
II. Explore Digital Primary and Secondary Sources

Important Note: When learning about William Dorsey Swann, it is important to understand the 

limitations of historical sources for marginalized communities. As you explore the primary and secondary 

sources, consider how historical narratives are constructed and shared, what constitutes authoritative 

knowledge, and the following: 

1. Newspaper Bias: Newspaper articles about Swann’s drag balls and police raids often used

sensationalized and derogatory language. These sources provide factual information about

events but reflect the prejudices of the time.

2. Legal Records: Court documents and police reports offer official accounts but represent the

perspective of authorities rather than the participants.

3. Absence of Personal Accounts: Unlike many historical figures, we have no diaries, letters, or

autobiographical writings from Swann himself.

4. Modern Interpretation: Recent scholarship by historians like Channing Gerard Joseph has

worked to recover and contextualize Swann's story.

Primary Sources 

1. “The Queen” Raided. National Republican. (Washington City (D.C.)), April 13, 1888, Image 1.
Chronicling America. Library of Congress. (Hover over the top right column and use the zoom
tool to scroll down and read the full article.)

2. Colored Men in Female Attire. Police Raid a Dancing Party. Washington, DC Evening Star, April
13, 1888. Chronicling America. Library of Congress. (Hover over the second (2nd) column and
use the zoom tool to scroll down to the article located at the center of the page.)

3. Made a Raid. Washington, DC Evening Star, January 1, 1896, Image 8. Chronicling America.
Library of Congress. (Hover over the fourth (4th) column and use the zoom tool to scroll down to
the article located at the center of the page.)

4. William Dorsey Swann Pardon Application and Petition, October 1896, National Archives.
Pages 4-12.

5. Financial Impact Statement (FIS) on William Dorsey Swann Street Designation Amendment Act
of 2023.

Secondary Sources 

1. UnErasing LGBTQ History and Identities: A Podcast, Season 3, Episode 2: William Dorsey 
Swann. Apple Podcasts. 

2. Swann Street Re-Dedicated For First Known Drag Queen | DCist.

History UnErased, Inc. ｜ The Past Is Always Present Educational Theater Project ｜ 2025

https://www.loc.gov/resource/sn86053573/1888-04-13/ed-1/?sp=1
https://www.loc.gov/resource/sn86053573/1888-04-13/ed-1/?sp=1
https://www.loc.gov/resource/sn83045462/1888-04-13/ed-1/?sp=6&r=-0.734,-0.003,2.468,1.364,0
https://www.loc.gov/resource/sn83045462/1888-04-13/ed-1/?sp=6&r=-0.734,-0.003,2.468,1.364,0
https://www.loc.gov/resource/sn83045462/1896-01-01/ed-1/?sp=8&r=0.16,0.413,0.68,0.376,0
https://www.loc.gov/resource/sn83045462/1896-01-01/ed-1/?sp=8&r=0.16,0.413,0.68,0.376,0
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/165128484
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/165128484
https://app.cfo.dc.gov/services/fiscal_impact/pdf/spring09/FIS%20William%20Dorsey%20Swann%20Street%20Designation%20Amendment%20Act%20of%202023.pdf
https://app.cfo.dc.gov/services/fiscal_impact/pdf/spring09/FIS%20William%20Dorsey%20Swann%20Street%20Designation%20Amendment%20Act%20of%202023.pdf
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/season-3-ep-2-william-dorsey-swann/id1595199443?i=1000633288189
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/season-3-ep-2-william-dorsey-swann/id1595199443?i=1000633288189
https://dcist.com/story/22/07/14/dc-swann-street-william-dorsey-drag-queen/

	TABLE OF CONTENTS 
	Historical Background and Context    ​.​.​.​.​.​.​.​.         2 
	Digital Primary and Secondary Sources.​.​.​.​.​.​.             .        4 
	“The Queen Raided” Primary Source Improv Activity ​.​.​.​.             .        5 
	Analysis Questions ​.​.​.​.             .            . ​.             .            .             .       6 
	Case Study Question: Is William Dorsey Swann a Civil Rights Pioneer? .​.​.             .        6 
	UnErasing LGBTQ History and Identities: A Podcast, Season 3, Episode 2 Transcript   . ​   .      7 
	 
	Case Study: Is William Dorsey Swann a Civil Rights Pioneer? 
	I. Historical Background and Context 
	II. Explore Digital Primary and Secondary Sources 
	III. "The Queen Raided" Primary Source Improv 
	Historical Context  

	IV. Discuss the Following Analysis Questions 
	 
	IV. Case Study Question: Is William Dorsey Swann a civil rights pioneer?  
	UnErasing LGBTQ History and Identities: A Podcast, Season 3, Episode 2: William Dorsey Swann. Apple Podcasts. 
	This History UnErased podcast is funded by the New York City Council. It was developed by History UnErased and produced and edited by Dinah Mack; Kathleen Barker; and Deb Fowler. You can also find this episode on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, or anywhere you get your podcasts! 
	TRANSCRIPT 






