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STONEWALL UPRISING   
the pre-stonewall african american community of harlem

On the 50th Anniversary of the Stonewall Rebellion, in order to reflect on the enduring 
leadership of Black lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people in the movement for 
Black queer liberation, consider the pre-Stonewall African American community of the 
Harlem Renaissance  - specifically in the figure of the bulldagger -  blues singing masculine 
lesbians, and drag balls (particularly the Hamilton Lodge Drag Ball on 155th street), that 
was foundational to the underground ball culture of the 1960s and “voguing.”

In the 1920s Harlem emerged as the center of Black music in the “Jazz Age.” The innovations 
in music were mirrored in a more open and experimental political, intellectual and cultural 
life, including an opportunity for those who were gender-expansive and/or who had non-
normative sexualities to engage, often in the center, of an exploding creative cultural life. 
Performers such as Ernestine “Tiny Davis” (vocalist, trumpeter and member of the all-
female interracial big band The International Sweetheart’s of Rhythm), dancer Mabel 
Hampton, singer “Ma” Rainey, singer and pianist Gladys Bentley and others were “in the 
life,” the term used to signify engaging in same sex relationships.

Though there was freedom in Harlem for Queer community, life was still incredibly 
challenging, with white supremacy and conservative religious traditions reining in joy and 
constraining self and community expression. Surviving was a struggle that required creative 
solutions, such as “rent parties” where the hat was passed at private parties to collect money 
to pay the rent and get by.  Mabel Hampton, for example, did domestic work in the city 
eventually working for the Nestle family and connecting with lesbian activist Joan Nestle, 
who later founded the Lesbian Herstory Archives.  Well into her 80s, Mabel was a fixture 
at the archives, welcoming generations of lesbians into the space, to their history, and to 
worlds of possibility.
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