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And in memory of Marion Kirk Jones





Preface



The movement saved my life.


I signed up in ’68, when I was 14 years old. Like other young people across the United States, I wanted to do my part to end the war in Vietnam. My family had just moved from Pennsylvania to Arizona and when Cesar Chavez and the United Farm Workers came to organize the grape pickers, my friends and I knew right away that it was part of the bigger picture and signed up for picket duty and walked in the marches.


It took a while for word of the women’s movement to reach us in the Arizona desert but when we heard about it we joined that call, too, circulating petitions for the Equal Rights Amendment and speaking out against rape, sexual harassment, and wage inequity.


It wasn’t until 1971 that I learned that part of the movement was especially for people like me. I read about it in the “Year in Review—1971” issue of Life magazine in my high school library while skipping gym class. Gym wasn’t a safe place for me; I didn’t get beat up much but the threat was always present. I invented a mysterious lung malady to persuade our family physician that I was too ill to attend physical education. Instead, I’d spend the hour in the library reading magazines or pretending to study while trying to remember to cough every few minutes.


So it was that one afternoon I was idly flipping through the pages of Life magazine when the headlines leapt off the page: “Homosexuals in Revolt!” Several pages of text and photographs of the new gay liberation movement followed, including photos of handsome long-haired young men marching with fists in the air through the streets of Greenwich Village, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. I was thrilled and then amazed when I looked closely at one of the photo captions and read that a small group called Gay Liberation Arizona Desert was holding meetings at Arizona State University, the school where both my parents taught and where I would no doubt enroll after I graduated from high school the following year.


I am pretty sure that was the exact moment I stopped planning to kill myself.
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CHAPTER 1



Ghost Ranch


I WAS BORN INTO THE LAST GENERATION OF HOMOSEXUAL PEOPLE WHO grew up not knowing if there was anyone else on the entire planet who felt the way that we felt. It was simply never spoken of. There were no rainbow flags, no characters on TV, no elected officials, no messages of compassion from religious leaders, no pride parades, no “It Gets Better,” no Glee, no Ellen, no Milk. Certainly no same-sex couples with their kids at the White House Easter egg hunt. Being queer was sick, illegal, and disgusting, and getting caught meant going to prison or a mental institution. Those who were arrested lost everything—careers, families, and often their lives. Special police units hunted us relentlessly in every city and state. There was no good news.


But there were a lot of words, cruel words, hurled on the playground and often followed by fists. They were calling me those words long before I had a clue what they meant. Then one day when I was about 12, one kid kept calling me a homo.


Near tears, I yelled back, “What does that even mean?”


He said, “You’re a homosexual and you’re going to hell.” So I went to my father’s library—he was a professor of clinical psychology—and looked it up. I remember vividly the shame of reading that I was sick, psychologically damaged.


By 12 years old I knew that I needed a plan. The only plan I could imagine was to hide, never reveal my secret, and, if discovered, commit suicide.


I graduated from high school, barely, in June 1972 and traveled to Ghost Ranch, New Mexico, for a gathering of Quakers called the Inter-Mountain Friends Fellowship. My mother and I had started attending the Phoenix Friends Meeting a few years earlier. Supposedly some of my father’s ancestors had been Quaker, but my artistic but practical mother’s main motivation was avoiding conscription. In the early 1970s all young men were required to register for the draft at 18, and thousands were sent against their will every year to fight, kill, and die in Vietnam. It was my worst nightmare: gym class with guns and rednecks in a jungle. Mom knew that Quakers and members of other “peace churches” like the Mennonites and Jehovah’s Witnesses were being granted conscientious objector status that kept them out of the war. My family was not religious, but we opposed the war. My paternal grandfather, Papa, was even willing to move us all to Canada rather than see me, his first grandchild, sent to war or forced into exile alone.


As it happened, I loved the Quakers, loved the silence of Meeting for Worship, and loved the principles of simplicity and peace by which they lived. From the Friends I learned the history of nonviolent resistance and civil disobedience in the struggles against war and for peace and social justice. In the Meeting I also found some friends and even a boyfriend of sorts for the last two years of high school.


A few weeks after graduation, I joined some of the Quakers on a VW bus trip. We sang along to Don McLean’s “American Pie” and rode across the desert to New Mexico for a few days’ retreat at Ghost Ranch near Taos. The land there is magnificent, and I spent hours every day hiking the mesas by myself in between various meetings and discussions, mostly about the war and the civil rights movement.


I met a guy named Al there. He was older than me, and taught at a college in Logan, Utah. We went on walks together and talked about politics and literature. We shared a love for Hermann Hesse novels and the Moody Blues and talked about books with the excitement that was typical of young people then. One day Al confessed to me that he was “probably bisexual” and I told him that I “probably” was, too. We exchanged addresses and promised to stay in touch after the conference ended and I returned to my family.


That summer, our family left Arizona and returned to Michigan, where our parents had grown up. We spent every June, July, and August outside a tiny village called Omena where Mom and Dad had purchased a ramshackle old house on a sand dune overlooking a small inlet on Grand Traverse Bay of Lake Michigan.


Al and I wrote back and forth, and he asked me to join him for a trip to California for Pacific Yearly Meeting, the annual gathering of Quakers on the West Coast. The Yearly Meeting would be held in Moraga, California, which I noted on the map was just east of San Francisco. I’d been dreaming about San Francisco all year.


Somehow I persuaded my parents to let me fly to Denver in the first week of August. Al met me there, at the old Stapleton Airport, and we drove up to Logan first, then across the deserts and mountains to the green hills of Northern California. We were sleeping together by then, but not talking about it.


Pacific Yearly Meeting took place on the campus of St. Mary’s College in Moraga. There were all sorts of gatherings and planning sessions and other meetings, and I spent the first day just wandering around, seeing which of my friends were in attendance and checking out the various workshops posted on the communal bulletin board. A small card caught my eye: “Gay and Lesbian Friends will meet on Saturday afternoon,” with a time and room number. My first emotion was fear—fear of taking a step that could not be undone. There were the names of two organizers on the card as well, Gary and Ron. My stomach turned over; I was so frightened and confused I couldn’t sleep at all that night.


The following afternoon found me pacing around the building where the meeting was to happen. I must have walked around the damn thing four or five times before getting up the nerve to go inside. And then I walked up and down the hallway trying in vain to catch a glimpse inside the room through the tiny door window.


Eventually I took a deep breath, pushed the door open, and walked through—heart thumping, face flushed.


Somebody laughed.


“We wondered if you were going to show up.” More laughter. I looked around the room in amazement. Almost all of my favorite people were there. I cried, and then we all laughed.


Gary Miller and Ron Bentley, the gay Quaker couple who had organized the meeting, lived on 16th Street in San Francisco and were active in an organization called the Council on Religion and the Homosexual as well as the newly formed Alice B. Toklas Memorial Democratic Club. They had invited Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon to speak at the meeting. Del and Phyllis were among the founders of the first national lesbian organization, Daughters of Bilitis, and had just published their groundbreaking book, Lesbian/Woman.


Del and Phyllis spoke mostly about the role of lesbians within the larger feminist movement but also about their efforts to change the hearts and minds of religious people. They inspired me enormously.


Gary and Ron were nice but they seemed much older and not very cool, or maybe they were just on their best behavior. I had hair down to the middle of my back and loved rock and roll and smoking pot. I was pretty sure neither of them smoked. But they lived in San Francisco and I immediately accepted their invitation to visit after Yearly Meeting concluded.


We crossed the Bay Bridge late in the afternoon on a clear day, driving west across the span from Oakland through Treasure Island and into the city. The fog was piled up behind Twin Peaks and beginning to pour down through the hills and valleys and into the densely packed pastel-colored homes dotting the city’s eastern neighborhoods.


In the distance to the northwest we could see the Ferry Building, Coit Tower and Russian Hill, the Golden Gate Bridge, and the Pacific Ocean beyond. Closer in, the skyscrapers of the financial district rose up on our right; on our left were shipyards, piers, warehouses, and a coffee-roasting plant all crowded crowded together south along the Bay’s edge. We rolled down the windows and the cold air smelled of sea and smoke and coffee and fog.


It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.


I stayed with Gary and Ron for a few days and tried to explore the city. I found it very confusing. The streets in the eastern half of San Francisco are laid out on two different grids, which meet at an angle at Market Street. Every time I crossed Market I got lost, especially in the fog. Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon encouraged me, and I went with Del to address students at Mission High School, my first—terrifying—experience with public speaking.


There was a club called the Shed on the south side of Market Street between Sanchez and Noe Streets for gay kids who weren’t old enough to get into the bars. Developers tore it down a long time ago. It’s a gym and shops now, but before it was taken down it housed the headquarters of Harvey Milk’s campaign to defeat Proposition 6, the Briggs Initiative. That was in 1978, six years after I first danced to James Brown, T. Rex, and Curtis Mayfield records at the Shed. Mott the Hoople’s “All the Young Dudes” always got all the young dudes out on the dance floor, singing along, “Carry the newwws . . .”


After a week I hitched a ride with some Quakers and other antiwar activists back to Phoenix, with a stop in Seal Beach where we attempted to blockade the Naval Weapons Station. As a child of faculty, I could attend Arizona State University for almost nothing. As a mediocre student who had barely graduated from high school, my options for college were extremely limited. I enrolled, but with little enthusiasm.


I moved into one of the big dorms and struggled through the classes. I couldn’t concentrate. Every cute guy walking by, every headline or TV news broadcast from Vietnam or Alabama distracted me. I’d doze in class, daydreaming about sex and revolution.


*    *    *


As early as elementary school I had been a poor student. It perplexed and troubled my parents greatly, coming as we do from families that greatly respect education. But my earliest memories are of hating school.


Before we moved to Phoenix in 1968 we lived on Seneca Drive in Mount Lebanon, a suburb of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It was a clean, safe, and well-kept neighborhood of modest single-family homes, surrounded by other equally pleasant communities. Only white people lived there; the few Negroes (the polite term of the day) we encountered were housekeepers who took the streetcar in from Homewood and the Hill District downtown. Latinos, other than Ricky Ricardo, were almost unknown. Asians were unheard of, existing only in our consciousness as caricatures or cartoons from World War II films.


There was no crime to speak of in Mount Lebanon, no fences between our neighbors’ yards and the undeveloped wooded areas with creeks and open meadows where we played that surrounded our homes. As soon as we could walk we were free to wander unsupervised, knowing there was no danger. In the winter, we constructed elaborate igloos and toboggan slides and engaged in raucous snowball warfare. In summer, we built forts in the woods and hunted for snakes and salamanders and other lost little critters that we would take to a buxom older woman next door who was known to all the kids in the neighborhood as Aunt Jane. She was always baking cookies for the kids who showed up at her door with battered birds and rabbits, often rescued at the last minute from the local cats or half flattened by a car. Miraculously, not one of the mangled animals we took to Aunt Jane ever died. She saved them all, every one, and when they were strong she released them into the wild as we slept. “Oh how cute they looked as they scampered away,” she would say as we sat on her front stoop eating the cookies warm from her oven.


Divorce was almost unknown at that time and it really did seem as if we were all living in an idyllic, perfect, suburban sort of world. Fathers knew best, and didn’t run off. Nobody we knew used drugs or drank to excess. The only gangs were the packs of little boys in Buster Brown suits or Cub Scout uniforms.


And yet, there was anxiety: among the adults, who tried to hide it from their kids; and among the kids, who sensed the grownups’ fears and had fears of our own. We rarely locked our doors, but there was fear.


In class, while the teachers droned on, I would doodle mushroom clouds.


In our living room Walter Cronkite spoke through our new black-and-white television of Cuba and missiles and Khrushchev. In school we filed silently down to the basement for mandatory air raid drills. We heard our parents after dinner, as we watched The Man from U.N.C.L.E. on the living room floor, talking about the Berlin Wall and, closer to home, Dr. Martin Luther King. My parents were among a few in our neighborhood who vocally supported the civil rights movement. Most offered no opinions; others sneered or got red in the face and shouted.


I was 8 years old in the fall of 1962, when Kennedy and Khrushchev faced off over the Cuban missiles. We practiced air raids in the basement at school once a month. One year later, President Kennedy was shot and killed in Dallas. I think it was the first time I saw my father cry. I was 11 in 1965 when the Watts rebellion incinerated large portions of Los Angeles.


I turned 14 in 1968, when it seemed we were on the verge of revolution. The year began with the Tet offensive, a series of attacks by North Vietnamese forces across South Vietnam, including an assault on the US embassy in Saigon. US military involvement in Vietnam had begun in 1954, the year I was born, when the French Army was defeated at the battle of Dien Bien Phu. By 1968, it was becoming clear that the war, which had raged my entire life, could not be won.


The antiwar and civil rights protests grew larger and louder. Millions of students marched, shut down campuses, and, in some cases, rioted. My mother and I passed out leaflets supporting Senator Eugene McCarthy, the peace candidate challenging President Johnson. My father started a peace group with other faculty and graduate students at the University of Pittsburgh.


On April 4, Dr. King was assassinated in Memphis. My father and mother wept, but in my classroom some of the children cheered. Violent riots broke out in major cities across the country, including Pittsburgh. From the windows of Mellon Junior High we watched the tanks and troops heading downtown to quell the unrest. Home-wood and the Hill District burned, sending aloft thick plumes of black smoke clearly visible from the white suburbs. President Johnson signed the Fair Housing Act one week later.


In June, Robert F. Kennedy was assassinated in Los Angeles. The Republicans nominated Richard Nixon for president in Miami the first week of August, and the month ended with the Democrats nominating Hubert Humphrey after a week of bloody rioting in the streets of Chicago. From Peru to Ireland to Greece to Czechoslovakia, the world appeared to be on the brink of revolution, and the white middle-class families of Mount Lebanon were uncertain of the future—and anxious.


There were other, even closer, sources of fear for the children of Seneca Drive. G——was a tall redheaded kid with bad skin who lived across the street from us. M——was an athletic, dark-haired boy who lived one block down from us. Both were about five years older than my friends and me. It started, I think, when we were all in second grade. Every day, walking home from Markham Elementary School, we would try to avoid them.


In 1966 we had moved to a larger house on Inglewood Drive, just a few blocks from Seneca Drive. It wasn’t nearly far enough.


With G——, it was mostly fumbling sexual stuff. It was confusing and creepy but rarely painful. With M——, it was less sexual but hurt more. Most of their victims were girls. I and one other boy, also slight of build, attracted their attentions. It continued throughout elementary school and the first year of junior high school. I was too ashamed and terrorized to tell my parents.


During the first week of eighth grade, a kid named C——beat me up in front of most of the student body. From then on, I experienced constant verbal abuse, as well as intermittent physical and sometimes sexual violence at the hands of older boys and classmates until we left Pennsylvania for Arizona in August 1968, eight weeks short of my 14th birthday.


My father had traveled out to Phoenix for his job interview and brought us back photographs and postcards. I was intrigued by the alien look of the palm trees and giant saguaro cacti. But mostly I just wanted to go. Anywhere. Anywhere I might have a chance to start over and not be the weak, frightened, and ashamed kid that I was in Mount Lebanon.


We pulled out of our driveway on Inglewood Drive in the family car, Mom and Dad in the front, my sister Elizabeth and me in the back with our cats, the car crammed with things deemed too valuable for the movers to handle, including an avocado tree grown by my father from seed, which we were ultimately forced to relinquish to guards at the agricultural checkpoint on the Arizona border. We drove across the United States on Route 66 to Winslow, Arizona, then down the state road to Phoenix and the “Valley of the Sun,” Maricopa County.


Our new house was nice. Thirty large orange trees crowded our oversized lot. Tall palm trees towered over the house, and from the back yard we looked up to Camelback Mountain. Just a few blocks away was open desert, not yet covered with the appalling sprawl of development. The night sky was clear and crowded with stars, and the wind carried the scent of mesquite.


The first day of school, I waited for the school bus at the corner of Camelback Road and Jokake Street. I got to the bus stop early and watched hopefully as the other students from the neighborhood arrived. I was nervous but also hoping desperately that I could start over and be a new person.


An athletic blond guy, taller than the others, walked up, took one look at me, and said, “You look like a faggot.”


New place. New people. The same old me, and the same old shit. The beatings in the locker room, taking punches at the bus stop. The names. It started up again immediately. For the next two and a half years, until that issue of Life magazine arrived at the school library, I had almost no hope.


I did make a few friends. A sweet and funny girl who lived across the street, H, was kind to me from my first day in Phoenix. We’d smoke pot, and I’d go with her to help groom her horse and watch as she rode. She played piano. We went to concerts and hung out with a small group that didn’t fit in the with the jock and cowboy crowd at Scottsdale High School. After school, she’d make us chopped olive sandwiches and we’d watch Dark Shadows on the TV in her parent’s family room. Her parents were very kind to me as well, although I could tell they thought my parents were a bit odd.


There were a handful of long-haired kids at Scottsdale High as well, and we’d hang out during lunch break. Sheila Thomson and Heidi Fulcher, quintessential hippie girls, and a lanky boy named T. O. were my friends and companions.


There was a boy at the Quaker Meeting, one year younger than me, with curly dark brown hair that always smelled of patchouli oil. I lusted after him fervently, and one afternoon after an interminable amount of thrashing around we finally got naked together in bed. I began to dream of the day when we would leave Phoenix together; we’d hitchhike up to British Columbia, burn our draft cards, and live in a commune on the Frazier River, probably in a yurt we would order through the Whole Earth Catalogue.


In 1969 my little bunch of friends and I learned from underground newspapers and FM radio stations of the National Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam and the Vietnam Moratorium days being organized by new peace activists, including David Mixner. We organized a march in Scottsdale on October 15 that was attended by hundreds of high school students, but my parents were alarmed and locked me in the house to keep me from attending. I was humiliated.


The streets of Phoenix were sterile and sun-blasted. We spent a lot of time in the car, where I would turn the radio dial to KDKB-FM to listen to the music from Detroit, California, and London as we drove past the strip malls and uniform suburban neighborhoods. I loved the Beatles, Marvin Gaye, Led Zeppelin, Janis Joplin (I saw her concert in Tempe in October of 1969), James Brown, the Mamas and the Papas, the Who, the Moody Blues, Jimi Hendrix, the Doors, Cream, Bob Dylan, Blind Faith, Leonard Cohen. David Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust came out in 1972; I knew every song by heart within a week. I also loved Judy Collins, and replayed “Colors of the Day” endlessly.


On weekends I often snuck into Tempe to the Valley Art Theatre to see films by Andy Warhol and Nicolas Roeg. I thought Mick Jagger was hot in Performance and wanted badly for Malcolm McDowell to fuck me after seeing If and A Clockwork Orange.


I had first encountered drugs back in Mount Lebanon about a year before we moved to Arizona, probably in the 7th grade. My little group of friends were all eager to be hippies and try drugs. Try as we might, marijuana was not to be found. But our parents all had medicine cabinets, and many of them were full of tranquilizers, pain medications, or sleeping pills. We pilfered them and shared in the woods behind our houses after school.


In Phoenix, in the public schools in the late 1960s and early ’70s, drugs were everywhere. At Scottsdale High School the security guard, Mr. Landers, was afraid to venture into the boys’ restroom, where a brisk business in cigarettes, alcohol, weed, pills, and psychedelics was conducted by some of the older and tougher kids.


Every now and then some new drug would arrive and the effects would often be immediately and dramatically visible. Our campus was divided in half by a large parking lot, and I remember sitting in a VW bug one afternoon, smoking a joint with a friend and watching my classmates stumbling by, stoned out of their minds on a new batch of Seconal, some collapsing on the hot asphalt.


Almost every kid I knew was using one drug or another, and everyone was drinking. And I am pretty sure that I was not the only one with the super-secret stash hidden away for that big, just-in-case, final-exit scenario.


I tried peyote and its derivative, mescaline, after reading Carlos Castaneda’s The Teachings of Don Juan, which I suspected was total bullshit but loved reading anyway. Peyote tasted horrible and made me vomit, but mescaline was easier and the experience was amazing, magic mushrooms and LSD even more so. We didn’t take them lightly or recklessly. We used them with great awareness of their power to do harm as well as to enlighten. We didn’t think of them as we thought of pot or alcohol. There was a certain reverence to it all. We’d set the date, find the perfect beautiful natural setting with the requisite privacy and the right small group of friends. And then we’d trip.


Inexplicably, I was a terrible student.


By the end of my sophomore year at Scottsdale High School my parents were fed up. So they spent a huge amount of their hard-earned money and enrolled me at Phoenix Country Day School, an upscale prep school in a wealthy neighborhood on the boundary of Phoenix and Paradise Valley.


It was a little better for me there, less violent certainly. But most of the kids were rich, and while I was not often physically harassed, I was not popular. The only guy at PCDS that I ever spent time with was a sort of crazy cowboy kid named Bill. We’d drive to the end of the runway at Sky Harbor airport, smoke weed, drink beer, and lie on our backs as the planes landed and took off just yards above our heads. Once we drove all the way to Los Angeles, dropped acid on the beach, and then drove home the next day.


The students at that school were mostly into money. Many of their parents were building the tacky mansions that were beginning to sprout up on the flanks of Camelback Mountain, restricting public access and destroying desert habitat. They were overwhelmingly Republican. One of the popular girls, Bobbi Jo, slapped me—hard—across the face when I announced in class that I thought Richard Nixon was a liar. I think it was the day we learned of the secret war in Cambodia. Or maybe it was after the National Guard opened fire on protesting students at Kent State, killing four. Or was it Jackson State? I can’t recall.


Then, in the middle of my junior year, I found that issue of Life magazine. I allowed myself only a few seconds to scan the article, terrified that I would be discovered. The librarian left the room to take a call and I slipped the magazine between my notebooks, then took it home, where I hid it under my mattress as if it were pornography. On bad days, when I hadn’t been fast enough to get away from the bullies, I’d pull it out and read and dream.


There were other signs of hope, found unexpectedly in the book section of our local pharmacies and dime stores and in our parents’ own libraries. In those days there were lots and lots of bookstores, and almost every large pharmacy, even some grocery stores, would have book sections where classics mingled with pulp fiction, westerns, crime, espionage, and science fiction. Among the authors one could frequently find was Mary Renault, whose novels about ancient Greece and Alexander the Great included stories of bold and loyal and muscle-bound warrior lovers that kept me awake at night, squirming into my mattress.


Our parents loved literature, and their house was filled with all sorts of books and magazines. I loved to read history, biographies, and fiction. I read their collection of back issues of Partisan Review and, every week, the New Yorker. I found the fiction of James Baldwin, Saul Bellow, Norman Mailer, John Cheever, Kurt Vonnegut, and Doris Lessing. I read Jean Genet and Sartre and Gertrude Stein and T. H. Lawrence, Christopher Isherwood, Simone de Beauvoir, and Lawrence Durrell. The more I read, the more hints and clues I discovered about gay people; it wasn’t the only reason I read, but sort of a bonus to the pure pleasure of losing myself to words printed on paper.


I read, and read about, Oscar Wilde, Virginia Woolf, Vita Sackville-West, and the Bloomsbury Group. I read Allen Ginsberg and got goose bumps when I read aloud, sitting on the floor in my bedroom in my parents’ house on Calle del Norte, the words from his great poem “America,” written in 1956 when I was two years old: “I’m putting my queer shoulder to the wheel, America!”


I remember at one point thinking to myself that clearly there existed enough people like me to require a name for us. People like me had probably always existed, described no doubt by many different names over time in many different places and circumstances.


I discovered that, in fact, I was not alone. There were other people like me. And I also came to understand that there was a place for people like me, and that place had a name. It was called San Francisco.


I took the pills I had been hoarding from their hiding place and flushed them down the toilet.





CHAPTER 2



Gay Liberation Arizona Desert


BY THE FALL OF 1972 I HAD SURVIVED HIGH SCHOOL AND GLIMPSED the promised land of San Francisco for two all-too-brief weeks before returning to Phoenix and my first semester at Arizona State University. In the pages of the increasingly tattered Life magazine hidden beneath my mattress, I kept returning to the photo captioned “members of Gay Liberation Arizona Desert on their commune in Mesa, Arizona.” Mesa was a largely Mormon community just east of Scottsdale and Tempe. I wanted to find the activists but had no idea how to do it.


One day while waiting for class I picked up the student newspaper and was astounded to read of gay activists picketing The Village, a popular local pizza parlor that had dancing on weekend nights. The activists had entered the establishment paired in opposite-sex couples but then switched off on the dance floor to boy/boy and girl/girl couples. They called it a “zap.” Then the police came and they all were arrested. The story was exciting and amusing, but more important was the contact number listed for Gay Liberation Arizona Desert, which I copied with trembling hand.


Weeks passed before I found the courage to make the call. A man who said his name was Victor answered the phone. He sounded kind and suggested that I attend one of their meetings. I told him I was living with my parents and had no car. He offered to come and get me. I asked when, and he replied, “What about now?”


I waited on the sidewalk outside my parents’ home on Calle del Norte. When the battered old VW bug turned the corner I knew it would be Victor. It wasn’t as frightening as pushing the door open to the meeting of gay Quakers, but I was quaking nonetheless. He was very nice, a thin, hippie-looking guy with a mustache and he took me to what had been described in Life magazine as the gay commune. Well, it wasn’t much of a commune at all, more like a cluster of small cottages that shared a laundry room and a parking lot. There was a sort of dismal vegetable patch. A straight woman named Cleo ran the cottages. Her mother owned the property.


Cleo was cheery and round-faced and enthusiastic in her love and admiration for gay men. But she made me nervous when she described the treatment in the Philippines that she was seeking out to treat her mother’s cancer and talked about astrology. I didn’t want to tell her she was going to get ripped off.


Victor lived in one cottage with his lover, Robert. I found Robert very handsome and fantasized about cuddling up with him, which would happen eventually. There was a small circle of guys who made the place their base. Richard was a bit older and very into the radical hippie scene. There was Eugene, a heavyset and socially awkward younger guy who I suspected was probably smarter than the rest of us. Steve had very long brown hair and worked as a printer. He came from Yuma and was in love with a supposedly straight guy named Rich who was shy and cute as could be. Another friend of Steve’s from Yuma was a handsome Latino man named Bob. I wanted Rich the moment I saw him and it wasn’t long before we became lovers.


Encouraged by the group, I told my parents on my 18th birthday that I was gay. I waited until I was 18 because I’d read more than enough in my father’s library to fear that his reaction might include psychotherapy, electro-convulsive shock treatment, or aversion therapy.


Victor predicted a positive response. “After all, your mother is a dancer and choreographer,” he said. “Surely they know gay people. Don’t you think they already know about you?”


Dad bought me a new bicycle that afternoon, and as we drove beneath the palm trees into our driveway on Calle del Norte I took a deep breath and broke the news.


He was silent, staring straight ahead over the steering wheel for a long moment, then turned to face me. “Why are you telling me this?”


“Because it’s important, Dad. You need to know. I’ve joined the gay liberation movement and I’m not going to live in secret anymore.”


His face got red and he snarled back, “Great. Tell me all about it. What do you like best, getting fucked in the ass or sucking cock?”


I was still taking classes at ASU and got a part-time job working as a clerk in the Admissions Office, since Mom and Dad weren’t paying the bills anymore. Rich and I rented a cottage from Cleo in Mesa and shared meals, pot, and boys with the others. On Wednesdays we ran a coffeehouse at a campus center owned by a liberal church group. It was usually pretty low-key, but as the months went by, more and more young men and some women began attending the dances. And every now and then someone outside would start screaming, “Fuck you, faggots,” and hurl a brick through our window.


One of the leaders of the group was Doug Norde, a psychology major. He was impressed, slightly, that my father was now chairman of the psych department. He was more impressed when I told him I had met Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon at Yearly Meeting the summer before. Another active member of the group was Jim Briggs, a short, balding, rotund little man who lived in a trailer park nearby. His place was so filthy with cats and food debris that it made me uncomfortable, but Jim regularly entertained impossibly good-looking guys, so I got over my discomfort and hung out often. Jim taught me how to speak like a queen. He loved gay jargon, was the first person to call me Mary, and demonstrated that the word “please” has at least two syllables. Late at night, in his trashy Siamese cat-filled trailer in Mesa, Arizona, we memorized lines from The Boys in the Band :


“What I am, Michael, is a thirty-two-year-old, ugly, pock-marked Jew Fairy—and if it takes me a while to pull myself together and if I smoke a little grass before I can get up the nerve to show myself to the world, it’s nobody’s god-damn business but my own,” we’d exclaim to the coyotes skulking past us in the desert night.


“Connie Casserole. Oh Mary, don’t ask.”


Our group continued to grow, and in spring 1973 we decided it was time to put on something large and public to really announce our existence. We agreed that we’d sponsor an appearance by Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon, and I made the call to invite them. To our amazement, they readily agreed.


We were a recognized student group by then, with a tiny office and a small budget from the Associated Students. I arranged to use an auditorium in the Architecture Department building and reserved some parking in the adjacent lot. A few hours before the lecture was to begin, I arrived to set up info tables and found the parking lot full of cars.


When I complained to the parking attendant, he told me, “Hey, there’s a bunch of women here for your event.” I looked more closely and saw that many of the vehicles were dusty and had out-of-state licenses. Lesbian women from all over the southwest had driven hours over mountains and across the desert to hear Del and Phyllis speak.


Del and Phyllis were genuine fire-breathing lesbian feminists, incensed by the pervasive violence against women. They spoke about wage disparity and employment discrimination and focused especially on the prevalence of rape and domestic violence. They believed that feminism, and lesbian feminism in particular, challenged the patriarchy and threatened the privilege of heterosexual men.


I agreed with everything they said, but I was also a smart-ass and couldn’t resist telling Phyllis during Q & A that she sure looked a lot like my mom.


“Fuck you, kid, I’m not your mother!” was her response. The audience roared.


Del died in 2008, shortly after marrying Phyllis in San Francisco City Hall. Phyllis is still alive as I write this. She still reminds me of Mom.


In those days, one could probably count the number of self-described “gay rights activists” on the fingers of two hands. There were marches in a few cities during the last week of June to mark the anniversary of the Stonewall rebellion of 1969, but only a few thousand people attended even the largest of them. Homosexual conduct was a felony in almost every state, punishable by imprisonment. The only avenues for social contact were the bars, and in most cities heterosexuals, often in league with organized crime, owned the few gay bars. They could be dangerous places, subject to surprise police raids and arson attacks, and were often the venue for extortion schemes.


We began to get more information from the coasts. The Advocate was our principal source of news, and a single copy would often be passed from hand to hand until it disintegrated. Many years later the paper would be purchased by a rich guy named David Goodstein and reimagined as sort of a gay Town & Country magazine, which my friends and I would derisively refer to as the “Avocado.”


I began to learn about gay history. I learned of Frank Kameny, Troy Perry, Barbara Gittings, Harry Hay, and other pioneers of the movement before Stonewall. I remember the chill down my spine when I first encountered the chart of symbols assigned to prisoners in the Nazi death camps and saw the pink triangles.


I learned about the semisecret Mattachine Society and the Daughters of Bilitis that Del and Phyllis had started in the 1950s. I read about the ancient Greeks and other societies that had not condemned homosexuals. We’d heard of Kinsey, and some of us slogged through his 1948 report Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, which suggested that as many as 10 percent of American males would engage in some sort of homosexual behavior during their lifetimes.


There were a handful of gay bars in Phoenix. The younger crowd went to the Sportsmen’s Lounge on Seventh Street downtown. It was a festive place on weekend nights, but we parked several blocks away and approached cautiously through back alleys to enter the unmarked and windowless bar.


In San Francisco I had stayed with Gary and Ron on 16th Street just a few blocks from the Twin Peaks Tavern at the corner of Castro and Market Streets, with its bold plate-glass windows overlooking the busy intersection smack in the center of the city. I’d never seen a gay bar with windows before. In San Francisco the gay bar owners were part of the community and had organized the Tavern Guild, which helped keep the mob out and somewhat mitigated the hostility from police.


In addition to the Tavern Guild and the Council on Religion and the Homosexual, the emerging San Francisco gay community had the Society for Individual Rights and a Metropolitan Community Church, part of a denomination founded by Reverend Troy Perry. In 1972 the Alice B. Toklas Memorial Democratic Club became the first gay Democratic club in the nation. That same year, one of the Toklas Club’s founders, Jim Foster, became the first openly gay person to address a Democratic National Convention—albeit at three o’clock in the morning. The Toklas name was perfect for San Francisco; Alice B. Toklas was Gertrude Stein’s lover and had famously written a recipe for hashish brownies. There wasn’t much more than that to the gay political infrastructure of San Francisco at the time, but it was still light years ahead of Phoenix.


I daydreamed of San Francisco constantly.


It wasn’t just the gay community that drew me. I was a rocker kid, and the San Francisco Sound moved me. Jefferson Airplane, Santana, Sly and the Family Stone, Big Brother and the Holding Company, Steve Miller Band, and the Grateful Dead made music I listened to all the time. The entire Summer of Love I spent bitterly resenting that I wasn’t old enough to be there. I loved the beatniks and Ginsberg and Jack Cassidy and Kerouac and Ken Kesey and the acid test. I was also attracted by the political history of the Bay Area. I’d read histories and biographies and was fascinated by handsome Mario Savio and the Free Speech Movement, the protests against the House Un-American Activities Committee, the Longshoremen’s Strike back in the 1930s, Angela Davis, and the Black Panthers, as well as the massive protests against the war in Vietnam.


I loved the architecture of San Francisco, too, especially the densely packed Victorian and Edwardian homes stacked up right from the edge of the sidewalk. Phoenix of the 1970s was constructed mostly during the Eisenhower administration and looked it: boring cookie-cutter single-story ranch-style homes with wide lawns between them and the sidewalk and roadway. In San Francisco, the living rooms and bedrooms of the elegant Victorian and Edwardian homes built in the 1890s and early 1900s are often just inches from a narrow sidewalk crowded with pedestrians and just feet from streets busy with traffic.


After years in the plastic, all-white suburbs I also loved the diversity of San Francisco, where one could cross a street and the language would change from Spanish to Chinese or Tagalog or Vietnamese.


Even the weather was better. During my childhood in Pennsylvania and Michigan we shivered through bitter cold winters and sweated through summers that were hot and humid and thick with mosquitoes. Then, after we moved in 1968, we lived through the blistering summers of southern Arizona. The poet George Sterling named San Francisco “the cool grey city of love.” Regardless of season, San Francisco temperatures range from the 40s to the mid-70s. It’s pretty much sweater weather all the time and I appreciated the layered look of the other kids: blue jeans—straight-leg or bell-bottom—long-sleeved thermal undershirts, T-shirts, flannels, and hoodies under black or brown leather bomber jackets. I thought it was sexy. A friend of mine named Terry, from Portland, Oregon, would make fun of the style many years later, saying “Only in San Francisco do people wear sweatshirts over sweatshirts.”


*    *    *


As the spring semester of 1973 ended, my grades were in the toilet and the desert’s summer heat was already oppressive. Some of us had produced several episodes of a gay radio program for the local FM rock station, and we’d had some success writing letters to the editors of local and campus publications. But the weekly coffee shop was shuttered for the summer, and as the heat grew, we were all increasingly restless. I had never really accepted Phoenix as my home, and all of us increasingly felt that extraordinary things were about to happen for gay people and that if we stayed any longer in Phoenix we were quite likely to miss the entire adventure.


I think Cleo was the first to go. My best recollection is that she got an administrative position at Stanford University. Victor and Robert followed her to Palo Alto. We had a friend named Phil who worked at the Dash Inn restaurant in Tempe. Phil was a David Bowie devotee and saved every penny of his tips to attend Bowie concerts around the country. Phil, with his face made up all “Spiders from Mars,” would don nine-inch platform shoes, shimmering bead and crystal sheath gowns, and enormous wigs, and—just before Bowie took the stage—in the audience’s momentary hush of anticipation, he would rise from his seat, over eight feet tall counting shoes and hair, and walk dramatically up to the lip of the stage, arms overflowing with dozens of roses that he would heap at the base of the microphone stand before returning to his seat. The audience would go wild. Obviously, Phil couldn’t stay in Tempe forever.


I drove to Los Angeles with Phil a few weeks after Bowie’s concert at the Circle Star Theater, stayed a couple days, and hitchhiked north. I would visit Cleo and Victor and Robert and then figure out my next move. I’d saved some money and I used a lot of it to rent a studio apartment for a month in East Palo Alto, which bore a distinct resemblance to a third-world war zone. East Palo Alto was almost all black, but had a small gay business area with some bars and a bathhouse. Right next door was Stanford University and its Gay Peoples Union, one of the largest gay student organizations in the country at the time. Of course I couldn’t possibly get into Stanford, or afford the tuition if I did, but it was a fun place to play. They had giant dances and gay boys and lesbian girls would come from miles around. The GPU met in the old firehouse on campus. Until a few years ago there was a photo on the wall there still showing me, with Victor and others, in front of the firehouse.


As June ended, Victor, Robert, and I attended the 1973 Gay Freedom Day Parade in San Francisco. The march was on Polk Street, ending at Lafayette Park, from which point we were bused to Marx Meadow in Golden Gate Park for an insane party where seemingly everyone was high on LSD. I’d never seen anything like that before. On the drive back to Palo Alto, listening to Pink Floyd’s new album, Dark Side of the Moon, I told myself San Francisco would be my home. Rich came to visit, but the city freaked him out and he said he wanted to go back to Yuma. As far as I know, that’s where he stayed.


I stayed in the Palo Alto area for a few months, crashing on people’s floors, working odd jobs in the tiny gay neighborhood that used to be in East Palo Alto and attending meetings and dances at the Gay Peoples Union. One afternoon in early September I counted out my remaining funds and felt my stomach clench. I had my sneakers, a sleeping bag and a knapsack, long brown hair down to the middle of my back, two pairs of bell-bottom blue jeans, a hairbrush and a toothbrush, some T-shirts, underwear, and sweaters, a small bag of weed, and forty-two dollars. Plus the address of some guy named Tom.


I packed up my stuff and walked to the on-ramp of 101 North to San Francisco, hoping I wouldn’t get caught in a shoot-out between the police and whoever the fuck was living down the street in the storefront with the sandbags and the red and black flags.


I stuck out my thumb.





CHAPTER 3



Polk Street


WHEN I REMEMBER SAN FRANCISCO THEN, IT IS ALWAYS IN FOG. COOL and grey softly shrouding the hills, or wet and cold and whipped by the wind down Market Street. There were sunny days, of course, many of them, but few people wore flowers in their hair anymore, and it seemed that the city had drawn over itself a mantle of mystery and darkness.


Boys like me, with no jobs, no classes to attend, and nowhere else to go, hung out on Polk Street. Or, if we needed some quick cash, down on Market Street in front of Flagg Brothers Shoes, where the daddies drove by.


The city was filled with boys like me. Boys from all over, all colors, all backgrounds. We’d come to rock and roll, we’d come to be gay, we’d come to join the revolution.


Other boys chose LA; they bleached their hair and wore gold chains and went to auditions. Some boys went to New York; they wore Yves St. Laurent and went to law school or did real theater. But in San Francisco we wore button-fly jeans, stapled our poetry to the telephone poles, read about socialism and anarchy, danced at the Stud and Hamburger Mary’s, and after the bars closed we gathered at the Haven on Polk at California for omelets (and anything else you might want to score in the men’s room in the basement). And if, as dawn approached, you hadn’t yet found a bed to sleep in, you’d drink coffee and walk the foggy streets.


You never knew what you’d find coming out of the fog. Psychotic people sometimes, shaking their heads and arms and cursing at the sky while they walked past the regulars: the hookers, addicts, leather men, and drag queens, the dealers, the cons and the cops.


Or from a passing streetcar you’d see the lithe silhouette in the dark doorway, in painted-on pants with the impossible bulge at the crotch, and you’d whisper to your buddy, “Look, over there—that’s Peter Berlin.”


Or out of an alley in a swirl of mist and smoke would emerge the ruby-lipped, Rasputin-bearded Jesus Christ Satan, Crown Prince of Arcadia, in his long smelly robes with the little dogs, ferrets, or rats peering out from the pockets beneath his cape.


Or you’d turn a corner and run into Cosmic Lady. If you made eye contact she’d begin her rap, a sort of stream-of-consciousness update on the state of the galaxy, including, inevitably, her admonishment, “Rent’s due on the planet, folks, rent’s due.”


If you were lucky, out of the fog would come the perfect boy: angel-faced, full soft lips, with a big cock and a room to sleep in, and breakfast and a shower in the morning.


If you were not so lucky and turned the wrong corner, the bashers would be there with baseball bats—screaming “kill the faggots” and ready to do it. Call the police and they’d beat your ass, too.
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