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 Interview with Annalee Stewart 
 
 Interviewed by Mary Weiland 
 
 Interviewed on November 25, 1996, 
 at Stewart’s home, Saint Paul, Minnesota 
  
 
Annalee Stewart - AS 
Mary Weiland  - MW 
  
MW: This is Mary Weiland with the Minnesota Historical Society interviewing Annalee 
Stewart on November 25, 1996, as part of the oral history project on Lesbian Elders. 
 
Good morning.  
 
AS: Good morning. 
 
MW: Thanks for being here.  
 
AS: It's my pleasure. 
 
MW: Why don't we start with some general questions about growing up? First of all, give 
me the month, and the year, and the day you were born. 
 
AS: I was born December 6, 1927. 
 
MW: A St. Nicholas baby. 
 
AS: Yes. 
 
MW: Your birthday is coming up. You will be how old then? 
 
AS: I will be sixty-nine on my birthday in a couple of weeks. 
 
MW: Where did you grow up? 
 
AS: I grew up in Massachusetts, mostly in the Boston area.  
 
MW: Can you describe a little bit of your neighborhood or your town? 
 
AS: In describing the neighborhood, I guess I'd have to say I was born to two Methodist 
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ministers. Both my father and mother were Methodist ministers. My mother was one of 
the first three ordained in the New England Conference; so, the community I grew up in 
was, primarily, a church community. I first lived in a smaller town and, then, in a suburb 
of Boston; but, because the church was a large church I grew up in kind of a goldfish 
bowl. Preacher's kids generally do. Everybody raises their own child, but they also raise 
the preacher's kids. That's the kind of existence that I had. 
 
MW: What suburb or what small town? 
 
AS: Malden, Massachusetts. 
 
MW: Did you have siblings?  
 
AS: I have an older sister. She's five years older than I and a brother who is three years 
older than I. My sister is a retired school principal and my brother is not yet retired. He's a 
minister also and works with the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in 
Massachusetts right now. 
 
MW: When did you come to Minnesota? 
 
AS: I came to Minnesota in 1954. 
 
MW: Can you describe the circumstances around that? 
 
AS: Yes. I had a friend that had moved here. Actually, I didn't know where Minnesota 
was before that. I came out to visit along with some other friends who had relatives here. 
It was an absolutely marvelous time of the year. It was in June and early July and the 
weather was wonderful. She lived near Lake Hiawatha and the moon came over the lake. 
I thought Minnesota was absolutely marvelous; so, I began to look around for jobs and 
discovered I could make more money here. I wanted to go to graduate school and the 
University of Minnesota had an excellent graduate program; so, I ended up moving to 
Minnesota.  
 
MW: Could you give me a brief description of the different jobs you've had in your life? I 
think we'll go into more of this later, too. 
 
AS: When I first got out of college, I worked in an office for a short while. I have 
absolutely no office skills. I taught fifth grade and I was probably the world's worst fifth 
grade teacher. I taught in a rural Maryland school. Most of the kids were the children of 
tenant farmers. They stayed home on damp days to strip tobacco. I didn't know very much 
about teaching kids. I was very young. I didn't have a teaching certificate. It was 
interesting because the one thing that I probably gave them that they didn't get from other 
teachers in Maryland was a sense of what was coming in the way of integration. This was 
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before schools were integrated. 
 
MW: What years were these? 
 
AS: This would be in 1949 and 1950. There was still a lot of segregation in Maryland. I 
gave them an opportunity to be exposed to other cultures a little bit, probably more than 
the parents wanted and probably less than I would have liked to have done. I might have 
had the only kids that were ready for integration when it took place, I don't know. It 
would be fun to talk with them now and see how they went through that period.  
 
MW: You said you attended college. Where was that? 
 
AS: I attended college at Illinois Wesleyan University in Bloomington, Illinois. I went on 
from school teaching to take a job in social work in a public welfare agency. Eventually, I 
became the person who started the first program to supervise kids out of the state training 
school. 
 
MW: This was in Maryland? 
 
AS: This was in Maryland. When I came to Minnesota, I looked for a similar position and 
found that this was much more organized here. It was done by the Hennepin County 
Court Services; so, I got a job as a probation officer and worked at that for several years 
and, then, went to graduate school at the University of Minnesota School of Social Work. 
I got my master's degree . . . back to Hennepin County and, eventually, went to the state 
of Minnesota as a probation parole supervisor. Probably what was most significant about 
that was that they had never hired someone from outside the agency in a supervisory 
position. Secondly, they had never hired anybody with graduate training. Thirdly, they 
had never hired a woman to supervise men. In the juvenile division, I was the first. It was 
very interesting because the responses were quite varied. There were those who were sure 
the concrete walls were going to crumble. I did do that and I enjoyed it a great deal. It was 
a good experience. In addition to having those three things, I also was supervising the 
previous supervisor who had been relieved of his supervisory position and was still in the 
unit. That was kind of a baptism by fire; although, he was very, very helpful. It was an 
interesting time. 
 
MW: How long were you there? 
 
AS: I was there until 1963. At that time, the university would invite people to join the 
faculty, a little different process than they have now. I was invited to become a full-time 
field instructor with the university and I did. I was in field instruction for quite a few 
years and they put me back at Hennepin County Court Services; so, I was in familiar 
territory with a new hat on. Then, eventually—that was a funded program—that dried up 
under the Nixon administration; so, I ended up moving to classroom teaching. I thought I 
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should give that a try and see if I liked it and if not, I'd better get out. I started classroom 
teaching and stayed in that the rest of my time. 
 
MW: What department was that? 
 
AS: In the School of Social Work . . . and primarily dealt with beginning practice classes, 
classes having to do with treatment of the delinquent child and, then, in the later years, 
classes specifically designed to deal with issues of diversity, which was the area that I 
was most interested in.  
 
MW: You stayed at the university until when? 
 
AS: Till I retired. I retired in December 1989 and, then, I taught for two, three years 
beyond that on a part-time basis.  
 
MW: You are full-time retired at this point?  
 
AS: Now, I'm full-time retired.  
 
MW: That's great. Let's switch gears a little bit and talk about coming out as a lesbian. 
When did you first have your inklings that you might be lesbian, or gay, or whatever the 
terminology was? 
 
AS: I had no idea what the terminology was. I knew neither the word lesbian nor gay. I 
had a bare inkling of the word homosexual somewhere in my teens, I guess, but barely . . . 
maybe, even into college. I knew I was different, probably from the time that I was, I 
suppose, ten years old, maybe even younger, because I had a big crush on my best friend. 
I knew that this was different from what other young girls were feeling. I had no idea how 
to explain it. I just knew that I found my girlfriend more interesting through those years 
and through junior high than I did my boyfriend. I had boyfriends. I dated because that 
was what you did. That's what everybody else was doing. I really didn't know why I was 
different. For a long time, I thought maybe I was supposed to have been a boy. I think as I 
look now, from the vantage point of years later, that what I was aware of was the fact that 
boys had the power. My brother, I think, had the power in my family and so I think that 
that was mixed in there. I didn't know how to explain myself to myself much less to 
anybody else; so, I didn't talk to anybody. I knew that boys were interested in girls. I was 
interested in girls; therefore . . . simple logic when you're young.  
 
As I grew older, I began to try to look in books when I got into school, into college in 
particular, for some kind of explanation because, by then, I understood the word 
homosexual. It was very difficult because the books that I found were written by 
psychiatrists, who were male, about males; so, I got nothing that fit for me and it was 
about people who were obviously having difficulty or they wouldn't be seeing a 
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psychiatrist. I couldn't get anything out of that. I didn't understand some of the words they 
used. I didn't identify with them at all. I didn't see myself as bad, which was kind of 
fortunate. I think that really came out of the fact that I had a family that appreciated 
diversity, even though they didn't know anything about this particular area. I had learned 
in my home experiences, I had met many different people of different ethnic 
backgrounds, and I knew this was an important area, and I saw respect for difference in 
my home. I think that helped me with the difference I was struggling with—but, I still 
kept it to myself. I kept it to myself in college. I met somebody there that I liked very 
much and had a crush on. It didn't really develop very much because, again, I was very 
shy and fearful.  
 
Then, I got out of college and invested myself in my career. I continued to date through 
all this time because I'd seen the Doris Day and Rock Hudson movies—of course, we 
didn't know about Rock Hudson being gay at the time—and somewhere in one of those 
movies, they kissed and bells went off; so, I was sure if I dated enough people—the kiss 
enough frogs type thing—the bells would go off and this would settle all these questions 
that I had in my mind. I kept dating and no bells went off. Finally, I ended up in graduate 
school and there I met my first partner.  
 
MW: Who was the first person you ever told that you had these feelings or that you felt 
maybe you were different? 
 
AS: I don't think I told anyone until twenty years after that relationship. I suppose I told 
her. I don't remember that. I did tell her, obviously, about my feelings or we shared them 
with one another. I suppose that would be the first person actually that I told. We didn't 
use the word lesbian. We didn't know the word lesbian. We may have known the word 
gay; but, that seemed to be more men. We knew no other lesbians. The interesting thing is 
we were in a relationship for twenty years and we knew no other lesbians. To our 
knowledge, there was no lesbian community. Now, there was, but we didn't know about 
it. We did everything together. We both worked in social work. I went to her family 
experiences. She went home with me when I went east. Our families accepted the other 
person. My parents considered her sort of another adopted daughter. They never openly 
questioned the relationship. I think they had some concerns about whether I was happy. I 
do remember my mother one time asking me if I was happy, if things were all right. I 
said, "Yes." She said, "That's good." There's a part of me that thinks that she had some 
understanding of what was going on; although, who knows? 
 
MW: What year did you meet? It was at the University of Minnesota while you were in 
graduate school? 
 
AS: Yes. We met in 1956 and we became involved in 1957 . . . I think I've got that right. 
 
MW: Can you describe to me how you got together? I don't know that I need all the 
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explicit details. If you didn't know that you were a lesbian, how did this happen? 
 
AS: [laughter] I had a roommate at the time who had been married before, and she 
remarried. She was the friend that I came to visit when I came to Minnesota. She married; 
so, I was in this apartment by myself in graduate school. I had almost no furnishings. I 
went out and bought a refrigerator for twenty-five dollars—it was a miracle it ran—and a 
stove for fifty dollars. I had books, and bricks and boards for a bookcase, and a lounge 
chair, and a bed. Joyce was looking for a roommate. She wanted to move on her own. She 
and I were at the same agency. I was a field student at the agency—she'd graduated a year 
ahead of me—where she was working. We met there. Somebody told her I was looking 
for a roommate; so, she called me. I said, "I need one financially. I wasn't really looking 
for one; but, let's talk." We did and decided to live together. She moved in, and it was in 
the process of our living together that we fell in love and things developed, and we stayed 
together for twenty years. 
 
MW: Did you ever come out at all to anyone in your family, your siblings? 
 
AS: Yes, in about 1978, I came out. That was during that St. Paul campaign for the 
human rights. That's when I started coming out. I'd turned fifty. Joyce and I had split up. I 
began to find there was a community here. It was the beginning of things being out in the 
paper so you knew there were other people. I went to a conference in New Orleans and 
decided to go to a gay caucus. It was conference . . . the Council on Social Work 
Education. They were having a gay caucus, which I guess they had done for a number of 
years but I had managed to miss them all. I decided I was far away from Minnesota . . . 
that I could do that; so, I went. It was very interesting because I got there and I took a seat 
way at the end of the room. While a few people were sitting down waiting for people to 
come together, I just froze and went to the other [end of the room] . . . I could remember 
my professor in the School of Social Work doing a map on how people congregate and 
the social isolet and it was like she was standing over me saying, "Annalee, you're being a 
social isolet." [laughter] I picked up my coffee cup and moved in and met the people. 
That was the first time that I had talked with a group of people who were older, more my 
age, who were in my profession teaching at different universities throughout the country. 
It was just mind boggling to me to discover all these people and one woman in particular, 
who taught at Rutgers, Hilda Hidalgo. She was a very out person; so, I don't hesitate to 
use her name. I had questions that I'd stored for years. I think I probably followed Hilda 
around like a little puppy dog asking questions and asking how she dealt with this and 
that. It was a wonderful experience. The women took me to the first women's bar that I 
had been to, and I danced for the first time publicly, and absolutely thought it was just 
mind blowing. I loved it.  
 
When I came back, I knew the campaign was on and I knew that I had to connect up and 
work on this. I had been very active in politics all of my life. I had run for county 
commissioner in Dakota County in the late 1960s. I had been in the first march against 
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the Vietnam War when about twenty-five of us straggled down Hiawatha [Avenue] from 
Fort Snelling to downtown. I had, before that in the early 1950s, helped to be part of a 
demonstration to integrate a playground in Washington, D.C. because everything there 
was segregated. I had done a lot of social action things and, yet, this one scared the 
daylights out of me. It was that which was closest to my own experience and I was 
terribly fearful of being identified as lesbian—a word I had learned by this time. I put on 
my polyesters and my pearl earrings and somehow thought this was going to fool the 
world. [laughter] I went over, joined the group, and began to work on that. That was 
when I first started to really begin to become involved publicly, to meet other lesbians, to 
discover there were places like Foxy's and Town House, and places where you could go 
to dance and meet people . . . and the Coffee House, the wonderful woman's Coffee 
House, that existed from 1975 until 1989. I discovered that in 1978. It was just thrilling. It 
was just absolutely marvelous to have that experience. 
 
During the period that Joyce and I were together, we each adopted a son from Korea. My 
son is a Korean Caucasian mix. When I came home from New Orleans, I knew that I had 
to come out to him or I could not not be involved in that effort for the human rights. I 
decided that I had to tell him the truth if I were going to be involved because I would be 
gone and I didn't want to lie to him about where I was. I felt that would not be something 
that was a demonstration of how a person ought to be to my son. I turned off the TV, and 
I unplugged the telephone, and I told him I had something important to tell him. Later [he 
told me], he thought I was going to tell him I was getting married. I'm not sure why; he 
had rarely seen any single men around the house. I had lots of men friends but not single 
and I hadn't been dating or anything. That was the most serious thing he could think of. 
The first thing he asked was, what did he do? [laughter] I said, "You didn't do anything." I 
told him. I told him that I was kind of scared to tell him. His response was, "What did you 
think I was going to do, fire you?" Well, I didn't know. I thought he might leave home. 
All kinds of things occurred to me.  
 
During that time, I also got a telephone call from my brother who wanted to know where I 
was. He kept trying to call and couldn't find me at home and where was I? I said I was 
working on this 1978 campaign. I said, "It's a gay/lesbian issue. I assume you know that 
I'm lesbian." I thought, surely he's put together this twenty year relationship. He said, "No, 
it never occurred to me." His wife, who was on the extension, said, it occurred to her. The 
interesting thing is that when I was home this past summer, we were talking about it and 
he swears he knew all along; but, I know he didn't. I came out to him and, then, I came 
out to my sister on a trip east. I mentioned the campaign a number of times and used the 
words gay and lesbian. They made no acknowledgement whatsoever; and I finally said, 
"I've used these words three times and you haven't acknowledged them." My sister kind 
of chuckled. She said, "I think we've always known." I said, "You may have known; but, 
it's taken me forty years to say it and I want it acknowledged." She laughed and 
acknowledged it. That was my experience coming out to my brother and my sister. 
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MW: Were your parents deceased at this point? 
 
AS: My father had died and my mother was in a nursing home with what turned out to be 
Alzheimers. I decided that I needed to come out to her even though she wouldn't really 
understand the words. It was important to me to say them to her because I wished I had 
done it years before. I said, "Mom, there's something I want to tell you. I don't know that 
you'll understand it; but, it's important to me that I tell you." She listened very attentively. 
I said, "What I want to tell you is that I'm a lesbian. I hope you don't mind." She looked at 
me and she said, "I don't think I do, do I?" I said, "No, you don't." We laughed and she 
hugged me. On some level, I think that she was aware; but, I think she probably was 
aware a long time before that, even though we didn't use the words. It felt good to me to 
do that. That was my experience in coming out to different members of my family. 
 
MW: How old was your son when you came out to him in 1978? 
 
AS: He was a senior in high school. We talked about it. We talked about it in terms that I 
would not make an issue of it in the community. He had enough to deal with being of 
mixed race in a suburban community and I didn't want to add any stress in particular to 
his life. I just wanted to be honest with him. We agreed that I wouldn't make it a big 
issue. Right after that, I was over in the office of the campaign headquarters and they 
brought in Channel 4 and 5 to televise the office—they had been over to the Baptist 
church and had been televising over there—and they offered people who didn't want to be 
on camera to go to the back room. I had a real value struggle. I hadn't objected when I 
was marching down the street on Hiawatha and people called us names. I didn't try to 
hide from that when I was protesting against the Vietnamese War. I hadn't tried to hide 
when I got called Communist for trying to integrate the playground in Washington. I 
hadn't tried to hide when I was arrested five times at the Honeywell project. I hadn't tried 
to hide those things; so, to me it was a value issue that I shouldn't try to hide from this. 
But, there was also the struggle of how public do I want to be, particularly in relation to 
my son? Joyce, who had been my partner, wasn't ready to be out at that point; so, I was 
very aware of the impact on other people. I finally sort of compromised by going over and 
staying in the farthest corner collating material, running the collating machine, and 
keeping my profile to the camera kind of. Then, I went home and I told my son what I had 
done and why I couldn't just go to the back room. We talked about it in case somebody 
saw it at school and raised questions . . . that he could always say, "My mom's a social 
worker and she believes that all people have a right to live their lives as long as they are 
respectful to other people." We set up a little black and white TV next to the color one 
and turned on both channels. He put his arm around my shoulders and said, "Gee, mom, 
you're a movie star," because I ended up to be on both channels. He didn't get any 
questions at school; although, someone did start talking about the campaign. He spoke up 
and said, " I think people ought to be able to live the way they want to." I was very proud 
of that.  
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MW: Just for the record, what was the outcome of the campaign? 
 
AS: [laughter] The outcome of the campaign—isn't that funny? I've almost forgotten—is 
that it failed. It failed. It was a night in which we marched in anger to the city hall and put 
flowers on the steps as though a death had occurred. We marched around town. We did a 
lot of shouting, a lot of getting out our feelings verbally, and a lot of crying. It was a very, 
very sad time not only because we didn't win per se, but because of the whole issue of 
human rights, of the whole statement of a whole group of people not being important in 
our society. 
 
MW: This was the repeal of gay and lesbian coverage in the human rights in St. Paul? 
 
AS: Right. The human rights had been there and what happened was that a Baptist 
minister began to organize to have that repealed. Unfortunately, he succeeded. On the 
good side, it's now been returned in a later campaign.  
 
MW: Let's turn the clock back again to when you and Joyce were together. You had 
mentioned to me that you socialized with one or two other couples who you probably 
think now were lesbians but you never really talked about it then. 
 
AS: That's right. 
 
MW: Can you describe that . . . what you did? How did you come to know them?  
 
AS: Both of them, actually, were in social work. One was a couple that were in school 
with me. The other was a couple who were both in social work and each couple lived 
together. We spent a lot of time with them. We never raised the question. We didn't know 
the words anyway. We talked a little privately, "Do you think they're like us?" that kind of 
thing and had some feelings that, perhaps, they were. What we did mostly was we went 
camping, had dinner with one another, played cards, just the kinds of things that friends 
do together.  
 
MW: Since, you came out sort of publicly in the mid to late 1970s, were you still friends 
with them? Did you have any conversations with them? 
 
AS: The one couple broke up. One of them, I think has died now but the other one, I've 
not had an open conversation with her about it. We haven't kept contact. We've seen one 
another once in awhile and we've still never acknowledged it. She's retired now. We 
might get together sometime and see if we can open that up; that would be interesting. 
The others I have not seen for a very long time. They are, to my knowledge, still together. 
I would not have any hesitation to come out to them now. I come out to everybody. They 
probably have seen my picture in the paper and a few other things; but, there's been no 
official acknowledgement.  
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MW: There's been a lot written recently about butch and femme roles in the community 
before the 1980s. I know that you said you weren't part of a community; but, did those 
kinds of issues ever come up for you during that time? 
 
AS: I don't think in the way in which butch and femme are talked about. I think there's 
always been a little bit of modeling. The model that we've all had has been a heterosexual 
marriage of our parents, for my generation, where roles were fairly prescribed; although, 
my parents weren't quite as tight on that kind of stuff as some. My father could find his 
way around the kitchen. He made strange concoctions sometimes. I remember when we 
were all sick with the flu one time, he made us hamburgers with raisins and some other 
thing he put in them. My mother certainly . . . she worked. She became a lobbyist with the 
Women's International League for Peace and Freedom for twenty-five years and was very 
active in the Civil Rights and the Civil Liberties Movement, Peace and Disarmament. My 
father continued on in the ministry and became a fund raiser for the Methodist church. 
Their roles were not as traditional male/female as for many people, but still, it was there. I 
remember trying to get my mother to buy a washer and dryer because they were old and 
decrepit and I had burned up some of Joyce's clothes in the dryer. We had taken a trip to 
Europe—Joyce and my mother and I—and I remember sitting in a room on the end of the 
bed saying, "Mom, you've got to get a new washer and dryer." She said, "I'll talk to your 
father about it." I said, "What's my father got to do with it? He never does the wash. He 
doesn't know the clothes will burn up if you don't get there right on time. Is he going to 
divorce you?" "No." "Does he ever beat you?" "No." "Well, then, go get the damned 
thing!" [laughter] She never did. They finally got it; but, she couldn't move out of that 
mold despite the fact that she did everything else that moved out of it. It's an interesting 
kind of situation to be in. I think there are always some things that have been considered 
traditionally male that a person may do. I think lesbians have been freer to do what they 
want to do. If they like to tinker around with a car, they're more likely to do it. That, at 
that time, was seen as a male role; so, therefore butch was attached to it. I think it was 
socialization that makes those roles and that people develop different things they like to 
do, different skills. You use what you learn as you grow up. If father was a car mechanic 
and you were around cars a lot, you may end up going in that direction, as least 
developing interests. I grew up not under the understanding that I could be anything I 
wanted to become not because my parents weren't willing for me to but society had 
already put [restrictions] . . . you become a social worker, a nurse . . . you can go into 
religion. There's a few things you could do and there's a few daring people who had gone 
beyond that; but, for the most of us, we're sort of led down that path. Nobody told me that 
if I wanted to follow my grandfather and become a railroad engineer that would be fine. It 
wasn't done. We got into following what society predicted for us, at least some of the 
time. Society, of course, said you go to college and find a husband who'll support you 
better than if you don't go. Most of us [lesbians] didn't do that. Then, I think there was a 
whole group that went into military service and developed their skills, and abilities, and 
interests in that way. I was raised in a very peacenik family. I can remember thinking that 
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I would like that, not the military part of it as such, but I liked the idea of going off, and 
being in uniform, and being with a group of women, and feeling a little bit of—I don't 
know that I've ever admitted this before—regret that, basically, my value system wouldn't 
allow me to be part of that organization. That organization had some real interesting . . . 
see the world, get off and do things, wear that uniform, be around all those women . . . 
pretty cool stuff. 
 
MW: Did you have any friends who did that? 
 
AS: No, I didn't actually because during the war, I was just a little prior to that age. I was 
fifteen, sixteen, something like that. I was in junior high and high school during that time. 
It was a little bit before that. Most of my friends were in high school. The boys went off 
and joined the service, and we wrote letters back and forth, and they sent back sweetheart 
pillows and all that kind of stuff.  
 
MW: Would you characterize your relationship with Joyce . . . if there were any butch 
and femme roles and who played what or did you pretty much not follow any? 
 
AS: I don't think ours followed that, partly because Joyce had polio when she was 
nineteen so she was on crutches. The things that we could or couldn't do were sort of 
dictated by the physical requirements of the job. If we were painting, she could sit on the 
floor and paint up to a certain level and, then, I'd pick up the rest of it. She was always 
much better in the garden than I; so, she would sit on her fanny and scoot around the yard 
and plant the flowers. I was the one that carried them out, and set them where they were 
supposed to be, and picked up the stuff afterwards. I ran the lawn mower and the snow 
blower because those were two things that she couldn't do. I learned how to repair both of 
those. I had more of a mechanical bent to begin with. Much of our stuff was dictated by 
that. She did the grocery shopping. She always liked grocery shopping. When the kids 
came, one of them went along and pushed the cart for her. We both cooked. She's 
probably a better cook than I. I got home from work earlier. Reality really creates a lot of 
the roles that we have. I'm not a very good cook. My partners have always been better 
cooks than I—fortunately. [laughter] My son's a better cook than I. He learned to cook 
probably because I wasn't a great cook.  
 
MW: Let's talk a little bit about 1969 and when the Stonewall Riots happened. You were 
at the university teaching at that point? 
 
AS: Yes. 
 
MW: Did you hear about it? Did it make any difference? 
 
AS: I didn't know a thing about it, not a thing. I was very closeted at the "U" at that time. 
I still didn't know any gay/lesbian people. It was not in the curriculum. There was nothing 
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to acknowledge that we existed. One of the horrors to me was to realize that I'd been a 
professional for twenty years before I started coming out and I had never learned anything 
about it. I had gone through a graduate program, training, how to deal with different 
issues and people and not a thing had been mentioned. I was just horrified. When I first 
started coming out, I had a student who was gay—she described herself as gay rather than 
lesbian, I think, at that time—who came to me and asked me. She said, "You don't have 
to answer this if you don't want to." I'd begun to get very conscious . . . the campaign was 
on. I really admired this student and I didn't want to lie. Lying has always been a little 
difficult for me. I said, "I don't ordinarily tell people; but, yes, I am." Then, I told her a 
little bit about myself. She and her partner invited me over to their house for dinner. They 
had books; they had all kinds of books. I hadn't seen any of them. Everything was in the 
closet, my head, my . . . I hadn't ever been to the Amazon Book Store. They sent me home 
that night with a stack of books that was probably two feet high. I read constantly from 
there on in. Everything I could get my hands on, I read. It was like wow! all this is there 
and I never knew it? I began to get really involved with that. That was another big 
awakening for me. It was very exciting.  
 
MW: I've read about some of the campus activities that were happening in the early 
1970s with Jack Baker and FREE [Fight Repression of Erotic Expression]. You weren't 
aware of that? 
 
AS: I was aware of Jack Baker. It was pretty hard not to be aware of Jack Baker. I thought 
it was very interesting and intriguing what he was doing. I'm sure that I talked some about 
that with people. I don't remember too much of what I was saying. I remember being 
fascinated when they came up with the idea of adopting one another, one adopting the 
other, so that they'd have some legal rights; but, I still saw them as just sort of a small 
minority over here and still had no sense of the proportion. One of the things that amazed 
me is when I began to discover that there were all these lesbian/gay people everywhere. 
The sheer numbers were just . . . oooh! From thinking you're the only one in the world to 
discovering . . . especially when I started going to the March of Washington and some of 
those things and being surrounded by thousands. It was whoa! It was fantastic, just 
fantastic. 
 
MW: Can you tell me if the issue of coming out publicly influenced your break up? I 
think we've talked about this a little bit.  
 
AS: No, it didn't affect or cause our breakup. What happened is that after we broke up, I 
began to find out about all of these things, and the campaign, and everything and I began 
to become more active. That was an issue because Joyce wasn't as ready to be out. We 
hadn't used the word lesbian and when I used it, I remember her saying, "Are you calling 
yourself a lesbian?" I said, "Yes." She said, "But, we never called ourselves that." I said, 
"It didn't mean we weren't." We laugh over that now because she's very out also and we 
have remained good friends now for more than forty years. It didn't affect that; but, it did 
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affect my feeling as free to be out because I was always concerned about the impact for 
her and I think she was concerned about it at that time. It slowed me a little bit, but it 
didn't really hold me back. 
 
MW: Did you two, either together or ever on your own, experience any sort of 
harassment or negativity for being who you were? 
 
AS: No, we didn't because nobody knew. Again, you have to realize that, at that point, 
gay and lesbian was not a major issue before the country. There was no military policy, 
the discussion of changing of military policy. There was very little attention given to any 
gay and lesbian people as far as in the press and in the places where most people now 
learn. Now, you can't turn on a TV program and you can't open up a newspaper, a 
magazine without having some exposure to the existence of gay and lesbian people, 
bisexual, and transgender. That was not true then. I think people tended to look cautiously 
if two men lived together because men did not generally live together; but, when two 
women lived together, they were just living together until Mr. Right comes along. They're 
living together because it's financially more workable for them. Women just tend to need 
companionship, so that's not a problem. It wasn't a problem to women, I think, because 
women have always understood women as close friends. It wasn't a problem to men 
because men have always thought they had the secret weapon that would make any 
woman heterosexual. They have never been threatened by them. Now, men, I think, are 
very threatened by other men. I have developed a feeling that some of that comes from 
the fact that most men haven't learned that no means no. When a woman says, "No" to 
them, there are many of them thinking that that means yes. It's just that she's playing a 
game. If they have been approached by a male, they're terrified because they don't know 
that they can say, "No," and that no means no. I think they get in much more of a hassle 
about it and there's much more homophobia among men for that reason. Women are not 
as threatened by other women, I think. Women tend to . . . okay, this is fine . . . not to be a 
problem.  
 
MW: Have you attended a Gay Pride Rally? 
 
AS: Oh, yes. 
 
MW: Can you describe your first one and what year it was? 
 
AS: Oh, no, I don't know when my first one was. I can remember the biggest one was the 
March on Washington.  
 
MW: Which year . . . the first one in 1987? 
 
AS: Yes. That was just absolutely stupendous. I mean . . . whoa!  
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MW: I was there as well. 
 
AS: Was it 1987? 
 
MW: It was 1987, yes. 
 
AS: When was the second one?  
 
MW: In 1993. 
 
AS: I wonder if I was at the first one or whether it was the second one. Did they have the 
wedding at the first one? It probably was. It was just absolutely amazing to me. I'd lived 
in the Washington, D.C. area so to be in Washington, and to be surrounded in all the 
subways, and anywhere I went at that time to find people with pink triangles . . . We'd just 
talk to people and wave at them on the buses. I thought it was just astounding, just 
absolutely astounding. Then, I was at the New York Stonewall Rally and that was 
remarkable, too. 
 
MW: When was that? 
 
AS: That was just a few years ago . . . the twenty-fifth anniversary of Stonewall. I got to 
the Stonewall Bar. I had my picture taken inside the Stonewall Bar. I marched the entire 
march. I've never marched a march that was as hard to finish as that one in terms of 
exhaustion; but, then, I'm not all that young anymore. I marched the whole thing and 
when I got to Central Park, I just really didn't think I was going to make it. I wasn't sure I 
was going to make it home from it; but, I loved it! I absolutely loved it. It was just 
heartwarming to see the number of people there, and the variety, and the enthusiasm, and 
the claiming of self. It was remarkable.  
 
MW: Let's switch gears just a little bit. Can you describe what kind of words you use to 
describe yourself at this age and why? 
 
AS: Oh, that's an interesting question. How would I describe myself? Hmmm.  
 
MW: What I'm sort of getting at are words like elder or older. 
 
AS: I'd describe myself as an old woman and an old lesbian woman. I don't mind getting 
older—that's not an unqualified statement. There are pros and cons to most everything. I 
like birthdays. Other people run around saying, "Oh, I'm going to have my fortieth 
birthday." Look at the alternative. If you don't have a birthday, you're going to miss out on 
a whole lot. I've always liked the round figures like forty and forty-five, and fifty and 
fifty-five. I like decades in particular. I consider myself an old woman. I like it. I like the 
fact that I've had all the experiences that go into those years. I don't consider old a 
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negative. I have some fears. The fears are not in terms of being old and, in a way, not 
even fears of being dependent. It's more fears of being a burden. The dependency isn't a 
problem unless you feel you're a burden. I think most people feel fearful of being 
dependent; but, it really has to do with, will the quality of the life of other people be 
lowered because of me and the presence of me in their lives? I have those kinds of fears 
and I think those kinds of fears are natural. I don't have any particular fear of death. I don't 
have a theory about what happens when we die—if anything happens. I always figure I 
have enough difficulty living this life than to be worrying about another one. I don't hold 
with some of the traditional beliefs. I have no big thing that we're all going to come back 
and be materialized again in some resurrection. I think it could be an awfully crowded 
place. I tend a little bit more to feeling that somehow there's a collective unconscious, or 
something that we go back to and that winds its way up to something better, or maybe 
that we're just gone and when we're gone we're gone. My primary concern is how I live 
this life and those others, if they exist, will work their way out when the time comes. I 
have some feelings of the loss of mobility that I had. I wish that I had come to being out 
and to some of the things that I now prize at an earlier point in time. 
 
MW: Describe that a little bit. 
 
AS: I wish I had come out earlier, gotten involved in the community earlier, felt freer to 
develop anyway I wanted to. I've enjoyed my career. I don't know if that's what I would 
have picked if I'd had the whole realm of careers, if I'd felt I'd had all that. I have no idea. 
I like that . . . I think it's wonderful that today's young people have more available to 
them. There are things I still want to do and I have this . . . will I have the physical ability 
to do them and, also, will there be enough time for me to get some of those things done? I 
know I want to keep going. I want to do some writing. I've always wanted to do some 
writing and I don't ever seem to quite get around to stuff like that. Maybe I will and 
maybe I won't. Maybe that's in another life, who knows? [laughter] 
 
MW: Do you have any particular concerns as a lesbian getting older? Are there issues 
like access to health care? 
 
AS: I've been very fortunate health care wise in that I can still be part of the university 
plan. I'm very aware of the fact that I have privileges having had the privilege of 
education and of a career, that I have some privileges that are class privileges, in a sense, 
that other people do not necessarily have. I feel very concerned about the fact that we 
don't have a health care system in this country that really takes care of and protects 
everyone. I have benefits that I know other people do not have. The primary thing I think 
that I fear and that other people do, too, is that whole business of the nursing home and 
the need to go in and be at the mercy of people who do not know me as I am now, 
particularly if I've lost a lot of my social faculties, etcetera. I've seen that happen. I visit an 
old lesbian in a nursing home now. I have friends and parents and my sister has 
Alzheimers and is in a nursing home. Fortunately, she has a very loving husband who is 
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unusually helpful to her. I think it would be nice if I had some assurance that there would 
then be lesbians around me and I hope that that will develop. I hope there will be more 
connection between the generations so that we can give to one another as we move along. 
If I am in a nursing home, I'd like to have some lesbians stopping in to say, "Hi, how are 
you doing?" . . . not necessarily having to stay very long, but just to let me know that I'm 
remembered. I, fortunately, have partners who have been very caring and with whom I 
continue to have a relationship. I have had several relationships and I'm still friends with 
each of them. I am appreciative of that and of knowing that there are people who will 
probably out live me and be around some of the time to the extent that they can. That's 
important to me. I think it's important to have connection with one's own generation. 
There are things that we share in common that we need to support one another with. As a 
part of that, I'm active in a group called Old Lesbians Organizing for Change, OLOC. 
 
MW: I wanted to ask you more about that. I know there was a conference this summer.  
 
AS: We had a conference, the very first international gathering of OLOC, Old Lesbians 
Organizing for Change. It was held here in Minneapolis at the university. We had close to 
200 women from the United States and Canada. We had greetings from some women in 
other countries; although, I can't tell you which countries they were. It was fascinating. It 
was very interesting to me because I went to it with [the feeling] I don't know that this is 
going to be all that . . . I was part of organizing it because I was sort of coopted. 
Whenever they want an old lesbian, they call . . . GLCAC, the Gay and Lesbian 
Community Action Council. They always give my name out as an old lesbian. I got 
involved in helping to plan this and a lot of the work was done by other old people and 
some young people. Eleanor Savage . . . absolutely, we couldn't have done it without her. 
I wasn't sure what it was going to be even while I was helping plan the facilities here. It 
turned out to be an absolutely wonderful experience. People came from all over the 
country. Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon were there. They are certainly pioneers. 
 
MW: Just for the record, do you want to say who they are? 
 
AS: Yes. They wrote the book Lesbian/Woman, which I think was a first. They've just 
revised it now. They started Daughters of Bilitis, which was an early lesbian organization. 
They've been out and been pioneers for the movement, for support for lesbians. Mary 
[Meigs]—I don't remember her last name; she was in that movie Strangers in Good 
Company—a lesbian from Canada, was there. She's a marvelous person. We had 
programs in which we had discussion of the issues that face us: health care issues, 
housing issues, relationship issues, non-relationship issues, all these different things. 
What struck me was the enormous amount of talent that these women have. There were 
musicians. There were singers, and dancers, and comedians in this; but, there was also a 
tremendous capacity of these women to put their experiences into words and share. I was 
just amazed. We are such a broad-ranged group of women who have spread into many 
different fields, have had a variety of fascinating experiences, and are lively, and a lot of 
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humor. I was just constantly delighted by the people that I met. It's wonderful to look 
forward to another such thing. 
 
MW: Is this an annual conference? 
 
AS: It was the first time that we've had it. It will probably be every other year.  
 
MW: How were the Twin Cities chosen to host? 
 
AS: They wanted something in this area because we didn't have any OLOC groups in this 
area. I think that's part of the reason, at least. Also, the university offered probably the 
least expensive accommodations and was very open to receiving . . . Minnesota is a safe 
state to be in and so forth. Some of the women were just amazed when they got off at the 
airport and here's the Old Lesbian sign welcoming them. At the university, this Old 
Lesbian Organizing for Change banner is hanging and they go, "Whoa!" Some of them 
come from states where you hardly speak above a whisper and to come and see all this 
public stuff was just amazing to them. It was really a wonderful experience. There 
probably will be other ones in a couple of years. 
 
One of the things that was interesting to me—the group works on issues of ageism—is 
they've done a lot of looking at greeting cards that they use that have negative messages 
about growing old. That wasn't a surprise to me. I've received quite a few of those and 
have to admit that I've laughed at some of them. Of course, humor is very much like that. 
A lot of humor is put down and, if cleverly done, is humorous; but, it also still carries the 
message. The thing that amazed me was to see how these cards reached down into the 
thirties and forties. They're always about women. You don't get very many ageism cards 
that have to do with men. It mostly has to do with women. But, how early we're giving 
this message to people that growing old is a negative and very subtly. Madison Avenue 
does it with their . . . you get these things, how to stop aging. There's only one way to stop 
aging and that's to die. Eliminate your wrinkles, lift your face, all this sort of stuff and it's 
all a message about aging in a youth oriented society. I think it's very unfortunate. People 
are saying, "I don't know if I can take my thirtieth birthday." You're going to have sixty 
more probably. It's like life is always over. I didn't start doing stuff really . . . a lot of 
things start happening to me at fifty. I had done some traveling before; but, that's when I 
started getting into these marches, and getting into this wonderful group of people, and 
meeting new people. I didn't start snorkeling until I was sixty-two. I tell everybody, 
"Don't wait until you're sixty-two to start snorkeling. Those fish are wonderful." I didn't 
climb a pyramid until last year; that was before my leg went out. It was a wonderful 
experience. It's scary at the last step up when you have to give up the hands, walking on 
all fours up it. A very nice young Australian man helped me stand up, Andrew, and then 
helped me start back down. He strode down that pyramid as if it were a flight of stairs 
because, of course, he was a triathalon athlete. [laughter] But, I made it! I think there are 
always things to do if you're willing to accept challenges. I hope to do some traveling. My 
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partner and I want to take some trips together. 
 
MW: Will there be a local OLOC group? 
 
AS: Yes, there's one in the making. They had their second meeting last Thursday, I think 
it was. One of the things that we, I think, are going to give our attention to is designing 
some cards that do not make fun of old age, but that, in fact, show respect for and show 
the positive side of growing old.  
 
MW: Is membership open for women only over sixty? 
 
AS: Membership is open only for women over sixty. They want to create that in order to 
be working on these issues. But, we also want to reach out and we've had a little talk in 
our group here that we want to do an ageism workshop, I think for women sixty and 
older; but, I think from that, we want to then move down and do ageism workshops 
across the . . . This is one of the things that we've talked a little bit about. We're all new. 
We're just learning about what the organization is about and trying to figure out where we 
fit in. 
 
MW: Where is it based? 
 
AS: The actual office is in Houston, Texas, because two women there have got a little 
office space and have been willing to devote time to keeping the files, and doing the 
financial records, and all of that. One of the founders and key people, a couple of them, in 
getting it started are in Arizona at the Pueblo, at the women's recreational vehicle park. 
They're key women. There's a steering committee and people from all over the country. 
One of the women is in the Cape Cod area. Another one is in California. There are several 
from Pueblo in Arizona. New York . . . they're all over . . . talented, delightful, strong 
women, very neat, very interesting.  
 
MW: You have a granddaughter? 
 
AS: Yes. 
 
MW: Can you describe her and your relationship and if you're out to her? 
 
AS: I'm out to her, yes. My granddaughter is now thirteen and everything is cool. 
[laughter] I told her about meeting Cheryl. She said, "How did you meet her?" I said, "I 
met her dancing." "Cool!" she says. She's very big with cool. She has always been around 
me and a partner so it has not been an unusual thing for her. She knows that her father 
and David, Joyce's son, grew up together. She knows we were in a relationship. I've taken 
her to Gay Pride. She seems to be very comfortable with it. She says she likes the word 
lesbian better than gay because kids at school tend to use gay more negatively. They don't 
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use the word lesbian very much. I suspect it's more the boys that are doing the taunting. 
She likes lesbian better because it doesn't have those negative connotations from other 
kids. She seems to be okay. She takes it as a matter of course. It's not a surprise to her. 
When I took her to Gay Pride, I went out to one of her softball games. Her mother, and 
other grandmother, and I were all to meet there. We got to the park but the game wasn't 
there and, then, we didn't know where it was supposed to be; so, I ended up asking if I 
could bring—she was with her mother that week; my son and ex-wife are divorced—her 
on home with me. I told her I was going to Gay Pride and was it okay if I took her there? 
She said, "Sure. She asked me this week what gay meant"—this was just before I came 
out to her—because she saw it on some soap opera, I guess. So, we had a discussion 
about it on the way in in the car. She asked some questions and I told her about it. She's 
pretty okay and both her parents have been very good. My son is raising my 
granddaughter. She's now at an age where she spends weekends with her mom and the 
week with her dad.  
 
MW: I have one final question, a little bit of a wrap up . . . if you can talk about some of 
the biggest changes you've seen in the lesbian community. I don't know if you want to 
start back in the 1950s when you first came here or maybe since you publicly came out 
almost twenty years ago now. 
 
AS: Yes. I can't say a whole lot about the lesbian community before I came out because I 
didn't know it. What I've seen in the time since I came out, since 1978, is it seems to me 
like it's just bigger, and bigger, and bigger all the time. We used to have meetings at the 
[Women’s] Coffee House, and we used to have community meetings, and we'd get 
together to debate stuff on the campaign, and we'd get together for issues that we were 
dealing with at the time. We didn't have as many social outlets, as many organizations. It 
seems to me most everything revolved around the Coffee House or the Lesbian Resource 
Center. Those are the two that come to mind, which tended to be a nucleus of people who 
were providing the impetus to keep things moving. There was probably more talk about 
separatism and women's land. There were people who were getting together to discuss 
having land that was our land. I don't see as much of that kind of thing happening now. 
The organizations that exist tend to be more the social organizations like Out to Brunch 
and WomenWorks that have some political or social stuff. WomenWorks gives money to 
women's organizations. Out to Brunch has done some of that, too. It seems to me it's 
mushroomed and that's logical because as more people hear, and learn, and pick up the 
paper and see the word lesbian, the sooner they can identify who they are. I would love to 
have had that when I was a teenager. I see that as a very definite kind of change.  
 
Also, I see the change within the university. There I was twenty years teaching and I saw 
nothing in the curriculum. I put some things in the curriculum. In fact, one of the things 
that I did as soon as I started coming out was including anecdotes in class. In my 
illustrations, I included gay and lesbian people. If I talked about the family, I talked about 
. . . it could be a hetero[sexual] family, or two women, or two men. I began to add things 
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in there. I began to put readings in my curriculum, in the syllabus, and my assignments. I 
knew that if I didn't begin to put it in the curriculum, it wasn't going to get there. I did 
begin to do that. Now, there's a Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender Program at the 
university. The first special group to be recognized as alumni of the university is the Gay, 
Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender [Alumni] group of which I've been on the steering 
committee along with others.  
 
There's much more acknowledgement and availability of information on groups to go to. 
There's an increase in the number of churches. There's an increase in the number of 
affirming congregations that are not themselves gay and lesbian. I think the world has 
changed a lot in these years—not enough. There are still fears. There are still people 
being killed for who they are. The world has changed more in Minnesota than in many 
states. It's real important, I think, for those of us in Minnesota to realize that, in many 
ways, we've been leaders; but, we need to recognize that many other people do not have 
the safety and protection that we have in Minnesota. There are many places where that 
kind of progression has not taken place. I've seen important changes. Maybe out of that, 
however, there's a little less of the militancy for change because it is more comfortable 
and it's easy to become less political when somebody else has already fought for your 
rights. I think it's important that we not lose that, that we recognize—especially those of 
us in Minnesota—that we have rights that haven't been won for everybody and that as a 
nation, we still do not have that. We need to stay active. We need to be political. We need 
to put our voices and our money where our values are. We need to be out and be strong. 
The more people that come out, the safer it's going to be for everybody. People never are 
the same once they know they know some one. There's just no two ways about it.  
 
I had an interesting experience along that line. Some years ago, I had a student who 
worked very hard to get into one of my classes, which tend to fill up a little quickly, and 
finally got in one. She chose, as one of the groups that she'd work on, Gay/Lesbian 
because she knew she had some real biases against gays and lesbians because of her 
religion. She was very involved in her church. It just didn't fit for her; so, she studied it. 
She began to know people. I came out to the class. Suddenly, all of this was challenged 
and she spoke to the class afterwards, as part of the assignment they were given, about the 
kinds of changes that had taken place for her and that she hadn't quite worked out how to 
tune this up with her religion, but she knew she couldn't go back to where she was. Move 
the script ahead a number of years . . . I was going to the nursing home to see the lesbian I 
mentioned previously and ran into this woman in the elevator. She recognized me. She 
said, "I have to tell you what happened. The church I've been a member of is now an 
affirming church." She had been working on this all that time since she left the class. I 
think this is one of the important things to remember that whatever kind of seed you 
plant, you never know when that's going to really flower and become a key thing in the 
lives of many people. My mother always carried a quote in her Bible that said, "Oh, but it 
is people that count. You want to touch others, these others still, and so you go on 
working forever." That's maybe part of what I have always had as a fundamental belief in 
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my own system.  
 
MW: That's wonderful. I don't have any other questions. Do you have anything else you 
want to add?  
 
AS: No, but I've enjoyed it a great deal.  
 
MW: I have, too. 
 
AS: It's been interesting. I'm excited about the project that you're working on. I think it's 
great. 
 
MW: Thank you very much. 
 
AS: Thank you for the opportunity. 

Le
sb

ian
 E

lde
rs 

Oral
 H

ist
ory

 P
roj

ec
t 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y




