Friends: When Are They Necessary? 

     As I start to write this article on Christmas Eve, I have just buried my older cat Shadow in the back garden, pondering whether or not she was a friend. She was 13 and had always been a disappointment. I rarely took much notice of her and she tended to avoid me except around the feeding bowl. However, if she went missing for any length of time, I would worry greatly and start searching the house, then the garden, and finally the street. That I think signifies she constituted a friend: a fixture you appreciate but rarely expect much of. In contrast, my other cat, Darcy, is a lover, who hangs around me all the time, like a heat-seeking missile. She is a user, not a friend. 

     Two days earlier, I found Shadow at the side of the house—cold, barely alive, and unable to move her legs, as if she had had a stroke. She died an hour later shortly before her terminal appointment with the vet. 

     I am of that modern gay generation when having gay friends became a possibility. My initial teenage need, however, was to have any friend who appreciated me and who shared my mildly rebellious outlook. I had not been a gregarious child and thus lacked a peer group. 

     These friendships were only achieved with some effort. And I paid the price for falling in love with several of my new mates—and failing miserably—possibly as a consequence, to have the courage to advise them of my feelings. Nor could I ask where gays were to be found, a question that could hardly have been framed let alone answered, even during the Cuban Missile Crisis when I expected to die. This was the case despite my friends’ right-on, if under-experienced, attitudes towards matters such as homosexual law reform. These straight school chums, however, filled so many of my life spaces that I was able to function without sex or love or, more accurately, not driven into hopeless depression, until I was 19. 

     I recently found something I had written during that 1962 Cuban Crisis. This was a school exercise book, the only one I retained. In a remarkably brief homework essay entitled “Four Minutes to Go,” I wrote: 

              The ideal place to go would be in a small party in a small room with my 

              twenty odd best friends and a record player turned up loud. The only thing I 

              would be able to think of would be the happy times we had all had together. 

              Myself or anyone else who wished to start relating personal intimacies of 

              unfortunate events from the past could not because of the noise. I could only 

              then think of myself, that it was now all over, everyone would go together, 

              not just me and a few others more miserable. There would be no 

              discrimination in the world for the first time ever ... and then I would take my 

              partner and we would twist ourselves out of this creation both, I know, 

              thinking how unfair it was that Harold Wilson had not had a chance to 

              become Prime Minister.

      Obviously I felt at 16 that I had more friends than I realized while, at the same time, recognizing that discrimination was a part of everyday life. 

     In Belfast, in the mid-1960s, when I did come out, I discovered gays did not do friends. Sex was a hard enough achievement since nobody had flats, cars were rare, and we were subject to the vagaries of the weather and our parents. I was living in a small city of half a million with a single gay bar, which shut down at 10 pm. It had a clientele of perhaps 50 gay men—and two lesbians. This was apart from the “deaf and dumb” customers who filled the front half of the space in a miasma of silence, barring the noise of hands whizzing about. 

     With so few males to choose from, undesirable looks, a degree of straight-acting intellectuality, and the handicap of my young age, I was not only unlucky in the friendship department, I was not particularly blessed in the sexual one either. Most of the talent was literally on the point of departure, having a little courage to dabble locally just prior to fleeing to London, where the grass was reputedly greener and certainly more often cropped.

     Perhaps my finest pick-up involved driving in my mother’s car way up the Antrim coast road with Adam, who lived in Larne, and backing into a lay-by only to have the rear wheels drop 12 inches down into a runnel. It took about an hour to build a platform to release the car, and there was only a moment left for a rushed hand job before I had to deliver Adam home. He left for a nursing course in England a few weeks later.

     University days in the neighbouring bigger, and for me foreign, city of Dublin saw the beginnings of gay friendships but they were based largely on student sisterhood or local gay coteries. My postgraduate migration to London lasted a year and proved only one thing: that the metropolis was not particularly attractive unless one was of the correct cultural persuasion or was preoccupied entirely by sex. Even the incipient gay liberation movement seemed to lack people of character.

     Coming back to Belfast in 1973 after that failed migration I discovered the early stages of the gay liberation movement. It was based in the Queen’s University of Belfast but had as many members from the town as it did from the University. Within a matter of days, I made a set of friends who have lasted over 30 years. That is not to say some did not become lovers and, if not, were seriously desired. What however happened overnight was that the pool of potential friends, that is gays who were attractive, admirable, and lovable, suddenly, for the first time, became available. 

     We were to be shaped in struggle as we took on the forces of local oppression in the early, indeed the worst, period of our civil war. It ran for over 30 years from 1969 leading eventually to 3,000 dead—the US equivalent of half a million corpses or its own civil war. In 1972, the worst year, 500 people were killed. But we were greater than that war and felt angry and invincible, buoyed up by our masculinist solidarity. We even took over the nightlife of a deserted city where few dared leave their homes after darkness fell.

     Belfast was a crazy, vicious place. The city centre was surrounded by a ring of steel fencing with one or two entrances and exits manned by armed soldiers or police who had to search the gays, and a few transsexuals and drag artists, as we entered. Quite literally, the gay bar at the time, the Chariot Rooms, was about the only place open at night. Army duck patrols, as a consequence, were drawn in by the lights and the music. They then wended their way round the dance floor with some soldiers, occasionally asking a mate to look after their rifle so as be freer to join in the more energetic dances. Our own gay lib discos at the university, after the drinking students had headed home, became enormously popular, being again the only venue open late in that part of the city. A few straight (or not so straight) students would drift down to the newly named Mandela Hall, adding to the eclectic crew, which at the highest point, numbered over 300. Five years of being a doorman and bouncer who hates personal violence, nevertheless, earned me a few punches and kicks and few thanks.

     In the end, our patchwork of loves and friendships prevailed, even when we became subject to a long series of searches, arrests, and impending charges for adult male sexual activity. Ironically this was when we were also beginning to influence our masters in London, who had taken political control of Northern Ireland in 1974, getting them to believe that decriminalisation was a proper and appropriate policy. In that pre-human rights era, grudging concessions were the best we could hope for. Unfortunately the newly reformed police believed their job was now to behave like an English constabulary. And what did an English force do? Why round up the local queers, of course.

     The 1976 gay raids tested us, if not to destruction, certainly to the point where we realized we could survive through solidarity and organization. It all started with one mother finding a letter from her son’s boyfriend in his pocket before washing his clothes. She was well connected and foolishly complained to a high-up policeman. Her son had been staying in my house, having been dumped on us by that same boyfriend. As a kindness, he had donated a bag of grass to my housemate and the search warrant was to be made out in relation to the marijuana. I was then arrested along with my other housemate who was straight. Interrogated for five hours, I was released, but every piece of paper found in my house was held. It was eventually returned with red markings where the police felt they had incriminating evidence, such as a letter from my Canadian boyfriend, Douglas, then working in Ghana, telling me to check myself for crabs—which were not to be found.

     As always, what started out as a single complaint became part of a programme of raids involving all the committee members of the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association (NIGRA) and its associate befriending group, Cara-Friend. This culminated in me being raided again. Several weeks later while staying with Douglas, we were woken up on a Saturday morning by a ring at the door. I looked out of the bedroom window to see my smirking interrogators below. We dressed at high speed. Douglas refused to open the door until he saw a search warrant. They threatened to break it down. He yielded but had time to ring a solicitor. Refusing to accompany them to the police station, he was arrested. 

     Ultimately two others and us were sent for prosecution. Only the intervention of the Attorney General in London prevented such an absurdity. The consequences for several others were more significant: physical damage and impairment of job and academic prospects. Oddly the guy with the 18-year-old boyfriend and another whose teenage lover was the son of a top Protestant paramilitary were not picked out for prosecution, while we two, both over 21, were to be sent forward. That son is now a well-known journalist and TV commentator in London. The other boy, unloved in Belfast because it turned out he had been coaxed to side with the police, fled to London and was never seen again. I often wonder if his mother regretted her actions. She certainly ensured that she lost her son.

     Our friendships prospered then in protest and activity, which is what I am sure many others involved in the gay movement, in its broadest sense, will also have found. Michael Novotny and his friends in the American version of Queer as Folk still exhibit those tendencies even when forged in 1990s Pittsburgh.

     Having said all this, it is harder to make friends as you get older. This is not a peculiarly gay thing but, if you do not have children and grandchildren, it is unlikely new people will come your way unless you are a constant devotee of gay bars or chat rooms. After your 30’s, you quite simply no longer have the same opportunities or perhaps the personal flexibility to make new or more friends in any numbers. Perhaps F. Scott Fitzgerald was right when he said something like, “It is in our thirties that we want friends. In our forties, we know they won’t save us any more than love did.” 

     It was true in my case. The worst fear of mothers is that, as a gay man, you will end up alone, unwanted, and neglected. And I shared that terrible fear of future loneliness. Little did we know, despite those parental concerns—which partially prompted them to have children—that one’s need for company diminishes over time and the notion of a quiet night in on one’s own becomes amazingly appealing. Not every night, but I can certainly take a run of three or four with equanimity.

     A test of your friendship quotient is your Christmas card list. I find I rarely now add a new name, and more often delete a friend due to them succumbing to the scourges of alcoholism, breast cancer, or AIDS, though the last has been thankfully rare in provincial Belfast. This confirms again that the making of friends is a young person’s thing. They just do not come your way after a certain age. One’s older acquaintances have already been tested and rejected and you would expect to need some sort of extraordinary corporeal magnet to draw in the younger gay man, especially as they do not do history or experience. Most anyway. Belfast has only very recently found itself attractive to economic migrants who gratifyingly want to hear the old stories. They are experientially in an equivalent of that 1970s period so I am able to talk through their questions and uncertainties and am called upon to provide conversation, the local youth having lost the art.

     Old lovers also make good friends, particularly if you started out together having common pursuits and mutual interests. I am still Douglas’s friend, even if he spends half the year in retirement in Prince Edward Island only returning to Belfast to escape its harsh winter. You should also have common experiences as they enable people to maintain connections in friendship.

     Without friends, surely you will atrophy. But I’ve found that, later in life, even though their number lessens, you need not feel diminished by their lack.
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