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press—we’re dismissed for our extremism.” 
Savage also became a proponent of outing 
gay public figures. He and I even debated 
the outing issue for our local gay cable TV 
show “Nothing To Hide.” A new group also 
briefly making its presence known at the 
demonstrations was the Queer Liberation 
Front of Madison. Jari Junikka, a grad-
uate student from Finland, got involved 
with the Front after he was assaulted by 
two men who wanted to “do some gay 
bashing.” Hate crime charges did not 
stick. Junikka stated, “I want to walk 
hand-in hand with my lover down State 
Street.” Junikka, also active in Madison 
ACT-UP, claimed, “The government 
has blood on its hands because of its 
negligence.” 

  TURNING POINTS  

In 1992, some 15 members of Mad-
ison ACT-UP awarded a “Slammie” to Gov. 
Thompson. The mock award was created for a 
protest action in the State Capitol that was also 
denouncing the controversial film “Basic In-
stinct” for its depiction of bisexual women “as 
psycho-killers.” The Governor’s award again 
was for his “baffling practice of ignoring his 
own advisers’ recommendation for AIDS edu-

cation and materials distribution in Wisconsin 
prisons.” Chants included, “Suck my dick, lick 
my clit, Tommy Thompson’s full of shit.” 

The head of Corrections was once more 
“under fire for inadequate prison guard train-

ing.” Perhaps because of the strong 
voice of the prison guards’ union, Thompson 
had taken a harsher line in the past. In 1987 
he voiced support for “severe penalties” for 
knowingly transmitting the disease. And at 
one point he was for mandatory HIV testing 
for inmates in the state’s correctional insti-

tutions. Later this was changed to assaultive 
inmates. The issue had arisen over a prison 
guard who was scratched and bitten by an 
HIV-positive inmate. ACT-UP also called for 
the DOC to distribute condoms in prisons. 
The Governor’s 1992–93 budget instead had 

a $150,000 reduction for the AIDS 
drug trial program. Dale Tegman, an 
ACT-UP spokesperson, said, “To be 
frank, I don’t care if Tommy Thompson 
accepts me as long as he doesn’t kill 
me.” Among the protesters was Heather 
Rhoads from Les/bi/femmes, a Madison 
lesbian bisexual action group. 

Unlike gay issues where Assemblyman 
Tommy Thompson had a very negative 
voting record, as Governor he was gen-
erally better when it came to AIDS. Marc 
Haupert of the AIDS Resource Center of 
Wisconsin noted, “There was certainly 
more of a sensitivity in the [Tony] Earl 
administration on gay concern as it relates 
to AIDS.” Thompson, however, knew there 

was concern growing in the general popula-
tion. Haupert acknowledged that Thompson, 
after meeting AIDS service people, “remarked 
that the state is a leader in other things and it 
should be a leader in fighting AIDS.” 

  MEASURABLE SUCCESS  

Thompson supported state financial re-
sources to continue the fight. Most important-
ly, in October 1987 he established a 34-mem-
ber Governor’s HIV Infection Advisory 
Council by executive order. Among the mem-
bers were Grid Hall, longtime gay activist and 
board member of the Madison AIDS Support 
Network, and Jay Hatheway, publisher of the 
gay magazine Among Friends. Staff included 
the hard-working state epidemiologist Dr. 
Jeff Davis. Later, as Secretary of Health and 
Human Services, Thompson would play a 
national role on AIDS. His connections would 
help place Scott Evertz to serve as Director 
of the White House Office of National AIDS 
Policy for President George W. Bush. 

The state report’s dedication was to those 
“Wisconsin citizens who have been, are 
now and will be affected by the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic.” At the time of the group’s report 
in July 1989, Wisconsin had 465 cases, with 

281 deaths, but still was considered a “low 
prevalence state.” For every known infection, 
there were “20 or more persons” likely infect-
ed, suggesting some 10,000 cases in the state. 
The report showed 76% of the infected in 
Wisconsin were gay or bisexual men. A later 
1994 report would state, “nearly two thirds of 
the cases of HIV infection have been reported 
from Milwaukee and Dane Counties.”

For the Council, “The members…ada-
mantly believe that Wisconsin cannot ignore 
the personal and societal implications of the 
HIV epidemic.” Among the recommenda-
tions, “Provide culturally sensitive education 
to gay men and women...materials must be 
specifically tailored to effectively promote 
risk reduction within these cultural groups 
whose members often are at particular risk for 
HIV infection.” On long-term patient care, 
“Obstructive attitudes of caregivers, potential 
patients, and their families must be confronted 
directly, and assistance provided for modifica-
tion.” The Council on HIV testing also urged, 
“regulations and practices…to assure that vol-
untary informed consent is used appropriately 
in all settings (e.g. health care, workplace, 
correctional/custodial).” 

The attention ACT-UP chapters in Wis-
consin brought to the AIDS fight was sorely 
needed and produced results. n

Driving Change

In the mid-1970s, Madison’s buses became the site for a battle over gay visibility. David Smith, 
a local activist, had learned that many of the advertisements on the buses were posted on behalf 
of nonprofit causes at no charge. Wanting to draw attention and attendance to the Madison Gay 
Center, he investigated the posting process with the city and meticulously followed the steps to 
ensure his petition would be approved. The Center, one of Madison’s earliest LGBTQ organizations, 
offered peer counseling services, dances, and a social place primarily for gay men to gather. These 
ads, which Smith designed and printed, were created to help the Center achieve greater visibility 
and reach more people who needed the services they offered but didn’t know where to look.

With the paperwork and about 100 ads in tow, Smith made his way to Metro Transit to hand them 
over for installation throughout the city’s bus fleet. The director of Metro Transit quickly refused the 
request, fearing the ads were too controversial and riders would object. Smith was upset at being 
excluded despite having done everything the city required, and reached out to Mayor Paul Soglin’s 
office for support. Soglin was sympathetic, and ordered the cards to be posted. The ads were seen on 
city buses, but there were reports of the cards being destroyed by disapproving bus drivers.

This battle may have been small and short-lived—barely a blip on the local radar—but it helped 
to set a precedent for acknowledging and supporting Madison’s gay community at City Hall. Our 
history is full of these moments when we rise to demand visibility, access, and a place to belong. 
The Madison LGBTQ Archive works to document this history, from mundane stories of everyday life 
to epic moments of triumph and loss, and everything in between. This archive is for all of us—to 
create a permanent statement that we are here, that our stories are important, and that our lives 
belong in the pages of history. Find out more about the archive and how you can get involved 
online at go.wisc.edu/LGBTQ60s or on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram at @MadisonLGBTQ. n
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Andrew Shaffer offers us a glimpse at one of the many stories that make up the  
history of Madison’s LGBTQ community, as preserved by the LGBT Archives Project.
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DICK WAGNER (rrdickwagner@gmail.
com), 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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