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The Tanzania Boat LadyThe Tanzania Boat Lady
This is a true story. 

I wrote it at a time when I was starting to realise that 
my parents and I were very different people. We weren’t 
in conflict, but I felt we had a lack of common ground 
between us. A gulf was starting to open up and I began 
to look for ways in which to bridge it. I still sometimes 
call my mother The Tanzania Boat Lady and I like to 
think that it’s something she appreciates.

I was lying in bed some months ago and I was thinking 
about names. And I started to think how unfair it was that 
my parents got to make up names for me, but I didn’t 
get to make up any names for them. They got to call me 
“Matthew James”, when they could have picked anything 
– Oberon for example – while I was stuck with calling 
them “mum and dad.”

So, I decided that what I would do was make up some 
new names for my parents. I decided that I would call my 
mother “The Tanzania Boat Lady”, and that my dad would 
be called “Mr Tangerine Man” and I went and sat on my 
parents’ bed the other month and explained this to them.

Now my dad was not particularly keen on this idea – 
partly because he thought it was completely stupid, and 

partly because he was asleep – but my mum got really 
into it. In fact, she took to her new role with alacrity. And 
now, whenever I ring her up to speak to her, she’ll pick up 
the phone and I’ll always say, “Hello. Is that the Tanzania 
Boat Lady?”

And she’ll say, “Yes, yes it is.”
And I’ll say, “How are you? And more importantly, how 

are your boats?”
And she’ll tell me. Which is nice.
Apparently, they have been in storage for the past few 

months, as the weather has been very bad, but she will 
soon be taking them out and she intends to sail the seven 
seas, possibly in search of porpoises. 

And when she does this, I think what a great idea the 
concept of the Tanzania Boat Lady was. I think how great 
it is that we have the opportunity to create ourselves 
anew every morning, no matter what our names are. 
And I’m filled with hope that life is so full of possibilities 
for being. Because now, no matter how dull our days have 
been, when we speak to each other in the evenings, we 
can forget the fact that we might not really have very 
much to say to one another and instead we can sail away 
together on the endless, sunlit waters of the Indian Ocean.
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The Children Made Of WaxThe Children Made Of Wax
This is a story that originates in 

Zimbabwe, amongst the Ndebele people 

of Matabeleland. 

It became well known in English-speaking countries 
thanks to its inclusion in a collection of folk tales 
gathered by Alexander McCall-Smith. McCall-Smith is 
a British-Zimbabwean writer, perhaps best known for 
his series of novels about the No.1 Ladies Detective 
Agency. It is not explicitly a queer story, but I think 
that its themes and images resonate in ways that 
reflect the queer experience. It is a story about desiring 
things which are forbidden; about difference and 
transgression; about transformation and ultimately 
about love.

The story concerns a couple whose children are all made 
of wax. There is no explanation given for this, and none is 
needed for the family are happy together. The only trouble 
is that the children cannot go outside during the daytime, 
for the glare of the sun would cause them all to melt. Their 
parents build them a special hut to live in, with a thick, 
shady roof, and they spend their days in the shadows. 

When night falls, the children come outside to play and 
work in the fields with their parents.

One of the children, Ngwabi, longs to see the light of 
the sun. He stares at it through a crack in the door. One 
day, his desire overcomes him. He runs outside in the full 
heat of the day. His siblings watch in horror as he slowly 
starts to melt. When, at last, the night falls, the children 
tell their parents what has happened. Together, the family 
gather up the wax that was once Ngwabi and shape it 
into the form of a beautiful bird. In place of feathers, they 
decorate the bird with leaves, which they hope will protect 
the wax from the sun. When the bird is finished, they place 
him on a rock and the children return to their hut. The sun 
rises and warms the bird, whose feathers glow and shine 
like a rainbow in the morning light. The bird then stretches 
its wings and flies away, ready to start a new life. The family 
smile because they know their brother is happy at last.

There are many versions of this story, told in different 
contexts. There is a lovely, animated version, that you 
can watch online for free. Go to BFI Player –  
www.player.bfi.org.uk – and search Children of Wax.
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The Girl Who Was A BoyThe Girl Who Was A Boy
This is a story that originates in Romania. 

Like all folk tales it has been told and retold many 
times. I came across it when my friend Joe showed 
me a modern retelling by Paul B Sturtevant. 
This in turn was based on a version by Leonora 
Blanche Alleyne. This was translated from a French 
version by Jules Brun which may in turn have been 
based on a version collected and written down by 
Petre Ispirescu.

I have made my own retelling of the story, 
which you can hear on my website. I’ve also 
included links there to the other versions 
mentioned on this card. You can find them at  
www.somestories.co.uk 

Although there are minor variations, the story always 
starts in the same way. It concerns a King who has 
three children. One day, his kingdom is threatened 
by a powerful Emperor. The King signs a peace treaty 
but in return the Emperor demands ten years’ service 
from one of the King’s sons. The King believes he has 
no son – only three daughters – but his youngest child 
has other ideas, for he is sure that he is a boy. With the 
help of his father’s ancient warhorse, the boy sets off 
to fulfil his father’s promise to the Emperor.

The hero, Fet-Fruners (or Făt-Frumos in the original 
Romanian) has various adventures. These include 
rescuing a beautiful princess named Iliane (Ileana) 
from a tall tower. At the climax of the story, Fet-Fruners 
is tasked with stealing a vial of holy water from a 
distant nunnery. He succeeds in his task but is cursed 
for his theft. The curse causes anyone it falls upon to 
change sex. For Fet-Fruners, this is not a curse but a 
boon, for he becomes a man in every way. His gender 
affirmed, he marries the princess and they both live 
happily ever after.
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The Cut SleeveThe Cut Sleeve
Ai of Han (27 BCE – 1 BCE) was a Chinese 

Emperor and a member of the Han dynasty.

The nephew of the former Emperor Cheng, he was 
formally adopted and became the crown prince. 
When his adoptive father died in 7 BCE, Ai ascended 
the throne. One of his major relationships was with 
a court official named Dong Xian. 

Dong is traditionally recognised as Emperor Ai’s 
lover. He was promoted many times by his partner, 
eventually rising to be commander of the imperial 
armed forces. Both men were in their early twenties 
and while Ai’s reign was marred by corruption and 
in-fighting, his relationship with Dong Xian gave 
rise to a famous story. It is one that characterises 
their relationship as being full of tenderness and 
deference – as well as massive privilege and wealth.

The story goes that Ai and Dong Xian were sleeping 
side by side on the Emperor’s bed. The Emperor was 
forced to rise, as he had official business to take care 
of, but Dong Xian was lying on the flowing sleeve of 
his robe. Rather than disturb his sleeping lover, Ai sent 
for a sharp blade and cut the sleeve away from his 
robe. He then left the room in silence so Dong Xian 
could sleep in peace.

The thoughtful behaviour of the Emperor gave rise 
to the phrase “The Passion of the Cut Sleeve” which is 
often used in China to describe same-sex relationships 
between men. “Cut Sleeve” is also the name of a story 
by Pu Songling (1640 CE – 1715 CE) – a writer during 
the Qing dynasty. It is featured in a collection known 
to western audiences as “Strange Tales from a Chinese 
Studio”. The story’s intent is possibly satirical, but 
nevertheless it is one of the earliest depictions of gay 
relationships in China.
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Fragments Of SapphoFragments Of Sappho
Sappho (c. 630 BCE – c. 570 BCE) was a 

poet from the island of Lesbos in the 

Mediterranean Sea. 

In her day, she was considered a great writer and 
her work was celebrated by many ancient scholars. 
Sadly, however, much of what she wrote has 
been lost to the ravages of time. What remains is 
fragmentary but, nevertheless, these fragments are 
full of beautiful and sensual imagery. Many of the 
fragments describe relationships between women. 
I have chosen one of my favourites for this card.

The piece concerns the Trojan war. Helen is the 
beautiful Helen of Sparta, who became Helen of 
Troy. It was her choice of lust over fidelity that 
brought about the conflict with the Trojans in the 
first place. Anaktoria appears to be a former lover, 
upon whose form the narrator’s thoughts still rest. 

Some call ships, infantry or horsemen
The greatest beauty earth can offer;

I say it is whatever a person
Most lusts after.

Showing you all will be no trouble:
Helen surpassed all humankind

In looks but left the world’s most noble
Husband behind,

Coasting off to Troy where she
Thought nothing of her loving parents

And only child but, led astray …

… and I think of Anaktoria
Far away …

And I would rather watch her body
Sway, her glistening face flash dalliance

Than Lydian war cars at the ready
And armed battalions.

From Stung with Love: Poems and fragments by Sappho. Translated by Aaron Poochigian. Penguin Classics. 2009.
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