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RACE, HOMOSEXUALITY AND
URBAN BOUNDARIES IN CHICAGO

T e &Sso, {New York Times. February 15, A SHORT HISTORY OF BLACK
23, Wooderd & tsetin, 2005 HOMOSEXUALITY ON CHICAGO'S
24. Glamour, Dec 2009 SouTtH Sing, 1920-1985
25, Ibid, )
26. Ibid. Tristan Cabelio
27. bk D Candidate, History
28. Woodard & Mastin assert that the mameny’s mother-work & §§§g§
rendered 1o the white famiy at a drect loss 10 the black
family, specifically black chilkdren, As the Vogue, March 2009 Basad on the on-ine exhibit publshed by Outhisiory’ n
article reveals, Mrs. Obama is concemed with ansuring that ..,:388!&3_.8!;!?82!386262
her gris make a saamiess transition into ther new iife. To and Sexuality” at DePaul University in January 2010.7 this essay
achieve s objective, she eniists the akd of e own mother -:!it-?gﬁ;g%g
Mrs. Marian Robirson (see Essence, May 2009 Chicago's South Side from the end of the Geeat Migration 10 the
29 Bate 2002: 654. sarly days of the AIDS epidemic. | seek 1o understand why, in
30. foud 658, spie of its visibilty and poltical organization, Chicago's African
31. Ibig, Amencan gay subculture transformed from a tolerated,
32. b, racially-mixed culture inlo 8 group persecuted in both Chicago's
33. Ulysee, 2009 Alrican American community and white-dominated gay Orcies,
3. Gibbs, 2008 evohving exchusively in racally and sexualy segregated spaces
beyond the urban boundaries of its “home” cultures. | will argue
zog.o)ggggﬁa;
own cufture, sexual regimes, language, spaces and identity,
within but in cpposition to Chicago's mainstream Afrncan
American community and white-dominated gay environments,
which gave rse to fensions between these three entities

The Emergence of Queer Networks in Bronzeville, 1920-1940

!.gg’.g.->§§§§a.
& visible and well-accepted queer subculture emerged, From
State Street to Cottage Geove Avenue, along 43rd and 47th
Street, Bronzevilie's commercialized and jazz-riuenced urban
culture offered African Amencan gays and lesbians several
venues where homosexuals and heterosexusls inleracted across
the color ine (the Plantation Café, the Pleasure Inn, the Cabin
inn, Club Delisa and Joe's Deluxs), yearly popular Halloween

Deltvarance, Washington Park, Jackson Park), and a “vice




(Tony Jackson, gg Sippie Wallace, Frankie "Hall.
Pint” Jaxon, and George Hannah) were homosexuals. On the

$reels, working-class Aican Amencan queers wore #iso
folerated. Amateur deag entertainers wern indeed respoctied
Pecause of their relatively well-panying jobs, which often enabled
Hhem 1o provide for thair famiies’ needs.

Since the end of the ninetoenth Century, the activities of
Afncan-Amernican homesexuals. major characters in the
neighborhood’s socisl and cultural Me, had been discussed

‘communities.” German sexclogist Magnus Hirschiield was the
frst %0 discuss his encount 03;2;8...):‘.8!.

Man and Women, the product of his research camied oul n 1803,
the sexclogist Giscussed “an encounter with 8 Negro gir* who
Tmed out 10 be a male prostitule,” s establishing the first
proof of queer e in Chicago's black community.” In the 1 920s,
gi%u%ﬁi%!ﬁ.l?
Q.atooaeoc.o Chicago Whip or the Chicago Defencer.”
which all often commented on homasexuals’ presence in the
Strol, the main street of Bronzeville. The Chicago Whip column
"Nosey Sees All Knows AL" written under the pen namw “Nosey,”
oa.:g:;o.?!gu% szo.

the writer does not 83!8..&:83383&93833

ggg Like the milions of Atrican-Amerncans
who ft ehind the poverty and racism in the South for a maore







descrive homosaxuals "Stssy” or "Neoly” - described gender unexpecied. as Chicago authories, more alamed by inerracisl
charactenstics.  This mix of gender identities crossed sexual sexual relations than homosexuaity, carefully monitored such
crantations. often creating contusion. For example, Chicago places. Pollce authoriSes, for example, requested that “the
jounalst Frank Davis noted that female imparsonaior Mae Was! owners of biack salcons [did] not allow whites %0 enter thelr
confusad her fans because hee femmine acoassonkes did not saloons and that the owners of white saloons preventjed) black
aliow one to forget her body bult ke a “Boxer or football player Mman from enterng thwir establshments ™ Bronzevilie's African-
In a similar tone, Clarenz, a fermade impersonator at 101 Ranch. AMencars awere 350 pabiodaty wary of IMeractons with whibes
mamed Alberta Anderson. This confusion between saxual and Races appeared 10 mix more freoly in places wherns
gender identiies confirms the lensions betwoen the two homosexuals were present. However, the North Siders who
competing systems. For 5oma, gendar idently was incegendent traveled to the South Side did 50 for very short periods of time. At
from sexual odentations, and for OThers they were connecied the Pleasure Inn, on 505 East 315t Streat, whites would come %0
hear Gioria Swanson until “the sun would hurt ther ayes,” and
The Making of an African American Gay Culture, 1940-1955 then “they woulkd rush 10 take & taxi home.” ' This peeudo racal
Integration. which occurmed within the framework of imited
The Second Workd War's led 10 the emergence of a IReracions between the two races in Bronzevile's cabarets, did
SAGregMed AFCan AMencan Gueer subcultume in Bronzevile not encourage communication and contact between the white
The migration of homassxusls 10 ChCRgO give nise 10 &n and black homosexual networks. White homosexuals did not
ncrease of Nodh Side gay bars from which blacks were often come 1o the South side cut of solidanity for their African-American
exciuded. Therefore, by the mid-forties, most of Bronzevile COUMerpans
former homo-riendly nightciubs had become exclusively African From the sarty 10208 10 the bt 19604, the most visible
American gay clubs (exampile: The Kitty Kat Club). However, queer individusls - female Impersonators, eferminale men, and
Beonzevile's upper class, seeking 10 Improve the coloctive fate masculne lesbians - were also the neighborhood s most popular
of Afican Amencans by incuicating middie-class values among artists and enfertainers. Female impersonators, for example,
theen led many gays and lesbians to be caredud about acting on enjoyed a great popularity cue to the “Drag Balls” organized
e sexuaity. For example, Reverend Cobb was known o be evary Halloween and New Year's Eve. ™ The official "apgeoval”
@ay and had sexual partners in many cities, but never pubicly iggszﬁzgigg
revealed his homosexuality. Working-class African American place on Haloween and New Year's Eve, and thus for officiy
staned to be rdcded in the press and harassed in Dars for tThewr 9\3;88833%%;
PANSGrasIion of gender OIS, FAMBUNCICUS houss Partas and The first Chicago balls were also racially integraled, a fact
PAICIDAtON In DUbRC Sex frequently remarked Lpon by those who attended or wrote about
In the forthes, Afncan-Amencan queers ook advantsge of them. Sociclogy student Myles Volmer observed:
the froodom of expression they found in the South Side's Physically, all types am there Homosexuals thin and
cabarets, epicenters of non-normative sexual practices such as waslnd, others snder and with womansh cunves,
interracial relations, prosstution and homosexual relations. These others overfad and lustiully fat. Most of the younge:
cabarts, known & Dack and Tans.” naturally accommaodated homosexuals have palkd complexions with rather thin
same-sox relabons. As early & 1926, Jessie Binford, direcior of hair, due, perhaps, o overinduigence. There
the Juvenile Prolective Association, had spotied a group of preponderance of Jews and the Latin Nationalities
homosexsals on the dance floor at the Plantation Café, a mainly although homaosexualty & no respecter of races. Marny of



them Jobs. Ml Joe's Deluxe, femaly irnpersonatons would be paikd “$50
One docusmnt describing a “Drag Ball” held by the “Gobiins” at for & seven-day week and were assured of steady year-round
the Coliseum Asvax on October 30, 1502, confirms that the work.”" Nancy Kelly could eam up 1o forty doltars a night as a
Crowd in atiendance was quite diverse. Among the neary 1,000 dub dancer, compared 1o the mers twelve dollars a woek he
gggﬂgigg Of #e 100 brought home from his job &4 8 dishwasher ot he Wabash
attendees in costume, 25 were identfied as Msbians, Of the 15 YMCA  In Bronzevile, fermale impensonasions were very
“colored” peopks, 10 were in costume. Female impersonstons rospecied as entertainers. Theodors Janes, for instance, hired
?iﬁdgsggggog Vakis Gray's Youpe for an “honaring party” in October of 1938
Wng. "Orag Balls,” extemely popular on the Scuth Side, were #nd the Chicago Defender often cited them in artcles, as
held in the reightormood every Mallowoen and New Yesr's Eve. logtimate entertainers beside muscians or dancers.”” Many

?ggigoiogi?tz Mmidde-class African-Amerncan hterosexuals saw the potential
Finnie's balis, the fiest of which occurred in , 4t were for finsncial reward in the presentation of back homosexuality. ™
3!&3-2-938’.;!&23 The case of Joe Hughes, founder and director of Joo's Deluxe
Alfred Finnie, in the bassesant of a tavern on the conme of 38th Sustrates this trend. In the late twenties, Hughes guit his job as a
street and Mchigan Avenue. Guests of the ball pakd tweety-five fur salesman and opered a tavern on Chicago's West Side with
cents to attend. Nancy Kally, who wert to his first Finnie's Bal in Pis cousin, A decade later, afler withessing the populanty of
1635, recafled that the avent in its Srst years was relatively small Chicago's Drag Balls, Hughes invested in & new venue ot 5524
Until 1643, the ball was held up 10 five Simes annually # & South State Street with the idea of staging a review of female
number of dfferent verues. As 8 famous female IMgersonsor impersonatons. ™ “Joe's Deluxe” opened its doors in 1938 and
Nancy Kelly remembered, they'd just pick out a random itk ggcgo«lgéiga
shack you know. Decorste it, pud vp some Dalloons. . and s own the entire buliding in which the dub operaied. As a prool of
ke that. It was more homay z&‘gggizzg

"Petto Swarson,” 8 member of Valda Gray's tamcus fands with the Edde ‘Rochester’ Andersons and Jos Louls,
Yroupe of female Imperscratons, was one of the numercus South Along with other colebrities, proving that black gueer
Side queers who 100k advantage of the performance of hae entertanmaent was recognized as financially rewseding but akso a
ety to acheve stardom, Swarson had made a name for wiry 10 BcCess the wpper class. Several prominent upper-class
herse¥ in Chicago, whare she ded not hide her ambisions 1o Alfcan-Amancens decdod £ was not Ssgracefiul 10 sponsor
‘Become a star.” When Billboard announced in 1937 tha Pomo-frandly events and make money from them, and Hoghes
Swanson had just been signed % e Sunbeam label, it put her taking advantage of the powerful status that cabaret-owning had
On e road to fame. Yet she rever compromised her identty as conferTad him, had no problem advertising in the Chicego
8 female Impersonator &3 the suthor of the BElboard anich Defender and Ebory Magazine ™
Schrowiedged that Swanson wis “a fem IMpersonator whose Jo0's Deluxs therefore quickly became Bronzevile's most
rel name (was) Alphonso Horsley.” By cloarty emieacing her popuar homo-friendly nightchut In the late forties and early fSes.
transgender dentity (Marl Yousg. Sunboam's owner, peintind as DeLisa and the Cabin Inn declined in popularity and eventy-
Swanson's real name right on B record label), Swansce - and ally closed. Famous female impersonatorns in the creult, induding
many other drag queens - ived comfortably Tanks to the “Pette Swarson” (Alphonso Hersley), "Dude Lee” (Robert Beck
Might-lounge business and entertainment. During the Degeassion. Sanden” (Crwster P. Frederick) and "Nancy Kelly” (Locerzo



Dofander journaist clemed 'aida Gray, the 19405 poneer of Civil Rights and Gay Identities in Bronzeville, 1955-
Aeng shows on the South Side. served as producer of the popular
review of four impersonation shows-—all introduced by gay During the Civil Rights movemaent, Alrican Amancan gy
comedian Calla Donia-—that were presented par right. As white MEN PACIDAG in Seversl Organizations Tt tolerated thelr
noAhsiders visited the club less and less freaquantly, the crowd saxunity if thay were coseted, while African American lesblans
%EQE%&%% who participated in seversl women's organization were accepied
and men. Helorosexuals attended the femaks impersonators on the basis of ther sexuaity. Some black gay males had
performances on Mmasse But stll outrumbeced black queers n responsbilties in the Student Nonviclent Coordinating
the audience. ™ Joo's SuCCess in the homo-frendly cirout alowed Community and the Congress of Racal Equality. Many lesbians
him £o rise 10 e top of Bronzevile's herarchy by being elected participated in the Chicago Waomen's Liberation Movement
‘Mayor of Bronzevile” in 1941, easly winning the slecton with Several male artists such as musician Billy Strayhom o writer
8¢§8§8.8§§8§3§‘g Williard Motioy iived closeted ives. However, Loraine Hamsberry
Prilips. By holding s “coming inaugural” at Joo's Deluxe, and and Gwendolyn Brookes wine more Open Ao Twir Sexuaiity.
gugggzi This dacriminaton led many Alrican Amancan gy men 10
!I.&Q-ictggl.fwuaogg; migrate 10 the North Side while marry Africen Amencan lesbans
Crawing a new crowd to the cub. remained on the South Side, explaining the development of
While working-class homosaxuals were fairly visbile in the Alrican Amerncan lesbian bars, such as Maxine's. nthe ! 860s.
Peighborhood, upper-class African Amweican gays remained After 1950, the general discourse on homasexuality
closeted. Commaonly called “Preacher.” Reverand Claronce shfted in Cricago’s black community. Whie homosexuals were
Cobbs was ®w leader of the First Church of Delverance, the accepted before 1950, they started to be ndiculed in the fifties.
most poputar church i Bronzevilie. Whie he never putiicly The arscles pudlished by the major Dlack magazines, such as
frvaaked or decussed his homosexsality, neither did he hide it those produced by the Johnson Publshing Company, perfactly
acively. Cobb's homosexuality was well known within the Hlustrated this trend. John Johnson had leunched Ebony
Qﬂ&!logggsisg!ﬂ Magazing in 1045, 8 magazine that reached 10 sl sagments of
"Cobbs was gay,” adding Tt “evenybody knew about it the black populstion. Most of e stores relating 10 same sex
Bronzevile cid-omers remember & chok filed with gay men and saxusity in Ebony Moagozine focused on Drag Balls, and were
vacation tnps that Cobb would lake with his male “assistant; mastly lsudatory, before 1950, In March 1548 Ebony wrote of
which led historians such as Walace Best 10 cdaim that Cobb the Drag Bails.
“Wved openly. yet silenlly * As Pearly Mae noted, the man was The men who don silks, satins and laces for the yeary
“mon powerkid that Harold Washington.” as "he could being the MASQUErades ane As style-Conacous as the women of &
voles.” and “polticians always spoke of him favorably. ™ Mary sockal dub planning an annual charity afair or & soGety
Evans, second pastor of the Cosmopoltan Community Church SoOWRRe SHCINg @ debutante gown for her Lavonts
was ais0 rumored to be a lesbian because of b relationship Aaaghter. Marry of the men, scoss of whom are dress
chowes. Evans naver mamod but had two keg-Seem Sasigrmes by profession, spend months and hundeeds of
refationships with other women dollars readying wardrobes for the one-night appearances
before T public.
As e civil nghts movement became popular in the 1950s, a
campagn 1o reguiate the sexuaity of the working cass was






the Chicago Gay Liberation, cegonized a dance, and created small Bt S110nG Grassroots suppant and ActvIst Sysiem provised
Q.a.%..tzo.«ya.v-.!. The Chicago Gay Liberation safe spaces available for AIDS patient 1o disclose thelr sexuality
maovement had gained cultural exposure in spite of on-going and their status, showing that gay activists had taken the
tersions between blacks and whites. A black Caucus, which Water opidemic serously.
became The Third Workd Gay Revolution, formed within the Mainstream local Afrcan American media had not
Chicago Gay Lberation 1o address the speciic concems of wished, at fiest, 1o be invaived in the fight against the AIDS
Alfican Amadcan ksbisns and gay men. By the early 1580s, epidemic. The Chicago defender and e Chicage Melro News
three African American gay groups had developed: Natonal refused 1o pont news releases about the workshops, which led
Coalton of black Gays -~ Chwcago Chapter (NCBG), Gentle Josse Jackson's Operation Push, NCBG and the Chicago
Waves (Chicago's black Lesblan group) and the Comnmitiee of Department of Health %o present a case of discrimnation agaknst
black Gay Men. lestéans and gays by the local media.”® This revealed to be o
This activist spit ¥ansiated geograghicaly and culturaily successiul campaign. In September 1983, the African American
white gy communitios and Black gay communities did not mix as radio natwork WVON broadcasted a five pan sedes on AIDS,
borally as ™y had in the ffies and sixties, and evolved In which featured an aerview with a Howard Brown MD who
dffecent spaces, sometimes in strong opposition. Because of explained the causes of HIV nfection. The network also
on-going racial tension, many LGBT organzatons dsappeared interviewed Tom Buscalo, & man fving with AIDS, who talked on
When in 1883, the Gay and Lesbian Metropolitan Coaition of MIV transmission risk 10 women from bisexual men and partners
Chicago, an assocabion regrouping LGBT community chts, who abuse IV drugs
business OrGanZabons and rekgious groups. ok up e issue of While grassroots gay activists were vocal at the beginning
acal dacrimination in gay bars, several representatives of gay of the epidemic, non-affecied segments of the community
businesses withdrew from the coalition. As a result, gay activists remgnad sdent, In official obituanes, only the oppartunistic
increasingly focused their energy on white gay racsm. infection AIDS patients died of was mentioned 8s the cause of
Many African American LGBTs claimed that South Side their death, and many family members would keap the dsesss &
activists did not respond to the eany HIV epidemic. The historic secret. Sall dancer, Tommy Avant Guarde remembered that, in
reaity is however dfferent. Upon the Chicago blasck Gay December 1984, when his best friend Corey died of an AIDS.
Cheistian Conterence, on Decamber 10th 1982, David Wright, related Biness, his mother asked all of his fiends not %o dsclose
president of the Chicago Chapter of the Natonal Coaltion for he had died of cisease bacause “his Tather (hought he had
black Gays, began offering MTLV education and preventon to ancee ™" This silence contributed 10 the rise of several rumors
Chicago's Afncan American gay community. As early as concaming people who were, o were not. infecied with the vicus
September 1983, South Side actvist Max Soith, launched an in he nesghborhood. In many ways, AIDS was the first tool 1o
AIDS information program on the South Side of Chicago, stgmatize LGBT indviduals on the South Side of Chicago. One
organizing meetings dubbed “Heath in the Gay Community” ot gay man remembers that “it was only after the AIDS that people
Martins Den, & black Gay baw, on 5600 South State street every ware pointing at [Nm| in the streets, somaething changed at that
Saturday aferncons. On Saturday Septermber 10", while tivws. many of my freed el for the Nosh Side ™ Other
African American gay men and lesbians were present, an nlecviewnes remember that some of thelr fellow churchgoers
individual disclosed that he had been diagnosed with AIDS. A were thought 10 have the “package.” a term used instead of the
wook late, another African Amancan gay man, revealed he was acromym AIDS. The passing of several artists who were Sxtures
NOCied with the HTLV vings, both 100k over these health n the local African Amencan gay community in the early eighties
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