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INTRODUCTION


REWRITING THE NARRATIVE

The narrative that we are in the midst of the first generation of trans children is so omnipresent as to be ambient. It is repeated ad nauseam in the media, online, by doctors, and by parents. Trans children, these various gatekeepers say in unison, have no history at all. […] What happens if this consensus turns out to be baseless?

—JULES GILL-PETERSON, 20181

No serious country should be telling its children that they were born with the wrong gender, a concept that was never heard in all of human history—nobody’s ever heard of this, what’s happening today. It was all when the radical left invented it just a few years ago. Under my leadership, this madness will end.

—DONALD TRUMP, 20232



In 1939 the sleepy British town of Great Yarmouth rumbled awake. National media picked up the story of two brothers, Mark and David Ferrow. The trans teens recently returned to their hometown after spending four years transitioning in nearby Maidstone. The siblings were far from extraordinary. Mark, the extroverted older brother, loved fine arts and literature. David, a shy young man, joined his father’s book-selling business upon his return. The two grew more comfortable with themselves as they received overwhelming love and care in their small community. Mark and David found a way to thrive decades before the first trans kids were supposed to exist. Seventeen-year-old Mark and fifteen-year-old David did not have our modern language to describe themselves in 1939. The term gender only came into common usage around 1955.3 Yet the trans siblings were far from alone. They were only a tiny part of the blossoming community defying gender norms.

Transgender people are nothing new. What is new, however, is the moral panic around gender identity. After opening up about my own trans identity at eight years old in 2003, I knew the idea that trans people have existed for only a few years was wrong. Calling us “new” erases our history. But exactly how much of our transgender past has been lost, forgotten, and destroyed? Who were the first documented children to transition? What means did activists have to resist society’s extreme discomfort in discussing gender before our language developed? How did trans people live their everyday lives before they had terms to describe themselves? Which trans athletes participated in sports before sex testing? These questions led me to write Before Gender, which details thirty lost trans stories and what we can learn from them.

I started research for this book after a friend asked me the name of the first minor to medically transition. Amid the 2020s panic over trans youth healthcare, I realized there was no historical documentation to answer their question. Even Jules Gill-Peterson, the foremost expert on the history of trans children, argues that trans teens did not begin medically transitioning until the 1950s.4 However, what I found was an entirely new history of transgender people.

I located Mark and David’s full story after digging through British news and government archives. The teens are not only among the first known minors to transition, but they also invented creative and whimsical ways to label themselves. Mark told the Daily Mirror in 1939, “I feel I have worn these clothes all my life. I have always been a man at heart, and I am glad to be in trousers.” He used remarkably modern phrases to tell the public about his transition. “I am glad to be through with it all. I don’t think I could have faced up to it if there had not been some of the woman’s power of endurance in me, though really, I suppose, I have always been a man.” Testosterone was rarely used before 1939. With a mixture of surprise and excitement, I realized Mark’s story represents the earliest known case of a minor transitioning with hormones.5

After I shared Mark and David’s narrative online, millions of people read their history, saw their photos, and heard their story for the first time in over eighty years. I began sharing more stories of forgotten figures from trans history: a Black trans church leader whose segregated Florida town came together to mourn her death, an Indian snake charmer who hid her trans identity from the California press in the 1940s, and a trans boy who gained the support of his large family in 1862. Each of these stories inspired feelings of hope and familiarity for readers. Some showed their parents stories of familial support in the face of backlash and confusion. Others were excited for figures who once lived in the same regions as them. I knew this moment was a rare opportunity to share trans narratives that never made it into the history books.

The period from 1850 to 1950 is a unique era sandwiched between the explosion of mass media (newspapers, radio, and photographs) and the term gender (as opposed to sex) becoming popular in the 1950s. The division between the terms gender, sex, and sexuality represents the turning point when trans people became a related but ultimately separate population from those called homosexuals at the time. Sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld coined the German term transsexualismus (transsexualism) in 1923, although the term did not gain widespread usage until decades later.6 It was only when David Oliver Cauldwell translated the word into transsexual in 1949 that we had an English name for the category describing the people in this book. The terms transgender and trans did not come into common usage until the 1990s. The period discussed in this book did not have a common language to describe trans struggles, yet trans people still existed everywhere from the largest cities to the most remote villages.

What do we gain from the stories of trans people who have not been sufficiently studied? I started writing this book believing I would find tidbits of interesting narratives that others would enjoy. However, after years of research, the following chapters will change our cultural understanding of queer, trans, and gender history. You will read about what may be the first mass queer and trans uprising, a riot against police in 1930 Berlin involving hundreds of people that was later erased from history by Nazis. Then there’s a formerly enslaved Black trans woman, Sally-Tom, who is possibly the first trans person to have her sex legally changed in the US in the 1860s. One of Europe’s greatest athletes, Stefan Pekar, transitioned in 1936, only for conservative bureaucrats to remove him from the record books. These are just a few of the interventions into erasure you will discover over the upcoming chapters.

The archive may not save us, but it will illuminate a path forward. We cannot challenge bad-faith arguments with history and rhetoric. The arguers do not intend to change their minds. However, those who bear witness to the vastness of history may be moved to fight for a better future—and to learn lessons from those who came before us. As Martinican author Aimé Césaire writes, “The shortest route to the future is always the one that involves the deepened understanding of the past.”7

This introduction begins by reviewing the sections and groundbreaking narratives of this book. We then explore popular trans history and how lesser-known histories are lost, hidden, and destroyed. The following chapter explores today’s debates over who is included as trans and how researchers use linguistic gymnastics to reduce the true extent of trans history. The introduction ends with an overview of discoveries that will rewrite transgender history forever.

THE ISSUES

There is no single right way to read this book. You can read cover to cover or you can begin with any narrative chapter since the chapters do not build on one another. Want to read a heartwarming story of a Tennessee trans man with the vocal support of his entire family, town, and county? Carl Crawford’s narrative describes how he became the earliest known trans person to change his legal sex by court order. Interested in Roma culture or World War II? Albín Pleva’s chapter uncovers details of a trans woman during the Porajmos (Romani Holocaust), which the Czech government continues to censor from history books. Curious about trans life in US-occupied Tokyo? Okiyo’s chapter details her history and a trans-led riot she helped ignite in 1948. The sections cover four of the most debated aspects of the trans community today: youth, activism, employment, and sports.

“The Kids” highlights the stories of eight different young people, each of whom transitioned between the ages of five and sixteen. The section makes it clear that trans children have had familial and community support long before the concept of trans even existed. Many of the kids, like teenager Willie Ray, were celebrated by journalists, families, and officials across the world. Their treatment had both ups and downs; each pivoted upon their community’s willingness to empathize with trans children before gender.

The next section follows nine of “The Activists” who worked at different levels of influence. Some were self-advocates. Others were national organizers. Not all of these activists embodied the policy-based advocacy we think of today. Many fought for their individual lives, like Mollie Wilson. She killed three men who tried to lynch her around 1884. Others, like Sadie Acosta, fought against government bureaucracy. She argued for her gender self-determination while incarcerated for refusing to sign a male draft card. Each activist narrative presents early trans advocacy that ranged from sparking large queer riots to correcting their legal sex.

“The Workers” tracks the lives of seven trans people who were forced to hide their trans status to find work. Some had rare occupations like snake charmer Elsie Marks. Others had more everyday jobs like John Berger, a florist trapped in St. Louis’s most scandalous love triangle of 1893. Each offers a groundbreaking story of trans labor in the nineteenth or twentieth century. These narratives explore how trans people were forced into anonymity to keep their livelihoods. By exploring a range of professions, the featured narratives offer contemporary readers a diverse range of trans labor experiences that will change how we think about trans workers today.

Those transgressing gender roles have participated in sports for millennia. “The Athletes” goes back to the late nineteenth century through six stories of seven competitors in different sports. Many competitors played with others of their gender, like Frances Anderson, the world’s greatest female billiards player of the 1910s. Others were forced onto the wrong teams like Léon Caurla and Pierre Brésolles, two trans boyfriends who played for France’s women’s running team in the 1940s. Some athletes, such as matador Agustín Rodríguez, played on both men’s and women’s teams. These stories are plentiful, and many of the trans athletes even knew one another.

POP HISTORY

Written history generally focuses on figures who are the most recognizable or prominent (as opposed to those who are disenfranchised, oppressed, or poor). Through these repeated narratives, we build the trans historical canon—what the public believes is a concrete, definitive timeline of transness. This timeline overlooks swaths of crucial figures and generally centers those with the most discernibly trans identities. This short section will provide an overview of the history and key terms that you should know. Following this brief introduction to trans history, I will review what is missing from these previous trans narratives and what we can do to reclaim the hidden past.

Canonical trans history may be summarized with a handful of (predominantly white) figures and events. There are only a few well-discussed trans individuals prior to the 1900s, such as Roman Empress Elagabalus and Joan of Arc. In the early twentieth century, celebrities such as sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld (who was not trans himself) made history by founding the first trans clinic in Berlin in 1919, the Institute for Sexual Science. Lili Elbe, one of the institute’s patients, received one of the first vaginoplasties in 1930 before another historical “blank” period during World War II. Harry Benjamin, Christine Jorgensen, and John Money became household names in the 1950s and 1960s for bringing (limited) gender-affirming care to the United States. European trans celebrities like April Ashley, Coccinelle, and Jan Morris also entered the mainstream at that time. In the public imagination, it appears trans people only began organizing into groups that we would call trans today with the Stonewall riots in 1969 or when Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson founded Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries in 1970. Popular culture also saw an uptick in trans-related media when tennis player Renée Richards fought to compete as a woman in the 1976 US Open. However, some conservative pundits and politicians will point to more recent events like Laverne Cox gracing the cover of Time in 2014 or Caitlyn Jenner’s 2015 Vanity Fair article as the true beginning of our history.8 This historical canon certainly represents the pinnacles of visibility. Yet it leaves out key moments of influence, particularly outside the US and Europe. This book is meant not only to stitch together the massive gaps in public understanding of trans history but also to reveal how vibrant, exciting, and common trans life was during the 1850–1950 period.

Histories of the oppressed are not as neatly organized as they are often portrayed. Representation typically covers the moments that are, in actuality, mere plateaus of visibility. Most major texts on history overlook the long extent of the valleys below without diving into their depths. The distance between celebrities like Lili Elbe and Laverne Cox should not imply emptiness. Those less visible today were not necessarily less influential during their times. Some subjects in this book were considered famous enough to host large events and go on tour. Others overcame legal or cultural hurdles that the trans historical canon claims happened much later. As queer historians Mirjam Zadoff and Karolina Kühn explain, “To this day, we know only some of the pioneers of the queer emancipation movement. We know even less about the life of those who were persecuted, driven into exile, murdered—or simply remained invisible.”9 It is only through reaching deep into the ravines of our past that we learn the true extent of trans history.

Previous books on trans history tend to center—and sometimes construct—these highly visible plateaus. Susan Stryker’s Transgender History, for instance, provides a thought-provoking read on many of the most influential moments of our timeline that are the most discussed today.10 It is among the most popular trans history books ever published (and rightfully so). Books like these are crucial for learning about the best-known moments in transgender history. However, they also contribute to the construction of history itself by only focusing on the most visible individuals. What is left out of historical texts is as important as what is in them. Whether intentional or not, historians often erase our past in the process of writing it.

Erasure

While I researched this book, it became more evident than ever that the most influential single factor in erasure was race. Many recent scholars like C. Riley Snorton and Jules Gill-Peterson have pointed to the historical fixation on white, upper-class subjects in the US and Europe.11 This is not necessarily the fault of researchers, however. Racism, anti-trans sentiment, nationalism, and economic austerity come from all around us. The Nazis infamously burned books from Magnus Hirschfeld’s Institute for Sexual Science in 1933. The institute held the most comprehensive collections on trans identity in existence at the time. Although the institute was in Berlin, it contained writings on gender defiance from around the world. We will never recover all the burned texts, which also featured extensive African, Asian, and South American collections.

I personally struggled to obtain complete and accurate information from most countries outside of the US. North Americans and Europeans destroyed many archives from other nations, such as those in Japan in Okiyo’s home city of Osaka. Other records, like those from Mexico on Sadie Acosta, were never digitized due to a lack of public funding stemming from economic colonialism. My own methodology, which centers written text, is also biased. Many cultures prefer oral histories, which I rarely used in the following chapters. Western media, the single largest primary source of written material for this book, chronically overlooks nonwhite trans history. As South African trans activists Liesl Theron and Tshepo Ricki Kgositau point out, “Recorded history has remained largely silent about African trans people, with the exception of scandalized news stories of trans women who are portrayed as ‘female imposters’ committing fraud or trans people reduced to a spectacle to be humored.”12 To remedy this problem, I chose to center narratives of trans people of color in this book, even if their stories were more difficult to locate. Despite these additional efforts, most of the following chapters still focus on white trans people.

Misogyny also structures popular trans history as it intersects with race. Although trans women of the twentieth century were more frequently featured in the press, there is a tendency among recent history books to focus on people we may now call white trans men. There are at least a half dozen books published in the last twenty years that discuss the lives of white trans men during the 1850–1950 period. Apart from individual biographies, there are zero exclusively focused on trans women. Emily Skidmore’s True Sex: The Lives of Trans Men at the Turn of the Twentieth Century, for instance, provides a thorough history of eighteen predominantly white trans men from 1876

to 1936.13 It is detailed, thought-provoking, and timely. However, it does not offer insights into the treatment of trans people of color or women during the era. There is, of course, nothing wrong with focusing on the category of white trans men. But there is also a dire need for more research on trans women—particularly trans women of color—during this era.14

Among the most egregious errors that shape history is misgendering. Researchers chronically supplant trans identity with cisgender excuses for our existence. Before trans identity was better known, writers would often assume we transitioned for nefarious—or occasionally noble—purposes. Sometimes, cisgender men would pretend to be women to commit crimes. Other times, cisgender women would pretend to be men to obtain work or enter military service. However, I found that these excuses were overused. Many individuals expressed deeply held trans identities. For most of Western history, trans identity was so incomprehensible to the public that writers almost always attributed our identification to ulterior motives.

Texts that ascribe underlying causes for trans identity tend to erase, sensationalize, and misgender people we may now understand as trans. Cultural historian Kerry Segrave’s 2018 “Masquerading in Male Attire”: Women Passing as Men in America, 1844–1920, is a prime example. The book contains several short paragraphs about two individuals featured in this book (Willie Ray and Frank Williams).15 However, the author does not mention the word transgender once. Instead, he misgenders each figure and claims they had underlying motives for transitioning. His book typifies the claims that our identities could only manifest through secondary justifications. He separates each chapter into sections on criminal intent, economics, mobility, love, and military participation, using examples found in newspaper archives. These five justifications—along with sexual fantasies—are the most frequent excuses historians use to misgender subjects. However, many of Segrave’s figures were obviously transmasculine, declaring their identity even after it was no longer beneficial to them. In the process, Segrave erased over seventy years of trans history in his writing.

There is an old joke in the trans community that someone could murder a person for misgendering them, but historians would still call them by the wrong name, pronouns, and gender. This has happened several times.16 Amelio Robles Ávila, for instance, transitioned at age twenty-four in 1913. He joined the left-wing Zapatista army during the Mexican Revolution and was known as “El Colonel Robles.” His nation, government, and peers respected his male identity. The Mexican government amended his birth certificate to male in the 1930s. He famously threatened to shoot anyone who challenged his identity and he even killed two aggressors who tried to uncover his anatomy in 1937. Amelio lived openly as a man for seventy-one years until his death in 1989. Yet writers, journalists, and researchers almost universally misgendered and deadnamed him until the 2000s. Like many trans male soldiers, commentators excused his identity as merely an attempt at joining the Zapatistas. It must have required an impressive level of willful ignorance to overlook the fact that he still identified as a man for almost seventy years after the revolution. Among the subjects of this project, I found that the “ulterior motive” form of erasure was the most common. It did not matter whether the individual was an obvious case of trans identity, such as Robles, or one that was less clear. The veracity of trans identity was almost always contested by writers and researchers until the past few decades.

In contrast to people like Robles, self-erasure is another means of losing track of historical figures’ trans identities. The “self” in self-erasure is deceptive. Did these individuals truly desire to hide their identities or were their lives simply easier because they did? Most of the chapters follow individuals who were nonconsensually outed by the press, police, and courts. Only a few opted to go public about their identities on their own accord. Sandy Stone, considered a founder of transgender studies, argued that it was not until the late twentieth century that trans people came to seize upon visibility as a political tool. “The highest purpose of the transsexual is to erase him/herself, to fade into the ‘normal’ population as soon as possible,” she wrote in her 1987 Posttranssexual Manifesto.17 She suggested that “we can seize upon the textual violence inscribed in the transsexual body and turn it into a reconstructive force.” Put more clearly: the 1980s became a tipping point in which trans people could share their stories to combat anti-trans violence, moving past the medical model of transsexualism that depicted the goal of transition as hiding one’s identity. The era of self-erasure is certainly not over, but there are now more people open about their trans status than ever.

Activist, lawyer, and priest Pauli Murray (1910–1985) is one clear example of self-erasure. Like many figures you will read about in this book, he initially used creative terms to describe himself. In a 1937 note, he discussed his “inverted sex instinct,” which he defined as “wearing pants, wanting to be one of the men, doing things that fellows do, [and] hating to be dominated by women unless I like them.”18 The civil rights icon requested to receive testosterone and abdominal surgery. He hypothesized that he felt he was a man due to undescended testicles.19 To today’s audience, this would be a clear demonstration of trans identity. However, Pauli’s private efforts to receive hormones and surgery were largely overlooked until the 2010s, when restrictions were loosened on the personal papers of his Harvard archival collection. He never spoke publicly about his gender identity. Now, with access to his papers, well-known academics like education researcher Naomi Simmons-Thorne and cultural theorist Brittney Cooper have vocally argued for a change in pronoun usage for Pauli.20 This change never happened on a wide scale. Pauli was even misgendered by the US Mint when he was featured on the quarter in 2024. Forms of self-erasure like Pauli’s are particularly difficult because we can never know exactly how he would have identified, only that his self-described identity did not match the sex he was assigned at birth.

The more we reflect on our past, the better prepared we are to fight for our future. Dwelling on underreported and erased stories means grappling with how we fought for our freedoms in the past—and how much still needs to change. It is crucial that we constantly challenge popular histories so we can learn how others survived and thrived.

TRANS IDENTITY AND THE CLEOPATRA PROBLEM

Who exactly is included in the word trans? There will likely never be an agreeable solution to the debate on language. Some terms I use will certainly fall out of favor in only a few short years. Others will last for centuries. What is more important is identifying the tendencies and commonalities between different people from different eras. The question of trans status is particularly difficult when it comes to addressing those who lived before the term gender. Most broadly, I define trans as anyone identifying outside of their sex assigned at birth.21 There are caveats, asterisks, and footnotes to this definition that will continue to be argued over for decades to come. I adhere to this broad definition to include stories of those who were more explicit about their identities (such as “I am a woman”) to those who were less clear and were not able to provide words to their gendered actions. This leaves enough room for non-Western identities while excluding queer cisgender people. In this flexible understanding, I follow Susan Stryker and Emily Skidmore’s definition of trans, in which someone pronounces themself outside of the Western gender binary.22 This section will contend with how and why trans history existed before the term transgender.

Scholars, activists, and writers are frequently challenged over the historical extent of trans identity. That is, there is an ongoing debate over when the transgender community began and who may be categorized within it. Most people now agree that trans people do not need to medically transition to be trans. This means the term is based on language and description. Yet among the most common arguments against trans before gender is that the English word trans(sexual) did not exist until the 1940s and thus no trans people could have existed before then. I like to call this issue the Cleopatra problem. Cleopatra was a woman even though she lived over one thousand years before the word woman existed.23 Does that mean we should refuse to call her a woman? How do we know she was a woman and why? Cisgender women had different gender roles two thousand years ago, just as the expectations for trans people differed. If you, like most people, agree that we may call Cleopatra a woman, then we may also call Mark and David Ferrow trans under the same logic. Women, like trans people, existed before the 1100s, when the word was coined.

Terms change over time, but the meanings behind them may be remarkably similar to one another.24 This way of understanding history is often accused of “presentism” (applying contemporary values to past events). However, is trans actually a contemporary identity? We are ultimately engaging in presentism by using any language or term invented after the subject’s lifetime. Historians do not treat any other term for a social category quite the same way as they do trans, reducing a large group so persistent throughout history to a purely modern phenomenon. Labeling these figures as trans should be a clear and concise solution to the Cleopatra problem and accusations of presentism. Yet this approach among trans scholars is still deemed controversial due to the volatility and specificity of the term trans—as though woman and man were not volatile terms themselves!

Why are historians so hesitant to call such unmistakably trans individuals trans? We can blame not only anti-trans prejudice but also cultural attitudes surrounding gender, history, and knowledge. Some of the rationales that erase trans people are typical historical interpretations, which consider presentism a cardinal sin of understanding the past. For example, at one point, the term trans(sexual) indicated a specific medical path that was impossible before the early 1900s. However, most people now know that not all trans people medically transition, and desiring gender-affirming healthcare is not a prerequisite for being trans. There is also the issue of self-identification. Today “transgender” is a category that someone identifies with. Historical figures, however, have no agency in what we call them. This again becomes part of the Cleopatra problem and misses the point that language changes over time. Historical erasure is not always intended to harm the trans community, but intent is not impact and the result is the same.

Trans historian Scott Larson provides an excellent example of benevolent erasure. While intending to point to the change in gender terminology over time, he instead excised millennia of trans history. Larson argues, “[Transgender] remains a modern category that cannot simply be retroactively applied. Moreover, gender is produced and challenged differently in different times and places. That is, the way in which gender was unmade and remade […] was different from the ways that various transgender individuals and groups have sought to challenge gender categories in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.”25 However, he proceeds to use the word woman when referring to Public Universal Friend, an eighteenth-century Quaker preacher who famously identified as genderless. According to Larson, Public Universal Friend described themself as “neither male nor female.” We again run into the Cleopatra problem. Public Universal Friend also existed under different norms than women today. By this same logic, one could not call them a woman either.

There is another form of “benevolent erasure” that presents a more complex debate among trans historians.26 Labeling non-Western social roles as transgender could potentially erase Indigenous identities. Before Western Europeans began colonizing most of the world, Western Europe was one of the few regions with a strict gender binary. This binary was established as a global force through conquest, genocide, and the spread of Western European norms.

Colonization eradicated many traditional roles during the past six hundred years. Today some trans activists use certain Indigenous gender/sex roles to justify (white) trans existence. Others try to create solidarity between trans and colonized people through our mutual targeting via the gender binary. Many activists and scholars reject the comparison or labeling altogether. This book will take a cautious approach. The term trans originates in Western sexology and is problematic for perfectly describing social roles that do not neatly fit that category. However, I will still use the term when other roles are not named. Mollie Wilson, for instance, was a member of the Choctaw Nation, but did not appear to assume a traditional Choctaw gender role after leaving the territory as a teenager. On the other side is Muksamse’lapli, who appeared to assume a Klamath t’winiːq sex/gender role. There are more complicated cases. Okiyo, for example, used the Japanese term danshō to describe herself. The term is often interpreted as trans woman or transfeminine by contemporary scholars (including many danshō themselves). However, it does not directly translate since English does not have a perfectly analogous term. I take all these factors into consideration while applying a careful stance to the chapters focusing on non-Western figures.

The consequences of erasure

Who do we leave out by not addressing the Cleopatra problem? If we refuse to apply modern terms to past individuals or communities, then we could not call Oscar Wilde gay (first used in a modern context in the 1950s) or Frida Kahlo Latina (first used to describe an ethnic gender category in the 1970s).27 Taking this logic even further, the color orange did not exist until the thirteenth century (when the word was coined), and the first instance of manspreading was not until 2014 (when the action was named). Of course, very few make this argument about Wilde, Kahlo, orange, or manspreading because these categories are not perceived as new. The artificial divide between language and lived experiences undermines the impact of our historical arguments. Transgender is not a modern category but rather a modern word to describe an ever-present group of people.

There are clear dangers to denying the existence of trans people before gender. Like the Trump epigraph at the beginning of this introduction, the supposed novelty of trans identity is used against us. Trans people are far from the first group to experience this form of targeting through erasure. In the 1990s, American conservatives complained that being gay was simply “a new fad” harming children.28 Similar critiques were leveled at the 1960s Black Power, feminist, free love, and civil rights movements. Of course, even if trans people did suddenly exist for the first time in the 1990s, that is not a reason to deny their self-determination. However, showing the persistence of trans identity throughout time helps others understand the transgender struggle and learn how trans people survived in the past.

Finally, I want to highlight some stylistic choices that I encourage others to use (unless the individual one is speaking or writing about requests otherwise). First, I removed deadnames and misgendering language and replaced them in brackets with the correct names and pronouns. I found there was absolutely no reason to deadname or misgender any of the figures in this book, a practice that is too often excused by academic authorities. Each section contains many references for those readers who would like to do further research (the only reason for including the names given at birth).

Next, there were several considerations while selecting chapter subjects. I carefully evaluated the possible ulterior motives for individuals identifying as a different gender than they were assigned at birth. Was it for economics, love, or jobs? Was it a disguise to escape persecution? These cases certainly happened. I cautiously reviewed each story to avoid including people who may have identified as cisgender today. To ensure these individuals were as close to today’s definition of trans as possible, I considered each chapter through a test:


1. Did the individual declare themself to be a different gender from the one they were assigned at birth?

2. Did they lack a clear ulterior motive for transitioning (like taking on work traditionally done by men)?

3. If tested by a medical professional, were they found to not be intersex?29



Justifying trans existence in history this way, unfortunately, repeats some stereotypes about trans identities. The purpose of this test is to dispute the idea that transness is a recent trend, spreads like a disease, or is a “social contagion,” as many fearmongering pundits would like you to believe.30 I attempted to focus on the most compelling cases: those in which beliefs against trans identity hurt the subject’s social status. Other “evidence” included choosing a new name, changing pronouns, and seeking medical transition. None of these are required to be transgender, of course, but they provide a parallel to the most common trans narratives today. Most—but not all—figures in this book changed their names and pronouns. Those who did not are no more or less trans.31

LESSONS FROM LOST TRANS HISTORY

Social leaders often cite philosopher George Santayana: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”32 But what if the presumption of linear progress is wrong? What if learning from history promises that we could repeat it? Before Gender is not a book about trans hardship. It also shares trans resistance, joy, thriving, excitement, and friendship long before we had today’s terminology. Trans people found love, life, and opportunities in 1850–1950 that many today would not think was possible. It is important that we do not romanticize the past as a “better time,” particularly for trans people of color. However, we may learn important lessons from the past for future forms of advocacy. Many of the figures you will read about even found the means to organize in ways that could help us today.

What do we learn from lesser-known trans history? Each section will grapple with an array of interventions into popular trans history. Spanning the four different narrative sections, I found the central question of this book answered in five categories: supportive communities, new “firsts,” active trans resistance, community building, and survival-based deception.

Friendly reception

In 1913 a German newspaper discussed the growing number of trans people in Europe. “Such cases in which officials, on the basis of medical assessments, grant permission to men and women to wear the clothes of the opposite sex have increased significantly in recent times,” the reporter wrote.33 “The reason for this has less to do with greater frequency of such cases than with a growing awareness of their correct scientific understanding.” Well over a century ago, the paper did not reduce trans people to the result of social contagion or moral decay (as they often are today). Instead, the reporter understood the increase in individuals to be the result of more understanding and support, which allowed individuals to express themselves. The support for trans people was one of the most surprising and delightful findings of Before Gender.

The historical positive reporting on trans people shows how manufactured the panic over trans identity is. Negative reporting on trans people has never been as central to media as it is today. Mainstream publications have recently adopted the strategy of “concern trolling,” disingenuously displaying concern to undermine the agency of a community.34 In 2022 alone, the New York Times used this tactic in over twenty thousand words of front-page stories discussing trans issues—mostly negative coverage about trans children.35 The phenomenon of concern trolling allowed the newspaper to operate under the guise of journalistic objectivity while sowing seeds of doubt against the trans community. The moral panic over trans identity has now resulted in profound damage to the community—ranging from healthcare bans to violent attacks. Hopefully, by reflecting on the past, we may imagine paths forward for more uplifting narratives.

While some individuals featured in this book were certainly ridiculed, the majority had affirming or neutral reporting on their stories. This is not to say life was necessarily easier for people in 1850–1950. However, there was a positive interest in many of these narratives. Some were considered medical curiosities. Others, like Mark and David Ferrow, were publicly deemed as “brave” and “determined” for their transitions. The following chapters disrupt the idea of linear progress and instead often show better media treatment of trans individuals in the past than today.

Rural and Southern areas of the US were often quite warm to trans locals, contrary to how these regions are often represented. Willie Ray received extremely positive treatment in rural Kentucky. His story attracted so much sympathy that the governor pardoned him in 1890 after he stole a horse. Papers lauded the seventeen-year-old’s blossoming celebrity, noting that soon after he transitioned, he “began at once to court all the attractive young women of the neighborhood, escorting them to church and to places of amusement and acquiring a local reputation as a beau.”36 Many other figures were similarly celebrated in urban and rural communities alike.

The US Midwest was also a hotbed of blossoming trans relationships. It is not frequently reported as a hub of queer and trans life. Yet around the turn of the century, it had flourishing communities of queer people so vocal that their presence would not be as visible again for a century. The St. Louis Post-Dispatch passionately defended trans man John Berger in 1895, arguing that he “is evidently irresponsible for [his] action so far as assuming male attire is concerned. [He] is afflicted, and has no control over the peculiar impulses [his] affliction brings.”37 Although the terms were pathologizing, the newspaper defended John’s chosen dress as part of his understanding of himself as a man. The same paper wrote a glowing profile of Frank Williams in 1905. In 1909 it also celebrated an “astonishing number” of trans men who had moved to the area after several similar cases came to light.

Newspapers were unsurprisingly more sympathetic to white trans people—particularly young white trans men—than others.38 But the tendency of reporters to demonize trans people of color and trans women contrasted with the actual community support. Georgia Black, for instance, was widely celebrated by her town but experienced neutral-to-negative reporting. “By every law of society, Georgia Black should have died in disgrace and humiliation and been remembered as a sex pervert, a ‘fairy’ and a ‘freak,’” Ebony magazine reported in 1951.39 “But when Georgia Black died in Sanford, Florida, four months ago, both the white and colored community alike paid its solemn tribute.” A Black trans woman in segregated Florida, Georgia was among the most admired people of her town. One of her neighbors explained in 1951: “I don’t care what Georgia Black was. She nursed members of our family through birth, sickness and death. She was one of the best citizens in town.” The chapters on Mollie Wilson and Okiyo also present similar cases.

Finally, supporting trans people is important but insufficient when we live in a society based on racial and class hierarchies. When there is oppression, there will be trans oppression. As you will read in Willie Ray’s story, although he found support in his community, he continued to face persecution for trying to earn a livable income. He witnessed his father, who fought for the Union, struggle with poverty despite having fought to keep the country together. He worked harder than his peers yet was still forced into horse theft and bootlegging to make money. Without an end to inequity, trans people could not and cannot exist safely. This is the basis of intersectionality and why the trans movement was never solely about gender. Every aspect of life—social, political, and economic—must improve for trans people to thrive.

Rewriting the timeline of “firsts”

History is much less fixed and certain than society gives it credit for. We frequently hear stories of the first trans person to do x, y, or z. These claims are almost always wrong. During this project, I found numerous cases that exceeded some significant supposed “firsts” by decades. These irksome claims matter because they erase history. Calling a trans person the first is certainly important to garner interest in their history. However, it instills the idea that such events did not take place before that time. Historians Alex Bakker, Annette F. Timm, Michael Thomas Taylor, and Rainer Herrn explain, “Talking about the ‘first case’ also denies agency to earlier trans people, some of whom lived in parts of the world where these histories remain taboo.”40 Most individuals I located are likely not the firsts but simply the earliest known for now. These are some of the most significant findings from this book, promising to change the trajectory of trans history forever. The following chapters will tackle the false notions that Stonewall was the first queer/trans riot, Weimar German trans people were the first with governmental support to change their legal sex, the first minors to medically transition were in the 1950s (or the 2010s, according to some conservative pundits), and Christine Jorgensen was the first trans celebrity.

Stonewall is frequently considered “the emblematic event in modern lesbian and gay history.”41 In 1969 a police raid on the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in New York City, led to physical resistance from hundreds of patrons and protesters. Thousands joined as the riots went on for over five days. It is the most recognizable queer and trans riot in history and is remembered with annual pride marches. It is frequently called “the first time LGBTQ people fought back” in public discussions.42 More dedicated historians might cite the smaller Cooper Do-nuts Riot in 1959 Los Angeles, Compton’s Cafeteria riot in 1966 San Francisco, or the Black Cat Tavern riot in 1967 Los Angeles (which was actually a civil demonstration and not a riot). This book highlights two separate riots thirty-nine and twenty-one years before Stonewall. The chapters will share the most detailed narratives of each uprising that has ever been published by bringing together dozens of legal, newspaper, and personal accounts, many of which have been hidden for decades.

The larger of the two riots is part of Gerda von Zobeltitz’s story. The Rauchfangswerder riots took place on July 5–6, 1930. Around 300 queer and trans people from the activist group League for Human Rights faced 150 police officers and their 150 companions at a restaurant in Berlin’s Rauchfangswerder neighborhood.43 After a fight ensued, officers used trans woman Gerda von Zobeltitz’s presence as an excuse for instigating the riot, deeming her mere presence as criminal. Writers have only published a few sentences on the Rauchfangswerder riots since 1930. Nazis destroyed much of the evidence in 1933 during their attack on the Institute for Sexual Science in Berlin. Using newly discovered archival materials, I located exciting details of the riot that have not been shared in over ninety years. The second riot is featured in Okiyo’s chapter. The Ueno Park riots began when police harassed a group of danshō, Japanese sex workers with identities paralleling today’s trans women. On a chilly evening in November 1948, Tokyo’s chief of police gathered a group of officials to harass the danshō. One of the workers, Okiyo, punched him squarely in the face, igniting the tensions into a riot. These rebellions, now described in detail in this book, are the two earliest known queer and trans uprisings.44

Another common myth contends the first trans people to gain legal permission to exist and change their documentation were in the Weimar Republic in the late 1900s to early 1930s.45 Many researchers even cite the 1966 legal case Matter of Anonymous v. Weiner as the first attempt to change legal sex.46 I found two major cases that radically shift this timeline. First, the Freedmen’s Bureau, a government agency meant to facilitate Reconstruction, granted Sally-Tom permission to live as a woman in the late 1860s. Sally-Tom was a recently freed Black trans woman who lived openly as a woman until her death in 1908. Identification documents are a different question, however. Born in rural Tennessee in 1874, Carl Crawford changed his legal sex through court authorization in 1902. His mother, local officials, and community came together to support his transition. A judge accepted his petition to change his legal name and sex, granting what may be the first court ordered change of legal sex for a trans person. Although these cases did not set a legal precedent, they show an ad hoc path that many trans people took before gender to change their legal status. Both stories go far beyond their legal statuses to radically shift the narrative of transgender law before gender.

Another major source of “firsts” are medical breakthroughs. The date of the first gender-affirming operation is unknown and will never be recovered. Rudimentary genital surgeries have existed for millennia. Orchiectomies (castration) have been documented for thousands of years. Ancient Roman Galli and Scythian priests who were assigned male at birth performed orchiectomies on one another and wore clothing designed for women.47 Mastectomies were first performed in the 1880s. As trans researchers often question, “What kind of surgery counts as surgery; are we speaking only of clinically sterile contexts common to Western medicine?”48 Between the ancient origins of certain gender-affirming procedures and modern medical privacy laws, we will never know the names of the first recipients of most procedures.

Most of the individuals in this book did not receive surgery. However, I did find several instances that shift the popular timeline of trans history. As previously mentioned, Mark and David Ferrow are the earliest known minors to receive hormone replacement therapy. They were not the earliest to medically transition, however. While researching Gerda von Zobeltitz, I located a German surgeon, Ludwig Levy-Lenz, who operated from the same trans clinic she visited (the Institute for Sexual Science). He wrote an autobiography mentioning the story of an unnamed sixteen-year-old trans man who attempted to amputate his own breasts after being refused treatment. The trans teen had to have an emergency mastectomy in the late 1920s.49 This would make him one of the earliest known minors to obtain chest surgery. These stories are chronically silenced yet crucial to emphasize the well-established benefits of transition.

As you have probably guessed, the people generally considered to be medical transition “firsts” are usually not. Lili Elbe and Dora Richter are often reported to be the first women to receive gender-affirming surgery in the early 1930s. Similarly, Michael Dillon is often incorrectly cited as the first trans man to receive a mastectomy and phalloplasty in 1946.50 Sometimes mainstream publications claim trans celebrity Christine Jorgensen was the first to undergo gender-affirming surgery in 1951 (as the New York Times did in her 1989 obituary).51 Again, while investigating Gerda von Zobeltitz’s transition, I located the notes of another surgeon at the Institute for Sexual Science, most of which have never been published in English. The doctor, Richard Mühsam, performed an early type of vaginoplasty since at least 1920.52 He was experimenting with testicular and ovarian transplants at around the same time. In 1912 he performed a hysterectomy and mastectomy on a twenty-five-year-old trans man who reported he “felt that these organs did not belong to [him].”53 The patient was happy with his results and had his ovaries removed in 1921. Unfortunately, most recipients of the surgeries were not named. They could not share their own stories. One of the first subjects to have Mühsam’s early form of vaginoplasty detransitioned to marry their wife, so I did not feature chapters on them. Like with the riots mentioned earlier, researchers will undoubtedly uncover even earlier named surgery recipients over time.

Other modern forms of trans surgery emerged in the early 1900s. Intersex trans man Karl M. Baer was among the first to receive a form of phalloplasty in 1906. He is often called “the first sex change [sic] operation in history” or the “first transgender person to undergo female-to-male (FTM) surgery.”54 However, if we include intersex people with varying forms of genitalia like Baer, there were numerous noted cases predating him by decades. Earlier forms of phalloplasty and vaginoplasty existed for intersex people we now may consider trans since at least the early 1800s.55 There are likely even earlier examples of nonconsensual surgeries on intersex children. Again, these surgeries were rarely written into records as parents frequently hid intersex status from the public. The issue of trans surgery, like the word trans itself, is semantic and requires us to ask what exactly we mean by trans surgery in the first place.

Another similar myth credits Christine Jorgensen as “the first trans celebrity.”56 Jorgensen instantly acquired widespread media attention after stepping off a plane when returning from her surgery in Denmark in 1952. Although this book centers narratives that do not have enough (or any) attention today, several chapters focus on trans celebrities who lived decades before Jorgensen. Each was famous in their own time. Like surgery, a large part of the issue is the unclear definition of celebrity. Do they have to have international attention? National? Regional? Must they be famous solely for being trans? Several of the following chapters focus on celebrities of various levels of notoriety. Each of their histories was lost to time, politics, and shame.

Among the trans celebrities of the nineteenth century, teenage Willie Ray was frequently noted for his transition and general disregard for the law. In 1891, The Tennessean remarked, “Nearly every body in West Tennessee and the Kentucky ‘Purchase’ has heard of [him].”57 Two days later, the St. Louis Globe-Democrat commented that his fame would soon reach the level of that of the notorious outlaw and Jesse James collaborator Belle Starr. Willie was far from the most well-known individual over the following chapters. Each of the featured narratives in “The Athletes” section achieved some level of international fame. Agustín Rodríguez was renowned for his transition and accomplishments as a matador. He went on to compete in several countries and make global headlines. Other figures like Elagabalus and Joan of Arc go back hundreds of years, usually achieving celebrity status through politics. Each trans celebrity’s story shows the varied treatment of and fascination with trans culture before gender.

While researching, I noticed newspapers used a recurring phrase to describe trans people: “a singular case.” Yet not one of them was. I cannot claim any of the events mentioned in this book are the “first.” Several are currently the “first known” and others are “among the first.” But many of these will be challenged as new stories emerge from the archives.

Resistance isn’t futile

Studying history allows us to adopt certain social, political, and legal strategies that were successful in the past. From 1850 to 1950, many trans people rejected respectable forms of resistance, engaged in civil disobedience, and deceived authorities to gain autonomy that would otherwise not be granted.

Later in this book, you will read how Gerda von Zobeltitz’s and Okiyo’s respective riots influenced the public, police, and community relations. I found their collective actions had the largest impact on their communities. They inspired defiance, provoked discussion, and encouraged other queer and trans people to take action. However, these are protests most would not engage in today. Physical resistance is more dangerous than ever with militarized officers occupying most countries. Gerda and the League for Human Rights members could hit, kick, swing chairs, throw rocks, and toss mugs at police without being shot. In doing so, they rallied their community to push back against the police (many of whom would go on to become Nazi officers). Similarly, Okiyo was able to punch the Tokyo chief of police in the face in 1948. Her direct confrontation showed her community that it was possible to fight the authorities who constantly harassed, attacked, and killed them. Today these tactics would not be nearly as safe. Most likely, images and videos of the protests would be used for anti-trans propaganda (even more so than they were at the time). However, Gerda’s and Okiyo’s respective demonstrations show us the power of incitement. At what point did others join them and why? Was it the overwhelming anger at injustice? Fear for safety? These questions help us think about motivating others to activate their own communities. Actions (“riots”) like the Martin Luther King Jr. assassination uprisings and George Floyd protests also show how physical revolts lead to ongoing movements. Countless groups emerged from these demonstrations and still impact the world today.

Several figures in this book engaged in more civil forms of disobedience. These rather respectable acts took place earlier than previously thought. In 1965 Dewey’s restaurant in Philadelphia banned patrons from wearing clothing the staff perceived to be gender nonconforming. After turning away over 150 customers, three queer teenagers continued to sit in protest. They, along with a gay activist informing them of their rights, were arrested. Susan Stryker wrote that the lunch counter sit-in was “what appears be the first act of civil disobedience over antitransgender discrimination.”58 However, I found several other instances preceding the sit-in in the US and across the world (although not as part of the formal Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s).

This book contains dozens of examples of early trans civil disobedience. Sadie Acosta, for example, publicly objected to her conscription into the US military in 1941. The sheriff threw her in prison for failing to register for military training after it was discovered she was assigned male at birth. The draft board gave her a physical examination and their doctor argued, “She is definitely a man.” Sadie, on the other hand, protested to reporters: “I rather be a woman, so I am a woman.”59 In doing so, she called for the government to release women like her from conscription. She was eventually forced to sign the draft card. However, the twenty-nine-year-old translatina left her address off the document and escaped before anyone caught her. John Berger, Ray Leonard, and several other figures in this book undertook similar forms of disobedience against the legal system.

Another less common form of early trans activism was outing. In 1895, seventeen-year-old Effie Smith was caught in one of St. Louis’s largest scandals of the century. Newspapers outed her boyfriend, Frank, and the police attempted to put him on trial for creating a space for queer youth. To direct legal attention away from Frank and her, she outed several powerful policemen, businessmen, and legal officials in the city. The ensuing scandal worked: the officers who harassed them were arrested and Effie received a lenient sentence. Although Effie is the only individual who used outing as a tactic in this book, many other queer and trans people relied on the approach at the time.60

These forms of noncompliance are memorable for embracing the illegality of their actions. Historical trans people like Sadie did not question if their disobedience was illegal. Instead, they asked why their demonstrations were illegal in the first place. Their efforts parallel fights against book censorship, trans healthcare, and abortion bans. Some teachers in the United States quit their jobs or left their states when the wave of 2020s book bans occurred. Others, however, fought back by actively sharing books they knew were against the new censorship policies.61
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