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QU:  Tell me a bit about yourself.

AN:  You mean like at college?

QU:  Yeah.

AN:  Well, I'm going on to college to do my 'A' levels, because I don't want to stay at school. I hated it so much.

QU:  Why did you hate it?

AN:  I hated the hierarchy most of all, and the way the teachers talked down to you, and not at you, or to you. They didn't talk to you as a person, they talked to you as a school child. And I was..(012)..by the people there.

QU:  The other students?

AN:  Yeah. Because they were like...(013)..out in Cheadle Hulme, they were all like, sort of dead boring. ..(014).

QU:  What type of people do you like in contrast, what was it about them that you didn't like?

AN:  Well, they were like the typical teenager; all into ..(017)..boys, like clothes and all that sort of stuff. And that's just not what I'm interested in.

QU:  Did you feel isolated?

AN:  Yeah, I mean there wasn't anybody, nobody there. I mean I did have one friend, because I'd known her for about ten years, but otherwise, there was nobody.

QU:  Was there conflict?

AN:  Yeah, a lot of conflict, especially between me and the males, because I stood up and I had strong opinions and stuff, they didn't like me. They didn't like me to have views and stuff, they just wanted me to be there.

QU:  Were you out to people at school?

AN:  No, because I thought, well I'd only realised in the past few months. But I (?)feel it was worth it, everything was worth the hassle. 

QU:  But did you get aggressive behaviour anyway towards your sexuality?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  In what ways?

AN:  Well they were always insulting me because I was different, because I looked different from everyone else. They didn't like the way I dressed, the way I spoke or anything, they just..(036).

QU:  Is this the boys?

AN:  Yeah. I mean the girls just didn't really take any notice. 

QU:  Now you understand it, but did you go through difficult times when you were at school?

AN:  Oh yeah, I was very miserable; I don't think I had any happy times at school. Except when I was on my own, with one friend or something.

QU:  This is your best friend?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  So tell me about your best friend, was that a girl?

AN:  A girl.

QU:  How was she different from the others?

AN:  Well, like we'd grown up together, we'd known each other since we first went to school. And so we knew each other really well, we knew what we liked, and our views and stuff. And so she understood me..(048). And she understood why I was different, and so we could talk to each other without any aggression or any arguments or anything. 

QU:  Did you not feel any part of teenage culture?

AN:  No, not at all.

QU:  Do you think that's because you weren't interested in boys, or do you think it's more than that?

AN:  Well, I think it was that, but also that because I've got older sisters, like I always felt older than them.

QU:  Older than your peers?

AN:  Yeah, and that's why, because from about ten, you know, I was aware of the world and stuff, what was going on. Whereas they were still in their sort of childhood. And I was starting to appreciate everything...(061).

QU:  What type of thing are you talking about?

AN:  I'm talking about things like sexuality, and things like environmental stuff..

QU:  Politics?

AN:  Yeah, politics.

QU:  And there wasn't any consciousness of that among people you were at school with?

AN:  No. Not until like the fourth, fifth year did anyone start thinking about it.

QU:  Whereas you'd been thinking about it for a long time?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  It sounds miserable. It's good to be out of it?

AN:  Yeah!

QU:  You said you'd only started understanding your own sexuality in the last few months. Can you tell me about that, what you've been through?

AN:  Well, my sister is a lesbian.

QU:  This is your oldest sister?

AN:  Yeah. So I knew from about 13..

QU:  That they existed?     

AN:  Yeah! They existed, and so I could think about it. I knew that was a possibility for me. And as I grew up I realised it just wasn't, I wasn't like, not normal, because that's a stupid word to use, but you know what I mean? Like everyone else. I knew that I was attracted to other women and stuff. And it was hard because, it wasn't as hard as I'd probably have thought because I had my older sister to talk to, I could talk to her about what it was I was feeling. She knew exactly what I felt. 

QU:  It must have been really hard for you?

AN:  It was, I don't think I could've got through it without her.

QU:  Did your sister come out to your family?

AN:  Yeah, they all knew. They don't know I am which is good. I mean I've told my mum and my sisters, but I haven't told my dad because he's, well he probably wouldn't mind, but he sort of groans inside and gets all upset and stuff.

QU:  Is this about your sister?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  So you can anticipate how he's going to feel?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  So you knew lesbianism was an alternative?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  So you didn't go through a phase of feeling inadequate because you weren't attracted to boys?

AN:  No. I didn't feel inadequate at all.

QU:  Like there was something wrong with you?

AN:  No, nothing like that.

QU:  Are you close to your sister?

AN:  Yeah, very close. 

QU:  That's really positive. There aren't many people who have that type of support and don't have to go through all those things.

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  Do you feel a lot happier in yourself now you've resolved that?

AN:  Yeah, now that I know for definite, I can relax and just get on with it.

QU:  You say 'now that you know', was it having a relationship with a woman that resolved it?

AN:  No, I think it was leaving school that made me make up my mind that that was it, that was what it was, and not anything else. And when I first told my mum, she said - oh well, don't label yourself or anything. Because she thought it was because of my sister.

QU:  That you wanted to be like her?

AN:  Yeah, but it wasn't not directly. I mean I might not have thought about it if she hadn't been a lesbian, but it wasn't; it's not just because of her. 

QU:  Do you think it would have been possible to come out at school?

AN:  No, because if I had, it would have been awful. It would have been just terrible, because like everyone, everyone I heard around me, all it was was like gays and poofs, and all that rubbish. There wasn't anybody who thought, everyone was just the same, everyone agreed because it was easier.

QU:  Did you have any sex education at school?

AN:  Well, sort of, I mean we had RS.

QU:  What's that?

AN:  Religious Studies. Some of it was like Religion, but we used to discuss things like abortion, things like that.

QU:  But there was no explanation of..?

AN:  Nothing! There was nothing, nobody ever mentioned lesbians or gays. Nobody.

QU:  There was no space in the curriculum for that?

AN:  No.

QU:  Would you have wanted that, given how hostile people were? Do you think it would have helped if you'd had classes?

AN:  I don't think I would because, from early ages a lot of them have been brought up to think that it's horrible, it's not nice; it's just you can't be gay or lesbian. It's not acceptable. There must be something wrong with you. And I think by the time we had the RS lessons, which was like fourth year, it's just too late really, at that age, to start changing their mind. Unless they're actually going to end up being a lesbian or a gay. Because if they had had lessons like that, people would just have switched off, and would have laughed, or made fun, or not listened and talked about it or anything.

QU:  Did you get suspected, did people tease you? - You must be gay?

AN:  Yeah. Well like, I mean with..(145)..sometimes when things would crop up, like when people were talking, and saying - Well, you're a poof! And sometimes I'd say - Look, it's nothing to do with you what they like, you know.

QU:  Did you feel that people knew?

AN:  I don't know.

QU:  I'm interested in school culture, and the way boys call girls slags which controls their behaviour. Was there a lot of that type of thing at school?

AN:  Yeah, there was a lot, a lot of name calling. Yeah, the girls, they'd get called slags and stuff like that. Reputation was important. I mean it was hard for me, because like my reputation was dashed, because I was different. But, sexual reputation, I didn't really know much about that, because I wasn't involved with that group. There was like two or three groups that actually went out together, went to the local discos and stuff like that. But I wasn't part of it, so I didn't really know that much about what they were thinking.

QU:  Did people know who was sexually active and who wasn't?

AN:  Yeah, I mean the boys used to boast about it a lot. The girls used to sort of collect in groups and discuss it, but never with any of the people who weren't there.

QU:  Was AIDS ever mentioned at school?

AN:  It was occasionally, yeah. 

QU:  Were there any lessons where it was discussed?

AN:  Not as a whole lesson, sometimes they mentioned it, but never as a whole hour or anything like that committed to AIDS.

QU:  What type of information did they give you?

AN:  They didn't give us a lot. We did see one program on AIDS, about a woman who'd given her son the AIDS as well. But then the people afterwards, they were all going - oh, it's all gays and stuff. Because that's the stereotypical view. And we weren't told any different, and we weren't told anything different really.

QU:  What did you think about it? Did the anti-gay feeling affect you?

AN:  Yeah, it made me angry. All the stereotypical and name-calling stuff was going on, and yet nobody did anything about it. Like we weren't taught anything different, or anything like that.

QU:  Were you told how to avoid infection?

AN:  Yeah, well we did sort of have a, that was in Biology I think, about the different things like condoms and stuff like that. Like it was only one lesson, and then it passed, and there was nothing else about it.

QU:  There was no discussion? 

AN:  No discussion afterwards. I mean quite often they'd say - we'll have a discussion - and then we didn't. They didn't do it.

QU:  Do you think the teachers were unhappy about dealing with it? 

AN:  Some of them were, yeah. I don't think they enjoyed it, because quite often the..(211)..sort of kids, and they just didn't, they found it funny or they weren't interested sort of thing. It was all a big joke. I mean some of them weren't, that's just a few.

QU:  But the ones who were louder, that makes a difference?

AN:  Yeah, and it's usually the loud ones who take over everything they do as well.

QU:  Do you think people knew how to protect themselves, had they managed to glean that?

AN:  I think they knew about it, but no one knew enough. I think the base where they got it from; television, media, I don't think they knew enough about it. 

QU:  In terms of protecting themselves?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  Where had most of your information about AIDS come from?

AN:  The media and my family. We often sit around the table and discuss things.

QU:  With the family? Is that about sex in general?

AN:  Just anything, we just talk about anything. You know, somebody can say something and then we'll have a discussion about it.

QU:  So it isn't something you couldn't ask your mum or dad about?

AN:  No, no. I mean my dad's not too good about things like that. But my mum, she'll discuss anything with me.

QU:  Do you think you're pretty well informed about it?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  How much at risk do you think would be at?

AN:  Well, really like my age as a group, I think that they're not at risk now, not as much, because, well I don't know really. Yeah, I don't know. I mean I suppose we would be at risk, because there is that discovery age of sex, where it's just being discovered and that, and like there's parties and stuff. So I suppose we would be at risk, yeah. 

QU:  Do you think people generally at your age are taking precautions?

AN:  I think that the girls would, yeah. And some of the boys, yeah. But I think they're like a minority wouldn't, they wouldn't, they're not really old enough in their minds to be able to cope with that. Know what I mean?

QU:  Yes.

AN:  I mean it's alright having sex, but they can't think about anything else; the aftermath sort of thing.

QU:  How much of a risk do you think you are at as an individual, because it's different as you're not going to be sleeping with men? Are you at risk?

AN:  I don't suppose I would, because it's like you're sleeping with men, and I mean I never have.

QU:  Did you not go out with boys at all? You weren't interested?

AN:  No. Well, they weren't either. You see, because I'm overweight, they didn't like it, you know. It was embarrassing - Oh my God, I can't! I'll be really shown up if I go out with her.

QU:  Did that upset you?

AN:  Oh yeah, it still does. You can't walk down the street without some stupid comment from somewhere.

QU:  Have you had problems about your own image of your body?

AN:  Yeah, I did have a terrible thing, like a year ago or something, when it was awful, I could hardly cope with it. Because like I was just getting abuse all the time from all around at school, walking down the street, anything. And then like about six months ago, I started feeling different then, and I thought - Well, sod this, I'm fed up with feeling, oh, I've got to do it for other people. I mean I'm happy, yeah. The only thing that upsets me is that people abuse me all the time.

QU:  That abuse is something you got from boys. Do you think that had any part in your not feeling attracted to boys?

AN:  Yeah, I think I did, because the way I felt, sort of isolated as well, I felt rejected. And I probably felt, you know, well I'm not interested then. You know, if they can't bother with me, I can't bother with them.   

QU:  So your sexuality is to do with a lot of things?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  Do you think if you hadn't had a weight problem you would have acted differently?

AN:  I don't think so, because, I mean it was partly that, but it was also partly that I wasn't interested anyway.

QU:  Do you think that might be something to do with the way you're telling them you're not interested?

AN:  No, I don't think so. I mean..(317)..came later, about not being interested, that came later. When the age came when everyone started going out with boys and that, I found that it wasn't what I wanted. I thought there was more important things than that, at that time. I mean it's nice, it's probably nice to have a relationship, but there's other things as well, it's not all that. 

QU:  The type of relationships at that age aren't generally very fulfilling, are they? I wasn't quite sure from your questionnaire whether you'd had a relationship yet?

AN:  No, no.

QU:  Anticipation?

AN:  Well, I've only been out for the last few months, so I haven't really had time! 

QU:  You must feel excited about your decision to live in a different way?

AN:  Yeah. It's really nice to be able to feel relaxed about yourself, and to know what you're going to do.

QU:  You're part of a group, aren't you?

AN:  Yeah. 

QU:  Is that been important to you, meeting other lesbians your age?

AN:  Yeah, because that was my first meeting with lesbians. I mean I've been out with my sister's friends, and that's a (?)good thing. But that's not quite the same, because they're her friends and not mine. But this group's my first meeting with other people in Manchester. And it was really nice to be able to know that there's other people like you, in the same way. It's just good to be able to get out and meet people, and go out with people.

QU:  So have you started socialising?

AN:  Yeah. Because before, when I was at school and stuff, I never used to go out, because there was nowhere to go, and you feel really..(358)..in Cheadle Hulme. And like you can't really go out in Manchester on your own. So when I started going to this group, it was good because I can go out to the clubs and stuff.

QU:  Did you go to the clubs in Manchester?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  Where did you go?

AN:  Follies and Radcliffes.

QU:  Has that been really good, have you enjoyed yourself?

AN:  Yeah, yeah. Because it's nice really to get out and have a real life away from your home.

QU:  When you do have a sexual relationship, do you think there would be any risk of AIDS or HIV?

AN:  I wouldn't have thought so, no. 

QU:  Because it is the lowest risk group?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  Is it something you talk to other lesbians about?

AN:  No.

QU:  So safe sex for lesbians is not something you've discussed?

AN:  No.

QU:  Probably there are some risks with bisexual women?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  Do you think AIDS has played an important part in shaping your sexuality and what you think about sex?

AN:  It hasn't played a main part. I didn't start thinking about AIDS as a subject until later on, because I hadn't encountered before, before I'd seen it on television or anything. Because there was that sudden big hype about it, with all the adverts and stuff, and that's why I started hearing about it. Because before, because I didn't have sexual relations with boys, anything like that, my mum and dad hadn't talked about it before.

QU:  What did you think of all the media campaigns?

AN:  I didn't think it was very good, because, for a start, it was all in one block. It shouldn't have been like that, it should have been spread out. And I don't think it was very good advertising; it was all so sort of morbid and stuff like that. And, what they should have been saying, instead of all the gravestones and everything, is that, I mean sex is lovely, but take precautions.

QU:  'And these are what they are'...

AN:  Yeah, instead of saying - Oh my God, sex is terrible, you'll die if you have sex - sort of thing.

QU:  Which is very negative.

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  Do you think the type of campaign they had, gave you some of the information you need?

AN:  No, I mean they don't have any like that. They only have like the heterosexual relationships really.

QU:  Condoms?

AN:  Yeah. But they didn't have any information on anything else.

QU:  You're not going to be having penetrative sex with a penis, that's not a risk for you, so the emphasis on a condom isn't relevant to you?

AN:  No.

QU:  Would you know if there is any risk involved in oral sex?

AN:  No, I wouldn't. 

QU:  That's the type of information everyone needs.

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  These ads seem to think oral sex doesn't exist.

AN:  No.

QU:  In the initial campaign there was an emphasis on gay men. What effect do you think that's had?

AN:  I think it's had a really bad effect on people, because that's what they think about when they think of AIDS, is gay people. And that it only affects them, only gay men, and not anyone else. And that advertising doesn't affect them because they're not gay.

QU:  Do you think people generally realise that lesbians are a very low risk group?

AN:  No, I don't think so, because, well at school there was only one teacher who was open about anything. It was at the end of the year, and we were just talking, and my friends were talking about things like sex and stuff. And she said like - Who, who isn't at risk from AIDS? And nobody knew, and I mean I knew, so I said - yeah, lesbians. But nobody else knew, either they didn't know, or they didn't speak up because they were embarrassed.

QU:  Were you embarrassed at the time?

AN:  No, because that was at the end, you see, so I didn't really care anymore.

QU:  Did the teacher realise?

AN:  I think she probably had a vague idea.

QU:  In general people aren't that..(485)?

AN:  No.

QU:  Tell me about some of the positive things you think there are about being a lesbian.

AN:  I don't know if I know how to..(491)..know what I mean? I think it's a warm relationship, because it's two women. I mean, I'm probably prejudiced, but I always think that women are just a little bit warmer, more open than men are, about their feelings and stuff. I think some men aren't, because of stereotypes, and they're not really meant to be open at all. But I think women are basically more warm and loving.

QU:  In terms of sexual practice, do you think there's an advantage to being a lesbian?

AN:  Yeah, I think yeah, there is. I mean there's less risk with AIDS, and there's less hassle! 

QU:  Do you think a lesbian would get more ..(512)..out of sex than perhaps a straight woman would get?

AN:  Yeah, because it lasts longer.

QU:  It's not over and done with and finished..?

AN:  No. It's softer, it's not so harsh. I think it's much nicer.

QU:  There's been some grafitti - Practice safe sex, become a lesbian. The idea is that the things that are dangerous in terms of HIV and AIDS are particularly to do with heterosexual sex. Did you ever think of being lesbian in those terms, that it makes sexual pleasure easier, or is it more to do with yourself?

AN:  It was more to do with me and how I felt really. It just gradually happened, I gradually realised. I didn't actually sit down and think about it, think about all the different things. It just happened.

QU:  Did you talk to your sister through all this, or was it something you had to deal with yourself?

AN:  I talked to my sister about, I mean she lived away, she lived in Brighton. But I was able to talk to her on the phone, and go down and see her, and talk to her. Yeah, we talked to each other, we were open, because we both knew what I was feeling. And she could help me understand it.

QU:  Did you get any guidance at home or at school about sexuality, about feelings or masturbation?

AN:  No, nothing like that. I mean if I'd asked my mum, she would have said, yeah, she would have told me. But she didn't volunteer any information. And there was nothing at school.

QU:  Was it too difficult to ask for that information?

AN:  Yeah, it's hard to say - Oh, what's masturbation? - stuff like that.

QU:  Did you ever talk to your girlfriends at school about sex?

AN:  No. It was like, I mean I didn't talk to them very much anyway.

QU:  What are you expecting to happen in the future, now?

AN:  Well, I'd like to get some more friends. Get to know some more people. I think that at college I think I'll probably meet a few more people which would accept it, would accept that I'm a lesbian and stuff. Because at school everyone's sort of influenced by their parents and stuff, but I think once you get to college, people grow up a bit. I mean it wouldn't be everyone, wouldn't be, but I should think there'll be a few people.

QU:  So you plan to be out when you're at college?

AN:  Yeah.

QU:  Is that important to you?

AN:  Yeah, I think that it's  important to do it from scratch, so that people know from the start. So you know if they're going to be OK or not.

QU:  How do you think you'd react to someone being negative and homophobic about it?

AN:  I don't really know how I'd feel. I mean I'd be upset, because I don't really see any reason to be against gays. But I don't know, I'd probably, I don't know what I'd do really. I mean I'd have to accept it because I'd be at college, but I don't know what I'd feel about them. 

QU:  You haven't had to deal with that yet?

AN:  No.

QU:  People are cruel in general, and also it's because they're scared, they don't understand. Are you expecting to have a relationship?

AN:  Yeah, yeah, well I hope to. Yeah, cos like I'm going out to meet more people in the clubs...(628).. I hope I'll get to know someone.

QU:  Are you excited about that?

AN:  Yeah!

QU:  So STDS and pregnancy won't affect you?

AN:  No.

QU:  That must be a relief?

AN:  Yeah, it's brilliant really!

QU:  For most young women the fear of pregnancy is a nightmare.

AN:  Yeah...(641)...

QU:  That's nice. Girls are constantly told what a woman should be, physically, sexually etc. Did you ever feel conflict as a result of these things?

AN:  No, what do you mean?

QU:  Did you ever get depressed that you weren't like this ideal?

AN:  Oh no, I don't know, I feel happy being different really. I don't think everyone should be the same. It's like, I didn't feel that I should have been like that; that I should wear heels, should have stupid skirts and my hair done in a certain way, or wear make-up or anything like that. I didn't feel I should do that. But I felt annoyed that other people felt I should be like that. Other people felt myself that I should be like that, that's right.   

QU:  Is there more to being a lesbian than wanting to sleep with women, like politics, the way you live your life?

AN:  Yeah, I think it is, I think it's being able to go around and be different than anyone else. Like to be able to be what you want to be. To be able to dress how you want to dress, instead of like everyone else tells you to. And I think that helps, that sort of goes with being a lesbian really, because then they dress for themselves and for other women, instead of for men. And usually these magazines are what men expect you to be like.

QU:  Not what you feel comfortable in?

AN:  No.

QU:  Is there anything you'd like to know about the risks of AIDS and HIV that you haven't been told?

AN:  Well, I feel I don't know enough about any risk with lesbians. Because nobody's said anything about that.

QU:  You're not supposed to exist anyway.

AN:  No.

QU:  Do you feel that's something you'd probably want to talk about with lesbian friends?

AN:  Yeah, probably, if I get to know them better, then I probably would, yeah. 

                        (end tape: 735)

