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Joan Nestle, known for her pioneering work as one of the founding
librarians of the Lesbian Herstory Archives, wrote this piece about her
mother in response to a panel on pornography at the American
Writers' Congress in 1981. In memory of her indomitable mother who
put up with abuse from men but continued to enjoy them all her life,
Nestle takes to task several of the panelists for denouncing pornog-
raphy as proof of the violent rule of the penis over women. Nestle's
mother was shameless, a word our shame-ridden culture still uses as a
term of abuse, and she seems rarely to have found a penis overwhelm-
.ing. Nestle dedicates her memoir to Amber Hollibaugh, another panel-
ist, who argued that "a feminism that does not speak to sexual pleasure
has little to offer women in the here and now." The piece first appeared
in Womanews which, like Off Our Backs, Heresies, Conditions, and
Sinister Wisdom, is among the feminist newspapers and journals that
have begun to take seriously the present intense debates on sexuality in
and outside the women's movement.

Dedicated to Amber, who speaks to the best parts of ourselves.
My mother, Regina, was not a matriarchal goddess or a spiritual

advisor. She worshipped at no altars and many times scorned the label
mother. She was a Jewish working-class widowed woman who from the
age of fourteen worked as a bookkeeper in New York's garment dis-
trict. My father died before I was born when my mother was twenty-
nine and left her with two children to raise. My mother liked sex and
let me know throughout the years both the punishments and rewards
she earned because she dared to be clear about enjoying fucking.
Regina was in my mind that October afternoon I sat in the front row

of 1199's auditorium to tape the panel discussion on pornography and
eros. When my mother died, she left no money, no possessions, no
property, no insurance policies. She left me only a sheaf of writings,
scrawled letters and poems written on the back of yellow ledger sheets.
I have written a longer piece about her and me, incorporating these
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letters, but for now I only want to talk about the courage of her sexual
legacy and the sexual secrets I found in her writings and how she stood
in my mind, the mind of her lesbian daughter who has loved women
for over twenty years, the afternoon of the panel.

Like many working-class single parents, my mother used me as a
confidante, a supporter, a witness. I had to grow up fast to learn how to
duck the repossessors, the eviction notices, the subpoenas. I learned
how to be quiet and good in the homes of others. We never had large
apartments and my mother had many boyfriends so sex and her enjoy-
ment of it were not secrets. I knew the phrase blowjob before I knew
there was a right way to brush one's teeth. What I learned from her
writings was how hard-bought this sexual freedom was.

At age thirteen my mother allowed herself to be picked up on a
Coney Island beach and have sex with a good-looking Jewish boy who
was in his twenties; three weeks later he invited her to his apartment
where she was gang-raped by three of his friends. She became preg-
nant and had to have an abortion at age fourteen. The year was 1924.
Her German father threatened to kill her and she left school in the
ninth grade to go to work. When my mother writes of these experi-
ences she tells of her sexual passions, of how she wanted sex.

I remember as a little girl, the impatiency with my own youth.
I recognized that I was someone, someone to be reckoned with. I
SENSED THE SEXUAL ORDER OF LIFE. I felt its pull. I
wanted to be quickly and passionately involved. God so young and
yet so old. I recognized my youth only in the physical sense as
when I exposed my own body to my own vision, saw the beautiful
breasts, the flat stomach, the sturdy limbs, the eyes that hid
sadness, needed love a hell of a lot of grit and already acknowledg-
ing this to be one hell of a life. I was going to find the key. I knew
the hunger but I did not know how to appease it.

She goes on to speak of her shock, pain, and hurt and later of her anger
at the rape but she ends the narrative with a sexual credo, that she
would not let this ugliness take away her right to sexual freedom, her
enjoyment of "the penis and the vagina" as she puts it.

Respectable ladies did not speak to my mother for most of her
widowed life. She picked up men at the race track, at OTB offices,
slept with them, had affairs with her bosses, and generally lived a
sexualized life. Several times she was beaten by the men she brought
home. In her fifties, she was beaten unconscious by a merchant seaman
when she refused to hand over her paycheck. My mother, in short, was
both a sexual victim and a sexual adventurer; her courage grew as the
voices of condemnation and threats of violence increased against her. I
watched it all and her belief in a woman's undeniable right to enjoy
sex, to actively seek it, became a part of me but I chose women. I
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wanted to kill the men who beat her, who took her week's pay. I
wanted her not to need them and to Come into my world of lesbian
friendship and passion, but she chose not to. We faced each other as
two women for whom sex was important and after initial skirmishes,
she accepted my world of adventure as I did hers.
The week before she died, she was sexually challenging her doctor in

the hospital, telling him he probably did it too quick for a woman like
her. He, red-faced and young, drew the curtain around her hurriedly,
At sixty-seven my mother still wanted sex and made jokes about what
she could do when she didn't have her teeth in. My mother was not a
goddess, not a matriarchal figure who looms up over my life big-bellied
with womyn rituals. She was a working woman who liked to fuck, who
believed she had the right to have a penis inside of her if she liked it
and who sought deeply for love but knew that was much harder to find.
As Andrea Dworkin's litany against the penis rang out that

afternoon, I saw my mother's small figure, with her ink-stained cal.
loused hands never without a cigarette held out towards me, and I saw
her face with a slight smile: "So nu, Joan, is this the world you wanted
for me, the world you wanted me to have, where I should feel shame
and guilt for what I like. I did for all the years of my life. I fought the
rapist and the batterer and I didn't give up my knowledge of what I
liked. I looked at those dirty pictures and I saw lonely people. Some-
times I did those things they do in dirty pictures and wives would not
speak to me. Their husbands fucked me first and then went home for
shabbas. I made lots of mistakes but one thing I never did, I never
allowed anyone to bully me out of my sexual needs. Just like you, Joan,
when in the fifties I took you to doctors to see if you were a lesbian and
they said you had too much hair on your face, you were a freak and
they never stopped you either. They called you freak and me whore ,',
and maybe they always will but we fight them the best when we keep ..'
on doing what they say we should not want or need for the joy we find .
in doing it. I fucked because I liked it and Joan the ugly ones, the ones;
who beat me orfucked me too hard, they didn't run me out of town and~
neither ~ the WOmen who don't walk my streets of loneliness and ~
need, Don t scream penis at me but help to change the world so no,.
woman feels shame or fear because she likes to fuck." ~"<


