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[00:09] My name's Justin and you're listening to season one.
[00:15] As this is season one of my first ever podcast, I don't have any official sponsors… yet at least. Until those big brands come knocking, I'll just use this as an excuse to plug my own business, a translation company I set up in 2004, Justification.
[00:33] I provide translations, subtitling and other language services to businesses and organisations including the International Tennis Federation, Popsa and Iconic London cosmetics.
[00:45] Check out my website: www.justification.uk.com.
[00:55] Thanks for joining me for episode four of English AF.
[00:59] If you're joining us for the first time, then welcome.
[01:02] This podcast is a safe learning space for anyone on the LGBTQ+ spectrum.
[01:09] English AF stands for English as Folk, a playful twist on the English expression Queer as Folk.
[01:17] I want to cover queer themes and topics to help you learn English in ways you can more easily relate to and lighten your cognitive load.
[01:25] This podcast is aimed at learners with an intermediate level of English.
[01:30] I speak in a neutral Southern English accent, and while I speak relatively slowly, I have not simplified the language, which means you are being exposed to the same language you would be if you visited the UK or anywhere in the English speaking world influenced by British English. In the previous episode, we looked at adjectives through the lens of queer fashion.
[01:53] This is such a vast subject of which we only barely scratched the surface, and we will absolutely come back to it in future episodes.
[02:02] This episode is the first in another recurring series: the Queer Canon.
[02:07] This short alliterative title is the frame through which we will explore queer icons, past and present.
[02:16] I'll explain the word ‘canon’ in the vocabulary segment later on.
[02:20] The grammar tie-in this week is with the simple past, the tense we use in English to talk about completed actions or events that occurred at a specific time in the past.
[02:32] Our inaugural subject of this series is Anne Lister, an English diarist born in Halifax in Yorkshire in 1791 and who died in Georgia (that's the country in eastern Europe) in 1840.
[02:47] So why have I chosen Anne Lister as my first icon in the series?
[02:51] Because her story absolutely gripped me when I first heard about it, and I've always wanted to explore it further.
[02:57] The story of a woman who dominated a man's world, travelled all over Europe to pursue sexual liaisons and had long term romantic relationships with women.
[03:07] Not very newsworthy in today's England, perhaps, but this was over two centuries ago.
[03:12] I'm a big fan of detective fiction and the story of Anne Lister and her diary reads like a novel filled with strong characters, mystery and revelation.
[03:21] I loved learning more about this confident, unapologetic woman living ahead of her time in the early 19th century.
[03:28] So who was Anne Lister and why does she deserve a place in our queer canon?
[03:33] Lets find out.
[03:37] The main grammar point of this segment is the simple past tense, which we use in English when talking about completed actions, habits or states.
[03:46] So things that happened and were completed before now. Before we get into the grammar of it, in this section, listen out for verbs which end in ‘ed’ or ‘d’.
[03:56] They're easier to look out for when you're reading the transcript because the pronunciation can change. Or the regular verb forms, which are ‘was, were’ for the verb ‘to be’ or ‘wrote’ for the verb ‘to write’ or ‘made’ for the verb ‘to make’. We'll go into more of these in more detail.
[04:14] Questions and negatives are formed using ‘did’ or ‘didn't’.
[04:18] See how many you can spot when listening through once. Can you pick out others when you listen to it a second time?
[04:24] Anne Lister was born in 1791 in Shibden Hall, Halifax, in Yorkshire, a county in the north of England.
[04:31] Her family were landowners, so the family was relatively wealthy, although Anne's father was the younger brother so she had to wait until quite late in life before she inherited the estate. Growing up with several brothers, she witnessed the broad education they received.
[04:47] Anne wanted the same for herself.
[04:50] She didn't want to make do with a standard girl's education.
[04:53] She succeeded in getting maths and classics lessons from the local priest.
[04:57] As the oldest surviving child, she inherited a great deal of wealth upon her uncle's death and collected the family's entire income when her aunt and father passed away.
[05:06] She was a shrewd businesswoman and invested in the railways, mining and stone quarries, massive commodities of that time.
[05:14] Anne's financial independence allowed her a great deal of personal freedom.
[05:19] So what did she do with this freedom?
[05:21] We learned the answer to this question from the diaries she kept throughout her lifetime.
[05:26] Her diaries total between 4 and 5 million words.
[05:29] She wrote around one sixth of her diary entries in a secret code she devised with a school friend.
[05:36] The code consists of Greek letters, punctuation and mathematical symbols.
[05:41] In the 1930s, one of Anne's descendants, John Lister, cracked the code.
[05:47] His fellow code cracker, Arthur Borrell, advised John Lister to burn the diaries to avoid a scandal.
[05:54] Fortunately for us, he ignored his advice.
[05:57] The complete diaries were finally published in the late 20th century and it became clear why Anne Lister wrote in code in the first place.
[06:05] The coded sections contained the most intimate details of her life, her desires, her innermost thoughts and her relationships. And they were all about women.
[06:14] The diaries were an extraordinary revelation and regarded as one of the most important historical records of lesbianism we have.
[06:22] Anne Lister had several significant relationships with women throughout her lifetime and kept a frank and often graphic account of them in her diaries.
[06:29] Her first love was a fellow student and in fact roommate at boarding school called Eliza Raine.
[06:35] Together they created the secret code Anne used in her diaries throughout her lifetime.
[06:40] They had an intense love affair during their time boarding and even made plans to live together when they came of age.
[06:47] Alas, when Anne went on to form relationships with other women, Eliza had a mental breakdown from which she never recovered.
[06:54] She remained in an asylum from 1816 until her death in 1860.
[07:00] Quite a tragedy.
[07:01] Another significant woman in Anne's life was Isabella Norcliffe. They became friends in 1810 and occasional lovers throughout the remainder of Anne's life.
[07:11] They never became a long term item, much to Isabella's disappointment. And it was actually Isabella who introduced Anne to Mariana Belcombe, who went on to become one of the loves of Anne's life.
[07:22] Ann and Mariana had a passionate love affair that continued even after Mariana married for money, an event that devastated Anne. They were very committed to each other until Mariana admitted that she was embarrassed to be seen with the masculine Anne in public and the relationship between them cooled considerably.
[07:39] Maria Barlow was another key figure in Anne's life.
[07:42] The two met in Paris in 1824 and although the two women had great affection for each other, Anne did not consider Maria her social match, and she was still quite infatuated with Mariana, even though she had been incredibly hurt by her.
[07:56] Then we come to Anne Walker, no stranger to Anne Lister. The families of both women were neighbours and had known each other for over 50 years.
[08:04] Anne actually dismissed the young Ann Walker when they first met, but the two became closer in 1832.
[08:11] Social calls turned into romantic courtship.
[08:14] While the relationship cannot be called a happy one, a fact we gleaned from Lister's diaries, Ann Walker had the social standing and wealth that Anne Lister craved. Ann Walker was diagnosed by a doctor as hysterical, a common and dismissive diagnosis at that time that today would be recognised as a complex combination of issues including post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and anxiety.
[08:38] This did not deter Anne Lister, who courted her hard.
[08:42] The pair ultimately sealed their union by taking communion together at York's Holy Trinity Church.
[08:47] Obviously, same sex marriage wasn't permitted back then, but this was the closest arrangement to it that was possible.
[08:54] The two women exchanged rings and took communion on March the 30th, 1834.
[08:59] A blue plaque was installed in Halifax in 1994, updated in 2019 to better reflect their relationship. It reads: ‘Anne Lister, 1791–1840, of Shibden Hall, Halifax, lesbian and diarist, took sacrament to seal her union with Ann Walker, Easter 1834.’
[09:20] The couple lived together despite the local press publishing advertisements ridiculing their relationship.
[09:25] They refer to Anne Lister as Captain Tom Lister, a lesbian slur of the time.
[09:31] They remained wed until Anne Lister's death in September 1840, at the age of 49.
[09:36] The couple had travelled through Europe and had made it as far as the Russian Empire when Lister caught a fever and died after a short illness.
[09:44] Walker embalmed and transported her body back to England.
[09:48] Lister was buried in Halifax.
[09:51] So that is Anne Lister in a nutshell. While she may not have been the only woman of her time to live an open life as a lesbian – the Ladies of Llangollen are another example I can think of – her diaries are so enlightening in details that Anne Lister has been dubbed the first modern lesbian.
[10:07] Did you already know about Anne Lister? What is your impression of her?
[10:11] If you want to learn more about her, her diaries have been published, so grab yourself a copy and discover this important queer figure through her own words. Her story has also been fictionalised in the TV series Gentleman Jack, the title reclaiming the slur she was unkindly called during her lifetime.
[10:28] Shibden Hall and estate in Yorkshire is open to the public. I think it would be fascinating to visit and tread in Anne Lister's footsteps.
[10:39] Right, let's get into the grammar. I'm sure that if you listened carefully to the Anne Lister segment and followed most of it, you already know a lot about the simple past without realising it.
[10:49] So what is the simple past?
[10:51] We use the simple past tense to talk about actions, events or states that started and finished in the past. The key word is finished. It's done, over, it happened before now.
[11:03] Anne Lister was born in 1791.
[11:06] She inherited Shibden Hall from her uncle. She and Ann Walker took communion together in 1834. All completed and in the past. Forming the simple past for regular verbs:
[11:19] For most verbs in English, forming the simple past is straightforward. You add ‘ed’ or ‘d’ to the base form of the verb.
[11:28] To want, wanted; to invest, invested; to devise, devised; to travel, travelled.
[11:39] Anne wanted the same education as her brothers.
[11:42] She invested in railways.
[11:45] She devised a secret code with her school friend. Anne and Ann travelled extensively through Europe.
[11:53] That's quite simple, right?
[11:54] Unfortunately, English being English, it doesn't stop there.
[11:58] There are irregular verbs.
[12:01] A significant number of common English verbs are irregular, meaning they don't follow the ‘ed’ rule and simply have to be learned.
[12:08] The good news is that the most frequently used verbs in the language tend to be the irregular ones.
[12:14] So you'll encounter them all the time and hopefully they'll become second nature quickly.
[12:19] Here are some that appeared in the Ann Lister segment.
[12:24] Ann was a shrewd businesswoman. From the verb ‘to be’.
[12:29] She kept a diary her entire adult life.
[12:32] Kept, ‘to keep’.
[12:35] She wrote in code to protect her most intimate thoughts.
[12:39] Wrote from ‘to write’.
[12:42] Eliza and Anne met at boarding school and became close. So we have two: met from ‘to meet’ and became from ‘to become’.
[12:52] Anne went on to form other relationships. That's from the verb ‘to go’. That's quite a different one there.
[13:00] Ann Walker had the social standing Anne craved. Had from ‘to have’.
[13:08] There's no shortcut, I'm afraid. But there's good news. Irregular verbs do not change depending on the subject, unlike in French, Italian, Spanish or German. And I say that as a translator with enormous love for all those languages.
[13:20] In English, the simple past form is the same regardless of who is doing the action. Hurrah!
[13:26] I wrote, she wrote, they wrote, we wrote.
[13:30] Sometimes English is kind to us.
[13:33] So negatives in the simple past. Again, that's not so easy either. So, to make a negative sentence in the simple past, we use ‘didn't’.
[13:42] Did not, didn't, that's the contraction, followed by the base form of the verb, not the past form.
[13:50] This is where a lot of learners come a bit unstuck.
[13:53] Anne didn't want to make do with a standard girl's education.
[13:57] Anne didn't want to make do with a standard girl's education.
[14:01] Not Anne didn't wanted to make do with a standard girl's education.
[14:07] John Lister didn't burn the diaries.
[14:10] Not John Lister didn't burned the diaries.
[14:15] It's the verb ‘did’ doing all the past tense work. So the main verb goes back to its base form.
[14:21] You only need one past marker per sentence.
[14:25] So let's bring in some of our English AF family.
[14:28] Rowan didn't tell their parents about their pronouns straight away.
[14:33] They waited until they felt ready.
[14:36] Finn didn't know anyone at Mighty Hoopla, but by the end of the day, he had a whole new group of friends.
[14:43] Rav and Celeste didn't meet online, they bumped into each other at a poetry reading in Manchester.
[14:50] Questions in the simple past.
[14:53] To form a question in the simple past, we use did, followed by the subject and the base form of the verb. It's the same rules as the negatives. The main verb returns to its base form.
[15:04] So did plus subject plus base form plus question.
[15:10] Did Anne Lister keep a diary?
[15:13] Yes, she did.
[15:15] Did she write everything in code?
[15:18] No, she didn't, only around one sixth of the entries. Did Anne Walker return Anne's body to England?
[15:26] Yes, she did.
[15:28] Now, with the help of the English AF family.
[15:30] Did Bonnie come out to her family before or after Pride?
[15:35] She came out the week before.
[15:37] She wanted them to hear it from her first.
[15:40] Did Jerome and Aisha know each other before they joined the choir?
[15:44] They didn't. Jerome introduced himself at the first rehearsal and they bonded immediately.
[15:50] Did River enjoy the drag king show? They loved it so much they went back the following weekend.
[15:57] So now for the pronunciation of the ‘ed’ ending.
[16:01] This is something that trips up even fairly advanced learners, so it's worth spending a moment on. The ‘ed’ in regular past tense verbs is not always pronounced the same.
[16:11] There are three possible pronunciations.
[16:14] So after voiceless consonant sounds, we have walked, talked, looked, laughed, missed, crossed. That's almost like a T sound. Anne walked the hills around Shibden hall for decades.
[16:31] Then we have another sound which comes after voiced consonant sounds and vowel sounds.
[16:35] Lived, loved, travelled, devised, discovered, remembered.
[16:43] Anne lived on her own terms throughout her life.
[16:46] She loved deeply and travelled fearlessly.
[16:50] So that's different from walked, lived. Hear the difference in the T and the D. After verbs ending in a ‘t’ or ‘d’ sound.
[17:00] Wanted, invested, needed, decided, visited. It's an ‘id’ sound. She wanted the same education as her brothers.
[17:09] She invested in railways and stone quarries.
[17:13] The ‘id’ ending is the one that a lot of learners tend to over apply, saying walk-id or lov-id when they should say walked or loved. It's a small thing, but it does make a notable difference to how natural you sound.
[17:27] The simple past versus other past tenses. English has several past tenses, as in most languages, and knowing when to use which one is something we will turn to in future episodes.
[17:37] For now, the key distinction worth knowing is this. The simple past tells you that something happened, while the past continuous tells you it was happening, it was in progress.
[17:49] Anne wrote in her diary every day.
[17:52] Simple past completed habit.
[17:54] Anne was writing in her diary when Mariana knocked on the door. Past continuous, in progress when something else happened. We'll go deeper into this in a future episode.
[18:04] For now, focus on getting the simple past under your belt. It's our foundation everything else builds on.
[18:11] Now, for an exercise. I'm going to read out some sentences from the segment we just listened to about Anne Lister and when I stress a verb, you either want to put it in the simple past tense in the affirmative, so you would just add the regular or regular verb form, or if it's a negative, you would use didn't and the verb or did not and the verb. Pause after each example if you need a moment and I will read out the correct answer straight after.
[18:38] So, one: Anne Lister [live] in Halifax in 1791.
[18:45] So as an example, we need to put the verb live in the simple past.
[18:51] So that would be: Anne Lister lived in Halifax in 1791.
[18:57] Two: She [not want] a standard girl's education. 
[19:04] So that would be: She did not want a standard girl’s education. Didn’t want. Three: She [write] between 4 and 5 million words in her diaries. ‘Wrote’ is the simple past tense form of ‘write’. And that's an irregular one: wrote.
[19:12] Four: John Lister [not burn] the diaries as he [be] advised to.
[19:23] So there we have two gaps. So, John Lister didn't burn the diaries as he was advised to. Was is the simple past tense of ‘to be’.
[19:37] Five: Ann Walker [have] the social standing that Anne [crave].
[19:44] So again, two verb forms. There are two gaps to fill in.
[19:48] Ann Walker had the social standing that Anne craved.
[19:54] So in regular form there: had of ‘to have’ and craved is a regular verb form from ‘crave’, ‘to crave’.
[20:04] The two women [take] communion together in 1834.
[20:08] So that would be ‘took’.
[20:10] That's the irregular verb form of the simple past tense of ‘to take’.
[20:14] The two women took communion together.
[20:18] Seven: Anne Lister [die] in England. Now that's a question. So there'll be a word before Anne Lister. [Blank] Anne Lister [die] in England?
[20:31] No, she [die] abroad.
[20:36] So, did Anne Lister die in England? No, she died abroad.
[20:43] Number eight: Now we're going to move on to our English AF family.
[20:48] Rumi [not know] how to tell their parents they were moving to France, so they [write] them a letter instead.
[20:59] So we would have Rumi didn't know, did not know how to tell their parents they were moving to France, so they wrote them a letter instead.
[21:10] Nine: Finn [enjoy] his first camping trip. He [love] every second of it.
[21:21] So there we have: Did Finn enjoy his first camping trip?
[21:27] We have the positive affirmative did and enjoy we use for the question form.
[21:32] Did Finn enjoy his first camping trip? He loved every second of it. Love is a regular verb.
[21:40] Ten: Bonnie and Nicola [meet] in Brighton and [become] inseparable.
[21:47] So putting that in the simple past: Bonnie and Nicola met in Brighton. Met is irregular. Or the verb ‘to meet’ is irregular, in Brighton, and became.
[21:59] Another irregular verb there become became inseparable.
[22:04] So that's the exercise. You can find that in the learning materials too, which you can download from my website.
[22:14] Now for the Vocabulary Spotlight, some of the words and phrases I've used in this segment.
[22:18] Not all of them will be useful day to day, but it's important when learning a language to have a really good grasp of different registers of language. Some that you might use in everyday speech, and some that you might just use or recall when you're watching a film or reading an article.
[22:35] So ‘canon’ is probably one of those words, as in, so we've got ‘queer canon’.
[22:41] So that's canon with a single ‘n’ in the middle, not canon with a double ‘n’, which is a type of military weapon that fires cannonballs.
[22:49] Canon is a collection of works, people or ideas considered to be so significant, so essential that they define a subject. The literary canon, the film canon, and now, thanks to this podcast, the queer canon. A collection of individuals whose lives and stories have set a measure by which everything else is judged.
[23:09] Anne Lister certainly meets that standard, and there will be others joining her.
[23:14] Alliteration: alliteration is the repetition of the same sound at the beginning of words that appear close together.
[23:24] So queer canon, Brighton Beach, Pride parade, lesbian landowner. It gives language rhythm and makes phrases easier to remember, which is exactly why poets use it, advertisers use it, and podcast hosts naming recurring series use it.
[23:43] English is full of alliterative expressions that have stuck precisely because of their sound.
[23:49] Wet and wild, bold and beautiful, fast and furious.
[23:55] Cognitive load: our brains have a limit to how much information it can process at any one time.
[24:03] Cognitive load is the term used to describe how much mental effort is being used at a given moment.
[24:09] When you're learning a language, your cognitive load is already high.
[24:13] You're translating, parsing grammar, listening for unfamiliar words and trying to understand meaning all at once. Learning through content you find genuinely interesting – queer history, Brighton, Anne Lister's extraordinary life – reduces that load, because your brain is engaged and motivated, rather than grinding through material that feels irrelevant to you.
[24:37] That's the thinking behind English AF! ‘Love of someone's life’: the one, the person whose loss leaves a mark that no one else quite fills.
[24:49] Every language has a version of this phrase, and every culture has a version of this feeling, the relationship that defines all others, the person you measure everyone else against.
[25:00] In Anne Lister's case, that person was arguably Mariana Balcombe, the woman she loved most deeply, who ultimately chose social convention over their relationship.
[25:11] Lister continued to love her long after it made any practical sense to do so. I'm sure we can all relate to that.
[25:18] The phrase can also be used with irony.
[25:22] The love of my life is a good cup of tea and a podcast.
[25:25] Courtship: the process of pursuing a romantic relationship.
[25:30] The period of getting to know someone with the intention of becoming their partner. In Anne Lister's era, courtship was a formal and highly ritualised business.
[25:39] Calling cards, chaperoned visits, the exchange of carefully worded letters.
[25:45] Today it looks rather different. A carefully curated dating profile, a series of texts on WhatsApp, a long stroll along Brighton seafront pretending to be casual. The goal is still the same.
[25:56] Worth knowing that ‘to court’ is also the verb.
[26:00] Anne courted Ann Walker with her usual determination.
[26:04] In modern English, courting has a slightly old fashioned flavour, which is part of its charm.
[26:10] Slur: a word or phrase used as an insult against a person or group, typically targeting their identity.
[26:19] Slurs are weaponised language, words chosen specifically to demean, exclude or humiliate.
[26:26] In Anne Lister’s time, the local press called her Captain Tom Lister, a slur designed to mock her masculine look and her relationships with women.
[26:35] More recently, the title of the BBC drama Gentleman Jack took a similar insult and wore it as a badge of honour.
[26:42] This is something queer communities have done repeatedly throughout history, taking language that was used against us and reclaiming it. The word ‘queer’ itself is the most obvious example. We discussed this in episode one and it's a thread we will keep coming back to.
[26:56] Language is never neutral, but it can be reclaimed.
[27:04] And that wraps up episode four. I hope you enjoyed learning about the history of Anne Lister, who lived 200 years ago and still can teach us something today about living our most open and authentic lives.
[27:16] I certainly enjoyed researching her story and reading around the subject. Now I want to devour her diaries and visit Shibden hall and tread in her footsteps.
[27:25] Keep practising the simple past tense and the irregular verb forms. Especially think of actions or events that you completed in the past, even if that was just yesterday, and get into the habit of switching into the simple past. Imagine a friend asking you what you did yesterday or last week and how you might reply.
[27:44] Please subscribe on my website to receive notifications of future episodes. Remember to check out the English AF website link in the show notes to download the free materials that accompany this episode, and that includes a full transcript, definitions of some of the words and phrases that we've covered, and exercises to practise what we've learned.
[28:03] That's it. I'll see you next time. And remember, stay queer, stay curious and keep learning.
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