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FOR JEFFREY SCHMALZ, 1953–1993


    Preface 2016:

    “A REVOLUTION IN OUR OWN TIME”

Forty-six years ago, Arthur Evans, a restless young man who never quite fit in the rural Pennsylvania community where he grew up, fled to New York and stumbled into the birth of a movement that captured his imagination and would define his life. It was 1969, and Evans became one of a small group of gay men and women who gathered in cramped apartments and dusty lofts in lower Manhattan after the raucous street protests set off by the raid of the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in Greenwich Village. These were the meetings— strained, tenuous and polarized, riven by generational and gender divides, bounded together by a shared sense of oppression and more than a little apprehension about what they were daring to consider—that led to the founding of the Gay Liberation Front and the Gay Activists Alliance in New York, and really, the birth of the modern gay liberation movement.

A few years ago in San Francisco, I sat again with Arthur Evans at his rickety kitchen table in a sparse second-floor apartment on the corner of Haight and Ashbury, where he had moved nearly thirty years ago, as he poured me tea. We had spent many hours together here in the early 1990s, my tape recorder whirling as I worked through pages of questions about his years in the gay rights movement, research for Out for Good: The Struggle to Build a Gay Rights Movement in America, the book I was writing with Dudley Clendinen. Arthur Evans was sixty-five years old that day, and though seemingly as spirited and jaunty as ever, was living, quite literally, moment to moment, and he knew it. He had been diagnosed with an enlarged aorta and had refused any kind of treatment, wary of ending up bedridden or comatose as he had seen happen with so many of his friends when the AIDS epidemic had struck shortly after he moved West. By the time I showed up, Evans had emptied his apartment of most of his possessions and signed a Do Not Resuscitate order, leaving no question about what emergency medical technicians should do—or rather, should not do—when the call came. That Evans might die at any second was a prospect that did not seem to bother him a bit. “I’ve had a good life,” he said.

As we sat, Evans sipped his tea and spoke incredulously of how the world had changed for gay men and women since those Greenwich Village days. He thought back to the first tumultuous Gay Activists Alliance meetings, to life on the fringes of society, to a movement whose goals were, at least from the perspective of today, seemingly modest: seeking little more than the right to live an open life, free of police harassment and discrimination on the job or in finding a place to live. Gay rights legislation barring discrimination in housing and employment—the kind of bills he and others had championed as tilt-at-windmill tools to nudge gay people out of the closet and compel elected officials to acknowledge discrimination in this unlit corner of society—were now law in nearly two dozen states in the country. Presidents and candidates for the White House were openly seeking their votes and money. (By contrast, Evans recalled how members of his group had shown up to scream, quite literally, at the liberal mayor of New York, John V. Lindsay, as he was shaking hands at an outdoor ceremony, simply to get him to acknowledge the cause of gay rights.) Gay men and women were being elected to local, state and federal offices. They served openly in the military and were scattered up and down the corporate ladders. They were movie stars and television talk hosts. Gay characters were celebrated, rather than demonized or ridiculed, in the popular culture— their marriages and the children they had the subject not of lurid headlines in scandal magazines but approving features in places like People magazine. And this was before Barack Obama had singled out the Stonewall raid as a civil rights struggle in his State of the Union speech in 2013, before the Supreme Court had issued its ruling on marriage. “We’ve lived to see a revolution in our own time,” Evans told me. “If things had been this way in 1969, I never would have become a noisy street activist. Instead, I would today be a quiet professor leading an unobtrusive life in a small university.” Evans’s heart burst two weeks after our visit, and he died where he had lived for twenty-five years.

Evans was a face of the defiant, theatrical, stereotype-breaking brand of guerilla warfare that confronted the straight establishment when this book begins (and that reemerges in a form, interestingly enough, at the end with the arrival of groups like ACT-UP confronting another and more perilous threat, the AIDS epidemic).

There have been powerful and authoritative accounts of the recent history of the gay rights movement written by, just to name a few, Lillian Faderman, Jo Becker, Allan Bérubé, Charles Kaiser and Eric Marcus. But one needs to know Arthur Evans—and so many of the early pioneers in this movement—because it is difficult to understand the victories of today without appreciating their earlier days of danger, grief and ostracization.

They were street fighters—men and women shouting out their sexuality, taking over city hall meetings and disrupting businesses they accused of discrimination, defying police officers accustomed to meek compliance (or perhaps the favor of a small bribe whenever they moved in for an arrest)—trying to change society. They were hardly like the gay leaders of today—the men and women of the Human Rights Campaign or Freedom to Marry, with their multimillion-dollar budgets and executive directors who glide easily in the passageways of Congress and are invited to state dinners at the White House. The first leader of the Gay Activists Alliance in New York City was essentially homeless; members of the group, his friends, worried he would get arrested shoplifting for food he needed to survive, bringing the group unneeded embarrassment. By contrast, the president of the Human Rights Campaign drew $425,148 in annual compensation in 2014.I And their tactics—their sensibilities—could hardly be more different. “DO YOU THINK HOMO-SEXUALS ARE REVOLTING?” demanded one of the first leaflets circulated after the Stonewall riots. “YOU BET YOUR SWEET ASS WE ARE.” The leaflet went on to declare: “We’re going to make a place for ourselves in the revolutionary movement.” Yet these were people, rough and rude as they might have been, who are as much as anyone, or anything, responsible for the new world Evans marveled at in his kitchen.

And it was not just them. It is difficult to understand the reason for the victories of the gay rights movement since this book was published in 1999, why so many gay men and lesbians can live with relative ease in so many parts of the country, why the Supreme Court legalized gay marriage and even why the Emmy and Academy Awards have been hosted by openly gay figures, without examining the thirty years of activism following the Stonewall uprisings. What has happened—with astonishing speed, particularly when compared with other civil rights movements—could not have occurred without the turmoil and danger these early pioneers endured in the early days described here, the personal costs and risks that these women and men assumed in fighting this battle: loss of job, estrangement from their families, harassment, or worse, from the police. That first wave of gay rights advocates gave way to the emergence of a second wave, an establishment class of gay activists, who recoiled at what they saw as the excesses of the early activists, and who tried to work within the system. The leaders in this chapter of the modern gay rights movement—the gay men and women who lived in the Hollywood Hills in the late 1970s, the early gay activists who raised money and began lobbying Congress in the 1980s, and the men and women from New York who broke from the Gay Activists Alliance to create the corporately named National Gay Task Force—viewed themselves as, in their way, ordinary people and they wanted to work by the rules, channeling campaign contributions for sympathetic elected officials, helping to draft gay rights bills in statehouses and Congress, lobbying for passage of gay rights laws (or against laws that they saw as damaging to the movement). They are, in this account, eclipsed by a third wave of AIDS activists angered at the government’s negligent response to the deadly epidemic (and the slowness of the mainstream gay rights movement to respond to it), and using the power of protest to try to get the government to move to help gay communities that were quite literally under siege. As Out for Good comes to an end, the scale tips again: the AIDS activists give way to another wave of establishment players, to gay men and women who thrived at the inside game, who were at Bill Clinton’s side when he was elected president in 1992, openly seeking gay support and endorsing, albeit in what would prove to be in a limited form, gay rights. All these waves were different, and all were critical in helping to create the environment that lead to the transformed world of today.

The early years were filled with activists, but also people who were ready to take the fight into the traditional arena of democracy. From early on there were gay people running for office and winning: Elaine Noble, a scrappy Democrat elected to the Massachusetts house in 1975, an open lesbian who made a point of not running as a lesbian; Allan Spear, a senator from Minnesota who came out as gay in the 1970s; and of course Harvey Milk, the gay owner of a camera shop on Castro Street who was elected to the San Francisco Board of Supervisors in 1977 and assassinated less than a year later. And there were the not-so-open gay people winning election, such as Barney Frank, who would start in the Massachusetts statehouse and move to Congress before declaring publicly what many of his supporters and constituents already knew or assumed.

For many of the early pioneers, these were, or so it seemed to them at the time, quixotic battles. Yet looking back over time, the progression could not be clearer. They set the stage for the professional suit-and-tie movement that began winning battles on all the traditional battlefields of state legislatures, ballot boxes and courtrooms. And they set the ideological constructs that exist today. The activists who began taking the streets in the late 1960s and early 1970s advanced the notion that a gay liberation movement was as legitimate a struggle as any other, hardly an accepted point of view at the time. These groups—from the Gay Liberation Front in Los Angeles to the Gay Activist Alliance in New York—pressed for gay men and women to come out at work and at home, presciently arguing that the realization by society of the presence of gay men and women was the first step to any kind of acceptance. (They would enjoy only limited success in drawing people out of the closet in a hostile world. It is clear now that perhaps more than anything, the AIDS epidemic pushed more people to come out, since it had the effect of forcing people who were sick and those who were caring for them to the forefront.) By the end of the 1980s and into the 1990s, there were more and more gay men and women in the daily lives of many Americans: brothers and sisters, workmates, friends, writers, actors and entertainers, all helping to shape an environment that would permit gay marriage, more anti-discrimination legislation and the ending of the don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy of the military.

It was anything but easy at the beginning. Being gay meant being fearful of being thrown out of home, a job, or being arrested for a sexual encounter, or being beaten up on the streets of Greenwich Village, the Castro or West Hollywood. “Every year in Los Angeles, thousands of homosexuals are arrested and charged with lewd conduct or worse,” an editorial in The Advocate, one of the first gay national newspapers, wrote about Los Angeles in the early 1970s, where police were notoriously aggressive in cracking down on gay bars. “Lawyers’ fees and fines must total in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. Jobs are lost. Families are torn apart. Legitimate businessmen are put out of business. Harassment? You’d think we were talking about jay walking or parking tickets. This is persecution!” Gay men and women often likened their struggle to that of African Americans and women; gays, however, had the option, in a way African Americans and women did not, to pass unnoticed in life in a straight society, and that is what many of them chose to do. Same-sex marriage was, with the exception of a few daring souls, the subject of only fanciful conversation or sneering rejection. There was one notable exception to this, the attempt in the early 1970s of Jack Baker and James Michael McConnell to outwit the authorities in Minneapolis and get married. And that was less about the goal of marriage and more in line with the idea of making society recognize how many gay people were living in their midst. “It was very carefully thought out, and very, very carefully planned,” McConnell said years later. “We didn’t apply for a marriage license because we thought it would be fun to do. We did it because we thought it would have a profound impact on this culture.”

One way to follow the evolution of this movement is through the prism of presidential politics, or at least Democratic presidential politics. At the Democratic National Convention in Miami Beach, Florida, in 1972, the convention that launched George S. McGovern to what would be his sweeping loss to Richard M. Nixon, two openly gay people spoke from the podium to the delegates. It was, no doubt, historic. But their turn to speak came just before dawn, long after prime-time television coverage had ended and the audience paid hardly any attention to them. The 24,000-word platform sanctioned by McGovern contained not a word about gay rights, even as it called for an immediate withdrawal of troops from Vietnam and amnesty for draft evaders. Jimmy Carter in 1976 at first appeared to court gay support and express concern about anti-gay discrimination, but in what his aides described as a nod to the reality of politics, kept a gay rights plank out of the party platform. When Carter was in the White House, a top aide arranged a meeting in the Roosevelt Room with a collection of gay rights leaders from across the country: something that would have been unthinkable a few years before. But Carter never knew about the meeting, and it took place on a Saturday when the West Wing was largely deserted. By 1980, Ted Kennedy and Jerry Brown appeared before gay fundraisers, and through the early 1980s, the Human Rights Campaign Fund held black-tie dinners that drew such guests as Jesse Jackson and Walter Mondale, the vice president. By 1992, Bill Clinton counted among his advisers an openly gay man, and a gay man with AIDS spoke at the convention and appeared at a gay fundraiser in Los Angeles that was open to the press, an event remarkable enough for it to be the subject of a front-page story in The Washington Post.

My coauthor, Dudley Clendinen, died in 2012 at the age of sixty-seven of Lou Gehrig’s disease. I’m sorry he is not around today to witness the sweep of history since we finished, and also to discuss, with the passage of time, the discoveries that amazed us every day during our collaboration. Returning to the pages of this book fifteen years after its publication, I am struck by how wonderfully engaging and inspirational many of these original activists were, for all their difficulties and idiosyncracies, and how the people leading the movement are at once obvious descendants of but also highly different than those early pioneers. The men and women we encountered were almost invariably outcasts, brave and frequently angry if more than a little afraid. This was years before Matthew Shepard, the slight twenty-one-year-old, was tortured and left to die on a fence near Laramie, Wyoming, in 1998. Gays and lesbians were mocked or vilified in public culture as molesters or threats to family and society; a young gay man or woman back then could never aspire to run a corporation like Apple, or be an editor of The New York Times or The Washington Post. This was a group that was invisible, or could at least decide to be invisible, when our book started. And unlike today many gay men and women—most really, apart from the people we wrote about—decided that was how they wanted to live.

Two important notes. What I am describing here is the state of gay life in much, but not all, of the country. Gay men and women have it easier in places like New York and Los Angeles and Boston than in many parts of the nation. The country’s top gay rights groups, after winning the battle on same-sex marriage, have moved to try to pass gay rights bills in states that don’t have them, and at the very least, they face a tough battle. And for all the progress, this fight has not ended. As I write this, voters in Houston have thrown out a gay rights ordinance. It seemed to have caught many of today’s gay advocates by surprise, but in fact, the opponents, in stoking fears that a provision of the bill protecting the rights of transgendered people would permit lecherous men to sneak into women’s restrooms, echoed similar campaigns that have been used to turn back gay rights over the years. The most famous of these was the Save our Children campaign championed by Anita Bryant, a spokeswoman for the Florida orange juice industry, which convinced Dade County voters to overturn in 1977 a gay rights ordinance that she warned would allow homosexuals to prey on children. The world of gay activists became much more sophisticated after this loss, and they succeeded in turning back a voter initiative the following year in California that, using an almost identical playbook to Bryant’s, would have barred homosexuals from teaching in public schools. That, it seems, was a lesson learned if later forgotten.

There has been a considerable and powerful body of gay history completed since we published our book. And with the passage of time, as the significance of events comes into sharper focus, and more information becomes available in the form of archives or because of the candor of people approaching the end of their life, more valuable work is surely to come. Hopefully, the book we wrote in 1999 will help readers understand and appreciate why the world we are living in today is so markedly different from what Arthur Evans found when he began exploring the streets of Greenwich Village as a young man a half a century ago.

—Adam Nagourney

January 11, 2016
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Introduction:


AN INVISIBLE PEOPLE

As the nation entered the heat and uncertainty of the summer of 1969, at the end of a decade that had upended the social order, drawing whole classes of the American culture into collision with each other, one vast population remained essentially silent, unseen and strangely inert. Amid all the violence of that time—the racial murders, the political assassinations, the riots and burning cities; amid all the turmoil and change—the advent of sexual liberation, the protests against the Vietnam War, and the demands being made by African Americans and women, students and Native Americans—this was a population too shy and fearful to even raise its hand, to declare that it was present in that time, too.

Yet its members were present. They were involved in all those other protests and civil rights crusades. Some, bold and bright, grew rather famous in them. They just were not involved in their own cause yet. There were hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of homosexuals in the United States in the summer of 1969, and they knew they had reason to be unhappy. They had many of the same complaints that blacks and women and students did. Social causes were igniting all around them, roaring through the culture like prairie fires. Their own discontent was building. But there was only a tiny network of people stoking it, a few organizations in places like San Francisco, Los Angeles, Washington and New York. Two decades after a middle-aged man named Harry Hay had come home from a party in Los Angeles one night in 1948, burning with the idea that homosexuals should band together in common political cause to seek equality, there were still only a few hundred souls in the entire country who were willing to organize and protest, to show themselves in some public way. All the vast rest of the homosexual population tended to presume, as the culture around them did, that they were flawed, and that the flaw was theirs: a sin they should cast off, a puzzle they could solve. And so, mostly, gay men and lesbians kept their feelings inside, identifying themselves only to each other, if they did so at all. As a population, they existed only in the sense that a secret exists, and is known to exist, without being acknowledged. They did not recognize themselves as a class of people, and the larger culture did not either.

They were, in June 1969, a secret legion of people, known of but discounted, ignored, laughed at or despised. And like the holders of a secret, they had an advantage which was a disadvantage, too, and which was true of no other minority group in the United States. They were invisible. Unlike African Americans, women, Native Americans, Jews, the Irish, Italians, Asians, Hispanics or any other cultural group which struggled for respect and equal rights, homosexuals had no physical or cultural markings, no language or dialect which could identify them to each other, or to anyone else. The census didn’t count them, market surveys didn’t seek them, political parties didn’t court them. They had no electoral power, no financial leverage, no legal recognition in their favor, no protection if someone discovered their secret and fired or evicted or blackmailed them for it. They had, as a class, much to complain about, yet they did not exist as a class. If they existed, it was in just three ways, all in the negative: as a group of sinners, “an abomination” in the eye of God; as a group of criminals, for whom sex was against the law; and as a category of the mentally ill, for so the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association defined them.

That was the condition of life for homosexuals in this country on the Friday night in June 1969 when the New York City police raided a gay bar in Greenwich Village called the Stonewall Inn. It was a bar which had been raided many times before. It was a population—in New York and elsewhere—that was accustomed to raids and arrests. But that night, for the first time, the usual acquiescence turned into violent resistance. There were stones thrown, windows and doors broken, flames, people running in the streets. It was not exactly the big time as riots go, but it was historic—a departure from the past. From that night the lives of millions of gay men and lesbians, and the attitude toward them of the larger culture in which they lived, began to change rapidly. People began to appear in public as homosexuals, demanding respect. And the culture began to react to them.

•  •  •

The modern gay rights movement which was ignited that night is the subject of this book. It is a close, sometimes intimate narrative of a gathering political movement among a group of people who had to start at zero in order to create their place in the nation’s culture. It is the story of the last great struggle for equal rights in American history to this point, and it is a story which has not been told. The nation’s whole history, its accumulated character, has been a melting accretion of wave after wave of such groups, each of which has had to fight for its place of respect. The gay rights movement has elements both parallel and quite different from the movements which have gone before. But the fundamental feeling, the bias which defined this population to begin with, is more subtle, more personal than any other. It is sexual. That dynamic sets up an emotional conflict, both within gay men and lesbians and within the broader culture, which is unique to the character and path of this movement. The kinds of oppression that homosexuals have experienced, the role that religion played in it, the psychological effect of it, the way gay men and lesbians do and don’t relate to each other, the fractious nature of the movement, its difficulty in finding leaders and a voice—and the transcendent experience of AIDS—have all made this struggle for civil rights different from the others. It has been hard at times for those within—and for those outside—to perceive the focus of this movement, its ideology and its core. That may be because its members have been so ill-equipped to shape their own identities, or to understand themselves. They had, to begin with, no positive way to see themselves, no precedent on which to stand. And it was just as they began to develop one that they were attacked by the disease of AIDS.

That being said, it seems likely that the movement for gay identity and gay rights has come further and faster, in terms of change, than any other that has gone before it in this nation. Yet its story—the personal and political narrative of this movement—has never been told. There have been many nonfiction accounts about aspects of it. There have been individual sexual and political memoirs. There have been biographies and autobiographies. There have been metropolitan histories like Frances FitzGerald’s Cities on a Hill, George Chauncey’s Gay New York and Charles Kaiser’s The Gay Metropolis. There have been periodic essays by Gore Vidal, early profiles in courage like The Gay Crusaders by Kay Tobin and Randy Wicker, cultural travelogues like States of Desire by Edmund White, oral histories like Eric Marcus’s Making History and event histories like Martin Duberman’s Stonewall. There have been historical and cultural anthologies like Jonathan Ned Katz’s Gay American History and Neil Miller’s Out of the Past, and works of personal perspective and cultural analysis like Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon’s lesbian/woman. There have been books on gay sensibility, opera, film and writing. There has been a vast sad, angry, lyrical and also witty literature of AIDS, in fiction and nonfiction, from Larry Kramer’s fiery polemics and plays, to Paul Monette’s bittersweet memoirs, Borrowed Time and Becoming a Man, to Randy Shilts’s simple, majestic account of the spread of AIDS, And the Band Played On, to Tony Kushner’s Pulitzer Prize-winning drama, Angels in America. But no book before has attempted to follow the germ of rebellion which began with Stonewall, as it blossomed in other cities into a national political movement.

The lack of a definitive account may be because the movement itself is so young, because it has been so fragmented, because it has progressed so fast and been so transformed by AIDS. In the formulation of history, thirty years is not a long time to look back on. It took seven years, for instance, just to produce this book. But in many respects—given the kaleidoscopic changes that occurred—those three decades were a period of light years. They also followed a distinct and earlier period of the movement, a period of quite different, almost hidden character. That period—between the night in Los Angeles in 1948 when Harry Hay came home, to feverishly write his homosexual manifesto while his wife and children slept, and the night in 1969 when the riot broke out at the Stonewall Inn—was when the fundamental philosophical principles of the movement were formed and the battle lines drawn: that homosexuals were normal, too; that they were not insane; and that they had a right to enjoy love and civil liberties like any other group. Those were huge assertions, particularly in the 1950s and 1960s, when homosexuals, like Communists, were being hunted and purged from American government and society at every level. But it was a polite crusade. The case was made in pamphlets, proper demonstrations and forums of debate by the homophile leaders of that time—people like Franklin Kameny, Phyllis Lyon, Del Martin and Barbara Gittings. Some of them survived to become important figures in the struggle that followed after Stonewall, and John D’Emilio’s Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United States, 1940–1970 remains the definitive account of that time.

But it was not until homosexuals began to adopt the tactics of other, more radical movements after the riots in New York that the struggle for gay rights gained momentum, and quicker change began to come. The story of that struggle, its pain, its jealousies, its wit and vision—its excesses and flaws—is the content of this book. It is an account which proceeds from the first night of the riots, and continues for twenty years, through 1988, when the gay rights movement was overtaken, if temporarily, by the AIDS movement. The narrative flows, as events themselves did, through the cities which became the main theaters and also occasional stages of the drama—through New York, Los Angeles, Boston, Minneapolis–St. Paul, Austin, Washington, D.C., Atlanta, Chicago, San Francisco, Miami, Seattle and New Orleans. It is a narrative which moves not just from place to place, revisiting some places again and again, as the years unfold, but from conflict to conflict and from theme to theme, as the story grows from a scattering of local struggles and personalities to a seething pattern more truly national in character. Some tensions are constant. They were present early on, and they are present now. They are the great shaping tensions of the movement. Some personalities—a very few—are constant, too. They are the main characters in this story, the recurrent threads in the fabric of events. But there are a number of other characters, too, incandescent figures who burn bright but briefly, dominating one stage or another, illuminating the issues at play and then fading in the wake of subsequent events. Almost all of them, as this history begins, are people unknown to the larger culture. But it is they who shaped this movement, and in many cases were consumed by it.

The cities which figure in this history were chosen because the events which occurred in them seemed germinal or essential in some way to the shaping of the modern gay rights movement and identity. The people in these pages are there for the same reason. After years of research they are the names and personalities who could not be left out, the ones who seemed, to the authors at least, to belong in a definitive history of the movement. That is what this book is intended to be. But it is not intended to be comprehensive. It is not an encyclopedic account. Given that this is the story of a fundamental change in national life and perspective, there are dozens—hundreds—of cities and towns which could logically be included in such an atlas. There are hundreds—thousands—of men and women who were important to events in those places. Their absence from this book—in many cases, their excision from a manuscript which was originally much larger—has been a painful part of the writing process. The decision to compress the material on San Francisco, whose history has already been well documented in other books, particularly The Mayor of Castro Street: The Life and Times of Harvey Milk, was difficult, too. Our hope is that this book is stronger—better balanced in proportion and detail—for being leaner.

With a movement as personal as this one, a history becomes the story of particular lives. The narrative in the pages which follow is an account weaned from nearly seven hundred different interviews with 330 of the men and women who formed this movement—or opposed it—across the country. The taped transcripts of those conversations run to millions of words. The archival material those men and women shared—the notes and journals, old letters and pamphlets pulled from the basements and attics of their lives—was buttressed by research in the Library of Congress, in regional and university archives, in independent gay and lesbian archive collections from Los Angeles to Minneapolis–St. Paul to New York; and by a careful search through thousands of copies of newspapers and magazines, both in the mainstream press and in the network of gay publications which grew up to report the events ignored by that press. Many of those publications no longer exist. Many of the men and women interviewed for this book in the last seven years no longer exist.

•  •  •

No other movement has been so reshaped by a plague. But no other movement has been so torn from the beginning between the sometimes conflicting goals of sexual liberation and civil rights. And no other movement, certainly, has paid so heavy a price for the freedom won. For the way in which many of them stood up for themselves, and the later courage with which they died, some of its members became heroes to their cause. That has a poignancy because this was not a cause, or a population, which began with heroes. No one homosexual was celebrated in the American culture in 1969. When young homosexuals looked for information in libraries in the summer of that year, they found clinical references and glum descriptions in journals of medicine and psychiatry, and a scattering of news items all filed under such headings as “variant,” “lesbian,” “pervert,” “homosexual,” “sodomist” and “deviate.” Just one little bookstore in the country specialized in lesbian and gay books. The one nonfiction book available in the 1960s, written by a homosexual and intended for others like him in their search for identity, was The Homosexual in America, by Donald Webster Cory. It was a pseudonym, the cover behind which a sometime university teacher—a married man—could hide. The one commercially successful play which dealt directly with homosexuality, and which suggested that it might be better to be dead than gay, was The Boys in the Band.

There were two organizations in the whole country in 1969 bold enough to include the word “homosexual” in their name. And those were in San Francisco, the only city in the United States in which the political outlines of gay community had begun to form, well before Stonewall. There, in the bohemian neighborhood of North Beach, in the decade after World War II, a lively, visible gay clientele collected at a bar called the Black Cat. The police swept in, but the owner, a stubborn businessman named Sol Stoumen, fought the police raids in court as illegal under state law—and won. For a while there was a flowering of bar culture in San Francisco, and in 1961, a defiant gay waiter and cabaret performer from the Black Cat, José Sarria, ran for city supervisor, to show his incredulous friends and fans that it could be done.

But nowhere in the nation had anyone openly homosexual been elected to public office. Almost nowhere in the nation outside San Francisco, Washington and New York, in fact, was there plain talk about homosexuals in public forums or the press. There were almost no stories in general circulation newspapers or magazines about people like them, except as oddities or predators. It was the culture which defined them, and it was a relatively recent thing. Only a hundred years before, as European academics began trying to study and classify different kinds of human behavior, was the term “homosexuality” coined: a hybrid of Greek and Latin, a label for love between men.1 It was only in the early 1950s, in California, that the first enduring political organizations for homosexuals had been formed, the Mattachine Society in Los Angeles for men, the product of Harry Hay’s dream; and the Daughters of Bilitis in San Francisco for women. They were intended as forums to which men and women could bring their common secrets and common needs, and their hopes of educating the culture to accept them.

But the broad homosexual subpopulation had found somewhere else to meet by 1969, somewhere appropriate to its place in American society, the one institution in America where they were welcome. It was, in some ways, the perfect place for people who were pent up and yearning to let go, and had nowhere to go but public galleries, streets, bathrooms and parks. It was the one place which is everywhere available to the unconnected, the lonely, the unaccepted and unloved. It was a bar. A gay bar. Mostly, those were male bars, with a handful of separate lesbian bars for the women. In a city like Boston or Washington, there might be just one or two lesbian bars. And in small cities, there might be just one bar for everybody. Almost everywhere, they were in windowless buildings, or buildings whose windows had been covered or blacked out, and whose entries were through a solid door, usually with a peephole, guarded by bouncers. Sometimes they were downtown, but frequently, they were in old industrial or warehouse neighborhoods, away from busy areas where people might see who came and went. Always, the crowded time was night—not cocktail hour, but late, the hunting hours. The late hour, the dark, brooding building, the cars gathered around it at midnight like bees at a hive, the cut of light and sound as the door opened and closed, the appraising looks of the customers who passed on their way out—the whole scene pulsed with secret excitement and intrigue. If bars in the ‘60s still symbolized the rites of manhood to traditional young males, to young gay males trying to find the missing context of their lives, what a gay bar promised was much more: freedom, shelter, friendship, excitement, romance, seduction—escape.

But almost everywhere, those bars which represented so much to so many were owned by people who were not gay, or even sympathetic to gay life. Their drinks were overpriced and watered down, and almost nowhere were the customers allowed to dance, to touch each other suggestively, to hold each other close. It was usually illegal for men to dance together, just as it was often against the law for men to dress in women’s clothes. Everyone was afraid of being entrapped and arrested. A very friendly person could easily be a cop.

To the owners, this was business, and frequently it was conducted by the one business group that was accustomed to dealing with the police, to supplying the illegitimate or illegal needs of patrons no legitimate business could serve: To a great extent, these bars were owned or run by the Mafia. Through the 1960s and into the 1970s, in most places, serving homosexuals was treated as illegal, or the bars that served them were illegal, or the police just acted as if something illegal was going on there. Because legitimate money would not invest in a liquor license and bar operation to serve a clientele which was basically illegal to begin with, the Mafia often simply operated gay bars without bothering to get a license and paid off the police. But the police also raided these bars, particularly during election cycles, sometimes calling the parents or employers of those they arrested to say that their child or employee had been found at a homosexual bar. Some people killed themselves over things like that in the 1960s. A few, in San Francisco, Washington and New York, chose to resist the pattern, demonstrating in public, seeking the support of the pulpit and of the courts. The traditional homophile groups, like the Mattachine Society, picketed outside the White House and the Pentagon and Independence Hall in Philadelphia, carrying signs and walking in a neat oval pattern. They were still doing those things in June 1969, and they were still polite.

But in places like San Francisco and Minneapolis, in words and in organization, the first signs of the next, more radical stage had begun to show. The challenge to authority, the violent police actions and the resulting riots at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago in the summer of 1968 had had a profound effect in radicalizing all the protest movements in the country. The old homophile movement was molting, and something else was emerging. No one really expected anything radical from an essentially silent, secret subculture which emerged mainly at night, to congregate in mob bars. It didn’t seem the kind of crowd with anything to stand for, or any will to fight. But that, as it happened, was the place where homosexuals were most frequently attacked. So when the spark did come, perhaps it should not be surprising that it came in one of those places, at one of those times. Perhaps only in retrospect does it seem clear that this was the logical way it would happen, that the last struggle for civil rights in the twentieth century would begin with a fight at a bar.



1. Before that effort to define a condition from observed behavior, there was no such person as a homosexual. There was only language derived from the behavior—meaning the sexual act itself. Chiefly, there was sodomy, a name drawn from the Bible story of Sodom and Gomorrah, in the Book of Genesis, used to describe the sex men had with men. In the long list of commandments which God was said to have given to Moses in the Old Testament, in the Book of Leviticus, sex with various kinds of partners was condemned. The church created harsh punishments on earth for such sinners, including burning at the stake for sodomists. Later, such sin was made a crime by kingdoms, as they took power from the church by making laws in the name of the crown. Sodomy did not become a crime in English law until the reign of Henry VIII, and then, in 1533, Parliament enacted a statute making buggery, the act of anal intercourse, a felony punishable by death. Since English law was the received law of the American colonies, and since the states took much of their law after the American Revolution from the same source, Old Testament morality became the basis for most of American law governing sexual behavior.
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Awakening
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A FIGHT AT A BAR

June 1969, New York

Craig Rodwell was walking from Washington Square Park to his second-floor apartment on Bleecker Street in Greenwich Village when he saw the paddy wagon pulled up on Christopher Street in front of the Stonewall Inn. Instinctively, he stopped and pushed his way to the front of the crowd. There was not much of a gay movement in New York on the night of June 27, 1969, but any account of what there was would certainly have included Craig Rodwell. He was one of three members of the Mattachine Society who in 1966 had walked into a gay bar in Greenwich Village, announced that they were homosexuals and demanded drinks, challenging the bartender to defy the State Liquor Authority regulation forbidding service to people like them. That small confrontation produced a state appellate ruling in 1967 that struck down the ban, arguably the only success for the homosexual rights movement in New York for nearly an entire decade. On Thanksgiving Day that year Rodwell took the money he had earned working as a waiter at the Boatel Hotel in Fire Island Pines (where his duties included shining a flashlight on men who were dancing too closely together) and opened the Oscar Wilde Memorial Bookshop on Mercer Street, paying $115 a month in rent. For anyone who did not understand the significance of Oscar Wilde, Rodwell posted a “Gay is Good” sticker in the window, under the sign that said, “A book shop for the homophile movement.” Rodwell didn’t have much to put on his eight shelves inside. He did not like books or reading: He was dyslexic, had a short attention span and would come to boast that he had not read a single book in his shop. The bookstore had less to do with books than it did with the homophile movement, which is what had occupied much of Rodwell’s time in New York over the past five years. And that is why, walking past the Stonewall after a night of playing cards, Rodwell had stopped to join the fight at the bar.

The next morning, Rodwell picked up the New York Post to see if it had reported the demonstration. It had. Rodwell paused for a minute to absorb the headline: “Village Raid Stirs Melee.” The five-paragraph story noted that an attack on a homosexual bar had sparked a “near-riot.” How strange, Rodwell thought, to see the word “homosexual” so near a word like “riot” in a newspaper. He recalled the demonstrations he had witnessed as a homophile activist in New York, Philadelphia, Chicago and Washington through the 1960s: small, rare, respectful, even timid, with the men wearing ties and jackets and the women in skirts. Rodwell went from his newspaper to his telephone, and spent the day giving friends his account of what had happened early that morning on Sheridan Square. By nightfall, the square was more crowded than ever, with demonstrators looking to pick up where they had left off, along with hundreds of curious onlookers, some gay and some not, who had heard of the uprising. They milled around the Stonewall, which had reopened serving only soft drinks. The police department’s Tactical Patrol Force was better prepared on Saturday; about two hundred of them were lined up at the corner of Christopher Street and Greenwich Avenue, and at midnight the skirmishes had started anew. But they had a different flavor this time; there were still fires burning in trash cans, and pennies and bottles hurtling through the air, and chants of “Gay Power” and “Queen Power.” But it was more like a rowdy Saturday night than a riot. Only four people were arrested that evening, compared to thirteen, including seven Stonewall employees, the night before. The fighting flared on and off through Wednesday and its complexion changed more each night. By midweek, many of the homosexuals had drifted off, replaced by an odd collection that included 1960s revolutionaries, Black Panthers, yippies and members of the Socialist Workers Party, whose cause was not necessarily homosexual rights.

As it turned out, press coverage of the Stonewall “near-riot” was fleeting: The New York Times devoted two nine-paragraph stories to it, each without a byline. The Daily News, under the headline “Homo Nest Raided, Queen Bees Are Stinging Mad,” reported that the “queens” had “turned commandos and stood bra strap to bra strap against an invasion of the helmeted Tactical Patrol Force.” The story continued: “ ‘We may have lost the battle, sweets, but the war is far from over,’ lisped an unofficial lady-in-waiting from the court of the Queens. ‘We’ve had all we can take from the Gestapo,’ the spokesman, or spokeswoman, continued.” According to the News, the Stonewall was just a little bar where homosexuals “do whatever little girls do when they get together.” Even the Village Voice, the chronicler of the New Left, found humor rather than history in the riot at the Stonewall. “Wrists were limp, hair was primped,” it reported. The bar patrons did not walk past the police, but went by with a “swish.” The Voice later that summer disparaged the “Great Faggot Rebellion,” and referred to homosexuals as “queers,” “swishes” and “fags.”

But for all that, there had been a change in the atmosphere, and if New York’s straight establishment hadn’t noticed it—indeed, if the overwhelming majority of homosexuals in the city and across the nation hadn’t noticed it—it was instantly apparent on the shattered door of the Stonewall. Within hours after the rioters went home, a message urging calm had been painted on the front of the bar: “WE HOMOSEXUALS PLEAD WITH OUR PEOPLE TO PLEASE HELP MAINTAIN PEACEFUL AND QUIET CONDUCT ON THE STREETS OF THE VILLAGE—MATTACHINE.” The Mattachine Society, with the Daughters of Bilitis for women, made up almost the entire extent of homosexual activism in New York. But by dawn, another, more dissident message had been splashed onto the front of the Stonewall: “SUPPORT GAY POWER.”

•  •  •

The headquarters of the Mattachine Society was three miles away from the Stonewall, in a former dentist’s office at 243 West End Avenue. It was here, the day after the raid, that the homophile movement of the past and the gay liberation movement of the future converged. Dick Leitsch, the executive director of the Mattachine Society, had grasped the implications of Stonewall—both for the organization he headed and for himself—and he was at his Mattachine desk first thing Saturday morning. Leitsch (pronounced LYE-tch) was the wily son of a wealthy tobacco family in Kentucky, who referred to other men as “aunties” and “she,” and cared little for all the talk about civil rights that was suddenly swirling around the issue of homosexuality. There were, he liked to say, only three significant letters in the word “homosexual”—and those were s, e and x. The most prominent homosexual rights leader in New York of the time had declared that he had entered the movement “dick first,” and that, “for me, homosexuality is 10 percent cause and 90 percent fun.”

Leitsch was pleased to find people lining up to see him that Saturday—starting with Inspector Seymour Pine of Greenwich Village’s Sixth Precinct. It was Leitsch, on those rare occasions when a homosexual contact was needed, who was sought out by TV stations and newspaper reporters, by the police department and city hall. He could even write personal letters to the handsome mayor of New York, John V. Lindsay, and know they would end up on the mayor’s desk. In the days after Stonewall, Leitsch and his Mattachine Society were, as far as official New York was concerned, the only game in town. Inspector Pine was searching for help in cooling things down, so, of course, he went to see Dick Leitsch.

There were other people in the Mattachine offices after the riot, too: young homosexuals Leitsch had never encountered before. They wanted stencils to trace signs and a mimeograph to run off leaflets, and Leitsch granted all their requests. Four years earlier, Leitsch had been one of those new faces, at the vanguard of what counted as insurgency in the Mattachine Society. He had won his job then by scolding the incumbents for being timid, pledging that if he led the Mattachine Society, he would not sit by and let the New York City police continue to entrap homosexual men in public bathrooms, or the State Liquor Authority crack down on bars that openly catered to homosexuals (he went on to fulfill both promises). Leitsch was thirty-four years old, and he recalled, as he watched these new activists, the parting words of the man he defeated when he entered the leadership ranks of the Mattachine, Donald Webster Cory, the author of The Homosexual in America. “Well, Dick,” said Cory, who came from the era when everyone, Cory included, used a pseudonym—which Leitsch had refused to do—“they call me the father of ‘the homophile movement,’ and homosexuals always turn on their fathers, so I should have expected this.”

The other members of the Mattachine Society—neat, middle-aged men with soft bellies and trimmed short hair—were also uneasy about this strange new troop of men and women who began showing up in the days ahead, with their long hair and unkempt beards, torn blue jeans and T-shirts, and talk of gay power. Most of them kept their complaints to themselves, but Randy Wicker did not. He had marched on the draft board in New York in 1964 and the White House in 1965, and now he warned that the Stonewall agitators were in a weekend undoing all the progress the homophiles had made in a decade. He was horrified by headlines in the Daily News, the attention being paid to the transvestites and the Mafia-controlled bar that he, too, thought should be shut down. These new homosexuals, he complained to Leitsch, were intent on burning down their own ghetto (and hadn’t the blacks done the same thing the previous year, after Robert F. Kennedy was assassinated?). Leitsch found himself quietly agreeing. The “new homosexuals” were like the black militants who had upset the moral authority of the nonviolent black leaders of the mid-1960s. Leitsch had always thought of himself, in philosophy and tone, closer to Martin Luther King, whose picture he kept on his office wall, right next to his picture of John V. Lindsay. As he surveyed the new terrain, he thought bitterly, “We’re turning out just like them. We’re getting to be like Stokely Carmichael.”

•  •  •

On July 6, a week and a day after Stonewall, Randy Wicker climbed the stage at the Electric Circus, a discotheque in the East Village, where a rally of sorts had been called to commemorate the raid at Stonewall and the sudden new defiance that seemed afoot among many homosexuals in New York City. “We’ll be open to the general public as usual, but we’re especially encouraging gay people to come—and we really hope that everyone will dance together and dig one another,” the club declared in a press release advertising the night. Wicker, wearing an American flag shirt and striped blue-and-white bell-bottoms, took the stage at midnight, before a crowd of mostly gay men who had passed the evening dancing to psychedelic rock music. “In years past,” Wicker told them, his nasal, lilting voice floating over the room, “I would have dressed more conservatively, but tonight calls for a new approach.” Then he went on to share publicly the concern he had voiced to Leitsch at the Mattachine headquarters. “Throwing rocks at windows doesn’t open doors!” he declared.

Wicker would come to regret what he said that night, describing it years later as one of the great mistakes of his life. He hadn’t noticed it at the time, but something about the riot at Stonewall—something about the image of homosexuals fighting back after so many years of unchallenged police raids on gay bars across the nation—had stirred an unexpected spirit among many young homosexuals. Until then, many of them had been part of the anti-war movement, the civil rights movement or the feminist movement, if they had any interest in politics at all. Now, the crowd at the Electric Circus included people wearing a button that no one remembered seeing before: “Equality for Homosexuals.” Indeed, the mere fact of the evening was remarkable: it suggested that a riot which had spilled out of a two-room bar in Greenwich Village the week before was worth commemorating. Within three months Craig Rodwell would begin planning for an anniversary march and rally for New York. By the following June, there would be sizable marches in New York and Los Angeles, and smaller ones in San Francisco and Chicago. The anniversary of the Stonewall raid would become known, if unofficially, as Gay Pride Day, the last Saturday in June, a day commemorated with marches and rallies across the nation, in a celebration that would continue to swell in size for a generation.

•  •  •

Dick Leitsch’s actions in the weeks after Stonewall echoed Randy Wicker’s words at the Electric Circus: “Throwing rocks at windows doesn’t open doors!” Quickly, he moved to co-opt rival groups and leaders, sending volunteers to distribute literature through Greenwich Village designed to secure the Mattachine Society’s position. “Where do we go from here?” one flyer asked. It noted that “bottles have been thrown and people have been hurt,” adding: “We all know that the streets cannot remain an armed camp and that further violence in the streets won’t accomplish anything constructive.” The leaflet called for a meeting with public officials, and said that Mattachine “stands ready to arrange a meeting.” The group also distributed a three-page circular, “The Hairpin Drop Heard Around the World,” written by Leitsch, that described the “first gay riots in history.” The leaflet took its name from the coded language of Leitsch’s generation: dropping a hairpin meant signaling that one was homosexual (mentioning one’s collection of Judy Garland records, for instance). The “hairpin” leaflet caught the attention of Michael Brown, twenty-eight, a volunteer for Hubert Humphrey in 1968 who was then working at an interior decorating firm. He went to see Leitsch at the Mattachine’s office, where he argued that a more aggressive response was needed. Leitsch put Brown in charge of a new Mattachine Action Committee, and called for a public forum for July 9 at the Freedom House, where the Mattachine Society held its monthly meetings.

This new group gathered by Brown—younger, more radical, new to the world of homophile politics—met in the back room of the Mattachine office, as far away from the main office as Leitsch could place them. It grew to include Marty Robinson, a kinetic, twenty-six-year-old carpenter; Jim Owles, who had been thrown out of the army for writing letters to local newspapers criticizing the Vietnam War; and Lois Hart, a former nun with a pixie haircut and wire-rimmed glasses. It also included Martha Shelley, twenty-six years old and a tomboy, with wire-rimmed glasses, short hair and a Brooklyn accent, who had just quit a social service job in Harlem and was now a secretary at Barnard College. She had joined the New York chapter of the Daughters of Bilitis eighteen months earlier, but she felt, because of her age and her politics, like a misfit there.

Leitsch had encouraged the creation of the committee, but it soon worried him. One day he overheard laughter and applause from the back room, and rushed in, his face in a tight smile. “You aren’t thinking about starting another group, are you?” he asked. That was, in fact, exactly what they were talking about. Shelley appeased him with a lie: Absolutely not, she said. Her dislike for Dick Leitsch was growing daily—she considered him a misogynist, and found it repulsive that the leader of the Mattachine Society found humor in loudly inquiring, “Who opened the tuna fish?” whenever a woman walked into the room.

•  •  •

The Freedom House was almost two miles from the Stonewall, in a commercial district far from where most of the city’s homosexuals worked or lived. The first gay community meeting after Stonewall was held there because that is where the Mattachine Society always gathered. It was a meetinghouse, and for $25 the Mattachine Society got the use of a room, no questions asked. “WE ARE NOT GOING TO TELL YOU WHAT TO DO,” the Mattachine Society declared in block, stenciled letters in the leaflet inviting gay men and lesbians to attend. “Mattachine wants to know what you think can be done to secure your rights.” Leitsch wanted to work quietly within the system, and he argued against the creation of any new groups that would, he said, divide the limited energies of the movement. But shortly after he called this meeting to order, Martha Shelley rose and proposed a different idea: a march and rally at Washington Square Park to protest police harassment. Leitsch wearily asked if anyone truly thought this made sense. Hands shot up across the room, so Leitsch unhappily suggested that anyone who wanted to organize the march move to a corner of the room.

The 2nd Gay Liberation Meeting, as it was called on the leaflet distributed a few days later, was held at a church on Waverly Place in Greenwich Village because Michael Brown thought that these kinds of discussions should be held where homosexuals in New York were concentrated. About two hundred people, most of them men, filled the folding chairs assembled in the large, hot room. Madolin Cervantes, the Mattachine Society’s treasurer—and, Shelley noted, its only female member, and heterosexual at that—announced that Leitsch would be a few minutes late. “Now I, personally, am not gay,” she said, smiling sweetly, as if anyone had had a moment’s doubt. “But, believe me, your cause is my cause.” Jim Fouratt listened with astonishment. The crowd had not come to hear that. Leitsch walked into the room wearing a conservative brown suit. Crisp and business-like—he could have been leading a Chamber of Commerce meeting—he went through the litany of grievances that had always been the agenda of the homophile movement: Police harassment must be ended, Leitsch said, but the homosexuals could not anger the establishment. Liberation will come through education of the public, which would lead to acceptance. Some in the crowd began to ridicule Leitsch’s message. They shouted out attacks on the police, the Mafia and the Roman Catholic Church.

Madolin Cervantes called for the crowd’s attention. “Well, now, I think that what we ought to have is a gay vigil, in a park. Carry candles, perhaps. A peaceful vigil. I think we should be firm, but just as amicable and sweet as. . . .”

“Sweet?!” Jim Fouratt jumped to his feet. He was wearing “my rock and roll drag,” as he later described it—shiny leather pants, lizard boots up to his calves and a cowboy hat—and had curly blond hair to his shoulders and a drooping mustache. It was hard to believe that someone who looked so young (he had turned twenty-eight the month before) and tender could be so loud and searing. He had come directly out of the radical movement, had run with Abbie Hoffman and the yippie crowd, and had been at the Stonewall. But when Hoffman ignored his calls to come to Greenwich Village the day after the riot, Fouratt realized that any help for a gay rights movement would have to come from the people who turned out for this meeting. And when Cervantes spoke, he saw an opportunity to drive a wedge right through the center of the room.

“Sweet! Bullshit! There’s the stereotype homo again, man! Soft, weak, sensitive! Bullshit! That’s the role society has been forcing these queens to play and they just sit and accept it. We have got to radicalize, man! Why? Because as long as we accept getting fired from jobs because we are gay, or not being hired at all, or being treated like second-class citizens, we’re going to remain neurotic and screwed up. No matter what you do in bed, if you’re not a man out of it, you’re going to get screwed up. Be proud of what you are, man! And if it takes riots or even guns to show them what we are, well, that’s the only language the pigs understand.” The room burst into applause. Leitsch tried to respond, but Fouratt roared right over him. “All the oppressed have got to unite! The system keeps us all weak by keeping us separate. Do you realize that not one straight radical group showed up during all those nights of rioting? If it had been a black demonstration, they’d have been there. We’ve got to work together with all the New Left.” The speech was not completely accurate—other radicals had shown up at the Stonewall that night—but the sentiment hit home. With that, Fouratt led a group of several dozen out of the church and up Sixth Avenue. Once outside, Fouratt looked at Lois Hart and realized that he had not the slightest idea what to do with this anger he had whipped up. Back inside the church, Leitsch shouted for order. He was ignored.

July 1969, New York

“BROTHERS AND SISTERS!” Martha Shelley was standing on the rim of the fountain in the middle of Washington Square Park. A crowd of five hundred surrounded her, and she was speaking without any amplification. Shelley had taken responsibility for obtaining whatever permits were needed to rally at Washington Square Park and march the four blocks to the Stonewall Inn. It turned out the only permit needed was for a sound system. And Shelley, remembering that she was the loudest voice on the picket line she walked as a striking Harlem social service caseworker at the New York City Department of Welfare, decided she would rather yell than ask for a permit from the New York City Police Department. So there she was in the middle of Washington Square Park—all five feet four inches of her, as fierce as ever—bellowing at the top of her lungs, a little taken aback by how many men and women had turned up (mostly men), many wearing the lavender armbands she and Marty Robinson had handed out that morning.

“BROTHERS AND SISTERS!” Martha Shelley’s voice was doing fine. “WELCOME TO THE CITY’S FIRST GAY POWER VIGIL! We’re tired of being harassed and persecuted! If a straight couple can hold hands in Washington Square Park, why can’t we? We are tired of straight people who are hung up on sex!”

Shelley was at this moment still a member and former president of the Daughters of Bilitis, which had, uncomfortably and under pressure, agreed to Shelley’s request to co-sponsor this rally with an equally reluctant Mattachine Society. In the weeks since the Mattachine church forum collapsed with the face-off between Jim Fouratt and Dick Leitsch, Shelley’s ties to the Daughters of Bilitis had begun to unravel as well. She had gone to discuss the future of the movement with Joan Kent, who had signed Shelley up at her first DOB meeting. Kent’s first instruction to Shelley at the DOB headquarters was to adopt a pseudonym, a standard DOB precaution in case the government obtained its membership records; Shelley had taken this advice (her real name was Martha Altman) and later embraced her pseudonym as her real name. Sitting in a Greenwich Village living room, face-to-face with Kent a few weeks after Stonewall, Shelley tried to explain why she thought the gay liberation struggle shared a common bond with blacks and groups she considered oppressed by society, and how this was a fight that should be fought aggressively and publicly. Kent, horrified, accused Shelley of being a Communist, repeating the word over and over again, refusing to even consider Shelley’s ideas. Shelley felt no allegiance to the Communist Party, but she was drawn to the small group of gay radicals who in the weeks after Stonewall were emerging from other movements, with ideas of a gay liberation movement that people like Joan Kent and Dick Leitsch had never even considered. Shelley had never really felt much use for DOB: Her real insights into the gay struggle came not from the DOB monthly forums, with their clinical discussions about the nature of homosexuality, but from a particularly spiritual LSD trip she had taken a year earlier. And she certainly wasn’t going to tell Joan Kent about that.

The rally at Washington Square Park, on July 27, came on the one-month anniversary of the Stonewall uprising, and it would turn out to be the last handoff from the vestiges of the Daughters of Bilitis and the Mattachine Society to the new movement that had risen so quickly on the streets. Martha Shelley and Marty Robinson, the principal speakers, were the bridges from the old to the new. Each had sought to nudge their respective organization onto a more radical course. Each felt increasingly out of place there—too angry, too militant, too young in an established and conservative setting. And each was beginning to step into the new wild and undefined world of gay liberation: it was louder, more demanding and less forgiving than the homophile movement—in short, very much a product of the contemporary political currents. For Dick Leitsch and Joan Kent, the fight had been, in effect, about being left alone to live a discreet life as a homosexual man or woman. But for Shelley and Robinson, and the people at the park and the first few meetings, it was about defining themselves to society as gay men and lesbians. It was here that the first early arguments of the gay liberation movement began to be framed: that discrimination against homosexuals was no different from discrimination against blacks and women; that gay men and lesbians wanted to live not quietly undisturbed, but openly and defiantly, demanding the same kinds of political and civil rights being sought by other minorities.

Marty Robinson was the representative of Leitsch and the Mattachine Society, which was co-sponsoring this “non-violent vigil to protest harassment of homosexuals.” He was skinny and boyish-looking, with neatly clipped hair, sideburns down to the bottom of his ears, wearing a striped polo shirt and the even tighter blue jeans, particularly at the crotch, that would become his trademark. The fact that Robinson worked as a carpenter and wore a blue hard hat at work was a working-class badge of honor in his circles, where economic success was equated with the establishment. In truth, he was the son of a wealthy Brooklyn doctor and had flunked out of school. (When he told his parents, at age twenty, that he thought he was gay, they responded by offering to send him on a European vacation to regain his sexual bearings.)

“Gay power is here!” Robinson announced from the fountain’s lip, all a-jitter and displaying the constant nervous energy that put even his friends on edge. “Gay power is no laugh. There are one million homosexuals in New York City. If we wanted to, we could boycott Bloomingdale’s and that store would be closed in two weeks.” (Although some in the crowd yelled “take it over,” Robinson quickly regretted the remark; it played to stereotypes and distracted from his call to action.) “Let me tell you homosexuals, we’ve got to get organized. We’ve got to stand up. This is our chance.” From there, the crowd marched in order through the streets, under a huge lavender banner with interlocking same-sex male and female symbols. They were singing “We Shall Overcome.”

The new movement was eluding the best efforts of Dick Leitsch and Randy Wicker to harness it. In the final weeks of July, another leaflet appeared on the streets of Greenwich Village, this one with a headline which captured the new spirit and tone of an emerging gay activism. “DO YOU THINK HOMOSEXUALS ARE REVOLTING?” it asked slyly, in an off-centered, stenciled headline. “YOU BET YOUR SWEET ASS WE ARE.” The leaflet went on to declare: “We’re going to make a place for ourselves in the revolutionary movement.” It added: “Homosexuals are coming together at last.” The leaflet called for homosexuals to gather on July 31, four days after the rally at Washington Square Park, to “examine how we are oppressed and how we oppress ourselves,” to fight for gay control of gay businesses, to publish a gay newspaper and to achieve other “radical ends.” The meeting would be at Alternate U. on Fourteenth Street, the center for radical organizing, where Jim Fouratt and Michael Brown, who had left Leitsch’s organization after Mattachine refused to support his efforts to align gay organizations with the yippies and the Black Panthers, had set up shop.

Alternate U. was in a brightly lit, second-floor industrial loft on the northern boundary of Greenwich Village. On any night there might be a class on Marxist theory or self-defense karate for women. Over the toilet paper dispenser in the women’s room, someone had written the graffito “Harvard Diplomas: Take One.” The place where homosexuals would be “coming together at last” was in a large meeting room at the top of a steep flight of steps, at six-thirty on a Thursday evening. Fouratt and Brown had set up six rows of folding chairs, each six across. That would prove not to be enough. A seat in the front was designated for the leader, but it quickly became apparent that this new organization would have no leader. The night was a long and discordant cascade of arguments and discussions, almost comic in its disorganization. The fifty people who showed up that night were all new faces, men and women who had never before had anything to do with the homophile movement. They were homosexuals for whom Stonewall had been a personal awakening. They were leftists who had worked against the war and radicals who had worked to overturn the government. They were social misfits by virtue of their sexuality, drawn by the provocative leaflets, for whom the organization would become a very public therapy session.

One of the few decisions the group officially made that night was to adopt the name Gay Liberation Front, which had been all but settled upon during the meetings in the back of the Mattachine headquarters, when someone had suggested finding a name with the words “Liberation Front” (from the National Liberation Front, the North Vietnamese guerrilla force). Martha Shelley suggested using the word “gay” in the name, and someone else suggested combining those words.

Before this night no other major homosexual rights group had used the word “gay” in its name; indeed, few even dared to use the word “homosexual.” There was no talk among these new activists of disguising their mission with ambiguous titles—no homophile, no Mattachine, no Bilitis. In settling on “gay,” the group picked a description of homosexuals that was so uncommon that Frank Kameny, the pioneering gay rights activist from Washington, D.C., routinely attached an asterisk to the word to explain that it meant homosexual whenever he included it in his writings.

In choosing “gay” the young activists explicitly rejected the word “homosexual.” It was too clinical, they concluded, reducing homosexuality only to a physical act, reinforcing the notion that homosexuality was only about sex. The other notable aspect of the name was the use of the words “liberation” and “front.” These activists were almost self-conscious in their attempt to link gay liberation to the other activist movements. But while the “liberation front” title was adopted, the signal that it sent—that this was a group whose concern with gay liberation was secondary to its concern about a greater social struggle—was misleading. From that very first night at Alternate U., the new radicals had been split over the question of whether the Gay Liberation Front should focus only on gay liberation, or whether it should be part of the larger political movement of the time. The Statement of Purpose, written that night by Lois Hart and Michael Brown, two of the most militant members of the group, suggested that the issue had been resolved: “We are a revolutionary group of men and women, formed with the realization that complete sexual liberation for all people cannot come about unless existing social institutions are abolished. We reject society’s attempt to impose sexual roles and definitions of our nature. We are stepping outside these roles and simplistic myths. We are going to be who we are.” The new Gay Liberation Front, said the statement, declared its allegiance to “all the oppressed: the Vietnamese struggle, the third world, the blacks, the workers.”

Within the year that declaration would be the undoing of the Gay Liberation Front.
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Jim Kepner was a science fiction fan and had been one for as long as he had been a gay activist; he enjoyed the escape into this fantasy world of magazines, short stories and books almost as much as he enjoyed the company of other men. Once a week he would gather with science fiction fans to read and exchange notes, and afterward they would adjourn to one of the few restaurants in West Hollywood that was open late, Barney’s Beanery, a chili parlor on Santa Monica Boulevard, at the eastern tip of what would one day be the city of West Hollywood. It smelled of grease, smoke and beer, and looked, even on its better days, as if it had seen better days. Its location, steps away from where a railroad had once run, in a neighborhood of cheap apartments where young actors, artists and bohemians made their homes, made it a center for West Hollywood nightlife. It also had been a magnet for homosexuals, at least until about 1953, when a sheriff’s deputy stopped by to ask the owner at the time, Barney Anthony, why there were so many homosexuals congregating in his restaurant. Anthony took the hint, posting a sign that read “Fagots Stay Out,” the misspelling apparently unintended. The sign, if only because of its directness, brought his restaurant far more fame than its chili ever did, including a photograph of the placard in Life magazine in the 1960s. Over at Barney’s after the meetings, the members of the science fiction club would chatter on, but Kepner, the kind of man who liked to talk and talk and talk, would sit in silence, and when his friends would ask what was wrong, Kepner would gesture to the “Fagots Stay Out” sign.

To Kepner, and to other homosexuals who found themselves seated under the sign, the plain fact that a notice saying “Fagots Stay Out” could be on display at one of the most popular establishments in the city was just one illustration of the depth of antipathy toward homosexuals in the city where Harry Hay had founded the nation’s first Mattachine Society nineteen years before. Another was the Los Angeles Police Department. In 1969 alone the Los Angeles Police Department made 3,858 arrests under the category of crime it used to prosecute homosexuals—“Sex Offenses (Except Rape or Prostitution)”—which typically referred to lewd conduct, anal copulation and oral copulation. Although the police said they were only responding to the complaints of an outraged citizenry, a study conducted several years later—the first attempt to measure the way the law was used against homosexual men in Los Angeles—found that the overwhelming majority of the arrests were made by undercover police officers on assignment, acting on their own initiative.

The statistics confirmed the anecdotal tales of Los Angeles homosexuals—almost always men, but sometimes lesbians as well—about their run-ins with police. Typical was a raid at The Little Cave, a popular gay bar on Sunset Boulevard in the Silverlake section of Los Angeles, on the festive night of Valentine’s Day 1969. At the height of the evening, an officer from the Los Angeles Police Department’s Rampart Division Vice Squad—dressed head to toe in black, the street cop uniform—walked through the front door and onto the stage where a band was playing, and seized the singer’s microphone to make an announcement: “There are going to be some arrests. Remain silent. Don’t move. Don’t attempt to leave.” Undercover vice officers in tight pants and sports shirts chose patrons with a tap on the shoulder and the words “You’re under arrest.” Seven men were tapped, lined up against the wall, handcuffed, searched and led out to waiting cars and vans. As they were leaving, one of the police officers paused, turned back around and, with a wave of his hand, instructed the band to pick up the music.

Homosexuals captured in these “conduct” sweeps made for the most difficult arrests. An arrest under Section 647(a) of the California Penal Code meant public exposure and humiliation, legal bills, sometimes jail time, and a fine. It also meant registering with the state as a sex offender. For licensed professions, such as public school teachers, a lewd conduct conviction meant the end of a career. A house burglar might just surrender, but a homosexual might flee or start punching and kicking, resistance which gave the police officers the excuse to respond even more aggressively. On New Year’s Eve 1967, at a club called the Black Cat, a raid turned into a brawl between the police and patrons. One homosexual was beaten so badly his spleen was ruptured, though that did not prevent the police department from charging him with assaulting a police officer (he was acquitted). In the spring of 1969, at the Dover Hotel, a five-story brick building on South Main Street downtown, where men took off their clothes and left their doors open, a male nurse, Howard Efland, died in a struggle with vice officers who tried to arrest him. Efland was kicked and stomped as he yelled out, “Help me! My God, someone help me!” according to witnesses. It was ruled a justifiable homicide by a coroner’s jury. Death was uncommon, but beatings were not, and the stories of these kinds of encounters embellished the police force’s fearsome reputation. “You’re goddamn right, you’re going to give him a few licks if you can, after it’s all done and after he’s subdued,” Joseph Wambaugh, the East Los Angeles vice cop turned novelist, said after he left the force.

The vice squad staked out public bathrooms at Echo Park, Lafayette Park, MacArthur Park and Pershing Square, the student unions and libraries at UCLA and USC, Sierra Hall at Los Angeles City College and the Greyhound Bus Station in Hollywood. These were known in the homosexual community as tearooms, places to go for anonymous sex. The vice cops knew this, too, and they peered from behind screens or through ceiling panels, or stood in urinals in tight pants and blue work shirts, a “cruising” ritual which was supposed to lead to sex. Other arrests were made in Griffith Park and on the deserted streets in and around Hollywood where men would drive around in circles, or park and wait. Terry Newman, a thirty-six-year-old junior high school reading teacher, slid into the passenger seat next to a man who had caught his eye on Selma Avenue one evening in West Hollywood. The man asked Newman what he “had in mind,” and when Newman told him, he was surrounded and arrested. (“My God,” Newman thought, “I’m going to lose my job.” He was right.) A few weeks before Stonewall, police roared through a gay bathhouse, one of them yelling, “Something in here stinks. I smell faggots!” They banged on doors, looking for couples to arrest on charges of violating the anal and oral sex provisions of the penal code. One of the men locked the door to his room and curled up alone on the cot, later saying, “I knew then how Anne Frank must have felt.”

The risks of hunting for sex in public places were hardly a surprise, and it was difficult to rally much public sympathy over men that even The Los Angeles Advocate, the tiny gay newspaper that had begun to be published in Los Angeles in 1967, snidely referred to as the “bush queens and tearoom aunties.” Their behavior was condemned by the city’s few openly homosexual leaders as well. “Think about your conduct,” Jerry Joachim, the chairman of the gay organization PRIDE (Personal Rights in Defense and Education), wrote in an open letter to homosexuals in The Advocate. “We are going to ask you NOT TO CRUISE in public parks. This represents an intolerable situation to the LAPD and rightly so. PRIDE does not condone sexual activity in public places and, in fact, condemns such practices. . . . And remember, there are arrests that are justified. Our skirts are not 100% clean, and you know it.” The police insisted they were simply enforcing the law. Captain Charles Crumly, head of the Hollywood vice unit, spent four hours one evening with fifteen homosexual leaders, explaining how there was no entrapment, no trumped-up charges, no harassment, no beatings. When a questioner pressed Crumly on how a vice officer distinguishes between a simple gesture of affection versus a violation of law, Crumly explained how, on first glance, a pat on the rear might seem harmless. “But when the hand lingers there over a sort of lengthy period of time, it’s no longer a salutation,” Crumly said, as Jim Kepner, his tie straight and his head cocked, listened from a corner. “He might reach clear up underneath and sort of not pat him on the rear but pat him on the front in reverse.” The Advocate said that Captain Crumly’s vigorous denials of activity that was so well known to Los Angeles’s gay community “insults our intelligence.”

“Is there harassment?” The Advocate editors continued. “Hell, no! With that, we have to agree. . . . Every year in Los Angeles, thousands of homosexuals are arrested and charged with lewd conduct or worse. Lawyers’ fees and fines must total in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. Jobs are lost. Families are torn apart. Legitimate businessmen are put out of business. Harassment? You’d think we were talking about jay walking or parking tickets. This is persecution!” Given this environment, the fact that homosexual organizing was so feeble—in the city where Harry Hay got his start—was the source of more than a little bit of embarrassment. The editors of The Advocate publicly wondered why homosexual activism in San Francisco was so established while Los Angeles remained untended. Franklin Kameny, the founder of the Washington, D.C., Mattachine Society, read of a Los Angeles homosexual who told an arresting officer where he worked; the next day the man was fired. Why, Kameny demanded, was no one in Los Angeles making certain homosexuals knew they were not obligated to divulge their employer to arresting officers? “If there is any large city in the country whose homosexual community has done more than its share of crying (with good cause) and less than its share of remedial acting, it is Los Angeles,” Kameny wrote The Advocate.

•  •  •

When a group of eighteen men met in a Hollywood storefront in December 1969 to form the Los Angeles Gay Liberation Front—following the example set in New York, whose activities were reported in some gay and underground newspapers at the time, inspiring a half-dozen groups of the same name to spring to life by the end of 1969—there was no question whom they would demonstrate against. The Los Angeles Police Department was too difficult a target for this inexperienced and disorganized assembly of men. But then there was Barney’s Beanery. Here was a public restaurant in the part of the city with the greatest concentration of homosexuals boasting that it would not serve them. The parallels with the South, with its lunch counters posted with “no colored” signs, were obvious to the organizers of the GLF, which included more than a few people who had worked in the civil rights movement. Morris Kight, who had grown up in Comanche County in Central Texas and was now helping to organize this new GLF, shared stories of growing up in a part of the country where “No Colored” signs were standard fixtures at the local restaurant. Kight was, even by West Hollywood standards, an odd character: a fifty-year-old peace activist with sleek white hair—it had faded from a mousy brown to sheer white by his thirty-second birthday—that hung straight down to his shoulders, glasses with thick black rims around thick lenses, and a ring on each finger. He had been head of the Dow Action Committee, which demonstrated against Dow Chemical for manufacturing napalm. Kight had not joined the early homophile meetings, and had not made his homosexuality known to his leftist associates. But he was known in the city’s underground homosexual community as someone to turn to for the name of a lawyer to handle a lewd conduct arrest or a doctor to discreetly treat a case of gonorrhea, or for a place to sleep. And now, in Los Angeles, he argued that this was an opportunity to appropriate the tactics that had worked so well for the civil rights movement. Why not picket Barney’s Beanery? Why not walk in, sit down and just demand service?

•  •  •

It had taken nearly six months for the spark of Stonewall to reach Los Angeles, and when it finally did, it came not from an Angeleno but from Don Jackson, a drifter who floated from San Francisco to Bakersfield to Los Angeles, and made his living writing about gay issues for underground newspapers. Jackson had joined gay activists demonstrating in front of the San Francisco Examiner in 1969 to protest an article that portrayed homosexuals as “semi-males with flexible wrists and hips” who lived in “Fairyland.” As a reward, he had been splattered with printer’s ink dumped by two men from the top of the building, and ridiculed the next day in the San Francisco Chronicle, which called the demonstration a “harmless, if bizarre oddity” carried out by “willowy and long-haired” protesters who were “no match for the beefy policemen.” After that, Jackson was off to Los Angeles, where he met Kight and suggested they form a gay liberation organization in southern California. Kight hesitated at first, reluctant to give up the certainty and status of the peace movement for something so risky. But Kight worked through his reservations, and the two placed a notice in the Los Angeles Free Press for the first meeting of the city’s Gay Liberation Front. The advertisement reflected the severe threat that homosexuals faced trying to live in Los Angeles: the police department. “The oppression of gays in LA is worse than anywhere else in the Western world,” Jackson wrote. “LA gays have been foundering; stunned by the reign of terror which the LAPD has brought on them. . . . A militant wave is sweeping the LA gay community. Effective leadership and organization are lacking.”

The Los Angeles Gay Liberation Front was, at least at first, just as radical as the GLF in New York. It was dominated by the anti-war movement and New Left, whose younger members, as in New York, made the established homophile leaders uneasy. Even taking on Barney’s Beanery struck some as extreme. “Barney has a right to say ‘Fagots Stay Out,’ ” Don Slater, the editor of ONE, a homophile newspaper, told members of the new Gay Liberation Front. Everyone knew the restaurant didn’t discriminate against homosexuals. The sign was just an “advertising gimmick,” Slater said. But Barney’s Beanery turned out to be exactly the kind of cause that the city’s nonhomophile homosexual community could rally around: from radical members of the new GLF looking for a suitably splashy inaugural demonstration to the most moderate members of the activist community—notably, a Southern Pentecostal minister named Troy Perry, who had started a church for homosexuals the previous fall. Perry had little in common with the men who created the Gay Liberation Front, and he even supported the war in Vietnam, a position that while, perhaps, understandable for a boy raised in a religious family in the South, was completely alien in the world Perry was now moving in. “Can you see Jesus using a machine gun?” one activist demanded of Perry after he argued a pro-war position at a gay conference in San Francisco earlier in 1969. Within a few months, though, Perry had quietly changed his position on Vietnam and was comfortably working alongside the leaders of the Gay Liberation Front. Don Jackson described Perry’s change of heart in a private letter to Dick Michaels, the editor of The Advocate in January 1970, but scrawled a request in the left-hand margin of the typewritten letter: “Please don’t mention this in print. Troy has done this gracefully and quietly. I feel it would be bad public relations for both the GLF and Troy if the change is over-emphasized. It will be better to pretend that his new position is as it has always been.”

Troy Perry wore his clerical collar at political demonstrations, and he was exactly the kind of figure gay activists wanted sitting at the counter of Barney’s Beanery—imposing, charismatic, a striking figure at six feet two inches, with jet black hair and sideburns that jutted down to the bottom of each ear and out into his cheek. “We’re not afraid anymore!” Perry had declared, a compelling figure standing in full vestment for a Sunday afternoon demonstration against the state’s sodomy laws in front of the State Building in the city’s deserted downtown. His audience responded with cheers and shouts of “Amen!” and he ended the rally with a prayer.

Morris Kight was at Perry’s heels during these marches. He took note of how The Advocate blazed Perry’s words—“We’re not afraid anymore!”—across its front page, and made certain to call him when it came time to picket Barney’s. The demonstrations at Barney’s Beanery started small in January 1970 and quickly grew, until 150 gay men and lesbians were standing on Santa Monica Boulevard. It was a circus, with men kissing men and women kissing women, and Kight chanting, “More deviation, less population!” and everyone holding hands under the occasional television light. “Gay is just as good as straight,” they chanted. “Take the sign down!” When a patron leaving the restaurant informed the crowd that “I like girls, not boys,” one of the lesbians retorted: “So do I, mister.” At 10 p.m. one evening, six of them walked in to the counter, announced they were homosexual and asked for service. The owner, Irwin Held, bought them a round of beers.

“What does that sign mean?” Troy Perry asked Held.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Held said.

“Then take it down,” Perry demanded.

But Irwin Held refused. No matter what the sign said, no gay person had been denied service.

If Held had calculated that a few beers would buy him peace, he was wrong. Over the coming weeks and then months, they entered Barney’s Beanery in groups of twos and threes, filling empty seats, ordering a single cup of coffee or bottle of beer and then settling in. Held tried to force them out as he watched his nightly collections plummet: He imposed price increases on the spot, presenting Perry with a $3 check for a cup of coffee. He refused to give back change and instructed his waiters to clear half-filled glasses of beer. He called the Sheriff’s Office, demanding that the protesters be arrested. He even posted six similar signs across his restaurant, and printed Barney’s Beanery matchbooks with the “Fagots Stay Out” slogan on the cover. Kight designated Rand Schrader, a bright, young UCLA law student who would become California’s second openly gay judge a decade later, to act as the public spokesman for the demonstrators.

The Sheriff’s Office soon grew weary of the calls from Held, and one evening a few officers disappeared with Held into the kitchen for a long time, until one of them came outside to the counter, where Troy Perry was sitting. What would it take to bring peace to Barney’s Beanery? he asked.

“I want the sign taken down,” Perry said.

The deputy returned to the kitchen and in a few moments one of Held’s employees emerged and, without ceremony, tore the signs off the wall, handing them out as trophies, bringing an end to nearly three months of demonstrations.
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Homosexuals, it turned out, were extraordinarily hard to organize, a disturbing discovery for the experienced veterans of other political movements who joined the GLF in the months after the raid on the Stonewall. Gay men and lesbians in New York in 1969 were secretive, untrusting and scattered, and often lived at the edge of the law. Almost all the gay bars on Christopher Street prohibited the posting of leaflets, and some bartenders ejected GLF organizers for just distributing literature or talking politics to the customers. There were, until December 1, when Gay newspaper first began publishing stories about homosexuals, no gay periodicals in New York to tell homosexuals that a gay liberation front had been founded, to chronicle the evolving new movement or to profile its young leaders. The one newspaper the GLF organizers hoped they could count on—the Village Voice—displayed, in its coverage of homosexuality, a tone which ranged from sympathy to voyeurism to outright condemnation. One week after the GLF was formed, the Voice refused to print the word “gay” in a GLF classified advertisement seeking writing and artwork for a new gay liberation paper. The word “gay,” the Voice executives informed GLF activists, who learned of its deletion after the edition was printed, was obscene and did not meet the newspaper’s advertising copy standards.

There was an even more fundamental barrier to overcome. Other movements at the time organized around some shared identity—as blacks, as feminists, as opponents of the war. But the closest thing to a shared identity among homosexuals was the community of men who knew each other from the bars, bathhouses, back rooms and trucks—a group that by definition excluded women and resisted organization. How different this is, a frustrated John O’Brien thought, as he tried to get homosexuals on Christopher Street to join the Gay Liberation Front, from his work for the radical Students for a Democratic Society at Columbia University.

At the Sunday night meetings of the GLF (which began at Alternate U. and then moved fifteen blocks north to the Church of the Holy Apostles) most of the gay men and lesbians did not know each other; the only traits they were certain to share were their attraction to members of their own sex and the knowledge of society’s disapproval of that behavior, a weak foundation for a movement. In addition, many of the GLF’s most outspoken leaders saw gay liberation as another spoke in the revolutionary wheel, a worldview which saw discrimination against homosexuals as one more manifestation of what an early leaflet called the “root evil of our society . . . capitalism.” But such abstract arguments seemed to ignore the real anguish of living as an open homosexual in the late 1960s. Bob Kohler, who came to the first GLF meetings and urged its members to rescue the young, homeless teenage boys who made their home in the spit of a park across from the Stonewall, raged at the GLF leaders when they responded to his pleading with talks of Marxist theory and class struggle. Other meetings were consumed by long arguments over whether the GLF should lend its name to a rally against the Vietnam War. The Gay Liberation Front would devote hours to debating whether to support the Black Panthers and Fidel Castro’s Communist regime in Cuba, both heroes in much of the counterculture, yet both notoriously anti-homosexual.

•  •  •

Of all the domineering personalities in the Gay Liberation Front—responsible for setting its tone as much as its ideology—Martha Shelley and Jim Fouratt were probably the most forceful. The grave-looking lesbian from Brooklyn and the angelic, expelled monastery student from Rhode Island, who had moved through the worlds of Off-Broadway acting and 1960s radicalism and the record industry before landing at the GLF, seemed to have little in common. Still, they both were radical in their politics, products of the counterculture and contemptuous of the homophile movement. They were also both angry—belligerent, obnoxious and often disruptive. They both grew up feeling the outcast because they were homosexuals and, not incidentally, small. Martha Shelley was five feet four inches (as she put it, “five foot four on the outside; six foot five on the inside”), Fouratt barely two inches taller. Shelley and Fouratt discovered in the Gay Liberation Front, with its lack of structure and promises of equality for all, a place where they could have influence. Here, assertiveness and loudness counted more than size.

As a child, Fouratt, blond and delicate, was a natural target for the older boys at Catholic school, who would follow him with taunts of “fag” and “sissy.” He was sickly, struggling with rheumatic fever and leukemia, which confined him to bed for two years. In one of those years, a regimen of cortisone shots for the leukemia ballooned his weight. Fouratt had filled his hours of free time with vivid fantasies of sexual adventures, though it was not until he was fifteen that he had a chance to act on them. Fouratt was hitchhiking the hour trip to school when he discovered he could make money, and find sexual satisfaction, with older men who offered him something else besides a ride. He went into a monastery to try to suppress his homosexual urges, but a case of crabs and the discovery by church officials of nude pictures in his bureau ended his clerical ambitions. By the time he showed up at the GLF wearing flashy and obviously expensive clothes, Jim Fouratt stood out in the room filled with men and women in jeans and T-shirts. He would drop remarks about the size of his penis and boast about his friendship with Abbie Hoffman. He ran roughshod over other less verbal GLF members and was widely disliked.

Martha Shelley was slightly overweight, wore thick glasses with thick lenses and had plain features on a round face which seldom showed a smile. She noticed she was different when she was in elementary school; her classmates would be drawing pictures of women in bridal gowns while she sketched octopuses or Martians. When she determined that she was a lesbian—after making love with a married woman she met at a judo class, as the woman’s husband slept in the next room—her first frightened thought was that the whole world would guess her secret. After Stonewall, at those early meetings of the Gay Liberation Front, she suddenly felt a weight lifted off her tiny shoulders. “There was this incredible sensation of liberation that I don’t have to take it anymore, I don’t have to try to get your approval anymore,” she said later. Shelley felt overwhelmed by anger. When anyone disagreed with her, she would yell louder and longer. People around her—particularly the men—found her fearsome. But Shelley kept yelling, even as she realized that her rage was only helping to poison the Sunday night GLF meetings.

If only because of their focus and intensity, Shelley and Fouratt helped set the tone for an organization where most of the members were coping with the personal turmoil that came, almost overnight, with trying to live as open homosexuals. And most gay people had not thought of their homosexuality as part of a larger political struggle before, which is what they were being asked to do now. These were the ingredients for an ideological and emotional carnival. On better days, GLF meetings were endless debates over, say, whether class struggle contributed to the oppression of homosexuals. But there were also evenings when Fouratt showed up in a dress, sometimes over leather pants, to demonstrate his empathy with the oppression of women. (“Wearing a dress is a revolutionary act,” he declared.) Or the night Shelley grew so enraged at Bob Kohler for making what she saw as a sexist put-down of her (“I think you’re getting hysterical,” Kohler had said) that she challenged him to go out into an alley to slug it out. He declined.

Since the founders of the GLF knew they didn’t want to be like the Daughters of Bilitis or the Mattachine Society, they strove to be as free-form as possible, or “amorphous,” in the words of Lois Hart, another of its most influential early members. There would be a different leader every meeting, members could talk as long as they wanted to on any subject, at least until someone with a louder voice had something to say. In truth, they devoted so much time to practicing nonorganization that they failed to set any goals for themselves. The meetings were grim, inevitably dominated by its most verbal and radical members. Since there were no elected leaders, policy was set by whoever showed up, which meant policy pronouncements barely lasted beyond a meeting or two. The first time Nikos Diaman came to a GLF meeting, the evening began and ended with a debate over whether a heterosexual reporter from the Village Voice should be allowed to attend. Three weeks later the evening started and ended with the same discussion.

After a few of the mass Sunday meetings, Lois Hart proposed that GLF split into smaller cells of from five to a dozen people, devoted to specific interests, each with complete autonomy and policy-making authority. Hart, a former nun, was a small, tough-looking woman with a soft, crystalline voice; her power, which was considerable, grew from her obvious intelligence, a charisma born of her own spiritual explorations and a unique ability to silence a room full of activists. Her notion of creating smaller cells resonated with this anti-establishment group. Before long, it seemed as if every group of five people was forming a cell—from Trotskyites to transvestites. Even some of the most vocal opponents to cells—including John O’Brien and John Lauritsen, an aloof Harvard graduate who could barely contain his contempt for many lower-class members in the GLF—formed their own cell, Red Butterfly, a Marxist discussion group devoted, as Lauritsen put it, to “a highly intellectual form of socialism.”

Drawing on the work of the feminist movement, Hart also began organizing consciousness-raising sessions, where groups of gay men and lesbians would share stories of the difficulties of being homosexual. The practice was called giving testimony; the sessions were liberating for some, but searing and disconcerting for others. Anyone who seemed reclusive would be attacked: “Speak from your gut!” As Martha Shelley later observed, “It is not a technique for dilettantes.” The sessions came to dominate the Gay Liberation Front. But rather than helping to bring calm or create a sense of purpose for the organization, they siphoned time and energy out of the GLF. In this unsettled atmosphere, the GLF could only move sure-footedly in areas where it had a clear grievance or mission. Creating a newspaper was the first priority—Gay was largely controlled by members of the Mattachine Society—as a vehicle to communicate with one another and the public. Within a week of its first meeting, the group organized Come Out!, a tabloid which lasted eight editions. (Significantly, it had “no single editor or publisher” and was instead administered “collectively by its staff of gay people.”) A second task became clear as the men and women shared stories of commercial exploitation in gay bars. The GLF had attempted to pressure bar owners into dropping rules against posting literature and same-sex touching. Its members would march from the Sunday night meetings to Christopher Street, flooding into a bar and announcing their presence with a wad of literature, a display of hand-holding and dancing or kissing. But even that—it was called “liberating the bars”—dealt only with symptoms. The seedy atmosphere of gay bars in New York reinforced the most depressing aspects of homosexual life. Each time they opened their doors for business, they effectively rebutted the contention that homosexuality was not something to be ashamed of.

The Gay Liberation Front decided to sponsor its own dances, at Alternate U. The responsibility for organizing them fell to Bob Kohler and Jerry Hoose. They were a strange-looking pair of friends—Kohler, forty-three, a good-looking former theatrical agent; Hoose, twenty years his junior, short, skinny and plain, who lived with his parents in Queens and prowled the trucks parked along the streets of Greenwich Village for sex. They scraped up the money to purchase enough six-packs of beer to fill a few garbage cans. Hoose persuaded a friend who rented a sound system for bar mitzvahs in Brooklyn to install a sound and light system. They handed out literature on the streets, and Hoose talked up the dances to his friends at the trucks. That night they mopped the floor, turned down the lights (the dimmer the lights, the better Alternate U. looked) and opened for business. Hoose was particularly nervous. But it was hardly two hours after they opened the door when Alternate U. became so crowded it seemed impossible to move from the top of the stairway to the window overlooking Sixth Avenue. Hoose, dazed and grinning, took in a sight he had never seen before: dancing, swaying, homosexual men and women. It was, he thought, a triumph. Indeed, the event turned out to be liberating in ways no one had considered before. It was an act of defiance, an attempt by homosexuals to seize a part of their culture from the underworld. But more than that, it provided the people who attended the dances—they instantly became a regular event, drawing larger crowds each Saturday night—a new view of the possibilities of their lives. After years of furtiveness, dancing in clubs staffed by heterosexuals who mocked their clientele, the men and women at Alternate U. held hands, danced and embraced. Men (and some women) took off their shirts. “Who wants to go to a bar when you can get 600 dancing partners, a light show and a free coat check all for a contribution of $1.50, with drinks only a quarter?” asked Come Out! in a report on the dances. “Your presence,” the Gay Liberation Front told its members in a newsletter after the dance, was “proof that gay people will meet outside the tired Mafioso bars in a common effort to improve their own community.”

The third area where the GLF found consensus was at the doorstep of the Village Voice. Homosexuals had long been easy targets for ridicule in the mainstream newspapers, but gay activists found the Voice’s coverage particularly galling. There was little difference, Michael Brown said, between the Voice and the jaunty anti-homosexuality of the Daily News. In early September the GLF had submitted a second ad using the word “gay” to the Voice, this time for a September 5 dance, called the Gay Community Dance. This time, the Voice informed the GLF before publication that it was changing the ad to omit the word “gay,” asserting that it would allow only the word “homophile” to appear. And at 9 a.m. on September 12, 1969, the GLF threw up the first gay picket line of the post-Stonewall era: on the sidewalk on Christopher Street in front of the Voice. Staged in daylight, three doors up from the Stonewall, it offered a test of how brazen the members of the new organization really were. It was one thing to make speeches in the comfort of Alternate U. It was another to walk Sheridan Square in midday, holding a picket sign that proclaimed one’s sexuality. But almost a hundred people turned up at the Voice’s offices, surprising even the organizers. By 4:30 p.m., the sidewalks were loud and crowded as passersby, amused that the city’s alternative newspaper was being picketed for bias, shouted encouragement. By the time Howard Smith, the Voice writer whose coverage struck some of the demonstrators as particularly noxious, announced that the paper’s management would meet with three representatives from the GLF, concession seemed a foregone conclusion. At first, the Voice officials scolded the demonstrators for even protesting this of all newspapers. (“Sooo liberal we are,” Come Out! sarcastically remarked later.) But the Voice’s publisher, Edwin Fancher, quickly bowed to most of the demands, agreeing to allow use of the words “gay” and “homosexual” in classified ads. The protesters learned of their success when one of the GLF members meeting upstairs leaned out a window and flashed a V sign to the crowd below.

But as the winter approached, the GLF meetings grew more bizarre and more paralyzed. One evening a drag queen urged the GLF to execute a puppy in front of St. Patrick’s Cathedral to demonstrate the group’s distress with the church’s position on homosexuality. The idea was argued down. People would stand up and offer searingly personal tales about their lives, breaking down into tears, attacking other people in the room. When one person announced that the GLF should devote its session to “investigating why we are gay,” Bob Kohler cut him off: “What is this fucking bullshit?” he cried. Many of the people at the GLF meetings were high on drugs, marijuana or speed usually, and a drug dealer could reliably be found during GLF meetings standing by the church bathroom. John O’Brien would stand in the back of the room, arms folded, his face frozen in what seemed to be a half-grin as he watched the performances. This was genuine psychotic behavior, O’Brien thought, and with each episode the prospect of the GLF’s becoming a potent political force in New York City seemed increasingly remote. A group of pioneer activists, including Barbara Gittings, Kay Tobin and Frank Kameny, all of whom had been active through the 1960s, visited a GLF meeting one night to examine the vanguard of post-Stonewall organizing. Fouratt demanded to know what right they had to even be there. “What are your credentials?” Fouratt said. Gittings was flustered and embarrassed: Who were these people to challenge her credentials? Gittings found herself thinking about Fouratt’s boots: They were expensive, she thought, fine patchwork leather boots, clothes that she, a librarian, could never have afforded. “I’m gay,” Gittings said finally. “That’s why I’m here.”

Three of the original GLF members were particularly distraught at the turn of events, convinced that the GLF was talking itself into impotence. They were Marty Robinson, who had led the post-Stonewall demonstration at Washington Square Park; Jim Owles, a waifish Wall Street clerk, and Arthur Evans, a Columbia graduate student studying philosophy. Owles and Robinson had met at the first GLF meeting and had been drawn to each other, at first both for ideological and sexual reasons. They had a quick affair, but found their more enduring connection was their agreement that gay liberation should focus on gay liberation. Owles’s disenchantment with the GLF grew along with the increasing influence of the consciousness-raising groups, which he viewed as a device by which the more powerful, more emotionally stable people in the group manipulated the emotionally vulnerable. Robinson was frustrated by his unsuccessful efforts to nudge the GLF into organizing Voice-like protests at public appearances by New York City mayoral candidates that might force them to address the gay rights issue. The GLF was crumbling, Robinson, Owles and Evans argued, because its foundation—its broad interest in a catalogue of causes—was cracked.

•  •  •

At the end of 1969, Jim Fouratt and Martha Shelley, representing the GLF, drove to a conference of old-line homophiles in Philadelphia. They returned, boasting of their success at disrupting this fading generation of homosexual activists. Though they had not quite succeeded in destroying the stodgy Eastern Regional Conference of Homophile Organizations (ERCHO), as the organization was known, which had been Fouratt’s original intention, the members of the Gay Liberation Front seized control of the agenda from the moment the gavel came down. They were younger, louder and ruder than the older conference members, who watched, flustered and resentful, as their once-orderly annual gathering was strangled by arguments over the Vietnam War, abortion and even the right to take recreational drugs. Jim Fouratt once more shouted the Mattachine Society’s Madolin Cervantes right off the stage, and when she referred to Fouratt and his followers as “naughty children,” he demanded to know what a heterosexual woman was doing at a homosexual conference. By the end, the Mattachine leaders had taken to calling Fouratt “Vinegar” and “Goldilocks.” The New York Mattachine delegation, in a gloomy report on “two long, exhausting days with almost nothing accomplished,” said of the meeting: “Like all the radical agitators operating these days, they had laid their plans carefully and took the other organizations by surprise.” Fouratt, it said without using his name, launched “vicious attacks of personal abuse” against other delegates and made himself “generally obnoxious.”

A few weeks after Fouratt and Shelley returned to the chaos that was the Gay Liberation Front, a dispirited Jim Owles went to Arthur Evans’s apartment to talk about their unhappiness with the GLF, and to talk over an idea they had been kicking around: Why not split off, and start a new organization, devoted only to the business of gay liberation? Within ten days, as Robinson and Owles shared an early-morning van ride down to Washington, D.C., for the Vietnam Moratorium March in November 1969, their decision to create a new group was all but final. The opportunity for a final break came when John O’Brien proposed turning over $500 in GLF dance revenues to the defense fund for the Black Panther 21. To Owles and Robinson, this was the last place a gay group should spend its money.

It was a bruising debate. Fouratt said Owles and Robinson were elitists, unconcerned about classism or the problems of women and transvestites. All they wanted, Fouratt said of Robinson and Owles, was gay power—or more precisely, white, male gay power. The GLF voted to give the money to the Panthers. “I am so frustrated,” Owles said, barely audible, in what would be his farewell speech to the Gay Liberation Front. “I can’t continue like this. I’m going to have to leave the organization.” He and Marty Robinson walked out of the room.
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CLIMBING THE SYSTEM

January 1970, New York

Arthur Evans had read about Stonewall in the Village Voice, or really, he had read right over it; the story of homosexuals rebelling at a bar was interesting, he thought, but nowhere nearly as compelling as the struggle against the Vietnam War. That the story stirred little interest in him said nothing about his sexual interests: it was his search for men that had drawn Evans to New York in 1963 after attending Brown University for three years, following the trail laid out in a Life magazine story that told of a colony of homosexuals in Greenwich Village. As an eleven-year-old boy in York, a factory town in south-central Pennsylvania, Evans had despondently concluded—when puberty came upon him in 1953, announcing itself with an overwhelming and sudden infatuation with his schoolmates—that he was alone in the world. Once in New York, Evans had made a mission of having sexual relations with a man, and soon enough, when eating dinner at the counter at Mama’s Chicken Rib, Evans felt the touch of another leg against his. Evans quickly finished his supper and went home with the plain-looking man seated at the next stool—no matter that he felt barely a flicker of affection for him. Evans shared none of this with his companion the next morning, never mentioning he was a virgin, or the unexpected emotional completeness he felt after finally attempting what he had only fantasized about for a decade.

That the story about Stonewall barely registered on Evans said nothing as well about his political interests. They were as serious as he was, going back at least to the day in 1962 when his parents picked up the York morning newspaper and saw their son’s picture on page one, at a civil rights march, a beacon of white in a photo of mostly black demonstrators in front of the York County Courthouse. At Brown University, he and his Jewish roommate had, upon learning that this school had compulsory prayer every Sunday, organized a protest at the chapel. They asked people to rise in silent protest during the prayer service, a demonstration so daring that it attracted national news coverage, including a wire story on the front page of Evans’s hometown newspaper. Evans had been sent to college on a four-year scholarship to study chemistry by the Glatfelter Paper Company of Spring Grove, Pennsylvania, and its owner, a devout Christian, tried to cancel Evans’s scholarship upon reading of this chapel protest. Evans turned for help to the Freethinkers Society of America, which threatened legal action, and the paper company backed off.

The reason Arthur Evans hadn’t paid much attention to the Stonewall story in the Village Voice was that, although he considered himself a homosexual and a radical, he had always thought of those two traits as separate compartments of his life. The link had not been drawn until two months after the bar raid, when he and his lover of five years, Arthur Bell, a public relations director for Random House ten years his elder, were walking down Christopher Street, and a long-haired youth handed them a leaflet announcing a Gay Liberation Front meeting at St. John’s Church. Bell and Evans had stopped by a few Mattachine Society meetings and given up on what then passed for gay liberation; it was like Sunday school, Evans thought, with Dick Leitsch chatting away to men in ties and white shirts. Now, they wandered over to the church and encountered a Village street character named Acid John sitting on the steps. Evans asked him who was inside. “It’s a bunch of stoned-out faggots,” Acid John said.

Evans was restless and curious, uncommonly intelligent—he was pursuing a doctorate in Greek philosophy at Columbia University—and took that as an invitation to walk inside. He was startled by what he saw at his first GLF meeting. Here were people debating the war in Vietnam, the struggle for civil rights, the women’s movement and the “fight against imperialism.” And they were all homosexuals. He had never seen anything like this. Until now, he had looked at other homosexuals as people to socialize with, men to have sex with. His own homosexuality had helped shape his radical views; he would say that he rejected a society which had rejected him because of his sexual desires. But he never considered that there might be a homosexual struggle per se, or that gay people could be a part of “the paradigm of resistance,” as he put it in a characteristic turn of phrase which borrowed both from the street and the university. Evans attached himself to the periphery of the GLF, joining a cell called the Radical Study Group which read Marx and Engels and discussed the class implications of the oppression of homosexuals. Evans found these sessions fascinating, but before long, he also found himself agreeing when two new friends, Jim Owles and Marty Robinson, complained that time and spirit were being wasted at these dreary meetings of the Gay Liberation Front.

The three of them—Owles, Robinson and Evans—agreed that it was time, as Evans kept saying, to “hit the streets,” though they arrived at that conclusion for different reasons. Owles and Robinson argued that the talk of revolution at GLF meetings missed the point; the correct response to gay oppression was to aim directly at the government—“hitting the system below the belt, rather than trying to cut the rug out from under [it] completely,” as Marty Robinson put it. Owles described himself as “just an old Eugene McCarthy liberal” and he believed that homosexuals should present themselves to politicians as another oppressed class of citizens, much like blacks or women. By contrast, Evans considered himself a revolutionary and enjoyed the discussions among the radicals at the GLF. But he saw that revolutionary talk as a parlor exercise, stimulating to him, perhaps, but meaningless to the vast majority of gay people they were trying to reach. He thought of his days as an isolated teenager in York, feeling hopeless and thinking about suicide. Hadn’t he convinced himself, living two hundred miles from New York City, that he was the only homosexual in the world? “They don’t give a damn about politics,” Evans would say of other homosexuals, talking at a breakneck clip, hands and red beard flapping, barely pausing for a breath. The way to really make people understand their oppression was to illustrate to homosexuals just how low their standing was, to appreciate the extent of anti-gay prejudice. Evans decided that an organization limited its appeal each time it took a position on another issue, driving away potential members. Arthur Evans might agree with friends in the GLF that society was “rotten to the core” and ready for revolution, but it made no sense to construct a gay liberation group on a notion that was so obviously alien to most of the men he saw every day on Christopher Street. Evans, Owles and Robinson agreed that the time had come to create an organization whose sole mission was attending to gay rights.

The Gay Activists Alliance that came out of those discussions was formally born on a Sunday afternoon four days before Christmas 1969, created by about twenty people, almost all men, sitting around on the floor of Arthur Bell’s Upper East Side apartment. It would be run according to Robert’s Rules of Order, with decisions made by majority rule. “Everybody has his or her say—not merely the loudest or most charismatic member,” the group explained in a founding memo, the comparison with the GLF obvious if unstated. There would be fees, annual elections to choose five officials and membership requirements (attendance at a minimum of three meetings every six months). Owles would be the first president. The Gay Activists Alliance would even have a written constitution, with grand sweeping language, deliberately, almost presumptuously, evocative of the Bill of Rights. “We as liberated homosexual activists,” its preamble began, “demand the freedom for expression of our dignity and value as human beings.” With this statement, its founders meant to directly challenge society’s accepted judgment of homosexuality as a mental illness or sin and argue that there could be an actual gay identity. The constitution was a rejection of both the assimilation strategy of the Mattachine Society and the view of the Gay Liberation Front that the homosexual struggle was a small part of a larger movement.

“Before the public conscience we demand an immediate end to all oppression of homosexuals and the immediate unconditional recognition of these basic rights.” This included a “right to our feelings,” perhaps the first declaration of a right “to feel attracted to the beauty of members of our own sex and to embrace those feelings as truly our own, free from any question or challenge whatsoever by any other person, institution or moral authority.” And finally, the constitution addressed the central concerns that had led Owles, Robinson and Evans to this point: The new organization would be “completely and solely dedicated” to the fight for gay rights. The Gay Activists Alliance would be less ideological than Arthur Evans and others might have liked; it might, with its rules and limits, discourage debate and intellectual exploration. But that was a small price for the creation of a single-minded gay liberation force in New York City.

April 1970, New York

Bob Kohler could not believe what he was hearing. A gay rights bill? Why in the world, he asked Jerry Hoose, his colleague at the Gay Liberation Front, do we need a gay rights bill? But here it was, the winter of 1970, and the new Gay Activists Alliance was on Christopher Street, collecting signatures on petitions demanding that Councilwoman Carol Greitzer introduce a bill prohibiting discrimination against gays in employment in New York City. Kohler had been wary of the Gay Activists Alliance from the start. He noticed how few transvestites and women went to the GAA meetings; this could have been a Knights of Columbus, except the attendees happened to be gay. Kohler certainly wasn’t happy when Owles showed up trying to recruit GLF members for the new organization, or about the empty chairs at GLF meetings that attested to the appeal of this new organization.

The gay rights bill that seemed so outlandish to Bob Kohler was, to Marty Robinson, Jim Owles and Arthur Evans, the perfect foundation upon which to construct a new political organization. It defined what the Gay Activists Alliance was about: winning equal treatment for homosexuals. It signaled that this new organization wanted to play within the system. More than anything, though, the founders of the GAA settled on a gay employment bill as the group’s first mission because it didn’t have a prayer of passing. It was not a goal but a cause around which to organize movement, with protests, petition-gathering and, hopefully, publicity. Marty Robinson thought it would nudge homosexuals out into the public and politicize them in a way that the GLF consciousness-raising groups never could. And he had some dramatic new ideas about how he might accomplish this.

On a brilliant Sunday morning that April, as a band played “The Star-Spangled Banner,” Mayor John V. Lindsay of New York stepped briskly to the lectern at the front of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The occasion was the hundredth anniversary of the founding of New York’s grandest museum. Lindsay would shake the hands of the first hundred people on line—and among the people rising early that morning to make sure they were at the front of that line was Marty Robinson. Even that early, Robinson was becoming known for his dramatic confrontations of politicians, designed to provoke a response from his target, and perhaps even some attention in the local newspapers. He called them zaps, a phrase that would outlast both Robinson and the GAA by at least a generation. “I’ve never heard a homosexual stand up and talk that way to straight people before,” said Tom Doerr, who would become Robinson’s lover. “It really took my breath away.” Robinson was brash, almost rude, in his dealings with what he saw as the enemy. His ideas, when it came to political tactics, were the dominant influence on the Gay Activists Alliance in its critical formative months. One of Robinson’s seminal beliefs, which he stated every Thursday night at GAA meetings, was that homosexuals could only make progress by going after their presumed natural supporters—liberal politicians. He called it “climbing up the liberals.” Liberals, Robinson argued, were vulnerable because although they shared the personal discomfort with homosexuality that was common to most politicians, they were also products of a political culture which urged tolerance for minorities, homosexuals presumably among them. Robinson contended that these kinds of politicians, torn between their personal feelings and their political philosophy, were uniquely vulnerable to pressure—the weak link in the fence.

There were, Robinson believed, few politicians more suited for “climbing” than Mayor Lindsay. The mayor had negotiated a quiet peace with the earlier generation of homosexual leaders, awarding the Mattachine Society’s Dick Leitsch one of his most significant accomplishments, by issuing an executive order instructing his police department to stop entrapping them at public parks and toilets, and requiring solicitation arrests to be based on a complaint of a private citizen. Lindsay’s support in the gay community, certainly among the old-timers, had been strong if discreet, as Leitsch explained in a personal letter he sent to Lindsay in June 1969: “Most gay bars have closed each night with the cry, ‘Good night—and remember to vote for Lindsay!’ ” But many of the new activists, like Robinson, rejected this charitable view of Lindsay. They suspected he had ordered, or at least countenanced, the Stonewall raid in order to help his own reelection campaign. (Lindsay would later say he had no prior knowledge of it.) And the uprising at the Stonewall had not discouraged the police from raiding an illegal, after-hours, dingy basement gay bar called the Snake Pit, on West Tenth Street just off Seventh Avenue, and arresting 167 patrons. One of the patrons was a twenty-three-year-old Argentine man named Diego Vinales, who feared his arrest would force his deportation. He tried to escape custody, jumped out an open window at the police precinct and fell two stories onto a metal-picket fence. The Daily News ran a front-page picture of Vinales with six 14-inch iron prongs pierced through his body. Firemen used a blowtorch to sever the fence before taking Vinales, still impaled to the disconnected fence, to St. Vincent’s Hospital. He survived, but the episode sent a shudder through homosexuals who saw the picture—a reminder that police interest in gay establishments, while certainly diminished since Stonewall, was still very much alive. The Gay Activists Alliance responded with a leaflet that declared: “Any way you look at it, that boy was PUSHED!! We are all being pushed!” Attendance at GAA meetings surged.

The Snake Pit raid was staged a month before Marty Robinson, wearing a blue baseball jacket, joined the line to shake Lindsay’s hand at the Metropolitan Museum. As Evans watched from the sideline, Robinson skipped out of the line, walked up the steps and presented himself to the microphone at Lindsay’s side. “Mr. Mayor, I’m a member of Gay Activists Alliance and I want to know when you intend to speak out on homosexual rights. . . ,” he began. Robinson later complained that he never got to mention “fair employment legislation for gays in New York City” and vowed to never again waste time on introductions. Still, the police were so caught off guard by Robinson’s sheer daring that it took a good ten seconds before they responded, dragging him back down the steps.

This was Lindsay’s introduction to what turned into two years of skirmishes with this new breed of gay activists. One week after the Metropolitan Museum skirmish, Lindsay was confronted again as he tried to tape “With Mayor Lindsay,” his Sunday evening television show, hosted by Arthur Godfrey, commemorating Earth Day. The GAA had infiltrated the hundred-person studio audience, which became apparent once the taping began. Lindsay and Godfrey were discussing the merits of one-way nonreturnable bottles, and Owles jumped up with a shout: “What about a one-way, nonreturnable mayor?” When Lindsay observed, “If you are stuck in a traffic jam, it’s illegal to blow your horn,” GAA member Philip Raia loudly commented: “It’s illegal to blow anything!” Kay Tobin, the old-line activist who had helped to organize GAA after her difficult experience with Jim Fouratt and the GLF, added: “What good is environmental freedom if we don’t have personal freedom?” It took twenty minutes before the mayor acknowledged the disruption. “My counsel, Michael Dontzin, will meet with those who want to see him outside.” It was the start of negotiations that would lead a year later to Lindsay quietly endorsing legislation barring on-the-job discrimination against homosexuals.

Lindsay was only the most prominent target of the “climbing up the liberals” strategy. Jim Owles went to city hall with a bundle of petitions containing six thousand signatures urging passage of a gay rights bill—the results of the campaign that had so bewildered Kohler—and tried to deliver them to Carol Greitzer, the Greenwich Village councilwoman. She refused them. Greitzer was “icy cold,” Owles reported back to his GAA colleagues: “She gave me the impression she was taking bad medicine.” When Greitzer’s Village Independent Democrats club gathered for a meeting at its second-floor headquarters overlooking Sheridan Square, three dozen members of the GAA were standing shoulder to shoulder against the walls. “Listen, Carol, baby, you’re anti-homosexual, anti-homosexual!” Marty Robinson shouted as she walked through the door. Before Greitzer, flustered before an audience of her supporters, had a chance to respond, Arthur Evans bellowed: “If she doesn’t relate to the homosexual cause, the Village Independent Democrats don’t relate, and we are prepared to sit in.” Sylvia Rivera, an imposing and loud six-foot drag queen who had been at the Stonewall riot, was yelling and shaking a fist as Robinson moved in for the final confrontation.

“Will you co-sponsor a bill?” Robinson demanded.

“Yes,” Greitzer muttered.

“Do you accept the petitions?” Robinson said.

“Yes,” Greitzer responded, reaching out a hand. It appeared to Robinson that she had been embarrassed into capitulation.

•  •  •

The Gay Activists Alliance displayed a flair and sophistication that had never before been seen in gay liberation. Like the Gay Liberation Front, this new organization had the energy of youth, and the street organizing experience of the radicals drawn from other political struggles. But it was also attracting gay people who had never before gone public. The more daring activists who had sprung forward in the months after Stonewall were joined by professional, middle-class homosexuals, people who understood government, business and the media, and who had connections throughout the establishment world. They found the Gay Activists Alliance as ideologically nonthreatening as its founders had hoped.

Before long, the GAA was manipulating the news as handily as any public relations firm, with behind-the-scenes guidance from people like Ronald Gold, a reporter for Variety, and Ethan Geto, a still-closeted press adviser to the Bronx borough president, Robert Abrams. Gold was razor-sharp, perceptive and tenacious, with a piercing nasal voice and a tendency to speak in sentences that tumbled out in bursts of mumbled words. Geto, so tall he had to duck his head coming into doorways, would often stand at the back of the GAA meetings, in a suit and tie, looking awkward and out of place, before going home to his wife. Never schedule a protest on a Friday, Geto and Gold would say—it had little chance of being noted in New York’s tight Saturday newspapers. Demonstrations would have to be daring and inventive to stand out in this city, they said. So instead of merely staging a sit-in at the office of a New York City clerk who had spoken out against same-sex marriages, the GAA produced a mock gay wedding ceremony in his office, complete with invitations and a cake topped with groom-groom and bride-bride couples.

In a few cases, Gold alerted reporters in advance of upcoming protests, and even invited TV crews along to film the zaps as they happened—for publicity but also to guard against police abuse (the GAA eventually purchased its own video equipment to tape demonstrations). Ethan Geto was a behind-the-scenes director of the effort to lobby government and newspapers on behalf of the gay rights bill, working with his GAA colleagues to approach newspaper columnists, television news directors and editors. The very first New York public official to testify in favor of the gay rights bill was his boss, Bob Abrams. Geto urged Abrams to appear even as other advisers warned that supporting the bill would be politically ruinous.

The Gay Activists Alliance was able to infiltrate a Lindsay fundraiser at Radio City Music Hall after Ronald Gold used his Variety credentials to obtain tickets from the head of the projectionists’ union. Another group of GAA members posing as journalism students touring city hall (Gold was their professor) made their way to the front of the mayor’s office with a map Ethan Geto sketched for them. At Geto’s instruction, one of them stood over a security button, obstructing the city hall guards as they tried to trigger the alarm when the disruption began. The GAA demonstrators latched themselves to the railing by the guards’ desk with handcuffs borrowed from two of the group’s leather enthusiasts.

The organization became so efficient—and so large—that its members created, straight-faced, a Committee on Committees, whose function was to act as a traffic cop, coordinating the actions of a roster that at times reached close to twenty. The spirit showed as well in the GAA’s adoption of a logo, which was affixed to its press releases, newsletter, literature, T-shirts and buttons. Tom Doerr, a blond graphics designer, came up with the idea of the Lambda, the eleventh letter in the Greek lowercase alphabet, after rejecting the head of a fighting cock or an eagle out of concern that it would alienate women. The Lambda became the decade’s most familiar symbol for gay liberation (it would be eclipsed by an upside-down pink triangle by the end of the 1970s). One GAA leaflet reported that the Lambda was chosen because it “symbolizes a complete exchange of energy—that moment or span of time witness to absolute activity” in chemistry and physics, a bit of GAA lore that was entirely fanciful. Doerr chose the Lambda, with its sleek downward sloping line leading to a front foot kicking upwards because he thought it was pretty. One “graphics queen’s decision,” as Arthur Evans later put it, gained political legitimacy. (Not that the selection was made lightly: It set off tense debate at a GAA meeting. Evans argued against it, saying, “it’s too bland.” Arthur Bell, with a tongue as sharp as his pen, snapped to his onetime lover: “What do you want—a hatchet in the heart?”)

May 1970, Minneapolis-St. Paul

For all the excitement in New York that spring, it was a midwest university town that produced the first national media celebrities of the gay rights movement. They were Jack Baker, the leader of the gay student group, FREE (Fight Repression of Erotic Expression) and his lover, Mike McConnell, of Minneapolis. On May 18, 1970, after careful planning—and no real consultation with the other members of the group—Baker and McConnell put on jackets and ties and held a press conference to tell the Minneapolis press that they were going to get married. And then, with local reporters and cameras on hand to record the event, they walked hand in hand into the clerk of court’s office in Minneapolis to apply for the marriage license. Baker, the law student, knew the state law did not specify that the two people marrying had to be of the opposite sex. He and McConnell knew they would probably be turned down for the marriage license. And they knew it could jeopardize McConnell’s job—McConnell was about to begin work as head cataloguer for the University of Minnesota library branch in St. Paul, at a salary of $11,000 a year. But they had been planning this all spring: they knew they could sue and they knew that all of this was bound to make news.

It did. Before their walk to the clerk of court’s office, McConnell, who came from Kansas, went to see the man who had hired him, the director of the university library, and told him that he was in town so that he and Jack Baker could apply for a marriage license. He was going back to Kansas, but he would return to begin work in July. “Well, thank you for telling me,” the director said with a little smile. Two days later the clerk took their application and said he would have to get an opinion from the county attorney. The county attorney refused to grant the license on the grounds that it would “result in an undermining and destruction of the entire legal concept of our family structure in all areas of law,” and the board of regents of the University of Minnesota voted to withdraw McConnell’s job offer. With the help of the Minnesota Civil Liberties Union, Baker and McConnell sued for the marriage license and the librarian job. “It was very carefully thought out, and very, very carefully planned,” McConnell said years later. “We didn’t apply for a marriage license because we thought it would be fun to do. We did it because we thought it would have a profound impact on this culture. The most sacred institution in our country is marriage.”

Baker and McConnell’s campaign for the right to marry was a long way from the concerns of the founders of FREE, whose name and manifesto were about the freedom to be sexual, and whose stated goal was to overturn the sodomy laws which made gay people into criminals. For those who were coming to FREE’s meetings, the freedom to dance, date, fall in love and have sex were the paramount goals. Getting married was the furthest thing from their minds. But the drama of Baker and McConnell’s demand was irresistible, as was the legal issue the regents created when they withdrew their job offer. In private, the regents worried that allowing McConnell to work at the library would cost the University of Minnesota public funding and support. Regent John A. Yngve testified in federal court in Minneapolis that it would be “a terrible thing” for the university to hire McConnell because he “had publicly announced his intention to violate the law.” But within a few months, in federal district court in Minneapolis, U.S. District Judge Philip Neville, dismissed that argument out of hand. “A homosexual is a human being,” he wrote. Michael McConnell could not be refused a job at the University of Minnesota solely because he was homosexual. In order for the university “to reject an applicant for public employment, it must be shown that there is an observable and reasonable relationship between efficiency in the job and homosexuality.” The board of regents won a stay of the judge’s order while its lawyers appealed. McConnell worked part-time at various jobs. He and Jack Baker, the law student, qualified for food stamps. Their lawsuits would frame the gay rights movement in Minneapolis for the next two years.

May 1970, Los Angeles

In the spring of 1970, with the “Fagots Stay Out” battle won and the Gay Liberation Front of Los Angeles in its fifth month of existence, Morris Kight turned up at Troy Perry’s parsonage, a house the Metropolitan Community Church rented on North Virgil Avenue for meetings and choir practice and where Perry lived with his mother and his boyfriend. Perry was now holding Sunday services at the 385-seat Encore Theater in Hollywood, large enough for its 348-member congregation, quite a change since Perry first offered services for twelve people in his living room fourteen months before. In the months since the demonstrations at Barney’s Beanery, Perry and Kight had forged an unusual alliance. Perry had never met anyone quite like Morris Kight before, and theirs was surely the oddest collaboration between gay leaders of the early 1970s. Kight and Perry—whom Kight called “Brother Troy”—shared a political agenda and appreciation for publicity. Perry’s attractive public manner softened Kight’s coarse edges—Kight appreciated Perry’s appeal and perhaps coveted it—while Kight’s tenacity, grasp of political organizing and knowledge of Los Angeles gave the minister the political expertise he lacked.

Kight was buzzing with a new project on the spring day when he turned up at Perry’s parsonage. The one-year anniversary of the riots in New York was approaching, and Kight saw an opportunity. “We’re going to celebrate the Stonewall uprising.” There would be a parade of homosexuals through Hollywood, with floats and banners and a street fair. In order to stage the march, the organizers needed a parade permit, and for this they had to go before the Police Commission, whose members included Chief Edward Davis, the personification of his department’s animus toward homosexuals, whom he had publicly described as “fruit,” and “fairies” and as “lepers.” Perry and Kight made two tactical decisions at the outset. The first was that Troy Perry, in clerical collar, would be the one to make the case. The second was that Perry would attempt to gloss over exactly what this parade was about. The organization would be called Christopher Street West, as “ambiguous as we could be,” even if it meant giving New York more of a nod than West Coast activists might like (Los Angeles gay leaders were already beginning to resent the attention Stonewall earned New York in this new world of gay activism).

The Police Commission was an intimidating array of the city’s white, straight, male establishment. Perry tried, haltingly, to say they were nothing more than an organization of taxpaying citizens, but his questioners obviously knew better. Finally, Perry said: “We’re the homosexual community of Los Angeles,” and with that piece of information on the table, Chief Davis drew his line. “We would be ill-advised,” Davis declared, “to discommode the people to have a burglars’, or robbers’, or homosexuals’ parade.” Christopher Street West could stage a march only if it posted a $1.5 million insurance bond to cover damage by any rioting, and reimburse the city $1,500 for the cost of police overtime.

For the Gay Liberation Front of Los Angeles, these conditions were as prohibitive as they were meant to be. The American Civil Liberties Union assigned a lawyer to appeal the commission’s ruling. After expressing astonishment that Davis had compared homosexuals to burglars, ACLU attorney Herbert E. Selwyn persuaded the commission to drop the insurance requirement. Superior Court Judge Richard Schauer soon forced the commission to drop its demand for police overtime and issued the permits. “Homosexuals,” Judge Schauer declared, “are also citizens.”

From the pulpit the following Sunday, Perry shared his distress at the experience. “For the first time, I really knew how it felt to be a member of a discriminated-against minority. It made me realize how little we’ve really accomplished. We’ve been at this for two years and nothing has changed.” Tears rolled down his cheeks, and his congregation listened in silence, startled by the show of emotion. “These are not tears of sorrow, these are tears of joy,” Perry declared. “My God is bigger than the city of Los Angeles, than the state of California, the government of the United States. I have faith that my God will move against injustice.”

•  •  •

Don Kilhefner was, during the spring of 1970, spending almost all his time working with the Gay Liberation Front. He had dropped out of UCLA, abandoning his pursuit of a doctorate in African history and anthropology to focus on radical homosexual organizing. Kilhefner now had no source of income, so he slept in the apartment of a friend one night and on a park bench the next. He became a familiar sight with his long beard and hair pulled back, exposing a balding scalp, his black-rimmed glasses, and sandals and no socks. The GLF was meeting then at Satan’s, a dance club in Silverlake, but Kilhefner had learned from years in the peace movement that an organization needs a permanent headquarters, with an address, phones, desks, filing cabinets and chairs for meetings. The spacious, second-floor Peace and Freedom Party headquarters on Vermont Avenue in Hollywood would be available after the spring elections, and Kilhefner had suggested that the GLF rent it for $210 a month, which it did. Not only did GLF now have a permanent meeting place, but Kilhefner had another place to sleep. For at least a few months, the Los Angeles Gay Liberation Front was probably the only organization in the country listed in the phone book under “Gay,” and homosexuals began showing up at the offices on Vermont Avenue in Hollywood. Gypsies, Kilhefner called them, and he began to think of the GLF as an indoctrination camp to train young homosexuals in activism before sending them out, forming new gay liberation groups in their hometowns or at their colleges. (These efforts were complementing a separate campaign waged by New York’s Gay Activists Alliance and Gay Liberation Front, which was dispatching teams of what it called Johnny Appleseeds, people like Rich Wandel and Arnie Kantrowitz of the GAA and Jim Fouratt, who was now working with the GAA, to drive from city to city trying to organize local GAA chapters.) Letters also came to GLF headquarters in Los Angeles looking for help. These were often moving appeals, mailed from parts of the country that people like Jim Kepner, who grew up in Texas, and Don Kilhefner, who came from Minneapolis, had never even considered to have much of a gay population—Gainesville, Florida, and Billings, Montana, and elsewhere. “I am interested in beginning a chapter of the Gay Liberation Front,” wrote a man from Noblesville, Indiana. “If you would send me information about your group, how you got started and how you operate I would be most appreciative. We need as much assistance as we can get to get started properly.” Before long, the GLF had a mailing list with a hundred such organizations spread across the country, and every time the Los Angeles group mimeographed a leaflet for a demonstration, they mailed out copies to homosexuals in other parts of the country.

The agenda for the Los Angeles GLF was largely set by the LAPD vice squad. The GLF made five-inch-by-two-inch fire-engine-red stickers with black type and a sketch of crossbones under a pig’s snout (in place of the usual skull) and stuck them on bathroom walls and telephone poles: “WARNING! POLICE ENTRAPMENT PRACTICED HERE.” And responding to the complaint Frank Kameny had made in the pages of the Advocate in 1968 about the failings of Los Angeles gay leaders, the GLF also issued wallet cards advising homosexuals what to do if they were arrested by vice police (“1. STAY CALM. Think before you speak. 2. NEVER RESIST PHYSICALLY. Say it in words. 3. DON’T TALK. . . . You are not required to provide your occupation or place of employment.”). The GLF was intent on making it easier for gay men to have sex without fear of police arrest. There was no talk of a gay rights bill here: Whereas an attempt to rewrite law in New York City was merely unrealistic, in Los Angeles, it seemed absurd. “A waste of time,” Morris Kight told his friend Morty Manford of New York’s GAA, shortly after Kight and Manford, who was thirty years his junior, met at a gay conference in Chicago. “You’re making enemies, not winning friends. I just don’t see it as a winnable issue.”

In New York, police activity seemed to decrease after every gay protest. In Los Angeles, the police were unbowed, unfazed even by the bizarre occasion when forty-five GLF members gathered outside the Rampart Police Station, beating tin cans with pencils, dropped to their knees and chanted “Raise! Raise!” in an attempt to levitate the police station several feet above the ground before making it disappear entirely. (Morris Kight, who was raised a Methodist until he announced at age six he would no longer go to church, showed up at the Rampart Police Station dressed as the pope. He later swore the station rose six feet: “The cameras loved it,” he said.) The police were even unmoved by the GLF’s provocative letters to Chief Davis: “Is it ‘public decency’ which is being outraged, or our own super-masculinity hang-ups? You dress in your leather and paramilitary drag, you have your phallic-symbol ‘baton’ stiff at your waist and your hot little motorcycle throbbing between your legs. Isn’t that enough, without beatings and other sadistic games to climax your role-playing at being men?”

Still, the police seemed a lost cause. Thus, the attention turned to gay bars themselves, many of whose owners had, for reasons of self-preservation, taken it upon themselves to enforce vice squad regulations. “It’s his place,” Captain Charles Crumly of the LAPD vice squad said at a meeting with gay leaders about bar owners, describing the obligations of the bar owners. “He has an investment there and he certainly ought to do something about protecting it. If he permits violations to occur and arrests are made there and his license . . . is in jeopardy, it’s his fault.” The bar owners were super-vigilant, to the point of prohibiting even such permitted behavior as holding hands. The GLF staged a “touch-in” at a bar called The Farm; at 10 p.m. By a prearranged signal, the patrons turned to each other with an embrace and a kiss. “The Gay Liberation Front reminds you that we can hold hands, keep our arms around a friend’s shoulder or waist, give a friendly kiss and not be denied these basic human rights by the bar establishment,” read one leaflet. “We are treated like criminals!” the GLF declared in another. “Every time we let the bar deny us our basic human rights, we perpetuate the lie that homosexuality is wrong!” The owners of The Farm relented within a week.

June 28, 1970, New York

On a hot Sunday morning in New York, almost a year to the day after the riots in front of the Stonewall Inn, two hundred men and women waited nervously on a barricaded block off Sixth Avenue, near Sheridan Square, uncomfortable under the silent stares of the people watching from the sidewalk. Even for Greenwich Village, the sight of two hundred gay men and lesbians assembled on a Sunday morning, holding signs saying “Gay is Good,” and “Gay Activists Alliance” and “Lesbians Unite” and “Daughters of Bilitis” and “Lavender Menace,” was odd. Arnie Kantrowitz turned up early at the staging area and anxiously took in the small crowd. Here it was a year after Stonewall, the first Gay Pride march in New York’s history, and only two hundred people had shown up? He caught sight of Marty Robinson, his friend from the Gay Activists Alliance:

“What do you think?”

“It’s still too early,” responded Robinson.

“Do you think there’ll be enough?”

“I’ll be happy if we get a few hundred.”

Craig Rodwell, who had organized the march from his apartment on Bleecker Street, and from the counter of his Oscar Wilde Book Shop, had been handed a permit for the march just two hours earlier—a uniformed policeman had delivered it to his apartment. And that was only after Rodwell had made clear that the march from Greenwich Village to Central Park would occur, permit or no permit. Rodwell had come up with the notion of a Gay Pride march after returning from the previous year’s “Reminder Day,” the only attempt by homophile leaders at a national display of organization, in which a dozen or so gay men and lesbians, dressed in suits and skirts, marched in a circle in front of Independence Hall in Philadelphia. But the notion of such a decorous demonstration, once an act of some bravery, seemed a hopeless anachronism after Stonewall. Gay men and lesbians across the country now were beginning to march on police stations, sometimes holding hands on Christopher Street in New York and Santa Monica Boulevard in Los Angeles and in San Francisco, and confronting mayors and city councils. At a raucous convention of the Eastern Regional Conference of Homophile Organizations (ERCHO) in Philadelphia in November 1969, mostly notable for the disruptions staged by the GLF leaders from New York, Rodwell proposed the end of the Reminder Day, to be replaced by a march. (Rodwell had to overcome the concern of some of the older delegates that a march in Greenwich Village was an invitation for another riot by the young homosexuals.) The event Rodwell had in mind would not be called the Stonewall March—the last thing Rodwell wanted to celebrate was the mob-dominated culture of gay bars—but instead Christopher Street Liberation Day, the same name the Los Angeles organization had chosen. Rodwell, headstrong and not concerned with what anyone else thought of him, was the perfect person to organize it. When a radical on the march committee complained about spending $120 for a three-line advertisement in the Village Voice while “people are starving to death in this city,” Rodwell silenced him with a motion to scrap the advertising budget and use the money to purchase hot dogs to be handed out on the Bowery.

Rodwell assumed the group’s numbers would swell as it moved up Sixth Avenue toward Sheep Meadow in Central Park, where there would be a “gay-in,” modeled after the yippie “be-ins.” He was more worried about the pacing of the march (huge gaps that might make people think the march had ended, and go home), about how the recalcitrant New York City Police Department might handle the march, and most of all, about the threat of harassment and violence directed at the marchers. When Rodwell brought the idea to the Mattachine Society offices, one of the members had warned: “You’ll get stoned. You’ll get beaten to death.” In the previous ten months, as much time and energy had gone into planning for what might happen—attacks on homosexuals—as for the logistics of the march itself. Parade marshals, including imposing men like Bob Kohler, had been trained by the Quakers in nonviolent responses to confrontation. They were taught, for example, to caution marchers to hide their jewelry and loose belts, the kind of loose items that could hurt them in attacks.

The concerns proved unfounded. There were a few eggs that rained down from the windows and a few shouts along the way. There were also contingents of people at Thirty-fourth and Forty-second Streets holding Bibles and condemning the marchers. Jean DeVente—“Mama Jean,” as she was known among her male friends at GAA—was at the head of the parade, and turned her head away whenever, frequently, she heard “faggot” or “dyke” or “fuck you.” But they were the exceptions. Before long, Mama Jean, a large woman, was thinking more about the seventy-five-degree temperature (why did they have to do this at the end of June?) than any threats.

The first gay march in New York covered fifty-one blocks, from Washington Square Park to Central Park, or just under three miles. It should have taken three hours to march, by the standards of other such events in the city. This took less than one hour. A reporter from the GLF newspaper, Come Out!, who arrived late, had to hop into a taxi to catch up with the parade he was assigned to cover. Bob Kohler and Jerry Hoose joked that this was not the first march but “The First Run.” Part of the reason for this haste was that most of the marchers were a little frightened and unsure what the next block would bring. And part of it was the sheer excitement of the moment. In years to come, the march would become more of a pageant, with cheering crowds of onlookers. In 1970 the only thing that mattered was arriving safely in Central Park. Many of those who watched from the sidelines, all the way up the route, were themselves homosexuals, and the marchers, recognizing their friends, urged them to join the parade, so the contingent swelled as it moved uptown. Once they crossed the boundary into Central Park, the marchers, giggly and relieved, even chanted, “Out of the bushes and into the march.” Central Park’s bushes were notorious as a homosexual trysting area.

•  •  •

It was impossible, in the line of the parade, to get a measure of the size of the event they were staging. Sixth Avenue is flat from Greenwich Village to midtown. There were no floats or platform displays, at the insistence of Rodwell, who feared they would distract from the political significance of the day. Kantrowitz could tell that the line had thickened since the morning, but had no way of telling whether the march had even come close to the organizers’ goals of several thousand. It was impossible to know—until the marchers reached the bluff that overlooked Sheep Meadow. From there, they could look ahead at Sheep Meadow where the “gay-in” was taking place, and behind them back down Sixth Avenue.

Many of the men and women who marched that day would forever remember that moment on top of the bluff. Before them lay a field of uncut grass, a blizzard of banners, dancing, pot-smoking, singing and music, a huge American flag, “gay pride” signs decorated with the Day-Glo hippie flower stickers, and men and women applauding each new arrival over the hill. And behind them—stretching out as far as they could see—was line after line after line of homosexuals and their supporters, at least fifteen blocks worth, by the count of the New York Times, which found the turnout notable enough to report it on the front page of the next day’s paper. No one had ever seen so many homosexuals in one place before. On top of the bluff, many of these men and women, who had grown up so isolated and alone, stood in silence and cried.

•  •  •

The same day a march by the same name across the country, in Los Angeles, and facing perhaps greater obstacles, was also a success. With the permits in hand, Morris Kight and Troy Perry led their march through West Hollywood. By their count, 1,165 people showed up at McCadden Place at 6 p.m. on June 28 to mark the anniversary of Stonewall. There was a sound truck blasting martial music, a GLF float featuring a homosexual nailed to a black-and-white cross with a sign reading “In Memory of Those Killed by the Pigs,” a GLF guerrilla theater skit with “fairies” dressed with wings being chased by vice cops with nightsticks and even an Orange County contingent hoisting a banner that said, “Homosexuals for Ronald Reagan.” There was no trouble, notwithstanding the commission’s concern for rioting, though this did not change Chief Ed Davis’s view of things. When Christopher Street organizers, a few years later, invited the chief to come view the parade himself, Davis responded with a letter courteously declining: “While I support your organization’s constitutional right to express itself on the subject of homosexuality, I am obviously not in sympathy with your views on the subject,” he said. “I would much rather celebrate ‘Gay Conversion Week,’ which I will gladly co-sponsor when the medical practitioners in this country find a way to convert gays to heterosexuals.”

September 1970, Boston

A whole school year after the Student Homophile League first began meeting at MIT in Boston, there still weren’t five homosexual students willing to risk their future engineering careers by putting their names on a membership list for that or any other kind of gay student group. Weary of having to make up phony requests for meeting space at MIT or of having to meet at more liberal campuses like Boston University or Harvard, Stan Tillotson, the group’s founder, had an inspiration. He asked five heterosexual friends at MIT if they would sign as members. They agreed, and an official chapter of the MIT Student Homophile League was born. Three years after Columbia University had chartered the nation’s first Student Homophile League on a college campus, Tillotson had an organization to speak for, and as classes ended in May 1970, he asked permission to hold a dance open to gay students around Boston, center of the nation’s largest college population.

It was the kind of breakthrough which had just been achieved by gay student groups on big campuses like the University of Minnesota and the University of Chicago, but at MIT the request landed on the desk of the dean of student affairs, Dan Nyhart. He consulted with the psychiatrist and staff of the university health service, and when the fall semester began, he turned Tillotson down. Dean Nyhart explained to the MIT student newspaper, The Tech, that medical science considered homosexuality “a disease.” He worried that young, vulnerable students might be seduced at a homosexual dance, and solemnly noted, “the observable unhappiness that homosexuality brings to many persons. . . .”

Through the fall and winter of 1970, the controversy around “The Gay Mixer” that MIT refused to allow grew larger and larger, becoming the greatest issue of contention between the student government and the administration of the nation’s preeminent school of science and engineering. The membership of the MIT Student Homophile League was phantom, but the issue was real: Did homosexual students have the same right to space as other students? It was, in a very fundamental way, one of the most basic issues of the gay rights movement, whether homosexuals could secure physical space for themselves outside the extortive world of the homosexual bars. The public streets in New York and Los Angeles had been the first battleground, the college campuses were the next. The results were uneven, but the New York Times, in a front-page story the following year, would recognize the tide of change. “In defiance of taboos” that blocked previous generations, the Times said, “thousands of college students are proclaiming their homosexuality and openly organizing ‘gay’ groups on large and small campuses across the country. No one knows exactly how many are involved, but in growing numbers they are forming cohesive campus organizations for educational, social and political purposes, often with official sanction and with remarkable acceptance from fellow students.

“From conversations with officials and homosexual students on half a dozen college campuses from Boston to Los Angeles, as well as reports from campus correspondents at 15 other schools,” the Times said, “it would appear that the gay students have made substantial strides in changing attitudes. To do so, they hold dances and parties, run gay lounges and offices on campus, operate telephone hotlines for emergency problems and counseling services, publish newsletters and provide speakers to address fraternity, dormitory and faculty groups.” The story was written by Times reporter Robert Reinhold. At twenty-nine, he was the youngest correspondent on the national staff, only a few years older than many of the students he had interviewed. His beat was college campuses. Although neither he nor any other Times reporter like him declared it in those years, Robert Reinhold was gay, a fact that may have helped him see the trend he reported in the story. Reinhold quoted a number of students, all of them anonymously. One was a freshman at MIT, but Reinhold found him not at MIT, but at a Student Homophile League social gathering in the basement of the Church of St. John the Evangelist. The Student Homophile League had not thrived at MIT. The officers of the student center and of the student government had supported the right of the SHL to hold a dance. The undergraduate assembly had even voted a resolution of support. But when the time came to take the administration on over the issue and risk losing, the assembly quailed, voting instead to formally declare the homosexuals’ right to dance, and to abandon the issue. By December, the student government was so dispirited that it considered dissolving itself. It could not even attract a quorum to its last meeting of the year. In compensation for its weakness, its officers voted to give Stan Tillotson $500 so that the SHL could rent some hall off campus for a dance.

October 1970, New York

The Gay Activists Alliance was by the fall of 1970 the dominant gay rights activist organization in New York City, the most watched—and most imitated—in the country. As its founders had intended, most of its activities were built around pushing for a gay rights bill. The Gay Activists Alliance had committees assigned to finding examples of discrimination against homosexuals. Cases of clear-cut discrimination were not easy to find, if only because most homosexuals were not about to risk publicly claiming discrimination. The president of a New York private investigative agency, Fidelifacts, inadvertently helped the GAA when he boasted to a reporter of his agency’s efficiency in alerting potential employers that applicants were homosexual. It was all part of its routine $12.50-per-candidate background check. Fidelifacts president Vincent Gillen said he knew how to spot homosexuals: “I like to go on the rule of thumb: that if one looks like a duck, walks like a duck, associates only with ducks and quacks like a duck, he is probably a duck.” The next day, sixty-five members of the GAA and the Daughters of Bilitis showed up at Fidelifacts headquarters, led by Marty Robinson—dressed in an outsized duck outfit, flapping white feathers. “The important thing,” Jim Owles told a handful of TV cameras and print reporters who found the spectacle irresistible, “is to draw the public’s attention to the existence of Fidelifacts and other companies like it.”

The GAA demonstrations came to take on an odd mixture of dead earnestness and high camp. In the fall of 1970 respected Harper’s magazine published a cover story, “Homo/Hetero: The Struggle for Sexual Identity,” by Joseph Epstein, which was a powerful condemnation of homosexuality. “If I had the power to do so,” Epstein wrote, “I would wish homosexuality off the face of this earth. They are different from the rest of us. Homosexuals are different, moreover, in a way that cuts deeper than other kinds of human differences—religious, class, racial—in a way that is, somehow, more fundamental. Cursed without clear cause, afflicted without apparent cure, they are an affront to our rationality, living evidence of our despair of ever finding a sensible, an explainable, design to the world. . . . There is much my four sons can do in their lives that might cause me anguish, that might outrage me, that might make me ashamed of them and of myself as their father. But nothing they could do would make me sadder than if any one of them were to become homosexual. For then, I should know them condemned to a state of permanent niggerdom.” At Arthur Bell’s suggestion, the GAA responded with a coffee-and-donuts breakfast in Harper’s office—a tea party—with the intention of engaging the magazine staff in a discussion of the Epstein article. At 9 a.m., they piled off the elevator on the eighteenth-floor office of Harper’s, holding a coffeepot and donuts, folding metal tables and paper cups. Pete Fisher, a bright-eyed, twenty-six-year-old political theory student at Columbia University, had thought to invite along a crew from a local TV station. One GAA member stepped off the elevator to announce himself to a receptionist–switchboard operator: “Hello, I’m a homosexual. I’m here to show you what homosexuals are really like.” Other GAA members started moving through the halls of Harper’s, introducing themselves to employees—“I’m a homosexual!”—and offering coffee, donuts and a GAA pamphlet. The humor evaporated once Arthur Evans met Midge Decter, the Harper’s editor who had worked on the piece. “It is serious and honest and was misread,” she declared. “It does not reinforce anti-homosexual opinion.” Evans’s face quivered with anger. “You knew that this article would contribute to the suffering of homosexuals,” Evans yelled. “You knew that. And if you didn’t know that, you’re inexcusably naive and should not be editor. If you know that those views contribute to the oppression of homosexuals, then damn you for publishing that article. We have a right to come here and hold you politically and morally responsible for it. You are a bigot and you are to be held responsible for that moral and political act!”

Everything about Evans’s performance that day was calculated, and indeed, was mild by his standards. Pete Fisher watched once as Evans brought his face within an inch of Dr. Murray Rockowitz, the vice chairman of the city Board of Education’s Board of Examiners, which was denying teacher’s licenses to open homosexuals. Evans’s arms were flailing, his shoulder-length hair and beard flopping, and he was yelling at the top of his lungs: “ANSWER THE HOMOSEXUAL! ANSWER THE HOMOSEXUAL! ANSWER THE HOMOSEXUAL!” He offered a similar display for Mary Lindsay, the mayor’s wife, at a charity performance of Two by Two at the Imperial Theatre on Broadway. As a clutch of gay activists blocked the Lindsays’ way into the theater, Evans stationed himself in front of her, face-to-face, this time bellowing, “End police harassment!” Mrs. Lindsay, frightened, responded by pushing Evans in the chest, trying to move him away.

In contrast to Evans, Jim Owles was aloof and distant, and even GAA members who voted for him as the organization’s first president, a position he held through December 1971, saw him as rigid—“tight-little old-mannish” was how Arthur Bell put it—and hard to like. He would stand to the side as Marty Robinson or Arthur Evans dominated a meeting, rarely smiling, with the delicate and angular face of a boy, his brown hair waving over his shoulders, his eyes bright behind wire-rimmed glasses. He seemed always to be pale, summer and winter. What Owles might have lacked in imagination or personality he made up in spunk. After he threw himself, or what little there was of him, at a line of police officers trying to block GAA demonstrators from coming into city hall, he was pushed by police down the stairs, and then ran back, where he was placed under arrest. That led Marty Robinson to describe him as “the scrappiest little faggot in New York.” But Owles, with his midwest accent and sensibilities, never quite fit in with the New York gay crowd. Talk of sado-masochism or fetishism made him uncomfortable, as did the habit of some GAA members to call each other “faggot” in a teasing, friendly way. Owles struck some of his colleagues as a strangely lonely character. Being the president of the Gay Activists Alliance was not a paying position, and Jim Owles welcomed secondhand clothes from friends and relied on their kindness for meals. When that failed, he took to going to local grocery stores wearing his oversized green West Point jacket and filling its pockets with steaks and vegetables. His friends didn’t care about the shoplifting, but they were afraid that the GAA might be embarrassed if its president was arrested for something else besides the cause of gay rights. By his second one-year term, Owles’s odd ways had isolated him in the group. Owles lost his attempt at a third term in 1971; he was so upset he ran into the bathroom and began to sob so loudly that his cries could be heard in the meeting room. He had never thought about life without being in the GAA. Within a year or so, he took a job as a night manager of a New York bathhouse.

The third major force in the group was Marty Robinson. His influence was partly a result of his sheer exuberance, which was infectious, and the novelty of many of his political ideas. For people like Pete Fisher, who had never met an openly gay person while growing up in New York’s northern suburbs, Robinson’s notion that being gay could be fun was startling. Robinson’s influence was heightened by his good looks: he had short black hair and near-black eyes, soft and boyish in the way that was considered attractive in the early 1970s. It served him as well in politics as it did in his romantic conquests, which included many members of the GAA. He would come to the GAA meetings wearing skin-tight blue jeans and no underwear. Robinson had wanted to be a doctor like his father, tending to Hasidim in Brooklyn, until his ambition stumbled over his poor academic performance. He worked instead as a carpenter, and lived in a Greenwich Village apartment so tiny that the bathtub was in the kitchen. He was estranged from his family at an early age, partly because they never accepted that he was gay, but also, he told his friends, because they were upset with his drug use. The reason Marty Robinson always was so jittery, eyes fluttering, always out of breath—with a nervous edge that irritated people like Bob Kohler and Jerry Hoose—was that he liked to inject himself with a liquid form of speed. The influence of the speed was no doubt a source of the energy that fueled him. It might also have given him the courage to pull off some of his more daring stunts. But it made him unfocused, irritable and unpredictable—“a cat who would fly off the handle at the slightest provocation,” as Arthur Bell described him. Robinson later worried that what he referred to as his “aggressive way of dealing with people” had held him back in the movement. Even apart from his drug use, Robinson acted more out of instinct than thought. Thus, he hardly ever wrote articles for the gay press or remembrances, and since he never provided an account of his accomplishments or thoughts, the details of his formative role in the Gay Activists Alliance seemed largely lost to history. By the time he died—in March 1992, his brain ravaged by speed and infection—he was so bitter at being ignored in the accounts of the gay political movement that he instructed his friends not to even mark his death with a memorial service.
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FIRST STIRRINGS

January 1971, Minneapolis-St. Paul

The January 26, 1971, issue of Look magazine was devoted to a portrayal of “The American Family,” and it included one unlikely tale: the story of the relationship of Jack Baker and Michael McConnell—three pages, with pictures, under the headline “The Homosexual Couple.” “Not all homosexual life is a series of one-night stands in bathhouses, public toilets or gay bars, (those queer, mirror images of the swinging singles straight scene),” Look said. “Some homosexuals—a minority—live together in stable, often long-lasting relationships, like Baker’s and McConnell’s.” The photographs showed Baker and McConnell applying for a marriage license, shaving in the morning, talking with their Roman Catholic priest at church and cuddling up at an evening gathering of straight friends. Baker and McConnell never missed mass on Sundays at the university’s Newman Center Chapel, Look reported, and one Sunday, Baker stunned the congregation and the priest by asking a question in the middle of the service. “Do you feel that if two people give themselves in love to each other and want to grow together in mutual understanding, that Jesus would be open to such a union if the two people were of the same sex?” There was a collective gasp and a long pause, the story said, and then the priest finally gave his answer: “Yes, in my opinion, Christ would be open.” Beneath this text was a photograph of the two holding hands as they walked down the street. And it was not a show put on for the sake of a national magazine. The readers of Look were given a fairly accurate portrait of the most public gay couple in the nation. “Michael and I hold hands on campus and at parties,” Jack Baker told a gay interviewer, writing for a much narrower audience, at the time. “The only bad reaction was once when we were holding hands coming from mass at the campus Newman Center amidst four or five hundred people, and a guy stopped his car and yelled, ‘Jesus Christ, why don’t you kiss his ass?’ Everyone coming out of church just stared him down. And I just said, ‘Fuck off.’ ”

Other activists at the University of Minnesota resented the idealized couple portrayed in Look, and other members of FREE (Fight Repression of Erotic Expression) disliked Baker in particular. “I hate him,” one said. “I’d like to slit his throat.” But it did not matter. So far as the general public was concerned, Jack Baker and Mike McConnell were the closest things to national personalities that the gay liberation movement had produced, and they were forcing some people to reconsider their own notions of a homosexual. After his appearance in Look, Baker ran for president of the Minnesota Student Association, and his homosexuality was anything but hidden. His first campaign poster showed him posed in a shirt and tie and jeans—in a woman’s high-heeled shoes. “Put Yourself in Jack Baker’s Shoes,” it said. He had another one that the Associated Press sent out as a wire photo from coast to coast. In it, he was standing with an American flag, a picture of Abraham Lincoln, an Italian mother and a baby, holding a Bible and an apple pie. “Jack Baker Comes Out,” it said coyly, “for Things That Count!”

Baker’s slogan was “Responsible Activism,” and on a campus dominated by a radical student spirit, Baker himself came off as pretty dull (though, as one student remembered, “His posters were great”). But the Minnesota Daily endorsed him, and on April 8, Walter Cronkite told the nation that, “In Minneapolis, an admitted homosexual, Jack Baker, has been elected president of the University of Minnesota Student Association.” It was the movement’s first electoral victory, a triumph by a homosexual candidate with a sense of humor, and family values.

March 1971, Austin, Texas

The first Gay Liberation National Conference drew about three hundred lesbians and gay men from twenty cities—Los Angeles and Bloomington, Indiana; San Francisco and Lincoln, Nebraska; New York and Lawrence, Kansas—to the First Unitarian Church in Austin, Texas, a city whose huge university distinguished it as a progressive outpost in the South. The conference, “planned for and by gays” as the invitation pointedly noted, was the first such national gathering of radical gay activists devoted to discussion of the oppression of homosexuals. Political conferences in the twenty-one months since Stonewall had been far from satisfying: either the vestigial and listless conferences of the old homophile movements or the New Left assemblies, where homosexuals had to jostle for attention and respect. The idea for this conference had risen out of a particularly dispiriting gathering the previous fall called the Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention, organized by the Black Panthers. Members of gay liberation fronts from New York, Austin, Chicago, Philadelphia and Boston had attended the sessions in Philadelphia and Washington, D.C., filling the halls with chants of “Gay Power” and saluting the Black Panthers as “the vanguard of the people’s revolution.” But there was no reciprocal gesture from the Panthers, no attempt to integrate the homosexuals’ demands into the Panther platform. The lesbians had been particularly appalled at the way women were treated. Martha Shelley saw no difference between the Black Panthers and the Nazi Party: Both, she proclaimed, viewed women as little more than baby machines. Lois Hart, struggling to find common ground with a group she wished to embrace, described them in Come Out! as “a straight man’s trip in CinemaScope and Technicolor . . . [they were] super butch. . . . Their words cracked with rage and self-righteousness.” When Hart had demanded to know when the Panther convention would address gay and women’s issues, someone responded: “We’ll tolerate that crazy talk for 30 seconds and you’ll be asked to leave.” At another point, a man screamed at a group of lesbians: “Get out of here, you freaks! Get away from here, you sex freaks!”

The reception was hardly surprising. The straight leaders of the New Left were proving to be no less uncomfortable with—and no less hostile to—gays than heterosexuals in the society at large. Jim Fouratt’s failed effort to enlist his friend Abbie Hoffman to come down to the Stonewall was only one example. Yippie leader Jerry Rubin’s book Do It! was sprinkled with slurs that rankled homosexual activists. Rubin scorned school bureaucrats who “put one hand around our shoulders while the other hand gropes for our pants,” and university administrators “sucking each other off in the back rooms of the University.” In an “Open Letter to Jerry Rubin,” Step May, an activist in Chicago, wrote: “It’s one of the most anti-gay pieces of literature I’ve seen in current writing—Movement or otherwise.” He added: “Let’s free everyone, Jerry. Us homosexuals, too.” Black Panther Minister of Information Eldridge Cleaver spoke often about the threat “faggots” posed to America. In New York, a Gay Liberation Front banner was ripped to shreds in a confrontation at a Vietnam Moratorium rally in Bryant Park. A young, long-haired New York GLF member, Earl Galvin, carried a “28th of June” banner up Pennsylvania Avenue at the November 1969 Vietnam Moratorium in Washington that had proved a turning point for Marty Robinson and Jim Owles. He shared with readers of Come Out! the reaction he drew when he explained he represented a cell from New York’s Gay Liberation Front named for the anniversary of Stonewall: “The march was so full of liberals, nervous Nellies all. Most of the young men smiled slightly, tightened their sphincters, grabbed mom’s hand and gravitated discreetly to another area of the street.”

Both the Communist Party and the Socialist Workers Party had explicit prohibitions against homosexuality. “Homosexuality is part of the problem of a decaying society—in a planned society, you could deal with the problem medically and psychiatrically,” the Communist Party’s American spokesman, Charlene Mitchell, said in 1970. According to New York’s John O’Brien, the SWP’s youth league expelled him once its members realized he was gay (O’Brien was all muscles and swagger, and even other gay men often didn’t recognize his homosexuality at first). Members of the Communist Party threatened to call the police to prevent a delegation of lesbians, carrying a banner saying “Gay Liberation Front Women,” from joining a downtown Manhattan rally protesting the prosecution of Black Panther Angela Davis. When the women opened their banner in the midst of the crowd, a handful of Communist Party members produced an even larger banner which they lifted to hide the GLF contingent from newspaper photographers.

The Austin conference was planned in order to address gay issues away from the growing hostility of the New Left. As leaders of Austin Gay Liberation explained in their letter calling the conference, it had become obvious at the Black Panther’s Revolutionary People’s Convention that “gay people cannot adequately deal with the vital questions affecting their lives in brief caucuses associated with other conventions.” But if the Austin conference proved anything, it was that outside forces were not needed to produce ideological divisions among this new generation of gay leaders. The conference demonstrated that the ideological divisions that had been displayed when New York’s Gay Activists Alliance split off from the Gay Liberation Front fifteen months before were as deep as ever.

It began at the very first session, as Jim Fouratt led a group demanding the ejection of all heterosexuals at the church, including a University of Texas college newspaper reporter and members of the Socialist Workers Party. “We are not separatists!” responded one of the delegates, to huge cheers, and then a resounding vote against Fouratt’s idea. Fouratt and his delegation stormed out, but returned, again and again, effectively paralyzing the conference. Finally, and devastatingly, Fouratt and his supporters shut off the electricity to the church’s conference room. The remaining activists had gathered their chairs into a circle to shut out the distractions. With the lights out, Morty Manford raised his arm and flicked on a cigarette lighter, which cast off just enough light for him to watch most of the remaining delegates leave in defeat.

Arthur Evans had intended to talk Saturday about creating gay movement. But Fouratt and his supporters declared they would not let Evans and his “middle-class friends” take over the national movement, as they had done in New York. Thus, the afternoon was devoted not to an exploration of homosexual oppression, but to analyzing racism and sexism and how “none of us are free until all of us are free.” The only tangible accomplishments of the gathering were an official endorsement of an upcoming anti-war rally in San Francisco and the May Day demonstrations in Washington, D.C. “This convention was originally called in order to discuss gay identity and the beginning of a national gay movement,” Evans reported to the GAA on his return, his account reminiscent, in words and tone, of the angry newsletter published by members of the Mattachine Society sixteen months earlier, after Fouratt disrupted the homophile conference in Washington, D.C., “It attained neither end, largely due to the disruptive and manipulative tactics used by delegates from the Gay Liberation Front of New York.”

•  •  •

The emerging homosexual rights movement was in some turmoil, torn between ideologies and generations, divided over mission and tactics. The issue of “homosexual rights” was coming into conflict with the sheer diversity of homosexual men and women, suggesting that the notion of a “homosexual community” was, in fact, misleading. Morris Kight was shoved and doused with beer by radical members of his own GLF after he tried to prevent them from storming the county jail during the city’s first gay pride parade. A mid-western Gay Liberation conference sponsored in Minneapolis by FREE was forced by radicals to scrap its agenda of gay liberation issues to devote three days to talking about sexism, racism and the Black Panthers. The radicals objected that the convention agenda included addresses by heterosexuals and refused to allow Conrad Balfour, the Minnesota commissioner of human rights and one of the first supporters of gay rights statutes, to speak. Chicago Gay Liberation founder Henry Wiemhoff became the subject of a divisive debate in his organization over whether it was fair that he—the product of a white Chicago neighborhood—claim a draft exemption based on his homosexuality.

The movement bristled with contradictions. On one hand, Troy Perry was officiating at the marriage of two lesbians in Los Angeles, and Jack Baker and Mike McConnell were fighting in the Minnesota courts for recognition of their union. On the other, the Lesbian Workshop of the Revolutionary People’s Convention was advocating the “destruction of the nuclear family,” which it called a “microcosm of the fascist state, where the women and children are owned by, and their fates determined by, the needs of men in a man’s world.” Franklin Kameny was considering a run for Congress in Washington, while the GLF in New York was casting its lot with “oppressed peoples whenever possible in the struggle to destroy the Empire.” New York’s Gay Activists Alliance was negotiating a gay rights bill, but Chicago Gay Liberation leaders had concluded that “we no longer want to ‘make it’ in Amerika.” The Los Angeles GLF Statement of Purpose didn’t even get around to addressing the problem of homosexuals until after it established that it was “in total opposition to America’s white racism, to poverty, hunger. . . . We oppose the rich getting richer, the poor getting poorer and we are in total opposition to wars of aggression and imperialism, whoever pursues them. We support the demands of blacks, Chicanos, Orientals, women, youth, senior citizens and others demanding their full rights as human beings.”

These ideas were alien to the pragmatic and moderate mainstream homosexuals taking an interest in the movement, and to the conservative homophiles who controlled the major gay newspapers of the time. “It becomes more and more apparent,” The Advocate wrote in an editorial, “that the so-called gay militants are not so much pro-gay as they are anti-establishment, anti-capitalist, anti-society. They lash out in all directions, destroying everything in sight—gay or straight.” The Advocate under editor Dick Michaels tried to ignore the radical surge. When Don Jackson wrote Michaels to complain about its coverage, the Advocate editor responded with an attack. “If the Gay Liberation Movement founders, it will do so primarily because of one glaring fault: Hypocrisy,” Michaels wrote. “It is possible for all homosexuals to favor freedom and justice for homosexuals. But it is the wildest and most improbable jump to say that therefore they should all be against the Vietnam war, against capitalism, or in favor of destroying society.”

Gay newspaper in New York urged its readers not to abandon the homophile movement, since that would let the radicals get even more of a toehold, “now that the revolution is spreading among the gay masses, that less responsible people are beginning to infiltrate the homophile cause.” Instead of court challenges and campaigns to change antiquated laws and win the support of mainstream politicians, “we may now discover that an increasing number of gay spokesmen will dump endless slogans in our laps. We will hear unceasing raps, merry-go-round like, about oppression/oppression/oppression and revolution/revolution/revolution. The purpose of this editorial is not to ask of Gay’s readers that they turn away from homophile organizations because of recent events, but rather that they support those organizations which have shown themselves to be responsible and civilized spokesmen for the community. . . . Dropping out of the civil libertarian struggle will only leave the homosexual cause in the hands of loudmouths.” Frank Kameny warned that radicals were undercutting the movement: “The endless involvement some groups get into with racism and sexism is a very subtle cop-out. Blacks and women are respectable issues. It doesn’t take much internal fortitude to stand up for them and fight for them. Homosexuality is not yet a respectable issue—it takes internal strength to stand up publicly and fight.” No issue better illustrated the conflicts in the gay radical movement than whether to support the Black Panthers. At the height of the furor, Jim Fouratt offered an apology on behalf of the Black Panthers’ use of the word, “faggot,” which had made talk of a Panther-homosexual alliance seem far-fetched: “The problem,” Fouratt wrote, “is that my brothers and sisters don’t understand the word ‘faggot’ as Cleaver and many blacks use it. The word ‘faggot’ is used to describe any castrated male made impotent by the society.” Fouratt found little agreement on that point. “Why are we going out for them?” Barbara Gittings demanded, up from Philadelphia for a Gay Activists Alliance meeting. “Why aren’t we doing something for us? They don’t come around for us. We should be doing something strictly for gay people.”

May 1971, New York

The Gay Activists Alliance’s Firehouse, an elegant, four-story, turn-of-the-century, abandoned Victorian building on Wooster Street that the GAA had rented in SoHo, a ten-minute walk from Christopher Street, symbolized the new gay spirit in New York that spring. The exceptionally deep building, with its high ceiling, iron front doors that rolled open (so the fire trucks could get out), and a facade painted with a fresh coat of fire engine red stretched out across 10,000 square feet and was ideal for the Thursday night meetings. The other two floors and the basement were suited for the smaller committee sessions and social gatherings during the week. But most of all, the building, with its white-tiled bay which stretched the width of two fire trucks, was an ideal place for a dance. And starting in May 1971, homosexuals, almost all men, began lining up on Wooster Street every Saturday night, in what overnight became the most popular gay dance club in New York. On any Saturday night, people like Arnie Kantrowitz, perched on the art nouveau–style spiral staircase at one side of the room (the staircase the firemen had used to descend to the trucks), would take in the expanse of men, over a thousand of them, shoulder to shoulder, shirtless, arms flying in the air, high on LSD or quaaludes or Seconals or black beauties or marijuana.1 They were pounding sneakers on the cement floor, under flashing colored and strobe lights, and to a sound system “the Fillmore might envy,” as Randy Wicker wrote in Gay newspaper, referring to the rock and roll concert hall across town. It was, Arthur Bell said, a “heaven’s cross between Woodstock and Dante’s inferno,” and it was to be the progenitor of the huge gay discos that later appeared in New York. Suddenly, politics was glamorous. People who never thought of going to a GAA Thursday night meeting or a zap would line up to dance in what was by day the headquarters of the most active gay rights group in the country and by night New York’s premier gay club. The chorus boys and Broadway dancers appeared around midnight, after their curtains fell.

For the Gay Activists Alliance, this was triumph over the commercial and syndicate-controlled gay clubs, dwarfing the Gay Liberation Front’s pioneering efforts at Alternate U. the year before. As a page one headline in Gay newspaper put it, “Gay Power Challenges Syndicate Bars: Dances Draw Large Crowds.” Randy Wicker and Arthur Bell both reported a drop-off in Saturday night attendance at the usual gay haunts. And the dances became a huge source of income—in the first three weeks, the dances grossed $4,300. At its peak, the GAA collected an average of $1,786 every Saturday night, against just $501 in expenses. Without the dances, the GAA could not have afforded the monthly $1,100 cost of the Firehouse. Such large congregations of gay people inevitably attracted the attention of the local police precinct. At the very first dance, the GAA was greeted by a convoy of six police cars. “Do you have a certificate of occupancy?” an officer demanded. “No, officer, but we’ve applied for one,” Owles responded, as Rich Wandel, the official GAA photographer and a future president, moved in and started snapping pictures. The officer wrote Owles a ticket for not having a certificate of occupancy, and then another for not having a permit to assemble. There was a third summons for violating the city noise regulations. After the police left, Owles held up the summonses and proclaimed: “See what we got, folks? Three more pieces of paper to plaster on the wall.”

•  •  •

When Jim Owles spoke at the opening of the Firehouse in the spring of 1971, he envisioned a time when homosexuals would be able “to show straights and themselves that being gay means something more than the baths and the bars.” The new Firehouse, he suggested, would stand as a center for gay culture and social life, as well as for gay activism. But as the Firehouse dances grew in popularity, some of the GAA founders began to worry that this new notion of a gay rights group concerned with social and cultural issues threatened its political existence. Homosexuals were so starved for social interaction and sex, Arthur Evans asserted, that they would rush at what GAA was offering; the group’s political agenda would be trampled. Marty Robinson brooded about this as he spent twelve hours setting up for the first dance. What do music and dancing have to do with gay rights? he wondered, skeptical of “all you people who want to dance your way to liberation.” This was a serious rift, and one that caught everyone by surprise. Marty Robinson and Arthur Evans were battling the members of what was appropriately labeled the Pleasure Committee, which was in charge of the dances. The GAA tried to patch over the divide by injecting some politics into its “pleasure.” The constitution was changed to redefine the GAA as a political and cultural organization. Dances were built around a political theme (the first one was held in honor of the so-called Rockefeller Five, who had been arrested at a sit-in at state Republican headquarters after party leaders refused to meet with them). The GAA installed a mural, forty feet long and eight feet high, along the wall of the Firehouse, mostly made up of photos by Rich Wandel: a collage of portraits, including homosexuals clutching iron bars in anguish; Walt Whitman, Gertrude Stein and Allen Ginsberg, and photos of the group’s leaders. The mural was decorated with slogans: “Gay Power,” “Gay Pride” and “An Army of Lovers Can not Lose.” The Saturday night dance entertainment began to include a showing, on the third floor, of videotapes of political zaps. (But to little obvious effect: no one could see the mural under the strobe lights of the dance, and the videotapes of demonstrations usually played to empty chairs.)

Still, the GAA was thriving. Membership swelled from the publicity; even better evidence of the group’s success was the rising resentment from the remnants of other homosexual rights groups in New York. Bob Kohler and Jerry Hoose, who stayed with GLF until the end, refused to set foot in the Firehouse. Relations were even worse between the GAA and the Mattachine, particularly with Dick Leitsch, who attacked the Gay Activists Alliance regularly in his newspaper column on such matters as its battle against police crackdowns on after-hour bars. “To charge that this campaign is directed against the gay community can only be construed to be paranoiac or self-serving,” Leitsch wrote. “In the Stonewall incident, at least the police were doing us a favor by putting out of business a group of exploiters who were exposing us to dangers of many kinds and taking us all for suckers. I don’t believe it’s a responsible use of gay power to defend the Mafia.” The GAA responded with a testy letter, saying Leitsch “has no understanding of the new homosexual who embodies self-respect, courage and determination to seek beneficial revolutionary changes. The gay political groups of New York each tend to view themselves as being the savior of the homosexual. We do not apologize for depleting Mr. Leitsch’s ego.” From Los Angeles, even the editors of The Advocate cast an admiring eye at the New York group’s success. The Los Angeles police vice squad had raided an afternoon fundraiser being held by a homosexual legal rights group, HELP (Homophile Effort for Legal Protection), and arrested twenty-two men. “If the organization has any good tacticians among its ranks—like some of the more brilliant members of New York’s Gay Activists Alliance—it will turn the event into a cause celebre and a monumental legal battle from which the group would emerge stronger than ever,” an Advocate editorial said.
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“What Clendinen and Nagourney have created is an invaluable document,
impressively rescarched, remarkably well written, and groundbreaking in scope.”

—SHANE HARRISON, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
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