Best of Montreal Activism: Michael Hendricks and the Fight for Queer Equality
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Remembering a fierce organiser: Montrealers are reflecting on Michael Hendricks’s life and why his ACT UP work, police advocacy and struggle for legal marriage changed queer life in Quebec , and still matters for anyone interested in grassroots campaigning, justice or community care.
Essential takeaways
Lifelong activist: Hendricks was a core member of ACT UP Montréal from 1989 and remained an outspoken campaigner on HIV/AIDS and anti-queer violence.
Bridge-builder: He met regularly with Montreal police in the late 1990s and early 2000s to tackle a wave of homophobic attacks, helping improve communication.
Marriage pioneers: Hendricks and partner René Leboeuf fought a six-year legal battle and, in 2004, became the first same-sex couple to have their marriage legally recognised in Quebec.
Private grief, public action: He lived with long-term illness, opted for MAiD in July, and carried decades of pain from the AIDS crisis into his activism.
Personal warmth: Friends recall his sharp wit, moral fury and devotion to Leboeuf , a reminder that activism is also about love and companionship.
How an angry young man became the public face of dissent
Michael Hendricks could be delightfully furious, and that mood fuelled work that saved lives. He found his activist stride after the police killing of Anthony Griffin in 1987, which pushed him from bystander to organiser. That outrage translated into a decade of visible, sometimes noisy direct action with ACT UP Montréal, where tactics and theatrical protests cut through public indifference. For people organising today, his story is a reminder that righteous anger, when focused, can force institutions to listen.
When activists pulled police into conversation , and change
In the late 1990s and early 2000s a small circle of LGBTQ2S+ activists, including Hendricks, started meeting regularly with Montreal police amid rising homophobic violence. Those fraught meetings were not theatre; they shaped policy and practice, leading to better communication and collaboration. If you’re wondering why community–police relations sometimes improve, this is a case study: sustained pressure, documented incidents and relentless advocacy made the issue hard to ignore.
Marriage equality as strategy, not social trend
Hendricks and Leboeuf’s marriage fight began in 1998 and closed in 2004 after years of litigation and considerable expense. Their aim wasn’t fashioning a new social script but securing legal equality and the protections that come with it. The couple’s case came just after the first Canadian same-sex weddings in Toronto and helped normalise a legal option that many now take for granted. For activists debating tactics, their story shows the value of combining courtroom strategy with community persuasion.
The personal cost: AIDS, grief and later life decisions
The arc of Hendricks’s life tracks the brutal history of the AIDS crisis: the early years of loss and secrecy, the rage at institutional neglect, and the long shadow it cast on survivors. He carried memories of friends who sought clandestine help to die in unbearable circumstances. In later life he lived with emphysema and other illnesses, and chose MAiD in July. That choice reopened conversations about dignity, end-of-life care and the long-term emotional toll on those who fought at the front lines.
Why his voice still matters to activists today
Hendricks’s mix of theatrical direct action, behind-the-scenes negotiation and stubborn legal campaigning offers a template for contemporary movements. He showed that one person can shift public debate by being both loud and strategic. And there’s a quieter lesson too: he cherished companionship, loving life’s small rhythms with René more than any public accolade. For anyone building a movement, that balance , stubbornness and tenderness , is worth remembering.
It's a small, human story with big echoes: anger turned into action, and action into slow, stubborn change.
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