGBTQI+ themselves, in which case, arguably, the personal does indeed become political and some other members of the LGBTQI+ community might wish to ‘out’ them. For LGBTQI+ folk in the general public who may be looking out for high-profile LGBTQI+ figures as a means of validating their own sexual orientation or gender identity, it therefore makes an enormous difference whether those other famous LGBTQI+ people are in or out of the closet. If they are hiding their true identities, this can reinforce the shame and fear that many of us might already feel about our own inherent natures due to prevalent homophobic and transphobic attitudes. Also, as more and more people come out, heterosexual and cisgender people can see that being LGBTQI+ is far more prevalent than they had perhaps realized.

When I was a teenager, the tennis player, Billie Jean King, was someone I felt sure was a lesbian and I wanted her to declare her sexuality publicly, but in an interview in 1975 she flatly denied that she was a lesbian.2 I can remember that her statement hit me particularly hard, even though, at the time, I did not fully understand its implications or realize why I needed her to come out as a lesbian. Now I am fully aware that the problem with making any judgements about someone else coming out is that, fundamentally, it is not the LGBTQI+ person who is in any way to blame, but the prejudice or discrimination they encounter from others in society that is making them conflicted about publicly revealing their authentic selves. A person who is, for example, LGB or T might be creating music that is heard by millions, but they may risk losing audience members and record sales if their sexual orientation or gender identity were to be known.

Our LGBTQ History

Unlike many other people from marginalized communities, LGBTQI+ people generally do not grow up in families where stories are told or passed on to younger generations about relatives who might have been LGBTQI+. We therefore have to look outside of our own family networks to search for people who might be similar to us. To counter the homophobia which we might experience within our own families, we will seek out a ‘family of choice’, consisting of friends and romantic partners who understand and validate our lives and lifestyles.

LGBTQI+ history is rarely a part of any school curriculum, which not only means that we do not have access to our own stories and information about social and political movements, but neither do heterosexual and cisgender people learn about significant historical developments that have transformed the way we can live our lives. This much-needed body of heritage for LGBTQI+ folk has also been omitted from many social and political records and may appear only in archives documenting medical conditions or criminal convictions.

Prior to 1967, when the Sexual Offences Act was passed, homosexual acts were criminalized in the UK. Meanwhile, the historical silencing of lesbianism has meant that while lesbians’ sexual behaviour was not criminalized in the same way as men’s, the visibility of women-loving women and, consequently, their political and personal agency, have been severely limited. For the majority of the lifetimes of older lesbians and gay men, homosexuality had been regarded by society as a sickness and, although lesbians were not publicly exposed on the same scale as gay men, their nonconforming lifestyles and identities were often viewed as problematic by society. Some LGBT people were referred to psychiatrists who sought to ‘cure’ their homosexuality or gender identification, and it was not until 1992 that the World Health Organization (WHO) declassified homosexuality as a mental illness. Furthermore, being lesbian or gay has generally been perceived by Western Christian societies as religiously reprehensible.

Historically, in the UK, there have been some members of the LGBTQ population whose lives have been celebrated in our community and, occasionally, beyond. They include the playwright Oscar Wilde, imprisoned in 1895 for refusing to deny his sexuality, and the writer Radcliffe Hall, whose book The Well of Loneliness was published in 1928 but then branded ‘obscene’ in a subsequent trial. The ‘Ladies of Llangollen’, Eleanor Butler and Sarah Ponsonby, lived together in Wales and were two upper-class Irish women whose relationship scandalized and fascinated their contemporaries in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. The coded diaries of the landowner and non-conforming Anne Lister have recently been adapted into a TV series about her life, Esther Roper was an Irish English suffragist and social reformer, and Annie Kenney a working-class suffragette and socialist feminist and allegedly a lover of Christabel Pankhurst. Virginia Woolf, arguably one the greatest writers ever, was thought to have had a same-sex relationship with Vita Sackville-West, also a writer; Daphne du Maurier is another renowned British author; and A.E. Houseman, a highly respected poet. There is also the playwright and diarist Joe Orton, the writer, E.M. Forster, and the twentieth century composer Benjamin Britten.

In the States, historically famous LGBTQ writers include James Baldwin; Carson McCullers; Kate Millett; and the poet and novelist Gertrude Stein. In France, there was the author and woman of letters, Colette; Didier Lestrade, an author and AIDS advocate; Monique Wittig, an author, philosopher and feminist theorist; and Guy Hocquenghem, an author and militant who, after 1968, produced the first work on queer theory. Karl Heinrich Ulrichs was a nineteenth century German lawyer, journalist and writer who is regarded today as a pioneer of sexology and the modern gay rights movement. Laurence Michael Dillon was the first man to undergo phalloplasty; and Lili Ilse Elvenes, better known as Lili Elbe, was a transwoman and one of the early recipients of gender-reassignment surgery in 1930.

The Arts

In the world of the arts, there have been so many LGBTQI+ artists, actors, composers, writers, and musicians that many have questioned whether this is a pure coincidence or if there is something more behind this striking phenomenon. It may simply be the case that LGBTQI+ folk are drawn to communities that are made up of people who are more likely to accept them for who they are.

UK writers include Carol Ann Duffy, Maureen Duffy, Jackie Kay, Alan Bennett, Russell T. Davies, Ali Smith, Jeanette Winterson, Sarah Waters, and Alan Ayckbourn. Kae Tempest, a spoken word artist, came out as non-binary in 2020. Celebrated artists from the UK and beyond include the artist and sculptress Maggie Hambling; the collaborative art duo Gilbert and George (Gilbert Proesch, and George Passmore); David Hockney; Frida Kahlo, the Mexican painter; visual artist Andy Warhol; Keith Haring, a New York pop art social activist; and the Irish-born painter Francis Bacon.

In the worlds of film and TV, award-winning LGBTQ activist writers and producers include Derek Jarman, a British filmmaker and visual artist; Nik Sheehan, the Canadian filmmaker who produced the first major documentary on AIDS/HIV; Xiaogang Wei, a Chinese documentary queer film maker; the Kenyan lesbian filmmaker Wanuri Kahui; and Janet Mock, who is a writer and director, and executive producer for the US series Pose.

The Theatre World

For over a century in the UK, there has been a general acceptance of gay men working in the theatre world, exemplified by the popularity of the writer, composer and singer, Noel Coward who was out for most of his long career, which ran from 1911 to 1973. Over recent decades, there have been several male actors, such as Ian McKellen, Stephen Fry and Antony Sher who have been vocal about LGBTQ matters. However, lesbian visibility in the acting profession has severely lagged behind. A few years ago, the UK actors’ union Equity, asked me to take part in a campaign to increase the visibility of lesbians in theatre, using the slogan, ‘I can act, but I can’t pretend’. This was launched because research had revealed that many lesbians were concerned that being out in their workplace – or even to their agents – would adversely affect their casting opportunities.

Several well-known lesbians in film and acting have frequently hidden their sexual orientation, or only revealed it publicly in later life when their fame was secured, such as Jodie Foster. The actress and comedian, Lily Tomlin, was not publicly open about her sexual orientation but neither did she think that she kept it a secret. In 2013, she married the writer Jane Wagner, her partner of forty-two years. In recent years, many lesbian and trans actresses have not only been out but also involved in raising LGBTQI+ awareness. They include Miriam Margolyes, Jane Lynch, Laverne Cox, Angelica Ross (also a transgender rights advocate), and Michaela Jaé Rodriguez (the first transgender woman to win a Golden Globe).

In the British world of light entertainment and comedy, Frankie Howerd and Kenneth Williams were known for their camp performances, although Howerd was compelled to hide his potentially career-destroying homosexuality and Williams declared that he was asexual and celibate. Quentin Crisp (1908 – 1999) was an English raconteur, artist’s model, actor and writer who cross-dressed and acted intensely effeminate in public, often at great risk to himself. Crisp wrote: ‘At the age of ninety, it has finally been explained to me that I am not really homosexual, I’m transgender. I now accept that.’

Openly gay and bisexual comedians have included Julian Clary, Alan Carr and Joe Lycett. It took much longer for lesbians to be accepted on the comedy circuit and on TV but, over the last few years, they have finally been ‘allowed’ to come into their own. The Australian, Hannah Gadsby is one of the best-known lesbian comedians world-wide due to her Netflix shows, and others include: Rosie O’Donnell, Wanda Sykes, Margaret Cho, Sue Perkins, Sandi Toksvig, Susan Calman, and the pansexual comedian actress Janelle Monae.

There are also a handful of well-known TV presenters who are gay and lesbian who have raised public awareness and visibility such as Clare Balding, Graham Norton, Paul O’Grady and US news anchors Rachael Maddow and Anderson Cooper.

The Music Industry

Since the pop music industry began in the 1950s and 1960s, singers and musicians have had a huge impact on our lives but, again, the prevalence of gay men in that industry has for several decades been far greater than that of lesbians. Elton John is one of the most famous names in music and he has also been recognized internationally for his work on raising funds to support research into AIDS/HIV.


Freddie Mercury was another huge presence (naming his band ‘Queen’), and other singers such as Jimmy Somerville (from The Communards), and Boy George, were always openly gay. George Michael initially thought that he was bisexual, but later realized that he was completely gay, and the singer and actor Will Young has always been publicly open about his sexual orientation.

But even after the gender-bending pop explosion of the 1970s, there were still very few major female singers who were known to be lesbians. The sexism of the pop industry did not seem to allow women to challenge female stereotypes in the way the men had challenged male ones. The singer Dusty Springfield had several romantic relationships with women, mainly in the US, and in 1982 she married actress Teda Bracci, but it would have been detrimental for her career to have come out when she was at the height of her fame in the late 60s and early 70s. Whilst speculation about people’s sexual orientation or gender identity is usually an unhelpful exercise, I do think it worth mentioning that Whitney Houston, one of the best-selling music artists of all time, was widely believed to be bisexual. Her Baptist background and the homophobia of those around her made it difficult for her to publicly express her sexual orientation and live openly with her girlfriend. Whilst the arts in general, and the music industry in particular, undoubtedly contains numerous LGBTQ folk, it is a world where many famous people risk being outed by the press, the most recent example being Rebel Wilson, who came out on Instagram in June 2022.

Other lesbians and bisexual women in the music world worthy of mention are k.d.lang, Lady Gaga, Melissa Etheridge, Janis Ian, and Amy Ray and Emily Saliers, who form the duo The Indigo Girls. In 2016, the singer Anohni (formally in Anthony and the Johnsons) became the first openly transgender performer to be nominated for an Academy Award and another singer, Sam Smith, came out as genderqueer in 2019. Lil Naz (the American rapper and singer) came out as gay and was met with some backlash from the hip hop community. Some members of the Russian band Pussy Riot identify publicly as lesbian and they are from a country where homosexuality is punishable by imprisonment, so even saying that you are a lesbian is not only a political act but a personally dangerous one.

Politicians and Political Activists

If an LGBTQI+ activist is someone who puts their own safety on the line, then those activists who live in countries where there are laws that criminalize LGBT people and behaviour undoubtedly deserve our deepest respect and admiration. Homosexuality is still criminalized in 69 countries; nearly half of these are in Africa. The International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association (ILGA), which monitors the progress of laws relating to homosexuality around the world, states that the death penalty is the legally prescribed punishment for same-sex sexual acts in Brunei, Iran, Mauritania, Saudi Arabia, Yemen and in the northern states in Nigeria.3

LGBTQI+ activists operating in countries where they are under the threat of being harmed or imprisoned for their work include Simon Nkoli, a South African anti-apartheid activist who founded Le Saturday Group, the first Black gay organization; Kasha Jacqueline Nabagesera, a Ugandan militant lesbian and a colleague of David Kato; Charlot Jeudy who was involved in the emergence of the LGBT rights movement in Haiti and found murdered in 2019; and Zanele Muholi, a non-binary South African visual activist. The lesbian Jean Chong fought for LGBT rights in Singapore, before the government recently decided to decriminalize sex between men, following similar moves to change the law in Taiwan, India and Thailand.

It is still the case that LGBT people living in Western countries face prejudice in various forms, including in their places of work, social exclusion and family disownment. Discrimination comes in forms other than in enacted laws and can be insidious and harmful. A study by the UK LGBTQ+ charity Stonewall found that half of LGBT people they surveyed had experienced depression, three in five had experienced anxiety, one in eight people aged 18 to 24 had attempted to end their life, and almost half of trans people had thought about taking their life. Additionally, members of the LGBTQI+ community are at a greater risk of experiencing hate crimes compared to heterosexual people.4 Some older LGBTQ people I have interviewed have expressed deep concerns that laws previously passed, advancing rights that we once thought unassailable, might also be reversed if certain political parties attained power. In a time of rising populism in many European counties, vigilance remains the key word for members of the LGBTQI+ population.

Firsts are always important. As LGBTQI+ people, we look for those who were the first to announce publicly their sexual orientation or gender identity, particularly those in positions of power. Maureen Colquhoun was the first openly lesbian member of the British parliament, but she was deselected by the Labour Party in 1977 due to her sexuality and her feminist views. Chris Smith was the first MP to come out as a gay man in the UK and there are now several openly LGBTQI+ MPs, one of whom, Angela Eagle, threw her hat into the ring of a Labour party leadership bid in 2016. Also worthy of note is Ireland’s Leo Varadkar, a Fine Gael politician who was the first openly gay man to serve as Taoiseach (Prime Minister), and in the US, Pete Buttigieg was the first openly gay man to run as a presidential candidate.

In the US, there are many names associated with the LGBTQI+ rights movement, most especially from the 1970s and 1980s. There was the powerful political activist, Angela Davis; Stormé DeLarverie, regarded as the woman who started the fight back against the police during the Stonewall raid of 1969; and Troy Perry, founder of the gay Metropolitan Community Church. More recently in the US, we find Blair Imani, a Muslim, bisexual activist; Mary Bonauto, who was the lead counsel in the legal case which made Massachusetts the first state in which same-sex couples could marry in 2004; and Leonard Matlovich, a gay activist who was the first to out himself in the military. In France, Adrian de la Vega is a transman who runs a social media YouTube channel and Alexya Salvador is the first trans reverend in Latin America.

Sports People

In contrast to the arts, sport seems to be a relatively safe and welcoming space for lesbians but not for gay men who are, seemingly, remarkably rare. The footballer Megan Rapinoe is one of the highest profile and rewarded stars internationally. In tennis, the French player and coach Amelie Mauresmo is a lesbian and, most courageously, Russian Daria Kasatkina came out in 2022, criticizing her country’s homophobic attitudes and laws. The British athlete, Kelly Holmes, came out in 2022, saying that she had known she was a lesbian since 1988 when she was in the army but could not come out then as it was illegal at the time to be gay in the military. Britain’s openly lesbian Nicola Adams won her country’s first ever female boxing Gold medal.

In the UK, Justin Fashanu was an out gay footballer who played for a variety of clubs between 1978 and 1997 and took his own life in 1998. Gareth Thomas is a retired Welsh rugby player who has talked openly about being HIV positive, and Tom Daly, the Olympic gold medallist diver, recently headed up an awareness campaign about homophobia in Commonwealth countries. In the US, Carl Nassib was the first openly gay man to play in the NFL. Adam Rippon made history as the first openly gay American male figure skater to win a medal at the Winter Olympics. Caitlyn Jenner is a transgender athlete and the transman Kye Allums is a basketball player and LGBTQI+ advocate.

Concluding Thoughts

LGBTQI+ people around the world face inequality, violence and sometimes even death because of who they love, how they look, or who they are. Sexual orientation and gender identity are integral aspects of our selves and should never lead to discrimination or abuse. It would be unthinkable for heterosexual or cisgender people to go about their lives hiding their sexual orientation or gender identity, yet this is what LGBTQI+ people have done and continue to do. The salient theme throughout this book is that, for members of the LGBTQI+ community, visibility is life.

We have the right to be who we are. Discovering other people in our ‘tribe’ – most especially those who are exceptionally talented or notable in different areas of the arts, politics, sports, and activism – not only creates a wider family and heritage for us but also demonstrates the vast contributions that LGBTQI+ people have made to society, both past and present. Those that have been mentioned, both by myself, and by Florent Manelli in this book, provide badly-needed representation and visibility to members of our LGBTQI+ community and to the wider public. Whether or not they considered themselves activists, famous people who have the courage to come out spearhead the conversation about gender, prejudice, discrimination, and the fight for human rights and, most importantly, their lives and work contribute to a much-needed normalization of the experience of being LGBTQI+.
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______________

1 In my introduction, I have used the LGBTQI+ acronym in different variations. For example, many of the letters encompassed by the plus sign (+) have only been created and/or identified in recent years and are therefore, in my mind, not applicable to certain historical descriptions and discussions. Additionally, some people who identify as lesbian, gay, transgender, for example, may not term themselves LGBTQI+, but instead identify as only one of those descriptions. Also, certain countries specifically criminalize LGBT activities and identities, but not necessarily people who are intersex, asexual, pansexual or other identities that are currently under the LGBTQI+ umbrella term. I have therefore used the letters of the acronym that I deem applicable to the subject addressed, or that the person or organization uses to describe themselves.

2 Billie Jean King All In: An Autobiography, Viking UK, 2021.

3 https://ilga.org/ilga-world-releases-state-sponsored-homophobia-December-2020-update Accessed 23rd Nov 2022.

4 https://www.stonewall.org.uk/lgbt-britain-health Accessed 24th Oct 2022.
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A communist and openly gay man, Bayard Rustin was the driving force behind the CIVIL RIGHTS MARCH ON WASHINGTON MOVEMENT, ON 28th August 1963. Attracting 250,000 people and ending with Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous “I have a dream” speech, it was one of the most significant events in THE HISTORY OF THE civil rights MOVEMENT.

Fifty years later, Barack Obama awarded him the Presidential Medal of Freedom, but Bayard Rustin is still widely unknown.

Throughout his life, Bayard Rustin followed the concept of non-violence, which he learnt in 1948 directly from Gandhi and other leaders in India, but his pacifism sometimes meant paying a high price. For example, he refused to fight in the Second World War in 1944, which resulted in imprisonment. After a few years at the Fellowship of Reconciliation (a non-denominational religious and pacifist organization), he became an advisor to Martin Luther King Jr. and continued to defend his pacifism without losing sight of his fight against racism and racial segregation.

He was arrested in Pasadena in 1953 for having sex with two men in a car, and was incarcerated for sixty days for “vagrancy” and “indecent assault”. Consequently, his position as an advisor became more difficult, due to some of Martin Luther King’s relatives not approving of a gay man being part of his entourage.
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Despite intimidation a month before the Rights March on Washington (Senator Strom Thurmond presented a photo to the Senate showing Martin Luther King. Jr in his bath with Bayard Rustin standing at the side talking to him, giving rise to intense speculation), he worked tirelessly for the eight weeks preceding the march. The purpose of the march was to protest against racial discrimination in employment, going so far as taking over a Harlem church as the temporary headquarters. He planned every detail, from the number of toilets to the 800,000 sandwiches distributed to the crowd on the day of the march (without mayonnaise to prevent participants from getting sick), and was involved in staffing, creating the schedules, and even writing the speech.
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The 1970s onwards were liberating years for Bayard Rustin, who, benefiting from the wave of gay rights demonstrations, was able to speak in public on several occasions, including in 1986 during the debate on New York’s anti-discrimination law against homosexuals. At the end of his life, he compared the struggle of gay people to that of Black people a few years earlier:

“Gays are starting to realize what Blacks learned long ago: Unless you are out here, fighting for yourself, then nobody else will help you. I think the gay community has a moral obligation to continue the fight.”

Rustin continued to campaign for human rights, and was involved in many projects which helped people who were marginalized or under-represented in society such as refugees, displaced by war. He was on a humanitarian mission in Haiti at the time of his death.
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An English MATHEMATICIAN AND Computer scientist, Alan Turing studied and grad-uated in mathematics from King’s College, Cambridge in 1933.

He won a scholarship and later became a graduate teaching assistant before obtaining his doctorate at Princeton University in the United States. He was passionate about science and mathematics, and some consider him the inventor of the computer and of theoretical modern computing as well as a pioneer of artificial intelligence. However, during his student years, he was regarded as a loner, and was often mocked and rejected by the other students. He immersed himself in his work with great rigour and remained dedicated to it throughout his life. Not only was he extremely strong, mentally, he could run long distances at a speed comparable to that of world-class marathons.

At the beginning of the Second World War, he was recruited by British intelligence and was assigned to work at the secret Bletchley Park centre alongside several hundred mathematicians, researchers, and scientists.
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Their job wasn’t simple: to break the codes used by the German Enigma encryption machine in order to understand the radio messages that the Nazis exchanged with their submarines.
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Alan Turing finally managed to decipher the codes used by the Enigma machine in 1942. From that moment, the Germans’ attacks could be anticipated, and the Allies were able to plan their retaliation and counter-attacks with this knowledge – aiding their victory, sparing tens of thousands of lives and shortening the war.

After the war, he continued to work and conduct his research, but those around him began to describe him as “eccentric”. His proclivity for hanging out in known cruising spots, at a time when homosexuality was still a crime, aroused suspicion.



[image: ]


The police arrived at his home one day, after arresting Arnold Murray, a man who had spent the night at Turing’s house and then robbed him. In an attempt to escape a conviction, the man denounced Turing for homosexuality, and Turing did not deny spending the night with him.

Tried and convicted in 1952 of “gross indecency”, his only choices were either prison or probation – on the condition that he undergo chemical castration. Lawyers advised him to accept the latter.

The process involved regular oestrogen injections which made him impotent and caused him to develop breasts. His mental health and physical condition deteriorated over the months of this supposed “treatment”. He died in 1954 after biting into an apple poisoned with cyanide. The coroner’s official verdict was suicide.
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