
THE TREND THAT 
NEVER CAUGHT ON:

THE RED 
R  BBON

Left: Peter Hujar on his death bed, 
photographed by David Wojnarowicz, 1989

The Aids epidemic taught us all 
something incredibly valuable, 
but nearly 30 years so many 
people are blissfully unaware. 
One day Aids will be eradicated, 
but let’s not also erase the stories 
of those our community has lost.
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L  egend has it there’s no 
art form more nostalgic than 
fashion, yet there’s a recent 
chapter in its history that for 
years remained too painful 
to engage with. Activists 
work tirelessly to tackle the 
taboos that haunt those living 
with the virus, and society 
is beginning to notice, but 
media acknowledgement of 
HIV and Aids often comes 
neatly packaged in a way 
that empathises with those 
‘unexpected’ sufferers. The 
Guardian recently told the story 
of Claire Horn, who stumbles 
upon a HIV+ diagnosis after 
a routine checkup. She is a 
heterosexual white woman, 
and while dialogue about 
the ubiquity of the virus is 
an important warning to the 
general public, implicitly 
reverberating throughout 
the article is a derogatory 
statement: “this wouldn’t 
usually happen to someone 
like me.” 

Gay men in 80s Britain 
suffered more than recent 
generations can understand. 
A kick in the teeth was far 
from metaphorical. The 

Conservatives had introduced 
Section 28 of the Local 
Government Act in 1988 
which instructed local councils 
they could not “promote 
homosexuality or publish 
material with the intention of 
promoting homosexuality.” 
The act was a response to 
the terrifyingly unknown new 

disease that was claiming 
lives of gay men young and 
old, and the press began to 
churn propaganda as if it was 
their just desserts. The Sun, 
edited by the infamous Kelvin 
MacKenzie, joked: “A gay man 
goes home to his parents and 
tells them he’s got good news 
and bad news. The bad news 
is I’m gay. The good news is 
I’ve got Aids.” Gay oppressors 
listened, and they laughed. 

Christopher Spence noticed 
the “scandalous way” people 
with Aids were treated by 

hospitals. Alienated from 
social contact, they were 
pushed through crowded 
hospital doors which were 
slammed shut behind them. 
Spence requested funding 
from the government in order 
to open a treatment centre 
of his own; one which cared, 
offered counselling, and would 

have a spirit that could provide 
a deserved tranquility for so 
many in their last moments. 
The sum initially offered by 
the government was meagre, 
but once Margaret Thatcher 
caught wind of the epidemic 
not only affecting gay people, 
Lighthouse London could 
finally open its doors in 1988.

On the day before National 
Aids Day 2019, Chris Birch 
sits on his comfortable sofa 
wearing a red ribbon on his 
cardigan. The ex Lighthouse 
volunteer is now 91 years 
old and lives in Fulham with 
his understanding wife and a 
particularly fat cat. Birch has 
been openly gay since the 80s 
and has worked as a journalist 
and in the political sphere since 
attending Bristol University 
to study geography in 1948. 
Distracted by his interest in 
politics he cared little for his 
course, and was subsequently 
expelled. Following this he 
split his time between work at 

“A gay man goes home to his parents and 
tells them he’s got good news and bad 
news. The bad news is I’m gay. The good 
news is I’ve got Aids.” - The Sun, 1989

Left: 
Scan from 
The Sun, 14th 
October 1985
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the Communist Party of Great 
Britain and the Daily Worker 
(now the Morning Star). After 
a disagreement between the 
Communist Party and the editor 
of the Daily Worker, he moved 
to 7 Days, a newspaper located 
at the Communist headquarters 
where views of the Communist 
Party of Great Britain could be 
expressed more liberally. Mark 
Ashton, secretary of the Young 
Communists League, was in 
the same building and they 
became good friends. 

Mark Ashton’s influence on gay 
culture cannot be overvalued. A 
personable man with brunette 
hair and an average build, 
he used his charisma and 
humour to make himself heard 

amidst a sea of oppressors. 
Ashton moved to London from 
Northern Ireland and initially 
worked as an escort, along with 
longterm companion Jimmy 
Somerville, the lead singer 
of The Communards. After 
years of harsh homophobia he 
turned his attention to activism 
and started the group ‘Lesbian 
and Gays Support the Miners’ 
in the midst of the British 
miners strike in 1984, where 
he forged a successful alliance 
with Onllwyn, a small Welsh 
mining town greatly affected by 
the Conservative government’s 
systematic neglect for their 
strife. As demonised outcasts 
of society weighed down 
by government policies and 
the rightwing press, Ashton 

resonated with the miners and 
raised thousands of pounds 
for the town that in turn 
opened their eyes towards 
homosexuality. The newfound 
kinship between the gays 
and miners resulted in rights 
for gays and lesbians being 
incorporated in the Labour 
party programme amidst 
pressure from the National 
Union of Mineworkers. The 
little known story was then told 
in the 2014 film ‘Pride’, written 
by Stephen Beresfood. Between 
sips of tea, Chris Birch regaled 
the backstory of the film. 

“Stephen was much too 
young to know about the Aids 
epidemic in Britain but he had 
an older partner who did. His 

Right: Mark Ashton 
(1960 – 1987) 
photographed in 
Portrush by Johnny 
Orr, 1986
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partner educated him in what 
the situation had been in the 
eighties and Stephen had 
a discussion with Matthew 
Warchus [the film’s director], 
who racked their brains about 
a film to make, and finally 
they couldn’t reach anything. 
Matthew was leaving the room 
and as he was closing the 
door, Stephen said there was 
one film which would never 
be made. Matthew said ‘test 
me’, and Stephen told him the 
story of the Lesbian and Gays 
Support the Miners. Thankfully, 
Matthew said ‘let’s make it’. It 
very nearly didn’t get made… 
but it was made.” 

Though not made a character 
in the critically acclaimed 
film, Birch had spent days 
collecting money for LGSM and 
supporting their activism. The 
closing scenes reveal that two 
years later in 1987, Ashton 
died of after a short battle with 
HIV Aids at Guy’s Hospital, a 
year before London Lighthouse 
opened its doors. Birch 
started wearing a red ribbon 
to commemorate his loss, 
and thereon started the Mark 
Ashton Red Ribbon fund, which 
to date has made thousands for 
medical research. “After work 
every day I went in, and 12 

days later he was dead, and I 
wasn’t able to give him the love 
and care I would have liked to 
have done.” Devastated by his 
treatment in care, and with 
the financial protection of his 
wife’s career as a headmistress, 
Birch began volunteering at 
hospitals to aid in the nursing 
of his beloved, dying friends, 
and soon transferred to London 
Lighthouse where he mainly 
worked in the mortuary.

“It was terrible seeing all 

these beautiful young men 
dying, but it was also a very 
happy place because there 
was tremendous friendship, 
camaraderie and so forth. One 
of the nurses, Robbie, he was 
infected and got worse, and 
he died, and he said he had 
never known what fun it could 
be to die. That was quoted by 
his partner at his funeral at 
Lighthouse.” Robbie passed 
away in 1989. Within nine 
months of volunteering, Birch 
cared for over 90 residential 

“Matthew was leaving the room and as he was closing the door, 
Stephen said there was one film which would never be made. 
Matthew said ‘test me’, and Stephen told him the story of the 
Lesbian and Gays Support the Miners. Thankfully, Matthew said 
‘let’s make it’. It very nearly didn’t get made… but it was made.”

Above: Reception area of London Lighthouse, 
photographed 20th December 1990 by Sue Adler
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patients, who without our 
modern treatments inevitably 
passed away. Amongst those 
deceased were close friends, 
such as neighbour and principal 
Royal Ballet dancer Brian Shaw, 
regarded as one of the finest 
classical male dancers of his 
generation. He was survived by 
his partner and fellow dancer 
Derek Rancher. “Four people 
living here [on Blake Gardens in 
Fulham] were killed by Aids, on 
this short street of 18 houses. 
Three of them were in the 
same house with Brian Shaw — 
two former partners. And one 
was totally unconnected.” But 
men such as these were the 
lucky ones. Dying was a central 

part of the residency, and sure, 
London Lighthouse offered a 
shared sense of community 
amongst the patients, but 
many people were dying in 
isolation as outcasts from their 
families who were indifferent 
towards their disease’s tragic 
promises. 

“Some families were horrified 

and just wanted their sons to 
be taken away. They didn’t 
want anything to do with him. 
They were ashamed of him — 
hostile to the whole idea of 
homosexuality. When Brian 
Shaw died, Derek Rayner and 
sketched him as he was dying 
to pay tribute. Another father 
took distasteful videos of his 
son dying. The reactions were 

Left: British ballet 
dancer Brian Shaw 
(1928-1992) 
performing the 
Sword Dance in 
the Sadler’s Wells 
Ballet production 
of Léonide 
Massine’s Scottish 
ballet ‘Donald of 
the Burthens’, at 
Covent Garden, 
London, 1951. 
Photo by Baron

“When Brian Shaw died, Derek Rayner and 
sketched him as he was dying to pay tribute. 
Another father took distasteful videos of his 
son dying. The reactions were mixed.” 
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mixed.” 

Chris’ wife helps recover a dusty 
copy of his autobiography from 
the study. The cover is a plain 
maroon and reads words in 
varying sizes that summarise 
his long extraordinary life, 
which he recites aloud. “The 
Caribbean, Communism, 
Warsaw, Budapest, The 
Communist Party of Great 
Britain, Journalism, The Jolly 
News, Freelancing, Morning 
Star, My Life, Chris Birch — 
that’s me! HIV Aids, Mark 
Ashton, Kobler Clinic, Princess 
Diana, My Knees… Princess 
Diana always admired my 
knees!” The late Princess of 
Wales frequented London 
Lighthouse and upon her death 
Chris walked in her funeral 
procession. She did great things 
in attempts to destigmatise 
Aids, but like most sufferers 
she was supporting, was 

subject to incessant scrutiny 
by the right-wing press such 
as The Sun and The Mirror. He 
continues to read the words 
on the cover, but struggles to 
string together the reasonings 
for some of them being there. 
Along with showing the early 
signs of cancer, his memory is 
fading, and the autobiography 
was written for a day in which 
he can’t tell his story himself. 

Society may not have completely 
forgotten, but there’s a glaring 
sense that we’re losing touch 
with the events of the eighties. 
A trip down memory lane is 
understandably too traumatic 
for so many survivors; there’s 
a mass of people with PTSD-
like symptoms to the epidemic 
as stories become lost or 
misconstrued. It begs the 
question: who is willing to 
continue the dialogue with 
young or uninformed people 

today? Cultural figures have 
attempted to memorialise 
those we lost in the epidemic, 
though far too often these 
ventures are filled with painful, 
tasteless flaws.

Frank Ocean is a bisexual 
musician who in October 
2019 hosted the first of his 
ostensibly disastrous New 
York based parties, ‘PrEP+’, 
which according to its invite 
— yes, it was invite only — 
was “an homage to what 
could have been of the 1980s 
NYC club scene if the drug 
PrEP” had existed. Common 
consensus ruled PrEP+ was 
disconcertingly white, not all 
that queer and spread little 
awareness about its namesake 
drug. Transgender drag queen 
Charlene Incarnate was an 
invitee who explained in public 
statement why she refused 
to attend. “When your party 
theme is ‘the 80s if AIDs never 
happened’, then you’re out of 
touch at best and a sick fuck at 
worst.” 

The CDC estimates that over 
675,000 people have died 
of AIDS in the United States 
since 1981, and New York 
was hugely affected by the 
epidemic. Borne from this 
came Visual AIDS in 1988, a 
contemporary arts organisation 
committed to raising Aids 
awareness and creating 
dialogue around HIV issues 
today. Neither its executive 
director, Esther McGowan, nor 
anyone at the organisation was 
contacted regarding PrEP+. 
Communication did however 

Below: Princess Diana visiting a patient at the 
London Lighthouse, a centre for people affected 
by HIV and AIDS, in London, October 1996. Photo 
by Jayne Fincher
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occur with the Leo Herrera 
who wrote and directed the 
community funded web-series 
‘Fathers’, released in time for 
World Aids Day 2018. In a similar 
way to PrEP+ it imagines the 
world if Aids hadn’t happened, 
apparently creating ‘an image 
of queer utopia’. McGowan, 
spoke of how the new trend for 
a purposeful repression of the 
crisis is damaging. 

“The Aids crisis did happen, 
so what’s the point of thinking 
about what the world would 
be? Because it’s not like that. 
One of our colleagues pointed 
out that even if something bad 

happens — like an epidemic 
— it then creates changes in 
the world that actually can be 
positive, and make the world 
the way it is today. So this 
idea that the world would be 
a utopia if the Aids crisis had 
never happened is not real 
and so, there are definitely 
questions about that.”

The Council of Fashion 
Designers of America (CFDA) 
honoured Visual AIDS with the 
CFDA Special Award in 1992 
for popularising the red ribbon 
as a “unifier and a pledge, a 
profession of love and most 
of all a promise that we will 
not stop caring and we will 

not stop fighting.” It was the 
same year Marc Jacobs was 
named designer of the year 
at clothing brand, Perry Ellis; 
a job he obtained after Ellis’ 
unfortunate passing in 1986 
after a undeclared but visible 
battle with Aids. According to a 
spokesperson of the Perry Ellis 
brand, it was “his wish to not 
publicise his cause of death” — 
but the secrecy of his suffering 
speaks volumes of the indignity 
of living, and dying, with the 
disease in times where even the 
‘liberal’ fashion and arts press 
were naive towards the facts 
surrounding the epidemic. 

Scottish born Ray Petri moved 
to London aged 21 in 1969, 
where he began creating hugely 
influential fashion imagery. 
Jean-Baptiste Mondino would 
take the photographs, while 
Petri would oversee everything 
else. His visual imaging 
company, Buffalo, amassed 
followers and fans and he 
was projected into styling 
stardom, with magazines 
like The Face, i-D and Arena 
championing his gritty and 
sexually charged work. He 
worked with a who’s-who of 
celebrities: David Bowie, Neneh 
Cherry and Naomi Campbell 
were characters in some of his 
masterpieces. Then following 

his Aids diagnoses, many of 
fashion’s artisans turned their 
heads. Milliner Stephen Jones 
noted that people refused to 
sit with him at fashion shows; 
that is if they invited him at all. 
He died in 1989, aged 41. 

Today it’s true, the arts sphere 
is a bubble, protected from 
less progressive stigmas rife 
in other aspects of society. 
There’s a sense that an 
organisation such as Visual 
AIDS, involved heavily in the 
queer art community, could 
be preaching to the converted. 
Esther McGowan is well aware 
of this, and reaching a wider 

community that is most in need 
of their perceptions challenged 
is part of the mission. “There 
are many people who never go 
to museums, who never see art, 
who never make art, because 
it’s never put in front of them 
to do it. It never feels like an 
option. We’re able to do that. 
We can take people to museums 
and do an art making project 
and use it in a way as a form 
of therapy, help them open up 
and to start conversations or to 
feel empowered.” 

Visual AIDS keeps the world’s 
largest database of works by 
artists with HIV/AIDS on its 
website, preserving a visual 

The secrecy of his suffering speaks volumes of the indignity 
of living, and dying, with the disease in times where even 
the ‘liberal’ fashion and arts press were naive towards the 
facts surrounding the epidemic. 
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Right: Ray Petri and 
Jamie Morgan cast Naomi 
Campbell (1986) in her 
first Buffalo shoot when 
she was only 14 

record of their work and helping 
them reach new audiences. 
Whether its artists choose to 
make art about their status is 
up to them. An abundance of 
HIV+ artists simply find the 
subject too difficult to engage 
with. “In many cases, [the 
artists are] long term survivors 
who have been HIV+ for 30 
plus years, so it can be difficult 
to think about the people they 
knew who died because they 
didn’t, and there can be a guilt 
factor, and a PTSD.” Guilt about 
survival is a rarely discussed 
aspect of the epidemic, but one 
that weighs heavy on the minds 
of those who did. Musician, 
Elton John, revealed in 2012 at 
International Aids Conference 
in Washington DC, “I should 
be dead – six foot under in a 
wooden box. I should have 
contracted HIV in the 1980s 
and died in the 1990s, just like 

[Queen lead singer] Freddie 
Mercury, just like [actor] Rock 
Hudson. Every day I wonder, 
how did I survive?” As of 
January 2020, the Elton John 
AIDS Foundation has raised 
£155 million to support HIV 
related programmes.

Young people today continue to 
be diagnosed as HIV+ and are 
often blissfully inexperienced 
with the prospect of death, 
therefore left without the 
emotional resources to aptly 
deal with a virus of such stigma. 
George Westwood, a sociology 
student in Manchester found 
out his HIV+ status when he was 
19, and consequently posted a 
candid and raw YouTube video 
telling his story. Filmed from 
his bedroom, the tall, slight 
teenager strained to explain 
his recent diagnosis through 
red, watering eyes. Westwood 

thanked his loving friends, 
family and medical support, 
all the while understanding 
his privilege. Others aren’t 
so lucky. “I filmed the video 
because I went to YouTube to 
try and learn about the virus, 
and saw nobody had made 
a video after they’d been 
diagnosed — it had all been 
‘living with HIV years on’. I 
thought I was going to die. I 
didn’t know what was going to 
happen. I felt really lost, like 
I didn’t have the information 
I needed. I didn’t know HIV 
only causes AIDs when it’s not 
treated, and that’s what I felt a 
responsibility to explain.”

The video has been viewed 
over 40,000 times and while 
comments are encouraging, 
socially it’s all too often a 
different story. “I’ve received 
most hate within the gay 
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community. People have 
posted hateful tweets about 
my diagnosis, and said it’s 
because I’m a slut. You can 
have unprotected sex 1000 
times and not get HIV, but it just 
takes one time for it to happen. 
And it could happen to anyone.” 
The stigmatisation of sex is an 
ongoing dangerous mentality 
for those who test HIV+, which 
Esther McGowan echoes: “I 
think the compete removal 
of the stigma [surrounding 
being HIV+), particularly in 
the current society we live in 
— I don’t think it’s possible 
because of the current fear of 
sex and the body.”

There are some fashion 
designers who put their money 
where their mouths are; 
but after some convincing. 
Northern Irish fashion designer 
Jonathan Anderson is perhaps 
not a household name, but 
certainly is a defining voice 
in the industry with his 

thoughtful designs that bring 
a contemporary touch to 
historical reference. His first 
label, JW Anderson was borne in 
2008, and he later was named 
creative director for Spanish 
luxury house LOEWE in 2013, 
both of which he designs for to 
this day. Profoundly influenced 
by the art he collects, Anderson 
approached P·P·O·W Gallery in 
New York, who represent artist 
David Wojnarowicz’s estate 
after he died of Aids in 1992, 
in hopes of using prints of his 
work on t-shirts. The estate 
declared they would only agree 
if a portion of proceeds went 
to an Aids organisation, which 
according to McGowan was 
“in order to make it feel more 
palatable and make it feel like it 

had a bigger cause and effect”, 
and after some to-and-fro, 
LOEWE agreed and Visual AIDS 
received a large donation. More 
recently on 15th January in 
Paris, JW Anderson presented 
its Men’s Autumn Winter 2020 
collection which also included 
a David Wojnarowicz’s ‘Untitled 
(Burning House)’ print, with 
another large donation going 
to the organisation.

Jonathan Anderson is 
fortunately not the only 
fashion designer who makes 
the voices of those we lost 
heard and donates money to 
charities in support — young 
designer Alled-Martìnez 
also paid tribute to our gay 
forefathers in his MA collection 
at Central Saint Martins, which 
accordingly received the 2018 
LVMH Prize for Graduates. But 
in this post-Aids era among 
gay menswear designers, 
representations of sex on the 
catwalk seem more en-trend 
than sunglasses on the front 
row. Sex is a marketing tool: to 
launch a thousand Instagram 
likes, to elicit a welcome drool. 
Sexuality is empowering. A 
reference cherrypicked for our 
current generation, palatable 
to a liberated gay audience on 
PrEP and Grindr. But perhaps 
its worth looking back and 
realising just how lucky we are.

“I should be dead – six foot under in a wooden box. I should 
have contracted HIV in the 1980s and died in the 1990s, just 
like [Queen lead singer] Freddie Mercury, just like [actor] 
Rock Hudson. Every day I wonder, how did I survive?”

Right: Self-Portrait of David 
Wojnarowicz, 1983-84
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Above: “Candy Darling on Her Deathbed III” photographed in 1973 by Peter Hujar
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