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E Nobody looked field, by enabling transves· 
§ twi·ce at the three tites to get together and dis· 
5 cuss their problems," he §_ smartly · - dressed said. 

women as they drove 
!_-_ into the Ulster Folk 

Museum at Cultra. 
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Like everyene else, the 
three ladies paid their en· 
trance fee, left their 
saloon in the car park, 
and spent a pleasant af· 
ternoon wandering 
around the various 
houses and exhibits. 

They mingled freely 
w ith the other visitors, 
s ometi mes at clese 
qua rters, and en one no· 
t iced that they were 
somehow different ••• 

Their make • up was 
faultless. Their standard o f 
dress was immaculate. They 
walked like women. They 
talked like women. They 
behaved like women. 

But they were men. 
The incident - which ac· 

tually happened earlier this 
year - was not a childish 
joke or a pubticity stunt. To 
the three men involved, it 
was much more serious than 
that. 

Bizarre 
For they were transves

t ites - men driven by t he 
mysterious yet irresist ible 
inner compulsion to dress in 
the clothes of women. 

And to appear dressed as 
females in public, as they did 

· =-= ===== that afternoon, was for them the most fulfilli ng 
experience imaginable. 

No one knows exactly 

=:5 how · many transvestit es 
there are in Northern Ireland 

5=-= today. Statistics just aren't 
a vailable, although some 
sources claim that the figure 

-_g could be as high as 5,000. 
What Is known, though, is 

§ · that transvestites are proba· 

==-=-===== bly the most misunderstood group of people in modern 
society. 

Mention the term 
"transvestite" to most 

S people, and they' ll conj ure 
2 up an image of a drag q.ueen 
§ ... a bizarre and effeminate 
iii= homosexual who uses 

women's clothes in order to 
heighten his sexual en· I counters with other men. 
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That picture, t hough a 
popular one, is fa r ~ror:n the 
truth. The vast majority of 
transvestites are heterose· 
xual - that is, they enjoy a 
normal sex life with fem ale 
partners. · · 

Many are happily married 
with c hildre n. and many 
o thers have regula r 
g irlfriends. In fact, some 

~ 
~ 

transvestites maintain that 
" dressing" can actua lly 
heighten the pleasure of the 
sex act for both partners. 

Of course. there are some 
homosexual transves ti tes, 

_jy_st as the are homosexuals = = 
~ 
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But they are in the minority 
- the usual ratio of one in 
every twenty proba bly 
applies. 

Other people tend td con· 
fuse transvestites with tran
sexuals - the men a nd 
women who are dissatisfied 
with thei r own bodies and 
undergo special opera tions 
designed to change their sex. 
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But transvestites, who are 
almost exclusively ma le, 
value their masculin ity. 
Although they . feel com
pelled to dress as fema les, 
they have no desire to 
become female. 

l'a r from being a drag 
queen or a sex • change pa· 
tient, the average Uls t er 
tra nsvestite is much more 
·li kely to be someone like 
Terry .•• 

I Tolookat Terry,you 
§ would n e v e r g u ess 
§ tha t h e w as a 
~ tra n sv estite. H e's a g e d 
5 around 40, holds d o wn 

§====== a g o o d j ob, a nd lives in 
a ple a s ant a re a of town 
wit h his wife a nd 
young family. 

=-===== He likes his work , h as plenty of friends. and enjoys 
a reasonably active social 

= life. . 
a=_ Terry - obviously that IS 

not his real name - used to 
5 worry about being a 
~ transvestite. but he doesn't 
=-- any more. His wife knows, 

and she underst ands. She 
~ accepts it as part of t heir 
§ . relationship. ii - . 

A 

who dress u!!_ as women. 
Whenever Terry feels like 

dressing - transvestites 
rarely use the formal term 
"cross-dressing". and never 
the term "drag" - he'll wait 
until the end of the evening, 
when the kids have gone to 
bed and his wife is watching 
some interesting 
programme on television. 

Urge 

Then he'll un pack his 
collection of female clothing 
- which his wife has helped 
h im to buy - a nd slowly 
dress in front of a mirror. 
Towards t he end of his 
private ri tua l, h is wife will 
join him, and they will go to 
bed together. 

Terry likes dressing in full 
feminine attire, but there are 
other transvestites who get 
the same kick out of par· 
ticular items of female 
clothing. 

But why? What is this 
strange compulsion known 
as transvestism, anyway? 

Performance 

Ever si nce it was ·first 
medically accepted back in 
1916, there have been a host 
of weird and wonderful 
theories to account for it. 

Some people maint_ain 
that it is a sexual feu ;.h. 
others that it is a compub1 ·1e 

attraction which has little or 
nothing to do with sex. 

The simple t r uth is t h a t 
nobody really knows. The 
only thing we can say for 
sure is t ha t certai n people 
arc compulsively driven to 
dress in the dothing of 
members of the opposite sex, 
not for homosexual or thea
t r ic.al purposes a nd no t 
because they wish to change 
their own sex. 

Among individual 
transvestites, behaviour 
varies considerably. While 
some will dress almost every 
night. others will repress the 
urge for weeks until t hey 
finally achieve a tremendous 
sense of mental re lease by 
the act of dressing. 

And while some prefer to 
dress in private, o thers 
achieve the most satisfac. 
tion by in volving th ei r 
wives, g irlfriends, or other 
transvestites in the perfor· 
mance. 

To most transvestites. the 
object of dressing is to adopt 
a feminine personality - al· 
most to step out of a male 
role into a fe male role -
without sacrificing their es· 
sential masculinity. 

And to t his e nd. they' ll 
even adopt a woman's name 
- known as a " fem me 
name" - fe r use whe n 
dressed. 

They w ill perfect their 
facial make- up . copy the 
walk of a woman. develop 
female gestures a nd 
mannerisms ... a ll for th a.~ 
final "grand performa nce 
when they screw up enough 
courage to go out into t he 
world. If they're undetected, 
they feel they are accepted 
as women ... and that"s t he 
aim of the game. 

Incidentally, the recog· 
nised master of th is art was a 
famous 18th Century French 
transvestite, adventurer and 

secret agent ca lled Charles 
d·Eon de Beaumont. who 
dressed as a )Voman to avoid 
detection on his many secret 
mis~ions and liked it so much 
that he dressed as a woma n 
when he was off duty as well. 

When people bega n 
worrying a bout him , he 
claimed that he had been a 
woman all along -
whereupon he received a 
formal command from the 
King tha t he should wear 
only women·s clothes. 

Needless to say. Charles 
was delighted to oblige. And 
it was not until two days 
after his death in 1810 that 
doctors shocked French 
society by a nnouncing tha t 
Beaumont was a man, after 
all. . 

Nowadays, transvestites 
rarely achieve such fa me. 
They seldom b~come a 
nuis11nce to socie ty, a nd 
most doctors a nd 
psychologists now label the 
phenomenon of transves· 
t ism simply as a harmless 
social eccentricity. 

And this atmosphere of 
increasing tole rance leaves 
the opportunity open to UI· 
ste r transvestites to meet 
each other socially in small, 
informal groups. 

Every so often, a 
g roup of about 40 UI· 
st er transvestite s will 
get tog ethe r for a 
s ocia l g a the ring. 

But it's a social 
gathering with a 
diffe re nc e . Some of the 
men will arrive dressed 
a s women. Others.~ill 
carry their clothes m a 
travelling bag, and 

'dress during the meet
ing. 

Some will come alone. 
Some will arrive in the c~m· 
pany of other tran~vesutes. 
A few will even bring along 
their wives and gi'rlfriends. 

"We find that these mfor· 
mal meetings are tremen· 
dously successful," said 
David a member of the Irish 
Transvestite Organisation. 

"As re£ently as six months 
ago. it would hav.e been 
pract ically impossible f?r 
one tra nsvestile hvrng tn 

· Northern Ireland to discover 
a nother. 

Plagued 
" But now. with' these 

regula r meetings. we find 
that we are overcoming one 
of the biggest proble ms 
faced by a trans)lestite - the 
illusion that he is unique." 

1 Despite the enlightened 
attitude of the med1~al 
profession, he said, 
t ra nsvestites were often 
plagued by fears and feelings 
of guilt because they did not 
fit into the generally accept· 
ed mode of behaviour. . 

, Two organisations ~h1ch 
were a t present trying to 
better the lot of the 
transvestite and his family 
were the London • based 
Beaumont Society (named 
a fter Charles) and. more 
recently, the ITVO, which 
operated solely in Northern 
Ireland. 

···s o far, we've only bee? 

~--~---------------

Difficulty 
"But this is an 

achievement in itself. Every 
time our advertisement ap
pears in one of tile local 
papers. we get at least a 
hu.nc)red enquiries - so 
many, in fact, that we often 
!)ave difficulty getting 
enough peopJ'e to man the 
telephQnes." 

Of those IOO enquiries, he 
reckons that only around 20 
come to fruition in the sense 
that the callers are ultima· 
tely put in touch with other 
transvestites. 

Already the ITVO has 
about 50 members, their 
ages ranging from 19 up
wards. However, most of the 
men are in their late 30s or 
early40s. 

The meetings are d~igned 
to help ttie individual 
transvestite to lose his sense 
of guilt and isolation. 

Awesome 
And according to David, it 

works. "Sometimes a new
comer to the organisation 
will tell me: 'I've never 
dressed· in front of anyone 
before. I couldn't dress in 
front of anyone; but they 
soon get over that when they 
attend our meetings," he 
said. 

"We've had very geod 
meetings where we invite 
along a hairdresser or a 
beautician lo give our 
members hints on hairstyles 
or make-up." 

When appearances, ges· 
tu res and mannerisms have 
been perfected, the members 
then face the giant and 
awesome step of appearing 
dressed in public. 

"It's very difficult to per· 
suade someone to do this for 
the first time." said David. 
"When I suggested it to one 
man, he said: 'My goodness1 I 
ceuld never do that - the 
most I've ever done is to 
drive my car when dressed, 
and even then I'm scared 
stiff that I'll be stopped at a 
roadblock.' 

Fulfilling 

"But I persuaded him to 
dress and come out with me 
to a Belfast cafe, and we sat 
there at a table drinking cof· 
fee like any other couple. 
No-one even gave us a 
second look, and that was a 
tremendously fulfilling 
experience for this man. 

"Transvestites go out in 
public quite often. Our 
members have gone shop
ping in C & A's, and nobody 
has noticed. 

"Sometimes the wives and 
giflfriends help out here. On 
one occasion we brought a 
very lonely transvestite up 
from Dublin. We persuaded 
him to dress, and together 
with another dressed 
transvestite and his wife, 
they went out s~opping in 
Belfast as three women. 

"When a transvestite can 
appear in public with~ut de· 
tection. he has obv10~sl.Y 
passed as a woman. This 1s 
the whole point - if you can 
spend an aftl:'rnoon at the 
Ulster Folk Museum. ~s 
thr~e of our members drd 
recently. they yoµ are 
clearlr dress~!1g to a very 
high standard. 

Steal 

Sometimes a transv~s~ite 
will have difficulty obtaining 
women's clothes. and t~is 
can occasionally force him 
to steal from clotheslines -
a prac tice whic~ every 
serious transvestite con· 
demns <!Snot only illegal but 
unnece~sary as well. 

"l once knew a young 
t ra nsves tite who became 
very depressed because he 
couldn' t obtain female 
clothes," said David. ".He 
wasn"t ready to go shopping 
himself, and the obstac le 
seemed insurmo1mtable. 

"I said, for heave)'l 's sake. 
there's mail order for a start; 
any of our 1T1embers will go 
shopping for you, or eve n 
some of their wives. lt.'s easy 
enough to ge l clothes -
don't worry about that. 

' •He said he"d never 
thoug lH of it that w.ay 
before. and the en ~~re 
problem just faded away. 

David said tha t anyone 
who wishe~ to contact the 
lTVO could write to the. or· · 
ganisation c / o Vestry Hall. 
Ballygowan. 

"If we can. help any 
transvestrte to feel less 
guilty or less a lone, that. is 
reai;on enough for our exrs· 
tence as an organisation," he 
said. 
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