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There have always been queers in Newfoundland and Labrador.

The powerful story of queer community-building and activism in Canada’s most easterly province has never been told in comprehensive book form – until now. A QUEER HISTORY OF NEWFOUNDLAND provides an unprecedented glimpse into this important history and the people and organizations that drove Newfoundland and Labrador's twentieth century queer liberation movement.

Part community oral history, part archival study, A QUEER HISTORY OF NEWFOUNDLAND chronicles the fight for human rights protections, AIDS activism, the growth of the vibrant queer bar scene, lesbian struggles for space in the feminist movement, trans struggles for recognition and health care, and more. It showcases the important activism that helped overcome ignorance, bigotry, repressive laws and traditions as well as geographic barriers in the fight for equality and rights. The story of the queer liberation movement in this province is one of great pride and joy; one of hardship and struggle; and ultimately one of triumph.

Why? Because: There have always been – and always will be – queers in Newfoundland and Labrador.
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In 2007 I accidentally wound up as an organizer for St. John’s Pride. I was working with the Students’ Union at Memorial University, and decided we ought to have a Pride Week on campus. I was not yet out as trans, and wasn’t really part of the queer community per se, although as a young partygoing NLer I was inevitably involved to some degree in all of the city’s communities, as one often is in St. John’s. 

I had heard under-the-breath rumours from queer activists on campus that there were tensions between “campus queers” and “downtown [non-student] queers” so I decided I ought to find out who was organizing St. John’s Pride and try to establish a friendly relationship, so the two Prides could proceed in as friendly and non-competitive a manner as possible. After making inquiries, I discovered that in fact there was no real plan for St. John’s Pride (this was before the founding of St. John’s Pride Inc.). So my close friend Stel Magalios (Campaigns Director at the Students’ Union) and I wound up setting up a committee that would effectively organize the city’s Pride Week. It was open - anybody who was interested could be on it - and our meetings were advertised publicly for anyone who wanted to show up. 

It was a surprisingly fun and mostly harmonious experience (a rarity for Pride organizing, I have learned). We lacked any formal structure, so decision-making was consensus-based and very ad hoc. I managed to find the organizer of the previous year’s Pride; he dropped by my house with a bag full of leftover t-shirts, a bit of cash wrapped in rubber bands, and some glitter sticks. “Good luck!” he said as he handed it to me with evident glee. 

There were already one-off events being planned locally; the gay bar was going to have a dance night; a local queer-owned tour company was going to have a gay harbour cruise (several of our organizing meetings were held on the boat). Our ad hoc committee gave the entire week some structure and brought everyone together. 

It was chaotic and fun. I recall driving downtown to the flag-raising ceremony at City Hall (which we had organized) and discovering en route that we were expected to provide the flag (we had none). Fortunately during the panicked drive to City Hall we passed a downtown business establishment that was flying a rainbow flag, and we clambered up the front of the building and absconded with it (we returned it later, naturally). 

City Hall accidentally approved an open bar for the Pride Week reception (on the City’s tab), a beautiful mistake that would go down in queer history. What began as an awkward and stilted formal ceremony morphed into the sexiest dance party ever witnessed at City Hall (a disco ball appeared from who-knows-where at one point, and most dancers were in varying states of undress by the end of it). 

The Pride March was an unexpected delight. I remember showing up half an hour before the scheduled start time and panicking because no one was there. True-to-Newfoundland-form, during the last ten minutes literally hundreds of people showed up seemingly out of nowhere, and we had the city’s biggest march yet. Myself and Stel had walked the march route previously to figure out the best route, but we had not marched it with hundreds of people behind us; the actual march felt a bit like driving a car for the first time. A police escort showed up to lead the march, but in the chaos of it all we accidentally forced the cop car off the road and trapped it down an alleyway, where it remained stuck until the march was over (it was an accident, honest!). 

It was during that week that I first began grappling with the gaps in NL queer history. As I was preparing speaking notes and media materials, I wanted to find out when Pride Week had first been celebrated in NL. No one seemed to know; which is to say, everyone I asked had a different answer. So in an effort to ascertain the truth I spent a glorious day in the Centre for Newfoundland Studies at Memorial University, and that’s when I discovered the queer archives located there (which I discuss in Chapter 8). I became absorbed; mesmerized. I had never imagined what a rich queer history existed in this province. The material I pored over raised as many questions as it provided answers. 

I determined at that point to return to those archives one day. I remember thinking to myself ‘This would make a great book!’ and dreamed of one day writing it. 

This is that book. 

I returned to those archives at various points over the years, especially as I started working as a journalist and wrote articles engaging with the province’s queer history. But that dream of putting it all together in a book someday never went away. Every visit to the archives fuelled it with greater and greater intensity.

When the COVID pandemic hit in 2020, I like many others found myself wondering what to do with myself as lockdowns set in and remote work became the norm. It was a frightening time, and I decided I needed a focus, something to give me purpose while the rest of my daily life seemed to be falling apart. So I decided to write that book I had always dreamed of. 

Over three years later, here we are. My approach to the book has shifted tremendously over the past few years of working on it. Initially my plan was simply to take what I could find in the archives, put it in a loose order and present it as a narrative. I thought the book would be mostly archival based. 

But the more I studied the archives, the more I realized their limitations. Archival material is tremendously helpful, but is of limited value without the people who lived through the period and shaped it. Their perspectives help bring the archives to life, and help the documents make sense. There were news stories that contradicted each other; journalists from the period made plenty of errors. There were euphemisms and things clearly omitted from the record. How was I to make sense of the gaps, the awkward silences, the many spots where media archives were conflicted or even just plain wrong about what had happened in the past? 

I began hunting down some of the past activists whose names appeared in the archives, and reaching out to them. I started doing interviews. As a journalist, this was familiar and even comforting territory for me. One interview would often lead to two, three, ten more, as interviewees put me in contact with other folks from the period. The richness of the stories that emerged was astonishing. I began to look at the archives - and the entire period - in a whole new light. 

So what initially I had thought would be a straightforward work of archival history, started to become more of a community oral history. 

I have, at this stage, done over 120 interviews with members of the queer community from the years covered in this book. I have interviewed some people multiple times; some of the interviews have been group sessions that came to resemble activist reunions (I’m delighted to say that this work even rekindled some former, decades-old friendships between activists). That, combined with the archival work I have also done - at the CNS, The Rooms, with the ArQuives in Toronto, and elsewhere - forms the basis of this book. 

As the book progressed, I found I had to make some difficult decisions. In retrospect, I don’t know what I was thinking in proposing to cover an entire century of queer history in one book. Sometimes one can take on ridiculously audacious tasks without realizing how audacious they are, and then by the time one realizes, they’re already mostly done. I suppose I am grateful for my ignorance in that respect, but it led to tough decisions as I tried to give the book final form. 

As I acquired a publisher and a deadline, I had to make tough calls. The more interviews I did, the more suggestions of other people I should talk to I was given. I couldn’t very well interview every queer person in NL, but began to feel the pressure that I ought to do so. My list of prospective interviewees to contact became insurmountable, and I realized I would never be able to get to them all if I intended to get the book submitted on time (in fact, the book is over a year behind schedule, and I still haven’t gotten to them all). I do feel a sense of regret for many of the interviews I was unable to get to, because I know there are many more incredible stories to be told than I have been able to tell in these pages. As I was introduced to queer folks - especially queer elders - whom I had never heard of before, I encountered incredible stories from these people and realized there are undoubtedly many more people out there I do not know who also have incredible stories to tell. I’m sure with more time I could have discovered and included some of these. 

But I had a publisher (albeit a very flexible and forgiving one) and a deadline, and realized I would never be able to talk to everyone and fit everything in. My hope therefore is that what I have been able to put together in this book - fully acknowledging its incomplete and partial nature - will serve as a foundation for future work, both from myself and others. I hope there may one day be an updated and expanded version of this book which will include even more of these important stories. I hope that some of those people I haven’t yet had the chance to interview - and others whom I don’t even know and have never met - will come forward and share their stories with me for that future work. I hope to be able to tell those additional stories one day. I am sorry for all the people and stories that did not make it into this book, and I know that if you lived here during the period covered by this book, you might feel a bit jilted that you are not a part of it. You’re right to feel that way – I think everyone who lived here during that period has an important part of that history to contribute. So if you’re reading this and feeling that way, I do apologize for omitting you and your contribution to this history; and I would love to be in contact to document your stories for future work. 

The original draft of this book was over 1000 pages long. You can imagine how many stories and how much material I had to omit during the editing process. 
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Style and Method

I have always been torn between my duelling identities of journalist and academic, and struggled with the appropriate balance to achieve in this book. At one point I had stacks of theoretical, academic queer studies by my bedside, and considered putting an intellectual sheen on this work by doing some theoretical analyses (I saw so many unexplored opportunities for this with NL queer historical content). But in the end, I mostly opted for a journalistic approach. NL’s queer history is a vibrant story that needs to be told, and I wanted to tell that story. I wanted to get the basic facts and information out there, and to provide it in an accessible form that everyone can read. There is still plenty of room for those intellectual studies to come. 

Because of the limitations of archival and media records, much of this history is told through the form of storytelling. The reason I share large excerpts of individual lives is not just because I find them interesting and important, but because I hope readers will be able to develop an understanding of what it was like to live during those times, by witnessing the times through the first-hand experiences of those whose stories I share. 

I struggled with what to call this book. “The Queer History of Newfoundland” was the title I used in my pitch to publishers and funding agencies because it sounded good. But I was intellectually uncomfortable with it. First of all - what about Labrador? And secondly, it seemed audacious to call it “The Queer History of Newfoundland” given how much of that history I knew would not be able to fit into the book. Myself and my publisher debated a variety of other prospective titles that I felt were more honest. 

But as the book took shape over these past few years, I came back to the original title. Only it wasn’t “The Queer History of Newfoundland”; it was “A Queer History of Newfoundland.” That one little word – just a letter – is an important distinction, and was an important part of me coming to accept what my role in documenting this history is. There are many, many queer histories to be told, in and about Newfoundland (and Labrador). This is just one. I hope those other queer histories will also be told one day. 

The book does focus almost exclusively on the island of Newfoundland. There are of course Labradorians in it, and some mention of Labrador. But I didn’t want to make just a token gesture to Labrador in order to claim that I had done it; I felt Labradorians deserve more than that. So I kept the title limited to Newfoundland, to reflect that that is what the book focuses on. Labrador has its own rich and vibrant queer history, and I knew that to tell it I would need to go there, spend time there, immerse myself in the place and its people just as I had done here in Newfoundland. Knowing that I would not have the time or capacity to do that for this book, the title reflects its island focus. I hope that Labrador’s queer history will also be told one day, by myself or others. 

Chronologically, I focus only on the twentieth century. Granted, I do skirt around the edges a bit — I discuss the 19th century lives of some characters who died in the early 20th century; and I trace the lives of some 1990s-era activists into the present century. But for all intents and purposes my focus is the 20th century. I chose this cut-off point for a few reasons. With the advent of the Internet, the range and style of archival records becomes more complex. Queer activism flourished dramatically in the first two decades of the twenty-first century, and to document all of this more recent history — archived extensively via the Internet – would have taken a tremendous amount of additional time and work. Also, the turn of the century provided a timely cut-off point in that the long-running campaign to achieve human rights protections around sexual orientation — a campaign first started in the early 1970s – finally succeeded with a legislative amendment at the end of 1997. This book in many ways is a story of that struggle (with various side-trips along the way) and so it provided a neat end-point to the book. 

Trans activism really kicked into high gear in the last couple of years of the century, and so I trace that movement a bit farther. My initial hope was to connect the early emergence of gender-affirming care in the province in the late 1990s (as chronicled in this book) with the present state of affairs for trans folks, and explicate the many twists and turns gender-affirming care has taken in this province in the past two decades. And while I was able to collect the rough materials and interviews to accomplish this, I realized once again that it was a more complex story that would require a lot more time, space and research to tell properly. So I end this portion of the book in 1999 (I continue to work on the broader history of local trans activism and gender-affirming care on my own and hope to publish it in some fashion some day). Another decision this approach led to was my choice not to chronicle the fight for same-sex marriage rights. It was already well underway in the late 1990s, and continued into the new century. I initially began documenting that struggle, but realized it would take too much time and space to do justice to it, and so I decided to save that incredible story for another day as well. 

This book contains a lot of oral history, gathered through first-hand interviews with activists and members of the community. The people I interviewed were in some cases quite up-front about the haziness of their memories, given that we were discussing events that took place up to fifty years ago (or more). Other interviewees were very confident in their memories, but the stories they told contradicted other accounts. Wherever possible, I tried to do independent verification of elements of their stories – through media archives, cross-checking with other interviewees, etc – and sometimes I went back and forth with interviewees, clarifying elements, drilling down on hazy points so as to try to ferret out the veracity of events and chronologies. But in many cases, there was simply no way to independently corroborate the accounts I was given. I am satisfied that the majority of what I was told was accurate; however, it is always possible that stories and accounts may have been mis-remembered, embellished, or subject to other errors. Such is the nature of oral history, and I would flag this as a caveat to readers. Nevertheless, I am satisfied that the overwhelming majority of what I was told – especially insofar as it represents peoples’ personal, first-hand, subjective experiences of these years – is broadly accurate. 

When it comes to terminology used, for the most part I defer to my interviewees when I am quoting them. They deploy a variety of terms for related concepts – gay, queer, LGBT, etc. For reasons I explain below, I prefer the term ‘queer’ in most contexts, but when I am quoting people or discussing those quotes I use the language chosen by the interviewees. One exception comes to discussion of trans and non-binary identities. In most cases, when I am discussing trans individuals – or even quoting from the archival record – I use the present name and pronouns of the individual in question (even if that requires changing the pronouns in published material or in quotes from interviews). An exception is those cases where the trans or non-binary individual specifically requested me to do otherwise. 
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What is queer history?

The term ‘queer’ provoked differing reactions among folks I spoke with. A few folks, especially those from older generations, were still disinclined toward the term, preferring the nomenclature “LGBTQ+” or variants thereof. Some older participants very flatly stated that they still refer to everything as “gay” while recognizing that includes lesbian, trans, and other identities (for others, it was considered unacceptable to collapse all the other identities under the single term ‘gay’). Suffice it to say that there was no universal consensus on what term is preferable; there never has been. 

And yet, ‘queer’ remained not only the broadest and most inclusive term (by way of its own generative vagueness) but also the preferred term of the majority of participants in this history. There is today a sort of poorly articulated effort - mostly by bigots - to denounce the term ‘queer’ and pretend that it provokes widespread offence, or that it’s a recent term. Those claims are historically inaccurate. While there has always been critique of every term and nomenclature, one of my interviewees​[1] put it best, recalling similar debates in the early 1990s:

“Myself and my buddy did up posters that we put up around town about reclaiming the word queer and why that was a thing. I see discourse now about people reclaiming queer, and I’m like: Oh honey. Honey. I was late to that party, and that was 1993. Like come on.”

So what is queer? When I was in graduate school at York University in Toronto I took a fascinating course in Queer History from the esteemed queer historian Marc Stein, and his syllabus provided what I think is still one of the most succinct definitions of the term and the variety of possibilities it encompasses:

“Queer theory emerged in the early 1990s, developing in dialogue with bisexual, gay, intersex, lesbian, queer, transgender, and transsexual political formations and with scholarship in what was then generally called “gay and lesbian studies.” One of the original motivations of queer theory was to reclaim, re-appropriate, and re-signify the term “queer,” which had often been wielded as a weapon of hostility and violence but which had a different set of meanings within queer cultures. Since the early 1990s, queer theory has come to have multiple meanings. Some use the term “queer” to encompass bisexual, gay, intersex, lesbian, queer, transgender, transsexual, and a variety of other sexed, gendered, and sexualized phenomena. “Queer” is also used to refer to radical, dissident, subversive, and transgressive possibilities in the realms of sex, gender, and sexuality, which implies that conservative lesbian, gay, bi, and trans formations are nonqueer and that non-normative heterosexual formations might be queer. For scholars focused on intersections of sex, gender, and sexuality with other categories of power and difference – including ability, class, race, and religion – the term “queer” can be used to challenge multiple social, cultural, and political hierarchies. “Queer” can also refer to poststructural conceptions of sex, gender, and sexuality that are anti-essentialist, anti-identitarian, and anti-minoritarian. In this latter sense queer theory deconstructs the dominant order and destabilizes the definitions and classifications that sustain that order, including classifications such as “heterosexuality” and “homosexuality.” Each of these uses of “queer” has also generated opposition...” (Stein, 2009, 1).

If you find that a bit difficult to wrap your head around, consider this approach, which is how I described the term before I went to grad school and started speaking like the above quote. I used to say that ‘queer’ was similar to the term ‘punk’ - not just in being a reclaimed identity, but particularly in being a subversive one. The term is oppositional, defiant, and deliberately difficult to define. What does it mean to call something ‘punk’? It refers broadly to an attitude, a sensibility, an orientation, but it is also eminently subjective and subject to change. Something that might have been ‘punk’ twenty years ago may no longer be considered ‘punk.’ Something that’s ‘punk rock’ in one context might not be in another context. If punk refers to defiance against power and authority, then the fact that power and authority is constantly shifting means that the definition of punk is constantly shifting too. It’s slippery, constantly morphing to avoid being appropriated by the very same cultural elements it seeks to challenge. Queer is a very similar beast, at least for me. So yes, on a superficial level the term is a useful stand-in for “2SLGBTQIA+” and its kin. But it is also so much more than that.

The book’s title itself has multiple readings. It is “A Queer History of Newfoundland” not only in the sense that it provides a history of queer community and activism in Newfoundland. I also strive to provide what is in a sense a history of Newfoundland (in the twentieth century) as seen through a queer lens. The histories we are often provided of Newfoundland – in school, in media narratives, in books – are those seen through the lens of rich and powerful white men. Here, then, is a history of Newfoundland – from its early years as a Dominion, through the Depression, through the vibrant 1960s and ‘70s and beyond – as seen through the lens of its queer community. I have tried to pay attention to painting a picture of the times - as experienced by queer people - in addition to chronicling the activism and community-building that went on. History is experienced differently by different people. Here, then, is how our twentieth century history was experienced by queers. 

This history was challenging to write. Aside from the technical challenges of working with the interviews and archives, much of it hit close to home. There is pain, sadness, and death in these pages. There are large sections of the book that still bring me to tears every time I read them. Given how many times I have had to read over sections during the editing process, I have shed many, many tears. The sections dealing with trans histories and individuals in particular were very personal, and I explore some of the challenges of working with them in Chapter 8. 

“A death, however tragic, is only a very small part of a life,” writes Emily Berry in an article for The Guardian (Berry 2023). She’s discussing Sylvia Plath, and the manner in which “the circumstances around her death have been described, fictionalised, analysed – sometimes sensitively, more often voyeuristically – in biographies, memoirs, films and literature.” A similar thing could be said of trans and queer deaths, particularly suicides. Berry praises Plath’s biographer Heather Clark for how she “sought to make the poet’s life, not her death, the driving force of her book.” I employ a similar method here, trying to present the richness and vibrancy of queer and trans lives. While it is important for us to acknowledge the often violent nature of their deaths and fight to change the circumstances which render this a still common reality today, their deaths were only a small part of their lives, and it is their lives that we should seek to know, honour and celebrate. 

But there is also tremendous queer and trans joy in this book. And I hope it is that which will linger in the reader’s mind – a sense of how rich, joyful and wonderful it is to be queer; how special and important queer identity is; and the many varied forms it has taken here in Newfoundland and Labrador.
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Doing queer archival work

There are various common themes or tropes that emerge when it comes to how our queer history is re/presented. I wish to engage with some of these here.

There is, first of all, the notion that being queer in NL is a recent thing. This is total nonsense, as I hope this book helps demonstrate. There have always been queers in NL: sexual and gender non-conformists who today would fall all along the spectrum of identities which includes gay, lesbian, bi, trans, Two Spirit, and more. The notion that queerness is a recent thing, or a “mainland” thing, is one of those tropes used by oppressive institutions (like the powerful churches) to try to marginalize and ‘other’ those identities which challenge their social and political hegemony. Early AIDS activists encountered this from government: “there are none of those people here” was a common refrain from government officials. Sexual orientation protections were resisted by the provincial government in the 1970s with the excuse that they were unnecessary because neither homosexuals nor homophobia existed in Newfoundland. Two decades later, government officials were making the same - completely untrue - arguments.

This notion has even been absorbed, to some degree, by some queer people themselves. When I reached out to older activists for interviews and told them I was writing a book on NL’s queer history, the response of some of them was literally “oh that’ll be a short book!” This, despite the evidence of rich queer culture stretching back into the early part of the twentieth century and beyond. 

This, then, is the first myth to be busted: NL’s queer history is in fact deep, rich, long and complex. It has been affected by mainland connections, yes, but it has had an equally powerful impact on mainland queer identities and activism too, as we shall see. 

And let’s also dispel the notion that queer research in NL is a recent thing. It’s not either. Ever since queer activists began organizing, they’ve been documenting and archiving this process. Librarian-activists began archiving their movement in collections at Memorial University as far back as the 1970s. There are literally crates upon crates of feminist and queer archives in the various city archives. And there’s been a plethora of scholarly archival and research work done as well. Lynn Hartery (2001), Sharp Dopler (1996), and Brenda Ponic all conducted graduate research in these areas in the 1990s, and many more have come to fill their ranks in the years since. 

A second trope or theme that emerges when we think about the province’s queer history, is the notion of Newfoundland exceptionalism: the idea that things were (and are) somehow different here. As an island culture this notion emerges frequently in all spheres. One of the manifestations of this exceptionalism is the idea that homophobia didn’t exist here (either because homosexuals didn’t exist here, or because NLers are by nature nicer and kinder and more accepting than people on the mainland). These misleading ideas are perpetuated by the frequently-encountered upbeat, progressivist strain of NL queer history which acknowledges NL’s rich and deep queer history but tends to ignore the darker sides of it. There are a plethora of social media groups that promote a constant stream of images, posters and archival snippets from the past which convey the impression that NL’s queer history was vibrant, active and full of fun and life – and so it was! But they downplay – intentionally or unintentionally – the dark side: the homophobia; the violence; the racism; the bigotry of institutions and communities. There were instances of transphobia within queer spaces for many years, and this is often ignored. Even some academics perpetuate this false sense of positivity, by indulging in social media engagement that is stacked toward the positive and by failing to provide a more complete context for what they share. Yes, there were positive moments, spaces, and projects throughout NL queer history. But there was also tremendous violence and harm visited upon queers. It’s important to recognize the nuanced nature of this history, and how our present has been shaped by both the darkness and the light. 

This book strives to push back against both of the above tendencies. Our history is long and deep and complex. It is full of darkness as well as light. It’s important to acknowledge this in order to fully understand it, and to understand each other. 
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How do we do queer history?

This is a question I wrestled with. As I struggled to chart my own path through this work, and witnessed others doing the same, I came to some interesting and sometimes uncomfortable realizations. 

In a capitalist world, any academic or intellectual undertaking is also a hustle. Queer history is no different. Queer research is a hustle. Academics, both queer and straight, strive to build careers the way academics do, by amassing grants and publications and forming initiatives that bring in revenue and secure them jobs. In this day and age many of them make their livelihoods off of queer history (as they do other forms of history). There is nothing wrong with this in a sense; everyone needs to make a living. And these histories are ones that ought to be told, studied, and learned from. 

And yet, there is also a form of subtle (and sometimes not-to-subtle) violence packed up in this. Picture the aspiring queer historian: armed with a SSHRC grant,​[2] driving out to the outport to interview a queer elder. That elder lives in a rundown shack. They never completed university because they were drummed out because of their queer nonconformity or their activism. Or perhaps they did complete university; perhaps they had a job as a professor when they were outed or fell afoul of social mores and didn’t have their contract renewed. Perhaps they were an activist, waging a fiery fight for change until they succumbed to the inevitable infighting that occurs within activist organizations, or lost their job when government de-funded their precariously funded organization. They struggle with mental health issues from the trauma and oppression they experienced over the course of their life. They’re poor, without a pension, without a source of income, without family, living on welfare cheques. They cannot afford therapy, counselling, or even proper health care. 

The academic drives into the community in their newly leased car, interviews the elder, takes their story, writes it up in a publication, wins an award, gets a promotion, gets a raise. The elder whose story they took experiences a double form of oppression: oppressed first historically (when they initially lost their job, experienced their trauma) by a homophobic society, and now exploited a second time by the academic who mines their story for material for their own benefit. The academic benefits from the queer elder, but what does the queer elder get? Some minor satisfaction, perhaps, knowing that their name might live on in an obscure journal article somewhere. The brief and passing satisfaction of conversation with another human being who has somewhat of an understanding of what they went through. And yet these two realities are worlds apart. The academic benefits from the work that queer elder did years earlier to create the space in which the academic can now freely thrive and live their best life, both as a queer person and as an academic. And they benefit yet again by being the one to tell the story of that queer elder’s suffering, getting to stick it in their book or document for their queer research initiative. To get another grant, another line on their CV. 

I don’t know what the solution is to this dilemma. During the course of my research, I’ve encountered so many poor, traumatized, hurting queer elders (and many not-so-elderly, too). Their stories are important to document, and their lives are important to know and to celebrate. But they deserve more than that. To be treated merely as research subjects and cast off; to have their stories fund the jobs and research initiatives that keep young white academics employed without any compensation for the queer elder living in poverty - this is all a profound injustice. I am probably guilty of this myself. I know other queer researchers are too, some more than others. We must grapple with this, honestly and openly, and find a better way of doing what we do - one which shares the risks, honours, and rewards of this type of work. 

As a journalist who works in independent media, I am often asked what distinguishes a person-on-the-street who’s recording a news event on their cellphone, from a professional ‘journalist’. This is a complex debate, but one of the answers I give is that a journalist always works within a transparent ethical framework. I think queer researchers must do the same. Here, then, are some of the elements of my own ethical framework as I undertake this work. 

Queer people are experts in their own lives. This should go without saying, but it often does need saying. It needs saying especially to government bureaucrats and to academics. Queer people don’t need to be ‘mentored’ in how to research their lives and they shouldn’t have to hire consultants or ‘experts’ to present their needs to government. Yet bureaucrats and academics alike tend to ignore the learned wisdom and lived experience of queer individuals and communities and insist that queer knowledge-building and knowledge-sharing must conform to their standardized norms and ways of doing things. Queer people must resist this. We must speak for ourselves, learn and develop new ways of building and sharing knowledge rooted in an awareness of the oppression we ourselves have historically experienced. 

Historical research needs to be critical research. Okay that sounds smart but I’m not even entirely sure what it means. What I think it means for me is a few things, or rather it’s a statement that responds to a few things. I discovered early on that there were a lot of contradictions in the research I was doing. Different people, talking about the same event, tell the story very differently – sometimes in contradictory ways. Sometimes they disagree on facts. Sometimes even news articles disagree on facts. Journalists can make mistakes too, and when we uncritically accept what we encounter in the historical record, we risk replicating those mistakes. I learned to take everything I read, or was told, with a grain of salt. Rather than accept simply one narrative that I encountered, I asked other folks to share with me their version of the same story. What do you do when two people are equally convinced that a historical incident happened in two very different ways? Sometimes you can identify straightforward errors of dates or lack of understanding on someone’s part. But sometimes you simply cannot easily reconcile these accounts. In which case you must accept that history is complicated. There is clearly a reason why something is remembered in different ways by different people. Sometimes that reason – the reason they remember an event in a certain way – is what’s really important and interesting. So yes, let’s be critical and fact-check and seek multiple sources of verification for the things we study. But let’s also sometimes be willing to accept that multiple interpretations or understandings of events can exist. History is complex. 

And it’s nuanced. It’s important to contextualize what we learn. When I see people randomly posting excerpts of articles or ephemera from the 1960s or ‘70s or ‘80s I am often critical of it (and yes, I sometimes do it too, because I get that it’s fun and sometimes you just want to share something really neat). But it can undermine the broader task of historical and cultural understanding, because when it’s presented without context, people can often derive the wrong lessons from it, or miss the important lessons that could be derived from it.

For instance, I’ve seen folks sometimes posting random photos on social media of queer people together taken a hundred years ago. On the one hand, I appreciate this because yes, it helps to normalize queerness and pushes back against the false narrative that queerness didn’t exist in the past. But on the other hand, it deprives those queer people of a voice. It instrumentalizes and objectifies them for the benefit of the contemporary user (often an academic). My work aims to give the queer subjects I work with a voice. I quote anonymously where I am asked. But I also strive to ensure that the queer people I work with are able to speak in their own words, and own their words. I went to a great deal of painstaking work trying to make sure people sharing sensitive or personal stories consented to how their words were presented. Queer subjects have so often had their voices and words either silenced or appropriated, and both are forms of violence. I believe it’s important to acknowledge ownership of queer subjects over our words, actions, and histories, while also acknowledging that ownership over these collective histories is shared with the broader queer community. Navigating a balance which respects the rights of both individual and community is challenging, but a challenge worth accepting. It speaks to the heart of what queer research is and should be. 

Queer history is one of oppression and resistance. Queer research must acknowledge, respect and participate in that struggle. Queer liberation has been brought about in solidarity with other movements. Queer research must act in solidarity too. When I see people forming queer research associations or initiatives, I am compelled to ask: how is the work you are doing a form of resistance against other forms of oppression? Against racism, capitalism, sexism, colonialism? How does it centre critical race theory, critical disability studies, abolition work? How does it engage in working class solidarity? The answers to these questions reveal a great deal about the quality, depth and motivation of queer researchers and initiatives. And it influences and shapes the material they produce. 

Queer people must retain control over how their – our – queer history is presented and told. Here too I struggle with my obligations as a journalist, versus my obligations as a human being and member of the queer community. I do believe there are some stories and realities that become the property of the wider community; they are subject to shared ownership or stewardship, if you will. But I also believe that people deserve power, agency and control over their own stories. Drawing on the growing and rich body of thinking around Indigenous archival work - in which there are many parallels and lessons to be drawn - I also think that queer people deserve a ‘right of response’ to the presentation of archival material about their – our – lives. 

How does one achieve this in a practical, tangible, applied way? I worked with many of my interviewees to ensure they were comfortable with how their stories were told, and this often entailed rewriting large sections, and changing or omitting how I presented portions of the material. I sought to achieve a balance between my own sense of what constitutes good scholarship and journalism, and what my interviewees felt properly reflected their experiences. This was difficult work; it was tedious and it contributed to the book being over a year behind schedule. But it’s important to undertake this commitment when doing work of this nature. I don’t presume that I made all the right calls, or that I even achieved the high aspirational ethical standards that I set for myself - and so I apologize in advance for any mistakes I have made or portions of this book which make contributors feel uncomfortable. I have tried my best, and hope the final work reflects that. 
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Summing it up: What can we say about NL’s queer history?

If there is any generalized statement that can be made about how queerness manifested in this place, it ought to be a recognition of the diversity of experiences that comprises NL’s queer history. The sprawling, decentralized nature of population growth and the isolated nature of rural communities meant that every community developed its own features when it came to engaging with queerness. There were some commonalities, but also tremendous difference and variety. Some communities exhibited surprising degrees of tolerance and acceptance for the period. Others inflicted horrific trauma and violence against queer people (and others who exhibited forms of difference). 

It is a truism that many of us who are from NL talk about “the way things are” in this province in an authoritative manner which suggests there are certain experiences and behaviours common to everyone here. We tend to generalize from our own experiences, and assume that what we experienced growing up here was the same for everyone. It was not. We must resist such generalizations. Being queer in NL was extremely different for different people. 

There is a long-running myth that Newfoundland is a conservative Christian society rooted in ‘traditional values.’ Like most myths, it obscures the reality. Regardless of what may have been preached at the pulpit, sex outside of marriage was common (regardless of whether one was straight or queer), as was homosexuality and gender-non-normative behaviour. 

“Everybody was screwing everybody all the time,” said one of my interviewees,​[3] referring in this case to Deer Lake, a town of almost 5000 on the island’s west coast. As a child growing up and observing the behaviour of adults in the community, it was the double standard that bothered him: the facade of religious virtue which masked people’s true behaviour. “What bothered me [most] was the betrayal, the dishonesty,” he said.

Likewise, homosexuality was common but people and communities developed varying ways of incorporating it. Several of my interviewees recounted how common it was for boys and young men in rural communities to develop intimate and sexual relationships, yet not all of those young men considered themselves gay. Such behaviour was sometimes ignored or accepted among youth, with the expectation that the boys would ‘grow out of it.’ One interviewee​[4] recounted how a same-sex teenaged sexual partner one day told him it was time for their sexual relationship to end:

“[H]e said to me that he wanted to stop doing this, because he was now becoming a man and men didn’t do this. I remember saying to him: ‘Well I don’t want to stop!’ And he said: ‘That’s because you’re a queer.’”

This quote is important: it reflects the distinction some men drew between having sex with men, and being gay or queer. For some – including adults – same-sex sexual behaviour was considered different from being gay, or queer (which were considered identities). “Buddies helping buddies” is how this behaviour was frequently described to me. In a province in which men often wound up in each other’s company for long periods - during the seal fishery, in logging camps, on fishing expeditions – it was not uncommon for normally heterosexual men to engage in same-sex activity; there were no women around. Many of these men would be married to women, and have children at home. These men sometimes drew a distinction between purely physical sexual relationships (which they did not believe meant they were gay) and emotional or romantic relationships.

The distinction recurs in other ways later in the twentieth century. As queer activist groups emerged in the 1970s, one thing they grappled with was the question of who was part of the queer community. Joining a queer activist group was in a sense a first step toward coming out – it meant acknowledging one’s queer identity, even if only within the privacy of the organization (the early groups were assiduous about privacy and confidentiality, since many of their members remained closeted in their daily lives). But many men who had sex with men didn’t even take that step. They would be married to women, sometimes with families, yet regularly have sex with men ‘on the side’ without telling their wives (some did tell their wives, and even found acceptance for this behaviour within their marriage). Some out queer activists were very critical of this behaviour, and felt it was not fair to the men’s families to maintain this secrecy. This critique became even more pronounced with the spread of AIDS. In 1987 the Gay Association In Newfoundland (GAIN) estimated that half the calls they received on their phone support line - including calls from Labrador – were from gay men who were married and kept their gay sexual relationships secret from their wives. GAIN representatives pointed out this was one of the ways in which homophobia was fueling a public health crisis (Whelan 1997)  - had the social taboos against homosexuality and risks to queer peoples’ livelihoods not existed, they might have been more open about their sexual partners and relationships. And when dozens of men were arrested during the Village Mall scandal of the early 1990s and publicly shamed, it’s noteworthy that no queer activists or groups appear to have taken up their cause. I spoke about this with activists from the period, who attributed it to a variety of reasons. For some, the fear of being associated with pedophilia – the police launched the investigation following a complaint from the family of a minor – deterred them from engaging with the issue. For others, it just didn’t occur to them to get involved because they didn’t consider the men to be members of the queer community. They were predominantly closeted men, many of whom had straight families. 

“How many of those men were gay? I don’t know,” said one community member I interviewed.​[5] “There are men who simply have sex with men on occasion. They swear up and down that they are not bisexual and that they are not gay. And who am I to challenge that person’s self-identification?... It’s always been a struggle for me, because as a member of the queer community, what duty or allegiance do I owe, and to who?”

It should be noted that these dynamics were all very different for women. One interviewee​[6] - who was in fact removed from her community as a young child and threatened with institutionalization after being found in a physically intimate situation with another girl – asserted that she would have been treated very differently if she had been a boy found in that situation. 

The upshot of all this is that queerness was everywhere in this province, and different communities, institutions, families and individuals all developed differing ways of responding to it. As we now know, homosexuality and queer and trans identities are a natural part of the human experience; but in NL, like elsewhere, this natural behaviour came up against the lingering and tenacious presence of legal and religious strictures and social taboos – themselves stemming from complex social and historical roots – denouncing and forbidding it. This tension between normal behaviour (queerness) and artificial homo/transphobic social mores (rooted in whiteness, colonialism, and hegemonic political structures of control and domination) is what led to the violent enactment of homophobia.

Thus violence and discrimination was a common response to queerness. The provincial government’s failure to enact legislative protections around sexual orientation until the end of the century contributed immensely to the suffering faced by many queer individuals, and, in fact, lent a tacit approval to the discriminatory behaviour perpetrated throughout the province. As Gays and Lesbians Together (GALT - formed in 1990)  activist Gary Kinsman put it in a 1991 interview with CBC: “[Provincial government officials] weren’t just saying no to a piece of human rights legislation. They were actually in many ways saying yes to discrimination against lesbians and gay men. They weren’t saying that in so many words but that’s the implication. That the type of discrimination and violence that goes on will continue and the government is basically giving a green light to it” (CBC 1991).

The Christian churches also deserve a tremendous amount of blame for their conduct. While there were numerous instances of tolerant, inclusive, supportive and even queer priests, nuns and other religious personnel – and their supportive role had a huge impact on many individual lives – as an institution the churches contributed very directly to the spread of homophobia. The churches deserve blame for the deaths of countless queer individuals in the province, both those driven to suicide by the discrimination they experienced as well as the hundreds who died from AIDS while the churches fought against modern sexual health education and safe sex. 

Homophobia even had an economic impact on the province. Several of the queer activists I spoke with from the 1980s referred to the “queer brain drain” which the province experienced prior to the advent of human rights protections. While many queer people stayed (or were unable to leave for various reasons), many others left in pursuit of more accepting and tolerant environments elsewhere. At one point in the early 1990s, according to activists, Newfoundlanders and Labradorians comprised the second largest number of deaths at Casey House, a hospital in Toronto specializing in HIV treatment (Dwyer 1992). This was a sad testament not only to the ongoing NL queer diaspora but also to the fact that so many NLers were either unwilling or unwelcome to return home, even at the end of their lives. 

It’s not surprising – given the variety of responses to queerness in communities throughout the province – that NL’s queer liberation movement arose in St. John’s. St. John’s was the capital and largest city: a place which attracted all those experiencing discrimination elsewhere in the province, or those simply desiring a bigger and more diverse place. It was in St. John’s that a critical mass of queers were able to connect with each other, share the diversity of their experiences, develop a mutual awareness of the discrimination they were experiencing, and begin to have conversations about why and how to fight for their rights. 

One of the complex aspects of the province’s queer history was engagement between queers from this province and newly arrived queers from outside the province. For many years homophobic priests and politicians would characterize queerness as something that was not innately present in NL but brought in from elsewhere – the trope of infection from the outside. As we will see, this was patently untrue - queerness has always been part of Newfoundland and Labrador’s history and peoples. But it is true that engagement between NL and the wider world had an impact on the emerging struggle. It helped NLers realize that queers elsewhere around the world were also calling out the discrimination they experienced and were rising up against it. NLers learned about these struggles from books, magazines and newspapers. Newly arrived queers shared ideas, experiences and tactics first-hand. But the process was a two-way street: queers from NL also had an enormous impact on the emerging queer rights movement outside of the province. This came both in the form of ex-patriate NLers who moved away and got involved in activism elsewhere, but also in the form of national organizing initiatives. Lesbians from this province, for instance, played a key role in putting queer rights on the agenda of national feminist and women’s organizations, as we will see. And national queer publications, such as The Body Politic, kept a close eye on NL’s queer rights movement, and kept activists in the rest of the country up to speed on developments here. 

It’s wrong to say that NL queer activism was primarily shaped by outside influence. It’s also wrong to apply blanket generalizations on how queerness was experienced here. As always, there are multiple, complex and messy truths comprising the reality of our history. Hopefully this book will help to offer an entry point into understanding some of this history, in all of its complexity, pain, and beauty.

A final word on lessons to be learned. At the time of publication there is a resurgence in homophobic and transphobic hate in many parts of the world, echoes of which have appeared in this province as well. In determining how to respond to hatred and violence, it is useful to draw on the lessons of the past. Much of the rhetoric deployed by contemporary bigots and hatemongers is rehashed almost directly from the period explored in this book. If anything, this book ought to serve as a reminder that homophobic/transphobic bigots are not simply conservative-minded people exercising their right to a different opinion; they are dangerous hate-mongers who must be confronted and stopped. This book offers many stirring examples of solidarity and cooperation from the twentieth century which will hopefully inspire those struggles in the present day and future. Let’s close this introduction with an apt reflection from Joey Shulman, a Jewish Newfoundlander who was swept up in the Toronto Bathhouse Raids in 1981. 

“We need to learn from our past. No matter how comfortable we get as gay people, there are always people like Hitler, people like McCarthy in the 1950s US, people like the RCMP fruit machine, the Bathhouse Raids. The Bathhouse Raids happened at a time when we felt so fucking liberated!... It’s important for younger people to know that this was a real attempt to stop us from finding and having and sharing love. And that shouldn’t be allowed.”
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Outline of the book

The book proceeds for the most part chronologically. 

Chapter One - Historical Hints - chronicles some of the examples of queer presence in the early decades of the twentieth century. I explore this mostly through the lives of some of the better-known queer actors present in NL during this period: Charles Danielle, Margaret Campbell Macpherson, Robert Bond, Bob Bartlett, Edith Watson and Victoria Hayward, Violet Cherrington and Mabel Baudains, Harold Horwood. Mary Ellicott Arnold and Mabel Reed are another couple whose story I examine in this chapter. They documented their years in Newfoundland in remarkable depth, and to the best of my knowledge, the Newfoundland portion of their story has never been told, so I provide an extended telling of that story. It also coincides with a tumultuous period in Newfoundland history: the poverty of the Great Depression which led to suspension of self-government and the establishment of the Commission of Government in NL. Arnold and Reed’s activism and writing offers an invaluable snapshot of this formative period in Newfoundland history. 

The Indoor Guy and the Outdoor Guy - links together this early period with the more recent modern era. I look at other expressions of queer identity in the early twentieth century, as well as queer presence in the fishery. However, the bulk of that chapter offers a series of brief biographical sketches of queer NLers. It is my hope that by offering these snapshots of queer lives, readers will begin to gain an understanding both of what it was like growing up queer in this period, as well as the immense diversity of experiences and reactions this provoked. Some queers led seemingly charmed lives; others suffered tremendous homophobia. We look at a few life stories that reflect this complexity. 

Chapter Two - Community Organizing: The Early Years - begins telling the history of NL’s formal queer community organizations and the work they undertook. I proceed chronologically with the Community Homophile Association of Newfoundland (CHAN - formed in 1974); Gay Association In Newfoundland (GAIN - formed in 1981); Gays And Lesbians Together (GALT - formed in 1990) - and conclude with a reflection on the history of Pride Week organizing in St. John’s. 

Chapter Three - Lesbian Organizing - there is a tremendous history and energy associated with lesbian organizing in this province, not least of which included two organizations: Gay Organization of Women in Newfoundland (GOWN) and Newfoundland Amazon Network (NAN). However, lesbian organizing has also been deeply interwoven with feminist organizing in this province – to the point of the two movements being inseparable, really – and so I struggled with how to articulate and present all of this. After trying unsuccessfully to weave it into other chapters, I eventually decided lesbian organizing needed a chapter of its own. The chapter opens with a history of the modern women’s movement in NL. I am not by any means the first woman to explore this history, and there are some other excellent sources on this period out there (I would give a special nod to the 1999 collection Pursuing Equality, edited by Linda Kealey, and especially the chapter “Change Within and Without: The Modern Women’s Movement in Newfoundland and Labrador” by Sharon Pope and Jane Burnham). However, a considerable portion of the history I present has never – to my knowledge – been published. I deliberately avoid dwelling on portions of this history that have already been written about in depth, and instead try to explore angles that have been less explored. Much of this draws on interviews with women who were involved in this history, and several of those interviews are the first to my knowledge conducted on the topic. So the history is original in several respects. I also explore the historical tensions surrounding lesbians in the women’s movement, and the manner in which both the women’s movement as well as lesbian activism shaped the broader queer rights movement in this province. 

Chapter Four - Organizing at Memorial University - takes a focused look at the role of MUNL in the province’s queer history. The university played a significant role as a space where a lot of activism began, and I explore the emergence of queer presence and activism on campus. I also explore the role of The Muse student newspaper, which was catalytic both in documenting queer history as well as playing a central role in that ongoing history. The controversy surrounding the 1991 Lesbian and Gay Supplement published by The Muse is also explored in depth. 

Chapter Five – Homophobia - in this chapter I explore a variety of instances of institutionalized homophobia in the province. I look at homophobic violence and ‘queer-bashing.’ I look at how homophobia manifested in response to the Mount Cashel sexual abuse revelations as well as the Royal Newfoundland Constabulary arrests of men having sex in the Village Mall washrooms. I look at homophobia in media institutions like the CBC, and in provincial politics. 

Chapter Six - Fighting and Winning Human Rights - deals in a focused way with the struggle for legislative human rights protections around sexual orientation in this province. It’s comprised of three sections. In the first, I look at early campaign and lobby efforts for human rights protections in the 1970s, ‘80s and early ‘90s. In the second, I look at the catalytic case of Brian Nolan, who filed several complaints including a human rights complaint against the Royal Newfoundland Constabulary in 1993. And finally, I look at the campaign for a human rights amendment in the wake of the Supreme Court ruling in Nolan’s case, which eventually led to the recognition of human rights protections. Along the way, I explore the establishment of Newfoundland Gays And Lesbians for Equality (NGALE) in 1993 and the further development of NAN, and the key role these two groups played in achieving human rights protections. 

Chapter Seven - AIDS Changes Everything - looks at AIDS activism in the 1980s and ‘90s in NL, examined from a variety of angles. 

Chapter Nine - Trans Visibility, Trans Activism - looks at the experience of transgender people in this province. Of course, the experience of trans folks is woven throughout this book, but just as in the case of lesbian activism, I felt the experience of trans people deserved its own special focus in its own chapter as well. Due to the paucity of documentation on the earliest decades of trans activism and community-building (itself a product of the period’s transphobia) I explore much of that early period through the lives of several trans people who lived through them. As in the opening chapters of this book, my hope is that by reading trans lives the reader will gain a sense of the diversity of experiences trans people had in this province. I also seek to remember, celebrate and honour the remarkable lives lived by these trans people, and to help ensure their memory is never forgotten. The chapter opens with a reflection – produced in collaboration with scholar/activist/artist Daze Jefferies - on the challenges of doing queer and trans historical research. The chapter concludes by looking at the early development of a service path to gender-affirming health care in this province. 

Chapter Ten - Gay Bars and Social Spaces - looks primarily at the development of the ‘gay bar scene’ in St. John’s. This topic could easily encompass a book of its own, and so I present a cursory view of the key bars, along with vignettes and memories from patrons remembering the period and the establishments. I also look at the role the bar scene played in activism and community-building. 

Chapter Eleven - Pushing Boundaries in the Arts - offers a cursory look at some of the ways in which the arts contributed to the fight against homophobia, and offers a few snapshots of the lives of some of the important artists involved in this work. There are so many more I could have included; my aim again was to remember some of the iterations of activism and community-building that have not been extensively documented elsewhere (so for instance, I touch in only the briefest of ways on Tommy Sexton, who has his own biography presently in the works). 
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