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To Mother,


Vera McConnell,


who always told us kids that


we were as good as anyone else.


I’ve tried to make her proud.


To Jack’s maternal grandmother,


Margaret Danek,


who nurtured him from


orphaned child to fine young man.


To our treasured friend,


Cruz Moreno Sanchez,


who first said that Jack and I


were destined for each other.


He was right.
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At our dinner table in Minneapolis, 1970. Photograph by Charlotte Brooks.










Prologue



Jack finishes dinner first and lays his folded napkin on the solid surface of our round oak table. How many times have I seen him do this? This man—my husband for more than forty years—hasn’t changed much from the young man I met when I was a college student in Norman, Oklahoma, in the sixties.


I know that everyone sees themselves at the center of their own stage, and every couple feels like they are creating their own universe. But for us, getting married really did set off tremors that ripped through the solid surface of our culture. After our union was announced, we received thousands of letters from around the United States, from Canada and Mexico, from Chile, Argentina, Norway, Israel, and India. The letter writers hailed our wedding as both a model for action and an inspiration for dreams.


Of course, we didn’t think of ourselves that way. We were young and in love. We were announcing who we were, pledging to love and honor each other, to uphold our commitment through sickness and health. But we did understand that we were jump-starting social change by tossing a monkey wrench into an antiquated system. Then we stood back, our arms around each other, and waited as the system struggled to reboot.


My husband is Jack Baker. He became the darling of the national media in 1970, the year he was elected the first openly gay university student body president. My name is Michael McConnell. Ours is the world’s first gay marriage.
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I was in historic Deerfield, Massachusetts, when my friend Terry snapped this shot (top). Jack (bottom) was at the wedding of his best friend from high school. Both photos are circa 1966. Photograph at top by Terry C. Vanderplas.
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Dancing


·


Jack and I met on October 29, 1966.


We were at a Halloween barn party outside my hometown of Norman, Oklahoma. Kay Fortner owned the barn. (And if you’re wondering—yes, Kay is a guy and that really is his name.) He was known for giving extravagant parties where gay guys from the University of Oklahoma (OU) and surrounding areas could socialize.


At the party, my friend Cruz Sanchez, a grad student at OU, grabbed my arm. “Michael, come with me,” he said. “There’s a guy here that you absolutely must meet. His name is Jack Baker. Trust me, you two are destined for each other.”


“Yeah, right,” I remember thinking.


Cruz led me through the crowd. As soon as I saw Jack, I perked up. Wow, what a gorgeous guy! He stood about six feet tall, lean body, arms that rippled with muscle. His facial features could have been chiseled onto a Greek statue. The whole package reminded me of Ricky Nelson on the TV show Ozzie and Harriet. When he flashed his movie star smile at me, I forgot to breathe.


But as soon as he spoke, I started to get suspicious. Maybe this guy was too good to be true. He didn’t sound like a college kid. He talked in the crisp, no-nonsense tones of a businessman, a corporate executive. He had his hair styled in a rigid flattop, with every strand precisely clipped and standing at attention. None of my friends wore their hair like that; most of my friends were college students, and we had casual haircuts that matched our easygoing style of dress. Jack’s severe haircut made him look like either a conservative businessman or a soldier.


I started to wonder if Jack was really this guy’s name and who he really was. Maybe he was actually a “suit” from the suburbs—a straight man cruising the gay scene in search of casual sex. He wouldn’t have been the first man to pull this. I pictured him, an hour before the dance, pecking the pale cheek of some blonde token wife and tucking his 2.5 kids into bed before tooling away from his cookie-cutter suburb in a shiny, late-model car.


I listened for him to slip and give away his secret, but Jack flashed that smile at me again, and my heart started thumping like a puppy’s tail. Was this guy ever gorgeous! I forced myself to take a deep breath and consider my options. I fully expected this was going to turn into a one-night stand. After that, I would probably never lay eyes on Jack Baker again. I’m no prude, but I hadn’t gone to Kay’s dance in search of a casual hookup. Sure, I know there are plenty of guys—gay and straight—who are after meaningless sex, and that’s fine. But it’s never been me. Ever since I was a kid, I’ve wanted to find Mr. Right and spend the rest of my life with him.


But this is just a party, I reasoned. What do I have to lose? So I decided to play along with this Jack Baker. I did remind myself to be careful—don’t fall head over heels for this guy. I had recently been through one heartache, and I vowed that I wasn’t going to let myself fall hard again—not until I was very, very sure that I could trust the man.


It wasn’t easy to be cautious around Jack, though. The way he looked at me made me feel handsome and desirable and delicious. He lavished me with compliments as he traced his finger down the cleft in my chin. Sweeping aside my eyebrow-length bangs, he whispered in my ear, “You have an air of mystery, Michael. You really turn me on.”


Jack knew how to dance, and he knew how good he looked on the dance floor. I watched his fluid movements while James Brown’s hit song “I Got You” blared through the rafters. When the songs slowed to dreamy, I let myself melt into his strong arms. We were the same height, and our bodies fit together like pieces of a puzzle. It was intoxicating. Careful, Michael, be careful . . .


After the dance, Jack and I went to Joe Clem’s house. Joe was a friend of mine, and he had picked up a date at the dance, too. He lived in Norman with his mom, but she was out of town for the weekend so we had the place to ourselves. It was pretty late by the time we got there. We pulled some beers out of the fridge and talked for a few minutes. Then Joe offered Jack and me his mom’s room.


The bedroom door closed behind us with a tiny click, and I felt myself tingle with excitement. We didn’t turn on the light, but a streetlight filtering through the sheer curtains bathed the room in delicate grays and ambers. Smiling, Jack reached for me. Up close, I could see the blue of his eyes and the day’s growth of beard on his handsome face. His scent made me heady. It felt like a magnet was compelling me toward him. We didn’t speak; we both seemed to understand that this was a night to explore and savor. We kissed. Slowly. No need to rush or grab. I slipped out of my shirt and jeans and slid across cool sheets into his warm arms.


Next morning, we said good-bye. I figured this had been a terrific one-night stand and I’d never see Jack Baker again. So I promptly put him out of my head. I got busy with my classes. I had my friends, my life.


The next weekend, I went to another party in Norman, the All Saints Ball. This was a much bigger event, with over two hundred gay guys. Although Jack was there, I didn’t spot him in the crowd until the ball became a bust. And at that point, I couldn’t have gone over to say hello even if I’d wanted to.


The All Saints Ball turned out to be a memorable evening for everybody who attended. Looking back, I’m convinced that it set the stage for the rest of my life with Jack.


I found out about the All Saints Ball from a mimeographed invitation circulating around the gay bars and through the gay network on campus. Three guys were hosting the ball: Cruz, the friend who had introduced me to Jack at Kay’s barn dance; B.J., another of my friends; and David Nance, a casual acquaintance. David was a local businessman. Everybody said he was sometimes bitchy and perhaps a bit lecherous, and that reputation had earned him the campy nickname Nasty Nina. David owned a small candle-making business named Star Brite Studios, and he rented part of a building on the southern edge of the university’s property as his warehouse. Everybody called this area South Base, and that’s where the party would be held. David was known for giving great parties, and the All Saints Ball seemed like it would be no exception. All my gay friends said they were going.
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I went with a couple of friends, and we arrived around 10 p.m. I’ve always loved to dance, so I got on the floor and started moving to the beat of sixties music pumped from large speakers set up around the edges of the enormous room. When the familiar lyrics of the Supremes’ “Stop! In the Name of Love” blared out, everybody sang along.


Half the ceiling fluorescent lights were turned off, and the room was dimmed like a hotel lounge. Some of David’s scented candles flickered on the table of mixers and ice. Most of us had brought our own booze to mix with the punch provided by the hosts. I sipped a drink while I talked with my friends about what they’d been up to. Then I was back on the dance floor, twisting and grooving to “Nowhere to Run” by Martha and the Vandellas. When the sound of “California Dreamin’ ” by the Mamas and Papas drifted through the air, I wrapped my arms around a cute guy and enjoyed the shivery sensations running up and down my body as we danced cheek to cheek.


It must have been about 1 a.m. when the cops burst in. Four or five of them shoved their way through the crowd. They kept their beefy hands on their holsters just in case somebody made a move. When they reached the front of the room, one of them pulled the plug on the sound system. In the deafening silence, the cop announced the party was over. He ordered us to clear out.


Another cop shouted, “Get out your driver’s licenses.”


I rolled my eyes. As if it wasn’t annoying enough that they were breaking up our party! And for no conceivable reason. We weren’t doing anything illegal. The music wasn’t disturbing anybody—the warehouse was in an isolated area of campus. Nasty Nina leased the space for his business, so we had the right to be there. We were just a bunch of college kids having fun. But cops love to harass gays—what else is new? To add insult to injury, the bullies were now going to examine our IDs so they could intimidate us with the threat of public exposure.


I stood in line while the cops jotted down my name. It didn’t worry me personally because I didn’t have anything to hide: I was twenty-four, and I had been out of the closet since I was nineteen. Nobody could intimidate me by telling my parents or professors that I was gay—I had already told everybody I knew.


But some of the guys at the ball were younger than I was, and they were terrified because they were still in the closet. If the cops called their employers or families and reported that they were “homosexuals,” it could cause embarrassment. Or worse.


A handful of the partygoers complained when the cops demanded their IDs. As it turned out, Jack’s was one of the louder voices. But he wasn’t complaining because he was scared—he was angry. He told the cops they had no legal right to see his driver’s license. They told him to shut his mouth and get in the squad car. I found out (much later) that he and three or four others spent the next two nights in the county jail. Luckily for Jack, the jail was overcrowded so all the busted partygoers were put into the same cell. It meant they had to sleep on the hard floor since there was only one cot—but it also meant that none of the other inmates would be able to harass them. And that was fortunate because the cops had tried to arrange an unofficial punishment for the “faggots” by circulating a rumor up and down the cell block that some “pretty boys” were in residence.


Luck was on my side, too.


True to form, the cops tracked down my parents’ phone number, and one of them called to deliver the “bad news” to Mrs. McConnell that her son Michael was caught attending a gay party.


By that time, my dad had retired and my parents were living in a big ranch-style house on five acres, about six miles outside Norman. It wasn’t really a farm—not unless you consider lawn grass a crop. My dad’s interest in agriculture was limited to raising bird dogs and quail for hunting.


When the cop called the house, Mother answered. As soon as I got home from class that afternoon, she sat me down in the kitchen.


“Michael, I need to talk to you,” she said. “I had this strange phone call today.”


I frowned. I figured this had something to do with the All Saints Ball.


“A policeman called,” she said. “He asked if I knew that my son was a homosexual.”


“What did you tell him?”


“I told him that, yes, of course I knew. And what’s that got to do with anything? He said you were at a party that the police raided.”


“It was out on South Base, Mother. We weren’t doing anything wrong.”


“Well, I told the policeman that I know you go to parties, and I assume you were there with your friends.” She looked at me, her brows raised. “Now tell me the truth, Michael: You’re not hanging around with a bad crowd, are you?”


“Mother, come on, you know my friends. It was mostly a bunch of kids from OU. It was Cruz’s party. The cops were just hassling us.”


She nodded and touched my arm. “Just so long as you don’t get in any trouble.” She smiled. “You know we love you, Michael, and we’re very proud of you. You just remember what Daddy always says to you kids: We Mc-Connells may not be the richest people in the world, but that doesn’t matter. You’re just as good as anyone else.”


And that was that, as far as my life was concerned. I know I’m lucky that my family has always supported me 100 percent.


In those days, public exposure for a gay man or woman was no joke. People could lose everything—their livelihoods, their standing in the community or the church, their relationship with their family and their friends. That’s why it was terrifying for people to admit they were gay. Cruz, for instance, was kicked out of his graduate program after the cops called his department head, and that meant his life was basically derailed. He lost his teaching assistant-ship. He lost some of the hours he’d already devoted to his doctorate. He ended up moving away from Norman so he could pursue his professional training elsewhere.


When Jack and I discussed—much later—that we’d both been at the “All Saints Bust,” we joked about how lucky we had been. He was late to work the following Monday because they wouldn’t release him until he went before a judge to request bail. That was ridiculous because Jack certainly wasn’t a flight risk—he was an engineer with the Dolese Company, the largest concrete producer in the state, headquartered in Oklahoma City. When court opened at 9 a.m. on Monday and Jack was brought in from the jail cell, he noticed the judge and county prosecutor exchanging smug smiles. Although the judge quickly released Jack on his own recognizance without having to post bail, the whole thing was a big hassle. Besides spending his weekend in jail, Jack had to hire a lawyer (which cost him about fifty bucks) who got the charge dismissed.


Looking back, Jack always says the hassle was a blessing in disguise and well worth what it cost him. It gave him a chance to see the judicial system in action. He was outraged by the cozy way the county officials manipulated the system to harass gays. He had already found out that cops sometimes raided the gay bars around Oklahoma City; those raids had prompted him to write a letter to the editor of the Oklahoma City Times. But this time, the harassment was aimed directly at him. They never should have provoked Jack like that. My husband has a mind like a steel trap; he doesn’t forget what he learns. Although Jack wasn’t able—at that moment in his life—to devote himself to gay rights, the All Saints Bust planted seeds that would take root in the years to come.


Jack also lucked out at his job. Although he didn’t get to his desk until noon, nobody noticed because all the managers were in a meeting. And when the cops did call to report that one of their engineers had been picked up at a gay party, the call was routed to the customer relations manager. The manager didn’t mention anything to Jack or his boss. Months later, after Jack quit in order to take a higher-paying position at Tinker Air Force Base, the customer relations manager came running out of the building and caught Jack in the parking lot. That’s when he finally told Jack about the phone call from the police.


Jack looked at the customer relations manager. “And what did you say to them?”


“That I’d take care of it,” the man said and winked.


Jack raised his eyebrows. He had always wondered if this customer relations manager was secretly gay.


Like I said, the All Saints Bust set the stage for the rest of our lives. I’m sure the police never intended to turn us into crusaders or activists by raiding a harmless dance, but that was one of the lasting effects of that evening. The raid demonstrated to us the pointless, hateful persecution of gay men by police and authorities. Neither of us was harmed, physically or emotionally. We always joke that Jack—being part Irish—has the legendary luck of his ancestors. But truthfully, we realize that it’s more about our attitude than luck: neither of us has ever caved in to bullies, not to the cops or anybody else. We were both determined to be ourselves in spite of harassment, and that’s exactly what we have done. After the All Saints Bust, we knew that someday we would find a way to stand united with other gay men and women and demand to be treated with respect and dignity.
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With friends in 1970. Photograph by Charlotte Brooks.
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Romancing


· ·


After those two eventful weekends, I ran into Jack around Norman, usually at the homes of mutual friends. As chilly winds swirled the fallen leaves, we went on a few dates to movies and campus events. We spent several nights together, and each time I felt totally satisfied. I knew my attraction to him wasn’t just the allure of novelty because the more we made love, the better it felt.


Gradually, I let down my guard. Jack wasn’t at all like the other gay guys that I knew. He was more serious. He talked like a grownup, not a kid. But I began to understand that I could trust him. He was exactly who he seemed to be—not some suit from the suburbs looking for a quick hookup.


Maybe Jack seemed so different to me because he had already finished college and had a professional job as an engineer. When I was a little boy, I used to see engineering students from OU in my dad’s barbershop in Norman. I remember admiring them. They were strong, smart, and steady. They were always kind to me and courteous to my dad. I used to dream that I would marry a man like that. It dawned on me that Jack was just like those engineers I had admired. When I met him, Jack and I were both twenty-four. He knew what he wanted in life just as I did. He was ready for commitment and looking for a steady partner. I began to wonder if I had found the man of my dreams (if only I could convince him to grow his hair out of that ridiculously unfashionable military flattop).


In the opening months of 1967, Jack invited me to a few plays at the Mummers Theater in Oklahoma City. Afterward, I would stay overnight at his apartment in the city rather than drive back to Norman late at night. We began seeing each other regularly, a few times every week. Pretty soon, I was planning my weekends around him.


On one of our early dates, Jack drove directly to my parents’ house from his plant. When Mother let him in, she noticed that he had cement dust on his hair. Without a second thought, she offered him a shower and made him feel right at home. Jack flashed his gorgeous smile at her. He was pleasantly surprised by how friendly she was. That was the beginning of a wonderful relationship between them—a relationship that lasted all of her life. In fact, both of my parents liked Jack right away. He was polite and clean-cut. As he became a frequent visitor at our home, Mother took to calling him, jokingly, “my other son.”


My parents were kind and wonderful to all of my friends. But there was a reason why they were particularly glad to meet Jack. By the time he and I began to date, my parents had seen me at my lowest point. I had been totally distraught when I moved back home in the fall of 1965, just after a big breakup. I had been with Bob Gaylor, my first lover, for about four years, since I was nineteen years old. I met him when he was a grad student working on his master’s degree in library science and I was in my second year of pharmacy school. Bob opened up the world to me. He introduced me to the large, lively, and colorful community of gay men on and around campus. We lived together in Norman and then we moved to Lawrence, Kansas, when Bob took his first job as a librarian at the University of Kansas. When Bob took another job outside Detroit, I moved with him again. But the relationship ended badly. Bob and I wanted different things from life. I adored him, and I wanted a lifelong commitment. He loved me, but he wanted a more casual relationship. I finally realized that he wasn’t going to change, and we broke it off. I was crushed.


When I came back home, I was an emotional wreck. I tortured myself with doubts about whether my heart’s desire was a possibility. Could a gay man find a lifelong partner to love and cherish? I had seen long-term gay couples, but they were few and far between. Most gay men seemed to be focused on short-term relationships—picking up a date at a bar, that sort of thing. Was there ever going to be a man out there for me? A man that I could trust? A man who wouldn’t abandon me for a new hookup? A man who wanted all the things that I did—a home, commitment, and a shared future?


For months after the breakup, I withdrew into a very dark place. I enrolled in some classes at OU to finish my undergraduate degree, but I spent most of my time lying on my bed and staring at the ceiling. My thoughts were so painful that I preferred to empty out my brain and vegetate. It’s not my nature to lie around and mope, and my parents were plenty concerned. Mother kept urging me to get out, have a social life, see my friends.


So when Jack started coming around, Mother and Daddy were relieved and delighted. They wanted me to find someone who would make me happy, and they could see how happy I was whenever Jack was around.


They did question me about Jack’s background because—like all parents—they wanted to be sure that I was dating someone from a “good” family. But I really didn’t know what to tell them. Jack was very private about his personal life. I knew that he was born in Chicago, and that after his parents died, he’d gone to a Catholic boarding school. I knew he kept in touch with an older sister named Judy (later changed to Judé). But we were together for almost two years before he ever mentioned anything else about his childhood.


I’m the talkative one. But there wasn’t any need for me to tell Jack long stories about my home life because it was the setting of our romance. What was my boyhood in Norman like? Picture a painting by Norman Rockwell. There were five of us McConnell kids, and we were always close-knit. On the holidays, even after some of the older kids were married and in their own homes, we had big family get-togethers.


When Jack and I were dating, my kid sister, Sherre, still lived at home. My big brother Jerry lived nearby. A couple of times a week, Jerry would stop by the house to drop off something or borrow a tool from Daddy. Another of my sisters, Pat, also lived nearby. In addition to family, I had a cozy circle of longtime friends in Norman. At the McConnell house, everybody felt at ease. It’s always been like that. When I was a kid, my best friends, the twins Judy and Jayne, used to drop by and say hello. No formality. We all chattered a mile a minute about our lives—what’s new, what was happening around town, whatever.


I love to cook, and ever since I was fourteen, Mother was glad to share the role of family chef with me. If I felt like puttering around the kitchen, I might be rolling out pie dough when Jack came over on a Friday night. He would swivel the kitchen stool around, plunk himself down, and lean his gorgeous chin on his strong hands. While I chopped fresh pecans, he’d start talking about his day at work. I’d tell him about my classes as delicious aromas began to waft out of the kitchen. By the time I reached into the oven to pluck out a steaming pie, folks would be gathering around the dining room table. I would barely get the slices onto plates before the notes of conversation turned into the satisfied sounds of hungry folks enjoying wonderful food.
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