08 Discovering my sexual identity
“At school they taught me how to be, So pure in thought and word and deed” – It’s a Sin (Pet Shop Boys)

Before the advent of compact discs, the go-to were vinyl, or LP’s, short for Long Play Records. The speed you played it at was 33 RPM’s (revolutions per minute).  You also got Singles, which only had 1 song per side and played at a speed of 78 RPM’s.    

Growing up in a conservative Afrikaans Christian home, one did not have a lot of access to LP’s. The ones we had was mostly Afrikaans music, and maybe one or two Springbok Hits LP’s.   Us children were expected to do our chores, school work or spend time on bible studies in our own time.  

One bible study I can  recall was on Rock Music and why Afrikaans speaking Christians should avoid listening to rock. As I write this now, I just realise once again how we were brainwashed back then (adults and children alike).  I can but only shake my head.

In this study they discussed certain bands or singers and why one should not listen to it.  With some of the artists the premise was that if you play the LP backwards, you would discover messages to satan.   Or other obscure utterances would emerge.  As a case in point they said one should not listen to  Blacklace’s Aga-doo-doo-doo, because they were promoting the use of weed.    Agadoodoodoo played backwards , they speculated,  alluded to dagga (Afrikaans for weed).  

So, I recall, one could not listen to Elton John because he was a homosexual.  One could deduce it from his extravagant clothing and oversized glasses that he wore.  He was flamboyant.  In the same breath, judging by clothes alone, you could also not listen to Liberace’s music, because he was equally extravagant, if not more.  Not to mention Chris Chameleon, he even wore make-up.
One could not listen to Kiss, because their name was an acronym for Kids in satan’s service.  The shock tactics they used on stage, such as blood spitting, along with their face paint, also did not do them any favours either,  other than to fuel the suspicions that they must be satan’s spawn.  
Pink Floyd promoted disobedience when they sang “we don’t need no education” in another brick in the wall, and Freddy Mercury, well he was openly gay.  In short, for the average conservative Afrikaans speaking Christian, rock music was a very contentious issue and rock music was not music you would put on the radio if your parents were at home.  Especially my dad.  My mom was more lenient and had a musical inclination herself. I know it is going to sound corny, but she did sing in our church choir.  

True, some of my friends’ parents were a little bit more enlightened and much more openminded than my dad.  I remember getting a taped copy of House of the Rising Sun by Hot R. S. from one of my friends whose dad had the banned LP.

However,  their was some popular or pop music that came out at the time.  I remember Words, Careless Whisper, Wake me up before you go-go, Brother Louie.  “It’s a Sin” by Pet Shop Boys was a firm favorite amongst everybody at school, and everybody seemed to know what they meant when they refer to  “it”.  And somehow it didn’t matter.  

I was in standard 9 when I was gifted a double tape dubbed High Energy.  It was a collection of artists that were blended together and some of the songs were pretty provocative, though thrillingly so to me. I was curious.  

Although I got bullied at school, being called a faggot or a queer, I tried to prove to people that I wasn’t.  I did not believe I was, at that time.  I did experiment with some friends (one or two), but I was told that it was an adoration phase I was passing through and that it would go away.  I believed that.  Yet, I also fantasized about guys as well, if I am perfectly honest. 

Some of the songs on that High Energy tape included Male Stripper (Man 2 Man), You Spin me Round (Dead or Alive), High Energy Extended Mix (Evelyn Thomas), Passion (The Flirts), Smalltown Boy (Bronski Beat), Around my Dream (Silver Pozzoli), You Think You’re a Man (Divine).  I would listen to these songs for hours on end, fantasize about what it would be like to be loved by a man in a world where people would not bully gay people.  I could not discuss these fantasies with anyone for fear of rejection and ridicule.  

There was also the fear of contracting God’s latest punishment for homosexuals, namely AIDS. The term HIV didn’t even exist at that time. It was only coined in 1986.  With whatever little information that was available at the time, all I knew was that only gay men got the disease, and obviously one or other religious leader/s somewhere had to throw in that it was God’s wrath against the perverse men who prey on other men. 

So, I lived in fear of being caught out, kept on believing that I was straight.  I was going to get married, and have two-and-half children and stay in a three bedroomed house.  Exactly as society expected from me.

What do they say about the benefit of hindsight – it’s a very cruel but a very exact science. I should have accepted then already that I was gay.   Looking back, I always knew, I just did not accept.  And songs like male stripper just made it a little bit more bearable for me.  Why.  Because it was just a song.  At least I did not act out on it. 

Another album that came out a couple of years later, should also be included in this category,  that being Abba-esque by Erasure.  When I finally plucked up the courage to start going to gay clubs and meet other gay men, this album was popular and I really enjoyed their spin on the music of Abba.   I also cannot forget Right Said Fred with their “I’m too sexy for my shirt”. There was also speculation that one of the brothers was gay, which was only confirmed much later. 

Somehow, knowing that an artist like Elton John or George Michael was gay, or listening to provocative music, or staring at an artists all-revealing clothing they wear, or their glistening chests, empowered me in a strange way.  It normalised being gay for me, and gave me the courage and the strength to finally accept who I was.  
If straight people could accept them, they could accept me.
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