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  Praise for The Right Side of History:


  “I’m glad to add my voice to this book by Adrian Brooks—a book celebrating a tradition of radical and progressive LGBT activists who have agitated for America to fulfill its originally stated goals by granting full equality to its citizens as ‘one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.’”


  —Father Daniel Berrigan, priest,

  counterculture peace activist, and poet


  “The Right Side of History’s fundamental premise: Queer activism is an act of patriotism, and radical Queer activists are, and have always been, central to the struggle for a more perfect union. To read this book is to join our Queer ancestors as they dance, riot, write, organize, sew, sashay, and howl their way through American history.”


  —Katie Gilmartin, author of Blackmail, My Love


  Praise for Adrian Brooks’s memoir, Flights of Angels:


  “Flights of Angels is a no-holds-barred story set within the larger framework that defined the era, the country, and especially its urban centers…. Brooks is certainly honest, and he recreates a unique era that was ultimately shattered by the passage of time and devastation of AIDS. Nicoletta’s striking photographs enhance this unusual text.”


  —Library Journal
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  “Until the lions have their own historians, the history of the hunt will always glorify the hunter.”


  —Chinua Achebe


  for

  Josephine Baker

  and Bayard Rustin


  Foreword


  by Jonathan Katz


  Most history is a forced march forward, a succession of events in which the past births the present and the present, the future. But this ever-forward motion to the regular, staccato drumbeat of years fails to account for the far messier story of queer history, which has a tendency to circle back, to move in serpentine ways, to avoid—in every sense—the straight path forward. For example, the 1920s were in every way more accepting than the 1950s, but at the same time, black America and white America had two very different visions of queerness, as did the upper crust and the working class. There is, in short, no graph paper detailed enough to catch the mystifying leaps, backtrackings, and repetitions that are queer American history—or, better, American history queered.


  The Right Side of History abandons the grand, synthetic master narrative for a sequential series of revealing close-ups: snapshots of some of the countless personalities that shaped America, even as America did her level best not to acknowledge them or their queerness. It brings to life a diverse cast, stretching from the Edwardian period to today, alive to the many differences beyond sexuality that have animated some of its best known and least known figures—including those who, by virtue of race, gender, or class, were effaced even in our own chronologies.


  The book is willfully cacophonous, a chorus of voices untamed. Covering the years from the freewheeling turn-of-the-century Bohemianism of Isadora Duncan and the 1924 establishment of the nation’s first gay group—the Society for Human Rights—it also includes the organization and gay activism of labor unions in the 1920s and 1930s, the 1950s Civil Rights Movement, the 1960s anti-war protests, the sexual liberation movements of the 1970s (and more contemporary issues such as marriage equality), and queers at the forefront of the contemporary peace and social justice movement, from antiwar protests to Palestinian rights. The book shows how LGBT and intersex folk have always been at the forefront of progressive social evolution in the United States, artistically, spiritually, and politically. It references such celebrated heroes and heroines as Abraham Lincoln, Eleanor Roosevelt, Bayard Rustin, Harvey Milk, and Edie Windsor, all having played parts in the nation’s steady advance toward full equality. Equally, the book honors some whose names aren’t recorded in books, from participants in the Names Project (now a national phenomenon memorializing 94,000 people who have died of AIDS) to the current underground anonymous agitprop artists—Bay Area Arts Queers Unleashing Power—who take their politics to the street. Among its many contributors are some of the pioneering voices in queer history itself.


  Adrian Brooks is one of these. For almost fifty years and on five continents, from his start as a 60s hippy, anti-war, and civil rights activist, then, as radical gay lib poet and theater performer in the 70s, and as a novelist and nonfiction writer on to the present day, he’s been directly involved in the vanguard or an astute observer to a huge slice of the history related here.


  Central to the tale this book tells is the role of queer people in the spasmodic expansion of civil rights and civil liberties in a country that has promised a lot more than it has delivered. Of course, socially marginalized ourselves, we queers have long had reason to identify with other marginalized populations. But there is something beyond empathy in our tendency towards progressive politics.


  For many of us, queerness was an elected identity. We could have lived like countless others who swallowed our differentness and aped a life that was foreign to our nature. Instead, the people whose voices fill this book elected to cast themselves out of the social norm, to willfully bear a stigma that is only now lifting. So many were convinced that they would—through sheer force of will—create a more just, equitable, and open America. There is power in that—and pleasure, to be sure. But mostly there is a deep, ethical commitment to the founding ideals that this nation honors as much in breach as in act. In holding fast to a centuries-old promise, queer Americans have regularly reminded their fellow citizens that free can be a verb. And in the pages of this book, that radiant vision still shines even as a dream of freedom, once considered unattainable, is achieved and a blistering history is righted.


  Introduction


  by Adrian Brooks


  In many cities around the world, Pride is kicked off by a V-shaped wedge of dykes on bikes. They flex their biceps and gun the engines of Harley-Davidson motorcycles before thundering off to the cheers of the crowd.


  In San Francisco, a parade starting at the Bay heads toward the Castro District—the first U.S. neighborhood where it was safe to be gay and visible. Here, a huge rainbow flag flies over a painted wooden village.


  Particularly today—June 29, 2013—the mood is joyful. The U.S. Supreme Court has just struck down the Defense of Marriage Act, clearing the way for marriage equality. San Francisco’s population of 837,000 has swelled to almost double that number as 1,500,000 tourists and reinforcements flood the spectacle. But in cities and towns from Los Angeles to Boston, many millions of others have also gathered to celebrate.


  They are legion: proud parents, Gray Panthers, people of color, children, transgender people, and bisexuals. There are hilarious images, outrageous costumes. Masons; Lions; Veterans of Foreign Wars; Elks; Boy Scouts; representatives of gay churches, synagogues, temples, and mosques; gay farmers; firefighters; police; and pom-pom wielding cheerleaders are all elements of a tremendous unity. These are the largest LGBT events in the world. In London, Berlin, Sydney, New York, and San Francisco, the crowds are even larger than Woodstock. Hundreds of thousands of marchers, plus hundreds and hundreds of thousands of wildly enthusiastic supporters, wave flags and rainbow banners as musicians entertain. Politicians express an unqualified endorsement as they salute the nation’s founding principles of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, as well as equality for all. Naturally, these include full legal rights: to adopt children, to serve openly in the military, and to marry.


  Such gains didn’t occur in a vacuum or vault into existence without terrific effort. There were victories, but losses, too. Yet even for us fortunate ones, it was a long road to get here: to this time, this place. And while such commitment must be renewed by young people coming into their own, again and again, generation after generation—for the work is far from finished—the path spools back to our foundations.


  In the 19th century, Walt Whitman was tarred as obscene for celebrating “the comrade’s long dwelling kiss.” Emerson’s journals reveal his inchoate passion for a fellow at Harvard. Thoreau swoons for “Boys… bathing at Hubbard’s Bend…[their skin] a pale pink, which the sun would soon tan.” And besotted with the splendid (but heterosexual) Nathaniel Hawthorne, Melville confessed, “The soft ravishments of the man spun me around in a web of dreams…the more I contemplate him; and further and further, shoots his strong New England roots into the hot soil of my Southern soul.”


  Even revered leaders invite query. After living with 22-year-old Abraham Lincoln in 1831—a year during which they shared a small bed, Billy Greene called Lincoln’s thighs “as perfect as a human being[’s] could be.” From 1837 to 1841, Lincoln lived with a handsome merchant, Joshua Speed. They, too, had a double bed; thereafter, Lincoln ended some of his letters, “Yours forever.” And whenever his wife was away from September 1862 to April 1863, Lincoln shared his bed (and a nightshirt) with Army Captain David Derickson, a fact that provoked Washington gossip. Was it to distance with humor, then, or was it to tease his critics that our 16th president wrote a poem with these lines?


  
    For Reuben and Charles have married two girls,


    But Billy has married a boy.


    The girls he had tried on every side,


    But none he could get to agree;


    All was in vain, he went home again,


    And since that he’s married to Natty

  


  Lincoln’s sexuality may never be conclusively untangled, but the first woman to run for President (in 1872) was a fearless advocate of free love. In an 1871 speech, Victoria Hull stated:


  
    I have an unalienable, constitutional and natural right to love whom I may, to love as long or as short a period as I can; to change that love every day if I please, and with that right neither you nor any law you can frame have any right to interfere. And I have the further right to demand a free and unrestricted exercise of that right, and it is your duty not only to accord it, but as a community, to see I am protected in it. I trust that I am fully understood, for I mean just that.

  


  * * *


  By the 1890s, anarchists central to the creation of labor unions—such as the bisexual Emma Goldman—deemed it “unethical” for the state to interfere with private behavior. But upon being praised for defending Oscar Wilde after his 1895 conviction for committing “crimes against nature,” Goldman declared stoutly, “No daring is required to protest against a great injustice.”


  From that groundswell, and at each successive step of progression—in wresting power from an entrenched few to deliver the vote to women, the right for Labor to organize, full enfranchisement to racial and ethnic minorities, and, yes, equality before the law—our people were in the forefront as the 20th century progressed. As such, we advanced—sometimes tentatively, sometimes bravely, but always positive we were mobilizing on the right side of history.


  One doesn’t have to speculate to see why “the lowest of the low,” the reviled engaging in “the love that dare not speak its name,” or the born-different identify with others oppressed by a patriarchal system, which denied us voice. But a quixotic quality as ephemeral as “gay humor,” or some stubborn insistence on being seen and being heard, wouldn’t let us collude with those seeking to will us away, persecute us into oblivion, or shame us into permanent despised status—marginalized and acceptable only if we were talented social lubricants, or utilized by straight society for our entertainment value.


  Long before Josephine Baker adopted twelve children of different ethnicities for her “rainbow tribe,” queer folk functioned on all levels, some mighty, some obscure. But all yearned for that which lay “out there,” beyond the confines imposed, past a pact of silence allowing us to live (albeit shamed lives) as long as we’d accept the implication that we were, somehow, “less than,” tolerated as long as we remained meek, non-threatening, and in our place.


  Sometimes we had allies without realizing it. That fact, too, can’t be too much of a surprise, since living in the closet persisted as the only way to survive for some. But even such history as ours was kept shrouded, and often cloaked by denial.


  Queer folk are used to having their truths suppressed or ruled inadmissible. That goes hand in glove with the millennia of second-class status; we too often accepted this rank distinction as fate until/unless we woke up and hit a critical moment of recognition, which triggered the actuality of personal liberation. And so it is with full equality.


  The striving for “a more perfect union” promised by our Constitution has been—and continues to be—exhaustive. But our freedom is no trickle-down liberation bestowed by generous benefactors upon us, ever-so-grateful for their largesse. Far from it. It moves from the street up. It thrums with the energy of dynamic meeting places: from bars and bookstores, influential public spaces and, now, the Internet. And from grassroots populism, change infiltrates the marble corridors of U.S. federal power and spreads to places like Russia and parts of Africa where “differentness” is so viciously persecuted.


  When describing Stonewall, Rita Mae Brown told me about passing the infamous Women’s House of Detention: a big red brick building at Greenwich Avenue and West 10th Street. Overcrowded and deemed unsafe by the early 60s and later razed in 1971, it housed prostitutes who thronged caged enclosures high above the street and shouted to boyfriends and husbands below. On that historic night in June 1969, which is to LGBT folk what the Boston Tea Party is to the American Revolution, the penned-up women set their mattresses ablaze, banged tin cups against the bars of their cages, and screamed, “I want to be free! I want to be free!”


  Freedom…that universal and eternal human longing. As Martin Luther King said, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice.”


  Yes.


  For myself, Quaker childhood instruction infused with Gandhi’s nonviolent philosophy was further informed by the ripple effect of Rosa Parks’s refusal to move to the black section of a public bus in 1955. The influence of George Fox (the founder of the Society of Friends) on Voltaire, his impact on Gandhi, and his illumination of Dr. King thanks to Bayard Rustin is a clear line of descent. But I didn’t get traction until 1966, when I first began protesting the war in Vietnam and was swept up in the Civil Rights crusade.


  From the inspiring frisson of those immense shaping forces, a natural, fluid progression led to my plunge into radical gay lib culture—and the discovery of my own core identity in 1972.


  The history of past movements may seem quaint or old-fashioned in 2015, yet much still remains undone even when marriage equality is on a roll to becoming national law. It isn’t simply fighting the ongoing plagues of racism, alienation, or ageism. The trans community faces jarringly disproportionate rates of violence and discrimination. Unemployment is four times the national average and highest among trans women of color, already burdened by galling racial and economic inequalities coupled with systematic injustice. Many are forced into sex work as their only way of survival. And that entails the jeopardy of visibility.


  As Pride parades unfold, of course, one sees ribald drag queens. It’s a stereotype that less-than-well-informed critics have of gay men: that we want to be women. But even the gaudiest cross-dresser isn’t attempting gender traverse. With its trashy vulgarity, drag is the broadest of Restoration Comedy—political satire and street theatre, as well as a deliberately chosen foil: to engage, to use humor and exaggeration to invite straight people to consider their own norms with a slanted eye and see what we rebel against in defiance of sexual imaging, which limits and constricts them too. The childlike willingness to splash out so colorfully or make fun of ourselves is a bawdy cue inviting response, welcoming participation. And since many have been emboldened at the sight of such hilarity and even come out as a result, it’s also dead serious.


  In a different way, billboards lining the San Francisco parade route highlight our concerns. For adding an unpredictable edge to the proceedings, one spots the sly urban handicraft of a contemporary underground, anonymous, and anarchist agitprop group: Bay Area Art Queers Unleashing Power.


  With fidelity to the spirit of the anti-war 60s and gay liberation/feminist 70s, these self-anointed Robin Hoods take power: they reinterpret commercial advertisements and put their own spin on billboards to advocate for the rights of undocumented workers, non-intervention in Syria, opposition to Israeli apartheid tactics on the occupied West Bank and in Gaza, and the rejection of legislation curbing the right to assemble in public places under the guise of being intended to prevent loitering. Defacing anti-Muslim ads put on city buses by outside right-wing Christian zealots, BAAQUP blasts religious and racial stereotypes, supports the “Teach Peace” program, pushes for improved health care and human rights for all, and declares its solidarity with former army activist and prisoner of conscience Chelsea Manning.


  The simple fact is: queers have been in the vanguard—and remain engaged—in that onerous, often lonely-making route, which so often begins in the streets and works through grassroots populism in successive waves of interlocking, overlapping concern for advancing to a greater, finer, wider, more compassionate and indivisible Whole. It’s part of who we are. But the reality of being American requires that a commitment to our founding principles must be renewed by personal discovery with each generation—actively, not passively—if the country is to remain true to its stated goals. It’s far too easy to proclaim concern about, or glib fidelity to, LGBTQI issues only. The actual challenge is comprehensive: a fair and telling yardstick for evaluating self-anointed spokespersons or would-be community leaders. And in an era of buzz and wannabes, this fierce but subtle necessity has never been more urgent.


  The distance traversed thus far represents our mounting, shared success. But every generation builds on the struggles of brave forebears to achieve the heretofore unimaginable: an even greater felicity, just as the patriots of 1776 initiated and as the framers of the Constitution intended. In fact, it’s the same renegade spirit that imbues Pride parades today as the rainbow flag flies high.


  PART I


  Before Stonewall


  Chapter 1

  


  The Divine Discontent of Isadora Duncan


  by Adrian Brooks


  Baring her breasts and waving a bright scarf, Isadora announced her bisexuality to a horrified Boston audience and shouted, “This scarf is red! And so am I!”


  It was 1922.


  It’s doubtful if anyone could trump Isadora Duncan as an artistic genius, free spirit, and influence on 20th century arts. As a theorist, choreographer, and performer, she elevated dance to the status of major art: one of its transformative exponents.1 But the beautiful Romantic and self-described freedom fighter was even more.


  By 1900, Isadora was advocating liberation of the body and its unity with a holistic Self, the full equality of the sexes, free love, and social and political revolution. As a radical, she saw not just dance but movement itself as emblematic of spiritual truth—the vehicle to a greater harmony and union with pantheistic Divinity. Freewheeling and impulsive, idealistic, courageous and iconoclastic, Isadora smashed all prior concepts of art, as well as those of the female artist. Her destiny was to stir, startle, shock, outrage, liberate, inspire, and illuminate while in pursuit of a dream, one which she achieved for others, if not, ultimately, for herself.2


  Isadora advocated principles that proved to be 100 years ahead of their time. But her passionate crusading was more than “the divine discontent without which no artist can hope to succeed.”3 It revealed a fire—as timeless as her wish to inspire—to discover and create, and, also, to challenge and confront the Philistines.


  Still, to understand her more fully, one must spool back to her roots.


  When Isadora was born in 1877, the Victorian Age was at its zenith. Dominated by men, it upheld the status quo. Women knew their place. Convention was equated with beauty. Novelty was fine…but mustn’t go too deep. Even so, women—“the dangerous ones”—had dreams of equality.


  Soon after Isadora’s birth in San Francisco, her father lost his money, and Isadora was raised in poverty. But, as she later stated, her spirit was unperturbed: “As a child, I danced on the sea beach beside the waves…My art was already in me when I was a little girl.” Thus inspired, she was teaching dance by the age of six. When she was twelve, her parents divorced, and Isadora’s mother moved the family to Oakland. As a teen who already distrusted marriage and male domination, Isadora dropped out of school, drawn to spontaneous movement, fantasy, and improvisation. After traveling around the United States, she worked for a New York theatrical entrepreneur but quickly became disenchanted with established form. She moved to London, where upon encountering the Elgin Marbles at the British Museum she had an epiphany.


  Dance was rigid, formal, and ritualistic in 1898—not a mode of personal expression. But inspired by classical Greek art and her lifelong love of the sea, Isadora devised a radical new approach: “What we are trying to accomplish [is] to blend together a poem, a melody, a dance—so that you will not listen to the music, see the dance, or hear the poem, but live in the scene.”


  Her time in London laid the groundwork for a vision based in naturalism, fluidity, and an organic sense of herself as an instrument or conduit. As her friend and biographer Sewell Stokes said, “Nothing mattered when Isadora danced except her dance. A spiritual vitality…deified the body it animated. Her dance, one felt, had been in that room since the beginning of time; a beautiful vibration that was eternally avoiding imprisonment.”4


  Choreographer Frederick Ashton observed, “Anyone of any age could duplicate what she did but not how she did it. It was incredible. She could also stand still—and often did—but it was an alive stillness.”5


  In 1900, she arrived in Paris. Performing on bare stages in tunics emphasizing her lyricism and to the minimal accompaniment of Chopin piano preludes, she reduced dances to a single gesture: the wave of an arm, the rhythmic abstract repetition of a step. But as dancer, choreographer, and teacher Hanya Helm said, “Isadora traveled on ether to the moon.”6


  In addition to revolutionary breakthroughs such as sinuous movements, a theory of fall and recovery, ebbs and flows, contraction and release, and dynamism, Isadora issued strident pronouncements, especially about ballet. “Toe walking deforms the feet; corsets deform the body,” she insisted, adding, “Nothing is left to be deformed and there is not much of this in the women who dance modern dances.”


  The opinionated radical was among “the first to see the linkage between dance and the human spirit, to recognize that dance rhythms are created by gravity.” Yet even while winning acclaim for performances related to character, situation, and theme, her primary interest was in education: bringing up children to celebrate beauty and live in affiliation to a deeply felt dream of the perfect life. For Isadora, art was a decidedly non-commercial mission; her calling was to illuminate life by connecting movement to emotion, and emotion to truth. And freedom.


  Dancing barefoot, leaping, bounding, skipping, and using her arms as expressive instruments, Isadora insisted that the core or source of dance lay in the solar plexus, “the crater of motor power,” not in the overtrained legs or tight muscle structure required by classical ballet. As she explained in words that paralleled her passionate commitment to revolutionary politics, “all movement is governed…by attraction and repulsion; resistance and yielding. Primary or fundamental movements…must have within them the seeds from which will evolve all other movements, each to give birth to others in an unending sequence of still-higher expression, thoughts, and ideas.” Furthermore, she declared, “True movements are not invented, they are discovered.”


  By 1902, Isadora was a star in Paris. In 1905, she went to Russia for the first time and “gave an irreparable jolt to the Imperial Ballet,” profoundly influencing its dancers and choreographers. As a critic wrote, “she was the first to dance the music and not to the music.”7


  On her other trips to Russia in 1907 and 1908, the dominant dance culture of Europe collided with Isadora’s revelation. Her art was female centric; there was no place for men, only art and children. As choreographer Agnes de Mille said, “Isadora cleared away the rubbish. She was a gigantic broom.” De Mille’s opinion was echoed by Ted Shawn. The dancer, teacher, and choreographer stated: “There was an inner strength so great that one felt the Valkyries themselves were charging. She was heroic.”


  Duncan’s personal life was equally radical. While refusing to marry—seeing marriage as a bourgeois institution—she had a son with the visionary English stage designer, Gordon Craig, in 1906. In 1910, her affair with an American millionaire, Paris Singer, resulted in a baby girl. After both of her children died in a freakish 1913 car accident, she had a third child with an Italian sculptor. Their baby survived only a few hours.


  After that tragedy, Isadora became involved with the great actress Eleonora Duse, and conducted a passionate affair with writer Mercedes de Acosta (later a lover of Marlene Dietrich and Greta Garbo). Writing de Acosta, Isadora said, “Mercedes, lead me with your little hands and I will follow you—to the top of a mountain. To the end of the world. Wherever you wish.”


  Back in Russia in 1922, where the new Bolshevik government had promised her a state school for dance (a project she sought eagerly, though it never materialized), Isadora married Symbolist poet Sergei Esenin, a wedding being the only way to get him an exit visa. She didn’t speak Russian, and the poet, who was eighteen years her junior, spoke no French. Moreover, according to some, the only English that he knew when they married was a single sentence: “We make love like tigers.”


  Their union was explosive. The blond, bisexual poet was sulky and dishonest; jealous of her fame, he felt that a dancer’s notoriety was fleeting, while a poet’s was eternal—even though Isadora was a world star. Worse than his jealousy was his abuse. Esenin beat up Isadora during epic battles that resulted in furniture being smashed up, running around hotel hallways naked, evictions, alcoholic rants, and tumultuous reconciliations. And, convinced of his genius and jolted by their impossible passion out of a fixation on the death of her children, Isadora was madly possessive.


  Arguing over the existence of God, Isadora agreed with Bolsheviks that the concept of God was old and silly. “My Gods are Beauty and Love!” she told Esenin. Pointing to their bed, she said in Russian “Vot bog! (This is God!)”


  On an American tour, Isadora’s enthusiastic Communism—she’d become a citizen of Russia and now proclaimed the ideals of a new world order of justice, equality, and free love—triggered a firestorm of protest. The tour zigzagged between fiasco and the artistic triumph of a capacity crowd at Carnegie Hall. Even so, the uproar over the outrageous politico reached crescendo in New England. There, Isadora was seen as a walking, talking bomb-thrower and anarchist.


  Jeered by appalled Bostonians shocked by her feminism, her sexuality, her marriage to a far younger (Communist) foreigner—she tore off her clothes. Exposing her body, she declared nudity “beautiful,” scolded the audience for being so repressed, and refused to buckle to howls of righteous condemnation. “I am an artist. Who are they?” she scoffed dismissively. “Women in hats.”


  She did not stop there. Quoted for saying that many Americans seemed to have forgotten that the United States began with a revolution, she added that she and her husband were both revolutionists. Newspaper headlines screamed about this “dangerous and erratic woman.” The mayor of Chicago called her “a Bolshevik hussy.” In Indianapolis, the mayor classified her with nude dancers and warned that she might end up arrested.


  Heavier, now, at forty-five, Isadora wasn’t always sober when dancing but she continued to exert her magic. As Sol Hurok, the tour producer, said, “She didn’t really have to move. In Marche Slav…she just stood with her hands tied together. She moved just slightly yet somehow she told the story of a people’s revolt against slavery.” But if Isadora used the stage for enthusiastic dances, Esenin used it for drunken orations (in Russian). Even so, his health was failing. As their relationship floundered, they returned to Europe and separated.


  Her 1923 Russian tour was a phenomenal success. Invited to honor Lenin at his funeral, Isadora astounded her audience by dancing to Ave Maria. By that time France viewed Communism with suspicion, but naïve and impulsive, Isadora lived riotously—extravagantly—and planned ahead for the establishing of a French school for 1,000 children brought from Russia. Yet nothing gelled. And bookings fell by the wayside.


  Now in debt, Isadora continued to carry on luxuriously in 1924. Though she found money “filthy…[and] filled with germs,” she needed it to survive. Isadora lived on the run, ducking creditors, sending hotel or restaurant bills to friends, imploring rescue, announcing that she was “starving,” and performing only on rare occasions. Still, even as her life became what future generations might call process art or a performance piece, she remained the unreformed, pluperfect Bohemian dedicated to a credo of living for the moment, irrespective of consequences. Her career may have tanked but Isadora was still a trailblazer, blasting cultural consciousness from the late Victorian era into the modern age. Dance had taken its rightful place as a major art. Implicit in that fact was the coequality of women and the centrality of sex.


  An episode from her 1905 visit to Russia captures her philosophy and her spirit at a time when classic Russian ballet reigned supreme and Anna Pavlova was its prima ballerina. Isadora and Pavlova liked each other, but couldn’t have been more different.


  Once, when departing from dinner, Pavlova explained that she had to retire early to get up and do her exercise routine. Isadora, who was just warming up for a night of carousing, told Pavlova that she was missing all the fun. Pavlova replied that she was taking care of her instrument while Isadora was ruining hers through neglect.


  “That may be true,” Isadora admitted. “But look what you’ve done to your body. You’re a very great artist, but you’re not a woman any more.”


  By 1925, Isadora’s life had spun out of control. She plunged into reckless affairs and often had to beg for money. She went to parties in order to eat. But whatever her overindulgences, no one could accuse her of not being a woman. Or not living life to the hilt. Yet even then, this self-anointed freedom fighter could astonish.


  In January 1927, Janet Flanner wrote in the New Yorker: “In the three summer programs which Isadora recently gave in her studio in Nice…her art was seen to have changed. She treads the boards but little now, she stands almost immobile or in slow splendid steps with slow splendid arms moves to music, seeking, hunting, finding. By an economy (her first) she has arrived at elimination. As if the movements of dancing had become too redundant for her spirit, she has saved from dancing only its shape.” Flanner goes on, “Great artists are tragic. Genius is too large; and it may have been grandeur that proved Isadora’s undoing—the grandeur of temporary luxury, the grandeur of personal ideals. She is too expansive for personal salvation. She has had friends. What she needed was an entire government. She had checkbooks. Her scope called for a national treasury. It is not for nothing that she is hailed by her first name only as queens have been.”8


  In the summer of 1927, Isadora gave her last performance in Paris. After the recital, the critic was forced to admit that “Isadora had lost none of her popularity” judging by “the overwhelming applause.” But what happened on September 14 added further luster to her legend.


  Hot for a handsome mechanic in the South of France, Isadora finally met him when he came to pick her up in a Bugatti convertible. She jumped into the car, wearing a billowing red scarf like those she used in performance and often wore offstage. Draping it around her neck, she told friends: “Au revoir mes amis. Je vais à la gloire. (Goodbye, friends. I’m going to glory).” But when the driver hit the gas, the scarf snagged in the spokes of a wheel. As the car shot forward, her neck was broken. She died instantly.


  In London, a dance critic eulogized, “Thanks to her, we are not afraid of nudity.” The San Francisco Chronicle headline ran, “Something Mighty Fine About Isadora.” A New York columnist spoke for the world, “We knew that this woman was one in a million…one of the greatest dancers we have ever seen or were ever likely to see.” The Copenhagen Politiken said, “Her violent death seems almost natural, symbolic. In some ways, it seems this life had to end like this. In the realm of the arts, she now belongs to the great fallen ones.”


  A great peer weighed in. Ruth St. Denis said, “To reject her genius is unthinkable,” while a direct beneficiary of Isadora’s legacy, Martha Graham, observed, “her influence is stronger today than when she was living.”


  The legend of the Bohemian artist-lover-political pagan revolutionary extraordinaire lives on—the untamed and radical bisexual free spirit who so believed in art, activism, and a fusion of individual consciousness to a greater unified Whole. As Isadora said, “If my art is symbolic of…any one thing, it is symbolic of the freedom of women and her emancipation from hidebound conventions.” And upon finishing her 1927 autobiography just shortly before her death, she cried, “Adieu, Old World! I hail a New


  World.”
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  Chapter 2

  


  Henry Gerber’s Bridge to the World


  by Hayden L. Mora


  If a prophet can be defined as one “who advocates or speaks in a visionary way about a new belief, cause, or theory,”1 Henry Gerber fits the bill. He was born in 1892 in Germany, and, despite facing the structural violence of poverty, xenophobia, and homophobia, he came to the United States in 1913 as part of a massive influx of European immigrants. Upon arriving, he encountered a country that historian Marc Stein describes as being in the midst of, “several major social, cultural, and political transformations, [including] large-scale urbanization, industrialization, immigration, and migration.”2 Social movements—many influenced (and often led) by anarchists, socialists, and communists—strove with workers’ movements to redefine the relations of power between labor and capital, even as the gulf between the rich and poor reached unprecedented proportions. The suffragette movement challenged institutionalized misogyny, resulting in the jailing of hundreds, who were force-fed and violently attacked as they worked for the national enfranchisement of women. Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. Du Bois, and others led the charge for civil rights even as the extrajudicial killings of black men and women in the South raged on.


  Nowhere was persuasive change more evident than in Chicago, where Gerber settled. As Stein writes, “Many residents, wage laborers, immigrants, and migrants spent less time with their families, more time in single-sex environments, and more money on leisure activities. The expanded world of commercialized amusement, bars, restaurants, and dance halls encouraged the pursuit of pleasure.”3 These conditions created new spaces for same-sex attraction and love to be discovered and expressed. In these spaces and others, homosexuality and homosexual activity was neither invisible nor truly public.


  According to Xavier Mayne’s 1908 account of the situation, the bathhouse culture of same-sex liaisons was already well established in Chicago and other major U.S. cities.4 But both state and the anti-vice reform efforts were radically increasing their attempt to define and regulate “deviant sexual behavior.” Two years before Gerber’s arrival, the Chicago Vice Commission (a committee formed to deal with female prostitution) reported surprisingly large amounts of male homosexual activity. In fact, the committee claimed to have found whole groups and colonies of these homosexuals. They concluded their report by suggesting that the state enforce harsher penalties for crimes already in the books (such as sodomy) and suggested stripping offenders of citizenship.5


  In A Queer History of the United States, Michael Bronski explains the terror and intimidation for people who were different: “These attacks, always in coded language that never mentioned ‘fairy,’ ‘pansy,’ or ‘homosexual,’ were primarily aimed at homosexual men. Waves of ‘sex panics’ spread across the country,” and several states passed laws that, “allowed the courts to incarcerate ‘sexual psychopaths’ for undetermined periods of time in mental institutions.”6 Bronski further writes:


  
    These laws were broadly written, and the definition of “sexual psychopath” always remained vague so that it could be applied as indiscriminately as possible. Sexual psychopath laws, clearly influenced by social purity concerns, almost always presumed children being victimized. The terms child molester, homosexual, sex offender, sex psychopath, sex degenerate, sex deviant, and sometimes even communist were used and became interchangeable in the mind of the public. The conflation of vague “sexual deviancy” with homosexuality and child molestation set up what was to become a widely accepted myth: that male homosexuals were innately driven to seduce or sexually assault male children. This myth was a strong influence in shaping the public discussion of homosexuality well into the twenty-first century.7

  


  In 1917, some say that Gerber was sent to a mental institution because of his homosexuality. When WWI broke out, he was given a choice: to be interned as an enemy alien, or to serve in the army. He enlisted and went to Germany. There, he encountered a society far more integrated and open than the United States. Gerber then contacted Magnus Hirschfeld, who founded the Scientific Humanitarian Committee in 1897. The SHC was a highly organized group that had published several magazines and had led a campaign to repeal a section of the German penal code criminalizing same-sex relations. With “Justice through science” as its motto, the committee argued that the law made homosexuals easy prey for blackmail and urged understanding.8 They also suggested that criminalization weakened the strength of the state.


  After the war, Gerber returned to the United States determined to begin organizing gay men along similar lines to Hirschfeld’s organization. At the time, individuals caught engaging in same-sex activity faced fines, imprisonment, chemical castration, and institutionalization. Gerber wrote, “I thought to myself that if I succeeded I might become known to history as deliverer of the downtrodden.” And, “If I succeeded in freeing the homosexual, I, too, would benefit.”9 In 1924, Gerber founded the Society for Human Rights, the first same-sex advocacy group in the United States. The group’s mission stated their purpose:


  
    [T]o promote and protect the interests of people who…are abused and hindered in the legal pursuit of happiness, which is guaranteed them by the Declaration of Independence, and to combat the public prejudices against them… The Society stands only for law and order; it is in harmony with any and all general laws insofar as they protect the rights of others, and does in no manner recommend any acts in violation of present laws…[n]or the public welfare.10

  


  In that one mild-sounding paragraph, Gerber had asserted that gay men were persons protected by the promise of the rule of law, that it was those who would abuse and hinder the homosexual in the pursuit of their legal, guaranteed rights who were the true criminals. Additionally, he’d positioned homosexual rights as an extension of the founding documents. Unlike anarchists and communists, who positioned sexual liberation as being at odds with a capitalist democracy, Gerber offered a liberal vision of sexual freedom, which embodied rather than challenged the values of the country. Even the manner in which he founded the organization—a formal request for state sanction—spoke to this approach when he outlined the primary tactics of the Society for Human Rights in a three-point plan:


  
    •“[E]ngage in a series of lectures pointing out the attitude of society in relation to their own behavior and especially urging against the seduction of adolescents.

  


  
    •“Through a publication…we would keep the homophile world in touch with the progress of our efforts.

  


  
    •“Through self-discipline, homophiles would win the confidence and assistance of legal authorities and legislators in understanding the problem: that these authorities should be educated on the futility and folly of long-prison terms for those committing homosexual acts.”11

  


  These tactics—broad-based public education and community-building through lectures, publications, and advocacy with legislators and legal authorities to change policy—would be used by LGBTQ organizations as major strategies and tactics from that point on to the current day.12


  Gerber enlisted seven friends as initial members of his Society for Human Rights. In an early example of interracial cooperation and cross-cultural support, African-American Minister John T. Graves served as president of the organization. Soon Gerber began to struggle, however. He was a visionary, but lacked organizational skill. Moreover, he met with indifference from all but “the poorer gays.” When he sought financial support from wealthy gay white men, he was rebuffed. His efforts to enlist the support of opinion leaders among medical professionals and sex education advocates were also blunted. They demurred, unwilling to risk their reputations. Reflecting on this experience, Gerber wrote:


  
    The first difficulty was in rounding up enough members and contributors so the work could go forward. The average homosexual, I found, was ignorant concerning himself.


    Others were fearful. Still others were frantic or depraved. Some were blasé. Many homosexuals told me that their search for forbidden fruit was the real spice of life. With this argument, they rejected our aims. We wondered how we could accomplish anything with such resistance from our own.13

  


  Although SHR membership excluded bisexuals, unbeknownst to Gerber and other members one vice-president was married. When his wife found out about the organization, she reported it to the police in the summer of 1925. A detective and reporter woke Gerber at 2:00 a.m. one morning. Upon being let in, the detective asked, “Where’s the boy?” The Chicago Examiner headline read: “Strange Sex Cult Exposed.”14


  Arrested as a “degenerate,” Gerber was tried three times. Ultimately, the charges were dismissed, but Gerber had gone bankrupt paying for his defense. In the end, the SHR was ruined, Gerber lost his job, and (in a telling sign of the paranoia of the era) not one of Chicago’s rich gay men came to Gerber’s aid or offered support for a cause dedicated to their own welfare and security.


  Embittered by the increasing regulation of sex and sexuality, and by the perceived apathy of other gay men, Gerber had lost much of his idealism. Later in life, however, he founded a pen-pal group called the Dill Pickle Club, which historian Chad Heap identifies as one of the critical ways in which the construction of the Chicago lesbian and gay community (and, by extension, the national community) took place.15 Further, Gerber struck up a correspondence with several gay men around the country, with whom he continued to debate ideas about organizing gay men in the United States.


  Accounts vary, but it seems likely that Gerber met Harry Hay in 1929 in Los Angeles, twenty years before the formation of the Mattachine Society. Still, there is little doubt that Gerber was the movement’s godfather. Although his organization was short-lived, he foresaw its necessity, and while few prophets succeed in their lifetime, Gerber had sought to push against the inertia of the status quo—to act heroically even when others were seized by fear or consumed by self-interest and cynicism.


  As an activist and organizer, I’ve spent 15 years working on campaigns; and as a member of the labor movement, an out trans man from a working class background, and as a radical critic of power, I’m acutely aware of the ways in which contributions to social progress are often obscured. Considering the continuing injustices and the profound consequences that so many queers globally face while members of our community still stand by (and others pay with their lives), I can relate to Gerber’s demoralization. Yet as I write this from inside of the Washington, D.C. office of the Human Rights Campaign, the largest LGBTQ advocacy organization in the United States, radical changes have occurred. In a sense, one by-product of Gerber’s idealism is a reminder to all of us to believe in our visions and our work as part of a bridge to the world that we believe in, even if we cannot always see the way forward. Hold on to our own.
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  Chapter 3

  


  The 1934 Longshoremen’s Strike


  by Adrian Brooks


  San Francisco was the wildest city in America from its inception. Founded by Gold Rush miners in 1849, its first buildings were bars, brothels, and bathhouses. But when union organizers brought West Coast commerce to a halt in 1934, gays weren’t just engaged; they were central.


  At the time, neither the Golden Gate nor the Bay Bridges had been built. With no direct road links to the north or to Oakland, the city’s economy relied on its waterfront. But politics was central to its identity. Its dockworkers had organized in 1853, and sailors formed their trade’s first union in 1866.1 As the labor capital of the West, internationally known for union activism, “at the turn of the century, [San Francisco] was the first port city in the world to be known as ‘a closed-shop.’”


  Bay Area democratic activism, interracial community, and worker rights movements got their start back then while gay culture centered on the waterfront bars. But uniquely for the United States, the raucous city was the only place where the Puritan work ethic and traditional religious morals were never dominant. Pleasure was not frowned upon.
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