A Rare Archive Preserves LGBTQ+ Children’s Books for Future Families
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Readers can now explore a remarkable San Francisco collection tracing LGBTQ+ children’s books from 1969 onwards. Built from one father’s search for stories reflecting his family, the archive offers a warm, vivid record of representation, publishing history and the continuing fight to keep inclusive books available.
Essential Takeaways
More than 200 items: The collection includes children’s books, magazines and other printed material.
A long publishing history: Its earliest highlighted title dates to 1969, showing that LGBTQ+ family stories have deeper roots than many readers realise.
A fragile record: Librarians say challenged and removed books need active preservation.
Family life at the centre: The stories focus on love, belonging, parenting and community, rather than reducing LGBTQ+ identity to controversy.
A useful reading resource: The Mechanics Institute’s online collection page offers further information for researchers and families.
One bedtime search grew into a living archive
The collection began with a familiar parental problem: finding bedtime stories that reflected the family sitting around the book. Randall Tarpey-Schwed, a father in San Francisco, wanted his children to see families like theirs alongside the dragons, adventures and everyday mischief found in other picture books.
That search eventually became the Tarpey-Schwed LGBT Families Children’s Book Collection at the Mechanics Institute. According to KQED, the archive now contains more than 200 books and related publications, making it an unusually broad resource for anyone interested in LGBTQ+ children’s literature.
There’s something quietly powerful about that origin story. This wasn’t a project born in a university office or a publishing boardroom. It started with a child asking for a “Papa and Daddy book”, and a parent deciding that the answer shouldn’t be difficult to find.
Why these books matter beyond the bookshelf
The archive is valuable not simply because it gathers inclusive stories, but because it shows how publishing has changed. The books document the arrival of openly LGBTQ+ characters and families in children’s literature, along with the publishers and authors willing to take those early steps.
Publishers Weekly described the collection as an important part of LGBTQ+ literary history, while the Mechanics Institute presents it as a research resource covering books and other materials connected with LGBTQ+ families. Taken together, the archive shows that representation has never appeared all at once. It has been built gradually, title by title.
Some books feel like family favourites; others resemble cultural time capsules. Marcus Ewert, author of 10,000 Dresses, told KQED that he wanted to linger over the collection as a record of its era. That reaction makes sense. A book can be both a story for a child and evidence of what a society was, or wasn’t, ready to print.
From Heather Has Two Mommies to penguin dads
The shelves reach from I’ll Get There, It Better Be Worth the Trip, published in 1969, through better-known titles including Megan Went Away, Heather Has Two Mommies, Daddy’s Roommate, 10,000 Dresses and Operation Marriage. The range matters because it resists the idea that LGBTQ+ children’s publishing is a recent fashion.
One especially recognisable title is And Tango Makes Three, the true-inspired story of two male penguins raising a chick. The book has become a frequent target of challenges, but its premise is disarmingly simple: two animals care for a young life together.
Library Journal and other coverage of the archive have highlighted how these stories can feel ordinary in the best possible way. Families make breakfast, celebrate milestones, face unkindness and look after one another. The representation is meaningful, but the emotional engine is often the same as in any good children’s story: someone wants to belong.
Book challenges make preservation more urgent
The archive arrives as organised campaigns continue to challenge books in schools and public libraries. The American Library Association recorded a sharp rise in reported challenges during the past decade, with LGBTQ+ representation making up a substantial share of targeted titles.
That context changes how readers might view a small collection in a historic private library. It isn’t only a pleasant catalogue of nostalgic books. It’s also a safeguard against disappearance, especially when a title can be removed from a local shelf faster than families can discover it.
Mechanics Institute librarian Myles Cooper told KQED that this part of the record is particularly vulnerable. For parents, teachers and librarians, the practical lesson is straightforward: check several library systems, use specialist catalogues and ask librarians about interlibrary loans rather than assuming a missing title is out of print.
How families can use the collection today
Families looking for LGBTQ+ children’s books can begin by browsing the Mechanics Institute’s LGBT Families Collection, then checking their local library or independent bookshop for availability. It’s worth looking at the publication date and reading level, too. A gentle picture book about two mums serves a different purpose from a coming-of-age novel for older readers.
Adults may also want to read ahead, particularly if a story addresses prejudice or family conflict. That doesn’t mean avoiding difficult books; it means being ready to answer questions and give children the reassurance the story may invite.
The most affecting titles often combine recognition with warmth. Patricia Polacco’s In Our Mothers’ House, for instance, follows a family whose joyful neighbourhood celebration is disrupted by hostility, before the community responds with compassion. As Tarpey-Schwed’s account suggests, the book’s lasting message is not that prejudice never appears, but that love and solidarity can answer it.
A small archive with a lasting message
The collection offers a welcome reminder that children’s literature does more than fill quiet minutes before sleep. It helps children picture possible families, recognise their own lives and understand that belonging isn’t reserved for one kind of household.
At a time when inclusive books are being questioned or removed, preserving them is both a cultural task and a practical act of care. For families browsing the archive, the reward may be a piece of history, a new favourite or simply the relief of finding a story that feels like home.
A good children’s book can open a door, and this archive is making sure that door stays visible.
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