
PHYSICALLY A MAN ... 
EMOTIONALLYAWOMAN 
All his life George Roberts was deeply disturbed. He 

felt he was a woman trapped in a man's 
body. Finally a sex-change operation transformed him 

into Julia Grant. This week that 
tr an sf ormation will be shown in a series of controversial 

TV documentaries. But first Julia told 
her extraordinary story to us. By Corinna Honan 

Julia Grant was born in March this 
year. She is 25 now-but the first 
24 years of her life were lived as 
a man called George Robens. 

"I have no identity before March 
13, 1980," she says simply. 0n that 
day she emerged from the operating 
theatre as herself, leaving behind 
George and a life-long search for her 
identity. That day a BBC film crew 
were with her, as they had been for 
most of the past two years, to record 
the transition from George to Julia. 

T-he resulting three hour-long 
documentaries, which will be shown 
on BBC 2 this week, are an often 
controversial, blow-by-blow account 
of Julia's struggle to become the 
woman she has always felt herself 
to be. 

"I was a woman trapped in a man's 
body. I could dress as a woman, even 
live as a woman, but physically I was 
still a man," she says. "Julia was 
screaming to get out. I felt I was 
two people-almost schizophrenic. 
George was the more aggressive of 
the two and Julia was a softer, much 
nicer person." 

Even now, she lapses into the 
third person when talltjng about 
George-it is hard to relate to a 
lifetime of pain and confusion in 
the wrong body. It's hard for her to 
believe she was once married to a 
woman for two years and harder still 
to think of her two sons, whom she 
has vowed never to see again for 
their own sakes. 

Julia's is an extraordinary story 
-and it follows that she is an 
extraordinary woman. Meeting her, 
you accept very quickly that she is 
indeed a woman. Her features are 
delicate and feminine and her make
up has the subtle touch of a woman 
who has been experimenting for 
years until she has found exactly the 
.right look. 

On the. day we met, she was 
wearing denim dungarees-"I've 
just realised that trousers arc an 
essential pan of a woman's ward
robe," she said, eyeing my own 
dungarees with a smile. 

She laughs a lot and sparkles with 
the inner contentment of someone 1 

who is at home with herself and 
enjoys life. And she has that rare 
quality of instantly seeing the funny 
side to the ironies of her life. 

"I don't mind if people laugh with 
0 me," she says on a more serious 

note, "what I mind is if they laugh 
at me." 

Even when some people do, 
inevitably and depressingly, laugh at 
her, she has the strength of mind to 
shrug it off. 

"I love life. Nothing can keep me 
down for long. The BBC kep 
expecting me to get very depressed 
during all the set-backs and loneli
ness of the year when I lived and 
dressed as a woman but was still 
physically a man. But it never really 
happened." 

Pan of the reason it never hap 
pened is that David Pearson, the 
producer of the documentaries, his 
girlfriend and all the crew helped 
and supponed Julia emotionally the 
whole way through. They are now 
close friends and it's not hard to see 
why. Julia fa a likeable, intelligent 
woman. 

The only remnant of the man she 
once was is her voice. "When I meet 
someone for the first time, there's 
a nervous tittering for a couple of 
minutes. Five minutes later I can 
feel them relax and accept it. I do 
soften my voice when I go out in 
public, like going shopping for 
instance," she explains. "But if I 
tried to do it all the time, I would 
shatter everything if I forgot in an 
unguarded moment. 

"I feel quite normal and my voice 
doesn't matter. It's me. And because 
I've made my stand by making 
people aware of the desperate 
problems of trans-sexuals, I shall be 
known as George who became Julia 
for a long time yet." 

She has no regrets about exposing 
her innermost emotions and incred
ible story to the public view if it can 
help people understand. But it is 
hard on her boyfriend, Amer, a 

_ softly spoken, gentle and totally 
~ heterosexual Iranian who came to 
.? England as a student and has been 
~ unable to / please turn to next page 
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gave Mum a hand with 
the cooking. Mum used 
to go out at night and 
I'd look after the kids. 
If one of the babies 
started crying, I'd 
change its nappies and 
feed it. At 11 p.m. I'd 
wash the girls' school 
blouses which I'd iron 
in the morning," says 
Julia. 

"I loved being with 
my sisters. When I was 
with them, I felt the 
same as them. I didn't 
like games or getting 
dirty or anything boys 
are supposed to like 
doing." 

When George was 
13, his mother had a 
nervous breakdown 

letely in love an~ the children were 
Julia, comp split up and put mto homes. George 

return since the revolution. Amer 
knew and loved Julia as a friend 
before she became a complete woman. 
He now lives with her in London and 
clearly adores her. 

"I couldn't help liking and accept
ing her as a woman when we first met 
in a nightclub. She was dressing as 
a woman then and I had to keep 
reminding myself that she was a 
man," he says. "I'd just split up with 
a girlfriend and I found myself 
drawn to Julia ... she was always 
happy and funny and easy to talk to. 

"As we became closer, I thought 
of her only as a woman. It was under
stood that our relationship would 
develop after the transformation. 
But there were times when I would 
sit down and think-she's a man, 
what am I doing ? I'm a straight and 
decent boy-what would my family 
think? I'd feel ashamed and guilty 
that I loved her." The pressures of the last year 

would have broken any man 
less sure of his love. Some 
of Amer's friends taunted 
him and then shunned him. 
And then, because he was 

such an imponant pan of Julia's 
life, the BBC started pleading with 
him to appear in the documentaries. 

"I refused to be filmed at first but 
later I accepted for Julia's sake. I 
decided, well, I know what I am 
and I don't care what anyone says. 
My relationship with Julia gets 
stronger and stronger. But I have to 
admit I don't know how I'm going to 
feel when the films are shown." 

Julia has already seen the docu
mentaries. She cried and couldn't 
bear to watch some of the sequences. 
But she agreed to talk to WOMAN 
for the same reason as she did the 
documentaries-to bring the dilemma 
of trans-sexualism out into the open. 

George Roberts was born, the 
eldest son of eight children, five of 
whom were girls, to a Fleetwood 
fisherman and his wife. It was a hard 
life, with George's father away at sea 
nearly 11 months of the year. 

"Mum couldn't cope and needed 
someone to help her. So because I was 
the oldest, I did the shopping and 

52 

made friends with the girls there, 
advising them how to put on make
up and, for the first time, had to put 
up with the taunts from the boy~, 
which would become a feature of his 
life. He learned to hide his uncon
ventional activities, locking himself 
in the toilets for hours to do some 
knitting. 

The crunch came when he opted 
to do a shorthand and typing course. 
"I had dreams of becoming the 
editor of The Times, you see," laughs 
Julia. "The first day of the new term, 
we all paraded in the grounds as 
usual before lessons. The teacher 
called out 68 girls' names for that 
class-and then mine. There were 
150 lads jeering as I walked away." 

After three months, he was totally 
undermined by "boys taking the 
mickey all the time. I was 15! and 
the only way out of the home was to 
join the forces. So I joined the navy 
for six months. I wanted to be a real 
man and win the respect of men. 

"I tried harder than anyone else 
when I did the assault courses and 
five-mile runs. My washing and 
ironing skills stood me in good stead, 
though-I was judged best dressed 
junior seaman in the section for 16 
weeks running and the other men 
would give me 10 pence a time to iron 
creases in their trousers." 

It might have been a happy time, 
but already George was conscious of 
being different, in a more basic way, 
from other boys his age. He was 
attracted only to men. When his 
time was up, he left the navy to work 
in a succession of hotels as a waiter 
and had a number of brief, unsatis
factory homosexual relationships. 

The turning point came when a 
waiter at one of the hotels invited 
George out to a club one night. It 
was a "gay" club, frequented by 
transvestites. Julia recalls: "I could 
not understand why there were all 
these men standing around in 
women's clothes. One man had a full 
beard and was wearing a mini-skin. 
I found it absolutely disgusting. 
Then two women came up to the bar 
and stancd talking to me-and I 
found out to my astonishment that 
the prettiest of the· two was, in fact, 

the husband of the other woman." ' 
That night George went back to' 

Tom and Jean's house for a drink. 
Before he really knew what he was 
doing, he found himself in Jean's 
bedroom, being made up with her 
cosmetics and putting on a dress. 

"I looked at myself in the mirror 
and it was instant recognition. I 
thought: that's what I've been 
searching for. I had to take the dress 
off and go home then because I 
needed to be alone to think about it. 
I couldn't sleep. I kept thinking-is 
it really wrong to want to be a 
woman? I'd accepted my homo
sexualicy and now I was faced with 
something even more abnormal, 
being a minority of a minority." f. rom then on lies and deceit 

became a necessary way of 
life. Julia laughs bitterly. 
"The lies I told for five years ! 
To buy myself dresses, I'd 
pretend I was buying some

thing for a sister who happened to be 
around my size. Shoes were more 
difficult, although fonunately I'm a 
size 7. I'd go up to the counter and 
say: 'Sorry to bother you-my 
sister's in a wheelchair and she 
needs some shoes for a party tonight. ' 
Then I'd explain that her feet 
swelled up from being in a wheel
chair and she wore my spons shoes 
so we must be about the same size." 

George carried on working as a 
male waiter during the day-and 
practised dressing as a woman at 
night. Finally he ventured out. 

"I'd spent hours getting ready
it had to be perfect. Then as I 
walked down the hotel passage, one 
of the night poners came out. My 
bean nearly stopped. But he just 
said, 'Evening, madam,' and walked 
on. 

"From then on I went out regu
larly as a woman. I felt more com
fonable, more me. But I was very 
unhappy working as a man. One day 
Tom told me he was seeing a doctor 
about having a sex change, with 
Jean's approval. I thought-if he 
can, why can't I ? I went down to 
London to see a doctor and I didn't 
even get past the secretary. She 
said, 'You're too young-come back 
in four years when you're 21.' I was 
bitterly disappointed. 

When George arrived back at the 
hotel, he slashed every single item 
of men's clothing he owned, packed 
up his tights, shoes, make-up and 
dresses and left for London. One of 
the chambermaids, Sandy, had re
cently left for Australia-so he went 
straight to an employment agency 
and filled out a form in her name. 
A couple of days later he had a job 
as a chambermaid at a hotel in the 
Cromwell Road, on the strength of 
Sandy's references. 

No one even suspected that the 
new 17-ycar-old chambermaid was 
a man. She was slim, very pretty
and George's voice hadn't broken 
sufficiently to expose her. Men 
found her attractive. "Sandy" began 
to believe she actually was a woman. 

The ghastly inevitable happened 
and she fell in love with a man. An 
ordinary, decent man who happened 

to be a policeman. For three weeks 
she went out to dinner, theatres and 
films with him every night. He took 
her down to the country for a week
end to see his parents, who were -
respectable, and very kind to their 
son's young lady from London. 

"I loved him," says Julia. "He 
was totally fascinating to me. He 
wanted me for what he thought I was, 
not for my body. But after a while 
I staned to feel guilty. His parents 
were so sweet to me. When we 
went to see them again, he asked me 
to marry him. I didn't answer for 
15 minutes and he kept saying, 'Are 
you all right?' My mind was racing 
-I thought maybe I could have the 
operation done before the wedding 
and he'd never know. Finally, I said 
I'd think about it. 

"When I arrived back in London, 
I tried to see the doctor again and 
once more he refused. Then I knew 
I had to run. It was a nightmare. I 
wrote a letter to him trying to ex
plain. I rewrote it four times, 
crying and crying. 

"I decided I had to become a man 
again. I didn't want to deceive 
again, to hurt and be hurt. I 
bought some men's clothes, left all 
my women's clothes hanging in my 
room and left my job." 

What happened next was the 
strangest, most unlikely episode in 
George's history: he met a woman 
and married her. 

He'd gone to Amsterdam for a 
brief holiday to escape from London 
and try and forget "Sandy's" heart
break. An acquaintance invited him 
to a three-day canal boat party. 
Sitting opposite him on the boat was 
an attractive, petite woman with 
long, curly black hair who kept 
smiling and giggling at him. They 
talked, had fun and when the party 
was over, she invited him to stay. 

"She was like a chum really," 
says Julia. "I moved in with her for 
three weeks and had my first sexual 
experience with a woman without 
really thinking about it. In her eyes 
I was a man-there seemed no need 
to telI her anything else." 

George went back to England, and 
when he received a letter from his 
girlfriend telling him she was preg
nant, he asked her to marry him. 

"I was overjoyed about the child. 
I felt great. Here at least was a way 
of escaping from being abnormal in 
one quick, easy move. I adored kids 
and I was really looking forward to 
having one. My wife wasn't demand
ing sexually or emotionally-I was 
convinced it would be all right." 

Julia sighs deeply. "I hate talking 
about this period \Of my life, I try 
never to think about it. It was a 
dreadful, terrible mistake." 

The marriage broke down, but not 
until George's wife had given birth 
to two sons-Carl, now aged eight, 
and Wayne, seven. George, not sur
prisingly, made a perfect "mother". 

"I fed Carl, changed his nappies 
and did most of the washing and 
cleaning. I suppose I was more of a 
mum than my wife was. I adored 
them. But my old feelings of being 
attracted to / please turn to page 54 
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Julia's new life is hectic but happy 

men had come back. It was an 
intolerable situation. 

"I told my wife and together we 
decided it was best that I should go. 
I knew that what I was could never 
be good for the kids. I didn't want 
it to touch their lives, but it broke 
my heart to leave them. My wife 
took them back to Amsterdam where 
she soon met another man. 

"Carl and Wayne have been 
brought up by their grandparents 
and I've seen them twice since the 
break-up. The last time was two 
years ago but I very much doubt 
that I'll ever see them again. I don't 
think I'm something they should 
have to know about or accept. I 
think it would be selfish to force 
myself upon them. That is the price 
I have to pay for becoming a woman," 
savs Tulia. 
--,GC'0rg~- returned to London and 
started performing in a · drag act. 
"I kept thinking-if only I'd been 
born a woman! But if I couldn't be 
one, then I'd send them up. I'd go 
on stage in heavy make-up ~nd 
sequins and I was good at making 
people laugh. 

"I had a good job during the day, 
working as a catering manager at the 
Middlesex Hospital but I was des
perately unhappy. I eve!?- thought 
about killing myself. I decided I had , 
to have a sex change. I talked to 
friends about my feelings-but no 
one could understand." 

One of those friends knew David 
Pearson at the BBC and mentioned 
Julia's plight to him. He rang her . 
~ ._.." 'l. •• Q .. ~ ~n· '"';,, _j,f.._11nj~ iJGJ. · 

ou1u oe w!llmg to appear in a : 
documentary. _ 1 

11At h~t I sa:d no," recalls ; 
Julia. "Then I thought about all the : 
problems I'd had and the way no one : 
really understood why I wanted a 1 

sex change. Herc was an opportunity r 

to try and tell a lot of people: 'Look, 
I'm not a freak. I'm not normal now 
but I could be.' " 

worried about me. Before I signed 
the contract, he warned me that I 
was going to be in the public lime
light. 'Write down a list of pros and 
cons first,' he said. I couldn't think 
of any cons. The decision was easy." 
, The reality was harder. Julia saw 
a psychiatrist who agreed to con
sider referring her for a sex change 
operation if she could live and work 
as a woman for a year. But the 
hospital where she worked.·suspen
ded her from her job as soon as they 
knew. Most of her friends, says 
Julia, didn't want anyone to know 
that they knew her. It was a lonely 
year. 

In the ' end, Julia had both her 
operations done privately-the one 
to increase the size of her.breasts, 
already swelling from hormone treat
ment, and finally the one to have the 
last remnants of her manhood 
removed. 

The sex change, she was warned, 
would probably take 10 years off 
her life and the hormone tablets 
made her gain weight and put her at 
serious risk from thrombosis. There 
was also a 50 per cent risk that she 
would have little or no sexual 
sensation in her newly constructed 
organs. 

"I would have gone through with 
it even if I'd known I would die in 
five years. It. would be five years 
of happiness. I would not have 
regreqed it if it had meant losing 

all sexual sensation,'' says Julia. 
Happily, the operation was a 

complete success. Julia describes her 
feelings about her new womanhood 
as "a great sense of release". But, 
she adds, she doesn't feel that "now, 
suddenly, I'm a woman. It doesn't 
work that way because I've felt for a 
long, long time that I was a woman 
in a man's body." 

Today she glories in the feminine 
side to being a woman. She buys 
long, floating, expensive dresses in 
sales and enjoys disconcerting the 
people who expect a ·rather butch 
woman with, perhaps, suspicious 
traces of 'five o'clock shadow' when 
they first meet her. . 

"I went to a party the other day," 
she says, "and everyone was wearing 
jeans. I turned up in a chic black 
evening gown with gold edging and 
felt I was the most feminine woman 
in the room. It didn't embarrass ine 
that I stood out-I certainly haven't 
been through all this just to turn up 
at parties wearing jeans."· 

One thing that has taken some 
getting used to is unwanted advances 
from men. As George, she could walk 
through the West End late at night, 
confident that no one was going to 
bother her. 

"But a woman on her own at night 
can look like an easy pick-up. It 
disgusts and annoys me when cars 
pull up. One night I left a disco 
and was walking to the bus-stop 
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David and two BBC executives 
met Julia. "The executives were > 
worried about the project-should i 
the BBC be · involved in something 
like this ? But David was more 

at Harrods, Knightsbridge, St. London Wl (01-629 0551) . 
ii° T rlon <:.W[J rnl-730 1234). and branches. 

L ~v•l~u •o/1 l i-1.)U Jt:-l'iJ. and branroh"'-" 

when a car pulled up and a chap 
got out. He started following me. 
Finally he grabbed hold of my arm 
and said: 'Come on then, what arc 
you on the street for ?' 

"I lost my temper," she chuckles 
deeply. "I picked him up, pinned 
him against the wall and said in my 
most masculine voice, 'Do you want 
your mouth smacked in ?' 

"-1 know what it's like to be a 
bully or in a crowd of men shouting 
things at the women who walk past
and I enjoy disconcerting them." 

ulia can joke about her sex
uality with the confidence of 
someone who knows exactly 
what she jg, But there is one 
way in which she will always 
feel inadequate. There'll be 
no more children for her. And 

surprisingly, perhaps, she has very 
traditional ideas about motherhood. 

"I don't think a woman is com
plete until she's had a couple of 
babies. I want a baby very much
it's part of being a family. I've been 
so used to children, bringing up my 
brothers and sisters and feeling as 
though they were mine.' ' 

Obviously one solution wo.uld be 
adoption, but it is unlikely that the 
authorities in Britain would ever 
permit it-here it is actually illegal 
for a trans-sexual to marry. Jut d 
Amer dream about going to the 
States when all the publicity has 
blown over. There they could legally 
marry and eventually adopt a baby. 

If that sounds rather horrifying, 
Julia is ·convinced that it could work. 
"I'd want my child to be normal. 
When the right time came, I'd have 
to be honest and tell him the truth 
about me. But if we'd done the right 
thing by showing him enough love, 
I know he'd be able to accept us." 

She and Amer did recently have 
·a chance to look after a baby for~ 
couple of months. One of Julias 
sisters, who is unmarried, had just 
had a second child and found she 
couldn't cope. 

"It may sound soppy," says Julia, 
"but when Amer and I had the baby 
we were busy every minute of the 
day, taking him for walks in his 
pram and playing with him. We 
were dotty, doting parents for a few 
weeks. He became part of us. He 
used to laugh and laugh. When he 
had to go back, I cried for ages.'' 

Julia's sister felt the baby would 
have a better home with Amer and 
Julia, but a bid .to have him legally 
adopted failed. 

Julia has weathered worse storms. 
Now she is happy in a stable, loving 
relationship. Friends from before the 
change have dropped by the wayside 
-"you can't take up the threads of 
a past like mine," she says philo
sophically. She's found. new res~ryes ; 
of energy and enthusiasm, wnung1 
her own autobiography, a novel and 
a couple of plays for television-a111 

within a year. / 
And if she appears to want too; 

much too quickly, it's not hard t< 
understand why. Julia Grant-tha• 
. name she· picked o~t of a hat wb~1 
she started her new hfe as a woman ' 
has 24 lost years to catch up on. • 

sne started her.new lif.,. "",. .. ,., 
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