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In this hybrid work of history and memoir, writer and historian Danielle
Scrimshaw examines the lives of queer women in Australia with a view to
making this historically sidelined area of study both visible and accessible
to a lay audience. Leaning on the work of historians such as Lucy Chesser,
Joy Damousi, Ruth Ford, Rebecca Jennings, Sylvia Martin, Shirleene
Robinson and others, Scrimshaw takes the reader on a journey through
Australia’s queer past, with its primary period of interest being from the
mid-nineteenth century to the 1980s. Across twelve chapters, the author
recounts the stories of Australian women who led queer lives, and places
them in conversation with her own personal history and lived experience
as a young, queer woman in the present day.

Her profile subjects, who are presented in a largely chronological order,
include convict women Catherine Owens and Ellen Scott, who formed
a partnership in Hobart’s Cascade Factory in the 1840s; middle-class
colonial settlers Anne Drysdale and Caroline Newcomb, who cohabitated
and were eventually buried together at their homestead in Drysdale; the
actress Augusta Freudenberg and her lover Ada Grantleigh; founders of
Melbourne’s first women-only gymnasium, Harriet Elphinstone-Dick and
Alice Moon; pioneering doctor Lilian Cooper and her lifelong partner
Josephine Bedford; Katie Anna Lush, who was immortalised in the poems
of Lesbia Harford; and suffragette Cecilia John, a contemporary and close
friend of Vida Goldstein. In a chapter on trans or genderqueer individuals,
she profiles writer Eve Langley, the notorious Marion-Bill Edwards, Edward
de Lacy Evans and Jack Jorgenson, and tracks the shift in scholarly discourse
from framing them as cis lesbians to conceptualising them as trans men.
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Subsequent chapters detail lesbian bars of the 1950s and ’60s and the women
who ran them; the rise of lesbian visibility in the 1970s; and the lesbian-led
Peace Camp at Pine Gap in the 1980s into which is folded a brief profile
of 1920s motoring pioneer Alice Anderson.

Scrimshaw’s book is informed by wide reading of relevant secondary
literature, as well as original archival research. It is written in an accessible
style that's designed to appeal to a specific audience: young, queer
Australians who are hungry to find representation of their own sexual and
gender identities in the past. Scrimshaw’s book is interested in measuring
the past against current understandings of identity and sexuality—to trace
what Laura Doan has called an ‘ancestral genealogy’—to affirm lesbian and
queer existence throughout Australian history. Scrimshaw sees herself as
part of this genealogy and peppers the narrative with anecdotes of her own
experiences—dates she has had, excerpts from her diaries, conversations with
friends and partners. She is interested in her own life as part of her historical
project: ‘If, by some chance, anybody wishes to use me as a historical subject
years from now, she writes, ‘T intend on making it very easy for them to find
the sources they require’ (59).

Scrimshaw is upfront about her motivations for writing this kind of history—
she wants her book to be read by the general public. To this end, she avoids
academic jargon and sidesteps dense theory. The tone of the book is casual
and conversational. Above all, her work is meant to take queer history out of
the rarefied world of academia and into the hands of whomever secks it out:
“This is the kind of accessible history I crave, which entertains while telling
a story, which does not cost the price of an academic journal subscription,
or a tertiary education’ (119).

She and Her Pretty Friend functions as a good introduction to the field and
will appeal to the lay audience it has been written for. Specialists may find it
less useful, as much of the material it relies on is well-known. Some might
question why so few individuals from the 1930s and ’40s are discussed in
the text, particularly given the excellent research done by Noah Riseman,
Shirleene Robinson and Graham Willett, among others, on queer service in
the Australian military during WWII. Also absent are accounts of the many
queer Australian artists who were active during this period, such as Janet
Cumbrae-Stewart, Margaret Preston, Agnes Goodsir and Dora Ohlfsen.
That being said, this book offers a welcome contribution to literature on
Australian queer history—that it is from a debut author renders it all the
more impressive.
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