by Nick Benton

Hitchhiking on a San Francisco
street corner one night, I talked
briefly to the woman who claimed
to have started the historic Chris=
topher Street riot in June 1969.

The riot, in New York’s Green-
wich Village, is pointed to as the
beginning of the gay liberation
movement, and this Sunday’s para=-
des in San Francisco, New York
and Los Angeles will commemo=
rate the event.

It began as a raid, the woman
described it. She said the police
just came barging into the Stone=
wall, a popular gay hangout onnar=
row Christopher Street.

The bar was packed and there
were a lot of people hanging around
-hippies, transvestites, tran=-
sexuals- as is usual, along the
street, as well,

The police made some arbitrary
arrests, and led those they busted,
mclud.mg this woman, out to the
paddy wagon as all kinds of people
stood around and watched.

Once inside the wagon, she said,
she was tightly packed in with
others, standing up, and facing the
wall. 'She said she just began to
thump the walls with her hands,
and that’s what sparked it.

Other joined in the thumping and
shouting. Then some peoplebegan
throwing pennies and suddenly, the
riot was underway. The people
were sprung from the paddy wagon,
and the police had to runinside the
Stonewall and lock themselves in
for safety,

For the next five nights running,
people turned out en masse onto
Christpher Street, and every time
tac squad cars would try to move
down the narrow street they would
be thwarted by the angry crowds.

After five nightsof fighting off
the entire New York Tac Squad,
the police relented. Gay people
had come away with a massive
victory.

Word of the riot spread like
lightning across the country. What
was already a small emerging gay
movemnt caught like wildfire,
fanned with the spirit of actual
resistance. :

Actually, the concept and begin=-
ning of arganization around radical
gay resistance had begun earlier,
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and it had begun in the Bay Area,
- It grew out f the dissatisfaction
of young gay people with the con-
servative anti-progressive trends
of established homosexual rights
organizations =-- namely, The
Society for Individual Rights.

tlomosexual rights organiza=
tions had been in existence as
such since the early 1950s == be=
vinning with the creation of the
Mattachine Society (which had as
a predecessor, the Bachelors for'
\allace which worked during the
1945 presidential campaizn). One,
Inc., SIR and the Council on Reli=
cion and the Homosexual were all
organized mainly by white, middle
class businessman with the idea of
beginning to ease Jiscrimination
Lhrouf;h education and open discus=
sion of the issues,

flowever, with the rise of the
civilrights movement and therthe
anti=war mmovementarose the sen=
sitivity that led to the emergence
of Gay Liberation I'ront movement.

The contradiction between this
sensitivity and its urgency and de=
mand for openness and the slow,
middle class ways of the establish=
ed homosexual rights organiza=
tions was taken up in the Bay Area
by Leo Laurence, writing for the
Berkeley BARI,

First writing under a pseu-
donym, they under this real name,
Laurence began to express his
dissatisfaction with SIR, which
fired him as editor of its monthly
magazine and refused to lower its
membershipage limit from 21 to 18.

The BARB, willing to run news
of anything running counter to the
status quo, gave Leo the oppor=
tunity to articulate his views in
stories, and an important break
came when a picture of Leo hug-
ging Gail Whittington appeared in
the BARB.

Whittington, it urned out, got
fired as a result of the plcture
and the incident provoked Laurence
to organize on his own. He created
the ”(,'ommitlee for Homosexual
Freedom'' in the first week of
April, 1969, and set out to picket
the steamship lines that fired Whit=
tington.

This was three months before

g

¥

m



OPLE. WHAT NOW?

Christopher Street. ;

Afterwards, the Gay Liberation
‘ront movement flowered, hitting
he streets with demonstrations
and disrupting conventions. Among
he most historic in the Bay Area
vere the *‘Purple Hand"* incident,
vhen demonstrators in front of the
san  Francisco Examiner building
vere hit with ink thrown by news
bapermenfrom above them, and
3 demonstrators were arrested;
aind the disruption of a meeting of
he American Psychiatric Assc=
“iatin,

GLF drew its members ot from
he gay bars, but from the ‘‘coun=-
er-culture’’ from what was
eft of the Haight-Ashbury in SF
ind from what was left of People’s
2ark in Berkelev.

It’s mood was revolutionary, and
ts strongest statement thse early
nonths was a consciously=Marxist
yriting by Carl Whitman, = ‘‘Re-
ugees from Amerika: A Gay
\lanifesto."’ s

There was fucking on church
itars in Berkeley and attempts
o make contactand joinincommon
struggle with the Black Panther
’arty.

In New York, it was almost no
ime before GLF split into more
revolutionary (GLF) and more
:ivil-richts  oriented ° (Gay Ac-
ivists Alliance) groups. In San

rancisco, the structures of the
atter already existed (SIR) and in
serkeley, - they emerged with the
ounding of the Students for Gay
’owcr and, later, the Gay Students
‘nion, on the L Clerkeley campus.

GL[’s pretty much fizzledoutin
he Bay Area by summer, 1970,

GLI in lierkeley was rejuven=
ited n Lall, 1970withthe organi=
ration of _picket at Berkeley's
Viite llorse Inn, the People’s
\lternative Coffee llouse across
he strect fronm: the White Horse
lserkeley s only pay bar), and the
ireaticn of the Gay Sunshine open
wllective newspaper and the Gay
witchboard. 3

Hundreds o: cay liberationists
ro:n all around the country met
n November, 19707in Washincton
),C, with the black Panthers at
he abortive “‘Revolutionary Peo=

In San lrancisco, GLI briefly ple’s -Constitutional Convention."’
reorganized in response to the women and the war, has undergone
police shooting of Charles C hrist= great changes == just as inthelast
man outside a gay barinlecember five years, the success of the
1970, llowever, GLI* inboth Berk=- civil rights andanti-war movements
eley and Sk died by Spring, 1971, in changing the heads of thé Ameri=
as it did in New York (where it can people has been enormous, so
left behind small ‘roups such as have gay people come a long way.
the Gay Revolution |-arty, Flaming  On theother hand, however, much
I'aggots, Street irans.estites of the revolutionary sentimént of
Action Revolutionaric ) - gay people has been siphoned. off

i ; into dead-end welfarism, drugs and
unproductivity, or else trying to-

In Berkeley, the coffee house get a share ofthepieinthe system,
and switchboard folded, and Gay =--just as the Yippie Movement, as
Sunshine ceased being an open one example, by itsrecentannoun=
collective and was taken, under :ementnot to demonstrate inMia=
closed leadership, by Winston Le= mi during the Democratic conven=

land to San Francisco. Insummer tion, has decided to essentially
1971, a group of Berkeley gays cooperate with oneofthetwo major
put out a ‘‘People’s Gay Sunshine’® parties of the existing system.
in protest of the move, but did  In Berkeley, the destruction of
only one issue. the Gay Liberation Front was a

In San Francico, two GAA splin-  conscious process. It was in
ters broke off from the briefly= response to larger social proces=
reorganized GLF,and, afterabrief ses which madeit evident that
struggle for power between two organizing on the basis of the
groups —- led by Ray Broshears social construct, ‘homosexua=-
and Mike Itkin == Broshears preé- lity,”’ was a dead-end proposition
vailed ad almost singlehandedly that would lead to easy co=option
carried GAA as an organizational by an exploitative system that
name into his long-standing bat= was already politically and econo=
tes with SIR and the San Francis= micaiiy “nomosexual’” (one=sex,
co police in the downtown San ale, oriented).

Francisco area.

Now, GAA joins SIR, Metropo=- In response to the feminist
litan Community Church ( a reli= movement, which re-emerged in
gious, *‘the Lord is my shepherd the United States in the last three
and he knows 1'm gay,”” gay rights years, and its radical implications
organization that started in Los which don’t stop short of revolution
Angeles and has gone nationwide), .to socialism, gay men in Berkeley
the Tavern Guild, made up of gay began to understand that ‘‘as gay
ghetto business interests, and people, our commonality is not
Emmaus House, a switchboard/ homosexuality. Our only unity is
service organization, in celebra= the common, but deeply personal
ting the Christopher Street West experience of resisting, usually in
parade. isolation and terror, the pressures

All arecivil rights, servicereli- to become a ‘man’ from the ongoing
gious or small business interest society’ (written by Smedley, in a
groups. polemic against residual gay liber=-

The questivn is: whither the ation politics).
revolutionary gay liberation spirit “The Effeminist’’ newspaper
that Christopher Streetoriginally appeared in Berkeley in Summer,
bécame a catalyst for? 1971. Two issues subtitled "G'zty

On the one hand, the sensitivity Males in the Feminist Revolution
of the average gay person came out insisting that ‘‘Gay li=

especially ones caught in the beration is the discovery of women
‘“‘shetto lifestyle’" towards social = as people by women and by men,"’
issues, in general, and his role in making an essential break with
society, and the issues of blacks, Gay Liberation and pointing a new

way. G v 2
‘‘Gay Liberation"’, states aleaf=
let by Smedley currently going °
around Berkeley, Ypushed a wel-.
fare strategy of revolution;
namely, come out in the most
nauseous, noxious way possible,
win fascist approval as crazy and
inherently unproductive, and
‘force’ the State to support ‘the
Revolution.” "’

But with fascism, and its unem-
ployment, creeping up, the leaflet
states, ‘‘Gay Lieration falls into
the pit it refued to confront:
jail, military or police service,
and prostitution, overt or covert,
are increasingly the only imme=
diate sources of survival for gay
people.”’

Revolution for gay people, the
leaflet states, is coming ‘‘as.we
slowly and hestitantly, push off
the dream of ‘Gay Liberation’ and
get down to work, concretely, to
push overthepigamerican imper=
ialist society. Gay people are
beginning to seek the means, and
the points of real contact, to join 2
all women in the fight against
sexual slavery in marriage,
against prostitution in every form,
and against rape, on the street, at
home, in jail, everywhere and, in
the greatest and deepest revolu=
tion ofall, to join women in the §
great and principal human work,
the keeping of the household and the
raising ofchildren, the very pro=
duction and reproduction, of people

themselves, ending the FIRST . &
class division in the history of W
humankind." ’ g

‘‘Surely,’" the leaflet concludes,
‘‘as the stranglehold of Gay Li= §
beration Front is eased off gay
people everywhere, a new and §
authentic gay people’s politics will 3§
emerge to deal with the particulari=
ties of our oppression and subse=
quent exploitation, a politics which
will bring us as a strong and vital
force into solidarity with all life=
affirming forces in the world.
Power to the Struggling Femini= R

nity!”’ GAIL

WHITTINGTON AND LEO LAURENCE IN MARCH, 1969
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