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Walking lessons
Inability to stride in her accustomed butch style 

leads this writer to ponder the expression of identity

by Lee Lynch

I
t never occurred to me that disability could 
steal my butchy walk.

Before my hair got gray and 1 became 
another invisible middle-aged woman, I 
was always being mistaken for a boy. I 

came to be proud of my androgyny and tried to 
pinpoint just what it was that confused and scared 
the non-gay folk.

It wasn’t my hair, since the longer 1 wore it the 
more flack I got. “What is it, a boy or a girl?” I’d 
hear passersby ask. It wasn’t just my clothes, 
because once it happened back in the bad old days 
when skirts were required to make a living. It 
wasn’t lack of makeup, because I lived through 
the beatnik and hippie and back-to-the-land eras 
when many women 
spumed face decoration.

What made this even 
more puzzling was the 
fact that my friends and 
acquaintances all swore 
that I wasn’t the least bit 
masculine, that they’d 
never made the gender 
mistake about me. So 
what was it that made me 
a marked woman, that 
emptied ladies’ rooms 
and inspired mean com­
ments on the street?

Remember the song 
“Walk Like a Man”?
Originally a hit in 1963, 
three years after I came 
out, everywhere I went 
teenagers and little kids 
used it to taunt me. It Vq  
wasn’t even a good song, 3«r0' 
with its repetitive melody, C?; 
simplistic words and ma­
cho content. Despite its 
deficiencies, that musical 
instrument of torture 
made the Top 10 again in 
1974. I got the message 
when kids serenaded me 
again—it was my walk, 
the butch stance, more 
than anything else, that 
defined my androgyny.

Later, when my novel 
The Swashbuckler was 
published, readers every­
where would ask me to 
demonstrate the main character’s “diddy-bop” 
walk. Each wanted to learn to walk like a butch— 
not like a man. Through them I finally learned to 
be proud of my shocking manner of ambulation, 
to flaunt it when I passed local anti-gay activists, 
to revel in it among other queers, and never 
disguise it.

Then I developed arthritis in my feet. I’d had 
intermittent arch problems since childhood, but 
now, my big toes began to hurt when I walked and 
cramp when I sat or laid down. My walk wasn’t 
affected until I fell across a muddy ditch this 
wi nter and bent back those toes to the point where, 
were I not stubbornly butch, I would have screamed 
loudly enough to flush every wild creature from 
the woods.

Of course, again like a good butch, I continued 
to ignore the pain. As the weeks went by I hobbled 
more and more. This began to get old. I tried 
chiropractic and acupuncture. Finally, I submit­
ted to medical help. Surgery was recommended to 
remove bone spurs and to stimulate growth of scar

tissue since my cartilage had worn away where it 
mattered most. So much for my jock youth.

I have to admit that the surgery was pretty 
interesting. I had a great anesthesiologist who 
knew just how much I could take of listening to 
that construction crew down at my feet before 
knocking me out again.

It’s the recovery that’s been the real eye- 
opener. I was on my feet as of day one, in post-op 
shoes and thick bandages. Walking isn’t a pleas­
ant experience, but part of my therapy. I learned 
how it felt to be too disabled to drive, but only for 
a week. I’m learning how it feels to creep down 
the street, absolutely incapable of walking fast, to 
climb stairs sideways clutching handrails, to watch

curious pedestrians slide 
their eyes down to my feet 
and away, embarrassed.

For the first time in 
my life, I can’t walk butch. 
Can’t express myself 
through anything near a 
diddy-bop, swagger or 
stride. And I realize that 
some permanently dis­
abled people can never 
walk butch. What a privi­
lege I’ve enjoyed all these 
years. What freedom to 
express myself! That aw­
ful song, “Walk Like a 
Man,” no matter how 
many times it was twisted 
to condemn me, could not 
quell the defiant spirit of 
my personal and peren­
nial gay pride march.

What if my foot prob­
lems don’t resolve? The 
physician said that the pro­
cedure might be success­
ful for a year, five years, 
forever. He couldn’t 
promise anything. What 
will I do, wear a tie when 
I begin to use a walker? 
Festoon the back of my 
wheelchair with a huge 
rainbow triangle? Will I 

? still be me?
Even now, as I recover, 

''p f unable to balance or 
’ °  °  handle more than one 

physical task at a time, I 
let Lover open doors and carry things for me.

I certainly haven’t changed inside, but being 
unable to express myself in accustomed ways 
takes its toll on my identity.

I’m watching an old butch friend with pulmo­
nary problems go through something similar. 
She’s become dependent on her more able-bod­
ied friends for so many of the things she once 
proudly, gladly did for herself and for others. 
She’s graciously learning to accept her declined 
abilities, keeping her gruff sense of humor and, as 
she says, “giving it hell.”

And, hey, she’s not one whit less butch.
As I began to get some perspective on my 

situation I was able to joke about it with a femme 
e-mail pal.

I posted, “Never thought about how hard it is 
to walk butch with a walking disability.”

She replied in that subtle all-knowing femme 
way, “Suspect it is just as hard to walk femme 
with hurt feet. Humph.”
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I have chosen to take a more human approach as a Realtor.
I build my business on a referral basis and firmly believe 
that the satisfaction of my client is far more important than 
my financial gain. I communicate clearly and openly, and 
Tm always honest with my clients, m  gladly climb a nearby 
tree to check on a roof or get a bit dirty investigating a 
crawl space or an attic. I work mainly in Portland's close-in 
Southeast and Northeast neighborhoods and specialize in 
older homes with character. Whether you're thinking of 
buying or selling, please do g ive me a call.
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933 SE 31st Ave. 
Portland, OR 97214 
503-238-7617 
503-948-5610 VM/Pgr.

Built For Life.
Beautiful, durable handcrafted 

Futons &  Rustic Furniture give 

your home a feeling of warmth 

&. classic styling to any decor.

Delivery available ~ 90 days same as cash

Portland
1916 NE Broadway 

10-7:30 Mon-Sat &  12-5 Sun

Beaverton
11345 SW Canyon Road 

10-6 Mon-Sat &. 12-5 Sun
335-0758 626-0400
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Sham ing o f the Sun
WORLD TOUR

GATES OIT.N 5:30 • SHOW STARTS 7PM 
PRESENTr.n BT 8HOWMAN INC. & MONQUI PRF.8ENT8
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July 9 JULY 23GATES OPEN 530PM 
SHOW STARTS 7PM
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NW MICRO BREWS A GREAT FOOO AVAILABLE ON SITE • PLEASE NO OUTSIDE FOOD OR BEVERAGES. NO DOGS OR CAMERAS. SAND 
CHAIRS A  BLANKETS ONLY • ARRIVE EARLY FOR BEST SEATING • ALL SHOWS RAIN OR SHINE

TICKETS AVAILABLE AT ALL TICHETMASTER OUTLETS OR CHARGE BY PHONE 224-4400 • www.tlcKetmavter.com • GET TICKETS WITHOUT A SERVICE CHARGE 
AT OLD FRIENDS TRUE BREW 3384 SE MIIWAUKIE OR THE ALADDIN THEATER BO* OFFICE

http://www.tlcKetmavter.com

