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BLANCHE WIESEN COOK

THE NOTEBOOKS THAT EMMA GAVE ME:

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF A LESBIAN by Kay Van Deunrs.

Photographs by Diana Davies. Published by Kady Van Deurs, Box 199,
Youngsville, NY 12791. 1978. 179 pp. $5.00.

Who is Kay Van Deurs—and why should we read her book? To
begin with, Kay has survived in high style for over 50 years in a world
that neither encourages nor expects independent women without male
support to survive at all,

Civil rights activist, peace worker, social worker, writer, Peace
Corps volunteer, artisan and feminist jeweller—the self-styled “‘axe maker
to the queen”—Kay Van Deurs began life as an admiral’s daughter in
Alabama. When he returned home after World War I1, father and daughter
“disagreed about everything. He talked about ‘kikes’ and ‘wops’. He said,
‘Go to Russia’. He said it several times. One evening, I said, ‘Go to Hell’.”
(9) And Kay Van Deurs left for New York City to live near her college
classmate, her first woman lover.

We were so closety that although we were lovers. . .

we did not live together. Because we didnt want

anybody to know. We didnt know any other lesbians.

I thought we were the only lesbians in New York City. (9)

Poor, isolated, in and out of love with women in an alien and lonely
environment, Kay Van Deurs began to feel crazy. She tried to commit
suicide. When she sought help, her therapist sent her to “an asylum.” It
was the 1950’s; the height of McCarthyism. Scorn for women, fear of
difference, hatred for nonconformity rendered invisible whatever support
may have been around. Lesbian feminist therapists were nowhere to be
found. To protect her from herself, hospital attendants stripped Kay of
anything that might be used to kill, including her kotex belt. When she
was threatened with shock therapy which she had noticed had been
knocking women’s teeth out, Kay appealed to her father to get her out.
He took her to a fancy Johns Hopkins University psychiatrist who
recommended removal to her parents’ home, isolation from her friends,
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and psychiatric treatment to cure her of her proclivities—five times a
week. Kay Van Deurs returned to New York. “It was months. . . before
I felt any emotion again.” Then one day she “saw sun shining on a red
brick. . .” (13).

Over the next thirty years Kay Van Deurs packed a lot of joy into
a searching, politically engaged and creative life. She founded the Chil-
dren’s Workshop, one of the great craft learning centers of New York
City, in 1962, Built on volunteer time and donated materials, the work-
shop benefited over 500 children. And Kay, ‘“‘who really had no children,”
now “had hundreds of children” (44). And she provided more than
sturdy tools and mountains of leather and lumber and fabrics and the use
of a kiln. In the great nurturing tradition of Lillian Wald’s Henry Street
Settlement and Jane Addams’ Hull House, Kay realized that the children
“needed more than tools. They needed tutors, doctors, dentists, and we
found a few. They needed coats in winter and I did find enough. They
needed everything and I could not get it for them. . . .”" (45).

In 1965 at the age of 38, Kay Van Deurs joined the Peace Corps.
Her age, her radical politics and her pacifist activities were well known.
But “they couldnt prove I was queer. I was never open and honest about
being a lesbian in those days. I wore dresses with ruffles to conceal the
fact that I fell in love with women” (65). In Panama Kay Van Deurs re-
mained loyal to her own visions—despite the bureaucratic rigidities of the
Peace Corps, North America’s newest volunteer gimmick attached so
crudely to its foreign aid program. She remained so loyal to her politics
that the United States ambassador complained to Kay's director that she
was seen “‘sitting with a line of neighbors, holding signs when President
Robles came to the neighborhood. The signs said, in Spanish, ‘ONE
YEAR OF MUD AND PROMISES. NOW WE WANT STREETS’ ' (89).

It was that kind of commitment to activism that had inspired so
many volunteers to join the Peace Corps in the first place. But by 1967
Kay's group was the last urban program to survive a foreign economic
policy that came to rely entirely on military assistance. She returned to
New York in 1969; struggled to make money; drove a taxi; crafted bold
jewelry and *‘came out of the closet.” 1969 was a time of rapid changes
in women's consciousness. There were lesbian dances and meetings.
Betty Friedan insisted that New York City NOW purge the lesbians who,
she declared, would destroy the women’s movement, Kay Van Deurs
went to West Virginia to investigate and protest a vast mining disaster in
Pittston-owned mining communities (see 98-104); she worked against
the war in Vietnam; she dealt with the personal perils of monogamy and -
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the self-destructiveness of jealousy. She became a feminist. “Not all
lesbians are feminists, yet” (171), she wrote. But the revolution has
begun.

Kay Van Deurs has led a vigorous and inspiring life: caring, per-
ceptive and courageous. Yet her book—unwanted by commercial pub-
lishers who undoubtedly failed to see the value of a book about an un-
known lesbian that boasts neither revealing gossip nor thrilling sexual
detail, as well as by the few existing feminist presses which might have
been interested in such a project—is self-published.

It is an unconventional book, neither fiction nor standard auto-
biography. Filled with a mixture of narrative passages, fragments of
letters, and journal entries, it is charmingly written—occasionally too
charming, as in contrived. This seems particularly true in the last sec-
tion of the book where Kay Van Deurs includes repetitive correspondence
of little general interest, such as letters of justification for having written
this book, and for its style. Unfortunately, some of these tend to trivial-
ize the process of her good and important work. It does, of course, matter
not only that we write, but how we write—how we communicate with
each other.

And Kay Van Deurs is delightful when she is describing herself,
with a wry or mellow humor: I am magnificent now: all gouged with
age and suffering and endurance and strength—most exciting and im-
probable. . . . Any intelligent person (and you are always brilliant)
would love me” (164). She is at her best when she is describing her ac-
tivities for peace and freedom and social change; her commitment to
the Children’s Workshop:

In the beginning, before I learned how to hand out
supplies fast enough, or if I had to close to beg for sup-
plies or money or space (. . . . At churches, “I have 180
children, and they have no coats. Can you help me?” At
Goodwill Industries, “I need wheels—skate wheels, wagon
wheels, any wheels.” They gave me hundreds.). . . .

Nobody borrowed the books. Almost everybody
stole the tools. So we agreed that everybody could
borrow the tools. We dipped tool handles into red
paint and when all the tools were gone, I'd say, “All
the tools are out. Why don't some of you go find them.”
Somebody would say, “They're under the bathtub in
Charlie’s kitchen.” “So go get them.” “I can’t. He’s big.”
So a bunch of boys would go and bring back tools. (41-42)
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Kay Van Deurs ends her book with an angry letter to Holly Near.
The singer seemed to Kay to be preaching down to her audience, and to
be “coming from some kind of Marxist male left.” Kay Van Deurs ex-
plains in the letter that she has arrived to feminism from “some kind of
pacifist male left” and is “really angry that the male left is sexist.” Van
Deurs concludes: “Feminism is not necessary to marxism and marxism
is not necessary to feminism. Marxism is about capitalism, and feminism
is about patriarchy. . ., And patriarchy is my enemy because I am a
woman. . .."” (178). :

I ' was surprised by this letter, disappointed that Kay Van Deurs
felt it necessary to introduce it at the very end of her book, without
context and with no place to go. While such political thinking is hardly
a major focus of the book, the pPlacement of this letter gives it a weight
it might not otherwise have. If | were to write a letter to Kay—the kind
of letter she wrote to Holly and to so many others throughout her book—
I would say:

Dear Kay—

Thank you for writing for us the gift of your book. It

is clear-eyed, delightful and always absorbing. Except at
the end—where you start talking about how you are not
a writer and I have been reading for hours the fine book
you have just written.

Now about our political future. Marxism and feminism
are indeed two separate things. And they do not
AUTOMATICALLY go together, But socialism ans
feminism NEED each other, dcsperately and ur~ -dy
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