Harriet Hancock: South Carolina LGBTQ+ Rights Pioneer
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A mother’s calm response to her son’s coming out became the start of decades of public advocacy. Harriet Hancock helped build South Carolina’s LGBTQ+ support network, from its first PFLAG chapter to its inaugural Pride march. Her story shows how one person’s steady presence can help a community feel safer, more visible and less alone.
Essential takeaways
A landmark beginning: Hancock founded South Carolina’s first PFLAG chapter in 1982.
Support beyond the family: She helped establish an HIV/AIDS support group and offered practical help to LGBTQ+ clients as a lawyer.
A public turning point: South Carolina’s first Pride march took place in Columbia in 1990, drawing an estimated 2,000 people.
A lasting home: The Harriet Hancock Center, established with her help, provides support and services for LGBTQ+ people in Columbia.
Her advocacy continued: In later years, she focused on supporting transgender people and attended Pride events as she grew older.
A mother’s first response opened a door
When her son Greg told her he was gay in the early 1980s, Harriet Hancock responded with a question that cut through the nerves: was that all? The moment could have ended with a private family conversation. Instead, it became the beginning of a public commitment to equality and dignity for LGBTQ+ people.
Hancock’s instinct was practical as well as loving. She wanted families to have somewhere to turn, especially in a period when coming out could mean losing work, security or support at home. The story of her early advocacy was later reported by Live 5 News, while Qnotes has reflected on her place in the Carolinas’ LGBTQ+ community.
How South Carolina got its first PFLAG chapter
In 1982, Hancock founded the state’s first PFLAG chapter, after hearing a radio broadcast about one of the organisation’s New York co-founders being attacked by callers. She rang in to ask how to start a local branch, then set about making that support available in a conservative state.
People came to her for advice: relatives, social workers and ministers who wanted to help someone they cared about. The beginnings were modest, but the need was clear. Community histories and later tributes to Hancock show how that early work helped establish a more visible network of support in South Carolina.
From hospital visits to legal help
Hancock’s advocacy extended well beyond family meetings. She co-founded Palmetto AIDS Life Support Services, now known as PALSS, after volunteers visited people with AIDS in local hospitals, where stigma could make even basic human contact feel uncertain.
She later trained as a lawyer, graduating from the University of South Carolina’s law school in 1988. Her clients included people facing job loss or insurance problems after an AIDS diagnosis, as well as LGBTQ+ people needing help with wills, adoption, custody and powers of attorney. That mix of compassion and practical expertise made her support especially valuable. Accounts of her work are also preserved in a South Carolina oral-history resource and PBS community programming.
The first Pride march brought people into the streets
In 1990, Hancock helped organise South Carolina’s first Pride march in Columbia. An estimated 2,000 people gathered at the state capitol, transforming a community that had often celebrated privately into one that could be seen in public.
The march called for equal employment opportunities and the repeal of state sodomy laws, among other demands. Some participants took care to disguise themselves, and the celebration afterwards was held privately following threats. Even so, the event helped push Columbia’s employment protections towards including sexual orientation. It was a brave, visible step, and one that later community tributes describe as part of Hancock’s enduring legacy.
A legacy that kept moving forward
Hancock went on to help establish the Harriet Hancock Center, which provides support and services for LGBTQ+ people in Columbia. The centre was later named in her honour, a fitting recognition for someone who had spent years helping others find practical guidance and a sense of belonging.
Her focus shifted towards transgender people in later life, whom she described as among the most misunderstood members of the community. She also lived to see same-sex marriage become legal nationwide and officiated at her son’s wedding in 2024. It’s a striking measure of how far the landscape changed, and of how much persistence it took to get there.
Closing line
Hancock’s story is a reminder that lasting change often starts with one person making room for others.
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