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Music, 

the food of 

love…

PETER ILYICH 
TCHAIKOVSKY

Romeo and Juliet  

Fantasy Overture 

MAURICE RAVEL
Daphnis and Chloe Suite No. 2

LUDWIG VAN 
BEETHOVEN
Violin Concerto

Alina Ibragimova, Violin 
Daniel Hege, Guest Conductor

Feb. 12, 13, 14

OVERTURE HALL 

MAJOR FUNDING PROVIDED BY:
Irving and Dorothy Levy Family Foundation, Inc. 

Johnson Bank • Cyrena and Lee Pondrom

ADDITIONAL FUNDING PROVIDED BY:
Madison Community Foundation 

Gary and Lynn Mecklenburg • Wisconsin Arts Board

Love’s attractions and 
dilemmas infuse this Valentine’s 

weekend concert, and a great 
Russian violinist debuts!

Buy Tickets Now!

madisonsymphony.org , 
the Overture Center Box Office 

or (608) 258-4141.

IN NOVEMBER 1985 I was flying to West 
Hollywood, California. There Kathleen 
Nichols and I joined 10 individuals for the 
first National Conference of Openly Lesbian 
and Gay Elected Officials. The identity model 
had been followed earlier by Black elected 
officials. It was amazing to be in the company 
of this handful of others who were doing the 
same pioneering work. Harry Britt from San 
Francisco, who had replaced Harvey Milk, 
would not join us for the whole conference 
but spoke at an evening banquet. One of the 
reported 19 out American officials unable to 
join us was Gerald Ulrich, the mayor of the 

small Missouri town of Bunceton. That Madi-
son had three out officials (Lynn Haanen, 
Nichols, and myself) meant we contributed 
16% of the nation’s total, batting well beyond 
our presumed league. 

The dean of the group was Minnesota State 
Senator Allan Spear who had come out in 
1974 following Elaine Noble’s first election 
that same year for two terms as an out lesbian 

legislator in Massachusetts. Spear would 
recount in his memoir, Crossing the Barriers 
how the early small numbers meant the he 
could welcome Harvey Milk in 1977 to “the 
still-exclusive club of openly gay elected 
officials.” He attended along with lesbian 
Minnesota State Representative Karen Clark.

The featured keynote speaker at the 
conference was Chris Smith, an out Labour 
member of the British parliament. While 
he was the first English official to publicly 
acknowledge his homosexuality, he quipped, 
“I’m gay, just like a hundred other members 
of parliament. The only difference is they 

won’t tell you.”
The conference, titled “Speak-

ing for Ourselves,” had been 
sponsored through the efforts of 
Tom Chorlton of the National 
Association of Gay and Lesbian 
Democratic Clubs and the Munic-
ipal Elections Committee of Los 
Angles, one of the first and the 
largest electorally focused local 
gay groups in the country. Inter-
est also came from the relatively 
new Human Rights Campaign 
Fund and, to make it bipartisan, 
the president of the Log Cab-

in Republican Club of Los Angeles was a 
plenary speaker. 

Held in West Hollywood, a newly incor-
porated city in Los Angles County, the city 
had been proclaimed the first gay government 
in the nation because two gay men and one 
lesbian made up the majority of its five-mem-
ber City Council. One of them, Steve Schulte, 
had some fame as he had been a star of 
glossy gay beefcake magazines. John Heil-
man was the nation’s newest gay mayor.

Prime topics for discussion among the 
workshops at this first ever “historic event” 
were to identify and articulate a vision of 
human rights, developing a plan of action to 
boost efforts for dealing with the AIDS crisis, 
endorsing a follow-up march on Washington 
to the one held in 1979, and outrage over 
Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis’ 
recent ban on gay foster parents. Britt talked 
of how we had to overcome the sense of 

failure for the movement now that we were 
in the age of Reagan. Hoping to nurture and 
support lesbians and gay men who were 
potential candidates, there were workshops 
on political mechanics. Developing a bench 
for future and higher out officials was an 
assumed agenda.

The conference concluded with a joint 
statement drafted during the event. It opened, 
“As elected officials, we have a unique 
opportunity and responsibility to serve 
as teachers within the institutions of gov-
ernment…and to demonstrate to our own 
community that we will always obtain more 
by reaching for what we need rather than 
settling for what we can get.” It continued, 
“We ask not only to be seen and heard, but 
also to be acknowledged for the work we are 
doing to provide fair and effective govern-
ment, and to be supported in our demand that 
gay and lesbian people be given the respect 
and justice we deserve. We support and seek 
to place at the head of our national agenda a 
vision of human rights which embraces those 
material and non-material resources which 
are necessary for each individual to grow into 
a self-fulfilled, confident and secure person.” 

The list of issues from 1985 showed 
support for non-discrimination legislation, 
repeal of laws on consensual sexual activity 
between adults, legal recognition of family 
relationships, equitable treatment in foster 
care and adoption, support for reproductive 
freedom, passage of the ERA and positive sex 
education about sexual identity. 

There was good coverage in the major 
California dailies. The LA Times quoted Kath-
leen Nichols saying, “She went from being a 
‘rock-throwing liberal’ to an elected official.” 
And she followed this up with, “There’s noth-
ing like…being on the inside.” The San Fran-
cisco Chronicle noted the support for AIDS 
funding, non-discrimination laws and gay 
marriages. The LA Herald Examiner referred 
to it as a “first ever ‘gay summit’” aimed at 
more coordination in the electoral arena. The 
gay paper the New York Native reported on 
Barney Frank’s address; Frank also keynoted 
the banquet. Frank, not out at the time, urged 
going ahead on lesbian and gay issues despite 
the social backlash. “If you present a bleak 

landscape, there’ll be no initiative.” 
One pledge made in the statement was 

to go and “lobby for increased funding for 
AIDS research and education and to ensure 
compassionate and informed care for people 
with AIDS.” In March 1986 David Scondras 
from the Boston City Council and Brian 
Coyle of the Minneapolis City Council led a 
delegation of officials who coordinated with 
the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force 
on talking with Congress members. They 
met with House Speaker Tip O’Neill and 
Kentucky Representative William Natcher 
who headed a key health appropriations sub-
committee and strongly opposed the Reagan 
Administration’s plans to cut $41 million of 
AIDS funding in the 1986 budget.

Following West Hollywood, the next 

annual conferences were in the District of 
Columbia in 1986, Minneapolis in 1987, 
San Diego in 1988, and Madison in 1989. 
The conferences let us officials air our issues 
as out elected persons and functioned as a 
support group for our unique positions. They 
also provided us with up-to-date information 
as we shared initiatives and national groups 
and leaders provided us with resources. They 
further let us see the state of the develop-
ment of gay and lesbian political and social 
institutions in other cities. For example, while 
Kathleen worked away Saturday evening 
with a subcommittee of drafters on the 
statement, I took advantage of the free passes 
to Studio One, one of West Hollywood’s big 
dance discos. Flying back, I felt less alone in 
the work I was doing. n
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Band of Brothers and Sisters
Dick Wagner recounts Madison’s three out elected officials trip to attend the first 
National Conference of Openly Lesbian and Gay Elected Officials.
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The U.W.-Madison Archives is collecting and providing access to items that help tell the 
story of LGBTQ people in Dane County. We are seeking donations of organizational papers, 
photographs, diaries, posters, flyers and buttons that reflect LGBTQ life in Madison. And, we 
are looking for film, audio and video recordings about local LGBTQ events, people and issues. 
Supported with funding from the New Harvest Foundation, Inc. and the George L. Mosse 
Program in History, this collection will form a permanent reflection of our community. 

You can make a donation by contacting  us at uwarchiv@library.wisc.edu or 608-262-5629. 
We are interested sharing glimpses of items donated with the community. Here we offer 
items from a recent donation from the collection of Judy Greenspan, founder of Gay Sisters.

Gay Sisters was the first public lesbian organization in Wisconsin, formed in Madison in 
March of 1971. Early Gay Sisters meetings were largely social events—parties, dances and 
consciousness-raising sessions which provided personal support and growth for group 
members. Efforts soon turned to publishing a monthly lesbian journal called the Scarlet 
Letter. Gay Sisters changed its name to Madison Lesbians in 1972. Women from Madison 
Lesbians went on to participate in the creation of some of the most important supports of 
the local lesbian and feminist communities of the 1970s including the Lesbian Switchboard, 
the Madison feminist paper Whole Woman, A Room of One’s Own Feminist Bookstore, Fallen 
Woman Productions independent women’s music production company, Lysistrata Women’s 
Restaurant and Bar, Woman’s Transit Authority, and more. The following images—most 
never-before published—document an important early Madison queer liberation group.

Madison LGBTQ Archives Project: Preserving Our Past

Kathleen Nichols, 
Lynn Haanen and 

Dick Wagner  with 
Harry Britt on 

Dick’s front porch.
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 The list of issues from 1985 showed  
 support for non-discrimination  
 legislation, repeal of laws on consensual  
 sexual activity between adults, legal  
 recognition of family relationships,  
 equitable treatment in foster care and  
 adoption, support for reproductive  
 freedom, passage of the ERA and positive  
 sex education about sexual identity. 

Madison Lesbians enjoy a 
summer picnic in 1972. 
Madison Lesbians at the  
International Women’s Day 
March, 1973.
Gay Sisters founders pose for 
The Daily Cardinal, 1971.
The Scarlet Letter begins 
publishing 1971 and is one 
of the earliest queer-themed 
publications in the state. 

DICK WAGNER, openly gay former 
Dane County Board Chair and co-chair  
of Governor Earl’s Commission on 
Lesbian and Gay Issues, is working on 
gay Wisconsin history and welcomes 
topics and sources.
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