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‘Melding Pride and Juneteenth

‘America’s first ‘drag queen’ was a former slave

By Floyd Smith
Death Row Contributor

Hizs mname was Willam
[hwzey  Swann, but to his
Friends, e was known as “The
Cheeen.”

¢ Let's liberate some facts
in recognition of both Pride
Monith and Juneteenth:

. In‘the current “Don't say
gy climate, a journalism
professor at the University of

+ Soathern California is chang-
ing the political landscape by
teaching Black Queer people
io-be empowered by history.

When 1 first read Channing
Gerard Joseph's work, “The
First Drag Queen Was a For-
meer Slave,” | couldnt wait fior

; one of my poers = o hetero-

= sexual prisonor wiho considers
himself an expert on Black ho-
masexuality — to tell me thene
WS MEVED iy gy slaves in

. America.

. One day, like clockwork,
ithant. so-called L began to

¢ speak against Marsha P Johin-
R0

“Marsha ‘P is where you
ﬂaﬂ your history,” he said,
uEe you enan'l NEmS i
| other Black Queer person in
| higtory that got off on the po-
 lice and kicked off resistance.”
I pansed and said, “William
Swann — IBET"
He didn’t belicve me.
“Come on now, you're mak-
ing stuff up, brotha,” he said.
"How come | aliv't never heard
about this™
Al that moment, | realized
¢ that all of our great Black edu-
¢ cadors either didn't know — or

* el know, and chose 10 leave

" people like me out of Black

¢ history.

- Sol recited a report that ap-
peared in The Evening Star in

« 1887, taken from the Library of

LCongress:

“Atdrag party” raided this
morning — John Smith, Jacob
Bayard, William Dorsey, who
by the way was the “Queen”
. were charged in the police
court with being suspicious
characters. Last night, atfired
in handsome silks and satins,
cach in compleie feminine
nmwmn:. they indulged in

“drag” in a quiet-
hnw: on the south side nf“F"
Street, near 12th. The “party™
was raided by Bt Amiss and
the officers of the First Pre-
cincl.”

That might, when a cop
ripped  the Quesn's dress
during the scuffle, the Cueen
said, *You is no gentleman.™

Channing Gerard Joseph's
research has given us histori-
cal facts we might never have
known otherwise,

“William Dorscy  Swanm,
born circa 1838, into the en-
slived ownership of  Ann
Murray on ber plamation in
Hancock, Washington County,
Md. O June 19, 1865, which
miarks the day the lost enslaved
Africans living in Texas were
nified about the abolishment
of slavery in America, Swann
was about T years old. Swann
endured macism, police  sur-
veillance, torture behind bars,
and many other injustices.”

Beginning in the [880s,
Swann nol only became  the
first American sctivist to ead
what we would today call a
Queer resistance group. In that
sume decade, he became the
first known person to dub him-
sl o “queen of drag™” or, in
current parlance, a drag queen,

Wail, there’s more: Swann
had an “intimate™  friemd,
Fierce Lafiyette, whi was also
born enslaved in Georgia, La-
fayette was owned by the vice

president of the Confederate
States of America, Alexander
H. Stephens.

Channing - Gerard  Joseph
writes, “1ts imeresting to nate
that Lafayette’s prior relation-
ship with Felix Hall, a mals
slave dubbed “Lofiyette’s ne-
Bre misiress,” is the carliest
documented  same-sexed ro- |
mance betwesn two ensiaved
men in the Unied Siaies™

Additionally, two  of
Swanns  younger brothers
attended  balls  dressed in
wimen's' clothing. The halls
featured folk songs and danc-
&5, including the wildly pop-
ular “cakewalk.” 50 named
because the best dancer was
awarded a hoecake or other
confecion,

House parties, dance - bai-
thes, underground safe spaces, |
police raids, incarcension, so-
cietal rejection, and being put -
on blast for simply enjoying -
the company of the culturally
kindred — sound familiar?  ©

s, we are still here.

e




The history of
‘homosexuality’

Wipads

Jourmalist Karl-bMaria Kenbeny, who coined the tarm
*homosexuality,” grew up with a dose friiend who was gay.
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2%

! 'Inmmnt'm'i-iranslms,
“Don't Say Gay Bills.”

o growing number of 3
wvierbal and Wﬂl}'ﬁ“
displays of contempt for queer
people all over the world have

'buwmaﬂmﬁrd

" To avoid trying to explain
T all n!‘llu.s Imds on gay
people who are incarcernted,
I'd rather spend Pride 2022 and
Juncieenth building the morale
of our incarcerated  soulmates
with a fow fact that are affirm-
ing ond grounded in history,
These are reminders of why we
all mvust continue to say “mne”

“The command of selfre-
spect and human dignity should
never exist in the same compa-

- ny with a plea for empathy.” -
Paraiecbal

The word “homosexueal

, didd not come from the science
community, mor did it come
* from the medical sector of so-
chety, And no, the word did not
come from American religious

| institutions.” The word  “ho-
| mosexuality™ was coined by 4
Jjournalist named Karl-Marin
Hﬂﬂbﬂ!n’_‘l’ {ﬁb. 2'31 Ia.z'q' - h.ﬂ.

, 23, 1882). As a young person
working a5 a bookseller’s ap-

© prentice in Berlin in 1868, this
Augirian born Hungarian had a

- close friend who was gay, This
i young man killed himsa| afier
¢ being backmailed by an ex-

i Eﬂrtmrlm Karl snid B was this
| g that drove him

| into what he calked an “instinc-
| tive drive to fake issue with ev-

ery injustice.”

i While most people focus
1 on  the wond's prefix, hnm

i
lhuwah}huwmummn
homo also means “human'”

In 1868, Karl coined the
word  “homosexual,”  which
he would later use in o couphe
of pamphiets where he argued
that the Prussian sodomy biw
viokated the “rights of man.” He
also advanced the classic lib-
eral argument that consensunl
nex acis in private should not

\ b subject 1o criminal law. Re-

calling his young friend, Karl
argued that the Prussian low
Allowed blackmailers o exion
money from homosexuals and
aften drove them to suicide,
The wond did not appear in the
English language until 1892,
Earl-Maria ~ Kertbeny  did
something else amarzing. He
first weedd the words “homo-
seqml”  and  “heterosexual™
ina priviate letier on May 8,
1868, advocating for a diF

speaking world of his time. Just
a thought to remind gay youth
of today how powerful they are
as they fight against the “Dor’t
Say Gay Bilk™ in America:
yeah kids, hatred runs deep in
history.

When we juxioposc these
dates with what was gobng onin
America ot the same time, we
find that Karl-Maria Kertbeny
crealed the word *homosexual”
in Germany three years afler
ihe last enslaved Africans in the
State of Texas bearned abouwt the
end of slavery on June 19, 1865



