Best Ways New Yorkers Are Remembering Joan Nestle and Ms. Mabel Hampton
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Shoppers are turning to history: New Yorkers and archivists are using Pride, public markers and digital collections to celebrate Joan Nestle and her friend Ms. Mabel Hampton, reminding the city why grassroots queer memory matters and how you can explore it.
Essential Takeaways
Historic spotlight: Joan Nestle’s relationship with Mabel Hampton was highlighted in Mayor Mamdani’s June Pride remarks, bringing fresh attention to intimate queer histories.
Emotional response: Nestle, now living in Australia, described hearing the mayor as a stopping moment , surprised and moved by public recognition at 86.
Archive access: The Municipal Library and Archives offers blogs, WNYC-TV video searches and Hotline episodes that document queer life in New York through the 1980s and 1990s.
Places to explore: Look for historic markers, video collections, and curated exhibitions to connect with stories of protection, friendship and activism.
Practical tip: Search archival video collections with keywords like “gay,” “lesbian,” and “AIDS” to uncover oral histories and contemporary reporting.
Why Mayor Mamdani’s shout-out changed the conversation
Hearing a city mayor namecheck a pair of queer elders in a public Pride address is more than symbolism , it’s a reframing of whose stories belong in civic memory, and it sounds quietly emotional. Joan Nestle, who helped preserve lesbian and queer history for decades, told For the Record she was overjoyed; at 86 she didn’t expect such public respect. That reaction says something about how official recognition can validate personal labour that’s gone largely unseen.
Backstory matters here: Nestle’s work collecting stories and materials about lesbian life has long been central to queer archives. When a mayor points to Mabel Hampton and their friendship, it’s a bridge between grassroots preservation and citywide commemoration. For readers, that’s a reminder to look beyond a headline , the archives hold the texture.
Where to find Nestle, Hampton and queer New York on your screen
If you want to watch, listen or read, start with the Municipal Library and Archives and the WNYC-TV video collection, which librarians suggest searching with broad terms like “gay,” “lesbian” or “AIDS.” You’ll find news segments and oral histories that smell faintly of old TV lights and earnest reporting, useful for understanding the 1980s and 1990s in particular.
There are also curated Hotline episodes covering Arts + Obscenity, Gay Bashing, and Gay Greenwich Village , small, sharp windows into the debates and dangers of past decades. Digging online is easy and rewarding: type in those keywords, bookmark interesting clips, and you’ll piece together a more intimate map of queer life than any single textbook can provide.
How markers and public ceremonies make private stories public
Historic markers and public ceremonies perform a kind of civic translation: they turn private acts of protection , the small, day-to-day kindnesses between friends , into stories the city keeps for everyone. Mayor Mamdani’s remarks linked the domestic generosity Mabel showed Joan to a larger pattern across New York’s dance halls, ballrooms and bars.
For readers curious about visiting, these markers are tangible entry points. Walk a neighbourhood, read a plaque, and you’ll feel closer to the people who made queer life possible before the internet and before legal protections. They make history tactile and, frankly, a little more celebratory.
Why this matters to younger generations and activists
Younger New Yorkers sometimes assume queer history is all headlines and law books; the Nestle–Hampton story shows how friendships, mentorship and memory-keeping did heavy lifting too. Joan Nestle’s dedication to preserving scrapbooks, letters and oral testimony created an infrastructure of memory that activists and scholars still rely on.
Practically, if you’re involved in community organising or archival work, the takeaway is simple: collect, label and share. Even small donations of time or materials to local archives make a difference. And if you want to champion recognition, push for markers, events and curriculum that include everyday queer lives.
Quick tips for exploring and sharing these histories
Start small: use the Municipal Library and Archives’ blog posts and video collections to build context, then follow names like Joan Nestle and Mabel Hampton through library catalogues. Share clips and marker locations with friends, or organise a small walking tour for Pride. If you keep a personal archive, add dates, places and people , future historians will thank you.
There’s also a civic angle: when public officials speak up, it opens doors. Keep listening to speeches, check municipal announcements, and support local archives , they’re the guardrails that keep these memories safe.
It's a small change that can make every remembrance feel more public, personal and powerful.
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