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In October 2024, attendees at Oral History Tasmania’s annual seminar were treated to
a very illuminating presentation by Garry Wakefield, the founder of North West Pride
organisation for people of the LGBTIAQ+ community. His creation of a podcast of
oral life histories for this marginalised community offers a glimpse of the risks, rewards
and responsibilities that he undertook, motivated to improve understanding of partic-

ularly challenged lives.

Garry started his presentation by explaining how his personal experience influenced his
current endeavours. He grew up through the eighties and nineties in Tasmania, feeling
that he was ‘different from other boys. His Catholic schooling was about ‘conforming
to be normal’. Understanding his feelings of being ‘wrong’ and ‘different’ came after
a prominent anti-gay rally was held in 1989 in then homophobic Ulverstone, his
hometown. He heard media reports of people expressing virulent sentiments of fear
and hatred of gays and endorsing the criminal penalties for gay sex. He overheard his
parents’ negative attitudes and knew he could not be open with them. In 1997, when
he was 16, the Tasmanian Criminal Code was amended to decriminalise homosexual
conduct between consenting adults, but there was still an atmosphere of ‘hate and fear
in the community’. When his parents found out he was gay at 18, they told him that he

would have a hard and lonely life, but this has not been the case.

Garry said that, over time, his parents observed his loving relationships with his gay
friends, which started to erode their worries and ignorance. This gradual change in

his parents’ attitude was pivotal because Garry saw that knowledge and understanding
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made all the difference to wider societal acceptance. He thought about starting a
podcast to share hidden stories of everyday life, to reach out and show that queers were

‘just people’, an idea that grew in strength.

Having looked at Google for instructions, he started simply with a mic plugged into
his phone. He asked two work colleagues if he could record their stories, which would
be the first recordings for the podcast Queer Life Stories. Other recruits came through
employment with the diversity advocacy and support service, Working It Out’s youth
group. His recordings expanded his own understanding of the diversity of gender and
sexuality. Garry said, “This was a bit of a journey, but I liked helping others to under-
stand — interviews, support groups, new friends, all positive momentum created in

2019

Then COVID hit. In 2020, the groups moved to online drop-in to stay connected.
Garry connected with mainland support groups and recorded some additional inter-
views. The common thread coming from interviewees was ‘a clear lack of understanding
among people close to them’. Garry said, “You can’t become what you can’t see, if there

are no role models to follow”. He has recorded and shared 28 stories by August 2024.

Garry spoke strongly about the podcasts’ effect, saying that they definitively changed
his life, and he believes the experience was life-changing for both storytellers and
listeners. Changes in the community came about due to the podcast providing access to
these stories. As an example, Garry shared when his friend, a family violence advocate,
broke his silence after hearing the experiences from local Tasmanians. He told Garry
that the podcast gave him the confidence to be more authentic in his work. Garry told

us, ‘Hearing this after four years’ friendship nearly brought me to tears.

He then played the audience excerpts from three podcast interviews. Francine, born
in 1941, told her story in 2019 of living in a male body but ‘identifying as female’. She
had lived for 68 of her 78 years thinking she was the only person like her. The support
she received from the community after the podcast encouraged her two years later to
undergo gender-affirming surgery; she has since married and now advocates within her
community and with elder abuse survivors. Here arguably is the reward that can come

from oral history.

186



Reports: Henderson

The next excerpt detailed Warren’s story, which exemplified courage; Warren is an
ex-Mormon who had gone through conversion practices to submerge her personality.
Deciding to separate from her husband to be her authentic self meant divorces from
her family, church and the whole community. For Warren, living in truth ‘was th[e]

perspective that helps me live every day’

Finally, Mike shared stories of child sexual abuse. After completing the recording with
Garry, Mike told Garry that he had only ever told one person his story, that no-one in
his circle knew and it was difficult to tell long-time friends. The podcast was his way of
sharing in the hope of helping others with similar experiences: ‘I was not only carrying
the baggage of being queer, but also living through violence and abuse, which meant I
really couldn’ trust anyone, friends or lovers, in my life’. His decision to be interviewed

hints at the perceived power and potential wider rewards from speaking out.

In 2020, Garry was asked by the ABC to participate in the next Miriam Margolyes
series, Australia Unmasked, which he accepted. It was a memorable experience to spend
a few days with Miriam. She visited his parents and friends, including Francine and
chatted about life after her podcast. Their last day was at the Pride Parade in Hobart,
where Miriam in her wheelchair was joined by Garry, his partner Adam and Pride
activist Rodney Croome at the head of the procession. ‘It was a real highlight, a special

day, Garry said.

North West Pride creates social spaces and a community for friends and families to
attend, with two or three important events every month since 2020, expanding to the
West Coast and elsewhere in Tasmania. At the time of his talk in 2024, there were
at least 65 events and over 1,000 attendees each year. At these events, Garry often
met people with the courage to attend a pride event as the first time they have openly
acknowledged their connection to the LGBTIAQ+ community, and these moments

have kept him inspired to carry on with his work.

To conclude his presentation, Garry spoke about the five years since the podcast and
North West Pride. Garry feels that there has been a great deal of change. In his work,
he talks to people and in workplaces, helping to improve the understanding of inclu-

sive language and practices at work and in daily lives. He hopes his work overall has
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contributed to positive change. In 2024, his new series of eight podcast interviews was
financially supported from Working It Out; one of these shot to 500 listens in its first
week, an indication of interest and demand, and another series is planned for 2025. His
work has also led to a new podcast called Queer Tasmania as a forum for news, stories,

an educational episode about language and also a community sharing platform.

Garry Wakefield’s presentation was well received. He encouraged questions, and
interest in viewing the podcast was expressed by several attendees. As a vehicle of oral
history, the Queer Life Stories podcast demonstrated its power to change and improve
the lives of people who are, or are related to, members of the LGBTIAQ+ community.
More rewards and responsibilities than risks were evident in this account, supporting

the journal’s theme.

The link to the podcast of 28 episodes: https://podcasts.apple.com/au/podcast/queer-
life-stories/id1487590766.
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