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JJuusstt  aa  tthhrreeee--mmiinnuuttee  wwaallkk  ffrroomm  SSttoonneewwaallll,,  NNeeww
YYoorrkk’’ss  HHoouussee  ooff  DD  wwaass  tthhee  ssiittee  ooff  aann  oovveerrllooookkeedd  aanndd
ttuurrbbuulleenntt  qquueeeerr  hhiissttoorryy
Hugh Ryan’s new book “The Women’s House of Detention” spotlights a
crossroads of Black, trans and gay liberation

By Ren Jender • May 16, 2022 10:31 am EDT

"The Women's House of Detention" is Hugh Ryan's second book to focus on New York queer history. Credit: Jia Oak Baker

CC urator and historian Hugh Ryan’s first book, When Brooklyn Was Queer, is
what a queer history should be but rarely is: fun, entertaining and gossipy

while still accurate and informative. It also includes a wide enough array of
queers (some famous, many not) that it feels like a portrait of a community,
and not just a corner of it.
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The title subject of Ryan’s newest LGBTQ+ history, The Women’s House of
Detention: A Queer History of a Forgotten Prison, published this month by
Bold Type Books, played an important supporting role in the 1969 Stonewall
Riots: the building, located in New York City’s Greenwich Village, was close
enough to the Stonewall Inn that incarcerated people, including some Black
Panthers, set fire to their possessions and pushed them out of the windows in
solidarity. The institution, which operated from 1932 to 1974, was central in the
early days of the subsequent queer liberation movement, which was then
explicitly anti-carceral, in part because of the proximity of the House of D and
how many activists were warehoused there.

The House of D, which was torn
down and replaced by a park, also
served as a reminder for all queer
women, gender nonconforming and
transmasculine people passing by,
including those on their way to
queer nightlife, that they could
easily be arrested and incarcerated
themselves. The estimate of queer
people in women’s prisons reported
in a 2011–2012 survey was a
whopping 42 percent, but queer
people’s lives were so criminalized
when the House of Detention was
operating that queer people were
dominant in that space, as recorded
by writers who spent time there, like
Angela Davis and Andrea Dworkin.

Through the stories of queer
incarcerated people at the House of
D over its 42-year existence, Ryan
illuminates the part of 20th-century
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Credit: Courtesy of Bold Type Books

queer life that often remains
untold, centring queer women
and transmasculine people, most
of whom were poor, and many of
them people of colour. Through
them we see the evolution of
queer life through much of the
20th century, including some of
the incarcerated (and formerly
incarcerated) people’s defiance
of the rampant homophobia of
that time.

Xtra
Newsletters
send you the
latest in
LGBTQ2S+ news
and culture.

Ryan writes that one formerly incarcerated Black woman, Tonie, explained her
romantic relationship with another woman to her social worker: “Oh, but I am
abnormal.” The social worker notes her “smile of satisfaction” as she says it.
Toni’s self-awareness and pride came decades before Stonewall.  

PPuutt  aa
lliittttllee
qquueeeerr  iinn
yyoouurr
iinnbbooxx
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Xtra spoke with Ryan by phone shortly before the book’s publication. 

EEvveenn  tthhoouugghh  TThhee  WWoommeenn’’ss  HHoouussee  ooff  DDeetteennttiioonn  iiss  aabboouutt  oonnee  bbuuiillddiinngg  aanndd
tthhee  ppeeooppllee  wwhhoo  ppaassss  tthhrroouugghh  iitt,,  iitt  ffeeeellss  mmoorree  eexxppaannssiivvee  tthhaann  WWhheenn
BBrrooookkllyynn  WWaass  QQuueeeerr,,  wwhhiicchh  ccoovveerrss  aa  wwhhoollee  bboorroouugghh..  WWhhaatt  ssuurrpprriisseedd  yyoouu
aabboouutt  wwhheerree  yyoouurr  rreesseeaarrcchh  oonn  tthhee  ddeetteennttiioonn  cceennttrree  ttooookk  yyoouu??
A number of people in my life, mostly older, queer women, had pointed to the
House of D as important to the development of Greenwich Village and the
queer history there. I didn’t expect it was going to take me to where Black
liberation and gay liberation are interconnected.

SSoommee  ooff  tthhee  ssttoorriieess  ooff  BBllaacckk  wwoommeenn  iinn  tthhee  bbooookk  rreemmiinnddeedd  mmee  ooff  SSaaiiddiiyyaa
HHaarrttmmaann’’ss  hhiissttoorryy  ooff  yyoouunngg  BBllaacckk  wwoommeenn  iinn  tthhee  eeaarrllyy  2200tthh  cceennttuurryy,,
iinncclluuddiinngg  mmaannyy  wwhhoo  wweerree  aatt  BBeeddffoorrdd  HHiillllss,,  aannootthheerr  NNeeww  YYoorrkk  wwoommeenn’’ss
ddeetteennttiioonn  ffaacciilliittyy,,  WWaayywwaarrdd  LLiivveess,,  BBeeaauuttiiffuull  EExxppeerriimmeennttss..
Right. [Lesbian activist] Mabel Hampton is in both books. 

WWhhaatt  ootthheerr  hhiissttoorriieess  hhaavvee  iinnfflluueenncceedd  yyoouurr  bbooookk  aanndd  ddiidd  yyoouu  hhaavvee  iinn  mmiinndd
bbooookkss  yyoouu  aabbssoolluutteellyy  ddiiddnn’’tt  wwaanntt  yyoouurrss  ttoo  bbee  lliikkee??
One I did not want my book to be like was Sara Harris’s Hellhole, the only
other book written about the Women’s House of Detention. On my first read, I
thought: it’s homophobic, it’s misogynistic, it’s racist. But it’s also an attempt
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at dealing honestly with the lives of people who were incarcerated. As I
learned more I realized how little it seemed to prioritize those lives. A lesson I
trace back to Joan Nestle (a co-founder of The Lesbian Herstory Archives): we
were talking about a drag king named Buddy Kent, and Joan said, “I just want
you to understand Buddy was a real person trying to make a life for herself.” 

Books I did want mine to be like are Jen Manion’s work: Liberty’s Prisoners and
Female Husbands, Saidiya Hartman’s book and Angela Davis’s work, which
uses abolition as a rubric throughout.

WWhhaatt’’ss  yyoouurr——““ffaavvoouurriittee””  iiss  tthhee  wwrroonngg  wwoorrdd  bbeeccaauussee  mmaannyy  ooff  tthheessee  qquueeeerr
wwoommeenn’’ss  aanndd  ttrraannssmmaassccuulliinnee  ppeeooppllee’’ss  lliivveess  ddoonn’’tt  eenndd  wweellll——bbuutt  wwhhaatt  ddoo
yyoouu  tthhiinnkk  iiss  tthhee  mmoosstt  iimmppoorrttaanntt  ssttoorryy  yyoouu  iinncclluuddeedd  aanndd  wwhhyy??  
The alliance between gay liberation, Black liberation, the Young Lords and the
Radicalesbians. All of these activist groups met together to protest the House
of D. I see a lot of efforts to pit gay people versus trans people and Black
rights versus trans rights. It was grounding to see that these struggles have
always been linked. 

EEvveenn  tthhoouugghh  mmaannyy  ooff  tthhee  ppeeooppllee  iinn  tthhee  bbooookk  hhaavvee  tteerrrriibbllee  cciirrccuummssttaanncceess
iinn  tthheeiirr  lliivveess,,  wwhhaatt  yyoouu  wwrriittee  iissnn’’tt  aa  wwaallllooww  iinn  ttrraaggeeddyy  aass  ssoo  mmaannyy  ssttoorriieess,,
ffiiccttiioonn  aanndd  nnoonnffiiccttiioonn,,  aabboouutt  qquueeeerr  ppeeooppllee  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn..  CCaann  yyoouu  ttaallkk  aabboouutt
tthhee  iimmppoorrttaannccee  ooff  iinncclluuddiinngg  mmoorree  tthhaann  jjuusstt  tthhee  aawwffuull  tthhiinnggss??  
Nobody’s life is like that except for Job’s from the Bible. When we take away
the fullness of their lives, we reduce them. The women and trans folks who
passed through the House of D created Greenwich Village as we know it. They
helped define queerness as we know it. They are critical to history, not just
queer history. 

AA  lloott  ooff  tthhee  pprroobblleemmss  pprriissoonn  aabboolliittiioonniissttss  ppooiinntt  oouutt  iinn  tthhee  ssyysstteemm  nnooww::
sseexxuuaall  aabbuussee  bbyy  ooffffiicciiaallss,,  oovveerrccrroowwddiinngg  aanndd  tthhee  ddiissaassttrroouuss  eeffffeecctt  ooff  tthhee
bbaaiill  ssyysstteemm  oonn  ppoooorr,,  iinnccaarrcceerraatteedd  ppeeooppllee  aarree  pprreesseenntt  aatt  tthhee  HHoouussee  ooff  DD,,
eevveenn  aatt  tthhee  vveerryy  bbeeggiinnnniinngg..  WWeerree  yyoouu  ssuurrpprriisseedd  tthheessee  pprroobblleemmss  wweerree
eennddeemmiicc  iinn  tthhee  ccaarrcceerraall  ssyysstteemm  iinn  tthhee  eeaarrllyy  2200tthh  cceennttuurryy??  
I was surprised by how reform seems to do so little, and these problems
continue unabated. Black activists who were involved with socialists during
the Great Depression protested these conditions. If medicine were still
practised as it was in the late 18th century, we would think that was barbarism.
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But we have a justice system from the late 18th century.

II  wwaass  ssttrruucckk  bbyy  tthhee  bbaaiill  eexxppeerriimmeenntt  iinn  tthhee  bbooookk  pprroovviinngg  bbaaiill  wwaass  aa  ppuurreellyy
ppuunniittiivvee  mmeeaassuurree  ffoorr  tthhee  ppoooorr  aanndd  iittss  ccoonntteemmppoorraarryy  rreelleevvaannccee..  TThhee  ffoollkkss
rruunnnniinngg  tthhee  eexxppeerriimmeenntt  uusseedd  oonnee  sseett  ooff  iinnccaarrcceerraatteedd  ppeeooppllee  aass  aa  ccoonnttrrooll..
TThhee  ppeeooppllee  iinn  tthhee  ccoonnttrrooll  ggrroouupp  ssttaayyeedd  aatt  tthhee  HHoouussee  ooff  DD  bbeeffoorree  ttrriiaall  aanndd
wweerree  ddiisspprrooppoorrttiioonnaatteellyy  ccoonnvviicctteedd  aanndd  tthheeiirr  lliivveess  rruuiinneedd,,  lliikkee  mmoosstt  ppoooorr
ppeeooppllee  wwhhoo  ccoouullddnn’’tt  rraaiissee  bbaaiill,,  aanndd  uunnlliikkee  mmoosstt  ooff  tthhee  ppeeooppllee  lluucckkyy
eennoouugghh  ttoo  nnoott  bbee  iinn  tthhee  ““ccoonnttrrooll””  ggrroouupp..    IItt’’ss  jjuusstt  oonnee  eexxaammppllee  ooff  hhooww  aa  lloott
ooff  ppeeooppllee  iinn  ppoowweerr  iinn  tthhee  bbooookk  wwhhoo,,  aatt  lleeaasstt  aatt  tthhee  ttiimmee,,  sseeeemmeedd  ttoo  mmeeaann
wweellll,,  wweerree  aa  ddeessttrruuccttiivvee  ffoorrccee  iinn  tthhee  lliivveess  ooff  iinnccaarrcceerraatteedd  aanndd  ffoorrmmeerrllyy
iinnccaarrcceerraatteedd  ppeeooppllee..  DDoo  yyoouu  sseeee  ppaarraalllleellss  iinn  hhooww  nnoonnpprrooffiittss  aanndd  ootthheerr
ppllaacceess  pprroovviiddiinngg  sseerrvviicceess  ttoo  ppoooorr  aanndd  iinnccaarrcceerraatteedd  ppeeooppllee,,  iinncclluuddiinngg
qquueeeerr  oonneess,,  ooppeerraattee  ttooddaayy??
We need to be listening to the people today who are active in those
movements. I’m very much a historian and things that happened after the year
2000 are confusing to me. 

TToo  aa  lloott  ooff  uuss..  
It goes back to this idea: is reform possible? Black Panther Party founder Huey
P. Newton said you have to understand that the end goal is transformation.
The direction of the world is slanted to favour structural and institutional
racism. If you are not fighting against it, it’s going to push you in the direction
of more racism, more fascism. When we talk about prisons and making them
slightly better, it’s the same as when we talk about police forces and making
sure they have a rainbow sticker and a float at Pride. 

YYoouu  wwrriittee  aabboouutt  rreeaaddiinngg  bbeettwweeeenn  tthhee  lliinneess  ooff  wwhhaatt  wwaass  wwrriitttteenn  aabboouutt  tthhee
HHoouussee  ooff  DD,,  eessppeecciiaallllyy  iinn  tthhee  mmiidd--cceennttuurryy,,  iinncclluuddiinngg  aann  eexxppllooiittaattiivvee  bbooookk
bbyy  VViirrggiinniiaa  MMccMMaannuuss,,  NNoott  FFoorr  LLoovvee..  FFrroomm  tthhee  ssttaarrtt,,  yyoouu  wweerree  qquuiittee  ssuurree  sshhee
wwaass  qquueeeerr,,  eevveenn  tthhoouugghh  sshhee  ssaayyss  nnootthhiinngg  ddiirreeccttllyy..  YYoouu  ttuurrnneedd  oouutt  ttoo  bbee
rriigghhtt  aanndd  eevveenn  ttrraacckkeedd  ddoowwnn  hheerr  eexx--ggiirrllffrriieenndd..  WWhhaatt  lleedd  yyoouu  ttoo  tthhee  eexx--
ggiirrllffrriieenndd??  AAnndd  wwhhaatt  ttiippppeedd  yyoouu  ooffff  MMccMMaannuuss  wwaass  qquueeeerr??
If you read her book, it’s very obvious. There are a lot of moments where she
practises the art of “gay vague.” She gets close to discussing what the bedroom
situation is with her and her roommate and then pulls back. You see them
operating like a couple, but not being named as a couple. They’re hanging out
all the time with other couples who have names that seem to be of the same
gender. I found a memoir by a painter, George Deem, where he referenced
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Virginia McManus. He gave the real name of her girlfriend [Nan McTeer] and
the name of the man she married, a gay man who was a drag queen. I was able
to track down [Nan’s] Facebook profile, and reached out. We were able to talk
twice before she passed away. 

I also found a magazine article Virginia McManus wrote called “Love Without
Men in a Women’s Prison” clearly talking about queers. She talks about how, I
forget the number, but like 50 percent of women there were queer, 25 percent
were queer for the duration of their stay and 25 percent were straight,
“square”—and everybody ignored them. She never said which group she was in.

IItt  ccaassttss  aa  llaarrggeerr  lliigghhtt  oonn  hhooww  mmaannyy  tthhiinnggss  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  wwrriitttteenn  iinn  tthhee  mmiidd--
cceennttuurryy  tthhaatt  ddoonn’’tt  iinncclluuddee  qquueeeerrnneessss..
And how many ways we acknowledge and disavow prisons as queer spaces.
How many times do you hear jokes about rape in prisons? How many times do
you see sexy, porny depictions of women in prisons? These are ways of talking
about something we know is true.

IItt  sseeeemmss  lliikkee  yyoouu  dduugg  uupp  ssoo  mmaannyy  ssttoorriieess  ffoorr  tthhee  bbooookk,,  bbuutt  II’’mm  ssuurree  tthheerree
wweerree  ssoommee  yyoouu  lleefftt  oouutt..  IIss  tthheerree  oonnee  yyoouu  wwiisshh  yyoouu  ccoouulldd  hhaavvee  iinncclluuddeedd  bbuutt
yyoouu  jjuusstt  ddiiddnn’’tt  hhaavvee  aa  ppllaaccee  ffoorr??  
There was a woman named Alice in the Women’s Prison Association files, the
same social work files I found most of these people in. But it was late in the
life of the WPA, when it had become more homophobic and more transphobic.
Alice is listed in the record as a Black butch lesbian. A lot of records from this
time have the note “she is a lesbian, not appropriate for services.” With Alice,
much like in Sara Harris’s Hellhole, it felt like the perspective was white-
supremacist and lesbophobic. Instead, I use a little bit of the story of Paul,
another Black woman who is masculine, criminalized, open about her
lesbianism, but is able to tell her own story a little. I had less material on Paul,
but I could trust it more. 

Oftentimes I hear people say things like, “You’re never going to find stories
about Black queer women. Historically, they just weren’t kept.” But I didn’t
make it through the entirety of the Women’s Prison Association collection
before the pandemic hit. More is to be found.
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Histories are out there we have not yet uncovered or looked at in this very modern
light. We’ve talked about Greenwich Village as queer space for many decades. But
the emphasis on Stonewall leaves out the nearby prison. Every year there is a
debate about every single person who was or was not at Stonewall. What we’ve been
trying to do is take an existing story and fit in around the edges the people of colour
or the trans people. We shouldn’t abandon the story of Stonewall. But instead of
debating whether or not Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson were there on the first
night or the second night or late on the first night, we should ask: What else was
happening? Who else was doing things? 

This interview has been edited for length and clarity.

Ren Jender (she/her) is a queer writer-performer/producer making a film. Her writing has
appeared in The New York Times, on NPR, in Bandcamp, The Village Voice and Slate. She
was also a fellow at the National Critics Institute in 2021.

renjender

READ MORE ABOUT: Culture, Books, Feature, Justice, Prison
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who came out by getting married
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plans for a 7th 'Degrassi' series
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issues, was slated for 10 new
episodes.
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features an icon in trans history The star of the Tony- and Pulitzer
Prize-winning musical celebrates the
love and tragedy of all our mothers
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