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WHAT IS QUEER CARE?

“I had no idea what I was getting into when I set off for 
Gay Men’s Week in Scotland in 1985. As a young gay 
man, I hoped for a nice week of sun, sex and stimulating 
conversation. I returned with all my ideas about being 

a gay man completely re-thought - one week in remote 
countryside with other gay man literally revolutionised 
my life! I went along for the next five or six years, but 
none had the same explosive impact as that first one.”
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David Gleeson in drag at Gay Men’s Week, late 1980s. Image: David Gleeson

A Gay Times article on the first Gay Men’s Week in 1985. 
Image: Gay Times

In 1985, I was living in Leeds. I 
had graduated from Leeds University 

two years previously and was living in a 
small flat near the university campus with a 
friend (another gay man), a cat, a BA Hons 
degree in Semitic Languages and on the dole, 
with absolutely no idea of what I wanted to 
do with my life, besides have lots of sex with 
men. Thankfully, I was a hopeless optimist, 
as well as a stroppy queer politico who was 
able to make ends meet through finely-
honed shoplifting skills. So I could boringly 
deconstruct the hideously commercial failings 
of urban gay environments whilst spending 
almost every night drinking in Leeds’ few gay 
bars and nightclubs. I had been aware for 
some time of a radical gay men’s house in 
Leeds - Wild Lavender - but never bothered 
getting to know anyone there as, well, this 
young politico was wary of anyone who 
might be better-informed than I. Plus the fact 
that whenever I met any of them, I didn’t 
fancy them.

In summer 1985 I was informed by Gerry, a 
friend I knew from many nights drinking, that 
Wild Lavender were organising an “alternative 
holiday” for gay men in a commune in South-
West Scotland. He was planning to go as it 
was a cheap week’s holiday and he knew 
a few of the guys who would be there. He 
told me all about the place - Laurieston 
Hall, which I had vaguely heard of before in 
alternative circles - and their organic produce 
garden, communal living, wonderful Scottish 
countryside, etc, all of which did nothing for 
me. Then he mentioned someone who would 
be going on the Gay Men’s Week, and it just 
so happened to be someone I fancied like 
crazy, so I made a decision that this could 
be a good networking/shagging opportunity 
and went round to Wild Lavender to book 
a place. To my delight, Wild Lavender were 
so conscientious about access to what they 
were doing that, as an unemployed person, I 
was automatically given a subsidised place, 

as well as a lift up in their car, for the 
princely sum of £20.

I have to say that I went with 
little cynicism as I was very curious 

about what might happen - I was aware 
that the week had been advertised in many 
alternative channels - the Fallen Angel pub in 
Islington, Gay Switchboard, various left-wing 
groups, etc - so I expected lots of interesting 
political conversations, as well as getting laid 
in the summer outdoors. The drive up to 
Scotland from Leeds went very nicely, in a 
small car with three men from Wild Lavender: 
Tim, David and Andy. We arrived at Laurieston 
Hall, a country house outside Dumfries, with 
a small village two miles up the road, 120 
acres of mostly wild land, a picturesque loch, 
and outdoor saunas. The Hall itself was built 
for a rich family around 1900, incorporating 
a small tower that was all that remained of 
an earlier medieval structure. Since the early 
1970s it had been inhabited by a group of 
men, women and children who had sold flats 
elsewhere and opted into a rural communal 
life - organic-farming-anarcho-hippies, if you 
like. To provide income, they ran a sort of 
alternative university in the summer, so had 
groups staying and spending time doing 
Reichian Therapy, Co-counselling, Women’s 
Massage - you get the picture - and Gay 
Men’s Week slotted in very well.

There were about 20 men from various 
parts of England who attended that week. A 
journalist, television professional, vegetarian 
chef, vicar, fancy clothes shop assistant, 
various ‘alternative types’, more unemployed 
men and others whose occupations I can 
no longer remember. We would get up 
each morning and assemble in a large room 
downstairs and discuss how we were feeling 
that day and what was scheduled to happen - 
there were two or three workshops every day, 
punctuated by breakfast, lunch and dinner, 
which some of us had to help to produce 
on daily rotas. The rooms were all warmed 
by wood-burning stoves, so the smell of 
wood was everywhere, and a backdrop to 
our earnest workshop discussions about 
HIV/AIDS, coming out, vegetarian nutrition, 
alternative therapies, Edward Carpenter, 
etc. We could have saunas, swim, and 

go rowing in the loch, as well as take 
walks over the countryside, but 

tended to stay away from the 
nearby village (Laurieston) as a local 

paper had written about our week there 
under the headline “Lock up Your Sons”. 
The week went by and left its mark on us all.

To try and clearly distil what I took from that 
week is both easy and difficult! I can come 
out with snap ideas about good things that 
happened to me, but I have not really properly 
thought about it for years, and the impact 
was greater than any of us who were there 
realised. It was the first time I had spent a 
block of time with only gay men (not counting 
the regular inhabitants of Laurieston Hall), 
beyond the usual defining boundaries of 
pubs, clubs and arranged gay social groups. 
We were in fairly remote countryside, so it 
felt like a completely (though artificially) gay 
environment. Freed of the usual constraints 
of closing times, alcohol, trying to talk over 
loud pub/nightclub entertainers, constant 
awareness of heterosexist surroundings, 
etc, things happened that - without wishing 
to sound schmaltzy - felt magical. We did 
just about everything together as the group 
was just the right size - any larger and we 
would have been forced into smaller groups. 
We became very loving and attached to 
the other men there as the outside world 
quickly diminished in importance. Sure, many 
of us were getting laid lots, but I realised 
(for possibly the first time) that there were 
actually more important things than sex! The 
realisation that male competitiveness was 
redundant was hugely liberating - it took just 
this one week to realise how much baggage 
we were carrying around with us in our daily 
lives. The workshops focussed more and 
more on making this wonderful time continue, 
so a charity called The Edward Carpenter 
Community Trust was established with the 
express intention of organising more Gay 
Men’s Weeks and eventually setting-up a rural 
living space (like Laurieston Hall) for gay men.

Over 35 years later, it is not easy for me to 
clearly articulate what was so good about 
that week. Did it change my life? Yes - as 
someone who spent almost every night 

in gay bars or clubs, after this week I 
didn’t go near a gay venue for 

about three months. It allowed me 
to more clearly see relationships with 

other gay men without the encumbrance 
of an essentially homophobic environment 
which effectively poisoned everything. It 
removed all the remaining little bits of self-
oppression that I thought I’d happily got rid 
of myself, and a lot of the concomitant anger 
that I just put down to my being “an aware 
and therefore stroppy queen”. Essentially, 
being alone with about 20 other gay men 
for a week allowed me to reassess myself 
and my life, and all without me realising that 
it was happening!

I got it on with the guy I originally wanted 
there, but we weren’t all that suited and 
settled for being friends. I left Laurieston 
in love with someone else, who upset me 
hugely when he dropped me later that year 
(but he actually did me a favour). Within a year 
I had started working for Suma Wholefoods 
in Leeds (the biggest worker co-operative in 
the UK), moved into Wild Lavender Housing 
Co-operative, become vegetarian and started 
developing a wider national network of gay 
male friends, generally meeting-up each 
summer at Laurieston. In late 1988 I moved 
into the Wild Lavender house in Hackney. I 
gave up on chasing a rural gay men’s retreat 
after a year or two: I realised that I couldn’t live 
away from urban squalor; stopped attending 
the (annual) gay men’s weeks in 1991, and 
finally moved out of communal gay living in 
1994. But the profound jolt to my senses 
stimulated and changed me, and - I think it 

fair to say - set me on course for what 
I now am.
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Lincoln, England, who now lives and works 
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lived and worked co-operatively in Leeds and 
London, including with the gay anarchist squat 
Wild Lavender and for the wholefood distributor 
Suma. From 1985-1991, David attended the 
Edward Carpenter Community’s Gay Men’s 
Weeks at Laurieston Hall, Dumfries & Galloway. 
Today he is the Vice-Chair of the Soho Society 
and writes on art and culture in the Middle East.

The Edward Carpenter Community is a gay men’s 
community organisation that meet throughout 
the UK. This grew out of the post-gay liberation 
Wild Lavender Housing Co-op, Leeds during the 
early to mid-1980s. At that time, Co-op members 
were interested in building a rural community 
with a nurturing, community care ethos that 
foregrounded co-operative living as distinct from 
the commercial gay scenes of the major UK cities.

A Gay Men’s Week was established at sister 
housing co-operative Laurieston Hall, in Dumfries 
and Galloway, in 1985, with the aim of developing 
an alternative community. This was named after 
the Victorian gay rights activist, vegetarian and 
socialist Edward Carpenter (1844-1929) who 
advocated for a return to the land; ideas that 
influenced movements like the Woodcraft Folk 
and Radical Fairies. 
Activities at Laurieston consisted of group 
workshops on personal growth, creativity, and 
intimacy, as well as cooking, eating, cleaning, 
singing, dancing, swimming, and sleeping 
together. All of which acquired an added necessity 
in the context of the increased homophobia 
experienced by gay men living in Thatcher’s 
Britain and during the global AIDS pandemic. The 
community continue to meet for heart circles and 
works through consensus decision making and 
co-operation.

More on the Edward Carpenter Community 
& Laurieston Hall can be found here:

www.edwardcarpentercommunity.org.uk
www.lauriestonhall.org.uk
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