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Fellow GALA fam, 

Who would have imagined when this 
year started that the terms sanitiser, 
face masks, social distancing, lock-
down, zoom calls, COVID-19 would 
be so deeply entrenched within our 
collective consciousness? There is no 
other global crisis in living memory 
which has so deeply and profoundly 
affected the world in which we live.

It’s been a time of unimaginable hard-
ship and in addition to the very real 
threat of sickness, the coronavirus 
has exacerbated the number of chal-
lenges our community experiences; 
be it violence and discrimination, 
loneliness and alienation, and eco-
nomic exclusion. 

There is a profound and overwhelm-
ing sense of loss experienced myriad 
ways. The loss of human life over this 
time is particularly heart-wrenching.  

We grieve for Kirvan Fortuin, Robyn 
Montsumi, Collins Khosa, George 
Floyd, Breonna Tayler, Sushant Rajput 
Singh and many others. We are filled 
with outrage that these lives were not 
taken from us as a result of a dead-
ly virus but because of the violence, 
homophobia, transphobia, racism and 
lack of support for mental health that 
continues to place value on some lives 
over others. 

Where does one find solace and hope 
in the face of such adversity? We find 
it in the moments of unexpected kind-
ness and in the moments of resolute 
rage. We find courage in seeing com-
munities mobilise to force change in 
the status quo by demanding justice 
for our fallen loved ones and shouting 
as loud as we can #BlackLivesMatter. 
We find beauty, intimacy and love in 
the resourcefulness of human nature 
through art, dance, music and prayer. 
We choose to seek comfort in our 
personal memories of the good times 
past and hold on to our faith that we 
will get through this... 

It was particularly in the spirit of good 
times past that GALA ran a campaign 
over lockdown re-introducing our 
fam to the archive. ‘Get to know the 
GALA Archive during Lockdown’ saw 
us highlighting collections in the GALA 
archive such as the t-shirt collection, 
our rich treasure trove of placards and 
the Out in Africa Film festival to name 
a few. We also sought to celebrate the 
extraordinary lives of Sally Gross, Bill 
Curry, Wayne Sampson and Michele 
Bruno. My personal favourite is the 

lockdown story on The Hope & Unite 
Metropolitan Community Church 
(HUMCC). In times like this, faith and 
community provide us with a sense 
of necessary belonging. The HUMCC 
which provided many queer fam with 
a sense of community, is a great re-
minder of this. In this edition of the 
GALA newsletter, we hope to provide 
you with some additional reading 
comfort and share with you stories of 
resilience, love and beauty.  On behalf 
of the GALA fam, I want to remind 
you, in the words of Stephen Collins 
Foster (1863) that:

The pure, the bright, the beautiful,
That stirred our hearts in youth;
The impulse to a worldless pray’r,
The dreams of love and truth;
The longings after something lost;
The spirits yearning cry;
Revivings of our better hopes;
These things can never die.

Keval Harie
(Director)
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Archiving in Lockdown
As would be expected, the last months 
have been trying. Like most others, we 
have had to adapt to unprecedented 
circumstances.  The archive has been 
closed to in-person researchers since 
late March and the GALA team moved 
to working remotely.  This meant that 
we were limited to assisting research-
ers with what we had digitally availa-
ble on hard drives.  Fortunately, just 
before lockdown, our digital project 
with Gale Primary Resources went 
live, and 25 of GALA’s collections are 
now available online through the 4th 
series of GALE’s Archives of Gender & 
Sexuality. Researchers can make use 
of a free one month trial, or if they 
are attached to a tertiary institution 
they will hopefully have free access 
through their university’s subscrip-
tion. 

As a consequence of our offices be-
ing closed, physical archive sorting 
and listing has been put on hold – 
this has mainly impacted on the large 
amount of additional material that we 
received from the Triangle Project in 
January. We also had to say goodbye 
to Lucinda O’Connor, our Australian 
archive volunteer, who had only just 
begun a one year assignment with 
GALA when she had to be repatriated 
in late March. However, we are grate-
ful that Lucinda continues to assist 
us remotely and has been actively in-
volved in our Queer Voices oral histo-
ry project. 

From the beginning of the lockdown 
we saw it as vital to move archive work 
online, to document the effects of the 
current crisis on LGBTIQ individuals 
and organisations, as well as queer re-
sponses and engagements as a result 
of the pandemic and lockdown. 

From 27 March to 29 May 2020 (levels 
5 and 4 of lockdown in South Africa)
GALA published a weekly “Get to 
know the GALA Archive during  Lock-
down” article, focusing on various 
collections in the archive. There were 
10 articles in total, written by GALA 
archivist Linda Chernis, and designed 

by Karin Tan. These were featured on 
both the GALA Instagram and 
Facebook pages.  

After 10 weeks of lockdown articles, 
and as the country moved to level 
3, we thought we would change the 
weekly archive articles.  The change 
came in a shift away from focusing 
on collections, to focusing on specific 
items (anything from photos, to docu-
ments to textiles to medals).  This se-
ries (‘These are a few of our Archived 
Things”) began on 5 June and the se-
ries is ongoing. 

In addition to the online archive arti-
cles and the oral history project, GALA 
as an archive is also collecting and 
listing the online movement of South 
African LGBTIQ organisations during 
lockdown. What are they posting?  
Are they holding online events?  Are 
they fundraising? Are they involved in 

relief efforts?  These are the kinds of 
questions that direct what we are col-
lecting.  We are hoping that this will 
contribute to the scholarship around 
the response to COVID-19 and lock-
downs.  GALA intern Wenzile Thwala 
is assisting on this project. 

I would just like to end off with a few 
words of thanks and gratitude.  Our 
little GALA team really pulled togeth-
er and held together during the last 
few months.  Not only did we con-
tinue with our work but we thought 
of new ways to engage, of how we 
can adapt and grow, and help oth-
ers. I have missed our offices, library 
and GALA family a lot over the last 
months. We hope to start welcoming 
back researchers to GALA shortly. Un-
til then, stay safe.

Linda Chernis
Archives Coordinator

https://www.gale.com/intl/primary-sources/archives-of-sexuality-and-gender
https://www.gale.com/intl/primary-sources/archives-of-sexuality-and-gender
https://www.gale.com/intl/primary-sources/archives-of-sexuality-and-gender
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Lockdown Queer Oral History Project: 
“Queer Voices 2020”
GALA first announced a call for con-
tributions to our Queer Lockdown 
Oral History Project (OHP) on 9 April 
on our social media platforms.  We 
felt it was important to document 
queer voices during this time.  This 
initial call, although shared and 
viewed widely, got very few respons-
es.  In the post we asked people to 
share their experiences any way they 
chose (video, poetry, artworks, nar-
rative descriptions).  

After getting few respondents we 
decided to make a Google Forms 
with set questions. Once we shared 
this link we very soon began getting 
responses in. This is the first time we 
have used Google Forms for an OHP 
at GALA.  It does depersonalise the 
process but under the current cir-
cumstances it was a useful means of 
reaching people and getting their re-
sponses.  Lucinda O’Connor, our Aus-
tralian volunteer, has been working 
on looking through the data, below 
is some of what she has learnt:

The data from the Oral History Pro-
ject has provided some insight into 
how queer people in South Africa are 
handling the lockdown. The majori-
ty of our Google Forms submissions 
came from Gauteng (56%), with 
many also coming from the West-
ern Cape (17%). We asked a series 
of questions to gauge what challeng-
es people were facing in lockdown. 
Many of the survey participants not-
ed they experienced difficulties with 
their mental health, their location or 
who they were in lockdown with. Of 

the respondents for our Google sur-
vey, 53% are in lockdown with fami-
ly. This can mean different things for 
everyone. For some, they are in a 
supportive environment, for others 
they are in a tough situation where 
their environment may be exacerbat-
ing the difficulty of lockdown. Some 
of the clear trends include height-
ened depression and anxiety and dif-
ficulty being in a space that doesn’t 
necessarily support them. Despite 
this, for others lockdown seems to 
have offered a moment of clarity; 

“See, the way I saw it, there were 
no distractions. No Grindr hook-ups 
to occupy the loneliness at night, 
no friends to occupy my home nor 
any clubs to attend. It was just me 
and my own company and whether 
I liked it or not, I had to meet every 
version of myself.”

Common coping mechanisms includ-
ed keeping to a routine, using social 
media to feel connected, TV, pod-
casts, books, work, study and giving 
yourself permission to switch off. 
The pressure to be productive is one 
that has been threaded through con-
versations surrounding lockdown, 
to write the next King Lear because 
apparently that’s what someone did 
during the plague in the Middle Ages 
(not naming names). It was noted 
in the GALA YOUth Forum that, “It 
genuinely feels like every minute you 
need to be doing something right?”. 
But in a time plagued by a viral conta-
gion and civil unrest, it’s easy to feel 
weighted by the constant dumping 

of information telling you how you 
should be spending your time, but 
if we’ve learnt anything from these 
submissions it’s that people are try-
ing their best to keep their heads 
above water and the best thing you 
can do is take away the pressure. 

We hoped to give people a chance to 
voice themselves and be sure there 
was someone at the other end who 
was interested, who was recording it 
because they are important. These 
stories are important. Whether it 
was sharing with us your work strug-
gles, isolation from chosen family, 
loss of income, mental wellbeing 
or if you’ve had zero disruption. It 
wasn’t a case of profundity, some-
times it’s the mundane activity – like 
still being able to buy spray tan from 
Dischem –  that drives and creates a 
community. Right now information 
circles us like an incessant swarm of 
bees, never being able to focus in 
on one culprit for the chaos, which 
is why it’s vital these oral stories are 
kept so that when we look back on 
this long narrative we have the indi-
vidual stories to inform the collective 
experience of a global event. 

Lucinda O’Connor
Volunteer Programme Archive 

Project Mentor

If you would like to contribute to 
the Queer Voices in Lockdown Oral 
History  Project, send it to 
queervoices20@gmail.com
and/or fill in the Google Forms here.

https://forms.gle/MgX27nf2hnn2p6TL9
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GALA is happy to introduce Lucinda 
O’Connor to the extended GALA Fam. 
Lucinda is a volunteer with the 
Australian Volunteers Program - with 
whom GALA has an ongoing relation-
ship. 

Lucinda had joined the GALA team 
at the beginning of the year to assist 
in the GALA archives, and had been 
sorting through the Triangle Project’s 
collection. Due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, Lucinda had to be repatriated 
before we could formally introduce 
her. We happy to say, now, that she is 
continuing to assist GALA remotely. 

Lucinda O’Connor
Volunteer Programme Archive 
Project Mentor

Lucinda is an archaeologist and herit-
age consultant with experience in re-
search, community consultation, ex-
cavation and reporting on heritage in 
Australia. Lucinda studied at the Uni-
versity of Sydney where she lived for 
8 years and comes from a small town 
in rural Australia. Currently she assists 
GALA however she can remotely; this 
most recently included analysing the 
data from the oral history project doc-
umenting queer voices in lockdown.

Introducing Lucinda!

Farewell

Shay
McLaren

GALA mourns the passing of Shay 
McLaren on 24 February 2020 in 
Johannesburg, at the age of 89.  
We are so pleased we got to meet 
her late last year, to hear her sto-
ries and have her revisit her dona-
tion to GALA from 20 years earlier.  
It seemed she was very pleased to 
reconnect with GALA and she kept 
aside further material to be given to 
GALA upon her death, which friends 
of hers (Carol Rogers and Imelda 
Ziegler) delivered to GALA in March. 
The additional material includes 
photographs, newspaper clippings 
and some personal ephemera.
 
You can read more about Shay’s re-
markable life in the December 2019 
issue of GALA Times.

Shay McLaren, Northcliff, Johannesburg, 
2008.

In the interests of the health and safety, 
the GALA offices continue to remain 

closed. Requests to visit the archive will 
be dealt with on a case by case basis 

and can be sent through to 
Nobantu.Nqolobe@wits.ac.za

https://www.australianvolunteers.com/
https://www.australianvolunteers.com/
https://gala.co.za/2019/12/13/gala-times-2019-4-4-the-season-of-celebration/
https://gala.co.za/2019/12/13/gala-times-2019-4-4-the-season-of-celebration/
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(left to right) Keval and Genevieve of GALA, and Siphokazi and Jade of FEW loading 
food parcels for distribution. June 2020. Johannesburg

GALA’s Rapid Response Work in the Time of Pandemic

Over the last few months, GALA 
has joined forces with some of our 
friends to address the devastating 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The Australian High Commission had 
granted GALA money from the COV-
ID-19 and LGBTIQ People in South 
Africa fund, which we had distrib-
uted to 15 migrants, refugees and 
asylum seekers living in South Africa 
over a period of 2 months. 

GALA has also been working with 
GenderLinks and the Forum for the 
Empowerment of Women (FEW) to 
put together and distribute food par-
cels to be delivered to households 
struggling in light of the pandem-
ic. Read page 6 for our programme 
manager’s reflections on this work. 

The GoFundMe campaign for COV-
ID-19 and LGBTIQ People in South 
Africa is a collaboration between 

African LGBTIQ Migration Research 
Network (ALMN), the Fruit Basket 
and the Holy Trinity LGBT Ministry, 
with the support of GALA and other 
organisational partners. This cam-
paign has been active for just over 
two months (see below for the 2 
month update). If you would like to 
read more about it, or to donate, 
click here.

https://www.gofundme.com/f/covid19-amp-lgbtqi-people-in-south-africa
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Food Security and Human Dignity of 
LGBTIQ Persons during the COVID-19 

Pandemic in South Africa
The COVID-19 pandemic has intro-
duced challenges in the queer civil 
society space that we did not think 
we would ever have to face on the 
ground. The need is immense and 
ever-expanding and this is yet the 
beginning of this international crisis. 
One of the most pressing needs we 
are noticing in communities is that 
of access to basic nutrition and hy-
giene. There is very little opportunity 
for people to provide for their fami-
lies in an economy that is unforgiv-
ing in usual circumstances, but dur-
ing this crisis, particularly for those 
who exist on the periphery of soci-
ety. It has therefore become imper-
ative that LGBTIQ NGOs reach out 
to communities and carry out food 
distribution programmes aimed at 
providing relief to a very desperate 
situation for queer folks that do not 
have the security of knowing where 
their next meal will come from.  

For many of us this is a huge chal-
lenge and we have not worked with-
in the framework of food security 
before. There is much to learn and 
clearly, there is also much to be 
aware of in relation to funding, rela-
tionships with donors, and relation-
ships with the communities we aim 
to serve. Food distribution is not 
as simple as buying groceries and 
handing it out to people. There are 
multiple factors to consider and one 
of these, that surprisingly is often 
ignored… is human dignity. The re-
alisation that human dignity has to 
play a fundamental role in the dis-
tribution of food parcels makes one 
ask the very crucial questions such 
as: “Would I want this food parcel?” 
“Is this food parcel worth more than 
the taxi fare someone had to pay to 
collect it?” “Will this parcel nourish 
my body and would I be able to sus-
tain myself and my dependents for 

longer than two days on this par-
cel?” If one is not confronted with 
these internal questions during the 
process of compiling and distrib-
uting food parcels, then there is a 
good chance that the act of distrib-
uting food, becomes yet another 
box ticking exercise. 

The point is that we are often con-
fronted with the fact that the State 
and various funders think of our  
community as mere numbers and 
statistics. But this is not the case. 
Our community is dynamic, resilient 
and led by activists on the ground 
that would rather give their last 
piece of bread away, than to see a 
child go hungry or to see an elderly 
person suffer. We are human and we 
all deserve dignity. Food and hygiene 
plays an integral part in this. The dis-
tribution of food should be executed 
with kindness, understanding and 
empathy- and should not involve 
taking pictures with vulnerable peo-
ple to make oneself look like a good 
person. Standing in line to ask for 
food is not a pleasant experience 
for anyone, and we must be mindful 
that we need to approach food dis-
tribution in queer civil society with 
the same kindness and understand-
ing that we would expect in our own 
homes. Now is the time to think 
about radical change and we need 
to approach food and hygiene ac-
cessibility and sustainability with a 
radical mindset in order to meet just 
a small percentage of the needs in 
our communities. 

Genevieve Louw
Programmes Coordinator
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Featured Fam:

Thomars T Shamuyarira
Thomars T Thamuyarira is a trans-
gender man from Zimbabwe 
living in South Africa. He is an 
activist and the founder of The 
Fruit Basket. The Fruit Basket is a 
grassroots organisation based in 
Johannesburg that is dedicated 
to supporting LGBTIQ migrants, 
refugees and asylum seekers. 
Before the national lockdown, 
The Fruit Basket’s support group 
would meet regularly in the GALA 
Library. 

What were you initially expecting for 
yourself in 2020?
The plan was to finally gather the 
courage to quit a job that had become 
draining and pursue something that 
actually sets my soul my fire, which is 
ACTIVISM. For the years I had wanted 
to quit, I had asked for a sign that nev-
er came, or maybe the signs came but 
I ignored them because I just didn’t 
have the guts. I had planned to claim 
my freedom, all I needed was just a 
little push. I guess and it came in the 
form of COVID-19 and my partner. I 
RESIGNED on the 1st of June, am 
working my 1 month notice, yay.
The Universe does align things when 
the time is right, when we are not ex-
pecting. I was expecting to struggle to 
get The Fruit Basket going, I expected 
things to get so hard before they got 
right, but boy was I way off, because 
everything is just falling into place, 
there was one huge obstacle, but it 
was also a disguised blessing. Through 
that, friends and allies came togeth-
er to pull me back up and there’s no 
stopping me from here on. 
COVID-19 shook us all, but the puzzle 
pieces are all falling into their right 
places for me. I thought I loved activ-
ism and helping people. I was wrong, 
I really love activism and helping peo-
ple.

What has been your playlist during 
lockdown?
I am a sucker for motivational speech-

es ( I dream of becoming a motiva-
tional speaker one day), I download 
from YouTube, put them on a USB and 
play them from the TV, I know you 
probably thinking, why doesn’t he 
just watch directly from YouTube, well 
I have no answer for that, but It just 
works for me better that way, David 
Goggins, Les Brown, Eric Thomas 
and Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson are 
my go to dudes, You probably think-
ing “why all cismales” well I have an 
answer for this one (lol). There’s just 
something about a deep strong voice 
yelling at me, telling me to get off my 
a$$, I mean my couch, that makes me 
“get off my a$$, I mean couch”. I also 
love listening to Michelle Obama, she 
is so eloquent. Music wise, I always 
have Lewis Capaldi on repeat, all his 
songs and interviews, the guy is very 
funny. Listen to “Hold Me While You 
Wait” , you are welcome.

What do you miss the most about 
the time before Corona?
I’m not outdoorsy, but I miss hosting 
workshops, they are so therapeutic, 
there is just something about being in 
the same room with a bunch of oth-
er people who get it, people who are 
literally walking in your shoes, sharing 
our stories, experiences and hopes 
for the future, I can’t wait for the day 
that I will host the first post covid 
workshop, it’s going to be epic, I will 
probably force everyone to dance to 
my Lewis Capaldi at the beginning and 
at the end of the workshop. The guy is 
good, come on.

Have you started any new and/or 
weird hobbies during lockdown?
My partner is a huge Tik Tok fan, we 
do a few videos every now and then 
but that’s her thing, I feel weird doing 
them but she loves them and I love 
her, do the math (hides). I tried doing 
skits but that didn’t work out. I have 
always loved fitness, fashion and pho-
tography so yah, I work out, I dress 
up and I do mini photoshoots every 
now and then. Am actually looking for 

a way to mash these 3 up and come 
up with an income generating project, 
(since I am now jobless, lol) talk about 
turning passion into money, I’m on 
fire, 2020 is mine, I called dibs y’all.

If you were an animal, what animal 
do you think you wold be and why? 
I’d say Phoenix, because it can revive 
from the dead by its ashes. It trans-
forms, it heals and it regenerates it-
self. Life has shaken and broken me, 
I’ve gone through stuff that I never 
thought I’d get out of or get over, but 
I am still here and looking forward to 
what the future has in-store for me. 
Not only did I get over every bad 
thing, I learnt to love myself again, I 
also regained the passion to help oth-
ers, I don’t wish my bad experiences 
on anyone, I know people have to 
learn from their own experiences, but 
I’d rather they learn from mine and 
just be better, because I know that 
not everyone is strong enough to go 
through the bad stuff, most I know 
have been broken to a point of no 
return. Like a Phoenix I always find 
myself rising again, staying down of 
giving up is not an option. I also  think 
that I am ferocious like a Lion (good 
ferocious), I am hungry, I am ready 
and I am strong. I have a burning de-
sire to make it BIG.

As a kid, what did you want to do 
when you grew up?
I wanted to sing, I wanted to be a 
news anchor and I also wanted to help 
homeless children, known as street 
kids in Zimbabwe. The dream to help 
street kids changed when one of them 
grabbed a hat from my head that I had 
borrowed from a friend, it was new, 
I wore it first, her mum had just got-
ten it for her, that was the end of our 
friendship. My friend’s mum didn’t 
understand this, which hurt me and 
I was angry I said I would never help 
them ever, I was young and immature, 
but its clear that I never stopped car-
ing because here I am now, at 34, do-
ing the exact thing.



8TIMESG
A

LA

Featured Fam (extended):

Thomars and The Fruit Basket
Can you tell us more about why you 
started The Fruit Basket?
The Fruit Basket was borne out of 
Frustration and Passion, as a Queer 
Migrant I could not find any organ-
isation or person that could really 
give me the kind of information and 
assistance that was relevant to me, 
the challenges of all LGBTIQ people 
and of migrants worldwide are all 
almost similar, but LGBTIQ Migrants, 
asylum seekers and refugees have 
other challenges that they face that 
need extra work, attention and re-
search. I just could not get the right 
information and assistance I needed 
and I could not imagine other peo-
ple like me following through all of 
these dead ends. I was not an ex-
pert, I had no training of any sort, 
but I was done looking for who was 
willing and able to assist, so I decid-
ed to do it myself.
Helping people was always a pas-
sion of mine, I always put myself in 
people’s shoes and I hurt when I see 
people that are unable to stand up 
or speak up for themselves going 
through bad things, it pains me to 
see people give up and lose, when 
the challenges they are faced with 
are not that difficult to resolve, when 
the things they lack are not difficult 
to acquire, simple things like a lan-
guage barrier or proper documen-
tation can stop people from getting 

once in a life time opportunities. I 
have a voice, even though it’s not 
loud, I can use it, I have legs, even 
though they are not so long I can 
stand up, I had no seat at the right 
tables so I had to create my own 
table with several seats for anyone 
and everyone who needed a seat.
The one thing my mum always em-
phasised was “if you want things 
done right, do them yourself”. I did 
not have the HOW but I definitely 
had a WHY. With a little research 
and passion, The Fruit Basket came 
alive. I am here and I am still learn-
ing, I am meeting and working with 
all these amazing people and the 
job is getting done, the community 
is being served and more research 
is being done, soon this community 
will have all access to information 
and the assistance they need. The 
future generations must not and 
will not have to go through all these 
struggles that we are going though. I 
feel blessed to be a part of this great 
work.

Also, if you could share more in-
formation on what the GoFundMe 
campaign has meant for members 
of The Fruit Basket.
No one was prepared for COVID-19 
or the lockdown, whilst we were all 
trying to get the hang of the new 
year and still probably working on 

our resolutions for the year, we were 
attacked from all angles and had no-
where to run to. My community was 
affected in ways that most can only 
imagine and dread. When I was ap-
proached with the GoFundMe idea, 
I did not think twice, I said yes there 
and then and promised to have the 
video ready before the end of the 
day which I did, for my community 
I will put my voice and my face any-
where and everywhere. 
This I can say is the best thing that 
has ever happened to my commu-
nity, the funds from this campaign 
have put food on the tables of The 
Fruit Basket’s members, roofs over 
their heads and light in their lives (lit-
erally). We came through for them 
and every single one is grateful. 
The messages that we receive from 
the people that we have helped are 
heart-warming. We always feel that 
we need to do ginormous things to 
make an impact in people’s lives but 
that is a big fat lie, a R100 donation 
at the right time will change some-
one’s life. A R500 gift when some-
one is about to be kicked out by 
their landlord is better than a R5000 
gift on one’s birthday. A R300 when 
someone’s electricity is about to go 
off is like an answered prayer.
Our members are far from home, 
most with no family around and no 
one to turn to when things go hard, 
with the GoFundMe campaign we 
became family, we became that one 
true friend that always has your back 
and makes sure you are alright all 
the time. Thank to everyone who is  
part of this campaign, everyone who 
is making it possible for this mar-
ginalised community to find a little 
hope in these trying times, to every-
one who has donated even the least 
amount. Your help is greatly appre-
ciated, someone out there is smiling 
because YOU ARE. You are kind, you 
caring and you have a heart that is 
full of love.
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GALA YOUth Forum Goes Digital

It’s the end of June. We are 6 
months into the year and the na-
tional lockdown has been in effect 
for just about three of those months 
now. In that time there has been a 
lot of adjusting that has had to hap-
pen in all our lives; we’ve all had to 
learn to do things in different ways 
and make changes to our daily lives 
in order to get used to what has be-
come our new normal. The YOUth 
Forum hasn’t been exempt from 
these adjustments and changes. 

We’ve had to take a space that was 
created for, primarily based and 
thrived on face to face interaction, 
and modify it to exist solely on a dig-
ital level. For as long as I’ve been in-
volved with the Forum, its draw has 
always been the fact that it acts as a 
physical safe place to go every week 
to unwind and, for 2 or so hours, for-
get the stresses that we carry and 
just be. Now it has had to offer the 
same feeling of comfort and safety 
through a medium that is typically 
not a stress-free zone.

From the beginning of the lock-
down, the Forum meetings were 
moved to be held only on the Forum 
WhatsApp group and all interactions 
have been on that platform. We all 
know that social media has its draw-
backs and now more than ever, with 
everyone having some sort of online 
presence, it has become so impor-
tant to protect one’s peace and re-
move yourself from harmful spaces. 
This is, perhaps, one of the biggest 
challenges that we faced with the 
digitalisation of the Forum; how to 
offer the same safe space that every-
one is used to, using a platform that 
a lot of people are trying to avoid to 
protect their own peace of mind. 

The second big challenge has been 
adjusting the content presented to 
the Forum to make it consumable 
on a digital space. The conversations 
and activities that form part of the 
weekly agenda of the Forum meet-
ings relied so much on the physical 
presence of people that reimagin-
ing everything to cater to the new 
primary platform while still keeping 
the essence of the Forum has been 
an experience. Trying to create and 
hold a space where the immediate 
reactions of the participants are not 
available has been a learning curve 
for me. It has been particularly chal-
lenging to work around content that 
needs people to interact with media 
such as video or audio because data 
is expensive and we try not to incon-
venience our members as much as 
possible. The result has been that, 
where a conversation would typi-
cally include media, it has had to be 
changed as much as possible to only 
be a text conversation or if the me-
dia is really necessary then it would 
need to be very short so as to avoid 
high data costs. I have had to get 

more creative in the ways I present 
content and drive conversations for-
ward.

The bottom line is that everything 
has been a learning experience. 
We’ve had to learn to move and ad-
just and work differently but at the 
end of the day, hard as it has been, 
the Forum has continued to exist. 
It might not be in the way that was 
originally imagined and it might not 
satisfy the exact same needs that it 
did before but it lives on and it con-
tinues to move and serve as a space 
for queer youth to find community. 
In fact, the one big positive result 
from this has been that the forum 
has a much larger reach than it did 
when it existed primarily as a phys-
ical space. People who weren’t able 
(for any number of reasons) to join 
the weekly meetings and take part 
in the conversations are now able 
to do so and be included and that, 
above all, makes everything worth 
it because the Forum has always 
been and will continue to be about 
the people. No matter what shape 
or form it takes, as long as it contin-
ues to serve the people it was creat-
ed for then the spirit of the YOUth 
Forum will live on and that, above 
all, is what’s important to the team 
that’s involved with the leading of 
the Forum and to the people the Fo-
rum was created for.

S’phesihle Nzutha
Youth Forum Coordinator 

GALA Intern

*PS: The WhatsApp forums take 
place every Thursday from 16h00 
till 18h00 on the YOUth forum 
WhatsApp group. To join the group, 
you can contact myself, Sihle, on 
0615331845.*
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Tygerberg Pride Week
One of the queer student organi-
sations that GALA supports is the 
SPECTRUM! Society based at the 
Tygerberg Medical Campus of the 
University of Stellenbosch.  GALA 
has been supporting SPECTRUM! 
for the last two years and we are 
so impressed with the incredible 
work they do, especially in addition 
to studying for challenging and de-
manding medical degrees. 

From 9-13 March 2020, just before 
our country went into lockdown and 
university campuses closed, SPEC-
TRUM! held a Pride week on their 
campus. In the words of their soci-
ety vice-chair Hlakanipha Tshalanga:  

On our smaller, relatively remote 
campus, it is easy for outdated 
cis-heteronormative narratives 
to remain unchallenged, allowing 
queerphobia and discrimination 
to continue unchecked. There-
fore, SPECTRUM! not only uses 
this time to celebrate and com-
memorate but to educate the 
greater Tygerberg community. 

The events held that week includ-
ed lunchtime booths, a night vigil, 
a Pride Parade and a Kiki party on 
the final night.  This last social event 
was significant because it brought 
SPECTRUM! and QueerUs, the queer 
student society from the main Stel-
lenbosch campus, together for the 
first time.   SPECTRUM! shared these 
awesome photographs of the night 
and other events that week with us.
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Three years ago when we began 
our degree in Global and Interna-
tional Studies at Carleton, we were 
presented with the idea of doing 
a three month internship abroad. 
With no idea of where we would 
end up, eventually we found each 
other and realised we had a shared 
passion for queer advocacy and the 
preservation of our collective histo-
ry. Originally we discussed staying 
local and going to Toronto, but when 
our prof, James Milner, suggested 
going to South Africa to work with 
GALA, we jumped at the opportuni-
ty. The more we researched GALA, 
the more we realised we would 
do everything in our power to get 
there, and to be able to work with 
an organisation so instrumental in 
the preservation of queer South 
African history. Plus, February in 
Ottawa is usually around -30, so ge-
ographically we were ready for our 
moment in the sun.

Prior to our departure, we collected 
as many books regarding the history 
and queer history of South Africa as 
we could, to arm ourselves with as 
much knowledge as possible, know-
ing we would soon be surrounded 
by brilliant individuals who spent 
their entire lives in this country with 
first-hand experience. Our super-

visor, David Hornsby, told us at our 
pre-departure meeting that South 
Africans love to laugh, and he wasn’t 
wrong. The first day we walked into 
the office we were met with the 
happiest bunch of people either of 
us had ever met. It was so obvious 
how passionate everyone was about 
their work, and how genuinely ex-
cited they were to have us there, 
which only made us more excited to 
dive in.

The following day we got to tag along 
on the dry run for the relaunch of the 
Queer Jozi History Tour. Although 
I’m sure Sam and Keval would argue 
it wasn’t the best it could’ve been, 
we were blown away nonetheless. 
Being able to see the places we 
had only read about where historic 
events occurred was unreal. With 
South Africa’s history of Apartheid 
being so recent, it made the work 
we did all the more interesting, and 
getting to engage with that history 
and help educate the generations to 
come was an honour. All of the work 
we did following that first dry-run 
was, for lack of an academic way of 
speaking, so fun. And yes Linda, so 
was the archival work — a little Lady 
Gaga can go a long way when you’re 
organising the Out in Africa DVDs for 
the past decade.

It seemed as fast as we got there, 
we had to leave. We were just at the 
tip of the iceberg of our South 
African experiences when Miss Rona 
decided to bring back the roaring 
‘20s. The saddest part of our trip was 
also the most ironic: in the middle of 
our internship for our Global and In-
ternational Studies degree, a global 
pandemic brought about by many 
of the factors we’d learned about 
in lectures forced us to cut our trip 
short. This decision wasn’t easy; it 
was tempting to ignore the outside 
world and just keep focusing on the 
work we were doing. Unfortunately, 
just as we’d quickly learned to love 
what we were doing in South Africa, 
the pandemic became too big to ig-
nore. Saying our final goodbyes was 
heart-wrenching. President 
Ramaphosa’s sad excuse for a hand-
shake will never compare to a good 
hug — something we can all agree 
this quarantine has made us long 
for.

It was hard for us to get over this 
confluence of circumstances be-
cause our time at GALA had been so 
meaningful. Nothing brings people 
together like collective despair at 
yet another power outage or more 
unscheduled load-shedding. It was 
amazing to work with like-minded 
people on projects that we were all 
so passionate about, and to feel like 
somehow it was making a difference 
in the microcosm of South Africa’s 
queer history.

Both of us want to thank GALA from 
the bottom of our little gay hearts 
for the opportunity they gave us and 
the kindness they showed us. 

Yours in Pride,
Sam Porta and Brendan Jeynes

Sam and Brendan at Cape Town Pride. March, 2020

GALA’s Canadian Volunteers 
Reflect on Their Time at GALA and SA
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Donate to GALA
The GALA Archive is a living archive. This 
means that we never stop collecting. 

Do you have documents, posters, flyers, 
photographs, t-shirts or other items you 
would like to donate? Do you want your 
story, or that of your organisation, record-
ed and/or preserved? Your stories and 
contributions are important. Help us doc-
ument the present in order to preserve 
the past.
Your contribution matters.

Please contact our Archive Coordinatior, 
Linda Chernis: linda.chernis@wits.ac.za

Donations of books with queer content 
are welcome additions to the 
Cooper-Sparks Library that is housed at 
the GALA offices.

GALA is a non-profit organisation that re-
lies solely on donor funding. Any and all 
donations are welcome.

You can donate to:
Bank name: Investec
Account name: Gay and Lesbian Memory 
in Action Trust
Account number: 100 1183 4713
Branch name and code: 580105
Type of account: Current
Swift code: iveszajjxxx

or via snapscan:

*Please note that GALA 
is a registered non-prof-
it trust with S18A status, 
meaning that neither you 
nor GALA pays donations 
tax, and that donations 
are deductible from your 
taxable income.

TIMESG
A

LA

Staying in with Wenzy

Outside of my internship work I have 
developed quite interesting hobbies 
while socially distancing indoors. As 
we are fully within winter by now, 
to keep myself busy I have been 
looking around for winter items for 
my place in order to decorate the 
space and make it feel more cosy 
and warm. I’ve bought and collect-
ed from family items such as rugs, 
scented candles and pillows, to just 
explore and have my own “interior 
designer” moment to keep me busy 
and distracted. I’ve also become a 
plant parent to a plant, which I know 
is such a stereotype for many young 
people living in the city (Millenials 
and Gen Z) LOL.

By far I can honestly say the best item 
I’ve bought myself during this win-
ter is my fan heater. It may seem like 
such a little thing to some people, 
but it made me feel proud of myself, 
like a mini victory to myself to re-
assure me I’m doing this “adulting” 
thing well. Because, there’s nothing 
more distracting and annoying than 
trying to work while your feet are 
freezing, and I can honestly say it is 
a good investment as my productiv-
ity with work has steadily increased 

again as I am one person who strug-
gles to work in cold weather. 

What has been helpful for me dur-
ing this period is finding little com-
forts for myself, finding little things 
that make me happy and creating 
new guilty pleasures for myself since 
night clubs and social gatherings 
have become a thing of the past. 
Self-care is a priority to me and it 
is essential for everyone to do it for 

themselves once in a while; it is the 
pat on the back you reward yourself 
with even for something as little as 
waking up in the morning. Those 
moments of gratitude are important 
not only to boost your mood but 
your overall mental health.

Wenzile Thwala
GALA Intern

Wenzy’s new plant, candles and fan heater. June 2020
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