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The settled pace of Portland’s Congress Square was broken at noon on Saturday June 6, 1987 by chants and clapping as some 200 people, gay and straight alike, carried signs and banners amidst an ocean of lavender balloons and dozen of waving flags. As they stepped off sidewalks on way from Deering Oaks onto the full width of Congress Street they also stepped onto the front page of every Sunday paper or every evening newscast across the entire state and parts of New Hampshire.

The march was new in that it welcomed and encouraged the visibility of the broadest cross section of all of Maine’s diverse and maturing lesbian and gay community and, most unique, it was a deliberately public celebration. It heralded and has helped to directly build confidence in the historic assault on homophobia that has been transforming Maine since the 1970's.

That first Portland Pride (as it was then known) "weekend" also featured the City of Boston's Lesbian and Gay Liaison: Ann McGuire at a Friday night pre-March speak-out and a well attended picnic at Two Lights State Park on Sunday.

In 1988, the following year, B.J. Broder a gay bashing victim courageously consented to
speak at the opening rally that continued the interest in the attendance at the March. It was also the year that Congress passed the Hate Crimes Statistics Act which B.J.'s assault helped highlight.

Some 8 years later, Claudia Brenner a survivor of a vicious murder attempt on her and her partner was Pride's rally speaker and week-long guest as a national anti-violence advocate for gays and lesbian. The coincidence of a similar murder in North Carolina of two lesbians just two weeks before Claudia's arrival not only put a major spotlight on Pride's community events, but enabled Claudia to effectively enlighten Portlander's on the need for anti-violence legislation in a 5 day media blitz.

Pride continued to help educate with the phenomenal showing of "Love Makes a Family" a photo exhibit on gay and lesbian families. Although Pride lost thousands on the exhibit, in some 24 venues, including corporate offices, town halls, university exhibition halls, art galleries and schools, an estimated 10,000 Mainer's redefined their concept of family to include gays and lesbians.

Initially entertainment was part of the Rally including sing-a-longs and eventually the Maine Gay Men's Chorus. The first festival after the Parade was held in 1993 in an industrial parking lot outside the former "Koas" Bar off Marginal Way. The festival's success even at that venue encouraged greater participation and allowed the festival
to move to the Old Port's Tommy's Park. By 1995 the festival had grown so large with over 3,000 participants and 60 plus exhibitors that only Deering Oaks could provide enough room for the crowds and vendors while offering the necessary stage and logistical support, where the festival remains.

The drag community has for year's been Pride's greatest supporters, raising necessary funds year after year to the benefit of Pride. The annual Drag Show has been a tradition with Pride since 1993.

In 1996 the City of Portland was "kept up all night" with a phenomena called "Pride's Pier Dance". The Pier Dance clocked a record number of complaints to the South Portland and Portland Police, hundreds unaware till morning that over 2,000 gay and lesbian people (and non-gays) were dancing on the Maine State Pier.

The Pier Dance originally was only 21 plus, but after a Pride chair cornered veteran City Council Harlow in the Mayor's office for over an hour and pleading youth attendance at "the safest night time youth event in Portland", the very conservative 1997 City Council opened the otherwise "adult" event to all ages, allowing Outright, the LGBT youth group to broaden it's Pride participation and establishing a tradition of true inclusion.

Pride has had a great array of notables on it's stages. Lady Chablis, the female impersonator who played herself in the movie "Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil" was the guest hostess at Pride's third Pier Dance. The Flirtations, the nationally known accapella group, gave one of it's last performances for Pride in Portland's Tommy's Park. Other music acts have included the nationally known Michelle Malone and Disappear Fear, ASE African drumming, cable TV star Yolanda and NYC crooner, Dave Hall.

In addition, the internationally syndicated movie "Tangible Fathers" by local filmmaker Bob Poirier was premiered in 1997 as part of Pride week. Bob has hosted several Pride Week film festivals and events, including his second film, all of which has evolved into the Peabody Film Festival.

From the very personal act of the entire rally singing Happy Birthday to an HIV positive attendee to the annual display of the Name Project AIDS Quilt, memorializing the historic impact on our community from AIDS has always been an integral part of Portland's Pride. Aside from late night last minute phone conferencing for hours with the Portland Police in 1991 who threatened to "shut the Parade down" if ACT UP were to hold a die in on the March route, those who battle AIDS have been remembered and honored with grace.

Pride has had many notable speakers, not only Ann McGuire, Claudia Brenner, Lady Chablis, AIDS activist Michael Petrelis and in 2001 Portland's openly lesbian Mayor Karen Geraghty, but also Candice Gingrinch, Massachusetts's only lesbian legislator Liz Malia, dozens of state legislators, Congressmen Tom Andrews and Tom Allen, State Treasure Dale McCormack, Miss Maine's 1995 through 1999 and Pride's most honored guest, frequent Grand Marshall and most senior Parade participant, AIDS activist the late Frannie Peabody.

Pride media presence has been notable. Originally the Maine media treated Pride as an novelty, but in 1993 with Pride's first major festival, the city's leading paper, the Press Herald, featured only one photo of a drag queen above an ad for methadone treatment. The "accidental" placement and the profound shortage of any real coverage of the thousands attending the event lead to a meeting between Pride and the paper's editors. The result was a concession by the paper to provide a staff person accessible to cover gay issues and to be accessible for contact and discussion with the LGBT community, a concession that would serve immensely valuable in the coming political battles over rights.

Pride, produced it's own guide and schedule for years. Starting with just a few hundred in the early 90's, the Southern Maine Pride guide was circulated throughout southern Maine in the tens of thousands of copies.

The growth and benefit of Southern Maine Pride also paralleled and supported the dramatic political evolution of "gay rights" in Maine. Taunting Carolyn Cosby that she had a table waiting at the 1994 Pride festival to gather signatures from "militant homosexual activists" Pride embarrassed the ultra-conservative in the press for her outlandish characterizations of gays and lesbian during the 1998 referendum to ban gays rights legislation.


In 1999 the long time chair and founder resigned from the stage of the Festival with the words "It's your festival take care of it by including everyone, as well as, doing your part. And most of all, make it great fun."

Portland Pride incorporated as Southern Maine Pride in 1995, becoming a 501(c3) organization in 1997 and operated a "street accessible" office for three years. It became an annual Declared Festival of the City of Portland and contributes an estimated $250,000 to the greater Portland economy in just a short week of participation. It is unquestionably the largest forum of Maine's lesbian, gay, transgender, bisexual people. From just a street demonstration in 1987, Pride in southern Maine has grown to over a dozen venues over several days including performances, family picnics, cruises, and "couples walks." Each year is different and each year totally dependent on the generous volunteer efforts of members of a very unique community.

###

