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Stepping Out

Almost without exception, the front page of an issue of the OLOHP Insider i
had been either a message from Arden, and after Arden’s passing, a message from
myself. Well, without hesitation we're stepping away from that pattern this time
around — instead, devoting this space to a missive from one of the interviewers who
helped us immensely by gathering stories that we probably wouldn't have been able
to reach ourselves. The Project is forever grateful to Elizabeth Berrey, first for all the

work she accomplished, and again for generously sharing about it! #,
agendt-

My Work With the OLOHP

In February 2015, Arden and Charlotte arrived in Albuquerque, NM, to stay a
few days with my partner, Paula Fisher, and me. We'd signed up the previous year,
along with 2 other NM Lesbians, to be trained as OLOHP interviewers. Arden 2
came to train us. An important part of that training was for Arden to interview each
of us as narrators, adding our own Herstories to the Project.
I want to say that hosting and hanging out with Arden & Charlotte for those
days was one of our true highlights. They stayed in our guest room, hung out with
us each evening after Arden’s days of “work” were done ... Charlotte preferring
the rocking chair pulled up by the fireplace, but eventually ending up on the sofa A few of the >
tucked into Arden’s arm around her shoulders. many women
[ am a psych/mental health RN with post-graduate degrees and had spent my Elizabeth
years of clinical practice, even before coming out, committed to the care of women. interviewed
Women who were experiencing OB/GYN traumas of all sorts. Then I had a private
practice in family systems counseling, focusing primarily with women, including
Lesbians. So listening deeply to women’s stories, honoring and appreciating their
lives” journeys, was a long-standing personal and professional commitment for me. )
Again, an honor to be so trusted, to be able to bear witness with and for them.
When I learned of the OLOHP, I was so joyful!
In the end, I was interviewed over 40 Lesbians. Many were in Albuquerque, but
also old nurse Lesbian connections in California, and several in my old Cleveland ' b
(37 years there!) Lesbian-Feminist community, where I'd come out. My partner,
Paula, also connected me to a couple of her old Lesbian sisters from her Long Beach W b
community, whom she thought it better for me to interview. Sk i 9
What stories! What lives of strength and glory! Certainly not all, but many who, 23 b
as often we heard, had “nothing remarkable to tell.” Until they started talking.... -
Then She — and here’s the totally best part of my privilege of accompanying Her as ;
she narrated — would realize that She had Survived! Thrived! Loved, experienced joy,
contributed to society, and on and on.
Some of the Lesbians I interviewed have since journeyed on from this earthly
life; all of them younger than me, which is something to contemplate. I am so very
glad that I could help save their Herstories for seven generations out, as well as for
those OLOHP narrators who are still living, loving, resisting, and persisting on this
mortal coil.

In Gratitude, & J&’;f g {;2@,7
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Passings
We've recentl_y learned of the passing of a few incredible women who were a part of the OLOHP.

Batya Weinbaum, born 1952
interviewed by Aganita V. in 2023

The Michigan Women’s Music Fest... I had no idea what I was going to. This was like in
’81 or ’82. The festival had been going on for a little time. So I drove up with them, and the
minute I got out of the car, it was like there were women in vests directing traffic, and there
were women building everything and women singing. It was women. It wasn't just a women’s
music festival with women singing. The whole environment had been created by women. So I
just fell into the whole women’s music culture world and did it for years. |

Bonnie Netherton, born 1945
interviewed by Betsy T. in 2017

One night the CR group was meeting at my house and after everybody had left
except one woman, I told her that I felt really attracted to her. We talked about that...
I don’t remember exactly how. Then I walked with her to her car which was parked
in our driveway and she kissed me. It was the first time I had ever kissed a woman. I
thought that the ground would open up (chuckle) and swallow me, it was so thrill-
ing. My husband and I spent the whole night talking about this traumatic thing and
wondering which one of us should leave.

Emaly Culpepper, born 1946
interviewed by Elizabeth B. in 2017

Jan... my spouse, my sweetie. We don’t say “wife”, mostly we can’t keep from laugh-
ing when we say it. I have adopted the custom that if it seems like some conservative
person really needs to hear that, or that’s what they need to hear to get the point of what
you are trying to get accomplished somewhere. Absent that, we went through that stuff
all Lesbians go through, “What do we say? Lover, spouse, sweetie, partner.”

Margaret Flowing Johnson, born 1940
interviewed by Sharon S. in 2023

I thought I'd be teaching in high school, but the department asked me to take a
. graduate assistantship and get my master’s degree. So I did. I taught and took classes at the
4 "i,_ "_ same time and ended up getting a degree there and then they hired me. I stayed there for a
] couple of years and it became very clear to me that I would always be like the student, not
faculty member.

Ellen Leggett, born 1941
interviewed by Lamar V. in 2020

There was a period in the 80s when Margo and I moved to Provincetown for awhile.
Provincetown is such a diverse community that being gay or lesbian is sort of a non-issue. It is
kind of a way the world might be if nobody cared whether you were gay or lesbian. That was
another huge change from the repression that I had imposed on myself, growing up, to come
around all the way to Provincetown, which was like, “Who cares?”




Exerpts: Experiences with Counselors, Therapists, Psychiatrists etc.

Anon, born 1939

All this stuff was kind of churning around, and I began to realize that I was attracted to other women. I knew
it, somehow deep inside of me. I couldn’t let it out. I just couldn’t allow myself to be that way. I had a husband.
I had kids, and I had commitments, and I had parents. All the stuff that you think about. It kept going round
and round in my head. I got to a point where I was so depressed that I could hardly function. I was pushing it all
down, down, down. Not allowing myself to think about it. My doctor suggested I go to see a psychologist, so I
did. When I told him I was having these thoughts, that guy immediately told me, “That’s wrong. We'll fix you.” I

didn’t go back because I knew that wasn't right either.

Linda B., born 1948

The message from my family
was that it [lesbianism] was nasty
and dirty, and something you had to
hide. When I got home that sum-
mer after my first year of school, I
went to work in the grocery store
again. One evening, my grand-parents said, “You have
to come to our house for dinner. Your mother is very
upset about something.” Well, she had gone into my
bedroom and rifled through my things and found a
letter or two from Judy which were clearly love letters.
She went berserk-o. That was probably the worst time
in my life. She pulled me out of school. “You are not
going back there. There was something terribly wrong
with her. She was going to kill herself.”

I had to go see this psychiatrist. Now, I feel sorry
for the psychiatrist. He had not a clue what he was
doing. I dont even know if he thought I had to be
cured (other than that [ was very unhappy) because I
was spied upon and my whole life had been disrupted
now that I was out of college. I remember him tell-
ing me about the wedding plans for his daughter who
was going to get married. He said, “Wouldn't you like
something like that?” I looked down and said, “No.”
Pretty soon, we gave up. I don't know. He must have
communicated with my parents and said, “This is out-
side my range,” or, “She’s fine now,” or whatever.

Anonymous, born 1936

I found myself a therapist who was a lesbian and
feminist who really helped me understand what was
going on, once I got beyond the stage of thinking I
was sick. I believed what I had been told, that if youre
a homosexual, you are mentally ill. But I had no
evidence of my mental illness. Once I got to that point
where I realized that it wasn’t true, that what I was
was me, and that it was right... from my first sexual
experience, | felt like this is what I am supposed to be.
This is what’s been missing in my life. I felt whole.

Joyce P, born 1933

I was having a really hard time
just trying to take care of these three
kids. I was pretty, pretty depressed.
The first thing the psychiatrist says
to me was, ‘I think you’re having a
struggle with your sexual identity.”
It was so off the chart for me that
I had no idea what he was saying
to me. | think, in retrospect, it wasn’t that far back in
psychoanalytic thinking that women who rejected and
had difficulty with being a mother and taking care of
children, they were the queer women. But I had no
idea of that. I was there for some help and when he
said that I really almost fell off the chair.

Bev T, born 1930

[ started to cry and said don’t
tell my mother, and they couldn’t
get me to stop crying. So they
took me over to the base hospital
and put me down in the base-
ment ward. They came and gave
me an injection. I heard voices and
when I woke up I was crying. That went on for about
a week and whenever I woke up and started crying,
they would give me another injection Then after that
I couldn’t remember anything, anymore. I know that
my friend was discharged. I never could remember her
last name after that.

I woke up one time and I heard them talking
about transferring me to a civilian mental institution.
I remember thinking that if that happens, I will never
live through it. I just said, “What do you want me to
do?” The doctor said, “Well, you have the body of a
woman, so we can get you changed around here and
you can see our psychiatrist. If he feels that you can be
changed, well, then we'll talk about it, and I won't toss
you out.” So I went to the psychiatrist and I told him
pretty much what I thought he wanted to hear.




Excerpts: Experiences with Counselors, Therapists, Psychiatrists etc.

Vivian L., born 1933

[ went into therapy with a
psychiatrist, and told him about my
feelings about women. He said, “So?
Why don't you live your life and en-
joy it? Go find a good woman.” And
[ said, “Well, thank you, Dr. Loomis,
what a good man you are.”

Sally D., born 1936

We had sessions with the analyst
... I continued with my lesbian stuff.
We're back in 1956 and I'm going
around telling people how proud
[ am, and happy I am, and I think
it’s the most wonderful thing in the
world that I'm a lesbian. I don’t remember the exact
order, but at some point the shrink recommended that
I go to this place which was a very classy upscale place.
It dealt with people who had “problems.”

I was proud to be a lesbian. Back then, that was
considered crazy. That was considered serious crazy.
You had to be absolutely weird to talk like that, to
think like that, to not cover it up and be ashamed. I
thought it was the greatest thing in the world. Well,
it wasn’t. They couldn’t handle me, they said, because
they didn’t have strong enough treatments for me, so
I was sent to a private mental hospital... a real mental
hospital. They kept on reminding us, it was a private
hospital where we were treated a lot better than if we
had been in a state asylum. That was the threat: if you
don’t behave, you could end up in the state asylum.
This was serious business. Medications. Two kinds of
shock treatments — electric shock in the morning, and
insulin coma in the afternoon. Here I am, little Miss
Spoiled Valedictorian, Smith College student, locked
up in this cuckoo place, complete with torture. I
mean this is awful stuff happening. This is one step
from lobotomy. I was there from August to some-
time in December. It was daily horror stuff going on.

Anonymous, born 1938

The therapist asked, “Do you know why you are
here?” I looked straight at him and said, “Because I'm
a lesbian.” This was in 1954, and I don’t think I'd ever
used that word about myself. [It] was a declaration.
That was like, “Leave me alone. This is who I am and
don’t fuss with me.” He said, “You've chosen a very
difhicult lifestyle, and if you ever want to come back
and talk, you're certainly welcome.” I was very lucky. I
know of people who have gone through shock treat-
ments and things like that.

Betty §., born 1924

I went to a psychiatrist. I decided this was not any
kind of life. It was obviously
unacceptable. If a person had
ambition, they were not going to
get anyplace with this lifestyle.
The psychiatrist said, “What did
you plan to do instead?” I said,
“Well, there aren’t too many
options, are there?” “You can be
celibate or you can be married.”

Chris P, born 1941

[ actually washed out of the Peace
Corps the first time around, in 1964,
because I admitted to the psychiatrist
who interviewed prospective volunteers
, that I had lesbian feelings. So they

deselected me. That was the term they
used, ‘deselected.” What they said was, “You're im-
mature and lack practical experience. Come back in
two years.” Well, we're all immature and lack practical
experience. But I did come back in two years. In train-
ing, I told one of the only lies in my life. Because this
time around when the psychiatrist interviewed me I
said, “Oh, well, yes, I'd had those feelings but now I've
slept with a guy and it’s just my Catholic upbringing
that makes me shy and embarrassed about that.” And I
was lying to him.

A Gift of Age, Without Apology, and the DVD Our
Stories, Our Voices: The Old Lesbian Oral Herstory Project
(and the Companion Guide to the DVD) can be ordered
by emailing Margaret. OLOHP@gmail.com
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