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one


A Community of Many Parts


                             


Some historical events pass into legend as great turning points despite their modest and somewhat confused origins. Every school child, for example, learns that the Boston Tea Party of 1773 was the beginning of the America Revolution-Samuel Adams led a group of Massachusetts colonists disguised as Mohawk Indians aboard three British vessels anchored in Boston Harbor and threw their cargo of heavily taxed tea overboard. But this is really just a convenient dramatic peg on which to hang the story of an increasing restiveness that had been growing in the colonies for some time. The American gay community has its own Boston Tea Party: the riot that erupted in the small hours of June 28, 1969, outside a gay bar called the Stonewall Inn in New York City’s Greenwich Village. Appropriately enough, costuming played as much a part in 1969 as in 1773, but this time the revolutionaries were young men dressed in drag, and their protest was forced upon them rather than planned.


The Stonewall Inn, at 53 Christopher Street, was hardly the most prepossessing of New York’s gay bars. I had been living in New York, on West 82nd Street, since my return from four years in Europe in November of 1965. Although I quite often joined friends for supper at the Lion’s Inn, the cheap-but-good little restaurant next door on Christopher Street, I had been to the Stonewall Inn only once. You had to sign in at the door of the Stonewall as part of the ruse that it was a private club; the premises were dark, dingy and a little smelly, and the mix of types that frequented it—very giggly young boys, button-down preppies being daring, and a scattering of semi-drag queens and hippies—didn’t turn me on. I was much more likely to go to Julius’s, also in the Village, or the uptown Uncle Ty’s on Third Avenue in the 80s. These were places where you could have a decent conversation with someone—whether you ended up going home with them or not. I was thirty, had broken things off with a lover of six year’s standing, and was hoping to meet someone else I could have a settled relationship with.


But I heard about the riot at the Stonewall from a friend who lived in the Village the next afternoon, and that evening we paused in Sheridan Square to gawk at the milling mix of gays and straights that had gathered to see if anything else would happen. We were long gone before another confrontation erupted between gays and the police, with even more people getting clubbed by the cops this second night. At the time, the trouble on Christopher Street didn’t seem terribly important. Indeed, few gays outside New York City heard anything about it. Accounts of the original riot on the 28th were muddled at the time, and no gay historian has even been able to pin down who started the taunting rubbish battle with the police officers who had raided the bar that night, as they did periodically. So many different stories have been told that the truth has been completely obscured by a kind of Rashomon effect, although it is generally agreed that it was the drag queens who were the angriest and most physical of the gay combatants.


At the time there was a lot of talk among gays about why the police, especially those in the Village, were so intent on raiding gay bars. It was known that Mayor John Lindsay had quiedy ordered the police to stop posing as gays in order to entrap men who tried to pick them up in public toilets. The subway “tea rooms,” as they were routinely referred to, thus became a major venue for picking up a trick in the middle of the day, as well as for on-the-spot blow-jobs. The bar raids were seen by many as police retaliation for having their entrapment fun and games curtailed. And that made the gay community angry. There were more than enough murders, burglaries, street hold-ups and other crimes going on to keep the police busy. But a lot of officers—not just street cops, but detectives—seemed to derive inordinate pleasure from harassing gays, and people were sick of it.


Most gay historians agree that it was the underlying anger throughout the gay community at being harassed by the police, taunted by thuggish young straights, and treated by society at large as psychopathic “perverts” that made it possible for the Stonewall riots to be enshrined as a symbolic turning point, a revolutionary “moment” that could be celebrated and built upon. The same feelings existed in the big cities across the country, and even gays who didn’t know about the Stonewall riots, in San Francisco and Los Angeles, were beginning to stir things up, attempting to take control of their own destinies in new ways. Stonewall became a symbol right off the bat in New York, celebrated a year later with the first Gay Pride Parade. But an explosion had been inevitable. The affirmation of gay life that became the Gay Rights Movement would have taken place even if there had been no riot outside the Stonewall Inn.


It has been 30 years since Stonewall, and as we enter a new century, life has changed dramatically for gays and lesbians. Some of us, mostly in the arts, were out of the closet even in 1969, but millions more have come out in the intervening years. Police officers—men and women—march in gay pride parades now, as do the parents of gays. Local and state politicians in both the Democratic and Republican parties increasingly seek the endorsement of gay organizations, and at the national level both Vice President Gore and former senator Bill Bradley vied for our votes in the fight for the Democratic nomination for president in 2000. Openly gay politicians serve in the House of Representatives and in half the state legislatures. Laws have been passed in cities large and small across the country to protect us from discrimination in employment and housing. Major corporations, including the family-oriented entertainment giant Disney, have extended health coverage to same-sex partners. Judges in a few states have begun to rule that laws preventing gay adoptions and gay marriages are unconstitutional. For those of us who were adults when the Stonewall riots took place, the world seems a very different and much more livable place. And yet….


We have lived through a time of plague that took the lives of tens of thousands of gay men every year for a decade and that continues to do so at reduced but still horrifying rates. The new laws that protect us from discrimination are still under attack in many parts of the country, and have never been passed in others. In the Republican Party in particular, there are a dozen candidates who seek votes by opposing the gay agenda for every big-city mayor who courts our support. The Republican majority leader of the United States Senate, Trent Lott, declared in 1998 that homosexuals should be classed with alcoholics and kleptomaniacs, and the leading candidate for the Republican presidential nomination in 2000, Governor George W. Bush of Texas, refused to meet with the very staid members of the Log Cabin Republicans, the party’s one gay organization. The reason for that antipathy is even more disheartening: the Religious Right, a crucial element of the Republican base vote, unremittingly tries to demonize gays and lesbians as sinners whose sexual orientation is an affront to God. Some go further. When the Vermont Supreme Court declared laws preventing same-sex marriages unconstitutional in December of 1999, another Republican presidential candidate, Gary Bauer, the founder of the Family Research Council, termed it a “terrorist act.” Bauer speaks, unfortunately, for millions of fellow Americans who hate and fear us still.


We have made enormous progress since Stonewall, but we still have a long way to go. To win our full place in society as respected citizens with not only the same rights and protections as the heterosexual majority, but also genuine acknowledgement that our sexual orientation has nothing to do with our value as human beings, we will have to continue our battle long into the twenty first century. Yet there is a catch here. Some readers will have noticed it already. I wrote above:” … genuine acknowledgement that our sexual orientation has nothing to do with our value as human beings.” But that it is only one point of view within the gay community itself. There are many gays who would protest that our sexual orientation has everything to with who we are, that it is crucial to our identity, and that we should value ourselves for our differences instead of trying to persuade the heterosexual majority that we’re really just like them. From this point of view, such aspects of the gay rights agenda as gay marriage and gay adoption are ludicrous, and fighting for such “rights” will simply result in poisoning ourselves with heterosexual banalities, or strait-jacketing ourselves with phony conventions.


This split within the gay community between what I call the separatists and the mainstreamers has existed for decades. It was evident even in the largely closeted days before Stonewall, when there were always a few flamboyant gays who didn’t give a damn what anybody thought, and it would lead to open warfare within the Gay Rights Movement that developed in the years following Stonewall. I do not mean the terms “separatist” and “mainstreamer” to be taken too literally, however. Within the black Civil Rights Movement there were those who called for literal separatism, with certain states being ceded to African-Americans as all-black enclaves. That kind of programmatic separation has never been a serious aim of even the most radical gays, although primarily gay enclaves have come into existence in major cities on a smaller scale—such as the Castro Street area of San Francisco, and parts of Greenwich Village and Chelsea in New York.


Gay separatists and gay mainstreamers do, however, differ in philosophy, tactics, and general psychology. While gay separatists are fewer in number, they often make up for that by being particularly vocal, given to polemics, and are often confrontational in their tactics. Advocates of gay mainstreaming seek, on the other hand, to downplay differences between gays and straights, using persuasion to work within the largely heterosexual political and legal structure to gain acceptance as productive citizens more like the straight majority than different from it. Both groups want full legal parity with straights, but mainstreamers would say, “The only real difference between us is what we do in bed, and what you do and what we do are both within the limits of normal human behavior.” Gay separatists say, “What we do with our bodies is just as valid as what you do, and since there is no such thing as normality, we demand the right to satisfy ourselves according to our standards rather that yours.”


At the extremes of the spectrum, we find at one end gay couples who want to get legally married, adopt children, and move to the suburbs to raise them in the midst of straight families that are similarly constituted, while at the other end we find single gay men who want the baths to function as they did before the AIDS crisis, making it possible to have private sex in this public space with as many different partners as their sex drives can sustain. It is certainly possible for both these visions of personal fulfillment to exist simultaneously, but neither group has much interest in promoting one another’s aims, and both worry that the other’s agenda will interfere with their own. What both groups share is the resistance of the heterosexual majority to the achievement of any gay agenda.


What perhaps needs to be recognized more fully by gay activists in both groups is that there are a great many gays and lesbians who do not whole-heartedly agree with either the separatists or the mainstreamers on many issues. These “third-way” members of the gay community can often sympathize with the arguments and aims of both separatists and mainstreamers to some degree, but also tend to see the problems inherent in the positions on either side. Many third-way members of the gay community, for example, support the idea that gays and lesbians should have the legal right to be married, but would not take advantage of the opportunity if it existed. Some also believe that their sexual nature does make them different from heterosexuals in fundamental ways—and are proud of their “gay sensibility”—yet are still able to enjoy rewarding relationships with straight friends in a way that gay separatists may scorn.


Third-way gays often get short shrift in books about gay history and gay issues. I interviewed many such individuals for my 1980 book Straight Women/Gay Men: A Special Relationship, and Edmund White gave them their due in States of Desire, also published in 1980. But this large segment of the gay community has often been ignored in recent years. In preparing this book, I once again specifically sought out thirdway gays and lesbians to interview, although I also talked to some adamant separatists and numerous mainstreamers. The comments from third-way gays and lesbians that you will find throughout this new book help to put the views of gay activists—both separatists and mainstreamers—into perspective, and may in some cases provide a kind of bridge between divergent views on many issues crucial to the gay community as we enter a new century.


In the chapters that follow, I will be dealing with seven areas of major concern to the gay community: AIDS; coming out, gay marriage, gay adoption, gays and politics, gays and religion, and violence against gays. In the final chapter I will be taking a broader look at how the history and current status of these issues may ultimately affect gay life over the next two decades. In each of the seven chapters on specific subjects, I will be looking back at the historical events that shaped these issues both within the gay community and the larger society we live in; chronicling recent legal, political, and social developments that illustrate where things stand at present; and quoting extensively from both gay leaders and the gays and lesbians I interviewed about where we should be headed.


The gay community is unquestionably more diverse than the general public fully understands, yet even some gay leaders do not always seem to fully recognize how multifaceted it is. That very diversity gives rise to tension within the community itself, and when those tensions flare into public acrimony between gay leaders, the general public sometimes becomes further confused. Worse, name-calling between gay leaders and writers too often gives aid and comfort to our worst enemies. The Religious Right has proved itself all too adept at exploiting dissension in the gay community and playing up extreme statements or actions. At the same time, however, the anti-gay forces in our society often resort to such extremes that they only further motivate gays and lesbians—and discred it themselves with the enormous American political and social center.


All this pushing and pulling creates an inevitable seesaw effect that cuts both for and against the achievement of gay civil rights. When a court rules—as has now happened in both Hawaii and Vermont-that laws against same-sex marriages are unconstitutional, the symbolic gains for gays can be offiet by frantic efforts by well-organized anti-gay groups to pull the rug out from beneath gay progress through voter referendums, state legislation and even Congress. That attack further galvanizes gays and lesbians to fight back. Meanwhile, the general public watches from the sidelines, with one event gaining some additional sympathy for gays, another creating a degree of backlash. As the stakes increase, disagreements on tactics and positions resurface with a sometimes unfortunate clangor within the gay community, as a long-established battle between the fear of backlash on the one hand, and the fear of complacency on the other, plays itself out all over again.


Do loud arguments within the gay community seriously damage future prospects for success? Or do they demonstrate a diversity that is one of our strengths? While the efforts of moderate gays to bring about change incrementally through quiet dealings with the political establishment sometimes reap considerable rewards, do we not still sometimes have the need of the confrontational tactics of gay radicals? Is it possible for both gay separatists and gay mainstreamers to get what they want down the line, or are their philosophies and aims antithetical? What role can, or should, the less vocal third-way gays play in mediating disagreements between gay separatists and gay mainstreamers?


These are some of the questions that will be examined here. You will encounter a broad spectrum of answers to them. I have made every effort to give a balanced account of the differences that exist within the gay community, and to avoid taking sides. No doubt some of my personal biases will show through from time to time, but I believe that most readers will find that what may appear to be a degree of bias in one context will get turned around in another. The only group I will be treating with deserved antipathy are the anti-gay zealots on the Religious Right. They are sworn enemies of all gays and lesbians, and I am more than happy to give them a hard time. And please keep in mind that although 1 will report the disdain that some gay leaders hold for others, because it is essential to the story, that does not necessarily mean that 1 agree with it. Gay leaders and writers will find in these page both the praise and the brickbats that they are all too familiar with—but at least they will find both.


Two points about the writing of this book still need to be made. The first concerns the identities of the dozens of individuals 1 interviewed for this book. Almost all of them are out of the closet, but to varying degrees. This is a touchy subject that 1 deal with at length in chapter 3, on “coming out.” But almost everyone 1 interviewed asked to be identified by their first names only, even the considerable number who are completely out. Their reason for requesting such semianonymity usually had to do with basic matters of personal privacy rather than the fact that they are gay or lesbian. They did not want to have the local newspapers calling them up for quotes on gay issues, or to find themselves the object of abusive e-mail. They did not want to put themselves in the position of being gay spokespersons; some who spoke with particular frankness were more concerned about alienating friends than they were about the reactions of straight friends or coworkers. As one lesbian in her thirties put it, “I have straight friends who married what 1 consider to be jerks, of both sexes, but 1 certainly didn’t tell them to their faces. And 1 don’t want my lesbian friends who are wild about the idea of getting married to know that 1 think the idea is silly, either. “There are also some people 1 interviewed whose profession, such as that of a junior high school teacher, precludes public identification as a gay man or lesbian.


Secondly, there is the matter of written sources. The bibliography contains a list of more than fifty books that are either named in the text or that proved valuable in terms of research. There are dozens of others, read over the past forty-odd years, that have informed and enlightened me that are not recorded here. 1 followed the coverage of gay issues in a number of major newspapers and national magazines, and many people sent me clippings from local papers across the country. These are mentioned only when 1 have directly quoted them or drawn information from them. The same is true for numerous gay publications, from the pornographic to the slick to the professional journal or newsletter.


I have made considerable use of articles from the New York Times, and there is deep irony in that fact. There are many gays who have never forgiven the Times for its treatment of gays and gay issues during the long period during which Abe Rosenthal was the executive editor of the paper; he would not even allow the word gay to be used in the paper unless it was part of a title, like “Gay Men’s Chorus.” He also got a reputation as being personally homophobic. Walter Clemons, the well-known book critic for Newsweek, who died in 1996 from the complications of a lifelong struggle with diabetes, was very certain that that he has been denied the post of daily critic for the Times because Rosenthal did not want a gay man in the job. This story was told in Charles Kaiser’s book Gay Metropolis, but I would like to attest to its veracity. I met Walter when he was living in Rome in 1963, and he became a steadfast friend. He was also my landlord for several years, renting me and my lover Paul Baldwin our first apartment, in his house in Long Island City in 1970. Walter was very angry about being denied the job at the Times, and told me what happened in detail—although in the end he would admit he was probably better off at Newsweek, where he got to write numerous cover stories in the arts.


But the Times began using the word gay as soon as Abe Rosenthal retired from his post, and in the last several years it has become the leader among mainstream publications in covering gay issues and events, particularly in regard to legal developments and the struggle over gay rights within American religious denominations. These days, gay issues are the subject of almost daily articles in the Times, sometimes several on one day, and it was an invaluable resource in writing this book. The change that has taken place at the Times is symbolic of the vastly greater acceptance of homosexuals in our society that has developed in the years since Stonewall. But even now, many of the stories that appear in the paper are about the difficulties we still face in achieving our rightful places in American society. There is still deep prejudice to combat and bigots in high places who seek to deny us not only our legal rights but our very sense of self-worth. The rights to marry, adopt children, or serve openly in the military have now become unfinished business in a new century. This book is about where we are now, how we got here, and how our story may play out in the challenging years directly ahead.




two


AIDS: Past, Present, and Future


                              


The first indication that something was wrong came in the May 18, 1981, issue of The New York Native, the small but feisty gay newspaper that specialized in covering gay politics in New York. The article was written by Larry Mass, a gay M.D., and dealt with the rumors that gays were getting unaccountably ill with a rare form of pneumonia. The New York Health Department listed eleven such cases, one of which had resulted in death. The editors of the newspaper gave the article the reassuring headline DISEASE RUMORS LARGELY UNFOUNDED, which was in contradiction to its content.


The Centers for Disease Control, the federal health agency in Atlanta charged with the prevention and control of communicable disease, noted in its weekly newsletter during the first week of July that twenty homosexual men in New York City and six in California had been diagnosed with a rare form of cancer known as Karposi’s sarcorna, which resulted in skin lesions. The New York Times picked up on that story, and using its own research upped the number afllicted with this cancer to forty-one. It was the Times story that really started people talking in the gay community—somewhat ironically, considering the institutional homophobia at the Times during that period.


The disease that was attacking homosexual men was first called GRID, for gay-related immune deficiency, a name that, it was quickly realized, stigmatized gays, and the term AIDS, for acquired immune deficiency syndrome, was soon given the imprimatur of the Centers for Disease Control. The story of the ensuing AIDS crisis has been told in dozens of books, ranging from Randy Shilts’ bestselling And the Band Played On,_which won National Book Critics Circle Award for 1987, to such personal accounts as Paul Monette’s wrenching On Borrowed Time of 1988 and Fenton Johnson’s moving 1996 memoir Geography of the Heart. The AIDS story—which escalated from a few rumors to a worldwide health crisis in a mere three years, and from a gay-related panic to a public-health emergency that knows no borders and has become a heterosexual menace in countries around the world—does not need retelling in detail here. But several aspects of it have a specific bearing on how the Gay Rights Movement may be expected to fare in the 21st century in the United States.


AIDS hit the American gay community at a time when there was a tendency toward complacency. There had been a scary time in 1977 and 1978, during which gays and lesbians had to marshal all their energy to combat the anti-gay crusade of Save the Children, Inc., founded by singing orange juice promoter Anita Bryant. She and her cronies initially succeeded in overturning a gay rights ordinance in Dade County, Florida. Bryant had singled out gay teachers as a danger to American children, but she went too far. Met by gay protestors at every stop, her ever-ready tears initially brought her public sympathy, but she was so extreme in her views that her fervor soon turned her into the butt of media jokes. The Bryant-inspired Proposition 6, also known as the Briggs Amendement, was defeated in California in 1978 when President Ford, Democratic nominee Jimmy Carter, and even former governor Ronald Reagan all came out against it. The murder of San Francisco mayor George Moscone and gay supervisor Harvey Milk by the justdefeated former supervisor Dan White following the 1978 election served to alert the general public to be wary of anti-gay extremists. In the next two and a half years there were political or legal successes in some cities and defeats in others, but much of the gay community wasn’t paying real attention. They were too busy having a good time.


At the start of the 1980s, the loudest voices in the gay community were proclaiming that the real meaning of gay liberation was recreational sex and lots of it. The bathhouses in New York and San Francisco had taken on the guise of a perpetual orgy. Bars with darkened back rooms where sex continued until dawn were flourishing as never before, ignored by police. For the more timid, there were gay movie houses showing the latest porn film; there you could spot businessmen in pin-striped suits masturbating at three in the afternoon. The day would come when such men would be glad they weren’t habitues of the baths.


There were of course many gay men who weren’t to be found in the baths, or the movie houses, or the public toilets, although they might have checked them out at one time or another. There were plenty of men who had setded partners, or who were looking for them in the more sedate bars with no back rooms. Lesbians looked on the baths largely with disdain, and gay activist groups were often in a state of flux or riven with internal conflict because of the differences between those who thought that gay liberation was about protective legislation and those who thought it was about sex.


Once the full dimensions of the AIDS epidemic began to become clear, in 1982 and 1983, the hedonistic gays had a very difficult time coming to terms with what was happening to them. In New York and San Francisco there was fierce resistance to closing the baths and backroom bars. Some gays were even outraged at the idea of posting notices warning about the dangers of AIDS. I ran into a Harvard classmate outside Bloomingdales in New York one day. He was a soap opera actor, with that kind of flashy handsomeness typical of the breed, and he was in a rage about rumors that Mayor Ed Koch was going to close the bars. Although he spoke in a low voice, with people passing us on the sidewalk, his intensity was ferocious. Not only did he feel the city had no right to close the baths, but he took the very idea personally. “I am 43;’ he said, with fury in his eyes, “and I haven’t got much time left.” What he meant, of course, was that in spite of his buffed body and the plastic surgery he’d recendy had around his eyes, he was getting almost too old to be wanted by the younger men who attracted him. But he spoke more truth than he knew, or perhaps wanted to know. In two years, he would be dead from AIDS.


The controversy over the baths was bad enough in New York. In San Francisco, it became almost fratricidal. An attempt in 1984 by the popular director of the Department of Public Health, Mervyn Silverman, to enlist the support of gay leaders in endorsing the closing of the bathhouses ended in disaster, as some who had agreed to sign a statement backed off because the anger among the bathhouse supporters became so intense. On April 4, 1984, an editorial in the gay paper the Bay Area Reporter by Paul Lorch attacked by name 16 gay men and lesbians who had been involved in this attempt to close the bathhouses. As reported in And the Band Played On, Lorch called these gay leaders “collaborators,” writing, “These 16 people would have killed the movement, glibly handing it over to the forces that have beaten us down since time immemorial. …” This “traitors list” included gay supervisor Harry Britt, who had succeeded Harvey Milk; Dick Pabich, who had been the first to discover Milk’s murdered body; and Frank Robinson, the science fiction writer who had penned Harvey Milk’s campaign speeches, championing gay liberation with uncommon eloquence. As Randy Shilts pointed out, the sixteen traitors comprised an honors list of San Francisco political gay leaders—who were now suddenly the enemy.


For those who insisted that gay liberation and recreational sex were inextricably intertwined, AIDS was seen simply as an excuse on the part of the heterosexual majority to take away a freedom that had been far too long in arriving. At the start of the AIDS crisis, such gays insisted that there was no proof that AIDS was spread by sexual contact because the virus itself had not been identified; besides, a vaccine would quickly be found, bringing the epidemic to an end in short order. Even when the virus was identified, almost simultaneously, in France and the United States in April of 1984, the defenders of the bathhouses would not bend, mustering outrage at even the suggestion that safe sex ought to be practiced. In San Francisco they fought a legal battle to keep the bathhouses open, but in the end they closed down for the lack of business—people were too frightened to go to them. By December of 1985, even New York’s famous New St. Marks Baths had closed its doors.


The intransigence of the bathhouse defenders was a major political setback for the gay community as a whole. The Religious Right used AIDS as a battering ram against gay liberation early on. The Rev. Jerry Falwell made headlines when he spoke at a Moral Majority rally on July 4, 1983, by intoning that AIDS was a “judgement of God” on homosexuals, and calling the disease “the plague of the century.” This speech, hardly unexpected, was extreme enough to disturb neutral observers, and some editorials and commentary took Falwell to task for presuming to know God’s will. And calling AIDS the plague of the century at that point was blatant exaggeration; it would be another 10 months before the number of known cases even reached four thousand. Falwell was managing to forget the Spanish flu epidemic of 1918-1919, which had killed more than 21 million victims worldwide. But as the number of cases continued to mount, at first slowly, then alarmingly, Falwell began to look like a prophet, to the great dismay of the gay community. Even worse for gay rights politics, mainstream publications and commentators who had been sympathetic to the movement began to criticize the bathhouse intransigents for putting their own selfish sexual interests ahead of the medical well-being of the general population.


Gay leaders found themselves in a crossfire between the militants who equated liberation with recreational sex, and a general backlash against what now seemed like dangerous homosexual practices. Why couldn’t sensible, responsible gays—many wanted to know—control the hedonistic militants among them? The truth was that the gay rights movement had never been monolithic. The majority might simply want to be allowed to live their lives in peace, with basic legal protection against discrimination. But it was militants who had gotten the gay liberation movement rolling, at Stonewall and in the years immediately following it. So many gays and lesbians had been and remained closeted, allowing more courageous and often more flamboyant figures to lead the movement, that they had little power to control the militants now. Even within the cadre of leaders there had long been bitter debates about tactics, with a new group of activists who knew how to work the political system from the inside often at odds with those who wanted to use more aggressive forms of protest. The gay separatists and the gay mainstreamers too often ended up at one another’s throats. But a great many gays understood that both kind of leaders were necessary. That was especially true of closeted gays who gave money to gay causes, but were in no way public activists.


Bob, now a white-haired seventy-four-year-old, remembers it all, including the painful days when AIDS struck and he found himself in the middle of a ferocious debate between two of his closest friends, both former lovers. “I was in the closet, mostly, until I retired. Thought I had to be, the old story. But I loved the baths. Fortunately I wasn’t into anal sex, top or bottom, or I probably would have been dead long ago. I was blessed with a very beautiful dick, so I was always able to do just fine at the baths, even in my fifties. Over the years, I have had severallove affairs, but I was between regular partners in the early 1980s. I stopped going to the baths by February of 1982, just around the time the Gay Men’s Health Crisis was formed. One of my former lovers, Larry, got involved with that. He wasn’t a founder, but he believed in what they were doing—helping gay men cops with AIDS. Another former lover was completely on the other side. His name was Jock—really, that’s what everyone called him from high school, when he started wearing jockstraps instead of underwear. Jock was wild and insatiable. ’I come more often than I pee; he used to say, and it was true. Peed four times a day, ejaculated five.”


Bob shakes his head. “I couldn’t begin to keep up with Jock. Few could. He and Larry knew one another well, got it on occasionally for a while. They were both younger than I was, Larry was in his early forties, and Jock about thirty-four when AIDS struck. For Jock, the baths were gay liberation. That was the raison d’etre. There were a lot like him in that regard. Larry was much more serious, more politically inclined, thought anti-discrimination laws were the object, not just the freedom to get it off with strangers every few hours. AIDS set them against one another. It really blew up when two young guys who were already sick published an article in the New York Native at the end of 1982. Berkowwitz, one was called, but I’ve forgotten the other name. I didn’t know them, but Jock did. He absolutely exploded over the article. The article was headed WE KNOW WHO WE ARE, I recall, and had something about declaring war on promiscuity. To Jock they were traitors, to Larry they were brave men facing up to the disaster that their promiscuity had brought on themselves and others. Jock and Larry had it out at a small dinner party at my apartment, screaming at the top of their lungs while the rest of us sat there in shock. We intervened when Jock started swinging at Larry. Jock never spoke to Larry or me again. Amazingly, Jock didn’t get AIDS until 1985, one of those crazy exceptions. He wouldn’t accept help from anyone. Went down to a cabin in the woods in the Poconos and shot himself when he realized it was hopeless. Larry never did get it. He’d gone to the baths too, but in that kind of situation he was a watcher. He died just last year, of a heart attack. But I’ll never forget that evening at my apartment when the two of them went at each other. What have we come to, I thought. This is as bad as the disease itself.”


The two young gay men who wrote the article accepting a degree of blame for the spread of AIDS were Richard Berkowitz and Michael Callen. They had been influenced by the attitudes and writings of Larry Kramer, who to this day is a major voice in the gay community and still capable of causing an uproar. Kramer had been nominated for an Oscar for his screenplay for Ken Russell’s 1970 movie ~men in Love, from a D. H. Lawrence novel that had long been regarded as unfilmable. In 1978 he published a novel, Faggots, which gave a far grittier and more realistic view of the gay sexual underground than anyone had previously attempted. Kramer would say that he intended the book to be funny, but it repulsed many mainstream critics and enraged many gays, including such prominent figures as gay historian Martin Duberman, author of Stonewall, who attacked it scathingly in The New Republic.


Kramer was one of the first among prominent gays to recognize the potential scope of the AIDS epidemic, and convened a meeting of eighty gay men in his New York apartment in August of 1981 to hear what Dr. Alvin Freidman-Kein had to say about the new disease. Freidman-Kein, a dermatologist attached to the New York University Medical Center, had been the first physician to identify cases of Kaposi’s sarcoma in gay men in the city. That meeting would lead to the formation of the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC) in January 1982 at Kramer’s apartment at 1 Fifth Avenue, overlooking Washington Square. Kramer was elected to the board, but a very handsome and personable businessman named Paul Popham was chosen president despite the fact that he had previously been semi-closeted and never taken part in gay politics. It is widely agreed by commentators on this period that Kramer was too controversial for the position of president, since he was detested by many of the well-heeled gay men from whom the GMHC hoped to raise money. Indeed, Kramer would prove too controversial even for the organization itself within fifteen months.


This early period of the AIDS crisis was one of confusion and denial for the majority of gays. There were gay men fighting to keep the baths open, there were others trying to get city governments to provide funds to care for the increasing number of men who were ill or dying, there were gays trying to ignore the entire problem, hoping it would soon go away. The mainstream press was ignoring the issue, politicians were either turning a deaf ear—as was the case with Mayor Ed Koch of New York—or finding themselves almost paralyzed by conflicting political needs, as was the case with Mayor Diane Feinstein of San Francisco. The unmarried Koch, whom many gays and a few heterosexuals suspected of being a closeted homosexual, didn’t want to get involved. Feinstein felt something had to be done about the baths, but was trying not to offend her many gay supporters. Some specialists in the medical community were becoming increasingly alarmed, certain that if gay men did not abstain from sex or take stringent precautions, the disease would spread like wildfire; but the medical profession as a whole didn’t want to even think about the problem.
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