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Just prior to her murder, Teena 
Brandon (left) dated Lana Tisdel. 

Small-town Nebraska life 
was fine for a 21-year-old 
man-until everyone 
discovered he was 
actually a woman 

By lngrld Ricks 

Teena Brandon had nowhere else to tum the night of Dec. 
31, 1993, when she took refuge at the small farmhouse that 
her mend Lisa Lambert was renting just outside Humboldt. 
a town of 1,000 people in southeastern Nebraska. Opinion in 
the area had turned against her-and she knew her life might 
be in danger. 

Two weeks earlier Brandon, 21-a transsexual who had 
successfully passed as a male in the nearby town of Falls City, 

where she had been going by the 
name of Brandon Teena-had been 
discovered. And only a week earlier, 
on Christtnas Day, she had been bru­
tally beaten and raped; her attack­
ers, whom she had identified, were 
still free. 

On J an. l Brandon was dead, as 
were Lambert. 24, and Phillip De­
Vine, 22, who was also staying at the 
farmhouse that night Two Falls City 
men have been charged with first­
degree murder in the killin~: John 
Lotter, 22, and Marvin Nissen, 21. 
Both had be&iended Brandon just a 
few weeks earlier. They are accused 
of breaking into the farmhouse dur­
ing the early morning hours of New 
Year's Day and shooting the three 
oocupants. 

Lotter and Nissen have also been 
charged with the Christtnas Day rape 
of Brandon. But those charges-to 
the shock of Brandon's family-didn't 
come until after the killings. Bran­
don's sister, Tammy Brandon-who 
says she was told by Richardson 
County sheriff Charles B. Laux that 
"he didn't need me to be doing his 
work" when she called on Dec. 27 to 
ask why her sister's attackers had not 
been arrested-holds Laux partially 
responsible for Brandon's death. "I 
have no doub t that she would be 
alive [if Lotter and Nissen had been 
arrested]," she says. "I know she 
would." Tammy Brandon, along with 
her mother, is considering a civil law­
suit against the sheriff's department 

The Brandons aren't the only ones 
demanding justice. On J an. 5 both 
the New York Gay and Lesbian Anti­
Violence Project (A VP) and Leslie 
Feinberg, a transgendered lesbian 
activist and author, called for the U.S. 
Department of J ustice to look into 
the case to determine whether Teena 
Brandon's civil rights had been vio­
lated. Says Teny Maroney, a spokes­
woman for A VP: "I think it's clear as 
day that had they handled the rape 
case from the start. none of them 
would be dead." 

When contacted by The Advoaue, 
Laux would not comment on the 
Brandon case other than to insist his 
department had been "pursuing" the 
rape charge prior to Brandon's mur­
der. Richardson County attorney 
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Tisdel residence any longer, so is­
sen let her slay al l1i~ house. 

Tisdel say that when he con­
fromed Brandon after the jailhousc 
incidem, Brandon t0ld her she was 
undergoing hom1one treatments 10 
become a male. But earlier in the re­
lation hip. when the issue of ex had 
come up, Tisdel says Brandon told 
her that she was a hermaphrodite, 

Teena Brandon ( far right) with her 
sister, Tammy (far left) , and mother 
at a Christmas gathering In 1990 

so questions li11gerc·d e,·en alter the 
arrest. Tisdel ~ays he didn't wane 
to hclicve Brando n was female', 
though, and till wanled to be her 
friend when 1hr cwo c;ropped daring. 

And :ilrhough the Fall., Gty Jow ·­
nal had identified Brandon as a fe­
male when citing her forgery charge 
in its weekly listing of area arrests, 
Ti~del says no one else broached 
the suhjecr of Brand on's gend er 
until Ch,i una& Eve. That night Lot­
ter and Jisse n go, drunk, he ld 
Brandon down, and removed her 
d otJ1es to prove to Tisdel tha1 she 
wa really a woman. Later, Ti~clel 
say~ Louer wld her ~he was warned 
at home so that she would leave. 
When she di covered the lie and re­
lt1mcd lo isscn's house, Brandon., 
Nissen, and Loner were gone. 

Douglas Merz also refused to speak 
to The Advocate. 

In addition to her "disgust" with 
the way she believes the local au­
thorities mishandled the rape case, 

ular with the girls she dated and 
loved the way she felt as a male. She 
dressed in men's clothing, often 
Western wear, and wore her dark­
brown hair close-cropped. 

When Brandon 
wa.'i ""-"steel on a 
forgery charg~ 
Tisdel began 

Lana Tisdel, 19, the woman 
Brandon was dating just prior 
to her death, says she would 
never have guessed Brandon 
was female. "He was like a 
normal guy," she says. "He 
talked like one; he acted like 
one. He was really a sweet­
heart. and he made a hand­
some man-he really did." 

Brandon moved to Hum­
boldt in early November 1993. 
Her friends say she was in 
trouble with the law for forg­
ing checks and wanted to es­
cape her problems by going 
someplace where no one 

to have her 
suspicions about 
Brandon's 
gender. '1hey 
put · in a 
women's ccIL" 
she says., "and 

would know her true identity. 
Brandon moved in with Lam­
bert. whom she'd met through 
a mutual friend. 

Soon afterward Brandon 
met Tisdel at a party held at 
Tisdel's home in Falls City on 
Nov. 12. They met again on 
Dec. 4 in a local convenience 
store and started dating. Two 
days later Brandon began stay­
ing over at Tisdel's house. 
Through Tisdel Brandon met 
Nissen and Lotter. It was also 
at Tisdel's that Brandon met 
DeVme, an out-of-town friend 
of Tisdefs sister who was stay­
ing with her over the holidays. 

I began to 
wonder." 

Feinberg says she is infuriated with 
the way the issue of Brandon's sexu­
ality was treated. "It's fair to ask," she 
says, "if Brandon Teena would still 
be alive today if authorities and the 
local newspaper had not forci bly 
outed him after he had successfully 
passed as a male in a small town" 

Indeed, Brandon's outing appears 
to have been the turning point for 
her life in Falls City. Up until three 
months before her death, Brandon 
had lived in Lincoln, about 60 miles 
northwest of Humboldt. Friends 
there say Brandon started posing as a 
boy and dating girls from other 
schools when she was in high school 
They say Brandon-who was 5 foot 5 
and weighed l 15 pounds-was pop-

Everyone got along fine until Dec. 
15, when TtSdel took Brandon to the 
Richardson County cou.rthouse be­
cause Brandon had been cited in 
November on suspicion of being a 
minor in possession of alcohol While 
there Brandon was arrested on a 
forgery charge. That's when Tisdel 
began to have her suspicions about 
Brandon's gender. "They put him in 
a women's cell, and I began to won­
der," says Tisdel. "Then he bent 
over. He was wearing a V neck, and I 
could see [that he had breasts]." 

With a blank check that Tisdel's 
father had given her to get her hair 
done, she paid the $250 bail to get 
Brandon released. Because of the ar­
rest Brandon wasn't welcome at the 
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removed." Nissen also said 
he heard Brandon say, 
"Please don' t hurt me." The 
sheriffs department made 
no arrests, however, claim­
ing they had insufficient 
evidence. 

Aboul 1 a.m. New Year's 
Day, Tisd el says Lotter 
showed up at her house 
drunk. He hung around 
awhile and then before leav­
ing said something to Tisdel 
that scared her. "John said, 'I 
feel like killing someone,' " 
Tisdel says. "Then he looked 
at me and said, 'You're next'" 
A few hours later Brandon, 
Lambert, and De Vine were 
found shot to death. 

Local authorities have re­
fused to speculate on a mo­
tive bul have said they don't 
believe Brandon's sexual 
identity was behind the 
killing. However, Lotter's 
sister has told authorities 
that her brother and Nissen 
were angry after learning 
Brandon was a woman. 

That officials could suggest 
sexual bias wasn't a motive in 
the case has infuriated gays, 
lesbians, and transsexuals na­
tionwide. The A VP and the 
National Gay and Lesbian 
Task Force have joined trans­
sexual groups in putting 
pressure on Nebraska author­
ities to recognize sexual bias 
officiaUy as the motive be­
hind the slayin~ and report 
it under the federal Hate 
Crimes Statistics Act. 

From the information on 
the case released so far, the 
AVP's Maroney has little 
doubt why Brandon's killing 
occurred and says she de­
spises the sensationalist 
media coverage that has por­
trayed the Brandon murder 
as a case of deception or the 

The next time Tisdel saw Bra11don 
was cai·ly Christmas morning. She 
showed up at her door without 
shoes or a jacket. Her lips were 
bloodied, and her back was bruised. 
Her pants and feet were muddy. 
Brandon told Tisdel she had been 
beaten by Lotter and Nissen. She 
also said she'd been raped. 

The police and an ambulance 

were called, and Brandon was taken 
10 the hospital, where she was 
treated for rape, Tisdel says. Accord­
ing to a statement given by Nissen 
to a sheriff's deputy on Dec. 28, he 
and Lotter had gone for a drive, 
Lotter had gotten in tJ,e backseat 
with Brandon, and "clothing was 

result of some bizarre love triangle. 
"It's ju st so horrible," she says. 
"[The media and the authorities] are 
not focusing on the bias aspeet-the 
fact that Brandon was transsexual 
and possibly lesbian. It's because 
she lied. They didn't like it. so they 
killed her." • 
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Lambert, and De Vine were 
found shot to death. 

Local authorities have re­
fused to speculate on a mo­
tive bul have said they don't 
believe Brandon's sexual 
identity was behind the 
killing. However, Lotter's 
sister has told authorities 
that her brother and Nissen 
were angry after learning 
Brandon was a woman. 

That officials could suggest 
sexual bias wasn't a motive in 
the case has infuriated gays, 
lesbians, and transsexuals na­
tionwide. The A VP and the 
National Gay and Lesbian 
Task Force have joined trans­
sexual groups in putting 
pressure on Nebraska author­
ities to recognize sexual bias 
officiaUy as the motive be­
hind the slayin~ and report 
it under the federal Hate 
Crimes Statistics Act. 

From the information on 
the case released so far, the 
AVP's Maroney has little 
doubt why Brandon's killing 
occurred and says she de­
spises the sensationalist 
media coverage that has por­
trayed the Brandon murder 
as a case of deception or the 

The next time Tisdel saw Bra11don 
was cai·ly Christmas morning. She 
showed up at her door without 
shoes or a jacket. Her lips were 
bloodied, and her back was bruised. 
Her pants and feet were muddy. 
Brandon told Tisdel she had been 
beaten by Lotter and Nissen. She 
also said she'd been raped. 

The police and an ambulance 

were called, and Brandon was taken 
10 the hospital, where she was 
treated for rape, Tisdel says. Accord­
ing to a statement given by Nissen 
to a sheriff's deputy on Dec. 28, he 
and Lotter had gone for a drive, 
Lotter had gotten in tJ,e backseat 
with Brandon, and "clothing was 

result of some bizarre love triangle. 
"It's ju st so horrible," she says. 
"[The media and the authorities] are 
not focusing on the bias aspeet-the 
fact that Brandon was transsexual 
and possibly lesbian. It's because 
she lied. They didn't like it. so they 
killed her." • 
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