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Last year novelist Matt Cain went back to his hometown of 
Bolton, a place where he endured relentless homophobic 
bullying as a child, as the town celebrated its first gay 
pride event and to see what’s changed – and what hasn’t…

Back to Bolton
Matt Cain in 
his childhood 

bedroom, aged 16
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I
t was something I’d never imagined would 
happen; my hometown of Bolton was hosting 
its first ever Pride. It was a big day for the town 
– and a big day for me. 

While I was happy and excited to see Bolton 
finally celebrating its LGBT community, I was 
also anxious and a bit apprehensive. After 

all, this place was where I’d been the victim of horrific 
homophobia. It was where I’d been unhappiest.

I told myself that what I was feeling wasn’t unusual; 
gay men often have difficult relationships with their 
hometowns. For years an essential part of any gay 
experience has been moving away from the place where 
you were brought up. “Run away, turn away, run away, 
turn away, run away,” sang Jimmy Somerville in Bronski 
Beat’s Smalltown Boy. I ran away from Bolton as soon as I 
could. And now I was back to confront my past.

Bolton Pride opened with a formal dinner held in a 
suite at Bolton Wanderers’ stadium. Even the location felt 
significant as, in a northern working class town where 
pretty much all the men loved football, the fact that I 
didn’t always marked me out as different. I associated the 
football club with everything I couldn’t be – and now it 
was welcoming me in. 

The dinner was attended by prominent gay men and 
women from Bolton as well 
as representatives from local 
schools and businesses. 
There was entertainment 
from X-Factor contestant 
Charlie Healy and Britain’s Got 
Talent semi-finalists The Honey 
Buns, and an awards ceremony 
hosted by Sky Movies 
presenter Craig Stevens. Sitting 
in the audience were celebrities 
such as Coronation Street’s 
Antony Cotton (who was 
brought up in neighbouring 
Bury) and the guest of honour 
was Bolton’s most famous gay son, actor Ian McKellen. 

It was a lovely evening, with the warm, friendly 
atmosphere I remembered fondly from the working 
men’s clubs of my childhood. But it took me a while to 
relax. Because, although I had some happy memories, I 
couldn’t forget that my childhood in Bolton was blighted 
by homophobic bullying. 

Bullying’s a word that’s now so overused it’s lost almost 
all its impact. However, in my case, I’m not talking 
about a bit of name-calling or exclusion, I’m talking 
about hearing the disgust most people felt towards me 
expressed several times a day, often physically as well as 
verbally. I’m talking about not being able to walk down 
a corridor at school without the other kids lining up on 
either side to insult me or push me away. I’m talking 
about hiding in a toilet cubicle to eat my lunch because I 
was too frightened to show my face in the playground. I’m 
talking about sitting on the school bus trying not to cry 
while all the other children pointed at me and chanted the 
word ‘queer’.

All this started as far back as I can remember; even 

before I knew I was gay I was identified as queer because 
I was an effeminate boy who hated playing football but 
loved playing with girls. Perhaps worst of all, in Bolton 
in the 80s it was considered OK for adults and even some 
teachers to join in the bullying – or at least turn a blind 
eye. There was certainly no one I could turn to as I never 
heard a single person say anything remotely positive 
about gay people. 

During a time when the internet didn’t exist and 
there were very few happy gay lives represented in the 
mainstream media, I had no idea how Bolton compared to 
other towns. But I always understood that I had to escape 
if I wanted to become the person I was meant to be. Of 
course, you can never really escape where you’re from 
and in many ways growing up in Bolton made me who I 
am today; I wouldn’t be able to write fun, frothy novels for 
example if I hadn’t learned how to make people laugh in 
a desperate attempt to make them like me. Now I’ve had 
therapy to work through my experiences and am very 
happy with my life as an adult gay man. 

I also get on well with my parents. Like many gay men, 
after I came out we went through an adjustment period 
and had to thrash out a few issues. I felt like my dad had 
tried to mould me into a different type of son because I 
was a disappointment to him and, when my mum told me 

she’d always known I was gay, I 
resented her for not making my 
life easier. But my parents have 
long ago explained that their 
actions were motivated by love; 
in the harsh world of the 80s 
they thought being gay meant 
being unhappy and didn’t want 
me to suffer. Now we get on 
brilliantly and I go back to Bolton 
several times a year to visit them 
and the rest of my family. 

But I’ve recently become aware 
that I’ve carved out a life for 
myself that keeps my gay identity 

and my relationship with my family separate. Whenever 
I go home I play down my sexuality and feel almost 
‘de-gayed’. After a few days I usually feel ready to leave 
so I can get back to London and be gay again – and I’ve 
never taken home a boyfriend. I can’t help wondering if 
I’ve created this double life because part of me still feels 
uncomfortable being gay around my parents. Whatever 
the reason, Bolton Pride represented the first time my two 
worlds were properly coming together. 

Both of my parents proudly accompanied me to the 
dinner. We sat at a table alongside four gay women, two 
of them a married couple who were expecting their first 
baby. Everyone got on brilliantly and I realised within 
minutes that coming to Pride with my parents was 
allowing us to overcome any residual awkwardness 
around my sexuality. 

As I looked around the room after dinner, I wondered 
how similar my experience was to other gay men who’ve 
grown up in Bolton. I chatted to Ian McKellen about the 
town he knew in the 1950s. He had a happier time than 
I did, something he puts down to the fact that he wasn’t 

“I’m not talking about 
name-calling or exclusion, 
I’m talking about hearing 
the disgust most people 

felt towards me”



95

easily identifiable as gay, partly because people didn’t 
recognise the signs at a time when gay sex was still illegal. 
“It was something you didn’t talk about,” he told me. “You 
didn’t identify as a potential criminal. I couldn’t begin to 
identify as gay – or queer, which was the word we used 
then – until I went to university. And I had to get out of 
Bolton to find that out about myself.”

We talked about why Bolton has always felt like an 
overwhelmingly straight 
town and I suggested its 
proximity to Manchester 
might have worked against 
it; any gay people feeling 
uncomfortable about their 
sexuality can play it down 
at home and catch a train for 
just 20 minutes to be as gay as 
they like on the city’s famous 
Canal Street. “Yes but that’s 
not healthy,” Ian pointed out. 
“You want to be gay in your 
street, gay in your house.”

When I confessed to living 
a gay life in London but feeling much less comfortable 
doing so in Bolton, Ian admitted he too felt damaged by 
growing up gay in a straight town. “I think to my dying 
day I will carry the scars,” he told me, “and it still makes 
me very angry.”

Chatting to Ian made me want to find out what it’s 
like to grow up gay in Bolton now. I spoke to 17-year-old 
student John Clark, who was attending the Pride dinner 
with his drama teacher and a group of nine supportive 

straight friends. He said that although he’d received the 
odd comment about being effeminate, he’d never been 
the victim of homophobic bullying. “I’ve had quite a 
good time growing up here. But I think that’s probably 
more down to my family and friends than the town in 
general. Bolton is still quite backwards in certain regards 
and there’s still a fair few people who, if I told, would be 
shocked and probably offended.”

Despite this, John told me he 
wasn’t desperate to escape. “I 
don’t feel I have to leave Bolton, 
although I do plan on leaving. I’m 
not ashamed of coming from here, 
I love the town. But I feel like to 
grow as a person, not necessarily 
as a gay man, I need to experience 
other places.” 

In the speeches after the dinner 
everyone was keen to say how 
wonderful Bolton was as a place to 
live for gay people. And over the 
course of the weekend, the town’s 
LGBT community and their 

families and friends came out for a series of events such 
as a cabaret evening at a local nightclub and a family day 
at the Holiday Inn, which featured market stalls, games, a 
kids’ zone and a bake-off. There was a special screening of 
the film Pride in the Central Library, a Frozen sing-a-long, 
and an inter-school football tournament that included 
an anti-homophobia workshop. All the events were well 
attended and the atmosphere was celebratory.

But Bolton Pride was starting on a small scale, with 
most events taking place 
indoors because the council 
only became involved following 
pressure from the organising 
committee. Unfortunately, the 
mayor declined to attend any 
events; she was replaced by 
Deputy Mayor Martin Donaghy, 
who confirmed that Bolton 
Council was fully on board for 
next year’s Pride, which will 
include a parade through the 
streets. “Pride is important to 
demonstrate the inclusivity of 
our town and the fact that we 
believe in tolerance and equality 

“I was approached by a 
trans woman who feared 
being beaten up or raped 
by people who threatened 

her on the streets”

right: Matt aged 
18 with friend 
Lorraine Airley
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in Bolton,” he told me. 
“Secondly it sends out a very 
clear message that whether 
you’re gay, straight or bi, in 
Bolton you’re welcome and 
you’ll receive the help and 
support of the Council.” 

Even though he seemed 
sincere, as I listened to him 
speak I couldn’t shake off 
the suspicion that Bolton 
Council had had to be 
embarrassed into supporting 
Pride by a committee that 
was organising the festival with or without them and 
wondered if this was another sign of how much attitudes 
still needed to change in the town. James Edgington, one 
of the founders of Bolton Pride, told me that the catalyst 
for the festival was the 135% increase in LGBT hate 
crimes recorded in the town in 2014. Of course, this could 
reflect a greater ease in the reporting of crimes now that 
gay people don’t need to hide their sexuality but even so, 
it was still worrying. 

I looked on the Bolton News website to see some 
of the readers’ reactions to the festival. ‘I do not fear 

homosexuals,’ wrote S A Chapman, ‘I just don’t want 
their way of life rammed down my throat and foisted 
upon particularly young impressionable people as being 
somehow normal, which it most definitely is not.’ 
‘Why don’t these freaks, perverts and worse of all sexual 
predators just act normal and everything will be fine?’ 
asked Cronny396. ‘But NO, they have to be in your face all 
the time touching each other up while wearing gimp suits 
in front of normal people with families and kids.’

Again, you could argue that discussion forums on the 
internet attract the expression of extreme opinions that 
wouldn’t be tolerated in the real world but these are the 
kind of comments I routinely heard growing up in Bolton 
– after reading them now I realised they’d lost their power 
to hurt me. 

As well as attending official Pride events, over the 
course of the weekend I visited some key locations from 
my childhood, such as the street where I grew up and my 
primary school, St Columba’s. Despite improvements 
to the playground and buildings, I noticed that it had 
hardly changed and was pretty much the school that I 
remembered. But I was relieved to feel disconnected from 
the pain of the past. 

On the Sunday evening I attended the festival’s closing 
event, a candlelit vigil for victims of LGBT hate crime. As 
I made a speech about my experience growing up gay in 
Bolton, I thought back to the sad and lonely boy I’d been 
in the 80s. I stood on the steps of Bolton’s town hall, lit 
up for the first time in the colours of the rainbow flag, and 
finally felt at peace with my past.

For others though, Bolton’s not yet a fully safe place. 
I was approached by a trans woman who told me this 
was the first night she’d ventured out of the house in 
months as she feared being beaten up or raped by people 
who threatened and abused her on the streets. She told 

me that she now felt protected by 
the police, who were there at the 
event to show their support. But 
it became clear the town still has 
a major problem with prejudice 
towards LGBT people.

I decided to concentrate on the 
positive and told myself that at 
least LGBT people in Bolton are 
starting to come together as a 
community and no longer feel, as 
I did, that they’re on their own. At 
least fewer of them feel that they 
have to run away.

I held onto that thought as I left 
Bolton the following day. Because it might have taken 
a long time but the town’s finally starting to grow up – 
and no doubt will continue to do so over the next few 
years, albeit a few steps behind cities like London and 
Manchester. And, despite my uneasiness, I still think 
that’s something to celebrate. It makes me think that for 
the first time in my life I don’t just feel proud to be gay but 
I can also feel proud to be from Bolton.
Matt Cain’s latest novel ‘Nothing But Trouble’ is out now, 
published by Pan Macmillan. For more information on 
Bolton Pride visit boltonpride.com.

“I stood on the steps 
of Bolton’s town hall, lit 
up in the colours of the 

rainbow flag, I finally felt 
at peace with my past”


