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ARETH HENRY IS HAUNTED BY A MEMORY. When

he tells the story, his voice starts to crack. It was

a sunny day, June 18, 2004, and Henry, a slightly

built man with a round, boyish face and quick

smile, was relaxing on the beach in Montego Bay,
Jamaica, with a few friends. From where he sat, he could see
three police officers approach another friend, Victor Jarrett, who
was farther down the beach. Henry vividly remembers one of the
officers pushing Jarrett, 24, while another yelled at him that no
battymen (local patois for faggot) belonged on the beach. Henry
winced as the officers began to beat Jarrett with their batons and
fists. A crowd quickly formed around the spectacle.

“Iwill never forget it,” Henry, 31, says, speaking in the vaguely
British lilt of a well-educated Jamaican. “There were about 100
people and they were saying to the officers, ‘Hand him over; let
us finish him.” ” According to Henry and several eyewitnesses
who would later report the incident to the international rights
organization Human Rights Watch, the police walked away
from Jarrett, leaving him to the angry mob. “Beat him because
him a battyman!” said one of the officers. Men picked up sticks
and stones and started pummeling Jarrett. Others kicked and
punched him. Henry stood by, horrified. He wanted nothing

visit essence.com

MEN HOLDING HANDS, GEN NISHINO/GETTY IMAGES. CHIN, COURTESY OF SUBJECT.

more than to help his friend, but he knew that if he intervened
he would become the mob’s next target. “Victor saw us on the
beach, but he didn’t call to us,” says Henry, his voice unsteady.
“He’d rather suffer the hurt and humiliation alone than have
all of us be victims.”

Suddenly Jarrett broke free of the crowd and started to run,
the mob fast on his heels. Henry prayed that Jarrett would
somehow make it to safety. But the next day the newspaper
reported: “Alleged gay man chopped, stabbed and stoned to
death.” The article (shown on opposite page) went on to claim
that Jarrett had “molested” a young man. Henry, who is also
gay, cried when he read the news. “Victor wasn’t doing any-
thing but walking on the beach,” he says. “People make up
stories to justify their attacks.” Henry mourned the death of
his friend and cursed the hatred that had killed him. What he
didn’t know was that he himself would soon be the target of
another vicious mob.

Chased, Beaten, Shot, Killed

To many Americans, the island of Jamaica, with its miles of white-
sand beaches and famously laid-back attitude, is a vacationer’s
paradise. But for
those who live
here, itisamuch
different place,
plagued by eco-

nomic hard-
ships and one
of the highest
homicide rates
in the Northern
Hemisphere.
While much of
the violence is
gang-related,
there have been reports of horrific acts targeted specifically at
the country’s gay and lesbian population. Amnesty International
and Human Rights Watch have published detailed accounts of
machete-wielding mobs that have broken into private residences
attacking men believed to be gay, and lesbians who have been
raped by neighbors determined to “cure” them.

Both organizations note that in many instances the police
have either failed to respond to calls for help by gay men or
have participated in the attacks they were summoned to break
up. Rebecca Schleifer, author of Human Rights Watch’s 2004
report, Hated to Death: Homophobia, Violence and Jamaica’s HIV/
AIDS Epidemic, observes that “perpetrators of violence against
gay men and lesbians are rarely arrested and prosecuted, mak-
ing it even less likely that people will report the attacks.” Even
children are not spared the abuse: In one of the more shocking

Staceyann Chin was
assaulted in a public
bathroom in Jamaica.

examples cited by Amnesty International, in February 2004, an
eleventh-grader at a Kingston high school was assaulted when
his father, suspecting his child was gay after finding a picture
of a nude man in the boy’s backpack, summoned other stu-
dents to beat him.

The island’s gay rights organization, Jamaica’s Forum for
Lesbians All-sexuals and Gays (J-FLAG), notes that between
2006 and 2008 more than 150 homophobic assaults and murders
were reported to the agency. Gay men and lesbians have been
chased, chopped, beaten, raped and shot. But despite the grue-
some nature of the attacks, many Jamaicans, including those in
politics and law enforcement, insist that the situation is simply
not as bad as the activists and foreign media make out.

Bishop Herro Blair, one of Jamaica’s most respected pastors,
who presides over 22 churches on the island, dismisses the
notion that men are being beaten for being gay. He offers his
own theory for the violent killings that have been reported in
Jamaican newspapers—that they are lovers’ quarrels. “I can
safely say, nine times out of ten, that when a homosexual is
killed, it’s by another homosexual,” he declares, leaning for-
ward over the desk in his stately office in the capital city of
Kingston. “Homosexuals are the most jealous community
you’ll find anywhere in the world,” he adds.

Minister of Justice Dorothy Lightbourne also isn’t convinced
gay men are being targeted. “There have been reports in the
paper of incidences,” allows Lightbourne. “But I wouldn’t say

Jamaicans feel that it’s
immoral to be gay.

it’s so widespread. I don’t know, sometimes it could be young-
sters too—young boys—who carry on these acts. I'm just mak-
ing a suggestion.”

But as activists and local officials square off about the sever-
ity of homophobia in Jamaica, gay men and lesbians say they
are struggling just to stay alive.

The Women Get Raped

Karlene, who will only give her first name for fear that someone
will identify her, is a soft-spoken woman in her thirties who
works for a financial company in Kingston. She has a bright,
cheerful face, wears a crisp white blouse under her blue suit,
and keeps her carefully styled braids in a high bun. “I don’t
understand how people can say this is not happening,” she says,
in response to the claims of local officials that J-FLAG is blowing
things out of proportion. “Our help line is called every day by
someone at risk. These are not lovers’ quarrels.”

J-FLAG, which is funded by anonymous donors and interna-
tional human rights agencies, provides assistance to gays and les-
bians who have been harassed or attacked, helping them find safe
housing and making sure they get medical attention. According
to the organization, gay men suffer the most abuse, but lesbians
are not immune. In August, for example, Karlene was called to
help Stephan, a young lesbian, and her brother, Karl, relocate [>
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after they were shot at by neighbors. (Both Stephan and Karl
declined to use their full names.) The two were outside their
home one night, looking for a set of car keys that had fallen
in the dirt. Suddenly two men who were sitting on a nearby
veranda opened fire. Stephan was shot through the abdomen,
the bullet piercing her kidney and liver. Bleeding profusely, she
fell to the ground and pretended to be dead. As she lay there, one
of the gunmen shot her between her legs. “He was aiming for my
vagina,” she says, “but the bullet only grazed my buttock.”

“The lesbian fi dead,” the gunmen shouted triumphantly, and
ran off in pursuit of her brother, who is also gay. Karl, shot once
in the arm and twice in the side, fell by the road. With her assail-
ants out of sight, Stephan called the police from her cell phone,
then stumbled back to her house, where her 6-year-old daughter
and 10-year-old niece were asleep. Stephan hid the frightened
girls under the bed. Then, terrified the gunmen would come
looking for her and find the children, Stephan hobbled back to
the road, lay down, and waited for help to arrive.

Both siblings survived, but Stephan lost a kidney and now
lives with chronic pain. Worse, she says, is the fear. While one
of the shooters is in custody awaiting trial, the other was never
apprehended. Fearing retaliation from the gunman still on the
loose, Stephan and her brother have relocated to another part
of the island, and live under the constant threat of being rec-
ognized by someone from their old neighborhood. “They shot
my sister because she’s a lesbian and wears baggy clothes and

resident, says she endured online and in-person harassment
following a 2007 appearance on The Oprah Winfrey Show in
which Chin recounted being attacked by a group of men in a
bathroom after coming out as lesbian on her college campus
in Jamaica. Chin says after the show aired producers contacted
her to make sure she—and her relatives who still live on the
island—were okay. “They didn’t give me specifics,” she recalls.
“They only said there had been some very disturbing phone
calls.” Months later Chin, whose memoir The Other Side of Para-
dise (Scribner) will be published next month, was recognized
on the street by a man who had seen her on the show. “He said
I should be ashamed of myself, and if we were still in Jamaica
he could kill me and nobody would care,” she says.

But why such an extreme response? Karlene shrugs. “Jamaicans
feel that to be gay is immoral,” she says simply. “They think it’s
foreigners who bring in this behavior and it’s nasty and not
part of our culture. The feeling is, if Jamaicans perceive it to
be wrong, then they have the right to eliminate it. That’s how
they look at it.”

Bishop Blair asserts that what sets many people off are overt
signs of homosexuality or, as he puts it, gay men “practicing
their wares.” He explains that some locals feel that “if you flaunt
yourself, then it affects me, it affects my children, and therefore
ITam sending a message that you ought to be more disciplined.”

Blair is not alone in his view that gay men are somehow
courting the violence directed their way. In April 2007 an an-

“ To be gay on the island is to live with a bull’s-eye on
your back. You are one of the hated.

she’s not really into the womanly thing,” says Karl. “And now
we have to live in hiding.”

Karlene says that while Stephan and other lesbians have been
shot or beaten, many of the women are raped. “The men tell
the woman she needs some good ‘cocky’ to get her straight,”
says Karlene. “They call her a sodomite and say she deserves
it. Sometimes women are too ashamed or afraid to come to us
for help; it’s their friends who tell us about what happened.”
And frequently women are assaulted by multiple men. Karlene
recalls the harrowing story of a 19-year-old “butch” lesbian the
agency is trying to assist after learning the girl was gang-raped
by 15 men. “We haven’t been able to reach her,” says Karlene.
“So far, she hasn’t wanted to speak.”

Women have also been killed. In June 2006 a local tabloid,
The Star, ran a story under the headline “They Were Lesbi-
ans,” detailing the murder of two women who were stabbed to
death, their bodies dumped in a septic pit behind their home.
A burned mattress lay beside them. Karlene says that the fol-
lowing January another lesbian was “beaten beyond a pulp” by
her neighbors after repeated warnings that she and her part-
ner should leave the community.

The threats have followed some Jamaican lesbians all the
way to America. Staceyann Chin, author and now Brooklyn
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gry crowd threw bottles and rocks at the True Vine Holiness
church in the town of Mandeville, protesting the effeminate
dress of mourners at a funeral. The police came, and according
to reports, joined in the melee, laughing with the protestors.
A few days later Earl Witter, Jamaica’s public defender, whose
job it is to investigate complaints against governmental agen-
cies, condemned the violence, but with a sharp warning to gay
men not to flaunt their sexual orientation. According to the
Jamaica Gleaner, the country’s major daily newspaper, Witter
reportedly told a meeting of the Rotary Club that “tolerance
has its limits,” and gays and lesbians should be sensitive to the
“repulsion that others feel.”

Still Blair adds, he does not condone the violence against
homosexuals. “Jamaica is a Christian nation,” he says, “and
Christianity teaches us we have to love our neighbors as
ourselves.”

Desperate to Change

Gareth Henry was raised by his mother, grandmother and
stepfather in a conservative Christian household in St. Mary,
a quiet country parish about a two-hour drive from the capital
city of Kingston. Even as a child, Henry knew he was differ-
ent: He didn’t like to roughhouse with the other boys, prefer-
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ring instead to play with his sister. The children in the neigh-
borhood teased him mercilessly, calling him Sissy and Boy
George. By adolescence, they were taunting him for his lack
of interest in “sex-ing” the local girls. His family, who tried
to shield him from bullying children, never openly discussed
his sexuality. But they had their suspicions, says Henry. “There
was a gay man in the community who was stoned and beaten,”
he recalls. “One day my mother told me I needed to be careful
that Ididn’t turn out like him.”

After he graduated from high school, Henry asked his aunt
if he could live with her in Kingston. He desperately wanted to
stop thinking about boys and thought this was his opportu-
nity to make a change. His plan was to immerse himself in the
church. In Kingston he attended services seven days a week,
sometimes several times a day. But the feelings persisted. Then
one day Henry was at church listening to a pastor speaking
with great conviction about Jamaica’s demonic gays and les-
bians. They needed to repent for their sins, he thundered. The
congregation was ecstatic, clapping and shouting in agreement.
Sitting in their midst, Henry suddenly realized that he had come

Gareth Henry follows
stories of homophobia in
Jamaica’s papers (right).

to the church looking for support and guidance, “yet nowhere was
this minister speaking about love,” he says.

In that moment Henry had the thought that would change
his life forever: I was made in God’s image and in His like-
ness, and I need to love myself as I am. He stopped attending
services and became more involved volunteering with a group
that helped HIV-positive Jamaicans. Through his volunteer work,
he met members of ]-FLAG and slowly gained a sense of belonging.
But with that came the harsh reality: To be gay in Jamaica is to live
with a bull’s-eye on your back. Henry was now one of the hated.

Henry says he personally knew at least 13 people who were mur-
dered because they were gay. There was his former roommate and
coworker, Steve Harvey, abducted on his way home, shot in the
head, and left on a hillside. There was Nokia Cowan, who drowned
after jumping into the waters of Kingston harbor trying to escape
an angry mob. There was Brian Williamson, founding member of

J-FLAG,whowasbrutallyattacked inhishomeand stabbed 77 times.
When Henry and other distraught friends heard the news, they
went to Williamson’s home. They were met by a crowd dancing
in the streets and singing lyrics from “Boom Bye Bye,” a popular
dancehall song by local artist Buju Banton. “Boom bye bye inna
batty bwoy head/ Rude bwoy no promote no nasty man/ Dem
haffi dead,” the crowd sang. Translation: Shoot gay men in the
head/ Real men don’t like their nastiness/ They should be dead.

Murder Music
There is a common saying about Jamaica, that there are more
churches per capita here than anywhere else in the world. And it
may be true. In the small town where Henry grew up, he remem-
bers 13 churches along a two-mile stretch of road that ran through
his community: Methodist, Catholic, Seventh-Day Adventist,
Baptist, Jehovah’s Witness, New Testament, Revival—everyone
was represented. From the reserved Anglican houses with their
dark wooden pews to the Pentecostal “clap hand” halls with
their raucous sermons, the popular explanation for the island’s
intense homophobia often rests here—with the church. The
thinking goes that Ja-
maicans have taken their
pastors’ admonishment of
homosexuality to violent
extremes. But some experts
say the truth is far more
complicated.

Orville Taylor, Ph.D., a
popular radio host, news-
paper columnist and senior lecturer in sociology, psychology
and social work at the University of the West Indies at Mona, in
Jamaica, suggests that to fully understand the roots of the coun-
try’s intolerance of homosexuality, one must look back genera-
tions to the island’s tumultuous history. “Jamaica had more slave
uprisings than any other Caribbean territory,” explains Taylor.
“And historical records indicate that one of the ways of control-
ling recalcitrant slaves was to ‘bull’ them into submission. If you
were a male slave, you owned nothing—you didn’t own property,
you didn’t have ownership over your children, you didn’t have
sexually exclusive rights to your woman. All you had was this
very fragile thing called your manhood. And so the easiest way
to break you, if you were a threat to Massa, was to give you to one
of the overseers who might be homosexual so that you would be
bulled [raped] into submission.” Taylor says that this history of
rape has produced a fear of emasculation that lingers today.
Barry Chevannes, a professor of social anthropology at the Uni-
versity of the West Indies at Mona, points out [CONTINUED ON PAGE 155]
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