
An Aging LGBT Activist’s Personal Memoir In Words & Pictures: 

Joe Kennedy Looks Back

MID-LIFE: JOE AT AGE 40. 
Frontrunners’ LGBT Pride Run in Central Park, June 1986 (I ran in this race for about 15 years)
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Pictures from Joe’s 
original (i.e., oldest) 
photo album

3 photos spanning 20 years, all taken by my dear friend Ron: at left, early 1970s, at home; CENTER, the 1980s, 
after a morning run in the mountains; at right, early 1990s, in West Village. Back in university days, when FBI 
agents [Pg. 8] asked Ron if I was crazy, he wittily replied: It depends on what you mean by crazy.

At left: I’m deep in thought, writing my politics/activism column for a weekly gay magazine. A candid 
(unexpected) photo by my lover Paul [Pg. 13]. Paul also took photo at right:  JOE AT AGE 30.
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We heightened LGBT visibility 
& pride by erecting 3 official-
looking “Gay Meadow” signs 
as a crowd cheered at a then-

popular Central Park gathering spot. Headline from 
Gaysweek newspaper – a valuable communication link 
in the latter half of 1970s, long before cell phones or 
internet existed; its publisher, Alan Bell, also founded the 
groundbreaking magazine BLK (serving Gay Men of Color). 

Front-page picture of me in Gaysweek newspaper, 
1977, when an anti-LGBT politician said I led “a brazen 
gang of thugs.” [Pg. 16: Dion explains on YouTube].

At my day job, late 1970s, candid photo by a 
co-worker. I worked full-time for 44 years, and 
happily became a Gay Retiree on July 12, 2013.

Celebrating Christmas with Richard – always a high point, for 16 wonderful years! [Pg. 15] Richard took & 
liked this photo of me, on the Night of Nights (Christmas Eve). At right: the setting before our tree-lighting 
party where Richard played carols on the piano. “O Tannenbaum” he played as the tree was lit.
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An autobiographical essay: 
the 1960s and 1970s

In August 1963, as a naïve high school kid living in a segregated world – and unbeknown to me at the 
time, enjoying the benefits of white privilege – I watched the live TV coverage of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech at the March on Washington. I was deeply moved by the righteousness of the 
cause and awestruck by his brilliance and eloquence as a speaker.  In my heart, I very much wanted to be 
there.

Shortly thereafter, I saw President John F. Kennedy’s powerful prime-time address to the nation endorsing 
racial equality under law, calling it a moral cause that “is as old as the Scriptures and is as clear as the 
American Constitution.” That phrase really grabbed me. Again, I was impatient to be old enough to actively 
join the cause.

It was not long after finishing high school that I had the honor of marching in my first civil rights 
demonstration, in Harlem. I’ll never forget what an emotional moment it was for me, a teen-ager, as we 
marched forward, Black and white together, singing “We Shall Overcome” at the top of our lungs.

Tragically, after the horror of JFK’s assassination, his successor pursued a policy of ever-escalating war in 
Vietnam, sending more and more draftees into combat (with the lie “We see light at the end of the tunnel”) 
until there were half a million Americans fighting in Vietnam, and every week more than 300 of them were 
coming home in body bags. Thousands began chanting, “Hey, hey, LBJ, how many kids did you kill today?” 
After that drove him from office, his evil successor Nixon only continued the war. In the end, 58,000 
Americans and three million Vietnamese were killed.

IN A FOXHOLE, A PROMISE MADE TO GOD
January 30, 1968

I was a G.I. (American soldier) in the Vietnam War, in a place called Chu Lai, at the very moment when 
the fiercest fighting, the most decisive battle of the entire war erupted.  And that was just a few hours 
after I – and a buddy, a big farm boy from Idaho named Larry – were promoted to the junior NCO (non-
commissioned officer) rank of E-5.

There was no promotion ceremony in a war zone. The First Sergeant (R.I.P.) just told us that evening, “The 
orders came down from battalion,” adding a perfunctory “Congratulations.” 

A few hours later, the enemy’s gigantic Tet Offensive began – what historians call by far the biggest battle 
and the crucial turning point in the war. Of course we didn’t know right then that what was happening 
to us was part of a massive nationwide offensive. All we knew was that Hell itself had suddenly broken 
loose, that our base was being overrun in an attack unlike anything seen before. In the first minutes it was a 
chaotic scene; frankly, no one was prepared for it. With our newly-promoted ranks, Larry and I were each 
quickly assigned a few men from our unit and told to set up a local perimeter and fend for ourselves. 

As we rushed to create makeshift foxholes and hunker down, Larry said to me “Joe, I’m scared.”  Instantly 
and instinctively, I replied, “Me too.  But we can’t let them know,” gesturing to the troops who were now 
looking to us for leadership upon which all of our lives depended.  Somehow I felt reassured and stabilized 
that I wasn’t alone in my fear.

The approaching enemy overran and blew up our base’s well-guarded ammo dump (where all the 
munitions and bombs that were to be used against the enemy were stored) with a thunderous explosion 
that quaked the ground and sent out a shock wave strong enough to knock a person down. The fiery 
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blast sent up an enormous mushroom cloud that reminded me of what I’d 
seen in films of a nuclear bomb. Then in the pitch-dark night that followed, the 
sound of mortars and gunfire grew louder, nearer. Life and death hung in the 
balance. Kill or be killed.

In desperation, I prayed silently in that makeshift foxhole, more fervently 
than I’d ever prayed before: “Dear God, I know now that this is an awful, 
outrageous, immoral war.  I know we have no business being here. Please 
forgive me and spare me. I promise, Dear God, that if you spare me, when I 
return to civilian life, I will do everything I can – everything – to end this war, 
to bring all American forces home. I promise, Dear God!”

Since I’m writing this, it’s hardly a spoiler alert to say I survived. And I fully 
intended to keep my promise to God.

(In a bit of battlefield gallows humor, the First Sergeant subsequently said to 
Larry and me, “If that’s the kind of promotion party you guys throw, we’re going 
to bust you back to buck privates”).

After Vietnam, I had to serve one more year in the U.S. Army, in West 
Germany with NATO forces (as seen at right, in 1969), before being honorably 
discharged back to civilian life. 

 

KEEPING THE PROMISE, PART 1
November 12, 1969

My return to civilian life came as a student at Fordham University in the Bronx, NYC. But I was less interested 
in studying than in using the campus setting to fulfill my promise to God:  Campuses were the hotbed of anti-
war activism.

So I jumped at the first opportunity to get involved. An anti-Vietnam War group announced plans to occupy 
the university’s Administration Building on November 12th, with the demand “U.S. Out of Vietnam, ROTC Out 
of Fordham.” (ROTC, pronounced Rot-C, stands for Reserve Officers Training Corps, a part of the U.S. Armed 
Forces and thus the target of anti-war protests on many campuses). 

Late in the afternoon of Nov. 12th, things got off to an excellent start. The demonstrators had tools to cut 
the chains that had been put on the Administration Building doors to keep us out, then we pushed aside the 
campus security guards who tried to obstruct our entrance and rushed inside. We quickly occupied all of 
the rather spacious administrative offices. Several of us at the head of the pack literally kicked and body-
bashed open the elegant thick wooden double doors to the university President’s office and ejected Reverend 
President, S.J., and his coterie from the premises. While rifling through his desk, someone found his pipe, 
loaded it up with marijuana and passed it around to celebrate the successful take-over.  

I knew that some well-known anti-war activists, including the Berrigan brothers (two pacifist Roman Catholic 
priests – I’d spoken to one of them on the phone), tried to “stop the war machine” by breaking into draft 
boards at night, throwing the records on the floor in maximum disarray and symbolically spilling their own 
blood on the records. But I felt, I’ve seen too much blood already. Let’s just impede the war machine – stop the 
functioning of this ROTC-supporting, and therefore war-supporting, university – by giving the office equipment 
that keeps it running the old Heave-Ho. If the destruction of this property might hasten the end of the war 
and save lives, it is a good and moral thing to do – a necessary thing to do. So every Xerox copier, Selectric 
typewriter, adding machine etc. that could be found was destroyed.  Even the office furniture was fair game. 
One could say there was a conscious effort to wreck the place.  

A few hours went by, and we heard an announcement over a loud speaker from outside that the NYPD was 
about to storm the building and arrest the occupiers. We didn’t know it at the time, but hundreds of anti-war 
activists had gathered outside to cheer for us and jeer the police as they mobilized their elite tactical forces, with 
all of this playing out on live TV on the late news, as a professor later told me, “like the Battle of Armageddon.”
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We were hauled off in a paddy wagon to the local precinct, the 46th as I recall. In the middle of the night, 
something truly remarkable happened: a cop came to the cell where we were being held and called for 
me by name.  He took me to a room where about a dozen other cops stared at me. Uh-oh, I thought. But 
instead of beating me, the cop said:  “You’re not like the others. You’ve been there. You’ve won medals. 
Why are you doing this?”

Flabergasted, it took me a second to process this (including the fact that they obviously had my military 
records). I wasn’t prepared for this, but I came up with the best 60-second presentation I could on the spot:

“Everything you’ve been told is a lie. We’re losing the war, not winning. The Vietnamese people don’t 
want us there, they want us to leave. The war is not part of a worldwide Cold War against communist 
aggression, as we’ve been told.  Ho Chi Minh [the enemy head of state] is not a puppet of Moscow or 
Beijing, and Vietnam is not a ‘falling domino.’ They’re just Vietnamese nationalists, they just want all foreign 
troops out of their country and then they’ll be friends with us. They’re not a threat to us. Our boys are dying 
for a mistake.”

None of the cops argued or said a word. They just took me back to the cell with the others. Wow, I thought, 
dumbfounded.

Shortly before dawn, they loaded us in a paddy wagon again for the trip way downtown to the notorious 
(now closed) jail known as the Tombs to await arraignment. There must have been over 100 men who had 
been arrested that night crowded in our holding cell there at the Tombs. Many of them were young men 
about our age, but none of them – not one that I could see – were of our race. (Reflect on that for a minute; 
do you think there may be racism in the “justice” system?)  So naturally someone asked, “What are you 
white boys in here for?” 

Before we could answer, one of the recent arrivals piped up, “I know what they did,” and he pulled a rolled-
up copy of that morning’s Daily News out of his back pocket and held up the front page high for all to see: 
“Look what they did!” I tried to act cool and not seem too interested, but of course I peeked at the big picture 
of a large office totally reduced to rubble, everything smashed to smithereens, and I felt a sense of satisfaction. 
“Dear God,” I prayed silently there in the Tombs, “See, I’m keeping my promise.  I’m doing everything I can to 
end this war.” (For the record, I found out later that we also made Page One of The New York Times.)

Upon reflection, I realized that God was giving me pointers that night on how to better fulfill my pledge 
from now on.  

From the encounter with the cops in the precinct, I learned that Vietnam veterans had enormous credibility 
with the general population that no one else had – a fact that had not previously dawned on me – and 
that I needed to use this credibility with a wider public, not confining myself to a university campus where 
to my peers I was just one rabble-rousing student among many. From that revelation came Keeping the 
Promise, Part 2.

And I also realized that if one is going to practice a more militant alternative to the Berrigan model and 
actually try to throw a monkey wrench into the war machine – in reality and not just symbolically – one 
should plan carefully to avoid arrest and jail. From that revelation came Keeping the Promise, Part 3. 

KEEPING THE PROMISE, PART 2
1970-71

It did not come easily or naturally to me, but I had a promise to God to fulfill, so I began the task of being 
the most outspoken and persuasive Vietnam Veteran Against the War that anyone could possibly be in my 
hometown, a conservative Republican place a few miles north of the New York City Limits. For nearly two 
years, it became virtually a full-time job for me.

With several other veterans including a high school classmate of mine, I helped form a Vietnam Veterans 
Against the War (VVAW) group, part of a fast-growing nationwide movement of that name. We spoke to 



7Joe Kennedy Looks Back

any audience that would listen. We marched with our VVAW 
banner in the local parades on patriotic holidays and even in the 
Halloween parade. We got the most prominent nationally-known 
Vietnam Veteran Against the War, John Kerry, to come and speak 
(as seen in photos at right). All of that had quite an impact, bringing 
more townsfolk to the anti-war cause.

I co-founded a “People for Peace” organization that also helped change 
the prevailing opinion in the town. We distributed leaflets and set up 
tables at train stations during rush hour and at super markets during 
shopping hours.  I spoke at every neighborhood meeting and coffee 
klatch I could get an invitation to. I met the editors and had multiple 
letters printed in all the local papers. I went to each of the houses of 
worship in the area, asking the clergy to sign a letter opposing the war 
(just over half of them did, including a rabbi, a priest and an African-
American minister) and then publicized these letters in newspapers and 
at public meetings.

At my suggestion, we petitioned the Town Council and several Village 
Boards to go on record against the war, so whole meetings of these 
local government bodies with sizeable audiences in attendance were 
handed over to a discussion of the war.  It helped that at these meetings I was joined by an anti-war Gold 
Star mother from the town whose son, a lieutenant, had been killed in action.

We even organized motorcades around the region with several dozen cars festooned with anti-war posters 
and peace signs, honking horns, flashing headlights and creating an attention-drawing spectacle – something 
to make people stop and think.

It was suggested to me – the idea would never 
have occurred to me on my own – that we could 
maximize outreach even more if I became a 
candidate for public office as a Vietnam Veteran, 
running on an anti-war, anti-racism platform. So I 
ran for the State Assembly as an independent in 
1970, and in 1971 captured the Democratic Party 
nomination for Town Supervisor (equivalent to 
Mayor); it took a lot of difficult politicking to get the 
nomination of a major party, even though it was a 
predominantly Republican town, but it was worth 
the effort for the enhanced megaphone it provided 
for the anti-Vietnam war and anti-racism cause. 
Clipping at right from the Daily World. (Can you 
see the paragraph heading, that some who opposed 
us “Fear pool integration.” Historic times, historic 
struggles, for sure).

With all this effort, I had no doubt that I was making 
a real difference, shifting public opinion against 
the war, and rallying people to get involved and speak out for peace in Vietnam and racial justice here at 
home. On more than a few occasions, anti-war people, complimenting me on how effectively and tirelessly 
they said I was working, told me, “If we had a hundred people like you in this country, the war would be 
over already!”  Each time I heard that, I would humbly say a silent prayer, “Dear God, see, I’m keeping my 
promise. I’m doing everything I can to end this war.”
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KEEPING THE PROMISE, PART 3
May 4, 1970

I was leading a double life. Fortunately, I was young and vibrant and needed little sleep. Because while I 
was working “within the system” to end the war, as a Vietnam Veteran Against the War and candidate for 
public office in my hometown, I was also pursuing the same goal by very different means only ten miles, 
but seemingly a world, away: I was involved in “radical” activities on the Fordham campus and in nearby 
neighborhoods in the Bronx.

I believed strongly in something Senator Robert F. Kennedy said in a speech against apartheid in South 
Africa – that every time anyone does anything for social justice, it creates a ripple and that all the ripples will 
ultimately come together to make a mighty overpowering wave that sweeps in justice. So we had to keep 
creating ripples; no matter how modest they might seem, they will become part of something much bigger 
and stronger. 

With a group of like-minded people who called ourselves “the rippies,” I set out to do everything that could 
be done on the campus and in nearby neighborhoods to end the Vietnam War and end racism. Everything 
that was done was specifically aimed at those goals. (Wags in a local bar said it was fitting that “the rippies” 
subscribed to the “ripple theory” of bringing about change.)  

We had learned it’s important to avoid being caught and wasting time in jail. We believed that every act of 
protest would probably prompt multiple other people to do something similar, thus growing the movement 
and ultimately creating a level of disruption and destruction that the powers-that-be would find unsustainable, 
forcing them to capitulate to our righteous demands.  

In other words, if our constant little ripples forced the university to kick ROTC out, that would create a big 
ripple that, along with other colleges and universities doing the same, would result in a wave that would 
pressure the policy-makers in Washington to withdraw U.S. forces from Vietnam.

This very active ripple-making persisted without let-up for the entire academic year – a kind of low-grade 
guerilla insurgency, “bringing the war home” – despite a cease-and-desist injunction from a state court and 
frequent threats to jail violators of the injunction if they were caught, and despite a big increase in spending 
by the university on campus security.  

On May 4th, 1970, in an appalling atrocity, National Guard troops on the campus of Kent State University in 
Ohio opened fire on peaceful unarmed students demonstrating against the war, killing four and injuring many 
others. The Kent State massacre, it was called.  

Hundreds of students poured out of the Fordham dorms that night, infuriated by the Kent State massacre. The 
rippies knew exactly how to channel their rage in the most effective way, to where it would have the most 
impact on “the Establishment.” 

It so happened that the biggest financial contributor to Fordham University was a wealthy right-winger 
(residing, by the way, in a community that banned Jews and People of Color) who was also the biggest 
financial contributor to Nixon’s election campaigns and who funded a stridently pro-war “Tell It to Hanoi” 
advertising drive. Fordham had recently named its new chemistry building for this donor.

So on that May 4th night, a boiling-mad mob, egged on by rippies in its midst and furiously shouting, “U.S. 
Out of Vietnam, Avenge the Murdered Students,” went to that new chemistry building and smashed every 
one of its giant plate-glass windows. Within an hour the university announced that the damage exceeded 
$10,000 (which would be several times that amount in today’s dollars). We had created a nice ripple. For 
the next 24 hours, breathless news bulletins and special reports about the unprecedented wave of outrage 
roiling so many campuses included the line: “At Fordham University rioters broke more than $10,000 worth 
of windows.”   

A few days later, two FBI agents paid me a visit. From what they said, I inferred that the right-wing donor had 
personally called Nixon to complain about the window-smashing at the building bearing his name, and that 
the rippies and I were now on Nixon’s and FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover’s infamous Enemies List.  
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This was pretty much confirmed when Nixon gave a speech summed up in the front-page Daily News headline:

Nixon to Campuses: Fight the Rippies

The FBI agents said they had heard (but evidently couldn’t prove, or they wouldn’t have been chatting with 
me) that I was in the forefront of organizing the mob on May 4th – and that I actually threw the first stone that 
smashed a window, the act that in their view prompted others to follow suit and incited a riot.

What’s more, the FBI agents said, they’d heard that I was a ringleader of an “anarchist” group responsible 
for a campus crime wave that was wreaking havoc on the university. They wondered, Did I know anything 
about the ongoing acts of disruptive sabotage and destructive vandalism that were plaguing Fordham? Did 
I know who kept cutting the “lanyards” and stealing the American flag from the campus flagpole – a federal 
crime, “desecrating the flag” – and plastering the flagpole with hard-to-remove anti-war materials? What 
about the rowdy crowds that were frequently swooping in and rushing the university-run cafeteria, chanting 
“End the war!  Free the food!” while perpetrating whole-scale theft? (“Rip-offs” these events were called, and 
they were very popular). Did I have any idea who might be tossing Molotov cocktails at university buildings 
at all hours of the night (one building was shut for a few months by fire damage) and every so often hurling a 
brick through the university President’s window? And so on and so forth.

As if that weren’t enough, they’d heard that I was hanging out in (predominantly People of Color) 
neighborhoods south of the campus with “drug dealers and known radicals” including their arch-nemeses, 
Black Panthers. 

Needless to say, I made clear to the FBI agents that I knew nothing about any illegal activities and certainly 
would never take part in anything like that myself. But inside, I had to smile at this confirmation, from the 
horse’s mouth as it were, that the rippies’ tactics were indeed vexing – and preoccupying – the authorities (the 
agents and enablers of the war machine) just as the rippies had hoped. Silently and humbly I prayed, right 
there as the FBI agents questioned me, “Dear God, see, I’m keeping my promise. I’m doing everything that 
can be done to end this war.”

TAKING THE NEXT BIG STEP IN LIFE
By the time the tumultuous decade of the 1960s ended, the African-American civil rights movement and the 
anti-Vietnam War movement – by far the two biggest and strongest grassroots movements in at least the last 
century of American history –  had in effect merged into one gigantic force called “the New Left” or “the 
counterculture” and had come to include a host of other progressive causes including feminism/women’s 
liberation and ending arrests for marijuana, especially since those arrests disproportionately targeted People 
of Color.

On July 4th, 1971, as the Democratic Party nominee for Town Supervisor, I gave a speech at a picnic for 
newly-enrolled young voters (the legal voting age had just been lowered to 18 from 21). I railed against the 
Vietnam War and against racism. And then, in response to the recent arrest of several youths by the local 
police, I declared: “I can assure you that if I am elected, no one will ever be busted for smoking marijuana in 
this town” and delivered what one newspaper called “a long ode in praise of potheads.” The ensuing furor 
dwarfed any controversy I had been involved in before.  

The town was absolutely abuzz. There were banner headlines quoting me in the local papers and editorials 
denouncing me.  I was cheered in the high school when school re-opened in September and threatened by 
the police chief.  But it didn’t stop there.  Calls came in from around the country.  The New York Times came 
to my parents’ living room to interview me. The New York Post (then, before Murdoch bought it, a respectable 
liberal newspaper) printed this headline across page two:
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The Village Voice praised me for going where no major-party candidate had gone before, for “saying he will 
just order the police to stop enforcing laws on the books – the most drastic, total-commitment move a local 
politician could make.”  

But it was my swan song as a candidate.

It was time for me to move on – in truth, to make the biggest move of my life. At the most recent of the huge 
anti-Vietnam War/New Left demonstrations that took place every few months (and that I participated in 
without fail) in New York or Washington, I’d spotted a Gay Liberation contingent. Wham-o! My heart skipped 
a beat and then leapt for joy. Now THAT’S where I want to be at the next one of these demonstrations, I 
knew. I came out, I moved to my present location in Manhattan, and I enthusiastically joined the Gay Activists 
Alliance (GAA). It was all so exciting, thrilling, liberating; I’d found my life’s calling.  

At the next big demo – 50,000 of us marching up through midtown Manhattan to a rally on the Sheep 
Meadow in Central Park – I was indeed in the Gay Liberation contingent. For the first time, GAA’s President, 
Jim Owles (R.I.P.), himself a veteran, was invited to speak at the rally. He blasted the Vietnam War and got in 
a plug for Gay Liberation.  

And, in a twist that underlined the interconnectedness of things in life, I later found out that watching the 
march and cheering it on from the midtown apartment of my Gay Activist comrade John Paul Hudson (R.I.P.) 
was none other than Metropolitan Community Churches (MCC) Founder Rev. Troy Perry (pictured here), 
visiting the city to pave the way for the opening of an MCC in New York on the first Sunday of January 
1972, Epiphany Sunday. Decades later, devastated by the death of my longtime companion Richard in 
December 1994, I found solace and a spiritual home at that Metropolitan Community Church of New York, 
as well as a new base for carrying 
on strong social justice activism. 

I can attest that in the years and 
decades after Stonewall, Rev. Troy 
Perry was known and respected by 
non-religious as well as religious 
LGBT activists across the nation for 
his forceful and effective leadership 
on behalf of LGBT Rights. Because 
he founded and headed a Christian 
denomination for LGBT people and 
our allies – an unheard-of, earth-
shaking first – he was commonly 
referred to as the Gay Pope.   

LGBT LIBERATION BRINGS REVOLUTIONARY CHANGE
The 1970s

Much has already been written – and rightly so! – by me and by others about the incredible progress made 
by militant activists soon after the Stonewall Riots. There is no need to repeat all of that here, and I shan’t 
do so. Instead, at the risk of seeming to give that most crucial era short shrift, let me just recap briefly a few 
highlights of my memories from those amazing years – years that have been called the “heyday” of Gay/
LGBT Activism, and that are certainly the centerpiece of my own life story.

Like all new members, I was immediately briefed on the recent history that led up to this point in time:

On a hot Friday night near the end of June 1969, police staged a then-routine raid on a gay bar – after 
all, everything about us was illegal, and we were subject to police abuse all the time.  But the crowd in the 
Stonewall Inn that night and hundreds of street people in the vicinity outside fought back ferociously – and 
kicked the cops’ asses!  The Stonewall Riots continued for several nights thereafter and even increased in 
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intensity, despite the efforts of NYPD reinforcements pouring in and their elite Tactical Patrol Force to quell 
them. Within weeks, our community had begun to organize for real, and a militant organization called the 
Gay Liberation Front (GLF) came into existence – a historic moment and a trail-blazing name that should 
never be forgotten. Months later, before the year 1969 was out, 13 GLF members formed a new organization 
with the same goal of liberation and attitude of militancy but with a more effective internal structure, one 
more capable of reaching decisions, taking action and channeling the determination of the membership in a 
productive way. It was called the Gay Activists Alliance (GAA) of New York.

And so, there I was – now a member of GAA, a participant in that glorious history in the making.

Anyone too young to remember the Stonewall era would be shocked to learn just how utterly all-pervasive 
the overt, and virtually unchallenged, discrimination against LGBT people was in every aspect of life – and 
how much GAA did in a few incredibly intense years thereafter to end that abject oppression and change 
things forever. GAA’s incessant, impossible-to-ignore “zaps” forced LGBT concerns onto the public agenda 
for the first time.  Instead of suffering in isolation and invisibility, LGBT people began to roar that “We are 
everywhere,” and we demand full equality as first-class human beings. And when reasonable persuasion 
got us nowhere – as was all-too-often the case, even when dealing with supposedly “liberal” institutions 
and individuals – we were prepared to remind them, in the words of our chants, posters and buttons, that 
“Stonewall Was a Riot!”

The Stonewall Riots did not automatically end regular police raids on gay bars and gathering places, but 
GAA’s frequent angry, tense, confrontational demonstrations at police precincts in the early 1970s finally 
did – thus putting an end to a pernicious police practice that had gone on for longer than anyone alive could 
remember. GAA sued (successfully, ultimately, in the state’s highest court) to overturn the state’s sodomy law.  
GAA’s hounding prompted Mayor John Lindsay to issue an Executive Order in February 1972 prohibiting 
anti-LGBT discrimination in city government jobs. GAA’s zaps helped prod the American Psychiatric 
Association to drop its classification of LGBT people as “mentally ill” in December 1973; “Sick No More” 
exulted headlines in the fledgling LGBT press. GAA successfully challenged a rule banning openly LGBT 
people from becoming lawyers; several GAA members then became attorneys, and later one of them, Bill 
Thom, became NYC’s first out LGBT Judge.

Just a year after Stonewall, GAA had the world’s first “Gay Rights Bill” (banning anti-LGBT discrimination in 
all jobs, housing and public accommodations) introduced into the New York City Council – and GAA’s fierce 
protests forced politicians to take it seriously. At first politicians laughed contemptuously in our faces, until 
GAA taught them a lesson. When they locked the doors of City Hall to keep us out, GAA stunned them by 
climbing in through the windows. When they refused even to schedule committee hearings on the bill, GAA 
led hundreds of howling protesters to an all-night noise-fest outside the committee chair’s apartment building.  
When the committee, despite pledges to GAA, voted down the bill, GAA blocked rush-hour traffic on the 
Brooklyn Bridge and halted subway service at the City Hall station – and society-at-large got the message:  
No Equality for us, no Business as Usual for you! (GAA had a similar Gay Rights Bill introduced into the State 
Legislature, where it eventually passed, and also – by two Representatives from Manhattan – into the U.S. 
Congress, where half a century later it is still blocked by Republican opposition).

GAA’s Firehouse headquarters in Soho in the early 1970s was the first LGBT 
Community Center, welcoming many hundreds of LGBT people every week 
for a dynamic line-up of political and social activities and more – everything 
from self-defense classes to cabarets, from well-attended Thursday night 
General Meetings to even-more-popular Saturday night dances. The world 
had literally never seen anything like it before. We LGBT people were 
fighting for our own freedom, young firebrands on the cutting edge!

GAA’s Founding President was a charismatic 23-year-old natural leader 
named Jim Owles, a hero in my book (photo at right). He spoke of the 
great Pride, the “not quite arrogance” we as a People feel in our own 
kind. A heart-felt handwritten note I sent Jim many years later thanking him 
for the inspiration he had provided in my life was later read aloud at his 
memorial service (before several hundred people at the Friends Meeting 
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House on the Lower East Side) by Arnie Kantrowitz, an early 
GAA Vice President – seen in photo at left, circa 1971, being 
rammed by a police horse to keep him from City Hall. Arnie also 
holds a special place in my heart: He hosted the new members 
orientation meeting in 1971 where I was welcomed into GAA, 
and where I fell in love with the LGBT Liberation movement. (Jim 
Owles’ name lives on today in the name of the Jim Owles Liberal 
Democratic Club, founded and led by GAA veteran Allen Roskoff, 
whom my book refers to as “the main lobbyist for the New York 
City Gay Rights Bill” for many years; 
the club’s logo seen here).

Photo at right shows a 1975 protest 
march on St. Patrick’s Cathedral. 
The hate-preaching Roman Catholic 
Church – called “the Powerhouse” 
by pundits, because of its enormous 
political clout – was blocking 
passage of the NYC Gay Rights Bill. 
(The bill finally became law in 
1986).  

Besides PAUL [see facing pg.], 
deceased luminaries in the photo 
include: (in front, at right) Morty 
Manford, a GAA President, whose 
parents (R.I.P.) founded PFLAG – Hooray 
for them! (second from right) John 
Paul Hudson, the key organizer of the 
1970s Christopher Street Liberation 
Day marches & rallies – what we now 
call LGBT PRIDE DAY – and author of 
the first guides to LGBT urban life. Both 
Morty and John Paul were friends of 
Rev. Troy Perry.  And (at far left) Tom 
Raleigh, a GAA Vice President and 
dear friend of Paul’s and mine.

Seen marching behind the GAA contingent in the photo are Rev. Robert Clement (also a friend of Rev. Troy 
Perry) and his LGBT Church of the Beloved Disciple.  In 1971, when the City Clerk ordered the Church of the 
Beloved Disciple to stop performing same-sex Holy Unions, on the grounds that they too-closely resembled 
“real marriages,” GAA zapped the City Clerk’s office but good – and the Holy Unions went on. (Film of that 
first-ever Marriage Equality action still exists, thanks to activist Randy Wicker).  

There were dozens of major zaps like that in the early 1970s, each one smashing away one more brick in 
the wall of anti-LGBT oppression. Every activist has their personal favorites. A few actions I witnessed that 
stick out in my mind:
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When the Daily News printed a vile editorial – entitled “Any Old Jobs for Homos?” – including the words, 
“Fairies, nances, swishes, fags, lezzies – call ‘em what you please,” GAA staged a two-pronged zap at 
the paper:  while some members infiltrated the building and confronted the editors directly, forcefully telling 
them never to use such hate-speech words again (they never did), about 75 of us picketed outside on 42nd 

Street at lunch hour on a nice spring 
day – impressing the Midtown throngs 
with our pride and our militancy, and no 
doubt inspiring at least a few to begin the 
process of coming out themselves.

When the NYC Taxi Commissioner 
decreed that LGBT people would be 
banned from driving cabs unless they 
produced a psychiatrist’s letter stating that 
being LGBT would not interfere with their 
ability to drive a taxi, GAAers wearing 
white coats and carrying a couch burst 
into his office and put him on the couch.  
His decree was rescinded.

When WBAI radio declined requests 
to add LGBT programming to their 
schedule, GAAers rushed onto the stage 
and took over the microphones during 
the live broadcast of a rock concert.  In 
negotiations in a tense atmosphere on the 
spot, involving GAA President Dr. Bruce 
Voeller (R.I.P.) and others, WBAI agreed to 
add significant LGBT programming on the 
radio, a first.

When Park West Village, a large middle-
class apartment complex on the Upper 
West Side, bragged to the press that 
they discriminated against LGBT people, 
GAAers pitched tents on the grassy 
area by the main entrance; when police 
dragged them away, the demonstrators 
clung so tenaciously to their turf that the 

grass was literally ripped up. (To this day, for old times’ sake, when beloved Kerry and I are walking by that 
lawn, I encourage him to take a good long pee there…just kidding)

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Early in 1972, I chaired GAA’s Agitprop Committee/Speakers Bureau. The next 
year, I served as Secretary of GAA, the #3 officer in the organization’s “elected chain of command,” and 
as the on-air host of GAA’s weekly Manhattan cable TV program (with Paul as producer & cameraperson). 
Later, from July to November of 1977, I chaired GAA’s Political Action Committee.

I am honored to be able to say that, long before it was politically correct, I always wore the spinning 
S.T.A.R. button (Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries) in solidarity with our transgender comrades at the 
GAA Firehouse including Marsha P. Johnson (R.I.P.), Sylvia Rivera (R.I.P.), Bebe Scarpi, Ruth Smith.

I wrote regularly for the LGBT press, including the Advocate, and most notably, for four years was the 
politics/activism columnist for Michael’s Thing weekly magazine, published by Michael Giametta, then the 
most widely-read gay publication in NYC and now preserved in the National LGBT Archives – valuable 
archives expertly curated for decades, I should note, by former GAA President Rich Wandel.

PAUL BURT (R.I.P.) and I are carrying 
the banner in the photo (we’re right 
behind the letters “separ”). Paul and 
I were lovers for four years, 1973-
1976. Paul was an ultra-militant 
activist and an audio-visual/electronics 
expert who used his skills to help the 
cause. As an example, I saw him use 
his technical expertise with a projector, sound equipment etc. 
to assist Vito Russo (R.I.P.) in an early presentation to several 
hundred people at Columbia University of what would 
eventually become Vito’s landmark book and the movie, “The 
Celluloid Closet.” (Vito was the one superstar from early 
1970s GAA who went on a decade and a half later to be 
a superstar again in ACT UP; a thousand people including 
Mayor David Dinkins packed his memorial service in the 
historic Great Hall at Cooper Union, where Abraham Lincoln 
had once spoken and where ACT UP at its peak met).  

Paul was also a prankster and a partier: His outdoor, over-
the-top surprise 29th (“end-of-youth”) birthday party for me 
drew a who’s who of LGBT activists & allies including a 
City Councilmember and was even mentioned in the Village 
Voice. As for ultra-militancy, wags back in the day whispered 
sotto voce that Paul could fit the description of “a person 
with Telephone Company tools and know-how,” as my book 
put it, who cut an anti-LGBT politician’s phone lines during 
an activist raid. (My book doesn’t name anyone, prompting 
an interviewer to chide me for being “coy” [Pg. 19]). I was 
pleased that before Paul died, my young Godson Dion was 
able to meet Paul in his room at Bailey House, a moment of 
generational transition, passing of the LGBT torch. 
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Above: On the 25th anniversary of Stonewall in 1994, 
GAA veterans were invited to march at the head of that 
year’s special, internationally-attended Pride celebration. 
(I’m second from right in photo).

Above right: At the end of that march, on the Great Lawn 
in Central Park, I was flanked by both my successor 
and my predecessor as chair of GAA’s Political Action 
Committee from back in the eventful year 1977. Both are 
named in my book.

At right: Four GAA veterans & loved ones at brunch 
in Chelsea, 2000. In center of photo, left to right: me; 
Claude Wynne, visiting from San Francisco, who was a 
teen-ager at the Firehouse and chaired GAA’s Third World 
[People of Color] Committee; Wayne Sunday, a GAA 
Secretary; and at right in photo, Fred Goldhaber (R.I.P.)

About a dozen GAA 
stalwarts including Yours 
Truly were honored at 
an Award Ceremony in 
City Hall during Pride 
Week 1992. (Award 
seen here). Thank you, 
Mayor David Dinkins.
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RICHARD LUNNY (R.I.P.) and I met in 1979 and had 16 wonderful years together. 
O what happy times, what joyful memories!! Our friends and I loved it when 
Richard, a virtuoso, played carols on the piano at our Christmas parties (as seen at 
top right, from the 1993 videotape); “Play Little Drummer Boy again!” we’d beg.  
Long before it became easy and commonplace, Richard made videos, using a 
camcorder, of our joyrides – fall leaves in the Catskills, Christmas lights in the city, 
etc. – and “Cape-u-mentaries” in P-town. Photos lower right & below right: summer 
vacation 1990, the P-town cabin Richard rented.  We enjoyed going often to punk-
rock/new wave clubs and shows; the B-52s were Richard’s favorite. His death on 
Dec. 3, 1994 devastated me. Thank you, Bishop Pat Bumgardner and MCCNY 
choir members Vernon Bruette, Russell Murphy, Denise Jansen et al who sang at his 
Memorial Rites – so beautifully that his mother (R.I.P.) sobbed appreciatively to me, 
“You gave him a funeral fit for a head of state.” Just as he deserved!
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My book was published in May 1994, with cover design by 
Nick Curto. Andy Humm interviewed me on TV. The book was 
advertised prominently in The New York Times, the Village Voice, 
and in national and local LGBT publications. It was displayed 
front & center in the windows of gay bookstores (3 in NYC, 1 in 
P-town, and elsewhere) and even sold briskly that summer at a
wine store in the Fire Island Pines (thanks to my Fire Island friend,
“Renoir,” R.I.P.). The entire printing of 2,000 copies sold out. In
2002 the book was posted online at the website that my Godson
Dion created.

Read Joe’s book “Summer of ’77: Last Hurrah of the Gay Activists 
Alliance” for free at: www.gaynewsandviews.com

Dion summarizes the book on YouTube: Gay News Prequel

In 2009, Dion, in Ft. Lauderdale, summarized the book on 
YouTube, as seen below left, getting more than 2,000 views.  
Dion’s friend Malcolm produced & appears in the video (below 

right). A transcript of What Dion Said on YouTube begins atop the Facing Page. This is seven minutes of 
speaking, with appropriate gestures and vocal inflections:
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Hi, I’m Dion. I’m a black belt. And I’m here to tell you an exciting true story about an important episode 
on the path to liberation for Lesbian Gay Bisexual and Transgender people.

It was the summer of 1977, just 8 years after the famous Stonewall Riots in New York City where LGBT 
Liberation began in a big way. As that summer of ’77 started, LGBT Americans were under attack from 
a vicious new crusade of hatred and lies, led by ex-“beauty queen” Anita Bryant – an ugly, dangerous 
backlash that aimed to eradicate the fledgling LGBT movement and wipe out everything it had gained in 
the 8 years since the Stonewall Riots.

But LGBT people who’d won their first whiff of freedom and self-respect were not about to be shoved 
back into the closet.

At the legendary Gay Activists Alliance of New York, they vowed to Fight Back more fiercely than 
ever before. They succeeded, with a series of spectacular “Superzaps” – confrontational actions of 
unprecedented militancy – that spurred on the cause of LGBT Power and Pride in New York and across 
the nation. The activists realized that minorities who depend on nothing more than the tolerance and 
goodwill of their fellow humans often suffer – so they were determined to smash the myth that LGBT 
people are helpless victims.

Their bigoted targets that summer called them “a brazen gang of thugs” and even – get this! – 
“homosexual storm troopers.”

Among their feats that summer, accomplished without injury or arrest, they forced a belligerent well-
known straight bar to remove an ax labeled “Fairy Swatter” – an obvious and outrageous incitement to 
LGBT-bashing violence – after the straight bar’s owner swore it would never come down and tauntingly 
told LGBT people that “nothing you do” can change that. The activists decided to show him how wrong 
he was, and DOWN came the Fairy Swatter ax!

They did it with a stunning strong-arm takeover of the straight bar that caused New York magazine to 
headline:  Militant Gays Aren’t Kidding Around Anymore. New York magazine reported, “In 
the old days, police raided gay bars. Last week it was a group of whistle-blowing militant gay activists 
who raided a straight singles bar, Geordie’s, on the Upper East Side. About 100 demonstrators, 
mobilized by the Gay Activists Alliance, drove paying customers from the bar.”

The Fairy Swatter ax was down. And after that much-publicized incident, the straight bar’s customers 
never returned and it went broke. Businesses far and wide got the message that LGBT-hatred does not 
pay – it’s a business strategy for losers!

Thirteen years later a Village Voice cover story about a young new generation of activists in groups like 
ACT UP and Queer Nation quoted one of them, a lesbian, as saying they were greatly inspired by “the 
time 1970s activists ‘took’ a Manhattan bar that displayed a hatchet under the words fairy swatter.”

A week after downing the Fairy Swatter, the activists of the summer of 1977 struck again. This time they 
stopped cold a nationally-known and supposedly liberal politician who had suddenly proclaimed himself 
an anti-LGBT leader, echoing and redoubling the worst of Anita Bryant’s bigotry and lies – including the 
despicable, discredited blood libel that being LGBT equals being a child molester.  

The activists ended this prominent politician’s alarming all-out propaganda blitz against LGBT equal 
rights, and they silenced his slimy slurs and dehumanizing smears against LGBT people.  

They did it with a daring commando-style raid at midnight on his posh suburban home. The raid 
traumatized his household, trashed his property and got nationwide media coverage – everywhere from 

Here’s what Dion, Joe’s Godson, said on YouTube:
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Time magazine to National Public Radio, including an editorial in The New York Times headlined Bats 
and Bullhorns that began with these melodramatic words:

“Late one night last week, about 50 homosexuals, many with baseball bats and bullhorns, suddenly 
appeared around the Scarsdale home of Adam Walinsky, exploding firecrackers and shouting threats 
to burn down his house. When the Walinskys sought to call the police, they discovered that their phone 
lines had been cut.”  Remember, there were no cell phones back in 1977. When those phone lines 
were cut, that was it!

The Gannett newspapers, the country’s largest newspaper chain, added that Walinsky’s house was 
“pelted with rotten eggs” and that his property was spray painted and vandalized – and that all of the 
LGBT raiders escaped unscathed.  I’d call that a case of Queer Ninjas of the night!  The astonishing 
midnight raid in suburbia and the manifesto that was posted there sent a warning across America to 
any who might be tempted to promote prejudice against LGBT people that they do so at their own peril.

Also that summer, New York activists by the hundreds picketed Gracie Mansion, the mayor’s official 
residence, helping to convince voters to throw out a hostile mayor after just one term and elect a 
mayor who signed into law a ban on sexual orientation discrimination in jobs, housing and public 
accommodations.

And so the bravery and boldness of LGBT activists began to turn the tide against Bryant and bigotry that 
fateful summer, making it a season of progress despite adversity.

“Fairy Swatter ax” photo from New York magazine, 1977. It’s difficult to see the big ax  from 
which the Fairy Swatter sign hangs in this dark photo, but if you look closely you can make out 
its long wooden handle (from which the sign hangs) and the sharp metal ax-head at the right.  
GAAers who’d taken over the bar and the supporting pickets outside cheered lustily that night 
when the sign came down.
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A second printing of the book (of 1,000 copies) was published in 2003, again selling well. 
Lambda Book Report magazine did a two-page spread on the book in its 
June-July 2004 issue; their writer Philip Clark interviewed me. 
Seen here is the the top of the Lambda Book 
Report article.  

At right is the most-frequently-
quoted Q-and-A exchange 
from the interview. (When 
Dion overheard my answer 
–  “HOW DARE YOU” – 
he half-gasped to me, 
“Can you say  that? Isn’t 
that INSULTING?” but 
interviewer Philip Clark 
confided he found my 
reply “PERFECT.”)
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JOE AT AGE 50.   
Dion and I went with the Sundance LGBT outdoor-adventure group to (now closed) Action Park, NJ. July 1996.

For eleven years, 1996 through 2006, my Godson 
Dion and I vacationed in P-town. I daresay, those were 
some of the happiest times of our respective lives. We 
also made quite an impression on the town, judging 
by the way tongues there invariably wagged about us 
(favorably, of course!). Photo of us at left was taken 
by our friend Andy Buck, himself pictured on Facing 
Pg., bottom row. (Hello to Andy and his husband Dan 
Bacalzo in Florida).

Even vacationing at the end of Cape Cod, I 
remained outspoken: Haters Are the Real 
Sodomites was the heading on my piece in the 
local newspaper (2002).

On several trips we were delightfully accompanied 
by Dion’s friend, known to many in P-town as the 
charming but semi-mysterious B.B. from the Bronx [Pg. 
24]. Sometimes we were joined by other friends of 
Dion – perhaps part of his purported “posse”?? [Pg. 
25, first bullet point]. Lol: Sometimes, while out reveling 
post-midnight, we could hear gossips on their balconies 
communicating excitedly about our doings and dramas!  

In later years, we were a happy Family of Five:  me, 
Dion, Dion’s boyfriend Dale, and beloved Boston 
terriers Quincy (R.I.P.) and then-puppy Kerry [Pg. 28, 
bottom row; Pg. 29, top half].  

I always had the pleasure of driving, with Dion as the 
D.J. and all-around advisor (“Dion, help me decipher 
these dashboard lights & gauges”). We departed NYC 
at the crack of dawn and arrived in P-town – safely, 
praise God – before high noon, and in very high spirits.

Pictures from 

photo album
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Even by our P-town standards, the July 4th week 2001 trip was unusual. Dion had recently been a featured 
character on an early version of a reality TV program, “Gay Riviera,” shown on the Bravo channel. A camera 
crew had followed him as he went about his life. Seen here: what the Bravo TV website said about Dion (and 
me) at the time. Among the show’s most popular episodes:

• Dion & his friends go night-clubbing. Millions of TV Guide 
magazine readers were exposed to this taboo-breaking 
program listing: “GAY RIVIERA. Dion leads his multi-ethnic 
posse on a sex-hunting expedition.”
• Dion goes to church. Thousands of viewers saw part of 
Bishop Pat Bumgardner’s  Epiphany Sunday sermon with a 
Queering the Bible theme – using historical evidence to Out the 
Magi as perhaps more aptly being described as the Three 
Queens than the Three Kings.
• Dion goes to wrestling team practice. NYC wrestlers were 
training for the upcoming Gay Games (“Gay Olympics”) in 
Sydney, Australia. Instinct magazine had already featured the 
team, using words like “hardbodies.” Dion was known on the 
team as “Flash.” At left: wrestling medal winners in Sydney; 
Dion at right.
• Dion visits his (according to Bravo TV, ‘homo-thug-ish’) 
friend Jerard (pictured at left). (Jerard is now an extremely 
successful executive).
• Dion gets a haircut in Brownsville (East New York) Brooklyn. 
This episode was no fun; it was tense, harrowing, but a ratings 
hit & much-discussed. Bravo TV sent Dion into a random barber 
shop in his boyhood neighborhood to get the reaction to an out 
gay man. Our friend Horace [seen on Pg. 32, bottom row, 5th 
from left] said that as he watched, slack-jawed on edge of seat, 
he could only hope “This must be staged.” But it was real.
• Dion at home with his Godfather. Dion’s room and his action 
figures, artworks, snowboard and other fascinating possessions 
were inspected, and I was interviewed in my room.

But the TV show was out of mind as we excitedly prepared for 
our P-town vacation. It was only a little while before arriving in 
town that the thought crossed my mind and I said, “I guess we’ll 
find out if anyone really watched that show.” We laughed. Little 
did we know.

Less than two minutes after we set foot on the Boatslip deck for 
afternoon tea, someone came up to Dion: “Aren’t you…?”  Then it 
kept happening, every few minutes.  After a number of these (we 
were on our second drinks), I ‘complained’ to Dion that no one 
had paid me any mind.  As if on cue to assuage my feelings, the 
next young man who came over to greet Dion noticed me: “Oh, 
you were on the show too! You’re the Godfather!”  He bought 
both of us a drink. A young lesbian couple cheerfully told Dion 
they’d been watching him from across the deck to make sure 
he wasn’t a stuck-up celebrity; now that they’ve concluded he’s 
friendly, they’ve come over to say Hello, liked your show.

We sort of got used to it as the week went on. The Provincetown Banner newspaper took note of the “I-saw-
Dion/I-met-Dion” stir around town with the item above.
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NYC Veterans Day Parade, 
2003. LGBT veterans & 
elected officials marched 
each year to demand an 
end to discrimination in 
the military. “Don’t Ask 
Don’t Tell” was repealed 
in 2011. Photo from Gay 
City News. I’m at left. 
I salute Denny Meyer, 
Founder & longtime leader 
of American Veterans for 
Equal Rights NY (AVERNY). 
AVERNY always marches!

Dion and I 
with 250,000 
at Millennium 
(2000) March 
on Washington 
for LGBT Rights. 
Rev. Troy Perry 
a co-organizer.
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Kerry grew from a tiny puppy to a strong youngster alongside “big brother” Quincy, R.I.P., who left us August 11, 2007.
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Thank GOD for the Church of LGBT People

Decorating the social hall for Christmas, 1999. (Hello to decorating 
coordinator Steven Rodick & his husband Wade Russo, now Bostonians).

Our own Church Home, 1993.
Thank you, Anonymous Donor (R.I.P.).

Stained glass windows & lights, 2005. 
Thank you, Jackson Hall (R.I.P.).

GOD bless our Senior Pastor, Reverend Bishop Pat Bumgardner
• A Grand Marshal, Queens Pride 2009 (as seen above), and NYC Pride 2011
• Sylvia’s Place Shelter for homeless LGBTQ youths opens, 2002.
• Global Justice Institute for LGBTQ human rights begins, 2006.

Daily News photo showcases “GOD
made us Queer” banner, 10/16/2014.
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Queens Pride was founded in 1993 by City Councilmember Danny Dromm in response to the hate-crime 
murder of Julio Rivera. MCCNY’s banner always draws big cheers, as shown in the award-winning 2016 
documentary “In Jackson Heights.” (Screen grab from the film’s trailer seen here). Marching at left in photo is 
graphic artist Les LaRue who designed & laid out this Personal Memoir. Thank you, Les.

We support our LGBT siblings 
struggling against oppression 
in their countries, including, in 
Putin’s Russia (above), Kenya 
(above right), and Jamaica (at 
right).A Jamaican activist’s sign 
said, “Jamaica’s buggery law 
bugs us.”

St. Pat’s for All Parade (l. to r., 2003, 2006, 2007), organized by Brendan Fay, an activist hero who is 
everywhere confronting injustice. I remember fondly our MCCNY marchers now among the Saints in Heaven: 
R.I.P., Mark Damiani.  R.I.P., Bob Hollinger.
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Visitors and newcomers often ask, “What’s that urn in front of the sanctuary 
during Worship Services?”

The urn contains the ashes of Sylvia Rivera, a famous and beloved 
transgender activist – one of the most admired, most consequential leaders in 
the history of the LGBTQ Liberation movement.

Sylvia was there at the Stonewall Riots in June 1969 where it all began, and she was in the 
forefront of the struggle in the critical years immediately thereafter. A life-long activist, she later 
managed the Food Pantry at MCCNY – and on her deathbed issued the plea that resulted in the 
opening of a shelter for homeless Queer youths at the Church. 

Sylvia was a teen-ager in the South Bronx when word reached her that an uprising hadbegun in 
the West Village against a police raid at the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar.  Instantly she rushed downtown, exclaiming, “I’m not missing 
this!”  It’s no wonder, with Sylvia’s fierce participation and charismatic incitements, that the Stonewall Riots grew in intensity and 
went on for several more nights, giving birth to the LGBTQ Liberation movement.

In the months and years after the Stonewall Riots, Sylvia was a visible and vocal participant in the frequent demonstrations against 
police harassment and brutality and against the oppression and discrimination from virtually every institution and quarter of 
society that was the norm at that time.  Sylvia was gifted with a loud voice, urgent and commanding, and activist veterans of that 
era recall that at every demonstration she would lead the chanting – “Give me a G!” she would begin in her guttural bellow, and 
inevitably she concluded by whipping the protesters into a righteous frenzy of “Gay Power! Gay Power!” chants that could not be 
ignored.  (At the time, the word “Gay” was used in the all-inclusive sense that “Queer” is today).

Sylvia’s heroics at the protests of the early 1970s were the stuff of legends, for example when she fired an opening salvo in the 
historic campaign to enact a New York City law banning discrimination in jobs, housing and public accommodations based on 
“sexual orientation” (a term that was understood at the time to include everyone in what we now call the LGBTQ community).  
Bishop Pat alluded to this incident, and put it into Biblical terms, when the urn containing Sylvia’s ashes was enshrined on 
MCCNY’s altar.  Bishop Pat pointed to the transgender warrior Deborah in the Biblical Book of Judges, and asked: Was not 
Sylvia, like her ancestor in faith, fulfilling the role of a Judge in this case:
 
The City Councilmember from the district where the Stonewall Riots took place refused to co-sponsor the non-discrimination 
bill. Activists collected thousands of signatures on petitions. But the activists were flummoxed when, at a public event, the 
Councilmember contemptuously refused to take the petitions. Sylvia the Judge sprang into action. She grabbed the stack of 
petitions and while shouting “Now take these (bleeping) petitions!” whacked the Councilmember across the face with them. The 
Councilmember then took the petitions and co-sponsored the bill.

In 2002, thirty-two years after firing that opening salvo, Sylvia was once more in the vanguard, this time for the final victory in 
that long campaign, when a grassroots drive she organized succeeded in adding the words “and gender identity” to the NYC 
non-discrimination law – transgender rights now proudly and explicitly stated! 

By 2002 Sylvia was a cherished member of MCCNY.  She was Baptized at the Church.  She was active in founding the 
transgender ministry and fostering the social justice ministries.  She ran the Church’s Food Pantry. Every morning she put up the 
Rainbow flag outside – a signal that the Food Pantry is open and serving all who are hungry.

Sadly, Sylvia’s health declined. But even on her deathbed her activist zeal still blazed as she made the impassioned, irresistable 
plea to Bishop Pat: “Promise me you’ll do it” – open a shelter for homeless LGBTQ youths at the Church. And so soon, despite 
financial realities that made it seem impossible, the shelter became a reality.  Volunteers stepped up to write grant requests, 
generous people put MCCNY Charities in their will, many dug deep to give sums large and small, donating even toiletries. The 
aging Anonymous Donor, who had already contributed so much to the Church, gave the last full measure in order to air condition 
the building so the shelter kids could stay cool on sweltering summer nights. Today, a decade and a half later, up to 17 youths find 
emergency shelter there nightly while many more use its drop-in services.

When Sylvia died, there was an outpouring such as the LGBTQ community has rarely seen – a funeral fit for a Queen! Throngs 
gathered in front of the Stonewall Inn, then marched behind a royal carriage drawn by a white horse to MCCNY (jam-packed 
and overflowing like at no other time in its history) where Bishop Pat and the leading activists and historians of the Stonewall 
generation eulogized Sylvia while TV crews and major newspapers covered it as a Big Event.

So when we see Sylvia’s urn, let’s reflect on what she did to win the freedom and human rights LGBTQ people have today – and 
commit anew to support the good works that bear her name, the Sylvia’s Place Shelter and the Sylvia Rivera Food Pantry. 

Saint Sylvia’s Urn  by Joe Kennedy

Reprinted from The Query Quarterly, spring 2017; Frances Wood, Editor.
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My 2005 photos of Dale & Dion 
crossing Brooklyn Bridge with at 
least a thousand  others in the 
annual Marriage Equality NY 
march, organized by Cathy-
Marino Thomas. Victory in 
Albany was won on the eve of 
Pride Weekend 2011. (Banner 
headline from The New York 
Times, below).  Thank you, 
Cathy. Contributing significantly 
to making that victory possible, 
in my view, were the well-
timed and widely-publicized 
civil disobedience actions of 
MCCNY’s Pastor Bishop Pat 
Bumgardner. She officiated 
at then-illegal marriages on 
the steps of City Hall – just as 
Mayor Michael Bloomberg was 
walking by, of course, causing 
him to focus on the issue for the 
first time and then become a 
crucial supporter – and at the 
Bronx County Courthouse and 
even in the City Clerk’s own 
official wedding chapel (after a 
“take-over” there, orchestrated 
by Bishop Pat’s spouse Mary 
Jane Gibney: “Queers, Move In!”). All of those actions made front-
page news and helped put a human face on our cause, thereby 
shifting public attitudes in favor of Equality. And I’m convinced that 
our victory in New York, a major state, was the momentum-creating 
turning point that propelled Marriage Equality forward to become 
the nationwide “Law of the Land” just four years later, on the eve of 
Pride Weekend 2015. Thank you, Bishop Pat.

Kerry with 3 LGBT City Councilmembers, 2014. At MCCNY’s Easter Awards event. 
Photo by Montel Cherry.



NYC LGBT Pride March 2015 (above). Kerry leading the way down Fifth 
Avenue. Photo by Russell Murphy.  

Pride March 2016 (at left).

Pride March 2017 (below), televised live to the metropolis for the first time.
Photo by John Phelps.




