
IN MEMORIAM

Galiano Island remembers
Friends & neighbours reflect

A LICHT THROUCH THE WOODS. Jane Rule was a well -loved fixture in
the tiny Br it ish Columbia community of Galiano Island. She died at home on Nov27.
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J
ANE RULE WILL BE
remembered intern ation­
ally as a great author and
activist but in her home

co mm un ity on British
Colum bia's Galian o Island she

was the nice lady who shared her
home and heart with everyone.

"I think th ere's going to be
a big gap in th e com mun ity,"
says Willow Jewell, who works at
Galiano Books. "She was the grand
ma triarch of Galian o. She's always
just been an absolute fixture, par t
of what mad e Galiano Galiano."

Rule's partner Helen Son thoff
died in 2000. The pa ir had a special
love for th e children of the island,
many of whom learned to swim
in their backyard pool. In a March
interview with Xtra West, Rule told
me that teaching kids to swim was
her first and last job.

Ayla Sebe lius, who was born
and raised on Galiano an d works
at Galiano Market, recalls summers
in Rule's pool among th e high­
lights of her childhood.

"She'd supe rvise us while we
swam," says Seb elius. "She wou ld
always watch us for blu e lips and
mak e us get out of th e pool. She'd
wrap us up in bubble-blankets

and warm us up in th e sun and
th en get us back in again."

To Deblekha Guin's three-year­
old dau ghter Emma, Rule was
th e lady with the great pop-up
book collection.

"Jane touched the lives of so
many kids on the island," says
Guin. "Emma gave her a little twig
and Jane kept it right beside her
Order of Can ada medal .The official
recognition she got from the adult
world and little Ella's gift were equ al
symbols in her mind."

Rule was also generous with
adults, providin g loans to friends
and neighb ours so they could bu y
homes or bu sin esses. Guin says
Rule help ed her secure a home
when she was a young mother
working a minimum wage job .

Guin met Rule while working
at th e Gulf Islands Film an d
Television School and in ne ed
of funding for a program to allow
marginalized and queer youth
to produ ce their own films. Rule
got right on board.

"This was in 1997 before peopl e
were allowing qu eer kids to make
video s," recalls Guin, who says
she was "super nervous" asking
Rule for money. "Then we sor t
of gradu ally becam e friends ."

Angela Mohan, Rule's frien d
and hornecare provid er, also
ben efited from Rule's generosity.

"She was like my mother and
dad all wrapped into on e, better

than either because she gave me
support," says Mohan. "She totally
accepted me for who I am, loved
me and showed me th e bes t way
to live my life."

Although not one to watch
much mainstream te levision,
Rule's niece Allison, introduced
her aunt to The L-Word during
th e last few months.

"Jane loved that show," says
Lawrence Waterfall, on e of Rule's
neighbours. "Ally taped them for
he r and Jane would lend them
to oth er people on the island. She
was not onl y the bank of Galiano
Island but also th e video store."

Rule had a special affinity for
Mia Kirsh ner's character Jenny.
"Sometimes Jane was annoyed by
her antics," says Waterfall. "She'd
watc h Jenny and say, 'That's not
the way it isl'"

"It's so unlike Jane to get so into
a po pular television ser ies," says
Waterfall's partner Janusz Kowalski.
"I th ink th e show rem inded her
of the old days . It was so muc h
like her own house with the pa rties,
open houses and people always
coming and going."

One person who frequently
visit ed Jane's hou se was Reina
Black, her next-door neighbour
of3 0 year s. When asked for her
though ts on Jan e, Black smiles
as she des cr ibes Rule as "a light
through the woods."

"But it's mu ch deep er than

that," add s Black. "My da ught er
died when she was 19. Jane had
a huge part in making her life so
wond erful. Her life was already
wonder ful hut Jane and Helen
played a huge part in making it
10 times mor e wonderful. "

In her final months Rule was
cared for by her sister Libby, her
niece Allison and Allison's wife,
also named Allison .

Mohan was also at Rule's side
in her last hours.

"One of the last things she said
to me was, 'Thank you for guiding

me through this difficult tim e.'"
she says. "That mean t a lot hecause
it was very hard for her to spea k
at that point ."

Although Rule did not believe
in an aft erlife Mohan says she's
confide n t she ha s gon e to a
be tter place.

"I've deal t with death a lot and
I'm confiden t that she' ll he hack
with Helen again ," says Mohan .
"Jane was skeptical but at the end
she was a little confid en t tha t she
would be reunited with her soul
mate."

Rule's testimony
'We've lost a spokesperson with amazing integrity'

Natasha Barsotti

m ORE THAN
17 years have
gone by but Jim
Deva still recall s

with great emotion the fall after­
noon he whe eled Jane Rule into
th e BC Supreme Court to testify
on behalf of Little Sister 's Book­
store in its case against what was
then Can ada Customs .

It was Oct 24, 1994, some
13 days into th e cons titu tional
challenge against the border
agen cy's habitual seizure ofmateri­
als destined for Vancouver's iconic
gay and lesbian bookstore Little
Sister's. In fact Rule's own work ­
The Young in One Another's Arms,
Contract with the World and a movie
based on her novel Desert of the
Heart - had also been seized by
Canada Customs.

Rule's much-anticipated
testimony would not on ly focu s
on the artistic merit of lesbian
fiction but her feelings about

having her work lab elled obscene.
"She was in a wheelchair at that

time and I got the honour of wheel­
ing her up to the stand," says Deva,
Little Sister's coown er. "As I was
rolling her up and looking at the
judge it was like, 'You know thi s is
a very important person.You listen
to this person.' That's wha t I was
trying to project. 'This is the best
we have. If you cannot und erst and
our community, listen to th is
woman and she'll explain our com­
munity to you.' She spoke very qui­
etly,very eloqu ently. I th ink her tes­
timony really did help make that
judge realize that we really were
talking about our community and
how cen sorship is so offensive, so
deeply offensive. Before that I don't
think he really un derstood it."

In th e end Littl e Sist er's won
a partial victory with the court
ruling that, while Customs' actions
violated the right of gay men and
lesbians to freedom of speech and
equality, th e legislation governing
it did not discriminate.

Still, Deva says the day Rule tes­
tified was a watershed moment and

"one of the mo st rem arkable days
of my life."

When she began describing the
personal and professional impact
of having her work stopped at the
border Deva says you could hear
a pin drop.

"I bitterly resent th e attempt
to marginalize, trivialize and even
criminalize what I have to say
because I happen to be a lesbian ,"
Rule told the cour t. "The assump­
tion is, therefore, that there mu st
be something pornographic
because of my sexual orientation
an d I think that is a shocking way
to deal with my commun ity."

Rule spoke up in defence of
pornography even though she
"didn't find it attractive at all,"
Deva points out.

"She never bought porn here,"
laughs Little Sister's manager Ianine
Fuller. "I can guarantee that."

"But in the '70s in her work with
The Body Politic she didn't say the
most popular things," recalls Deva.
"That was an era of fairly strident
feminism . She stood up and
defended what she found really

quite repulsive - a lot if it ­
because she thought our freedom
of express ion was extremely impor­
tant and that you defended things
that you didn't agree with . It took
great courage. It had to come from
a very solid spot in her soul and
you felt that. That's why her voice
was so sought-after."

Filmmaker Aerlyn Weissman
remembers Rule as someone who
was uniquely able to defin e and
give context to the struggles we all
face.Weissman also has vivid
memories of Rule's Supreme Court
testimony. It was tile day she began
shooting Little Sister's versus Big
Brother, her documentary about
the bookstore's censorship saga .

"[Rule] spoke to the judge as
some one who would understand,
not as an enemy but as someone
who needed to maybe have their
eyes opened a bit," she reca lls.
"I think she saw that it was to give
some guidance to this process so
that he could un derstand what the
materials mean t. 'This is what the
world, not just the judge, needs to
hear about our community,'''

Weissm an rem embers thinking
as she took in Rule's "spe llbinding,"
off-th e-cuff statement.

"When she would talk about
a difficult subject that peop le have
a lot of, in many cases, misplaced
emotions like around children's
sexuality, you'd listen to what she
had to say and you'd go, 'That is the
most sensible thing I've ever heard.'
That was the first thing. And then
the second thing was, 'I never
heard an yone say th at befo re,' ''
says Weissman.

"She's a on e-of-a-kind woman,"
says Deva. "We've lost a spokes­
person with amazing integrity,
a spokesperson who said thi ngs
that were wise, sometimes not the
most popular things that people
wanted to hear but it came from
a place of such honesty and
integrity that it was irrefutable."

~ANE RULE TRIBUTE.
Xtra West Reading Series.
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