
STASHING THE EVIDENCE
Gay life produces everything from matchbooks to manifestos 
The Canadian Gay Archives wants all of it.
by Rick Bebout

The boxes in the hall were becoming a 
problem

Tucked into a corner near the big 
stairway, they were crammed with back 
issues of gay newsletters and magazines, 
unsorted papers from fledgling organi­
zations — minutes, agendas, piles of 
handwritten notes — flyers announcing 

 demonstrations and dances, yellowed 
 press clippings and correspondence 
 from, it seemed, everywhere. Occa- 
 sionally someone, inspired by the vague 
 recollection of this document, that 
letter, would rifle through it all. spilling 
 out odd. interesting bits, rarely finding 
 what was needed

Carted around as its custodians 
moved from place to place. Tiled, un­
filed, added to at random, shuffled, 
worried over and ignored, this collection 
had grown over the previous two years 
under the wing of a small, bimonthly gay 
liberation journal published by a collec­
tion of activists in Toronto. The jour­
nal's own back records were among the 
material stuffed into the boxes, and 
much of the rest had come through its

ever-increasing contacts with gay indivi­
duals and organizations in other places. 
Some of the people in the collective had 
brought with them records of earlier ac­
tivities as well; even then it seemed im­
portant not to throw such things away, 
so they were stashed along with every­
thing else in the hall of the big. comfort 
able house at 139 Seaton Street. Every 
day, mail for the gay liberation journal. 
The Body Politic, dropped through the 
slot in the front door. More material

In the summer of 1973 there was no 
shortage of places for such material to 
come from TBP’s Community Page 
listed more than 30 organizations in 15 
cities across Canada What might have 
seemed the isolated protests of a handful 
of loudmouths three years before had 
clearly become a well-organized social 
movement. Much of its history was sit­
ting in the hall on Seaton Street Much 
more was being made all the time, but 
more often than not. the letters, the fly 
ers. the casual notes that recorded it 
were being tossed away when they were 
no longer ‘'needed."

learld Moldenhauer knew how des

perately such odd bits of paper might be 
needed in the future. In a young move­
ment intoxicated with the notion that it 
was breaking new ground, Moldenhauer 
was one of the few people who realized 
that gay activism had a history stretching 
back far beyond Stonewall. His personal 
collection of 19th- and 20th-century 
works by gay theoreticians — Ulrichs, 
Hirschfeld and Carpenter among them 
— was already growing, and his anti-' 

quarian interests were apparent in the 
title he selected for Glad Day. the book­
store he had started a few years earlier 
Knowing more about gay history than 
many of those among him, Molden­
hauer also realized how much would ne­
ver be known because records had been 
lost, suppressed or destroyed. Gay re­
searchers were just beginning to piece to­
gether the few bits of evidence that re­
mained from the 70-year history of the 
homosexual emancipation movement in 
Germany. The 20,000-volume library of 
Magnus Hirschfeld's Institute for Sexual 
Science, which could have told more of 
the story, had been burned by the Nazis 
in 1933 Forty years later no one was 
burning books — so far — but gay 
people still existed in the public mind 
only as a distorted image filtered 
through the mass media.

To learld, the boxes in the hall and the 
material that flowed in every day — to 
say nothing of the memorabilia still hid- 
den in private collections, the documents 
mouldering in public record offices, rhe 
statistics yet to be culled from police re­
ports and court transcripts — were

pieces of the truth he saw around him, 
pieces gay people in the future might use 
to build a sense of their own identity

If any of it survived.
The collection needed someone to 

take care of it, to put it into a usable 
order, to keep it up to date Molden­
hauer couldn’t do it. Caught up in work 
for the Body Politic, in Glad Day and in 
simply earning a living, he was just too 
busy.

Ron Dayman was busy, too. Having 
recently returned from studies in Aix-en- 
Provence, where he had been active in 
the Front homosexuelle d‘action revolu- 
itonnaire. he was now involved with To­
ronto's Gay Alliance Toward Equality 
But he shared MoIdenhauer's concern 
and felt he could find time to work on 
the collection. Separating out The Body 
Politic's current files, which were left at 
Seaton Street, he packed the rest into yet 
more cardboard boxes and carted the lot 
off to another gay group house a few 
blocks away. There, in a dangerously 
damp basement, he began the job of 
bringing order to this valuable but con­
fusing mass of paper In October at the 
national gay conference in Quebec City 
he was able to announce the formation 
of the Canadian Gay Liberation Move­
ment Archives

"The task of reconstructing the his­
tory of gay people is painstaking work 
an editorial in the November edition of 
The Body Politic somberly noted Ron 
Dayman hardly needed to be told that 
But the hours in he basement were 
paying off: material was now generally 
accessible by subject and exchange sub­
scriptions set up by TBP were filling out 
the periodical collection lan Young 
one of the founders of the University of 
Toronto Homophile Association sent in 
that organization's papers and soon be 
gan making regular donations from his 
own collection of small-press books and 
periodicals, some of them dating back o 
the Fifties. In July 1974 Dayman sent 
letters to gay groups across Canada re- 
iterating the Archives' goals and asking 
them to save and send in whatever they 
could.

But even by this time, Ron was find­
ing the work more than he could handle. 
Other responsibilities pressed, the 
demands of the present had first claim 
over a history that, it seemed, could 
wait Soon the collection was again al­
most out of control It was a pattern that 
would be repeated

In the summer of 1974 The Body Poli- 
tic, along with the Gay Alliance Toward 

Equality, moved into a storefront office 
, on Carlton Street . The Archives collec­

tion was hauled out of Ron Dayman's 
basement and installed in a filing cabinet 
in one corner. As Ed Jackson noted m 
an address to the Gay Academic Union 
conference at Columbia University a 
year-and-a-half later, it was far from an 
ideal arrangement "Since the office is 
not large enough to accommodate a se­
parate room for the Archives, material is 
constantly in danger of being mistaken



for the carnage from a Body Politic 
paste-up or a GATE mailing, and conse­
quently of being swept into the garbage 
can.”

With the departure of Dayman to 
Ottawa just after the move to Carlton 
Street, Jackson had taken charge of the 
collection. A member of the Body Poli­
tic collective since early 1972, he too 
found his limited time stretched between 
the demands of the Archives, the news­
paper and his ever-diminishing personal 
life.

Despite this, he accomplished a lot. in 
March 1975 he sent out another letter to 
gay organizations, but this time, as well 
as requesting material and offering ex­
changes of periodicals, he sought advice 
and assistance from gay people exper­
ienced in library and archival work. He 
prepared applications for grants from 
the Canada Council to pay for help in 
organizing the collection and to begin re­
search projects based on it. Invariably, 
these requests were turned down; the 
money needed for file folders, cabinets 
and stationery had to come from The 
Body Politic, or people’s pockets.

After discussions with those around 
him. Jackson decided to drop the words 
“Liberation Movement” from the col­
lection's title, leaving it simply the Cana­
dian Gay Archives. The change was stra­
tegic, be said, “in order to attract 
cooperation and donations from those 
made uneasy by the movement, and per­
haps a little opportunistic, in order to 
appear more innocuous to possible liber­
al sources of money.”

But the move also indicated a genuine 
broadening of the Archives’ scope. In a 
brochure he prepared for the 1975 nat­
ional conference in Ottawa. Jackson 
noted that the collection was intended to 
include not only books, periodicals and 
the papers of gay organizations, but also 
interviews and oral histories, photo­
graphs. videotapes and films, clippings 
from the mass media, court records, and 
the unpublished works of gay artists and 
writers. Clearly, it was the lives of les­
bians and gay men in Canada, and not

Getting caught: 1810
Court records are among the few official do­
cuments in which gay people appear before 
the 20th century in the past few years, re­
searchers have discovered a number of 
cases reflecting attitudes towards homosex­
uality in 19th-century Canada Much of this 
material had been copied and included in 
the Canadian Gay Archives collection

The case of George Markland was 
brought to light by Robert Burns, an histori­
an doing research for the Dictionary of Can­
adian Biography Markland, who had been 
inspector General for Upper Canada and an 
important member of the ruling Family Com­
pact. had resigned his position in 1838 and 
disappeared into obscurity The story be­
hind his resignation remained a mystery un­
til 1976. when Burns found more than 100 
pages of testimony at the Public Archives of 
Canada detailing an inquiry which had pre- 
ceeded the departure it became clear that 
Markland had been forced to resign after 
discovery of his relations with a number of 
young men in Toronto Burns presented a 
detailed account in the December 1976/ 
January 1977 issue of The Body Politic

Researcher Paul Romney discovered a 
similar case while poring through back files 
of the Toronto Mirror On December 11. 
1840. the paper reported the police court 
arraignment of Richard Yeo. a dance master 
who. it was alleged, had "seized a soldier 
around the waist and took the most horrible, 
indecent liberties Unluckier than the well- 
placed Markland. Yeo was sentenced to a 
year in prison — twice the penalty imposed

Before Blueboy
The Archives has only partial holdings of 
some of Canada's early gay magazines 
and newsletters Most of these have come 
through donations from private collections 
and through diligent brousing in second­
hand stores

Both Gay (later Gay International) and 
Two were published in Toronto in the mid- 
Sixties. Each contained informative 
features, some discreet beefcake'' 
photography (much of it produced by 
local studios) and a few smatterings of 
gossip focusing on the city's few gay 
clubs and bars

The Association for Social Knowledge 
(ASK) in Vancouver was founded early in 
1964 and began publishing its ASK 
Newsletter shortly thereafter As its 
name indicates, the organization concen­
trated on public education and counsel­
ling Douglas Sanders, an early key 
member, visited the Canadian Gay 
Archives in March 1979 and plans to 
provide a history of ASK in the near fu­
ture

just their “political” organizations, that 
the Archives hoped to document.

Even as the name was being laun­
dered, though, the true political nature 
of the collection was becoming more 
clear. “Typically such repositories of 
historical records have been seen as 
neutral, passive receptacles.” Jackson 
reflected in his GAU address that Nov­
ember. “In the case of a gay archives or 
library, this simply is not true. Given 
the nature of social attitudes toward 
homosexuality, such a centre of infor­
mation is and will remain a threat to 
a society organized like ours.” The 
introduction to the 1975 flyer put it even 
more clearly: A conspiracy of silence 
has robbed gay people of their history. 
A sense of continuity, which derives 
from the knowledge of a heritage, is

at the same time upon a man who had 
burned his wife to death

Research is continuing on two other 19th- 
century figures. One. Alexander Wood, a 
prominent Toronto merchant, was involved 
in a scandal that led to his departure to 
Scotland in 1810 He returned to have the 
whole affair dragged through the courts in 
1823 (Coincidentally, both Alexander and 
Wood Streets, in one of Toronto's gayest 
neighbourhoods, are named for him ) 
The other, the Reverend Thomas Franchon. 
was president of Assumption College until 
1859, when he was forced to leave 
Sandwich (now Windsor). Ontario after it 
was learned that he had had sexual relations 
with some of his male students His even­
tual fate is unknown, but investigations con­
tinue
A page from the testimony of George Markland, 
signed by him and dated 30 March. 1838

essential for the building of self-con­
fidence in a community. It is a necessary 
tool in the struggle for social change. ” 
Forging that tool was still a bigger job 
than one person could accomplish alone. 
Fortunately, Ed Jackson’s calls for help 
were being answered. Late in the fall of 
1975, a new group began to meet regu­
larly in the cramped Carlton Street 
storefront. It included a professional 
archivist and a librarian, two students 
from the Faculty of Library Science at 
the University of Toronto, people who 
worked at the University library and 
members of the newly-formed Canadian 
chapter of the Gay Academic Union. 
The Archives was now an official part of 
Pink Triangle Press, a corporate um­
brella set up to give both the collection 
and The Body Politic a legal existence. 
On paper, this new entity “owned” 
both; in fact each continued to operate 
independently, much as before. Follow­
ing the lead of those who produced the 
newspaper, the Archives group set itself 
up as a collective and began to consider 
how it would cope with the material it 
now had on its hands — already more 
than twice the amount Ed Jackson had 
taken on just 18 months before.

The first question they tackled was 
whether or not the collection should 
even remain in the same office as a high- 
profile gay rights organization and an al­
ready controversial homosexual tabloid. 
Even at the best of times, the 70-odd 
square feet of street-level plate glass that 
stood between this whole operation and 
an often hostile world didn't inspire 
peace of mind. In a year-and-a-half 
nothing had happened save the 
occasional, odiferous encroachments of 
a few local drunks. But still...

The Provincial Archives of Ontario 
sent a representative to look over the 
files and soon offered to take whatever 
the collective might choose to give. 
Worries over security would be relieved, 
the mind-numbing work of cataloguing 
would be taken off their hands, and re­
searchers using the collection would get 
professional help. It seemed a tempting 
offer.

For a while. What gave pause was the 
notion of turning over the raw material 
of gay history to an institution which, 
while ostensibly “sympathetic” then, 
might not always be so. The collective 
was reassured that a public archives 
would never dream of destroying mater­

ial entrusted to it. Maybe so, but the gov­
ernments that owned them had not al­
ways been so scrupulous. Magnus 
Hirschfeld had donated his 20,000 vol­
umes to the Prussian State government. 
They were burned, nonetheless.

Even barring such drastic possibilities, 
there were other visions to consider: doc­
uments made inaccessible by well-mean­
ing but ill-informed cataloguers; restric­
tions put on "sensitive” (to whom) mat­
erial; interested gay people turned away 
at the door by the intimidating criteria of 
“serious” research. There were many 
ways — some innocent, some not — for 
the “conspiracy of silence” to close a- 
round that cabinet of papers on Carlton 
Street. The collection stayed in the of­
fice, finally no more secure than the lives 
of the people who worked on it there, 
but at least still in their hands.

The collective’s organizational skills 
quickly became apparent — at least on 
paper. A formal statement of purpose 
was hammered out in December, staling 
basic aims and elaborating on them in a 
list of seven specific objectives regarding 
arrangement of the collection, acquisi­
tions, preparation of reference aids and 
bibliographies, information to the pub­
lic about the Archives and the soliciting 
of volunteers.

It didn’t last. As before, enthusiasm 
waned in the face of the painstaking 
work that was required to keep the col­
lection together. And again, the 
demands of the present crowded in: the 
phone kept ringing, people kept coming 
through the door, jobs pressed. History 
sat in the corner, silent. In May 1976 the 
Archives was moved, along with The 
Body Politic, to a larger space on the 
top floor of a downtown warehouse. For 
the next four months it remained almost 
untouched.

Salvation came in the form of a man 
who looked, fittingly, like a young 
Moses. James Fraser had never heard of 
the Canadian Gay Archives (or of The 
Body Politic} before he picked up a pro­
motional flyer at the fourth national gay 
conference in Toronto that September. 
Trained at the New Brunswick Provin­
cial Archives and newly employed at the 
Archives of the City of Toronto, he was 
eager to apply his skills to a gay collec­
tion. He joined what was left of the col­
lective in October and instantly attacked

continued on page 26
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