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Madison LGBTQ Archives

Over the last year the Madison LGBTQ Archive has grown to encom-
pass more than 50 individual collections spanning 75 years of local 
LGBTQ history. We are still actively seeking donations, but we want to 
let you know about some of the rich history we have collected so far 
and how you can learn more about Madison’s vast queer past.

Interested in the local lesbian music scene? The archive contains 
performance posters, files, and correspondence from the Fallen 
Woman collective and nearly a decade of Cowgirl Sweethearts files and 
memorabilia in the Beverly Buhr collection.

Or maybe you want to know about the queer newspapers that pre-
dated Our Lives. Explore the Brooks Egerton collection and its wealth 
of information about OUT!, Gay Madison, and Egerton’s other jour-

nalistic endeavors. Or browse old issues of the Hag Rag, Wisconsin’s 
lesbian feminist magazine, in the Lance Link Collection and a whole 
host of regional and national LGBTQ periodicals in the Sue Goldwom-
on collection.

Frustrated with politics in 2016 and want to explore the queer politi-
cal landscape of yesteryear? Dive into Judy Greenspan’s 1973 candi-
dacy for Madison School Board, or campaign files from Dick Wagner’s 
political career. The Outreach and Integrity/Dignity collections contain 

information about the work these organizations have engaged 
in for decades to promote the rights and perspectives of queer 
people in Madison and around the country.

Madison’s queer community has long been involved in local 
schools and we have a growing collection from teachers and ad-
ministrators about queer life in education. Pat Calchina’s collection 
contains fascinating accounts from her career as an educator, and 
the PFLAG collection holds two decades of information about the 
organization’s work with young people. To learn about college 
life, try the Joe Elder collection, which includes course syllabi and 
readings from his LGBTQ courses, or the George Mosse collection 
for more about this iconic figure and his role in the university.

Finally, you can learn about important queer spaces by diving 
into the Lewis Bosworth and Robert Haman collections, where 
you’ll find pictures, newsletters, holiday cards, and letters from 
patrons to Rod’s and the New Bar. Michele Besant’s files include 
original signs and menus from Lysistrata as well as news clippings 
about the fiery destruction of this space that was important for so 
many local queer women.

This is just a small sampling of the stories contained in the ar-
chive, which are now permanently preserved for future researchers 
and community members. We invite you to come by the archives, 
located in Steenbock Memorial Library, to browse the collection 
and see where you fit in. Visit us online at go.wisc.edu/LGBTQ60s to 
learn more about the archive and to find out how you can contrib-
ute to this growing collection of local queer history.  n

Andrew Shaffer gives us a glimpse of the growing collection of Madison queer history memorabilia now on display.

ON NOVEMBER 11 The New York Times carried the story, “Trump Win 
Seen as ‘Devastating Loss’ for Gay and Transgender People.” A won-
derful column from Jennifer Finney Boylan, a transgender professor at 
Barnard College, followed. It was called “Don’t Blame Me.” 
The stories expressed what many of us had hoped the election 
might witness. To use Churchill’s phrase, we hoped this elec-
tion marked “the end of beginning” in the cultural wars and 
would validate the fact that America has many faces. 

It was not to be. To help us sort this out, I want to turn to 
a local example when a gay rights champion was defeated in 
Wisconsin in 1986.

In the 1982 Wisconsin gubernatorial election, Democrat 
Tony Earl was the first candidate ever to actively campaign for the gay 
vote. He did a lengthy interview with Brooks Edgerton for the newspaper 
Gay Madison. He promised to appoint a gay liaison. Edgerton and Earl 
also discussed lesbian and gay health issues. Earl observed that in the 
field of education it was important to not bring “children up with the idea 
that a different sexual orientation is a perversion.” This was at a time 
when homosexual acts were still a felony in Wisconsin under the old sex-

ual perversion law. Crystal Hyslop, of Lesbian Mothers, writing before 
the election in OUT! noted, “Anthony Earl has taken a liberal stand and 
formally addressed the lesbian/gay community issues and concerns.”

After his victory, Governor Earl was true in trying to build an inclu-
sionary administration, though the liaison promise would be delayed 
until his second budget when Earl Bricker was selected. Appointing 
known gay activists like Ron McCrea as his press secretary and Dick 
Flintrop to head the Council on Criminal Justice resulted in front page 
stories, as if their orientation were a stigma. McCrea was famously 
labeled an “avowed homosexual” in the headlines. He joked, “I used to 
ask my friends if I really had to put my job on the line as often as I did 

to make the world safe for disco.” Powerful lesbians, though 
less visibly out, were also among Earl’s appointments.   

In the first months of his administration in 1983, Tony Earl 
asked Kathleen Nichols and me to serve as co-chairs of a new 
Governor’s Council on Lesbian and Gay issues. While a cou-
ple other states had Governor’s groups on sexual minorities 
and privacy, none used the identity-affirming terms “lesbian” 
and “gay” in their title. State Rep. David Clarenbach (D-Mad-
ison) told the group’s first meeting, “Take the struggle for 

acceptance and gay rights to the village square.” The Council travelled 
the state in its four years meeting in 22 Wisconsin communities. These 
were catalyzing occasions for local officials to be asked what they were 
doing for their gay and lesbian citizens, who of course paid taxes but got 
little recognition in services.

The Council’s early work on the AIDS crisis was important in shaping 
the state’s response. The Council co-sponsored the Great Lakes Lesbian/

Love, hope, 
success, 
family, 
security.

1101022.1 State Farm, Home Office, Bloomington, IL

There’s nobody like me to  
protect the things we all value.  
Like a good neighbor,  
State Farm is there.®

CALL ME TODAY.

Some things we all have 
in common.

Jim Hartman Ins Agcy Inc
Jim Hartman, Agent
5706 US Highway 51
Bus: 608-838-4171 
Cell: 608-345-4885
jim@jimhartman.com

58 JANUARY / FEBRUARY 2017

Gay Health Conference in 1984 that focused on AIDS, alcoholism, and 
domestic violence. Keynoter Karla Dobinski said, “We bring some of our 
toughest problems out of the closet.” The Council worked closely with 
the Division of Health under Kathryn Morrison and the State Medical 
Society to structure a non-homophobic response to AIDS. 

When the liaison position was requested in 1985, the Democratically 
controlled Joint Finance Committee voted it down, fearing it went too 
far. Earl bluntly told them, “Don’t try to protect me from myself.” 

When Earl first ran in 1982, his interview in Gay Madison had been 
circulated in some northern rural counties to mobilize votes against 
him. However, he beat the Republican candidate Terry Kohler, winning 
57% of the vote. After the election, Kohler would criticize Earl for his 
“queer” appointments and characterize homosexuals as “aberrant.” In 
the 2016 election, no surprise, Kohler, who recently passed away, con-
tributed to a PAC that attacked Clinton for her pro-LGBT stance.

For the 1986 election the battle lines were clear. Republican Tommy 
Thompson planned to kill the Governor’s Council. “I don’t think gov-
ernment should be promoting an alternative lifestyle,” he said. Critics of 
the Earl administration had called it a granola administration composed 
of “Fruits, flakes, and a few nuts.” Of course, we were the fruits. The 
Dodgeville Chronicle hit Earl as he “has lent his endorsement to a group 
that carry AIDS.”

Tony Earl was not unaware of the attacks on his pro-gay policies. 

Speaking in Milwaukee to the gay Cream City Business Association, he 
said, “It was intolerable that homosexuals were still subject to harass-
ment and beatings.” With an eye toward re-election, “The day will come 
when gay support will be a political plus. It will be a much healthier 
society when that day arrives. I hope it arrives soon.” For Earl, and his 
profile in fabulous courage, it was not to be soon enough.

Election post-mortems included that Earl “had worried too much 
about minorities, women, gays and big business and not enough about 
regular people who work and vote.” It was held that the gay appoint-
ments had contributed to 1986 voters perceiving an “otherness” about 
him, whereas his 1982 profile had been that he was guy you wanted to 
have a beer with in the corner tavern. Reviewing matters afterwards, 
Earl said, “One of the things I discovered was that homophobia runs 
deep and strong here.” 

The Milwaukee Journal summed Earl up as having “a rare degree 
of competence, courage, and imagination in leading Wisconsin.” The 
governor had tried to engage the citizens of Wisconsin in an inclusive 
dialogue, but clearly there was more work to do. Upon the demise of 
the Governor’s Council, Co-chair Kathleen Nichols drew on the legacy 
of union organizer Joe Hill. She said, “It’s important that we not slide 
backwards in time. Don’t mourn, organize.” After the 1986 defeat we 
did not go back into closets, we did not change our lives to mold them 
back to pre-Stonewall models. And we are not going to do so now. In 
1986 we did not surrender the battle. We did not give up. Our lives 
depended on it. n
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We Did Not Surrender
Historian Dick Wagner looks back to previous swings 
of the pendulum in LGBTQ rights and activism to provide 
encouragement for the fight ahead.
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Earl said, “The day will come when gay support will be a political 
plus. It will be a much healthier society when that day arrives.  
I hope it arrives soon.” For Earl, and his profile in fabulous 
courage, it was not to be soon enough. 

Governor Tony Earl.
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