ments, the following years saw the
gay mainstream accumulate privil-
ege and largely leave other marginal-
ized groups behind. But not entirely.

NOW'’s Susan G. Cole spoke about
the complicated relationship that the
radical lesbian feminist movement

had had with the gay community
prior to the raids. Whereas it seemed
that gay men were obsessed with sex,
she said, “that was not my project.”
She and her peers were more con-
cerned with issues such as violence
against women. The bathhouse raids,
however, brought them on to the
same side.

And the alliances that were forged,
and the organizational capacity that
was created, left many of the same
activists better prepared to respond
to future crises such as AIDS.

A key lesson they learned about
political advocacy, said Reverend
Brent Hawkes, was that you need to
have people negotiating on the in-
side and demonstrating on the out-
side — and that those two groups
“mustn’t badmouth each other.” It's a
friction seen over and over again in
each new movement finding its foot-
ing.

Afterall, things like the bathhouse
raids “have a habit of recurring,” said
Atwood. And people “have to learn
about stuff in the past, because it’s
coming their way in the future, in
some other form.”

With every new group that emer-
ges, and with every new coalition
formed for the long term, the world
can inch ever so gradually toward
some ideal of justice.

“As they pulled us out, they broke
the hinges. They tore off the locks,”
the Body Politic monologue con-
cludes. “They pulled us out and threw
usinone pile onthe ground, and now
there is no way, there is no way ever,
that we're going back in.”

jonathang@nowtoronto.com | @goldsbie

RAINBOW
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TORONTO NON-PROFIT LIFTS AT-RISK LGBTQ PEOPLE OUT OF DANGER TO COUNTRIES
WHERE THEY CAN LIVE OPENLY. “IT'S HARD TO ACTUALLY PLAN A LIFE WHEN YOU
DON'T KNOW WHAT’S GOING TO HAPPEN TO YOU.” By MICHELLE DA SILVA

round the same time that
newly sworn Prime Minister
JustinTrudeauwas vacationing
in St. Kitts and Nevis with his
family in early January, a
31-year-old gay man from the
Caribbean island nation was making headlines
of his own back home and in Toronto.

Rolston Ryan, who had sought asylum in
Canada because of St. Kitts’s anti-LGBTQ laws,
faced deportation back to his native country
after several failed applications for refugee
status to the Immigration and Refugee Board.
In April, Ryan was told that his case would be
reconsidered by the Refugee Appeal Division.
He’s currently living in Toronto, awaiting a
final decision.

Ryan got out of St. Kitts in May 2013 with the
help of Toronto-based Rainbow Railroad. The
volunteer-run group had just received non-
profit status and was in the process of hiring its
first employee, executive director Justin Tay-
lor.

Inspired by the Underground Railroad that
helped African-American slaves flee to safety,
Rainbow Railroad lifts at-risk LGBTQ people
out of danger to countries where they are able
to live openly.

“The analogy I use is an ambulance. We help
people get out of immediate risk to a safer place
where they can claim asylum,” Taylor explains.
“Ambulance drivers don’'t necessarily make
sure you have your surgery; they just get you to
the hospital. That’s what we do: we get people to
the hospital.”

In one way or another, Taylor has had a hand
in helping hundreds of gay, lesbian and trans-
gender people from around the world find safe-
ty. In 2015, the organization received 235 calls
for help from individuals in more
than 70 countries and was able to of- I =

fer financial assistance for travel to
29 of them. Another 48 people re-
ceived information, connections
and resources.

“We've got cases where the turn- |
around time has been three or four
days before we can help, and in
others it’s been 18 months and
we still haven’'t been able to
get them to safety,” says Tay-
lor. “Once we verify [their
case], then we work with them
to develop their own personal route
to safety.”

No two cases are the same. Factors such as
passports, visas, the ability to travel to the U.S.
and the asylum process once a person arrives
in a new country all go into determining where
he or she ends up and how long it takes to get
there.

“You can imagine trying to get travel docu-
ments for someone who is homeless, who has
never left the country or never had a job,” Tay-

=

lor says. “It’s a lot harder than someone who is
university-educated and an activist.”

In Ryan’s case, he was working as a profes-
sional dancer in St. Kitts, had a passport and
had travelled to the U.S. in the past to perform
in shows. Quite quickly, Rainbow Railroad was
able to send him a plane ticket.

“I was told the night before,” Ryan recalls. “I
wasn't sure what I was going to tell my family
or my dance company.”

Ryan says he knew it might be his only
chance to live freely as a gay man. According to
the Refugee Board, St. Kitts’s health ministry
has described homophobia as rampant; and
the country’s criminal code prescribes up to 10
years in prison, with hard labour, for “the
abominable crime of buggery.” Growing up in
St.Kitts, Ryan says he was constantly tormented
about his sexuality.

“At home, all my family members always
called me ‘girl’ and ‘anti-man,’ stuff like that. It
all started from there,” he says.

Then one night, after hanging out with
friends, he was beaten and stabbed by two men
on his way home, according to his testimony
before the Refugee Board. He spent a week in
the hospital recovering, yet he says
police never investigated.

Ryan says he was stabbed on
another occasion and that time
was able to walk to the police
station to file a report.

“They said they'd look into
it, but they never contacted
me. When it came time for
my [refugee] hearing, there
was no evidence that I ever
went to the police,” he
says.

Rolston Ryan
got out of
St. Kitts and
Nevis in

May 2013
with help
from
Rainbow
Railroad.

So he couldn’t believe it when he arrived in
Toronto and saw two men holding hands down-
town. He rushed home to tell Joel Dick and Dara
Douma, who had opened their Beaches home
to Ryan after hearing about his case. The To-
ronto couple was matched with Ryan through
the Metropolitan Community Church of To-
ronto, one of several Rainbow Railroad part-
ners.

“People kept telling me, ‘This is Canada —you
can do whatever you want,” Ryan says. “Of
course, everywhere in the world there are
homophobic people, but until I moved here I
never experienced being able to freely go to
restaurants or movies with a partner or good
friends and have nobody look at you or say any-
thing to you. It felt really good.”

After living with Dick and Douma for five
months, Ryan moved to an apartment near the
Danforth, and has worked at a commercial
bakery for nearly a year. He wants to get back
into dancing and dreams of becoming a Can-
adian citizen one day, but right now he’s fo-
cused on receiving permission to stay.

Rainbow Railroad is hopeful. Recent success
stories include the case of two HIV-positive les-

bian women who fled Jamaica for Canada
last May. The group also helped a young
gay activist from Cameroon reunite
with his boyfriend in the U.S. in Oc-
tober.
Taylor says the group has trad-
itionally dealt with individuals from
the Caribbean, with help from the
Jamaica Forum of Lesbians, All-Sex-
uals and Gays, but over the last year
has expanded operations to focus on
the Middle East and South and Central
Asia.
Generous donations, including Aero-

I plan miles from TD Bank (which
# helps with booking flights)
and grants from the Elton

% John AIDS Foundation

and Unifor Social Justice

Fund, enabled Rainbow

. Railroad to launch a pi-

. lot project for queer

Syrian refugees in

2015. The group pri-

vately sponsored five
individuals.

For Ryan, celebra-
tions like ongoing
Pride Month events
in Toronto help make
it okay to be yourself.

“It’s hard to actually plan a
life when you dont know
what’s going to happen to you,”
he says.

michelled@nowtoronto.com
@michdas
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