
PRIDE MONTH IS AUSTRALIAN 
 
Some people today complain that Pride Month is an American import, it has nothing to do with 
our country, not realising the history of the LGBTIQ rights movement in Australia. In actual fact, 
June holds a very significant place in the hearts and history of the Australian LGBTQ community, 
with a peaceful protest taking place during the day on 24th June 1978 through George Street and 
Martin place in Sydney; it was later that night that everything changed. The Sydney Gay 
Solidarity Group had organised the event to mark the ninth anniversary of the Stonewall Riots in 
New York, in which a gay bar was yet again raided by the police. The plan was to march for 
equality and the decriminalisation of homosexuality in the city during the day, then enjoy a 
festive street party together in the evening with theatre, singing, dancing & bands.  
 
Around 10pm, several hundred gay and lesbian folks, along with their allies and drag queens,  
some in fancy dress and rugged up against the cold – gathered at Taylor Square and followed a 
truck with a small music sound system down Oxford Street to Hyde Park, shouting “Out of the 
bars and into the streets!!” with crowds cheering in support from the pavements. As the march 
reached Hyde Park, despite having a permit for the event, the police confiscated the lead float 
truck and the marchers were diverted up William Street to Darlinghurst Road in Kings Cross. It 
was at this point, that the police violently ambushed the crowd and arrested 53 people, injuring 
many more. The crowd was in shock, but courageously congregated outside the Darlinghurst 
Police Station, in solidarity with those who had been arrested. Some of the men arrested were 
beaten in the police cells, with awful cries reverberating around the station. One of the women 
detained Gail Heiwson recounted that she could hear the sounds of a man being horribly 
beaten, but then she also began to hear the encouraging chants of the crowds gathering 
outside, at one point singing the African-American song “We Shall Not be Moved.” Another rally 
participant said: “You could hear them in the police station getting beaten up and crying out 
from pain. The night had gone from nerve-wracking to exhilarating to traumatic all in the space 
of a few hours. The police attack made us more determined to run our Mardi Gras the next 
year.”  It was a horrific night of police brutality, with the intent of intimidating and suppressing 
the LGBTQ rights movement.  
 

     



In the aftermath, the Sydney Morning Herald published the full names and even addresses of 
those arrested, which had dire implications as they were outed to friends, family and 
workplaces. Some lost their jobs as a result of the publication; the Sydney Morning Herald has 
since issued a formal apology. “The first Mardi Gras is often described as a riot but I didn’t see it 
that way,” Mark Gillespie wrote in The Conversation. “It was a very defiant act of resistance that 
proved a turning point. We were willing to stand up, to resist. We were people too; our 
sexualities may have been diverse and different but that did not make us any less human than 
others.” Gillespie also said: “That night we were in the streets and we were determined to get 
our message to as many people as possible. We were sick and tired of being criminalised, 
pathologised, demonised, of being made to hide who we were and having our rights to live as 
human beings denied. We wanted the whole world to hear our cries for freedom from the 
oppression that characterised our lives.”  Another participant Peter Murphy said: “It wasn’t a 
choice, what we did. One way or another, we would have had to assert our sexuality, our rights, 
and overcome the repression and discrimination.”  
 
Following on from that violent night, 300 people gathered outside the court in Liverpool St 
Sydney, on 26th June, to hear the proceedings for some of those arrested on 24th June and to 
show their support, to send the message that they were not alone. Despite the magistrate 
declaring it an open court, the police were there in force, and prevented any of the crowd from 
entering the building. There were 7 arrests. Next month, on 15th July 1978, still fuelled by anger 
of what had happened, Sydney had the largest gay rights march in Australia up until that time. 
There were 14 arrests. Despite the arrests, the protests continued. On 27th August 1978, 300 
people marched down Oxford Street for the 4th Annual Homosexual Conference. There were 
104 arrests. What is remarkable and noteworthy, is that Labor Senator Susan Ryan opened the 
Conference. A campaign was established called “Drop the Charges” with meetings numbering in 
their hundreds and fundraising happening all across Australia. The movement was getting 
bigger, more people were willing to take to the streets, the LGBTQ community & their allies 
would not be stopped now, fighting for justice, equality and freedom for LGBTQ citizens. 
 

 



It is difficult for people today to comprehend how brave it was for one to not just speak up, but 
to publicly demand equality for LGBTQ Australian’s. It was a time when police regularly harassed 
LGBTQ people; it was illegal in NSW to be homosexual (Tasmania only decriminalised 
homosexuality in 1997); there were no protections against discrimination, allowing for LGBTQ 
people to be fired or evicted; there were regular bashings, that the police turned a blind-eye to, 
which continued into the 1980s and 1990s when gay men were murdered in hate crimes, 
without even an investigation; the general community held disturbingly cruel and utterly false 
beliefs about LGBTQ people, some of which sadly linger on today; parent’s lost custody of their 
children, if their sexuality was revealed; and heartbreakingly many LGBTQ people were 
disowned by family & abandoned by so-called friends. It took incredibly passionate, self-
sacrificing, gutsy, resilient and loving people to stand-up, come out and demand equality for 
LGBTQ Australians. Glisten Youth pay tribute, with deep gratitude, for what they did and how 
that paved the way, for all the freedom and rights we have today. There is still work to be done, 
but if there is one thing history shows us, it’s that we will come together for each other, for 
LGBTIQ equality.   
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