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A Haunted 
Existence
In the early 1950s, 17 year old Geoffrey Patrick Williamson was on the Exeter to 
Bristol train when he got into a conversation with another man, also travelling in 
his train compartment, who accused Geoffrey of making ‘improper approaches’ 
. The other man was a Railway Officer in plain clothes. Geoffrey was arrested at 
the next stop, Taunton. When questioned, Geoffrey revealed the names of men 
he had had sex with, so beginning a domino effect of arrests, prison sentences, 
aversion therapy and suicide.

A Haunted Existence is a performance by Tom Marshman that tells the story of 
a young man arrested on the train in 1954 and the chain of tragic events that 
followed. This resource pack is a basis for discussion of how archive material 
can be ‘performed’ to explore the stories of people marginalised by history 
because of their sexuality. 

This resource pack is designed particularly to be used with students of history, 
drama, art  and english, but is suitable for use with any group of learners 
interested in working with archives and seeking to gain a better understanding 
of 20th century LGBTQ+ history.



Performing the 
Archive

In the archive, flesh is given to be that which slips away. According to archive logic, flesh 

can house no memory of bone. In the archive, only bone speaks memory of flesh. Flesh is 

blind spot. Dissimulating and disappearing.  

Rebcecca Schneider, Performance Remains, 2011

How can the archive be performed? Thinking about performing the archive in the widest 

possible sense, this resource pack explores ways in which students can draw on their 

individual knowledge and experience to work collaboratively using archive material to 

create narratives, to reveal hidden histories.

In doing so, students will explore theoretical and practical approaches to using archives, 

that are both rigorous and creative. Participants will gain an understanding of the invisible 

power structures that are inherent in archives, and a sense of absence in the archive, or 

the ‘archival silence’. Practical approaches will include examining archive material using 

a rigorous methodology to create a framework of documentary evidence, that participants 

will then work with creatively to produce a narrative that explores the possibilities beyond 

the material itself.

Negotiating archival silences and absences in documentary traces, by revealing these hidden 

histories, we also reveal the stories that lie outside of the narrative. By telling the stories of 

the men marginalised by the law, whose histories remain beyond the margins, what are the 

implications for addressing the power structures of archives in the present?

By the end of the session, students will have a better understanding of archives, and ways 

in which archive material can be used creatively. They will also have an understanding of 

the political and theoretical aspects of archives, and how archival absences can be used as 

a powerful tool for creating narratives. Drawing on Rebecca Schneider’s work, Performance 

Remains (2011), participants will explore the notion of the ‘absence of flesh’ and ‘ghosting 

of bones’ as both a theoretical and practical approach to working with archives, working 

with the idea of the archive as a body/body of material/body of power, archive ghosts, and 

hauntology.



How to Use this 
Pack
The material in this pack is split into sections, designed to create a narrative that 
is gradually revealed through exploring the archive material in each section. 
Designed to be used in a workshop format, students should work together in 
small groups, presenting their ideas to the whole group at each stage.

The method used to explore this material is based on the idea that ‘absent flesh 
does ghost bones’. Based on a quote from Rebecca Schneider’s Performance 
Remains, which looks at the idea of how history and memory are performed, 
this methodology gives students a framework for rigorous examination of 
archive material that reveals both what the archive can tell us in terms of facts, 
and also what is absent from the archive.

After reading and discussing the contextual material on 1950s Britain that sets 
the scene, students can be introduced to working with archive material using 
the bones/ghost/flesh methodology. This approach is a simple way of examining 
documents, and has the potential to be used with any archive material.

The archive material is designed to be used in sections, using the method 
outlined below. Each section will allow students to build a narrative at each 
stage. In addition, there is further contextual material from the show to give 
students both further context to the stories, and allow for further creative 
exploration. Further research may be required to give an understanding of the 
archival material, and it is intended, just as with archival research, that the 
documents will require a certain amount of ‘detective work’ to understand the 
stories that they create.

N.B. It should be noted that there are references to aversion therapy and suicide 
in the material, which may be upsetting.



Part One - Bones
If we consider that the archive contains only the ‘bare bones’ of memory, what do we 

understand from these documents? Students should be given some time to study the archive 

material. Then, they should be asked to give the ‘bones’ of the story or stories, using only the 

material that they have have been given. Only the ‘facts’ that can be read from the material 

should be given at this stage. What do you know for sure from this material? Through the 

rigorous analysis of their documents, they should be asked to give an account of the historical 

narrative that is present using only the material they have available, and present this to the 

rest of the group.

Part Two - Ghosts
Archives reflect the power structures and ideologies that create them, and therefore tend 

to ignore or silence minority voices. There is still a great deal of work to be done on the 

way that archives work, through re-cataloguing material to reflect diverse identities, and 

collecting material that better reflects diverse community voices. These ‘archival silences’ 

include the voices of women, children and young people, people of colour, poor and less well-

educated people, as well as LGBTQ+ people. When history is made from archives, it can create 

narratives that leave out valuable and important stories. 

Students should be asked to discuss the absences that their material presents, and in doing 

so, the power structures that the archive represents. Who or what haunts this material 

through their/its absence? What is left out? Whose voices are missing from the story? Who 

controls the narrative? Each group should briefly present their ideas to the group, and this 

can be used as a way of exploring the power structures that exist in the way that history is 

made.

Part three - Flesh
Students should be asked to find ways of creatively exploring these absences, drawing on 

their own areas of knowledge and expertise, drawing on the contextual material. In the 

widest possible sense, how can they suggest ways of ‘performing the archive’ where ‘flesh 

does ghost bones’. How can the narrative be ‘fleshed out’? How can the absences in the 

archive be explored creatively to fill in the gaps left in the story? Performing the archive 

could mean any kind of creative response, from creative writing and historical fiction, to 

poetry or performance, sound, painting or drawing.



Britain in the 
1950s
In the early 1950s, Britain was in the midst of reconstruction following the devastation of 

the Second World War, both materially and socially. Post-war austerity meant that rationing 

was still in place until 1954, and conscription remained for young men until National Service 

ended in 1960.

The War had led to a relaxing of attitudes to class, gender, race and sexuality; gay men, women 

and people of colour from the Commonwealth who had served Britain were reluctant to give 

up the freedoms that conflict brought. As Quentin Crisp wrote in his 1968 autobiography, 

The Naked Civil Servant, ‘the horrors of peace were many’.

Austerity Britain emphasised the importance of family and domesticity, in an attempt to 

restore peacetime order to war-ravaged Britain through conservative moral values. Sexual 

corruption was linked to the corruption of society, and the government were keen to regulate 

the morality of postwar Britons.

The homosexual man was associated with ideas of decadence and depravity which stood in 

direct opposition to the aims of reconstruction, austerity, and order of the early postwar 

years. Homosexual behaviour was seen as unpatriotic. A fall in the UK birthrate was 

anxiously connected to a rise in homosexuality, and led to comparisons to France, with 

British commentators linking the low birth rate to the fact that consensual sex between men 

had not been a crime since the French Revolution. 

Gay men were considered to be a risk to national security, with high profile cases like that 

of Guy Burgess and Donald MacLean, high-ranking civil servants who defected to the Soviet 

Union after it became clear that they were spies. Homosexuality was considered to be a risk, 

as gay men were thought to be more loyal to each other than to their country.



Homosexuality 
as a Crime
The crime of buggery was no longer punishable by death after 1861, carrying instead a 

maximum sentence of ten years in prison. The Labouchere amendment, introduced in 1885, 

created the crime of gross indecency, which was often described as ‘the blackmailer’s charter’. 

As a crime, gross indecency was far easier to prove, and carried a maximum sentence of two 

years in prison. 

In the early 1950s, Conservative Home Secretary David Maxwell Fyfe commissioned the 

Wolfenden report, with the intention that the findings of the committee should match his 

determination to change the laws on prostitution, while keeping homosexuality illegal. 

Maxwell Fyfe was furious that the findings of the committee that he had appointed eventually 

led to the partial decriminalisation of homosexuality with the Sexual Offences Act 1967.

Prosecutions for homosexual crimes increased in the 1950s, from 1276 in 1939 to 5443 in 

1952. This spike in prosecutions created a narrative that British morality was in decline, 

and belied the underhand tactics of newly formed vice squads. The police used covert 

surveillance, acted as agents provocateurs, and forged documents, knowing that magistrates 

would take their word over those arrested.



Medical Treatment 
and Aversion 
Therapy
After the Second World War, there was a growing theory in psychiatry that homosexuality 

was a disease that could be treated, and cured. Influenced by the increasing popularity of 

Freudian psychology, it was believed that a traumatic event in childhood could prevent a 

person from developing to sexual maturity, and through effective treatment, homosexuality 

could be cured.

Psychiatric treatment as a potential therapy for homosexuality was viewed as generally 

positive, although medical opinion was divided on its effectiveness. The use of aversion 

therapy to treat homosexuality was, even in the 1950s, not seen as likely to provide the 

desired cure, and there was little to no scientific evidence to back up its use. The treatments 

were cruel and inhumane, with men given drugs to make them vomit, as they told the 

psychiatrist about their most recent homosexual experience or fantasy. The psychiatrist 

would then repeat this back to the patient, which was recorded, and then played repeatedly 

while the patient continued to be sick. Alternatively, images were shown to the patient, and 

electric shocks administered if the patient showed arousal at the ‘wrong’ images.

Ironically, the medical view of homosexuality - that it was an illness and the afflicted person 

was to be pitied, and treated, rather than sent to prison - was used by campaigners to gain 

sympathy for decriminalisation.
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“We are thinking of the men who live a Haunted Existence, we are asking through 

this bill only for the right to live in the privacy of their own houses as they wish to 

live. We hadn’t as a society faced up to it, we were in denial to be blunt about it. 

And this meant that any discussion, particularly any legislation of it was hugely 

complicated because there were many different factions the had to be squared. The 

first thing about that legislation, that was in, you know, in the making as we had 

that debate was that we felt, and that was certainly Abases (look up) position to be 

condoning homosexuality, that doesn’t mean that you are critical of it but you can’t 

go out openly espousing it.

Oh yes, this was not easy they are asking of this house only that they will be allowed 

to, not just effect the moral of society, not to live fragrantly or openly but to live in 

their private life as their sexual drive dictates them to do.  Those of us who have seen 

these people know how torched they are, they come from all walks of life.

My direct experience was I was two years a registrar neurologist and psychiatrist, I 

was mainly a neurologist and I was asked to see anyone who had committed suicide 

and come into casualty and been revived and was waking up from an overdose and 

they wanted a professional opinion. And it was a very difficult awakening because 

they were waking up not only because their suicide had failed but also to face their 

fears and haunted life that they were living as closet homosexuals. And I wanted 

people to understand the real horror of life under the laws that we had in the land. 

We were treating people who were gay in an outrageous way and we had to change 

the law at any price and even if we couldn’t get exactly what we wanted we had to 

move the law along. I keep using the word haunted but it was a haunted life and it 

did lead to people doing, you know to themselves you know the worst thing possible 

to take your life, you are so depressed maybe but haunted, was not just about 

depression, it wasn’t that they were having a psychiatric illness they were living in 

fear because our law would be able to punish them and humiliate them and the law 

gave people the opportunity to denigrate and to denigrate them in public places. 

We are not talking of the stage picture of the queer the Nancy boy, often these people 

go through with those closest them not having the slightest knowledge that they live 

this tortured existence.”

Lord Owen

Parliamentary Debates (Commons), 19 December 1966, c. 1111



“We judges have to look first and foremost to the welfare of the community the 

sanction behind all laws is in the fear- fear of the consequences of transgression. The 

vast majority of people keep the law because they know it is right that is why many 

keep it, because of the consequences of breaking it.

The defendants had broken not only the law of this country but of common decency 

and you have no alternative but to inflict punishment on those of them.

The fact there is an unusual concentration of cases in one small town can be explained 

by the fact that once a vice got established in a place it will spread like a pestilence 

unless held in check…

 

For the younger ones I do not propose to send you to prison mainly because you are 

quite young. I’m going to give you a chance.You have all got a man’s job to do in the 

world- turn your back on this matter.

How to stop it, for the corrupt youth there was always hope, for the corrupt man the 

matter is different. Psychiatry or drugs might render these men harmless but such 

treatment demanded upon the willingness of men themselves.”

Mr Justice Oliver

Transcript, Wells Assize Courts, 1954



Other Resources
A is for Archive and the ones who are not recorded there.

 is for Aversion therapy, that attempted to suppress gay men’s urges.
 is for Assize, and the 100,000 men who were convicted there under anti-
gay laws.

B is for Blackmail, 96 percent of all blackmail involved the blackmailing of 
gay men.

C is for the Coercive behaviour; the police would use to gain a confession.
is for Clause 28, the government ban on promoting homosexuality.
is Cross-dressing, which is often assumed is directly correlated with 
behaviours of transgender identity but the term itself does not imply any 
motives to one’s gender identity.

D is for DNA, D is for Decriminalisation, D is for Discreet and D is for Desire.

E is for Entrapment, the action of tricking someone into committing a crime 
to secure their prosecution.

F is for Family secrets, F is for is for Freedom, that gay people enjoy in this 
country, a long way off 72 other countries.

G is for Gross Indecency, G is for Ghosts.

H is for Homosexual H is for Hormonal treatment, which Alan Turing received 
rendering him impotent.

I   is for Inversion, homosexuality believed to be an inborn reversal of gender.

J     is for Justice, the philosophical theory of fairness.

K  is for Keepsake, K is for Kin.

L   is for Lesbians, women have not had the same independence to pursue 



relationships as gay men, neither have they met the same harsh punishment.

M is for Marriage.

N is for Nuclear Families.

O is for Other.

P is for Persecution P is for Polari (the gay slang), P is for Prisoner.

Q is for Queer. Q is for Quentin Crisp, the English writer, raconteur and actor. R is Raids, the raids on gay bars which served to inspire the modern LGBTQ+ 
rights.

S  is for Shadow, of living under one. S is for Séance the attempt to communicate 
with spirits. S is for Suicide.

T is for Trauma, and T is for torture and T is Thousand, the number of men 
in prison for homosexuality in the 1950s.

U is for Uprising, U is for Underground

V is for Victim, first English language film to use the term homosexual.

W is for Wolfenden, the report of the Departmental Committee on 
Homosexual Offences, W is for War.

X  is for Xenophobia, the fear of the stranger the other, X is for the mark 
given by the illiterate.

Yis for You listening to this alphabet, and all the LGBT+ people yet to be born.

Z is for Zidovudine an antiretroviral medication used to prevent and treat 
HIV/AIDS.



POLARI
Now, nelly yarda - (listen)

 

Me, the Mary-Anne, (gay man) around here, bit of a nelly I suppose (effeminate ) but I am 

Dorcas (one who cares), shall I dish the dirt ?(talk over).

 

Well I met that Chicken,(young man) a while back when I was out on a troll, (walk) and I 

thought to myself check out the bona vardering (good looking) one over there, I minnied 

(walked) over to where she was. We caught each others ogle (eye) and I just knew she’s 

mauve (appeared homosexual). She said her name was Geoffrey.

But I knew he wasn’t going to be my husband (sexual partner) someone like that would just 

view me as a heart face (old, unattractive), that’s okay, I understand.

 

Then this other one turns up, right manly alice (masculine gay) she was, I was excited to 

see how this blag (sexual pick up) was going to play out, so they talked but only for only a 

minute, then popped into the higher cemetery cottage,(public toilet)  where all the barkies 

(gay men) frequent, it’s always a bona (good) place.

 

I watch them go into a brandy latch (cubicle) then I go into the next one, there is a glory hole 

(hole between 2 stalls) so I peer through but keep my ogle (eye) out for Hilda Handcuffs 

(police), at the same time.

 

They know I am watching but they don’t care and they get straight into the, removing all their 

clobber (clothes). One takes out his chaud (penis), kaffies (trousers) around our ankles 

now, lovely colour of his eyes, (penis size) no flies (lies), no not nada (not well endowed),  

quite the opposite, and that chicken’s box (posterior) was pretty fine too, let me tell you……

 

Fabulosa!

 

Then they move onto the full harva (full intercourse) but just before they finish they move 

a bit and block my view through the glory hole, (hole between two stalls of a toilet) all I can 

see is the back of the chicken’s (young man) head. Such selfish pretty faces, then they dash 

(leave quickly) I stay to finish myself off come out of the cottage (toilet), and it’s total munge 

(darkness), have three drags and a spit, (cigarette) always keeping my eyes out.
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Email from John Duffy, July 2018



TIMELINE
YEAR LGBTQ+ EVENT CULTURAL EVENT POLITICAL EVENT

1954 15 September – the 
Wolfenden Committee 
meets for the first time

7 June - Codebreaking 
computer scientist Alan 
Turing dies from cyna-
nide poisoning
5 August –The musical 
Salad Days opens, becom-
ing the longest-running 
musical in UK theatre 
history until 1960.

2 November - Radio com-
edy Hancock’s Half Hour 
is first aired
19 October
Britain agrees to end its 
military occupation of 
the Suez Canal

30 November – Winston 
Churchill becomes the 
first British Prime Min-
ister to reach his 80th 
birthday while still in 
office.

1955 18 September - Guy Bur-
gess, who defected to the 
USSR 1951, is revealed to 
be a spy

Derrick Sherwin Bailey’s 
book ‘Homosexuality and 
the Western Christian 
Tradition’ is published, 
paving the way for the 
Wolfenden Report.

27 May – Anthony Eden 
wins the general election 
for the Conservative 
Party

13 July – Ruth Ellis be-
comes the last woman to 
be hanged in the UK

1956 The Sexual Offences Act 
recognises the crime of 
sexual assault between 
women

25 December – PG Tips 
launches its long-running 
ITV advertising cam-
paign using a chimpan-
zees’ tea party (voiced by 
Peter Sellers)

5 July - Parliament 
passes the Clean Air Act 
in response to the Great 
Smog of 1952

21 December – The Brit-
ish Government interns 
hundreds of republican 
suspects without trial

1957 1957  – The Wolfenden 
report is published. It ad-
vises the British Govern-
ment that homosexuality 
should not be illegal.

25 December – the Royal 
Christmas Message is 
broadcast on television 
with the Queen on cam-
era for the first time

20 July
Prime Minister Harold 
Macmillan makes speech 
to Conservative Party 
members, telling them 
that “most of our peo-
ple have never had it so 
good”.

6 March –Ghana becomes 
first British colony in 
Africa to become inde-
pendent

1958 1958  – The Homosexu-
al Law Reform Society 
is founded to campaign 
to make homosexuality 
legal in the UK

14 January – TWW, the 
ITV franchise for South 
Wales and the West Of 
England goes on the air

30 August
Notting Hill uprising in 
London.

25 February –Bertrand 
Russell launches the 
Campaign for Nuclear 
Disarmament.

1959 1959  – Labour councillor 
Alan Horsfall’and activist 
Antony Grey form the 
North West Homosexual 
Law Reform Committee.

26 August - BMC launch-
es the Mini, designed by 
Alec Issigonis.

30 March – 20,000 dem-
onstrators attend a CND 
rally in Trafalgar Square.



1960 Homosexuality is decrim-
inalised in Austria.
17 April - American rock 
and roll singer Eddie 
Cochran, 21, is killed in a 
car crash in Wiltshire

2 November – Penguin 
Books is found not guilty 
of obscenity in the Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover case, 
and sells 200,000 copies 
in one day following its 
publication

31 December - The last 
man is called up for Na-
tional Service, as Con-
scription ends.

1 October – Nigeria gains 
independence from the 
United Kingdom

1961 Dirk Bogarde stars in 
‘Victim’, a film with 
themes of homosexuality 
and blackmail.

14 September – Film 
A Taste of Honey, with 
themes of interracial 
relationships, unmarried 
pregnancy and homosex-
uality, is released

10 August – Britain ap-
plies for membership in 
the EEC.

4 December – birth 
control pills become 
available on the National 
Health Service, backed 
by Health Minister Enoch 
Powell

1962 British civil servant John 
Vassall arrested for spy-
ing for the Soviet Union, 
after being caught in a 
KGB honeytrap in 1952
2 January – BBC televi-
sion broadcasts the first 
episode of Z-Cars, noted 
as a realistic portrayal of 
the police

12 July – the Rolling 
Stones make their debut 
at London’s Marquee 
Club

18 April – Common-
wealth Immigrants Act 
in the United Kingdom 
removes free immigra-
tion from citizens of the 
Commonwealth of Na-
tions.

6 August – Jamaica be-
comes independent

1963 The Minorities Research 
Group (MRG) becomes 
the UK’s first lesbian 
social and political organ-
isation.
September - The Sindy 
fashion doll is first mar-
keted

The launch of the As-
tro or lava lamp by the 
founder of Mathmos, 
Edward Craven-Walker.

 5 June – Profumo affair: 
John Profumo, Secretary 
of State for War, resigns 
over his affair with Chris-
tine Keeler

30 April - Bristol Bus 
Boycott begins, lasting 
for four months. Bristol 
Omnibus Company em-
ploy their first non-white 
conductor on 17 Septem-
ber 1963

29 January – Charles 
de Gaulle, President of 
France, vetoes the UK’s 
entry into the European 
Economic Community.

1964 The North West Ho-
mosexual Law Reform 
Committee is founded, 
abandoning the medical 
model of homosexuality 
as a sickness and calling 
for its decriminalisation.

1 January – Top of the 
Pops first airs on BBC TV.

July - Helen Brook sets 
up the first Brook Adviso-
ry Centre offering teen-
age contraception and 
sexual health advice

15 October – The Labour 
Party defeats the Con-
servatives in the general 
election. Harold Wilson 
becomes prime minister



1965 Lord Arran proposes the 
decriminalisation of male 
homosexual acts (lesbi-
an acts had never been 
illegal). A UK opinion 
poll finds that 93% of 
respondents see homo-
sexuality as a form of 
illness requiring medical 
treatment

7 January – identical 
twin brothers Ronnie 
and Reggie Kray, 31, are 
arrested on suspicion 
of running a protection 
racket in London.
1 August - Cigarette ad-
vertising is banned from 
British television

29 November – Mary 
Whitehouse founds the 
National Viewers’ and 
Listeners’ Association

Mary Quant introduces 
the miniskirt from her 
shop Bazaar on the Kings 
Road in Chelsea, London

13 November – the word 
“fuck” is spoken for the 
first time on British 
television by the theatre 
critic Kenneth Tynan.

8 December -
The Race Relations Act 
1965 introduced in the 
United Kingdom 

8 July – Great Train Rob-
ber Ronnie Biggs escapes 
from Wandsworth Prison.

18 June – the govern-
ment announces plans 
for the introduction of 
a blood alcohol limit for 
drivers in its clampdown 
on drink driving.

1966 The Beaumont Society, 
a London-based social/
support group for peo-
ple who cross-dress, are 
transvestite or who are 
transsexual, is founded
30 January – Action 
Man toy action figure 
launched in the UK

15 April – Time magazine 
uses the phrase ‘Swing-
ing London’

1 October – Aberfan dis-
aster in South Wales, 144 
(including 116 children) 
killed by collapsing coal 
spoil tip.

3 July – 31 arrests made 
after a protest against 
the Vietnam War outside 
the US embassy turns 
violent.

1967 Ten years after the 
Wolfenden Report, the 
Sexual Offences Bill 1967 
decriminalises homosex-
ual acts between men 
over 21 in private in 
England and Wales

1 June – The Beatles 
released Sgt. Pepper’s 
Lonely Hearts Club Band
18 January – Jeremy 
Thorpe becomes Leader 
of the Liberal Party

18 March – Torrey Can-
yon oil spill: The super-
tanker SS Torrey Canyon 
runs aground between 
Land’s End and the Scilly 
Isles

11 May - The United 
Kingdom and the Re-
public of Ireland official-
ly apply for European 
Economic Community 
membership




