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How could I tell my stories about queer ecology
without letting the plants tell their stories,
too? I°d 1ike to turn to my teacher and companion
in queer ecology: Lavender.

Lavender grows all around me now: Sseaming the ed-
ges of the terraces, the stairs, in all corners
of this place. The scent of it, deafening my mind,
is wafting through the rooms of the castle. Litt-
le bundles of lavender, cut from the garden and
dried, are scattered everywhere.

Qutside, the Tlavender grows 1in sturdy bushes,
evergreen-pale leaves 1like stars from the bran-
ches. The -stalks with the flowers rising sky-
wards, proudly-. Underneath the Tlavender, ground
ivy grows..- Originally from a mediterranean cli-
mate, many kinds of lavender can survive in a lot
harsher climates. They have been used as medicine
since time immemorial, and if planted in front of
a house, will ward off evil spirits.

Their scent is calming, Tulling me to sleep.. the
name lavender 1s derived from lavare: to wash.
Lavender soap, lavender sacks in linen, lavender
baths trigger quite feminine, cleanly, traditio-
nally wifey associations. Lavender, though, will
not easily be defined, and instead lends its name
to radical queer politics..
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Derek Jarman teaches us that “a sprig of lavender
held in the hand or placed under the pillow ena-
bles you to see ghosts, travel to the land of the
dead”. (Modern Nature). So let us =t—east travel
back in time, the lavender scent transporting us
to the realm of our queer ancestors.

As lavender is also the name of a color, other
flowers of the same purple will tell this story,
too. Violets are among them, “roses and crocuses/
..together you set before more / and many scented
wreaths / made from blossoms / around your soft
throat../ .with pure, sweet 0il / .you anointed
me, /and on a soft, gentle bed..” - Sappho was
writing of purple flowers already, and, almost
miraculously, they still bloom in queer circles.
Violets and lavender are resilient, 1like their
queer and trans siblings.

Their human-plant siblinghood was bound stronger
together 1in the 1890s, through gay icon Oscar
Wilde.. Aside from the green carnation in his but-
tonhole, he and his friends were known for wea-
ring purple clothing - purple/lavender/violet
became associated colors of queerness, and of gay
men in particular..

A few years before, lavender was simply a fashio-
nable color without the gendered ballast, but
since Oscar Wilde’s trial a wave of homophobia
swept over the world. Caspar Heinemann explains
“The pansy has remained a staple in anti-queer
lexicon since the last century, the humble violet
symbolising weakness, effeminacy, all things ef-
fete, wimpy, and generally flowery.”

Lavenders, violets, and their color were inextri-
cably entangled in queer history from here on.



Then, throughout the 1930s and 40s, so many of the
folks of the queer subculture in Berlin (and Eu-
rope) were murdered in concentration camps, wea-
ring pink patches on their arms as a signifier for
their queerness.

After the war, both in Germany and in the US, the
1950s constructed an image of the nuclear family
that could not be more patriarchal and heteronor-
mative as the ultimate and desired norm for the
post-war economy boom. This was not only necessary
for economic reasons in the Great Accellaration,
as Silvia Federici taught us, but also connected
to a bizarre streamlining of social behaviours
in the vague post-(or still)-fascist beliefs of
“the modern man/woman”. A stable, modern society
was to be built, and Focault famously proved that
queerness has long been positioned as a deeply
destabilizing force.

And somehow, Senator McCarthy, who thought that
“every active communist is twisted mentally or
physically,® found that queer people are simarly
“twisted” and must be communists. Both communism
and homosexuality were ,threats to the ,American
way of life‘.“Charles Seib, a Jjunior senator fa-
mously said, , If you want to be against McCarthy,
boys, you‘ve got to be either a Communist or a

cocksucker.” .
- rbu}aw{utnwl
Around this time, the idiomatic use of “a streak/a Thousands of queer folks, mostly gay men, Tlost
dash of lavender” established itself as a signi- their jobs and livelihoods as results of what was
fier for gay men, most notably used in a Lincoln soon named “The Lavender Scare”.

—

biography - stating that one of his friendships
had “a streak of lavender, and spots soft as May
violets”.
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i “chroma”.
Derek Jarman writes of “the blue of men and the
red of women” blending into purple together. He
also wrote that “If anger 1s red, then rage 1is
purple”. In the 1970s, a radical Tlesbian group
wrote in their manifesto: “A lesbian is the rage
of all women condensed to the point of explosion”

This radical lesbian organisation called themsel-
ves “The Lavender Menace”.

And with the Stonewall riots, the gay (and queer)
liberation movement began, also named - you gues-
sed it - the Lavender Revolution.

“The faggots and their friends between revoluti-
ons”, a truly magical book about queer communal
living in pre-AIDS times, already knew about their
plant entanglements: they are planting gardens,
worshipping their plants, and sometimes they “are
so overcome with love and passion that they lie
in the watermelon patch and masturbate”

After one of them, “Heavenly Blue”, recovered
from a sickness, the faggots and their friends
“painted the house pink and the trim lavender.
They carved peacock feathers in the wood around
the door and planted roses in the front yard.
Then they all began again to be who they were.
Quickly, they all go out into the neighborhood to
discover their friends and find a faggot world
being made.”
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In the 1970s, many faggot worlds were being made.
The author and illustrator of “The faggots and
their friends™ lived in the Lavender Hill Commu-
ne, and many more queer communes popped up. The
Radical Fairies got together and founded com-
munities of “faggot farmers, workers, artists,
drag queens, political activists, witches, ma-
gickians, rural and urban dwellers who see gays
and lesbians as a distinct and separate people,
with our own culture, ways of being/becoming, and
spirituality”. A whole lesbian back-to-the-Tand
movement emerged, with many lesbian communities
founding farms and other rural communes all over
the US. Lesbian zines like “Maize” or “Country
Women Zines” connected these communities, sharing
knowledge and systems of care.

I do not want to gloss over the fact that those
back-to-the-land movements are problematic due to
their colonial entitlement: even if they initial-
ly seem like great environmentalist ideas, more
often than not they “assume access to Indigenous
Land and its ability to produce value for sett-
ler and colonial desires and futures” (Pollution
is colonialism, Max Liboiron). It is crucial to
remember and acknowledge whose land the Radical
fairies and others meet on, and it is crucial
to decolonize even the queerest communes on the
countryside. After all, “Colonialism Turks in as-
sumptions and premises, even when we think we’re

doing good.”*tmd“”



Another major issue I take with the lesbian
back-to-the-land movement was the transphobia
present in some of these communities. As part
of their often quite strict no-male-access po-
licies, they made the unsolidaric and utterly
transphobic mistake of not allowing trans folks.
Thinking of Jack Halberstams work, this is not
to be read as a “sign of the time”, but as a
transphobic an isi AN
p c and honestly dumb decision. dhohw!:faﬂo
My aim with this critique is in no way to difﬂ%ﬂ
scredit these queer legacies, but to emphasi-
ze that our relations to land and to each other
are entangled in complex ways. A “faggot world”
needs to hold space for these complexities.

Coming back to Lavender teaches us how - Catriona
Sandiland wrote this in the fantastic essay “La-
vender’s green?”:

“Such a project lies at the core of refiguring
human relations to nonhuman nature, and human
relations to each other. It involves both a cer-
tain humbleness and, in William Connolys words,
a certain generosity. “Not a generosity growing
out of an unchallengable privilege of a superior
social position and moral onto]ogyt but one emer-
ging from enhanced appreciation of dissonances
within our own identities.” Not a rigid boundary
between Self/Knowledge and Other/fear, but move-
“ment in the world through a multitude of queer
environments.” (Catriona Sandiland in Lavender’s
green?)! . ¥ read : whilnm as , owrd
This is 4 fuqqot wovld - Oiephk spof -
The Queer Nature education project , based in the
mountains of the Northwesterrn US “envision(s)
and implement(s) ecological awareness and outdoor
self-efficacy skills as vital and often overloo-
ked parts of resilience-building for populations
who have been silenced, marginalized, and even
represented as ,unnatural.® QOur curriculums ne-
cessarily go beyond recreation in nature to deep
and creative engagement with the natural world to
build inter-species alliances, ecological solida-
rity, and an enduring sense of belonging, even in
strange and scary times on earth.” It is a space
decidedly for mainly LGBTQIZ2S+ folks and QT BI
POC, dedicated to “acknowledge(ing) the histories
of ispecific technologies that we_might work with,
and (..) put(ting) earth-based skills and skill
communities in conversation with whatever histo-
ries of oppression and repression exist on that
land™.

shup ,J W eoth “ (Oubtis)



The histories of queer ecology is ancient, much
older than we can imagine. In many indigineous
tribes such as the Ojibwe, Two-Spirit people held
positions of significant spiritual meaning, con-
necting to the more-than-human and animate world.
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Lavender continues to be entangled in queer sto-
ries. Only in 2009, a study was published by De-
rek Henley, Natasha Lipson, Kenneth Korach, and
Clifford Bloch that linked the use of Lavender
as an essential o0il to pre-puberty breast growth
in boys. Let me underline this: a contemporary
study that said that using lavender as an essen-
tial o1l makes young (cis) boys grow breasts. The
study was quickly dismissed as unscientific for
many reasons. However, it shows how persistent
the connotation of Lavender and Queerness is. The
“unnatural” breast growth linked to a “natural”
product like Lavender essential o0ils points to
the bizarre use of “Nature” as a weapon against
queer folks, varying from queers as “uncivilized”
and queers as “unnatural”. Lavender will not make
boys grow breasts.

But Lavender will continue to be a queer ally
plant, to all the boys and faggots and fairies and
dykes and all the other queers.¥
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