
Introduction

“ P ROV I N C E TOW N  I S  a caring town. And I’m proud of it,” Por-
tuguese native Amelia Carlos declared in February 1998, just months
before her lifelong tenure as a Provincetown resident came to an unex-
pected but peaceful end.1 Amelia had the kind of Provincetown charm
that caught the attention of visitors from afar and made them want to
spend as much time and money as possible at this place called Land’s
End. Born on August 1, 1910, just four days before the dedication cere-
monies for the Provincetown Pilgrim Monument, Amelia enjoyed
nearly a century of change at the tip of Cape Cod.

Amelia’s parents, Mary Joseph and Antone Rego, immigrated to
Provincetown from St. Michael in the Azores and lived in the west end
of town, the Portuguese end, at 48 Franklin Street. Like most Por-
tuguese women in Provincetown, Amelia Carlos had strong ties to the
fishing industry: her father worked the sea rather than the land, as did
her husband, Frank. After marrying on October 13, 1931, Amelia and
Frank Carlos spent most of their lives in the west end, at 52 Creek Road,
where they raised two children, Kathleen and Frank, born in 1932 and
1941.

Amelia’s husband, Frank, the son of Frank Carlos Sr. and Jennifer
Randall, was the offspring of a “mixed” Portuguese–Nova Scotian mar-
riage, a more common combination than either side cared to admit.
Frank Carlos Jr. started fishing at an early age after being pulled from
school to help support the family when his father died unexpectedly.
Frank’s new stepfather also was a fisherman but had lost his eyesight
and needed Frank to captain his boat. The romance and excitement of
fishing were lost on Frank, but with few other options, he found him-
self bound to the industry, working on various boats before entering
Provincetown’s cold-storage freezers, also called “fish factories,” for
much of his adult life. When the freezers closed, Frank took a job as the
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janitor of the Provincetown High School and, later, as the night clerk at
the Moors Hotel.

As did most Portuguese women and girls in Provincetown, Amelia
Carlos worked alongside male friends and relatives. She picked and
sold blueberries in order to buy clothes for school, and when she was
fourteen, she washed glasses and silverware at the Pilgrim House.
Later, Amelia waited on tables at the Provincetown Inn; was a clerk for
Malchman’s, one of the few clothing stores in town; worked at the Pa-
trician convenience store; cleaned houses; catered dinner parties, in-
cluding one for Truman Capote; and took over at the Moors when her
husband died in 1978. Two enterprising ventures also occupied a good
part of her time: selling homemade beach-plum jam out of her kitchen
and through local stores and renting three small cottages that Frank had
built in the 1940s directly behind their house. Amelia supplemented
and eventually replaced Frank’s income with money from the tourists
and seasonal residents that she welcomed into her cottages and home
on Creek Road.

Amelia Carlos grew up during a tumultuous but exciting time in
Provincetown, when Portuguese immigrants were displacing Anglo-
European “Yankees”; artists were making Provincetown the “summer
art capital of the world”; and tourists were flocking to Land’s End in un-
precedented numbers to watch the artists and Portuguese laborers at
work and to visit the Pilgrim Monument, the new 252-foot reminder of
Provincetown’s colonial legacy. Spending most of her life in the west
end of town, Amelia socialized infrequently with Yankee residents,
most of whom lived in the east end. Portuguese west enders seldom
traveled to the Yankee east end and vice versa, even though it was a dis-
tance of two miles or less away. Amelia’s vivid memory illuminates the
tension that existed between the two cultures: “I remember my daugh-
ter going to school here and we had a girl in her class who was always
saying that her ancestors came over on the Mayflower, so therefore she
was better than any of the other girls,” Amelia explained. “So I said,
‘you go back and tell that girl that if the Mayflower brought all the peo-
ple that it was supposed to, it would have sunk before it got around the
Cape.’ That girl never said that again.”

Amelia was one of many Portuguese residents who interacted often
with Provincetown’s artists. Besides being on friendly terms with resi-
dent artists like Harvey Dodd, she mingled with artists in town and al-
lowed at least two of them to paint portraits of her. Both painters and
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writers thought of Portuguese working-class residents as especially
“picturesque.” Amelia also rented her affordable cottages to artists.
Provincetown had its share of both Yankee and Portuguese natives that
were gay, but it was also home to a disproportionate number of gay
people who either were artists or were attracted to artists’ communities
—the arts having long-standing affiliations with unconventional iden-
tities and behaviors of a wide variety.

Many of Provincetown’s natives accepted and were fond of gay and
lesbian visitors and residents, and in this regard Amelia’s relationships
were emblematic. “We’ve lived with them all [our] lives,” Amelia ex-
plained in 1998, “so I don’t think anything about it. Really.” Amelia,
who, in her own words, “could spot a homosexual ten miles away,”
was, according to her gay grandson, Dan Scroggins, “deeply interested
[in] enjoying and cultivating friendships with men,” an affinity that
worked well with the hundreds of gay men arriving in Provincetown
with money to spare and seeking accommodations.2 Many gay men
rented Amelia’s cottages, with some referring to her affectionately as
“Madame Carlos” or “Mother Superior.”

John Carbone’s memories of his first summer at Land’s End illus-
trate the importance of including Portuguese entrepreneurs like Amelia
in the story of Provincetown’s development into a gay resort. After en-
during a couple of early-summer days in chilly New England, John, a
dancer from New York who was visiting the artists Romano and Grace
Rizk, was not convinced that Provincetown was the place for him. Soon,
however, he “fell right in with it,” and as he reminisced in 1997, “there
was Amelia Carlos who was such a wonderful person. She said that she
had a cottage that I could have and rent, and I said well anything [other
than] what I was already staying in. And so that was the beginning, and
we became fast friends, always exchanging blueberry muffins or what-
ever . . . and that was the beginning of my staying here from 1954 to this
day.”3 During the 1960s John worked with Catherine Huntington at the
Provincetown Playhouse and at Ciro & Sal’s Restaurant. And after rent-
ing one of Amelia’s cottages, he bought a house in North Truro (adja-
cent to Provincetown) with his “friend.” Amelia’s daughter Kathleen
Scroggins remembered John Carbone and Amelia’s other favorite ten-
ants, whom her mother visited off-Cape in both good times and bad:
“They were like family,” Kathleen explained in 2004.4

While husbands, brothers, and fathers were out fishing or, increas-
ingly, taking tourists out to find fish, Portuguese women engaged in a
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number of income-generating enterprises. Some left their homes to bait
hooks, work in the cold-storage freezers, or wait on tourists in restau-
rants and shops. Others, like Amelia, had some of these jobs and also
turned their spare rooms, kitchens, and parlors into boardinghouses.
Through these boardinghouses, Portuguese women built trusting rela-
tionships with gay men and women and helped facilitate Province-
town’s twentieth-century transformation from a fishing seaport to a va-
cation destination.

People often imagine Provincetown, a narrow strip of sand located at
the outermost curve of Cape Cod, Massachusetts, as a bustling, gay—
meaning both homosexual and lively—summer resort. Also called
“Land’s End,” “Cape Tip,” “Cape End,” and, to some, “Queersville,
U.S.A,” Provincetown has meant different things to different people.5 In
1916 the Provincetown Advocate captured the invigorating energy that
continues to charge Provincetown’s lavish summer seasons: “Province-
town is full. Provincetown is intoxicated: full of people, intoxicated
with pleasure. As never before, perhaps, inland people have been com-
ing to this old Pilgrim town seeking and obtaining beneficial climactic
and scenic change.” The paper then confessed, “What there is about
Provincetown that exerts a charm we dwellers of a lifetime may not
know, but that Provincetown does allure is obvious— . . . And that the
charm is becoming more potent is revealed by the ever increasing num-
ber of persons and sales.”6

This single portrait nicely weaves the fabric that has made
Provincetown such a textured and colorful destination: its fame as the
landfall of the Mayflower Pilgrims, its charm as an eccentric artists’
colony, and its allure as a Dionysian playground.7 It also hints at one of
the town’s most dramatic economic changes: its transformation from a
fishing village into a resort town. Like Nantucket, Provincetown han-
dled the decline of its lucrative nineteenth-century seaport by turning
its rotting wharves, narrow dirt roads, and scenic beaches into tourist
attractions. Provincetown was one of many northeastern villages
caught up during the late 1800s in a regional movement to “capture the
colonial,” as the historian Dona Brown describes it.8 Following the lead
of its colonial counterparts, Provincetown enticed tourists by billing it-
self as a charming seaport and a key American landmark. In contrast to
more demure colonial towns, however, Provincetown also featured its
growing population of Portuguese immigrants and its famous art
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colony, which eventually became one of the East Coast’s most popular
gay vacation destinations. In these and other ways, Provincetown stood
out as an outlandish outback.

At the same time, Provincetown’s history reveals a larger story
about community, citizenship, and leisure. It is a story that illuminates
American hopes and dreams, particularly those of past and recent im-
migrants. It chronicles local and international relationships that
changed a remote spit of sand and quiet seaport into a bustling resort
town. And it traces the rise and fall of specific groups and the eco-
nomic changes they brought to a small New England village. Above
all, Provincetown’s history follows lives grounded in hope and skepti-
cism as it exposes both the romance and failure of community.9 As
Katherine Dos Passos implied in her 1936 travelogue Down Cape Cod,
the history of Provincetown is like “the history of the United States in
little.”10

Nearly an island, Provincetown has geographic dimensions that have
been critical to its economic and demographic changes over time. Ex-
tending outward into the Atlantic Ocean, the Cape Cod peninsula poses
as the flexed arm of southeastern Massachusetts, while Provincetown
takes the shape of both a powerful fist keeping the mainland at bay and
a hooked finger beckoning visitors from afar. Provincetown might best
be described as a modern-day hamlet. It is a provincial New England
village with prominent church steeples, “Cape Cod” and “salt box”
homes, quaint side streets, and a breath-taking, steel-blue harbor.
Land’s End is hemmed in on three sides by water—the Atlantic Ocean
to the north, Cape Cod Bay to the west, and Provincetown Harbor to the
south—and it is bordered by only one town, Truro, an unassuming vil-
lage roughly ten miles “up-Cape,” as Cape Codders like to say. Leaning
up against more than one thousand acres of Sahara-like sand dunes,
Provincetown is nearly four miles long and barely more than two
streets wide. Provincetown’s 8.35 square miles of land area includes
21.3 miles of tidal shoreline. It is 290 miles from New York City, 117
miles from Boston, and 78 miles from Plymouth, Massachusetts. While
Provincetown’s population peaked in 1890 with 4,642 full-time resi-
dents, during the twentieth century its average year-round population
dipped slightly and hovered near 3,500. During the summer, some
20,000 additional visitors and part-time residents might, on any given
day, find themselves taking up space at Land’s End.11
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Provincetown’s main promenade, lined with guesthouses, restau-
rants, retail boutiques, and bars, is now known appropriately as Com-
mercial Street, although in earlier years when the townspeople looked
to the sea rather than to tourists for financial gain, residents called it
Front Street. Commercial Street anchors Provincetown along the water
from its east to its west end. Its primary thoroughfare, Bradford Street,
once known as Back Street, parallels Commercial and is one block to the
north toward the sand dunes and the award-winning beaches of the
Cape Cod National Seashore. Connecting Bradford and Commercial
Streets are numerous narrow side streets that form a ladder hugging the
inner shore. At the far west end of town a strip of sand called Long Point
hooks outward to frame Provincetown Harbor, which is one of the
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which extends outward from the East Coast into the Atlantic
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largest natural harbors on the East Coast and was home to the U.S.
Navy’s North Atlantic Fleet during both world wars.

For at least a century, both residents and guests have seen Province-
town as having two tiers. Most visitors enter by what residents call the
“East End,” once the home of wealthy Yankees, summer residents, and
established artists. They then pass through the “Center” of town, where
the railroad tracks once were and where MacMillan Pier now stands, to
the “West End,” where Amelia Carlos and Provincetown’s Portuguese
residents and their tenants lived. Provincetown recently put up East
End and West End road signs along Bradford and Commercial Streets,
thus reviving its historic ethnic-class divisions so that visitors, and not
just residents, could participate in the nostalgia of Provincetown’s less
gentrified past. Although extensive gentrification has altered the demo-
graphics of the town and has spruced up neglected buildings and
houses, the streets and basic layout remained the same throughout the
twentieth century, with minor exceptions.12

Provincetown’s size and remote location at the apex of a long, nar-
row peninsula reaching sixty miles out into the Atlantic Ocean limited
the economic options and labor pools of those who chose  to live there.
Like island dwellers elsewhere, from the seventeenth to the twentieth
century, Provincetown residents used the sea as an asset. They manu-
factured salt and concentrated on whaling, fishing, trading, and smug-
gling, all requiring residents to import both foreign and native-born la-
borers. Leading up to the turn of the twentieth century, however, a
number of factors—notably the discovery of petroleum oil in 1859,
which made whale oil obsolete, and the Portland Gale that struck New
England in 1898, decimating Provincetown’s shoreline of wharves—
threw Cape Tip’s once lucrative seaport economy into jeopardy.13 By the
mid-1930s, even while the whistles and conveyer belts of its five cold-
storage freezers were reminding residents and visitors with a cacopho-
nous ring that Provincetown was still a fishing village, many townsfolk
began looking to tourists rather than to fish to supplement the wither-
ing seaside economy.

To compound Provincetown’s financial and geographic limitations,
people of varying races, classes, ethnicities, genders, and sexual orien-
tations have sought to make this near island of sand their home. Al-
though precolonial and colonial travelers, including the Pamet Indians
and Mayflower Pilgrims, found shelter in Provincetown’s harbor, they
chose to reside elsewhere. The first to make Provincetown their home
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were Anglo-European settlers, later known collectively as Yankees,
who arrived just before the 1700s. In the early and mid-1800s these Yan-
kees began importing laborers from Portugal and the Azores, who also
found Provincetown to be a congenial New World home. Throughout
the nineteenth century, the families and friends of Portuguese sailors es-
tablished a tight-knit neighborhood in the West End of town. Beginning
in 1899, several well-known artists flocked to Land’s End, and an as-
sortment of sexual and gender nonconformists, many of whom dou-
bled as artists, migrated there from as early as 1914.

Throughout the twentieth century, these groups jockeyed for con-
trol over Cape Tip’s limited space and economic resources. In the 1920s,
for instance, some Yankees reacted to their waning power and the
growing influence of their Portuguese neighbors by organizing Ku
Klux Klan chapters.14 Later, in the 1950s, when white gay men trans-
mogrified many of Provincetown’s once neutral sites into gay spaces,
Provincetown’s Portuguese and Yankee officials responded by closing
down one of Cape Tip’s most popular gay nightclubs. After that action
failed to “clean house,” as one journalist put it, town leaders appealed
to “all decent people in Provincetown” to rid its streets and establish-
ments of homosexuals. In these ways, debates about morality and dif-
ference have been crucial to change and the formation of community at
Land’s End.

These tensions emerged in part from Provincetown’s reputation as
a liberated community that doubled as the perfect hometown or resort
town. In Hometowns: Gay Men Write about Where They Belong, Reed
Woodhouse pens several pages in honor of Land’s End:

To such an extent that Provincetown is, for anything, known for us,
known for being one of the two or three places on the continent where
gay people can be seen in something like their native habitat. It is one
of our hometowns. . . . In Provincetown I’ve had the chance to get
“family” right, and if not go home again, to go there happily, for the
first time.15

Woodhouse’s romance with Provincetown is intriguing not only be-
cause it addresses the importance of hometowns to many gay men and
lesbians but also because it speaks to a broader condition: the disap-
pearance of traditional hometowns across the United States during the
twentieth century and the anxiety some people felt over the loss of these
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provincial settings. Small towns across the United States have been in
states of economic and cultural atrophy since World War II, some since
the Great Depression.16 Only those small towns with creative municipal
leaderships able to market their natural, historic, or work-related sur-
roundings as tourist destinations have survived what the historian
Richard O. Davies calls the “main street blues.”17

Provincetown’s popularity and success as a hometown facilitated
its demographic and economic turns and illustrates the first main para-
dox of its history: that while creating an ideal home and a lucrative
economy, immigrants of all backgrounds ended up losing their homes
to the laborers and consumers they were determined to attract. Yankee
migrants were the first to settle permanently at Land’s End. They
brought with them Portuguese sailors, who sent for families and friends
and eventually prompted Yankees to depart. Portuguese immigrants
were soon renting rooms in their homes to gay men and lesbians, who
quickly established Provincetown as their home away from home. Over
time, gay men and lesbians helped make Provincetown prohibitively
expensive, which, in turn, facilitated the departure of the very people
who first housed them. Some of the Portuguese residents moved to
Truro or farther up-Cape; others moved to different sections of the
United States; and a few returned to Portugal or the Azores.

Questions of ethnicity and the need for labor further complicated
Provincetown’s cycles of immigration. Yankees were the first to import
foreign-born laborers in order to bridge a working-class gap in the fish-
eries. These laborers, so-called dark-skinned Portuguese and Azorean
immigrants, eventually took hold of the fishing industry and new serv-
ice economy, in the process becoming white and American. In turn, Por-
tuguese residents joined white gay men and lesbians to import another
group of foreign-born laborers, black seasonal workers from Jamaica.
Eastern European student workers later joined Jamaicans to fill the
working-class void that had resulted from Provincetown’s shift in the
late twentieth century from a popular vacation destination into an ex-
clusive resort.

Increasingly, Provincetown has become a destination for the privi-
leged, even among the gay men and lesbians who in 1997 called
Provincetown “Our Town.”18 Although many working-class gay men
and lesbians spend a day or week in Provincetown, the high cost of get-
ting to and staying at Land’s End excludes far more visitors than it in-
cludes. This phenomenon raises the second main paradox of this book,
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that places like Provincetown, which people envision as communities
of freedom, can end up reproducing inequality. Yankees, Portuguese
immigrants, and gay men and lesbians all sought liberation in Province-
town, yet once there, they all, in turn, ended up creating new forms of
discrimination.

Finally, even though Provincetown often fulfilled the complicated
desire for hometown familiarity, it also is a tourist destination, a place
to which people have traveled in order to escape their actual home-
towns, families, jobs, and mundane or hectic lives. A central component
of Provincetown’s appeal has been the way in which it has allowed cer-
tain outcasts—religious, sexual, and otherwise—to behave and appear
in ways they would not on their own main streets or in front of their
own neighbors, relatives, or coworkers. In this way, Provincetown re-
flects the nature of vacationing in the sense, as the historian Cindy Aron
explains, that “vacations disclose what people choose to do rather than
what they are required to do.”19 Thousands of vacationers have chosen
Provincetown because, even if they couldn’t reside there—and many
could—they could at least sample the kind of liberation it has offered.
Thus Provincetown’s success has rested partly on what it offered—a
space of possibility rather than limitation—and on what other places
lacked. One might think of it as a safety valve to a number of pressure
cookers its visitors and residents stewed in elsewhere.

In Provincetown immigrants of all backgrounds tapped into previ-
ously unattainable forms of citizenship and belonging.20 The possibili-
ties of citizenship commenced as early as the seventeenth century when
European explorers, seafarers, and “pilgrims” left their homelands for
wealth and freedom in the New World. And they continued into the
twenty-first century as gay men and lesbians started holding “official”
weddings and honeymoons at Land’s End, just months after the Mass-
achusetts Supreme Court permitted them official access to the coveted
institution of marriage.

Anglo-European Yankees bolstered their claims to citizenship in the
United States and to Land’s End by holding fast to Provincetown’s role
as the place that first gave shelter to their religiously persecuted ances-
tors, the Mayflower Pilgrims. For many of them, Provincetown symbol-
ized their birthright to own rather than work and to rule rather than fol-
low. Portuguese immigrants shared a similar patriotic allegiance. In
Provincetown they escaped forced military service, extreme poverty,
and other socioeconomic hardships in the Azores and on the Por-
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tuguese mainland. But Portuguese immigrants arrived in the United
States and in Provincetown with no citizenship rights and with the
“wrong” color of skin. For them, becoming American meant easing
closer to the prevailing Yankee community by emphasizing their inde-
pendence and by becoming white.

Gay men and lesbians found Provincetown’s semi-isolated loca-
tion, which offered a measure of anonymity, protection, and romance,
similarly liberating. By the mid-twentieth century, trips to Province-
town began to function as a way, both literally and symbolically, to
come out of the closet and into a gay world. (In the 1990s, Cape Air Air-
lines cleverly picked up on this by advertising its service from Boston
to Provincetown as the fastest way to “come out.”) By the late twentieth
century, gay men and lesbians extended their claims to freedom at
Land’s End by linking their financial investments to their rights as citi-
zens.

These examples illustrate how race, sexual orientation, and class
each played a role in determining who did and did not gain citizenship
rights at Land’s End. At times citizenship took on legal connotations—
the right to vote, hold office, serve on juries, get married—however it
often referred to cultural and economic compatibility as well. Province-
town’s visitors and residents negotiated the terms of citizenship—of
belonging—by recognizing the importance of diversity as well as the
value in likeness or sameness.21 As a community of likeness with a high
threshold for deviation, Provincetown set out clear but permeable
boundaries of citizenship that included and excluded different people
at different times.

The story told in the forthcoming pages navigates Provincetown’s
past, particularly its political, cultural, and economic legacies. The first
section, “Inventing Provincetown, 1859–1928,” charts Provincetown’s
concurrent development from a whaling seaport into a “colonial” vil-
lage, Portuguese enclave, and artists’ workshop. After an overview of
Provincetown’s precolonial and colonial past, chapter 1 examines how
Yankees, still smarting from the demise of the whaling industry, learned
that Provincetown needed something more than salty air and a snail-
like train in order to flourish as a popular summer resort. Chapters 2
and 3 look at how writers enticed visitors to Land’s End by racializing
Portuguese townsfolk and romanticizing the presence of resident
artists. Chapter 2 examines early-twentieth-century Portuguese immi-
gration strategies and cultural adaptations, and chapter 3 traces the
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members of Provincetown’s art colony who arrived in the 1910s and fa-
cilitated its turn into a gay mecca. This chapter also introduces gay
artists and residents, known as “our queers,” who came of age or who
migrated to Provincetown in the 1920s and 1930s.

Provincetown’s economic strategies during the Great Depression
and cold war set the stage for part II: “Surviving Provincetown, 1929–
1969.” Chapter 4 details how the financial strains of the Depression
prompted residents to rely on an economic system of “swapping” and
to welcome an increasing number of outsiders. Chapter 5 focuses on
how Portuguese and Yankee residents responded to the postwar influx
of gay men and lesbians.

The third and final section, “Gentrifying Provincetown, 1970–
2000,” looks at Provincetown’s final turn into a gay and lesbian resort.
Chapter 6 illustrates how women challenged Provincetown’s change
into a resort for gay men. Chapter 7 assesses the tensions and effects of
living in an internationally renowned gay mecca.

The names used to describe a people’s race or sexuality or to indicate a
class position that are accepted today were not necessarily recognized
in years past. For instance, sources emanating from Provincetown dur-
ing the early twentieth century made only obscure or coded references
to “homosexuals.”22 Because terms like “gay” and “lesbian” do not ap-
pear in the literature on early Provincetown until the 1930s, I use the
terms that do appear, including nouns like “artist” and “bachelor” and
adjectives like “tender” and “affected,” to designate homoerotically in-
clined or differently gendered men. Residents also used “maiden
ladies,” “singular women,” “independent women,” and “spinster” to
mark homoerotically inclined or differently gendered women. From the
early 1930s on, words like “lesbian,” “bulldagger,” “sissy-boy,” “belle,”
“faggot,” “gay,” and “trade” appear in both written and oral sources.
Where appropriate, I use these terms to illustrate how a shift in labels
hinted at a shift in the class position, sensibilities, and citizenship status
of Provincetown’s guests.

A number of other useful terms will appear. Despite its history as a
homophobic slur, I use the term “queer” as an analytic tool because it
describes a wide range of sexual and gender iconoclasts, most of whom
engaged in homosexual sex and all of whom engaged in some form of
unconventional erotic or gender behavior.23 The term “queer” appears
at times in the sources I cite, and in these instances carries both its orig-
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inal meaning as generally unconventional as well as its later meaning
as sexually unconventional.

The attitudes toward race in Provincetown have been as nuanced as
attitudes toward sexual orientation. To untangle the ways in which res-
idents understood race, I point to times when Portuguese residents
identified themselves as white while others identified them as ranging
from “black” to “creamy olive.” I explore Provincetown’s relationship
to immigration and ethnic tourism in order to highlight tensions re-
garding race and ethnicity. I also consider how residents’ ideas about
ethnic and class differences changed over time, finding that in Province-
town, race and class mattered as much as, and often more than, sexual
orientation.

Divisions between residents and visitors, hosts and guests, insiders
and outsiders, and, critically, natives versus all others continue to de-
termine those who do and do not “belong” at Land’s End. “Wash-
ashore” is a quirky but valuable term that Provincetown natives in-
vented to describe those who came to Provincetown for a brief vacation
but stayed on as residents. Similarly, the meaning of the term “native”
changed in Provincetown at least three times during the twentieth cen-
tury. At the beginning of the century, it usually referred to white Yan-
kees born in Provincetown. By the 1930s, promoters used “native” to
denote what they called “dark-skinned” Portuguese residents and to
market Provincetown as an exotic fishing village. Near the middle of
the century, as vacationers inundated Land’s End, townsfolk used “na-
tive” to distinguish residents from visitors, and accordingly, it became
a term for any person born in Provincetown, regardless of race, class,
ethnicity, or sexual orientation.

Finally, I separate Yankees from Portuguese residents and Por-
tuguese residents from artists not because these were discrete cate-
gories. The boundaries separating them were permeable—people
moved among communities by interacting sexually, reproductively, so-
cially, and professionally. There were Portuguese artists, half-Yankee
and half-Portuguese natives, and white Irish, Scottish, and Nova Scot-
ian townsfolk that did not fit neatly into the categories I map out. But
these groups did, nonetheless, think of themselves as distinct commu-
nities. In other words, despite mobility between groups and despite the
changing characteristics of Portuguese and Yankee communities, resi-
dents held fast to racial, class, and cultural distinctions.
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The questions guiding this history have been as influential as the
approach. I began a decade ago with a few obvious queries: How did a
small New England town blossom from a Yankee seaport, artists’ work-
shop, and Portuguese fishing village, into what some now call “a gay
Disneyland?”24 And how did this transformation affect the residents of
and visitors to Provincetown? My later interrogations reflect the ways
in which I have come to see Provincetown’s past as more complicated
and far-reaching: How has Provincetown been involved in an interna-
tional exchange of laborers? And how have the intertwined processes of
consumerism and citizenship contributed to the making of present-day
Provincetown? Instead of asking why Provincetown is still a white
town, I see more clearly now that Provincetown has never been com-
pletely white. Most of Provincetown’s visitors, landholders, and busi-
ness owners have been white or have become white, but a large pro-
portion of its workers, those invisible to outsiders, have not been white.

These questions led me to examine three facets of Provincetown’s
history. The first focuses on how Provincetown’s past illuminates the
local fallout of larger events, like the bohemian rebellion of the Pro-
gressive Era, the migration patterns of the first and second world wars,
and the arrival of the second wave of feminism. What impact has global
capitalism had on the residents of a small fishing village and resort
town at the far end of Cape Cod? The second facet examines how
Provincetown’s history contributes to an understanding of larger
processes such as discrimination, immigration, and economic mobility.
How and why did townsfolk welcome some migrants, like famous
white artists and wealthy gay men, while discouraging others, like
black visitors and working-class vacationers, from spending time at
Land’s End? The third part explores the unanticipated outcomes of res-
idents’ successes in marketing Provincetown as a landfall of freedom.
How did Provincetown’s fame as a birthplace of liberation contribute to
or hinder its development into a colonial outback, Portuguese fishing
village, and gay resort?

Like gay and lesbian communities in urban centers, such as San
Francisco, New York City, Boston, and Philadelphia, or in smaller cities
like Buffalo, a combination of personal, political, and economic rela-
tionships launched Provincetown’s gay world.25 Yet still, it did not orig-
inate in gay and lesbian private key parties or nightclubs that were run
and managed by the mafia, nor did it spring from gay and lesbian po-
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litical organizations like the Daughters of Bilitis or the Mattachine Soci-
ety. And unlike the development of queer cultures in gay resort areas
such as Cherry Grove on Fire Island, Provincetown’s gay world did not
take root because of its proximity to a large urban center or its long-
standing connections to a gay-dominated theater group. Urban en-
claves, to be sure, were critical to Provincetown’s conversion into a gay
resort, but so too was its unusual blend of inhabitants and economies.

Similarly, although Provincetown’s reputation as an art colony in-
fluenced the migration of gays and lesbians from places of intolerance
to Provincetown because it was rumored to be “artsy”—meaning toler-
ant of difference in the name of creativity—this reputation alone did not
make Provincetown into a gay haven. Although a similar phenomenon
took place in Greenwich Village, gay resort areas do not spring auto-
matically from art colonies, nor do all art colonies develop naturally
into gay meccas. Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, and South Beach, Florida,
are two examples of gay vacation destinations that were not first thriv-
ing art colonies. At the same time, art colonies such as Taos, New Mex-
ico, East Hampton, New York, and New Hope, Pennsylvania, although
rumored to be gay friendly, never did and do not now share Province-
town’s esteem or market as an internationally renowned gay mecca.
And although most of Provincetown’s townspeople insist that the Por-
tuguese residents were beyond reproach in welcoming gays and les-
bians, theirs was still a conservative, Catholic culture that did not con-
done homosexuality. Indeed, neither the artistic freedoms of the art
colony nor the open-mindedness of the Portuguese residents—alone or
together—accounts for Provincetown’s evolution into a gay mecca.
What or, more likely, what combination of people, economies, and prej-
udices made Provincetown what it is today?
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