Best Pride Moments Born From Vigil: How Pulse Changed Highland Pride
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Shoppers, neighbours and activists remember how the Pulse nightclub tragedy in Orlando sparked vigils and a new visibility for the Highlands’ LGBTQ+ community, and why that moment still matters as pressures rise in 2026. This is a look at local reaction, how it fed into ProudNess, and what people say about safety and solidarity today.
Essential Takeaways
Immediate local response: Around 160 people gathered at Inverness Castle for a vigil, with pipe band and choir performances that felt solemn and supportive.
Community shift: Organisers say Pulse marked a turning point , from small backroom meetings to public events and, ultimately, ProudNess.
Visible allyship: Many allies attended vigils and later Pride events, giving organisers the confidence to be more public and bolder.
Lingering anxiety: Rising anti-trans media coverage and campaigning groups have created renewed fear that visibility could again bring violence.
Practical legacy: Those vigils helped spark larger events in 2018, showing how mourning fed into celebration and organisation.
How a single attack in Orlando reached Inverness , and why people gathered
The Pulse massacre in Orlando shocked communities worldwide, and news of 49 dead and dozens injured reached the Highlands with a heavy, stunned hush. According to the FBI and major outlets, it was one of the deadliest attacks on the LGBTQ+ community in US history, and the scale of the tragedy sent ripples across continents. Locally, about 160 people turned up at Inverness Castle, where the pipe band and Military Wives Choir helped make the vigil feel like a civic embrace. For many attendees it was the first time grief and public solidarity were expressed on that scale in the city.
From backroom meetings to marching crowds , the vigils that changed plans
Before 2016, Highland LGBT+ Forum activity tended to be small, social or behind-closed-doors; the Pulse vigils were among the first big public actions the committee organised. Committee members remember being inundated with messages of support, and that public show of empathy altered assumptions about local attitudes. That boost in confidence, organisers say, made it possible to imagine something larger , the ProudNess events that followed in 2018 , because people realised they wouldn’t be met with silence or only hostility.
Why the vigils felt like both mourning and a declaration of presence
There was a clear emotional logic to turning grief into visibility. People at vigils made a point of saying they wouldn’t “disappear” , a deliberate answer to fear that invisibility equals safety. The turnout included a lot of allies, which organisers judge was crucial: for many, seeing straight neighbours standing up was a reassurance that public life could continue. That mix of sorrow and defiance set the tone for future Pride events, turning a tragic moment into an organising one.
Visibility won support , but the safety conversation hasn’t gone away
The change wasn’t absolute: there were still protests and backlash in later years, and organisers note a creeping unease as hostile rhetoric rose. Amnesty International and other reports in recent years have documented torrents of negative coverage and the growth of organisations campaigning against trans rights, which feeds a climate of fear. Locally, committee members worry that casual aggression could escalate and that having a public voice sometimes feels like a trade-off with personal safety. That anxiety colours how Pride is planned and policed today.
What organisers learned , practical lessons for future events
One clear takeaway is that solidarity can be built quickly, and public rituals matter. Highland organisers now plan with security, contingencies and outreach to allies in mind, something they hadn’t prioritised before Pulse. If you’re thinking of attending Pride or supporting a vigil, simple things help: show up visibly, follow organisers’ guidance, flag any concerns early and consider small acts of allyship , from carrying a sign to helping steward a march. Those practical moves can make public gatherings feel both celebratory and safer.
It's a small change that can make every demonstration of support mean more.
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