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The photos alone make this book a must-have for those interested in uncovering the queer histories of rural New Brunswick. The affectionate photos of Len and Cub together convey the essence of a relationship never recognized during their lifetimes. An important contribution to Canadian queer historiography.

— Ed Jackson, New Brunswick-born queer journalist and co-editor of Any Other Way: How Toronto Got Queer




A brilliant piece of historical detective work. Meredith J. Batt and Dusty Green have pieced together a rare portrait of two queer, rural New Brunswickers from the 1910s and 1920s. Historically significant, this exhaustively researched, beautifully written work is utterly absorbing given the rich photographic record included in the volume. But photos alone don’t make history, it is the sensitive, analytically nuanced writing of Batt and Green which brings their world to life. This is a book for every rural queer kid who wondered if they were the only one and for queer historians eager for histories of same-sex experiences and culture beyond the cities.

— Valerie J. Korinek, Professor of History, University of Saskatchewan and author of Prairie Fairies: A History of Queer Communities and People in Western Canada, 1930-1985




An archive to treasure. This story of love and companionship pulls us across time and reminds us of the queer possibilities that have long blossomed in New Brunswick and beyond.

— Craig Jennex, Professor of English, Ryerson University and co-author of Out North: An Archive of Queer Activism and Kinship in Canada
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For the queer youth of New Brunswick, may you take heart from this story and find your place in this province.

And in memory of our wonderful friend and mentor, who encouraged us to tell this tale, R.M. Vaughan (1965-2020).

And to Leonard Olive Keith and Joseph Austin Coates, without whom this book would not be possible.
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Preface DUSTY GREEN

While working on this book, Meredith and I were often asked what it meant to us to bring Len and Cub’s story to light. We’ve regularly remarked that we see ourselves in Len and Cub, that we relate to them in many ways, even going so far as to refer to them as “our boys.” What I didn’t anticipate was how our boys would empower me, let alone the empowerment that came with representation. I don’t think either one of us realized how important this story would be for us, and what it could mean for other queer people in the province and indeed all New Brunswickers. With the photos of Len and Cub, this identifiably queer couple from rural New Brunswick from nearly a century ago, I not only got to see them but myself as well.

Growing up in rural New Brunswick during the 1990s and early aughts, queer representation was extremely limited, especially where I needed it most: in my school life and in the curriculum. I was never taught about queer people or sexuality. There was no mention of queer liberation in history or social studies, and the less said about my exclusively heterosexual abstinence-centric sex-ed, the better. To say that growing up queer in rural New Brunswick was difficult for me is to put it mildly.

Over time I became aware of the often-touted phrase in queer circles, “We have always been here.” I knew that we, queer people, had always existed, but the here never clicked for me. Growing up, the word “gay” was exclusively used as a slur, and by the time I came out at sixteen, I had developed an internalized homophobia that was so firmly set that I considered it to be baked-in. Being gay was the last thing I wanted to be after hearing and absorbing all of the horrible things that my adolescence had supposedly taught me about what it meant to be gay. Its fuel source came in the form of derision from my peers, my church, and the community at large, culminating in an act of homophobic violence that marked the end of my time living in rural New Brunswick. Belonging to a marginalized population in a place seemingly devoid of representation, where physical violence was no longer a threat but a reality, compounded my sense of being ostracized.

I still carry the weight of that trauma, but things feel lighter now. Part of bringing that lightness to fruition involved embracing queer culture, identity, and history as a form of healing. Despite being separated by some hundred years or so, throughout the course of writing this book I found myself relating more and more to Len and Cub’s experiences as outsiders, queer people surviving a volatile environment in their own hometown. Their lives resonated with me as I recognized their ability to hide in plain sight. I caught myself imagining the boys finding safe spaces to express themselves, and perhaps developing their own system of coded language in order to keep their relationship (and themselves) safe.

Despite working in the culture and heritage sector during and after university, queer history seemed to elude me. It was missing from my education and suspiciously absent in institutions. With no apparent evidence to the contrary, I assumed that queer records from the past were either extremely rare or simply did not exist. What little queer history I knew about came strictly from urban areas far away from my hometown: the Stonewall Riots of 1969 in New York City or Operation Soap, when the bathhouses were raided by police in Toronto in 1981. Our history was one of fighting the violence against us, rising up against it. Where were the stories of queer resistance, activism, and liberation from my province? Queer history in New Brunswick? Impossible, I thought. Not in my vision of this place.

While I was working at the Provincial Archives of New Brunswick (PANB) in 2015, a photo album belonging to John Muir McKinlay, a Canadian First World War photographer, was donated. Among McKinlay’s hundreds of photos, commissioned by the Canadian government to show that prisoners were being well treated, were a few dozen snapshots taken at the Amherst Internment Camp in Nova Scotia (1917-1919). At the time, the camp was the largest in the country, with some eight hundred German prisoners of war,1 many of whom formed clubs based on their interests such as weightlifting, gardening, and theatre. Most of the snapshots of the all-male theatrical troupes at the Amherst Camp include photos of men in drag. Some of the photos show just one or two men in drag, while others show upwards of a dozen men in matching dresses and makeshift wigs, posed in chorus lines.


[image: A black and white photograph of thirty men dressed in a variety of costumes, including sailors, clowns, and faux Indigenous regalia. Thirteen of the men are dressed as women, wearing dresses and makeshift wigs. Sailors and “ladies” seem to be paired together in the centre of the photo, with the rest of the troupe gathered on either side. One of the men in drag points a sword towards the sky, wearing an elaborate costume which includes a long blond wig, a crown, a shimmering bodice, and a prop shield. Text in the bottom left reads “Prisoners of war Amherst N.S.”]

A photograph by John Muir McKinlay of a theatre troupe composed of prisoners of war, including many men in drag, Amherst, Nova Scotia, c. 1917. (P827-MS1-153)



My understanding of sex and gender expression during this era was challenged by these photos, let alone my knowledge of Canadian First World War internment camps and the lives of their prisoners. Enamoured by McKinlay’s album, I asked around the archives to see if there were any other examples of records that might relate to the history of sex and gender expression in Canada. Textual government records existed of course, documenting legal cases and internal municipal matters related to LGBT history, but results were scanty until PANB archivist Julia Thompson pointed me in the direction of a collection that she had accessioned in 2011, P27: The John Corey Collection. Julia recalled that the records included photos of a same-sex couple from the small town of Havelock, New Brunswick, whom the donor, John Corey, had described as boyfriends when donating the records. The collection is a large assortment of photos, prints, albums, and glass negatives that document the town of Havelock between the late nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century. The bulk of these records focus on a number of family names you will still find in Kings County today, with special attention to the Keith family, as well as the Coreys and Prices. The boyfriends in question were Leonard Olive Keith (1891-1950) and Joseph Austin Coates (1899-1965), affectionately known in town as “Len” and “Cub.” Len was an avid amateur photographer who spent a substantial amount of time experimenting with his camera as he documented the world around him.

By the turn of the century, photography in Canada had undergone considerable advancements in technology and accessibility, with less expensive and easily operated cameras, as well as mail service for developing images. These changes opened the craft to a new group of amateur photographers. Before this, photography had been too expensive, complicated, and cumbersome for the average person, let alone a youth like Len, to take on as a hobby. When the Keith family purchased their camera around 1905, Kodak had launched its popular and accessible line of folding cameras, causing an explosion in the number of amateur photographers operating across North America2 — including fifteen-year-old Len. Albums belonging to his siblings show that members of the Keith family took advantage of this form of candid and less formal photography. However, none took it as seriously as Len did, as his photos make up the lion’s share of the family’s archival records. Len dedicated time to learning about and experimenting with photography. Some of his photos, such as the many candid, blurry shots of his friends and family, make it clear he was an amateur, but Len also cared about the art of photography. He worked at improving the quality of his snapshots to create artistically considered landscapes and carefully orchestrated portraits. His passion for the art and science of photography is found everywhere from his experiments with exposures to his attention to composition, which extended to arranging the labels on canned goods, liquor, and tobacco to face the camera.

Len’s photos feature Cub more than anyone else. These images make it clear that the two shared a special bond, one that started early and continued through their formative years until Len was eventually driven out of town for being a homosexual. They spent a lot of time together enjoying the wilds that surround Havelock; going on drives in Len’s family car, taking hunting trips, and seeming to find any excuse they could to be alone together. Their affections are clear, and their story remains arguably the oldest known photographic record of a same-sex couple in New Brunswick or in the Maritimes.

My exposure to the McKinlay album, and Len’s collection of photos in the John Corey collection, led to a desire to seek out more records like this. In 2016 I established the Queer Heritage Initiative of New Brunswick (QHINB), a community archival project dedicated to the collection and preservation of 2SLGBTQ+ records in the province. Today, in partnership with the Provincial Archives of New Brunswick, QHINB continues to collect and preserve these records and provide public education opportunities to learn about the queer history of New Brunswick. It was important to me that people have a better idea of what life was like for 2SLGBTQ+ New Brunswickers in the past, and that we develop some semblance of a queer history of this place. During a research trip to the ArQuives in Toronto, Canada’s largest 2SLGBTQ+ archive, I showed Len’s photos to Alan Miller, a librarian and longtime volunteer with the organization. He suggested that Len and Cub would make important subjects for a book, rightfully noting that such a rare example of a same-sex couple living at the turn of the century in such a rural location was too exceptional not to share with the world. I agreed.

The story of Len and Cub provides, for me, a clear and permanent record of a queer relationship existing despite the hostile time and environment in which the couple lived. Having this evidence and exploring their lives has given credence to the statement that we have always been here. Here includes not just Toronto but the furthest of back roads in the most rural and forgotten-about places. Places queer people are told they don’t belong. Len and Cub’s lives were no doubt difficult at times, but the record of their lives is a testament to the resilience of queer people and an affirmation that we belong in any place we choose to call home.


[image: A black and white photograph of Len and Cub sitting together in a wooded area. Both men are looking towards the right edge of the photograph. Len is on the left, wearing a sweater over a button-down shirt. Cub is on the right, wearing a cardigan over a button-down shirt and tie. His elbows are resting on his knees, while his left hand holds his right wrist. A ring is visible on his left ring finger.
]

Len and Cub, c. 1916. (P27-MS1O
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