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GROWING UP IN A TIME of great downtown 
reinvention, Michail Takach became 
fascinated with Milwaukee’s urban culture, 
landmarks, and neighborhoods at a young 
age. He’s been chasing ghosts ever since.

A lifelong Milwaukeean, Michail dreams 
of the day when time travel will be possible, 
as he’s always felt born too late. Fearlessly 
exploring forbidden spaces and obsessively 
recording shameless stories, Michail brings 
local color to the often colorless topic of 
local history.

As an author, archivist, and communica-
tions professional, Michail works with com-
munity organizations, including Milwaukee 
Pride, OnMilwaukee.com, and Historic 
Milwaukee to broaden the scope of histori-
cal appreciation beyond the “same old, same 
old” textbook stories.

  WHY DID YOU DECIDE TO TACKLE THIS   
  PARTICULAR PROJECT? WHY DO YOU FEEL IT’S   
  IMPORTANT TO CATALOGUE LGBTQ HISTORY,   
  ESPECIALLY IN THE MILWAUKEE AREA?  

Hidden history fascinates me, and LGBTQ 
history especially so. I moved to Milwau-
kee’s historic Fifth Ward neighborhood just 
as the nightlife strip at 2nd and Pittsburgh 
started to disappear. For 10 years, I watched 
as longtime landmarks—and the elders who 
enjoyed them—started to disappear from the 
landscape. Gentrification and renewal often 
come with the cost of lost heritage. I realized 
the time was now to capture this history 
before we no longer knew it. In partnership 
with the Wisconsin LGBT History Project, 
I dove deeper into our untraced cultural 
ancestry than ever before, and I still haven’t 
stopped. In fact, we had to remove an entire 
chapter from the book, because there was 
more content than anyone expected.

  WHAT IDEAS DID YOU ALREADY HAVE   
  ABOUT THE HISTORY OF THE AREA,   
  AND WHAT CHANGED/WHAT DID YOU   
  LEARN DURING THE PROCESS?  

Growing up in the ‘80s 
and ‘90s, I always understood 
LGBTQ nightlife to be concen-
trated in Walker’s Point, with 

a handful of outliers here and there. I’m 
increasingly fascinated by how far and wide 
“gay bars” were actually scattered through-
out Milwaukee, and how only in recent 
decades did they become concentrated in 
a “gayborhood.” It’s amazing to see how 
many longtime landmarks were operating 
in plain sight, integrated into city blocks at 
places like 19th and North, 27th and Michi-
gan, 12th and Vine, 18th and Vliet—places 
that few Milwaukeeans would consider 
nightlife destinations today, and may have 
never actually visited in their lifetimes. In 
fact, Milwaukee’s scene was so developed 
by the 1960s that over 30 known “gay bars” 
had already opened by the 1969 Stonewall 
Riots. I don’t know that I would have ever 
expected that.

  ANY PARTICULARLY STAND-OUT FACTS OR EVENTS   
  THAT YOU CAN SHARE?  

What stood out most to me, through-
out my research, was the incredible spirit, 
courage, and resilience of LGBTQ elders. In 
today’s world of hookup apps, genderfluid 
celebrities, and same-sex marriage, we can 
barely even understand what it was like to 
live proud in a time when gays and lesbians 
were told every single day that they had 
nothing to be proud of.

The media wasn’t just openly hostile and 
hateful, it was also demonizing and dehu-
manizing. Local newspapers didn’t start us-
ing the word “homosexual” until the 1960s. 
Prior to that, gays and lesbians were referred 
to as “sexual deviates,” along with rapists, 
child molesters, and sex workers. 

In the mid-1960s, a local judge actually 
declared war on Milwaukee’s “deviate” 
community and vowed to take back Juneau 

Park for “normal” people. One of the 
casualties of this war was Elroy Schulz, a 
local brewery worker who was arrested for 
propositioning a police officer. Although the 
officer claimed to have only hit Elroy once 
in the process of apprehension, he died the 
next morning after being released from po-
lice custody. The officer, who just happened 
to be a boxing champion, was cleared of all 
charges and applauded for making Milwau-
kee safer for “normal” people. There were 
no protests, vigils, parades or memorials for 
Elroy. He died without even having a chance 
to tell his side of the story. Fifty years later, 
we cannot forget that this is where we came 
from, and could find ourselves again if 
we don’t learn from history. The book is a 
tribute to Elroy, and all of the nameless men 
and women of Milwaukee who endured 
injustice, violence, and murder just trying to 
be who they really were.

Elroy’s death, and similar acts of violence, 
sparked a social awakening in Milwaukee 
that led to gay liberation and LGBTQ pride. 
“If we were already going to hell,” said one 
contributor, “then we were going to hell in 
high heels. Let nothing stand between us and 
our fun!” Without that spirit, courage, and 
resilience, we wouldn’t be here today. 

  WHEN AND WHERE CAN PEOPLE FIND THE BOOK?  

LGBT Milwaukee was released on August 
22, and is available at the Arcadia Publish-
ing website as well as Amazon, Barnesand-
Noble.com and other retailers. All purchases 
benefit Milwaukee Pride, Inc., as the author 
is donating commissions to the 501c3 to 
establish local LGBTQ history programs. 

Start your purchases at Milwaukee Pride’s 
Amazon Smile page and an additional .5% 
will be donated directly to the organization: 
http://bit.ly/mkepride16. n

Support Us
You can make a secure donation on our 
website or contact us for information about 
planned giving.  Please consider joining one 
of our committees, volunteering at an event, 
or becoming a member of our board.

newharvestfoundation.org
Find us on Facebook!

A Member of

New Harvest Foundation
is the only foundation in South Central 
Wisconsin that channels charitable 
contributions exclusively to organizations 
working to promote lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender (LGBT) rights, services, 
culture and community development. 
Founded in 1984, New Harvest Foundation 
is operated by a Board of Directors, along 
with other volunteers. It pools contributions 
of hundreds of donors each year to provide 
grant money to LGBT causes.  We raise 
money to give back!

Applying for a grant just got 
easier. The entire process can be 

completed online.
Three times a year, New Harvest 
accepts – from individuals, groups 
and/or organizations – innovative and 
compelling project proposals that seek 
to address the unmet or undermet needs 
of LGBT individuals and groups in our 
communities, striving to create positive 
change in the areas of social service, social 
change, public education, health care, arts 
and culture, and development of LGBT 
communities. These projects empower 
and support our lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender communities.
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Milwaukee’s LGBT History
A Q&A with author Michail Takach about the recent publication of his book, 
LGBT Milwaukee, chronicling the LGBTQ history of Brew City.

The Back Door:  
Madison’s first gay bar

In December of 1972, Rodney Scheel 
opened The Back Door, the first exclusively 
gay bar in Madison’s history and the first 
bar owned and operated by an openly 
queer-identified person. Located at 46 
North Park St. at Spring St., patrons entered 
through the rear of the building, and fol-
lowed the stairs to the bar in the basement. 
At the bottom of the stairs was a life-size 
mural of Dorothy and Toto from the Wizard 
of Oz with the quote, “Toto, I have a feeling 
we’re not in Kansas anymore.” 

At the time, few bars in Madison were 
welcoming to the Madison lesbian commu-
nity. In 1973 a group of lesbians approached 
Scheel about having a dedicated lesbian 
night at The Back Door. Scheel agreed, 
making Thursday Women’s Night at The Back 
Door, which is seen in the pictures here. This 
tradition continued until the bar closed in 
1978 and Scheel moved his full efforts to his 
new business, the Hotel Washington.

Photos from Judy Greenspan and Greg 
Scheel. Funding has been generously provid-
ed by the New Harvest Foundation, Inc. and 
the George L. Mosse Program in History. n

U.W.-Madison Archives is helping  
preserve stories from Madison’s vast 
queer past.  You can contribute your 
own materials to the Archive. Visit us 
online at go.wisc.edu/LGBTQ60s.

Madison LGBTQ Archives Update

Scan here to join our mailing list!
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