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FOREWORD

Why is a heterosexual New South Welshperson 

writing this foreword? When I first saw a handful of 

Heather’s remarkable photographs for this project I 

was immediately moved to tears. With hindsight, I realise I was 

responding to how she had captured her subjects in their ordinary-

and-extraordinary daily lives. I saw women just like me: older 

women, with pets and porches, pot plants and teapots, wrinkles 

and rich histories. My sense of affinity with these women is much 

more powerful than the ways in which I differ from them. While a 

particular period in Queensland’s history forms a significant strand 

of the narrative here, and while it’s obviously crucial that we access 

the insights provided by the stories of women whose sexual identity 

was systematically vilified in the State in which they lived, I also 

want to draw out some threads that place their lives in relation 

to their generation more broadly – in the past and the present, in 

Queensland and in terms of the rest of the nation.

North of the Border makes these eight women visible in their 

fifties, sixties and early seventies, an age when women in general 

become less visible, whether we are lesbian, bi, hetero, black, white, 

brown or Calathumpian (the category my mother used when 

she was highlighting the stupidities of categorisation). Regardless 

of the continuing attention paid to us by the media, commerce 

and government on the basis of the social impacts, profits and 

costs associated with our post-war population bump, as women 

in later life we know that our individual and collective interests, 

desires, experience, knowledge, griefs and pleasures are no longer 

particularly interesting to anyone much, except our nearest and 

dearest – partners, friends, perhaps some of our family and some of 

those we work with, care for, mentor and teach. 

In public life our presence and contributions as women were 

never much welcomed or valued in the first place, especially in 
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roles and activities previously reserved for men. Many of the 

things we fought for or about, pioneered or put an end to, or 

just did because it seemed like a good idea at the time, go on 

provoking outrage from shock jocks, reactionary journalists and 

assorted ‘experts’ at barbecues and dinner parties – the ones who 

start their sentences with ‘I’ve got nothing against [women/

feminists/lesbians] but…’ 

Yet there are no buts about it: changes happened in our time, 

and we were each in our own ways part of them, quite simply 

because we were there, wherever that was for each of us. 

At times people undertake publicly conspicuous actions about 

things they believe are right, and there are women here who have 

done that – who put their bodies, their careers, their families, 

their freedom on the line fighting against an anti-democratic and 

repressive regime. They tell of violence, surveillance, fear, courage 

and solidarity. Yet the things we feel and the choices we make in 

the most mundane of situations for the most ordinary of reasons 

are often what matter most for ourselves and for others. These 

women remind us that lives are changed by the small steps of 

evolution as much as the more dramatic ones of revolution.

There are many stereotypes and even more myths about our 

generation, and there are few opportunities to get behind or beyond 

those. North of the Border does both.

In addition to their words and Heather’s photographs of their 

current lives, these women have let us into their histories through 

their personal collections of photos. If you’re of a similar age, you 

may recognise parts of your own history in miniature ballerinas, 

tap dancers, pony-lovers, frilly girls and tomboys. You might 

see yourself in the image of a schoolgirl, a netballer, a show-day 

princess, a debutante; in the awkwardly shy or the confident girls; 

among partying young adults. Then there’s the wedding photos 

in which the brides and grooms look too young; the slightly 

embarrassed groomsmen wear coloured dinner suits with flared 

pants; and the bridesmaids, wearing dresses in chiffon, satin or 
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crepe, have their hair piled up and held in place by Gossamer spray. 

There are just such photos from my first wedding, in 1973, although 

I was a hippie by then so I left my long hair hanging loose. 

In December 1972 Gough Whitlam had been elected Prime 

Minister on a wave of conviction that changes in political and social 

life should reflect the changes that had occurred in cultural life. It 

felt as if a new world was unfolding for many Australians. But for 

those of us with left politics and activist histories, the hippie trail 

had already come to an abrupt end south of the border. No matter 

how good the surf at Noosa and Burleigh, Queensland was several 

years into what quickly became not only a deeply conservative 

political regime, but one increasingly intolerant of difference and 

actively repressive of dissent. As someone who had taken part in 

anti-Vietnam and civil rights activities in Sydney, I was already 

aware that people like me wouldn’t be welcome. 

Several of the women in North of the Border married around 

then – it was what women did. In practical terms, ‘single’ 

remained a poor choice, literally, for most women. As Val 

Windsor’s sister found out, getting a bank loan was almost 

impossible for a woman. Marriage was a ticket into a life of one’s 

own, especially for women working in low-paid jobs. Of course, 

independence through marriage often proved to be a mirage, but 

who anticipated that? Divorce was a legal and social nightmare for 

our mothers’ and grandmothers’ generations. Before the Whitlam 

government’s changes to the Family Law Act, women with children 

commonly bore their marital problems in private hells for whole 

adult lifetimes. There’s nothing unusual, either, about the fact that 

when they were young several of the women in this book did not 

recognise, understand, accept or live lesbian identities. All over 

Australia thousands of men and women of our generation didn’t 

acknowledge their sexuality, or intuited but didn’t accept desires 

that were different to what they were ‘supposed’ to have. Things 

were worse in the country than in the cities, but naivety, denial, 

repression and oppression were everywhere. 
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By the early ’70s in Sydney, in certain circles, despite ongoing 

criminalisation and discrimination, there was a degree of open 

discussion of non-normative sexuality. People were increasingly 

living their lives in relative openness to their close friends, albeit not 

in relation to work (outside the arts) and, usually, not to parents. The 

number of clubs and safe pubs increased – some were even known 

to heterosexuals. Kings Cross drag cabaret, Les Girls, long celebrated 

in bohemian circles, even became a popular night out for groups of 

heterosexual couples from middle-class suburbs. 

Australia’s post-war population boom was also fuelled by massive 

migration, especially from Britain and Europe. I went to school in 

Newcastle with the first-generation offspring of those who came to 

fuel the industrial prosperity of the time. At least half of my peers had 

Greek, Italian, Polish, Russian, Hungarian, Dutch, Czech, Serbian or 

Croatian surnames. In 1967 the great majority of white Australians 

had voted in favour of the right to vote being extended to Aboriginal 

Australians. In the early ’70s, Aboriginal activism in relation to land 

rights and community acceptance became an increasingly common 

feature of national life. I became involved in these civil rights issues. 

So, despite very conservative public representations in relation 

to sexuality, cultural values and ‘integration’ or ‘assimilation’ into 

dominant Anglo society, in my own late teens/young adult years it 

was possible to experience a culturally diverse ambience, one more 

encouraging of efforts to become sexually ‘liberated’, culturally ‘bent’, 

comfortable with cultural difference and willing to acknowledge the 

prior claim of Indigenous Australians to sovereignty. 

Any similar relaxation of social and political norms became less 

and less available to our peers north of the border, as a generalised 

conservatism turned into targeted oppression of particular groups, 

such as homosexual men and lesbians. The Australian production of 

the anti-war counter-cultural rock musical, Hair, opened in mid-

1969 in Sydney where it ran for nearly two years before moving to 

Melbourne and then touring nationally. There was, eventually, a run 

in Her Majesty’s Theatre, Brisbane, for less than three months from 
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January to March 1973 and after a period of intense controversy. 

In 1969, the Queensland Government extended its heavy-handed 

censorship of literature to equally heavy censorship of theatre. Soon 

afterwards Brisbane actor Norman Staines was arrested for using 

‘an obscene expression’ in Alex Buzo’s one-act anti-racist play, 

Norm and Ahmed. When theatre companies in Queensland and all 

over Australia protested, the promoters of Hair joined the fray by 

announcing that they would not bring the show to Brisbane. MP 

Russ Hinze famously responded by describing it as only enjoyed by 

people who were ‘sexually-depraved, or a group of homosexuals, 

lesbians, wifeswappers and spivs’.1

Gai Lemon, Carol Low and Ros Prosser recount, in their 

various ways, experiences and encounters with experimental 

lifestyles, ‘free love’ and radical actions in Brisbane, revealing mixed 

feelings in terms of the inevitable tensions between counter-cultural 

aspirations and emotional realities, between excitement about how 

the young believed they could live together and how it was to enact 

those beliefs. My own memories are equally ambivalent in that 

respect. But the difference, and it is a very significant difference, is 

that in Queensland, social and personal experimentation regarding 

how you lived with others carried with it the constant danger 

of surveillance, criminal prosecution, violence, ostracism, loss of 

employment and removal of children. 

No matter how unique each of their experiences – whether 

they were activists with the benefit of a sense of solidarity in their 

opposition to oppression; tentatively reaching out through groups 

such as CAMP; or still trying to accommodate themselves to their 

sexual identities in the privacy/secrecy of their own lives – there is 

one word that every one of the women in North of the Border uses 

at some point in her story to capture the atmosphere in which 

she lived in Joh’s Queensland. That word is ‘scary’. I’m not going 

to prefigure your reading by describing the kinds and degrees of 

scariness they experienced – but every bit of scared that they each 

felt was clearly completely justified.
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Fear was not something I felt at that time simply as a result of 

where I lived or my relationships. During my fifteen years in the 

Canberra district (1974–89) my first marriage ended in the open 

and amicable way the ’70s espoused, which was not the case for 

almost everyone else I knew whose first marriages ended around 

that time. I was truly blessed in terms of both the man I divorced 

and the man I am still with, who I met in 1978 and married in 

1981 (under a tree on the farm we rented). 

A social laboratory in the ’70s, Canberra was an exciting place 

to be; its rapidly growing population bolstered by an influx of highly 

educated young professionals recruited for jobs in radically reformed 

public school and health systems, an expanding tertiary sector, and 

many new offices in the Commonwealth Public Service – the 

Human Rights Commission, the Office for Multicultural Affairs, the 

Anti-Discrimination Board, the Office for the Status of Women and 

so on. In my first years as a secondary teacher in Canberra (1974–75) 

what had been a slight trickle of refugees from Queensland began to 

turn into a flood. Most Canberrans had friends or colleagues who, as 

teachers or bureaucrats, had found it no longer possible or tenable to 

live in Queensland. 

In 1984 we saw the opening of Canberra’s famous women’s 

bar and cafe, Tilley Devine’s – known as Tilley’s by most people 

and referred to affectionately as ‘Till’s’ by its regulars. After a brief 

and inconsequential flurry of reactionary nonsense in the press, it 

quickly became an institution – a place I frequented at least weekly 

from the time it opened until I left Canberra in 1989. At Tilley’s 

I shared a routine corner with a circle of straight, lesbian and 

bisexual friends ranging in age from 18 to 80. We talked through life 

changes and choices, mainstream politics and the various shifting 

debates among feminists. Organising Reclaim the Night marches; 

throwing tarot and reading feminist spirituality; planning feminist 

lingerie parties; hearing women musicians and comedians...it all 

happened at Till’s. The history can be read in other places, but I 

raise it here because it is indicative of how in my part of Australia 
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changes rolled over each other and diversity flourished, even as in 

mainstream politics the pendulum swung between left and right 

and increasingly hovered in the centre. I could equally dwell on the 

fact that, back in secondary teaching with my PhD under my belt, 

I was writing curriculum in a public secondary college that had 

majors in media studies and theatre, and an English double major 

that involved units in Science Fiction, Aboriginal Literature, Anti-

war writing, Women’s Literature – I was teaching Marge Piercy 

and Margaret Atwood to 17 and 18 year olds. In the mid-’80s the 

Australian Capital Territory Schools’ Authority rolled out HIV–

AIDs education as part of a sex education curriculum that already 

included non-discriminatory discussion of homosexuality…None 

of this could have been imagined in Queensland in the same period. 

But I don’t mean to dwell on how terrible everything was in 

Queensland and how good it was everywhere else. 

In fact, most of the women in North of the Border loved 

Queensland and still love it, as a place and as a community. Several 

also stress the extent and creative intensity of the solidarity bred in 

adversity. This is how Carol Low remembers it:

Despite the homophobia and despite the repression, 

we still carried on. Actually it was a place for great 

foment and great creativity. It was the commonality 

across different groupings which, in a way, made 

Queensland a pretty exciting place. And it was scary.

As Gai Lemon puts it, ‘one of the things about having a 

common foe is that it makes you stronger’.

As important as the common threads in their experiences are, 

recognising what is unique to each of these women speaks to all of 

us of the importance of valuing difference as we struggle with the 

ongoing problems for women in general, for LGBTIQ people, for 

non-white people, for people with disabilities, for refugees – for all 

of those who have been made to feel that they are not as significant, 

as entitled, as welcome, as free as others. 
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Given Queensland’s resistance to daylight saving, during my 

many years as a cross-border commuter I have from time to time, 

fairly and unfairly, been guilty of the old joke that is both endorsed 

and critiqued in this book: ‘you are now entering Queensland, please 

turn your clocks back by [10, 25, 100] years’. What we can all take 

from North of the Border is the recognition that if we do not enjoy our 

differences and our idiosyncrasies, if we are not excited by the variety 

of humanity, we are complicit in turning back the clock. 

When Queensland went down a particularly dark path, the rest 

of the country did not miraculously stop having problems. But as 

time passed in the ’70s and ’80s, what was happening north of the 

border was so far divorced from the imaginations of most of us from 

elsewhere that we tended to characterise Queensland as if it was a 

foreign country. Having now spent twenty-five years working in 

Queensland, I have from time to time felt guilty about this aspect of 

my relationship with its past. I’m therefore grateful to Ros Prosser 

for her description of her initial feelings when she took up self-

imposed exile in Adelaide in the early ’80s:

The thing that affected me the most in my first few 

months here was going on an International Women’s 

Day march and marching through the streets of 

Adelaide with the police as our escorts. I could not 

imagine this in Queensland…The police did not 

have guns on their hips, the police did not have 

batons, and the police were just standing on the side 

of the road looking at us and smiling and having a 

nice time. 

For Ros, this precipitated ‘a transformative experience’. Her fear 

subsided and she felt a sense of freedom. Yet, she observes, ‘it was in 

the same time, within the same country’.

The stories these women tell remind us that courage resides in 

every one of us – the courage to resist oppression, the courage to 

take action against those who would oppress us, but above all, the 
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courage, quite simply, to be who we are. How people are able to be 

themselves will, and must, differ according to when and where they 

live. Whether we see or understand the many different types and 

degrees of courage depends on how stories are told – which can be, 

in itself, an act of courage. 

Thanks, Lyn, Carol, Mel, Gai, Carol, Val, Barbara and Ros, for 

your stories. And thanks, Heather, for enabling the telling.

Associate Professor Patricia Wise, 2016

NOTES
1  R. Fitzgerald, 

‘Censorship in 

Queensland 1954–83’, 

Australian Journal of 

Politics and History, vol. 

30, issue 3, 2008, pp. 

348–62.
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INTRODUCTION

Meeting lesbian Queenslanders is not difficult. Since the 

decriminalisation of homosexuality and the establishment 

of anti-discrimination laws in 1991, Queensland 

homosexual, in particular lesbian, culture has become more evident. 

While there is still a significant disparity between lesbian and gay 

venues, lesbian events, clubs and bars have been established in the 

cities of Brisbane, Gold Coast, Townsville and Cairns. Country 

Queensland, while it still tends to be politically parochial is not 

necessarily narrow in its social values, and hosts small pockets of 

queer-friendly communities, sometimes in the most obscure places. 

To find lesbians, you need only visit a lesbian venue or community 

group, or join a lesbian social media network. 

As I started my research, through OWLS (Older Wiser Lesbians), 

Club Phoenix and Google I began to make contact with the age 

group I was seeking out: women over 50 who experienced living as 

lesbians in mid- to late twentieth-century Queensland.

In my preliminary search, I met dozens of potential participants 

with significant life stories. They were former elite athletes, 

mainstream authors, educators, activists, labourers, soldiers, rock 

stars, medical practitioners, drifters…In the end, though, only eight 

agreed to go on the record.

Finding participants has been the most difficult part of doing 

this project.

I started this work in 2008 as my doctoral research. At that time, 

the Australian federal government’s anti-discrimination legislation 

was not comprehensive. Though there have been federal anti-

discrimination laws and statutory bodies since the 1970s, such as 

the Racial Discrimination Act 1975, the Sex Discrimination Act 1984, 

the Australian Human Rights Commission Act 1986, the Disability 

Discrimination Act 1992 and the Age Discrimination Act 2004, it 

wasn’t until 1 August 2013 that the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 
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was amended to include certain protection against discrimination 

on the grounds of sexual orientation, gender identity and intersex 

status. Within the new legislation, social security, taxation, health 

insurance, immigration, citizenship, aged care and child support 

were among the first areas of redress. Indeed, the fact that other 

groups gradually gained protection makes it all the more worrying 

that it took so long for non-heteronormative people to be included 

in the same kind of statutory regime. 

Although I have described how things have been changing, it 

is still the case that a 2010 Roy Morgan survey found Queensland 

to be the most homophobic State in Australia. As I write these 

words, same-sex adoption is not legal in Queensland. Queensland 

Parliament is just considering changing legislature that differentiates 

the age of sexual consent as 18 years for homosexuals but 16 years 

for heterosexuals. A ‘homosexual advance’ law is under review, yet 

still exists which reduces the charge from murder to manslaughter 

if the victim is alleged to have made a homosexual advance. Men 

convicted of homosexual acts before decriminalisation are yet 

to have their charges expunged, though the State government 

is making moves to rectify this. People working in the private 

education system can still be fired if they are found to be 

homosexuals. Same-sex marriage is neither legal nor recognised 

under federal legislation, which governs marriage law. 

Some of the women I met were pensioners in long-term 

relationships. In 2009 a change in federal social welfare laws 

brought equality to same-sex households, but in an ironic twist, 

disadvantaged those in retirement. Forced to raise families with no 

social support, they had also set up their own individual pension 

plans. The new legislation forced them to register as a couple, which 

meant a substantial reduction in their entitlement to government 

retirement benefits. Carers in same-sex relationships were especially 

disadvantaged. As a result, some couples or individuals could not be 

documented as part of my work for fear that it would give away the 

presence of a partner. 
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Some people I met had lost seniority in their employment 

because of their sexuality. Others feared that they would lose their 

jobs outright because they work with children, and irrational fear 

of homosexual people undertaking such roles is widespread. There 

is no reason for such a fear, and no law that prohibits homosexuals 

from working with children, but the spectre of homosexual-as-

paedophile still persists in mainstream culture. Although accusations 

about the sexuality of employees are rarely made openly due to 

anti-discrimination and unfair dismissal laws, within management 

systems a Machiavellian mechanism of discrimination can 

construe other grounds for dismissal. One informant, a former 

elite athlete, can no longer coach children’s teams because of a 

parent’s homophobic comment, although management would 

never acknowledge the reason for the shift in age-group coaching 

responsibilities. For some women there was another fear that if 

they went ‘on the record’ as a lesbian, others in their social vicinity 

would be scrutinised and threatened in relation to their sexuality.

In Australia, there is no right to privacy in public. In urban 

settings, CCTV cameras now rival pigeons on building ledges and 

street lamps. This suggests the potentiality of constant surveillance. 

Cultural theorist Michel Foucault posits that our behaviour is 

modified in response to a fear of surveillance. With reference to an 

early nineteenth-century design for prisons as ‘Panopticons’ that 

encourage prisoners to believe they are being watched, whether 

or not they are, Foucault calls this ‘Panopticism’. In effect, he 

recognises that to be seen is to be known, and to believe that one 

is being seen is to put oneself under surveillance on behalf of the 

watchers. This effect takes place in many social settings. We become 

aware of the judgements of others to such an extent that we ‘police’ 

our own behaviours due to our fears about how others might see 

and judge us. 

In researching this project, I have learned a lot about fear and 

how it is used to oppress those seen as different and to maintain the 

status quo.
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In the pictures in this book you will see a black bar obscuring 

some faces. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, it is to honour 

the requests of people who agreed to be photographed but not 

to be identified. Secondly, in the case of historical images from 

participants’ collections, I have agreed to allude to the presence of 

others in the context of the participants’ stories but not identify 

them specifically. By blacking out these faces, I have chosen to allow 

the nameless bodies to operate as signs, each of which represents 

a history we do not know. Taken together, though, they can gain 

an anonymous presence, taking on something of the character of a 

chorus in Greek drama, except that they comment or commiserate 

silently, suggesting aspects of the narrative moments in which they 

once participated.

These various difficulties, challenges and obstacles to the 

project have only strengthened the rationale for it. Though we 

now have ‘out’ entertainers, TV shows beamed in from America 

with recurring lesbian, gay and transgender characters, and even 

a handful of self-identified gays and lesbians within Australian 

federal politics, there is a dearth of historical figures to build 

our stories upon and to learn from. When particular groups 

are omitted from history and we are thus denied knowledge of 

history relevant to us, we are denied adequate access to modes 

of resistance to systems that continue to refute our existence and 

refuse us basic human rights. It is also important to notice that as 

long as our history is absent from the ‘agreed’ cultural and social 

history of our community and nation, it is easier to continue 

to deny us meaningful participation in the present. In 1989, 

Queensland conservative politician Bob Katter famously claimed 

that there were no gays in his electorate of Mount Isa, Central 

Queensland, and if there were, he would walk backwards from 

Bourke to Brisbane. Because of historical research by academics 

and community groups, we know that Queer Queensland existed 

as far back as white settlement. The wait is still on for Bob Katter 

to take his 890-kilometre walk.
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It is one thing to know the sociopolitical history of 

Queensland: since the Fitzgerald Inquiry (1987–89) led to the 

prosecution of several corrupt State politicians, legal figures 

and business people, and impelled the dismantling of Sir Joh 

Bjelke-Petersen’s decades-long, deeply authoritarian government, 

several publications have addressed the era’s historical impact and 

continuing influence on Queensland and Australia. It is entirely 

another thing to encounter the singular experiences of living 

in such a parochial, corrupt and homophobic system. While 

historian Clive Moore has documented male homosexual accounts 

in the book Sunshine and Rainbows (2001), there is very little 

documentation of lesbian experiences. In recounting these eight 

stories, that is what this project seeks to rectify. 

The only way of really knowing what it was like is to have 

lived it. While recognising that each reader will encounter these 

stories differently, the intention of this project is to give a voice to 

some of the women who experienced those times and who know 

how living in that history affected and continues to affect them. 

The personal histories reflected here are offered as a way of giving 

a sense of agency to all those who haven’t yet spoken their own 

stories, in the hope that they may find a part of themselves within 

these stories. This project affirms that even in a climate as adverse 

as Queensland in the latter half of the twentieth century, it was 

possible to find a space in the world, and affirms that it is possible to 

continue to build spaces in which to belong. 



CHAPTER 1: LYN FRASER

My name is Lyn Fraser. I was born in Pyramid Hill in 

Victoria. When I was 18, it was time to leave home and 

I came straight to Queensland. I haven’t left Queensland 

since. I love it up here. It’s wonderful. 

When I was growing up, trying to identify myself was difficult. 

I really, really liked women…I really liked them. I thought I should 

have been born a man. I never put the word ‘lesbian’ in my head.  

I didn’t know what the word was. Of course, nothing developed 

from that. 

I was born in 1957, so, in the ’60s, little girls were little girls. 

We were brought up to wear dresses. I don’t remember playing 

with dolls. I remember having my favourite teddy. I remember one 

Christmas my brother, who was only little, was given a train set for 

Christmas. Oh, I was in my element. I loved it. Still like trains. But 

you know, that poor kid, he had no chance of playing with it really. 

It was my dad and his friends who set it up and they played with it 

for hours. When they finished, I played with it for hours. We didn’t 

really have toys so we were left to our own imaginations to play. 

Many times I was the captain of a spaceship, which was a man’s role 

back in those days. I was always a leader and my siblings, the little 

ones, were my crew. 

I’m not political. It was all emotional for me. It wasn’t  

conducive for me to even think about becoming – or coming out 

as – a lesbian. There was no way of thinking about it. I pushed it 

away. I just thought I was born the wrong sex. That was it. Then I 

moved to Queensland with Joh’s government and it was illegal to 

be gay. If you were gay you would go to prison. So that pushed me 

back even further. 

In the interim I did get married. I imagined being with women, 

but I was really with a man. And that was a failure obviously. 

Eighteen months, I think it lasted, because I knew it wasn’t right. 


