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ABSTRACT 

Lesbian and gay life in southwest Missouri in the second half of the twentieth century was 
largely characterized by coalition building, the creation of shared identities, and the development 
of a myriad of tactics for everyday survival and political activism. This dissertation builds on 
recent midwestern and southern lesbian and gay scholarship outside of major cities by moving 
beyond the traditional narratives of homonormativity and metronormativity that place coastal 
metropoles like New York and San Francisco at the center of lesbian and gay politics and 
activism. Oftentimes, places like southwest Missouri have been glossed over or completely 
erased as potential centers of gay and lesbian community building and political activism. In order 
to combat such erasure, this dissertation is situated within a context where people travelled 
between the rural hinterland and semi-urban landscapes. While the New Christian Right had a 
stronghold in the “buckle of the biblebelt,” the region’s lesbian and gay population pushed back 
in several ways. They formed service organizations, created new ways to traverse the sexual 
landscape, and met outspoken critics of homosexuality with equally fiery resistance. Ultimately, 
I show how lesbians and gays in southwest Missouri developed a sense of belonging in the 
communities in which they lived in order to navigate complicated relationships in their lives, 
extreme loss during the AIDS crisis, and their engagement with an ongoing public debate over 
the morality of homosexuality.    
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INTRODUCTION 

“I might be queer, but I was their queer”: Locating Lesbian and Gay History in Southwest 
Missouri1 

In 1986, Marideth Sisco became a reporter at The Daily Quill in West Plains, a small 

town surrounded by rural countryside in southern Missouri.2 In subsequent years, Sisco reached 

a large audience because she “was able to speak the language” of the Ozarks. Moreover, her 

supervising editor at the local newspaper supported her reporting endeavors. According to Sisco, 

the many accolades she received from her readers did not simply appear overnight. She had to 

prove that she could “tell the hometown story.” She “just wrote what she knew and people liked 

hearing it.”3 Later on, Sisco became quite popular as an Ozarkian storyteller, appearing on 

several local public radio broadcasts. She then became known by a wider audience and achieved 

a new popularity at home when one of her songs was featured in the film, Winter’s Bone, based 

on a book written by Daniel Woodrell, who had grown up in West Plains. Sisco was pleased that 

those involved in the Winter’s Bone production visited the Ozarks in order “to see how things 

work in this culture.”4 

A self-avowed Ozarkian herself, Sisco had managed to accrue a large readership because 

storytelling has always been highly valued in the Missouri Ozarks. Once she gained popularity, 

Sisco explained that even though she was a “lot dykey,” people liked her because there was a 

familiarity to her. She was therefore considered an insider. Sisco said that “I might be queer, but 

1 Marideth Sisco, interview by Shelley Vaugine, February 3, 2009, transcript, page 34, Ozarks Lesbian and 
Gay Archives Oral History Collection, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, 
Springfield, Missouri. All interviews cited in this dissertation are housed in Special Collections and Archives at 
Missouri State University Libraries. They are part of the Ozarks Lesbian and Gay Archives Oral History Collection. 
Hereafter, I will refer to the Ozarks Lesbian and Gay Archives Oral History Collection as “OLGA.” 

2 Michael Coonrod, “The Story of Ozarks Storyteller Marideth Sisco,” Ozarks Alive! (September 24, 
2018), http://www.ozarksalive.com/the-story-of-ozarks-storyteller-marideth-sisco/, accessed October 17, 2018. 

3 Sisco, interview by Shelley Vaugine, page 33. 
4 Juliana Goodwin, “Attention Grows for Winter’s Bone: Director Hopes it Will Start Regional Films 

Movement for Ordinary Folk,” Springfield News-Leader (Springfield, Missouri), January 9, 2011, 1C. 

1 

http://www.ozarksalive.com/the-story-of-ozarks-storyteller-marideth-sisco


  

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

                                                
      

I was their queer.”5 She meant that despite her lesbian identity marking her as an outsider, her 

audience related to her because she, like them, derived a sense of belonging from Ozarkian 

culture. 

Throughout this dissertation, I show how gay men and lesbians, like Sisco, 

simultaneously belonged to and were excluded from the communities in which they lived during 

the second half of the twentieth century. Though they have been regularly excluded from popular 

narratives of the Ozarks, gays throughout the second half of the twentieth century constitute the 

very social and political fabric of the region. They resourcefully connected with each other to 

create new ways to express their sexuality and develop political strategies to take on increasingly 

vocal Evangelical conservatives. I examine how gay bars, house parties, and sex cruising sites 

like public parks were used as meeting places. I chart the emergence and development of a 

service organization through which members tried to find multiple ways to address the AIDS 

crisis in the region. I analyze contentious moments in Springfield that resulted in very heated 

public debates over the morality of homosexuality through the lens of a play about the AIDS 

crisis, The Normal Heart, and through attempts to pass local hate crime legislation. In addition, I 

explore the lives of lesbian separatists in rural southern Missouri who, contrary to popular 

stereotypes about feminist separatism, quite actively participate in their local communities. In 

times of crisis, gays and lesbians sought strength from each other and in times of celebration, 

they solidified their resolve to continue to create communities of caring and belonging that were 

at times cohesive and sometimes wrought with conflict. They undertook all of this under the 

watchful and scrutinizing gaze of their families, friends, community leaders, public officials, and 

law enforcement officers.    

5 Marideth Sisco, page 33. 

2 



  

 

   

    

  

 

 

  

  

                                                
              
                 

               
     

       
          

               
            

                
                

               
               

         
       

Lesbian and Gay Scholarship 

The work of historians of gay history in the United States was largely a result of their 

participation in social movements.6 In the years following the 1969 Stonewall riots, historians of 

gay, lesbian, and feminist lives were also active in the women’s movement, the civil rights 

movement, and the lesbian and gay liberation movement. Additionally, activists outside of the 

academy engaged in scholarship in order to “unearth” histories of people previously relegated to 

the edges of society. The act of writing gay and lesbian history was indeed a political endeavor.7 

Much like other marginalized groups, student organizations formed around the ever-increasing 

articulation of one’s sexual identity as gay or lesbian. Lesbians and gay men demanded that they 

had a legitimate history that deserved to be written. The move to create such histories directly 

corresponded with the emergence of gay and lesbian archives in the late 1970s in urban centers 

like San Francisco and New York City. People both within and outside of the academy wanted to 

make lesbian and gay history more accessible.8 Even given this increasing awareness, those 

working as historians in the academy had a very difficult time publishing their works on gay 

history. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, such historical scholarship could prove to be the end 

of one’s career.9 

6 Jonathan Ned Katz, The Invention of Heterosexuality (New York: Penguin Group, 1995), 10. 
7 John D’Emilio, “Not a Simple Matter: Gay History and Gay Historians (A Round Table: What Has 

Changed and Not Changed in American Historical Practice?),” The Journal of American History 76, no. 2 
(September 1989): 435-442, accessed March 17, 2018, doi:10.2307/1907977. 

8 D’Emilio, “Not a Simple Matter,” 438-9. 
9 D’Emilio, 439-40; Lisa Duggan, “History’s Gay Ghetto: The Contradictions of Growth in Gay and 

Lesbian History,” in Sex Wars: Sexual Dissent and Political Culture, 10th Anniversary edition, ed. Lisa Duggan and 
Nan D. Hunter (New York: Routledge, 2006), 137-146; Jonathan Ned Katz, Gay/lesbian Almanac: A New 
Documentary in Which Is Contained, in Chronological Order, Evidence of the True and Fantastical History of 
Those Persons Now Called Lesbians and Gay Men ... (New York: Harper & Row, 1983); John D’Emilio, Sexual 
Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United States, 1940-1970, 2nd ed. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Lillian Faderman, Love between Women From the Renaissance to the 
Present (New York: Morrow, 1981) and Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love Between 
Women from the Renaissance to the Present, rev. ed. (New York: Harper Collins, 1998). 

3 



  

 

 

 

 

  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
               

   
        

   
      
          
            
               

     

Attempting to make gay history visible, historian and activist Jonathan Ned Katz wrote 

Gay American History: Lesbians and Gay Men in the U.S.A.: A Documentary. Published in 

1976, Katz intended the book to be a collection of primary sources proving the existence of 

lesbian and gay historical sources, if only one knew where to look in the historical record.10 His 

motivation in producing this work was to prove that one could actually write a “gay American 

history” and find relevant historical sources to support such writing.11 Katz’s ultimate goal was 

to encourage additional research on gay history by proving it was a worthwhile and credible 

historical inquiry.12 

By the mid-1980s, a foundation had been laid for the expansion of scholarship on the 

subject of LGBT history. However, a continual lack of ability to procure funding, along with 

blatant discrimination in academia, accounted for a slow growth in the field.13 The foundation of 

gay history, in addition to being facilitated by grassroots activity, was made possible by the 

emergence of a new social history that expanded the umbrella of what was considered 

“appropriate” historical scholarship.14 This new scholarship explored how ordinary people lived 

their lives and navigated through the world. This fresh perspective helped increase the number of 

historians who became engaged in lesbian and gay scholarship. 

As one of the first projects to focus on gay and lesbian history on both a national and 

local level, historian John D’Emilio’s Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities, initially published in 

1983, proved invaluable. D’Emilio investigated how a gay liberation movement was feasible if 

10 Jonathan Ned Katz, Gay American History: Lesbians and Gay Men in the U.S.A.:A Documentary (New 
York: Crowell, 1976).

11 Jonathan Ned Katz, The Invention of Heterosexuality, 1995, reprint (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2007), 7.

12 Katz, The Invention of Heterosexuality, 1-6. 
13 D’Emilio, “Not a Simple Matter,” 440-442; Duggan, “History’s Gay Ghetto.” 
14 Martin Duberman, Martha Vicinus, and George Chauncey, “Introduction,” in Hidden from History: 

Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past, ed. Martin Duberman, Martha Vicinus, and George Chauncey (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1989), 2. 

4 

https://scholarship.14
https://field.13
https://inquiry.12
https://writing.11
https://record.10


  

  

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
      
                

      
          
         

             
           

             
        

                
     

gays and lesbians were “hidden” prior to events like the Stonewall riots.15 Though D’Emilio’s 

work was groundbreaking at the time and illustrated that gays could be “found” in pre-Stonewall 

history, it also contained some shortcomings. Historians understand now that D’Emilio’s 1983 

assessment did not take on differences in cultural formations informed by geographical location, 

as historian Nan Alamilla Boyd has since demonstrated in her work on San Francisco.16 

Many of the authors of earlier gay history works of the 1970s and early 1980s struggled 

to find ways to write about gays and lesbians. Scholars argued that mapping sexual identity onto 

people in the past was dangerous and constituted poor academic scholarship. The arguments 

several LGBT historians made addressed their concerns with placing the modern labels of sexual 

desire, like homosexual or heterosexual, on relationships in the past that might not have been 

understood through the same present-day sex/gender system. 

Early historians of lesbian history were involved in this ongoing conversation.17 They 

began to explore more complex conceptions of women’s relationships, such as erotic 

friendships.18 Lillian Faderman was one of the first scholars to explore the social acceptance of 

romantic friendships in the 19th century and compared it to the 20th century, when such 

relationships were condemned. Faderman attributed the change in attitude to what such 

relationships represented in 20th century society. Sexual relationships between women were 

perceived to be a threat within a patriarchal system that valued heterosexuality and whose 

15 D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities. 
16 Nan Alamilla Boyd, Wide-Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965 (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 2003): 10. 
17 Martin Duberman, Martha Vicinus, and George Chauncey, “Introduction,” 7. 
18 Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, “The Female World of Love and Ritual: Relations between Women in 

Nineteenth-Century America,” Signs 1, no. 1 (October 1, 1975): 1-29, accessed November 11, 2017, doi: 
10.1086/493203 and Lillian Faderman, Love between Women From the Renaissance to the Present (New York: 
Morrow, 1981); first published in 1981, Faderman’s Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love 
Between Women from the Renaissance to the Present, rev. ed. (New York: Harper Collins, 1998), and published a 
decade later, Faderman’s Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: A History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth-Century America 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1991). 

5 

https://friendships.18
https://conversation.17
https://Francisco.16
https://riots.15


  

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

  

 

   

                                                
      
              

          
              

 
                  

                    
                

               
             

                 
        

        
     

members actively policed the borders of a sex/gender order.19 Eighteen years later, feminist 

scholar Leila J. Rupp built on Faderman’s work by calling for an approach that recognized the 

historical contingency of sexual desire. Rupp stressed the need to continue to maintain the 

integrity of historical scholarship by making sure to root the study of sex and sexuality in 

historical context.20 

By the 1990s, historians tried to move beyond arguing for the necessity of lesbian and 

gay history in order to delve deeper into primarily urban community studies within the United 

States. Published in 1994, one of the most well-known and oft-cited work on urban gay history is 

Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940, 

written by George Chauncey. His work remains relevant to historians of lesbian and gay history 

because he analyzed how a subculture formed around the male gay identity prior to WWII. 

Scholars had previously argued that gay subcultures in large urban areas flourished primarily 

after the Stonewall riots of 1969.21 Additionally, Chauncey placed gay men at the center of his 

narrative in order to highlight the connections they made with each other.22 Other urban histories 

that followed Chauncey’s include Marc Stein’s City of Sisterly and Brotherly Loves: Lesbian and 

Gay Philadelphia, 1945-1972, St. Sukie De la Croix’s Chicago Whispers: A History of LGBT 

19 Faderman, Surpassing the Love of Men, 411. 
20 Leila J. Rupp, A Desired Past: A Short History of Same-Sex Love in America (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1999), 74-5; Lisa Duggan, “Queering the State,” Social Text, no. 39 (Summer 1994): 1-14, accessed 
January 20, 2018, doi:10.2307/466361. Rupp comes to this conclusion based in part off Lisa Duggan’s model of 
religion and tolerance.

21 Historians are trying to disrupt this tradition by pointing toward earlier trends in lesbian and gay life, 
arguing that the movement had begun much earlier than 1969 and though Stonewall was a part of it, it was by no 
means the beginning. For more, see Anne Balay, Steel Closets: Voices of Gay, Lesbian, and Transgender Steel 
Workers (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014); Nan Alamilla Boyd, Wide-Open Town: A History 
of Queer San Francisco to 1965 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2005); and Elizabeth 
Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of a Lesbian 
Community (New York: Routledge, 1993). 

22 George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 
1890-1940 (New York: BasicBooks, 1994). 

6 
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Chicago before Stonewall, along with Nan Alamilla Boyd’s Wide-Open Town: A History of 

Queer San Francisco to 1965.23 

For historians of southern and rural gay histories, urban history falls short of providing 

scholars with conceptual tools through which to analyze non-urban lesbian and gay community 

formations. One of the most significant shortcomings of urban gay histories is the presumption 

that the only logical cultural evolution of gay and lesbian life can happen if people migrate from 

rural to urban areas. Only then can lesbians and gays realize their full potential as sexual 

minorities and wholly participate in urban, and thus more open, sexual subcultures. This myth is 

predicated upon a linear conception of progress. This progressive narrative dictates that gays live 

more fulfilling lives in urban areas compared to the “country bumpkin” living in “East 

Bumfuck.”24 This simplistic characterization of rural life belies any desire to see the countryside 

as anything other than a statically oppressive place. 

Historians of the rural and gay South who researched and wrote in the late 1990s and 

early 2000s worked against such a myth. John Howard was one of the first historians to show 

how characterizing the city as the “promised land” to homosexuals devalued gay southern and 

rural histories.25 Howard’s goal was to provide a fuller account of lesbian and gay history in the 

United States that did not just place those living in the large urban metropoles of New York and 

San Francisco at the center of the narrative. He argued that there are four “areas of concern” that 

are present in lesbian and gay southern history narratives published in the 1990s that set them 

23 Nan Alamilla Boyd, Wide-Open Town: A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965 (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2003); St. Sukie De la Croix, Chicago Whispers: A History of LGBT Chicago before Stonewall 
(Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2012); Marc Stein, City of Sisterly and Brotherly Loves: Lesbian and 
Gay Philadelphia, 1945-1972 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000). 

24 Scott Herring, Another Country: Queer Anti-Urbanism (New York: New York University Press, 2010), 
1. 

25 Colin Johnson, "Homosexuals in Unexpected Places? An Introduction," American Studies 48, no. 2 
(Summer 2007): 6, accessed October 19, 2017, doi:10.1353/ams.0.0127. 
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apart from urban and northern gay histories. “Race, religion, rurality…and resilience,” while 

found in other gay narratives, are particular to a southern experience in the United States. Racial 

relations played out differently in the South in terms of violence and segregation. Not only did 

religion comprise a large part of a southern identity, but Protestant Evangelicalism was infused 

in many southern cultural discourses. Rurality was a large component of southern life and while 

gays and lesbians living elsewhere undoubtedly had resolve, Howard argues that if “it’s more 

difficult to be queer in the South than almost anywhere else, then our resilience…is all the more 

impressive.”26 

To date, very few studies exist on rural and small-town gay and lesbian life. Despite 

excellent work on the documentation of urban gay histories, scholars have inadequately 

addressed LGBTQ community histories in non-urban and non-coastal areas of the United States. 

Historians continue to valorize metropolitan spaces as key to the emergence of a gay and lesbian 

liberation movement. As a result, metronormativity has become a measure whereby all queer 

people, regardless of time and location, are believed to ultimately desire to move to a large urban 

area.27 In the process, queer culture and social histories of liberation become linked to the flashy 

and large cityscape and rural areas become flatly affiliated with boredom and oppression. 

I build on lesbian and gay historical scholarship that recognizes and highlights the 

importance of traditionally undertold and undervalued narratives that focus outside of the 

categories of coastal, northern, and major metropolitan cities. Moreover, I attempt to avoid 

falling into the trap of what scholar Marlon Ross refers to as “claustrophilia” which he defines as 

“a fixation on the closet function as the grounding principle for sexual experience, knowledge, 

26 John Howard, “Introduction,” in Carryin' On in the Lesbian and Gay South, ed. John Howard (New 
York: New York University Press, 1997), 5-10. 

27 Herring, Another Country; Colin R. Johnson, Just Queer Folks: Gender and Sexuality in Rural America 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2013). 
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and politics…”28 The notion that one must have remained closeted in an extremely religious and 

conservative location is far too simplistic. It serves to organize the daily experiences of queer 

people who have lived in places like the southern United States and southwest Missouri into a 

reduced dichotomy of closeted turmoil and liberated expression. Therefore, I avoid the tendency 

to think and write within what historian Colin Johnson has called, the “rural-to-urban migration 

narrative.”29 Indeed, not all gay men and lesbians who lived in southwest Missouri wanted to live 

in major urban gay centers like San Francisco or New York City. 

In part, this dissertation acts as a community study of how lesbians and gays in southwest 

Missouri located one another, developed service organizations and a sense of belonging, and 

engaged in activism alongside the New Christian Right. The ways in which the LGBT 

community coalesced around shared issues reveals the complex ways in which people viewed 

themselves as part of the communities to which they belonged. I build on Howard’s work in Men 

Like that: A Southern Queer History in that he emphasizes the importance of space, movement, 

rurality, religion, and community formation to gay southern history scholarship. 30 I argue that 

several factors are at play and serve as moving parts in this narrative. The historical development 

of gay life in southwest Missouri displayed much more dynamism than a simplified model of 

oppression might dictate. Unlike Howard, I incorporate lesbians into the narrative in order to 

encompass differences in experience, but also to show how lesbians and gay men worked 

together in southwest Missouri to create community. Conflict with conservative Christians 

sometimes spurred the building of coalitions between not only lesbians and gays, but their allies 

28 Marlon Ross, “Beyond the Closet as Raceless Paradigm,” in Black Queer Studies: A Critical Anthology, 
ed. E. Patrick Johnson and Mae G. Henderson (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 162. 

29Colin Johnson, “Homosexuals in Unexpected Places? An Introduction.” American Studies 48.2 (Summer 
2007): 6.

30 John Howard, Men Like that: A Southern Queer History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999). 
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as well. At other times, homosexuals created their own spaces, like gay bars, and used those to 

build connections, expand networks, strategize politically, and deal with crises. 

Though few historians have explored gay and lesbian life in southwest Missouri, several 

case studies inform this dissertation.31 I build upon these scholars’ works, using their arguments 

to make more sense of gay and lesbian life in southwest Missouri. More historians are finding 

value in focusing in on local gay and lesbian communities in order to speak to the larger 

metanarrative of gay and lesbian history in the United States. Though these case studies of 

lesbian and gay life are being written more now than in previous decades, additional scholarship 

is needed to better document and understand queer life in rural, non-coastal, and southern regions 

of the United States. 

In Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of a Lesbian Community, Elizabeth 

Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline Davis argue that there is a danger in marking the 1969 

Stonewall riots in New York City as the absolute beginning of the gay rights movement because 

this move ignores contributions of earlier actors and shortens the timeline of the gay movement. 

They argue that in Buffalo, New York, the gay movement could not have occurred without the 

longer history, since at least the 1930s, of butch lesbians providing physical protection to patrons 

of lesbian and gay bars.32 This changes the way historians date and write about social movements 

because as Kennedy and Davis show, activism had been occurring on local levels for quite some 

31 Such case studies focus on other locales. To date, only two works have focused on homosexuality in 
Springfield, Missouri. Historian Holly Baggett’s article is an excellent overview of the development of the gay 
community. Additionally, Theater Professor Robert Bradley wrote a compelling account of The Normal Heart 
controversy, the subject of chapter three of this dissertation. For a more detailed account, see Holly Baggett, “The 
Creation of a Community: A History of Gay and Lesbian Springfield, 1945-2010,” in Springfield’s Urban Histories, 
edited by Stephen L. McIntyre (Springfield, MO: Moon City Press, 2012), 445-49 and Robert Bradley, “Politicized 
Performances: A Symposium. The Abnormal Affair of the Normal Heart,” Text and Performance Quarterly 12, no. 
4 (October 1, 1992): 362, accessed January 16, 2018, doi: 10.1080/10462939209359657. 

32 Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of 
a Lesbian Community (New York: Routledge, 1993). 

10 

https://dissertation.31


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

                                                
              

         
              

               
                 

            
                

                
              

          
                     

                  
             

           
                

      
                 
  

time.33 When viewing gay history through this lens, Stonewall then acted more as an ongoing 

part of New York’s gay movement, though it was indelibly marked in popular memory as the 

start, washing over a richer and more complex version of the gay movement in the United States. 

Kennedy and Davis show that it is not productive to hang an entire movement on one event. I 

take on a similar perspective when discussing gay and lesbian history in southwest Missouri as 

well. Inevitably, local activism had a huge role to play in the emergence of the larger gay rights 

movement and such activism in southern and rural communities looked both different and 

similar to organizing in other locales. For example, long before Stonewall, World War II helped 

to gather together groups of people that would not have met normally and pushed gay men and 

lesbians in the military to socialize at bars friendly to them. 

Kennedy and Davis help inform how historians should look at activism as well. Scholars 

have noted that the category of activism is quite broad and can encompass daily resistance as 

well as larger and more popular historically memorialized actions.34 Gay and lesbian history has 

to include daily resistance. I think of and deploy the concept of resistance and activism in this 

way in order to both attribute agency to gays and lesbians who fought against oppressive forces 

33Admittedly, some differences did occur between formal social movement activism and the kinds of 
“activities” and resistance in mid-20th century Buffalo and other locations. 

34 Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1999); Robin D. G. Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2002); Kelley, Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class (New York: Free Press, 
1994); Kennedy and Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold; James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of 
Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990); Howard Zinn, You Can’t Be Neutral on 
a Moving Train, A Personal History of Our Times (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994, 2002). There are numerous works 
on how daily acts of resistance can help ascribe agency to those resisting and offers a more in-depth analysis of the 
power structure through which the resistance takes place. Activist and historian Howard Zinn argues that activism 
should be considered to include not just the grand and large acts of defiance, but the smaller, everyday acts as well. 
Historians of queer history would do well to consider Zinn’s approach and to also look towards scholarship on 
slavery in the Americas to understand how one might attempt this approach. Walter Johnson captures this dynamic 
in his book on antebellum slavery. Both Zinn and Johnson argue that widening the scope of what constitutes 
resistance results in a far richer and more complex historical narrative. Additionally, in his work on the black 
working class in the twentieth century, historian Robin Kelley adeptly builds on James Scott’s examination of the 
relationship between the powerful and the powerless, grappling with ways to capture and analyze resistance on a 
daily basis. 
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and also to complicate the metanarrative that characterizes gay rural and southern life as one of 

only abject misery. Recent scholars of lesbian, gay, and transgender history have acknowledged 

and grappled with how to write histories of marginalized peoples without painting them as 

faceless victims of constant torture and torment. Historian Anne Balay argues that queer history 

is not always celebratory, but it does offer valuable insights into how queer people navigated an 

often hostile terrain.35 She contends that the steelworkers she interviewed, most of whom 

primarily worked in Gary, Indiana, offered “stories born of fear, survival, and struggle.”36 

Moreover, Balay acknowledges the value in using oral histories to add to the historical archive. 

In her particular study, “community and pride and an important job well done” are just as much a 

part of the narrative as “danger,” “hard labor,” and “resistance to change.”37 

As Balay suggests, writing about marginalized people provides a way to move beyond a 

framework that simply acknowledges that people were oppressed. The more useful endeavor lies 

in uncovering how gay people viewed such oppression, how they fought back against it, and how 

they created a sense of belonging and built communities in the face of it. As more scholarship is 

undertaken by historians of the rural queer South, this analysis will perhaps become more 

specific to region. Such scholars have the opportunity to help move the field of queer history 

analytically forward in both methodology and narrative construction. E. Patrick Johnson does 

just this in his important work on black gay men in the South. In Sweet Tea: Black Gay Men of 

the South, Johnson recreates a picture of the southern black gay male experience by adjusting the 

lens through which historians have viewed a “politics of visibility” in the South. He argues that 

35 Anne Balay, Steel Closets: Voices of Gay, Lesbian, and Transgender Steelworkers (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2014).

36 Balay, Steel Closets, 6. 
37 Balay, 2. 
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homosexuality can be and is made public and acts more as an “open secret.”38 In this way, 

Johnson builds on Marlon Ross, who argued that the metaphor of the closet is virtually useless 

when writing about black gay men.39 I would extend this uselessness to gays and lesbians living 

in southwest Missouri as well. The binary that the closet requires belies any consideration for 

differences in visibility in different contexts, the constantly shifting nature of how one views 

one’s own gay or lesbian identity and how others view that as well, and other ways in which 

people use language to talk about their own homosexuality and that of others. Johnson ultimately 

finds more value in exploring why most of the families of the black southern gay men he 

interviewed were typically “accepting” of homosexuality in their private homes, but did not 

acknowledge homosexuality in more public spaces: 

While this private acceptance without public acknowledgement may seem odd, or even an example of self-
hatred, to some people, for these men and their families it becomes a way to accommodate taboo sexuality 
while still sustaining the veneer of southern religious mores, which in most instances is homophobic. In 
some ways, the “don’t ask, don’t tell” mentality of southern families and communities provides a space for 
these men to have more freedom to engage one another, for they employ the terms and codes of the South 
to co-exist with neighbors and family and still express their sexuality.40 

In this dissertation, I approach the history of gay men and lesbians in southwest Missouri largely 

from this perspective. Oftentimes, readjusting the narrative to avoid putting too much value on 

binaries like “out” and “closeted” offers a better understanding of what gay and lesbian life was 

like in the rural South.41 

Throughout this dissertation, I analyze how queer people in southwest Missouri forged 

meaningful connections and fashioned a thriving and dynamic community amidst religious 

38 E. Patrick Johnson, Sweet Tea: Black Gay Men of the South, an oral history (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2008). 

39 Marlon Ross, “Beyond the Closet as Raceless Paradigm,” in Black Queer Studies: A Critical Anthology, 
edited by E. Patrick Johnson and Mae Henderson (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2003): 162-189. 

40 Johnson, Sweet Tea, 109. 
41 Though I draw on approaches from scholarship on black gay history like Johnson’s, gays and lesbians in 

southwest Missouri were overwhelmingly white. I discuss how race and sexuality impact this particular study in the 
next section of the introduction. 
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fervor, violence, and fear. A critical difference between this dissertation and urban gay histories 

is that I argue that queer communities in southwest Missouri were neither autonomous nor 

completely insulated. I combine two concepts from broader studies of social movements and 

social history: resistance and resilience. Resilience as a survival tactic was equally as important 

as resistance, which is a form of political and social struggle.42 

To understand how oppression, resistance, and resilience fully operated, I link my study 

of queer life to the role of violence against LGBT residents. For example, a fire-bombing in 1983 

of the first exclusively lesbian and gay church in Springfield, the Metropolitan Community 

Church, provides an opportunity to explore how physical spaces belonging to the lesbian and gay 

community were simultaneously sites of violent transgressions and community mobilization. 

While this dissertation draws from large urban and metropolitan studies, both relevant and 

necessary to understanding methods of community and political organizing, it also offers an 

historical inquiry into much more subtle ways to resist and exhibit resilience. By studying highly 

contentious moments of activism, the emergence and growth of certain service organizations, 

and the establishment of gay spaces, I analyze how violence is interwoven throughout the 

narrative. 

Ultimately, this dissertation serves two functions. First, studying resistance and resilience 

together helps to illuminate how exactly resistance takes many forms. Sometimes, gays were 

involved in overt political struggles in which they risked losing their families, friends, housing, 

and places of employment. At other times, they tried to find ways to be gay and maintain valued 

connections to their community. Second, this dissertation shows that the histories of Christian 

conservatism and gay communities are inextricably linked. In the broader scholarship, they have 

42 Howard, Men Like That. 
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largely been studied separately. To understand these heretofore separate historiographies, 

treating them as constantly interacting and shaping each other helps to conceptualize the post-

Civil Rights movement. Situating the very specialized field of rural lesbian and gay community 

histories in a broader framework gives rise to new understandings of post-1945 social 

movements and political history. This dissertation is thus in conversation with post-1945 

historical scholarship that addresses questions of civil rights, civil liberties, social movements, 

the development of a LGBTQ movement, and the growth of a conservative religious 

movement.43 

Geography of the Ozarks 

The Ozarks are the largest mountainous region between the Appalachians to the east and 

Rocky Mountains to the west.44 The massive area encompasses ninety-three counties and over 

50,000 square miles in Missouri, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Kansas. Geographer Milton Rafferty 

considers the popular image of the Ozarks to rely upon two premises: it is “set apart physically 

by rugged terrain and sociologically by inhabitants who profess political conservatism, religious 

conservatism and sectarianism, and strong belief in the values of rural living.” Rafferty argues 

that little is “understood in geographical terms.”45 

43 Gillian Frank, Bethany Moreton, and Heather Rachelle White, Devotions and Desires: Histories of 
Sexuality and Religion in the Twentieth-Century United States (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 
2018); John Howard, Men Like that: A Southern Queer History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); 
Heather White, Reforming Sodom: Protestants and the Rise of Gay Rights (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2015). Ultimately, this work shifts our understanding of the New Right as in direct opposition to 
queer history. I posit that the only way to begin to even examine the queer history of southwest Missouri is to write 
it alongside religious history because religion is indeed a part of the social fabric of the region. John Howard was 
one of the first to identify religion as something “peculiar” to the South. More studies of the queer south will likely 
unearth these observations and points of analyses as well. Historian of religion and sexuality, Heather White, argues 
that it is crucial to examine the history of the gay rights movement alongside that of religion. 

44 Nations Online Project (1990-2019), 
https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/USA/missouri_map.htm, accessed 5 June 2019.

45 Milton Rafferty, “The Ozarks as a Region: A Geographer’s Description,” OzarksWatch 1, no. 4 (Spring 
1988): 1, accessed September 6, 2017, https://thelibrary.org/lochist/periodicals/ozarkswatch/ow104a.htm. 
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The Ozarks are formally called the Ozark Plateau, bounded in the east, north, and 

southwest by the Mississippi, Missouri, and Grand rivers, respectively. In contrast, a rocky 

landscape bounds the western side. The southwest Missouri region consists of many hills, small 

valleys between hills called hollers, rivers, natural springs, gorges, heavily-wooded areas, and 

stretches of rolling landscape that is more suitable to farming. The region that this dissertation 

covers consists of both the Springfield Plain and the White River Hills. The former is “gently 

sloping” with fertile soil. Springfield and Joplin are the larger city-centers in this area. The White 

River Hills consists of a more rugged terrain that “combines splendor, variety, and charm.” 

Large lakes like Beaver, Table Rock, Taneycomo, Bull Shoals, and Norfolk can be found in this 

part of the Ozarks. Rafferty describes this area as quite attractive due to “forested slopes, bold 

limestone cliffs, and park like cedar glades” that include “caves, streams, and springs.”46 

46 Rafferty, “The Ozarks as a Region,” OzarksWatch 1, no. 4 (Spring 1988): 2-4. 
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Figure 1.1. This map depicts the division of the Ozarks into sub-regions.47 

47 Milton Rafferty, The Ozarks: Land and Life (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2001). 
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Figure 1.2. State divisions, river systems, and boundaries in the Ozarks.48 

48 Rafferty, The Ozarks: Land and Life. 
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Figure 1.3. This is a map showing several towns and cities in Missouri, as well as highways, 

roads, streams, lakes, and river systems.49 

Farming, mining, logging, and milling were economic activities that comprised much of 

the twentieth century. In the second half of the twentieth century, tourism, poultry farming, and 

food processing also became major industries. Southwest Missouri was also a hub for national 

49 “Reference Map of Missouri,” Nations Online Project (1990-2019), 
https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/USA/missouri_map.htm (accessed June 5, 2019). 

19 

https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/USA/missouri_map.htm
https://systems.49


 

 

        

 

  

 

 

  

  

    

 

 

 

 

                                                
     

     
       

                   
 

     
   

         
  

trucking companies like Prime, Inc. Other transportation industries present was the Burlington 

Northern Santa Fe Railway. The city of Springfield acted as a hub for railway operations. 50 

There are three major city-centers in southwest Missouri: Springfield, Joplin, and 

Branson. In terms of population, Springfield is the largest, with a population size that grew 

significantly between 1940, with a population of 61,238 residents, and 2000, with 152,466 

people calling the city home. The population significantly increased between 1950, with 66,731 

residents and 1990, with 141,115 people living in Springfield. Within those decades, the largest 

growth occurred between 1950 and 1960, increasing by 3.69% annually and between 1960 and 

1970 by 2.28% yearly.51 

Joplin and Branson are much smaller than Springfield in terms of population. Joplin grew 

from 37,144 in 1940 to 38, 958 in 1960. In 1980, 39,126 residents lived there and by 2000, 

45,504 people resided in Joplin.52 Branson became an entertainment hub and tourist destination 

for midwestern vacationers in the second half of the twentieth century. Visitors and seasonal 

workers far outnumber residents. Branson had a population size of 1,011 residents in 1940 which 

grew to a few hundred more in 1950, and residents numbered 1,887 in 1960. In 1970, 2,175 

people lived in Branson. In 1980 and 1990, 2,550 and 4,100 people lived there, respectively.53 

50 “The Ozarks,” World Encyclopedia (November 23, 2015), 
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/The_Ozarks (accessed June 19, 2019).

51 “Population of Springfield, MO,” Population.us (2016), https://population.us/mo/springfield/ (accessed 
June 13, 2019). In 1960, the population size was 95,865. In 1970 and 1980, 120,096 and 133,116 people lived in 
Springfield.

52 “Joplin, Missouri Population,” World Population Review, 2018, http://worldpopulationreview.com/us-
cities/joplin-mo-population/(accessed June 13, 2019).

53 “Population of Branson, MO,” Population.us (2016), https://population.us/mo/branson/ (accessed June 
13, 2019). 
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Figure 1.4. This map depicts county divisions in the state of Missouri. Southwest Missouri 

counties include the counties of Barry, Barton, Cedar, Christian, Dade, Dallas, Douglas, Greene, 

Hickory, Howell, Jasper, Laclede, Lawrence, McDonald, Newton, Ozark, Polk, St. Clair, Stone, 

Taney, Texas, Vernon, Webster, and Wright.54 

54 R.A. Campbell, “County & Railway Map of Missouri, 1872,” Campbell's New Atlas of Missouri, St. 
Louis, 1873, The State Historical Society of Missouri, https://shsmo.org/manuscripts/descriptions/desc-counties/ 
(accessed June 5, 2019). The map has been slightly modified in order to better decipher county names. 
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Race and Sexuality in Southwest Missouri 

For the purposes of this dissertation, I consider Missouri to be the upper South. Racial 

violence in the early part of the twentieth century caused many blacks to flee the region and 

search for far safer places to live, even in the northern part of the state. Southwest Missouri’s 

history of white supremacy cannot be ignored and is inextricably linked to social order in the 

region. In order to understand how societal norms based on white superiority operated, it is 

crucial to examine the history of race relations in southwest Missouri. That hierarchical 

framework informed the ways in which religious order linked to sexuality and race. I build upon 

the work of scholar Brock Thompson, who wrote about southern gay and lesbian life in Arkansas 

in the twentieth century.55 Known as the Diamond State, Arkansas offers parallels with the queer 

history of southwest Missouri. Brock expounds upon the premise, initially put forth by Howard, 

that church is central to gay life in the South, contending that local Arkansas residents thought of 

gay men as “queer corrupter[s].” According to Brock, the fear of such a character was tied to 

“older fears of maintaining racial and sexual order and white supremacy in the South.”56 Thus, 

the status of outsider bore a mark of sexual deviancy, played out at the intersection of sexuality 

and race. 

I build upon Brock’s framework as it relates to the southwest Missouri region. By the 

mid-twentieth century, outsiders were literally and figuratively cast out of the region. Blacks fled 

in droves as a result of white terror and violence at the beginning of the twentieth century. Thus, 

white supremacy and white identity became central to regional identity. Academic Katherine 

Lederer wrote a history of the 1906 Springfield lynchings of three black men by a drunken crowd 

55 Brock Thompson, The Un-Natural State: Arkansas and the Queer South (Fayetteville: University of 
Arkansas Press, 2010).

56 Thompson, The Un-Natural State, 93. 
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late on a Saturday night that precipitated an exodus of blacks out of the region.57 Two of the 

three victims of the drunken white mob violence were accused of raping a white woman. Though 

this dissertation does not address earlier twentieth century history, the lynchings remained etched 

in the memory of those living in the region. Several white narrators used the lynchings to explain 

why the region was not very racially diverse by the latter half of the century. They also linked it 

to the emergence of sundown towns, whose white residents “required” blacks to leave town 

before dark or else. The implication was that white supremacists would unleash racially-fueled 

violence on them if they did not heed the warnings. Sundown towns existed throughout 

southwest Missouri and several narrators used their existence in popular historical memory to 

argue that racial terror and white superiority never really left the region.58 

The scholarship of Lederer and Thompson highlights how sexual deviancy is connected 

to both race and sexuality. Black men, viewed as sexually deviant and animalistic, were lynched 

in Springfield because they were accused by white residents of defiling a white woman, 

perceived by whites to be sexually “pure.” Thus, black men’s sexuality has been defined through 

and in opposition to white sexual purity. 59 Categorical notions of sexual deviancy and purity can 

be useful when examining, later in the century, how whites in southwest Missouri linked 

perceptions of moral or deviant sexuality to the homosexual or heterosexual. Sexual deviancy 

thus was mapped onto gays and lesbians, creating an outsider status. In the process of defining 

57 Katherine Lederer, Many Thousand Gone: Springfield’s Lost Black History (Springfield: Southwest 
Missouri State University Press, 1986). 

58 James Loewen, Sundown Towns: A Hidden Dimension of American Racism (New York: New Press, 
2005). 

59 Amy Louise Wood, Lynching and Spectacle: Witnessing Racial Violence in America, 1890-1940 (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 3. In her scholarship on lynching, Amy Louise Wood confirms that 
white men felt they were losing a grip on southern society and internalized “the threat of black enfranchisement and 
social autonomy.” 
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the other, the white heterosexual Evangelical Christian gets normalized, prioritized, and treated 

as the quintessential Ozarkian. 

Scholars of race have long argued that whiteness is constructed in very particular ways 

that simultaneously name the other as outsider.60 Jane Ward argues that examining how 

whiteness becomes embedded as the ideal in society is important on two accounts. First, she 

stresses the need to explore “the cultural norms and practices that make whiteness appear natural, 

normal, and right.” Second, Ward stresses the value in examining the normalizing process that 

heralds whiteness as the standard by arguing that other normalizing processes are often at play, 

“such as middle-class or heterosexual norms that emphasize the pursuit of prosperity, safety, 

reproduction, and respectability.”61 In this dissertation, I build upon Ward’s second reason, 

focusing on why the forces behind the creation of white superiority are crucial to any study on 

gays and lesbians in southwest Missouri. Sexuality links up to race in ways that reinforce white 

heterosexual superiority and white supremacy in the region. I add the notion that Christianity is 

part and parcel of the white hierarchy through which most people order their lives in southwest 

Missouri. Gays and lesbians who grew up in in the region were not immune to this hierarchy. 

They were forced to grapple with it in religious, political, and social contexts.        

60 José Esteban Muñoz, Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics. (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1999) and Ann Laura Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the 
Intimate in Colonial Rule (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002). 

61 Jane Ward, “White Normativity: The Cultural Dimensions of Whiteness in a Racially Diverse LGBT 
Organization,” Sociological Perspectives 51, No. 3 (August 2008): 563-564, accessed January 22, 2018, doi: 
10.1525/sop.2008.51.3.563. 

Ward relies on and draws from scholars who examine the intersections of race and sexuality. For more of a 
discussion on white normativity, see Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality: Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and 
the Attack on Democracy (New York: Beacon Press, 2003); Roderick Ferguson, Aberrations in Black: Toward a 
Queer of Color Critique (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004); Jack Halberstam, In a Queer Time and 
Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives (New York: New York University Press, 2005); and José Esteban 
Muñoz, Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1999). 
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White narrators often offered their own racial analysis of the region, linking sexuality to 

race by claiming that the gay community was more diverse than the general population. They 

typically would discuss this as a source of pride and a way to disrupt white superiority in the 

South. Some considered themselves to be living at the margins of southwest Missouri society 

and concluded that gay men and lesbians of color were doubly marked. The narrators then 

posited that the gay and lesbian community became a respite, a place where people could feel 

safe. It is difficult to say whether or not the gay and lesbian community, by the end of the 

twentieth century, could be characterized as more diverse compared to the general population, 

since this is undocumented. 

Racial demographics in the region, however, can help to understand how things changed 

after the 1906 Springfield lynchings. The relative absence of blacks in the region seems to 

underscore “whiteness” as a regional identity. Because of continued white terror and violence in 

the early twentieth century, a large number of African-Americans fled the region, resulting in the 

black population decreasing from twenty percent of the overall population to two percent. That 

percentage did not change much throughout the twentieth century, remaining at between two and 

four percent.62 

Examining how the character of the hillbilly linked to a southern sense of white identity 

is a useful entry point into understanding how whiteness operated in southwest Missouri.  In 

order to better locate the experiences and tensions inherent in gay life during this time period, it 

is crucial to understand that by 1940, residents of southwest Missouri considered themselves 

more culturally aligned with the upper South than the Midwest. Though immigrants largely from 

62 Katherine Lederer, Many Thousand Gone: Springfield’s Lost Black History (Springfield: Southwest 
Missouri State University Press, 1986); Emma Wilson, “1906 Lynching on the Square,” KSMU Ozarks Public 
Radio, Sense of Place Series (August 2010), http://www.ksmu.org/post/1906-lynching-square#stream/0 (accessed 
July 15, 2018). 
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Germany settled in Missouri at the turn of the twentieth century as part of the larger European 

wave of immigration that hit the United States at the time, the majority of people who lived in 

southwest Missouri had roots in earlier migration to the Ozarks from the Appalachian region of 

the U.S. Throughout the 19th century, the people who settled in Missouri largely moved from the 

states of Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia. This “kin-based migration” typically involved a 

few members of larger families settling first, with the rest of the family, extended and otherwise, 

eventually moving as well. Many who migrated there brought with them a “culture which was 

very southern in character.”63 Wealthy slave owners typically settled in areas of the state outside 

of the Ozarks near the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers, where cash crops could be cultivated by 

enslaved people. Yeoman farmers of Scotch-Irish descent lived in the rockier Ozark regions like 

southwest Missouri. Their families moved primarily from the eastern parts of Tennessee and 

Kentucky. They could neither afford to purchase slaves nor was an economy based on enslaved 

labor likely to flourish in the southwestern Ozarks due to the rocky geographic landscape.64 

Because of this very distinct cultural tradition people brought with them from 

Appalachia, I consider southwest Missouri to be part of the upper South. Those living in the 

region clearly adopted more of a southern character than midwestern in “folk” culture and 

foodways. While parts of Missouri are undoubtedly more midwestern than southern, such as the 

major city-centers of Kansas City and St. Louis, those who lived in southwest Missouri in the 

twentieth century maintained a southern sense of identity. 

Though locals had long considered themselves to be hill folk, in the mid-twentieth 

century the image of the “hillbilly” became ever more present in local culture as well as 

63 Russell L. Gerlach, “Origins of Early Ozark Settlers,” Bittersweet IV, no. 3 (Spring 1977): 14-18, 
accessed July 19, 2018, https://thelibrary.org/lochist/periodicals/bittersweet/sp77d.htm.

64 Gerlach. 
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mainstream national media. In 1952, the Springfield Chamber of Commerce awarded President 

Harry S. Truman the “Ozark Hillbilly Medallion.” A certificate accompanied the medallion 

formally proclaiming Truman to be a bonafide “hillbilly of the Ozarks.”65 To some, a hillbilly 

was a white hillfolk character rooted in ignorance and simplicity, but to most locals, the hillbilly 

symbolized regional pride, racial superiority, and the ultimate in the Ozarkian citizen--shrewd 

and resourceful. This was brought into more of the public limelight when Paul Henning, who 

grew up in the Missouri Ozarks, wrote and produced the acclaimed 1960s television show, The 

Beverly Hillbillies. Five episodes of the show were filmed at the Silver Dollar City amusement 

park near Branson in 1969.66 

White normativity becomes important when analyzing the ways in which narratives of 

superiority and inferiority on the basis of sexuality, race, and religion were constructed. I build 

upon a Foucauldian analysis of the importance of the circulation of such discourse in creating 

social categorizations of insider and outsider. In the process of (re)telling the circumstances 

surrounding the 1906 lynchings, narrators showed how those in the region demonized blacks and 

celebrated whiteness. Discourses operated on several levels here and it is crucial to identify and 

65 John Woolley and Gerhard Peters, “Remarks at a Breakfast of the 35th Division Association, Springfield, 
Missouri, June 7, 1952,” Public Papers, Harry S. Truman, 1945-1953, Harry S. Truman Presidential Library and 
Museum, National Archives and Records Administration, https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/public-
papers/157/remarks-breakfast-35th-division-association-springfield-missouri (accessed June 15, 2015). To be given 
the esteemed title, President Truman had to attend a fox hunt. Because Truman did not have time, Eli Atkinson from 
Hartville, Missouri, simulated one through his talented ability to imitate “the sounds of the foxes and hounds in the 
chase.” 

66 Anthony Harkins, Hillbilly: Cultural History of an American Icon (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2004); Edgar McKinney, “Like Family: Kinship Perceptions of Ozarks Radio Entertainers and the Spread of 
Consumer Culture, 1934-1959,” in Springfield’s Urban Histories: Essays on the Queen City of the Missouri Ozarks, 
ed. Stephen L. McIntyre (Springfield, MO: Moon City Press, 2012), 238-255. 

238. Largely settled by people who had relocated to the Ozarks from eastern Tennessee, Kentucky, western 
Virginia, and the Carolinas, “the typical Ozarker” was “somewhat clannish and suspicious of strangers.” What 
contributed to a clan-like mentality were likely “hoary accounts detailing the colonial-era Tidewater/Piedmont 
conflicts in Virginia and the Carolinas, and a collective memory of earlier struggles against the English in the British 
Isles.” Much like the regions of Appalachia from whence they came, “an atmosphere of cultural and social solidarity 
existed within the hills.” 
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acknowledge them. I discuss in this dissertation, particularly chapter one, how a hierarchy that 

placed white heterosexual Evangelicalism above all else emerged in the second half of the 

twentieth century. That hierarchy was directly informed by the racial history of the region. 

The distinctly upper South character of southwest Missouri affected how people 

valorized whiteness and maintained a social, political, and religious hierarchy that informed the 

region’s racial dynamics.67 The convergence of race, sexuality, and religion created the 

normative Ozarkian against which others were measured and an opposing “other” formed.68 

Religious institutions, practitioners, and worshippers in the region played a role in creating 

hierarchies in which southern identity, race, gender, and Evangelicalism all tied together in ways 

that fed a distinct social and political hierarchy. This affected how law enforcement officials, 

politicians, and religious leaders treated gays and lesbians. In order to maintain a social system 

based on inclusion and exclusion, people began to consciously sort desire into two camps--

morally upstanding and deviant.69 

Methodology & Terminology 

In 2002, Holly Baggett, Professor of History at Missouri State University (MSU) and 

Professor of Communications at MSU, Ralph Smith, worked closely with the Head of MSU 

Archives and Special Collections Department, David Richards, and MSU Archivist, Anne Baker, 

to create the Ozarks Lesbian and Gay Archives (OLGA) collection. Baggett, Smith, Richards, 

67 For more on racial dynamics of the lesbian and gay South, see John Howard, Men Like That: A Southern 
Queer History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); E. Patrick Johnson, Sweet Tea: Black Gay Men of the 
South, an Oral History (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008); and Brock Thompson, The Un-
Natural State: Arkansas and the Queer South (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2010). 

68 Howard, Men Like That. I build on the foundation Howard laid out by weaving the history of religion in 
the region into gay and lesbian history. Howard argues that religion is necessarily tied to southern lesbian and gay 
life. 

69 Talk of homosexuality, based on what was considered “respectable” sexuality and what was thought of 
as “deviant,” helped maintain boundaries between the morally upstanding and the sexually deviant. For more on the 
proliferation of discourses on sexuality, see Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1st American ed. (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1978). 
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and Baker felt it was crucial to provide a space through which to preserve and research the 

region’s lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) history.70 As a component of 

OLGA, Baggett and Smith initiated the Oral History Project. To date, there are over 100 

transcribed oral histories in the archive.71 

From September of 2013 to August of 2014, I spent a year in residence to conduct 

research in Springfield and surrounding environs. At the OLGA collection, I examined a wide 

variety of source material from oral history transcripts to coroner reports. At the Missouri State 

Historical Society and Missouri State University Libraries, I examined newspaper articles, 

LGBTQ organizational notes, meeting minutes, and publications. Additionally, I interviewed 

forty-one people using OLGA’s audio equipment. Those interviews were then donated to the 

collection that has been steadily growing. This combination of collecting both written historical 

sources and employing an oral history methodology helped add perspective and complexity to 

one community’s gay and lesbian past. Originally trained as a cultural anthropologist, I found it 

crucial to the integrity of my project to establish, cultivate, and maintain relationships not only 

with those at MSU, but in the larger community as well in order to add depth to my 

understandings of the community writ-large.  

Though the OLGA collection continues to grow, there remains a dearth of information on 

the history of the lesbian and gay community in southwest Missouri. In 2012, Baggett 

contributed to Springfield’s Urban Histories a chapter entitled “The Creation of a Community: A 

70 “Ozarks Lesbian and Gay Archives Collection,” Special Collections and University Archives, Missouri 
State University Libraries (May 26, 2011), http://library.missouristate.edu/archives/speccoll/m018.htm (accessed 
October 5, 2017). I will hereafter refer to the collection as OLGA in both the main text and footnotes.

71 “Ozarks Lesbian and Gay Oral History Project,” Special Collections and University Archives, Missouri 
State University Libraries (May 26, 2011), http://library.missouristate.edu/archives/speccoll/m019.htm (accessed 
October 5, 2017). 
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History of Gay and Lesbian Springfield, 1945-2010.”72 Twenty years prior, in 1992, former 

SMSU Theatre and Dance Department Head Robert Bradley published a journal article about 

one contentious episode in Springfield’s past involving a play called The Normal Heart that was 

produced at SMSU in 1989.73 This dissertation will add to the preservation effort begun and 

maintained by Baggett, Smith, Richards, and Baker, in order to highlight one community’s gay 

and lesbian past.  

Terminology in a study like this is not to be overlooked. My decision to use lesbian and 

gay stems from the self-identification of the community prior to the 1990s. Historian Baggett has 

shown, through her careful analysis of the LGBT community in Springfield, that most people 

identified as lesbian or gay, rather than queer. For the purposes of this dissertation, I will vary the 

ways in which I refer to people who identify as lesbian and gay in order to facilitate narrative 

flow. At times, I will refer to a lesbian and gay community, but by no means does this signify a 

static, monolithic, or completely cohesive community.74 

Dissertation Framework 

This dissertation brings together seemingly disparate topics to give a sense of what life 

was like for lesbians and gays living in southwest Missouri in the latter half of the twentieth 

century. In chapter one, I set up a framework to better trace the four case studies that follow. In 

chapter one, I outline gay life from 1940-1980 and connect it to religion, regional identity, and 

sexuality. A hierarchy emerged that valorized white, Evangelical, middle to upper class men 

above all else. They are viewed as the ultimate “insiders.” Such societal structure requires that 

72 Holly Baggett, “The Creation of a Community: A History of Gay and Lesbian Springfield, 1945-2010,” 
in Springfield’s Urban Histories: Essays on the Queen City of the Missouri Ozarks, ed. Stephen L. McIntyre 
(Springfield, MO: Moon City Press, 2012), 305-340. 

73 Bradley, “The Abnormal Affair of the Normal Heart,” Text and Performance Quarterly. 
74 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 305-340. 
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gays be cast to the margins and were considered “outsiders.” This inclusion and exclusion relied 

upon an interconnectedness between those who were higher and those who occupied the lower 

rungs of the hierarchy. They relied upon each other to continually shape who was considered 

acceptable and who was not. 

Each of the remaining four chapters involves specific episodes to better understand how 

gays built community, what that community looked like, times when the community was more 

and less cohesive, and how a gay rights movement was dependent on and grew as a result of 

increasing tensions with New Right activists. In chapter two, I trace the emergence of an AIDS 

service organization that caused some gays to join together in a time of crisis in the early and 

mid-1980s. I argue in chapter three that by the late 1980s, the stage was set between Evangelicals 

and gays to fight for or against a play that normalized homosexuality. In chapter four, I examine 

another highly contentious episode in the early 1990s surrounding hate crime legislation in 

Springfield. This controversy shows how the rhetoric changed from chapter three. Instead of 

arguing that homosexuality was normal, gays began to talk about themselves in terms of 

deserving of protections and rights from local government. In chapter five, I consider how the 

gay community was not always cohesive by examining lesbian separatism in the region, focusing 

on how lesbian separatists were treated by both the gay community and the local residents. 

Together, these case studies serve to unravel the threads of the varied homosexual experience, 

community building, and the connection between gay and Evangelical activists in the region. 

More specifically, the first chapter of this dissertation, “Building Networks: Same-Sex 

Desire in the Missouri Ozarks, 1940-1980,” serves as an anchor to the remainder of the 

dissertation chapters. I provide a framework through which to understand the world gays and 

lesbians lived in during and after WWII in southwest Missouri. I explore what life was like 
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during WWII and the significance of a particular military base, Camp Crowder, located in the 

region. I chart the emergence of the proliferation of religious organizations and intensification of 

Evangelical Christianity in the 1950s and 1960s. I also explore where gays and lesbians 

socialized during this same period and how the rooting out of homosexuals from the federal 

government during the McCarthy era affected gays and lesbians in Springfield. I explore how 

Christian tourism caused gays and lesbians to be considered outsiders. Additionally, I explore 

how bars became sites of resistance and community mobilization in Springfield, Missouri.    

In chapter two, “Building Community in the 1980s: The Formation of Aids Project of the 

Ozarks (APO),” I chart the emergence and development of an AIDS service organization in 

Springfield, Missouri. AIDS Project of the Ozarks brought together gays, lesbians, and their 

allies in order to provide much-needed services to people who were diagnosed with HIV/AIDS at 

a time when it was very stigmatized. I also explore how gay men were demonized and how such 

demonization played out within the gay community as well as the larger community. I chart how 

APO first found its footing, the obstacles the founders had to overcome, and how people 

experienced the AIDS crisis in southwest Missouri.  

In chapter three, “‘Consensual Kissing is not Sodomy’: The Policing of Homosexuality 

and the Defense of The Normal Heart,” I highlight a contentious moment in lesbian and gay 

history in Springfield that helped bring talk of homosexuality into the open.75 The production of 

the Normal Heart play in 1989 at Southwest Missouri State University pushed conservative 

Christians, some of whom were legislators, to advocate for cancellation of the play. On the other 

side, gays, lesbians, and their allies fought for the right to produce the play and even more 

importantly, carved out space through which to talk about the importance of the play in raising 

75 Ransom Ellis, October 17, 1989, statement, Southwest Missouri State University lawyer. 
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awareness of certain themes, like how HIV/AIDS affected the gay community. Proponents and 

opponents of homosexuality became part of a direct and highly publicized conflict that prompted 

a violent reaction and drew national media coverage. The conflict acted as a catalyst, bringing to 

the fore a New Christian Right contingent that wished to preserve and highlight normalcy within 

a context of heterosexual moral superiority. This brief yet intensely heated conflict served to lay 

the groundwork for future encounters between conservatives and those they wished to 

marginalize, LGBTQ activists and their allies. One example was an unsuccessful move in the 

1990s to enact local hate crime legislation in Springfield. 

In the fourth chapter, “You don’t argue with biblical fundamentalists”: LGBT Activism 

in Springfield, 1991-1996,” I continue to analyze the ongoing heated debate over 

homosexuality.76 This time the debate intensified when in 1991 lesbians and gays fought to add 

sexual orientation to Springfield’s anti-bias ordinance. In the process, activists again met 

Christian conservatives in a public arena to debate the need for homosexuals to have hate crime 

protection. This helped solidify the gay movement in Springfield, especially after The Normal 

Heart episode. 

In the final chapter, “I wouldn’t live with anybody but lesbians”: Separatist Feminism 

and Hawk Hill Community Land Trust,” I explore the emergence of a lesbian land community in 

southwest Missouri that was founded in 1989.77 In doing so, I show how the LGBTQ community 

was both insulated from and connected to the larger community. In this chapter, I reposition 

lesbian land communities as part of the broader narrative of LGBT history, challenging a 

76 Nelson Parnell, interview by Holly Baggett, April 17, 2009, transcript, page 6, OLGA, Special 
Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 

77 Pat Patton, interview by Holly Baggett, May 30, 2006, transcript, page 35, OLGA, Special Collections 
and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 

33 

https://homosexuality.76


 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

  

                                                
        

 

historiography that oftentimes moves rural lesbian communities to the edges or completely 

erases them from the narrative. I posit that lesbian separatist land communities formed a point of 

both contention and identification within the larger gay and lesbian community. 

In engaging in this social history project generally, I examine how LGBT people 

experienced life in southwest Missouri from 1939, the beginning of World War II, to the early 

years of the 21st century. To better understand such experiences, I analyze how the LGBT 

community formed and continued to expand, despite efforts by some very vocal organizations 

and people to prevent such collective organizing. Gay men and women created and sustained a 

series of LGBT networks while others gradually or abruptly disbanded, dissipated, or evolved 

into other factions of the LGBT community. Due to the unevenness of the growth of the 

community in southwest Missouri, it cannot be neatly categorized as completely cohesive at all 

times. Some factions clashed throughout the latter half of the 20th century; however, those same 

clashing groups would join together to throw fundraisers, to celebrate gay pride, and to address 

homophobia in the larger community.78 In this dissertation, I ultimately tease out the 

complexities of community mobilization vis-à-vis tensions operating within and outside of the 

many public and private spaces occupied by the LGBT community in southwest Missouri. 

78 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 476-78. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Building Networks: Same-Sex Desire in the Missouri Ozarks, 1940-1980 

Between 1940 and 1980, the experiences of gays and lesbians became embedded in the 

very social fabric of life in southwest Missouri. Gays and lesbians learned how to find each other 

while trying to keep authorities at bay and stay physically safe. People socialized in religious 

spaces and attempted to come to terms with both their Christianity and sexuality, at odds in a 

largely fire-and-brimstone setting. The more visible they became, the more invisible the 

legislature and law authorities attempted to render them. Despite the ever-changing odds, gays 

and lesbians set up networks of caring that extended far beyond their blood relatives to “families 

we choose.”1 These families created and nurtured spaces, ranging from gay bars to individuals’ 

homes. 

Despite the unprecedented growth in the field over the past few decades, there remains a 

dearth of scholarship on the history of same-sex desire in the twentieth century southern United 

States. In this chapter, I add to the available literature by focusing on southwest Missouri as a 

regional location out of which communities organized around same-sex desire from 1940 to 

1980.2 Specific historical events serve as anchors and help to better understand what gay life was 

like in this particular locale during this time period. WWII provided more options and spaces for 

1 Kath Weston, Families We Choose: Lesbians, Gays, Kinship (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1991). 

2 See Colin R. Johnson, "Homosexuals in Unexpected Places? an Introduction," American Studies 48, no. 2 
(2007): 5-8 and St. Sukie De la Croix, Chicago Whispers: A History of LGBT Chicago before Stonewall (Madison: 
The University of Wisconsin Press, 2012) for more information about Midwestern United States LGBT history. 
Certainly more metropolitan places in Missouri like Kansas City and St. Louis are better documented, but smaller 
cities and regions, like that of southwest Missouri, in the Midwestern United States have largely been neglected, 
though there are in both places vibrant LGBT archival and oral history projects. The University of Missouri-Kansas 
City offers GLAMA, Gay and Lesbian Archive of Mid-America, as part of their library collections, incorporating 
both oral histories and other archival materials. For more information about GLAMA, visit Stuart Hinds, “Welcome 
to the Gay and Lesbian Archive of Mid-America!” UMKC.edu, https://library2.umkc.edu/spec-col//glama/index.htm 
(accessed January 28, 2018). For a photo document history of gay and lesbian St. Louis, see Harry Levins, Photos 
Document “Gay and Lesbian St. Louis,” (St. Louis, Mo: St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 2016). 
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gay men and lesbians to socialize and meet.3 The Lavender Scare influenced the careful ways in 

which gay people socialized in the 1950s.4 Social justice movements of the 1950s, 1960s, and 

1970s, like the homophile, civil rights, feminist, indigenous rights, and gay liberation movements 

took root and blossomed nationally. Such movements played a role in the development and 

growth of gay and lesbian communities in the South. 

In this chapter, I capture the complicated relationships gay men and lesbians had to their 

rural surroundings. Scholars of non-metropolitan gay and lesbian scholarship find deeply 

problematic the stereotypical representations of gays and lesbians in rural areas, who have 

typically been characterized as primarily, and sometimes only, troubled and tortured due to the 

conservative regions in which they lived.5 This version of history provides little room to account 

for anything more than the staunch oppression of gays and lesbians at the surface level. Such 

oppressive experiences should be put in conversation with the many creative strategies gays and 

lesbians employed to not only survive in such an environment, but build community and engage 

in relationships as well. In shedding such a myopic vision, the meaningful spaces that 

homosexuals carved out of the social, cultural, political, and legal landscape come alive. 

John Howard, seminal historian of the gay South, argues that in reorienting the 

perspective of the rural southern gay experience, historians and others can “also appreciate the 

3 To learn more about gay and lesbian life during World War II, see Allan Bérubé, Coming Out Under 
Fire: The History of Gay Men and Women in World War Two (New York City: Plume, 1990). 

4 See David K. Johnson, The Lavender Scare: The Cold War Persecution of Gays and Lesbians in the 
Federal Government (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004) to learn how gays and lesbians were treated by 
the United States government in the post-World War II era, particularly in the 1940s and 1950s.

5 Mary L. Gray, Out in the Country: Youth, Media, and Queer Visibility in Rural America (New York: New 
York University Press, 2009); Scott Herring, Another Country: Queer Anti-Urbanism, 1st ed. (New York: New 
York University Press, 2010); John Howard, “Introduction,” Carryin' On in the Lesbian and Gay South, ed. John 
Howard (New York: New York University Press, 1997); John Howard, Men Like That: A Southern Queer History 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); Colin Johnson, "Homosexuals in Unexpected Places? An 
Introduction," American Studies 48, no. 2 (July 1, 2007); Colin Johnson, Just Queer Folks: Gender and Sexuality in 
Rural America (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2013); and Brock Thompson, The Un-Natural State: 
Arkansas and the Queer South (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2010). 
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ways in which lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and transgender persons can reappropriate the most 

nominally conservative and unaccommodating of spaces, for vibrant forms of self-assertion and 

renewal.”6 I capture and describe gay and lesbian life in southwest Missouri in order to elicit 

such appreciation. In so doing, the agency of those gay men and lesbians who struggled to find 

ways to find each other, discover a sexual geography, and build community ties becomes key to 

the analysis. Using as a foundation Howard’s contention that life for southern lesbians and gays 

was more complicated than one of everlasting persecution, a framework emerges that embraces 

the dynamism Howard and other historians of lesbian and gay life have stressed in their 

scholarship.7 

Gays and lesbians in southwest Missouri experienced an ever-changing social and 

political landscape, developed at the conjunction of several formative dynamics. Wartime 

mobilization allowed people to find each other in ways they had not previously done. The 

intensity of fundamentalist religious fervor shaped the experiences of gays and lesbians in 

profound ways. Gays and lesbians socialized in several different contexts like house parties, 

parks, and bars in order to gather in ways that would not arouse suspicion from authorities. A 

specific Ozarkian image emerged during this time period that caused gays and lesbians to be 

relegated to the status of “outsider” as an entertainment capital (Branson) catering to Midwestern 

travelers developed and a theme park, Silver Dollar City, emerged highlighting a Christianity 

particular to southwest Missouri. 

6 John Howard, “Homosexuals in Unexpected Places? A Comment,” American Studies 48, no. 2 (July 1, 
2007): 67, accessed October 20, 2017, doi:10.1353/ams.0.0092. 

7 Howard, Men Like That (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999). For slightly more contemporary 
scholarship, see Miriam Frank, Out in the Union: A Labor History of Queer America (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2015); David K. Johnson, The Lavender Scare: The Cold War Persecution of Gays and Lesbians 
in the Federal Government (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004); Philip Tiemeyer, Plane Queer: Labor, 
sexuality, and AIDS in the History of Male Flight Attendants (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013. 

37 



 

  

 

  

  

  

   

   

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

In the remainder of this chapter, I first trace the evolution of a religious conservatism in 

the region that, for the purposes of this dissertation, began with the development of Christian 

fundamentalism in Springfield. This presence was vital to the region’s economic development 

and the emergence of a distinct cultural identity. Gays and lesbians navigated this religious 

landscape in varying ways. Some lesbians and gays actively took on a cultural identity, even one 

that rejected them as sexual deviants, and actively participated in Evangelical worship. Gay and 

lesbian life in this context was not just full of religious persecution, but also sexual possibilities 

that were made available through exclusively religious spaces. 

Prior to 1980, gays and lesbians found each other in non-religious spaces as well. By 

looking at where and how sociability took place, dynamics emerge of the dimensions of the 

simultaneously oppressive and celebratory. Homosexuals continually risked public 

stigmatization and repressive pushback from authorities in order to participate in gay life. 

Despite having to navigate a social landscape that pushed them to the margins of society, gay 

men and lesbians developed ways express sexual desire that oftentimes skirted the gaze of local 

authorities.  

Between 1940 and 1980, homosexuality became increasingly marginalized as religious 

and political community leaders valorized a dominant white heterosexual Christian 

Fundamentalist identity. Despite encroachment by local, state, and federal governments in 

political, legal, and social realms of gay life, a gay subculture flourished. Homosexuals deployed 

creative strategies through which to survive and build a sense of community in the face of harsh 

treatment by law enforcement personnel, religious leaders, their communities, and government 

officials. 
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By looking at spaces where gays and lesbians socialized and found each other, such as at 

parks, house parties, and bars, I offer an analytical exploration of dynamics that were at play 

between 1940-1980. Conflicts between homosexuals and heterosexuals sometimes occurred on 

an interpersonal level. They echoed part of a larger effort by the state to punish homosexuals. 

Local law enforcement officials took part in punitive measures as well by executing bar raids and 

using the practice of entrapment to arrest men engaging in sex with other men at local parks. A 

distinctly Evangelical system of morality, primarily reinforced by religious and political leaders 

in southwest Missouri, became inextricably linked to the ways in which people accessed public 

spaces and created discourses around homosexuality. Gay men and lesbians engaged in a kind of 

community building that was fueled by their marginal positioning in society. They experienced 

an ever-present element of danger that required them to invent creative ways to meet other 

homosexuals. As a result, gay men and lesbians built a collective sense of belonging. 

Fundamentalist Fervor: History of Evangelical Religion 

Southwest Missouri was not immune to the establishment of a hierarchy defined through 

exclusivity. In 1942, the Springfield Chamber of Commerce boasted that the region consisted of 

“95.5% American born white” people.8 A particular kind of white identity that emerged in the 

early 1940s is crucial in understanding how homogeneity became something to be celebrated. 

This plagued gays and lesbians who carved out spaces for themselves and their community. They 

became marked as perverted sexual citizens, not easily claimed as belonging to the larger 

community and at times, actively cast out. Exclusion based on race, gender, and sexuality made 

8 The Growth of a City: Springfield, Capital of the Great Ozark Empire (Springfield, MO: Springfield 
Chamber of Commerce, 1942), 68, accessed April 2, 2018, https://lccn.loc.gov/51051244; Stephen McIntyre, 
“Introduction,” in Springfield’s Urban Histories: Essays on the Queen City of the Missouri Ozarks, ed. Stephen L. 
McIntyre (Springfield, MO: Moon City Press, 2012), 207. 
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possible the creation of a social order that valorized and placed white heteronormative Christian 

men at the very top of the social hierarchy.   

The stereotype of the South as a place that contains “a virulent and unrelenting 

fundamentalism” is certainly not unfounded.9 The southwest Missouri region is considered to be 

part of the Bible Belt, an intensely religious area of the United States. Springfield is viewed by 

some to be the very “buckle” itself and has been home to the headquarters of the Assemblies of 

God, a denomination of Evangelical Protestantism, since 1918.10 Because of the integral place of 

religion in southwest Missouri society, religion impacted and oftentimes complicated life for 

lesbians and gays. Because of their positioning on the margins of society, they were required to 

manage the interplay between the general influence of religion on the region, individual spiritual 

beliefs, their sexuality, and their roles in the local church communities to which they belonged. 

Religion operated in similar ways to racial relations in terms of drawing a line between 

the “deviant” outcasts and “morally just” believers. The level of religiosity, based on the number 

of those who adhered to the Protestant religion in relation to the number of people who lived in 

Springfield generally, proved to be a significantly higher percentage than in other parts of the 

country. As is the case with many places in the Bible Belt, in order to emphasize the role of 

religion in the region, people oftentimes joked that in Springfield one could find a church on 

11every corner. 

An intensification of Evangelical Christianity in Springfield occurred after World War II. 

Religion became even more deeply embedded in the social, political, and economic landscape of 

9 Johnson, Sweet Tea, 182. 
10 For more on the Bible Belt, see Stanley D. Brunn, Gerald R. Webster, and J. Clark Archer, "The Bible 

Belt in a Changing South: Shrinking, Relocating, and Multiple Buckles," Southeastern Geographer 51, no. 4 (2011): 
513-549, accessed July 27, 2017, https://muse.jhu.edu/.

11 Brunn, Webster, and Archer, "The Bible Belt in a Changing South,” 513-549. 
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southwest Missouri in the second half of the twentieth century, compared to the first. It was part 

of the general rise of religiosity in post-WWII United States. Though it had been located in 

Springfield since 1918, the Assemblies of God (AG) church began dramatically expanding their 

empire in the 1950s. Already located on the property, the gospel publishing house was built in 

1949. The publishing house financed itself through loans from the membership body and played 

an integral role in expanding its adherent base in the 1940s and 1950s. Between 1951 and 1953, 

the publishing house printed 685,738 books and 3,820,816 religious tracts, totaling a gross 

income of $3,711,826. In September of 1953, church leaders announced that they had gained 

approval from the AG General Council to finance the building of the national headquarters 

offices in Springfield. The one and a half million dollar construction project started soon 

thereafter in 1954.12 

The presence and prevalence of fundamentalist religion undoubtedly affected the ways in 

which gays and lesbians traversed the cultural landscape of the region. Springfield is home to the 

world Assemblies of God headquarters, a Pentecostal denomination of Protestant Christianity 

with a global membership that grew from 16 million people in 1988 to 65 million presently. 

Springfield also houses the international headquarters of Baptist Bible Fellowship International 

(BBFI). BBFI is a coalition of Baptist preachers who are not affiliated with a denomination, but 

pride themselves on practicing the “true” version of Christianity. The Assemblies of God, much 

like the Southern Baptist Convention, focus on evangelizing and setting up missions around the 

world. Both view homosexuality as an abomination or sin. Both require adherents to re-establish 

their relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ as their personal savior, otherwise known as the 

“born-again” experience. Women are required to defer to men in both religions and rarely hold 

12“Assemblies Get Okay to Build $1.5 Million Headquarters Here,” Springfield Leader and Press, 
September 8, 1953. 
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positions of power. Several religious educational institutions were founded in Springfield, 

including Baptist Bible College, from which Jerry Falwell graduated in 1956. In southeast 

Missouri, 191 miles east of Springfield, Poplar Bluff is home to the General Baptist 

Headquarters, the global seat of the fundamentalist Baptists. Additionally, members of the 

General Council of the Assemblies of God church founded Evangel University, a Pentecostal 

institution, in 1955 with 87 students in attendance the first year. Other educational institutions 

like Central Bible College, which first opened in 1922, are located in Springfield as well.13 

While fundamentalist religion in Springfield grew, federal government officials began 

explicitly linking religious worship to national identity. One could not be a devout Christian 

without proclaiming devotion to the United States during the Cold War. The two became so 

intertwined that people began believing that the link had always been there. Scholar Kevin 

Michael Kruse argues that “during the Eisenhower era, Americans were told, time and time 

again, that the nation not only should be a Christian nation but also that it had always been 

one.”14 

President Dwight Eisenhower set the tone in his January 1953 inaugural speech when he 

emphasized a particular blend of religion, patriotism, and politics. After he took the oath, 

Eisenhower asked the “125,000 Americans in attendance” and the “estimated seventy million 

more watching live on television” to join him in prayer.15 Eisenhower regularly consulted with 

13 Stanley Burgess, “Perspectives on the Sacred,” OzarksWatch II; Tina Fetner, How the Religious Right 
Shaped Lesbian and Gay Activism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 67; Evangel University, 
“History,” https://www.evangel.edu/about/about-evangel/history/ (accessed July 6, 2018). Stephen McIntyre, 
“Introduction,” in Springfield’s Urban Histories, 211; Bethany Moreton, To Serve God and WalMart (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2010), 95. Southern Baptists broke away from Baptists in the 19th century 
because they supported the institution of slavery. The Assemblies of God grew out of the Pentecostal revivalism 
movement of the early 20th century. 

14 Kevin Michael Kruse, One Nation Under God: How Corporate America Invented Christian America 
(New York: Basic Books, 2015), x-xiii.

15 Kruse, One Nation Under God, xi. 
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rising evangelist Billy Graham.16 The Eisenhower era signified just the beginning of the move 

towards marrying religious identity to patriotic dedication. 

Consumption of Evangelical Christianity 

Evangelical religion, particularly in the latter half of the twentieth century, became 

embedded in popular culture and, consequently, was part of the “selling” of the Ozarks to both 

residents and visitors. Regional developments echoed what was occurring on a national level 

especially with the economic development of tourism in southwest Missouri. A specific brand of 

Christian tourism emerged that was at once informed by and reinforced a particular kind of 

Ozarkian cultural identity. It is worthwhile to investigate the role religion played in the economic 

and cultural realms of the region in order to understand how social order was organized in the 

second half of the twentieth century. The economic, religious, and cultural forces at play helped 

shape and inform a hierarchy in which white Christian heterosexual men were the most valued 

and idealized. It was impossible for gays and lesbians to live up to societal standards that 

dictated norms centered on this kind of Ozarkian Christianity. 

The effects of the expansion of a particular brand of Christian tourism did not just 

marginalize gays and lesbians, but served to erase them completely. However, in the process of 

acknowledging and celebrating intimate heteronormative relationships, Christians at the top of 

the hierarchy categorized same-sex sex as deviant. Out of such erasure, then, emerged a system 

of moral order. A vision of the Ozarks was created that blinded outsiders to the existence of a 

resilient gay and lesbian community. The region came to national attention in ways that aided in 

the erasure of the presence of homosexuals in the eyes of outside observers, who bought into an 

image that offered a particular Christian brand of ‘wholesome’ family fun. People who were 

16 Kruse, ix. 
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looking for such a place went to Branson, a growing entertainment capital of the Midwest that 

catered to Christians. Religion linked to economic expansion through commercial enterprises 

such as the theme park Silver Dollar City, first opened in 1960. This connected entertainment 

and consumption to a very specific set of Christian values. In the process of equating 

“wholesome” and “Christian” to family, Christian entrepreneurs pushed gays and lesbians to the 

outer edges of society in an attempt to render them invisible. As a result, gays and lesbians were 

marked as leading “ungodly” lives that clashed with a Christian ethos that excluded and 

demonized difference. 

Roots of this type of consumer culture in southwest Missouri centered on tourism can be 

traced back to earlier music, performance, and technological advances. Much like the rest of 

rural America, the radio changed the ways in which people consumed music and other goods.17 

Many of the musical acts one would listen to ended up regularly performing in Branson, 

Missouri, in the 1950s and contributed to growing the city’s reputation as a musical 

entertainment hub. The kinds of acts that were showcased, both on the radio and later in 

Branson, reflected the social order of the region that placed both Christianity and white male 

heteronormativity at the top of the hierarchy.     

The proliferation of consumer culture in southwest Missouri took many forms. The 

introduction of radio technology in the Ozarks ushered in a new form of consumer entertainment 

in the 1920s and 1930s. By the 1940s, one was hard-pressed not to find a radio in most people’s 

homes in the Ozarks, even if it meant setting an extra small game trap line in the winter or 

17 Historian Edgar McKinney argues that “while cultural change is never determined by only one factor, the 
music Missouri Ozarks residents enjoyed formed a major force impelling change from a subsistence to a cash 
culture in the region between 1920 and 1960. For more on the emergence and development of radio entertainment in 
the region, see Edgar D. McKinney, “Like Family: Kinship Perceptions of Ozarks Radio Entertainers and the Spread 
of Consumer Culture, 1934-1959,” in Springfield’s Urban Histories: Essays on the Queen City of the Missouri 
Ozarks, ed. Stephen L. McIntyre (Springfield, MO: Moon City Press, 2012), 250. 
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raising an additional hog. By the late 1930s, KWTO, or Keep Watching The Ozarks, became the 

region’s premiere radio station, airing primarily country and gospel music. Moreover, radio was 

not just an auditory medium. People often went to the radio station and watched performances 

behind the glass.18 

Musician Billy Tipton was one of these performers who could be heard (and seen) on the 

radio. He occupied a very public space, that of an entertainer who disrupted the gender binary, 

dressing in men’s clothes, marrying women, and fulfilling a binary gender role traditionally 

viewed as male in both his public and private life. In 1944, KWTO’s circular publication 

explained why Tipton had not enlisted in WWII and why the radio station hired him: 

Bill is the new staff pianist whose playing has done much for KWTO programs during recent weeks, since 
Paul Mitchell went in the Navy…When Bill was twelve years old, he was badly injured when kicked by a 
horse while visiting on an uncle’s farm…and he has tried without luck to enlist in various branches of the 
services…However, we all know that good music helps morale, so we console Bill by telling him that his 
musical ability is at least doing some good on the home-front, and that his programs before soldier 
audiences are more than appreciated…Bill is 24 years of age and has been married since October. His wife 
is a talented vocalist.19 

As long as Tipton remained devoted to the war effort and, despite his lack of able-bodiedness, 

had attempted to enlist, those at KWTO viewed him as an upstanding, married, and therefore 

honorable man.20 

Branson first became part of the public conscience in the early twentieth century. 

Christian minister Harold Bell Wright published his novel Shepherd of the Hills in 1907. In it, 

18 McKinney, “Like Family,” 239-40. For more information on how the radio encouraged and developed 
consumerism in the twentieth century, see Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers' Republic: The Politics of Mass 
Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 2003). 

19 Middlebrook, Suits Me, 132-33. 
20 While some might map the identity of lesbian onto Billy Tipton, I refrain from doing so because it can 

skew actual experiences of the past. Tipton clearly wanted the world to view him as male-bodied and sexually 
desired female-bodied individuals. It is dangerous to speculate further because one will never be able to determine if 
Tipton would have been comfortable presenting as a butch lesbian if that were more culturally acceptable. One can 
speculate that Tipton had access to more opportunities because of his cross-dressing. Same-sex desiring cross-
dressers are prevalent throughout U.S. history. See Leila J. Rupp, A Desired Past: A Short History of Same-Sex Love 
in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999) for more information on this topic. 
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Wright characterized Branson as a place that the Christian traveler should visit. Though most 

people who visited Branson never read the book, the features of southwest Missouri that Wright 

focused on influenced fundamentalists living within and outside of the Ozarkian countryside in 

profound ways. In the early twentieth century, Wright considered the Ozarks to be a place that 

contained “inherent sanctity.” Scholar Aaron K. Ketchell has even argued that Wright 

understood that “popular culture can be a powerful Evangelistic force.”21 Ketchell confirms what 

anyone who visited the region experienced: Wright’s observations “are outlooks that have 

permeated local tourism and continue to provide it with a sense of religiously motivated 

vitality.”22 

The culmination of efforts to provide tourists, local and otherwise, with the Evangelical 

Ozarkian experience is ever present in a place like Silver Dollar City. From its inception, the 

theme park’s creators envisioned it as a place where people could take part in celebrating a 

certain version of the historical narrative of southwest Missouri that points toward a “simpler” 

time in Ozarkian history. This neatly packaged history became synonymous with a particular 

version of Christianity and a regional identity that sometimes praised late nineteenth century 

vigilantism and highlighted Progressive era temperance work that resulted in physical assault and 

the destruction of property. In both cases, violence is sometimes perceived to be warranted, if it 

falls within a righteous moral cause. For example, vigilantes and temperance workers who 

protected people in the region from outsiders and those who imbibed too much alcohol were 

considered “good.” There is no room for deviance in this version of Ozarkian history that easily 

creates divisions based on moral notions of what is “good” and what is “bad.”  In the process of 

21 Aaron K. Ketchell, Holy Hills of the Ozarks: Religion and Tourism in Branson, Missouri (Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2010), xi-xii.

22Ketchell, Holy Hills, xii, xv. Prior to 1960, the Lynch family offered Marvel Cave as an attraction for 
tourists in the earlier part of the twentieth century. Eventually, Silver Dollar City was built atop the “fissure.” 
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creating and publicizing such a sanitized story, creators of places like Silver Dollar City in 

Branson, also a site of popular music venues, actively erased the complexity of people’s life 

experiences, feeding the public a narrative based on a particular system of moral order. 

Later entertainment standards mixed with Christianity and regional pride in order to 

produce a specific brand of Christian tourism. Evangelical religious sensibilities mixed with 

leisure and tourism.23 Dubbed the “entertainment capital of the world,” Branson, Missouri, has 

been home to several distinct entertainment shows since the 1950s. Dolly Parton’s Dixie 

Stampede show, “a dinner theater that lightheartedly reenacts the Civil War,” was performed 

there for nearly 30 years.24 Branson is also the place where famed televangelist Jim Bakker 

settled down after authorities released him from prison after having conducted a “wire and mail 

fraud scheme” in which Bakker had “bilked followers out of $3.7 million.”25 In welcoming 

Bakker, Branson authorities implied that his Evangelism clearly trumped his outrageous deceit. 

Branson is heavily connected to Christianity in a way that closely links leisure to religion. Efforts 

to attract tourists drew on a process of revisionism of the South in order to present one very 

singular version of history that did not contain any room for diversity.26 

In the same historical narrative presented to visitors at Silver Dollar City, broader themes 

of protection and violence were connected to divisions between insiders and outsiders, helping to 

solidify a regional morality. This is best exemplified in how park owners incorporated 

23 Ketchell, Holy Hills; Moreton, To Serve God and WalMart. 
24 Ketchell, Holy Hills, 255. Beginning in the 2018 season, Dixie Stampede became Dolly Parton’s 

Stampede. Parton felt “that by streamlining the names of our shows, it will remove any confusion or concerns about 
our shows and will help our efforts to expand into new cities." See Gregory J. Holmon, “Citing Changing Attitudes, 
Dolly Parton’s Dixie Stampede Drops Dixie from its Name,” Springfield News-Leader, 10 January 2018. 

25 Ketchell, xii. 
26 Ketchell, 76. The growth of amusement and theme parks during this time period were premised on racial 

exclusion. For more information on how leisure spaces were sites of struggle for racial equality, see Victoria 
Wolcott, Race, Riots, and Roller Coasters the Struggle over Segregated Recreation in America (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
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popularized regional history into the park-goer’s experience. An 1880s vigilante group called the 

baldknobbers helped park officials market the experience it provided as one that celebrated a 

simpler, more idealized past. Members of the baldknobbers typically sided with the Union during 

the Civil War. Missouri was a border and slave state that never left Union, but attempted 

secession several times. Most whites in southern Missouri during and after the Civil War sided 

with their individual communities before pledging allegiance to either the Union or Confederacy. 

The baldknobbers were born of the experiences white men in Missouri had during the war. 

Initially, the baldknobbers drove “‘outlaws’” out of Taney County before they accumulated too 

much political power and “became a law unto themselves.”27 To Silver Dollar City patrons, the 

baldknobbers were a mythological cast of characters who provided protection yet instilled fear at 

the same time. They were both protectors of the Ozarks and specters to be feared. 

Even more telling is the presence the baldknobbers had in the region nearly a century 

after the war. The name, “baldknobbers,” was co-opted for entertainment purposes in Branson in 

1959 by a family group that performed a variety show in Branson, consisting of the “perfect 

blend of country music, gospel music, and comedy.”28 In the process of taking on the name, new 

identifiers became associated with the group, like Evangelism via gospel music, that served to 

frame Christian tourism in Branson and at Silver Dollar City in the second half of the twentieth 

century. 

The baldknobbers were both revered and reviled, depending on context. The recognition 

by people in the region elicited reactions of both pride and terror. At Silver Dollar City, as 

27 Gary Groman, “Before ‘Branson’ or the ‘Baldknobbers’ there was the ‘BaldKnobbers,’” The Branson 
Blog By Branson Tourism Center (October 24, 2014), 
https://www.bransontourismcenter.com/info/2014/10/24/before-branson-or-the-baldknobbers-there-was-the-bald-
knobbers/ (accessed March 20, 2019).

28 “The Show that Started it All,” Branson’s Famous Baldknobbers, http://baldknobbers.com/#!/show, 
(accessed March 20, 2019). 
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visitors rode the featured roller coaster in the park, called “Fire in the Hole,” people listened to 

music and encountered carefully placed baldknobber figures. They were meant to scare riders, 

who feared that the cave they rode through would be set ablaze by the vigilante characters. The 

thrill of the ride is elicited, then, from the threat of the baldknobbers. What underscores this 

experience is the fact that the baldknobbers were part of the 19th century landscape of southwest 

Missouri, both recognizable and people to be feared. This characterization feeds into the social 

order of the region. The baldknobbers were memorialized as both following a noble path as 

protectors of the region and something to be feared because if one were to step out of line, the 

baldknobbers would fix that. This is but one example of how a Christian moral system connects 

to a hierarchy based on race, religion, sexuality, and cultural identity to help develop a particular 

kind of valorized whiteness. 

Complementing the baldknobber presence in the park was the saloon show featuring 

Carrie Nation. Visitors can stroll in and watch a performance by Nation. She was an especially 

dedicated member of the temperance movement of the 19th century and viewed imbibing alcohol 

as “un-Christian.” In her Silver Dollar City incarnation, Nation practiced violence, but for a 

righteous cause that she waged against sinful behavior. Though Nation’s actual work involved 

violence both enacted upon her and that she enacted, the theme park’s version highlights the 

lengths to which she went to rid the world of sin. The element of violence in both Nation’s and 

the baldknobbers’ cases is key to the maintenance of a social order in southwest Missouri that 

places Christianity at the top of the hierarchy. Violence in both cases is exhilarating, whether 

morally approved or not. In Nation’s case, it is justified for a good Christian cause. The violence 

enacted upon “outsiders” in the region was similarly justified. 
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The underlying narrative suggests that residents resorted to violence when they deemed it 

necessary. For example, when carpetbaggers threatened to challenge local political campaigns 

between residents, “insiders” used violence as a scare tactic, assaulting others and threatening 

physical harm to those who did not conform. Residents were used to such “righteous” violence 

and had likely grown up hearing stories of blacks who were attacked and forcibly driven out of 

several counties in southwest Missouri at the beginning of the twentieth century. Locals 

continued to operate under threats of violence in order to uphold a society based on white 

supremacy. Throughout nearly the entirety of the twentieth century, if any person of color found 

themselves in any of the “sundown” towns in the region after dark, there were signs posted and it 

was well-known that they would be forcibly removed by those who considered themselves to be 

“protectors” of local whites.29 

The creators of Silver Dollar City work within the same system of morality in order to 

present a particular Christian fundamentalist image to visitors. As part of this effort, they 

encourage people to engage in religious worship at the church in the park. Employees and 

visitors were invited to attend church services since the park’s opening in 1960. Park officials 

advertised the services as non-denominational, but they nonetheless remained Evangelical in 

nature. Silver Dollar City was the only theme park in the United States offering “worship 

services, weekly bible study, and an on-staff minister for its employees.”30 In addition, 

employees lead “hymn-singing” sessions scheduled at least five different times throughout each 

29 For a more in-depth discussion of how whiteness operated in the region, see the Introduction to this 
dissertation. For more information on “sundown” towns, see James Loewen, Sundown Towns: A Hidden Dimension 
of American Racism (New York: New Press, 2005). 

30 Ketchell, Holy Hills of the Ozarks, 68; Victoria Wolcott, Race, Riots, and Roller Coasters the Struggle 
over Segregated Recreation in America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). Wolcott points out 
that theme parks, starting with Disney, were “cleaner” and more “disciplined” than amusement parks. There are 
some similarities between Silver Dollar City and the Six Flags theme parks in terms of use of history and racial 
purity. 
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day. The church also acted as a site where wedding vows could be renewed. Several couples 

could take part in this renewal ceremony, which served to reinforce the sanctity of heterosexual 

Christian marriage.31 

The Gay and Lesbian Experience 

All too often, religion is seen as a polarizing force in gay and lesbian history. However, it 

offers an analytical entry into treating two seemingly disparate topics, that of religious worship 

and sexuality, as part of the same historical narrative. In southwest Missouri, the history of 

religion is intricately linked to gay and lesbian history. Gays and lesbians started their own 

churches, found safe spaces within them, and were also cast out of congregations because of 

their perceived sexual deviancy. At the same time that some gays and lesbians were 

re/constructing their religious identity, Evangelical Christianity took root in Springfield. It served 

to inform a cultural identity that sprang up in the region as a result of, and to encourage, 

economic development and tourism in the region. In the process, homosexuals served as the 

opposing deviant force to the perceived upstanding white Christian ideal. Despite or in spite of 

persecution by religious communities and the larger fundamentalist influence in the region, gays 

and lesbians grappled with their own religious beliefs and upbringing. Through their personal 

experiences in their church communities, they carved out new worlds of sexual possibility. 

Those who write about southern gay life should avoid simplifying the often complicated 

relationship gay communities have had to the larger communities in which they live. Journalist 

Gary Younge attempted to do just that in 2004 in “Braving Springfield’s Anti-Gay Backlash,” an 

article he wrote for the Guardian about his experience at Springfield’s largest annual fundraising 

31 Ketchell, 68. 

51 

https://marriage.31


 

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

                                                
        

   
             

            
     

                 
              

        
               

      
       

   
            

           
                 

                  
         

event, Springfield Black Tie, Inc.32 Younge discovered Springfield to be unique for two reasons. 

Geographically, it was considered to be both part of the Midwest and upper South. In fact, on 

Younge’s way there, he noticed he had entered “Mark Twain country” where the drawl was 

“languorous” and the churches were “plentiful.” Additionally, Younge argued that Springfield 

could be characterized as downright “special” because not only has it been called home by 

former Attorney General John Ashcroft, “a man so religious he holds daily Bible study classes in 

his office and so prudish he ordered the naked breast of a statue in the Justice Department be 

covered,” Springfield also housed the Blue Vatican, a popularized name used by locals to refer to 

the global headquarters of the Assemblies of God Church.33 

Younge claimed that in the early twenty-first century the gay and lesbian community in 

Springfield not only existed, but managed to grow amidst intense proselytizing and fire-and-

brimstone fervor prevalent throughout the region. Just four years after the turn of the twenty-first 

century, lesbians and gay men were “thriving, resilient and somewhat embattled.” Younge 

emphasized that though Springfield’s gay community was not always visible to everyone, it 

undoubtedly existed and even persisted despite fundamentalist opposition. Younge felt he made 

32 Gary Younge, “Braving Springfield’s Anti-Gay Backlash,” The Guardian, October 22, 2004, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/oct/23/uselections2004.gayrights, accessed 15 January 2018. Younge’s 
article was later published as part of a larger manuscript, Stranger in a Strange Land: Encounters in the Disunited 
States (New York: The New Press, 2006). Volunteers of Springfield Black Tie solicited sponsors whose donations 
were collectively awarded to beneficiaries selected through an application process. Recipients included the Gay and 
Lesbian Community Center of the Ozarks (GLO), AIDS Project of the Ozarks (APO), Promo Fund, Parents and 
Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG) of the Ozarks, the FOCUS Foundation, Rare Breed Youth Services, OLGA, 
and the Gay, Lesbian & Straight Education Network. 

33 Stanley Burgess, “Perspectives on the Sacred,” OzarksWatch II, no. 2 (Fall 1988); Peggy Soric, “A-G 
Adds Dollars to Local Economy,” Springfield News-Leader, October 18, 1980; Gary Younge, “Braving 
Springfield’s Anti-Gay Backlash,” The Guardian (October 22, 2004), 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/oct/23/uselections2004.gayrights, accessed January 15, 2018; Springfield 
Black Tie, “About Black Tie,” http://springfieldblacktie.org/about/ (accessed April 23, 2015). Some of these 
organizations will be discussed in further depth in this dissertation. For example, chapter two covers the early 
history of the founding of APO (AIDS Project of the Ozarks). Others will rarely be mentioned. The Blue Vatican 
was likely attributed to the Assemblies of God headquarters first by employees because the main building on the 
headquarters property was made of stainless-steel, glass, and turquoise-porcelain. 

52 

http://springfieldblacktie.org/about
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/oct/23/uselections2004.gayrights
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/oct/23/uselections2004.gayrights
https://Church.33


 

 

 

  

  

 

   

    

 

  

 

 

  

                                                
   
             

  

public a remarkable discovery--a thriving gay community anchored to a religiously saturated 

cultural and political landscape.  Younge purposefully meant to write from an outsider’s 

perspective and intended to shock his audience into the realization that even gay people lived in 

staunchly conservative areas of the country and, moreover, had the capability, in the face of ever 

conservative odds, of not only existing but indeed prospering. Younge successfully illustrated to 

an outside readership both the existence and tenacity of the gay community in Springfield, 

despite the fact that religion occupied and ordered a large facet of life. Though not his goal, he 

did not highlight how the gay community had blossomed alongside, and oftentimes engaged in, 

religious worship.34 

Scholars of gay and lesbian history have the potential to not only intervene in the 

historiographical conversation, but in contemporary journalists’ work like Younge’s, in order to 

depict gay southern life alongside religion rather than in opposition to it. This helps challenge the 

assumption that gays and lesbians strongly desired to move away from southern and rural regions 

of the United States. The perception flattens the lives of gay people who lived in such areas and 

perpetuates a simplified stereotype that glorifies life in larger coastal and more urban areas, 

thereby erasing the complexity of gay people’s own varied experiences. Historians have long 

proven that sexual subcultures extend beyond regional urban hubs into the countryside. One of 

the forerunners of this trend, historian John Howard, encourages other historians to provide a 

fuller account of lesbian and gay history, one that does not solely place historical actors in large 

metropoles like New York City and San Francisco, but accounts for the experiences of people 

who lived in places like southwest Missouri.35 Additionally, Howard argues that religion, while 

34 Younge, 208-209. 
35 Colin Johnson, “Homosexuals in Unexpected Places? An Introduction,” American Studies 48, no. 2 

(Summer 2007): 6. 
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found in gay histories outside of the South, has particular salience in the southern U.S. 

experience.36 The racial dynamics of the region placed a special emphasis on homogeneity.37 

Therefore, such dynamics are important in understanding the historical legacy upon which binary 

notions of insider and outsider were formed in the region.  

Because of the place religion holds in southwest Missouri society, fundamentalist moral 

order was a part of everyday life for gays and lesbians throughout the twentieth century. Rather 

than abandoning religiosity altogether, they created more inclusive religious spaces. Religion 

acted as a catalyst for gays and lesbians to start their own churches, such as the Metropolitan 

Community Church in 1979, thus severing ties with churches in which they held membership. 

Church communities sometimes ostracized gays and lesbians, causing them to lose many 

relationships they had built over a lifetime. 

Despite the amount of fundamentalist religious influence on the region, some gays and 

lesbians experienced a freedom to explore their burgeoning sexuality in religious spaces. 

Because church leaders often forced children to socialize in groups separated by sex, first-time 

sexual encounters at church camp were quite common. Narrator John Reece recalled church 

camp as the first place he experienced sexual fun with other boys. He remembered those summer 

months spent at camp as some of the best of his life in terms of sexual exploration. In the 

process, he felt he gained a sexual education he would not have had otherwise. At the same time, 

36 John Howard, “Introduction,” Carryin’ On in the Lesbian and Gay South, ed. John Howard (New York: 
New York University Press, 1997), 5-10.

37 For more on southwest Missouri’s role in the civil war as border state region and 20th century racial 
violence, see the introduction of this dissertation. Also, for more information on why such a severe lack of racial 
diversity existed in southwest Missouri, see James W. Loewen, Sundown Towns: A Hidden Dimension of American 
Racism (New York: New Press, 2005) and James Loewen, "Sundown Towns and Counties: Racial Exclusion in the 
South (Essay)," Southern Cultures 15, no. 1 (March 22, 2009): 22-47, accessed February 23, 2018, 
doi:10.1353/scu.0.0044. 
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Reece’s preacher often referred to homosexuality as a grave sin.38 Reece heard one message 

from the pulpit, but experienced a religious space full of sexual exploration and possibility. 

The role of religion in southwest Missouri society was not just confined to church 

worship and summer camps. Given the religious makeup of the area, the fact that religion played 

such a prominent role in the lives of lesbians and gay men is not shocking. By the 1970s, the 

region became both “a factory for ministers’” and a Christian tourist destination, packaged as 

wholesome fun in a family-friendly environment.39 A particular version of Christianity, namely a 

brand of evangelical Protestantism, was woven throughout the southern Missouri landscape. 

Lesbians and gays, therefore, forged understandings of sexuality against this backdrop. 

With religion clearly embedded in Ozarkian society, gay men and lesbians drew on 

religious experiences to make sense of their sexuality and to continue or sever their relationships 

with lifelong churches. For example, narrator Mary Ann Carr, born in 1942, learned from a very 

young age that same-sex desire negatively influenced one’s relationship with God and place in 

the afterlife. Carr’s parents began going to First Baptist Church on South Street when they 

moved to Springfield in 1949. At eleven years old, she heard from a Sunday school teacher that 

if someone had an attraction to those of the same sex, one could not possibly be loved by God 

and would surely go to Hell. In retrospect, Carr had a severe crush on the teacher and hearing 

that news made her feel “very scared and unloved.”40 As a result, every Sunday, when required 

to go up to the altar and rededicate herself to God, she would break down and cry after the 

38 John Reece, interview by Holly Baggett, May 9, 2009, transcript, pages 5 and 6, OLGA, Special 
Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 

39 Moreton, To Serve God and WalMart, 95. 
40 Mary Ann Carr, interview by Shelley Vaugine, June 23, 2009, transcript, page 4, OLGA, Special 

Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 
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church service, generally feeling terrible about herself. Carr soon stopped going to church and 

turned towards alcohol.41 

At the age of fifteen, Carr contemplated admitting herself into the psychiatric ward at St. 

John’s Hospital in Springfield. She figured it would put some distance between her and her 

parents, who had recently found out that she regularly imbibed. When asked by a psychiatrist if 

she liked women, Carr answered in the affirmative. Her parents then gave permission to the 

doctors at St. John’s to begin both shock and insulin treatments to “cure” her of homosexuality.42 

In her late teens, Carr married and bore children, but in 1964, at age 22, she returned to St. 

John’s and checked into the ward for depression. She then received additional “treatments.” 

After what she thought totaled seven rounds of electroshock therapy, Carr finally learned she had 

a right to refuse treatment. She weaned herself off the medication they had given her in the ward, 

prescribed to “treat” her depression and homosexuality.43 

Various church leaders advocated for homosexuals to undergo treatments to “cure” them 

of their sinful ways. Due to the pervasiveness of these attitudes, gays bore the burden of feeling 

entirely conflicted about their sexuality. Sometimes they chose to seek out therapies while at 

other times, they were coerced or forced by family members to undergo electroshock and/or 

reparative therapies.44 In Carr’s case, this meant undergoing electroshock therapy in the 

41 Carr, 16-18. 
42Electroshock therapy was used at the time to treat a variety of ailments, one of which was homosexuality. 

It remains controversial as it is still used today to treat depression, bipolar disorder, and other categories of mental 
illness. For a more detailed historical narrative on such interventions and attitudes in the psychiatric field, see 
Edward Shorter and David Healy, Shock Therapy: a History of Electroconvulsive Treatment in Mental Illness (New 
Brunswick, N.J: Rutgers University Press, 2007). 

43 Carr, interview, 16-18. 
44Carr, 16-18. First touted as successful by a German psychiatrist in 1899, “conversion” or “reparative” 

therapy remains a controversial treatment to “turn” homosexuals into heterosexuals through hypnotic treatments, 
behavior aversion practices, and (forced or coerced) sexual encounters with the opposite sex. For more on the 
history behind and controversies surrounding reparative therapy, see Tom Waidzunas, The Straight Line : How the 
Fringe Science of Ex-Gay Therapy Reoriented Sexuality (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015). 
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psychiatric ward of a Springfield hospital. Fundamentalist rhetoric involved calling for a “cure” 

to homosexual “behavior” or sex. Gays and lesbians were perceived of as engaging in sinful and 

sexually deviant behavior. Though the American Psychiatric Association pathologized 

homosexuality until 1973, fundamentalist religious leaders continued to operate within a world 

that “loved the sinner and hated the sin.”45 

To Carr, religion was both a source of weakness and strength. She tried to reconcile her 

religious experiences with her developing same-sex desire, despite the fact that her parents and 

psychiatric medical professionals attempted to “cure” her. When she started going to gay bars in 

Springfield to try to meet other lesbians, the amount of people who simultaneously identified as 

both gay and religious impressed Carr. One person in particular, who went to an Assemblies of 

God church, caught Carr’s eye: “‘This girl’s from Assembly of God,’ which I’d heard is the 

worst on gays, and there she was, and she seemed to have a real connection with her spirituality.  

I thought that was pretty neat.” To Carr, religion continued to be both enticing and repulsive.46 

Many lesbians were forced to break all familial ties in order to have same-sex 

relationships. Narrators Helen Heidrich and Dolores Evans, both born in 1933, met in 1952 at 

their place of employment, the Woods Garment Plant in Springfield. Heidrich considered the 

moment they met as rife with passion in ways she had never felt before: 

I knew right off because that feeling hit me below the waist. I got an urge, and I never had it before....so I 
never had sex with a man or a woman till I met her, and it didn’t take long because both of us was really 
hot for one another. So that’s why we moved in the same year. We was eighteen. We moved to a basement 
apartment, because my folks and her folks said, “If you two see one another, you cannot live here.”47 

45 Jack Drescher, "Out of DSM: Depathologizing Homosexuality," in Behavioral Sciences (Basel, 
Switzerland) 5, no. 4 (2015): 565-575. 

46 Carr, 13. 
47 Helen Heidrich and Dolores Evans, interview by Holly Baggett, September 18, 2012, transcript, page 6, 

OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 
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At first, both Heidrich’s and Evans’ parents apparently could articulate the sexual desire their 

daughters had for one another better than they even could. They knew Heidrich and Evans were 

sexually attracted to each other.48 One day shortly after becoming friends, Heidrich’s parents 

exclaimed: “‘Well, you know what your problem is?...You’re gay. You’re a queer.’”49 Though 

Heidrich and Evans were young adults who financially supported themselves, Heidrich’s parents 

tried to stop Heidrich and Evans from living together by calling a prosecutor who did not end up 

pursuing legal action. They also called the police and convinced them to tow away the couple’s 

1942 Ford vehicle. A coworker from the plant, Tommy Wonsapp, helped to get the car back to 

Heidrich and Evans by calling the police himself and demanding the car be returned. Heidrich 

referred to the car incident as “pulling a bluff” because she thought her parents had no legal 

precedent to take the car away. Heidrich’s and Evans’ families eventually disowned them. 

Heidrich’s brother thought Heidrich and Evans “would molest” his children, so he did not permit 

Heidrich or Evans to see them.50 

Later on, in the 1950s and 1960s, Heidrich and Evans, who had both grown up Baptist, 

tried to join a church. However, every time they went, someone tried to convince them that they 

could easily become heterosexuals in order to stop living a life of sin. They consequently stopped 

attending, yet neither woman denounced their Baptist faith entirely. They periodically tried more 

churches in the decades that followed. When they did not attend church, they watched Baptist 

ceremonies on TV until they heard the preachers condemn homosexuality. Only half a century 

48Heidrich and Evans, 19. When Heidrich and Evans talked about why they had lasted so long, both 
stressed their close relationship. Heidrich reiterated the intense sexual desire they felt for each other at the beginning 
of their relationship up until they were both in their seventies: “I was real hot and heavy and sexy with her when we 
started...I leaped on her after work, anytime. And I couldn’t help it, because my feelings started, and it was real 
strong. But now today, I guess I was seventy-five, it started tapering off, and now I don’t care if I get it or not.” 
Evans chimed in at that point and said: “But we have a foundation that you have built that you don’t need sex.” 

49 Heidrich and Evans, 7. 
50 Heidrich and Evans, 7-9. 
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later in 2011 did they really feel a sense of belonging when they joined National Avenue Church 

(NAC) in Springfield. As a gay-affirming Protestant Christian Disciples of Christ institution, 

NAC had developed a track record during the early twenty-first century for supporting the 

lesbian and gay community in Springfield.51 

Narrators Carr, Heidrich, and Evans all struggled as insiders-turned-outsiders in their 

familial and religious networks. They sought membership in churches that condemned their 

same-sex relationships. That did not stop them, however, from continuing to search for a less 

oppressive version of Christianity. In Carr’s case, she internalized societal and religious attitudes 

towards homosexuals, but later on found comfort in learning that lesbianism and religiosity were 

not mutually exclusive. Heidrich and Evans, when confronted as sinners at the various churches 

they attended, turned inward and worshipped primarily at home until they found a welcoming 

congregation. The narrators never completely shed their religious identity, even as they were cast 

out by their families and their congregations.  

Gays and lesbians in southwest Missouri had varied experiences with Silver Dollar City 

and Christian tourism in the region. Some remember visiting the park as children, some worked 

at the park later on in life, and some have taken their children there. Narrator Tom Roush, born 

in 1957, worked at Silver Dollar City as an entertainer for twelve years in the 1970s and early 

1980s. His job involved making “people happy, laugh and have a good time” so he “walked the 

streets, ran some of the rides, was a conductor of the train, [and] robber on the train,” among 

other things.52 Silver Dollar City officials fired Roush when they discovered that in his own free 

time, he had openly displayed his sexual desire for other men at a local park. 

51 Heidrich and Evans, 16-17. 
52 T.R. Roush, interview by Jenni Welschmeyer and Angela Amthor, November 11, 2004, transcript, page 

7, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 
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I was uh arrested by a conservation agent for making passes at him. And when the company I worked for 
found out about it, they asked that I resign. Before I was tried or convicted, they just asked me to resign. So 
fortunately, I was also having health problems so I used that as an excuse and reason and that’s the only 
thing my family knew was that because of my health I was retiring.53 

The particular version of wholesome family fun Silver Dollar City sold had no room for 

homosexuals. Church leaders and park officials actively excluded and demonized those who 

traversed sexual norms, like homosexuals, in order to sustain what they perceived of as a “purer” 

Ozarkian ideal. 

In spaces of leisure and consumption in the region, gays like Roush were clearly not 

welcomed at the point at which their perceived sexual deviancy was made “public.” Such spaces 

also offered opportunities for liaisons, which is why they were so heavily policed. A connection 

existed between the increasing marginalization of gays and lesbians and certain types of families 

who sought Branson out as a vacation destination, creating in the process a particular ethos in 

southwest Missouri. Gay men and lesbians were moved to the edges of a society in which certain 

relationships, such as with God, with spouses of the opposite sex, and with children were highly 

valued and sought after. In this version, gays and lesbians were treated by others as a dirty secret 

and therefore led “ungodly” lives. 

Not surprisingly, some gays and lesbians had a complex relationship to religion in 

southwest Missouri due to their fundamentalist upbringing, their spiritual beliefs and practices, 

and their involvement as both visitors and employees of Christian tourist places like Silver 

Dollar City. They grappled in numerous ways with their own religious identities as they forged 

their own spiritual paths in adulthood. Some found it absolutely painful while others found ways 

to maintain faith and buffer the bigotry. When historians examine gay and lesbian experiences 

closely, they can offer a more critical analysis that complicates the depiction of rural gay people 

53 T.R. Roush, interview, pages 7 and 8. 
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as solely tortured and once in a city like San Francisco, automatically relieved of such a 

seemingly dreary life. This assumption has become so much a part of the metanarrative that it 

has bled into a larger Western cultural understanding of what it is like to live in a staunchly 

religious area in that gays and lesbians are assumed to automatically be subjected to religious 

oppression. Historians of gay and lesbian scholarship have the potential to disrupt and 

complicate both popular and historical representations of the tormented southern homosexual. 

When such disruption occurs, a proliferation of not just survival techniques, but innovative ways 

to explore sexuality and socialize while pushed to the margins of society become visible. 

Making Connections During World War II 

Because of the considerable work that Branson entertainers and Silver Dollar City owners 

put into creating a particular Evangelical ideal, both locals and those living outside of the region 

came to believe a singular vision of a fundamentalist Ozarks that did not provide any room for 

homosexuals. This was part and parcel of a larger effort, accelerated during World War II by 

government officials at local, state, and federal levels, to establish and reinforce a benchmark of 

proper sexuality that marked the homosexual as deviant. At the same time, homosexuals began to 

find each other in the wartime period in ways that were not as readily accessible before. Gays 

and lesbians carved out spaces of sociability against a backdrop of increased stigmatization of 

homosexuality. The same commercialization and economic development that promoted the 

“Christian Ozarks” also created other kinds of commercial and social establishments that allowed 

gays to create an alternative to religious condemnation, creating a gay subculture that operated as 

an open secret beneath the veneer of wholesome American Christianity. 

Despite the growing influence of Evangelism in southwest Missouri in the mid-twentieth 

century, gays and lesbians established social networks in a variety of innovative ways. Officials 
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inevitably pushed back, causing homosexuals to continue to maintain their networks, even if 

meant going underground, defending their territory, or “hiding” in plain sight by pretending to 

have a heterosexual romantic partner. Historians have quite adeptly shown that gay men and 

lesbians carved out new networks and social spaces during WWII. Scholar Allan Bérubé argues 

that people who would not have previously even had the opportunity to enter into a same-sex 

encounter, short-term affair, or longer-term relationship were able to during WWII as they 

encountered social groups in which they felt more freedom to explore their sexuality. Although 

the military was confining in terms of its prohibition of homosexuality, gay men and lesbians 

moved around in ways they simply had not prior to WWII. Bérubé contends that this movement 

of military members, both around the United States and internationally, facilitated a “‘coming-

out’ process” by gay men and lesbians in the military who “found gay friends and the gay life.”54 

Because of the transitory nature of being in the military during wartime, WWII made the 

environment ripe for a certain amount of sexual exploration and recognition to occur around 

same-sex desire. This greater accessibility to people, both local and otherwise, served to lay the 

groundwork for the emergence of gay and lesbian communities. 

Servicemen and women experienced the U.S. military as simultaneously freeing and 

oppressive. Even though members of the military were accessing new ways to socialize, learn 

about themselves, and make friends who were also a part, or at least supportive, of emerging 

sexual subcultures, the military was by no means a bastion of sexual freedom and expression. 

Gays and lesbians risked not only stigma but imprisonment and undesirable discharges from the 

54Allan Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire: The History of Gay Men and Women in World War Two (New 
York City: Plume, 1990), 6. “The uprooting of so many Americans during the war disrupted the everyday lives of a 
generation of young men and women, exposing them to the power of the federal government and the vast expanse of 
the United States, the great variety of its people, and ways of life they had not imagined.” Bérubé continues to argue 
that “the massive mobilization for World War II relaxed the social constraints of peacetime that had kept gay men 
and women unaware of themselves and each other, ‘bringing out’ many in the process.” 
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military if found out, so they tried to be as secretive as they could about their homosexuality. 

Many were sent to psychiatric facilities, where they were treated and labelled as sexual 

psychopaths.55 Historian Margot Canaday argues that the federal government explicitly wrote 

homosexuals out of federal welfare policy during WWII in the form of the GI Bill.56 

Dishonorable discharge took on a new meaning as it served to sort homosexual men and women 

into a camp of the undeserving, deviant, and psychotic. 

Military officials did more than determine whether discharges were honorable or not. 

They also divided people based on whether or not they presented themselves as masculine-

enough men and feminine-enough women. Women’s Auxiliary Corps (WAC) officials 

automatically viewed women who joined the WAC as “having the potential to be lesbians.”57 

They needed to prove that they were the opposite of mannish women in order to avoid reaching 

such a perceived dangerous “potential.”58 Since the early twentieth century, the mannish woman 

culturally signified sexual deviancy and therefore, lesbianism. Masculinity was inherently 

connected to the experience of being a soldier because in simply joining the military, one 

engaged in a masculine endeavor. WAC leaders, therefore, felt that they needed to control 

recruits in order to avoid the perception that the WAC encouraged masculinity in women. In 

particular, lesbians marked as butch made them a target for removal from the WAC because 

WAC authorities did not tolerate women who were not feminine-presenting. The mere 

55 Allan Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire: The History of Gay Men and Women in World War Two (New 
York City: Plume, 1990), 103, 104, 123-27.

56 Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire; Margot Canaday, The Straight State: Sexuality and Citizenship in 
Twentieth-Century America. (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2009). Only those honorably discharged 
received the GI Bill. The federal government did not consider homosexuals to be worthy of such a benefit. 

57 Leisa D. Meyer, Creating GI Jane: Sexuality and Power in the Women's Army Corps during World War 
II (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 6.

58 Leisa D. Meyer, Creating GI Jane, 7. 
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appearance of the mannish woman threatened the sanctity of the WAC so much that officials 

advertised for and portrayed feminine-acting women as the only proper WAC members.59 

In regions like southwest Missouri and in much of the rest of the country, the repressive 

regulation of sex, sexuality, and gender in the military pushed gays and lesbians into learning 

how to find one another while avoiding detection. Gay and lesbian military members 

encountered more freedom to socialize off-base than in service clubs on base because they could 

rent rooms, frequent bars, and temporarily achieve the level of privacy they desired. 

Undoubtedly, gay and lesbian social lives during WWII proliferated because some bars catered 

to a diverse clientele. Bérubé notes that “gay bars moved closer to the center of gay life” at this 

time.60 In turn, this elicited two effects. First, the bars and clubs that catered to gay customers 

were often in towns and cities where GIs and WACs gathered. A large swath of young GIs and 

WACs who may have previously not been privy to gay life experienced a grand introduction. 

Second, the same venues offered non-military men and women easier access to places 

where other gays and lesbians gathered to socialize. Wartime mobilization changed both civilian 

and non-civilian life across the country and in the Ozarks.61 Joplin, a city seventy miles 

59 Bérubé, Coming Out Under Fire; Lillian Faderman, Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: A History of Lesbian 
Life in Twentieth-Century America (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012); Leisa D. Meyer, Creating GI 
Jane, 6-9. The Women’s Auxiliary Corps (WAC) enabled women to serve in noncombat army positions during 
WWII. First established as the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps in 1942, it became the WAC in 1943. Meyer argues 
that “in particular, butch lesbians’ masculine appearance and demeanor in an environment which privileged and 
emphasized feminine appearance, and the association of butch women and butch/femme dyadic relationships with a 
working-class culture that was explicitly sexual, made mannish women highly visible and extremely suspect.” 
Meyer does not consider Bérubé’s and Lillian Faderman’s accounts of wartime as completely tolerant of lesbians 
nor does she consider it to be the “sole reason for the consolidation” of lesbian subcultures. 

60 Bérubé, 105 and 113. 
61 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community: A History of Gay and Lesbian Springfield, 1945-2010,” in 

Springfield’s Urban Histories: Essays on the Queen City of the Missouri Ozarks, ed. Stephen L. McIntyre 
(Springfield, MO: Moon City Press, 2012), 308; Moreton, To Serve God and Walmart, 11. The supposed insular 
culture of the hillbilly, mocked on shows like The Beverly Hillbillies, proved not to be insular at all. Writers and 
producers of The Beverly Hillbillies erroneously implied that a novel trend involved transplanted hillbillies who 
lived in California. Since the 1930s, however, people from the southwest Missouri Ozarks travelled to and from 
California, sometimes resettling there, with one eye on the farm in Missouri and one eye on West Coast work. 
Migration patterns, tourism trends, religious training, and missionary work prevented any kind of true insulation. 
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southwest of Springfield, developed a reputation as a place where gays and lesbians, both 

military members and civilians, frequented during WWII. People in larger city centers like 

Springfield as well as in more rural locations quickly learned this.  According to narrator Jim 

House, some gay men in Springfield procured this information from a woman who sold 

newspapers in Union Station, a railroad depot in Springfield where gay men “cruised” or sought 

out same-sex sexual experiences. They learned, for example, that the Connor Hotel in Joplin 

acted as a place to “go where the men socialized” during the war.62 

Even though people could easily find gay and lesbian life if they knew where to look, 

there were still serious ramifications if one were to be marked a homosexual. To avoid detection, 

lesbians and gay men typically joined together when socializing. Because of a crackdown on 

wartime prostitution and concern about WACs sleeping with male soldiers, heterosexual women 

were discouraged from going to and spending time in bars without male escorts. Lesbian WACs 

and civilian lesbians oftentimes went to bars with gay men who acted as their dates. 

Additionally, establishments that served both a gay and straight clientele were able to operate 

much more freely and mask “its gay character.”63 

Southwest Missouri residents were certainly not immune to the changes wrought by 

WWII. Gays and lesbians experienced wartime freedom in the form of an expansion of spaces to 

socialize that were not as available or accessible prior to the war. This restructured social 

WWII, however, put a much larger amount of people in contact with one another. According to historian Holly 
Baggett, mobility became crucial to the development of gay and lesbian networks. As much as the figure of the 
hillbilly served to solidify a perception of a rooted regional identity, Springfield’s proximity to route 66 “highlights 
the way gay and lesbian people created connections that were both rural and mobile.” The expansion of highways 
across the United States and wartime mobilization served to aid homosexuals in finding one another. 

62 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 306; Jim House, interview by the author, June 13, 2014, 
OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; Russell 
Windes, interview by Holly Baggett, August 16, 2009, transcript, page 16, OLGA, Special Collections and 
Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 

63 Bérubé, 113; Meyer, Creating GI Jane, 9. There also existed a fear that women who joined the WAC 
would either become butch lesbians or enter into sexual relationships with butch lesbians. 
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networks of gays and lesbians and impacted future mobilizations in profound ways. A closer 

examination of Gladys Stewart’s clubs in Joplin shows how simultaneous wartime freedom and 

forced invisibility helped Stewart operate her clubs under-the-radar as an open secret, most 

certainly when it came to her mixed clientele.64 

Since the mid-19th century, the lead mining town of Joplin, Missouri, had earned a 

reputation for entertaining its visitors and residents. The entertainment industry in Joplin 

developed due to the success of the mining industry. In the nineteenth century, banks would open 

on Saturday nights just so those who had worked in the mines all day could be sure to have 

enough money to spend through the remainder of the night on gambling, drinking, and sex. One 

long-time resident recalled that before World War II, Joplin 

had a red-light district second to none. People used to say that Joplin had more whores per capita than any 
town in the United States. They had a whore town, with girls sitting in the windows and knocking on the 
glass. These were mostly residential homes. It was all taken care of—the city physician checked them out 
all the time.65 

In the center of town, bars were clustered six or seven to a city block, in two-story buildings 

where gambling flourished in the rooms upstairs.66 

Within this context, Gladys Stewart, a widow with two children, owned a number of bars 

that did much more than serve drinks to customers in the late 1930s and 1940s. They were 

“entertainment extravaganzas” that attracted a number of lesbians, gay men, and friends. Stewart 

hired several entertainers throughout the years, including the talented musician Billy Tipton, who 

also regularly performed at the KWTO radio station. Tipton reflected the sexual and gender 

diversity of the crowds as a transgender man who took on a male persona in his adult life.67 

64 Diane Wood Middlebrook, Suits Me: The Double Life of Billy Tipton (New York: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1998), 128.

65 Middlebrook, Suits Me, 128. 
66 Middlebrook, 128. 
67 Middlebrook, 11, 128, 130-31; Middlebrook describes Tipton as “a perpetual improviser, never out of 

character, Billy drew her material from the gender fundamentalism of everyday life: the general belief that gender 

66 
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At clubs like the Champagne Buffett and the Heidelberg Inn, Stewart’s clientele 

encountered a bevy of gambling games, including slot machines. Stewart also staffed her 

establishments with sex workers because she wanted to appeal to a clientele that would take 

advantage of her businesses as well-rounded entertainment venues, not just places to buy a drink 

and play poker. Stewart’s clubs were not unique, as a number of shrewd business owners of 

“supper clubs,” or all-encompassing entertainment venues, offered musical performances, 

gambling, sex, and great food to the paying customer.68 However, both Stewart’s business 

acumen and clientele set her establishments apart from other Joplin supper clubs, like Minnie’s 

Dine and Dance or Dana’s Bo Peep.69 Stewart made the experience at her clubs one that 

customers could not easily find elsewhere. For example, Stewart offered Atlantic lobster, oysters, 

and sea turtles to better ensure that wartime soldiers would spend their money in her clubs. She 

would go and inspect the cargo as soon as the plane landed. Stewart clearly wished to offer her 

customers the best possible experience. As soon as a guest walked into the Champagne Buffet or 

the Heidelberg Inn, they sauntered through an impressive gauntlet of sea turtles, lobsters, and 

difference arises from anatomical sex difference in human beings and that gendered behavior is the natural outcome 
of sex difference. Playing a sequence of roles historically reserved for the ‘opposite sex,’ Billy demonstrated by her 
accomplishment that gender, unlike sex, is in large part a performance: she was the actor, he was the role. And if her 
first act of cross-dressing was a brilliant, problem-solving prank, Billy quickly found that being taken for a man 
provided access to almost everything she wanted – music, travel, the love of adventurous and caretaking women.” 

68 Middlebrook, 128. 
69 Mary Murphy, “Bootlegging Mothers and Drinking Daughters: Gender and Prohibition in Butte, 

Montana,” American Quarterly 46, no. 2 (1994): 189, accessed October 25, 2017, doi: 10.2307/2713337. Murphy 
argues that Prohibition (1920-1933) resulted in an increase in the social acceptability of women who became 
involved in the alcohol business via ownership of nightclubs, going to speakeasies, and participating in bootlegging. 
“But, during Prohibition, men and women reconstructed social drinking habits, and the greatest change was women's 
newfound penchant to belly up to the bar. Unforeseen by proponents and opponents, Prohibition effectively created 
new social spaces in speakeasies and nightclubs; this allowed a redefinition of sex roles in one of the most gender-
segregated arenas of leisure-getting together for a drink…Prohibition provided women with new economic 
opportunities, greater choices of public leisure, and a chance to broaden the definition of reputable female behavior.” 
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oysters—all on display so the customer could choose what they wanted to eat before they even 

sat down.70 

A variety of people frequented Stewart’s establishments. She made everyone feel 

comfortable, be they film stars, musicians performing at her club, or run-of-the-mill guests. In 

1938, while filming for Jesse James, Tyrone Power, Randolph Scott, and Henry Fonda became 

regulars at Stewart’s club. During WWII, Stewart had moved her business to a site outside of 

Joplin’s city center, acquiring not only a building for her supper club, but twelve very small 

cabins on the property as well. Musician and performer Billy Tipton stayed in a cabin with one 

of his wives for a period of time because Stewart liked helping entertainers who might not have 

otherwise found affordable housing, even providing “a refuge for entertainers” and the canine or 

feline pets they brought with them.71 

Lesbians and gay men, especially during the war, frequented Stewart’s establishments. 

Though not the only location at which lesbians and gay men would spend their time and money, 

Stewart had built a reputation for catering to a diverse clientele. Even those who did not frequent 

Stewart’s establishment were well aware of the patrons she served. A former fire chief whose 

station was located across from the Heidelberg Inn noticed that Stewart’s supper club and the 

larger Joplin club scene attracted lesbians and gay men during the war.72 

Lesbians and gay men found Joplin to be a haven during WWII, due to both the city’s 

entertainment venues and its proximity to Camp Crowder, located 30 miles southeast of Joplin. 

70 Middlebrook, 128-29. Stewart’s son, in an interview later on, remembered the gambling; however, he 
stated that the gambling games included “’everything but roulette.’” Someone else who had “thought very well of 
Gladys” noted in a later interview that she was like any other business person at the time: “hers ‘was not a rough 
crowd, but if she had to have whores, she had whores.’” “One of Stewart’s former customers remembered 
that…’you could call her up and ask, ‘how fresh are the lobsters?’ She would say, ‘Maybe you want to come next 
week.’ She was that kind of businesswoman.” Other Joplin establishments not mentioned in the main narrative 
included the Golden Door, the Swingaroo, the Holiday Inn, and the Roof Garden of the Connor Hotel.  

71 Middlebrook, 127-29. 
72 Middlebrook, 130-31. 
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With 37,000 residents, wartime Joplin became the “nearest weekend playground for the forty 

thousand troops quartered at Camp Crowder during each training cycle.”73 Enlisted gay men and 

women would routinely venture off-base and socialize at the bars and clubs in town, away from 

the gaze of military authority. At service clubs on base, gays and lesbians risked “being turned 

in, especially if they kissed or necked in public.”74 

There were social groups at Camp Crowder that oftentimes included not solely gay men, 

but “fellow-travelers who were heterosexual and ‘wise’ to gay life or who had not made 

decisions about their own sexuality.”75 In order to avoid being marked as a homosexual and 

therefore deviant, lesbians and gay men serving in WWII usually did not talk about their 

homosexuality in any kind of explicit way nor did they discuss anyone else’s. Military members 

developed and maintained gay and lesbian cliques through a series of signaling techniques. At 

Camp Crowder, GIs “in one gay service club crowd” ascribed names to one another based on the 

films Gone with the Wind (1939) and Jane Eyre (1944). Lesbian WACs at Fort Oglethorpe in 

Georgia identified each other via a special ring they wore or by whistling a particular tune while 

in the service club, like the “Hawaiian War Chant.”76 Both WACs and GIs used this knowledge 

later in their civilian lives in order to find other gay men and lesbians. 

The Threat of Homosexuality 

By 1950, Joplin had begun transitioning from a local entertainment capital to a stop on 

the route to the much more popular Christian tourist destination of Branson. The stage was set 

73 Bérubé, 102 
74 Bérubé, 102; Middlebrook, 130, 132. 
75 Bérubé, 102-103. 
76 Bérubé, 103, 104, 123-27. See Bérubé for a much more detailed and in-depth account of gay men and 

lesbians serving in the United States military in WWII. 
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for gays and lesbians to continue carving out social networks.77 In April of 1953, President 

Dwight Eisenhower issued executive order 10450. In it, he outlined the federal government’s 

policy when it came to homosexuality, termed “sexual perversion.”78 The federal government did 

not tolerate sexual deviancy and considered it a fireable offense. Eisenhower encouraged 

contractors who worked for the federal government to purge homosexuals from their companies. 

Spelled out through the language of perversion by the federal government, homosexuals were 

met with intolerance. Authorities viewed homosexuals as not only sexual perverts, but also as the 

opposite of model citizens wanted in an upstanding federal workforce.79 

Crackdowns by the federal government mirrored how officials tried to control gays and 

lesbians at the local levels as well. Examining the oppression gays and lesbians felt in southwest 

Missouri is paramount to understanding how they pushed back, even in seemingly minute ways, 

in order to continue to find each other by meeting at house parties, local parks, and gay bars. Just 

like homosexuals who were marked by Eisenhower’s executive order, gays and lesbians in the 

Ozarks experienced a very real fear of being outed and losing one’s employment, family, and 

connections to church and other communities. At the same time, however, a burgeoning gay 

subculture developed. Though gays and lesbians were considered outsiders and marked as sexual 

deviants within the social hierarchy that existed in southwest Missouri, they continued to extend 

their networks to include public and private spaces where they felt a sense of belonging.80 In 

77 Middlebrook, 150. The transition into an eventual Christian tourist destination will be discussed later in 
section IV of this chapter. For a more detailed account, see Bethany Moreton, To Serve God and Walmart: The 
Making of Christian Free Enterprise (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 9. 

78 “Executive Orders,” National Archives (August 15, 2016), https://www.archives.gov/federal-
register/codification/executive-order/10450.html (accessed March 3, 2019).

79 Johnson, The Lavender Scare. 
80 Sandi Hart, interview by author, June 12 and 17 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, 

Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 
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doing so, they claimed insider status in these spaces while they were relegated to the margins of 

the larger communities in which they lived. 

As journalist Peggy Soric stated in a 1972 article about homosexuals living in 

Springfield: “the gay scene” certainly “isn’t filled with rejection” and, as such, many gays and 

lesbians sought others to socialize with while at the same time trying to skirt society’s punitive 

gaze.81 Because of the high stakes, gays and lesbians were at times very secretive about 

gathering with others. Gays and lesbians who met in both public and private spaces in the post-

World War II South grappled with very real fears of losing their jobs, family, friends, and 

housing. 

One local example illustrates the tension between trying to find other gay men and build 

social networks while simultaneously maintaining a reputation that did not warrant suspicion. A 

scandal rocked the Springfield gay community in 1953. Officials were first pulled in to the case 

at 12:43 am on July 23 by an emergency call made by John Gaines, reporting the death of John 

E. Daniel from Daniel’s apartment. Daniel was a 30-year-old television salesman later identified 

by a local journalist as “a bachelor and a veteran of World War II.”82 Gaines had found Daniel 

unconscious in the backyard when he arrived at Daniel’s duplex. Gaines lived in Kansas City, 

owned a television distribution company, and had formerly employed Daniel. First responders 

found Gaines administering CPR to Daniel when they arrived at the scene, but to no avail. Police 

claimed that Daniel’s neck had red marks on it and found a bathrobe cord lying on the ground 

nearby, which they claimed “suggested strangling as the cause of death.”83 

81 Peggy Soric, “The Not-So-Gay Life in the Queen City: World of Homosexuals is Filled with Fears of 
Rejection by Family, Friends, Employers,” Springfield Press and Sun, July 2, 1972. 

82 “Death Here Probed as Possible Murder: Strangling Suspect is Found in Back Yard of Home,” 
Springfield Leader and Press, July 23, 1953. 

83 “Death Here Probed as Possible Murder: Strangling Suspect is Found in Back Yard of Home,” 
Springfield Leader and Press, July 23, 1953. 
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The discovery, by police, that Gaines and Daniel were engaged in an intimate 

relationship drove both the treatment of the case by police and the language journalists used in 

local newspapers. According to police, Gaines told them that he called Daniel earlier to inform 

him of his upcoming visit to Springfield. Gaines then traveled the three hours from Kansas City 

to Springfield and planned on spending a few days with Daniel. He arrived at Daniel’s empty 

duplex at 11:40 pm. Gaines dropped off his luggage and went to the Rendezvous Lounge in the 

Colonial Hotel, a well-known meeting place for gay men. Daniel called him after midnight and 

asked Gaines to meet him at his apartment. When Gaines arrived, he found an unconscious 

Daniel lying in a supine position in the backyard, next to a clothesline post. Police later learned 

that Daniel had spent the earlier part of the evening with Director of the Springfield Art 

Museum, Kenneth Shuck. Shuck claimed in his statement to police that he had arrived at 

Daniel’s home at 6:45pm, they had some drinks in the backyard, dined at the Hickory Hills 

Country Club, and then both Shuck and Daniel went to Sherwood Inn to wait for friends they had 

encountered earlier in the evening at the Country Club.84 

From the outset, authorities viewed the case as open and shut. Once they discovered by 

questioning Daniel’s friends that Daniel was part of a larger gay network, investigators identified 

him as a tortured sexual deviant. Therefore, it made sense to both public officials and journalists 

to assume that Daniel viewed himself as sinful and perverted, warranting suicide. Officials used 

questionable reasoning at best that led to the ruling of suicide over possible murder. Police 

accounts did not add up to what gay men claimed about what had actually happened. The 

knowledge of the “truth” of what happened that night remained in public memory. Some 

84 “Greene Thinks It’s Suicide, But Foul Play Theory Still Not Ruled Out,” Springfield Leader and Press, 
July 24, 1953; “Narcotic Found on Body Spurs Suicide Theory: Greene Sees Motive, Lie Detector Clears John 
Daniel’s Friend,” Springfield Leader and Press, July 24, 1953; “Perversion Held Possible Motive for Action: 
Prosecutor Convinced Daniel Took Own Life,” Springfield Leader and Press, July 25, 1953. 
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narrators suspected that there was foul play involved and thought it was a murder rather than a 

suicide. This event became part of a retelling of gay men’s past experiences in an attempt to 

highlight local attitudes persecuted homosexuals and forced them into hiding. Typically, 

narrators highlighted the oppression gay men experienced in Springfield and used it to make a 

statement about how much easier life was for gay men and lesbians in the twenty-first century 

compared to the mid-twentieth.85 

Narrator Jim House alluded to the fact that the determination of suicide did not make 

sense. He claimed that the medical examiner and other authorities did so simply because police 

discovered Daniel to be a homosexual. Ultimately, the medical examiner who performed the 

autopsy ruled the death a suicide and concluded that Daniel had hung himself by his bathrobe 

cord in his backyard. House claimed that the people who were with Daniel earlier in the evening 

are the only ones who knew the truth of what happened to Daniel.86 Whether or not someone 

murdered Daniel or he killed himself is not what is at stake here. Rather, it is the way the 

Springfield police conducted the investigation and as a result, how journalists reported about the 

case, which served to echo police perspectives. Officials interviewed several gay men who were 

connected to Daniel and uncovered what they considered to be a sexual perversion ring. 

Journalists then received personal and contact information about the interviewees from the police 

and published it.87 

Both the way the Springfield police conducted their investigation and how journalists 

delivered information surrounding the investigation contributed to local attitudes about the threat 

of homosexuality that reflected federal policy and served to reinforce the social hierarchy and 

85 Jim House, interview by author, June 13, 2014. 
86 Jim House, interview by author. 
87 Jim House, interview by author. 
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moral order that existed in southwest Missouri. It was perhaps more important to the police and 

to journalists to publicize the perceived deviants’ identities than to conduct a proper 

investigation. Newspaper stories focused on Daniel’s homosexuality, making it clear to the local 

readership that sexual deviancy was the most important piece of the investigation. Journalists 

leaned on that in order to make explicit the connection between a tortured psyche and sexual 

deviancy. According to both law enforcement and journalists, Daniel clearly would rather choose 

death than a life of homosexuality. In reality, “the life” consisted of a dense network of groups of 

friends who met at each other’s houses and at country clubs and hotel bars. It was far from a 

solitary life of misery as officials assumed. The investigation and reporting thereof soon became 

a case not about seeking the truth about Daniel, but about making public information about a gay 

network in Springfield. In turn, this irrevocably damaged several gay men’s lives and 

professions. In response, some became more secretive about their gatherings, did not take part at 

all, or sought out more of a “cover” in the form of a girlfriend or wife.88 

In their statements to local news journalists, law enforcement officials painted a very 

specific picture of Daniel as someone who struggled with his sexuality and, as an extension, 

engaged in “narcotics” use. The journalists reported his death as “strange” and repeatedly 

referred to Daniel as a bachelor. Tablets, “identified as quarter-grain morphine,” were reportedly 

found in Daniel’s possession. Prosecutor Douglas Greene told journalists that he believed Daniel 

took the morphine tablets and then hung himself because he had had “troubles with 

perversion.”89 Police administered a lie detector test to Gaines because they initially suspected 

88 “Greene Thinks It’s Suicide, But Foul Play Theory Still Not Ruled Out,” Springfield Leader and Press, 
24 July 1953; “Narcotic Found on Body Spurs Suicide Theory: Greene Sees Motive, Lie Detector Clears John 
Daniel’s Friend,” Springfield Leader and Press, 24 July 1953; “Perversion Held Possible Motive for Action: 
Prosecutor Convinced Daniel Took Own Life,” Springfield Leader and Press, 25 July 1953; Jim House, interview 
by author, June 2014. 

89 “Greene Thinks It’s Suicide, But Foul Play Theory Still Not Ruled Out,” Springfield Leader and Press, 
July 24, 1953; “Narcotic Found on Body Spurs Suicide Theory: Greene Sees Motive, Lie Detector Clears John 
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Gaines’ involvement as a possible suspect. Assistant prosecutor O.J. Taylor felt “safe in saying 

the test cleared Gaines of any implication.”90 

Authorities reported the “probable motive” as Daniel’s “concern over unnatural sexual 

relations with John Gaines.”91 Prosecutor Greene provided a statement to the newspaper that 

sums up how Greene used homosexuality as the reason for Daniel’s death. According to Greene, 

it made sense that Daniel felt conflicted about his “perversion”: 

I believe Daniel told Gaines not to come out to his house, but when he saw how involved his life was 
becoming, he decided on suicide. He possibly took morphine, then tied his robe belt to the clothesline 
crossarm, knotted it around his neck, and sat down.92 

No one may ever know whether or not that actually happened. Most noteworthy is the way the 

investigative parties and reporters viewed and portrayed both Daniel and his death. According to 

historian Holly Baggett, “there were some questions at the inquest” by jurors involving how 

exactly a “six-foot tall man could hang himself from a four-foot high post.” Another 

investigative issue Baggett cites is that “friends testified that Daniel did not seem despondent on 

the day of his death, since he was making plans for the immediate future.”93 

The police, prosecutors, and local journalists considered homosexuality a pathological 

perversion and viewed the entire investigation through a lens of demonization. In the process, 

they linked homosexuality to a conflicted and mentally unstable personhood.94 To them, since 

heterosexuals were the opposite, stable and well-adjusted to life, a homosexual man was 

unadjusted and might choose to end his life. 

Daniel’s Friend,” Springfield Leader and Press, July 24, 1953; “Perversion Held Possible Motive for Action: 
Prosecutor Convinced Daniel Took Own Life,” Springfield Leader and Press, July 25, 1953. 

90 “Narcotic Found on Body Spurs Suicide Theory,” Springfield Leader and Press. 
91 “Perversion Held Possible Motive for Action,” Springfield Leader and Press. 
92 “Perversion Held Possible Motive for Action,” Springfield Leader and Press. 
93 Holly Baggett, “The Creation of a Community: A History of Gay and Lesbian Springfield, 1945-2010,” 

in Springfield’s Urban Histories: Essays on the Queen City of the Missouri Ozarks, ed. Stephen L. McIntyre 
(Springfield, MO: Moon City Press, 2012), 307-08.

94 “Perversion Held Possible Motive for Action,” Springfield Leader and Press, 25 July 1953. 
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The Daniel case highlights how actions by government officials, law enforcement 

officers, and local journalists heavily disrupted gay men’s lives, reinforcing local perspectives on 

the connection between sexual deviancy and homosexuals. This was but one aspect of a larger 

cultural emphasis on the ideal middle class, white, heterosexual family as a sign of patriotism 

and national vigor. In southwest Missouri, Evangelism became part of the ideal as well. 

Additionally, at the national level, homosexuals were actively rooted out and lost their federal 

government positions during the 1950s because officials did not think homosexuals could be 

loyal patriots due to their sexual deviancy. Because of this, gays and lesbians around the nation 

became concerned about the crackdown and vilification of homosexuals.95 

At the local level, the Daniel case offers insight into both the persecution of gay men, but 

also a better historical understanding of where gay men socialized and how they connected with 

each other in Springfield. Daniel and his friends hung out at various bars that they knew to be 

friendly to them, whether owners supported homosexuality or not. But the Daniel case also 

taught and reinforced to locals what would happen if they were “caught” in the limelight. 

According to some narrators in southwest Missouri, gay men retreated further into the shadows 

because they could not risk being “outed.” If they did, they could lose their jobs, their families, 

and possibly, their children. Once marked, they would find their lives ruined.96 

Private and Public Spaces of Socialization 

In the 1950s and 1960s, narrators recalled that house parties were one place where gay 

men and lesbians could gather and likely not be bothered by law enforcement officials. People 

were very careful about inviting others, but nonetheless took a risk in doing so because they 

95 Canaday, The Straight State; David K. Johnson, The Lavender Scare. 
96 Jim House, interview by the author; Shelley Vaugine, interview by Ryan Dunn, November 22, 2004, 

OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 
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could not be sure if the new invitee was trustworthy. Oftentimes, learning about and garnering an 

invitation to such parties was largely dependent on word-of-mouth. For example, one narrator 

garnered an invitation from someone she met at work. Narrator Mary Ann Carr started attending 

lesbian house parties in 1957 and 1958. A female aide she worked with at the hospital invited 

student nurses like Carr, who were lesbians, to her house parties. Carr stated that there were a lot 

of parties at the time and both hosts and attendees “were pretty careful about everything.”97 

Likely, the host and attendees would know if it was “safe” to invite people and/or attend by 

word-of-mouth and/or by using hints not perceptible to women who were not interested. They 

likely also used identifying signs or signals, like those of lesbians and gays who served in WWII.  

Somewhat similar to Carr’s experience in terms of finding out about house parties at her 

place of employment, some gay men who worked at Southwest Missouri State University, 

primarily in the theater department, regularly attended parties as well. Narrator Robert Bradley 

remembered going to house parties at one particular gay couple’s house in the 1960s. 

Sometimes, the couple had parties and other times more informally, Bradley would gather at 

their house with several others after going to a bar. Whatever the circumstances, Bradley talked 

about how “there would be parties...at which time there would be only...gay people of 

Springfield.” In this way, Bradley met other gay men after moving to Springfield to assume a 

theater professorship at Southwest Missouri State University in 1964.98 Bradley considered these 

parties to be events at which to socialize, but also to expand his gay male network. 

Gay men and lesbians met and gathered in public places, in addition to the private spaces 

of house parties. The public park is but one site at which this occurred because men could engage 

97 Carr, interview, 13; Vaugine, interview, November 22, 2004. 
98 Robert Bradley, interview by Holly Baggett, August 9, 2007, transcript, pages 21-22, OLGA, Special 

Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 
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in sexual encounters with other men without having to run the risk of being automatically 

recognized as gay by someone who may tell others about their same-sex proclivities, as people 

would assume if the same men frequented a gay bar. They could also somewhat control the 

environment, providing them with a certain amount of freedom as well as anonymity, because 

they could choose with whom they wanted to have sex, how many partners they might engage 

with on any particular night, how they would initially make the sexual connection with other 

men, and how they would enter and exit the park. On the flipside, gay men were also subject to 

the punitive actions of the police, who would sometimes set up sting operations in which one 

police officer “pretended” to want sex in order to arrest homosexuals. Having sex in public, 

therefore, became both exhilarating due to sexual possibility and dangerous, due to the ever 

looming threat of police entrapment, as one never knew if the person they were trying to engage 

in sex could be a law enforcement officer. 

As gay men “discovered one another” in local parks, they also “claimed public space and 

helped to construct a subculture of public sex.”99 Historian Steven Maynard argues that “as men 

discovered one another...in public spaces, they were also discovered by police.”100 Because they 

learned of men getting arrested in parks, gays knew where to go to meet other men for sex. 

However, several narrators could not recall where or how they had initially learned of this 

information. Philosopher Michel Foucault writes about such knowledge as part of the process of 

a proliferation of discourses surrounding sex and the effects thereof: 

more important was the multiplication of discourses concerning sex in the field of 
exercise of power itself: an institutional incitement to speak about it, and to do so more 

99 Steven Maynard, "Through a Hole in the Lavatory Wall: Homosexual Subcultures, Police Surveillance, 
and the Dialectics of Discovery, Toronto, 1890-1930," Journal of the History of Sexuality 5, no. 2 (1994): 240, 
accessed March 5, 2018, http://search.proquest.com/docview/1294919649/.

100 Maynard, "Through a Hole in the Lavatory Wall,” 240. 
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and more; a determination on the part of the agencies of power to hear it spoken about, 
and to cause it to speak through explicit articulation and endlessly accumulated detail.101 

Usually in sharing information as a dirty yet wide open secret, information abounded regarding 

where and how gay people socialized. Several narrators talked about how they just “knew” 

where to go. Undoubtedly part of that knowledge stemmed from growing up in a society in 

which they were forbidden to meet other homosexuals. At that point, as Foucault shows, it is 

easily accessible knowledge, masquerading as inaccessible even though it was constantly 

referenced.  

Inevitably, police arrests, and the subsequent publishing of such cases and personal 

information in local newspapers, contributed greatly to the proliferation of public discourse on 

sex. People likely spoke of sexual deviancy occurring at local parks, especially late at night. 

Likely, gay bashers knew where to go to attempt to beat up homosexuals as a result of similar 

discursive processes. Additionally, sometimes local neighbors would file official complaints and 

journalists would sometimes publish such information in local newspapers. For example, people 

who lived near one park in Springfield, notorious for male same-sex hookups, complained about 

activity in the park late at night. Sometimes, complainants did not differentiate between those 

going to the park to beat up “faggots” and those going to the park seeking sex.102 

In order to sell newspapers, local journalists needed to acknowledge the existence of 

homosexuals, demonize their sexual deviancy, and then offer some clues as to how police 

“caught” them. After reading such accounts, people likely talked about them, fueling a snowball 

effect that helped people learn about where gay men could find each other. One example is an 

article published on July 2, 1972, in the Springfield Leader and Press about the experience of 

101 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 18.  
102 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1st American ed. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978); 

Maynard, "Through a Hole in the Lavatory Wall,” 240. 
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“the homosexual” in Springfield, titled “The Not-So-Gay Life in the Queen City: World of 

Homosexuals is Filled with Fears of Rejection by Family, Friends, Employers.” Staff writer 

Peggy Soric emphasized that homosexuals lived a life filled with doubt, uncertainty, and 

psychological weakness. In fact, Soric explained that the “homosexual faces the hurdle of trying 

to live with a sexual nature which elicits disapproval from most of society.” Soric claimed, 

however, that homosexuality was alive and well in Springfield. She supported her statements in 

part with information gleaned from an interview with Springfield Police Chief Gordon Loveland, 

whose department fielded complaints regarding homosexual activity. Chief Loveland reflected 

on the danger of being marked as a homosexual: “We are extremely cautious in these matters, 

because in today’s world, if a man is ‘filed on’ as a homosexual, why, he’d be ruined.” At the 

same time, Chief Loveland went on to denounce entrapment in Springfield because “the rights of 

the individual must be protected.”103 

After Soric emphasized how persecuted the homosexual should feel and how police in 

Springfield treated homosexuals, she provided information that undoubtedly helped homosexuals 

find one another. She reported that a Lt. Benton had mentioned that at the old Union Bus Station 

located on Olive Street, “we had some older male homosexuals enticing the shoe-shine boys to 

go off with them for money.” The police “busted up this particular operation.” Lt. Benton 

thought it important enough to also add that follow-up interviews were conducted with the shoe-

shine boys, who “had not gone on to live as homosexuals.”104 Regardless of the stereotype 

Benton used in which he assumed older homosexual men preyed upon young boys, trying to 

entice them into a life of sexual deviancy, the way the Union Bus Station was described as a 

place where men had sex in public with other men is but one example of an expansion of 

103 Peggy Soric, “The Not-So-Gay Life in the Queen City,” Springfield Leader and Press, July 2, 1972. 
104 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 308; Peggy Soric, “The Not-So-Gay Life in the Queen City.” 
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discussion about forbidden sex. The more people talked about what they should not do, the more 

they provided a blueprint for those who found themselves drawn to the expressly taboo. 

In the mid-1970s, a new city ordinance acted not only as a way for same-sex public sex to 

be prosecuted, but to keep talk of homosexuality in the open. In February of 1976 a new 

Springfield city ordinance took effect that enabled police to charge gay men with “homosexual 

soliciting for the purpose of committing sodomy.”105 Laws condemning sodomy in Missouri date 

back to 1812 and the city passed the measure on top of pre-existing legislation. Though 

variations of laws against sodomy had long been in existence, the 1976 measure explicitly 

connected the homosexual to both solicitation and deviant sexual behavior, that of sodomy.106 

The first person to be arrested and charged under the new city ordinance at a well-known 

gay cruising park, Phelps Grove, was twenty-two-year-old Central Bible College student David 

Lynn McClure. The arresting police officer, Detective Joe Jared, had not specifically been 

assigned to the park that day. Rather, Jared spotted a car flashing its lights at his car while on his 

way home from work at 11:40pm on Wednesday, March 24. He drove to the west side of the 

park and McClure allegedly flashed his car lights again. At this point, Jared claimed that he 

thought the driver might have been having vehicular issues. Though a member of the crimes 

against property unit, Jared knew about the vice squad’s recent work to arrest men under the new 

ordinance. When he pulled his car over, McClure approached his vehicle and allegedly 

propositioned Jared for sex. At that point in the interaction, Jared identified himself as a police 

officer, arrested McClure, and used “necessary force” to bring McClure to the police station, 

resulting in an additional charge of “resisting arrest.”107 

105 “Park Incident Prompts Charge Against Student,” Springfield Leader and Press, March 25, 1976. 
106 “Guide to LGBTQ Experience in Missouri: A Brief History,” The State Historical Society of Missouri, 

https://shsmo.org/research/guides/lgbtq/ (accessed March 10, 2019).
107 “Park Incident Prompts Charge Against Student,” Springfield Leader-Press. 
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Accounts in the local newspaper continued to implicitly advertise Phelps Grove Park as 

the place for men to cruise if they desired to have sex with other men. There were several points 

in the park’s history when increased police surveillance of the park was aimed specifically at 

entrapping gay men. In turn, journalists would inform their readership of these actions. In 1980, 

police organized a “special investigative squad” after residents had complained about activity 

going on in the park late at night involving cars cruising around the park. As a result, several 

men were arrested “on complaints of homosexual soliciting for the purpose of sodomy.”108 This 

account, published in the local newspaper, seemed to be one of oppression, but it also provides a 

way to learn about where gay men met. 

The information journalists provided in their articles proved useful in understanding what 

could happen in order to develop a better system through which to stay safe from and away from 

the gaze of both locals and law enforcement officers. For example, some members of the larger 

community were angry that Phelps Grove Park continued to maintain its reputation as a place 

where men cruised for sex with other men. One local journalist wrote about what occurred in the 

park on July 4, 1978, when a group of young men had brought baseball bats to the park that they 

intended to use on homosexuals. They felt entitled to turn their hostility towards homosexuals 

into violence. They had planned to “get rid of some homosexuals who had been congregating 

there.” The group had wished to meet at the park to play foosball but did not “want the 

homosexuals around them.”109 The plan backfired when one officer who was walking through 

the park was targeted by the group as a homosexual, and subsequently arrested the group 

members. Perhaps the group members would have known, as other men knew who visited the 

108 Joe Clayton, “Police Arrests Continue in Park” Springfield Leader and Press, September 1, 1980. 
109“Police Caution Park ‘Sluggers,’” Springfield Leader and Press, July 4, 1978. 
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park for sex, that hanging out in the open, especially at night, immediately alerted police to their 

presence. 

One effect of the increased police surveillance and news coverage was that everyone 

knew about the park as a site where men met other men to have sex. The desires and motivations 

behind the actions of people who visited the park can be gleaned from oral history narratives. 

Narrator Mark Workman, at the age of eighteen, had his “first most well-rounded sexual 

experience” with “an older guy.”110 He looked back on that experience fondly. Workman only 

knew of one place, Phelps Grove Park, where gay men met each other. On one Sunday evening 

in 1979, he drove to the park and an older man, who Workman remembered drove a dark blue 

Grand Prix, “told me he was a teacher, and he was probably in his fifties.” Workman’s story 

clearly negates the assumption that police held that younger men had no real desire to engage in 

same-sex sex. More impressive, however, is how exactly Workman knew where to find gay 

men.111 Workman likely knew where to go because he gained such knowledge much earlier in 

life in relation to places that were whispered about as off-limits. Knowledge of the forbidden, to 

narrators like Workman, operated as an informational road map that facilitated entry into public 

sex sites. 

Phelps Grove Park remained well-known as a cruising location for gay men well into the 

1980s. Narrator Steven Porter arrived in Springfield in 1984 and described the park as a place he 

went to meet other gay men because the bars did not appeal to him at the time. Porter recalled 

110 Mark Workman, interview by Holly Baggett, September 19, 2009, transcript, page 13, OLGA, Special 
Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 

111 Workman, interview by Holly Baggett, page 13. 
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that it “used to be a very cruisy park.”112 Comparing the park then and now, he described the 

park as easier to navigate in the past if one wished to remain hidden: 

you could drive around the big part of the park, but they’ve got that blocked off now where they have the 
workman’s shed...People would either be in their cars or walking around the park. The trees and stuff, the 
evergreens...had a lot lower branches than they do now, a lot lower. So, you know, there were plenty of 
places to hide if you wanted to.113 

Some narrators, like Mark Gideon, felt that gay men went to the park if they did not want “to be 

seen at a gay bar” in order “to make connections.”114 The increased physical protection that 

Porter spoke of also equated to a greater risk of humiliation and revelation if caught by police. 

Gay Bars 

In contrast to public parks, gay bars acted as slightly different sites of sociability in that 

they were centers of community building and located at the forefront of the gay rights 

movement. Gay men and lesbians who met in bars were there largely to socialize with gay and 

lesbian friends. While they may not have wanted people to know they were there, they found 

comfort and a sense of belonging in gay bars. Gay men and lesbians lived in communities that 

pushed them to the margins, demonized their homosexuality, and tried to erase their sexual 

desire from existence. Gay bars provided a respite to gay men and lesbians who sought to 

socialize in a largely welcoming space. 

Since WWII, gays and lesbians in the Missouri Ozarks were aware of which bars were 

gay-friendly, like the Heidelberg Inn at the Colonial Hotel or the several establishments in Joplin 

near Camp Crowder. During the postwar period over the course of two or three decades, 

according to historian Holly Baggett, bars such as “the Terrace Grill, the Galaxie, the Edge, the 

112 Steven Porter, interview by Shelley Vaugine, July 10, 2009, transcript, page 9, OLGA, Special 
Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 

113 Porter, interview, page 9. 
114 Mark Gideon, interview by Holly Baggett, June 11, 2009, transcript, page 30, OLGA, Special 

Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. Phelps Grove Park still acts as 
a cruising park and is well known to be such by locals, both gay and non-gay. 
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Gallery, Oz, mister jones, Nadine’s, The Cue Stick, Downbeat, Reflections, the Red Door, the 

Warehouse, Xanadu, Rumors, and Martha’s Vineyard” dotted the Springfield gay bar landscape. 

Typically, however, because of Springfield’s population size, only two or three gay bars existed 

at any given time.115 

According to some narrators, the police did not harass of gay bar patrons in Springfield in 

the 1960s and 1970s as much as they did in other more populated cities like Chicago and St. 

Louis.116 Police hung around gay bars in Springfield for primarily two reasons. They went inside 

to arrest patrons largely as a result of other gay bar owners calling in fictitious complaints. For as 

popular as gay bars were among gay men and lesbians, they were very difficult to keep afloat 

financially due to the amount of business the Springfield gay population could provide at any 

given time. Because bar owners felt an enormous amount of economic pressure to make enough 

money to keep their doors open, they often engaged in a practice of tattling on other bar owners 

to local law enforcement officials in an effort to increase their own profits. Jim House, who 

owned the bar Mr. Jones, remembered that if police found evidence of homosexual activity, even 

same-sex touching, the bar owner was subject to fines.117 The other reason police would go to 

gay bars in Springfield was to document who frequented the bars. They recorded the license 

115 Holly Baggett, “The Creation of a Community: A History of Gay and Lesbian Springfield, 1945-2010,” 
in Springfield’s Urban Histories: Essays on the Queen City of the Missouri Ozarks, ed. Stephen L. McIntyre 
(Springfield, MO: Moon City Press, 2012), 311.

116 Reece, interview, pages 65 and 66; James Wooten, interview by Holly Baggett, July 14, 2009, transcript, 
OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. See also Jim 
House, interview by author, 2014. Bar raids were very common throughout the 1950s. Essentially, one could not 
own a gay bar, so a raid could potentially close down the bar. State liquor laws prohibited bar owners from 
permitting “‘immoral persons to loiter on the premises.’” Sometimes, police would arrest patrons, take them to the 
police station, and question them about their sexual lives. For more detail, see Ian Darnell, “St. Louis LGBT History 
Project Uncovers 1950s Bar Raid Records,” Boom.lgbt #news #advocacy #community (September 10, 2015), 
http://boom.lgbt/index.php/news-a/98-localnews/698-st-louis-lgbt-history-project-uncovers-1950s-bar-raid-records-
2 (accessed April 10, 2019).

117 Jim House, interview by author. 

85 

http://boom.lgbt/index.php/news-a/98-localnews/698-st-louis-lgbt-history-project-uncovers-1950s-bar-raid-records


 

 

  

  

 

 

  

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

                                                
               

         
   

  

plate numbers and makes and models of cars parked in the known gay bar parking lots.118 

Sometimes, they merely logged the information and at other times, they published it in the 

newspaper. 

Patrons of gay bars still put themselves at risk, similar in some ways to those who sought 

sex in public parks, of losing employment, family, friends, and housing when they entered a gay 

bar. Some gays did not enter gay bars because they felt the cost of being “outed” was too high. 

Instead, they went to public spaces like Phelps Grove where they could engage in sex with other 

men under the dark of night. Some gay men and lesbians found it easier to stick to their own 

social networks and attended house parties or bars not marked as gay. Some sought out other 

spaces for sociability. Beginning in the late 1970s, Christian gay men and lesbians met at the 

Metropolitan Community Church, which exclusively catered to homosexuals. Later on, in the 

1980s and 1990s, several gay organizations emerged that provided more options to homosexuals 

looking to find a sense of belonging.119 

Some narrators held attitudes rooted in middle-class and religious respectability. They 

critiqued the “kinds” of people who frequented gay bars, drag queens who performed there, and 

the perceived heavy drinking that took place in such establishments. In the postwar period, drag 

queens became associated with gay bars both within and outside of gay and lesbian social 

networks. Some gay people looked down on drag queens and, therefore, the gay bars where they 

performed. To them, drag queens did not meet middle-class standards of respectability because 

they did not conform to societal standards when it came to the perceived “proper” ways to act 

118 Baggett, 312; Charlotte Irvine, interview by Sally Mason and Sandra Woodard, March 16, 2004, 
transcript, page 15, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, 
Missouri. 

119Baggett, 312-14. 
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and dress as men and women. To them, even dressing up and “performing” as female situated 

drag queens low on the larger societal hierarchy of respectability.120 

Those that did go to gay bars went for several reasons, not the least of which was to feel a 

sense of belonging among other homosexuals. The gay bar was a place where people could go to 

hear the latest news in the community, meet potential dates, catch a drag queen show, support a 

fundraiser, meet friends, be recognized by others, and generally maintain relationships with their 

“families of choice.” Lesbians and gay men, some of whom did not conform to a gender binary 

that dictated how they should properly present themselves as feminine women and masculine 

men, sought solace in the bar scene. They found gay bars to be a place where they could meet 

with others who were like them in a relatively safe space.121 

Both drag queens and butch lesbians also were part of a larger community-building effort 

that involved physically protecting the spaces both outside of and within the gay bars. Elizabeth 

Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline Davis, in Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold, argue that gay 

bars acted as sites of resistance for working-class gays and lesbians in Buffalo, New York, in the 

1930s, 1940s, and 1950s.122 This is similarly the case in Springfield, Missouri. Kennedy and 

Davis argue that gays and lesbians who went to bars engaged in very important work centering 

around both community building and protection.123 They ultimately show that the gay movement 

stretched farther back than historians and other scholars claimed and that antecedents to the 

movement can be found at local gay bars. From Stonewall to Springfield, drag queens and butch 

lesbians had been protecting and were on the frontlines of the gay rights movement because they 

120 Baggett, 312; Heidrich and Evans, interview, page 8. 
121 “Trixie (pseudonym),” interview by author, July 1, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, 

Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 
122 Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of 

a Lesbian Community (New York: Routledge, 1993). 
123 Kennedy and Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold (1993). 

87 



 

 

      

   

 

   

  

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

   

 

 

                                                
    

      
         
        
            

regularly confronted people, both inside and right outside of the bars, who felt entitled to resort 

to violence against homosexuals. Butch lesbians acted as “lookouts” for gays in Phelps Grove 

Park. They helped ward off police by making it seem like they were coupled heterosexually or 

they did not hesitate to defend themselves and their gay friends against groups of people who 

wished to assault them.124 At gay bars, butch lesbians and drag queens quite literally protected 

the threshold and oftentimes acted as de-facto, if not formal, bouncers. Historian Baggett argues 

that “hostile straights deliberately entered gay bars” looking for fights.125 Sometimes, butch 

lesbians and drag queens were able to prevent them from entering and sometimes, they were not. 

If such people gained entry, they would be met with resistance from gays who were both inside 

and those that had been outside of the bar. 

The door of the gay bar signified a threshold between an outside world in which sexual 

deviancy was the norm and a celebration of homosexuality by people inside the bar. Not only 

were agitators part of the local community that wished to enact violence upon homosexuals, but 

Evangelical Christians oftentimes stood outside of the gay bars, forming a “gauntlet of singing 

saviors” through which patrons walked in order to gain entrance into the gay bar.126 Typically 

from local bible colleges, Evangelical students would encourage bar patrons to ask for 

forgiveness from God and stop acting as sinful heathens.127 

Gays and lesbians used stories of drag queens and butch lesbians protecting gay bars and 

other public spaces in order to feel empowered in a society that actively pushed them, at times 

literally, to the margins. Narrators highlighted certain stories in order to show that the gay people 

124 Dawn Bruffett, interview by author, July 14 and August 17, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and 
Archives, Missouri State University. 

125 Baggett, “The Creation of A Community,” page 312. 
126 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 311. 
127 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 311; Vaugine, interview, page 4. 
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involved were very much to be commended for standing up to continued aggressive attempts by 

locals to scare and harass homosexuals.128 These stories help add to a gay past in Springfield that 

is triumphant, one of fighting back against agitators who represented the larger societal 

oppression under which they constantly lived.     

One particular story of a formidable drag queen stood out in the narratives. Drag queen 

performances at the gay bars in Springfield became popularized in the 1970s. Oftentimes 

narrators spoke about one especially talented queen whose stage name was “Tigress.” As the first 

Miss Gay Springfield, crowned in the late 1970s, narrators memorialized Tigress as a gay folk 

legend in terms of both the level of stage performance and her ability to physically fight with 

outsiders who threatened bar patrons’ safety.129 In particular, narrators remembered that Tigress, 

whose birth name was Dwayne Pike, regularly confronted people who were trying to harass 

patrons of the Galaxie gay bar in the late 1970s and 1980s. Narrator Shelley Vaugine talked 

about it as one of her “favorite remembrances”: 

...and he was great. Just absolutely wonderful. Dwayne was very tall, literally...Well then these guys would 
come through the back door and everybody would have a fight. Dwayne would be in full drag. And I 
remember this time when Dwayne was at the door ready to greet them. And I felt really exhilarated to see 
Dwayne take down this redneck, not even breaking a nail. Hair out of place, but still looked great. But what 
they didn’t realize is that when they meet this guy in drag they’re going to get beat up.130 

128 House, interview by author, 2014; Robert Keyes, “Homosexuals Tired of Hate, Spokesman Says,” 
Springfield NewsLeader, June 17, 1990. 

129Rick Stockstill, interview by Holly Baggett, August 20, 2009, transcript, pages 5-6, OLGA, Special 
Collections and Archives, Missouri State University. Pike’s first name is spelled differently in different interview 
transcripts, either Dwayne or DeWayne. In the main text of this dissertation, I have used the same spelling used in 
the interview transcripts. 

Both in and out of drag, Duane Pike was well known in the gay and lesbian community. Narrator Rick 
Stockstill remembered Pike as someone who had worked in his hairdressing shop. Though Stockstill performed with 
a group in drag, he never performed with Pike. Stockstill recalled Pike’s initial start as a drag queen when he 
performed at bars catering largely to blacks. Pike accessed those spaces in ways that white drag queens could not. 
Pike then asked Stockstill to perform at a club where he initially went on stage as the Tigress. According to 
Stockstill, who is white, this happened at a “black-owned bar” on Commercial Street, which “was pretty rough 
then.” Stockstill went on to explain, “so we’re going to this black club, we’re the only white people in there, and, of 
course, Duane was gorgeous, and he was really great to work with.” This brings up issues of race and differences 
between and among bars frequented by blacks and whites in Springfield. 

130 Vaugine, interview, pages 5 and 6. 

89 



 

 

 

  

  

 

  

 

 

 

                                                
                

            
       
                

        

Vaugine explained how this could help community members and bar patrons feel safer. She also 

showed that one way that the gay community dealt with a long history of attacks was by creating 

empowering narratives to counter such vitriol. Vaugine argued that this particular “redneck” 

viewed drag queens as incapable of physical violence because they displayed ultra-effeminate 

behavior.131 This serves to show both members of the gay and lesbian community and those 

outside of it that homosexuals fought to protect spaces they claimed as their own in a society in 

which they were all but erased. Pike, or Tigress, very quickly became legendary within the 

lesbian and gay community. He was known especially for standing up for gays and lesbians, 

whether or not in drag. Typically, when “rednecks” would yell things like “faggot” out of their 

truck windows at drag queens standing outside the Warehouse bar in Springfield, Pike was ready 

to physically fight them, whether in heels or not.132 

Pike’s activism was not merely relegated to gay bar spaces. DeWayne’s brother, Clark 

Pike, considered DeWayne to be at the forefront of the gay rights movement in Springfield. Pike 

recalled that DeWayne did not hesitate to fight back if presented with the opportunity: “I do 

know they had a big confrontation downtown with police...and he was in front of it, defending 

the gays. He was a spokesman for that...That’s when Stonewall was going on.”133 Pike confirmed 

that by that point, lesbians and gay men recognized DeWayne as an icon in an emerging gay and 

lesbian community. 

Gay bars were a crucial place for gay men and lesbians to find a sense of belonging, 

establish connections, and collectively deal with their place of marginalization in a community 

131 For more on how drag queens incorporate camp into their stage performances, see Esther Newton, 
Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979). 

132 “Trixie,” interview by author, July 1, 2014. 
133 Clark Pike, interview by Holly Baggett, June 26, 2009, page 16, OLGA, Special Collections and 

Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 
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that tried to “fix” or erase them from the social landscape completely. In the postwar period, gay 

bars were increasingly used as sites for organizing the gay community. Most immediately, in the 

late 1970s and 1980s, the gay bars were used to mobilize people who were trying to make sense 

of the AIDS crisis.   

Conclusion 

Life for gay men and lesbians in southwest Missouri from 1940-1980 clearly entailed a 

variety of experiences; however, they created networks with each other that started to shape a 

gay subculture in the region. A social hierarchy was reinforced through a combination of earlier 

histories of racial oppression and subjugation, emerging fundamentalist influence, and 

solidification of a distinct regional identity. Gay men and lesbians oftentimes grappled with 

finding a place to fit into a larger community that constantly moved them to the margins or tried 

to erase them completely. Evangelicals felt it was their duty to rid the world of sin and 

evangelize others in order to do so. They therefore felt emboldened to act as moral police when it 

came to homosexuality. 

When historians write about the experiences of gay men and lesbians, the story comes 

alive with all of the nuance of the human condition, rather than just one of pure oppression. This 

is the direction in which the field of lesbian and gay history is headed. In so doing, one is able to 

understand how gay men and lesbians reacted to such oppression, connected with one another, 

gained a sense of belonging, and began to articulate collective grievances, struggles, dreams, and 

celebrations.     

In the next chapter, I extend the discussion of gay community building to the AIDS crisis 

in southwest Missouri. I chart the emergence of a local AIDS service organization that prevailed 
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against incredible odds. It is a story of an emergent gay activism in the region that was only 

made possible by earlier efforts at making connections and trying to survive in a hostile climate 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Building Community in the 1980s: The Formation of Aids Project of the Ozarks (APO) 

Though mired in profound loss, the story of the emergence and growth of an AIDS 

service organization in southwest Missouri, AIDS Project of the Ozarks (APO), is one of intense 

efforts to build community among gay men, lesbians, and their allies in southwest Missouri. 

APO is ultimately a success story because despite many struggles, many dedicated people 

ensured its survival in the early years. Indeed, APO continues to thrive today because of those 

early endeavors. When the motley crew of founders first envisioned such an organization, they 

had no idea it would end up serving as a model to other AIDS service organizations in the United 

States to help strengthen the important work those groups undertook in their own local 

communities. 

APO members worked against a further demonization of homosexuals fed by a paranoia 

associated with a little understood disease and a perceived sinful homosexuality. Members of the 

organization helped provide resources and compassion to people with AIDS in southwest 

Missouri. In the process, they also helped educate the local community. Moreover, they provided 

companionship to dying gay men who were being regularly disowned by their families. This is 

part of a larger discussion of how one local community dealt with the AIDS crisis as the federal 

government largely ignored it. It is a story of how its resilient members founded a model service 

organization that, despite all odds, is still in existence today. Out of the AIDS crisis came stories 

of death, dying, extreme loss, and unimaginable grief. Alongside those, however, are also 

accounts of resilience, huge amounts of strength in the face of ignorance, and countless moments 

of human kindness.     
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In this chapter, I argue that founders of APO left a legacy and were among the first in 

Springfield to build a collective that survived in the decades that followed. I chart the founding 

and growth of APO in order to explore just how the AIDS crisis in southwest Missouri was 

addressed by gay men, lesbians, and allies and how, in the process, they built a sense of 

community. Although APO served a mixed clientele, it helped foster a sense of solidarity among 

lesbians and gays. APO never purported to solely serve homosexuals; however, the type of work 

founders and members engaged in forced lesbians and gays to come together and organize in a 

time of crisis, thus strengthening the growing gay community. 

Though APO founders claimed that APO was solely a service, rather than political, 

organization, members were activists in their own right. Through their work, they helped to 

increase the visibility of homosexuals in the region. They connected with local communities for 

a variety of reasons that required locals to at least entertain the idea of “accepting” 

homosexuality. In fact, the mere existence of APO and the outreach they engaged in challenged 

homophobic attitudes in Springfield and surrounding rural areas of southwest Missouri. 

Even if residents were unwilling to fully “endorse” homosexuality, APO members forced 

locals to acknowledge the existence of gays, engaging them in conversation, even if at times it 

was rooted in hostility. APO founders began the process of inadvertently normalizing 

homosexuality that never went away. They started the conversation that would remain in the 

public arena for years to come. Members forced Evangelicals who opposed homosexuality to 

move beyond the acknowledgement of gays and become active participants. Religious activists 

used homosexuality to place blame on gays for what they saw as an increasing moral decline of 

society. Homosexuals became the anchor that both united Evangelicals against the common 
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threat of homosexuality and brought together the gay community in a time of crisis. Ultimately, 

the hard work of APO founders helped shape the gay rights movement in southwest Missouri. 

AIDS Scholarship 

One of the most comprehensive narratives of the AIDS crisis was completed by Randy 

Shilts, a journalist who focused on New York City, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. He wrote 

about the lack of response at the local level as well as the federal. He traced the emergence of 

ACT UP and the work of Larry Kramer, one of its founders.1 Few historians since have written 

narratives solely dedicated to AIDS activism.2 Typically, historians of LGBT local histories have 

included the effects of AIDS in their narratives or have acknowledged the horror of the AIDS 

crisis, but they have not placed it within a larger narrative of local community-building. Part of 

the issue is that LGBT histories of local communities just started to be published. As more and 

more scholarship is undertaken, historians will undoubtedly weave the AIDS crisis into their 

community narratives. 

Of those who have taken this scholarship on, historian Jennifer Brier published a well-

researched book, Infectious Ideas: U.S. Political Responses to the AIDS crisis.3 In it, she 

addresses the inaction of the federal government, building on Shilt’s work. She argues that it was 

not as simplistic as an antagonistic fight between AIDS activists and local, state, and federal 

governments. She weaves the federal story into local narratives of community efforts. Though 

President Ronald Reagan did not publicly talk about AIDS until 1987, Brier contends that 

1 Randy Shilts, And the Band Played On: Politics, People, and the AIDS Epidemic (New York, N.Y: 
Penguin Books, 1988).

2 For an excellent account of the interconnectedness of the AIDS, antipoverty, and feminist movements in 
New York City, see Tamar W. Carroll, Mobilizing New York - AIDS, Antipoverty, and Feminist Activism (Chapel 
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2015). For more on the emergence of gay health activism in Boston, 
Chicago, and Los Angeles, see Katie Batza’s well-researched Before AIDS : Gay Health Politics in the 1970s 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018). 

3 Jennifer Brier, Infectious Ideas: U.S. Political Responses to the AIDS Crisis (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2009). 
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conservatives were actually discussing the AIDS crisis well before Reagan’s speech. Moreover, 

she claims that AIDS divided conservatives rather than solidified the conservative movement of 

the New Right.4 I build on this investigation by focusing on how local officials in Springfield 

talked about and circulated ideas of the AIDS crisis. The federal government’s silence did not 

equate to silence at the local level. If anything, it brought the topic of homosexuality into the 

open even more. 

Brier found that a diversity of people came together to address the AIDS crisis.5 I found 

this to be the case with APO as well. Indeed, this is why it was successful in meeting its original 

aims. Christians, conservatives, liberals, and others found common ground in order to work 

together to address the situation on the ground. They did not always agree on the approach, but 

they continued forward in their service work. The founders of APO worked to dispel stereotypes 

by educating both the lesbian and gay community and the larger community.6 

Additionally, Brier shows the complexity of lesbian and gay community building in the 

1980s and 1990s. She argues that the AIDS crisis helped communities evolve in particular ways.7 

I use this approach to examine, through the lens of APO, how the AIDS crisis pushed the gay 

and lesbian community together. They developed methods of organizational prowess and 

subscribed to activism in ways that would inform how later gay activists took on Evangelicals in 

Springfield who viewed homosexuality as immoral.    

4 Brier, Infectious Ideas, 3. 
5 Brier, 4. 
6 Lynne Meyerkord, interview by author, June 25, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, 

Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri.; Jim House, interview by author; James Wooten, 
interview by author, August 15, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University 
Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. See also Jim House, interview by Sally Mason, September 25, 2004, OLGA, 
Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; James Wooten, 
interview by Holly Baggett, July 14, 2009, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University 
Libraries, Springfield, Missouri.

7 Brier, 1. 
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Historians of gay and lesbian history are beginning to publish more on the AIDS crisis, 

though rarely do they focus on the rural South. Stephen Inrig disrupts this by writing a narrative 

about North Carolina that connects the beginning years of the pandemic to later decades. He 

includes a narrative of organizational success and failure. For example, Inrig traces the 

emergence and collapse of The Lesbian and Gay Health Project (LGHP), an organization that 

existed in Durham, North Carolina, for 14 years.8 One of the reasons the LGHP lasted as long as 

it did was because its primarily white and middle-class gay and lesbian members were successful 

in fostering a sense of community among themselves. Facilitating inclusivity among some, but 

not others, eventually led to its downfall. Such problems were exacerbated by the fact that some 

LGBTQ community members felt like they were not represented in the organization. How best 

to represent members across categories of race, class, gender, and age was a constant source of 

contention.9 

I diverge from Inrig in that APO was ultimately a success story in that it both survived 

and helped bring the Springfield gay and lesbian community together, despite divisions among 

lesbians and gays in terms of how best to address the crisis. Though financial and administrative 

issues occurred, the organization did survive and even thrive. Like Inrig’s account of LGHP, the 

likely reason APO survived was due to a large federal grant award in the early 1990s. It’s 

difficult to pinpoint just one reason for APO’s success that does not fall into the trap of 

simplifying the messiness of the mobilization of the community in the face of the AIDS crisis.   

8 Stephen Inrig, “Health Care, the AIDS Crisis, and the Politics of Community,” in Modern American 
Queer History, ed. Allida M. Black (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001), 227-252. Inrig later expanded 
upon his study of AIDS and published a larger manuscript, titled North Carolina and the Problem of AIDS: 
Advocacy, Politics, and Race in the South (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2012). 

9 Inrig, North Carolina and the Problem of AIDS. Financial and administrative issues were also factors in 
the LGHP’s eventual downfall. 
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Other recent scholarship on AIDS offer valuable frameworks. For example, Philip 

Tiemeyer examines how the AIDS crisis affected male flight attendants in Plane Queer: Labor, 

Sexuality, and AIDS in the History of Male Flight Attendants.10 Rather than a local or regional 

community study, as is the case with Inrig’s work, Tiemeyer singles out an entire labor force of 

male flight attendants in order to show what the crisis looked like from the perspective of gay 

men who were regularly on the move. He charts how leaders in the profession responded to the 

crisis. Tiemeyer’s work is important in that his is not a study of a geographic community, but a 

labor community.11 He emphasizes both the geographically detached nature of the work of flight 

attendants, but also how they made connections and remained tied, in some cases, to their 

families and places they called home. 

In this chapter, I build on my discussion of religion by showing how fundamentalist 

Christian religious beliefs and attitudes impacted the AIDS crisis in southwest Missouri. 

Anthony Petro offers several insights into the connection between AIDS and religion in the U.S. 

in his book, After the Wrath of God: AIDS, Sexuality, and American Religion.12 He investigates 

how a variety of American Christians, not just those who proclaimed allegiance to the New 

Right, helped shape the discourse on AIDS into one based on morality. He shows how AIDS was 

fashioned into a “gay disease” through this rhetoric of morality, but also argues that religious 

discourse on the subject evolved into a larger conversation in the public realm on sex and 

sexuality.13 This is what happened in southwest Missouri. As soon as the AIDS crisis hit, 

religious leaders leaned on the immorality of homosexuality in order to further vilify gay men. 

10 Philip Tiemeyer, Plane Queer: Labor, sexuality, and AIDS in the History of Male Flight Attendants 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013.

11 Tiemeyer, Plane Queer. 
12 Anthony Michael Petro, After the Wrath of God: AIDS, Sexuality, and American Religion (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2015).
13 Petro, After the Wrath of God 
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They fed into the social hierarchy already in place in order to map disease onto the homosexual 

body. 

Gay Subculture and Homophobia 

In southwest Missouri as elsewhere, AIDS was met with enormous amounts of ignorance, 

propelled forward by religious leaders who perpetuated their demonization of homosexuality 

from the pulpit. Such judgements were made outside of the realm of religion as well. Indeed, 

those within the gay and lesbian community held views on gay male sexuality that ranged from 

questioning the seemingly carefree sexual practices of gay men to celebrating sexual monogamy, 

and in some cases, advocating for abstinence. APO members fought to eradicate not only AIDS, 

but the dangerous rhetoric that vilified gay men and their sexual desires. 

In the early 1980s in Springfield, if one looked hard, one could see the makings of a gay 

community, though it was primarily invisible to outsiders. Gays were still gathering at private 

house parties, cruising Phelps Grove Park for sex, and meeting in public spaces like bars. Yet by 

the end of the 1970s, lesbians and gay men were also beginning to organize in ways they had not 

before. The lines were oftentimes blurred in this period, oscillating between the emergence of a 

distinct gay subculture and a growing LGBT social movement. 

Some gays were motivated to start their own church where they would not have to hear 

about the evils of homosexuality and where they could find a sense of belonging among fellow 

homosexual Christians. Prior to the founding of a gay church, devout homosexuals in southwest 

Missouri were forced into attending churches that were not the most supportive. Gay and lesbian 

parishioners founded the Metropolitan Community Church-Springfield in 1979 with the help of 

members from the Kansas City chapter. Forty-five to fifty people were usually in attendance at 
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most services at the MCC-Springfield.14 Missouri had the third largest MCC population, behind 

California and Florida. Though there is no way to accurately determine how many people were 

part of a growing gay community in southwest Missouri, the numbers in attendance at the MCC 

show that there were at least dozens by the early 1980s who risked being visible in a religious 

setting. I surmise that there were hundreds, though some were well hidden from the public 

15gaze. 

On July 26, 1980, the MCC was first recognized publicly in the Springfield NewsLeader. 

Almost a year later, Michelle Hurley, Grace Herzog, and Kim Norwood wrote a more in-depth 

article in Springfield Magazine, titled “Inside Springfield’s Gay Church.”16 After the June 1981 

article was published, several MCC members were quite concerned with potential retaliation by 

people in the larger Springfield community because of authors had so visibly “outed” church 

members and the existence of the church itself. Several gays and lesbians talked about their fears 

that outing themselves could cause them to lose their jobs and also that violence might be 

directed at them. Despite the fact that members of MCC stated they had received no threats since 

its founding in 1979, one member noted in 1981: “we don’t know how much Springfield knows 

[about the MCC]...I don’t think Springfield is as open to gays as many of the people think they 

are.”17 

A little over two years later, their fears were realized. In the early evening of August 8, 

1983, members of the white supremacist group, Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the Lord 

(CSA), drove up to the MCC in a vehicle “carrying the emblems of the Arkansas Highway 

14 Michelle Hurley, Grace Herzog, and Kim Norwood, “Inside Springfield’s Gay Church,” Springfield 
Magazine, III, no. 1, June 1981, page 18. 

15 The issue with trying to “count” homosexuals is that some people did not identify as such, though they 
did have sexual relationships with people of the same sex. The categorization of “gay” then could only apply to 
those who identified as such. 

16 Hurley, Herzog, and Norwood, “Inside Springfield’s Gay Church.” 
17 Hurley, Herzog, and Norwood, “Inside Springfield’s Gay Church,” 18-19. 
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Patrol” and “poured gasoline into the mailbox, inserted some paper and ignited it.”18 In a stroke 

of sheer luck, only some carpet in the church and the mailbox were damaged. The CSA targeted 

not only known homosexual sites, but Jewish community centers.19 Members of this terrorist 

group, based in Northwest Arkansas, believed that only heterosexual “white Aryans” are “God’s 

chosen people.”20 

Though the MCC members were not to be dissuaded from gathering after the CSA set 

fire to the mailbox and the church, they voiced concerns in 1981 that paralleled those of earlier 

decades. The difference, however, is that though they were using the dichotomous language of 

the closet, they added nuance to it that incorporated fears from earlier decades. “‘We have jobs 

on the line,’” Dick McGalden told the Springfield Magazine. ‘We’re fighting for our very lives. 

‘As far as staying in the closet, we’re not going to, but we’re not going to push our sexuality 

down anyone’s throat,’ Fitzstad said. ‘But the more we keep out of the public eye, the better.’”21 

For most gays and lesbians, it was not just a matter of coming out of the closet or staying in. 

Rather, the closet door operated on a continuum of visibility.22 

18 “Leaders Indicted for Racketeering Adds to Trouble for CSA,” Springfield Leader and Press, April 26, 
1985. 

19 There is a long history of white supremacists targeting black churches as well, especially during the Civil 
Rights movement. For more information on the connection between white supremacy, civil rights work, and black 
churches, see R. Drew Smith, From Every Mountainside: Black Churches and the Broad Terrain of Civil Rights, 
edited by R. Drew Smith (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2013). 

20 James Ciment, World Terrorism: An Encyclopedia of Political Violence from Ancient Times to the Post-
9/11 Era (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2011); Hurley, Herzog, and Norwood, “Inside Springfield’s Gay Church,” 18-
19. In August of 1983, the CSA also bombed a Jewish Community Center in Bloomington, Indiana and in 
November of that same year, failed at an attempt to bomb a natural gas pipeline near Fulton in northwest Arkansas. 
The CSA compound was “raided” in April of 1985. Hurley, Herzog, and Norwood argue that “along with the fear of 
arson, lurks the fear of personal persecution. This fear drives many gays to live in secrecy. Though the others in the 
gay community are aware of their preference, their sex choice is not made public in the straight world. There is, 
therefore, a tremendous amount of trust locked within the gay community.”

21 Hurley, Herzog, and Norwood, “Inside Springfield’s Gay Church,” 18-19. 
22 For more on the politics of visibility and the closet paradigm, see Marlon Ross, “Beyond the Closet as 

Raceless Paradigm,” in Black Queer Studies: A Critical Anthology, edited by E. Patrick Johnson and Mae 
Henderson (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2003): 162-189. 
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Like MCC members, some lesbians and gays sought out gay bars, in order to socialize, 

and some were active members of political gay organizations. Some in the burgeoning gay 

community felt emboldened to seek out a sense of belonging in gay bars. During the AIDS crisis, 

bars evolved into not just places for homosexuals to gather, but meeting sites for those trying to 

start organizations. The function started out as social, but over time, became political as well. 

Historian Baggett argues that the bars were indeed “both the avenue of connecting with others 

and the institutional anchor of gay and lesbian life.”23 Gay activists formed the Springfield 

Freedom Alliance and Citizens Organized for Human Rights (COHR). Members of the 

Springfield Freedom Alliance tried to form a Missouri Lesbian and Gay political Caucus with 

other homosexuals, largely from around the state.24 Though the majority of lesbians and gay men 

did not want to be as visible as members of such groups, it was clear that the some in the gay 

community joined the ranks of gays around the country who were pushing for more tolerance 

and even, acceptance and inclusion into their communities.   

The Emergence of APO 

Though the founders of APO came from a variety of backgrounds, they held one thing in 

common: they were highly motivated to help the (mostly) gay men who were dying around them. 

Jim House, a gay man, was a driving force behind APO from the very beginning.  House first 

considered such an organization after a conversation he had with a man, whom he called 

“Richard,” the “only person in town who would admit” that he was living with AIDS.25 The 

conversation took place at the bar that House owned in 1981 called “mister jones.” Richard first 

23 Holly Baggett, “The Creation of a Community: A History of Gay and Lesbian Springfield, 1945-2010,” 
in Springfield’s Urban Histories, edited by Stephen L. McIntyre (Springfield, MO: Moon City Press, 2012), 305-
340. 

24 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 313-314. 
25 Jim House, interview by author; House, interview by Sally Mason, pages 1-2. 
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planted the seed that sparked the founding of APO when he stressed to House that people living 

with AIDS in Springfield should have access to similar service organizations like those in San 

Francisco, where he had recently spent time.26 

House took Richard’s suggestion and ran with it. He felt a dire need to educate people 

because of what he witnessed at mister jones. People at the bar would comment to House about 

Richard in such derogatory ways that House characterized them as “pretty ridiculous.”27 House 

suspected that some of those same people who offered disparaging remarks about Richard likely 

would have tested positive had they known. People who frequented House’s bar were quite leery 

of “Richard.” Patrons, primarily gay and lesbian, not only marked Richard with disease, but with 

social stigma as well. They demanded that House needed to make sure he properly “sterilized” 

the glassware. House also received complaints about the bathroom. They thought it could also be 

a potential site of transmission, so they did not want Richard to use it.28 From the very beginning, 

largely because of his encounter with ignorance at his own gay bar, House’s aim centered around 

a desire to dispel fears of what exactly AIDS was and how it “spread” by disseminating 

educational information.29 

House was not the only founder to witness firsthand how a seemingly terminal disease 

now marked gay male sexuality. Like House, others who helped found APO were also a part of 

the gay community, like MCC Pastor Bruce Brown and a lesbian couple, Dot and Margaret.30 

Narrators did not identify founders throughout Springfield as lesbians or gay men, but rather by 

their job type, although it is likely they had some connection to the gay community. They 

26 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason. 
27 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason. 
28 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason, 1-2. 
29 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason, 3. 
30 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason, 3-5; Lynn Meyerkord, interview by author, 

page 24. 
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included Mike Mitchell, a nurse, Lynn Owens, a florist, Karen Garden, employed by the 

Springfield Public School system, and George Garden, a psychologist. Other gay men, lesbians, 

Catholic priests, social workers, and devout Baptists helped found APO.31 

Most founders, both within and outside of the gay community, had known at least one 

person who had died of AIDS-related complications. That loss fueled their desire to try to do 

something about it. This was the case for Marge Wallace and her daughter, Judy. Because 

Marge’s son (Judy’s brother) had recently died, they felt drawn to AIDS service work. This 

perhaps was informed by their religious devotion as active members of their local Assemblies of 

God church.32 

The founders, brought together by the deaths of loved ones, first met in 1983 to try to 

figure out what they could do to offer assistance to people with AIDS. One of the largest issues 

in southwest Missouri was the fact that so many gay men were dying alone in the two hospitals 

located in Springfield. Even the medical staff, in their misunderstanding of the disease, wore 

protective gowns, gloves, and masks to guard against “catching” AIDS from their patients. 

Medical staff rarely offered any kind of physical comfort to their patients on their deathbeds. 

Some gay men who suffered in such hospital settings were disowned by their families and died 

with no one at their bedside. 

Unless experienced directly, it is nearly impossible to wrap one’s mind around such 

indescribable loss and profound grief. Because of this, narrators seldom wanted to go into depth 

about their experience during the 1980s. When asked, they would mention the lives lost and how 

31 House, interview by Mason, 3-5; Meyerkord, interview by author, 24. 
32 House, interview by Mason, 3-5; Meyerkord, interview by author, 24. This is not an exhaustive summary 

of the founders. More founders will be discussed throughout this chapter. 
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sad it was, but not want to dwell on it.33 A few of the narrators talked about why there was such a 

dire need for a service organization like APO. Their reasons centered on families who did not 

know how to treat their gay sons with AIDS who, seeking comfort in their final living moments, 

found that family members simply could not support them.34 

Initially, the motley crew of APO founders met in places like gay bars, the MCC, and 

private homes in order to discuss how best to serve the region. When CSA members set fire to 

the MCC and its mailbox, APO founders continued to meet there. They simply were not so easily 

intimidated, which contributed to the group’s longevity. Despite the fact that APO founders were 

working in a potentially violent environment, they continued to use the MCC as a meeting place 

to discuss what to do about the AIDS crisis from a humanitarian perspective.35 To gather 

information, they used personal funds to travel around the region. At the beginning when they 

had not yet secured their more permanent space, they worked with a measly budget of $2,500 

largely procured via donations. That money went toward buying condoms and creating literature 

to hand out in an attempt to educate an ignorant public. 

Some APO founders and members emphasized a linkage between attitudes about people 

with AIDS and about homosexuality in general, and felt the key to reaching the public was to 

confront the two types of ignorance.36 The trajectory of APO’s mission became one of providing 

social services to people with AIDS. APO founders also found themselves educating gay men 

and lesbians, and the larger community about AIDS. In the process, gay male sex took center 

33 Rose DeGray, interview by author, August 4, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri 
State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; “Trixie,” interview by author July 1, 2014. 

34 House, interview by author; Meyerkord, interview by author; Wooten, interview by author. See also 
House, interview by Mason; Wooten, interview by Baggett. 

35 Family Tree Newsletter, Metropolitan Community Church, December 1985, OLGA, Special Collections 
and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. The MCC also served as meeting place for 
the Gay AA group called “Light at the End of a Tunnel.” 

36 Meyerkord, interview by author; House, interview by author; Wooten, interview by author. See also 
House, interview by Mason; Wooten, interview by Baggett. 
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stage in both local and national AIDS debates. Rather than focus on gay rights exclusively, 

founders primarily focused on offering assistance to those living with AIDS. They normalized 

homosexuality in the process, disrupting gay stereotypes that local residents held. 

APO founders worked towards disrupting public sentiment that equated homosexuality 

with disease. They encouraged people to arm themselves with knowledge about how the disease 

was transmitted, how to get tested, and how to help people living with AIDS. They placed a 

strong emphasis on the uselessness of vilifying male same-sex sex, rather than focusing on the 

morality and sexual behavior of the gay men who were at the center of the AIDS crisis. 

Evangelical activists felt it was their duty to respond, less they risk living in a society that 

promoted homosexuality. In their view, they felt it was their duty to protect society from 

temptation to engage in a sinful life. They viewed homosexuals as “outsiders” who would 

eventually convince local children they felt it was their duty to protect that there was nothing 

wrong with homosexuality. Furthermore, religious activists thought that all homosexuals doubled 

as recruiters who encouraged young people to join in their “lifestyle.” At the same time, they 

acknowledged the existence of gays in the region, Evangelical activists publicly and regularly 

denounced what they perceived of as a sinful lifestyle. They encouraged gays to live a life in the 

footsteps of Jesus Christ by telling homosexuals with whom and for what purpose they should 

engage in sex. Evangelicals were on a campaign to encourage homosexuals to stop sinning by 

having same-sex sex. Religious activists used the AIDS crisis to support their argument that 

nothing good would come of engaging in same-sex sex. 
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The Federal Response 

In the early years of the AIDS crisis, APO founders did not find much help from the 

federal government or scientific research.37 Scientific understandings of AIDS in the early years 

did little more than to fan the flames of misunderstanding across the country. Epidemiologists, 

anthropologists, and historians often trace the beginning of the AIDS epidemic in the United 

States to 1977, though scientists did not even consider it an epidemic until 1980. Los Angeles 

physicians first documented AIDS cases through their diagnoses of Pneumocystis carinii, a 

“harmless parasite,” that lead to pneumonia in people with compromised immune systems. 

Initially, physicians were not sure what caused the “immunodeficiency” in their patients. 

Medical personnel noticed only that their patients self-identified as sexually active gay men. In 

1981, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) had begun monitoring medications prescribed by 

doctors used to treat Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia. They documented that within a six month 

period prior to June 1981, “five young men, all active homosexuals, were treated for biopsy-

confirmed Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia in three hospitals in Los Angeles.”38 

On June 16, 1981, the National Institute of Health (NIH) admitted Patient D, the first 

person to be admitted to the NIH as an AIDS patient. Patient D, 35 years of age, self-identified 

as a homosexual man and lived in New York City.39 Soon thereafter, in July of 1981, the 

National Cancer Institute (NCI) and the CDC began to collaborate on AIDS research, at the 

direction of the CDC director and Assistant Surgeon General, Willam H. Foege. In a July 3 

memo to the director of the NCI, Foege urged researchers at the NCI to work with those at the 

37 Meyerkord, interview by author; House, interview by author; Wooten, interview by author. See also 
House, interview by Mason; Wooten, interview by Baggett. 

38 Paul Farmer, AIDS and Accusation: Haiti and the Geography of Blame (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1992), 125.

39 Office of NIH History, “In Their Own Words: NIH Researchers Recall the Early Years of AIDS, 
Interview with Dr. Thomas Waldmann,” https://history.nih.gov/NIHInOwnWords/docs/waldmann1_01.html 
(accessed April 15, 2016). 
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CDC “to address a problem of significant public health concern and of scientific importance.”40 

The CDC had just implemented a task force on Kaposi Sarcoma and Opportunistic Infections 

under the guidance of Dr. James Curran, in an attempt to try to make sense of the increasing rate 

of infections.41 By August 1981, 108 cases in the U.S. were reported to the CDC.42 

The disease had attracted enough attention that in March 1982 researchers at the NCI 

started an Epidemiology Working Group on Kaposi Sarcoma in order to establish the 

“immunological status of healthy homosexual men.”43 Up to that point, the NCI had not been 

required to conduct any AIDS research because the government had placed AIDS within the 

“infectious” or “toxic” categories, deeming it not “malignant,” and thus not within the purview 

of the NCI. Dr. Bruce Chabner, a representative of the NCI, at the first Congressional hearing on 

AIDS research held in Los Angeles in March 1982 testified that researchers at the NCI were 

conducting more studies than required by law. Chabner further explained that scientists wished 

to conduct additional research. Chabner stated this in direct response to a challenge by 

Representative Henry Waxman (D-Calif.) that at the federal level, scientists were not conducting 

enough research to understand how people contracted AIDS and how to prevent it from 

40 Office of NIH History, “In Their Own Words: NIH Researchers Recall the Early Years of AIDS, 1981 
Memo from the CDC Director,” http://history.nih.gov/nihinownwords/docs/page_01e.html (accessed April 15, 
2016). 

41 U.S. National Library of Medicine, “HIV/AIDS Glossary: Kaposi Sarcoma (KS),” 
https://aidsinfo.nih.gov/understanding-hiv-aids/glossary/401/kaposi-sarcoma (accessed March 23, 2018). Kaposi 
Sarcoma (KS), often erroneously referred to as Kaposi’s Sarcoma, is a “rare type of cancer characterized by the 
abnormal growth of cells that line lymph and blood vessels.” People with KS will sometimes develop lesions (“red 
or purple patches of tissue”) in their mouth, nose, throat, lungs, digestive tract, or liver. “In people with HIV, KS is 
an AIDS-defining condition.” 

42 Office of NIH History, “In Their Own Words: NIH Researchers Recall the Early Years of AIDS, 
Timeline (1981-1988), 1981,” https://history.nih.gov/NIHInOwnWords/docs/page_26.html (accessed April 15, 
2016). 

43 Office of NIH History, “In Their Own Words: NIH Researchers Recall the Early Years of AIDS, 
Timeline (1981-1988), 1982,” https://history.nih.gov/NIHInOwnWords/docs/page_27.html (accessed April 15, 
2016). 
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spreading.44 People, including Waxman, were concerned that scientists in the federal 

government’s employ were not doing enough to stop the progression of AIDS.  

In addition to working with little knowledge of the disease itself, courtesy of the federal 

government, APO founders strived to quell talk of homosexuality as sinful and the cause of 

disease. They worked against not just the lack of medical advancement, but also an added 

singling out of homosexuals by blood banks across the nation. Rising numbers of reported AIDS 

cases, seventy percent of whom were homosexual men, served to increase stigma throughout the 

nation.45 

The growing hysteria surrounding the expanding AIDS crisis, coupled with perceptions 

of homosexuality as immoral, played out in the context of blood donations. Because scientists at 

the CDC had yet to develop a test to determine antibody levels of those carrying the virus, blood 

collecting agencies instituted a change in the way they approved donors, which served to further 

stigmatize homosexuals. In 1982, the American Association of Blood Banks (AABB), to which 

the Red Cross belonged, required donors to look like they were in good health and not have 

lesions “at the venipuncture site.” They had some requirements already in place in order to guard 

against people with hepatitis or people who were regular IV users. People could not donate if 

they “received blood or blood components in the preceding 6 months” and potential donors’ 

arms could not have “repeated sites of venipuncture prior to donation.” Additionally, donors had 

to wait 6 months after having travelled to “areas considered endemic to malaria” and donors 

44 Office of NIH History, “In Their Own Words: NIH Researchers Recall the Early Years of AIDS, 
interview with Dr. Bruce Chabner,” http://history.nih.gov/nihinownwords/docs/chabner1_01.html (accessed April 
15, 2016).

45 Office of NIH History, “In Their Own Words: NIH Researchers Recall the Early Years of AIDS, 
Timeline (1981-1988), 1983,” https://history.nih.gov/NIHInOwnWords/docs/page_28.html (accessed April 15, 
2016); Office of NIH History, “1986 and 1987,” page 31 (accessed April 15, 2016). 
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would be turned away if they had “clinically active hepatitis.”46 Up until this point, AABB blood 

banks did not explicitly turn away homosexuals. 

On January 4, 1983, members of the medical and gay communities attended a “widely 

publicized” meeting held in Atlanta in order to try to determine if there were better ways to 

ensure that blood collected would not be contaminated with AIDS. Representatives at the 

meeting included those from “the CDC, FDA, NIH, the National Hemophilia Foundation, The 

National Gay Task Force, blood banks and the plasma fractionation industry.” Most 

representatives from blood collection agencies agreed that “steps should be taken to reduce the 

risk of AIDS transmission through the blood supply” while “members of the scientific and 

medical community disagreed on measures detecting high-risk donors.”47 CDC officials knew at 

this point that AIDS transmission occurred via sexual contact and blood. At the meeting, they 

pushed to require that sexual history be obtained to screen out homosexual donors. 

Representatives from gay organizations, like The National Gay Task Force, fought this move 

from the beginning because they strongly felt the practice was both exclusionary and 

discriminatory. In the meantime, several collection agencies, including the American Red Cross, 

incorporated questions about sexual activity in their initial screening practices and did not allow 

men who had sex with men since 1977 to donate blood.48 

Changes in donor requirements by blood banks were just one way in which homosexuals 

were singled out in ways they had not been before. In not permitting any men who had sex with 

men to donate blood, an entire category of people was tagged as diseased, based on sexual 

history. 

46 Institute of Medicine Staff, HIV and the Blood Supply: An Analysis of Crisis Decision Making 
(Washington: National Academies Press, 1995), 104-05.

47 Institute of Medicine Staff, HIV and the Blood Supply, 105-08. 
48 Institute, HIV and the Blood Supply, 105-08. 
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In the 1980s, AIDS seemingly came out of nowhere and gay men were dying in droves. 

Homosexuality soon became equated with a death sentence, to those both within and outside of 

the gay community. On the medical front, scientists were getting closer to trying to figure out 

what caused AIDS and also how to treat patients with AIDS, though medications were 

prohibitively expensive at first. In 1984, scientists in the United States and France determined the 

cause of AIDS to be a retrovirus they had isolated and named the Human Immunodeficiency 

Virus.49 In September of the same year, representatives from the pharmaceutical company 

Burroughs Wellcome and NCI scientists initially proposed to mass-produce the first of many 

anti-retroviral drugs (AZT). In November 1984, total AIDS cases in the U.S. reported to the 

CDC had reached almost 7,000, with 3,342 deaths.50 

By the end of 1985, the number of AIDS cases in the U.S. reported to the CDC 

skyrocketed to more than 15,000 with over 8,000 deaths. In response to this public health crisis, 

the first international conference on AIDS occurred in Atlanta in April 1985. Major federal 

agencies helped organize the conference, including the Centers for Disease Control, the National 

Institute of Health, Health Resources and Services Administration, the Food and Drug 

Administration, the Alcohol, Drug Abuse, and Mental Health Administration, and the World 

Health Organization. As a result, scholars, researchers, and politicians established the first 

international collaborative effort to address AIDS, dubbed the Collaborating Centres on AIDS.51 

Soon thereafter in May 1986, CDC scientists identified and named the virus that caused AIDS 

49 Office of NIH History, “In Their Own Words: NIH Researchers Recall the Early Years of AIDS, 
Timeline (1981-1988), 1984,” https://history.nih.gov/NIHInOwnWords/docs/page_29.html (accessed April 15, 
2016). Robert Gallo and Luc Montagnier would later fight over who actually discovered the virus first. 

50 Office of NIH History, “1984,” (https://history.nih.gov/NIHInOwnWords/docs/page_29.html (accessed 
April 15, 2016).

51 Office of NIH History, “In Their Own Words: NIH Researchers Recall the Early Years of AIDS, 
Timeline (1981-1988), 1985,” https://history.nih.gov/NIHInOwnWords/docs/page_30.html (accessed April 15, 
2016). 
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(Human Immunodeficiency Virus), but many members of the public referred to AIDS instead as 

the “gay disease.”52 

One of the reasons why people were paranoid and fearful during the AIDS crisis was 

because there was little support or even any mention of AIDS from the federal government for a 

number of years. Despite the mounting casualties, the silence from the White House on the 

subject of AIDS was deafening. In fact, a full seven years into the crisis passed before President 

Ronald Reagan delivered his first speech. By the time President Reagan finally talked publicly 

about AIDS on June 1, 1987, at the American Foundation for AIDS Research (AMFAR) Awards 

Dinner, nearly 43,000 cases of AIDS had been reported to the CDC, with close to 23,000 deaths, 

an over 50% mortality rate. In his speech, President Reagan called for mandatory testing among 

immigrant populations, those applying for marriage licenses, and federal prison inmates. Though 

those in attendance at the dinner that evening did not favor such testing, including AMFAR 

founder and lifelong AIDS activist Elizabeth Taylor, Reagan’s comments had joined a testing 

debate that had been going on for some time.53 In September 1985, the U.S. military began 

subjecting enlistees to mandatory AIDS testing.54 

The questionable handling of the AIDS crisis at the federal level did not end there. 

Officials continued to define federal policy in the 1980s, making decisions about which groups 

of people warranted testing and which did not. Senator Jesse Helms (R-North Carolina) added to 

the vile treatment of people with AIDS by pushing through legislation that had devastating 

effects on the ability of organizations like APO to procure federal funding. In an October 14, 

52 Office of NIH History, “1986 and 1987,” https://history.nih.gov/NIHInOwnWords/docs/page_31.html 
(accessed April 15, 2016).

53 Jennifer Brier, “The Immigrant Infection: Images of Race, Nation, and Contagion in the Public Debates 
on AIDS and Immigration,” in Modern American Queer History, ed. Allida M. Black (Philadelphia: Temple 
University, 2001), 253.

54 Office of NIH History, “In Their Own Words, 1985,” 
https://history.nih.gov/NIHInOwnWords/docs/page_30.html (accessed April 15, 2016). 
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1987 Senate speech, Helms used as his prop a sexually explicit pamphlet from the Gay Men’s 

Health Crisis, an AIDS service organization in New York City. Helms based his righteous 

disapproval of the material in the pamphlet, which took the form of a comic book promoting safe 

sex to gay men, on a sense of morality he derived from his Christian faith. Helms’ disgust hinged 

on his view of homosexuality as perverse. He did not, therefore, think that sex between men or 

sodomy could ever be considered safe. Helms displayed even more outrage because he believed 

that federal funds had been used to produce the comic. To the religiously devout Helms, the 

pamphlet displayed pornography, sinful material indeed. Though politicians and gay activists 

later determined that federal funds had not been used to produce the pamphlet, Helms succeeded 

that day in encouraging other legislators to vote for his attachment to the federal AIDS 

appropriations bill, which passed by a margin of 98 to 2. The Helms amendment prevented AIDS 

organizations from using federal funds to “promote or encourage homosexual activity.”55 

It was 1990 before service groups and people living with AIDS had access to federal 

funding. On August 18, 1990, AIDS activists managed to push through a major piece of 

legislation, the Ryan White Comprehensive AIDS Resources Emergency (CARE) Act. By the 

time the Act passed both houses of Congress “by wide bipartisan margins,” more than 150,000 

people had been diagnosed with AIDS in the United States.56 Ryan White’s mother, Jeanne 

White Ginder, gay activists, and their allies had worked tirelessly to push the legislation through. 

55 William A. Link, Righteous Warrior: Jesse Helms and the Rise of Modern Conservatism (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 2008), 351; Urvashi Vaid, Virtual Equality: The Mainstreaming of Gay and Lesbian Liberation 
(New York: Anchor Books, 1995), 139-40; Simon Watney, Imagine Hope: AIDS and Gay Identity (New York: 
Routledge, 2002), 4. The Helms’ amendment was very similar to Section 28 in Britain. 

56 Health Resources and Services Administration: Ryan White and Global HIV/AIDS Programs, “CARE 
Act Passes Both Houses by Wide Margins,” https://hab.hrsa.gov/livinghistory/timeline/1990.htm (accessed March 
24, 2018). 

113 

https://hab.hrsa.gov/livinghistory/timeline/1990.htm
https://States.56


  

   

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

                                                
           

     
              

  
                 

 

Local Responses 

Because the AIDS crisis brought into public discourse the idea that homosexual men 

were diseased, APO founders were initially concerned with how they could counter stigma in 

Springfield. They had the opportunity to create their own local narrative about AIDS because 

medical professionals and government agencies like the NIH knew so little about it, particularly 

in the early years when members of APO tried to figure out their purpose and what they could 

offer in terms of support and social services.57 Some founders likely did not plan to become an 

organization that worked to address homophobic assumptions, largely based on religious beliefs, 

about homosexuals as “deserving” of AIDS because they were both gay and sexually active. 

Some founders, however, deeply considered the impact they could have on the continuing 

discussion. Jim House knew that they needed to very carefully frame their mission in order to 

reach people whose ignorance prevented them from treating people with AIDS with human 

decency and compassion. Some APO founders, like House, believed that the way AIDS was 

framed from the beginning in Springfield helped APO survive as a longstanding social service 

organization. For instance, Harold Bensch, the Springfield Greene County Health Commissioner 

in the early 1980s, framed AIDS as a public health issue rather than a gay disease. In the process, 

he tried to remove the stigma attached to AIDS and appealed to a wider swath of people, even 

religious conservatives, for help. Bensch pushed the importance of the framing of the issue at 

early APO meetings as well.58 This was a strategy that was employed by APO employees and 

volunteers for years to come. 

57 Jennifer Brier, Infectious Ideas: U.S. Political Responses to the AIDS Crisis. (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2009), 14. 

58 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason, 4. House extended his analysis further and 
believed that the reason why people in Joplin, a small city within fifty minutes driving distance to the west of 
Springfield, were never able to sustain an AIDS organization like APO was because “they never had the community 
support.” 
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Bensch and House knew that this was a crucial move in order to try to gain more social 

and economic support for their burgeoning service organization. Public awareness about 

increasing numbers of “mysterious” deaths of primarily homosexual men did nothing to quell the 

fears of the masses. By 1983, state and local statistics followed the national trend reported by the 

CDC. The Missouri State Board of Health moved to make AIDS a “reportable disease” in June 

of 1983. Ray Bly, director of the Missouri Department of Health’s sexually transmitted disease 

program, reported in 1984 that in Missouri they were “‘seeing a dramatic increase.’” By 

December of 1984, out of the 33 AIDS cases that were reported to the state, 18 had resulted in 

death. At that point, Springfield oncologist Galen Hassler told local reporters that AIDS proved 

to be “‘100 percent fatal. If you have it, you will die eventually, usually within two years.’” 

AIDS had very quickly become a death sentence that affected primarily homosexual men, who at 

that point made up “73 percent of the 7,136 cases reported to the Centers for Disease Control in 

Atlanta.”59 

While underfunded federal agencies tried to piece together their roles in the AIDS crisis 

and how best to address it, APO founders struggled to keep the organization alive amidst public 

fears of both how AIDS spread and the (im)morality of homosexuals themselves, who some 

people believed to be the cause of their own demise. It was important to founders to find a 

meeting space for the organization. They worked on securing an office space within which to 

meet, rather than at someone’s house, a gay bar, or the MCC. If they did not have a space 

specifically dedicated to APO work, founders felt they could not achieve the level of response to 

59 Chris Whitley, “Three AIDS Cases Found in Ozarks: State Officials See ‘Dramatic Increases’ in 
incidence of Fatal, Sexually Transmitted Disease,” Springfield News-Leader, December 16, 1984. Whitley reported 
that “other risk groups include intravenous drug users, Haitian immigrants, hemophiliacs and recipients of blood 
transfusions.” For a comprehensive understanding of how Haitians experienced the crisis and the connection 
between Haiti and the United States, see Paul Farmer, AIDS and Accusation: Haiti and the Geography of Blame 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). 
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the AIDS crisis they envisioned. They wanted to provide counseling and testing services, 

informational materials, set up buddy systems, secure donations (both financial and material), 

and have a place to work and meet. They secured rental space in a building in downtown 

Springfield. They were met with concern by the landlord of the building who worried that if they 

used the word “AIDS” in their title on the marquee in the building’s lobby, other tenants in the 

building would decide to leave.60 

First called APS, the founders would eventually settle in 1985 on AIDS Project of the 

Ozarks (APO) as their organization’s title. APO then became incorporated and continued to 

administer to a growing clientele. They managed a buddy program in Springfield that helped 

assist people living with AIDS in terms of daily and weekly tasks. Other AIDS service 

organizations in larger urban areas implemented buddy programs as well. In southwest Missouri, 

APO volunteers assisted clients with grocery shopping, provided transportation to medical 

appointments, delivered food, and mowed clients’ lawns. Buddies, or APO volunteers, did 

whatever clients needed them to do, especially if they did not have a reliable support network.61 

They realized that they would need to act as the clearinghouse for the entire southwest 

Missouri region, comprised of twenty-nine counties. Very early on, they realized they would 

need to administer to the surrounding areas outside of Springfield, where hostility was 

particularly rampant around both homosexuality and AIDS. Upon learning that APO workers 

administered services to people with AIDS, some southwest Missouri residents, more so in rural 

areas, refused to shake APO members’ hands, drink out of water fountains, use the bathroom, or 

generally interact with them.62 

60 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason, 4-5; Wooten, interview by author. 
61 Meyerkord, interview by author, page 24; Wooten, interview by author. 
62 House, interview by author. See also House, interview by Mason. 
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One especially egregious account of rejection based on ignorance was forever seared into 

House’s memory. In the early 1980s, parents of a gay man with AIDS expelled the man from 

their family home outside of Springfield. Rather than kick him off their property entirely, they 

made him live in a pig sty in his family’s barn. They likely were afraid they would contract the 

disease, but still wanted the man to have basic shelter. The man died shortly after being rescued 

by APO volunteers. His story, according to House, still had a happier ending than many others 

who died alone.63 Though it is not known who exactly alerted APO volunteers to this particular 

situation, it was typical for founders to be called out on rescue missions. In response, they 

organized educational meetings or presentations, and went to hospitals to offer a caring hand to 

gay men whose families had disowned them.  

Reports and articles on the AIDS crisis published in the local newspapers did not always 

help APO founders in their mission to provide information to people. Picking up a local 

newspaper at this time undoubtedly stirred up feelings of paranoia as journalists, like many 

others around the nation, could not cite much in the way of scientific data, only that gay men 

were dying at an alarming rate of a “gay disease” no one really knew much about. The job, then, 

of APO volunteers typically included confronting these fears and disrupting the widespread 

focus on the sexual behavior of men who had sex with men. In order to move forward in their 

service work, APO founders needed to counter much of what the general public was absorbing 

from local, regional, and national news outlets. Reporters and journalists made it clear that no 

one really knew how people contracted AIDS, but they did know that scientists had no cure in 

sight and that physicians had primarily diagnosed gay men with AIDS. 

63 House, interview by author. See also House, interview by Mason. 
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By the end of 1984, some medical professionals had made it known to the general 

Springfield reading public that not only were homosexual men adversely affected, but 

promiscuous homosexual men especially. Community leaders frequently used the opportunity to 

drive home the point that homosexual men were promiscuous and that such sexual behavior was 

immoral. Springfield oncologist Hassler talked about AIDS as a largely avoidable disease and 

blamed the contraction of AIDS on promiscuous sexual behavior. Since 1983, Hassler had 

treated three local cases and suspected that “more cases are likely to be diagnosed, partly because 

the threat of AIDS is not fully understood by male homosexuals, who are the most common 

victims of the syndrome.”64 It made sense that Hassler identified the hardest hit demographic, 

however, he oftentimes wrapped it within a larger discussion of moral sexual behavior. Hassler 

linked homosexual behavior to religious values, promoting “faithfulness” with the promise that 

one’s reward for having one “sexual partner” was not contracting AIDS. He also, much like 

others at the time, blamed the spread of AIDS on homosexual men themselves because, after all, 

they were engaging in immoral sexual activity.65 

The way that local journalists reported on AIDS did not help contain the hysteria. More 

often than not, it actually helped to circulate inaccurate assumptions about the disease and 

further, its connection to the perceived immorality of homosexuals. The words that reporters 

used undoubtedly drummed up even more hysteria, along with the fact that most people 

belonging to religious circles in and around Springfield already considered homosexuality 

immoral.66 Prior to 1984, several headlines ran in the Springfield News-Leader that explicitly 

linked homosexual men to a disease. For example, in August 1981, an article titled “Rare 

64 Whitley, “Three AIDS Cases Found in Ozarks,” Springfield News-Leader, December 16, 1984. 
65 Whitley, “Three AIDS Cases Found in Ozarks.” 
66 See Chapter One of this dissertation for more information on how religion and homosexuality in 

southwest Missouri were linked. 
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Diseases Striking Gays” first alerted readers to AIDS and its association with homosexuality. In 

1984, the Springfield News-Leader ran a story on the front page of the Sunday edition that 

warned people that 3 AIDS cases had been found in Greene County.67 Though this was clearly a 

report on people living with AIDS in the region, it was also meant to imply that even southwest 

Missouri was not immune to the crisis and if people were not careful, they could “contract” it as 

well. The subtext, most importantly, was that homosexuals live in our communities and are 

carrying around and spreading this awful disease. 

These concerns very quickly fed into a regional and nationwide culture of paranoia. As I 

argued in chapter one of this dissertation, cultural and religious conservatives in southwest 

Missouri operated within a social hierarchy that placed their wholesome and upstanding 

Christian identities in opposition to the homosexual, a deviant sexual heathen. Homosexual acts 

were still criminalized by law and condemned from the pulpit, though homosexuality had been 

removed as a legitimate disorder from the Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual in 1973.68 During the AIDS crisis, gays in Springfield and APO founders regularly dealt 

with the treatment of homosexuality from religious conservatives. In the 1980s, however, due to 

the AIDS crisis, articulation of homosexuality became increasingly more explicit and completely 

centered around the morality of gay male sexual practices, both within and outside of the gay and 

lesbian community. 

APO members had to traverse this moral landscape in order to serve their clients. 

Because homosexuality was so stigmatized, they encountered larger problems like finding 

funding for seemingly banal things, such as figuring out which businesses to use to perform 

67 Jack Johnson, “Rare Diseases Striking Gays,” Springfield Leader and Press, August 30, 1981. 
68 Jack Drescher, "Out of DSM: Depathologizing Homosexuality," Behavioral Sciences (Basel, 

Switzerland) 5, no. 4 (December 4, 2015): 565-575, accessed March 5, 2019, doi:10.3390/bs5040565. 
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logistical tasks like making copies. For example, when James Wooten went into one Springfield 

business in the early 1980s to make copies for APS, he was expressly forbidden to do so once 

employees saw the content of the documents.69 APO members, then, were marked as deviant by 

some community members who did not even want to be associated with the word AIDS because 

of its de-facto association with homosexuality. APO members would continue, throughout the 

years, to encounter such discrimination. 

During the early days of APO, growing pains were unavoidable and typical differences 

among founders of the organization surfaced.70 APS President Art Brooks eventually decided he 

wanted to go in a different direction than the board of directors. The board wished to have a 

more open relationship with the gay community in Springfield. Brooks did not favor this because 

he thought APO should remain under-the-radar as much as possible when it came to managing 

the care of homosexual clients. The board then asked Brooks to resign. He refused and the board 

walked out of a key meeting. As executive director of APS, Brooks would not give up the 

organization, so the APS board decided to start a different organization with the same goals in 

mind.71 

In the end, the group would get a new leader, as Brooks resigned, and the new 

organization would not come to fruition. Following their break-up with Brooks, some of the APS 

board members held a meeting above House’s storefront in order to determine how best to 

proceed. Fifty people attended the meeting and intended to start a new organization with a 

similar vision. House convinced his friend, Gary Hoggard, to become the executive director. 

Hoggard had recently relocated back to Springfield from Washington, D.C., where he had been 

69 Wooten, interview by author; Wooten, interview by Baggett, 12. 
70 As most of the evidence I am drawing from are oral histories, dates are difficult to pin down with 

organizational materials.
71 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason, 5. 
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employed as a “poll person.” House thought Hoggard would be a productive executive director 

of APS because he had experience in grant writing. Though the position only paid $200 per 

month, they hoped to gain more funding eventually through grants. They were able to acquire a 

few rooms in the office space above House’s storefront and as the new executive director, 

Hoggard began applying for grants right away.72 

APS could not survive on local financial donations alone and needed grants in order to 

continue to function. From the moment he assumed the executive directorship, Hoggard 

absolutely devoted himself to the organization. The city of Springfield, at the urging of Hoggard, 

provided a small amount of funding to APO in the mid-1980s. There were times when Hoggard’s 

phone would not function because he had not yet been paid by the city as part of the city 

contract. Like many APO volunteers, Hoggard engaged in a huge amount of unpaid labor for 

APO and worked tirelessly to secure funding.73 

APS still rented space as an organization in the building in downtown Springfield. Some 

infighting occurred among employees and volunteers. Some volunteers had personal conflicts 

with others and threatened to leave. Hoggard had asked House for advice concerning what to do 

about the volunteers. House suggested keeping the people who he considered to be more 

valuable, like the caseworker. House thought that people who answered the phone could easily 

be replaced. Hoggard told the volunteers who were particularly fractious to leave and they did. 

They formed a nonsecular organization, called Interfaith AIDS Network, that lasted into the 

72 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason, 5. 
73 Meyerkord, interview by author, 23-25. 
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1990s.74 The Network initially focused on procuring housing for people with AIDS, but could 

never provide the type of housing they wanted, that of hospice.75 

APO volunteers and staff continued to be concerned with the lack of resources for their 

clients. In the mid-1980s, it took quite a long period of time to procure payments if one applied 

for disability insurance. Home health care had not really been implemented in southwest 

Missouri yet. According to narrator Lynne Meyerkord, the majority of people in Springfield who 

were dying were middle-class white gay men who had disposable income. However, because it 

took so long to receive disability payments and people were dying so quickly, the majority of the 

disability cases were usually not settled before the person died.76 

This meant that these same gay men of means had to rely on family to care for them on 

their deathbeds, which presented issues for some Evangelical families. They loved their gay 

sons, but had mixed feelings about their homosexuality, compounded by the death sentence of 

AIDS, a seemingly “gay” disease. Religious families thus tried to figure out how to cope with the 

AIDS crisis. Grassroots AIDS organizing in cities like New York and San Francisco are well-

documented; however, in regions like southwest Missouri, AIDS workers were forced to 

confront iterations of homophobia couched in fundamentalist religious terms. Parents, some of 

whom became end-of-life caretakers, would adhere strongly to dogma like “love the sinner, hate 

the sin” in order to, in part, actively ignore their dying son’s sexual behavior and identity. In the 

most extreme cases, like the dying young man forced to live in the pig sty, parents would refuse 

to offer loving care to their dying child, even denying what disease their sons were dying from. 

74 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason, 6. 
75 Michael Dobbs, interview by author, June 11, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri 

State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri.
76Meyerkord, interview by author, page 24. 
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This certainly occurred elsewhere, but living in the semi-and more rural regions of the 

South did present issues typically not experienced in larger cities. For example, due to sheer 

difference in population size, rural and small-town southerners simply did not have access to 

large medical and social networks that specifically addressed gay sexual health needs and 

concerns. For example, historian Jennifer Brier points out that in the 1970s, gays in large cities 

had begun to be concerned about sexual health and STDs.77 In smaller cities like Springfield, due 

primarily to population density, gays and lesbians had yet to develop the organizational structure 

required to confront such issues. 

Living with AIDS oftentimes required extensive homecare that was undertaken by 

networks of families and friends.  Brought up in the southwest Missouri Ozarks, gay men with 

AIDS would often return to the region from large urban centers like Dallas, Chicago, New York, 

and Los Angeles. They would do this in order to move back in with their parents if they did not 

have an extensive network where they lived and/or if they did not want their friends to know 

they were living with AIDS. 

Parents of gay men in Springfield who belonged to Pentecostal churches often brought 

preachers to their houses because they were extremely concerned with their dying sons’ position 

in the afterlife.78 They believed that if their son would renounce his sins on his deathbed, the 

preacher could then “save” him, ensuring that the son would inhabit a place in Heaven. 

Otherwise, the parents feared that their son was eternally damned to Hell.79 This fear of what 

would happen to their gay sons in the afterlife further reinforced the idea to lesbians, gay men, 

77 Jennifer Brier, “The Immigrant Infection: Images of Race, Nation, and Contagion in the Public Debates 
on AIDS and Immigration,” in Modern American Queer History, ed. Allida M. Black (Philadelphia: Temple 
University, 2001).

78 Meyerkord, interview by author, 35. 
79 Meyerkord, interview, 34; Wooten, interview by author; Wooten, interview by Baggett. 
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and their allies that conservative religious adherents considered homosexuality to be a huge 

threat to their social and moral order. This fears even affected how funeral services were led. 

Repeatedly, gay men and lesbians in southwest Missouri who were friends of gay men 

who had died would witness “altar calls” at funerals. The quintessential fire-and-brimstone 

preacher would call for attendees at the funeral, largely gay men and lesbians, to acknowledge 

their sinful ways. Not only were gay men and lesbians losing friends and lovers, they were 

forced to confront homophobia at the altar of the funerals of their loved ones. The preacher 

typically told grieving gay men and lesbians that they could only truly attain happiness in the 

afterlife once they were “saved,” adding that the deceased had renounced his sinful lifestyle at 

home prior to dying. Gay men and lesbians were viewed as sinners by both family members of 

the deceased and the preacher who directed the funeral. According to Meyerkord, “the funerals 

were used more as a time to preach hate at the gays than they were to, you know, eulogize the 

dead person.”80 

The effects of living in a society where they were regularly shunned by their families or 

forced to “renounce” their homosexuality influenced the way gay men viewed themselves. Gay 

men living with AIDS sometimes internalized feelings of inferiority and did not want their 

friends to see them, so they ran towards family that was not always supportive. When they did 

not have that option, some would live out their dying days in local hospitals where medical staff 

was not immune to the paranoia around AIDS. APO stepped in at this point, with what little 

resources they had, to sit with the dying men and literally offer a hand in support, when no one 

else would touch their diseased bodies for fear of contracting AIDS.81 

80 Meyerkord, interview by author, 35-36. 
81 Wooten, interview by author. See also Wooten, interview by Baggett. 
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Initially, APO founders wrestled with issues related to medical support of AIDS patients 

at the two major hospital systems in Springfield, St. John’s and Cox. Medical staff at Cox 

Hospital were not properly trained in terms of how to treat AIDS patients on their deathbeds with 

dignity. APO founders wished to provide more support to AIDS patients, especially those 

admitted to Cox Hospital. They quickly came to realize that gay men dying of AIDS-related 

complications were being treated very differently by hospital staff there in comparison to other 

patients. These differences are elucidated well by founder James Wooten, a gay man who had 

experience in both hospitals, saw the need to provide support to AIDS patients who were not 

getting it from both the medical community and their families. Wooten referred to such support 

as “death watches” because he would often go to the hospital and sit with men dying of AIDS-

related complications when no one else went to their bedside, having been shunned by family, 

friends, and fellow church members.  

I sat many, many nights at St. John’s…men would be in there for a week or two, dying, and no family 
would come to see them. I don’t know if I ought to say this, but St. John’s was always very cooperative 
and sensitive to the gay community. Cox, the opposite. When it really became quite an issue here, you go 
to Cox, you got the gowns and you got the rubber gloves and ‘Don’t touch because you may get it,’ and all 
of this. For some reason, St. John’s was much more educated and had their nursing staff and all of that 
much more educated, as much as they knew at that point, but there was much more sensitivity.82 

Such death watches were part of a larger effort on the part of families of choice to help support 

gay friends who were dying in hospitals. 

While it may have been difficult for hospital staff to offer compassion and human touch 

to gay men on their deathbeds, gays and lesbians struggled mightily within their own networks as 

well. Gays and lesbians in the early years of the AIDS crisis tried to make sense of what was 

happening in their communities. Friends were becoming ill and dying at alarming rates. They 

may have internalized the homophobia spewed by religious conservatives, believing that they 

82 Wooten, interview by Baggett, 16; Wooten, interview by author. 
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were somehow responsible for causing AIDS in the first place. It is no surprise then that gay men 

who had a diagnosis sought support where oftentimes there was not any. They might lose the 

support of one’s family and one’s community networks as well. 

The public stigmatization of gay men with AIDS caused them to sometimes be disowned 

by both their families and their churches. Churches were a source of support for a large 

percentage of the population living in southwest Missouri. Losing that support network as a gay 

person, especially if diagnosed with AIDS, meant trying to find other sources of support. For 

example, one gay man dedicated most of his free time to his church choir. Once church members 

realized he had been diagnosed with AIDS, they kicked him out of the church.83 To gay men 

with AIDS, this could mean losing one’s entire support network as the community centered 

around the church, including not only church services, but choir concerts, potlucks, and other 

types of social gatherings. 

Church communities were not the only avenues of support. The gay community sought 

places where they could gather to celebrate and mourn together. Gays, lesbians, and their allies 

turned to gay bars as sources of community support. Gay bars served several functions during the 

AIDS crisis in Springfield. People met friends there and when they began losing friends on what 

seemed like a daily basis, they sought solace in each other. They held fundraisers for those who 

needed to raise money for healthcare purposes. The gay bar served as a general meeting place 

and site where people could seek comfort during the AIDS crisis, bringing gays and lesbians 

together in ways they would not have otherwise.84 Several APO founders and members went to 

the bars to pass out condoms, disseminate educational literature on AIDS, and found solace in 

83 Meyerkord, interview by author, 34. 
84 By the time other events unfolded like the uproar surrounding the production of The Normal Heart play 

in 1989, gays, lesbians, and their allies were used to coming together for organizational purposes and to seek solace 
in one another because the community had already been through so much with the AIDS crisis. 
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the support there. In larger cities, bars catered exclusively to lesbians or gay men because enough 

of a population existed to support exclusive bars. In Springfield, however, there were never bars 

that catered exclusively to one group or the other.85 

Sometimes journalists reminded the larger community that the gay bar existed, though 

most had little idea how prominent the role of the gay bar was in bringing people together during 

the AIDS crisis. It was still a quite daring move to walk into a gay bar, for fear one would lose 

employment, family, and even get kicked out of school.86 This happened in the early 1980s when 

two students were expelled from Evangel University (EU), founded by the Assemblies of God 

Church, for daring to step foot in a gay bar across the street from the school. Subsequently, news 

media outlets ran with the story. The two students had walked across the street to the Terrace 

Grill, completely unaware that another student followed them. The tailing student then informed 

an EU Dean that the two students had frequented the gay bar. One will never know if the tailing 

student was legitimately curious about The Terrace Grill and wanted to check it out or perhaps 

the student who followed the other two wanted to protect himself from expulsion. EU had a strict 

policy of expelling students who even were “associated” with homosexuality. EU authorities 

took swift action and, upon hearing the information, expelled the two students.87 This event 

highlighted the severe reactions of conservative religious people in the region. Homosexuals 

were not to be tolerated in any spaces. 

85 Stephen Inrig, “Health Care, the AIDS Crisis, and the Politics of Community” in Modern American 
Queer History, edited by Allida M. Black (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001). Inrig later expanded upon 
his study of AIDS and published a larger manuscript, titled North Carolina and the Problem of AIDS: Advocacy, 
Politics, and Race in the South (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2012). 

86 Charles Dailey, interview by Sally Mason and Sandra Woodard, January 31, 2004, transcript, page 13, 
OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. See also Holly 
Baggett, “The Creation of A Community,” 311. 

87 Meyerkord, interview by author, page 19. 
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The informant’s revelation spurred not just the typical reaction of abhorrence and 

expulsion from a fundamentalist university, but another that showed how quickly the gay 

community was starting to be brought visibly out into the public gaze. Events like the EU 

expulsion played a large role in making the gay community visible in the early 1980s because it 

kept the topic of homosexuality in the public limelight. Narrator Lynn Meyerkord, current (2018) 

director of APO and involved in the organization in the 1980s, said that this event was pivotal in 

pushing the gay bar into the public eye. 

And, you know, the gay bar was all over the news. And we were like, oh, shit! Because there was safety in 
hiding. There was safety in not making a big ruckus. Just flying under the radar. And it didn’t stop us from 
going to the bars, or to that bar. We were a little worried, but then it was real interesting because what 
happened after that, in the weeks after that story ran, people came in and said, “We had no idea there was a 
gay bar here. Gay people!”88 

People had known for years that gay bars existed, but when journalists reported about the 

incident from EU, they explicitly and inadvertently drew a blueprint for the general public that 

reinforced the fact that most had assumed, but did not know for sure: that there are indeed places 

where homosexuals gather. 

Outside of the welcoming space the gay bar offered, APO members found some 

physicians were very supportive of their mission. For example, some APO founders attributed 

the longevity of the organization to relationships they had developed with two doctors in 

Springfield in the 1980s and 1990s. Drs. Wolf Garrett and Alistair Haddow, both infectious 

disease specialists, saw patients with AIDS at a time when most medical professionals did not 

understood their plight. Medical professionals were not immune to myths circulating in the 

community and in some situations, like Cox hospital staff, helped perpetuate them, even after 

officials at the CDC had determined the cause of AIDS to be a virus. They added to public 

88 Meyerkord, interview, 19. 
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hysteria when they treated AIDS patients as if they had an airborne illness, either suiting 

completely up or refusing to touch them. AIDS, in some ways, remained the subject of 

controversy as late as 1998 when Garrett. The partners in his medical firm refused to take on his 

caseload of patients with AIDS. APO then restructured, hiring their own medical professionals, 

and took on Garrett’s patients.89 

Other unlikely allies APO members stumbled upon could be found within the Catholic 

clergy in Springfield. Given the religious climate of the area, no one in APO had much reason to 

expect to find allies in any sector of the religious community. Many were surprised to find the 

Catholic church and hospital system, St. John’s, to be much more competent in terms of patient 

care than Cox Hospital. In APO founder Wooten’s experience, Catholics had not been very 

welcoming of gays. He could not believe it when a new Catholic bishop, John Liebrich, called 

him in the middle of night and asked Wooten to accompany him to the hospital. Liebrich did not 

know how to administer rights to someone dying of AIDS-related complications. He looked to 

Wooten for guidance, given all of the misinformation that circulated. Wooten remembered that 

two Catholic priests were also involved in APO work at the beginning and he suspected that the 

priests were gay.90 

APO helped foster a sense of solidarity among gays and lesbians in the region, even 

while serving mixed clientele and having staff who did not identify solely as gay or lesbian. 

Though undoubtedly, APO helped set the stage for more exclusively gay and lesbian 

organizations to form, it always served anyone living with AIDS and more generally, has 

become a testing site for sexually transmitted diseases. Founders typically cited three reasons for 

89 Meyerkord, interview, page 26. 
90 Wooten, interview by author; Wooten, interview by Baggett, 17. Wooten did not know if Liebrich knew 

the priests were gay, though Liebrich did tell Wooten that he would support him if he wished to found a Springfield 
chapter of Dignity, a Catholic organization that specifically catered to gay men and lesbians. 
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the longevity of the organization. First, the way it was framed as a public health issue from the 

beginning by the Springfield Health Commissioner helped steer the work of APO as an AIDS 

service organization rather than an organization solely serving homosexuals.91 Founders claim 

that the second reason APO was successful was due to the incredible hard work and resilience of 

APO staff. Third, one of those staff members secured a large federal grant that helped APO 

survive well into the 1990s and beyond.92 

In 1990, then-director, Gary Hoggard, continued to emphasize APO’s mission as an 

AIDS service organization. Maintaining the anonymity of clients and the protection of the 

privacy of clients became one of the cornerstones of APO. Director Hoggard became adamant 

about separating out “the anti-gay issue” from the “AIDS issue.” He steered the conversation 

away from any judgment on the morality of homosexuality and focused on both the services that 

people with AIDS needed and delivering prevention education to all residents of the region. Only 

then, he believed, could the organization’s staff and volunteers safely engage in the work they 

were trying to accomplish. Hoggard did not want “to involve the project in gay rights issues” 

because he felt client, staff, and volunteer safety would be compromised.93 

APO continued to offer more services to people living with AIDS as founders and staff 

figured out how best to serve the community. APO staff always kept the safety of their clients on 

their minds as the threat of violence was still a very realistic concern in southwest Missouri, 

given the social landscape. In the mid-1980s, Lynn Meyerkord started facilitating an APO 

support group for people diagnosed with AIDS. Meyerkord, a lesbian with a degree in social 

work, routinely screened new members of the group because the potential for violence remained 

91 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason, page 4. 
92 House, interview by author; House, interview by Mason; Meyerkord, interview by author; Wooten, 

interview by author; Wooten, interview by Baggett. 
93 Robert Keyes, “Homosexuals Tired of Hate, Spokesman Says,” Springfield NewsLeader, June 17, 1990. 
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ever present. Meyerkord talked with and met prospective support group members prior to 

formally admitting them to the group. As a member of the lesbian and gay community, 

Meyerkord had socialized enough at the gay bars in Springfield to witness physical violence 

enacted by both outsiders and bar-goers who were trying to protect the bar. Meyerkord also knew 

that sometimes APO would receive threatening phone calls that fortunately never really 

amounted to anything.94 

Though APO staff were obviously concerned about protecting themselves, they were 

primarily focused on protecting their clients from possible “nutjobs.” Meyerkord screened the 

support group participants for several reasons related to client confidentiality: “To make sure it 

wasn’t someone who wanted to see who was positive. To make sure it wasn’t someone who 

wanted to injure people who had AIDS and get rid of them. Because that’s when you had the 

quarantine discussion going on and all that cray stuff. So we were very careful.”95 The support 

group consisted of all people who were living with AIDS, not just gay men. This sometimes 

caused additional friction between group members because sometimes heterosexual attendees 

placed the blame on gay men for bringing AIDS into the world. For example, Meyerkord 

described the first heterosexual man in the group as a “redneck,” a self-identified hemophiliac, 

who blamed gay men for “giving” him AIDS.96 

The ability to get funded through a federal grant became crucial to the survival and 

longevity of APO. Despite the 1987 Helms amendment that severely restricted funding for 

AIDS, APO Executive Director Hoggard ultimately succeeded in procuring a large Ryan White 

94 Meyerkord, interview by author, pages 22, 39, 52. Meyerkord later served as the client services director 
and on APO’s board of directors. She became the Director of APO on August 1, 1998 and remains in the position 
today, twenty-one years later. 

95 Meyerkord, interview, page 39. 
96 Meyerkord, interview, 55. 
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federal CARE grant in 1990 that would enable APO to provide services to people with AIDS and 

expand their efforts at outreach to the more rural areas in the region. Soon thereafter, physicians 

diagnosed Hoggard with AIDS. By 1991, Hoggard became too ill to visit the AIDS quilt display 

in Southwest Missouri State University’s McDonald Arena, an intensely impactful travelling 

display that gave friends and family of those who died from AIDS a much-needed grieving 

space. 

While representing Hoggard and the rest of APO, Meyerkord, then the president of the 

APO board of directors, gave the opening speech at the AIDS quilt display. Later on, Meyerkord 

recalled that APO staff and volunteers went through a very rough time due to Hoggard’s passing: 

“...Gary did so much to get us going. And then died...So that was a real tumultuous time about 

trying to find someone to lead us as we’re just getting this giant federal grant and we don’t know 

what the hell we’re doing.”97 Hoggard had left a legacy upon which APO members built upon as 

they continued to serve the community in southwest Missouri. Jim House, who had believed 

Hoggard would be a great executive director before Hogart even assumed the position, promised 

Hogart on his deathbed that he would do all he could to keep APO going. In the years following 

the founding of APO, Hoggard, Meyerkord, House, and countless other volunteers and 

employees managed to fulfill the initial mission and vision of APO and that indeed proved to be 

no easy task.   

Conclusion 

Though the MCC and more informal networks of gay men and lesbians had been present 

in and around Springfield before the early 1980s, APO helped galvanize the lesbian and gay 

community and draw in allies. It also served to solidify a growing gay movement in southwest 

97 Meyerkord, interview, page 24. 
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Missouri that set the stage for what was to come with The Normal Heart controversy in 1989.98 

For years, lesbians and gays had been used to gathering, organizing, and socializing, but APO’s 

mobilization differed from the organizing of the past in that the function went beyond either the 

social or political realms. Rather, APO formed in response to the AIDS crisis and thereby 

encompassed a wide range of services and served a wide range of clients. Though not every 

volunteer or employee of APO had the same vision, especially when still APS, the grassroots-

type coalition building that members engaged in has been and continues to be the legacy of APO. 

For most of the people directly affected by the AIDS crisis, the 1980s were an intensely 

desperate time because of the ravages of AIDS and the lack of knowledge, access to treatment, 

funding, and services. This made it a time of indescribable difficulty and hardship. In the gay 

community, the losses were hard to comprehend. National cases that gained the most coverage, 

like those of Rock Hudson and Ryan White, helped introduce and shape the public discourse 

about AIDS that was rooted in paranoia. People were led to believe at the time that if AIDS 

could reach a Hollywood heartthrob like Hudson and an innocent midwestern child like White, 

then it could reach anyone. When the press thrust Hudson and White into the limelight, paranoia 

set in among different communities. Heterosexuals now realized that anyone, like Rock Hudson, 

could be a homosexual and anyone, like Ryan White, could contract AIDS. 

Mirroring trends in the national press, discourses on the morality of gay male sex and 

what constituted high risk sexual behavior began to circulate within gay and lesbian 

communities. Some gay men, in turn, did not want to rush towards testing because they did not 

want to face the possible implications: a death sentence and judgment. Other gay men and 

lesbians were witnessing their friends dying at alarming rates, a process made all the more 

98 See Chapter Three of this dissertation. 
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difficult by the ignorance. The deafening silence from President Reagan and his administration 

served to instill and perpetuate a severe sense of fear. 

While the AIDS crisis in Springfield clearly politicized individuals, motivating some to 

join the fight, it also made certain spaces political in new ways. The immense amount of 

organizing that went on in gay bars was but one small example of such politicization. APO 

members held early meetings there, but also used the space to disseminate literature and 

resources. From the very beginning of the crisis, fundraisers centered on drag queen 

performances were held at gay bars to raise money for many of the gay men who needed 

financial assistance. Impromptu gatherings for the gay men who had died helped gays and 

lesbians cope with the profound loss they were experiencing. 

Since the early days, APO has grown tremendously and now serves 29 counties 

throughout southwest Missouri. Forty-five staff now work at APO at five different locations 

throughout the southwest Missouri region. “APO serves approximately 600 HIV positive clients 

per year, provides HIV testing to over 700 individuals, and provides prevention materials to 

10,000 people yearly.”99 Some of the tasks that were the primary focus in the beginning have 

changed; however, none of the deeply meaningful work that has been conducted in the last three 

decades by and because of APO could have been accomplished were it not for the dedication and 

tenacity of those responsible for the founding of the organization. The ways in which volunteers 

and employees of APO made connections with their clients and with broader communities 

helped to solidify the organization’s place among the political and social services organizations 

of southwest Missouri. 

99 AIDS Project of the Ozarks, “APO: History,” https://apo-ozarks.org/history/ (accessed February 20, 
2015). 
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The longevity of APO can in no small part be attributed to its 1983 grassroots beginnings 

when people from disparate backgrounds came together to try to make inroads in the region’s 

growing AIDS crisis.100 APO founders and future employees and volunteers made sure to work 

against the forces that propelled parents in the 1980s to force their son with AIDS to live in the 

pigsty. APO became much more than just a clearinghouse for information and services. It served 

as the first line of defense for people who were unable to advocate for themselves. APO acted as 

the last hope for too many people who had no one to rely on. The organization afforded dying 

people with AIDS the opportunity to be treated with kindness, instead of surrounded by fear and 

hatred. This is the true legacy of APO and, in fact, the AIDS crisis itself. It could have acted as 

the force that divided and conquered the newly emboldened and growing LGBT movement, but 

instead, it galvanized a community to rise up and become stronger in the wake of unparalleled 

pain and tragedy. In the next chapter, I discuss a contentious moment in 1989 that brought the 

Springfield gay community together once again to rise up against the very vocal voices of 

fundamentalist conservatives in the region. 

100 Stephen Inrig, “Health Care, the AIDS Crisis, and the Politics of Community” in Modern American 
Queer History, ed. Allida M. Black (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001): 244. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

“Consensual kissing is not sodomy”: The Policing of Homosexuality and the Defense of The 
Normal Heart 

On the evening of Wednesday, November 15, 1989, Brad Evans arrived at his residence 

in Springfield, Missouri, sometime after seven o’clock only to find that someone had tried to 

burn it down.1 Evans, a student at Southwest Missouri State University (SMSU), also discovered 

that same evening that his two cats had perished in the fire. The next morning, state 

Representative Jean Dixon staged a news conference in front of Evans’ destroyed house after she 

accused him of sacrificing his cats to Satan. Dixon expressed her concern that Evans might have 

been involved in satanic ritual worship.2 Dixon later rescinded the accusation. It is difficult to 

understand what could bring an elected official to such a conclusion and why Dixon felt 

compelled to attack Evans herself after the arsonist had already victimized him. 

Dixon’s allegations of satanic worship were frighteningly common during this time. 

Historians now consider such accusations to belong to a particular widespread moral panic in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s that was linked to the imagined satanic ritual abuse of children and 

animals. Part of a larger trend to mobilize supporters, religious conservatives during the 1980s 

and 1990s believed that “American society was menaced on all sides by conspiracies and dire 

threats.”3 In fact, one of the defining characteristics of the New Right movement involved 

drumming up support through the fictitious events behind moral panics.4 Dixon used these 

1Robert Keyes, “Arson Fire Guts Play Backer’s Home,” Springfield News-Leader, November 16, 1989. 
2“‘Normal Heart’ Foe Owes An Apology,” Springfield News-Leader, November 17, 1989. 
3 Richard Beck, We Believe the Children: A Moral Panic in the 1980s (New York: Public Affairs, 2015), 

12. For more on the link between satanic ritual accusations and the New Right, see Nathan and Snedeker, Satan’s 
Silence (1995). To learn more about the child abuse moral panic of the 1980s, see Beck, We Believe the Children 
(2015). 

4 Debbie Nathan and Michael Snedeker, Satan’s Silence: Ritual Abuse and the Making of a Modern 
American Witchhunt (Lincoln, NE: Author’s Choice Press, 1995). 
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imagined threats as tools for galvanizing followers while at the same time demonizing anyone 

outside her movement.  

While it is difficult to understand why Dixon felt it necessary to destroy Evans in the 

court of public opinion, it is crucial to understand why Evans would have been on Dixon's radar 

and in the crosshairs of an arsonist in the first place. Evans, a member of an organization called 

People Acting with Compassion and Tolerance (PACT) at SMSU, fervently defended the 

production of a controversial play, The Normal Heart, against a very vocal and outraged group 

of Christian conservatives, including Dixon, who called themselves Citizens Demanding 

Standards (CDS). Dixon and members of CDS considered the play to be controversial because it 

focused on the life of a gay male couple, one of whom lived with AIDS. It is possible that the 

playwright’s normalization of this couple, made explicit through his use of “normal” in the title, 

elicited the ire of these religious groups. But the fact that the two men shared a kiss on stage 

likely made them even more incensed. 

In this chapter, I examine how the events that led up to and followed the fire at Evans’s 

house, which comprised a pivotal moment in lesbian and gay history in southwest Missouri. I 

argue that the hype that surrounded the production of The Normal Heart at SMSU served to 

bring talk of homosexuality more out into the open. In the process and for the first time, a very 

public face-off occurred between lesbian and gay activists, their allies, and Christian 

conservatives that forced the three groups to confront each other in ways they had not 

previously.5 This was the opening volley in an ongoing debate between the New Right versus 

5In Chapter Four, I delve more into the rhetoric deployed to marginalize and mobilize people in the 1990s 
in Springfield via public campaigns simultaneously masking and placing homosexuality on trial. Chapter Two 
covers the history of HIV/AIDS in southwest Missouri and the U.S. more broadly. To do so, I focus in part on a 
service organization, formed in 1983 in Springfield, called Aids Project of the Ozarks (APO). Founding members of 
APO highlighted the absolute lack of resources anyone had when physicians began diagnosing people with AIDS. 
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gay men, lesbians, and their allies in the 1990s in Springfield over one of the New Right’s 

favorite targets: homosexuality. Not only did conservatives put homosexuality and questions of 

normalcy into the spotlight, but so did the gay movement in Springfield by producing, 

supporting, and rallying around The Normal Heart. Right before APO secured the large federal 

grant, this was a pitched battle over normal love and over which kind of both love and hate 

should be prohibited. 

Historiographically, The Normal Heart controversy shows how non-metropolitan queer 

history is important to understanding both progressive and conservative community mobilization 

in under-studied areas like Springfield. Rather than focusing on the limited ability of 

Springfield’s sexual minority to express themselves, I argue that religious and political 

maneuverings played a crucial role in the creation of Southwest Missouri’s public lesbian and 

gay community.6 The Normal Heart’s proponents and opponents were starkly divided and fueled 

by fear. This chapter illustrates how the controversy surrounding The Normal Heart acted as a 

catalyst for an increasingly public gay rights activism in Springfield, bringing to the fore a 

Christian Right contingent that wished to preserve and highlight ‘normalcy’ within a context of 

moral superiority. Heterosexuality thus becomes more prominent in the Christian right’s identity 

in this period. In response, gay activists and their allies tried to decouple the religious right’s 

connection between sin and homosexuality, even taking to the streets with signs that read, “A 

Normal Heart Loves and Accepts.”7 In the name of normalcy, conservatives in southwest 

Missouri in 1989 put homosexuality on trial and thereby moved it explicitly into the literal and 

6 Stanley Burgess, “Perspectives on the Sacred,” OzarksWatch II, no. 2 (Fall 1988); John Howard, Men 
Like That: A Southern Queer History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999). Religion played and plays a 
central role in the lives of those living in the southwest Missouri Ozarks. See Chapter One of this dissertation for 
more information about the religious landscape of the region. 

7Willard Woods, “30 Gather for Gay Rights,” Springfield News-Leader, November 20, 1989. 
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figurative spotlight. In making a public display, New Right activists helped the gay and lesbian 

community, rather than hurt them because they forced gay men, lesbians, and their allies to 

launch a defense. This brief, yet intensely heated, historical moment laid the groundwork for 

future battles between anti-gay conservatives and LGBTQ activists who in 1992 unsuccessfully 

attempted to enact local hate crime legislation.     

The Normal Heart Background: Larry Kramer 

In 1985, writer and activist Larry Kramer penned The Normal Heart. In the now seminal 

play, Kramer highlighted the many struggles that the gay community faced in trying to gain 

access to medical and social services during the early years of the AIDS crisis. As a dedicated 

and outspoken political activist in New York City, Kramer knew his subject all too well. He had 

been instrumental in the founding of the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC) in 1981 and was 

among the most vocal founding members of the well-known activist group ACT UP (AIDS 

Coalition to Unleash Power), formed in 1987.8 

In writing The Normal Heart, Kramer put a human face on the tragic experiences many 

endured during the early years of the AIDS crisis. Through the early 1980s, government officials 

placed little emphasis on the AIDS crisis. President Ronald Reagan and his administration had 

failed miserably to prioritize the epidemic and many felt they were fighting an uphill battle, 

particularly in terms of gaining access to resources. Kramer knew that in order to effect 

governmental policy changes, gay activists needed to put themselves at the forefront of the fight. 

Initially, Kramer settled on City of Death as the title of the play, but decided to rename it 

The Normal Heart after reading the poem “September 1, 1939,” written by W.H. Auden. In the 

8Paul Raeburn, “Activism Cited as Prod Behind Response to AIDS,” Springfield News-Leader, December 
3, 1989; Robert Edwards, “Ozarkers’ Flak Over Play Amazes Author,” Springfield News-Leader, November 1, 
1989. 
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piece, Auden writes of “the normal heart” and how it “craves what it cannot have,” which is “to 

be loved.”9 Kramer drew on Auden’s examination of the normal heart to define the core theme at 

the center of the play: gay men’s lives are to be considered as precious as all others and thereby 

worthy and deserving of support. 

A semi-autobiographical work, the play builds on his own deep understanding of the 

difficulties people with AIDS faced attempting to get much needed support and advocacy from 

friends, colleagues, healthcare professionals, and political representatives in those early years. 

The main character of the play, Ned, stands in for Kramer himself. Towards the end of the play, 

while character Dr. Emma Brookner looks on, Ned shares a kiss and wedding ceremony with his 

dying lover Felix during their wedding ceremony. In the play, Dr. Brookner represented the real-

life Dr. Linda Laubenstein, who had treated AIDS patients since 1979 in NYC with little to no 

backing from city or national health officials and departments.10 

The Normal Heart sent a clear political message while firmly tugging at the heartstrings 

of audiences by showing the extreme tragedy of the AIDS crisis from a human perspective. In a 

poignant and relatable way, The Normal Heart illustrated how the system had failed gay men. 

Kramer’s play resonated with people in the grip of the AIDS crisis all over the country, and in 

fact the world. The piece not only helped to galvanize those struggling amidst the tragedy of 

AIDS, but would also help lay the groundwork for the fight for equality itself.11 

9 Randy Shilts, And the Band Played On: Politics, People, and the AIDS Epidemic (New York, N.Y: 
Penguin Books, 1988), 596.

10 Shilts, “And the Band Played On,” 531. 
11Robert Edwards, “Ozarkers’ Flak Over Play Amazes Author.” Springfield News-Leader, November 1, 

1989. 
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Southwest Missouri State University: Theater Department 

Southwest Missouri State University (SMSU) officials enrolled about 18,000 students in 

1989. Ranked as the second-largest university in the state next to the University of Missouri, 

whose locations are primarily in central and northern Missouri, locals nicknamed the university 

“SMS.” Springfield is located in a rural area of the state, so the majority of students from 

southwest Missouri who attended SMSU in 1989 largely came from very sparsely populated 

regions. To them, Springfield, with a growing population of 140,000, represented an urban city.12 

To SMSU Professor Larry Rottman, both Springfield and its surrounding region were 

very conservative and the rural regions surrounding the city were “poor and remote.” Springfield 

itself housed an inordinate amount of churches; “of the recognized houses of worship in the city, 

182 are of the ‘fundamentalist,’ ‘full gospel,’ of ‘charismatic’ variety.”13 Some churches had 

very few members, while other churches boasted thousands of followers. This laid the 

groundwork for an interesting relationship between Springfield and the university it housed. In 

Rothman’s view, a “symbiotic understanding between the university and the community 

developed” in which conservatives in the community mostly stayed out of the way of intellectual 

pursuits at the university. University administrators saw themselves as providing necessary space 

for critical inquiry that was lacking elsewhere. Former Dean of the College of Arts and Letters 

O.F. Kenworthy even argued “it was the job of SMSU ‘to be the conscience of the Ozarks, 

because God knows they need one.”14 

12 Larry Rottman, “The Battle of ‘The Normal Heart,’” in Academe 76, no. 4 (July 1, 1990): 30, accessed, 
August 5, 2017, doi: 10.2307/40249573.

13 Rottman, “Battle,” 31-32. 
14 Rottman, “Battle,” 31-32; In his statement, Kenworthy clearly considered a kind of intellectual discourse, 

likely only created at nonsecular universities, to act as the moral pulse of the region. Furthermore, he implied that it 
was crucial because Evangelicals were assuming instead that their churches should be the conscience of the region, 
even watching over places of higher education like SMSU. 
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SMSU students and the wider Springfield community knew the Theater Department well. 

In addition to churning out several well-known stars like Kathleen Turner, John Goodman, and 

Tess Harper, to name a few, the Theater Department regularly engaged the community with its 

much anticipated summer offerings. Since the 1960s, faculty and students in the Theater 

Department organized what they termed Tent Theatre productions, a popular summer event 

attended by many in the Springfield community. When driving around the SMSU campus, 

people easily spotted the large 100 by 50 foot orange and green tent erected to house the stage 

and seating for the audience of more than 400.15 

In the spring of 1989, the Theater faculty decided to place The Normal Heart on the 

performance schedule for next fall.16 Faculty chose the play for a variety of reasons, many of 

which stemmed from their own experiences dealing with the AIDS crisis. They agreed strongly 

with the educational message of the play. Some felt the play might help dispel myths 

surrounding HIV/AIDS, prevalent in southwest Missouri. Robert Bradley, head of the Theater 

and Dance Department, and others, including Mike McElhaney, the faculty member director of 

The Normal Heart, felt that not enough people had addressed HIV/AIDS in Springfield, 

especially on the SMSU campus.17 The department experienced the crisis in a very personal 

sense when two students in the Department died due to AIDS-related complications in the 

previous years.18 

15 Missouri State University, “About Tent Theatre: History,” 
https://tenttheatre.missouristate.edu/history.htm (accessed March 20, 2018). 

16 Robert Bradley, “Politicized Performances: A Symposium. The Abnormal Affair of the Normal Heart,” 
Text and Performance Quarterly 12, no. 4 (October 1, 1992): 362, accessed January 16, 2018, doi: 
10.1080/10462939209359657.

17 Robert Bradley, interview by Holly Baggett, August 9, 2007, transcript, pages 26-27, OLGA, Special 
Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. The way faculty in the theater 
department chose plays involved a consensus-making decision among a small group of faculty who chose five plays 
from a larger pool of twenty productions compiled by faculty who wished to direct the plays. 

18 Bradley, interview, 28. Bradley attempted to locate a particular student he had worked closely with in 
previous years. When he could not retrieve his contact information, Bradley contacted the actor John Goodman, a 
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Faculty envisioned the play as part of a larger AIDS education week at the university that 

involving panel discussions and speakers.19 They wanted APO members to field questions from 

audience members and act as panelists after performances. In hindsight, they underestimated the 

socio-political climate of the time. They never envisioned the play would produce such vitriolic 

pushback and unapologetic hate wrapped in a blanket of family values. 

Strategies of the New Right: Federal Obscenity Legislation 

In the 1980s, Christian activists belonging to the New Right became increasingly vocal 

and active nationwide. They were more politicized and willing to venture into the political 

sphere in a new way. New Right activists believed they were the true defenders of family values 

and the American way of life, using anybody they did not like, including homosexuals, as 

scapegoats. As part of this effort, they led a fight to censor various works of art. One of the more 

notable cases of national censorship surrounded Andres Serrano’s “Piss Christ.” As part of his 

“Immersions” series, Serrano submerged a photograph of a crucifix in his own urine. Reverend 

Donald E. Wildmon headed the censorship charge against Serrano’s work. A member of the 

American Family Association (AFA), Wildmon and other members had initially named the 

organization the National Federation of Decency in 1977. Another AFA member initially alerted 

Wildmon to Serrano’s photo. Wildmon called into question federal funding received by Serrano, 

who had purportedly received $5000 in 1986 from the National Endowment for the Arts. The 

attack appealed to conservative religious politicians like Jesse Helms (R-North Carolina) because 

it highlighted their duty as Christians to point out these perceived blatant offenses in which they 

viewed art, like Serrano’s, as obscene. Wildmon urged Helms and others to act “before the 

former theater department student. Goodman found the student, who medical staff admitted to a hospital in New 
York City, and put him in touch with Bradley, who spoke with the student a few days before he died. 

19 Bradley, interview, 26-27. 
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physical persecution of Christians begins” and to “gain the courage to stand against such 

bigotry.”20 

Senator Helms fought long and hard. In 1989, he introduced Congressional legislation 

against “obscene art.” Helms used the work of artists like Robert Mapplethorpe whose “Perfect 

Moment” exhibit consisted of “classic portraits, floral studies and a section of extremely graphic 

homosexual S&M photos” in order to prove his point that such art was morally offensive and 

should not be displayed. However, Helms failed to point out that the exhibit curators of 

Maplethorpe’s show placed photographs deemed not appropriate for children in a restricted area 

of the exhibition.21 

Arguments used in Springfield to censor The Normal Heart were strikingly similar to 

language employed by both Senator Helms and Reverend Wildmon. Censorship advocates 

argued specifically about the use of taxpayer money to support what conservatives considered 

blasphemous works of art. Ultimately, homosexuals, along with ‘welfare queens’ and abortion 

rights activists, acted as scapegoats to Republican politicians like Helms and Dixon in order to 

mobilize their political base. In response, the gay and lesbian community in Springfield, and 

proponents of The Normal Heart, organized themselves and fought to disrupt the conservative 

narrative on homosexuality.   

Precedents of these tactical moves by the New Christian Right can be found in the work 

of conservative grassroots activists and organizing gurus. Phyllis Schlafly, among others, was 

extremely masterful in convincing people of external threats to a moral order based on a 

20 Benjamin Sutton, “A Brief History of ‘Piss Christ,’” Blouin Art Info, December 25, 2013, 
https://www.blouinartinfor.com/ (accessed January 7, 2015).

21 Claire Suddath, “Top Ten Persecuted Artists: 9. Robert Mapplethorpe,” Time Magazine, April 5, 2011, 
http://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2063218_2063273_2063220,00.html (accessed 
January 7, 2015). 

144 

http://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,2063218_2063273_2063220,00.html
https://www.blouinartinfor.com
https://exhibition.21


  

 

 

  

  

 

  

   

 

 

   

    

  

 

 

   

 

                                                
               
     
                  

  

particular brand of Christianity. In the Reagan era, conservatives embraced a “moral 

traditionalism” that prioritized heterosexual, Christian, middle-class, white, nuclear, able-bodied 

families with clearly defined gender roles over all else.22 Activists like Schlafly, Dixon, and 

others of the New Right cared less about stopping art exhibits and play productions than they did 

about mobilizing support. New Right activists felt that society’s downfall was caused by social 

changes brought on by the relative success of several movements, including that of feminism, 

especially in regards to the Roe v. Wade decision in 1973 that legalized abortion, and sustained 

efforts by members of the Gay and Civil Rights movements in the 1960s and 1970s to secure 

legal protections, rights, and legitimate recognition. One of the ways in which New Right 

activists mobilized support was by creating paranoia that then motivated people to vote, protest, 

sign petitions, participate in letter writing campaigns, and generally make their voices heard to 

politicians, public officials, and business leaders. In order to do so, Evangelical activists claimed 

that things like obscene art and homosexuality were threats to the very moral order of society and 

were quite “dire” indeed. Therefore, Evangelical leaders fervently believed that a large base of 

supporters, essentially comprised of Christian “footsoldiers,” were crucial to stopping the 

degradation of society.23 

Representative Jean Dixon & the “Gay Political Agenda” 

It is important to understand why Representative Dixon led the New Right’s local charge 

against The Normal Heart in such a personal and vitriolic way. Dixon’s son Robert identified as 

a homosexual who, admittedly, “struggled” with the demon of homosexuality. In late October of 

1988, Robert Dixon had a “religious experience” that mysteriously and suddenly cured him of 

22 William C. Berman, America’s Right Turn: From Nixon to Clinton (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1998), 79.

23 Richard Beck, We Believe the Children: A Moral Panic in the 1980s (New York: Public Affairs, 2015), 
12. 
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his homosexuality.24 This revelation clearly affected Dixon and served to strengthen her resolve. 

She and other New Right activists were already very concerned about the looming threat of 

homosexuality, which they believed was detrimental to society. They took their positions as 

protectors of morality and virtue very seriously and saw attacks on their very way of life around 

every corner. In 1989 Springfield, Missouri, became a key battleground for Dixon, who saw 

herself as a general who would muster her troops and lead them against the menace of 

homosexuality and AIDS in the middle of the heartland. 

Shortly after Dixon and other members of the New Right learned that SMSU Theater 

Department officials planned to produce the play, she requested a meeting with Theater 

Department Head Robert Bradley and Dean of the College of Arts and Letters, Beth Oberhurst. 

They met with Dixon in mid-September 1989 in order to listen to her complaints about the play. 

Dixon launched a three-pronged attack on the play.25 First, she argued, the amount of profanity 

in The Normal Heart script crossed a line. This echoed the New Right’s move to try to censor 

works of art. Second, she claimed that the play promoted homosexuality as a “regular” lifestyle, 

yet homosexuality remained illegal, according Missouri’s sodomy statute 566.090, upheld in the 

1986 case State v. Walsh.26 Third, owing to the first two reasons, Dixon asserted that because the 

state of Missouri funded SMSU, taxpayers’ money should not be used to support such a 

production. While Bradley and Oberhurst listened to Dixon, they maintained their position in 

support of the play on grounds of academic freedom and freedom of speech.27 

24 Robert Edwards, “Opposition to Play ‘Normal Heart’ Motivated by Son’s Homosexuality,” Springfield 
NewsLeader, March 8, 1992. 

25 Robert Bradley, “Politicized Performances,” 362. 
26 Justia: US Law, “State v. Walsh,” https://law.justia.com/cases/missouri/supreme-court/1986/67465-

0.html (accessed January 10, 2015). State v. Walsh, settled in 1986, upheld a previous law that made sodomy illegal 
in Missouri. It also explicitly made illegal any same-sex sexual activity. It is indeed notable that the statute did not 
make criminal the right to orient oneself as a homosexual. 

27 Jean Dixon, “Play Uses Freedom of Speech Irresponsibly,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 12, 
1989. 
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Not to be deterred, Dixon continued her offensive by successfully drumming up 

community support. In October and November, she encouraged people to write letters to their 

representatives, to the local newspaper, and to university officials. In her own letter, published in 

the Springfield News-Leader on Sunday, November 12, 1989, Dixon used language of the New 

Right to publicly critique the play. Dixon’s letter characterized the production of the play as a 

conspiratorial attempt to force God-fearing individuals to accept the “lifestyle” of homosexuality 

as normal. Dixon reiterated her belief that SMSU, as a tax-supported entity, must abide by the 

“moral standards of the community.”28 

Dixon accused SMSU officials of not complying with “community standards” and 

“promoting a homosexual agenda.”29 She paid lip service to academic freedom, but chastised 

university officials for not acting “responsibly within that freedom”: 

Freedom is rooted in moral order and out of commitment to that moral order, freedom is established. If you 
establish freedom first without the commitment to moral order, you have a free-for-all. There is no true 
freedom without responsibility, and the greater the freedom, the greater the responsibility.30 

Dixon’s letter painted a portrait of a conspiracy that involved Kramer, SMSU officials, 

administrators, and professors, along with anyone else who advocated for the university’s right 

to produce the play. Dixon argued that the play normalized “the perversion of homosexuality,” 

which she characterized as a lifestyle “defined solely by its sexual distinction.” Dixon’s concern 

centered on a view of homosexuality as deviant. Furthermore, according to Dixon, students 

should not perform The Normal Heart because it did not adequately address the topic of AIDS, 

28 Robert Bradley, “Politicized Performances,” 1992; Robert Edwards, “Dixon makes final plea to stop 
play,” Springfield News-Leader (Springfield, MO), November 15, 1989. Dixon said if the play is to be performed: 
“SMS officials…’are blatantly thumbing their nose at the community…May I remind you, though, Dr. Gordon, that 
it is the taxpayer out here who pays your salary, … and you’re saying that you are going to teach whatever you 
please over here and answer to no one.’” 

29 Dixon, “Play uses freedom of speech irresponsibly,” 1989; George Painter, “The History of Sodomy 
Laws in the United States,” August 10, 2004, http://www.glapn.org/sodomylaws/sensibilities/missouri.htm 
(accessed November 13, 2017). It upheld a previous law that made sodomy illegal and explicitly made illegal any 
same-sex sexual activity. 

30 Dixon, “Play uses freedom of speech irresponsibly.” 
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even though AIDS acted as the central theme of the play.31 It did not address AIDS in the way 

that Dixon and others of the New Right wanted. They viewed AIDS as a natural outgrowth of 

homosexuality because of the perceived inherent immorality of same-sex sex. 

The Normal Heart did indeed normalize homosexuality and that is why Dixon and others 

felt so emboldened to speak out. They were angered by the use of public funds to “promote” the 

gay “lifestyle.” However, in their very public and vocal condemnation, the New Right actually 

helped propel forward the gay rights movement in Springfield by forcing discussions and 

creating sympathies through which publicly identifying as gay became more possible. Gay 

activists argued that not only was it possible, but it was normal. Debates surrounding the play 

involved two opposing definitions. To religious conservatives, homosexuals should be ashamed 

of themselves and homosexuality should not be celebrated. In contrast, gays and lesbians felt 

emboldened to come ever more out of the closet. Though people were still afraid of losing one’s 

employment, housing, family, and community, possibilities for expressing oneself were 

beginning to open up. The Normal Heart controversy made this possible.  

In a strategic move to gain support, which by then Christian conservatives used 

regularly, Dixon purposefully made the figure of the homosexual a "dire threat" to the perceived 

stable Christian order.32 By the time voters elected Dixon in 1988, conservatives were used to 

employing rhetoric that blamed homosexuals for perceived societal problems. This was a tactic 

used to attempt to grow the New Right’s political base. Though Dixon never reached Schlafly’s 

level of sheer talent in mobilizing an effective base, she echoed Helms rhetoric by demanding 

that taxes not be used to fund a play that, in her view, promoted the obscenity that is the 

31 Dixon. 
32 Richard Beck, We Believe the Children: A Moral Panic in the 1980s (New York: PublicAffairs, 2015), 

12. 
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homosexual lifestyle. To Dixon, “lifestyle” acted as a synonym for “agenda” in that she argued 

that homosexuals tried to convert everyone to homosexuality because they could not procreate. 

Dixon argued that they would start with your children first.33 

In keeping with the New Right conservative rhetoric of the time, Dixon linked such 

supposedly immoral and ungodly behavior to a conspiracy involving the emergence of a “Gay 

Political Party” whose sole intention was to disseminate propaganda aimed at convincing others 

to jump on the immoral bandwagon of sexual deviance.  “It is in fact a ‘political agenda,” she 

proclaimed, “one they would die for before abandoning.’” Dixon felt personally insulted that 

gays were indeed able to move about freely and practice their lifestyle whenever they wanted. 

She even argued that if heterosexuals “accepted” homosexuality, gay men would feel 

empowered to continue to have sex with other men and simply expect heterosexuals to deal with 

the AIDS crisis. “What they [homosexuals] are really saying is, ‘You heterosexuals affirm us in 

our lifestyle, find a cure for this dreadful disease so we can continue to practice our lifestyle with 

impunity.’” As a staunch conservative, Dixon regularly attempted to equate homosexuality with 

a religion or a cult-like behavior that involved welcoming converts into the fold. Additionally, 

Dixon claimed that the gay propagandizing had begun in earnest: “One might conclude that they 

are in fact proselytizing and evangelizing a ‘gospel’ of homosexuality. Judge for yourself. Is this 

in fact true AIDS education or homosexual propaganda?”34 According to Dixon, politicians 

should formulate a proper AIDS curriculum, otherwise university students would succumb to 

such propaganda. Dixon promised to provide a respectable education to students that they 

33 Dixon, “Play uses freedom of speech irresponsibly.” 
34 Dixon, “Play.” Dixon placed anyone in the Pink Triangle Coalition at the center of this gay conspiracy 

because members wrote a letter of support to the university. To try to add emphasis to the political maneuverings 
play supporters were supposedly engaging in, Dixon referred in her communication to a letter written by the Pink 
Triangle Coalition in Kansas City and sent to university president Marshall Gordon. The Coalition had offered their 
support services to SMSU President Marshall Gordon. 
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somehow were not getting by watching the play. She wished to “replace it with a play that 

portrays positive AIDS education in a wholesome setting for our university students.” Dixon’s 

idea of “positive,” though, was synonymous with anti-homosexual. 

Dixon, like many other people, religious or not, worried about the increase in rates of 

people living with AIDS; however, in true conservative fashion, she went much further and used 

talk of a “war on AIDS” to mask her condemnation of homosexuality, in general, and The 

Normal Heart, in particular: 

In a time when we are facing a national epidemic of the HIV virus with escalation possibly continuing into 
the next 10 years, it is time to realize that we are losing the war on AIDS. It is apparent that we need to 
reevaluate the effectiveness of present AIDS education for the dollars spent. We are missing the mark, and 
this production is a glaring example of that fact.35 

Dixon’s thinly veiled call for a “war on AIDS” amounted to a de facto ‘war on homosexuals,’ 

who were, according to her, guilty of spreading AIDS in the first place. Dixon highlighted what 

she perceived to be the university’s role as a guardian of young people, who needed protection 

from the immorality that threatened them, namely homosexuality.36 The spread of AIDS, 

according to Dixon, meant that homosexuals were becoming powerful, threatening her 

understanding of a moral order in which white, heterosexual Christians occupied the topmost 

rungs of the hierarchy. 

Dixon attempted to discredit the educational value of the play on the grounds that the 

word AIDS did not ever appear in the script. Supporters of the play claimed historical accuracy, 

because the term AIDS did not exist between 1981 and 1984, the years the play covered. Dixon, 

however, thought lesbians and gays had created some grand conspiracy to introduce a play that 

was about AIDS without ever explicitly using the term. Dixon treated AIDS as synonymous to 

35 Dixon, “Play.” 
36 Dixon. 
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homosexuality. At the base level, the problem does not lie in Dixon’s linking of homosexuality 

to AIDS; rather the problem is that she linked homosexuality to immorality. She then further 

demonized homosexuality by insinuating that homosexuals deserved the “gay disease” because 

proper, upstanding, Christian heterosexuals who engaged in only procreative, or appropriate, 

sexual behavior simply did not have to worry about things like that.37 This strategy of 

dehumanizing and stigmatizing homosexuals would become a hallmark of the New Christian 

Right in the decades to come. 

Trying to Stop The Normal Heart: En Masse Responses 

By late October, the conservative effort to stop the production of The Normal Heart 

reached near fever pitch. Fifty people formed a group named Citizens Demanding Standards 

(CDS) and incorporated the organization on October 26, 1989. Members founded CDS shortly 

after Dixon launched her attack on SMSU. Paul Summers, one of the primary founders of CDS 

and an outspoken local religious conservative, argued that the group started so people in 

Springfield and elsewhere could essentially dictate to others what they considered to be the 

“true” system of morality by “forcing state officials and institutions to be responsible and 

accountable to community standards of morality.”38 Claiming that SMSU should not produce 

The Normal Heart, CDS planned to pressure legislators to withhold funding from the university, 

another tactic often used by New Right proponents. Summers also stated that CDS had 

approached private contributors to SMSU and families of current and future students, asking 

them to abstain from funding the university.39 

37 Dixon, “Play.” 
38 Robert Keyes, “Group preparing to throw ‘greater firepower’ at SMS,” Springfield NewsLeader, October 

29, 1989. Since CDS formed, conservatives expressed interest in starting their own chapters in St. Louis and 
Jefferson City. They contacted Paul Summers in order to obtain advice on how to successfully do so. 

39 Robert Keyes, “Group preparing to throw ‘greater firepower,’” 1989. 
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While Summers and others in CDS did not plan on attending any of the performances or 

picketing, he wanted someone in the local police department to review the content of the play to 

determine if minors should be granted entrance. Summers echoed Dixon’s concerns that the play 

not only highlighted a “homosexual lifestyle,” but “promotes” a “lifestyle” that clashed with “the 

community’s moral and religious values.” Summers further contended that The Normal Heart 

“pollutes the community just like pollutants discharged into the air by an industry.” Summers 

deflected any counterargument that CDS had violated the right to free speech. Echoing Dixon, he 

reiterated that proponents of the play were guilty of exercising a “misuse” of free speech.40 In 

opposing the play so vocally, members and supporters of CDS made homosexuality a central 

point of contention in the community and soon gained the attention of national media outlets. 

Newspaper outlets such as the Los Angeles Times ran headlines like the “'Normal Heart' Stirs Up 

the Heartland” in which journalists referred to Springfield as a “small Ozark city.”41 

CDS paid the Springfield News-Leader $3,300 to run a full-page advertisement in the 

October 29 Sunday edition. This advertisement signified a defining moment in The Normal 

Heart controversy because with one fell swoop it firmly positioned homosexuality as up for 

debate in the public arena.42 In keeping with New Right rhetoric, CDS members titled the 

propaganda piece, “Do you want your tax dollars to promote homosexual, anti-family life-style?” 

They linked the play not only to homosexuality, but other “moral issues” such as abortion, as 

long as the issues were “affected by public funds.” CDS meant for the advertisement to act as a 

call to arms by encouraging people to call their legislators and university officials. 

40 Robert Edwards, “‘A Matter of Free Speech’: Drury students back SMS play,” Springfield NewsLeader, 
November 4, 1989. 

41 Robert Koehler, “'Normal Heart' Stirs Up the Heartland: Springfield, Mo., is divided over its university's 
staging of a play about AIDS,” Los Angeles Times, December 3, 1989. 

42 Bradley, “The Abnormal Affair of the Normal Heart,” Text and Performance Quarterly. 
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At the same time the CDS advertisement ran, unsigned leaflets began appearing on the 

SMSU campus. The statements in the leaflets ran the gamut from basic New Right rhetoric to 

severely hostile and extremely anti-gay messages. For example, one leaflet emphasized the 

play’s threat to Christian morality: “The showing of the play is a continuation of the downward 

moral slide of the last 30 years.” Other anonymous leaflets bluntly called for violence against 

homosexuals, stating: “PROTECT YOUR CHILDREN: SHOOT A QUEER.” New Right 

members often drew upon these same messages in their effort to convince people of a perceived 

homosexual agenda. In this case, they believed that homosexuals recruited children to their 

“lifestyle” because homosexuals could not procreate “naturally.”43 

43 Rottman, “Battle,” 32. 
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Figure 3.1. The advertisement CDS members paid for and published in the Springfield 

NewsLeader on Sunday, October 29, 1989. 44 

44 Advertisement, Springfield NewsLeader, October 29, 1989. See also Bradley, “The Abnormal Affair of 
the Normal Heart,” Text and Performance Quarterly, 364. 
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Dixon and CDS successfully encouraged individuals and church congregations to make 

their opposition known publicly. In total, the university received “3,515 individual mail and 

telephone messages of complaint.” Several “anti-play petitions” circulated among churches in 

and around Springfield. The signatures on the petitions that SMSU received totaled 8,966.45 It is 

impossible to determine how many of those petition signatures were authentic, but what is clear 

is that New right activists mobilized followers to act against a perceived threat. But, they were 

not the only ones willing to stand up for their beliefs; supporters of the play would not stay silent 

in the face of such hatred and bigotry.  

In Defense of The Normal Heart: Will the Show Go On? 

As soon as the debate began to pick up steam, officials at the university prepared to deal 

with the controversy in as direct a manner as possible. SMSU President Marshall Gordon hired 

an administrative assistant between October 29 and November 23 of 1989 who crafted replies 

and fielded the phone calls of those who had written or called in to express support or condemn 

The Normal Heart. To counter those opposed to the play, 5,979 supporters left phone messages 

or wrote letters to the university, in addition to the submission of “pro-play petitions signed by 

1,257 people.”46 Theatre and Dance Department Head Robert Bradley devoted much of his time 

to addressing concerns about the play that originated from both within and outside of SMSU.47 

Additionally, SMSU Theater department faculty and administrative officials formed a committee 

that met every other day during this time period to address the growing controversy.48 

Following Dixon’s initial visit regarding the play, Dean Oberhurst and Theater 

Department Head Gordon sought advice from the University’s lawyer, Ransom Ellis, who 

45 Rottman, “Battle,” 32. 
46 Rottman, “Battle,” 34. 
47 Robert Bradley, “Politicized performances.” 
48 Bradley, interview, 33. 
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subsequently provided a public statement that legally defended the university’s right to produce 

the play on the basis of academic freedom. In the statement, Ellis explained in print why 

university officials did not halt the play production. On October 17, university administrators 

sent a copy of the letter to Jean Dixon. In the letter, Ellis explained that the play did not violate 

any local or state statutes, as Dixon had argued, and the university had the legal right to produce 

it. Ellis wrote, “Consensual kissing is not sodomy, even between persons of the same gender. 

Nor does the play depict deviate sexual intercourse as that term is defined in Missouri statutes.” 

Furthermore, the university counsel argued that the marriage in the last scene between two male 

characters “does not portray an illegal act because it was not a civil marriage ceremony and the 

two men take each other as ‘lover’ not ‘husband and wife.’”49 

On October 20th, in an attempt to thwart the ever-looming controversy, Dean Oberhurst 

sent a memo to all faculty in the College of Arts and Letters urging them to support of the 

Theater Department. Oberhurst called on faculty to defend the university’s right to produce such 

a play. She encouraged them to: 

…feel free to write letters to the editor and to express your views on the controversy anywhere the subject 
is raised. It wouldn’t hurt either, to let your colleagues in Theater know that you are behind them…and get 
your tickets soon: they’re going like hotcakes with all this publicity.50 

On that same day, the SMSU regents held a meeting at which Dixon tried to defend her right to 

censor the production of the play. Because Dixon did not submit her written request to speak at 

the meeting by the required deadline, she needed sponsorship from a regent before gaining 

permission to speak.51 Though the regents did not move to cancel the play at the meeting, they 

49 Traci Bauer, “‘The Normal Heart’ pumps Springfield’s blood,” The Southwest Missouri State Standard, 
October 20, 1989. 

50 Dean Beth Oberhurst, Southwest Missouri State University, memo, October 20, 1989. 
51 Robert Edwards, “Dixon seeks right to speak on AIDS play at SMS meeting,” Springfield NewsLeader, 

October 20, 1989. 
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discussed the growing controversy surrounding The Normal Heart.52 Regent Clay Cantwell had 

received three phone calls from people who did not even know the content of the play, but 

objected to the production based on their own anti-homosexual views. Regent Tom Fowler had 

received eight to ten calls. Regent Jack Miller had received ten letters. None of the letters 

mentioned AIDS as the subject of the play, just homosexuality. Student regent, Joe Passanise, 

felt that the central theme in The Normal Heart pertained more to AIDS than homosexuality. 

JoDonn Chaney, assistant to Governor John Ashcroft at the time and present at the regents 

meeting, stated that the governor’s office would review the script, but they had not planned to 

take any action, even though some people had contacted Ashcroft’s office.53 

Most of the people who had contacted the regents to complain about the play followed in 

Dixon’s footsteps in terms of argumentation. They focused less on the content of the play and 

more on the fact that homosexuality was part of the play. They were outraged that homosexuality 

was becoming normalized in this context. Even if they had not read the play manuscript, which 

most people had not, opposition to it resulted more from a fear that homosexuals would be 

pursuing their perceived agenda, which New Right activists maintained was to normalize 

homosexuality and prey on the innocence of children by “converting” them to a life of sin. 

Religious conservatives thought that a play about gay life promoted the “gay lifestyle,” even 

though the play was more about the AIDS crisis. They, however, could not necessarily divorce 

the two topics of homosexuality and AIDS. They believed it was their duty, as Christ’s foot 

soldiers, to oppose the “homosexual agenda” with all that they had. 

Dean Oberhurst feared the impact CDS would have on the culture of academic freedom 

at the university. She stressed that university space should always be a forum for critical thought: 

52 Robert Edwards, “Dixon makes final plea to stop play,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 15, 1989. 
53 Traci Bauer, “Regents discuss play today,” The Southwest Missouri State Standard, October 20, 1989. 
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I don’t think they understand the system or the controlled environment of the university. A university is a 
place where students come to examine ideas and consider alternatives; to think through issues, texts, ideas. 
I would like to hear what kind of mechanism they are suggesting for accountability. I don’t know what they 
would see as a system of accountability that would prevent this kind of a play. I don’t know where they’re 
going with that.54 

She tried to paint members of CDS and Dixon as ignorant of the fact that university spaces were 

meant to be used for social exploration and permitted challenges to societal norms. Oberhurst 

questioned the validity of a “system of accountability” that would halt the creativity, 

imagination, and critical thought engendered at the university level. 

In response to the advertisement CDS ran in the Springfield News-Leader on October 29, 

Bradley sent a memo to faculty in the Theater and Dance Department the next day to inform 

faculty of transpired and expected events. His memo defended against CDS’s attack ad in the 

Springfield News-Leader as he called the CDS opposition a “witch hunt.” He then attempted to 

convince faculty members to not only write letters in support of the play, but to do so as 

individuals and not representatives of the university. Bradley urged faculty to send copies of 

their letters to “your district representative, State Senator Dennis Smith, and to Ed Pinegar, if not 

all members, of the Board of Regents.”55 

Bradley then encouraged faculty to engage in their own mobilization and not to assume 

that CDS and the vocal opposition would just disappear: “Don’t sit around laughing at the 

ignorance of these people. It is obvious that they intend to play dirty, to throw mud. They will 

now stop at nothing until a cancellation of the production is brought about.” He critiqued their 

tactics as masking the real issue at hand--“the freedom to express contrary views.” He also asked 

supporters to make sure to remind opponents that they pay taxes and have no problem having 

54 Robert Keyes, “Group preparing to throw ‘greater firepower’ at SMS,” Springfield NewsLeader, 
October 29, 1989. 

55 Robert Bradley, Memo, 30 October 1989, Series 4, Box 7, Ozarks Lesbian and Gay Archives, Missouri 
State University. 

158 



  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

 

  

 

 

                                                
    

their tax money spent in this way. Bradley understood the power of the New Right and stated 

that “the other side has been heard loudly. Quickly make your noise.”56 Bradley believed more 

supportive voices needed to be heard in the public arena to combat the very vocal conservatives, 

like Summers, Dixon, and other members of CDS. Fifteen days before the opening night of the 

play, Bradley felt worried enough to send the memo to mobilize supporters within the university 

community. 

What both Bradley and Oberhurst relied upon, when making their arguments to continue 

with the production of the play, was the flow of free thought at a public university. At stake were 

several divisions between secular and nonsecular higher education institutions, cultural 

differences between Springfieldian transplants and those who had been reared in such a climate, 

and socioeconomic differences between “liberal elites” and “ignorant” conservatives. At the 

intersection of class and culture, then, stood religion as a tool used by New Right activists to 

argue that the larger community should not only react to perceived injustices like The Normal 

Heart fiasco, but should steer the university on a path of religious virtue and when someone 

challenged that, revert to a role in which conservative activists acted as protectors, to both those 

enrolled at the university and those living in the region. To religious conservatives, higher 

education could act as a place where academic pursuits were encouraged, but only if they 

paralleled certain Christian teachings. In the case of The Normal Heart, New Right activists 

thought such lessons should be less of an exploration into the human side of the AIDS crisis, and 

more about keeping the normalization of homosexuality at bay. Not surprisingly, such town 

versus gown oppositions existed far more between New Right activists and Missouri State 

56 Bradley, Memo. 
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administrative officials than with Evangel University, the private liberal arts college funded by 

the Assemblies of God church.   

Student & Community Response 

In October 1989, student proponents of the play formed an organization called People 

Acting with Compassion and Tolerance (PACT). Brad Evans, a theater major himself, headed 

the organization.57 Supporters wished to voice their support of The Normal Heart and counter the 

publicized homophobia from CDS. PACT staged a rally a few days after the Springfield News-

Leader posted the CDS advertisement in order to show others in the community that they would 

not allow CDS to represent the views of everyone in the community. PACT members stressed 

that the university had every right to produce the play on the grounds of academic freedom. They 

became very visible on campus and began passing out red felt hearts to supporters of the play. 

By the end of the production, they had passed out 5,000 hearts.58 

Many students, though not all were members of PACT, supported the play and believed 

that New Right Christian members of the larger community had crossed a line. SMSU English 

Professor Larry Rottman argued that students, compared to other community members, had 

displayed more “restraint and maturity,” even though some were “the children of violently anti-

play parents.” Several professors at the university used the play controversy as a “powerful 

civics lesson” during discussions and for assignments. Rottman captured the complexity of 

responses from his students at the time. Some, identifying as Christian, separated themselves 

from the Christians leading the New Right charge and added that their Christ would not act in the 

way the activists opposed to the play had. Other students recognized that not everyone favored 

57 Robert Edwards, “Dixon: I will promise group didn’t set fire,” Springfield News-Leader, November 17, 
1989. 

58Bradley, “Politicized Performances,” 366. 
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every play the theater department produced: “‘Not all of the SMS plays have appealed to 

me...but AIDS is a reality and theater is a mirror of our world.” This particular student stressed 

the necessity of the play and how if someone displayed little interest in it, they should not see it, 

implying everyone had the freedom to decide which plays they chose to attend.59 

Despite the din of the opposition, substantial support came from the larger community as 

well. On November 2 and 3, over 500 students and faculty members from Springfield’s private 

Drury University signed a petition in favor of The Normal Heart. In addition, in response to the 

CDS ad, some religious congregations voted to stand alongside or against CDS, thus hardening 

divisions set in place by CDS. For example, the Springfield congregation of the Unitarian 

Universalist (UU) Church, consisting of about 165 members, voted unanimously (77-0) to 

approve a resolution to support The Normal Heart. They were the first religious congregation 

that publicly showed support for the play. 

Reverend Dr. Michael B. Adamek of the UU Church believed it to be the first time the 

UU Church had ever taken an official stand on a social issue. Up to that point, the Church had 

typically chosen to avoid a collective vote on controversial issues in order to give each UU 

member a voice; however, the CDS ad had struck a chord. Ademek and members of the UU 

Church then issued an official resolution. Adamek called the opposition to The Normal Heart 

“very homophobic” and, as such, thought “that the worth and dignity of gays and lesbians also 

needed to be affirmed.” In the resolution, Adamek and church members stressed that free speech 

must be at the center of any educational endeavor, claiming that “the fear of the free flow of 

ideas robs democratic institutions of their vitality.” Adamek and others involved in penning the 

resolution then emphasized the importance of “understanding...the AIDS crisis” and that in doing 

59 Rottman, “Battle,” 35. 
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so necessarily involved the production of plays like The Normal Heart to raise awareness. The 

resolution stressed “the inherent worth and dignity of every person.”60 At the end of the 

statement, Adamek and church members discussed how people in the community demeaned or 

demonized homosexuals, particularly within certain religions: 

...because the fear of same-sex love, so deeply embedded in our culture and religious traditions, diminishes 
us all; we, the congregation of the First Unitarian Universalist Church of Springfield, Missouri, endorse and 
support the SMSU Board of Regents’ decision to permit the production of ‘The Normal Heart’ at Coger 
Theater, Nov. 15-20, 1989.61 

Ultimately, UU Church members and Adamek reinforced the idea that not everyone needs to be 

the same and that people should in fact celebrate that difference. 

Support for the production also came from famous former students of the SMSU Theater 

Department. Kathleen Turner considered Springfield her home base, as her mother and other 

family members lived there.62 She still visited the Theater Department on occasion and even 

maintained close connections with some of the faculty, particularly Bradley. Turner also offered 

an annual scholarship in her name to a junior or senior in the department.63 Turner used her 

celebrity and her connections to help Bradley in a variety of ways. For example, as a member of 

the board of People for the American Way, an organization that was founded in 1980 for the sole 

purpose of fighting against the New Right, she put Bradley in touch with that organization in 

case he needed to seek assistance from them.64 

60 Willard Woods, “Unitarian Church becomes first to officially support SMS play,” Springfield 
NewsLeader, November 13, 1989. 

61 Woods, “Unitarian Church.” 
62 Robert Edwards, “Kathleen Turner Backs SMS on Play,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 9, 1989. 

Turner’s mother resided permanently in Springfield and defended Turner’s letter to the editor with her own letter to 
the editor of the Springfield News-Leader. 

63 Bradley, “Politicized Performances,” 365. Mike Penprase, “Actress gives student ‘a hand’ with 
scholarship,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 23, 1989. Turner first offered the Performance Scholarship in 
1986 and in subsequent years. 

64 Bradley, “Politicized Performances,” 365. Originally, Tess Harper’s mother alerted her to the growing 
controversy. Harper then told Kathleen Turner and John Goodman. Harper and Turner offered interviews to the 
Springfield NewsLeader. 
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Journalists from the Springfield NewsLeader interviewed Turner, per her request, which 

started an argument between Turner and Dixon in the local newspaper.65 In her interview, Turner 

stressed the importance of having access to information: “‘One should have access to all 

information…To withhold information is tyranny.’” She quoted Thomas Jefferson to drive home 

the point that opponents of the play were being tyrannical: “‘I have sworn upon the altar of God 

eternal hostility against every form of tyranny over the mind of man.’” Turner then stated that 

there was “‘no place better than my own hometown and my university to take a stand against 

such bigotry.’” She also told the journalist that the opposition made it hard for Bradley “to do his 

job” and warned people: “‘Don’t push him around, guys.’”66 

Jean Dixon responded to Turner in the press: “‘What else would we expect…when you 

see the immoral productions that are coming out of Hollywood today? We’ve seen the 

devastation of immorality on the lives of these actors and actresses.’” She then used Rock 

Hudson as a case in point, but did not stop there. She relied on her own understanding of history 

to quote John Witherspoon, signer of the Declaration of Independence: “a patriot ‘sets himself 

with the greatest firmness to bear down on profanity and immorality of every kind.’” Dixon saw 

herself, and others of the New Right, as gatekeepers, holding people responsible and accountable 

to a specifically and fundamentally Christian version of law.67 

The Show Must Go On 

Threats of violence were very real for the student actors and, in fact, everyone involved 

in the production. Some cast members experienced “verbal harassment” in their dorm 

65 The argument eventually involved Turner’s mother, who felt it necessary to defend her daughter by 
writing her own editorial in response to Jean Dixon’s attack on Kathleen Turner. 

66 Robert Edwards, “Kathleen Turner Backs SMS on Play,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 9, 1989. 
67 Edwards, “Kathleen Turner Backs.” 
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residences.68 Others received calls that were suspicious enough to warrant concern. Campus 

police increased security measures after receiving unsubstantiated reports that groups outside 

Springfield might come to campus and engage in violent behavior. As a result, Head of Campus 

Security Mike Batchelder and his team assigned cast members campus security guards.69 In 

addition to providing personal security for the actors, Batchelder reported that Craig Hall, the 

building that housed Coger Theater, would close several hours prior to performances throughout 

the week. Officials and administrators relocated night classes to other buildings for the duration. 

In addition, officials conducted bomb searches on campus before every performance. Batchelder 

coordinated security at SMSU with assistance from other agencies, including the Springfield 

Police Department, Greene County Sheriff’s Department, and Missouri State Highway Patrol. 

Batchelder hired additional security officers to supplement the campus police force for the 

duration of the run. This increased security presence on campus and likely had a cooling effect 

on plans to protest during performances.70 

Tickets for all eight performances of The Normal Heart, 1400 in total, sold out in three 

and a half hours, a feat not accomplished by any production in over three decades. In an attempt 

to satisfy demand, SMSU opened dress rehearsals on November 13 and 14, selling 100 tickets 

for each performance to students and breaking a record in the process. In the history of the 

68 Bradley, “Politicized Performances,” 368. 
69 Mike Penprase, “Protestor offers leaflets, supporters burn candles,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 

16, 1989. 
70 Robert Edwards, “SMS boosts security for play: Classes to be moved during performances,” Springfield 

NewsLeader, November 11, 1989. CDS members told journalists from the Springfield NewsLeader that they did not 
plan on protesting. Batchelder told a reporter from the Springfield Newsleader that: “Bomb sweeps are standard 
procedure for any potentially controversial event at SMS…extra security was provided, for example, when Edward 
Teller, the father of the H-bomb, spoke at SMS in September 1988…and security was heavy when then-President 
Ronald Reagan spoke at a political rally at Hammons Student Center in 1986…we’re just going to do what we have 
to do … to provide a safe and secure environment for the cast and crew and theatergoers and general public.” It’s 
not surprising to the outsider that security would need to be boosted for presidential visits or controversial figures 
like Teller. Proponents of the play, however, were shocked at the level of security for what they viewed as a typical 
student production. 
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department, dress rehearsals up to that point remained closed. Faculty were pleased to offer this 

option of the dress rehearsals to students since they were primarily trying to reach college-aged 

students (with the message of the play).71 Though theater department faculty had won a victory 

in that the play would in fact go on, they could not silence members of CDS. 

On Monday, November 13, the day of the first dress rehearsal, CDS hosted events both 

on- and off-campus.  They invited conservative Christian writer Gene Antonio as their featured 

guest for both events. Antonio authored The AIDS Cover-Up? The Real and Alarming Facts 

About AIDS, presenting himself as an authority on AIDS.72 Antonio asserted that people with 

AIDS should be quarantined and not be permitted to be around children. Believing the HIV virus 

to be air-borne, Antonio warned that people could contract the virus “through the air when lung 

fluids containing blood are coughed up by an AIDS victim.” In his presentation on campus, 

Antonio stated that the Springfield Public Schools were not successful in their AIDS educational 

program because “the people they bring in to teach about AIDS are often homosexual lesbians 

asking students to make moral judgments about whether it’s right or wrong.”73 Most of his 

outlandish claims had already been discredited by hard science but that did not stop him from 

continuing to peddle his particularly virulent brand of hate in the guise of keeping people safe 

from the dreaded scourge of AIDS and homosexuality.74 

71 Robert Edwards, “AIDS play sells out in 3 ½ hours: SMS theater pleased,” Springfield NewsLeader, 
November 7, 1989. 

72 Gene Antonio, The AIDS Cover-Up? The Real and Alarming Facts About AIDS (San Francisco, CA: 
Ignatius Press, 1986).

73 Lisa Langley, “Author draws criticism on attitude: Gene Antonio voices opposition to play production,” 
SMSU Standard, November 17, 1989. 
74 Gabriel Sherman, The Loudest Voice in the Room: How the Brilliant, Bombastic Roger Ailes Built Fox 

News--and Divided a Country (New York: Random House, 2014); Carlos Maza, “FLASHBACK: The Repulsive 
Anti-Gay Comments That Once Got Sean Hannity Fired,” 
https://www.mediamatters.org/blog/2014/01/15/flashback-the-repulsive-anti-gay-comments-that/197597 (accessed 
March 15, 2018). A young Sean Hannity of the acclaimed conservative Fox News invited Gene Antonio on his local 
show, aired out of the campus radio station at University of California Santa Barbara. After that episode, officials at 
UC-Santa Barbara cancelled Hannity’s show after gay rights group on the campus pressured station officials that the 
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At 7:00 that evening, CDS organized a rally held at the Shrine Mosque, a mile and a half 

away from the dress rehearsals taking place on campus at Coger Theater.75 More than 1,200 

people went to the rally, which resembled a typical southwest Missouri evangelical church 

service. CDS organizers passed buckets around in order to collect donations. Gospel singers 

performed and different members of the community spoke, in addition to Antonio, the keynote 

speaker. Among the other speakers that evening were Kenneth Gillming, pastor of the Cherry 

Street Baptist Church, and representative Jean Dixon.76 

Antonio gave his second inflammatory speech of the day. In it, he accused the U.S. 

government of deliberately circulating lies about AIDS including modes of transmission. He 

continued his diatribe against homosexuals, going so far as to blame earthquake activity in San 

Francisco on homosexuals. He thereby linked natural disasters to the wrath of a God who 

outlawed homosexuality and, according to conservatives, wanted to rid the world of 

homosexuality. Antonio considered The Normal Heart to be a monstrosity. His speech did not 

mince words or even try hide his hatred of gay men: 

…the Lord works in mysterious ways … strange, isn’t it? It’s sick. It’s worse than sick, it’s evil … we’re 
talking about warfare here. We’re not talking about guys walking down the street holding pinkies. It’s time 
we said to them, ‘No! You don’t spread your perverted filth in front of my face. It’s time for men to be 
men.’ Homosexuality is about as normal as trying to eat a carrot by sticking it in your ear. The ear was not 
designed for the carrot, and the carrot wasn’t designed for the ear. Am I ridiculing it? Yes, because sodomy 
is such ridiculous behavior … I pick fun because of the militant, lunatic, extremist fringe out there.77 

show violated the school’s non-discrimination policy. On that show, Hannity made it clear how he felt about 
homosexuals, even stating that “gay men are prone to disease because they consume each other’s feces during sex.” 

75 dvLaRue, “The Shrine Mosque: History,” https://www.theshrinemosqueonline.com/history.html 
(accessed November 11, 2015). With a capacity of 4750, several large community events are held at the Shrine 
Mosque in Springfield. Built in 1923, federal government authorities placed it on the National Historic Registry List 
in 1982. It regularly doubles as a concert venue.

76 Ron Davis, “Anti-play rally draws over 1,200: Author of book on AIDS blasts homosexual lifestyle,” 
Springfield News-Leader, November 14, 1989. 

77 Ron Davis, “Anti-play rally draws over 1,200.” 
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Antonio fell back on several arguments religious conservatives made as part of the New Right. 

He questioned why God would introduce something as filthy as homosexuality into society in the 

first place, but trusted in his Lord’s vision. Antonio, passionate about the topic, readied himself 

and his audience to enter into warfare. He conflated gender and sexuality by claiming that the 

mere presence of homosexuals bothered him incredibly and they were prominently displayed in 

The Normal Heart. He claimed that ‘real’ men could and would never be homosexuals. Antonio 

accused homosexuals of behaving irrationally through his seemingly ridiculous carrot metaphor, 

to implying as well that only homosexuals engaged in sodomous acts. Ultimately, Antonio 

appealed to his audience by trading on hate and whipping attendees into a frenzy. 

The pressing question, in hindsight, is why Antonio and other opponents were so 

bothered by a play produced at a university in a semi-rural region of Missouri. Committed to an 

image of the region as peopled by a middle- and working-class Christian conservative white 

majority, Antonio and others were afraid that the production of The Normal Heart could give 

people the wrong impression of Springfield and the surrounding communities. They did not want 

homosexuals, marked as outsiders and threats to their very moral and social order, to be 

acknowledged as part of the region’s population, especially when they considered homosexuals 

to be associated with major cities like San Francisco and New York. Regional image, therefore, 

played a large role in encouraging people, like Antonio, to lean on the insider/outsider 

dichotomy. This was especially true when it came to comparing the perceived upstanding 

morality of those living in semi-rural and rural regions versus those in metropolitan areas, who 

were thought by conservative activists to be acting against God’s will and therefore hellishly 

hedonistic, in a less than celebratory way. 
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Dixon’s Last Stand 

In typical New Right fashion, the opposition did not admit defeat easily. Early on 

November 14, Dixon delivered a petition with 5,000 signatures to President Gordon that 

demanded the production be cancelled.78 In a counter-move, PACT sponsored an evening rally at 

the McDonald Arena in order to provide a campus forum supporters of the production of The 

Normal Heart. Four hundred people attended the rally. Actress Tess Harper, a former Theater 

Department student at SMSU, gave a keynote speech at the rally. Organizers passed out red felt 

hearts at the rally to express solidarity among The Normal Heart supporters. Harper urged 

attendees to continue stand up to those trying to censor the play. She compared the controversy 

to the McCarthy era of the 1950s, characterized by censorship, paranoia, and the encouragement 

by the federal government to report neighbors who displayed (perceived) un-American behaviors 

that were then linked to communism.79 To Harper, Cold War homophobia was essentially being 

replaced by New Right homophobia. 

Many speakers gave personal and moving stories about how they had experienced the 

AIDS crisis and the ravages of the disease itself. Reverend T. Edward Helms of the First 

Metropolitan Community Church recounted how in 1983 his best friend had died in his arms as a 

result of AIDS-related complications. Helms accused Dixon of being hateful and ignorant: 

“Disease is disease my friends, and there is no worse disease than bigotry from uninformed 

people.” Speaker after speaker echoed the sentiments of Reverend Helms and Harper. They 

emphasized the need to address homophobia in order to move towards better treatment of people 

living with AIDS and possibly even develop a cure. SMSU Professor of Anthropology Burt 

78 Robert Edwards, “Dixon makes final plea to stop play,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 15, 1989. 
79 Robert Keyes, “Actress leads emotional ‘Heart’ rally on eve of opener,” Springfield NewsLeader, 

November 15, 1989. 
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Purrington gave the last speech at the event. He argued that The Normal Heart helped to raise 

awareness so steps could be taken to provide resources to people living with AIDS. Referring to 

the fact that people were finally standing up in the face of bigotry and refusing to kowtow to the 

region’s very vocal New Right, he concluded: “‘This has to be one of the proudest times for this 

university and you people are part of that. Keep up the good work.’”80 

While the cast and crew of The Normal Heart busily prepared for opening night, 

President Gordon geared up for a performance of his own. As those directly involved with the 

production continued forward with strength and resolve, a different kind of battle was waged 

between university officials and state legislators. The day of the opening performance, Gordon 

traveled to Jefferson City, the capital of Missouri, for an annual budget meeting between 

members of the Missouri Senate Appropriations Committee and presidents from universities 

across the state.81 

Soon, talk of the play was woven into budget allocation discussions. Senator John Russell 

(R-Lebanon) wanted to hear Gordon’s defense of the play and asked if, in future, plays could be 

evaluated “’for community standards’” because, Russell added, similar types of evaluations were 

conducted when it came to things like pornography. Another senator, Richard Webster (R-

Carthage), thought SMSU should “stick to producing ‘classics’” rather than plays with obscene 

amounts of profanity. The budget did not seem to be affected as a result of The Normal Heart 

controversy; however, the Appropriations Committee Chairman, Roger Wilson (D-Columbia), 

made sure to tell Gordon that he would actively oppose any move to decrease the budget at 

SMSU.82 Wilson’s exact words were: “‘I will not entertain and I will use what influence I can to 

80 Keyes, “Actress leads emotional ‘Heart’ rally.” 
81 Terri Gleich, “Lawmakers rap Gordon over play: Legislator vows SMS budget safe,” Springfield 

NewsLeader, November 16, 1989. 
82 Gleich, “Lawmakers rap Gordon over play.” 
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make sure there is not an attack on your budget request as a result of this incident.’” In response, 

Gordon defended the university’s stance on the production of the play. He argued that moving 

forward with the play was an issue of free speech and the kind of academic freedom universities 

should take care to cultivate.83 Once again, Gordon found himself defending not only the play, 

but the mission of a public university by leaning on the argument that officials had used from the 

beginning, that academic spaces should provide a free flow of thoughts, ideas, and even 

performances. 

Opening Night: Wednesday, November 15 

The cast and crew received a great deal of support and encouragement, especially on opening 

night, from both inside and outside the university community. Kathleen Turner, heavily involved 

in rehearsals and movie promotion at the time, could not get away to attend the play 

performance. She wanted, however, to give everyone involved in the production a boost of 

confidence and to acknowledge all that they had been through in the course of producing the 

play. 84 In her note, Turner wrote, “Congratulations on your opening night and for keeping your 

focus on the work with all of the extra drama around you. I send my best wishes for what is 

clearly already a successful run of ‘The Normal Heart.’ Break a leg!” 85 Just prior to the opening 

performance of The Normal Heart, PACT held a candlelight vigil, led by theater department 

major Brad Evans, the student organizer Dixon accused of Satan worship. A lone protestor of the 

play, Steve Snyder, settled under the Grand Street underpass on the edge of campus and handed 

83 Bradley, interview, 34. The importance of this meeting would not become clear to Gordon until later on 
when in the early 1990s he lost his presidential seat at SMSU, ostensibly due to financial discrepancies related to the 
construction of a new performance arts hall. President Gordon and others like Bradley thought Gordon ultimately 
lost the presidential seat because of the stance he took to support The Normal Heart. Even a few years later, the 
issue remained very contentious and had become part of a collective social memory. 

84 Edwards, “Kathleen Turner Backs SMS on Play,” 1989; “Star, officials are at odds over showing play on 
AIDS,” Arizona Republic, November 13, 1989. 

85 Kathleen Turner, Letter, 15 November 1989, Ozarks Lesbian and Gay Archives, Missouri State 
University. 
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out leaflets.86 To supporters of the play, who thought the opposing contingent would have made 

their presence visible and loud as they had in previous days, this seemed anticlimactic at best. 

After the PACT vigil, Evans returned home to find that an arsonist had burned his house 

to the ground, killing both of his cats. News of the arson traveled quickly to Theater Department 

Head Bradley. By intermission, fire department officials had already declared the fire an act of 

arson. School officials took great care during the performance to shield the cast and crew from 

the horrible news. While students gave the performance of their lives, university administrators 

decided that protecting those lives needed to be a priority. President Gordon then offered “all the 

cast and other highly visible individuals” accommodation on the university’s dime at a local 

motel for the duration of the play.87 

Unaware of the chaos surrounding them, students gave a performance worthy of a 

standing ovation that night. Moved by their incredible performance, some audience members 

even sobbed. Journalist Peggy Soric, in a review published in the Springfield NewsLeader the 

next day, gave the performers the best of accolades: they stayed true to their craft in the face of 

nastiness and threats of violence. 

This play would be a tough patch for any actor under ordinary circumstances. It is to the credit of the 
theater department of SMS that these fledgling actors could find the characters and the conflict in their lives 
and deliver them to an audience after weeks of rehearsal in a climate of controversy. They showed the kind 
of pluck that is a treasured tradition among actors.88 

News of the fire spread quickly through the members of the theater department, reaching most of 

the student actors after the performance. For the past six weeks, the cast had been hyper-focused 

on readying themselves for their multiple performances. Until that point, they had weathered the 

conflict quite well, even “shrugging” off “verbal harassment” in their dormitories, but Theater 

86 Mike Penprase, “Protester offers leaflets; supporters burn candles, Springfield NewsLeader, November 
16, 1989. 

87 Bradley, “Politicized Performances,” 368. 
88 Peggy Soric, “‘Heart’ Study in Courage, Compassion,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 16, 1989. 
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Department Head Bradley believed that the news of “the house-burning of a friend and peer 

broke them” because they began to “show the strain and fear of the experience” they endured.89 

Then, as they did throughout the entire production, the cast and crew rallied to show resilience in 

the face of the tragedy. It is a testament to the importance of the play and its message that these 

young, college-aged students, mustered the strength to rise above all of the controversy, the 

threats, and even the burning of a fellow classmate’s home in order to give such moving 

performances of The Normal Heart for the rest of the run of the production. 

Springfield’s First Gay Rally and Die-In 

The controversy over The Normal Heart not only brought talk of homosexuality more out 

into the open, but it helped supporters of the play mobilize in ways they had not before. Four 

days after opening night, on November 19, a group of 30 activists in support of gay rights 

protested publicly on the Springfield square. They held signs like “Ignorance Promotes Arson 

and AIDS,” listened to speakers, and staged a die-in. Organizers moved forward with the rally 

because they wanted to bring attention to the controversy surrounding The Normal Heart and the 

religious vitriol that characterized the opposition. They sent a very clear message that day to “let 

local representatives know that their constituents are homosexuals as well as heterosexuals.” 

Speakers at the rally focused on the need for Springfield residents to stand up for “political and 

social causes.” Speaker Steve Lane first discussed how Springfield in particular had ‘grown’ the 

types of fundamentalist Christians like Representative Dixon: “This very clean city area has 

helped form and given strength to Jerry Falwell and Jimmy Swaggart and the Cross and the 

Sword and the Shield of the Lord and now Citizens Demanding Standards.” Lane persuaded rally 

89 Gloria Sunderman, “Play should be discussed rationally, minister says,” Springfield NewsLeader, 
November 17, 1989. Sunderman reported that after the performance, someone followed play director Mike 
McElhaney in an unidentifiable car “for several blocks” as he left campus and later he received threatening calls in 
the middle of the night. 
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attendees that activists needed to start standing up to these elements. Lane then equated CDS and 

Dixon to Medusa, the Greek mythological character: “That Medusa Spirit, with its serpent head 

and its ignorance, fear, prejudice and hate hides under the massive rocks of complacency that sit 

in front of many of our churches or businesses or political institutions.” Lane emphasized that if 

gay activists did not take a stand now, the city would be overcome by the evil “Medusa Spirit” 

that surrounded The Normal Heart production.90 

Figure 3.2. The rally and die-in held on November 19, 1989.91 

A die-in, organized by Jim Hull of Kansas City, took place after the rally following the 

lead of die-ins held in the late 1980s by ACT UP. Rally participants drew outlines of human 

bodies in order to symbolize the number of people who had died as a result of what Hull called 

“‘the neglect our society has concerning the AIDS epidemic.’” Activists meant for such street 

90 Willard Woods, “Rally is first for Springfield, ‘die-in’ follows,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 20, 
1989. 

91 Dan Dyer, photograph, “30 Gather for Gay Rights,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 20, 1989. 
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“theater” to act as a sobering wake-up call in the face of such tragedy and to prompt more 

governmental support. As if trying to erase the entire event, Springfield Police Department 

Lieutenant Randy Clutter told die-in participants they would need to clean up the sidewalk 

before leaving the rally. Some participants most likely complied, though not silently, because 

they did not want to face the possibility of arrest. As he cleaned up the chalk on the sidewalk, 

rally organizer Steven Plourd said, “I wish it were that easy to get rid of AIDS.”92 

Those who attended that first demonstration on the Springfield Public Square, were the 

first to do so publicly in the name of gay rights in Springfield.93 Several narrators remembered it 

as being a very contentious time in Springfield’s history and as a defining moment when people 

felt forced to stand up for themselves and their loved ones.94 James Wooten, APO founder and 

co-founder of the Springfield gay and lesbian community center in the 1990s, thought it “gave a 

big boost to the community that we can stand up for our rights and we can come out a winner 

and we don’t have to run like dogs and hide somewhere.”95 In the community’s public memory, 

this event galvanized the gay community in Springfield and the surrounding area. Demonstrators 

risked their lives by coming out themselves in such a visible public forum. 

In the end, the opponents of The Normal Heart did more good for the gay and lesbian 

community in Springfield than they did harm, in that their opposition helped to galvanize people 

into a coherent and cohesive group explicitly fighting a common enemy, hate. The experience 

emboldened gay people in the area and also helped to show that there were gay allies who were 

92 Willard Woods, “Rally is first for Springfield, ‘die-in’ follows,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 20, 
1989. 

93 Willard Woods, “Rally is first for Springfield,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 20, 1989. 
94 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 319-320; Ralph Smith, interview by Rose DeGray, December 

5, 2005, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; 
Derrick Wilson, interview by author, July 9, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State 
University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri.

95 Wooten, interviewed by Baggett, 14. 
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willing to help them fight, not only for their rights, but for their very lives. For perhaps the first 

time, the gay community represented a community of people willing to stand up for themselves 

and for the ones they loved in the face of unabashed hatred and bigotry in very public spaces. 

And, what is more, they won. 

Conclusion 

Though the storm surrounding the play itself died down nearly as quickly as it started, 

once the production ended, the real reason for the controversy (the homosexual threat) and the 

very public nature of the discourse surrounding it would live on. Despite an investigation 

launched by the Springfield Police and Fire departments of arson at Evans’ house, authorities 

never charged anyone for the crime. Dixon, Summers, and CDS members continued their tactics 

in an attempt to keep followers panicked about the “gay menace” that plagued Springfield. At 

one point Dixon even attempted to co-opt Brad Evans’ tragedy in the press, starting with the 

claim that Evans worshipped Satan and ending with the assertion that PACT members actually 

started the fire themselves.96 In feigned sincerity, Summers and Dixon displayed mock outrage 

and concern for Evans and offered a $5,000 reward for anyone who came forward with 

information pertaining to the person/s responsible. The American Family Association in Tupelo, 

Mississippi, whose mission involved focusing on “traditional family values,” donated the reward 

96 Robert Keyes, “Arson fire guts play backer’s home,” Springfield NewsLeader, November 16, 1989. 
Investigators thought that the cats had been purposefully locked in the house as claw marks were found on both the 
windowsill and the wall beneath the window of the room in which they were found in. Springfield Fire Department 
Investigator Kent Turner reported that “fire officials found evidence that a flammable liquid was poured in two 
rooms and on the porch of the house…a back door was also propped open with a chair, helping the flames spread 
quickly.” In addition to accusing Evans of Satan worship, Dixon voiced concern that her house may be next because 
she sensed “trouble.” A fire did occur at Dixon’s house, but as a result of one of her kids throwing smoldering ashes 
out into their backyard, causing leaves to catch fire, which caused damage to the house. 

175 

https://themselves.96


  

 

  

 

 

 

    

  

 

 

                                                
         

 
                  

  

money to CDS. Crime Stoppers offered a separate reward in the form of $1,000. No one came 

forward and the arson remained an unsolved mystery.97 

For the Springfield gay community, the memory of The Normal Heart would not go 

away easily. It represented a turning point for lesbians and gays in the area. Many had come out 

of the closet and into the streets and were not willing to go back to being silent. In that sense, it 

was a true watershed moment for the gay and lesbian community in Springfield, Missouri. 

Eventually The Normal Heart would go on to become a feature film.98 For those who lived it, the 

story of the SMSU production of The Normal Heart became the stuff of legend. In the end, the 

histories of the New Right and the local gay movement fueled each other as interactive histories, 

rather than histories at two very separate poles of the political spectrum. In the next chapter, I 

examine the continuation of gay activism in the 1990s and how homosexuality would stay close 

to the center of public discourse in Springfield, Missour 

97 Gloria Sunderman, “Anti-Play Group Offers Reward for Tips,” Springfield News-Leader, November 23, 
1989. 

98 “‘The Normal Heart’ is flawed, but it still beats with passion: Film version lacks the power and anger of 
the 1985 play,” Springfield News-Leader, May 23, 2014. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

“You don’t argue with biblical fundamentalists”: LGBT activism in Springfield, 1991-
19961 

What happened is they kind of crumbled once we stopped being bullied by them...once we showed that we 
weren’t afraid to be open about who we were and weren’t ashamed of who we were--the way they were 
ashamed of who they were, which is why they had to fight us, because they were really fighting 
themselves...we didn’t have to win the election. We won the war. That was a battle, but we won the war. 

--Blaize Malone2 

Lesbian activist Blaize Malone reflected on her role pushing for gay rights in Springfield 

in the 1990s as hard-fought and never-ending. As co-founder of the group COHAB, Citizens 

Opposed to Hatred and Bigotry, Malone led the fight in support of a bias crimes ordinance that 

was proposed to the Springfield City Council shortly after the conclusion of The Normal Heart 

controversy. Gay and lesbian activists like Malone who supported the passage of the bias crimes 

ordinance found themselves once again pitted against many of the same New Right 

conservatives who had formed the group, Citizens Demanding Standards (CDS).3 After losing 

the battle over The Normal Heart, CDS made the slightest of changes to their name, becoming 

Citizens for Decent Standards (also CDS), likely in order to project a Christian moral order that 

appeared more reasonable and less dictatorial to the outside observer. Despite being 

diametrically opposed, Malone viewed conservative groups, such as CDS, as actually helpful to 

LGBT activists because they never stopped talking about homosexuality, encouraging a public 

dialogue.4 In this way, New Right conservatives and homosexuals continued to shape each 

1 Nelson Parnell, interview by Holly Baggett, April 17, 2009, transcript, page 6, OLGA, Special 
Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. By this point in time, activists 
in Springfield identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer. From this point on, in order to maintain as 
much historical accuracy as possible, I discuss the LGBT movement, rather than the lesbian and gay movement. In 
order to avoid repetition, I sometimes refer to the LGBT movement as the gay movement. I address my choices in 
naming the movement in the introduction to this dissertation. 

2 Blaize Malone, interview by Holly Baggett, December 7, 2008, transcript, page 30, OLGA, Special 
Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 

3 For more on the formation of Citizens Demanding Standards, see Chapter Three of this dissertation. 
4 Malone, interview by Baggett, 30. 
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other’s movements, finding the language of family values and individual rights to be effective in 

mobilizing their respective bases. 

Following The Normal Heart controversy in 1989, the gay rights movement in 

Springfield continued to be fueled by New Right conservatives who worked hard to keep talk of 

homosexuality in the public arena. This campaign increasingly emboldened gay activists to 

continue openly countering Christian conservative stereotypes of homosexuals and speak out for 

rights specifically denied to the LGBT community. In this chapter, I discuss what happened on a 

national level during the late 1980s and early 1990s to bring talk of homosexuality out into the 

open. Because visibility increased locally and around the nation, gay activists felt propelled to 

continue moving forward in the fight for equal rights and to field attacks from New Right 

conservatives. I chart gay activism in Springfield in the 1990s based on debates over the 

proposed bias crimes ordinance. I show how both gay activists and Christian conservatives 

attempted to draw support and organize around their respective causes. The gay rights movement 

in Springfield during the 1990s and into the future looked similar to activism in larger, more 

metropolitan cities and in fact at the federal level; however, significant differences existed as 

well. 

While gay activism in the United States has been relatively well-documented, historians 

and other scholars have largely ignored the connection between religious conservatives and gay 

activists, especially those whose studies focus on the latter half of the twentieth century.5 This is 

5 For more on gay activism within the United States, see Ephen Glen Colter, Policing Public Sex: Queer 
Politics and the Future of AIDS Activism, ed. Dangerous Bedfellows (Boston, MA: South End Press, 1996); Martin 
Duberman, Stonewall (New York: Penguin Group, 1993); Nicholas C. Edsall, Toward Stonewall: Homosexuality 
and Society in the Modern Western World (Charlottesville: University Of Virginia Press, 2003), Lillian Faderman, 
To Believe in Women: What Lesbians Have Done for America--A History (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1999); 
Emily K. Hobson, Lavender and Red: Liberation and Solidarity in the Gay and Lesbian Left (Oakland: University 
of California Press, 2016); Kevin Kumashiro, Restoried Selves: Autobiographies of Queer Asian/Pacific American 
Activists (Florence: Taylor and Francis, 2013); Harvey Milk, Jason Edward Black, and Charles E. Morris, An 
Archive of Hope: Harvey Milk's Speeches and Writings (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013); Leigh 
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particularly salient to southwest Missouri as a region steeped in fundamentalism.6 An exemplary 

of this relationship can be found in sociologist Tina Fetner’s How the Religious Right Shaped 

Lesbian and Gay Activism. Fetner argues that the two movements shaped one another in complex 

ways and “have ebbed and flowed in concert with each other, the actions of one affecting the 

choices and the repertoire of the other.”7 Furthermore, Fetner contends that while “‘acrimony’ 

could easily be found between the two movements, it is also a story of movement growth and 

mobilization, with many moments of success for both sides.”8 In this chapter, I follow in Fetner’s 

footsteps by highlighting the ways in which the two movements responded to each other, 

ultimately arguing that the gay movement in Springfield was fueled by very outspoken New 

Right activists, and vice versa.    

In addition to divisions between gay activists and conservative Christians, there were 

fractions within the gay community. Some LGBT activists found that though coalition building 

with their heterosexual allies proved necessary, they wanted to forge their own path in relation to 

local activism. Those activists asserted themselves at great cost to their physical safety, housing, 

and employment. For partly strategic reasons, some gay activists felt issues of “rights” should be 

framed more broadly in terms of human rights. Regardless of strategy, both groups of gay 

Moscowitz, The Battle Over Marriage: Gay Rights Activism through the Media (Champaign: University of Illinois 
Press, 2013); Michael R. Schiavi, Celluloid Activist: The Life and Times of Vito Russo (Madison: The University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2011); Uriel Quesada, Letitia Gomez, and Salvador Vidal-Ortiz, Queer Brown Voices : Personal 
Narratives of Latina/o LGBT Activism (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2015). 

6 George Thomas Kurian and Mark A. Lamport, Encyclopedia of Christianity in the United States 
(Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016): lvii. 

The religious conservative movement in the second half of the twentieth century emerged, in part, in 
response to the “Civil Rights movement, feminism, the Vietnam War, and the emergent counterculture.” They were 
convinced that the moral system of order was on the decline. 

7 Tina Fetner, How the Religious Right Shaped Lesbian and Gay Activism (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2008).

8 Fetner, How the Religious Right Shaped Lesbian and Gay Activism. 
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activists no longer wished to be ignored when it came to legal protections at local, state, and 

federal levels. 

Gay Activism in the 1990s 

Historians have grappled with connections between sexuality, citizenship, and the state.9 

Margot Canaday, in The Straight State: Sexuality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America, 

argues that “citizenship’s mode of incorporation --whether formally inclusionary or exclusionary 

at any given moment--was not only productive of difference...but also identity.”10 Canaday’s 

analysis is useful in examining the process through which gay men and lesbians in southwest 

Missouri increasingly organized themselves around sexual identity and citizenship. Insider and 

outsider status had always been attached to regional identity. Now, it became ever more linked to 

sexuality in ways it had not, especially prior to the twentieth century. The process of claiming 

one’s sexual citizenship not only emerged in the twentieth century, but became normalized. Gay 

people in Springfield viewed themselves as worthy of rights, whether categorized under the 

broad umbrella of human or focused solely on gays. Simultaneously, conservatives viewed rights 

as existing within both the divine and political realms. 

9 For more on connections between history and sexual citizenship, see Allan Bérubé, Coming Out Under 
Fire: The History of Gay Men and Women in World War II (New York: The Free Press, 1990); Margot Canaday, 
The Straight State: Sexuality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2009); John D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the 
United States, 1940-1970 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983); Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality?: 
Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on Democracy (Boston: Beacon Press, 2003); David T. Evans, 
Sexual Citizenship: The Material Construction of Sexualities, (New York: Routledge, 1993); Lillian Faderman and 
Stuart Timmons, Gay L.A.: A History of Sexual Outlaws, Power Politics, and Lipstick Lesbians (New York: Basic 
Books, 2006); David K. Johnson, The Lavender Scare: The Cold War Persecution of Gays and Lesbians in the 
Federal Government (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004); Jyl J. Josephson, Rethinking Sexual Citizenship 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2016); Carolyn Herbst Lewis, Prescription for Heterosexuality: 
Sexual Citizenship in the Cold War Era (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Robert O. 
Self, All in the Family: The Realignment of American Democracy Since the 1960s (New York: Hill and Wang, 
2012). 

10 Margot Canaday, The Straight State: Sexuality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009), 10. 
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In addition to grappling with a language of rights and how sexual identity linked to state 

policies, decisions to “come out” or remain invisible pervaded gay communities in the 1990s. I 

situate the material in this chapter at the intersection of historiographies that add complexity to 

“coming out” or visibility rhetoric and link it to gay and lesbian community building.11 Much 

like E. Patrick Johnson’s move to complicate the process of coming out in Sweet Tea: Black Gay 

Men of the South, An Oral History, I draw on primary sources to understand how gay people in 

Springfield viewed their sexual identity in relation to their visibility in the larger community. 

Johnson argues that for black gay men of the South, one’s sexual identity acted more like an 

“open secret...as a way to accommodate taboo sexuality while still sustaining the veneer of 

southern religious mores.”12 Because of the location of Springfield in the Bible Belt and the 

inordinate number of conservative Christians who lived in the region, gay people in the Ozarks 

sometimes felt more comfortable not explicitly stating their sexual identity. Some, however, felt 

they needed to in order to help secure more rights for the local lesbian and gay community. In 

11 For more on the complexities of coming out, see Brett Beemyn, Creating a Place for Ourselves: Lesbian, 
Gay, and Bisexual Community Histories (New York: Routledge, 1997); Cheshire Calhoun, Feminism, the Family, 
and the Politics of the Closet: Lesbian and Gay Displacement (New York: Oxford, 2000); E. Patrick Johnson, Sweet 
Tea: Black Gay Men of the South, An Oral History (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008); Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgewick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008); and Marlon B. 
Ross, “Beyond the Closet as Raceless Paradigm,” in Black Queer Studies: A Critical Anthology, ed. E. Patrick 
Johnson and Mae G. Henderson (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2005), 162-189. To better understand gay 
and lesbian community building throughout the United States, see Nan Alamilla Boyd, Wide-Open Town: A History 
of Queer San Francisco to 1965 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); George Chauncey, Gay New York: 
Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940 (New York: Basic Books, 1994); 
Elizabeth Davis and Madeline Lapovsky Kennedy, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of a Lesbian 
Community (New York: Routledge, 1993); Martin Duberman, Martha Vicinus, and George Chauncey, Hidden from 
History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past (New York: New American Library, 1989); John Howard, Carryin’ 
On in the Gay and Lesbian South (New York: New York University Press, 1997); John Howard, Men Like That: A 
Southern Queer History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); Martin Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and 
Lesbian Communications and Community, 1940s-1970s (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006); Esther 
Newton, Cherry Grove, Fire Island: Sixty Years in America's First Gay and Lesbian Town (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1993); Brock Thompson, The Un-Natural State: Arkansas and the Queer South (Fayetteville: University of 
Arkansas Press, 2010)

12 E. Patrick Johnson, Sweet Tea: Black Gay Men of the South, An Oral History (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2008), 109. 
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this way, lesbians and gay men in southwest Missouri felt differently and were not a part of one 

monolithic gay movement. 

Unlike the fight for The Normal Heart, most gay activism in the Ozarks did not result in 

clear winners. The way conservatives framed their attack on homosexuality spurred a real effort 

to not only silence gays and lesbians, but render gays and lesbians as a category of wholly 

undeserving people when it came to legal rights. New Right members deemed themselves 

righteous fighters for family values. In the process, they relegated gay men and lesbians to the 

role of “sexual predator,” out to destroy families and a peaceful, loving, Christian way of life. 

Regardless of whether or not conservatives attacked and demonized them, gay and lesbian 

activists in Springfield considered the controversies of the 1990s influential to the growth of the 

local gay movement because they brought talk of homosexuality into the public arena for a 

sustained period of time. Gay activists also carved out spaces to present more positive public 

images of gay men and lesbians. 

As the 1980s drew to a close, gay men and lesbians in the region and nationwide 

experienced previously unknown access to social and political spaces. In prior decades, most 

lesbians and gays moved around in much less public ways because the public arena had not yet 

become accessible or even possible as a place to push for gay rights. Previously, lesbians and gay 

men fought, both literally and figuratively, for their right to maintain their own spaces, like gay 

bars and cruising in local parks. Nothing like the gay activism in the late 1980s and 1990s had 

occurred in southwest Missouri prior to that. As the AIDS crisis served to galvanize gay and 

lesbian activists, the growing movement made people feel a part of something larger than 

themselves. Gays throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s became increasingly visible at local, 
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regional, state, and national levels. Factions within gay communities created multiple and varied 

agendas that allowed LGBT people in southwest Missouri to engage in diverse ways. 

Owing to both the AIDS crisis and the increased positive media coverage of LGBT 

people nationally, “coming out” took on a new urgency. Some gay men and lesbians felt it 

absolutely crucial to show their larger communities that sexual minorities deserved a place at the 

political and social table. After all, the central tenet of the late 1980s’ of the activist group AIDS 

Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) - “silence equals death,” - insinuated that only by coming 

out could gay people grapple with the AIDS crisis. ACT UP members also tapped into the notion 

that gays could find a strength in their numbers if they would collectively proclaim their 

homosexuality. As a result of the AIDS crisis, some gays and their allies felt less willing to 

remain silent as friends and family members perished around them at horrifying rates. The Food 

and Drug Administration had yet to release an affordable antiviral drug to treat HIV/AIDS and 

ACT UP activists wanted to keep putting pressure on the federal government to provide much-

needed resources to those diagnosed. Additionally, ACT UP members pressured the federal 

government to devote more funds towards research. By 1990, AIDS activists successfully pushed 

for the passage of more federal funding in the form of the Ryan White Comprehensive AIDS 

Resources Emergency Act that helped provide funding to fledgling AIDS service organization in 

communities around the U.S.13 Indeed, AIDS Project of the Ozarks (APO) secured this funding, 

allowing members to continue to engage in very important work in largely rural communities. 

In an effort to make AIDS research possible, the second National March on Washington 

for Lesbian and Gay Rights occurred on October 11, 1987. Half a million people attended the 

13 “About the Ryan White HIV/AIDS Program,” Health Resources and Services Administration, October 
2016, https://hab.hrsa.gov/about-ryan-white-hivaids-program/about-ryan-white-hivaids-program (accessed March 
24, 2018). 
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March and it is often considered to be the catalyst that brought gay activists together in ways not 

available to them before. Several national gay organizations formed after the March, including 

the National Latino/a Gay & Lesbian Organization (LLEGÓ).14 One year later, activists founded 

National Coming Out Day on October 11, 1988. Founders’ goals involved highlighting how gays 

and lesbians usually only took up public space in order to react to anti-gay rhetoric and 

legislation. Rather, they wanted Coming Out Day to be a celebration of marginalized sexual 

identities.15 

By the end of the 1980s, most Americans knew several stars and a few politicians who 

openly identified as gay men or lesbians. These included Elton John, who came out publicly in 

1988, and Massachusetts Representative Barney Frank in 1987. A mere ten years later, even 

people like the now infamous Ellen DeGeneres came out, so familiar she was known only by her 

first name.16 The future indeed seemed bright regarding the visibility of gay men and lesbians in 

the media and on very public stages. 

Some of the increased visibility and fighting stemmed from gay activist work in the 

presidential campaign, resulting in a win for Bill Clinton in 1992. He became the first president 

to actively discuss how he planned to confront the AIDS crisis. In his victory speech in 

14 Hannah Wolfe, “LGBT History: The National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights,” 
National LGBT Chamber of Commerce, October 23, 2017, https://www.nglcc.org/blog/lgbt-history-national-march-
washington-lesbian-and-gay-rights (accessed February 7, 2019). The first March on Washington occurred on 
October 14, 1979, with an estimated 200,000 people in attendance. In part, gay activists organized this in response to 
Harvey Milk’s assassination in 1978, an openly gay elected official in San Francisco. Inspired by earlier Marches on 
Washington led the civil rights movement in the 1960s (1963), gays desired to display unity across the country 
among smaller gay rights organizations and via the national march. LGBT activists advocated for rights centered on 
the protection of gay people from anti-gay legislation. By marching, they also wanted to convince President Jimmy 
Carter that he should include sexual orientation as a protected category in the Civil Rights Act of 1954 and to 
generally ban discrimination based on sexual orientation within the military and federal jobs more generally. 

15 “The History of Coming Out,” Human Rights Campaign, http://www.hrc.org/resources/the-history-of-
coming-out (accessed May 27, 2018).

16 “LGBT Pride Month: Biographies of Notable Individuals,” Sandbox Networks, Inc., 
https://www.infoplease.com/gay-pride-month-biographies-notable-gay-bisexual-and-transgender-individuals 
(accessed March 18, 2018). 
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November 1992, Clinton talked about how prior administrations actively ignored the crisis, the 

most recent being George H.W. Bush, following Ronald Reagan’s presidential tenure. Clinton 

also used the trope of diversity as an organizing point to encourage people to more generally 

value differences. He wished “to bring our people together as never before so that our diversity 

can be a source of strength in a world that is ever smaller, where everyone counts and everyone 

is a part of America's family.”17 In what seemed like a very simple statement urging people to 

embrace their differences and work together, it was an implicit message to Christian 

conservatives. The New Right actively excluded homosexuals and others from their vision of a 

proper family. While Clinton prescribed unity, of course, conservatives relied on a common 

enemy, the homosexual, who came up time and again in their rhetoric. In their eyes, the only 

family that can be valued is that of the upstanding Christian. The homosexual, to New Right 

activists, was the villain in a drama of good versus evil.   

Out in the Ozarks 

In Springfield, increased LGBT visibility and activism occurred on several fronts, one of 

which was via the progressive Springfield News-Leader. Every Sunday, beginning in 1992, 

people could read a nationally syndicated gay column that originated out of Chicago’s Windy 

City Times. The Springfield News-Leader started running a weekly column by Deb Price, an out 

lesbian from Chicago. Price addressed a variety of topics, though they all fell under the larger 

umbrella of homosexuality, generally ranging from her own experiences as a lesbian to political 

maneuverings that affected gays at the time. 

17 “The 1992 Elections: Celebration; Excerpts from the Victory Speech by President-Elect Clinton,” The 
New York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/1992/11/04/us/1992-elections-celebration-excerpts-victory-speech-
president-elect-clinton.html (accessed March 15, 2018). 
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In one of the first of Price’s “Gay Issues” columns that were printed in the Springfield 

News-Leader, Price acted as advice columnist and tried to impart wisdom gained from attending 

a high school reunion with her partner, Joyce.18 Price recounted that she felt nervous at first, but 

the fear subsided after she figured out that Joyce’s friends did not care. Price shared that 

sentiment with her audience because she wanted them to feel comfortable disclosing their 

sexuality without fear of reprisal. At the end of the column, Price wrote, “The world is changing 

in delightful unexpected ways. We have options the earliest gay trailblazers could never have 

envisioned. Don’t let fear choose your path.”19 Using her platform, Price encouraged readers to 

take advantage of the moment. She further tried to convince gay men and lesbians that they no 

longer needed to feel afraid and that coming out may even bring on feelings of pride. 

Price reached a broad audience in Springfield. Gay people found comfort in her column 

after being ignored for so long. Narrator Dawn Bruffett found much support in this and attributed 

coming out to her family as part of a larger process of being a lesbian in that time period: 

“having that reinforcement when I was eighteen or nineteen was crucial in validating my 

experience as a young, recently out lesbian.”20 Narrators like Bruffett found it refreshing to read 

Price’s writing in that it helped her through an incredibly difficult time in her life when her 

family had trouble accepting or even tolerating her sexuality.    

In stark contrast to the support offered to gay people, Price’s column served to galvanize 

the New Right further. Several people wrote to the newspaper editor, complaining about Price’s 

column and “the homosexual agenda.” In running the column, the editors at the Springfield 

News-Leader seemed to be supporting homosexuals, an extreme affront to conservatives in the 

18 Deb Price, “Gay Issues: Don’t Let Fear Choose Your Path,” Springfield News-Leader, August 9, 1992. 
19 Price, “Don’t Let Fear Choose Your Path,” Springfield News-Leader, August 9, 1992. 
20 Dawn Bruffett, in discussion with the author, March 15, 2018. 
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region who had been listening their entire lives to the demonization of homosexuals from the 

fire-and-brimstone pulpit. Reactions to the Price column varied. Some readers wanted the 

column placed farther back in the newspaper because they found it “offensive,” so they preferred 

it hidden away where readers would not simply stumble upon Price’s words affirming 

homosexuality.21 Others took offense at the entire idea of a column addressing gay issues, falling 

back on conservative rhetoric to argue that Price’s writing had no place in an upstanding 

community in which “[Christian] values are traditional and proven, and are diligently adhered to 

and taught to our children.”22 Additionally, some conservatives threatened not only to rescind 

their subscription if the column continued, but threatened the wrath of God too: “He not only can 

heal and change people involved in it [homosexuality], but He also will judge severely those who 

practice and promote it.” Conservatives accused Price, therefore, of sinful behavior on two 

fronts: her identity as a lesbian and her positive affirmation of homosexuality.  

Some readers who did not divulge their sexuality wrote the newspaper to publicly show 

support of the column. For example, Jan Donley specifically addressed the opposition in her 

letter. She reminded people that if they did not want to read the column, they should just skip it 

rather than fighting for its removal. Donley then emphasized the fact that she cared about gay 

issues. She encouraged the editors of the Springfield News-Leader to “not cave in to the wishes 

of a ignorant minority.”23 To Donley, the solution seemed simple. If one did not agree, one 

should just ignore it because it benefitted some people like Donley.24 

21 Kay Gannon, “‘Gay Issues:’ Editorial page for Deb Price?,” Springfield News-Leader, October 19, 1991. 
22 Bryan and Carla Ragsdale, “‘Gay Issues:’ Readers lost over a column,” Springfield News-Leader, 

October 19, 1991. 
23 Jan Donley, “Gay Issues: Paper must keep Price column,” Springfield News-Leader, November 16, 1992. 
24 Donley, “Gay Issues.” 
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The appearance of Price’s column alarmed many conservative Ozarkians because they 

could no longer pretend that homosexuals did not exist. The public sphere, therefore, became 

crucial to an increasingly vocal and visible gay activism. At the local level, in addition to Price’s 

column, people in the gay and lesbian community purposefully made homosexuality more 

visible. They did this partly in response to the Christian Right but also because gays and lesbians 

felt compelled to carve out spaces affirming homosexuality. Fueled by the “win” of The Normal 

Heart and the weekly presence of the Price column, ground gained in the early 1990s 

emboldened activists in Springfield to push for more visibility. 

The discursive production of homosexuality in the 1990s proved to be similar to, 

different from, and in some ways an extension of The Normal Heart controversy from 1989. 

Newspaper and media outlets covered more controversial gay issues in the 1990s, bringing the 

topic of homosexuality into conversation with discussions of religion, citizenship, and rights. 

Soon, a larger discussion surfaced, consisting of who did and did not deserve governmental 

protections when it came to employment, relationship recognition, and hate crimes. In the 

process, homosexuality became a topic through which people argued over terms of belonging 

and relationships to local, state, and federal governments. 

At the local level, these maneuverings helped gays and lesbians figure out their 

positioning within the larger Springfield community and helped them build relationships with 

allies. Simultaneously, Christian fundamentalists played a large role in bringing talk of 

homosexuality out into the open, helped to continually redefine homosexuality, and pushed gays 

and lesbians to form organizations specifically to counter the exclusive rhetoric stemming from 

fundamentalist groups. The 1990s was a very heated and contentious decade; however, by 

analyzing how people used language and organizing techniques, scholars of LGBT history can 
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write historical narratives that are unique to particular regions and link them to larger national 

and regional trends. 

Hate Crime Legislations and the Bias Crimes Ordinance 

The episode I focus on in this chapter is the controversy surrounding a bias crimes 

ordinance that the Springfield City Council first entertained in 1991. That fall, the city council, 

highly encouraged by the Mayor’s Task Force on Human Rights, moved to put the ordinance up 

for a council vote. The ordinance would add sentence time to crimes of property damage or 

assault, if it was determined that the perpetrator acted out of bias. For example, if someone stole 

a car, but it could be proven that the person did so because the owner of the car was a 

homosexual, the jail time the perpetrator would serve would be increased due to their hatred of 

another person based on sexual identity. Displaying such a proven bias against the legally 

protected categories of “race, color, gender, religion, national origin, age, ancestry, sexual 

orientation, disability, handicap, or health-related condition of another” would induce a harsher 

penalty for those convicted of crimes.25 

Unlike The Normal Heart battle, the controversy over the passage of the bias crimes 

ordinance lasted for a number of years. When the city council moved to vote on the ordinance, a 

group of local New Right activists formed Citizens for Decent Standards (CDS). The 

organization consisted of many of the same members as Citizens Demanding Standards who had 

formed to protest the production of the Normal Heart play at SMSU in 1989. Because 

conservatives loudly voiced public outrage, after one failed vote (5-3) council members decided 

to table the issue until they could conduct a bias crimes study. The mayor assigned a task force, 

which took almost three years to issue a report. In fall 1993, the Mayor’s Task Force on Human 

25 Editorial Board, “Mayor Too Quick with Bias Response,” Springfield News-leader, May 17, 1991. 
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Rights suggested that that council members should vote on the ordinance because members had 

surmised, based on report findings, that bias crimes were indeed an issue in Springfield. In 

October, council members voted in favor and passed the ordinance. Conservatives mobilized yet 

again and gathered enough signatures to elicit a referendum, put on the February 1994 ballot. 

Opponents showed up at the polls, most bused in via their respective churches, and voted to 

defeat the ordinance. Gays who had been involved in the passage of the ordinance used this 

moment to further mobilize the LGBT community in Springfield. As they articulated a rhetoric 

surrounding LGBT rights, community members divided on whether to frame the issue under the 

large umbrella of human rights or, more specifically, LGBT rights. This was a matter of 

difference in strategy when it came to building public support of the need to push for legislative 

protections for gays.26 

Hate and bias-motivated crime legislation came into existence before the ordinance 

controversy in Springfield. Of course hate crimes occurred in the decades prior to the 1990s. 

However, during that decade, legislators regularly discussed hate crime legislation at federal, 

state, and local levels. Some tried to figure out a way to implement an effective tracking system. 

The passage in 1990 of the Hate Crime Statistics Act (HCSA) required the collection of data on 

crimes motivated by hate or bias based on race, religion, sexual orientation, and ethnicity. Those 

who drafted the HCSA meant for it to act as a federal informational warehouse outlining who 

was committing such crimes, who the victims were, and where they were being committed. The 

Attorney General, Director of the FBI, and local and state law enforcement agencies assisted in 

the task of providing and managing such information.27 

26 Holly Baggett, “The Creation of a Community: A History of Gay and Lesbian Springfield, 1945-2010.” 
27 Barbara Perry, “Introduction,” in Hate and Bias Crime: A Reader, ed. Barbara Perry (London: 

Routledge, 2003), 3-8. 
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The HCSA certainly did not act as the final word on bias crimes legislation. Throughout 

the 1990s, various parties constantly tested the boundaries and specificities of hate crime 

legislation. For example, the Supreme Court struck down a case on June 22, 1992, from St. Paul, 

Minnesota, testing the constitutionality of a local hate crimes ordinance on the books. The 

justices ruled in a 9-0 decision that banning “cross-burning,” “swastika displays,” and other 

“expressions of racial bias” constituted a violation of free speech rights.28 While legislation in 

local districts was appealed to higher courts, federal legislation of hate crimes was passed in 

1993 with the Hate Crimes Sentencing Enhancement Act, which imposed harsher sentences to 

hate crimes based on gender, sexual orientation, or disability committed on federal property.29 

Hate crime legislation had been in existence in the United States since 1968, when President 

Johnson signed into law the first federal hate crimes statute. This prevented anyone from 

engaging in a hate crime on the basis of race, color, religion, and national origin while someone 

was engaged in a federally protected activity, such as working for a federal agency.30 

What was new in the 1990s was the heavily contested addition of sexual orientation as 

one category that would elicit hate or bias. This was rooted in a larger push for gay rights 

legislation around the country in the previous two decades. Conservative religious activists 

argued that the reason for moral decline in America was because people were “forced” to follow 

a more liberal agenda that included providing gays with protections under the law. During this 

28 Perry, “Introduction,” in Hate and Bias Crime, 4; “Court Says ‘Hate Crime’ Laws Violate Free Speech 
Rights,” Springfield News-Leader, June 23, 1992. 

29 “Hate Crimes Timelines,” Human Rights Campaign, 2018, https://www.hrc.org/resources/hate-crimes-
timeline (accessed June 17, 2018). For more on hate crime legislation in the United States and around the world and 
the dynamics thereof, see Kamban Naidoo, "The Origins of Hate-Crime Laws," in Fundamina: A Journal of Legal 
History 22, no. 1 (2016): 53-66, accessed March 22, 2019, doi:10.17159/2411-7870/2016/v22n1a4; Clara S. Lewis, 
Tough on Hate?: The Cultural Politics of Hate Crimes (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 
2014); and Perry, Hate and Bias Crime: A Reader, 2003. 

30 “Hate Crime Laws,” The United States Department of Justice, 2019, https://www.justice.gov/crt/hate-
crime-laws (accessed March 15, 2019). 
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time period, gay rights legislation was regularly introduced, ratified, and subsequently repealed 

in several cities throughout the United States. As early as 1974, in St. Paul, Minnesota, a city 

ordinance that banned discrimination against homosexuals was passed. In 1978, it was repealed 

after a “God and Decency” rally was held to garner support in opposition.31 One of the most 

well-known cases came out of Colorado when in 1992, a group called Colorado for Family 

Values pushed for voters to approve Amendment 2, which prevented the state from ever passing 

any laws that protected gays, lesbians, and bisexuals. Thus, it prevented Colorado from 

legislating against discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. Eventually, gay rights groups 

managed to challenge the measure in the United States Supreme Court, whose justices ruled it 

unconstitutional in 1996.32 This back and forth between gay and religious activists continued 

well into the 1990s and was very much a part of a national push for LGBT rights and “culture 

war” battles.  

In Springfield, under the guidance and leadership of executive director Betty Parnell, the 

Mayor’s Commission on Human Rights initially pushed for passage of the bias crimes ordinance 

in 1991. Parnell had been executive director since the founding of the commission in 1976. 

Parnell’s husband, Nelson, also helped to lead the charge in favor of the bias crimes ordinance 

and publicly debated the opposition a few times.33 Both the Parnells strongly supported the 

ordinance because they felt that because of the “good deal of discrimination” faced by the “rather 

31 Rhonda Hillberry, “Showdown Nears in St. Paul Over Repealing Gay Rights Law,” Los Angeles Times, 2 
November 1991, https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1991-11-02-mn-717-story.html (accessed July 5, 2019).

32 Matt Bloom, “Colorado’s Journey From the ‘Hate State’ to a Leader in LGBTQ Rights,” Community 
Radio for Northern Colorado, June 14, 2019, https://www.kunc.org/post/colorados-journey-hate-state-leader-lgbtq-
rights#stream/0 (accessed July 15, 2019).

33 Chris Bentley, “When Springfield isn’t so friendly,” Springfield News-Leader, April 12, 1993; Chris 
Whitley, “Parnell,” Springfield News-Leader, June 22, 1986. Nelson Parnell had been a Christian minister and 
founded the First Congregational Church in Springfield. He had been involved in social justice in the region during 
the 1980s as both the president and spokesman of the southwest Missouri chapter of the American Civil Liberties 
Union. 
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sizeable gay and lesbian community” in Springfield, sexual orientation needed to be included in 

the ordinance.34 The Parnells received “some death threats” after making their support public.35 

Towards the end of March, Betty Parnell and the Commission on Human Rights had 

completed their proposal in support of a bias crimes ordinance.36 At a meeting on Monday, April 

8, 1991, council members discussed the content of their work and then convened a special city 

council committee to prepare the ordinance for a council vote. The ordinance mimicked a similar 

one that Kansas City proponents formulated, though it had not yet been voted on there. 

Springfield politicians knew the law would cause contention in the local community and wanted 

to be careful when drafting the language, so they looked toward bias crime rhetoric in other cities 

in Missouri to provide a blueprint. 

The Springfield ordinance would apply to criminal statutes against “trespassing, assault, 

use of weapons and other offenses” in order to determine if the motivation of assailants involved 

“animosity or hostility.” Ordinance authors included several protected categories in their initial 

proposal-- “race, color, gender, religion, national origin, age, ancestry, sexual orientation, 

disability, handicap, or other health-related conditions.” City manager Tom Finnie argued that 

this would allow municipal courts to link crime to bias and could permit more stringent 

punishments if judges and juries found defendants guilty. Councilmember James Crooke, who 

helped pass the proposal on to the full Springfield City Council, stated that while he thought the 

measure crucial, he also thought educational efforts by the Mayor’s Commission on Human 

Rights would likewise be important “to reduce bias problems.”37 

34 Parnell, interview by Baggett, page 6. 
35 Parnell, interview, 6. 
36 Mike Penprase, “Council to Consider Ordinances on Bias, Cruising, Smoking,” Springfield News-

Leader, April 4, 1991. 
37 Mike Penprase, “Committee Moves Anti-Bias Bill to Full Council,” Springfield News-Leader, April 25, 

1991. 
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Quite upset about the move to include sexual orientation in the ordinance, three 

Evangelical community leaders attended the committee session at which members decided to 

push the ordinance to a full council vote. They used their seeming support of the ordinance, 

when it came to enhancing sentencing for hate crimes committed on the basis of race and 

ethnicity, as a jumping off point from which to argue that hatred of sexual orientation could not 

even be compared to hatred based on race. This argument served to support their claims that 

adding the category of sexual orientation would give gays “special” rights that were not the same 

as rights provided to people who belonged to racially or ethnically marginalized groups. Some of 

the same people who led the charge against the production of The Normal Heart controversy in 

1989 showed up, including Paul Summers, founder of the anti-play production group, Citizens 

Demanding Standards, Pastor Kenneth Gillming of Cherry Street Baptist Church, and Pastor 

William Askew of Noble Hill Baptist Church.38 Summers, Gillming, and Askew told Springfield 

News-Leader journalists that they had “questions about the ordinance’s scope and the definition 

of what constitutes a minority.”39 They felt strongly that if the Commission and council members 

included sexual orientation as a protected category, gays would be given “special” rights.  

Such comments fit nicely into the conservative rhetoric of the 1990s through which 

activists like Summers refused to acknowledge that homosexuals risked losing housing and 

employment and suffered a disproportionate amount of harassment and violence directed at them 

due to both gender transgression and sexual identity. Fundamentalists feared that if they 

acknowledged that homosexuals comprised a discrete rights-bearing group in society, they would 

have to support homosexuality in their churches. If they did open the church doors, some thought 

38 Penprase, “Committee Moves.” The Cherry Street Baptist Church acted as an opposition site where 
church authorities held many meetings in order to mobilize against The Normal Heart in 1989. 

39 Penprase, “Committee,” Springfield News-Leader, April 25, 1991. 
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they would be forced to support “child molesters” because conservatives fused pedophilia with 

homosexuality.40 They did not frequently distinguish between the two sexual practices, making 

the specter of the sexual deviant even more frightening.    

New Right activists had been using similar rhetoric around the country when it came to 

arguing against LGBT rights. Citing special or additional rights was used time and again as one 

of the main opposing claims. Typically, conservatives used it as a jumping off point to then place 

the emphasis on non-LGBT people, saying that heterosexuals were not privy to the same rights. 

Therefore, creating LGBT rights would begin to dismantle the inherent rights provided to all 

people. Furthermore, Evangelical activists argued that LGBT people, without such rights 

explicitly written into legislation, were indeed afforded the same rights. The major issue, to 

conservatives, was acknowledging LGBT people as citizens deserving of rights. Conservatives 

felt strongly that at the point of acknowledgment, it was a slippery slope to being forced to not 

only “tolerate” homosexuals, but acknowledge them as deserving of “special” rights.. 

In response to conservatives, LGBT activists cited the very real issues homosexuals still 

faced around the nation. In most locales, gays could still lose jobs, housing, family, and 

community connections just for being homosexuals. The hate crime legislation was just the tip of 

the iceberg. Their response to conservative claims of “special” rights was twofold. They cited the 

continuation of violent attacks and crimes committed against homosexuals. These laws, they felt, 

would help enact more stringent sentencing in order to show that gay people were 

disproportionately the victims of hate crimes because of their sexuality and they were deserving 

of legislative protections. Some LGBT activists saw hate-crime bills as a necessary step in 

40 Davis, “‘Special rights’ debate,” Springfield News-Leader, September 20, 1993; Smith, interview by 
DeGray, page 5; Smith, interview by Baggett, page 6. 
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advocating for housing and employment rights. LGBT activists and allies in Springfield took up 

a similar mantle in order to argue against the conservative opposition. 

On Sunday, May 5, 1991, the Springfield News-Leader ran an editorial section that 

included perspectives for and against the ordinance. Supporter Noah Karrasch, a member of the 

Mayor’s Commission on Human Rights, provided a lengthy justification as to why Springfield 

needed the law, which he referred to as the Ethnic Intimidation measure. Karrasch argued that he 

wanted the Commission to be less reactionary by trying to prevent violence, intimidation, 

harassment, and discrimination from occurring in the first place. He celebrated difference, 

especially in terms of minority groups, by stating that “we believe our Constitution guarantees 

every person his/her own belief and activity.” Karrasch explicitly called out the opposition’s sole 

purpose as one of hatred towards “the homosexual lifestyle.” He considered those who opposed 

the bill on religious principles of displaying un-Christ-like behavior and begged them to confront 

their own bias against homosexuals. Karrasch wrote that just because ordinance opponents 

thought homosexuals were sexual deviants and therefore criminals, there was no logical link to 

the ordinance. The religious stance that homosexuals were inherently immoral had nothing to do 

with reality or the legal measure at stake. He encouraged opponents to “stay away from 

homosexuals” if they were bothered by them so much. Karrasch also appealed to those who did 

not question this bill on the basis of race and ethnicity by stating that he realized there are clear 

differences between ethnic and racial groups and homosexuality; however, “there are similarities 

in discrimination these groups feel.” He ultimately asked people to consider the larger umbrella 

of human rights under which this measure fell: “homosexuals are human beings and deserve 
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fundamental rights.”41 Some activists, both heterosexual allies and gay, would later use this 

argument in order to convince voters to approve the measure. 

Writing for the opposition and published next to Karrasch’s editorial, Pastor Bill Askew 

of Noble Hill Baptist Church first stated in his editorial that the ordinance itself did not actually 

provide any of the explicit protections stated in the measure. Rather, Askew claimed, those 

protections existed already as “part of the Springfield city code.” Askew thought trying to pass 

the measure wasted everyone’s time. He argued that it simply prevented people from thinking or 

speaking in whatever ways they wanted, thus infringing upon free speech. Askew further stated 

that if passed, the measure would prevent people like Paul Summers and CDS from discussing in 

a public forum “any issues that involve public health, safety and morality.” Most notable is that a 

bill against criminal behavior, as defined by existing law, was conflated with conservatives’ very 

own speech acts, which were not being criminalized. Askew then appealed to readers to call their 

representatives. He urged Springfield citizens to attend the May 6th public meeting in order to 

stay informed on this issue and prevent an infringement upon people’s right to free speech and 

thought.42 

On Monday, May 6, 1991, council members hosted a meeting in order to gauge public 

interest in the topic and hear comments from the general public. Various speakers offered their 

perspectives, highlighting points already made by both Karrasch and Askew. Executive Director 

Parnell spoke out in support of the ordinance because it would protect all people. Now victims 

could feel as if they could report bias crime, which according to Parnell oftentimes went 

41 Noah Karrasch, “Ordinance Will Protect, Give Justice to All,” Springfield News-Leader, May 5, 1991. 
42 Bill Askew, “Bias Ordinance Would Silence Free Thinking,” Springfield News-Leader, May 5, 1991. 
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unreported because people did not feel they had support from police, the courts, or any other 

public officials.43 

On the opposing side, conservative and white supremacist groups agreed found common 

cause. Paul Summers and several others led the charge against the ordinance, calling it a 

“homosexual agenda” that would eventually involve the passage of a gay rights ordinance. In the 

same town hall meeting, Missouri’s Knights of the Ku Klux Klan director Steve Gullett called 

the proposal “an abomination” because it included sexual orientation. Summers additionally 

argued that the ordinance would infringe upon one’s right to free speech: “We see this ordinance 

as a form of thought control on freedom of speech.”44 Both Christian conservatives and white 

supremacists complained that the ordinance acknowledged and affirmed the existence of 

homosexuality. Furthermore, both parties emphasized that the ordinance provided “special” 

rights to homosexuals that they did not deserve. To both Gullett and Summers, homosexuals 

“chose” their lifestyle and should have to suffer the consequences, even if that meant enduring 

violence based on nothing less than hate.45 

Some of the loudest voices in opposition to the bias crimes ordinance belonged to 

members of CDS. As mentioned earlier, Summers changed the name of Citizens Demanding 

Standards to Citizens for Decent Standards (CDS) in the wake of The Normal Heart defeat. He 

likely did so in order to garner more backing for an organization that merely supported decency, 

or a specific version of Christianity, rather than demanding certain standards be met. After 

learning of the proposed bias crimes ordinance in April 1991, Summers and CDS members 

43Mike Penprase, “Hearing prompts bias face-off,” Springfield News-Leader, May 7, 1991. 
44 Penprase, “Hearing,” Springfield News-Leader, May 7, 1991. 
45 Penprase, “Hearing.” 
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pressed the issue in public spaces in places like churches, the local newspaper, media outlets, and 

at city council meetings in order to gain traction from followers.46 

Other people who led the charge against the measure Springfield’s mayor who publicly 

stated that he agreed with KKK Director Gullett’s assessment of the measure. In typical white 

supremacist fashion, Gullett argued that he thought the measure singled out groups of people, 

giving them special rights. Simultaneously, he felt it took away rights from others, himself 

included.47 Mayor Tom Carlson agreed with Gullett’s point, though he made sure to state that in 

no way did he consider himself “sympathetic to the Klan.”48 Ultimately, conservatives opposed 

to the bill felt that the law already protected all people. Opponents of the bill felt that any 

additional punishments privileged the few over the many. 

In May 1991, the ordinance failed by a city council vote of 5-3. Some of the council 

members who did not support the measure felt the same way as the rest of the opposition. They 

certainly thought that the measure furthered a gay rights agenda by providing rights to LGBT 

people, when they should just be satisfied with legislation as it was. If gays were provided these 

rights, the opposition felt like they would, in turn, lose rights. Primarily, that argument was based 

on that of free speech and they suspected they would no longer have the right to debate 

homosexuality as sinful, disrupting a “natural,” moral, and hierarchical societal order. Some 

council members also voted against the ordinance because they considered it too vague and 

46 News-Leader Editorial Board, “Group Makes Value of Ordinance Clear,” Springfield News-Leader, 
Monday, April 29, 1991.

47 This was very much a part of the post-Civil Rights era meritocracy argument, which extended to 
arguments against the move to pass the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) as well. For more on the development of 
such rhetoric by the New Right, see Matthew D. Lassiter, The Silent Majority : Suburban Politics in the Sunbelt 
South (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006). 

48 Mike Penprase, “Council Opts for Substitute: Bias Offense Ordinance Falls 5-3 in Favor of Study of Hate 
Incidents,” Springfield News-Leader, May 21, 1991. 
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needed more public input to include more detail. They argued that there would be value in 

conducting research into the matter prior to approving such a measure.49 

Mayor Carlson then proposed setting up a task force to study the number and frequency 

of hate crimes in Springfield to then determine the necessity of the ordinance. Both Gullett and 

Summers wished to be a part of the task force so they could try to prevent the ordinance from 

going before the Council again. Gullett boasted that because he had prayed to his God, the 

ordinance had initially failed. He wanted to continue to ensure its failure. Supporters of the 

ordinance, like Chair of the Commission on Human Rights Ing Stevenson, argued that the 

ordinance’s defeat sent the message that “it’s OK to make targets of people we don’t like.” 

Given such attitudes, she did not think the task force could accomplish much in one year of study 

and told the council they needed to “examine its priorities.”50 

Mayor Carlson tasked City Manager Tom Finnie with the job of choosing nine members 

to place on the task force. Not surprisingly, opposition speakers Summers and Gullett wanted 

both of their organizations, CDS and the KKK, represented. They also did not want the task 

force to simply investigate crimes the police had initially described in their reports as involving 

hate, based on the protected categories listed in the ordinance, because the police could be 

misinformed. They only wanted to examine crimes that had not been classified as fueled by hate. 

Thirty-nine people submitted their names for consideration. Finnie nominated nine people he felt 

represented a cross-section of the Springfield public. The nine then needed to be confirmed by 

city council at a meeting on Monday, June 19, 1991. Finnie specifically did not choose people 

who had “preconceived notions,” therefore he did not appoint Summers and Gullett. When 

49 Penprase, “Council Opts for Substitute.” 
50 Penprase, “Council Opts.” 
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Summers found out that Finnie did not select him, he called the task force “meaningless.”51 

Others believed that the task force members provided a meaningful service to the people of 

Springfield. Carolyn Moncrief, president of the Springfield chapter of the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), thought “the logical outcome” would be the 

introduction of another bias crimes ordinance by the seemingly “well rounded” task force.52 

The Springfield City Council soon confirmed the nine members. The council then gave 

task force participants the explicit duty to review police reports in order to determine which 

crimes would fall under the category of bias or hate crimes. Task force members planned to 

spend at the very least several months reviewing police reports before deciding whether to 

recommend putting forth another ordinance.53 

A year passed and the bias crimes task force participants presented their initial findings to 

the Springfield City Council in June 1992. In the report, members identified thirty-five bias 

crimes cases over the past year that occurred in Springfield.54 The task force continued to meet 

throughout the remainder of 1992 and into 1993 because they wanted to wait to determine how 

the nation’s highest court would rule on one pertinent case. On June 11, 1993, the Supreme 

Court ruled on a bias crimes case in Wisconsin that helped move along the recommendation of 

bias crimes ordinances around the country. The Court ruled that perpetrators of crimes proven to 

51 Mike Penprase, “Finnie to Name Advisory Committee,” Springfield News-Leader, June 4, 1991; 
Penprase, “Finnie Picks 9 for Task Force,” Springfield News-Leader, June 15, 1991. 

52 Penprase, “Finnie Picks 9.” 
53 Mike Penprase, “Finnie to Name Advisory Committee,” Springfield News-Leader, June 4, 1991; 

Penprase, “Finnie Picks 9,” 15 June 1991; Penprase, “MRF Views Anticipated at Hearing,” Springfield News-
Leader, June 17, 1991; Penprase, “Opponents not surprised MRF Site OK’d,” June 18, 1991. Journalists listed the 
nine nominated by Finnie in the same newspaper article by name and occupation: Bob Scheid, President of Lakes 
Country Rehabilitation; Mark Dixon, owner of G and J Enterprises and director of Unite of Southwest Missouri; 
Randy Ebrite, co-owner of Nellie Dunn’s Antiques; Dorsey Levell, executive director of Springfield Council of 
Churches; Tobias Meeker, ethicist at St. John’s Regional Health Center; Sidney Needam, an employee at Kraft 
Foods; Lynn Thompson, owner of Thompson Pontiac-Cadillac; Linda Jo Webb, former teacher and graduate student 
at Southwest Missouri State University; and John Wilson, director of the Westside Community Betterment 
Association. 

54 Gloria Sunderman, “Council Eases Teen Entertainer Bill,” Springfield News-Leader, June 16, 1992. 
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be motivated by hate would be punished severely. Justices arguing in the affirmative claimed 

that the right to free speech did not suffice as a valid opposing argument. 

This Supreme Court case proved pivotal in moving forward the goals of the Springfield 

task force. While not all members may have agreed with the legislation, they could now use it as 

a blueprint for Springfield. Mark Dixon, a member of the task force and also vice-president of 

the Springfield NAACP, hoped that the Supreme Court decision would help make the difference 

in Springfield in order to propose a new bias crimes ordinance draft that city council would 

approve. Dixon wanted a measure “that would put some teeth into the nice rhetoric that we have 

heard from some of our councilpersons, city officials and people in the community.”55 Task 

Force Chair Bob Scheid told local newspaper journalist Traci Bauer that the task force planned 

to review a draft of an ordinance proposal in the next week after the Supreme Court handed 

down their decision. Scheid made it clear that it differed from the 1991 ordinance in that it dealt 

with “crimes against persons and property only” and did not encroach upon free speech.56 

While Springfield City Council members penned a draft of the ordinance, conservatives 

worked hard to mobilize throughout the entire state of Missouri. So threatened by the idea of 

multiple ordinances in several different cities throughout Missouri that would give “special” 

rights to homosexuals, conservatives started a statewide petition drive. They wished to pass anti-

gay legislation in which the state of Missouri wrote homosexuals out of the law by not permitting 

them to claim discrimination or entitle them to protections from violent hate crimes. On Monday, 

June 21, 1994, Kerry K. Messer, president of Missouri Family Network, officially announced a 

55 Traci Bauer, “Civil Rights Advocate Urges Bias Ordinance,” Springfield News-Leader, June 14, 1993. 
56 Gloria Sunderman, “Council Eases Teen Entertainer Bill,” Springfield News-Leader, June 16, 1992, page 

5A; “Wisconsin v. Mitchell (92-515), 508 U.S. 47 (1993),” Legal Information Institute, Cornell University Law 
School, https://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/92-515.ZO.html (accessed February 13, 2018); Traci Bauer, “Civil 
Rights Advocate Urges Bias Ordinance,” Springfield News-Leader, June 14, 1993. 
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statewide petition drive. Messer intended to gather the required signatures from Missouri 

residents, at least 105,000, to put the anti-gay measure on the November 1994 ballot. The 

constitutional amendment would prohibit the state of Missouri from using sexual orientation to 

“entitle any person or class of persons to protected status or claim of discrimination.”57 The 

amendment extended to include not only all of the “branches or departments” of the state of 

Missouri, but also to any of its “agencies, political subdivisions, municipalities or school 

districts.”58 

Messer and other conservatives pushed at the statewide level, motivated by the fact that 

up to that point in 1993, four cities in Missouri had anti-discrimination laws on the books--

Festus, St. Louis, Kansas City, and Colombia. Those ordinances protected individuals from 

discrimination in housing, employment, and “‘public accommodations on the basis of sexual 

orientation.’”59 Messer stated that the Network formed in order to ensure “traditional family 

values are recognized in public policy.”60 At the same time Messer sought to deny homosexuals 

“additional” rights based on their sexual orientation, he advocated for Christian conservative 

values to be written into law. Messer also emphasized that homosexuals had an “agenda” that did 

not simply consist of “protecting individuals from harassment.” Instead, gay activists, to Messer, 

had become more militant and tried to recruit children as part of “other deviant behavior” in 

which they engaged. Once again, the concern of Christian conservatives appealed to people on 

57 Terri Gleich, “Anti-gay-rights amendment: Petition drive to sweep state,” Springfield News-Leader, June 
22, 1993. 

58 Gleich, “Anti-gay-rights amendment.” 
59 Robert Edwards and Terri Gleich, “Anti-gay-rights amendment to be object of state petition drive,” 

Springfield News-Leader, June 18, 1993. 
60 Edwards and Gleich, “Anti-gay-rights amendment.” 
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the grounds that a homosexual agenda involved a master plan to recruit the children in their 

communities into a perceived militant homosexual lifestyle.61 

Messer tasked Springfield conservative leader Paul Summers with running the petition 

drive in Southwest Missouri. Summers, like Messer, used fundamentalist Christian rhetoric in 

order to drum up support, proclaiming, “‘We’re in a cultural warfare of values.’”62 As he did in 

The Normal Heart controversy, Summers viewed himself as a soldier in a fight to preserve a 

perceived Christian moral order in society. Summers once again spoke about relegating 

homosexuals to the margins of society. In doing so, he put homosexuals front and center, using 

homosexuality as a specter against which Christian soldiers fought.     

Messer and Summers were alarmed because they felt threatened by a growing LGBT 

rights movement around the country that centered on passing anti-discrimination and bias crimes 

legislative protections. They had started to organize in larger numbers and developed greater 

networks at state, regional, and local levels, just like New Right activists. State-level groups 

formed to combat Messer’s intention of circulating petitions. Tom Chorlton, a spokesperson of 

the Missouri Task Force for Lesbian and Gay Concerns that formed to counter the Missouri 

Family Network, called the whole effort “absolute baloney” on the grounds that homosexuals 

simply tried to secure rights, like other marginalized groups had in the past.63 Chorlton 

emphasized the message of hate that New Christian activists spread: “The distressing part of it 

61 Edwards and Gleich, “Anti-gay-rights amendment.” Undoubtedly, this parallels recent very contentious 
transphobic debates on “bathroom bills” that would essentially force people, especially those who transgress the 
gender binary, to go in to a single-sex bathroom based solely on genitalia at birth and not gender identity. These 
debates stem from paranoia fed to the public by anti-trans activists who feel that transgender people will attack both 
adults and children if they go into bathrooms that do not align with the sex assigned them at birth. For more on the 
history of bathroom bills and how they affect current LGBTQ politics, see Sarah Posner, “The Secret History of 
Bathroom Bills: How a Small Band of Far-Right Activists in Houston Sparked a Movement Against Transgender 
Rights,” Type Investigations, January 22, 2018, https://www.typeinvestigations.org/investigation/2018/01/22/secret-
history-bathroom-bills/ (accessed July 6, 2019).

62 Edwards and Gleich, “Anti-gay-rights amendment.” 
63 Edwards and Gleich, “Anti-gay-rights amendment.” 
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all is that it represents a new level of organized hate.”64 The Missouri Family Network, which 

soon morphed into the Amendment Coalition, failed to submit the necessary signatures to put the 

amendment on the state ballot in November 1994.65 Conservatives nevertheless remained vocal, 

continuing their fight to defeat the Springfield ordinance. 

In July 1993, several gay activists started the group Citizens Opposed to Hatred and 

Bigotry (COHAB) in response to the anti-ordinance efforts of Summers and CDS members.66 

Gay activists knew this would not be the last time they heard from conservatives and tried to 

ratchet up support. COHAB members predicted that at some point the city council would be 

voting on the measure again and they wanted to be better prepared. They also knew that many 

gays and lesbians living in Springfield and the surrounding areas did not feel comfortable 

representing the face of gay activism. Since The Normal Heart episode in 1989, gay activists in 

Springfield were still finding their voice. COHAB was one of the first organizations to emerge in 

Springfield whose mission was solely to fight for gay rights. For these reasons, they decided to 

start meeting and hoped they would be able to garner enough support in the coming months to 

fight conservatives’ efforts. 

In September 1993, as both conservatives and gay activists formulated new plans of 

action, participants in the Mayor’s Task Force on Bias Crimes released the report from the initial 

study that started in 1991. They presented evidence that bias crimes indeed existed in 

Springfield. They cited several incidents and the chairman of the Task Force claimed that he had 

“seen a lot of hate expressed in words and in actions, primarily hatred toward races.”67 Though 

64 Edwards and Gleich, “Anti-gay-rights.” 
65 Traci Bauer, “Anti-gay proposal efforts too late,” Springfield News-Leader, July 9, 1994. 
66 “Group Forming,” Springfield News-Leader, July 27, 1993. 
67 Gloria Sunderman, “‘A lot of hate’ spurs council to look at ordinance,” Springfield News-Leader, 

September 20, 1993. 
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conservatives primarily opposed the sexual orientation part of the ordinance, likely anti-gay 

political rhetoric was used as a way to wage a fight against black civil rights claims as well. 

Moving forward, the Task Force recommended that sexual orientation be included in the 

ordinance and by September 20th, both conservatives and gay and lesbian activists predicted that 

six of the nine city council members would vote in the affirmative to pass the ordinance.68 

Prior to the city council vote the next month, the Task Force held a community meeting 

so people could voice their opinions about the ordinance. The council chambers filled up quickly 

with a large audience. Council members opened up an additional two rooms to accommodate the 

number of community members. Fifty people signed up to speak either for or against the 

ordinance. Rather than considering whether or not a bias crimes law was needed in Springfield, 

people tended to take the time to offer their perspectives on the morality of homosexuality.69 

Conservatives thought they needed to provide insight into the sin of homosexuality rather than 

talk about the matter at hand--that people participated in crimes motivated by bias and should be 

subject to harsher punishment. To conservatives, if homosexuality proved such an atrocity, then 

homosexuals should not be granted “special” rights. Furthermore, conservatives connected 

biblical to governmental laws in order to make their claims. Ultimately, the ordinance became a 

popular forum on sexuality and immorality, which, once again, brought talk of homosexuality 

out into the open.    

At the public meeting, some gay and lesbian members of COHAB had decided that they 

should play a central role in the discussion. Up until that point, heterosexual liberals, LGBT 

allies, and community leaders, like Reverend Nelson Parnell, had shared in leading the charge 

with LGBT activists. Some COHAB members felt they needed to make it very clear that gays 

68 Sunderman, “‘A lot of hate.’” 
69 Gloria Sunderman, “Sides face off on bias crimes law,” Springfield News-Leader, September 21, 1993. 
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belonged to the larger Springfield community in the same way as heterosexuals. Blaize Malone, 

a lesbian, convinced a few other gays and lesbians to stress this when laying out their arguments 

at the meeting. Initially, Dot Peevy, a lesbian, and Reverend Parnell decided to speak up for the 

ordinance, but not talk about anyone’s sexual identity. Both Parnell and Peevy believed that 

strategically COHAB members should “work for it quietly but don’t push it [their sexual 

identity] overtly.”70 Parnell feared that conservatives would claim that out and proud gays had an 

agenda and be successful in swaying the general public to vote against the ordinance.71 Parnell’s 

intention involved trying to get the ordinance passed despite the fact that “so many people in 

Springfield who were homophobic” existed.72 

In contrast, Malone argued that gay people needed to put a human face on homosexuality 

in Springfield. Malone considered the conservative Christians fighting against the ordinance to 

be “bullies.”73 She felt sickened by their intimidating behavior: “Because they’re bullies, and if 

you act afraid, bullies will come after you. If you don’t act afraid, they leave you the fuck 

alone.”74 At the meeting, Malone came out publicly, identifying as not only a lesbian, but as a 

54-year-old two-time divorcee, with five children and ten grandchildren. Following her speech, 

sixteen more gay men and lesbians spoke out in favor of the bill and revealed their sexual 

identity.75 Malone felt that speaking out had more than an immediate impact. It gave her so much 

confidence that after that she took “every opportunity to confront conservative leader Paul 

Summers and he wouldn’t even look me in the eye...because I didn’t meet his stereotype.”76 Of 

course, not everyone in the lesbian and gay community felt comfortable speaking out, but in 

70 Parnell, interview by Baggett, 9. 
71 Parnell, interview, 9. 
72 Parnell, 9. 
73 Malone, interview by Baggett, 25. 
74 Malone, interview, 25. 
75 Malone, interview, 26. 
76 Malone, interview, 26. 
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doing so Malone had drawn a line between politically active gays and those who chose to stay 

out of the spotlight. 

At the same time, the Springfield News-Leader ran a two-part series on being “Gay in the 

Ozarks,” which served to further increase the visibility of gays and lesbians in the community. 

Journalist Ron Davis stressed the fact that several gays in Springfield found it dangerous to come 

out because they did in fact fear losing their housing and their employment. Using the example 

of a lesbian couple he referred to them as “M” and “L,” Davis tried to show that gay men and 

lesbians lived in a different reality than others due to prejudice and ignorance. For example, M 

and L went to a diner with other lesbian friends for an early morning breakfast. Someone at a 

nearby table started slinging derogatory names by calling them “‘dykes’” and “‘faggots,’” and he 

blew “noisy kisses in their direction.”77 

In the first part of the series, Davis focused on the danger of being out in the larger 

community and the motivation behind staying closeted for some gays and lesbians. He wrote 

about numerous other gay people who feared for their lives if they came out. One man Davis 

identified as “W” expressed his fears about revealing his sexual identity, explaining, “I don’t 

want to go outside and find my cat nailed to the door. Or wake up to find my house burning.’” 

Davis added that violent repercussions could include losing one’s employment, getting “beaten 

up by a carload of gay bashers,” and even getting murdered for simply having sex with someone 

of the same sex.78 

In the second part of the series, which ran on consecutive days, Davis wrote about some 

lesbians and gays in southwest Missouri who chose to come out. He highlighted the same lesbian 

77 Ron Davis, “Prejudice vs. pride: the gay rights battle,” Springfield News-Leader, September 19, 1993. 
78 Ron Davis, “Prejudice vs. pride.” 
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couple but this time gave their full names, Linda Smith and Denslow Brown.79 Smith and Brown, 

in contrast to “M” and “L” presented the day before, admitted that while they had encountered 

homophobia in Springfield, they “‘expected it to be worse.’” The couple decided to come out in 

the Springfield News-Leader because they thought the gay and lesbian community needed to 

celebrate their community members and to show heterosexuals that they existed, especially 

during such a contentious statewide fight for gay rights. Smith told Davis that she had not 

thought she would continue as an activist in southwest Missouri when she moved there. The 

statewide constitutional amendment initiative to prohibit homosexuality from becoming a 

protected category, coupled with the initial defeat of the local ordinance, made Smith “feel 

compelled to speak out.”80 

Members of the lesbian and gay community in southwest Missouri viewed coming out in 

different ways. Some people just wanted to be left alone while others, like Smith and Malone, 

felt propelled to speak out based on the fact that conservatives tried their best to pass anti-gay 

measures at a statewide level. Journalist Davis also included a story in the second day of the 

series on a gay man named Chris Leavy. Leavy believed, regrettably, that no one could convince 

fundamentalists like Paul Summers that they really needed to understand the Ozarkian gay 

experience before they judged gay people. Leavy argued that engaging in criticism of gay people 

seemed easier than actually trying to understand their varied experiences. Furthermore, Leavy 

claimed that for people like Paul Summers, it would be nearly impossible for them to think about 

gays in southwest Missouri as being religious and gay simultaneously.81 

79 Smith and Brown will surface again in Chapter Five of this dissertation because they lived at Hawk Hill, 
a lesbian separatist community in rural southwest Missouri. 

80 Linda Smith, interview by author, July 2, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State 
University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; Ron Davis, “Coming out: two women talk about their lives, with hope, 
without fear,” Springfield News-Leader, September 20, 1993; Davis, “‘Special rights’ debate central to many gay 
issues,” Springfield News-Leader, September 20, 1993. 

81 Davis, “‘Special rights.’” 
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Despite the fact that opposing groups felt very differently about the ordinance, both 

conservatives and LGBT activists predicted the outcome accurately. In October 1993, the 

Springfield City Council approved the ordinance measure by a vote of 7-2, based on the 

recommendation of the Mayor’s Task Force. Gay activists celebrated this victory and the 

Springfield NewsLeader gave it positive media coverage, further emboldening LGBT activists. 

Conservatives soon decided they would not settle for such a defeat. They had twenty days to 

submit at least 652 signatures of registered Springfield voters who did not want the ordinance on 

the books. Following the confirmation by the city clerk of the signatures, the petition would be 

delivered to council members, who would then decide on either repealing the ordinance or 

submitting it to a referendum vote. If members of the City Council chose to submit it to voters, it 

would then be put on the February 1994 ballot.82 

Under the guidance of President Summers, CDS members successfully gathered more 

than the required number of signatures. On October 25, 1993, they submitted 1,200 signatures to 

the city clerk.83 At this point, the debate resumed with conservative and LGBT activists, both 

campaigning to persuade voters. Conservatives used a two-pronged approach to convince people 

that the measure needed to be repealed. First, they stressed the sinfulness of homosexuality. 

Then, they claimed that homosexuals tried to gain “special” rights. Conservatives feared this 

would happen at both state and local levels, so they pushed to prohibit any statewide protections 

for gay people and fought at the local level to defeat the ordinance as well. Summers, in his dual 

role as the CDS president and the supervisor in southwest Missouri of the statewide anti-gay 

amendment, relied heavily on the “special” rights rhetoric to make his argument. He tried to 

82 Gloria Sunderman, “Bias Crimes Ordinance: Both sides get ready for another fight,” Springfield News-
Leader, October 26, 1993. 

83 Sunderman, “Bias Crimes Ordinance.” 
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prove that gay people already had civil rights and, simultaneously, use “divine law” to deny that 

homosexuals should have rights at all. Summers argued that the Constitution already protected 

every group. Insisting that “Homosexuals have those rights, and they will continue to have those 

rights after this amendment is passed,” Summers complained, “What they want are special 

rights.”84 

Gay activists responded to conservative attacks at both state and local levels, arguing that 

because of the lack of protections for gay people, legislation must be introduced to provide 

protections. At the state level, gay activists like B.L. Graham argued that the special rights stance 

did not acknowledge the precarious position in society of “‘gays, lesbians, and bisexuals.’”85 

Furthermore, by not providing legislative protections for gay people they became effectively 

“‘second-class citizens.’” They are not entitled to the full range of rights, privileges and 

responsibilities as everyone else.’” Graham then brought this action to its logical conclusion by 

stating that conservatives actively excluded gay people from “equal protection under the law. 

That’s wrong and it begs the question, ‘Who’s next?’”86 

Local activism reflected the statewide push to include sexual orientation in non-

discrimination law. Supporters in Springfield used the same strategy to argue for the ordinance 

based on the sheer amount of discrimination and harassment gays had and would continue to 

endure, clearly documented by the task force. Gay allies, including Reverend Parnell, stressed 

the importance of such a law in order to protect every citizen and not just cater to a small group 

of “homophobes.”87 Some gay activists felt that their heterosexual allies took too passive of an 

84 Ron Davis, “‘Special rights’ debate central to many gay issues,” Springfield News-Leader, September 20, 
1993. 

85 Davis, “‘Special rights’ debate,” September 20, 1993. 
86 Davis, “‘Special rights’ debate.” 
87 Parnell, interview by Baggett, 6. 
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approach when arguing for gay rights. Ralph Smith, a gay professor of communications at 

Southwest Missouri State University, argued that “the standardized straight approach” in support 

of the ordinance involved a slight recognition that even though “gay people are just 

horrible...you probably ought not to beat ‘em up all the time.”88 In contrast, gay activists like 

Malone contended that “we ought to recognize that gay people are a positive force in the 

community.” Agreeing with Malone, Smith believed gay people should be at least recognized as 

a valuable contingent of the larger local community.89 

At the end of November 1993, Council members met to decide whether or not to rescind 

the ordinance themselves or put it to a vote in February. In lieu of a repeal, members 

unanimously decided to put it on the February ballot. Some, however, expressed their displeasure 

with the legislative process in that only a very small amount of people could effectively call for a 

referendum. Even a council member who had initially voted against the ordinance in October 

maintained that the council needed to re-examine the effectiveness of the legislative process 

when “only 1,000 people can cause an election.”90 Additionally, some council members felt that 

the purpose of the ordinance got lost in the sea of arguments from conservatives based upon the 

morality of homosexuality. Council member Jim O’Neal stated that “this ordinance is not part of 

a homosexual agenda” while another, Amy Wolff, stressed that the purpose of the ordinance 

involved nothing more than to add stricter punishments and sentencing to “people who have 

committed criminal acts.”91 

88 Smith, interview by DeGray, 6. 
89 Malone, interview by Baggett, 25-26; Smith, interview by DeGray, 6. 
90 Deborah Barnes, “Council: let voters pass sentence on bias-crimes bill,” Springfield News-Leader, 

November 30, 1993. 
91 Barnes, “Council.” 
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In the months leading up to the vote on February 8, 1994, both opponents and proponents 

of the bill tried to sway as many voters as possible. The fight played out in several different 

contexts, one of which involved the mobilization of local church members. As they had in The 

Normal Heart controversy, local activist opponents brought in speakers considered religious 

“experts” on the “homosexual agenda” in order to further mobilize conservatives. The Reverend 

Lou Sheldon, a white Presbyterian minister who lived in Anaheim, California, gave three 

different speeches in January 1994 held at the United Baptist Church in Springfield. Sheldon 

stressed that most of the community did not agree with the homosexual “behavior-based 

lifestyle” and thought it “repugnant to 70 to 80 percent of the population.”92 With no credible 

evidence, Sheldon thought the ordinance to be “fair-minded” in terms of adding protections 

based on race and ethnicity, but did not think sexual orientation should be included. He argued 

that homosexuals did not have “immutable physical characteristics, are not economically 

deprived or politically powerless.” Furthermore, Sheldon claimed that homosexuals had never 

“sat in the back of the bus” or “were ever denied the right to vote.”93 Sheldon validated the fight 

for civil rights while simultaneously invalidating the fight for gay rights. In doing so, Sheldon 

actively erased the legitimacy of gay people in Springfield while also, once again, bringing talk 

of homosexuality out into the open. 

In addition to Sheldon, conservatives brought speaker Paul Cameron, chairman of the 

Family Research Institute in Washington D.C., to Springfield to speak at local churches and 

participate in a debate the day before the election. Like other conservatives, Cameron explicitly 

linked homosexuality to child molestation and sought to instill fear in others to propel them to 

92 Christopher Clark, “No special rights for gays, minister urges,” Springfield News-Leader, January 5, 
1994. 

93 Clark, “No special rights for gays.” 

213 



  

  

 

         

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
          
      
         

vote to repeal the ordinance. Cameron cited debunked studies that he thought proved that 

homosexuals did indeed have ulterior motives. Furthermore, Cameron stated that homosexuals 

pursued this “agenda” nationwide and purposefully tested similar bias crimes legislation in 

various places in the U.S. in order to infiltrate politics. Cameron thought anti-bias laws proved 

that the “homosexual agenda” posed a danger to children. He believed that the agenda was really 

a conspiracy that would require conservatives to protect children from the perceived predatory 

nature of homosexuals.94 

There were multiple venues where political lobbying took place, including print and radio 

media, along with churches. The local newspaper printed letters to the editor in the months 

leading up to the vote. Opponents and proponents encouraged people to write letters to the 

editor.95 On February 7, 1994, the local radio station, KSMU, aired a pre-recorded debate 

between conservatives Paul Summers and Paul Cameron and gay activists Brett Kensington and 

David Patrick. COHAB members Kensington and Patrick felt that Cameron and Summers 

ultimately won the battle of public opinion by throwing around alarming words like “sodomite” 

and insisting that the ordinance acted as a “‘mini gay-rights law.’”96 Kensington and Patrick also 

felt beaten by the CDS’s ability to purchase several last-minute “media ads” to mobilize 

ordinance opponents. COHAB simply did not have the financial backing to do the same. They 

therefore had to rely on a more grassroots approach involving “phone calls and doorbell 

ringing.” Additionally, during the radio debate Summers and Cameron kept going back to the 

“issue” of homosexuality through the lens of the conservative church. They relied on several 

94 Deborah Barnes, “City issue growing national in scope,” Springfield News-Leader, January 18, 1994. 
95 Smith, interview by DeGray, 7. 
96 Ron Davis, “Emotion colors bias crimes issue,” Springfield News-Leader, February 6, 1994. 
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conservative arguments to reiterate their point that the ordinance violated a set of family values 

considered authentic by conservative Christians.97 

The Springfield News-Leader published key points debaters made in the newspaper 

before the pre-recorded airing of the radio show. Gay activists felt somewhat unprepared, not just 

in terms of financial backing, but because they had not been organized for as long as the New 

Right, which had begun during the Cold War era. Kensington and Patrick leaned on the point 

that Christian activists had more time to organize and already had a strong network in place to do 

just that. They felt gay activists, like themselves, were just barely beginning to create a 

sustainable and effective movement in Springfield. They also acknowledged that the climate in 

the region remained somewhat hostile toward homosexuals as many did not feel comfortable 

coming out of the closet for reasons having to do with losing jobs, housing, being 

excommunicated from family and church communities, and being potential victims of hate 

crimes. Kensington even referred to COHAB members as “amateurs” and Patrick reminded 

readers that “all of us have day jobs.”98 Kensington considered it a “holy cultural war” 

conservatives waged against society and gay people in particular. Kensington and Patrick argued 

that the ordinance merely served to put the law on the books. They did not think it would 

suddenly cure homophobia, rampant throughout the region, that they believed was at the crux of 

the issue. They did not actually feel that the ordinance would be very effective in stopping 

“serious crime[s] of personal violence” because those would most likely be tried in circuit, rather 

than city, court, where the ordinance would not apply. Patrick stated that a lot of people in the 

gay and lesbian community chose not to make themselves visible to the larger community due to 

fear. “People are scared to death. And not just scared of losing a job or a house. They’re literally 

97 Davis, “Emotion colors bias crimes issue.” 
98 Davis, “Emotion.” 
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scared of being beaten to death.”99 Thus, Patrick and Kensington wished to address the continued 

underlying issue that prevented gays from deciding to become more visible in their communities. 

Though they were very much in favor of the local ordinance because it did bring gay rights 

issues to the fore and acknowledged that there were a disproportionate number of gays who were 

victims of hate crimes, they questioned the effectiveness of the ordinance in terms of how many 

of those found guilty of a crime based on hate would actually receive enhanced sentences. 

On February 8, 1994, conservatives showed up at the polls to repeal the ordinance in a 

referendum vote. Lesbian activist Blaize Malone stated that “the reason we were slaughtered is, 

one, it was an icy, icy day, and turnout was very low, and two, there were buses from all of the 

churches taking people to the polls.”100 An overwhelming number of people (16,385) voted to 

repeal the ordinance compared to the voters who wanted to keep it (6,787). Conservatives sought 

to consolidate their victory by putting someone on the Springfield City Council who would 

support fundamentalist issues. They wished to avoid a similar occurrence in the future in order 

“to get a better balance on the council,” according to Summers.101 

Even in the face of defeat, gay activists like Malone felt this controversy had caused an 

awakening to occur within the gay and lesbian community as well as the larger community. 

Malone stated that even though they had lost at the polls, they really had won in so many ways. 

“We saw gay people stand up, with dignity, and face the people that oppose them. We found lots 

of allies. We are never going to retreat.”102 To Malone, they had indeed lost the “battle,” but 

99 Davis, “Emotion.” 
100 Malone, interview by Baggett, 30. 
101 Ron Davis, “Voters’ choice loud, clear,” Springfield News-Leader, February 9, 1994. 
102 Davis, “Voters’ choice.” 
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“won the war.” The coalition building Malone referred to involved building “bridges to all parts 

of the community that we didn’t know supported us.”103 

Effects of Ordinance Organizing 

The fight to pass the bias crimes ordinance fueled several members of the Springfield gay 

community to start to grow the resources available to those in the community. Some wanted 

more visibility of and for gay people living in the region. Local lesbian activist Cruz Devon 

started a local public-access cable television show titled “This Gay Life” in order to bring 

awareness to the community of gay issues, not just the ordinance. Devon specifically wanted to 

highlight other issues rather than, like conservatives, to focus on the connection between 

homosexuals and sex. She wanted to “showcase contributions of Springfield’s gay 

community.”104 Devon’s debut show focused on COHAB and their fight in support of the 

ordinance. 

Another outgrowth of the ordinance fight was that gay people now felt empowered to 

create spaces through which they could connect with other LGBT people in more celebratory and 

supportive ways. Up until this point, private houses, public parks, gay bars, and organizations 

comprised sites that gays had carved out to establish a sense of belonging. Though it had begun 

to be planned a few years earlier, a Gay and Lesbian Community Center of the Ozarks (GLO) 

opened in October 1996. Many of the same gay activists involved in COHAB wanted to create a 

place in the community that catered to LGBT issues. Co-founder and lesbian Linda Thomas 

stated that part of the impetus behind establishing a center “was just to pull the community 

together...that was my ideal.”105 Because they did not wish to define GLO until they queried the 

103 Malone, interview by Baggett, 30. 
104 Staff, “TV show to address gay issues,” Springfield News-Leader, March 2, 1994. 
105 Linda Thomas, interview by Holly Baggett, July 6, 2007, transcript, page 13, OLGA, Special 

Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. 
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gay and lesbian community about what they felt GLO should include and look like, founders 

planned a brainstorming session, held at the Metropolitan Community Church. They divided 

themselves into smaller “task forces” in order to hammer out details of where to locate the 

center, start drafting bylaws, and to determine the broader mission of how GLO would serve the 

community.106 

Founders attributed their success to the way in which they procured the location. They 

figured that it would be too expensive to rent or buy a space in southern Springfield, so they then 

turned their attention to the cheaper area of Commercial Street in northern Springfield.107 GLO 

founder Jim House also thought the location to be strategic in that “we’d be away from people 

who would object to having a gay center.”108 One day, when House talked to the woman he 

regularly took his laundry to at a laundromat in town, she revealed that she wanted to sell a 

building that she and her husband had used to house a flea market. House asked her if she would 

lease the building and after consulting with her husband, they decided to lease the building to 

House and about ten other people.109 

Linda Thomas recalled that this opportunity “kind of fell into our laps.”110 The woman’s 

husband just “wanted out of the building” and offered them a lease, with an option to buy in the 

future, for a whopping three hundred dollars per month. In order to afford the lease, the group 

procured ten people who paid thirty dollars per month to cover the lease. They also signed a one 

year lease stating that if members of the GLO center did not successfully manage to raise funds, 

they would pay for the building for the duration of that year. Thomas called it a “leap of faith” 

106 Thomas, interview by Baggett, 15. 
107 Malone, interview by Baggett, 30-31. 
108 House, interview by Mason, 11. 
109 House, interview by Mason, 12; Thomas, interview by Baggett, 15-16; Malone, interview by Baggett, 

30. 
110 Thomas, interview by Baggett, 16. 

218 



  

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

                                                
      
                  
             

             
        

due to the sheer lack of funding at that point. She then worked on the 501(c)3 paperwork to make 

the GLO center a non-profit organization and secured approval in October 1996.111 

Though Jim House told a Springfield News-Leader journalist that the idea had been 

brewing for about twenty years, the establishment of a gay community center finally came to 

fruition after the proliferation of gay organizing in the early 1990s.112 No matter how much gay 

people might not have wanted to be in the limelight, conservatives forced this to happen as soon 

as they consistently and constantly brought talk of homosexuality out into the open via the bias 

crimes ordinance as well as in the media and the pulpit. 

Indeed, other events occurred in the 1990s that served to galvanize the gay and lesbian 

community and brought talk of homosexuality out into the open. For an entire decade, led by 

lesbian and gay professors Holly Baggett and Ralph Smith, SMSU faculty members pushed for 

the inclusion of sexual orientation in the university’s non-discrimination clause. University 

President John Keiser refused to budge on the issue and rounded up support from the SMSU 

Board of Governors and local conservatives. Historian Baggett argues that though Keiser “did 

not fit the profile of an anti-gay Ozarks fundamentalist,” he still garnered enough support to stall 

the passage of the measure until after he left office.113 This controversy garnered state and 

national attention, though at the local level, a small group of incredibly dedicated and 

hardworking activists on campus, like Baggett, continued to carry the torch.114 Soon after the 

new President Michael Nietzel assumed his post in 2005, the SMSU Board met in St. Louis and 

111 Thomas, interview by Baggett, 15-16. 
112 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community: A History of Gay and Lesbian Springfield, 1945-2010,” 321. 
113 Holly Baggett, interview by author, June 3, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri 

State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 325. 
114 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 325-329. 

219 



  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
        
     
         

  

voted five to three to include sexual orientation in the non-discrimination clause. University 

LGBT activists and their allies had worked relentlessly on this.  

Another local controversy that helped bring talk of homosexuality into the open 

surrounded the formation of a “Good Community Retreat,” a loose collection of heterosexual 

community leaders that formed in 1996 in response to “anxiety over a disintegrating sense of the 

city-wide community.”115 The idea was to identify areas of improvement for Springfield in terms 

of education and also to attempt to develop community projects. A diversity committee formed 

to identify issues related to diversity that Springfield community members and officials could 

improve upon. The diversity committee sent out a questionnaire to different organizations around 

town to gauge what values most groups in Springfield considered important. When committee 

members compiled the results, they found that “tolerance” was a top value. Christian leaders 

denounced this and claimed that someone must have made a mistake in compiling the results. To 

them, “tolerance” meant that they should be forced to accept homosexuality.116 The Good 

Community effort did not last for any significant length of time because civic, Christian, and 

LGBT leaders could not find enough common ground to move forward with the initiative. 

Following this controversy, within the LGBT community, some organized a “Tolerance 

Festival” that served to anger others in the LGBT community who wanted more than mere 

tolerance. Organizers eventually changed the festival name to the “Springfield Pridefest.” The 

Good Community controversy not only showed friction between LGBT activists and Christian 

fundamentalists, but how the use of certain language, like “tolerance,” evoked strong reactions in 

different factions of the LGBT community.117 Controversy surrounding the Good Community 

115 Baggett, “The Creation of a Community,” 323. 
116 Baggett, “The Creation,” 324. 
117 Baggett, 323-4; Claudette Riler, “Festival helps gays find support,” Springfield News-Leader, June 21, 

1998. 
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Retreat acted as an extension of the attempt to pass a bias crimes ordinance and the ongoing fight 

at SMSU. Forced to grapple with homosexuality, New Right activists once again helped shape 

the LGBT movement in Springfield. Though some gay activists wanted immediate inclusion and 

acceptance, others viewed tolerance as a step in the right direction.   

Conclusion 

Though gays in Springfield experienced several legislative losses throughout the 1990s, 

most centrally the repeal of the bias crimes ordinance, it did not stop the momentum of gay 

organizing. Gay men and lesbians continued in varied ways to engage in local activism. Though 

victory is undoubtedly important in furthering gay rights, framing homosexuality in this way 

encouraged conservative groups like CDS to jump on the opportunity to talk about 

homosexuality. New Right and gay activists shaped each other’s movements as they each pushed 

each other to find new language to refine older arguments and to generally argue in opposition to 

each other in a very public arena. 

Gays felt encouraged to stand up and speak out about why they deserve legislation that 

would help protect them against violence rooted in homophobia. In this way, they sought 

protection while also formulating a strategic blueprint that motivated them to continue to address 

discrimination on a larger level. Gays, just like Evangelicals, were not by any means a 

monolithic group comprised of individuals with exactly the same vision for gaining rights and 

recognition. They diverged in terms of how best to proceed forward. Some felt the only way to 

convince people in Springfield that a bias crimes ordinance was necessary was to couch it in 

much broader terms of human rights. Others felt they needed to utilize an approach that was 

much more direct by connecting intolerance and prejudice to homophobic violence in the 

community. Because everyone wanted gay people to be recognized and the homophobia to go 
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away, gay activism, then, became less focused on what individuals believed in, but how to 

counter and address issues brought up by the Evangelical activists. Gays started to develop and 

refine strategies they would use in future debates over LGBT rights in southwest Missouri. 

Whether they liked it or not, the Evangelical push to couch their homophobia in terms of family 

values and the growing LGBT movement’s move towards seeking equality were completely 

intertwined. They continued to build on each other throughout the 1990s. 

In the next chapter, I examine what life was like for gay men and lesbians living in more 

rural areas. I trace the development of lesbian separatist communities in the rural Ozarks and 

show how members engaged in their own activism based on a blend of feminist philosophies. I 

also explore how lesbian separatists interfaced with one another and their local communities, 

including other lesbian and gay residents in Springfield and the surrounding areas. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

“I wouldn’t live with anybody but lesbians”: Separatist Feminism and Hawk Hill 
Community Land Trust1 

In May 2016, lesbians gathered for five days at the Midwest Wimmin’s Fest. Held 

ninety-six miles northeast of Springfield, the festival took place at the Lake of the Ozarks State 

Park. The women honored the memory of Pat Patton, known as “our beloved Patsy,” who had 

passed away on October 26, 2015. Patton had regularly organized and participated in the 

Midwest Wimmin’s Fest since 1983. She resided in an intentional rural lesbian separatist 

community, called Hawk Hill Community Land Trust, in southwest Missouri for nearly two 

decades. Additionally, Patton assisted in the collection of oral histories for the Ozarks Lesbian 

and Gay Archive Oral History Project housed at Missouri State University because she dedicated 

herself to the preservation of gay and lesbian history.2 

Patton initially became a resident of Hawk Hill in 1993. Prior to that, she had traveled to 

the region numerous times in the 1980s to visit lesbian friends while living and working in St. 

Louis. Once she moved there permanently, Patton became very involved in the small rural local 

community, even serving as a volunteer in the Fire Department and Women’s Auxiliary. Patton 

explicitly resisted the feminist separatist label, though she did acknowledge that because she 

chose to live in a community with lesbians, people might view her as such. Her philosophy, more 

complicated than some local lesbians and gay men have assumed of Hawk Hill residents, 

1 Pat Patton, interview by Holly Baggett, May 30, 2006, transcript, page 35, OLGA, Special Collections 
and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri.  

2 Patton, interview by Baggett, 14, see also Pat Patton, interview by author, June 14, 2014, OLGA, Special 
Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; “About Festival,” Midwest 
Wimmin’s Festival, http://midwestfestival.weebly.com/about.html (accessed April 7, 2015). Women who attended 
the Midwest Wimmin’s Fest primarily identified as lesbians. A smaller amount identified as bisexual or chose not to 
identify. Patton may have attended the festival in the years prior to 1983, as early as 1977. 1983 is the first year 
Patton talked about attending the gathering. 
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consisted of a self-defined blend of land dyke, eco-feminist, and radical lesbian feminist 

philosophies: 

…I also think that as a land dyke, I'm even in a sub-subculture, in a way. We have an annual yearly Land 
Dyke gathering, and it's just so, it's who I am so much…so it's my culture, it's how I think, how I live, who 
I am, you know, what I believe in terms of the environment and where I'm gonna put my energy, how to 
walk softly on the Earth, how to minimalize my impact.3 

Patton viewed her deeply rooted identity as a land dyke as closely connecting lesbianism to land 

in such a way as to consider such linkage a culture unto itself, distinguishing between lesbians 

who incorporate such “land” philosophy and those who do not. 

In an interview in 2006, Patton distinguished herself from other lesbians who lived in 

more urban areas like Springfield. Historian Holly Baggett called this separation a difference 

between “earth muffins” and “city girls.”4 When asked to clarify between the two, Patton 

articulated the difference as one primarily centered on region. “Earth muffins” consisted of 

lesbians who lived in rural areas or on rural lesbian land and “city girls” referred to lesbians who 

lived in more urban spaces. Patton refused to valorize one group over the other, viewing both 

groups of lesbians as not necessarily “good or bad, there's just a difference.”5 Patton said Baggett 

made up the terms “earth muffin” and “city girls” and attributed it to her interviewer’s humor. 

Still, it illustrates the perceived differences between lesbians in more urban areas like Springfield 

and those at Hawk Hill.6 

In this chapter, I explore how exactly “earth muffins” created their own space in 

southwest Missouri following the rise of lesbian separatism in the 1970s. Southwest Missouri has 

3 Patton, interview by Baggett, 20-21; see also Patton, interview by author. 
4 Patton, interview by Baggett, 20-21. 
5 Alice Echols, Daring to be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1989), 245; Patton, interview by Baggett, pages 20-21, Patton, interview by author. I use “womyn” 
and “wimmin” because typically, lesbian separatists of the 1970s and 1980s did not wish to define themselves in 
relationship to men, who, they argue, are always at the center of the patriarchy.

6 I discuss these differences later in this chapter when I explore the perceptions by gays and lesbians in the 
surrounding rural and more urban communities of southwest Missouri. 
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been home to at least three lesbian separatist lands: Hawk Hill, Dragon Wheel, and Diana’s 

Grove. I trace the philosophies and perspectives of separatists and, in turn, how they were 

perceived in several different contexts: their larger local rural communities, the LGBT 

community in Springfield, and the LGBT rural community with which they interact. Ultimately, 

I argue that despite the fact that they have oftentimes been treated as separate from, or entirely 

written out of, LGBT history, lesbian separatists in rural Missouri are visible to their local 

communities and have played a crucial role in the lesbian and gay history of the region, offering 

much-needed insight into rural lesbian life. 

Lesbian separatist history is part of broader New Left historical scholarship that examines 

how various social movements that emerged during the 1960s and 1970s challenged societal 

inequalities, including those based on race, sex, gender, and sexual orientation. A component of 

New Left objectives was to focus on how agrarianism could create space to achieve liberation. A 

growing number of civil rights activists in the 1960s thought it impossible to achieve “black 

sovereignty” without “control of the critical social space, natural resources, and means of 

production that land embodied.”7 Thus, they linked liberation to the land. Lesbian separatists 

sought to build communities on the land for that very reason. They felt that only once they 

connected to the land without the influence of larger society could they really fully move 

towards cultivating meaningful relationships with each other outside of a patriarchy that 

prioritized men, subjugated women, valorized capitalism, and disregarded environmental 

destruction. Other countercultural movements, such as that of hippies, felt similarly about 

establishing separate spaces, building and living in communes. 

7 Russell Rickford, “‘We Can’t Grow Food on All This Concrete’: The Land Question, Agrarianism, and 
Black Nationalist Thought in the Late 1960s and 1970s,” The Journal of American History 103, no. 4 (March 1, 
2017): 956, accessed June 15, 2019, doi:10.1093/jahist/jaw506. 
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Black activists and many others, like those who participated in the Puerto Rican and 

indigenous rights movements, thought that land was the key to achieving freedom. They linked 

“self-emancipation” to control of sovereign territory.” In the 1970s, a growing ecological 

movement gave voice to the destructive effects of consumerism. Activists thought the answer 

was to “reconceptualize human relationships to ‘natural’ environments.”8 Thus, lesbian separatist 

thought and practice, influenced by other New Left movements, considered land as the conduit 

through which they would be able to shape their struggle for “true” liberation. 

To date, historians have written very few historical case studies that address lesbian 

separatism. Examples of such scholarship include Clark A. Pomerleau’s Califia Women: 

Feminist Education against Sexism, Classism, and Racism and Esther D. Rothblum and Penny 

Sablove’s Lesbian Communities: Festivals, RVs, and the Internet.9 If lesbian separatism is 

addressed, it usually appears in edited multidiscipline volumes and is not taken on as a valid 

subject unto itself.10 Additionally, scholars in other disciplines, like geography, have explored 

the connection between separatism and space.11 Most scholarship that critically explores lesbian 

separatism is usually published as articles or dissertations.12 

8 Rickford, “‘We Can’t Grow Food on All This Concrete,’” The Journal of American History: 961. 
9 Clark A. Pomerleau, Califia Women: Feminist Education against Sexism, Classism, and Racism (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 2013); Esther D. Rothblum and Penny Sablove, Lesbian Communities: Festivals, RVs, 
and the Internet (New York: Routledge, 2005). 

10 Henry Abelove, Michèle Aina Barale, and David M. Halperin, The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader, ed. 
Henry Abelove, Michèle Aina Barale, David M. Halperin (New York: Routledge, 1993). 

11 Gill Valentine, “Making Space: Lesbian Separatist Communities in the United States,” in Contested 
Countryside Cultures: Otherness, Marginalisation, and Rurality, ed. Paul J. Cloke and Jo Little (New York: 
Routledge, 1997), 109-122.

12 For an excellent example of writing lesbian separatism back into lesbian and gay history, see Rebecca 
Jennings, “Creating Feminist Culture: Australian Rural Lesbian-Separatist Communities in the 1970s and 1980s," in 
Journal of Women's History 30, no. 2 (July 1, 2018): 88-111, accessed February 11, 2019, doi: 
10.1353/jowh.2018.0015. For additional examples, see Shelley A. Grosjean, ""Making Ourselves Real": Jean and 
Ruth Mountaingrove in the Southern Oregon Lesbian-Feminist Community, 1970 - 1984" (master’s thesis, 
University of Oregon, 2014) in ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/1619386858/ (accessed February 11, 2019); and Catriona Sandilands, "Lesbian 
Separatist Communities and the Experience of Nature," Organization & Environment 15, no. 2 (June 1, 2002): 131-
163, accessed February 11, 2019, https://doi.org/10.1177/10826602015002002. 
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Just as the history of lesbian separatism remains understudied in LGBTQ history, Bonnie 

J. Morris argues that lesbian erasure is prevalent throughout LGBT communities as well. 

Lesbians who proudly claimed the identity of “dyke,” or a “fierce woman-identified woman,” are 

experiencing “an encroaching disappearance” in the realms of both scholarship and in their 

relationship to a queer movement.13 The increasing use of the word “queer” signifies “a new era 

of thoughtful LGBT activists [who] proclaim their disidentification with the categories ‘woman’ 

and ‘lesbian.’” Morris further argues that lesbian cultural spaces like music festivals and lesbian 

bookstores are or have already disappeared, even further rendering the invisibility of lesbian 

feminists.14 She wishes to preserve the contributions of lesbians to twentieth century feminist and 

LGBT movements because she believes it is invaluable to incorporate them in LGBT history. 

Morris wishes to have the “L” acknowledged and considered within the broader queer movement 

as well. 

Feminist scholar Ellen Willis argues that not just lesbian separatists but the entire 

feminist movement underwent a historical revision resulting in an “amnesia” of sorts.15 The 

revisionism of the women’s movement, Willis claims, consists of pitting two groups against one 

another: “elitist ladies solely concerned with giving women a leg up the corporate ladder” and 

“an irrelevant fringe of man-hating, separatist cranks.”16 Agreeing with Morris and Willis, Julie 

R. Enszer also argues that lesbian separatism continues to be ignored by scholars of feminism 

and history. To remedy this, Enszer believes examining it as one of a myriad of “feminist 

13 Bonnie Morris, The Disappearing L: Erasure of Lesbian Spaces and Culture (Albany: State University 
of New York, 2016), 2.

14 For more information on lesbian-only spaces that were part of the second wave of feminism, see Anne 
Enke, Finding the Movement: Sexuality, Contested Space, and Feminist Activism (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2007). 

15 Ellen Willis, foreword to Daring to be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975, by Alice Echols 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), xiii.

16 Ellen Willis, foreword to Daring to be Bad, xiv. 
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process[es]” and viewing it as “a method for living in the world” will help move it from its 

“pariah-like location” to analysis as one of many “feminist process[es].”17 

In this chapter, I build on the works of Morris, Willis, and Enszer in order to shine a light 

on the relationships lesbian separatists in Missouri had to the local community, other LGBT 

people living in the rural Ozarks, and the Springfield LGBT community. I argue that separatists, 

though sometimes thought to be on the fringes of the gay and lesbian community in Springfield 

by other gay people, carved out meaningful and somewhat visible spaces in fully rural areas. Gay 

men and lesbians who lived in rural regions of the Ozarks organized themselves socially and 

navigated through communities in which they felt like both insiders and outsiders. Lesbians who 

chose to live with other lesbians “on the land” did so as an intentional endeavor, but did not live 

in a vacuum. Historians of lesbian and gay history tend to gloss over lesbian separatist histories 

because separatists are perceived as having existing on the margins, disconnected from the 

epicenter of local and regional gay and lesbian movements. I argue that other gays created myths 

about separatists that did not correlate with the actual actions and philosophies of the lesbians 

who participated in separatist living. Lesbian separatists worked towards change at a grassroots 

level by becoming actively involved in their local communities. This contradicts the stereotype 

that separatists removed themselves from society and did not participate in lesbian, gay, and 

feminist movements. They created their own sense of community and belonging by establishing 

relationships with local residents and other gay men and lesbians living in the rural Ozarks.   

17 Julie Enszer, “Rethinking Lesbian Separatism as a Vibrant Political Theory and Feminist Practice,” 
(paper presented at Boston University, “A Revolutionary Moment: Women's Liberation in the late 1960s and early 
1970s,” March 27-29, 2014), https://www.bu.edu/wgs/files/2013/10/Enszer-Rethinking-Lesbian-Separatism.pdf 
(accessed March 9, 2018). 
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The Roots of Separatism & Lesbians on “The Land” 

Typically, scholars divide modern feminism into three and sometimes four waves, though 

there is still debate about the accuracy and purpose of those divisions, and whether such 

discretely bounded categorizations erase the complexity of feminist history by glossing over a 

rather complex “series of movements.”18 The second wave lasted from the 1960s to the 1990s.19 

This feminist movement emerged alongside other major social movements of the times, like that 

of civil rights and antiwar movements, with considerable overlap between the movements. 

By the early 1970s, some women had come to identify primarily as feminists. They 

subscribed to different branches of feminism depending on what they wished to accomplish and 

which subjugations they addressed. Lesbians of color considered oppressions, like race and class, 

to be of equal importance to sex and gender, and often, worked with men of similar racial and 

ethnic groups to address multiple overlapping oppressions. They organized as “African, Latina, 

indigenous, or Asian American feminists...to show that their solidarity and ethnic origins lay 

with formerly colonized developing areas.” This became known as third-world feminism prior to 

the 1980s, at which time it began to be referred to as multicultural feminism. For example, 

18 Martha Rampton, “Four Waves of Feminism,” Pacific University, October 25, 2015, 
https://www.pacificu.edu/about/media/four-waves-feminism (accessed November 3, 2018). 

19 Alison M. Jaggar and Paula S. Rothenberg, Feminist Frameworks: Alternative Theoretical Accounts of 
the Relations between Women and Men (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1978); Clark Pomerleau, Califia Women: 
Feminist Education against Sexism, Classism, and Racism (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2013), 7; Rampton, 
“Four Waves.” 

Usually, the official beginning of the first wave is attributed to those who attended the Seneca Falls 
Convention of 1848. This wave extended through the late 19th and early 20th centuries when women fought for 
suffrage and framed their fight in terms of equality, especially in “the civic sphere.” 

After the second wave, beginning in the mid-1990s, the third wave is typically associated with a 
destabilization of constructs that existed during the second wave. Feminists questioned “notions of ‘universal 
womanhood,’ body, gender, sexuality, and heteronormativity. Scholars continue to debate whether or not a fourth 
wave is emerging. Historian Martha Rampton argues that the fourth wave is still in the process of fully developing 
and “brings to the discussion important perspectives taught by third-wave feminism.” Like the third wave, it is an 
inclusive feminism that “is part of a larger consciousness of oppression along with racism, ageism, classism, 
ableism, and sexual orientation. The widespread use of technological advancement like the Internet also has an 
impact on how third and fourth-wave feminists interact with the world around them. 
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women who had been part of the American Indigenous Movement (AIM) founded their own 

group in 1978 called Women of all Red Nations (WORN), meant to be an offshoot of AIM. 

Black, Chicana, indigenous, and Asian American feminists had to additionally contend with 

pressure within ethnic and racial communities because of the perception of feminism as a “‘white 

thing.’”20 

Second wave feminism included a wide range of approaches and philosophies. To 

second-wave feminists, issues of workplace, childcare, and pay equity were key. They differed 

greatly in how they wished to move towards their goals. Some organizations espoused more 

radical philosophies like lesbian separatism while others toed a conservative line. “This complex 

and diverse ‘wave’” involved a push for spaces in which women could freely espouse their 

views. This was as much a push for inclusion as it was for autonomy.21 Branches of the second 

wave included socialist, liberal, and radical feminisms. Historian Clark Pomerleau argues that 

though these divisions existed, people acted along more fluid lines and oftentimes saw no 

significant contrast between the different feminisms. In terms of Missouri separatists, this 

provides an understanding of the background of the lesbians who resided there and the multiple 

feminisms that informed their philosophies at any given moment.22 Pomerleau contends, 

however, that there is value in differentiating between each type of feminism in order to 

understand how groups related to each other.23 

20 Alison M. Jaggar and Paula S. Rothenberg, Feminist Frameworks: Alternative Theoretical Accounts of 
the Relations between Women and Men (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1978); Clark Pomerleau, Califia Women: 
Feminist Education against Sexism, Classism, and Racism (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2013), 7; Rampton, 
“Four Waves.” 

21 Rampton, “Four Waves,” October 25, 2015. 
22 Pomerleau, 4-6. 
Lesbian separatists were not the only ones who used multiple philosophical foundations in order to inform 

their identity and activist strategies. This was part of larger New Left history, including, but not limited to, those 
who settled in hippie communes. For more on the New Left, see Todd Gitlin, The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of 
Rage (New York: Bantam Books, 1987). 

23 Pomerleau, Califia Women, 7. 

230 

https://other.23
https://moment.22
https://autonomy.21


  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

                                                
             

Socialist feminists primarily consisted of white feminists who fought against economic 

oppression. They viewed capitalism as the vector through which economic and cultural 

oppression existed. They used Marxist critiques of the New Left to solidify their positioning and 

understood that the problem of capitalism, the uneven distribution of wealth, existed at the center 

of oppression based on sex. The New Left is an overarching term that historians gave to a series 

of movements stemming from the 1950s to the 1970s. Historian William O’Neal argues that the 

New Left acted as a “‘movement of movements’ that was considerably greater than the sum of 

its parts.” Furthermore, O’Neal contends that this seriously affected “the relationship between 

white people and people of color” and “redefined the meaning of democracy in America.”24 

Scholars consider feminist movements emerging from this time period to be included under the 

broader New Left category. 

In contrast, liberal feminism is often associated with the National Organization of 

Women (NOW), formed in 1966 in order to focus on women’s rights. In response to the 

founding of the Equal Opportunity Employment Commission (EOEC) in 1965, NOW members 

pushed for equality between women and men. EOEC members wished to include “sex as a 

protected category” in the Civil Rights Act of 1964. NOW and the EOEC trace their back to 

1961, when members pressured President John F. Kennedy to establish a commission on the 

status of women to work towards women’s equality. In 1961, both men and women pressured 

President John F. Kennedy to “agree to form the President’s Commission on the Status of 

Women, and state commissions formed where women and men shared an interest in equalizing 

conditions for women.” Some women also had experience organizing as part of the New Left 

prior to joining feminist groups in the 1960s. However, NOW founders worried that opponents 

24 William O'Neill, The New Left: A History (Wheeling, Illinois: Harlan Davidson, Inc, 2001), 2. 
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of the measure instigated the move to try to add sex as a protected category to the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964 because those opposed did not seriously think the Act would be passed with the 

addition of sex.25 

Women who were members of other civil rights groups, like the Student Non-Violent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC), experienced discrimination as well. This treatment helped 

spark second-wave feminism. Similarly, some lesbians eventually moved away from women’s 

and gay rights groups that actively sidelined or discriminated against them. Some lesbians felt 

annoyed at having been continually excluded from leadership positions and generally treated 

differently than their male counterparts in both homophile or gay rights organizations and 

feminist organizations like NOW. Lesbian feminist Del Martin highlighted this discrepancy in 

her 1970 foundational article, “If That’s All There Is,” in which she addressed the sexism 

prevalent in the North Conference of Homophile Organizations.26 Shortly thereafter, in the 

summer of 1971, twelve lesbian feminists started The Furies, a group of feminist white women 

who lived together, “modeled after a Bolshevist cell: they shared chores and clothes, and slept on 

mattresses on a common floor.”27 In their first monthly newspaper, The Furies laid out their 

mission: 

We are angry because we are oppressed by male supremacy. We have been fucked over all our lives by a 
system which is based on the domination of men over women, which defines male as good and female only 
as good as the man you are with. It is a system in which heterosexuality is rigidly enforced and Lesbianism 
rigidly suppressed.28 

25 Linda Simmons, “The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission,” 
The U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, April 25, 2018, 
https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/civil-rights-act (accessed January 10, 2019).

26 Phyllis Lyon, “Del Martin (1921-),” in Before Stonewall: Activists for Gay and Lesbian Rights in 
Historical Context, ed. Vern L Bullough (New York: Haworth Park Press, 2002), 160. 

27 Dudley Clendinen and Adam Nagourney, Out for Good: The Struggle to Build a Gay Rights Movement 
in America (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2001), 95, 104. 

28 Clendinen and Nagourney, Out for Good, 95, 104. 
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Like other feminist groups of the 1970s, members of The Furies worked at the intersection of sex 

and gender oppression.29 

While The Furies’ addressed the larger feminist movement, radical feminists found 

problems with other feminisms and fought for either more inclusion from within already existent 

groups or wanted to break apart from such organizations altogether. An example of a group that 

wanted change from within were the Radicalesbians, founded in 1970 in New York City. 

Consisting of a group of lesbian feminists who were concerned with homophobia in NOW, they 

drafted a manifesto. In it, they argued that the heterosexual women working in NOW were doing 

no favors to the feminist movement because they actively excluded lesbians in the women’s 

movement.30 The Radicalesbians argued that the active silencing of lesbians resulted in NOW 

members not working towards the common goal of dismantling the patriarchy: 

Our energies must flow toward our sisters, not backward toward our oppressors. As long as woman’s 
liberation tries to free women without facing the basic heterosexual structure that binds us in one-to-one 
relationship with our oppressors, tremendous energies will continue to flow into trying to straighten up 
each particular relationship with a man. It is the primacy of women relating to women, of women creating a 
new consciousness of and with each other, which is at the heart of women’s liberation, and the basis for 
cultural revolution. Together, we must find, reinforce, and validate our authenticate selves.31 

29 For more information on Del Martin, see Vern L. Bullough, Before Stonewall: Activists for Gay and 
Lesbian Rights in Historical Context, ed. Vern L. Bullough (New York: Harrington Park Press, 2002); Pomerleau, 7. 
For more information on The Furies, see Clendinen and Nagourney, Out For Good, 104-05. 

Another branch of second-wave feminism, liberal feminists, oftentimes associated with members of NOW, 
tried to reform the system from within. Contrary to popular belief, some NOW feminists did advocate to agitate 
from outside of the system by engaging in social justice work that involved protesting on the streets and taking part 
in other very visible political actions. Liberal feminists did not wish to rid society of capitalism like The Furies, but 
wanted to work within the system to find solutions to inequities based largely on sex and gender. 

30 Debra Michals, “Betty Friedan,” National Women’s History Museum, 2017, 
www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/betty-friedan (accessed June 17, 2019). Lesbian feminism 
certainly overlapped with cultural and separatist feminism, though it varied. Some lesbian responded to changes in 
NOW while some were already involved in a variety of movement groups. Some heterosexual NOW members felt 
lesbians should not take on visible roles in the organization or if they planned to do so, they should not be upfront 
about their identities as lesbians. Founder of NOW, Betty Friedan, voiced concern that lesbians “would give 
feminism a bad name” and made sure to remove them from leadership positions. As a result of such treatment, 
“former NOW members and gay liberationist women took over the stage at NOW’s 1970 New York Congress” in 
order to read “The Woman-Identified-Woman.” 

31 Radicalesbians, “The Woman-Identified Woman,” in Duke University Libraries Digital 
Collections,1970, page 4, https://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/wlmpc_wlmms01011/ (accessed March 7, 
2018). 
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The Radicalesbians stressed the importance of including lesbianism in the fight that NOW 

undertook to try to work towards equality. They chastised members of NOW for not 

understanding that the inclusion of lesbians could benefit the women’s movement because 

heterosexual women would then incorporate and validate the concerns and experiences of 

lesbians. 

Women and person are contradictory terms. For a lesbian is not considered a “real woman.” And yet, in 
popular thinking, there is really only one essential difference between a lesbian and other women: that of 
sexual orientation -- which is to say, when you strip off all the packaging, you must finally realize that the 
essence of being a “woman” is to get fucked by men.32 

Therefore, they believed NOW was taking the view that lesbians were so different from 

heterosexual women that lesbians could not work towards more equality for women, which 

entailed moving away from determining the worth of a woman through her relationships to men. 

Members of the Radicalesbians, therefore, stressed that women had more in common than the 

difference between homosexual and heterosexual women. To them, working together could 

prove to be incredibly productive. Before that could happen though, lesbians thought 

heterosexual women needed to undergo some serious self-evaluation.33 

Some radical feminists took on blatant issues of racism within the larger feminist 

movement as well. Lesbians of color offered scathing critiques of white liberal feminists who did 

not address the intersecting oppressions that women of color experienced in their daily lives. 

Radical black lesbian feminist Audre Lorde commented on this lack of understanding in a speech 

she gave at a New York University conference in 1979. She first chastised conference organizers 

and goers for the lack of representation of “poor women, black and third-world women, and 

32 Radicalesbians, “The Woman-Identified Woman.” 
33 Lillian Faderman, The Gay Revolution: The Story of the Struggle (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2016), 

233, Pomerleau, 8-9; Linda Rapp, “Radicalesbians,” GLBTQ archives, 2004, 
http://www.glbtqarchive.com/ssh/radicalesbians_S.pdf (accessed June 17, 2019). 
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lesbians” at the conference. Lorde then argued that feminists could not even begin to fight 

against “racism, sexism, and homophobia” when they excluded certain voices: 

To read this [conference] program is to assume lesbian and black women have nothing to say about 
existentialism, the erotic, women’s culture and silence, developing feminist theory, or heterosexuality and 
power...What does it mean when the tools of a racist patriarchy are used to examine the fruits of that same 
patriarchy? It means that only the narrowest perimeters of change are possible and allowable.34 

As long as certain women’s movement members used the platform of the middle-class white 

liberal as the standard by which every feminist should be measured, Lorde argued that inequality 

could not be addressed properly across and within multiple oppressions.35 

Radical feminists, like Lorde, further divided themselves into cultural, separatist, and 

lesbian feminists. All self-professed radical feminists believed patriarchy to be the root of the 

problem and “focused on attacking male-based authority and power to overhaul society 

completely.”36 Cultural feminism, sometimes seen as a successor to radical feminism, relied 

heavily on an understanding of essential differences between men and women, either developed 

socially or that were biologically innate. Women who identified as cultural feminists argued for 

the importance of establishing women-only spaces.37 

In contrast to cultural feminists, which included many lesbians, separatist feminists 

wanted to fully break ties with the patriarchy by not maintaining any heterosexual relationships. 

Separatists felt that even feminist-identifying men used their positions of power to support a 

system in which women were defined through their relationships to men. Separatist feminists 

34 Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle Master’s House,” in This Bridge Called My 
Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, ed. Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, Fourth ed. (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2015), 94. 

35 Lorde, “The Master’s Tools,” 94; Pomerleau, 7-8. 
36 Pomerleau, 8. 
37 Alice Echols, Daring to be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975 (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1989) 
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were also very concerned about the point at which boys would begin to cash in on such privilege 

and limited the age of, or sometimes excluded altogether, boys allowed in women-only spaces.38 

As feminisms overlapped and influenced each other, they often used similar tactics.39 

Lesbian separatists, however, took to the road and founded several separatist communities across 

the nation in an attempt to displace the centrality of men in society and continue engaging in 

lesbian feminist political work. Historian and New Left specialist Todd Gitlin traces the roots of 

the establishment of lesbian separatist communities to black separatism of the 1960s: 

The coverage of the Nation of Islam gained enormous traction with Malcolm X. Via him, separatism was in 
the air. Run a few years ahead and more people were estranged from normalcy––and normalcy was looking 
crazier because of the Vietnam War. The appeal of separatism is compounded. You have all kinds of 
versions of this; various forms of unplugging.40 

The type of “unplugging” that lesbian separatists engaged in varied, depending on their 

motivations.41 

Lesbian separatists who lived on the land in the 1970s did not just wish to limit men’s 

access, but wanted to work towards their own visions of self-fulfillment away from the gaze of 

men.42 This is what attracted lesbians to living a separatist lifestyle and creating their own 

separatist communities. Feminist Marilyn Frye argues that in limiting access to men by creating 

women-only spaces, lesbian separatists threatened a patriarchal society in which men were 

expected to completely control of all spaces. One of the major ways in which lesbian separatists 

disrupted a sex/gender system that relied upon the subservience of women to men was by 

“controlling access” to such spaces.43 The act of claiming women-only spaces and, furthermore, 

38 Echols, Daring to be Bad, 1989. 
39 Alice Echols, Daring to be Bad. 
40 Ariel Levy, “Lesbian Nation: When Gay Women Took to the Road,” The New Yorker, March 2, 2009, 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2009/03/02/lesbian-nation (accessed January 17, 2019). 
41 Echols, Daring to be Bad, 1989. 
42 Charlotte Bunch, “Forum: Learning from Lesbian Separatism,” in Ms. Magazine, vol. 5. (New York: 

Arlington, 1976); Marilyn Frye, “Some Reflections on Separatism and Power,” in The Politics of Reality: Essays in 
Feminist Theory, by Marilyn Frye (New York: Crossing Press, 1983), 95-109. 

43 Marilyn Frye, “Some Reflections on Separatism and Power.” 
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defining who could and could not enter was a revolutionary act. Lesbian separatists who 

participated in land experiments in the 1970s and 1980s viewed themselves as taking control 

back from men. In the process, they tried to build something that centered on lesbian interests 

and needs, outside of the gaze of men and away from the confines of a patriarchal society.44 

It is difficult to quantify the amount of lesbian separatist land in the 1970s. Some 

organizations, like Califia in California, used womyn’s land to conduct outreach and hold 

workshops in the summers. Others used the land to hold womyn-only music festivals, like the 

Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, held from 1976 to 2015.45 Still others planned to have a 

small number of lesbians live on womyn’s land for several different reasons. They merged 

ideologies from both the radical feminist branch of the women’s movement and the back-to-the-

land movement, including a large migration of people who moved to the Ozarks between the 

1960s and 1980s. Both radical feminists and members of the hippie-led back-to-the-land 

movement wanted to disrupt the patriarchy by not living in a traditional nuclear family. They 

wished to regulate their ecological footprint by reducing consumption and increasing production 

of, for example, the food they ate. They viewed capitalism as only rewarding a few people at the 

cost of many laboring away for their entire lives, treated like nothing more than cogs in a 

machine. Separatists and back-to-the-landers thought the only way to mitigate the effects of 

capitalism was to formulate a different way to interface with the world by creating land 

communities in which mutual cooperation was key. 46 

44 This practice was part of a long utopian agrarian tradition, particularly in the South, that involved people 
engaging in a variety of “back-to-the-land” experiments. 

45 Some feminists did not like that they were seen as an inherent part of men in the traditional spelling of 
“women.” They chose a name that denoted a separate identity. They felt that the women’s subservient place in 
society was insidious and permeated every part, including language. They tried to address this in several ways. In 
this case, they considered that names used to describe women could wield power. They therefore began using 
“womyn” instead of “women” to describe themselves. 

46 Immanuel Ness, “Religious, Utopian, and Health Movements,” in Encyclopedia of American Social 
Movements, ed. Immanuel Ness (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2004), 922-923; Jared M. Phillips, "Hipbillies and 
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Lesbian Lands in Rural Southwest Missouri 

People who participated in the back-to-the-land movement in the Ozarks were the 

forerunners to one lesbian separatist community in the region. Missouri lesbian Pat Patton, who 

lived in a different separatist community called “Hawk Hill,” associated the back-to-the-land 

emergence with the counterculture of the 1960s. Many lesbian separatists were informed by their 

philosophies stemming from feminist and environmentalist movements. Some had direct 

experience with hippie culture of the 1960s and undoubtedly used that to develop their own 

sense of lesbian separatist identity. An example of the geographic and historic connection 

between the back-to-the-land movement and lesbian separatists in southwest Missouri involved 

lesbian separatist land, called Dragon Wagon, that initially accommodated both men and women, 

and then eventually morphed into accommodating lesbians only. Hawk Hill resident Patton 

described the link between the two and transition to exclusive lesbian land at Dragon Wagon: 

I think it was all connected with the ‘hippies’ and I use that name with quotes around it. It 
became a part of this neighborhood: Douglas county, Ozark county, Howell county in I 
guess the 60s and 70s and I think at dragon it was originally a bunch of hippies and then a 
bunch of the women came out and a bunch of the men left and I think it’s all kind of 
connected. 47 

Dragon Wagon, like Hawk Hill, is one of two lesbian land communities in southwest 

Missouri still in existence today. Despite Patton’s continued attempts to try to convince members 

Hillbillies: Back-to-the-Landers in the Arkansas Ozarks during the 1970s," in Arkansas Historical Quarterly 75, no. 
2 (July 1, 2016): 97. Intentional communities, like those created by lesbian separatists and back-to-the-land 
participants, have a long history. Members of such communities in the United States relied on a set of principles that 
hearken back to the days of the transcendentalist movement of the early 19th century. Transcendentalists like Ralph 
Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau placed the intellectual and secular spiritual growth of the individual at 
the center of their concern. They fought against a world in which industry expanded and caused individuals to lose 
sight of philosophical and other intellectual endeavors. Intentional communities of the 19th century, like Brook 
Farm, founded in 1841 by Emerson in Roxbury, Massachusetts, belonged to this larger effort by transcendentalists 
to establish “free mental exploration” and “communal participation.” There certainly were intentional communities 
beyond transcendentalism in the 19th and others in the early 20th century, including some that practiced alternative 
sexualities and some grounded in political ideas. 

For more information on both secular and religious intentional communities, see Immanuel Ness, 
Encyclopedia of American Social Movements, ed. Immanuel Ness (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2004). 

47 Patton, interview by author. 
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to be interviewed, I was unable to obtain interviews, though I did meet and was invited to a 

potluck and bonfire, attended by some Dragons. They did not want to be interviewed largely due 

to a mistrust of academia in general and because they questioned the validity, to their own lives, 

of this project and the ongoing collection of oral histories of the LGBT archive at Missouri State 

University. Therefore, I rely on interviews with members of the other separatist land, Hawk Hill, 

who were fairly familiar with the Dragons, as they came to be called. This made it difficult to 

chart the development of Dragon Wagon, other than becoming womyn-only and the knowledge 

of Dragon land that some Hawk Hill members held since the late 1980s. Some trends, however, 

emerged.   

The lesbians who lived at Dragon Wagon believed in a version of communal living where 

they worked together in one kitchen area, but had separate places to sleep. They shared a 

building in which the kitchen is housed, even though they may have slept in separate buildings or 

tents.48 Indeed, being able to share in duties yet still have one’s voice heard has been a defining 

feature of a feminist space: 

Through working collectively, we put our minds together and work out decisions that contain the input of 
everyone. Instead of a group of people obeying and following one boss’s view of things, against their own 
better judgement, we incorporate the strength of all of our opinions in each decision.49 

At Dragon Wagon, womyn worked together in more egalitarian ways to accomplish tasks and 

make decisions. The ways in which they approached living on separatist land also differed from 

those living at Hawk Hill. They considered themselves to be part of the land dyke movement. As 

48 Patton, interview by author; Shelley Vaugine, interview by Ryan Dunn, transcript, November 22, 2004, 
OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; Wiseheart, 
interview by author, July 2, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, 
Springfield, Missouri. A third lesbian land space, though not a lesbian intentional community, sometimes gets added 
into the mix by some narrators who referred to it as Diana’s Grove. Two lesbians privately owned the land that they 
used as a pagan retreat that, according to Patton, served more affluent people. 

49 Jennie Rubie, "Women-Only And Feminist Spaces: Important Alternatives to Patriarchy," Off Our Backs 
33, no. 5/6 (May 1, 2003): 13-15. 
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such, Patton described them as “a little more communal.  They all have their own little space, but 

they have a communal kitchen and they just operate differently than we do.  But they're Land 

Dykes and they're Land Dyke Gathering goers…”50 

The movement of lesbians on and off Dragon land was fairly regular. Some lesbian 

separatists across the nation did not want to feel tied to a particular place. It was not uncommon 

for them to stay for awhile on one community’s land, if those in that particular place allowed 

women to regularly move on and off the land. One way that lesbian separatists on land in Oregon 

achieved a sense of continuity was to name the buildings at their Women’s Land Farm.51 In 

southwest Missouri, the degree of separation of Dragons from the local community varied.52 

Some went into Springfield regularly. Others socialized with gay men and other lesbians living 

in the rural Ozarks. Others even travelled the few hours to Springfield to socialize with lesbians 

there. Rather than travelling all the way to Springfield, some went to the closer towns of West 

Plains or Ava to purchase food and supplies.    

Of the three lesbian separatist lands in southwest Missouri, Hawk Hill is much more 

documented than Dragon Wagon or Diana’s Grove.53 Not only have some Hawk Hill residents 

given extensive interviews, but then Ph.D. student Ann Detwiler Breidenbach spent time there 

and wrote a dissertation entitled, “Land Dykes in the Ozarks: Lesbian Feminists Living 

50 Patton, interview by Baggett, 22; see also Patton, interview by author. 
51 Tee A. Corinne, "Women's Land," Off Our Backs 33, no. 5/6 (2003): 35-36. 
52 Patton, interview by author; Wiseheart, interview by author. Narrators often referred to those living at 

Dragon Wagon as the “dragons.” 
53 Patton, interview by author. I will not be discussing Diana’s Grove in this chapter in any depth because 

of a lack of sources. In future, researchers might find it interesting that Diana’s Grove was likely first separatist land 
and then became a place where women could go to practice Wicca. Later on, it became a dog rescue. 

240 

https://Grove.53
https://varied.52


  

   

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

               
                  

 
      

                                                
               

         
    

          
           

             
             

                
            
     
            

    
            
            

Menopause and Beyond.”54 In addition, an article was published in the Springfield NewsLeader 

about one of the lesbian couples living at Hawk Hill.55 

Land at Hawk Hill was not settled by lesbians until 1989, underscoring the movement of 

lesbian separatists across the United States. Ardent radical lesbian feminists and Hawk Hill 

founders Susan Wiseheart and her partner had previously helped start a lesbian feminist 

collective and consciousness-raising group in 1977 in Michigan called Aradia.56 Much like the 

other lesbians who ended up living at Hawk Hill, the feminist philosophies Wiseheart developed 

prior to living at Hawk Hill helped shape her engagement with the southern Missouri community 

in which she later lived. In the early 1970s, Wiseheart participated in the New Women’s 

Coalition in Grand Rapids. Later, she helped found the Grand Rapids Feminist Center. Wiseheart 

took part in a variety of consciousness-raising activities and helped run a domestic violence 

phone help line, at first right out of her Grand Rapids house.57 

In part, Wiseheart traced her increasing consciousness of feminism to a 1970 Newsweek 

article. The author identified the 1970s as the decade of the woman.58 This eventually led 

Wiseheart to pursue feminist political activism: 

But that was like a really eye-opening experience for me to read that article and realize you know, this is 
something that's affecting me and this is maybe partly why I'm so engaged with it. And to start taking a 
look at oppression everywhere that affects all people, how it all fits together and how it's promoted out in 
the world.  And it was that kind of political awakening that led me to discovering my lesbianism.59 

54 Ann Breidenbach, "Land Dykes in the Ozarks: Lesbian Feminists Living Menopause and Beyond," Ph.D. 
diss., University of Missouri-Columbia, 2009), in ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/905288715/ (accessed August 22, 2017).

55 Ron Davis, “Prejudice vs. pride: the gay rights battle,” Springfield News-Leader, September 19, 1993. 
For more context, see pages 194-195 of Chapter Four of this dissertation. 

56 Susan Wiseheart, interview by Suzanne Weatherman, September 30, 2004, transcript, page 16, 30 
OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri. See also 
Wiseheart, interview by author. See Chapter Three of this dissertation for a detailed and thorough narrative of 
contention that surrounded The Normal Heart play put on by students and faculty at Southwest Missouri State 
University in November 1989.

57 Barbara J. Love, Feminists Who Changed America, 1963-1975 (Urbana-Champaign: University of 
Illinois Press, 2006), 497.

58 Wiseheart, interview by Weatherman, 8-9. See also Wiseheart, interview by author. 
59 Wiseheart, interview by Weatherman, 8-9. See also Wiseheart, interview by author. 
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Wiseheart’s political identity became inextricably linked to her sexual and gender identity. 

Before and during the founding and her involvement with Aradia in Western Michigan, 

Wiseheart felt a deep connection to women: 

I came out as a result of the feminist movement, which I know a lot of lesbians did, and then a lot of 
lesbians came out in a totally different way.  And I think that there are things to be said for both.  In a way I 
regret not being a lifelong lesbian, I wish I had been, but the kind of conditioning I got, I wasn't in touch 
with my feelings for women and I think in a lot of ways it's a political decision for me to throw in my lot 
with women and focus my life on women, and I've been very engaged in that for the last more than 30 
years now…And I'm not saying that only lesbians are woman-centered, but for me it's part of what it means 
to me.60 

Wiseheart viewed her feminist political work through a sustained connection to her female 

identity both before and after she claimed the sexual and political identity of lesbian. She felt the 

beginnings of a political, sexual, and cultural awakening as a result of her exposure to the 

feminist movement. 

Wiseheart first began thinking of residing on lesbian land when she became involved 

with Aradia and the Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival.61 The Michigan Womyn’s Music 

Festival, an annual gathering of “womyn,” typically lasted from Tuesday through Sunday every 

August from 1975 through 2015. Most of the Hawk Hill residents were long-time organizers of 

the festival, including Wiseheart. Lesbians directed both Aradia and Michigan Womyn’s Fest, as 

it came to be called, though members included other women, not just lesbians. Wiseheart stated 

that while in Grand Rapids, members of the women’s movement at Aradia contemplated “the 

possibility of living on land.” Drawing on both her feminist and ecological sensibilities, 

Wiseheart cited three reasons why she thought it would be good for lesbians to live on land. 

First, Wiseheart wanted to move towards remedying the fact that women did not own a 

60 Wiseheart, interview by Weatherman, 6-8. See also Wiseheart, interview by author. 
61 Wiseheart, interview by author. Aradia was not a land collective, but an organization whose members 

engaged in feminist consciousness-raising activities and community work. 
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significant amount of land throughout the world. Second, Wiseheart felt strongly that it was “a 

good thing for land to be in the hands of lesbians.” Last, Wiseheart felt that living “closer to the 

earth” and “closer to nature” would be good because one could “grow some food” and “live a 

little more simply in some way” compared to living in a more urban area. Wiseheart and her 

partner had come to a point in their lives where they could logistically and realistically leave 

their home in Michigan. They also did not feel anything holding them back, including their jobs, 

their social and feminist networks, and their children who, save the 17-year-old son of 

Wiseheart’s partner, no longer lived in their house because they had reached adulthood.62 

In 1989, the same year that The Normal Heart controversy erupted in Springfield, 

Wiseheart, her partner, and her 17-year old son, found land owned by the Ozark Regional Land 

Trust (ORLT) in rural Douglas County.63 Prior to ORLT ownership, three heterosexual women 

originally owned the land that became Hawk Hill in the early 1980s. The women then donated 

the land in the mid-1980s to ORLT. ORLT is a member of an umbrella non-profit national 

62 “Op-ed: Michfest's Founder Chose to Shut Down Rather Than Change With the Times,” Advocate, 
https://www.advocate.com/commentary/2015/04/24/op-ed-michfests-founder-chose-shut-down-rather-change-times 
(accessed February 6, 2015); Wiseheart, interview by Weatherman, page 15. See also Wiseheart, interview by 
author. Wiseheart bore two children from a previous heterosexual marriage. 

Michigan Womyn’s Fest organizers meant to provide a space for female-bodied individuals where they 
could go in order to feel safe to dress, perform, attend workshops, and act in whatever ways they felt comfortable in 
the company of other female-bodied individuals. Contentious debates surrounded the festival, beginning in 1991, 
when festival-goers and organizers would not allow entrance to male-bodied individuals who identified as womyn, 
whether or not they were or had completed the process of physically transitioning, and/or female-bodied individuals 
who identified as male. Major past advocates of the festival, such as the musical duo, the Indigo Girls, pulled their 
support because of this controversy and refused to perform there in more recent years, citing the inability of festival 
organizers and presenters to promote a more inclusive community. Wiseheart, in an interview with the author in 
2014, and Patton, in conversation with the author, felt that womyn-only spaces were still needed. Wiseheart made it 
clear, also, that she is a proponent of the move to fight for the rights of all transgender people and stated that one of 
the adult children of one of the residents at Hawk Hill identifies as trans and visits Hawk Hill regularly. For more 
information on these debates and the inclusion/exclusion of transgender people within the larger lesbian and gay 
movement, see the foundational work of Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle, The Transgender Studies Reader, ed. 
Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2013). 

63 See Chapter Three of this dissertation for a detailed and thorough narrative of contention that surrounded 
the Normal Heart play put on by students and faculty at Southwest Missouri State University. 

Wiseheart did not mention her partner’s name in the interviews she gave, therefore she is referred to as 
“partner” in this dissertation because that is the name Wiseheart used. 
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organization called Land Trust Alliance. ORLT board members were looking to put people on 

the land who would take care of it according to their rules to prevent development, conserve the 

environment, and reduce logging initiatives in rural Missouri. ORLT board members worked 

towards protecting land in the Ozarks at risk of development by maintaining community land 

trusts, easements, and pursuing conservation efforts. They tried to preserve the ecological 

diversity of the region by encouraging stewardship rather than development.64 ORLT board 

members had envisioned the Hawk Hill Community Land Trust, the first land trust ORLT 

members procured, as a place where low-income caretakers of the land could live in affordable 

housing and as land stewards to prevent land development and degradation.65 

64 Amanda Fisher, “Preserve the Ozarks Forever: Empowering People to Protect Land in the Ozarks,” 
Ozark Regional Land Trust, http://orlt.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Storybook-2014-02-26-final.pdf (accessed 
January 2, 2015). While several local residents thought the area to be aesthetically pleasing, it had also undergone 
significant development: “In the last decade alone, the Ozarks Region has lost 176 square miles (over 110,000 acres) 
of forest, pasture, wetlands and other natural lands to development. Low land values combined with rising timber 
values have caused an increase in “cut and run” timber harvesting. Forests serving as wildlife habitat are subdivided 
and sold in small parcels, which weakens the integrity of this important natural resource.” 
Diverse ecosystems in the Ozarks included varied wildlife habitats, over 9,000 caves, and freshwater springs 
“producing hundreds of millions of gallons of water daily.” The Ozarks are also home to “more than 400 species of 
global conservation significance.” One hundred and sixty of those species only live in the Ozarks region, “the largest 
remaining unfragmented forest in the south central United States, an important breeding area for neotropical 
songbirds.”

65 Amanda Fisher, “Preserve the Ozarks Forever;” Wiseheart, interview by Weatherman, page 17, 2004. 
See also Wiseheart, interview by author. Wiseheart reminisced fondly about the three original women: “…none of 
whom are lesbian but all of whom are good allies, and their dream isn't the dream that came about, but their dreams 
they're living out in some other way other places, one of them right still in the area. And they're all happy with 
what's happening here…” 
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Figure 5.1. Map of Ozarks Regional Land Trust Land Holdings66 

66 Amanda Fisher, “Preserve the Ozarks Forever: Empowering People to Protect Land in the Ozarks,” 
Ozark Regional Land Trust, accessed 2 January 2015, http://orlt.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Storybook-2014-
02-26-final.pdf. 
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Figure 5.2. Land Owned by ORLT67 

67 Amanda Fisher, “Preserve the Ozarks Forever.” 
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Figure 5.3. Ozarks Regional Land Trust Mission68 

ORLT initially meant to place heterosexuals and their families on the tracts of land that would 

then be cared for by every generation thereafter. The ORLT board had trouble finding people 

willing to become caretakers of the land. Eventually, the residents who had first donated the land 

68 Amanda Fisher, “Preserve the Ozarks.” 
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to ORLT moved away in pursuit of careers elsewhere and the board needed to find others to live 

on the land. They found instead one man to lease the only house on the property at the time. He 

however was unable to take care of the house or the land because he had multiple chemical 

sensitivities. The stewardship soon overwhelmed him. ORLT board members did not know what 

to do in terms of replacement.69 

Wiseheart recalled that “the women who already lived in the neighborhood, the lesbians 

and the straight women and bi women said, ‘you know we need women to live there. Women 

should take that place over.’”70 There was a precedent for feminist work in the region. Since 

1981, beginning with lesbian feminist Suzanne Pharr’s founding of the Arkansas Women’s 

Project in Little Rock, women conducted trainings in the region. They were not just feminists 

committed to rural living, but women in the larger community: 

…because the women in the Ozarks have gotten together for a really long time as women, they took her 
training, and some of them happened to be involved with Ozark Regional Land Trust…when there was 
some you know concern about lesbians coming to live here they said, "Get over it," cause they'd had anti-
homophobia training, so you know, it's really useful that kind of stuff.71 

An entire community of women from “the alternative community” supported this idea, in 

part due to Pharr’s ongoing work as “a political handywoman” in northwest Arkansas and 

southwest Missouri. She regularly conducted workshops in which she traced parallels between 

homophobia and sexism. As a result, “the women here—lesbians and straight women mostly…a 

bunch of them went...and really learned a lot.” At the time, the ORLT board “was balking at 

women and lesbians,” but the women refused to be discouraged. In the end, “a straight woman 

who really has a lot of oomph in the alternative community” in and around Douglas county 

managed to convince the ORLT board to “let” lesbians live on the land. Wiseheart and her 

69 Wiseheart, interview by author. 
70 Wiseheart, interview by Weatherman; Wiseheart, interview by author. 
71 Wiseheart, interview by Weatherman, 16-17. See also Wiseheart, interview by author. 
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partner then worked to push the ORLT board in a direction that would better serve their interest 

in creating a womyn-only space.72 

Whereas Wiseheart and her partner had strong feelings about how they envisioned their 

roles as lesbian caretakers of the land, some ORLT board members thought Hawk Hill should be 

more of a refuge for women. Wiseheart felt strongly about not being a caretaker of people, 

though admittedly they did do some of that throughout the years: 

It was never open women’s land and some people had the idea, especially the men involved with ORLT. 
“Oh well, you’ll just have any woman who needs a place and wants to be somewhere, she can come,” and 
they would tell us names, “oh, you know this one young woman, she’s 26 and she has five kids and she 
doesn’t have any money and don’t you want her?” And we’re like, “nooo. “ …we really always intended it 
to be lesbian and we were clear about that.73 

Though board members had ascribed a feminist idea of “shelters” as “women’s work,” Wiseheart 

bristled at the thought of having to include other women besides lesbians in her vision of 

womyn’s land at Hawk Hill. She felt strongly that making Hawk Hill exclusively lesbian land  

secured the longevity of lesbian feminism. 

Wiseheart and her partner ran into some issues after they purchased the only house at 

Hawk Hill for $7500 in 1989; however, they stuck it out and did not give up, in part due to their 

vision of eventually bringing other lesbians onto the Hawk Hill land and creating their own 

intentional community. At first, they had to sleep in a tent outside the house because they needed 

to work on clearing the house of several insect infestations. Because the previous tenant had not 

maintained the property for some time, “there were at least five different insect 

infestations...There were big holes in the floor where it had dry-rotted…We had a lot to do.”74 

72 Wiseheart, interview by author. A self-described group of hippies, some lived in communes and some 
came to the area as a result of the back-to-the-land movements of the 1960s-80s in Douglas County. The Eastwind 
Community is one example of this. Founded on May 1, 1974, the community owns nearly 1,000 acres and houses 
50-60 people at any given time. In order to support themselves financially and engage in meaningful work to them, 
they make and ship East Wind Nut Butters and Utopian Rope Sandals. For more information about this community, 
see “East Wind Marks 40 Years As A Local Community,” in Ozark County Times, May 18, 2014.   

73 Wiseheart, interview by author. 
74 Wiseheart, interview by author. 
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Eventually, more lesbians came to live at Hawk Hill, some in rather serendipitous ways. 

The next two that arrived, Denslow Brown and Linda Smith, had been close friends of Wiseheart 

and her partner while in Michigan and after they moved. Unbeknownst to them, Brown and 

Smith had travelled to the Ozarks to visit mutual friends. They ended up loving the area and 

decided to move to Hawk Hill permanently. They had been in search of a place like Hawk Hill 

and jumped on the opportunity to be a part of a lesbian land community. 

Brown and Smith had been looking for a place where they could live in an ecologically 

responsible way around other like-minded people. Open to living in a community not entirely 

comprised of lesbians, Brown and Smith even made a “list of qualities” they wanted from 

whatever place they ended up living: 

a place where people cared about the land, they were concerned about the earth, really earth-based 
spirituality, a community, we didn’t even specify a lesbian community at all, but a community could be a 
neighborhood or something where people shared tools and things like that and we just had all these little 
qualities…and getting in the ground floor of a lesbian community with two friends seemed like, you know, 
it was meant to be…75 

Not only had they seemingly found a place that met all of their desires, but Brown and Smith 

also fell in love with the beauty of the Ozarks, which is what Wiseheart, her partner, and the 

ORLT board members all wished to preserve.76 Not only did it seem like the fates were ever in 

their favor, but Brown and Smith, after discovering that Wiseheart and her partner wanted to 

build a farm, decided to lease the land tract adjacent to Wiseheart’s land. Brown and Smith 

stayed with their mutual friends through the winter of 1989-90 and once they signed the lease for 

75 Smith, interview by author. 
76 Denslow Brown, interview by Renee Wrest, October 1, 2004, transcript, OLGA, Special Collections and 

Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; Linda Smith, interview by Renee Wrest, 
September 29, 2004, transcript, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, 
Springfield, Missouri. See also Smith, interview by author. Brown and Smith also had been involved in Aradia and 
the Michigan Womyn’s Fest, which is how they knew Wiseheart and her girlfriend. They began to think about 
making Hawk Hill home after they visited and talked more with Wiseheart and her girlfriend. The friends whose 
farmhouse Brown and Smith stayed had been involved in the Aradia community as well. One of them had even 
helped found Aradia with Wiseheart. 
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the Hawk Hill land, they built a smaller structure at first while they spent the next six years 

constructing a much larger dwelling they have lived in since.77 

Since 1989, residents of “the Hill,” like Brown, Smith, and Wiseheart, have carved out a 

space in rural Douglas County where they employed both separatist feminist and environmental 

philosophies. They remain committed to living on small, individualized tracts of land within a 

larger, yet still small, lesbian community.78 There are certain ORLT rules that those living at 

Hawk Hill were required to follow.79 Because residents hold “lifetime” or 99-year leases, they do 

not technically own the land. They are expected to make no “improvements” upon the land in 

order to maintain an ecological integrity “so that animals and plants can continue to live on it 

without interference much from humans.”80 Constructing houses, barns, and outbuildings is 

permitted; however, building septic systems, using chemicals like pesticides, and hunting is 

expressly forbidden by ORLT.81 

In the years following, three more women, including Patton, moved into Hawk Hill, 

leased the remaining three tracts of land, and built houses. Patton had spent years working on 

different feminist lesbian and gay projects. After divorcing her husband in 1977, she procured a 

job running a suicide prevention hotline through the Metropolitan Community Church for gays 

77 Brown, interview by Wrest, 27-28. 
78 Wiseheart, interview by Weatherman, 16. See also Wiseheart, interview by author. Throughout this 

chapter I am reticent to include a map or point out exactly where Hawk Hill because it is important to keep a certain 
amount of anonymity, though I am using and have been given permission to use actual names. See Appendix I for a 
general map accessible to all perusing the Internet. 

79 Wiseheart, interview by author. See appendix I for a better understanding of general geographic 
locations. Because it holds status as a private community land trust, residents acted as caretakers of the land, under 
the general umbrella of ORLT, a non-profit organization founded in 1984. It focused on conservation efforts, 
primarily in the form of land easements, and oversaw three additional community land trusts throughout Missouri 
and Arkansas. Hawk Hill was the only lesbian-occupied community whereas the others consisted of primarily 
heterosexual people and their families. 

80 Wiseheart, interview by Weatherman, 16. See also Wiseheart, interview by author. 
81 Wiseheart, interview by Weatherman, 16. See also Wiseheart, interview by author. At Hawk Hill, there 

are large gardens and Hoop Houses which allow for a longer growing season. Hoop Houses are a specific kind of 
greenhouse-type structure. Wiseheart possessed an outhouse, while some others on the property have the capacity to 
go to the bathroom indoors because they had a composting toilet and still maintained the outdoor outhouse. 
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and lesbians.82 A longtime organizer, Patton helped found the first Pride celebration in St. Louis 

in 1981. Patton decided to move to Hawk Hill after she had visited lesbian friends who lived in 

rural southwest Missouri. She first travelled to rural Douglas County from St. Louis on the 

weekends because during the week, she worked in St. Louis. Patton then decided, at the age of 

50, to quit her job in St. Louis and travel around to women’s lands. After living for a year as a 

caretaker of Sherwood Forest Camp, northeast of Springfield in Lesterville, Missouri, she 

decided to begin her separatist journey, eventually finding her way to Hawk Hill. To become 

eligible to lease land at the time, Hawk Hill residents required Patton to live on the land during a 

six month probationary period. Potential and long-term residents considered the trial period as a 

helpful indicator to determine whether or not the potential resident would be a good fit. Patton 

travelled around quite a bit and in 1993 when she decided to stay at Hawk Hill, she initially lived 

in a Winnebago and then built her house.83 

Other than the trial period, Hawk Hill residents did not initially have strict rules. 

According to Patton, “Well, first of all, you know, it's lesbian land, so you're gonna be a lesbian.  

There has to be some degree of compatibility, and some degree of sanity…”84 Not only do 

residents have to be lesbians, but if they moved away from Hawk Hill permanently, Hill 

residents legally required them to sell their leased tracts and houses to lesbians as well. Hawk 

Hill operated on a consensus basis, challenging to members at times, though Patton admitted that 

she felt as if all of the residents generally thought “on the same wavelength,” exhibited respect 

for each other, and “agreed to the ecological covenants.”85 For example, they all needed to use 

82 Christian church started by Troy Perry in California in 1968 and meant to be a safe place of worship for 
the LGBT community. 

83 Patton, interview by Baggett, 17. See also Patton, interview by author. 
84 Patton, interview by Baggett, 17. See also Patton, interview by author. 
85 Patton, interview by Baggett, 18. See also Patton, interview by author. 
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outhouses. What that set-up looked like differed between residents. For example, some figured 

out ways to bring a non-septic toilet-system in to their houses in the winter so as not to have to 

venture into the cold and wet Missouri winter weather, especially at night. Eventually, Brown 

and Smith brought a composting toilet into their house to avoid using the outhouse at night. 

Oftentimes, outhouses would be located a distance from a house so that it did not have to be 

moved often or at all. Walking to the outhouse at night or even during the day sometimes just did 

not make sense to some residents. To avoid this, relieving oneself outside was also an option 

because it was expedient. 

In addition to following septic rules, most Hill residents engaged in some type of 

gardening and, in the earlier years, even had farm animals. Each resident created their own 

garden on their separate tract of land. Some residents had far more complex gardening systems 

enabling them to extend their growing season. For example, some residents had Hoop Houses, a 

type of greenhouse. One woman eventually developed hers into a very large greenhouse, roughly 

20 feet wide by 100 feet long. Inevitably, she grew more food than she could consume, so she 

shared it with Hill residents and also sold it at local farmer’s markets.        

Alongside individual labor, a defining feature of lesbian land in the 1970s was the 

collective labor lesbians undertook. This applied to Hawk Hill in the sense that residents did help 

each other out with gardening and farming, yet they still maintained their own privacy because of 

the way the land was split up. In contrast, lesbians living at Dragon Wagon, lived in a more 

communal way because they had living spaces that were not owned or leased separately. They 

worked to maintain the communal kitchen and other outbuildings, whereas those at Hawk Hill 
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did not have such spaces. In the early years, however, Hawk Hill residents did sometimes help 

each other out when it came to building the houses that are now on the property.86 

Over the years, several Hawk Hill residents viewed the lesbian land community they 

created as a “cultural home base” amidst an ever-changing understanding of one’s place in the 

world.87 Brown felt safe belonging to a lesbian land community and felt a sense of common 

purpose and experience with others living there. For example, “it’s an environmental land trust, 

so we have outhouses, or we pee in one place and shit someplace else,” meaning that only Hawk 

Hill residents really understood that on a daily basis. When Brown went on business trips to 

either the east or west coast in the U.S., she often thought of her return to Hawk Hill as “normal” 

and “it was like I was going home to this place where we did it our way.”88 In this sense, 

residents like Brown felt a real connection to the efforts at living eco-friendly lives centered on 

lesbian feminist philosophies.89 

Challenges to Separatist Living & Community Connections 

Several challenges to living on the land emerged as Hawk Hill residents kept their 

intentional community in operation. Most of the challenges stemmed from finances. Finding 

employment proved to be somewhat difficult because of the rural location of Hawk Hill. There 

just were not that many opportunities for people as it was a largely rural farming community. 

Some relied on their previous experience to find employment. For example, Wiseheart, whose 

background was in education, worked in a small local public school system.  

86 Patton, interview by author; Patton, interview by Weatherman; Wiseheart, interview by author; 
Wiseheart, interview by Baggett. 

87 Brown, interview by Wrest, 27. 
88 Brown, interview by Wrest, 27. 
89 Brown, interview by Wrest, 27; Patton, interview by Baggett. See also Patton, interview by author. 
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When Smith and Brown first moved to Hawk Hill, they found it extremely difficult for 

either one to duplicate the jobs they had in Ithaca, New York, and New York City. Smith was a 

masseuse and Brown was an organizational life coach. Brown eventually realized that she 

needed to travel to both coasts to keep her business going. She maintained a business via a 

landline, oftentimes consulting with a variety of clients around the nation and the world from 

Hawk Hill.90 

In addition to the troubles lesbians faced finding employment, another financial obstacle 

involved issues in obtaining a mortgage due to the lease terms. Slowly but surely, however, 

Brown and Smith eventually built their house on a hill, while living in the shed they had initially 

set up. Once they figured out they could put walls up in each room and live in one bedroom of 

the house as they finished around it, they used an already existing shed on the property for 

additional living space. At one point, Smith remembered putting pillows in the shed bathtub and 

used it as a reading spot.91 

Smith eventually set up a business in West Plains with a friend who engaged in 

chiropractic work. When she initially tried to register as a licensed massage therapist in West 

Plains, city officials met her with resistance. The employee in the county office told Smith that 

they did not “license massage parlors here” and county office workers laughed Smith right out of 

the office.92 Subsequently, Smith relayed what had transpired to Marideth Sisco, who worked as 

a West Plains local newspaper journalist and Ozarkian folklorist. As an out lesbian, she saw 

herself as someone “who looked a little dykey—well, a lot dykey.”93 Sisco had generated quite a 

readership following. She then told her newspaper editor what happened to Smith, who 

90 Brown, interview by Wrest; Smith, interview by author. 
91 Brown, interview by Wrest, 26-7; Smith, interview by author. 
92 Smith, interview by author. 
93 Sisco, interview by Vaugine, 33. West Plains is a semi-urban town in rural southern Missouri. 
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proceeded to visit the West Plains mayor with the story. The mayor subsequently chastised the 

county office employees by questioning their general knowledge and their ability to discern the 

difference “between a whore and a masseuse.”94 

Such ignorance was not experienced by Smith alone. When Wiseheart and her partner  

first lobbied the ORLT board to settle lesbians on Hawk Hill, they encountered much of the 

same. Some male ORLT board members, nervous because of their limited experience with 

lesbians and not immune to societal stereotypes, claimed that lesbians would steal “their” 

women. They viewed lesbians as a threat to their positioning as heterosexual white men who 

considered their wives to belong to them, much like other forms of property ownership. 

Wiseheart stated that “the guy’s [ORLT board member]...girlfriend left him for another woman 

and now he’s one of our good friends, but at the time, it made him nervous.”95 It made him 

nervous because stereotypes abounded about how lesbians possessed an inherent predatory 

nature that translated to ‘stealing’ heterosexual women. 

Generally, Hawk Hill residents felt that living on the land with other lesbians provided 

them with a sense of “safety in numbers.” Patton and Wiseheart believed their whiteness also 

played a role in the way they were treated by the larger community and described southwest 

Missouri as a hostile place for people of color. They explicitly stated the understanding that 

travelling through or living in southwest Missouri was often dangerous for people of color. Pat 

Patton acknowledged her whiteness and the privilege it granted her in terms of being able to 

move around Douglas County in ways that people of color simply could not: “Oh, I wouldn’t 

want to be a woman of color in Douglas county…Douglas county seems really white to me and 

94 Brown, interview by Wrest; Smith, interview by author. 
95 Wiseheart, interview by Baggett, 16-17. See also Wiseheart, interview by author. 
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friends who have come here…said it wasn’t really comfortable for her.”96 This racial privilege 

informed what feminist work Hawk Hill residents engaged in as white lesbians.97 Residents of 

Hawk Hill believed that acknowledging the variety of groups who settled in the region was key 

to diversifying the region. For example, in an interview in 2004, Wiseheart described a link 

between the work conducted out of Missouri State University in Springfield that started to 

include LGBT voices in the archives, via the Ozarks Lesbian and Gay Archives, and a general 

push to incorporate a greater variety of voices: 

I think that as a community the Ozarks sometimes presents this Scots Irish face to the world that really 
hides a lot of what is here and where it came from…For the health of the entire Ozarks community. It's 
good for everybody to know that gays and lesbians live here, that people with other ancestry than Scots 
Irish live here, and that all of those cultures contribute to what's going on here. And a lot of what we love 
about the Ozarks is enhanced by the presence of all those groups of people.98 

Wiseheart felt it important to really show how diverse a place the Ozarks was in order to broaden 

and perhaps even promote first, the fact that diversity existed and second, that diversity could 

help promote acceptance.99 

Some Hawk Hill lesbians, like Wiseheart, felt they needed to be active in their local 

community in order to try to show residents that lesbians lived there, too. In doing so, Wiseheart 

wished to dispel stereotypes of lesbians at the local level. Though lesbian separatists have 

typically been thought of, both by other LGBT people and historians, as divorcing themselves 

96 Patton, interview by author. 
97 For more information on how black feminism sharply diverged from that of middle-class whites, see 

Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, How We Get Free : Black Feminism and the Combahee River Collective, edited and 
introduced by Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor (Chicago, Illinois: Haymarket Books, 2017).

98 Wiseheart, interview by Baggett, 25-26; Wiseheart, interview by author. “And I hope that historical 
societies around the area will pick up on this and start doing this kind of research for their own counties? Because I 
think that there are a lot of people who are left out of those places right now.  I have a particular interest because of 
my anti-racist activities over the decades of finding out more about the story of the people of, indigenous people of 
the area who were here before anybody from Europe came, and also finding out about the people of African ancestry 
who've been in this area and who are still here. And along with that gays and lesbians, all those groups, I'd like--
And Jewish people, I'd like to see there be lots, lots more information...So I just think that that's really important, 
and I think it's very important to continue this research and broaden it, and get as much of it recorded as possible for 
the future.  Because it's really hard for young people to know what's happened in the past if there's no record of it.  
So, this is really good.”

99 Wiseheart, interview by author. 
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entirely from the communities around them, the lesbians of Hawk Hill did no such thing. One of 

the ways in which they created and maintained a sense of belonging was through their 

connections to the larger regional community. They achieved this in a variety of ways. Many 

people were more apt to treat them with kindness rather than fear or suspicion when they 

proactively introduced themselves to neighbors and local residents. Satisfying their belief in the 

importance of environmental conservation work, they also served on the ORLT board. Hawk 

Hill residents felt they had proven their status to board members as “upright citizens of the 

community” because they had worked on the board alongside them.100 In addition to their 

involvement with ORLT, Hawk Hill residents were quite active in different organizations, such 

as the fire department and Salvation Army Women’s Auxiliary. 

Hawk Hill lesbians were aware of the push for gay rights in Springfield, sometimes 

becoming a part of those movements and sometimes not. In their own local communities, they 

never stopped being activists as many saw their very presence to be a type of every day activism. 

They were marked as outsiders from the beginning because they were not married to men, they 

lived with other women, they were in their forties and fifties when they first staked their claim to 

land at Hawk Hill, and most did not conform to prescribed gender roles. This would raise the 

eyebrows of any local living in the Ozarks, though rarely would residents directly question it. 

This gave separatists a chance to build connections on personal levels with locals that likely did 

not change locals’ conservative views on homosexuality, but reinforced the Christian idea of 

loving the sinner, but not the sin. As long as they followed the tenets of rural life and were good 

neighbors, residents seemed to “let well enough alone.” 

100 Wiseheart, interview by author. 
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Most Hawk Hill residents maintained connections to a larger network of land dykes 

living either on lesbian land or rural land throughout the United States. Because of their 

community work and experience in a variety of social movements, Hill residents were very 

familiar with planning and organizing events. They spent years working at and attending 

Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival and the Midwest Wimmin’s Festival. A similar festival, but 

on a smaller scale, Midwest has occurred on an annual basis in the Ozarks since the 1970s. Some 

lesbians, like Patton, feel that festivals like Midwest and Michigan were transformational to their 

lesbian sexual awakening. Patton had her first sexual experiences with women at the Midwest 

Wimmin’s Fest “in the festival magic and moments.”101 

Lesbians who lived in rural southwest Missouri travelled to the Midwest Festival and 

developed ongoing relationships with Hill and Dragon Wagon lesbians, some of whom lived in 

or near the same county as residents of lesbian separatist lands. Patton regularly participated in 

the Midwest Wimmin’s Fest and saw it as a place that instilled a particular sense of cultural 

belonging to her. “In the old days,” the festival would last for two weeks and a few hundred 

women would attend. Attendance dropped in more recent years and now it is held over a five day 

period and 100 women attend on the weekend. Patton described the festival as loosely organized, 

yet generally a success. Most of the musical performers and workshop facilitators donate their 

time spent there performing and facilitating workshops. She also thought of the festival as further 

101 Patton, interview by Baggett, 4 and 13-14. See also Patton, interview by author. These experiences 
added to some Patton had as a much younger person “I was in bed with all my girlfriends in grade school, thinking 
that they were all doing the same thing, but once I found out they all didn't, and got caught in bed with one of them 
by her parents, it was really hideously embarrassing, and I never did it again…I think it was just experimentation, 
trying things out, emulating whatever we thought grown-ups did and doing it with each other.” Surprisingly enough, 
she never talked about sexual experiences she may have had prior to 1983 at a summer camp she started working at 
in 1980 in Sherwood Forest in Lesterville, Missouri, though she did admit there were several lesbians working there: 
“Well, you know, they’re [summer camps] just a hotbed of lesbians. So there I was. One of my really good friends 
was the camp director, was a lesbian, came out as a lesbian, all these lesbians were working there, and just 
throughout, you know, a number of years there, there was women who came out all over the place at that camp.” 
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evidence of her belonging to a culture of land dykes who, at a base level, had two things in 

common: all identified as lesbians and all wished to live off the land in environmentally sound 

102ways. 

Lesbian separatists in southwest Missouri regularly convened with rural gays and 

lesbians and developed quite a network. They had potlucks, floated down the rivers on their 

kayaks, and gathered around bonfires. When a gay men’s campground opened in the early 2000s, 

the owners tapped into this network already in place. People also used the network to engage in 

political projects that included engaging in grassroots work to convince local community 

members to oust a conservative politician and setting up a phone bank to convince local voters to 

support 2008 presidential nominee Barack Obama, rather than his opponent, John McCain. An 

LGBT Yahoo group still exists through which members communicate and post announcements 

and events.103 Residents of Hawk Hill built extensive networks within both the LGBT and 

heterosexual communities. 

Indeed, lesbians at Hawk Hill remained good neighbors to the people of the region. The 

fact that they were considered sexual deviants by some living in southwest Missouri did not 

necessarily dictate how people treated them. Their age and race certainly played into how others 

received them. For example, the seven white lesbians living at Hawk Hill were in their forties 

and fifties when they settled there. They were well beyond the prime of their lives and by 

southwest Missouri standards, were considered “harmless” spinsters. The rural “live and let live” 

102 Patton, interview by author. 
103 Charles Franzke, interview by author, June 9, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri 

State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; Harold Harnish, interview by author, July 2, 2014, OLGA, Special 
Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; Myron D. Jackson, interview 
by author, July 16, 2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, 
Missouri; Patton, interview by author; Smith, interview by author; James Thideman, interview by author, June 9, 
2014, OLGA, Special Collections and Archives, Missouri State University Libraries, Springfield, Missouri; 
Wiseheart, interview by author. 
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ethic likely gave the lesbians at Hawk Hill the space they needed to continue to live there. Brown 

argued that though most people in the area subscribed to primarily conservative Christian values 

and though they denounced homosexuality as a sin, they did not outright denounce homosexuals 

they interacted with in their daily lives: 

We've been invited to church by people who know we're lesbians, we've been invited to family reunions, 
and reassured that we would be totally welcome….And we have nice relationships with our neighbors, and 
we're very consciously active in the volunteer fire department and the ladies auxiliary and other groups, 
environmental groups, and with neighbors, our closest neighbors, we're good friends with them.104 

By nice relationships, Brown meant that they do not just get along with or tolerate their 

neighbors, but sometimes even invited their female neighbors to a party they held annually in the 

1990s and early 2000s, temporarily abandoning their vision of lesbian-only space.  

Though Hill residents generally felt accepted within the larger rural community, they also 

felt such acceptance combined a Christian ethos of “love the sinner, hate the sin” and a rural 

motto of “live and let live.”105 Brown considered the latter to be the reason why she never 

encountered outright homophobia. She cited an example of a neighbor Hawk Hill residents heard 

about: 

[In]the Ozarks really rural areas, there's a value of tolerance for, I don't know if you'd call it tolerance, but 
it's of live and let live.  And so there's, you may have heard this from someone else in our group, but we 
heard early on that there was some guy down the road who, you know, abused his kids physically, and 
abused his daughter sexually, and never could find out who it was because there was a protection of him 
when the story was shared. But it was almost under that umbrella: he was a good neighbor, he wasn't a 
bad neighbor to people, he was a decent neighbor to another farmer, or whatever. And so it was under that 
umbrella of tolerance that we lesbians were I think allowed to have our own choices.106 

The man was likely “protected” because of his status as a straight, white, and heterosexual man. 

He was believed to hold dominion over the rest of the members of his family and could, by 

societal standards, do what he wanted with his family members. They were seen as his property.   

As long as he remained a good neighbor, physical and sexual abuse of family members was 

104 Brown, interview by Wrest, 18. 
105 Brown, interview by Wrest, 17-18. 
106 Brown, interview by Wrest, 18. 
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overlooked and ignored, though it was definitely talked about. Perversely, this same kind of 

thinking protected lesbians who lived in the region. 

Perceptions of Rural Lesbian Separatists 

Even though the lesbian separatists in the rural Missouri Ozarks interacted somewhat 

regularly with non-separatists living in the region, the “mystique” of lesbian land held weight 

with some gay men who lived in the remote region. Several of the gay men who lived in the rural 

Ozarks did so because the land is cheap, few restrictions apply to building on the land, they 

enjoy a rural lifestyle, and their neighbors will generally leave them alone. Some moved there as 

part of the back-to-the-land movement and never left. When asked about lesbian separatism, 

although they were oftentimes friends with separatists, they did not understand their 

philosophies. For example, some rural gay men had a hard time understanding why lesbians 

would separate themselves and be so seemingly exclusive in terms of allowing men on the 

property. They viewed it as a lack of individual choice and freedom because Hill residents had to 

give notice to every other resident to not only inform them of future visitors, but to gain approval 

by consensus if men or boys were to visit.107 

The Dragons have been described by other gay people living in rural Missouri as more 

separatist than Hawk Hill residents.108 Sometimes the Dragons get subsumed under the lesbian 

separatist label and are thought to be similar to the women living at Hawk Hill. Dragon and Hill 

residents become one large conglomeration of rural lesbian separatists who are vastly different 

than, for example, lesbians living in more urban areas like Springfield. It is important, however, 

to note that though there are different women living at Dragon Wagon and Hawk Hill, there is 

107 Franzke, interview by author; Harnish, interview by author; Jackson, interview by author; Patton, 
interview by author; Smith, interview by author; Thideman, interview by author; Wiseheart, interview by author. 

108 Patton, interview by author; Harnish, interview by the author; Wiseheart, interview by author. 
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some overlap in terms of socialization, their philosophies of living on the land, and perceptions 

of both groups by outsiders. 

Lesbians living in Springfield talked about rural lesbian separatists, which helped 

perpetuate myths about them. They viewed separatists as too radical and not respectable enough, 

thereby situating them on the margins of the LGBT community, or outside of it altogether. Some 

lesbians perceived separatists to disrupt the patriarchy and that insulted their cultural and 

political sensibilities. For example, some did not remove facial or body hair because they thought 

doing so just proved one’s service to men and men’s ideals of female beauty in the United 

States.109 Their philosophies, seen as “too radical” were then used to blame lesbian separatists for 

dividing the LGBT community. At the least, they, like rural gay men, could not understand why 

lesbians would separate themselves from other lesbians and gays. 

The reality was that lesbian separatists were not divided from their communities, gay or 

otherwise, and worked from within to effect change. Much like APO members and other gay 

activists in Springfield, their goal was to build community, create space for themselves in the 

larger communities in which they lived, and connect in meaningful ways with the people living 

around them. They centered their work on their commitment to the land and preserving the rural 

Ozarks. Their feminist philosophies informed their relationship to labor and consumption. Some 

were primarily self-subsistent by producing food and constructing their own houses and 

outbuildings. 

Though they stood apart from other gays and lesbians, they were very much a part of the 

larger gay rights movement in the region because they fought for their own inclusion as well as 

109 Vaugine, interview by Dunn. 
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their right to claim separate space to help ground them in their political work. They advocated 

not just for themselves, but for rural gay men as well. Because they intentionally sought to claim 

land that separated them from a society that was inherently patriarchal, some gays and lesbians 

considered the politics of lesbian separatists as “too” radical. In the process of defining the 

lesbian separatist status as one of an outsider, a hierarchy was created. Rooted in capitalist 

conformity, gays and lesbians who were defined as “insiders” were considered to be the opposite 

of separatists. This was not necessarily the reality on the ground as separatists had both similar 

and diverging objectives to those of lesbian and gay activists in Springfield. They wanted to be 

“good neighbors” to local residents, but they also wanted to create a separatist community on the 

land. 

“Country dykes” drove their own narrative and created space to have the freedom to do 

so. They confronted many of the same types of homophobia that gays and lesbians who lived 

closer to and in Springfield had endured. Their approach, in part, involved changing the system 

from within while at the same time they were also on a path to strengthen their relationships to 

other lesbian separatists, live peacefully, and be valuable members of the larger rural community. 

While some of the gay activism in Springfield was brought about in reaction to conservative 

Christian claims, lesbian separatists were intentional in their endeavors. They began their land 

projects with a vision that they then implemented. Their active exclusion by some gays and 

lesbians makes them even more important to both gay and rural historical narratives. Some gays’ 

perceptions of separatists served to create fractions within the gay community. This was 

predicated upon a hierarchy that consisted of insiders who were considered “normal” and 

outsiders, like lesbian separatists, who engaged in “radical” behavior. Simultaneously, lesbian 

separatists tried to secure their own place in the rural communities in which they lived in a 
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variety of ways, some of which included similar tactics to LGBT activist organizations in 

Springfield. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have argued against the rural/urban dichotomy as a useful analytic and 

posit instead that lesbian land communities formed a point of both identification with other rural 

lesbians and gays and contention with those who felt such lesbians embodied a certain type of 

radicalism they actively devalued. Hawk Hill and other lesbian land residents not only 

geographically separated themselves from gays and lesbians who lived in more urban spaces like 

Springfield, but also socially and, in some cases, philosophically set themselves apart as well. At 

the same time, residents of lesbian land communities regularly traversed social and geographical 

landscapes of southern Missouri in ways that blurred the dichotomous boundaries of rural/urban 

and separatist/conformist. 

Hawk Hill members became part of the communities in which they lived, established 

relationships with local residents, both hetero- and homosexual. Despite this, people living in the 

region (both heterosexual and homosexual) relegated separatists to oftentimes mythical 

perceptions of a radical other. Such perspectives served to both perpetuate a derogatory lesbian 

feminist stereotype and incorrectly link isolation to separatist feminist lesbians and their 

ideologies, creating divisions within the lesbian and gay community in southwest Missouri. 

Some did not consider lesbian separatism to be a part of the gay rights movement because they 

chose to position themselves on the fringes of society, though in reality this was not the case. 

The lesbians who resided at Hawk Hill did not always consider themselves to embody 

separatism, though they engaged in politics informed by lesbian separatist philosophy. They 

viewed separatism as existing as one part of a larger endeavor to fight against the patriarchy and 

265 



  

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
       

carve out meaningful spaces for themselves. Hawk Hill residents wished to use their radical 

lesbian feminist positioning to bring about change in the community in which they lived. They 

became stewards of the rural Ozarks that they wanted to protect from development and they 

provided an example of a living arrangement that was an alternative to patriarchy. Undoubtedly 

informed by earlier feminist movement experiences, Hawk Hill residents carved out meaningful 

spaces both at the Hill and within the larger communities of which they belonged.   

As Hawk Hill lesbian separatists age, their concerns have turned toward health issues and 

how to sustain the separatist community they built. Patton eventually moved off the land into an 

apartment where she had access to more amenities and had a flushing toilet inside. While Brown 

remains living in their house, Smith has since passed away. The two residents who have not been 

interviewed, Cyndi and Lorraine, remain there. All of the lesbians at Hawk Hill had to decide 

what to do with Patton’s property. They had some amount of difficulty finding someone and 

have since rented it out to a straight woman and her teenage daughter.110 

Aside from motivations brought on by practical decisions like what to do with Patton’s 

house, the lesbian separatists in rural Missouri offer insight into lesbian and gay history unlike 

any other LGBT sub-group. Lesbian separatists are seen as the most bizarre and least acceptable 

part of lesbian feminism. The worst aspects of lesbian feminism become indelibly attached to 

this group. They were the marginalized outsider to the gay community, yet they engaged in some 

of the same practices of community building and fighting for rights that other gays and lesbians 

did. People who were critical of feminism and those in the LGBT community created an idea of 

rural lesbian separatism as the worst part of feminism. The differences between lesbian 

separatists and everyone else were turned into value judgements locating the separatist as the 

110 Wiseheart, in conversation with author, 2018. 

266 



  

  

     

     

   

   

 

 

“big, bad feminist.” It is important to some people within the LGBT community to retain this 

image of separatists. In keeping that degree of importance, the lesbian feminist acts as the scary 

and freakish “other.” Because separatists refused to assimilate into so much of the dominant 

culture, even as they joined the women’s auxiliary of the local volunteer fire department and 

created good neighborly relations, they relied on alliances to live in their communities and 

conduct their work. Moving forward, scholars need to analyze the lives of lesbian separatists in 

ways that break apart assumptions of both historians and those in the LGBT community in order 

to actively separate out the myth from reality. 
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CONCLUSION 

“We Will Never Give Up:” LGBTQ Organizing in the Ozarks1 

There continues to be a thriving gay community in both Springfield and the surrounding 

rural Ozarks that involves many moving parts. Archivists, historians, and others work hard to 

preserve LGBTQ history. Teenagers, some of whom have been kicked out of their homes, find 

solace in the youth group, Galagxy, at the Gay and Lesbian Center of the Ozarks (GLO). On a 

Saturday night, one would be hard-pressed not to find a drag queen show at Martha’s Vineyard, a 

popular gay bar in downtown Springfield. Several gay organizations dot the LGBTQ landscape 

in the region. APO staff remain dedicated to serving the community. Despite several setbacks, 

the push for legislative change has not stopped. 

These moving parts illustrate how talk of homosexuality emboldened people in the 

LGBTQ community to seek out additional spaces to socialize and organize, participating in daily 

acts that thwarted erasure and moved LGBTQ people ever further from the margins of society. In 

this conclusion, I extend my analysis of the formation of the LGBTQ community in the region 

by examining efforts to preserve gay history in Springfield, St. Louis, and Kansas City. In 

addition, I use three contentious moments of the 21st century as anchors in order to show that 

although LGBTQ people are still treated as outsiders by some, they continue to fight for 

legislative protections and their right to be as much a part of the rural Ozarks as everyone else.       

Preservation 

Efforts to preserve LGBTQ history in Missouri have been well underway for sixteen 

years and counting. In Springfield, the Ozarks Lesbian and Gay Archive continues to grow. Co-

1 Layne Stracener, “Exploring LGBT History at MSU,” The Standard, Missouri State University, October 
22, 2018, http://www.the-standard.org/news/exploring-lgbt-history-at-msu/article_2833a942-d66b-11e8-aecc-
376e723ba165.html (accessed April 17, 2019). 
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founder and historian Holly Baggett has worked tirelessly to ensure its survival. The collection 

now boasts over 200 oral history interviews.2 By preserving a history that is sometimes actively 

ignored, Baggett highlights the importance of the collection to LGBTQ people and others in the 

region. Their perspectives are much-needed in order to break apart stereotypes that circulate 

throughout the LGBTQ and larger communities. At worst, people do not even know such a 

history exists and do not see a need for it because it normalizes what they consider to be morally 

atrocious, homosexuality. At best, it empowers LGBTQ people in the region to think about how 

they can contribute to conservation efforts and shows them that a thriving gay community has 

existed for some time. As is the case with oral histories, most narrators do not think they have 

anything worth contributing. Baggett, who has conducted a large percentage of the interviews, 

always tells them that indeed they do. Thanks to Baggett’s endless work in LGBTQ activism, the 

archive will continue to grow. As she emphasizes: “We are just one wave of the continuing 

struggle for civil rights in America. And, like others who have come before us, we will never 

give up.”3 

Co-Founders of the collection in Springfield, Baggett and communications professor 

Ralph Smith led the state in 2003 when they founded the Ozark archives. Elsewhere around 

Missouri, Steven L. Brawley started an LGBT blog in 2007 that focused on gay life in St. Louis. 

The blog quickly grew into the St. Louis History LGBT History Project and took off from there.4 

The Project assists in the collection of LGBT archives at the State Historical Society of Missouri, 

2 Layne Stracener, “Exploring LGBT History at MSU.” 
3 Layne Stracener, “Exploring LGBT History at MSU,” The Standard, Missouri State University (October 

22, 2018),http://www.the-standard.org/news/exploring-lgbt-history-at-msu/article_2833a942-d66b-11e8-aecc-
376e723ba165.html, accessed April 17, 2019. 

4 Steven L. Brawley, “About,” Saint Louis LGBT History Project, 2007-2015, 
http://www.stlouislgbthistory.com/about.html (accessed April 20, 2019); Steven L. Brawley, “The Emergence of 
America’s LGBT History Between the Coasts,” Boom.lgbt #news #advocacy #community, February 15, 2016, 
http://www.boom.lgbt/index.php/equal/126-our-tribe/851-the-emergence-of-america-s-lgbt-history-between-the-
coasts (accessed April 17, 2019). 
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Washington University, and the Missouri History Museum. Brawley has since published Gay 

and Lesbian St. Louis, Images of America, focusing on gay life in the “Gateway to the West” in 

both the 19th and 20th centuries.5 

In Kansas City, Stuart Hinds co-founded the Gay and Lesbian Archive of Mid-America 

(GLAMA), housed at the University of Missouri-Kansas City (UMKC). Both curator and 

Associate Dean for Collections, Hinds helped found the archive in 2010. He continues to push to 

make LGBT history accessible to researchers and the public. He taught the first gay and lesbian 

history course at UMKC and is in the process of finishing a book on Kansas City queer history 

entitled Cowtown Queers: A History of Gay and Lesbian Kansas City. Hinds has written a 

number of history articles for the archive as well.6 

Without Baggett, Brawley, and Hinds’ immense amount of work with LGBTQ archival 

collections, queer Missouri history may be lost forever. It is crucially important that historians of 

LGBTQ history connect with these pioneering efforts to continue to move the discipline forward. 

Gay history in the 1960s and 1970s could not have been written inside the ivory tower. 

Academics had to rely on activists outside the walls of the university. Sometimes those divisions 

were arbitrary as many queer history scholars were also activists themselves who fought for 

change. That has remained the same. Historians of LGBTQ history today need to both get out 

into the communities in which they research and connect with preservation efforts in order to 

produce compelling and complex narratives of queer life in the United States.        

5 Steven L. Brawley, Gay and Lesbian St. Louis, Images of America (Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing, 
2016). 

6 Stuart Hinds, “LGBT Kansas City History,” Gay and Lesbian Archive of Mid-America, 2019, 
https://library.umkc.edu/spec-col/glama/kchistory.htm (accessed April 17, 2019); “Stuart Hinds,” The Kansas City 
Public Library 2019, https://pendergastkc.org/author/stuart-hinds (accessed April 17, 2019). 
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Out Loud & Proud: Continuing the Fight 

NAACP Travel Advisory 

In June of 2017, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) issued a travel advisory to blacks, and other minority groups including gays and 

lesbians, that covered the entire state of Missouri. This was the first time the organization had 

ever warned people about travelling to the “Show Me State.” The NAACP was responding to the 

passage of Senate Bill 43 earlier in June of the same year. The bill made it nearly impossible to 

bring unlawful termination suits against an employer on the basis of discrimination. Many civil 

rights leaders in the state argued that this took away the ability of employees to bring to light 

discriminatory practices in the workplace.7 

The NAACP put out such a warning because people took a real risk of encountering 

discrimination, intimidation, and even violence simply by travelling through Missouri. In 2016, 

blacks driving around Missouri were stopped by officers seventy-five percent more than whites.8 

Discrimination and attacks against people of color were rampant and had been for years.9 An 

unarmed black 18-year-old named Michael Brown was gunned down by white 28-year-old 

police officer Darren Wilson in Ferguson, a city just outside of St. Louis. Police left his body in 

7 Rick Montgomery, “Greitens signs bill that raises standards for fired employees to win discrimination 
cases,” The Kansas City Star (30 June 2017), https://www.kansascity.com/news/politics-
government/article159183319.html (accessed April 18, 2019).

8 Emma Talkoff, “Here’s Why the NAACP Issued its First-Ever Travel Advisory for a U.S. State,” Time, 
August 3, 2017, http://time.com/4886515/naacp-missouri-travel-advisory/ (accessed April 18, 2019).

9 Ian Cummings, “NAACP issues first-ever travel advisory for a state — and it’s Missouri,” The Kansas 
City Star (1 August 2017), https://www.kansascity.com/news/local/article164851802.html, accessed April 18, 2019. 
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the streets for four hours.10 His death, in part, fueled the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement 

and led to the formation of BLM chapters around the nation.11 

The insider/outsider dichotomy is useful in exploring what the NAACP warning 

represented to queer people around the state and in southwest Missouri. As I have shown in this 

dissertation, race and sexuality cannot be divorced from each other. Whiteness and sexual 

identity combined to give gays in the southern Missouri Ozarks a sense of both belonging, in 

terms of whiteness, and a sense of exclusion, in terms of sexuality. They were simultaneously 

both insiders and outsiders. The founders and organizers of BLM view their movement as 

addressing queer issues as well. They created a movement that recognized the need to make 

space for queers of color: 

As organizers who work with everyday people, BLM members see and understand significant gaps in 
movement spaces and leadership. Black liberation movements in this country have created room, space, 
and leadership mostly for Black heterosexual, cisgender men—leaving women, queer and transgender 
people, and others either out of the movement or in the background to move the work forward with little or 
no recognition. As a network, we have always recognized the need to center the leadership of women and 
queer and trans people. To maximize our movement muscle, and to be intentional about not replicating 
harmful practices that excluded so many in past movements for liberation, we made a commitment to 
placing those at the margins closer to the center.12 

Future studies of queer history in southwest Missouri should include the experience of queer 

people of color who have lived in the region. LGBTQ people of color are marked as outsiders at 

the intersection of sexuality and race. Historians of queer history would do well to incorporate 

modern movements, like BLM, into their analyses. 

10 Julie Bosman and Joseph Goldstein, “Timeline for a Body: Four Hours in the Middle of a Ferguson 
Street,” The New York Times, August 23, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/24/us/michael-brown-a-bodys-
timeline-4-hours-on-a-ferguson-street.html (accessed April 18, 2019).

11 “Herstory,” Black Lives Matter, 2019, https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/herstory/ (accessed April 18, 
2019). 

12 “Herstory,” Black Lives Matter. 
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Political Battle in Springfield 

In the twenty-first century, talk of homosexuality on the public stage never stopped. Gay 

activists in Springfield continued to fight for legislation that gave them much-needed protections 

against hate crimes, discrimination in the workplace, and unfair housing practices. In October of 

2014, queer activists celebrated a win with the passage of a non-discrimination measure that 

added to existing Springfield civil rights laws. The amended law prevented discriminatory 

practices in housing, employment, and public accommodations on the basis of sexual orientation 

and gender identity. It had taken two years to push through the legislation and secure a victory. 

The measure, however, was short-lived. In April of 2015, Springfield residents voted to repeal 

the non-discrimination law. Both the passage and rescindment of the ordinance was made 

possible by LGBTQ and Christian activists. Gays argued that such protections were needed as 

queer people were losing housing and jobs because of their sexual and gender identity. 

Evangelicals joined in the move around the nation to argue that such non-discrimination laws 

encroached upon Christians’ religious freedom.13 

I have shown throughout this dissertation that the story of gay rights is inextricably linked 

to that of the conservative Evangelical movement. Though the battles change as the years pass, 

the rhetoric echoes the contentious moments of the past, like The Normal Heart episode and the 

fight to pass the Bias Crimes Ordinance. Activists on both sides continue to strategize and 

remain outspoken. This serves to embolden both fundamentalists and gays who are heavily 

involved in legislative fights. To LGBTQ people who are part of the larger community, the 

never-ending push for rights highlights the need for more people to join the fight. 

13 Katy Steinmetz, “Missouri Town Repeals Protections for LGBT Residents,” Time, April 10, 2015, 
http://time.com/3814038/missouri-town-repeals-protections-lgbt-residents/ (accessed April 20, 2019). 
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Cactus Canyon 

In the same way that back-to-the-landers sought out the beauty of the Ozark landscape, 

outsiders continued to move into rural southwest Missouri. In 1998, Charles Franzke and James 

Thideman relocated to the rural Ozarks from Wisconsin and opened Cactus Canyon, an all-male 

gay campground. Cactus Canyon is now celebrating its twenty-first season. It is the “largest 

campground for men in the world” where gays can go to experience “a little slice of Heaven in 

the Ozarks.”14 Franzke and Thideman soon encountered local resistance to the campground’s 

existence. In an attempt to intimidate the campground owners, locals sometimes drove up to the 

entrance of the campground and fired gunshots. Franzke and Thideman had enough when a 

neighbor decided to try to shut down Cactus Canyon. The neighbor made sure that runoff from 

his hog farm, in which he dumped pig feces, went onto Cactus Canyon land, compromising the 

campground’s water system. In 2009, the owners sued the neighbor and won.15 Not everyone in 

the Missouri Ozarks felt the way the neighbor did. The rural “live and let live” ethic is alive. 

Even if people do not “agree” with homosexuality, they abide by such an ethic in rural 

Missouri.16 

As more gay people, like Thideman and Chaz, move into the Ozarks from other areas, 

they bring with them their own cultural perspectives and add to the diversity of gay experience in 

southwest Missouri. Historians of queer histories should move towards the rural areas of the 

United States to understand the nuance of living in such places. Contrary to solely considering 

gays in rural areas as oppressed, the focus should be on how gay people in rural areas interact 

14 Chaz Franzke, “Cactus Canyon Campground and Resort, LLC,” 2011, 
http://www.cactuscanyoncampground.com (accessed April 20, 2019). 

15 Franzke, interview by author; Thideman, interview by author; Deborah Peterson, “FAIR: Tolerance in 
Douglas County,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch (September 9, 2013), https://www.stltoday.com/opinion/editorial/fair-
tolerance-in-douglas-county/article_f9a27b7d-deaf-5e54-a1d6-8f17b64dfc73.html, accessed April 20, 2019.

16 Deborah Peterson, “FAIR: Tolerance in Douglas County,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch. 
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with each other and the larger communities in which they live. The lesbians at Hawk Hill have 

invested in both their rural queer and local communities. Those who do not live on separatist 

land also found value in making connections with fellow LGBTQ people.  

The history behind the emergence of the queer community in the rural Ozarks is very 

much dependent on the oral histories that have been collected. Without such source material, 

rural gay history would be lost. Celebratory expressions of sexuality in the rural regions of 

southern Missouri are well alive and indeed thriving if one just knows where to look. The oral 

history archive at Missouri State offers a window into that world.     

Conclusion 

The diversity of experiences and perspectives within the larger LGBTQ population in the 

region makes this history particularly rich. Queer history is the story of a people who have been 

pushed to the margins and have created a thriving subculture despite their status as outsiders. 

When historians of queer history place those marginalized peoples at the center of the narrative, 

lesbians and gays are given the chance to tell their narratives that would have been lost 

otherwise. 

In each chapter of this dissertation, there are accounts of queers claiming space, building 

community, experiencing and reacting to oppression, and practicing resilience through both more 

overt political work in the public arena and in more subtle ways in their daily lives. People 

developed ways to interface with the world around them based on various networks they built. 

Regardless of the time period, gays and lesbians were outsiders in a society that forced them 

toward the bottom of a hierarchy that valorized white, male, middle-class Evangelical 

Christianity. Simultaneously, they were insiders who participated in gay life in different ways, be 

it social, cultural, or political.   
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Over time, a distinct subculture developed. In wartime and after, networks of gays and 

lesbians socialized in a variety of public and private spaces. The gay bar played a central role in 

facilitating such socialization. It was a relatively safe space, though monitored by local 

authorities and residents regularly. At times, one might even place it outside of the public gaze, 

though it was always under the scrutiny of law enforcement officials who would not hesitate to 

raid gay bars in the Cold War world. 

The same resilience that helped gays step foot in gay bars knowing that they were risking 

losing employment, housing, and their families if the wrong person found out or if they were 

arrested in a police raid, helped carry them through the devastating AIDS crisis. In Springfield, 

the profound loss people were experiencing led them to try to figure out how they could help. 

APO became a fixture to a burgeoning gay and lesbian community. In the 1980s, many a queer 

who stepped foot in one of Springfield’s gay bars would undoubtedly remember APO’s near-

constant presence. They held drag show fundraisers, passed out condoms at the bar, and first 

hatched plans to become APO at the gay bar. They showed up at hospitals when no one else was 

there to sit vigil in order to help ease the pain of death by providing human touch and 

connection. They rescued gay men whose families may have loved them, but were frightened of 

homosexuality. They asked people to suspend their hatred of homosexuality in order to properly 

and humanely address the AIDS crisis in the region. APO members, though some did not 

consider themselves activists, made their presence known in rural areas outside of Springfield. In 

focusing on social service needs, education, and prevention, APO founders normalized 

homosexuality. This became the platform of future gay political activism in Springfield. In all 

the outreach they engaged in, APO founders showed that homosexuals deserved care, too. They 

were indeed unsung heroes, and remain so. 
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By the time The Normal Heart controversy reared its ugly head, the New Right had risen 

and talk of homosexuality, albeit demonizing, was key to mobilizing their base. The rhetoric they 

used in Springfield pushed gay people into the streets for arguably the first time ever to defend 

homosexuality and went one step further, arguing that being gay was normal. They resisted how 

Christian activists characterized homosexuality and spoke out against it. This set the stage for 

public activism in the 1990s, so that by the time people were debating the Springfield bias crimes 

ordinance, gay and New Right activists were primed to go head to head again. 

It is imperative for historians of queer history to question the ways we approach and 

generally order activism. The public activism of the 1990s in Springfield was one way to push 

for gay rights. Lesbian separatists used a different tactic. Their mere presence in their local 

communities as women who did not have husbands and lived on lesbian land made local 

conservative Christians rethink how they would interact with people their preacher undoubtedly 

railed against from the pulpit. Separatists in southwest Missouri also helped create a community 

of women, both gay and straight, who engaged in political work and feminist consciousness-

raising. 

Though separatists and other gays did live in more rural areas, their geographical 

proximity to Springfield cannot be ignored. News of gay political work there reached those 

living in rural enclaves and people undoubtedly talked about homosexuality outside of the 

context of their community churches. In the meantime, the code of living in the rural Ozarks 

required one to establish neighborly connections, despite homophobia separatists encountered. 

The duality of subtle and overt activism pervades the entire southwest Missouri region. This 

resituates a gay rights movement that is not just public, but also involved daily ways to resist 

homophobia and erasure as well. 
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What threads these chapters together is the fact that the gay community in southwest 

Missouri was not monolithic. Moreover, it was varied in its degree of visibility to the larger 

community and to others in the gay community as well. Many different and varied factions of 

groups belonged and contributed to the greater cause of creating safe queer spaces, demanding 

respect, and fighting for rights in a variety of ways. At some points, especially during the AIDS 

crisis, it was more cohesive than others. Gays never fully agreed on how best to fight for rights 

or even that they were worth fighting for in the first place. So many rich stories of queer people 

abound in the Ozarks. Theirs is a story of struggle and celebration. In their efforts to be gay in 

the Ozarks, they strengthened relationships, formed friendships, celebrated queer sexuality, and 

found comfort in one another. 
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