June 2025 Just One Thing Interview:

James Barnard on Building LGBT Support Through the Switchboard Project in
Manchester, “the Gayest Place on Earth”

At 85 years old, James is a shining example of Manchester’s community spirit in action. As a
passionate member of the Greater Manchester Older People’s Network and an advocate for
local causes, he brings energy, wisdom, and compassion to everything he does. We are
incredibly fortunate to have such a dedicated and inspiring champion in our Manchester
community.

Switchboard Project: A Befriending Scheme for the LGBT Community

James first came out in 2005 after his wife, sadly, passed away. He quickly got involved with
Lesbian and Gay Foundation, LGF as it was then, where he volunteered with the Helpline
and the Befriending Project in Manchester. The Befriending Project was Lesbian and Gay -
specific where volunteers were matched up to support anyone who was, perhaps, new to
Manchester or needed one-to-one help with specific issues to do with coming out in
Manchester gay life.

James explained that “you would get people from all over the place, ring the helpline just to
ask questions about life or gay life in Manchester. Whether they had any problems about
coming out or I would even get parents on the phone saying, ‘my son has just come out and |

o

don't know what to do about it’.

James also expressed the sheer love he had for the project and the real impact that it had on
people’s lives, the mother he was supporting on the helpline was “crying and about 15
minutes later I said to her: ‘So what are you going to do, in other words, to get her to commit
to accepting her son and giving him every support and encouragement.’ Another notable
example that James vividly remembers is one night, a “mother called and said her son has
just told her he was gay, she was in tears on the phone worried about how he was going to
get on.” James quickly responded with “don’t worry, all you need to do is to say you still
love him.” James really showed how this support was vital for LGBT people but also their
families to support them and to remind them that it is nothing to worry about, he often said
“have you given them a hug yet?”” James expressed “I was so happy with her” and said to the
mother: “I assure you, he is as worried as you are, so tell him there is nothing to worry about
and how much you love him. It is not difficult.”

One of the most moving examples that James remembers is supporting someone who, sadly,
had been diagnosed with a terminal illness. James visited them regularly until the day they
passed away. James remembers them as a lovely and gorgeous person and felt so sad that
they had passed because they were a real “community loss”. James had several experiences
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of supporting people at the end of their life and visiting them in hospitals and hospices and
felt privileged to be able to do this.

The befriending service really helped address the specific needs of the LGBT community, “/
saw so many cases of people who are trying to cover [their sexuality] up or afraid to come
out [for fear that] their lives were going to be turned upside down if they do anything.”
James found that being able to relate to people was a really valuable element of the
befriending scheme. He found the befriending programme, “was so valuable for everyone
involved”. All volunteers were trained to effectively signpost people to the correct and
appropriate service for example, counselling, therapy and sexual health.

The befriending scheme was there “if anybody rang [the helpline] and said they wanted some
help over a longer period, we would see them for 10 weeks, once a week on average.” For a
lot of people James would help those in need of support with integration into the LGBT
community in Manchester such as joining clubs or activities. James would even join them in
attending these new spaces for the first time as a way of really easing someone into their
community.

James’ Coming Out Story

For James, volunteering with the LGBT Foundation was “almost groundbreaking” as he was
“living a heterosexual life for 40 years with [his] wife [...] I never thought I'd have the
chance even to be myself”, “all those years she didn't know, and neither did any of our
friends or church connections”, “Nobody knew, and they're all so surprised when I came out
and introduced them to various boyfriends over the years”. James found his unique coming
out journey, “absolutely wonderful” and gave an opportunity for him to thrive and blossom
whilst supporting fellow members of the LGBT community. James had “never expected to
come out” and therefore “was so thrilled to come out. I was practically stopping people in
the street and telling them, I was just so thrilled.” James found that coming out “was the
most wonderful ride. Honestly, I can't tell you how much I enjoyed coming out. I couldn't
care who knew, at that age 63 I had nothing to lose, so it didn't matter. If you don't like it -
tough. That's how I dealt with it. And I really didn't care what people thought. I'm telling you,
I had just a wonderful time.” 1t’s truly incredible to witness such a positive coming out
experience, especially knowing that, sadly, this is not the case for everyone. Moments like
these remind us of the importance of acceptance, support, and creating safe spaces where
everyone can be their authentic selves. James felt truly privileged to have been supported by a
city like Manchester, “the gayest place on Earth. Having Equality Panels that are there to
support LGBT People. Wow what a wonderful place!”

James’ life was not at all boring prior to him coming out; “/'d already covered up every
possibility of anyone discovering that I was gay. And my wife was so gay-friendly. We had
people around the house, and she would do musical and poetry evenings for the gay
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Christian group.” Following James coming out he actually joined the same gay Christian
group, which was part of The Gay Christian Movement.

Beyond Befriending: Building True Community and Support

James found that being a volunteer befriender was “almost self-help” for him as it welcomed
him into the LGBT community simultaneously. This opportunity really opened doors into
more volunteering around sexual health and committees. In 2010, James was made trustee of
the LGBT Foundation and was part the trustee board when the organisation added the ‘T’ to
represent the trans community. James remembers the Board meetings when discussing adding
the T to the name of the Foundation. And he recalled “It was wonderful to see the
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Foundation expand its activities into a fully inclusive LGBT Foundation.’

Beyond his befriending work, James has also been an advocate for LGBT rights within his
religious community. After same-sex marriage was legalised in 2014, he prepared a paper to
propose that his church formally allow same-sex marriages. He was pleasantly surprised to
find strong support; 82.5% of the church committee voted in favour. Since then, three same-
sex marriages have taken place at the church, reflecting a meaningful step forward for
inclusion. James felt it was “practically total acceptance” and “now we are an inclusive
church”. All these experiences with his church “have really fed into my experience of
becoming a truly inclusive church community.”

As we celebrate Pride Month in June and really highlight how far we have come in LGBT
rights and empowerment and how far we have to go for greater LGBT inclusivity, James had
some words he wanted to share about advice to fellow members of the LGBT community: “/
would encourage LGBT people to throw themselves to these organisations, volunteer with
them. Getting together, stick together, support each other because we may have some
freedoms that we want now but they are coming for us, some freedoms and privileges are
going and gone, if we are not careful.” James has always championed the values of solidarity
and collective responsibility, both within the LGBT community and in how others show up in
support.

A poem from James Barnard from Greater Manchester Mature Minds Matter:
In Spring I Dance:

I pranced, I danced, I flew, I knew

That things have changed and I could be me

Stepping into a new life, and casting off the dark shades of grief and sadness

I stand on the threshold of the unknown, but finally knowable, a gay and joyful new dawn.
I think of the garden, bursting with blooms of every colour
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And these were poor broken things, dead in winter

And now look, and look and enjoy the kaleidoscope of beauty, and take their displays for
your own joy, and do the same

Show your own colours and spirit in the dark days when dreary clouds reign and,

Bloom again to lift the lives of those around you, still in their own winters, to celebrate
another spring

The Interview was conducted and written by Anushka Swannell at Manchester Community

Central as part of the ‘Just One Thing’ project published in the ‘Policy Voice’ Newsletter.



