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COMEDY TONIGHT:

HOT COMPETITION, WRY WIT AND GAY GAMES

 


Imagine, if you will, a feel-good fable about a group
of male prostitutes who sign on to work at a lavish, role-playing
brothel designed to look like a classical Greek Olympic village,
lured by a gaycation entrepreneur’s promise of well-heeled
customers, a salubrious climate, 24/7 oversight designed to keep
both the law and sexual sadists at bay, plus the fun of getting to
swan around in leg-flattering togas and lace-up sandals. A story
that’s equal parts Kinky Boots (2005) and Local Hero
(1983), in that businessman Travis Todd enterprise employs the
inhabitants of the Mexican village that he’s rented lock, stock and
livestock for this extravaganza.

Not only do they not resent being hired to
clean rooms, staff bars and restaurants, launder clothes and look
after the horses, goats and chickens that serve as live window
dressing in their real home town, or having to send their families
to stay with relatives for the duration, but they’re happy to take
the gringo’s money and quickly get swept up into the hoopla
as if these were the real Olympics. That’s Bert Shrader’s A Gay
Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum in a pop-culture
nutshell.

Released in 1968, Shrader’s book looks forward to the
thematically similar immersive-vacation fantasy Westworld
(1973), minus the spooky robo-staff: The film’s brief glimpse of
sister-resort “Roman World” suggests that the fantasy appeal of
vacationing in a faux ancient sexual paradise wasn’t lost on
Michael Crichton, a writer who was not laboring in the fields of
adults-only publishing. And A Gay Thing Happened... is both
surprisingly funny and remarkably sharp about issues ranging from
racism within the gay community to the psychological price of
hustling and the casual, unthinking arrogance of Anglos who assume
rural Mexicans are naïve and simple folk.

That said, A Gay Thing Happened... is at heart
a rom/com romp in which everyone is getting some—actually, more
than some. No wonder the words “smile” and “grin” appear so
frequently; everyone’s getting plenty, so much so that when love
walks in, it’s in danger of getting lost in the tangle of
cheerfully writhing bodies—though as complications go, that one
comes under the heading of “I should have such problems.” Written
on the cusp of history, emerging from a time when authors of
adults-only novels tucked racy moments into often surprisingly
solid genre plots, A Gay Thing Happened... is more explicit
than most previous such books, taking advantage of the 1960s’
rapidly changing social and legal attitudes about sexually graphic
material. As the front cover of its no-frills,
no-cover-illustration second edition crowed, “The World’s got to
change sometime... In this book it just did!”

Now, a little about the title: A Gay Thing
Happened... was originally called Fee Males, an epic
fail on every level. It’s a homophobic-feeling pun suggesting
either that gay men really want to be women or that straight-acting
gay men are better than limp-wristed sissy boys, secret
cross-dressers or flamboyant drag queens because they at least have
the decency to act like real men or that all gay men are
secretly whores. None of these is a position one wants to get
behind (in a manner of speaking) and in fact they’re not supported
by the text—though to be fair, the novel’s protagonist is a
veritable smorgasbord of hot-button topics.

For starters, 35-year-old Travis Todd, the
entrepreneur who comes up with the audacious idea of renting an
entire Mexican town, set-dressing it like a (vaguely) classical
Greek village and importing 125 hand-picked hustlers to service the
planeloads of horny guests he’s flying in weekly, identifies as
straight.

‘Oh honey, that’s just his drag,’ you may be
thinking, and Travis’ heterosexual bona fides are, shall we say, a
little shaky. He’s a former hustler who went with both men and
women (as he tells it, the men were “strictly business”) before
realizing he could make better money facilitating sexual services
than providing them. Travis himself says that his best friends,
including his longtime business partner, Jim, are all gay men, and
suffice it to say that in the 1960s—when homosexuality was not only
widely considered either a moral perversion or a mental disorder
and was a crime in virtually all US states—the average straight man
did not knowingly socialize with homosexuals at all, let alone
count them among his closest pals.

Pressed by Jim on the subject, the best Travis can
come up with is, “I guess I’m just not ready to admit that I’m one
of the boys.” A less than robust and forceful declaration of
hetero-normative inclination, I think, and one to which Jim merely
points out coolly, “That’s because you’re one of the rare few who
has a choice.” Since the women in Travis’ life are conspicuous by
their absence, his “choice” appears to have been “deny, deny, deny”
and bury himself in work… but what a telling career for which he
has opted.

When A Gay Thing... opens, Travis has already
conceived and executed other sexually oriented holiday packages for
gay men—notably a lonesome-cowboys dude ranch and a tour of East
Asia, where sex tourism is big business—but Travis’ queer Olympic
village is the next step in his evolution as a destination-vacation
entrepreneur. Travis has such high hopes for this venture that he
thinks it might be profitable enough to allow him to retire
altogether and... well, what he’d be doing instead is an open-ended
question. Again, it’s Jim who sharply sums up Travis’s emotional
life: “...you [are] a computerized one-armed bandit.... I wouldn’t
be surprised if you take your cashbox to bed.”

Ouch. That would be bad enough from someone who
didn’t even like you. For your oldest friend to all-but call
you a selfish, money-grubbing user is harsh indeed. But when Travis
finally sleeps with one of the “fee males” (not a spoiler; you can
see that development coming from the get-go), what shocks him
isn’t that he’s actually engaged in a sexual exchange that
doesn’t involve cash on the dresser. It’s that his deeply held
ideas about masculinity have been shattered and he doesn’t come
away from the experience feeling “like a woman.” To which his
partner—soft-spoken bodybuilder Henry Bolen (dubbed “Goliath” on
day one because everyone concurs that a man built like the
proverbial brick house deserves a name that doesn’t cry out to be
followed by the letters CPA)—sharply replies, “I don’t want a
woman... Why... would I look for a man who acts like a woman?”

Which is pretty much all that needs be said. A Gay
Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum is a much better title
for that story than the vaguely depressing Fee
Males.

Now let’s step back a little: Under either title, the
book’s sharper-than-necessary insights are far from an aberration:
Flippant stereotypes of vintage gay erotica—which for the bulk of
the 20th Century meant most works dealing with same-sex desire—are
largely rooted in novels of the 1940s and ‘50s, which were
constrained by the evasive language of “questing mouths,”
“sensitive portions” and “heated longing” and kept in rigid
narrative check by the far-from-unfounded fear that the fastest way
to invite the wrath of 20th-Century puritans was by publishing
books about homosexuals who weren’t tormented, socially
marginalized or doomed to squalid lives of degradation and aching
loneliness just because they failed to fall in line with the era’s
conventions of bourgeois propriety.

Gay rights activism was still in a fledgling state
when Fee Males was published, some 15 years after Frank
Kameny and Jack Nichols founded the groundbreaking Mattachine
Society (whose earliest supporters included swinging ‘60s
fashion-forward icon Rudi Gernreich, of topless-swimsuit fame).
That organization’s long-term goal was to unify, educate and
politicize gay men. But the 1960s was an era of contiguous cultural
revolutions sparked by a tangled skein of discontents that included
frustration with pervasive sexual inequality, racial prejudice and
homophobia; anger at American involvement in Vietnam, and general
unhappiness with the status quo. By the late ‘60s gay culture had
caught up to and blown past the Mattachine Society’s focused
political goals and blossomed into a highly public uprising.

There’s no consensus as to exactly when the golden
age of gay erotica began and ended, but I favor roughly from 1969
to 1982, when adults-only novels struck a harmonious balance
between sexual explicitness and solid narrative. Science-fiction
stories unfurled in richly imagined future societies where such
burning contemporary issues as racial segregation and the politics
of sexual repression play out in topsy-turvy scenarios like that of
Larry Townsend’s enormously entertaining 2069 trilogy
(1969-1970), where the macho business of deep-space exploration is
powered by rum, sodomy and the lash, minus the lash and the rum.
Thrillers and detective stories proceeded from the assumption that
gay men were tough and ruthless enough to thrive in a world where
trouble was their business and business was booming. Sexually
graphic Westerns take place in a past where the wildest frontier is
love between saddle-sore cowboys and Native Americans. Horror
stories featured gay werewolves, demons, Devil-worshippers and, of
course, vampires—everyone knows they suck, and not just blood.

A Gay Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum
is both prescient and very much of its time. Travis’ enterprises
are designed to serve men of a generation for whom being closeted
was a direct response to a largely hostile mainstream culture. Some
embraced the notion that being gay was better than being a boring
breeder, embodied by Goliath’s thoughts on gay nuptials: “[T]his
marriage stuff you hear about with the gay girlies, hell, that’s
just an imitation of a man-woman relationship. I don’t need an
imitation.” Others compartmentalized their private and public lives
with varying degrees of success and emotional distress, and many
avoided fields like politics and government, where being outed was
still a one-way ticket to ruin. Travis’ Club Bed vacations are the
antidote to homophobic civilization, testosterone-charged
Shangri-las where guests can let it all hang out. As one happy
guest sighs dramatically, “Man, we don’t have living like this in
North Dakota.”

Author Bert Shrader—who also found time in 1968 to
write Gay Stud’s Trip, H.O.M.O.: House of Male Order
and Gay Tutor—doesn’t wallow in the stereotypes that often
gave earlier adult novels sour and decidedly libido-squelching
undertones that suggested gay life overall was inherently sad,
lonely and degrading... anything but gay. Yes, the guests at
Travis’ pleasure dome run the gamut, from Matt Nichols, a trembling
married man looking for a way to scratch the itch that’s making him
crazy without blowing up his whole life, to Ty Whitlock, a racist
creep with tastes that push the boundaries of even a grand-scale,
anything-goes pleasure palace.

But most of them just want to have fun and get laid
without having to worry that the cute guy with come-hither eyes is
part of a police sting, or that a couple of weeks after a one-night
stand they’re going to answer their phones to find a blackmailer on
the line.

Shrader is also atypically benevolent in his
treatment of hustlers: Gay adult novels of this era are full of
them, often falling into one of two camps: exploited victims and
hardened abusers. Here Travis advises the guests as they first step
off the plane that “[a]nyone who says ‘yes’ is available” and
there’s no one they can’t ask, emphasis on the “ask.” It’s
also clear that any of the hustlers can say “no,” and when they do
say “yes” it doesn’t mean they’re going to some basement or back
alley with a stranger and maybe winding up robbed, beaten or worse.
However loose the rules, Travis’s Olympic village is a controlled
environment—a john with truly dangerous (rather than merely
distasteful) inclinations is unlikely to indulge them when there’s
no chance of getting away.

And there are opportunities to make a lot of money:
Witness the auction for a night with either Goliath or Jack Blood
following their crowd-pleasing naked wrestling match, proceeds
going directly to them. Bidding peaks at $10,200 and $10,150,
respectively—that was no-joke money in 1968. Each of the auction
aftermaths gets a chapter of its own: Matt’s night of wonders with
Goliath occasions a sweetly open-minded discussion of sexual
identity vs. sexual behavior, minus the expected Big Gay Epiphany.
When Matt, basking in the afterglow, says he still loves his wife
and doesn’t think he’s gay—no offense to the guy who just made his
toes curl—Goliath responds with level-headed pragmatism. He gives
Matt contact information for some discrete hustlers in Matt’s
hometown and promises to write a no-names letter of introduction to
each—when Matt needs some man love, he can go to one of them rather
and keep his marriage intact. Not a perfect solution: Keeping
Matt’s wife in the dark isn’t fair, and at some point he’s going to
have to man up and figure out which side of the street he’s on. But
it’s an elegant work around

Jack gets the short end of the deal, winding up with
the swinish Ty, whose idea of fun begins with race-baiting and
master-slave role-playing and just gets worse. But Jack sticks it
out because $10,000 and change is more money than he’s ever made
doing anything and, he decides, he’ll be damned if he’s going to
let some gross old reactionary creep whip that opportunity out from
under his nose. Ty also gives Shrader the opportunity to reach out
from the past and presciently bitch-slap some of today’s
conservative politicians, the ones weirdly obsessed with the idea
that advocates for gay marriage are committed to opening the
gateway to culturally sanctioned bestiality: Ty’s taste for
goat-diddling gets a thumbs down in Travis’ house of hedonism
because yes, even in a cheerfully uninhibited pornographic fantasy
of paradisiacal sexual license, beast bothering is judged just
plain nasty.

And, after the climactic (in every sense of the word)
bacchanal where Ty manages to behave even more badly, he earns a
place of dishonor on Travis’ list of guests who will never, ever be
allowed to set foot on the premises again.

There are more little epiphanies scattered
throughout, the most oddly moving being the trajectory of the games
themselves. In Travis’ mind, they’re just “a gimmick,” an
opportunity for a bunch of good-looking male prostitutes to show
off what they’re selling. He’s made sure all the guys work on their
tans and put in enough gym time to look the part before they arrive
and doesn’t even bother to attend the first several days of
events—he’s busy ironing out the kind of little kinks in the
machine that only become apparent after you start it up. So he’s
baffled that any of them are remotely enthusiastic about the
end-of-week awards ceremony: It’s not as though there are cash
prizes—the ribbons and medals are just window dressing for the
paying customers and, overall, Travis the cold, cash-making machine
regards them as commodities and assumes they see themselves the
same way.

But Travis eventually pencils in time to attend some
of the games, figuring he ought to get a feel for how much the
guests are actually enjoying, say, the relay races and hurdling, as
opposed to the orgies and the sex shows and the bare-ass wrestling.
And lo and behold, the scales fall from his eyes: To his utter
amazement, Travis sees that the “fake” athletes are competing for
real, not just putting on a show... he even finds himself cheering.
As Jim coolly points out, everyone else has been as engrossed as if
he were watching “a World Series game or the Grand Prix,” Travis
suddenly realizes that these gay men, accustomed to being treated
like disreputable objects to be used in secret and summarily tossed
aside, are actually proud of themselves. If that’s not the cue for
a rousing musical number, I don’t know what is.

Actually I do: It’s the post-bacchanal meeting, where
the question is whether the bacchanal gets eliminated before
someone gets hurt or there’s some way to set and enforce limits.
Travis invites everyone, from his senior confidantes to the
hustlers and local support staff because, Travis now understands,
the locals are savvier than they’ve been given credit for and have
a serious financial stake in keeping the American dollars rolling
into their town and were witness to every aspect of the previous
night’s debacle. And lo and behold, they’re the ones who come up
with the answer: Stage-manage the situation as though it were an
ancient ceremonial rite with costumed priests and their barely clad
attendants on hand to direct the “traditional” sex rituals. Et
voila: Order at the orgy. The very idea calls for a
hip-swiveling kick-line in skimpy loincloths.

If the good surprise of gay pulps is what enjoyable
reads they can be, the bad one is discovering how difficult it is
to tease out the real identities of writers, including that of
diligent, prolific author Bert Shrader, a man who in one year alone
managed to turn out four full-length novels. A handful of these
largely unsung writers used their own names, notably Carl Corley,
many of whose novels are set in the semi-rural Mississippi of his
childhood and draw deeply on his own life, and Prix de
Flore-award winner Bruce Benderson, whose adults-only
Kyle (undated, circa 1975), a stunningly sophisticated
examination of desire, celebrity and mutable identity, is every bit
the equal of his first mainstream literary novel, 1994’s
User.

Others later stepped up and claimed their alter egos,
including William Maltese, Richard Fullmer and Victor J. Banis;
Fullmer wrote as Dirk Vanden, while Maltese and Banis amassed
dozens of pseudonyms between them. But most didn’t; hundreds more
remain in their closets or have taken their secret identities to
the grave—AIDS burned through their generation like Greek fire.

My first objective in republishing A Gay Thing
Happened on the Way to the Forum was to bring these forgotten
novels out of the fog of the past and put them in the hands of
21st-Century readers unencumbered by the biases of earlier
generations. But I’d also love to draw out Bert Shrader, Davy S.,
Sonny Barker, Dick Jones, Paul Laurie and other writers whose books
I’ve enjoyed, assuming they’re still alive. My efforts to find them
have been unsuccessful, stymied by a perfect storm of pseudonyms,
copyright registrations by long-defunct publishers and, I suspect,
the authors’ own convictions that having written smutty books is
nothing of which to be proud.

Nonetheless, I would welcome the chance to persuade
them that the effort they invested in transcending the utilitarian
parameters of adult books was not wasted: The work they produced is
both good pulp fiction and writing that bears witness to history;
these books are more readable now than they were then, when gay and
straight lives rarely met… at least not in an atmosphere of mutual
openness and congenial frankness.
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