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RD: So if you could just start by telling us your name please. 

GR: I’m Gunnar Rasmussen. 

RD: Would you mind sharing your age? 

GR: Sure.  

RD: It’s entirely up to you. (both laugh) 

GR: I’m seventy-nine.  

RD: And how do you self-identify? 

GR: As gay.  

RD: A gay man. 

GR: Yes. 

RD: I knew we had something in common. 

GR: Probably. (both laugh) We have a lot of things in common actually. 

RD: Probably, aside from the pink shirt. 

GR: Well yes, of course. I won’t go into that one right now because it’s not a gay thing. 

RD: Did you ever go through what you would call a coming out process, and if so approximate 

age range? 

GR: No, I was in that group of people that were in the closet. When I look back I was actually 

gay from day one and I never discussed it with my parents. Eventually, I discussed it with my 

sisters. Looking back on it now, I’m sure that my parents were aware that I was gay even though 

they probably didn’t even know what it was at that time even though it’s been around for 

hundreds of years sort of thing. 

RD: So you never actually came out but you started sharing with people that mattered to you at 

some point like your sisters you mentioned. 
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GR: Yeah, and it was the same sort of thing at work with Telus. I never discussed it with them 

for a long time. When I finally invited my boss to have lunch with me one time and after all the 

sweating—I was soaking wet by the time we got together—I talked to him then about being gay 

and so on. He said "Yes, we sort of suspected that you were." So that was a whole thing. I’m sure 

that everyone else knew I was gay except me. I come out as gay now and with my partner we 

always introduce ourselves as partners so that’s good. 

RD: So it's kind of evolved over time then from when you first became active in the community 

from what I’m hearing you say. Where you didn’t really even acknowledge to most people that 

you were gay, and now you’re just living openly with your partner. 

GR: I’ve never made a point of saying, "Hello, my name is Gunnar and I’m gay." I mean, 

it’s never been that routine and it isn’t now either. It’s—and more so now than ever, I 

think— that it’s more common now than it ever has been. It’s nobody’s business and nobody 

really gives a damn anyhow. Nobody ever has given a damn in many cases. We’re our worst 

enemies as far as coming out as being gay. At least it was when I was a younger person. Now, I 

mean, everybody, "So what? You’re gay, you’re not gay, who cares?”  

RD: Reflecting back on your life since you became active in the community, do you consider 

yourself as having been an activist in that time working for the betterment of the community? 

GR: Yeah, I think so that wherever I’ve been—in Vancouver of course is when I got into the gay 

scene. There was no gay scene prior to that so I was into my late twenties probably before I 

started coming out, and out in the public. There was always the secret side of things. Particularly 

over in Nanaimo here when I moved over here—I’ve been here for forty years now—I’ve been 

involved with the Pride thing ever since then, and getting things going. One of the people that I 

think should be mentioned for the history of it is Mike Otchko? I don’t know whether his name 

has come up? 

RD: I don’t know his name. Tell us a bit about him. 

GR: Mike was out as gay all the time. He was a flaming queen at times too. He stood six foot 

something or other and he was— 

RD: He stood out in a few ways— 

GR: Sorry? 

RD: He stood out in a few ways. 
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GR: Yes. He was a bad character in many respects but he certainly promoted the gay thing in 

Nanaimo and I got involved with him. We organized the dances and stuff. It wasn’t a political 

thing, it was a social thing that we were working on at that time. I think Mike did a lot for the 

gay scene in Nanaimo because he was quite gregarious. He was an entertainer, professional 

pianist and so on. With him we started Cappy Yates Park which was the people that got together 

and developed this entertainment park downtown which is still there. It’s been sold a number of 

times since we did there—we started the park prior to the theatre downtown. We were promoting 

it all the time as part of our mandate and we had bingos and stuff like that—that we sent the 

money towards— 

RD: You call that Caveat Park? 

GR: Cappy. 

RD: Cappy. 

GR: Right. Captain Yates owned the property and so we called it Cappy Yates Park from there 

on and it’s referred to as Cappy Yates Park even today. Though it’s just a vacant lot right 

downtown now. 

RD: Whereabouts is that? 

GR: It’s on the—just as you come across the bridge from the downtown, the Fitzwilliam I guess 

it is and Wallace Street in that corner there. 

RD: Okay. 

GR: But yeah, we started the social once a month. We used to have a dance in the ballroom of 

the Malaspina Hotel. That was the first one and I think we probably had thirty people there or 

something like that. That was the first start of things and it just got bigger and bigger since then. 

RD: So you were involved with Cappy Park, with starting the monthly dance socials. Do you 

remember some of the other places that local community members would congregate to meet and 

socialize? 

GR: Well, the pub downtown and the—what’s the name of the hotel that—? 

Unidentified voices: Malaspina? Villa? 

GR: The Villa at that time, Dorchester now. That used to be the gay hangout. It got quite busy 

down there and then when the Malaspina or the Travelodge—when they closed up their bar—

that was sort of the end of the gay bar as well because the whole crew came over from there and 

it wasn’t the gay bar anymore. 
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RD: Right. 

GR: And we had a bar, a little club downstairs which we called Spikes, and again Mike was 

involved with that and I worked with him on that. It ran for quite a while. One of the big 

things—and I’m sure that everybody that you’ve interviewed has already mentioned the part 

there with—that was the time when we couldn’t have just drinks, we had to have food so there 

was the cheese toast that went around from table to table, (both laugh) so that if they ever came 

in to inspect the place that was our food—this cheese toast which was as hard as a rock and dirty 

and everything. (laughs) It went from table to table. 

RD: (laughs) Communal toast. 

GR: Beg pardon? 

RD: Communal toast. 

GR: Yes, communal toast, yes—letter of the law. (both laugh) There was one time that—one of 

the times they were wanting to get things happening, one of the groups had a walking parade 

along Commercial Street and Front Street there. It was on a sidewalk parade sort of thing and it 

was the first attempt— 

RD: Is that the one in 1997? 

GR: It could have been, yes. I’m not sure of the date now. 

RD: That’s the first one that I’m aware of. It was a pretty big group of people. So lots happening 

here quite some time ago. 

GR: Well, it was funny the way the gay scene in Nanaimo went—in that at times we would have 

a fairly large group of gay people here, and then as the economy of the city dwindled so did the 

gay population. We got down to—there were just a few of us around and everybody had gone 

back to the city, or what have you. And now it’s got a good foothold, I think. It is developing 

more than just in the Gay Pride part of it, in different groups coming out and doing their own 

thing. 

RD: Yes. 

GR: So it’s establishing itself. 

RD: It sounds like you’ve been involved in a lot—especially in the earlier days before there was 

a lot of support in the community—a lot of activities to bring people together in the local gay 

community, and help build that sense of community. Reflecting on that, do you think that’s made 

a difference in people’s lives, in your own life? 
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GR: Well, I think so because again, it’s knowledge that is useful. Once people realize that there 

are other people around that think the same way that they do, it helps everybody. 

RD: You realize you’re not alone. 

GR: Yeah, exactly. We had a newsletter that we used to mail out at one time, and of course with 

the socials and stuff like this. We had ads in the paper, and we had a help-line advertised in the 

paper as well so that people were able to phone up and talk about the gay situation with 

somebody that they knew was gay, so it was a positive thing. It was actually a pickup line as well 

(both laugh) so everybody wanted to be the one— 

Unidentified voice:              (??) volunteers to answer the phone. 

GR: Oh, yeah. For sure. (laughs) 

RD: Early app. Reflecting back again on what the community was like when you first became 

active in it and what you see now, do you see some changes, some differences? 

GR: Oh, absolutely. It’s—the whole gay thing is out in the public now. We go back to Stonewall 

and I think that was sort of the modern day, "We’re here, we’re queer, and get used to it," sort of 

thing and that’s just spread all over the world on it. 

RD: So kind of looking at the younger generation of community members nowadays, is there 

anything that you think that it would be nice if they would try to focus on to accomplish to move 

us forward? 

GR: Not particularly—that isn’t being done on their own accord. With social media the way it is 

now, everybody is on that. I mean, the newsletters—we don’t have those any longer. There’s no 

real need for the social type of thing at all—the time together—everybody gets together through 

the social media. The one time is the Gay Parade which is developing now and the dance that we 

have in the spring again in June celebrating the Stonewall thing. A big change. Yes, it’s out, it’s 

around, it’s everywhere. 

RD: Reflecting back, you’ve seen a lot of change in the community. Through that time have you 

personally experienced discrimination, forms of harassment because of your orientation or 

gender identification? 

GR: No. I’ve never run into that. Again, because I’ve never pushed the fact that I was gay and, 

"Get used to it, I’m gay" and so on like that. I’ve just lived my life in the community like any 

person would. The fact that I was gay wasn’t important. I’ve never had any problems because of 

it.  
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RD: Great. So kind of flipping the coin a bit, are there memories of times that you personally felt 

particularly proud being a member of or because of something that’s happened within the gay 

community? 

GR: Not specifically. I am not waving my flag really for any particular reason. 

RD: Just kind of living your life? 

GR: Yeah. 

RD: And for you again personally, are there any particular individuals, people that in your own 

mind you think are heroes that have made a difference that stand out for you? 

GR: Yeah, I’ve already mentioned Mike Otchko. I think he was an important person for getting 

out in the public, getting us known because of it. He got involved with drugs and stuff, and here 

again, part of the entertainment thing. That created a problem for him. He eventually went back 

to Poland and was quite active over there and eventually died of—I’m not sure what it was but 

probably his lifestyle didn’t help his health any. 

RD: Again, reflecting as the gay community has been able to move forward and get closer to 

equality with the rest of society—more general acceptance within the broader society—do you 

think that there are other groups or movements that have helped us move forward? 

GR: Yeah, I think that—yes, definitely. Our City Council has helped us develop. I would have to 

put a caveat on that saying that our one mayor— 

RD: He’s come up a few times. (both laugh) 

GR: He probably has come up a few times. 

RD: Do you have a name?  

GR: Uh— 

RD: Korpan? 

GR: Ah, yes. (laughs) That’s a pretty good name. Korpan. Yeah, anyway everybody’s given 

their opinion on Mayor Korpan. We’ll let it ride at that. (laughs) 

RD: So, around Mayor Korpan my understanding is that because of his resistance to supporting 

us it actually brought the community together more because of that resistance. 

GR: Yes, it certainly has because we threatened to take them to court if they didn’t allow us to 

have the Pride flag flying over City Hall once a year. They eventually backed off and went along 

with it. Since that time we’ve had a number of councillors who were certainly backing gay 

activities here. One of the councillors was gay. 
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RD: If it’s not somebody that’s out, we probably shouldn’t out him. 

GR: Again, it’s what people can offer to the community not whether they’re gay or not is the 

important thing. The fact that he was gay didn’t affect his being positive towards the city. I think 

he helped out our city a lot, and we have other councillors now that are on our side, if you wish. 

RD: Yes, that are very supportive. 

GR: Yes. 

RD: So reflecting back again to when you first became active in the community, were there 

celebrations, like Pride celebrations, and if there were, what were they like compared to what we 

have now? Are there differences? 

GR: When I first came to Nanaimo there was no Pride celebrations but once we got a small 

group together and realized that there were enough gay people around, that’s when we started 

having the socials and so on and letting it be known that we were here. 

RD: Yeah. We mentioned there was a march–parade in 1997. The first significant one I think 

that I’m aware of. Then it kind of subsided again until more recent history when we started 

having the National Pride Parade and celebration again. 

GR: Yeah, this is part of the whole thing where at times we would have a lot of gay people 

living in Nanaimo and then they’d all move away to greener pastures and come back again. Once 

it got to a large enough scale which was a couple of years ago we brought in the Gay Parade 

which was far more successful than I think anybody expected it to be. 

RD: Absolutely. Yes, it was wonderful to see the broad welcoming reception. 

GR: Oh yeah, yeah. 

RD: Again reflecting back when you first started accepting yourself and becoming active in the 

gay community, do you think it was a different experience at that time than it is for younger 

folks that are doing that now? 

GR: Oh yeah, everybody was in the closet. You still have people that are in the closet that aren’t 

coming out, that don’t want to be part of the history thing that is being done now. That’s the 

older group, my age group. The younger people, they just don’t need to be— 

RD: It seems more— 

GR: It brings me back to one trip that I took to Europe. I was in Holland and I met a young 

fellow there that showed me around the country a bit. He was talking about having a birthday 

party at his mum and dad’s place and to me that was sort of—taken aback. I’ve never heard of 
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anything like that before because in Canada we were all in the closet but not over there. It didn’t 

make any difference to them and the fact that he was gay—he didn’t think that that was even 

worthwhile discussing. He had his friends over to his parents’ place to have a party and so on. 

That was quite an eye-opener to me to see that because we were way behind. 

RD: So it made you realize that there was a different way of being. 

GR: Oh, yeah. It was quite common and quite accepted. We’re into that era ourselves now and 

this has got to be—oh, thirty years ago I guess it was that I was over there and we’re slowly 

catching up right now. (laughs) 

RD: We are. (both laugh) Kind of connecting with that, do you notice any differences between 

when you came out and now with younger members of our community as far as how open they 

are accepting of others? 

GR: Yeah, for sure. As I’ve been saying all along here, that coming out now is easier than it was 

when we were coming out. 

RD: Why do you think that? 

GR: Oh, I think it’s part of society now. It’s accepted, as gay people are a part of society. 

RD: So people have been seeing us more. There’s been more education. We’re more visible. 

GR: Oh, absolutely. The fact that we’re doing this for instance is something that would never 

have been attempted thirty or forty years ago. Though there were in different areas in the States, 

in Hollywood for instance. Being gay was quite noticeable then, quite accepted. It wasn’t talked 

about but it was there. 

RD: Well, I believe in Hollywood as well it was accepted practice that within the industry it was 

known that certain people were gay but they had to have a beard, a mask—so pretend to be— 

GR: Yeah, even there in the public it wasn’t out. It was out amongst their peers but not generally 

in the public. It’s still frowned upon. 

RD: Which is a bit odd in that environment. 

GR: Yeah, yeah. 

RD: Do you have any advice you’d offer to younger community members either for activism, 

and or for life in general? 

GR: No, everybody’s doing pretty good on their own. (both laugh) I’ve got out of the active part 

of the community. I don’t figure that us old farts are the ones that should be running things. Let 
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the young kids do it. They’re the ones partying and so on like that—experimenting and they’ll 

make the changes as they come along. 

RD: Is there anything else you’d like to share with us? 

GR: Not off-hand. Like I say, I’d like to see this round table thing here so we can all have a 

laugh over some of the things that we’ve experienced as a group. 

RD: Well, thank you very much, Gunnar. We appreciate your talking to us. 

GR: Glad to— Alright. 

 


