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In 1973, Judy Greenspan announced her 
candidacy for Madison’s School Board. Green-
span, a local activist and member of the Madison 
Gay Liberation Front (GLF), was outraged by the 
School Board’s decision to ban the GLF from 
speaking in public high schools, and saw her 
campaign as a way to circumvent the policy. 

As a political candidate she appeared in 
debates in local schools, in front of the School 
Board, and in numerous interviews in local 
media outlets. Greenspan ran on a platform 
that advocated the passage of a high school 
student bill of rights, an end to discriminatory 
practices against women in education, and 

the right of queer people to live and speak openly in schools. She garnered 
more than 6,000 votes, and made gay rights and sexism in the schools into defining issues 
of the campaign. While her bid was ultimately unsuccessful, the campaign was historic in its 
own right, making her the first known out lesbian ever to run for public office in the U.S.

While Greenspan laid the groundwork for out candidates, Jim Yeadon, a gay law stu-
dent, was the first to gain a place at the table for the local community. In 1976, Yeadon was 
appointed by the Madison City Council to complete the term of a resigned alderman. He 
came out in the papers the day after being appointed and ran for re-election six months later, 
becoming the fourth out candidate to win an election in the country.

By 1989, Madison was home to more than 20% of all out LGBTQ elected officials in the 
nation. That year Ricardo Gonzalez, longtime 
owner of the Cardinal Bar, ran for and won a 
seat on Madison’s City Council, becoming the 
country’s first openly gay Latinx elected offi-
cial. He built on his experiences as a business 
owner, running on a platform of downtown 
revitalization and was a strong advocate of 
the construction of Monona Terrace.

Madison has a rich legacy of queer activism 
and engagement, yet rarely do we reflect on 
the history that has happened all around us. 
Judy Greenspan, Jim Yeadon, and Ricardo 
Gonzalez each contributed to shaping our 
city, and their impact is still visible for those 
who know where to look. The Madison LGBTQ 
Archive is working to document and preserve 
these memories before they fade away. 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.

OutReach LGBT Community Center is the 
fiscal sponsor of the Madison LGBTQ Archive, 
and funding for this project has been gener-
ously provided by the New Harvest Founda-
tion, Inc. and the George L. Mosse Program in 
History. n

THIS SUMMER I visited Mineral Point for the play 
“Ten Dollar House” about the pioneering effort 
to preserve Cornish culture and specifically 
Pendarvis House on Shakerag Street. The effort 
was a joint project undertaken in the mid-1930s 
by two gay men, Bob Neal and Edgar Hellum. 
One of the characters in the play was a journal-
ist named Betty Cass. For many decades she 
wrote an entertaining column for the Wisconsin 
State Journal tilted “Day by Day.” She also 
published a collection of them as How Long 
Are God’s Shoestrings? In her columns she was 
a friend to gay men—an early ally. 

Cass termed Pendarvis her pet restoration 
project. She referred to “the two young men” 
who lived in the tiny stone cottage and served 
meals. Cass felt the project was not supported 
by local trade but by visitors from Chicago, 
Rockford, Dubuque, and Madison. In the late 
1930s she wrote, “Not more than a dozen or 
so Mineral Point residents have taken the time 
or trouble to go down to Shakerag Street.” As 
unnamed gay men living together and doing 
non-normative male work like cooking and 
dishwashing, she noted they had to put up 
in the early days with “friendlessness.” She 
also noted them as being, in the Cornish term, 
“slightly pixilated.” Most readers may not have 
known but pixies in Cornish lore was an al-
ternative word for fairies, which even in those 
days had gay connotations.

  CHAMPION OF PENDARVIS  

Comparing Pendarvis to Williamsburg, she 
felt the Cornish restoration, focused on the 
local miners, was more of a workman’s civili-
zation than the elegant colonial recreation. Her 
prose termed it “as stirring and as thrilling as 
anything in Wisconsin.” In 1939 she observed 
that her first column in the mid-1930s on 
Pendarvis resulted in “a constant stream of 
people from Madison.” The local paper, The 
Democrat of Mineral Point, pointed to her 
repeated columns as important in the work of 
making the restoration known. 

Food was an important ingredient that made 
Pendarvis a success. Cass trumpeted the Cor-
nish pasties, the thick scalded cream, and the 
wild plum preserves made by Neal and Hel-
lum. She wrote of “the gourmets who ate these 
meals, delicious and unusual.” Cass advertised 

that at holiday time one could order “luscious” 
Cornish saffron cake from Pendarvis and they 
would put it on the next bus or mail it to you. 
Since the tradition of Cornish food had appeal 
for her readers, she published Neal’s recipe for 
Cornish gingerbread cookies.

After World War II she shared with her read-
ers that Pendarvis had reopened with lunch and 
dinner being served but only by reservation, 
“since all food is purchased and cooked espe-
cially to your order ONLY.” She also told of 
further restoration undertaken by Neal and Hel-
lum that permitted guest rooms in old Cornish 
structures. This was well before the bed and 
breakfast craze of modern times. Cass reported 
to her readers that famous food critic Duncan 
Hines and his wife had stayed at Pendarvis 
and had the house plum preserves and scalded 
cream on their morning toast. Hines termed it, 
“one of the most unusual and delightful places 
in the country.” Today Pendarvis and associated 
buildings are operated by the Wisconsin Histor-
ical Society as an educational museum and is 
open in spring, summer, and fall for visits.

  FRIENDSHIPS AND ACQUAINTANCES  

In addition to the boys at Pendarvis, Cass 
also had a fondness for Madison gay poet 
and pianist Keith McCutcheon. McCutcheon, 
slowed by tuberculosis, was at the state hos-
pital near Waukesha for a time. She described 

him as a “lover of the truly beautiful things of 
life, whose turbulent, eager spirit came under 
the chastisement of two years in a sanatorium, 
to know the joys of the peaceful, quiet things 
of the world.” Cass also wrote, “His verse was 
like delicate cameos cut from virgin stone. His 
music was sometimes wild rebellious, more 
often soft and tender. He was carefree, gay.” 

McCutcheon sent Cass a short sketch 
describing a tuberculosis patient and his health 
struggles. His note said he thought she might 
use it as a preliminary to the annual TB Christ-
mas Seal sale. She ran the sketch on December 
20, 1935 as “a human soul, tortured, and racked 
as his body suffers, and soothed at last as his 
body is restored.” The patient, named John, 
is racked with blood dotted sputum but finds 
beauty in once more sitting while “tone by tone 
he restrung the precious pearls of his beloved 
piano upon a golden thread of overtones.” 

Cass turned over another of her columns 
to McCutcheon for a guest stint. He decided 
to write the story of a person who is not fully 
identified, for “such a secret is ever the privi-
lege of the narrator.” McCutcheon talks of trav-
eling with a male friend where they find an old 
stone house and an old man who lives alone. 
He describes the fellow as having Thomas 
Mann’s The Magic Mountain, which he gives 
to the visiting friends. He may have known of 
Mann’s gay life. McCutcheon observed, “He 
said we knew of the magic mountain, and we 
did…” Other gay literary textual references ap-
pear in the column; Oscar Wilde’s The Picture 
of Dorian Gray, and the bisexual poet Edna 
St. Vincent Millay. The final judgment: “this 
is a man of culture.” Bowing to conventions, 
though, as he writes, “without benefit of cloister 
or pulpit,” he finishes the story with the old 
man’s favorite worn book, The Bible.

  A LONG CAREER  

Cass’s columns would sometimes start with 
a reader’s letter. One termed her “Dear An-
gel-Over-Madison.” She often mentioned her 
growing children and their probing questions, 
like, “When you’re alive on earth are you dead 
in heaven? Can God make shoes?” News from 
Taliesin or Frank Lloyd Wright was frequent in 
her columns. She described having nightmares 
liking walking State Street barefooted. Cass 
concluded her nightmare column, “Once I 
even dreamed I’d been a columnist for 20 long 
years and had to write a column every single 
day. And was that a nightmare.” Nevertheless, 
some gay people could count her among the 
dream angels over their own lives at a time 
when there were precious few. n
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Early Ally
Historian Dick Wagner digs into the story of Betty Cass, a journalist who advocated  
for gay people at a time when it was still far off the radar of most Americans.
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She also noted them as being, in the 
Cornish term, “slightly pixilated.”  
Most readers may not have known  
but pixies in Cornish lore was an 
alternative word for fairies. 

Andrew Shaffer on Madison’s history of  
out elected officials, now part of the  
preservation efforts at the LGBTQ Archive.
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