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Interview with Joyce Peltzer 
 

Interviewed by Mary Weiland 
 

Interviewed on December 12, 1996, 
at Peltzer’s home, Minneapolis, Minnesota 

 
 
Joyce Peltzer  - JP 
Mary Weiland  -MW 
  
MW: This is Mary Weiland at the Minnesota Historical Society, on December 12, 1996, 
interviewing Joyce Peltzer as part of the oral history project on Lesbian Elders. 
Hello. 
 
JP: Hi. 
 
MW: Thanks for being here. 
 
JP: I'm glad to be here. 
 
MW: Why don't we start with some of your family background. When were you born, the 
date and year? 
 
JP: I was born July 21, 1931, in St. Paul, Minnesota, and grew up in St. Paul.  
 
MW: Can you describe where? 
 
JP: I lived in the Groveland area for most of my growing up years. I started out in a little 
house, I recall, that my parents were renting that was near the Highland area. Then, we 
lived briefly in a double bungalow on St. Clair [Avenue] near Lexington [Parkway] for 
the time when my parents were building their first house.  
 
MW: Where did they build it? 
 
JP: They built near [the College of] St. Catherine's on Palace [Avenue] in St. Paul, 
between Finn [Street] and Cleveland [Avenue]. That's pretty much where I grew up, 
attending Groveland Grade School and Central High School and, then, I went on to 
Macalester College and, then, the University of Minnesota for graduate education in 
social work. 
 
MW: What year did you graduate from high school? 
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JP: In 1949. 
 
MW: Do you have siblings? 
 
JP: I have one sister, five and a half years younger than me.  
 
MW: Is she still in the area? 
 
JP: No, she died about eight years ago from cancer. She lived in California after she got 
married in 1959.  
 
MW: Can you describe a little bit about what kind of work your parents did or your dad, 
if your mom didn't work? 
 
JP: My father grew up on a farm. He was one of about nine living children from a family 
of fifteen children who immigrated from Poland, actually from Russia. My ancestors were 
German land-grant immigrants under Catherine the Great in Russia. My grandfather 
wanted to bring his family to this country because he didn't want his sons to have to serve 
in the White Russian Army. My father came here and first worked—it was 1912—I 
believe for Farwell, Ozmun, Kirk [and Co.] in St. Paul. Then, I found out that he worked 
for a tire company in Michigan for a brief time. Just before he married my mother in May 
of 1930, he was working at the St. Paul Fire and Marine Insurance Company, which is 
what it was known as then. He was in charge of collections for about a dozen states or 
something like that. He worked there for forty-five years. It was a stable company during 
the Depression. I was born in 1931, which is the middle of the Depression, so that while 
they had to be very frugal, at least dad was not without a job.  
 
My mother was seven years younger than my father. She was married at age twenty. My 
dad was twenty-seven. My mother always wanted to go to college, but her father did not 
believe in college for women. She was always a person who was interested in reading, 
interested in travel. She was a dancer when she was a teenager and even taught ballet for 
awhile. She went to Chicago for her big chance to get on the road in dancing. She 
sprained an ankle and that was the end of that career. I think that was always a big 
disappointment for her. She did a variety of jobs. I remember her working for the Ben 
Franklin in Highland when I was growing up. It no longer exists. She did interviews for a 
Minnesota Poll and for market research. Her most important and longest lasting job, I 
think was with Triple A [American Automobile Association] where she loved being able 
to tell people what to do and where to go in the travel industry. I think she was pretty 
well-respected for it. She's the kind of person who likes to tell people what to do anyway. 
[laughter] That was pretty much her career. At the nursing home where she currently 
lives, Lyngblomsten [Health] Care Center, the label on her door is "Lucille Peltzer, 
Travel Consultant."  
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MW: What years did you attend Macalester? 
 
JP: From the fall of 1949 to August of 1954, with a break in there due to having 
contracted polio on a trip to Mexico from Macalester in 1951 when I was twenty years 
old.  
 
MW: Can you talk more about that, and how that happened, and how you adjusted when 
you came back and continued your studies? 
 
JP: It was a month-long trip that was primarily in August of 1951. As I understand, the 
polio virus takes a week to three weeks before you come down with the illness; so, I must 
have picked up the virus somewhere in Mexico. I got sick about a day and a half after I 
returned on September 12, 1951. I was in the old Ancker Hospital in St. Paul. They kept 
me on the [isolation] floor in order to prevent others from getting it. I was there for a 
couple of weeks and, then, I went to what was then known as Sheltering Arms 
Rehabilitation Center in Minneapolis on River Boulevard near Ford Parkway. It was a 
property owned by the Episcopalian Church. It had been a variety of things before it 
became a polio hospital. It was close to where I lived, in the area near St. Catherine's 
College, just across the river. My parents preferred to have me there in a smaller facility 
rather than at the Sister Kenny Institute, which was going strong at that time.  
 
I wanted to be a social worker. That was my plan since I was fourteen years old and that's 
what I was going to major in at Macalester. I had to apply for assistance from the 
Division of Vocational Rehabilitation in order to complete college because my parents 
weren't that well off. I had been working to try to earn money for college and, now, I was 
not able to work; so, I needed that financial assistance. After the testing which they gave 
me, I scored high, among other things, in the area of clerical skills; so. they insisted that I 
had to be a secretary and that I had to take shorthand, and typing, and business machines. 
I think I scored high in that area because I'm a fairly well-organized person and, yet, I had 
practically no manual dexterity. I also wanted to do social work. I scored high in that and 
I scored high in artistic things on the strong interest test. I bargained with them and said, 
"Will you let me take my social work courses if I take all the shorthand and typing?" That 
entailed climbing to the third floor of Old Main to take the business courses and when the 
bell rang to go to other classes, it was down from the third floor, across the campus to the 
Student Union to the second floor for my social work classes. 
 
MW: On crutches? 
 
JP: On crutches and a brace. I was left, after eight months in the hospital, with one right 
leg brace and I walked with Kenny sticks, which is rather precarious in the winter time on 
ice and snow.  
 
MW: What year was this when you were back then at Macalester? 
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JP: It was 1952. I took a couple of classes while I was in the hospital. Then, I took, I 
believe, some summer school courses. I was about seven elective credits short in 1953, 
which is when I was supposed to graduate, and I got permission to go through the 
ceremony with my classmates; but, actually, I didn't finish my degree until August of 
1954. I was determined to do social work and a friend of mine said that there was an 
opening at the American Red Cross in St. Paul; so, I got on the bus, and went down and 
applied, and got the job. I'd say a couple months later, my Division of Vocational Rehab 
counselor came over with one of her trainees to show one of her success stories—but, it 
had nothing to do with her, let me tell you. [laughter] One of the things I was doing, as I 
learned later in life and I wasn't really aware of at that time, was that I was over-
compensating like crazy and trying to prove to myself and everyone else that I could do 
social work. It never occurred to me to do what can be done these days, which is ask for 
classes to be transferred to an accessible level. That was a whole era that came in the 
1970s. It wasn't something that I was attuned to. [sigh] Fortunately, I had enough stamina, 
and enough guts, and enough stick-to-it-iveness to force myself to do things that I needed 
to do, some of which included home calls in the West Side area of St. Paul, going up 
outside stairways with shaky railings and snow and ice on them in the wintertime. I can't 
even believe that I did that now. That's the kind of thing I did in order to prove that I 
could do the job. 
 
MW: You also worked in the Rondo neighborhood? 
 
JP: I had some home calls in the Rondo neighborhood; but, most of my interviewing and 
social work experience at the Red Cross in the Home Service Department was there at the 
office, which was then on Kellogg Boulevard near Robert Street in St. Paul.  
 
MW: When did you attend graduate school at the "U"? 
 
JP: I first applied to go right after college; but then, I decided that I needed to have 
transportation and I needed to prove to myself that I could do the job. So, that's why I 
applied for the job at the Red Cross, and, then, I reapplied for graduate school and also a 
scholarship from the Hill Foundation, which I was granted. Two years later, I had my 
automobile paid for and I had my insurance saved. I had money for my books and I had 
the magnificent sum of one hundred and fifty dollars per month to live on while I was in 
graduate school. [laughter] I even had the Hill Foundation call me and say, "Are you sure 
you've applied for enough money?" I said, "Oh, yes, I think I have." The last six months 
that I was in graduate school, I decided that I wanted to go to Europe after I graduated; so, 
I saved twenty-five dollars a month for six months so that I had spending money, three 
hundred bucks, while I was in Europe for a ten-week trip.  
 
MW: That's great. Let's switch gears a little bit and talk about coming out to yourself 
during this time or earlier. Can you tell me about when you first starting thinking maybe 
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you were a lesbian, although, maybe you didn't even use that word at that time? 
 
JP: I had no inkling whatsoever that I was a lesbian. It's only looking back on my early 
years in college and even graduate school that I can see things that occurred. I really didn't 
have any idea that I was a lesbian until I got into a relationship following graduate school 
with a roommate that I was living with. It was rather frightening at first; but, we lived 
together for twenty years in a sexual relationship with me saying to myself, "I am a 
lesbian, but I'm not." 
 
MW: What does that mean? 
 
JP: [laughter] That means, I was involved in a sexual relationship. I considered myself a 
lesbian but maybe I wasn't really. There was no opportunity . . . yes, there was some 
opportunity to test that out because we had a bizarre situation where, occasionally, each 
of us dated.  
 
MW: Men? 
 
JP: Men, yes. As I look back on that, I can see the bizarreness of it. I had an attraction to 
men. I had dated very little in high school. I never knew how to flirt. I guess that was 
maybe part of what was involved. I had attractions to guys and I fell in love. I thought I 
was in love twice in college. Looking back, I can see that I was very much attracted to my 
Sunday School teacher when I was just an elementary student. I wanted to walk her home 
after Sunday School and hold her hand. I had a strong attraction to one of my girlfriends 
in high school. But, I had no idea that was lesbian in any way. Perhaps, subconsciously, I 
realized that I was not very comfortable with the attraction, initially, to the person that I 
was in the relationship with for twenty years because of her masculinity. That bothered 
me and I found myself trying to change that in her to make her more feminine, probably 
because of discomfort about that. 
 
MW: That's one thing that's been written about quite a bit in the last ten years . . . the 
butch/femme roles that are apparent in our community sometimes and, certainly, 
historically looking back. Did that play into these feelings at all or was it just sort of an 
internal feeling? You weren't really around other lesbians to see what was out there in the 
community? 
 
JP: No, I wasn't. I guess I see myself as a feminine woman who likes feminine women . . 
. who just likes women. Certainly, now, I'm much more comfortable with women who are 
more masculine, but I still am more attracted to women who are feminine women. There 
was not any particular role playing in that relationship of twenty years. It's just that she 
was the way she was in terms of being more masculine. However, at one point, she lost a 
fair amount of weight and her very fine bone structure made her much more feminine and 
pretty, and she wore dresses, and she had her hair done at the beauty shop. She was 
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something totally different than she is currently today. [laughter] I was attracted to the 
kind of person that she was and to her being a caring person who would always be there 
for other people. She was intelligent. She was interested in the same things in the same 
fields as I in social work. She loved to travel, as did I. There were just a lot of other kinds 
of things that attracted me to her as a person, not just sexually.  
 
MW: You were at the university during this time. Did you know any other gay men or 
lesbians? 
 
JP: I wasn't aware of it. I don't think it's the kind of thing that was talked about then in 
those days. That was in the early 1950s. I wasn't really aware of it.  
 
MW: Did you know any other lesbians . . . looking back? 
 
JP: Looking back, I think that two of the close friends of my first partner . . . I came to 
the conclusion later that they were lesbians, but I sort of sensed that. I didn't consciously 
acknowledge it, but I sensed it. They did live together when they moved to California and 
were in the field of social work. At the time, they were not living together, when I first 
knew them. No, we were very much involved with the heterosexual world as two women 
who were single, who were unusual in terms of buying a house together.  
 
MW: Talk a little bit about buying your house. Obviously, you were closeted.  
 
JP: What we came up with as a story was—it was partially true, but it was also a cover—
that we both decided that it made better sense to invest our money in property as opposed 
to pouring it down the drain in rental. In a sense, that was a kind of cover. We would say 
that if one of us got married, we'd buy the other out. I think it was more of an unconscious 
than a conscious cover. It was sort of borderline.  
 
We got very much involved in our professional friends and also, I think, we became part 
of the community more when we got involved in politics in the area in which we were 
living. We got acquainted with young people from eighteen on up to people in their 
sixties. We had a wonderful time with these friends that we made . . . lots of working 
together on campaigns. 
 
MW: Can you be more specific about the work on the campaigns? 
 
JP: Yes. I had gotten tired of watching the war in Vietnam from my couch in the living 
room and felt, I've got to do something about this. I was living in the Mendota Heights 
area at the time. We had a house together. I had not ever been to a precinct caucus 
meeting before that time in 1968. It seemed like the whole world was suddenly reacting to 
that war in Vietnam. I remember meeting in Ken Tilsen's living room. He's an attorney. 
He has been a strong advocate for many kinds of people. We immediately got involved up 
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to our necks. It ended up with us being officers in the party in Dakota County. We were 
involved with some of the people who later went on to national leadership and local 
leadership. A woman by the name of Yvette Oldendorf helped to form the DFL 
[Democratic Farmer Labor] women's caucus and is now executive director of an 
organization called Women . . . WOW [Working Opportunities for Women]. I'm not sure 
what the acronym stands for, actually; but it's programs for women that she developed 
and it has now been in existence for twenty-five years. I met people like Gerry 
Rasmusson with the Midwest Health Clinic. I met Koryn Horbal who was the 
chairwoman for the DFL party at the time that Warren Spannus was the chair. She went 
on to do many things. I think she was with the United Nations for awhile and, then, she 
formed an organization called Wonder Woman. At the time, when I asked her if she got 
paid, she said, "No." She liked doing this as a volunteer. I said, "Why? You're doing just 
as much work as Warren. You should be paid." I don't know if that was part of initiating 
anything but . . . The first DFL convention, state-wide, that I attended was in 1970 in 
Duluth. That's when they had the first DFL women's caucus in Minnesota. We were 
working for [Eugene] McCarthy for president. After that failed, we worked for George 
McGovern. We also got involved in the campaign for governor and were supporting Nick 
Coleman against Wendell Anderson. Annalee [Stewart] also decided to run for the 
Dakota County Board as a county commissioner; so, a number of us got together and 
formed her campaign staff. She made it in the primary, but lost in the campaign because 
she broke her foot and couldn't go door to door in South St. Paul. It was a good 
experience. I ended up getting involved in being appointed co-chair with Harry Sieben, 
who later became the Speaker of the House. He was then on his first run for 
representative. Then, I got also elected to the state platform committee so that I was able 
to be involved in a lot of the social work issues that I was interested in pursuing through 
the political process, which is primarily why I wanted to get involved in the whole 
resolutions aspect of the political game.  
 
MW: Before we get into that, I know you had told me previously that there were some 
rumors about you and your partner at the time when she was running. 
 
JP: What happened is that a friend of ours knew that we were applying for adoption of 
two Korean boys who we had been supporting in Korea through a program affiliated with 
the agency I was working with, which was the Lutheran Social Service of Minnesota. An 
article was written in one of the suburban newspapers about the fact that we were going 
to adopt these boys, and we were waiting for them to arrive. We had been doing some 
campaigning and lobbying to try to change the national laws that covered adoption by 
single parents. All the laws were written to cover only married parents because that's just 
the way things were. Single people didn't adopt. This was at the time that single people all 
over the country were forming organizations and lobbying for themselves in terms of 
trying to adopt. What happened during Annalee's campaign was that someone commented 
that we had a couple of illegitimate children and that we were also lesbians. Neither of us 
responded when one of our campaign people told us that this was going around. We just 
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ignored it and let it pass. We didn't even deny it; we just ignored it.  
 
MW: That was the extent of it? 
 
JP: That was the extent of it, except that I think those rumors . . . I don't know if that was 
part of why she lost. It's hard to know.  
 
MW: Did you ever tell anyone during this time about your relationship? 
 
JP: No, not until we split. No, I didn't. She did. She came out as a lesbian after we split 
up, after twenty years of living together. I was very threatened by the fact that she wanted 
to come out and acknowledge her own . . . She really hadn't acknowledged it to the public 
before either. She started getting involved in the civil rights for gays and lesbians in St. 
Paul. They were trying to change the law there to give equal protection, and employment, 
and housing, and all that kind of thing. I was very threatened by that. She said that she 
would simply tell our friends that we split up because she decided she was a lesbian. 
What could I do? [laughter] There was absolutely nothing to do about it. Again, I went 
back to trying to decide, am I or am I not? I went through some therapy and, eventually, 
decided, yes, I definitely was primarily attracted to women. I suppose I believe that most 
people are really bisexual. I think that's the conclusion that I have come to, but that some 
people have stronger attractions toward one sex or the same sex. I've had sexual 
attractions to men and women; but, most of the time, I'm more comfortable with women. 
I have found, certainly, many men that I feel very close to in an emotional way. I don't 
know . . . I think there are so many things that aren't really known even yet about human 
sexuality and the so-called causes of gay or lesbian people . . . that is leaving out 
transgender, and transsexual, and that kind of thing. It's a very complex issue which needs 
a lot more research, I think. 
 
MW: Did you, during your twenty-year relationship, bring your partner around your 
family? Did you have those kinds of experiences? 
 
JP: Oh, yes, they were over to visit all the time. We spent holidays together. Annalee's 
family came to visit: her parents, her brother, her sister, their spouses, their kids. Their 
kids came separately when they were teenagers and, also, after the oldest nephew got 
married, he brought his wife. Later also, when he came, he took both of our Korean boys 
on a canoe trip down the rivers of Wisconsin. Actually, they put in about one hundred and 
fifty miles and they had just finished doing four hundred and fifty miles on a bike trip; so, 
they had about six hundred miles of activity that summer when they were about fourteen 
years old. [laughter]  
 
MW: Who was the first person you ever told that you were a lesbian? 
 
JP: I couldn't even tell you . . . probably, myself. In terms of my family, I first came out 
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to my sister when she had come to St. Paul and Minneapolis to take a vacation with me. 
At the time, I'd been having considerable difficulty with my son and was attending a 
parents' support group and they wanted to interview family members and asked if she 
would be willing to come to one of the meetings. I picked her up at the airport, and took 
her over, and they ended up diagnosing her as chemically dependent, and I ended up 
hospitalizing her. It was while she was in the hospital that I came out to her and I came 
out to my parents during her treatment program, that thirty-day program.  
 
MW: What was their reaction? 
 
JP: I think my mother primarily felt that I had been talked into it by Annalee. My father, 
who is active in the Lutheran Church but whose family background had been pretty much 
Pentecostal, said he loved me and that was about it. I don't think he ever necessarily 
approved of it, but he didn't say so.  
 
MW: Did you ever come out to your son? 
 
JP: I didn't come out to my son until he was around twenty-four. He really didn't know 
what the situation was. The reason I didn't come out to him was he had been physically 
and sexually abused and homosexually raped when he was in Korea. Those things only 
became known to me after he came, and they gradually unfolded, and I found out the 
kinds of things that he'd been involved in. I didn't feel it would be helpful at all for him to 
know about that because I'm sure he had very, very strong feelings about that. He seemed 
to be accepting. In later years, I'm not so sure.  
 
MW: Let's switch gears again a little bit. Can you tell me more about your career after 
graduate school and some of the things that you ended up being involved in? When did 
you graduate? 
 
JP: I graduated from the University of Minnesota School of Social Work in 1957. 
Because of my Hill Foundation scholarship and my desire to go into medical social work, 
I had thought that's what I was going to do out of graduate school; but, at that time, I 
didn't feel that there was a job opening that would give the kind of supervisory experience 
that I wanted right out of graduate school. I had a choice of two job offers: one from 
Jewish Family Service of St. Paul and the other from Jewish Vocational Service. I had 
worked at Jewish Family Service for my first year field placement and, then, for the 
summer between my first and second graduate school years. I took that and had a 
wonderful experience learning and experiencing every possible kind of social work that 
exists in a multi-service agency like that. It was a wonderful experience.  
 
Then, in 1960, there was an opening—I had met my commitment to Ramsey County and 
the Hill Foundation—at the VA [Veteran's Administration] Hospital where I had had my 
second year field placement; so, I applied for that and lasted one year as a medical social 
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worker because I realized that I could not be comfortable with having doctors define my 
job and what I would be allowed to do according to their uninformed understanding of 
what a social worker's role was. [laughter] I decided to return to a primary agency and 
applied for a job at Lutheran Social Service in 1961 and began there at 2414 Park Avenue 
in Minneapolis working with unwed parents, primarily, to start out with. About six 
months later, I got involved in family counseling. In 1965, I was asked, by the School of 
Social Work, to apply for a job as a field instructor, which I did. I worked for two years 
teaching at the School of Social Work with a field unit at the Hennepin County Welfare 
Department. Then, I decided, sort of mutually, that I wasn't very good as a teacher—at 
least in that setting. I reapplied for an opening at Lutheran Social Service, partly because 
it was a fairly accessible agency. 
 
MW: What do you mean by that? 
 
JP: I could walk with the crutches and brace and it had like one step and it was one long 
low building. It was, primarily, interviewing in the office with home calls at our hospitals 
to visit my patients. There were some home calls, which I managed to accomplish, but it 
wasn't an awful lot of going out into the community—plus, it was a good agency. You 
were allowed to be creative, and follow your interests, and work to develop programs to 
meet the needs of people that you identified as being needs. It was a really good 
experience. I liked it. I went back working with unwed parents and, then, had some family 
counseling cases again. Family counseling is also with unwed parents and their families.  
 
In 1970, 1971, around the time of the political activity, I had been involved already in 
trying to work with insurance companies to identify ways in which you could solve the 
problem of unwed mothers, unwed single women, not being covered under maternity 
insurance policies. Only the wife of a man could be covered. I worked that all through the 
social organizations' political process, to get their support on a piece of paper. I took it 
through the political process for some publicity about the issue. Then, I was given full-
time for the agency to lobby in the state legislature and was able to get a bill passed that 
first session. I had expected only to be able to educate legislators on the issue, not 
necessarily getting anything through; but, I was fortunate enough to be able to get 
something through even though it was not in the form that I had wanted it to be. So, the 
next legislative session . . . by then, I had gotten help to organize some of the social 
service organizations to get involved politically through hiring lobbyists. The Minnesota 
Association of Voluntary Social Service Agencies had formed and worked together on a 
consensus basis in supporting legislation. They hired a lobbyist, by the name of Kay 
Bonner Nee, who was able to get the maternity insurance bill introduced again and 
strengthened and through the legislature. We, also, were able to get the right of minors to 
give consent for their own medical care and, also, we introduced a bill to allow for 
coverage of young women under AFDC [Aid to Families with Dependent Children] prior 
to the baby's birth so that there was coverage for her medical care.  
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Then, because I was concerned about the fact that probably, if these young women got 
medical coverage in other than packaged plans that had been offered previously through 
the social service agencies, they wouldn't feel any need to go to the social service 
agencies; so, I was involved in helping to write a proposal for a grant from United Way to 
develop support groups for single parents. I helped to get that program going at Lutheran 
Social Service involving public health people and nurse practitioners and trying a variety 
of co-leaderships with various nursing professionals, starting out with parent education 
classes for new moms for a time-limited period, but gradually working into specific 
groups for teen moms and therapy groups on a long-term basis for multi-problem single 
moms, meaning that they had experienced sexual abuse, incest, chemical dependency, a 
whole variety of things that they were struggling with that made them high-risk parents. 
That was a very satisfying experience.  
 
That led to concern about single moms who had given birth to children by black fathers 
and wondering how to help them to develop a healthy identity as a black person. I met a 
woman by the name of Mae Hill who was then with Family Service in Minneapolis in 
family life education. She was interested in co-leading groups for single moms—it started 
out with—and that led to extension with adoptive parents and, then, a combination of 
that, adoptive parents and single parents. We led about thirteen groups over a period of 
seven years and, then, wrote it up for a family journal. 
 
MW: Is that something you struggled with, having a Korean born son? 
 
JP: There were some similar issues. I think, however, that there probably was less 
prejudice. Although, my son did experience a lot of prejudice, I think there was less than, 
perhaps, occurs with black children and black families. [sigh] In fact, it's my feeling that a 
lot of American parents wanted to adopt Korean children because they were almost white 
and couldn't handle adopting black children. I learned a lot in the process of co-leadership 
because, while I didn't particularly have to struggle with prejudice individually against 
people of color, I was not really aware of the institutional racism that people experienced; 
so, this was a really good and wonderful learning experience for me. I think it helped me 
personally in terms of my son as well.  
 
MW: What amazes me is that you had this incredible professional life but on a personal 
level, it seems like there was this struggle going on in your relationship or within 
yourself. Can you talk a little bit about that? 
 
JP: Yes, I guess through the process of therapy, I became aware of what a strong person I 
was professionally and how I had all kinds of internal insecurities . . . 
 
JP: I think I wasn't aware of the deep-seated insecurity that I had; so, one of the struggles 
was to learn to, perhaps, not be as aggressive in my social work, professional role and to 
learn to be stronger in my personal life. I think that was a big long struggle, but I think it 
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was a successful one. 
 
MW: Do you think this is a common story for lesbians from this time? 
 
JP: I can't tell you. I can't tell you for sure. Everybody is an individual. Maybe, having to 
have to struggle having a disability helped me to be stronger in terms of facing the fact 
that, yes, indeed, I was a lesbian. I was panicky at first at somebody seeing me when I 
first started going out into the community. Then, I realized, this is ridiculous. If somebody 
else is there that I know, they're struggling with the same thing. Each time you come out 
to somebody, you get much stronger in terms of being comfortable with it. I'm extremely 
comfortable at this point with who I am. I don't have any feelings of negativity. I have one 
sadness . . . one very dear friend who knew about it for about four or five years, but then a 
particular incident occurred that let me know that she really wasn't fully accepting of who 
I was. That led to a breaking off of the relationship; but, otherwise, I have not 
experienced a lot of prejudice in terms of being a lesbian. I can say the same thing in 
terms of being a person with a disability. I'm not a disabled person. I'm a person who has 
a disability, which is handicapping in some areas and not in another. I've got to get that in 
for the historical perspective as well because I have strong feelings about that. [laughter] 
I'm very comfortable with who I am at this point in my life and I've worked long and hard 
to get here. 
 
MW: Let's talk about the late 1970s, probably when your ex-partner at the time was 
coming out more publicly and you were struggling. When was it that you decided to take 
some public steps as far as coming out? 
 
JP: About a year and a half after the breakup of my first relationship, I became 
introduced by my first partner to the second woman I was to become involved with, who 
was also struggling with, Who am I? Am I lesbian or not? Without going into all the 
details, yes, we did get involved. She was married at the time. The relationship with her 
husband was, essentially, over; but, it took awhile to take the divorce action. It was a very 
painful period of time for both of us when she was struggling with fears of losing custody 
of a daughter who was in elementary school. This was a fundamentalist person who 
would have done anything, I think, to get custody of that child and would have used any 
evidence that his ex-wife was a lesbian. It was very real that courts would be likely to 
grant custody if it were known that a woman was a lesbian.  
 
MW: Grant custody to the other parent? 
 
JP: Yes. That was a very real kind of fear and it put a tremendous strain on the 
relationship . . . one of the factors I think in that relationship not working out; but, we 
were together off and on for about eight years. With the ups and downs in the latter two 
or three years in our relationship, I had stayed in the closet, when I was ready to come out, 
to protect her and her situation. Then, I decided, no, I had to be me and I had to do what I 
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had to do. I started going out into the community, and meeting people, and getting more 
active. I was afraid to come out at work because I'd been an assertive person who 
sometimes rubbed people the wrong way in my professional advocacy for people and for 
myself. I'm sure I was abrasive at times. There was reality to that. I figured even though 
there was a law in Minneapolis that said that you are protected from discrimination on the 
basis of your—quote—sexual orientation—unquote—that they could use that to get rid of 
me if they wanted to and not have it look like it had anything to do with . . . at least that 
was my perception and my fear. It wasn't until my last four years or so there that I started 
coming out to individuals. By and large, most people had figured it out—so, it was just a 
surprise to me—and were pretty generally accepting of it. 
 
MW: You retired in what year? 
 
JP: I retired in January of 1989. 
 
MW: From Lutheran Social Services? 
 
JP: Yes. During that period of time, from 1978 to 1983, I was involved with the National 
American Lutheran Church developing a ministry with persons with disabilities. 
Everyone knows that the attitudes of the church toward people who were gay and lesbian 
was not good; so, that was another reason that I had to stay in the closet.  
 
MW: Can you talk a little bit about . . . you're in a relationship now and you've had a 
commitment ceremony or a union and the struggle you've had with the church around 
that? 
 
JP: The church has had a struggle; I haven't had one. [laughter] I met Sandy, my current 
partner in . . . December 22 was our first . . . how do I call it? 
 
MW: This is something that's common, I think, in lesbian relationships, too. What are the 
anniversary dates and how do you . . . ? 
 
JP: I love being lesbian; there are so many anniversary dates. [laughter] I don't know how 
we got together. I had been told by a former friend of mine that this person hadn't been 
able to get anywhere with her or whatever and she was kind of put out about her. She 
pointed her out one time at a Lutherans' Concern meeting. I recalled later, "Oh, yes, I have 
met her before." Then, another mutual friend of ours invited us to go to a movie together 
one time and we did. Actually, this other friend had said, "Let's take your mother to a 
movie," and then said, "By the way, Sandy and her daughter would like to come along. 
Would that be okay?" Afterwards, she wanted to go off with Sandy and talk about the 
movie and I was left to take my mother home by myself. That made me mad! [laughter] 
Then, I went to an organization called GOLD, a dance with a friend and this friend said, 
"Go in there and tell Sandy that you're my friend." So I marched in and told Sandy, "I'm 
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so and so's friend." Her attitude, I learned later, was, yes, so what, only she didn't say it 
out loud. She was distinctly not impressed. 
 
MW: What does GOLD stand for? 
 
JP: Grand Old Lesbian Dykes. [laughter] It was one of the first organizations in the area 
for women to get together for dancing, and socials, and all that kind of thing. I was a late 
comer to that organization. This same mutual friend invited both of us to go to a solstice 
celebration in December. We did and went out to one of the gay bars afterwards. We were 
talking and Sandy and I were . . . I was sharing something about myself and I must have 
gotten a few tears, and she put her arm around me, and I just sort of felt this kind of 
warmth and bonding. Then, when she got up, I took her hand and I said, "How about a 
kiss?" [laughter] She gave me a very nice kiss. I said, "Hmmm. We're going to have to 
talk about this." She immediately said, "Oh, but I have a daughter who isn't through high 
school, and I'm just starting a new job, and I'm not interested in developing a relationship. 
I said, "Okay. I've had two glasses of wine. That usually is what does it. I just get kind of 
carried away. That's fine. It's all right." Less than two weeks later, she called me up to tell 
me again why she couldn't get involved and we made plans to go to a movie at which she 
snuggled up to me and gave me a kiss when she left. I thought, Hmmm, this is an 
interesting double-level message we've got going here. [laughter] After two, three more 
months and getting acquainted with each other, she was saying, "I want to be single. I'm 
not interested in getting involved in a relationship." I think it was maybe four months that 
we'd been together when I said, "We've got something special here. I think you should 
think twice about this." Actually, I was getting ready to break it off because I didn't want 
to get hurt. I just thought, I'll say that much and see what happens. Again, my first partner 
said, when I told her about this wondering if I should break this up—we were friends by 
then; I had gotten over my anger—"Watch the feet." The feet kept coming back to me 
even though she was saying, "No. I just want to be single. I just want to date a lot of 
women. I just don't want to be involved in a relationship." I invited her to go with me up 
to the North Shore to one of my favorite places in the whole world, a special place that I 
would go twice a year. On the way up, she said, "I really do want to make a life with you. 
I really love you." That was kind of special. That date, May 25, is one of the dates. The 
solstice, the longest night of the year, seems like a good date for celebrating for lesbians. 
[laughter] Then, we had a ceremony, a worship service of thanksgiving for our 
relationship, with our family and friends at my Lutheran congregation, Lutheran Church 
of Christ the Redeemer in southwest Minneapolis, on May 15, 1993. So, that's another 
date that we celebrate.  
 
I have worked in the church to try to change attitudes. I served on two boards of the local 
synod [Evangelical Lutheran Church in America] and during the last board—it had to do 
with justice issues—I became a member from the board to the joint Minneapolis/St. Paul 
synod's ministry to gays and lesbians. During that time and before, I came out in my 
congregation when I was on the Peace and Justice Committee. They decided they wanted 
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to do a series on homosexuality and I said to myself, "I can't do this without being who I 
am." I came out then to the committee that was planning it, only to discover later that two 
people on the committee wanted their spouses to talk to me because they had gay or 
lesbian relatives. When I came out in a presentation in the congregation in adult 
education, two people came up to me afterward and told me that they had gay brothers. 
Gradually, things have evolved so that I've learned of others and there have been other 
people who have joined. It's not what one calls a reconciled in Christ congregation; but, 
it's an open and accepting congregation. 
 
MW: What does that mean, reconciled in Christ? 
 
JP: It's one of those programs within various denominations and they call it different 
things in different denominations, but, basically, a congregation comes out with a 
statement and a commitment to be an open and hospitable congregation for gay and 
lesbian people. I sense that my pastor, whom I dearly love, who has been a leader in so 
many ways, was kind of ambivalent about the issue of gays and lesbians. Eventually, I 
worked him into this committee as a moderate who would be not just strongly identified 
with gay/lesbian issues, as this committee was accused of being by the opposite side. In 
time, he's come to be a real leader. I also worked in a member of the congregation, whose 
daughter is a lesbian, who has become a leader and has, along with other committee 
people that she has managed to include, developed an organization that meets once a 
month. It's a group for families and friends of gays and lesbians. It only started within this 
past year and I think there are anywhere from twenty to forty at these meetings; so, she's 
done a fine job. The committee has done a fine job, but she especially has done a fine 
job—as has my pastor—in getting that going. They've also established a church hotline 
for people who have questions. In fact, I got one of the calls recently as a resource person 
for an older woman who was looking for a roommate, basically a relationship but she 
called it a roommate, who is not out of the closet at age seventy.  
 
Where am I at with the church? I'm very upset about the fact that there is discrimination 
against people who want to be ministers within the church. That's been true in just about 
every denomination. A couple of my friends were the first lesbian couple pastors—they 
aren't close friends, but they're friends—in San Francisco at St. Francis Lutheran Church. 
Through my experience in politics and, also, my experience in working to develop 
programs for people with disabilities, I've come to the conclusion that the church in 
convention is inevitably a centrist organization in order to survive. You have people who 
are on opposite poles, who are ultra right or ultra left and ultra liberal, and the people in 
convention generally come out with votes that are more toward the central side and, little 
by little, progress is made over a period of time, often moving more toward a liberal 
position. But, as with the swings in the population in general, if you have a population 
that becomes, for one reason or another, more conservative, that's going to have its impact 
in the church, too.  
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I say to myself, "I know that I'm loved by God." I know that God gave me my sexuality, 
who I am as a person. I have nothing to be ashamed of. What it involves is my loving and 
loving is a positive. It's not about sexuality. It's about a total human being in a loving 
relationship and for me a committed relationship. People have differing views about non-
committed relationships, which is true heterosexually as well. I have a right to be in 
church. I have a right to express my faith and to be in a community. While I hope that I 
can be accepted in a community, I don't care because I'm there for me and I'm there to 
give to other people. It's my job to love people who don't love me because that's my 
religious commitment and my faith. That's what Christ teaches us to do. While it's very 
difficult and I feel very angry at times, I know that's the direction I'm supposed to take. 
The church, for me, is people who are loving and caring.  
 
When I was struggling to understand what Jesus' death on the cross really meant, I wasn't 
sure I believed why he, as any other martyr . . . what did that have to do with saving me? 
What does it mean saved? I don't understand. This was a young adult talking and 
questioning over the years. Martin Luther King in a sermon said one time that undeserved 
suffering is redemptive. Regardless of what people suffer from, whether it's 
discrimination because of their gender, whether it's discrimination because of their sexual 
orientation, whether it's because of disability, whether it's because of race, whether it's 
because of ageism, it really doesn't matter. All isms are alike. Martin Luther King said 
"Undeserved suffering is redemptive," and one of the illustrations was in the time of the 
struggle for civil rights when non-violent people expressed love for the people who hated 
them, it was the haters who became redeemed. Some of them changed to be different 
people. Love destroyed the hate. That made sense. It's very, very difficult to live, but 
that's what Christianity is in my book . . . that you love your enemy and do good to them 
that hurt you. [sigh] I can't say that I always do that; but, that's at least where I am at 
theologically and in my religious faith about what I try to do.  
 
MW: I have one wrap up question. Can you talk about what are the biggest changes that 
have affected you as a lesbian over the years, from 1956 or 1957 when you first started 
your first relationship, to today? 
 
JP: [sigh] From fear of being exposed to be this person who was a psychiatric label, 
according to my readings of the time, to coming to a full acceptance of who I am as an 
individual both theologically and psychologically in terms of my understanding of where 
the mental health community is related to . . . There are people who have mental illnesses 
who are lesbian and gay. There are people with disabilities who are mentally . . . difficult 
people. You don't have to like somebody because they are gay or lesbian. You don't have 
to like somebody because they have a disability. You don't have to like somebody 
because they're black, or a Native American, or Asian. You like them because of who 
they are as people. You have to get to know them as people. I try to help people get to 
know me. One of the reasons I came out to my congregation is they knew me for six, 
seven years and, all of sudden, by telling them something else about myself and revealing 
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what had finally been revealed to me, they had to deal with their feelings about these 
things in terms of me as an individual. That's what it's about as far as I'm concerned.  
 
MW: Do you have anything else you want to add that we haven't covered? 
 
JP: [pause] There's no such thing as a gay or lesbian, or transsexual, or transgender 
monolithic approach to understanding or how to go about doing things and changing 
things. There are just as many conflicts within a community of people who are other than 
heterosexual as there are in the heterosexual community. Sometimes, we can be our own 
worst enemies. I see parallels with the Civil Rights Movement for blacks and people of 
color . . . those who said, "I am African-American and, then, my black friend who said, 
"No, hell, I'm not African-American. I was born in southern Minnesota." This was when I 
asked her, "What do you want me to call you? How do you want me to refer to you?" She 
wasn't Negro. She was black. There are people who worked within the movement. There 
were the people who were accused of being Uncle Toms or Aunt Jemimas because they 
didn't want to be out there in front with groups like SNCC [Student Non-Violent 
Coordinating Committee]. The same is true in any community. One of the things that's so 
difficult is that people are at various levels both racially and, also, in terms of sexual 
orientation with internalized homophobia or heterosexist thinking. Just like people with 
color have to deal with their own views that they have internalized from society, as 
educators in the black community work toward helping little children get a good sense of 
a healthy identity . . . because even within black families, you have what they call ‘high 
yeller’ and then black. They've had a range of seeing themselves and feeling good about 
themselves. It's a struggle that's there and people are at different phases depending on 
what they've experienced in their lives. All these issues are so much intertwined. The 
gay/lesbian community has had to work at accepting people with disabilities. It had to 
work at incorporating people of color. I guess the one thing you can say is there are no 
generalizations. You have to look at attempting to assess particular individuals, and 
particular situations, and particular social conditions within a framework of a time period 
that the country is in and how that impacts people.  
 
MW: I don't have any other questions. 
 
JP: I can't think of anything else. 
 
MW: Okay. Thank you so much for being a part of this project. 
 
JP: You're welcome.  
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