
[image: image]


[image: image]


TINDERBOX

[image: image]

The Untold Story of

THE UP STAIRS LOUNGE FIRE

and the Rise of

GAY LIBERATION

[image: image]

ROBERT W. FIESELER

[image: image]
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“We will be citizens.”

—CURTAIN SPEECH,
Angels in America: Perestroika by Tony Kushner
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Preface

Every social movement in American history has a body count. From Wounded Knee, a massacre of the Lakota by U.S. cavalry in 1890, to Emmett Till, a black teenager lynched in 1955 for supposedly whistling at a white woman, to the Triangle Shirtwaist fire, an industrial disaster in 1911 that killed more than a hundred people and exposed the slavish conditions of Gilded Age labor, it is routinely through death that we reckon with violations of our basic liberties. The full impact of these reckonings—for Native Americans, for the civil rights movement, for organized labor—often takes years or even decades.

On June 12, 2016, an American-born citizen named Omar Mateen stepped into a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida, called Pulse. He entered the crowded room strapped with body armor, bulk ammunition, and a semiautomatic firearm. At twenty-nine years old, Mateen had already been investigated by the FBI, and some at Pulse thought they’d seen his face beforehand.1 He was a rejected prison guard candidate, a one-time divorcé, and a devout Muslim who had performed the rites of hajj and seen Mecca. No doubt haunted by memories of his father calling him gay in front of an ex-wife, an accusation deemed abominable by his faith, Mateen had grown extreme in his politics and become desperate to purge the world of gays.2

After assembling a small arsenal through legal means, he acted on those beliefs. That Sunday in June, Mateen opened fire on the unarmed crowd in Pulse. He took the lives of his fellow Americans to punish their presence in a gay-friendly establishment—all during national gay pride week. He played executioner for hours, hunting men and women indiscriminately and taunting authorities by pledging allegiance to ISIS, until eight bullets from the Orlando Police Department took him down.3

His was an almost unimaginable field of slaughter, claiming forty-nine lives and injuring fifty-three others in what constituted one of the deadliest mass shootings of citizens and the largest mass killing of gay people in United States history. His attack seemed to defy the modern acceptance of homosexuality into mainstream society, a process that had permitted the once persecuted the right to live openly. Astoundingly, Mateen’s rampage topped the body count of the most ghastly event that had previously struck the American gay community: the thirty-two burning deaths in New Orleans forty-three years earlier, at a bar called the Up Stairs Lounge.4

Disparities in the reaction to these two tragedies, the Up Stairs Lounge fire and Pulse, became apparent within minutes of the Florida attack. Orlando mayor Buddy Dyer rushed to the scene with emergency workers and comforted survivors. Florida governor Rick Scott, a staunch Republican, offered condolences to families. President Barack Obama made a statement that, four decades before, could easily have applied to the destruction of the Up Stairs Lounge: “For so many people here who are lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender, the Pulse Nightclub has always been a safe haven, a place to sing and dance, and most importantly, to be who you truly are … Sunday morning, that sanctuary was violated in the worst way imaginable.”5 Flags flew at half-staff over federal buildings. None of this happened for the bar-fire victims of 1973.

Yet stories of that incinerated building in New Orleans and faded pictures of a charred body dangling out a street window inundated media outlets in 2016 alongside news of the Florida shooting, with commentators in social forums citing that 1973 massacre as an antecedent to the homophobic, “lone wolf” ferocity made manifest at Pulse.6 After the shooting, the New Orleans Superdome was lit up in all the rainbow of colors of the gay pride flag in recognition of the Orlando victims; days later, those same colors were lit again, to honor the Up Stairs Lounge victims.7 In fact, more stories about the Up Stairs Lounge appeared in major news outlets after the Pulse shooting than in the previous four decades. The tragedy in Orlando had succeeded in shedding some light on the tragedy in New Orleans, just as that historic event was lending context to the present-day grief, which in turn made a reckoning with Pulse more immediate.

The story of the Up Stairs Lounge, by contrast, had disappeared willfully, hushed by a nation not ready to look. It was only recently revived by a persistent set of voices who paid a ransom’s price for their work. Homosexuals, for decades if not centuries, existed in a lived lie called the closet,8 that obscure place where men who love men hid their true selves. Edward Sagarin, who published under the pen name David Webster Cory in the 1950s to protect his life and livelihood, once observed, “Society has handed me a mask to wear.”9

A gay publication called Vector described the pragmatic gradations of the closet in 1966: “We lie so that we may live. Whether it is to our boss, or the draft board, or the civil service, we rarely can afford to divulge the simple truth of our homosexuality. But this is merely the beginning. Lying begets lying: we have to cover up for so many of our activities and doings that we find ourselves in a mire of untruths.”10 If the closet began as a personal conspiracy to turn away from portions of the self, then the conspiracy metastasized when enough closeted citizens aggregated to form a societal illusion, a closet deep enough to create a secret world inhabited by a secret class of Americans.

The closet, thus, grew to function as a governing institution for nonheterosexual life in twentieth-century America, which explains precisely how a makeshift bar like the Up Stairs Lounge could burn to its foundations and, in so doing, disappear from memory. The closet had enough power to eat it up. This framework, by historic reflection, helps to illustrate how a gunman’s slaughter of innocents in Orlando could no longer be silenced in the same way: by the second decade of the twenty-first century, the closet no longer prevailed as the governing institution for gay life. Something had irrevocably changed, and, true to the undulations of history, someone had died to change it.

This book, then, is about those generations who battered their heads against padded walls and fell so that events like the Up Stairs Lounge might be known and aligned with America’s larger civil rights story.


TINDERBOX


INTRODUCTION

History Reclaimed

June 25, 1995

What does it mean to remember? What does a memory give you license to do? Resurrect, retell, or embellish? Honor, avenge, or fume? Can we remember without an agenda, without an enemy to bury and shame? And when can yet another recollection of a bygone tragedy yield something new? Such were the questions reverberating in the mind of Dexter Brecht, a gay minister in New Orleans who in the summer of 1995 was about to reintroduce history to his small congregation.1

It was a Sunday morning in the Crescent City. The air felt sweet, fecund, almost fermenting—blue to the heavens and green to the earth, sunny from levee to levee. Inside the worn building at 1128 St. Roch Avenue, a flock of about forty members of the Metropolitan Community Church (MCC) scrutinized Reverend Brecht and waited to hear the holy man in white and red preach the good word. Today, his gentle voice seemed to quiver with an unusual anxiety. He clearly had something to say, beyond the ordinary sermon. His audience was not a wealthy assemblage, but a host of working-class gay men and lesbians who, as with most New Orleanians, took to gatherings and festivals like hot sauce to gumbo, but to politics like water to oil.

To be fair, Louisiana politics could be hard to fathom, whether one happened to be straight or gay. Sometimes, the particulars could be hard to stomach. A 1991 gubernatorial runoff had pitted the former Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke against ex-governor Edwin Edwards, an emblem of the Democratic machine who during his third term had stood trial on federal corruption charges. In the end, the election had tipped in Edwards’s favor through the clever use of the campaign slogan “Vote for the Crook. It’s Important.”2 Edwards remained the people’s governor that June of 1995.

Brecht’s congregation sat in folding chairs in loosely assembled rows: men and women, black and white and Creole. All were casually, if colorfully, dressed in summer outfits. The house of worship was an old storefront—small and bare save for a piano in the corner and flowers near the altar. The congregation couldn’t afford to keep much more around, for fear of break-ins. A humble roost, their building was among the first real property to be owned by an LGBT-identified organization in the city.3 Yet, according to some MCC members, the building itself was a sore spot—situated in a “less than desirable” neighborhood of déclassé groups, to which many of the faithful just wouldn’t make the trip. New Orleans, after all, remained a stratified metropolitan area with rising crime rates. A record 424 murders had occurred in 1994—more per capita than in any other American city.4

Reverend Brecht, at thirty-seven years of age, gripped his lectern. Like so many preachers possessing charisma and a healthy mane, he styled himself after the image of Christ in Renaissance paintings. Long hair flowed from the top of his head to his thin shoulders. A mustache framed a sharp grin. Eyebrows angled to an aquiline nose. Brecht had all the bearing of a young idealist, a pastor on his first assignment with a flair for social crusading. In the back of the room stood Mark L. Thompson, a cub reporter from the Times-Picayune, New Orleans’s major newspaper. A staff photographer had also tagged along.

Brecht found himself not alarmed but “excited that a reporter for the daily newspaper was willing to attend worship.”5 A newly minted Princeton graduate, Thompson had interned the previous summer at the political newsmagazine The New Republic for editor Andrew Sullivan. Sullivan was then a controversial figure: an Englishman who’d studied at Harvard and a gay Republican, he was said to be working on a book that made a conservative argument for gay marriage.

Reverend Brecht had sent an invitation to the Picayune for the day’s events but hadn’t expected any coverage. In many cases, his congregation shunned such attention from the press. Almost as soon as Brecht had taken the job the previous year, he risked it by penning a critical letter to the editor of The Advocate, the nation’s premier gay and lesbian magazine. Brecht knew that his congregation had a mixed record with activist ministers, having heard about the pastor who founded the MCC of New Orleans back in the 1970s, David Solomon. Evidently, Solomon had been asked or forced to leave his post—no one could recall the exact details—after campaigning to become a delegate to the 1973 Louisiana state constitutional convention.6

“He stirred the shit,” remembered Henry Kubicki, a longtime congregant and friend of David Solomon. “His activism was an affront to the congregation’s closeted-ness.” In his candidacy, Solomon had taken the radical step, no doubt natural to him and ghastly to his flock, of aligning his liberal politics with their religion. Solomon “feels that the church has always had a role in the shaping of society,” read a candidate profile in the Times-Picayune, “and that his church, the Metropolitan Community Church, is a leader.” But in fact, a reticence to engage the community soon muddled the church’s mission and gradually the number of members dwindled. By 1994, when Dexter Brecht inherited the gay church’s pulpit, only a dozen or so people regularly attended.7

The young minister’s political salvo, published in the March 1994 issue of The Advocate, chided the magazine and its editors for ignoring or misrepresenting gay Christians. “The Universal Fellowship of Metropolitan Community Churches celebrated twenty-five years of ministry in 1993,” wrote Brecht, “and there was no coverage in The Advocate. Could it be Christophobia? Get with the true spirit of pride.”8 Brecht’s letter appears to have resounded with Advocate editor in chief Jeff Yarbrough. That December, The Advocate featured a front-cover illustration of a crucified Christ with the incendiary headline “Is God Gay?” Inside was a seven-page story on the MCC, Brecht’s LGBT-friendly Christian fellowship with more than 42,000 members in sixteen countries.9

The issue had exploded off newsstands, demonstrating that gays were Christians too, and attracted the ire of Christian Right leader Jerry Falwell. “Advertisers pulled out,” Yarbrough later recalled. “My publisher screamed at me and told me someone called in a death threat. Readers and a lot of nonreaders sent us hate mail. The straight press said we’d stepped over some imaginary line.”10 That imaginary line of decency—reflecting midterm elections in which Republicans had recaptured the House of Representatives in a fifty-four-seat swing that would elevate Newt Gingrich to Speaker when the 104th Congress convened in January 1995—conflated morality squarely with the “family values” of conservative Christian politics.11

Gay Christianity remained a lightning rod even for magazines with a stated mission to serve gay and lesbian interests. In publishing “Is God Gay?” The Advocate was baiting a cultural majority that continued to view homosexuality as an immoral choice and the path to perdition. When a Gallup survey in June 1992 had asked whether “homosexuality should be considered an acceptable alternative lifestyle or not,” 57 percent of the respondents said that homosexuality was “not acceptable.”12 The uproar over “Is God Gay?,” according to Advocate editor in chief Yarbrough, provided a “way to point out how marginalized we were at the time.”13 But at least, in Dexter Brecht’s assessment, The Advocate was printing these words, these pictures. And, to think, the young preacher had played a small role in inspiring the noise.

This distant world of 1995, in which The Advocate boasted a regular circulation of more than 100,000 readers,14 granted gays and lesbians the power to provoke but rarely to set the social agenda. Fear and condemnation of same-sex relations remained one of Western society’s deepest and most irrational prejudices: the belief that acting on this specific biological impulse constituted a moral offense. This bias had roots in Christendom itself—dating to myths of Sodom and Gomorrah, the letters of Paul, and the Justinian code of Rome15—and leached into the foundations of our civil society. It was Thomas Jefferson who wrote the 1777 revision to Virginia law that sodomy should be punished “if a man, by castration, if a woman, by cutting thro’ the cartilage of her nose a hole,”16 and General George Washington who court-martialed a Continental Army lieutenant for “attempting to commit sodomy” with another soldier, which resulted in the lieutenant’s dismissal by being marched out of Valley Forge “by all the Drummers and Fifers in the Army.”17

In the late twentieth century, it was often easier to say you were dying of AIDS than to admit you were healthy and gay. In fact, the AIDS epidemic became a window through which many “straight” Americans found their compassion for so-called queer folk, although it was hardly a universal gateway. Celebrities, with legions of devoted fans, often found easier acceptance from the grave. In 1991, closeted Queen front man Freddie Mercury announced he had AIDS and expired but a day later. Before Mercury, actor Rock Hudson had died of AIDS, in 1985—ending the life of a Hollywood hunk long in the closet.18

Bucking this trend, as he did not contract the disease like scores of his closest friends, singer Elton John ended years of speculation by formally declaring himself to be gay. A friend of Princess Diana, he continued to be the most prominent out gay voice in the world.19 Rock singer Melissa Etheridge was barely two years out of the closet, her release of the 1993 album Yes I Am a semaphore.20 In 1987, U.S. Representative Barney Frank had become the first member of Congress to voluntarily out himself by identifying as homosexual.21 Ellen DeGeneres, despite beginning her career out at Clyde’s Comedy Corner in New Orleans, remained a closeted actress in Los Angeles. To even suggest that someone was gay, whether this was true or not, could generate a whisper campaign heard round the land and catalyzed on internet message boards, then in their infancy.

Brecht’s experiment with the press in 1994, however, had a salutary effect in that it restored the faith of his congregants; by the early summer of 1995, the ranks of his New Orleans flock had grown to more than three dozen attendees. Consequently, Brecht spoke with credibility in front of his kin: a remnant church that had survived a catastrophic event—one that happened years before the ravages of the AIDS. Their house of worship had been forced to move many times and seen a long procession of ministers since suffering an act of devastation, which had occurred on a Sunday much like this one.22

There was a fire, Brecht began. It was a fire so horrific that Courtney Craighead, the church’s deacon (who was standing nearby), couldn’t even speak about his memories of the event. It was a fire set intentionally on June 24, 1973, resulting in the death of one-third of the MCC congregation at the time.23 This fire, which had happened twenty-two years and one day before, at a hangout called the Up Stairs Lounge, remained so disturbing a memory that it never existed in the pages of American history. This tragedy, congregants knew, was in fact the only reason that the Times-Picayune had opted to send a reporter to hear their minister. “We gather here this morning to remember,” Brecht continued. “Remembering, whether we like it or not, is part of the human condition. It is good as a way of acknowledging our grief.”24

It was a horrific scene to relate: a fire in a busy bar on the fringe of New Orleans’s French Quarter that was set with lighter fluid. On that evening, flames had invaded a sanctuary for blue-collar gay men. The fast-moving blaze overtook the second-floor bar with deep ties to the MCC faithful, but the destruction would extend well beyond church membership, claiming the lives of thirty-one men and one woman.25

Although it raged out of control for less than twenty minutes, the blaze left a fallout that shocked Carl Rabin, the coroner who would struggle to identify the bodies using jewelry and hotel room keys. Fingers and faces and bones were scorched beyond recognition. “They were just piled up,” he said. “People in a mass. One falls, then another falls. It’s just a mass of death. It’s sickening.”26

Then the story went silent. After a mere blip of coverage, it fell off the front pages of newspapers, and then from interior pages entirely. Local and national television channels would dedicate just a few minutes of on-the-scene coverage to the Up Stairs Lounge, in which survivors were interviewed with cameras to their backs, due to reporters’ fear of legitimizing the gay lifestyle and victims’ fear of outing themselves. Yet, in fact, the tragedy had affected nearly every segment of New Orleans’s closeted gay community, estimated a month later by the local Gay People’s Coalition to be from 40,000 to 100,000 of the city’s then 600,000 residents. Most of the dead—educated and illiterate, young and old, white and black, including a hustler, a minister, and a dentist—perished within the fire’s first 360 seconds.27

The Up Stairs Lounge, Brecht related to his flock, represented a moment that exposed a majority of citizens as at best apathetic toward homosexuals while also revealing that civil rights movements of the era were tone-deaf to homosexual plight. Indeed, civil rights and feminist constituencies in the 1970s did not leap to the defense of the Up Stairs Lounge victims.28 The tragedy was not noted in Distaff, New Orleans’s feminist magazine—it was a time when lesbians themselves were marginalized from “mainstream feminists”29—nor was there any mention in iconic black newspapers like The Chicago Defender, despite there being a black victim.

“This fire was a holocaust,” Brecht intoned. “Perhaps not in the millions like in the forties, but surely just as devastating to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans-gendered community.” The immediate aftermath of this blaze—occurring on the last day of celebrations marking the fourth anniversary of the 1969 Stonewall Riots30—became a chilling moment of loss for those gay Americans who actually heard the story, who were long conditioned to the reality that their sorrows were quarantined from the heterosexual American dream. In a cartoon in the August 1973 issue of The Advocate, which was then a somewhat ragtag alternative newspaper, a man in a hospital bed was bandaged up like a mummy; in the background, his chart read “Up Stairs Bar Fire Victim.”31

With its physical and emotional toll, the Up Stairs Lounge fire sat in stark contrast to the legendary riot that had taken place outside of the Stonewall Inn in New York City on June 28, 1969. On that day, homosexuals, transsexuals, and street kids had joined forces to resist New York Police Department officers who were raiding a gay bar and arresting the patrons. This act of defiance had become a wellspring for gay political recruitment.

In the wake of the Stonewall Riots, a new movement called Gay Liberation arose. It was a “radical thinking” and “militant” crusade—according to a newsletter distributed by the more conservative Homophile Action League—whose stated goal was “complete sexual liberation for all people” through the abolishment of institutions that forced homosexuals to “live two separate existences.”32 Gay Liberation was a departure from the so-called homophile movement (the term derived from the Greek words homo and phile, meaning “same love”), which had led the fight for homosexual rights up until then. Standing in an oblique shadow of the Stonewall Riots, the Up Stairs Lounge fire would be a major test of Gay Liberation: Could the movement steward its people through a crisis? Would gay people recognize its right to lead?

Yet, as Dexter Brecht spoke twenty-two years later, the Up Stairs Lounge remained forgotten. Aspects of the fire were reminiscent of other notable events that had shaped social-justice movements. There was the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire of 1911, as previously mentioned, in which 147 people (mostly female garment workers) died in New York City. The owners of the Triangle factory had locked employees into the building to prevent theft and truancy—and thus imprisoned them in an inferno.33 Similarly, at the Up Stairs Lounge, victims were trapped inside a burning structure because windows had been sealed with iron bars—bars overlooked in lax inspections by authorities.34 Parallels could also be drawn with the 1963 firebombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, which killed four young girls. Even though the Up Stairs Lounge fire was determined to be an arson—most likely by a disgruntled bar patron exacting revenge upon a rival gay clique—the homophobia that resulted from the tragedy and the conspiracy to erase its memory differed markedly from that outpouring of sympathy that accompanied those four deaths at the hands of the Ku Klux Klan.35

So why did the Up Stairs Lounge remain obscure? Brecht asked. While the Triangle fire had led to mobilization for the labor movement and the Birmingham bombing had served both as a rallying cry and an elegy for the civil rights movement, the Up Stairs Lounge fire had not been a turning point for homosexual rights in America. Civil rights leaders in 1963 had advocates in northern papers like The New York Times, and labor leaders in 1911 had political champions like New York State assemblyman Al Smith, who later ran for president.36 By contrast, the Up Stairs Lounge fire received no political attention or investigative stories from a national newspaper.

The mainstream reaction to the fire ranged from silence and avoidance to trivialization and demonization. This response could be seen in the comedic quips of locals, in the refusal of state and local officials to issue statements of sympathy for victims and families, and in the abandonment of the investigation by the New Orleans Police Department, which led to no charges or prosecutions even though a prime suspect was taken into custody and then lost, due to carelessness. Other local disasters, such as a fire at the Rault Center office building that killed six people in November 1972, received greater news coverage for a longer period of time than did the Up Stairs Lounge.37

Long before the existence of the Up Stairs Lounge, forces had conspired to suppress homosexuals in New Orleans. In 1958, a New Orleans police superintendent sent a letter to forty-two fellow police chiefs inquiring about methods of combating the “problem of homosexuals and lesbians.” Other undesirables throughout the French Quarter, he noted, could be handled with existing laws. But with homosexuals, the policeman complained, “most of them are gainfully employed, or have a source of income from their families, and are not engaged in crime for profit.”38 Twenty-four police departments, from Washington, D.C., to Chicago, responded to that letter with sympathetic suggestions.39

At Tulane University, the city’s premier private educational institution, Dr. Robert Heath, chair of the Department of Psychiatry and Neurology, conducted “gay conversion” experiments, published in two medical research papers in 1972, with university approval and some state funding. Listed as a “mental disorder” in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the American Psychiatric Association, homosexuality was a condition that fell well within Heath’s purview to treat and investigate.40 Heath’s research on a homosexual patient codenamed B-19 was particularly grim. Heath described how he had drilled stainless steel electrodes into nine regions of patient B-19’s brain, with wires dangling out of the man for more than ten days, and paired electrode stimulation with pornographic images of women to create sexual arousal, thus building a Pavlovian association that culminated in a bizarre lovemaking session between the gay man and a well-compensated female prostitute.41

The Roman Catholic Church of the time significantly contributed to the general air of homophobia. Two months before the fire, an interfaith group called Morality in Media of Louisiana paid for a half-page ad in the Times-Picayune, which called for the “deletion of obscene language and immorality” in the news. “The problems of homosexuality, prostitution, adultery, promiscuity, perversion,” the ad read, “must not be treated as normal behavior.”42 Signing the message “Faithfully yours” was Archbishop Philip M. Hannan, head of the Archdiocese of New Orleans.

Thus did the city’s civil, scientific, and religious authorities each perform a pivotal role in the oppression and censorship of gay life, which coalesced into successful campaigns to prevent them from organizing in the open. Gays were sinners, said religion, sexual psychopaths, said science, and sex criminals, said the law. It’s no stretch to say that the media reflected the same bias. If one looks at the number of mentions in the Times-Picayune, the Rault Center fire had five days of front-page articles and twenty-one letters to the editor were published, while the Up Stairs Lounge—with five times the victims—spent only two days on here and just two letters to the editor appeared.43

Likewise, the American public remained largely committed to a campaign of gay oppression. Seventy percent of Americans, according to a 1973 survey conducted by the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the University of Chicago, thought adult homosexual relations were “always wrong.” By and large, the public viewed talk of sexual “orientation” with suspicion, believing that there was one true alignment for sexuality—heterosexuality—and all other alignments represented the blunders of heterosexuals needing intervention. “There are no homosexuals—only people with homosexual problems,” wrote Dr. Daniel Cappon, a preeminent psychologist in the field of sexual deviance. Journalist Mike Wallace, in a 1967 CBS News special, “The Homosexuals,” summed up prevailing attitudes as such: “Homosexuality is an enigma. Even in this era of bold sexual mores, it remains a subject that people find disturbing, embarrassing in their reluctance to discuss it.” Another NORC poll said nearly 35 percent of Americans opposed the idea of allowing a homosexual to speak in public.44

It’s little wonder that Gay Liberation attracted no political sponsorship following the Up Stairs Lounge. There was simply no support, certainly not in an era when more than one third of the public contested the idea of First Amendment rights for homosexuals. Moon Landrieu, the progressive mayor of New Orleans, remained out of town for several weeks after the incident—on vacation and supposedly unreachable in Europe. Governor Edwin Edwards—the self-declared “crook” of the 1990s—would studiously avoid phone calls and telegrams in 1973 from ministers asking him to declare a statewide day of mourning.45 President Richard Nixon, perhaps not even aware of the tragedy, offered no condolences on behalf of the nation.

Speaking in 1995, Dexter Brecht told his congregants, “It is time to go back to the fire that the media and the historians have forgotten.”46 The preacher then recited the names of the thirty-two victims, pausing after each one—the rhythmical beat emphasizing that every name was that of a real human being:

Joseph Henry Adams

Reginald Adams Jr.

Guy O. Andersen

Joe William Bailey

Luther Thomas Boggs

Louis Horace Broussard

Herbert Cooley

Donald Walter Dunbar

Adam Roland Fontenot

David Stuart Gary

Horace Getchell

John Thomas Golding Sr.

Gerald Hoyt Gordon

Glenn Richard Green

James Walls Hambrick

Kenneth Paul Harrington

William R. Larson

Ferris LeBlanc

Robert Lumpkin

Leon Richard Maples

George Stephen Matyi

Clarence Joseph McCloskey Jr.

Duane George Mitchell

Larry Stratton

Willie Inez Warren

Eddie Hosea Warren

James Curtis Warren

Dr. Perry Lane Waters Jr.

Douglas Maxwell Williams

Unidentified white male

Unidentified white male

Unidentified white male47

More than a third were veterans, men who had served their country while risking the punishment of an undesirable discharge if they were discovered as gay. More than a third were under the age of thirty. More than a third were practicing Christians—baptized, confirmed, and active members of their religious communities. At least seven of the victims had been married to women prior to embracing their homosexuality; as a result, six men were fathers of young children, which defied prevailing stereotypes. Yes, Brecht noted, three of the victims were charred so horrendously that they could never be identified. For their loved ones, they had simply “disappeared”; they were buried without gravestones in the city’s potter’s field.48

In reading the names aloud, Brecht did not mean to belabor the tally of carnage. He didn’t call out the fourteen men and one woman who had been injured by the fire, many grievously. But his recitation did move congregants to tears; their wails and sniffling were mixed with the muted sounds of the photographer’s camera. Brecht had wondered whether he should have mentioned which of the victims were MCC members, but he’d decided against it when he considered the Catholic Church and its role in dismissing the tragedy. Despite pleas for the archbishop to do so back in 1973, Philip Hannan had not offered a resounding statement of sympathy for the dead of the Up Stairs Lounge, although he had within hours of the Rault Center fire the previous autumn.49

All events leading up to 1995 suggested that the Up Stairs Lounge had fallen by the wayside—a sad but seemingly isolated incident that spoke more to fire codes and public safety initiatives than to human rights in America. That the fire occurred at a gay bar, where homosexuals met and pursued each other sexually—as if the Lounge were a bathhouse where men paraded in towels and sodomized each other in stalls—seemed to diminish its power as a metaphor of injustice.50 Some New Orleanians, of course, had made valiant efforts to revive the story.

Just a year before Brecht memorialized the dead, in 1994, the site of the fire became a stop on a “gay heritage” walking tour of the French Quarter, led by historian Roberts Batson, but it was hardly a point of pilgrimage or reflection for most who knew the story, much less the uninformed who passed by unaware. Between 1989 and 1991, Johnny Townsend, a local author, had heroically interviewed more than thirty Up Stairs Lounge survivors and then written a chronicle called Let the Faggots Burn. In conducting his research, he encountered widespread caginess and determined that there was still “such a strange feeling about the fire.”51 For example, Floyd Getchell, the brother of victim Horace “Skip” Getchell, sent Townsend a letter declining to speak about the fire. As explanation, Getchell expressed that he had no wish to “open an old wound” for himself. Townsend couldn’t get a local book publisher, much less a national press, to take on his completed manuscript—“these people aren’t very interesting,” one editor told him—so copies of it circulated about town, passed from friend to friend like a message moved along an underground network.52

The deadliest blaze on record in New Orleans history, as well as the largest mass killing of gays and lesbians in the United States until the 2016 massacre at Pulse, had become so downplayed that a 1991 exhibit at the Louisiana State Museum about historic fires in New Orleans managed to exclude the Up Stairs Lounge entirely.53 When Up Stairs Lounge survivor Stewart Butler and activist Rich Magill saw this display, they immediately brought the omission to the museum’s attention. “Rich and I picked up on that and said, ‘We’ve got to do something about this shit,’ ” recalled Stewart Butler. “So we started bitching and complaining.” Museum curator Wayne Phillips now characterizes the interactions more diplomatically. “The curator of the time, who put together the exhibition, and the museum director were both terribly embarrassed and ashamed,” he recalled. The museum’s solution was to place a small, text-based placard on the wall until the exhibit was taken down.54 No announcements or public apologies were forthcoming or considered necessary.

The Up Stairs Lounge was a tinderbox,55 calling to mind the days of home hearths and fire lighters so unstable they had to be hid away in metal chests. The tragedy proved to be a literal tinderbox, an inferno that destroyed a location, as well as a political tinderbox in the repression it exposed, of a nation refusing to acknowledge the very fact that homosexuals existed, and, finally, a psychological tinderbox in its spotlighting of an underclass of closeted gays who feared defining themselves as a minority group, lest they attract attention. By degrees, some survivors of the fire faced a fate more scandalous than that of the deceased: outed after their names were published in newspapers, shamed into silence by straights and fellow gays wishing to hurry past the event and hobbled by post-traumatic stress.56

In 1988, The Times-Picayune dedicated just one-quarter of one page, in an interior section, to an article about the fire’s fifteenth anniversary which included this blunt assessment from survivor Stewart Butler: “A tragedy that, as far as I know, no good came of.” On its twentieth anniversary, in 1993, there were no public events memorializing the Up Stairs Lounge, and again the Times-Picayune had a single story.57

Admittedly, a strange and polemic history surrounded this event. In the twelve months before the fire, beginning in June 1972, the death penalty had been halted by the U.S. Supreme Court, abortion legalized through Roe v. Wade, and American ground troops withdrawn from Vietnam, at least in principle, at the Paris Peace Accords. It seemed like a time of fundamental change, and, in a coup for the free press, The Washington Post won a Pulitzer Prize for its unfolding coverage of the Watergate break-in.

Dexter Brecht had been in high school in small-town Iowa when all this unfolded.58 Questions reverberated in his mind. How come he had never heard of the Up Stairs Lounge? Why hadn’t everyone? Gaining momentum, he implored those gathered to bring the story to the attention of the wider public, just as Christ had revived Lazarus, a man dead and entombed in a cave for three days in the Gospels. “We demand that the stone be rolled away,” proclaimed Brecht. “We must demand that it be unbound and set free.”59 The image of Lazarus emerging from the tomb in his burial shroud, foreshadowing the Resurrection, epitomized the journey of many MCC congregants—or gay Christians of any stripe—out of the darkness of the closet and into the light.60

With these words, Brecht announced the creation of a church committee to honor the fire victims. Its primary goal was to place a plaque or memorial at the site of the Up Stairs Lounge by 1998, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the tragedy. Such an initiative would elevate the legacy of the Up Stairs Lounge by making it one of just a few events in gay rights history to receive some form of permanent recognition before the millennium. Such a commemoration would also signify the attainment of an objective set forth by Troy Perry, the founding pastor of the Metropolitan Community Church, for a “living memorial” to ensure that the fire victims would never be forgotten—a call for public acknowledgment that had gone unanswered since 1973.61

As Brecht offered these views, he considered whether he wandered too far for his people to follow. Was he just refighting old wars? He wondered if his own deacon, Courtney Craighead, would abandon or support him in front of others. “He really didn’t feel like he wanted to bring it all back up again,” recalled Brecht. When the young minister had first come to New Orleans, he’d assumed “everyone involved would want to acknowledge and claim the significance of the event.”62 However, he met with reticence when he suggested the idea of memorializing the tragedy and rekindling its memory, an act that could potentially embarrass the city and its now vocal and tourist-friendly gay community. Every Labor Day weekend, tens of thousands of homosexuals poured into New Orleans to celebrate the festival of Southern Decadence.

Yet, unable to remain silent, the minister had chosen to speak his piece. “And let us hope there won’t be another fire,” he concluded. The man fell silent. The congregation was silent at first, too, then burst into applause. The St. Roch church was suddenly filled with a newfound energy, as well as the paradoxical euphoria that can flow from the venting of grief. Brecht ended the service with a blessing. Elated, he hugged Deacon Craighead and walked toward Mark Thompson of the Times-Picayune. The reporter had many questions. Although he had been born within days of this event, in July of 1973, and raised in New Orleans by liberal parents, he had never heard about the Up Stairs Lounge until this day.63

People crowded in, impeding Brecht’s progress as they suddenly felt compelled to share stories and memories. Courtney Craighead reached Thompson ahead of Brecht and pulled him aside. “I spent most of that first night at Charity Hospital,” the deacon volunteered, his voice soft, “consoling those who were alive and identifying the dead.” He told Thompson that he would probably chair the committee to commemorate the fire victims. “This is really the first time it has been brought out,” Craighead continued, reflecting on the novelty of discussing the tragedy in public. Curiously, Craighead used the word “out” as if the bar fire itself had been closeted to this point. Yet, even with this change, Courtney Craighead leaned in and asked Thompson not to publish his name in a story about the fire, for fear of harassment.64
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CHAPTER 1

Brotherhood of Men

June 24, 1973

Sunday started late that day, as Sunday mornings in New Orleans—then, and still now—tend to be annexed as part of Saturdays. Douglas “Buddy” Rasmussen, manager of a popular Iberville Street gay bar, didn’t leave home much before noon. The day was roasting in a way distinct to the region, the sun beating on the clapboard Creole cottages of the Lower Garden District.1

Buddy’s lover, Adam Fontenot, roused himself as his beau showered and shaved, preparing for what would be the busiest day of the week. Sundays had become madcap occasions at Buddy’s bar since the establishment of a “beer bust” from 5:00 to 7:00 p.m. That drink special—two hours of unlimited suds for one dollar, plus a refundable fifty-cent deposit for the mug—had proven an irresistible affair for a certain cadre of gay men. Adam usually accompanied Buddy to beer bust night, but he tended to eschew draft beer for the harder stuff.2

Although both Buddy and Adam were in their early thirties, in many respects they were a joining of opposites. Buddy was tall and winsome, with a basketball player’s physique. Adam, on the other hand, was short and a bit fey, as one said, more of a genteel Southern dandy. Their upbringings could not have diverged further. Buddy had left an abusive household in Houston at age eighteen and enlisted in the air force, while Adam hailed from landowners with a lineage that went back to the original French Acadians of Louisiana. Adam was university educated and spoke six languages fluently, while Buddy had managed a 7-Eleven. Buddy was out of the closet, while Adam remained conflicted about revealing his private life—even though Buddy had spent holidays with the Fontenot clan as Adam’s “friend.”3

Buddy always seemed to have a job, while Adam appeared, paradoxically, too smart for his menial work, which never lasted. Buddy made friends easily and told it like it was, while Adam was more of an acquired taste, a character who spoke with a faux-English accent to impress. Nevertheless, through some alchemy, the two men had met and fallen deeply in love. They were nearly inseparable in their four years of being together, buying a home and wearing rings to mark their commitment.4 Other gay friends aspired to a love like Buddy and Adam’s, even if their couplehood was not without risk. The boot heel of the law loomed as a constant threat to their acts of tenderness; either could be reported and arrested as sex criminals through various methods (for example, local ordinances made it unlawful to rent, lease, or buy a house for “homosexuals, lesbians or sex perverts”).5 Buddy and Adam’s cottage on St. Andrews Street could, therefore, be declared a house of ill repute and repossessed, if anyone cared to do so.6

Their home was what was called a “double,” with two front doors and two street addresses for the postman. Buddy shared half of the residence with Adam; they rented the other half to a redheaded welder named Linn “Rusty” Quinton, who was openly gay and wont to show off his work-hewn muscles in mesh T-shirts. Quinton, in fact, made extra cash by helping out on Sundays as a busboy for Buddy. The three housemates gravitated around the same scene—one that was sexually liberated if also community-minded, with singles and couples respecting each other’s monogamy, if so declared.7 Friends commonly used the word “lover,” as opposed to “boyfriend” or “partner”—the latter coming into vogue in subsequent decades—to signify a committed relationship. The terms “husband” and “fiancé” were not used except in jest. In an era when same-sex marriage did not exist, mainstream society perceived gay commitment ceremonies as make-believe. By 1973, Buddy had started noticing the overtures of a bar regular named Bill Duncan, but he and Adam had remained true to their promises.8

Theirs was a close-knit brotherhood of men, what Stewart Butler jokingly called a coterie of “friends, tricks, and associates,” in which almost everyone was gay and went by a nickname or slightly altered pseudonym to start fresh—away from their painful pasts.9 Most saw one another regularly and dined at each other’s homes. Many, as it happened, were also members of the nearby Metropolitan Community Church (MCC), but those who didn’t cotton to the image of a gay-friendly Jesus still made their way to the French Quarter to raise a glass to the Roman god of parties, Bacchus.

Buddy and Adam’s neighborhood boasted a protected society of gay men, whose proximity created a sense of family in a larger world dominated by prejudice. Just down the street from their home lay the cottage the MCC was then operating out of and, on the side, the rectory of gay pastor Bill Larson: a clean-cut, fatherly sort of fellow. A few blocks beyond that, MCC parishioner Ricky Everett—blond and petite, said to be precious-looking—was crashing at the apartment of Henry Kubicki, a proverbial tall, dark, and handsome sort. However, as only friends like Ricky knew, Henry’s “quiet cool” disguised serious hearing and vision impairments, which frustrated and confused admirers who sought him out solely for his looks.10

After a sudden breakup, Ricky had moved in with Henry on Coliseum Street until he could find more permanent digs, and the two shared a queen-size bed platonically.11 Ricky made the most of being unattached and had invited a twenty-year-old suitor named Ronnie Rosenthal to fly in from Atlanta that weekend. Ricky and Ronnie had hit it off at an MCC religious conference and wanted to explore their connection. They arranged for Ronnie to stay in a New Orleans suburb with Ricky’s mother, who seemed to be oblivious of her son’s sexuality. “It was no big deal,” recalled Ricky. “My mother just took it as a friend of mine visiting.”12

About a block away from Ricky and Henry stood a house on Prytania Street rented by Stewart Butler, the outspoken hippie of the group who grew hydroponic weed in the second story of his residence and listened to the Grateful Dead. “The shit that we’ve done, Lordy!” exclaimed Stewart’s longtime friend and partner in crime Steven Duplantis. “We used to make a hobby of going out and seeing how many we could pick up and bring back to Prytania Street, who got all of ’em first or how many each one of us got.” As a man who had only embraced his gayness in his late thirties, Stewart Butler was, in his own words, “making up for lost time.” Stewart could often be seen, as they said, on the prowl with his lover, Alfred Doolittle, and joined by their dog, a mix-breed terrier.13

The home of Mitch Mitchell was also close to Stewart’s domicile. A boisterous man, Mitch served as a deacon assisting Bill Larson at the MCC. Mitch had a garrulous, if not irascible, personality. Larger than life, he weighed about 300 pounds and proudly wore a necklace to notify medical personnel of his diabetes. Mitch’s lover, Horace Broussard, was a barber and a confirmed “chubby chaser”—for him, someone like Mitch was a rare and ravishing catch.14 In the promise of a new gay world in the early 1970s, Mitch and Horace made a nest like Buddy and Adam.

Living a bit farther north was MCC parishioner Herbert “Hugh” Cooley, who was probably still asleep in his apartment as the sun climbed to its apex. Hugh took over as bartender at 8:00 p.m. on Sundays, at the end of Buddy’s shift.15 All together, these men formed a makeshift family—singles, duos, and third wheels who conspired to hide one another’s sexualities from biological family members, who drove each other to doctor and dentist appointments, who loaned one another money, and who even, when necessary, retrieved each other from police lockup.

IT WAS STILL before noon when Buddy and Adam ducked into their car, rolled down the windows, and left St. Andrews Street behind as they headed downtown. The scaffolding of the Superdome, a crown of a public works project for the city and state, immediately came into view.16 About halfway finished, the football stadium’s skeletal frame looked like a cross between a UFO and a mushroom.

Soon glass towers of the Central Business District loomed, the largest of which was One Shell Square, a business center for Shell Oil.17 Fluorescent signs and department stores materialized as Buddy and Adam’s car crossed Canal Street, a major thoroughfare with a center-laid walkway that once housed the streetcar tracks memorialized in movies, brochures, and Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire. Canal Street dead-ended near the river and a recently installed statue of Joan of Arc, a gift to the city from Charles de Gaulle, the legendary leader of Free France. When the statue was unveiled in October 1972, Mayor Moon Landrieu hailed it for transforming what had been a “rundown area” into a “landmark showcase.” This was but one instance of a city constantly slapping a fresh coat of paint on itself, lest it give in to decay and return to the state of nature; alligators would occasionally return through the drainage canals when the sluices were opened.18

Past Joan of Arc was the International Trade Mart, a riverfront tower and headquarters for the Port of New Orleans. Perched near the mouth of the mighty Mississippi, New Orleans had long been an entrepôt and the gateway to America’s breadbasket. The busy port, where casks and bales had floated south on barges and were transferred to oceangoing cargo ships before the river split into a delta and ran into the Gulf of Mexico, was a major source of revenue for the city.

The International Trade Mart building had been erected in the 1960s under the direction of Clay Shaw. A man of aristocratic bearing who wore seersucker suits and lived in a French Quarter mansion, Shaw had counted himself among the New Orleans elite. Years earlier, he had organized the 1953 sesquicentennial celebration of the Louisiana Purchase, an event that had attracted the newly elected President Dwight Eisenhower. Shaw’s position in the city seemed assured, having accompanied New Orleans mayors on trade missions. However, as only his close friends knew, Clay Shaw lived two lives: conservative businessman in public and homosexual bon vivant in private. His feat of compartmentalization had come crashing down when Jim Garrison, the Orleans Parish district attorney, bizarrely arrested him in 1967 and charged him with colluding to assassinate President John F. Kennedy.19

This would be the first and only trial brought against a living suspect for the killing of the president, and District Attorney Jim Garrison worked the limelight, as prosecutor, to his full advantage. Garrison postulated to the press, using defamatory tropes of the era, that Shaw’s involvement made the assassination a “homosexual thrill-killing.” The prosecutor loudly declared that an individual associated with the presidential assassin Lee Harvey Oswald, named “Clay Bertrand” by the Warren Commission, was none other than New Orleans resident Clay Shaw. Garrison’s claim that Bertrand and Shaw were one and the same person, an apparent break in the case touted by the press as the final reveal of a “mystery man,” ultimately turned out to be a dubious connection, at best, and a knowingly baseless one, at worst. In fact, Garrison happened to be a man with his own set of demons: during his crusade, Garrison was concurrently investigated by an Orleans Parish grand jury for allegedly molesting a thirteen-year-old boy at the New Orleans Athletic Club.20

Unfazed by his personal inquiry, Garrison continued to impugn Shaw. During the 1969 show trial, which lasted a month, Shaw would, as The New York Times noted in his obituary, “chain smoke filter cigarettes impassively at the defense table as prosecution witnesses described him as a flamboyant homosexual.” Having raided Shaw’s home and discovered private sexual paraphernalia, Garrison manipulated the businessman’s secret, and his wish to remain closeted, to cast a haze of intrigue over the case. The foundation of Garrison’s argument rested on a virtual clown parade of witnesses: the confessions left behind by a pilot named David Ferrie, dead from a cerebral hemorrhage that Garrison trumpeted as an “apparent suicide”; the hypnosis-induced testimony of a businessman named Peter Russo; the assurances of a convicted heroin user named Vernon Bundy; and the sworn statements of Charles Spiesel, a paranoid accountant who regularly fingerprinted his children to confirm that they had not been replaced by CIA doubles.21

“Gay people in New Orleans, after Clay Shaw was arrested, went into panic,” noted local gay historian Roberts Batson, who happened to live near the Up Stairs Lounge crew. “Because if someone as prominent and important as Clay Shaw could be arrested and destroyed by Jim Garrison, who’s next?” Clay Shaw, despite the humiliation, chose to provide his account of the ordeal to author James Kirkwood for the book American Grotesque: “In the early days after my arrest, Mr. Garrison said to a journalist that I’d never come to trial, I’d commit suicide first.”22

Although the jury found Shaw not guilty after less than an hour of deliberations—an agonizing defeat for Garrison—the businessman suffered permanent damage to his reputation. His personal revelations, cast into public light, were not minor indiscretions but an imbroglio that created stigma and embarrassment.23 Doubling down then on what seemed like less a prosecution than a personal vendetta, Garrison accused Shaw of several counts of perjury; a federal judge later dismissed these charges, ruling that they had been brought in bad faith,24 but such a decision hardly provided solace or rehabilitation for the once accused.

The French Quarter beckoned ahead as Buddy and Adam continued their drive. This was New Orleans’s oldest neighborhood—sometimes still called by its French name, Vieux Carré (literally, “Old Square”)—which languished as a colorful ghetto in a city deeply at odds with itself. The Quarter was forever a place of the imagination, the home of wrought-iron balconies and Blanche DuBois, among other louche literary figures. On its pitched and gabled rooftops, said the legends, the Creole pirate Jean Lafitte leaped from house to house to ply his illicit business. The famously eccentric Ruthie “the Duck Girl” Moulin was constantly out walking her mallards, and the badly denigrated Clay Shaw still resided in the district on St. Peter Street.25

In the spiritual brew, voodoo spirits mixed with Catholic saints, houses of the “rising sun” with Gothic-inspired churches. Every Fat Tuesday was inevitably followed by an Ash Wednesday, just as mourners of the dead participated in gloomy-cum-joyous spectacles after burials called jazz funerals. Even the compass seemed to adjust to a different pull. A neighborhood called the West Bank lay east of the French Quarter. North, to any decent New Orleanian, was “lakeside” toward Lake Pontchartrain. South was “riverside” toward the Old Man. Reference to north, south, east, or west instantly revealed your status as a tourist. This amended sense of space reflected not just street lingo but reality for residents, who used these terms in police reports, land deals, and other legal documents.26

Scenery changed from steel and glass to stucco and brick as Buddy and Adam proceeded onward, but the French Quarter didn’t officially begin until they crossed Iberville Street,27 one block farther, which fell to the backside of Canal’s swank hotels and department stores to offer the other side of commerce: twenty-four-hour bars and a drug fix, perhaps, or hustlers dabbling in the oldest profession for money, a meal, or both. Misadventures often ended on Iberville at gay-friendly establishments like Gene’s Hideaway or Wanda’s, both owned by an entrepreneur named Gene Davis, or around the corner at La Normandie Bar, where, in 1972, a gay bartender named Jerry Capplin had been found with his throat slashed and body stuffed into an ice cooler (as usual, the murder and trial had gone mostly unreported by the Times-Picayune). City institutions were attempting to downplay rising crime rates, which could easily stanch the procession of tourists.28

Buddy and Adam slipped into a ghetto sleeping off a routine hangover, but few streets on that Sunday were silent. Neighbors sipped coffee with chicory, an herbaceous additive brewed by New Orleanians for centuries, as they chatted on balconies and doorsteps. Bohemian artists took showers in art galleries. On nearby wharves, Greek and Norwegian sailors milled about barges that held the proverbial world’s shipping. Down Decatur Street, the mealy aroma of grain wafted from the smokestacks of the Jackson Brewery, a local landmark known as the Jax. Tourists filtered down the pedestrian walkway of Royal Street, closed to daytime traffic by proclamation of Mayor Landrieu, and shopped for antiques.29 Just a block south of Royal Street appeared the slightly more worn corner of Chartres and Iberville, Buddy and Adam’s port of entry.

The couple parked and walked, crisscrossing the almost invisible border between rich and poor—the ivory tower of the new Marriott Hotel casting a shadow near their feet. Up ahead was the dark canopy they sought near the Chartres Street intersection. It bore the cursive words “Up Stairs.” The text, partially blocked by the rain roofing of the bar next door, was intentionally easy to miss. The sign didn’t offer a hint of impropriety or any enticement to enter, nor did it aim to titillate with a turn of phrase. Instead, it appeared like a public notice of a place off the beaten path.

Buddy turned the key in the wrought-iron door, marked 604 Iberville Street, and started up the thirteen wooden steps, so old that they whined when you climbed them. The building dated at least to the 1870s, when Iberville had been called Custom House Street.30 Some of its fixtures and systems looked to be plucked from a museum. There was room to climb the stairs two abreast, but not enough to extend your arms without clipping the pipes and wires running over brick. Buddy had made these eyesores more palatable by attempting to cover them in burlap fabric. Light barely shone inside this entryway. Heading past wood-paneled walls and curtains was much like entering a portal—up, up, and away. This wasn’t a saloon stumbled into by accident: the place was somewhat concealed, and only those in the know entered.31

Buddy pivoted at a landing with a small window and scaled the final steps. He unlocked a steel door to the bar appropriately called the Up Stairs Lounge. Empty, the bar possessed a hushed quality. Surfaces gleamed in the light of windows and smelled of cigarette smoke. Buddy flipped on the lights. Red was the scheme: red-flocked wallpaper, red indoor-outdoor carpeting, pink-orange laminate on the bar, red fabric streaming across the drop ceiling. Even the bar stools had red seats. The place looked to be cloaked in a velvet robe, giving what Susan Fosberg, the arts critic of the Vieux Carré Courier, a local alternative weekly, called the impression of “discreet elegance.” (Stewart Butler begged to differ with this assessment: “I don’t know if it was elegant,” he remembered. “Well, it just hid the bare walls.”)32

The Courier, edited by Bill Rushton, an openly gay man, reviewed the Up Stairs Lounge as a “warm and congenial haunt” in its 1972 French Quarter bar guide, a “big intimate room” where “middle aged queens and their trade flock.” Times-Picayune writer Howard Jacobs pronounced it a “first-class tonsil coolery.” Stewart Butler thought of it as a “social club.”33 Tables and chairs were crammed, inviting random interactions; this was less an intended feature than a remnant of the pickup bar that had previously held the lease—telephone cords had run from table to table as a method of fostering hookups between business executives and ladies of the evening.34 Buddy had removed the phones but not the furniture or wan sense of joie de vivre.

The Up Stairs Lounge was surprisingly roomy, linked across three contiguous buildings and wrapped by twelve-inch-thick brick walls. The bar itself, the locus of activity, was stationed parallel to Iberville Street in the first room.35 Near one end of the bar was a small, elevated stage with a white baby grand piano. Its worn keys suggested that they had been frequently played. Adam Fontenot, a few drinks deep, would sometimes sit at the bench and come to life crooning jazz ditties. A jukebox situated nearby was loaded with contemporary hits, as well as records brought in by Buddy and regular patrons.36

Close by was a window overlooking a fire escape, which stood beside the entrance to the tiny bathrooms—the only commodes in the place. Lines frequently formed here that stretched to the front door. Often, the inconvenience provided an opportunity to make friends while commiserating over the call of nature. Behind the bar, among assorted liquor bottles, stood a decorative fountain. Regulars called this first room the “bar area,” but there were other, quieter spaces in the Up Stairs Lounge.37

A long archway provided exit from the bar area, which was festooned that Sunday with Fourth of July decorations to publicize an upcoming party, into a parlorlike space, smaller than the first, with tables and a dance floor. This was called the “dance area,” where bodies whirled and drag queens like Marcy Marcell performed on Sundays for charity shows. At the time, the Up Stairs Lounge offered the only drag revue in the Quarter other than Club My-O-My, whose previous location had burned down without explanation the previous year. Beyond the dance area stood an unmarked door to a final section, a theater space often locked up and overlooked by patrons. The New Orleans MCC had hosted prayer meetings there for a span. Patrons also put on theatrical performances there, sometimes for charity, at other times just for kicks.38

Adam parked himself on a stool while Buddy Rasmussen tallied the previous day’s receipts and ducked out to make a bank deposit. The owner of the Up Stairs Lounge, a gay man named Phil Esteve, had basically handed Buddy the reins to the business. As the “heart and soul” of the bar, Buddy had managed the Up Stairs Lounge since its opening night, on Halloween in 1970. In fact, it was Buddy who had championed the beer-bust idea to Phil, and the drink special had grown in popularity; by the early summer of 1973, it drew a hundred or more people reliably each Sunday.39

Buddy ran the place efficiently—no small order by Iberville standards. His rules were clear and consistently enforced: no hustling the customers, although hustlers were allowed to drink as customers during breaks from work. Hustlers could even date patrons, but monetary solicitation was strictly forbidden. For example, a hustler nicknamed Napoleon, who dressed like the French dictator as a calling card, had met his lover, Stanley Plaisance, while nursing an after-hours drink at the Up Stairs Lounge. Napoleon had made romantic overtures to Stanley but wasn’t soliciting him, and so the two hit it off as Buddy observed. Love followed, surprisingly, and Napoleon abandoned his career Iberville’s “queer legionnaire.”40

The Up Stairs Lounge banned “tearoom sex,” the furtive encounters that often took place in dark corners or bathroom stalls of gay bars, frequently the only places where gay men could then steal a private moment. Nonetheless, according to patron Michael Scarborough, a “small hole” did exist in the partition between toilets stalls to facilitate peeping or previewing the so-called merchandise. Ricky Everett did not recall said hole, although he did remember a chalkboard, which Buddy had installed in the bathroom as a deterrent to patrons scrawling phone numbers and explicit messages on the walls. But Ricky could be rather innocent; although he had been the childhood best friend of Stanley Plaisance, and even had sleepovers with him when they were teenagers, Ricky professed to have no idea that Stanley might be gay, too, until he saw his old friend at the Up Stairs Lounge in the arms of Napoleon.41 Although they’d drifted apart since high school, Stanley and Ricky hugged and burst out laughing. Charmed by this mutual revelation, they immediately reconnected.

In addition, no drug use or drug dealing was tolerated inside Buddy’s bar. Nevertheless, if a patron like Stewart Butler came already high, well, that was his business. “It was off the beaten path,” Buddy Rasmussen told a Times-Picayune reporter in the 1990s. He continued, “But the Upstairs had a regular, steady clientele. Mostly employed people, mostly gay, but some straight, some women, too.” Ricky had similar memories: “It was just a wide variety of people,” he said. “We had politicians who come in there. We had doctors, lawyers, everyday hourly-wage blue-collar people.” Writing after the fire, Vieux Carré Courier editor and bar regular Bill Rushton attested, “The Up Stairs set out to give Iberville Street a new kind of anchor.”42

Surprisingly for New Orleans, Buddy set a policy of no sloppiness due to overimbibing. Nights could end with Buddy calling a cab and serving a patron coffee or a soft drink. Buddy even stocked milk behind the bar, which he’d occasionally mix with a dollop of vodka and serve to Stewart Butler’s dog, Jocko, the unofficial mascot of the place. “He used to sit up on the bar stool,” Stewart recalled, laughing. “A bar-hound, literally,” he continued. “Cause it didn’t take much. He’d get a little smashed, and I remember one time he got out of the place, and, when we noticed, we had to run out and caught him down near Exchange Place.”43

While this was a gay bar where people met and danced and dated, the staff did their best to encourage responsibility without being preachy. Perhaps this refreshingly sane attitude of fun within reason was why Bob McAnear, a plainclothes narcotics investigator working for U.S. Customs in New Orleans, had been visiting the Up Stairs Lounge both on and off duty from its inception. Bob often brought along his wife, Bettye, who had befriended Buddy Rasmussen years before.44

“Buddy and Phil [Esteve] invited us over to look at the proposed bar they were going to open,” Bob McAnear recalled. “I helped tear up the linoleum covering the floor.” Bettye had a passion for acting and directing in local theater troupes, and so Bob had, over the years, met countless gay men whom he deemed to be decent folk.45

The McAnears had grown particularly fond of Buddy and Adam as a couple and trusted them to babysit their kids whenever Bob was out on a case or Bettye was rehearsing for the New Orleans Opera. The couples became like family to each other—with a closeness that always extended into the Up Stairs Lounge. “The guys trusted me, and knew their being gay was not a problem,” explained Bob. “Due to their trust, if I needed information, the guys knew everything that happened in the streets, and they would give me information that other lawmen couldn’t get.” He continued. “I never betrayed that trust.”46

This was New Orleans, after all, a Mediterranean and Caribbean melting pot that preferred to be Janus-faced on a vast range of topics, including the factual validity of one’s so-called racial makeup. This Creole culture would rather accept moral incongruities as part of human nature than try to root them out in a witch hunt. The Puritan mind-set never touched the Paris of the South.47 Contradictory actions and beliefs could be sustained in one body so long as that person held them discreetly in two hands and—to borrow a phrase from Matthew 6:3—never “let your left know what your right hand is doing.” Terrible things were known to happen in New Orleans when the left hand acknowledged the right, and no one wished for the trouble that could spoil the party, even for a moment.

Quickly drawn into the bar’s inviting culture, Bob’s wife, Bettye, directed several melodramas in the back theater hall. Art critics like Susan Fosberg and female friends like Jeanne Gosnell also made the Up Stairs Lounge their watering hole.48 It was just the kind of neighborhood place that seemed to welcome all, its overt friendliness an antithesis to the hostility of the outside world. Several times, owner Phil Esteve invited female secretaries from Touro Hospital, his former workplace. Longshoremen working the river, known by nicknames like Smokie and Cocoa (probably racially inspired monikers), lived above the bar in a flophouse and became regular faces. And, of course, countless gay couples, like Deacon Mitch Mitchell and Horace Broussard or Michael Scarborough and Glenn Green, made the Up Stairs Lounge their base of operations, from which they’d make incursions into deeper parts of the Quarter.49

Perhaps because management made sure the bar’s rules were obeyed, it had never been raided. Right after the fire, Sergeant Frank Hayward, information officer for the New Orleans Police Department (NOPD), confirmed to The Advocate that “the department has no records of any arrests at the Up Stairs—for thievery or anything else.” When the Up Stairs Lounge had opened back in 1970, it was the first gay establishment in New Orleans to receive a dancing license.50 This official sanction was significant for the safety of patrons. Historically, gay men in New Orleans and elsewhere could be arrested for making physical contact or shaking hands in a drinking establishment. For example, Napoleon had once been arrested at Caverns, a Bourbon Street bar, and booked for “dancing with a member of the same sex in an intimate embrace.” Buddy Rasmussen regularly sent the NOPD notice of upcoming events, a signal that he operated the place as a legitimate enterprise, not an underworld lair.51

This was also an era where phrases like “discretion assured” and “strictly confidential” proliferated as gay code words to ease the fears of closeted men and advise that their patronage at a bar or membership in a social club would not jeopardize their privacy. Informal surveys estimated that about 75,000 homosexuals lived in New Orleans in 1971, but fewer than 1,000 could be called “out,” by twenty-first-century standards. According to Bob Damron’s Address Book, an annual travel guide for the gay vacationer, in 1972 New Orleans boasted two gay bathhouses, twenty-four gay and lesbian bars, and three restaurants that were particularly gay-friendly.52 Thus was the gay community expanding its footprint in a town where, paradoxically, most homosexuals continued to wear the mask of heterosexuality.

Accordingly, Buddy, Adam, and their circle regarded the involuntary exposure of anyone’s sexuality as a serious problem, and they took measures to avoid its ever happening. Newcomers to the Up Stairs Lounge, especially those acting uncomfortably or unaccompanied by a familiar face, could encounter a few minutes of suspicion or wariness until sounded out. Buddy would loop such a customer in by asking him to carry a pitcher to the piano or a coin to the jukebox. “Request a song, honey?” he would ask. The point wasn’t to be conspiratorial or clannish. Men of any stage of “outness” were welcome. But in an age when gay sex was still criminalized and stigmatized, it was important to protect customers from a mugger seeking a mark; a sexually conflicted, violent assailant; a con artist looking for a blackmail victim; or anyone from the outside world looking to prey upon a man with a secret.53

Indeed, blackmailing homosexuals was a form of con artistry that had thrived for centuries. As late as 1967, as the Chicago Tribune reported, federal authorities exposed a nationwide blackmail ring targeting homosexuals. Subsequently, at least thirty persons were convicted on charges of extortion when an unnamed member of U.S. Congress from an eastern state was shaken down for $40,000 (then several years’ pay for the average person), on the threat that his homosexual activities would be otherwise exposed. Of course, in keeping with the mores of the era, the Tribune didn’t reveal the congressman’s name, nor did any other publication. Other victims, said the report, included “two deans of eastern universities, several professors, business men, a movie actor, a television personality and a high ranking military officer who committed suicide the night before he was to testify before a New York county grand jury.”54

Up Stairs Lounge regulars, more vulnerable to predation than members of the social elite, feared the blackmailer seeking something other than money. Such paranoia became a noticeable part of the gay psyche. “It was S.O.P. [standard operating procedure] at the Upstairs [sic] to know your customers,” remembered the longshoreman known as Cocoa. “The management required you to be there with someone they knew before they would serve you.” And there was always the possibility of gay-on-gay betrayal. Unscrupulous individuals were known to engage in the practice of “dropping a nickel” on a fellow homosexual—a term that signified using a pay phone to anonymously call a person’s employer or family and report their location.55

If a new patron pitched in when Buddy asked for help, he passed the initial test and was considered a friend until proven otherwise. Through Buddy’s efforts, the Up Stairs Lounge had succeeded in becoming an oasis where regular customers felt safe, less a hook-up space than a hangout where friends and lovers could exhale and be themselves. “There was a brotherhood there,” wrote Susan Fosberg. “People who understood, people with whom you could let your hair down. A place, perhaps, to find love.” Buddy kept a microphone behind the bar and would call the names of regulars as they entered in a style reminiscent of announcer Ed McMahon, a venerable late-night television fixture as second in command to Johnny Carson on The Tonight Show. Buddy would announce, parodying the jolly McMahon, “Heeeeeeeere’s Luther Boggs!”56

When Buddy didn’t know a patron’s name, he’d call them “Honey” or “Sweetheart.” He was also known to wear one-piece leotards to lighten the mood. “It was an unusual mix of people, both in dress and appearance,” remembered Up Stairs Lounge regular Paul Killgore, “but, to be honest with you, there was kind of a sweetness.” Patrons would compete in tricycle races over zigzag courses between the tables or try to win the Easter bonnet contest. David Stuart Gary—or Piano Dave, as he was dubbed—would march up to the baby grand and ready the room with his signature “Ready, kiddies?” Sing-alongs ensued.57

This rich social dialogue, a dominant feature of the Lounge, also reflected the expressive sexual mores of the decade. According to the Vieux Carré Courier, “As you walk in Up Stairs first thing you notice is a picture of Queen Victoria seated with the caption, ‘Even a Queen can get the Clap.’ ” There was plenty of kissing and ducking out to get a room, but those practices occurred in a relaxed, unpressured atmosphere. “It certainly was more accepting than some of the other gay bars that were down along Bourbon Street,” recalled Killgore, “where, at that time, if you were going out, you wanted to look good, or you wanted to be in the company of attractive people.” By contrast, Killgore explained, “When you went into the Up Stairs Lounge, nobody gave a fuck about that. I mean, just enjoy yourself. Be nice. Be polite. Behave.”58

As sex and sexual expression were not frowned upon per se, the Lounge’s main room was decorated with suggestive and erotic imagery, such as a tiny replica of a statue called the Farnese Hercules, the disrobed Grecian hero leaning on a giant club with an apple tucked behind his nape.59 On the far wall, a naked Burt Reynolds—his revolutionary Cosmopolitan centerfold from 1972 enlarged to poster size—grinned on a bearskin rug with a hand suggestively draped over his crotch; Reynolds was a newly minted star who, only the year before, had shown off his acting chops in the movie Deliverance. Elsewhere, an image of Olympic swimming champion Mark Spitz appeared, smiling with his thin mustache and chiseled frame, his seven gold medals dangling just above his star-spangled Speedo. Around 2:00 p.m. that Sunday, Buddy opened the bar for his first customer, Adam Fontenot, and handed him a drink.60
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