The life stories from four of

nce upon a time, we had not
surfed the Internet, or sent
people up in space. We had
not flown on an airplane, we
had not dropped atomic
bombs, we had never heard
of the ERA. We hadn’t been through the
Great Depression, or fought Hitler. We
didn’t know what an interstate highway
was, or a Xerox copy. We hadn’t seen
Ellen or Will & Grace on TV, because we
had never seen a television. We had
never marched for gay rights.
And yet, women born in the early
part of the 20th century managed to

(7/(A n

.(/(iyr' ()/1'

by Pokey Anderson ¢ copyright by

somehow get educations, support
themselves, and live their lives inti-
mately connected to other women. Gay
or lesbian organizations or communi-
ties were basically nonexistent in the
U.S. until after about 1948. But, that
didn’t stop these women.

Through the efforts of Arden Evers-
meyer and Old Lesbians Organizing for
Change (0.L.0.C.), a number of oral his-
tories have been taken of these women
who are now in their 70s and 80s. (Favor-
ite cheer of O.L.O.C. gals marching at
pride parades: “Two, four, six, eight! How
do you know your grandma’s straight!”)
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he Old Lesbian Oral Herstory Project

has been in process about four years.
Just in the last year, it has become a major
project for the national organization 0.1.0.C.
(Old Lesbians Organizing for Change), a
political, anti-oppression organization.

About the Old Lesbian

The priority is to collect the herstories of
lesbians 70 years and older before their sto-
ries are lost forever. They are an invisible
population who were strong enough to live
their lives and love whom they wanted in a
hostile society. The project will include les-

bians with backgrounds ranging from blue-
collar women to those with visible high-pro-
file careers.

Lesbians are being trained in different
parts of the country to take these
herstories. The herstories are being tran-
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our lesbian “ancestors”

Pokey Anderson and O.L.O.C., Inc.

Having these histories and the wonderful
pictures that go with them is like looking
through a collective lesbian family album.
Since most of our biological ancestors
were not gay or lesbian (or we never got
to hear about it), we can turn to stories
like these to begin to answer the question,
“What was it like, a generation or two or
three ago, to be queer?”

Arden conducted these interviews in
the last few years, and several of the
subjects are no longer living. She started
in Houston with her oral history project,
and is now touring the country gathering
stories of our lesbian forebears.
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Each story is unique, but a few simi-
larities shine through. Most of these
women have courageously stood up
for something when it would have been
a lot easier to remain silent. Many of
them have been incredible anchors and
caretakers in their families when no one
else would do it, bringing new meaning
to the term “family values.” In addition,
in listening to their stories, one gets a
sense of tremendous resilience, accom-
panied by a finely developed sense of
humor.

Here, then, are a few highlights of
their stories.
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Oral Herstory Project

scribed, supplemented with pictures and
documents, compiled into books, and

means of “outing” old women. Binding
contracts and confidentiality are part of
the process.

The project has three needs: The
need for transcribers is eritical. Infor-
archived here in Houston. This is not a | mation about old lesbians in the Gulf
Coast area who might be willing to tell
their stories would certainly be wel-
comed. And, of course, contributions

(tax-deductible) to help fund the project
would be gratefully accepted. For any of
the above, contact: P.O. Box 980422,
Houston 77098, fax 713/802-2989, or
e-mail chardenea@worldnet.att.net.

—Arden Eversmeyer
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elen Cathcart tells of her first
“incident,” as she calls it: “I guess |
was probably 15 or 16, and we had
this slumber party. And this girl, she was
about three years older than I was, she
said, ‘Well, I just think I'm gonna kiss you,’
and I says, ‘I just don't think you are.” Of

course, we ended up kissing, but I resisted,
at least once.”

That was certainly not the last woman
Helen Catheart kissed. She grew up in Little
Rock, Arkansas, one of 10 children, including
a twin brother. She stood nearly 6 feet tall
and was a gifted athlete. As a young woman,

she heard about a semi-pro basketball team
in Galveston, and determined to go join it.
She left Arkansas around 1937 and arrived in
Galveston with 50 cents. The team, spon-
sored by American National Insurance Com-
pany, won two national championships and
was termed “one of the greatest girls” basket-
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ball teams in history” when Helen finally re-
tired from it in 1941. They played other
teams all over the country, sometimes travel-
ing in a private Pullman rail car. The com-
pany also fielded a softball team, so she
played on that too. One of the women’s teams
of the time actually played the minor league
Houston men's baseball team in an exhibition
at the old Buff Stadium in the East End,
where Finger's Furniture is now. She recalls
this as one of the best periods of her life: “I
didn’t know from shinola, so I just didn't have
any worries, no problems. Just had a good
time, and enjoyed the playing.”

Helen did resent that if you went to a gay
bar in those days, you'd never know if you
were going to be raided. She even remem-
bered a police raid on a private home in
Houston, with people jumping out of the sec-
ond story window to avoid arrest.

friends when they needed an escort, the
women dressing the part of a straight woman
out on the town, “even though so many people
would know.

“You behaved yourself and never gave
them an opportunity to challenge you,” D.
said. “The big fear in those days was some-
body calling your job.”

Helen was in charge of security clear-
ances for a company during World War II. A
young girl was working there part-time; she
borrowed Helen's typewriter, and at one
point, Helen needed it back.

“She says, ‘Okay, I'll bring it to you,”™
Helen recounts. “Here she is, about five foot

two and was gonna bring my typewriter to
me. But at that time, I was wearing earrings
and false boobs, and all that good stuff. I said,
‘Man, I've had it. A little butch horse to carry
my typewriter.”

of crap like that. I never did join the Army,
because I wouldn’t have been in but one
day, and they'd have booted me right out
the door!”

Later in life, Helen and D. traveled all
over, to Canada, Mexico, Hawaii, Luxem-
bourg, Spain, England. Their frequent travel-
ing companions were a gay male couple who
had been together for 42 years. That couple
also got them invited to a “gorgeous party”
where Rock Hudson was in attendance.

After age 50, Helen learned to do paint-
ing, remodeling, and even roofing. She never
advertised, but did a lot of work for gay
people. Later, she happened to be helping out
the woman who ran the corner store when a
female customer whom Helen vaguely recog-
nized came in with a little boy in tow.

“The woman said, ‘Do you mind if I ask

you a question?” Helen remembers.

“The tea dances, men and women both went. Somebody at the door would
ring a buzzer when the police came, and [the women] would quit dancing with
the women, start dancing with the men.”

“The tea dances, men and women both
went,” Helen said. “Somebody at the door
would ring a buzzer when the police came,
and [the women] would quit dancing with the
women, start dancing with the men. That
was the Desert Room.”

D., Helen’s partner of 18-years-plus, picks
up the story of those times.

“Around Houston, 40 years ago, a woman
did not go in a nice restaurant by herself. You
almost had to have a [male| date to go to any
function of society—operas, plays,” she said.
They would often call up their gay men

The “little butch horse” had no idea that
Helen was also a lesbian. Helen decided to
get rid of some of the excess femme gear.
Even with helpful advice from Helen on how
to avoid arousing suspicion, the young
woman, who was living with her lover, was
subsequently questioned for six months.

“She ended up going to a psychiatrist,”
Helen said, “having to take treatments be-
cause of the trauma that she went
through, them trying to find out from her
who was and who wasn’t. . . . I imagine a
lot of those women went through a bunch

“l thought, ‘Holy shit, here we come
again.' 'Cause that's always the way they
start out that business, with this, ‘Oh, you
remind me of somebody in The Well of Lone-
liness,” some bunch of stuff, and I know ex-
actly what they're getting to. So I said, ‘Oh,
no, go right ahead.’

“She says, ‘Well, are you a man-she?’

“I said, ‘A what? 'Cause I knew what she
was talking about.

“She said, ‘A man-she?’

“And I says, ‘Is that some kind of an
Indian?’ —
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i “And she said, ‘Oh, no, that’s women that

like women.’

“I said, ‘Oh, really?

“And she said, Yes.

“1 said, ‘Nope, that’s not my cup of tea.” (Bear in
mind that Helen had been a lesbian for about 50 years
at this point.)

“And so she said, ‘Well, I hope I didn’t embarrass or
hurt your feelings.’

“I said, ‘No, it makes no difference to me. I just
didn’t know what you were talking about.’

“And she said then that she had had a dream about
me and that we had gone to a drive-in theater and had
a wonderful time.

“And I said, ‘Well, I tell you what, I'm glad you were
there, but I'm glad I wasn't.’

“So then she went on, ‘Oh, you know that they get
married?

“I said, ‘Really?

“She said, ‘Yes, they really do get married like a
man and woman.’

“I said, ‘T can’t believe that.’

“She says, ‘I've always told my husband that if I
ever had the opportunity of participating in something
like that, that I intended to try it.’

“I said, ‘Well, I hope you have a lot of luck.’ I
thought, ‘Honey, you may be going to, but it ain’t gonna
be with me!’

“So that was about the end of that conversation,”
Helen concluded. “Where are they coming from? Isn’t
that something, though? A ‘man-she’! Maybe she made
that up.”

Helen had three major relationships in her life: first
with a woman who eventually got married to a man,
then with Doris for 22 or 23 years, and finally, her 18
years with D.

“Fortunately, or unfortunately,” Helen said, “I don’t
know which way you want to put it, I haven’t had too
many lovers.”

“It changes,” D. said, “whether or not she’s in her
bragging stage or her secret stage.”

Helen started having symptoms of emphysema in
her late 60s, and that slowed her down significantly in
later life. But she and D. got caught up in the excite-
ment of watching the Comets on TV, she kept playing
poker with her gang twice a week, and, according to D.,
“Her attitude is the same—obstinate.”

Although their relationship had been over for years,
D. moved Helen into her house, seeing that she had her
meals and that she wasn’t left alone for more than a few
hours. As with some of the other lesbians interviewed,
Helen and D. had been caretakers for other family
members, especially D.’s mother and father. Helen and
D. were both in amazement that D.’s brother and sister
had become scarce when their parents needed care, al-
though they had been plenty in evidence when it came
to the inheritance.

At 82, Helen said if she were able to, she'd buy an
RV and “just get in that thing and go wherever, when-
ever it stops, and do whatever.” A year later, she passed
away. In her obituary, her friends speculated that she
was now playing one-on-one with Kim Perrot. ll
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arie: “The first thing I re-

member about anything was

getting a doll for Christmas.
I think I must have been about four.
But I remember piling the boxes up
behind the fence to trade my doll to
the next-door neighbor for a gun and
holster. And then my Daddy took me
down and bought me overalls and a
little shirt and gun and holster. And
then I went from there. I was my
father’s girl.”

Marie Mariano was born in Idaho
in 1921. Her grandparents were politi-
cal refugees who came to the U.S.
from Italy. She found herself defend-
ing her ethnic background at an early
age, recalling, “I don’t think there was
a boy in the first, second, or third
grade who I didn't give a good bloody

nose to because they called me a ‘wop’
or a ‘dago.” Marie's father proudly
served under General Pershing in
World War 1. Later, when Marie was
11, he passed away, leaving five chil-
dren. It was the Depression, and in
those days there were no veterans’
benefits. Marie talked her way into a
paper route, even though they were
supposed to be for boys. And the chil-
dren went out on farms to trade their
labor for food.

“At harvest vacation, if you did
not own a farm, you had to farm out
to some farmer,” Marie said. “We
would sit on the steps of our house
and the farmer would pick us up be-
tween 3:30 and 4 [in the morning].
And we picked potatoes and onions
and carrots and cabbage. Most of the
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i_s kids would pick for money. We did not;

we picked for the supply. So, for every

300 pounds of whatever we picked, we got 100

pounds for ourselves. And, in two weeks’ time, we

had apples and carrots and cabbage and onions.

And so, really, the only thing we needed to spend
money for was shoes and sugar or flour.”

Marie’s family lived 12 miles from an Indian
reservation, and she learned to speak Shoshone and
Blackfeet. One of her first playmates was Lucille
Pocatello, Chief Pocatello’s daughter. They would
swim and hunt and climb and fish, and became
very close friends.

“T'd sit on the poreh when my mother was so ill,”
Marie said, “and people would come by and ask me,
was I going to be a nurse like my mother, and I'd
say, ‘Hell no! That's the last thing I want to bel’l
really did not want to be a nurse. No way, no how.
I wanted to go work on the railroad.”

Marie did briefly work at the railroad. She put
on a pair of overalls, blue shirt, packed a lunch bag,
and went to work at the roundhouse in Pocatello—
and loved it. “1 loved to come home with my greasy
hands and use my Lava soap.” But Marie’s mother
died, and she knew nursing would be the quickest
way for her to get money to support her brothers
and sisters. During her nurse’s training, she did a
six-week stint in Alaska, going by dogsled from vil-
lage to village to deliver Eskimo babies.

Marie's first real crush began when she was a jun-
ior in high school, on Ann. Ann was straight and un-
married her entire life, and they kept up their
friendship for over 40 years, until Ann’s death in 1977.

Marie: “Ann was my first. Ann to me was the
lady. I put her coat on for her, I walked on her left,
I opened the door for her, T treated her to all these
things. I think when I see the show Fried Green To-
matoes, my relationship with Ann reminds me of
this girl and her relationship with her friend. It
really brings back the memories. I think Ann
could’'ve told me, ‘Jump in the lake,’ and T would've
jumped. . . . When I went in the Army, if she was
anyplace close, I would visit her. . . . Ann a lot of
times would say to me, ‘Marie, I'll meet you af the
courthouse. 1 want you to . . ." She'd tell me what to
wear and I'd wear it. She’s the only one who could
get away with that.”

Around 1940, when she was 19, Marie went to
San Francisco with Ann. While Ann attended to fam-
ily business, Marie went to have a drink in a bar.

“So, she said, ‘Why sit here? I've got an apart-
ment just a couple of three blocks down. You might
as well come and relax and rest there.” So I said,
‘Well, I'm tired of the bar. I'll go.’

“So we get up there, and she says, ‘Make your-
self comfortable.” Well, I'm comfortable, in my
boots and things. I'm not used to being any more
comfortable than that. So, I'm sitting there at the
table, and then she puts her arm around me. And,
I'm not a person that touched a person. Anyway,
the next thing you know, she picks me up! And
she's a big gal. And at that time I didn’t weigh any
more than about 120 pounds.

“She grabs my shirt and she says a whole
bunch of things to me. And she said, ‘Don’t give me
that old erap! Don't sit here and tell me you don't
know what I'm about.’ And I said, ‘I just thought
you were a friend who invited me up here.’ She
said, ‘Oh, that's a bunch of . . " Man, she really hit
me hard. It's a wonder she didn’t knock me out.
But I got away from her, and really run, back to
the apartment. And 1 was black and blue all over.
In fact, it took me three whole days to really move.
... When Ann come in, she said, ‘My Lord, what
happened to you? I said, ‘Well, my cowboy boots
got caught on a step, and I fell down the whole
damn steps.”

Pearl Harbor intervened, and in 1944 Marie
joined the Army as a second lieutenant. She would
go to the rifle range with the men, and could as-
semble an M-1 rifle blindfolded. She played soft-
ball with the WACS when off-duty. One time,
when she was home on leave, she visited a man
she knew who had a wonderful vacation cabin. Dr.
Dean was sort of a father figure to her.

Marie: “We became real good friends. Dr. Dean
says to me, ‘I know you want to go skiing. But I've
got a favor to ask you. . . . You know Ernest
Hemingway? Hemingway at that time had built
this place in Ketchum, Idaho, which was only about
a mile and a half from where Dr. Dean’s cabin was.

“I said, ‘Oh, yeah, I've read his books.’

“He said, ‘Well, he’s up there and he wants to
go after a bighorn sheep.’

“1 said, ‘He's going to kill a bighorn?

“He said, “Yeah, he wants it for a trophy.” |
didn’'t say anything. And he said, “The man who
was to be his guide didn’t show up. Will you take
him on up into the Sawtooth and be his guide?’

“I said, ‘Golly.’

| don’t think we were cowards. | just don’t think we had any choice back then.”

Marie: “I wore a good-lookin” Western shirt, 1
had cowboy boots, I had a good-looking pair of
Western pants on and my wide Western belt. And I
thought, ‘Boy, I'm a good-lookin’ Westerner.”. . . So
I'm sitting in this bar, and along comes this—I
guess what they call today—a diesel dyke. Anyway,
she sat down and talked to me. And I'm a friendly
person, | talk to everybody. And she asked where |
was and what 1 did. and a whole bunch of ques-
tions, which T answered.

“He said, ‘You aren’t scared of him, are you?'

“I said, ‘Oh, hell no. I'm not scared of him. It's
just the idea of shooting a bighorn.”. . . Well, Dr.
Dean had done a lot of things for me, so I thought,
‘Well, I guess that little favor I'll do,’ though I had
no use for people who killed things for trophies.

“So, anyway, | went up and I put on my boots,
and my special gear for mountain climbing. And |
put on my pack. And here comes this guy. And he
said, “You want to see my guns?' 1 think [ wasted
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45 minutes looking at the stocks of his rifles,
which were hand-carved. T don't think, even
to this day, have I seen such beautiful hand-
carved stocks for guns. So he asked me what
to take, and he had every gun there, I said,
‘Well, take a thirty-aught-six.’

“And he said, ‘Aren't you going to take a gun?'

“1 said, “You're going to shoot the bighorn,
not me.’

“So, I'm glad he’s dead and God rest his
soul, but T took him the opposite direction
where any bighorn would be. I don’t believe
he ever did get a bighorn.”

After World War 11 was over, Marie came
back from Japan and was assigned to work at
the Army prison ward and the psychiatry
ward at Fort Hood, where she often stood up
for humane treatment for the men in prison.

Marie's first “friend” was Kathy, a native
Texan, and they lived together off the post at
Fort Hood. Although the words weren't spo-
ken, it was at Fort Hood that Marie knew she
was a lesbian. She said to herself, “Yeah. This
is where I belong. It was a group of these girls
that were very fond of each other. But you
couldn’t express it. You're in the Army. You
don’t breathe it. . . . I don’t think we were
cowards. I just don’t think we had any choice
back then.” But, even though she and Kathy
lived together, they didn't have a sexual rela-
tionship. “I knew, but didn’t know what to
do,” she recalls.

Marie was transferred to El Paso and hung
out with a Native American woman, Flattary.

Marie: “Flattary and I had a good time, as
friends. She and I bowled on the bowling
team, and chased around together. Then,
Flattary disappeared for about three days. I
said, ‘Flattary, my God, have you been in the
hospital sick? What's happened to you? She
said, ‘T have been through three days of tor-
ture. Someone has said I am homosexual. |
have been grilled worse than anybody ever
could’ve been grilled in the FBI. They kept
me under lights. They questioned me. They
threatened me. I'll never live through what
they've done to me.” And, I'll never under-
stand why they took her and they didn’t take
me. ['ll never know. But you know, she got
orders, and I never did hear from her again.”

Marie left the Army to finish her nursing
education, and moved to Houston. In her
spare time she souped up her sports cars, and
even won some money racing them. One day
she went down to the nearby magazine rack
for her Road & Track. 1t wasn't there, and
she chewed out the woman responsible. “1
told her, ‘T go to school, and 1 work, and I've
been here three times, and all [ want is a
Road & Track, why isn't it here? She says,
‘Uh, I-I-I-T'll be back on Wednesday, and I'll
see that you get it." I said, ‘I'll appreciate it.” —
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ﬂ:\ Two days later, I come back
to my apartment. And under

my door must've been every damn

sports car magazine that existed.”

That was the beginning of her rela-
tionship with Sarah. They moved in to-
gether, at Sarah’s insistence, even
before they became lovers. Sarah died
in October of 1987. “If she’d lived until
April, we'd have been together 30
years,” Marie said. “We had a very good
life together, a very good life together.
She was a very hard worker, and she
put up with a lot of crap from me, be-
lieve it. She really did.”

During Sarah’s long illness, Marie
sometimes got only four hours’ sleep be-
tween working and caretaking. After
Sarah’s death, Marie lived “like a
monk,” only deing things with straight
friends, for years. She finally volun-
teered to help at a hospice, and met a
number of gay men with AIDS who
made her laugh again. Marie was 73,
had never said the word “lesbian,”
never been in a gay bar or bookstore,
when she ran into a lesbian couple
there. “I was trying to go home and I
don't know., something turned me
around. I walked in and sat down with
the two women. And I told them about
Sarah and me.”

The two women told her about Les-
bians Over Age Fifty (LOAF), which
opened up a new world of leshian
friends, books, movies, and music for
Marie. She calls it simply “a salvation.”

Marie: “I love LOAF. . . . The
people that I worked with at the hos-
pital supported me with Sarah. But
it's a different kind of support. I went
to LOAF to talk to people who would
understand and know what I had
been through. People whao I could sit
down and talk to, about Sarah and
our life together, the crazy things we
did, the crazy things we didn’t do, the
problems we had, the problems we
didn’t have. And, it was just . . . to
have somebody you could talk to. I
was s0 happy.”

Marie was honored a few years ago
for founding the neuro nurse unit at
Methodist Hospital, where she worked
for 36 years.

Marie: “My conclusion is—and I've
thought of this many times—when I
sat on the steps and people would ask
me was | going to be a nurse like my
mother, and I'd say, ‘Hell no, that’s the
last thing I'm going to be!’ It was the
last thing I was!” She laughs. ll
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w long has Fran Eaton known she
was gay? “Since I was born! I can re-
member going to movies with little

girls and putting my arm around ‘em, you
know, and trying to neck with them. In the
movies! You know, never even thinking it was
unuszual! But, no, I always knew 1 was gay. It
never crossed my mind to be anything else.”
Fran would roughhouse with the little
boys. And never wanted a doll. “Used to break
my mother’s heart. What did I want for
Christmas? Chaps. Guns. Soldiers. You know,
all that neat stuff. And I got it every Christ-

mas. But somebody always threw a doll in.
One of my grandmothers was a fantastic seam-
stress, and she'd sew all these frou-frou little
dresses and little lace things. I wouldn’t wear
‘em. Well, I'd have to wear 'em to school be-
cause you couldn’t wear pants and all that to
school then. But as long as I can remember,
there was never a question in my mind. Every-
body in my family knows. Forever. I've always
taken my lovers home. We slept in the same
bedroom, same bed; they never said, ‘Do you
want this bed? It's easier, you know, you don’t
have to play games.”
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Born in Dallas in 1930, Fran was the old-
est of three sisters. Her mother was certainly
quirky. The kids would go off to school, and
their mother would decide to move; they'd
come home from school to find that all the
contents of their house would have been
moved to another location. Sometimes this
would happen every few months. “There was
nothing stable about my mother—ever,” Fran
said. “She was like a child.” Fran’s father was
an accountant by day and a jazz musician by
night. Having been dragged along as a small
child to many of his gigs, Fran reflects that
Jjazz music was probably her church. She wor-
shipped her father, even as she was scared to
death of his temper.

Fran hated school. She got a job pulling
stock at a dime store, and would go down to
the gay bar a few blocks away for a beer. In
1946, at age 16, with her hair cut like a man,
she ran away with some gay people she met
there. She came back after a year of traveling
with this rough crowd, and promptly was ar-
rested while visiting a friend who was in jail
for being a prostitute . . . something about
being an accessory to the crime. Her father
finally put Fran in a Catholic school to
“straighten her out.” This was successful in
only one sense of the word.

At age 22, Fran was involved with a
woman whose family found out about it. “T
thought they were going to have me quar-
tered and drawn, and tarred and feathered.”
Fran decided that maybe she'd do best to
leave town for a little while, and left for Chi-
cago with “two queens, a small suitcase, and
$63." Before she left, she went to see a psy-
chiatrist about “that little problem with that
young lady.” He didn't try to change her ori-
entation, just suggested she find a career that
would be long-lasting and enable her to sup-
port herself and another person.

So Fran decided to go into retail and be-
came a clothing buyer for a department store.
She enjoyed the travel, general acceptance in
the industry, and, she admits, got a little
spoiled from spending five or six million dol-
lars of somebody else’s money. “Like, you
know, ‘That looks good!” ‘Write that up!” ‘Buy
that!" I did well.”

Fran had a lover for 12 years, then an-
other for 10, while in Chicago. Then Fran had
an assistant, Barbara, in Chicago whom she
liked, but who left and went to Houston.
They'd run into each other in different cities
on retail business, have dinner, and that was
about it. “Then in about 1973, I ran into her
in California and it just clicked. And all of a
sudden we became traveling lovers. I had a
lover in Chicago, one who had been married,
had three children. Barbara had her lover in
Houston. So we just decided we'd be traveling

lovers. It was fun!” Finally, Fran couldn’t
handle the distance, and in 1975 moved to
Houston to be with Barbara. After managing
stores for Joske’s and Battelstein’s, she quit
retail. On her 50th birthday Fran started her
own business. That was 20 vears ago, and she
still runs it, managing a crew of six people
who clean houses for new construction.

Fran and Barbara were together for 20
vears, and did the usual things—dinner with
friends, movies,
remodeling the
house. One night
Barbara went to
bed saying she
didn't feel right.
That night, she
died of a heart at-
tack. Fran was re-
ally mad at her for
leaving her like
that, That was
seven years ago.
Fran is still work-
ing through her
loss. “I think it's a
thing of, you learn
how to live without
somebody, but you
never get over
missing 'em. It still
hurts a little, but
not like it did.” She
put Barbara’s ashes
out in their yard, by
the lemon tree. Af-
ter her lover’s
death, Fran found out about LOAF, and also
joined AssistHers.

Betrayal: Fran tells
the story of her gay uncle Bob

Fran had a gay uncle who lived in Dallas.
They weren’t terribly close, but she got to
know him better when she moved from Chi-
cago to Houston; he'd stop by for a drink when
he came to town for the holidays. Uncle Bob
and his lover Jim were together for 47 years.

“After Bob had a stroke, he was able to
walk and things. [But he| couldn’t talk. Two
years after Bob's stroke, Jim, his lover, who
was 10 years older, had a heart attack and
died. And I said, ‘Barbara, I really should go,
just for Bob, as a support person.’ So I went to
Dallas, and went over to the house. And it was
unbelievable filth that they were living in.
Because, 1 guess Jim was so old and he was
senile. He was in his 80s. And my uncle
couldn’t do anything. Oh, God. I cleaned the
whole day. Because I'm a clean freak. It was
very involved because he had no control of his
bladder or anything else. So they were getting

him dressed to go to the funeral. @

And I got over there, and they'd just

got him dressed and he had a bowel move-
ment, and it was all on his shoes and every-
thing. Well, they just let him sit there, because
they went out to buy rubber gloves and all this
stuff. For God's sakes! So I went in, cleaned him
up, and got him ready. And then none of them
would ride in the limousine they sent over.

And he and [ rode by ourselves to the funeral.

1 can remember going to movies with
little girls and putting my arm around
‘em, you know, and trying to neck
with them. In the movies! You know,
never even thinking it was unusual!”

“Jim’s two sisters were very devout
Catholics. After the funeral, they didn't invite
us to the house of the sister that lived there.
So he and I went back to the house and my
stepfather was there. And some friends of
theirs came over and brought some food. 1
went back over the next morning, my stepfa-
ther and I, just to talk to him, see what was
going to happen. And one of the sisters and
her husbhand were there, and they evicted
him from the house. They took everything
from that man.

“So I inherited him. And I said, ‘No, he
can’t leave now. [ have to make everything
ready for him. It'll take me at least a week.’
So, that weekend, Barbara and 1 flew up.
Because the only thing he got out of the deal,
Bob had an old Cadillac. That was the only
thing in his name in the whole house. About
six months before, Jim, his lover. had signed
everything over to his sisters. Jim had told
me, ‘I just hope I did the right thing." Jim and
Bob had CDs, they had money, and they had
invested stuff, and they had the house that
was paid for, and Jim had signed everything
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over to the sisters, because a

sister had convinced him that
if he died and Bob couldn’t take care
of everything, then they could. So they
really did.

“I'm still mad at them! I wrote 'em a
10-page letter, but Barbara wouldn't let
me mail it. Oh, I just went into a tirade!
So, anyway, we drove him back to Hous-
ton. And he came and lived with Barbara
and I for about four months. But, he
needed too much supervision and I
couldn’t handle it. He couldn't talk, but he
understood everything. I'm sure it was
frustrating for him. So, anyway, I put him
in a nursing home which wasn't too far,
and then again [ felt guilty about that.

“So I went and got him every weekend
for about three years. And it was just
wearing me out. All weekend with him,
and then Barbara got to where she'd say,
‘God, can't we have any time alone?!’ You
know, ‘You're taking better care of him
than you are of me’ type thing. And my
blood pressure must've gone up to 290
over 100,000, whatever it was.

“ moved him to another nursing home
because there was a gay woman there
who had run the one we first put him in.
And her assistant and also the adminis-
trator, they were all gay. Bob was helpful.
He'd run around the hall and help people.
He couldn’t talk, but he'd ‘Huhmmh." He
was pretty wild, too; he was fun. And he
died two years ago. I'm sorry we couldn’t
have found a gay nursing home for him,
because he would've liked that.

“The admission girl was gay, and cuter
than hell. And it's a terrible story to tell,
but she called one afternoon and she said,
‘Fran? You've got to talk to Bob." I said,
‘What happened?” She said, ‘Well, I was
sitting in my office and all of a sudden the
head nurse came running in and said,
‘Lily, get out in the hall quick! Come
here!™ There was an emergency, all right.
Uncle Bob and another fellow were en-
gaging in oral sex right there in the hall!

“God! He didn’t forget how to do it,
hell no! So I had to go talk to him and all
the nurses, like he was in grade school! So
| said, ‘Now, Bob, I don't want you to do
anything like that again. It's all right if
you go to your room.” Because, even the
nurses said, “You know, in the privacy of
his room with the consent of the other per-
son, it's okay." But not out in the hall.
When he could talk, Bob told jokes every
minute. He was always lively. | have his
ashes in there. Someday I'll take 'em back
to Dallas, back to the house they'd lived in
all those 47 years.” ll
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etty Rudnick was a woman with a

big laugh, a big heart . . . and a
weakness for women in uniforms. It
was 1941, “I was afire to join the

Army. And I wasn’t even old enough to give
blood to the Red Cross. The Army didn't have
anything for 17-year-old girls,” recalled Betty.
“Actually, even at that time, what I thought 1
would like to do was be a lawyer. But, num-
ber one, women weren't being that readily ad-
mitted to schools of law. And number two,
there wasn't any money.”

Betty learned about a bill in Congress to

let nursing students go to school for free, af-
ter which they could go into the Army, and
she thought, “Aha!” Although she had no in-
terest in nursing “whatsoever,” she saw this
as a way to get into the Army. So she wrote to
the dean of the School of Nursing in
Galveston and was ready to go when the bill

was passed. And what does she recall of her
three years in nursing school? “The Cadet
Nurse Corps had a uniform,” she laughed. “It
had a little Montgomery tam with some pip-
ing, a particular cross on it, and an overcoat
and a gray suit. . . . And, I was very fond of
the association with all of these other girls.”

By the time she graduated in 1946, they
were demobilizing the Army Nurse Corps, so
she never made it to the Army. But Betty
eventually became dean of the School of
Nursing for the University of Texas, and at 37
was the youngest dean of a major school in
the country.

“And, so, after 1 graduated—oh, I almost
forgot. . . .” Thus begins the tale of her two-
year marriage. She had dated a pre-med stu-
dent at UT, After he went off to war, was
wounded, and returned, “we decided to get
married, which we did very quickly. And very
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E quickly after that happened, I had

the suspicion that it had been a
mistake. Living with him was not as much
fun as living with the girls in the dormitory.”
Things came to a head when Betty was sum-
moned out of the operating room for a phone
call from her husband, who was in West
Texas for a bar mitzvah. He had bought a
linen shop there on a whim, and he told her
she should quit nursing school and come
there to help him with it. “T decided this
whole thing was ridiculous. I didn’t like any-
thing about it.” So the marriage ended.

After she graduated from nursing school,
it was while working at St. Joseph’s in Hous-
ton that she met Sammie, who was finishing

Betty be-
came dean
of the UT
School of
Nursing,
and at 37
was the
youngest
dean of a
major
school in
the country.

up her nursing school training. After a while,
the two became lovers and moved to Amarillo
together, then returned to Houston to both
work at Hermann Hospital.

After they had been together about five
years, Sammie fell in love with a patient, a
fellow who had been injured in the rodeo. Af-
ter Sammie married him, Betty went to a
psychiatrist. “I decided this was not any kind
of life. It was obviously unacceptable. If a per-
son had ambition, they were not going to get
anyplace with this lifestyle. The psychiatrist
said, ‘What did you plan to do instead?"” She
laughs. “I recall that question, and I said,
‘Well, there aren’t too many options, are
there? You can be celibate, or . . . So, at that
point, for a time, 1 dated men.”

Betty had grown up in Houston, the
youngest of four sisters. One of her uncles
owned the Heights Theater, and another rela-
tive owned Lewis & Coker Grocery. Betty
grew up in a household where her mother
was quite active. In 1917, when a New York

organizer came to Houston to organize the

first chapter of Hadassah, the women’s Zion-

ist organization, Betty's mother became a

charter member, and eventually served as

president of the whole region.

Betty, however, was the first one in her
family to graduate from college. When she de-
cided she wanted to get a master’s, she packed
up her little Chevrolet and went to New York,
since at that time you couldn’t get a master’s
in nursing in Texas. She worked at hospitals
and attended Columbia, finishing her M.A. in
19586, going on to ace the admission exam for
the doctoral program, doing “better than any-
body had practically ever done.”

While back in Houston, Betty convinced a
woman she'd met to ride along with her
to New York, and then “one thing led to
another.” Betty and Cass were together
for the next few years, with both en-
rolled in graduate programs in New
York City. But, Cass started drinking
excessively, and dropped out and re-
turned to Texas, to Galveston. Betty
finished up her doctorate, and moved to
Galveston, where she became dean of
the University of Texas Medical
Branch’s School of Nursing. At the
time, 1963, she had the first earned
doctorate in nursing in the state of
Texas. She and Cass were reunited, but
things were rocky; Betty didn’t know
how to handle her partner’s alcoholism,
and the relationship ultimately ended.

Betty, in attempting to strengthen
the nursing program in Galveston, ran
up against a big adversary. The presi-
dent of UTMB, Truman Blocker, was a
huge fellow about 6-foot-6 and 300

pounds. He wanted control of the nursing
program, and there were turf wars, none of
which was benefiting the nursing students or
the program. “One day I decided it just wasn’t
worth it all, and I resigned. And most of the
faculty resigned with me.” As we will see
later in the story, Blocker did not forget Betty.

Two Women,
a Bank Robbery, and the FBI

After holding down nursing jobs in Hous-
ton and Louisiana, Betty got a call from the
dean at the University of Kentucky, and
moved there to be an assistant dean for medi-
cal surgical nursing. While living in Lexing-
ton, Betty helped start a women’s group in
1974 that met in people’s houses and went on
to start a rape crisis line.

Two of the women who started coming
were new in town, having been honor stu-
dents at Brandeis University in Boston. One
became a baker at a health food store near
the university; the other one, according to

Betty, was “this funny-looking kid.” The
“funny-looking” one wanted to start a
women's self-defense course. “At my house,
okay?! I had a house with a yard, and she
would teach people how to fall.”

“So one day she called and needed $100.
Her mother was sick, and could I lend her
$100?” The woman said it needed to be in
cash. “I gave her the $100 and went on about
my business. And soon one of my friends came
into the faculty lunchroom and said, ‘Have you
seen this week’s T¥me magazine? Doesn't this
look like that funny kid that’s been following
you around for the last six months? I said, ‘It
does seem to resemble her, . . .”

So there in Time magazine were pictures of
these two women from Brandeis, appearing on
the FBI's Ten Most Wanted list! Betty called
up a friend who was in the women’s group and
happened to be a top director for the Girl
Scouts, and asked her if she'd seen the Time
article. “She said, ‘I have, and I think it would
be a good idea if we didn’t make contact for a
while.” Betty answered, “Gotcha.”

Within a day or so, sure enough, the FBI
(the “federal fuzz,” as she called them) ap-
peared at her office, wanting to know all
about the young women. Although she had
researched the law, and knew she wasn’t re-
quired to answer, nonetheless, “with great
courage and bravery, I told him everything I
knew, hoped to know, ever would know.”

It came out later that these women
wanted to “take back the streets for
women.” However, they got mixed up with a
couple of ex-offenders who had their own
ideas of how to achieve social change, re-
called Betty. “These fellas met these young
women, and they told them, ‘If you are go-
ing to take back the streets, you are going
to need money. And you are going to need
armaments.” And so the ex-offenders
planned these robberies from armories, and
then a bank. And, in the robbery of the
bank, they killed a guard.” The two young
women had driven the getaway car.

The FBI assigned an agent to keep tabs
on Betty from that point on, for 11 years.
“They would call me and say, ‘Have you heard
from so-and-so? No, I hadn't heard. Hadn't
hoped to hear.”

Susan Saxe was picked up on the streets
of Philadelphia in March 1975. Katherine
Powers made her way to Oregon and ran a
couple of restaurants. A former winner of the
Betty Crocker Homemaker Award for Sewing,
Powers eluded the FBI for 23 years before
turning herself in.

(Historical note: During this period in 1975,
the FBI was intercepting phone calls and mail
and generally intimidating leftists and lesbians

continued on page 92

76 MARCH 2001 QutSmart

e



Birry Proeeres, Inc.
223 WeEsTHEMER
Hovston, TX 77000

MicCHaEL

S
PLUMBING

Women-Owned & Operated
Plumbing Service Since 1985

» Residential = Commercial
= New Construction

* Repairs & Remodeling

= Building Maintenance

Amelia Reed
License #J-28064

Call 713/698-5012 (pagen
713/939-1552  Hours: Mon-Saf. )

.

"To live ,oyfu"y is to live in hope.”
—Judith Bruder

Human beings can survive
almost any circumstance
except the complete loss

of hape. Fortunately, hope
is a very resilient quality.

Best of all, hope

is o renewable quality.
Rebecca L. Ingalls, M.S, LP.C.
Counselor/Mediotor/Psychotherapist
Individual/Group/Family Counseling
Parenting Classes & LP.C. Supervision
Rebecca L. Ingalls, M.S., L.P.C.
713.721.9343

By oppaintment only + Sliding Scole Availoble

92 MARCH 200 OutSmart

-

Betty Hudmck

Qi r||'l i pag

in Lexington. Unlike Betty, six people refused
to testify, and were arrested, held, and mis-
treated [as chronicled by Jim Sears in Rebels,
Rubvfruit and Rhinestones: Queering Space in
the Stonewall South, to be published June
2001 by Rutgers University Press|. Lesbians
around the country feared that the FBI could
come knocking on their doors at any time dur-
ing this period, as the FBI used the fugitive
situation as a cover to go on a “fishing expedi-
tion” in lesbian communities.

The shadow of the FBI persisted in
Betty's life. In January 1986, when Betty was
teaching at Texas Woman’'s University in
Houston, President Reagan was coming to
NASA to make a speech commemorating the
crew members who died in the Challenger
explosion. The day of the visit, Betty received
a call from the FBI asking her what she was

planning to do that day. “Well, I said, ‘I had

in mind to go to work and teach a couple of

‘Well,
for vou to go to work, and for you to stay at
the Texas Woman’s University until we call

classes.” And they said, we would like

you and tell you that President Reagan has
returned to Washington.”

The president could rest assured that he
was safe from any threat from Betty Rudnick,
thanks to the diligence of the FBI.

That was Betty's last contact with the FBIL
“When I retired, they retired my agent, |
think. I have not heard any more from them.”

After nine years in Kentucky, Betty came
back to Texas to be closer to her mother,
spending six years as dean at TW.U.s
Denton branch and four more vears teaching
and advising graduate students at their
Houston branch, finally retiring after 42
years of nursing in 1987,
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During her career, Betty basically never
identified herself as a leshian to any co-work-
ers or supervisors. There was one instance
when her old nemesis, Truman Blocker, had
told a member of the board of regents that
Betty had made physical advances to same-
sex students, and therefore should not be
appointed dean of the Texas Woman's Univer-
sity School of Nursing. Betty got advice from
friends, and from high-profile Houston attor-
ney Percy Foreman, who referred her to a
Dallas attorney. When he asked what kind of
evidence they had, Betty said, “They can’t
have any evidence because it did not occur.”
When Betty went to the board meeting, “I
approached the [member of]| the regents,
[asking| ‘What kind of evidence did Dr.
Truman Blocker offer you, that this was so?”

“None.

“The president called me at the end of
their board meeting that night, when every-
body got back to Denton from Dallas and
said, ‘It’s over." And it was over. And life pro-
ceeded from there.”

When asked about her view of butch/
femme, Betty said she really didn’t see her
world divided up that way, and mostly knew
about it from reading books. Most of the
women she knew were more androgynous.
She thought of a couple in LOAF, and said,
“Well, I guess if forced to it, then you'd say
that J. was the femme . . . but not very
femme,” she said, laughing. “Tell you the
truth, I think it’s silly. And I think it's silly in
this way, that people who feel ugly about les-
bians always come to this question of who is
playing the role of the man and who is play-
ing the role of the woman. And I think that’s
silly. But,
my partner cooked. And I've never been all

in the house, I cooked as often as

that good with the hammer and the screw-
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driver.” She laughs again. “So it hasn't really
been a part of my life.”

During her working life, most of Betty’s
activism revolved around taking stands in
the field of nursing. But after her retirement
in 1987, Betty became an active volunteer for
liberal political causes, for the Houston Area
Women’s Center Hotline for
Women, and for LOAF.

Betty's health began to fail in 1999, She
had a horror of winding up in a nursing

Battered

home, so for the last months of her life, a sup-
port network of friends, along with hospice
and 24-hour aides, made it possible for Betty
to stay in her home. After her death in Janu-
ary 2000, her friend Arden Eversmeyer re-
called that Betty's
her in the ground without any public ac-
knowledgment, not even a prayer. She w
Betty had always

family “was going to put

/A8 an
embarrassment to them.”
threatened that she
her funeral.

was going to come out at

So the lesbian community planned the
funeral, with support from one of Betty's sis-
ters. Recalled Arden, “The Jewish commu-
nity filled up one side of the chapel, and the
lesbian eommunity filled up the other. We
talked about her
and her lifelong commitment to women.

activism in the community

Annise Parker gave a wonderful talk. . . .
Without using the L word, we did in effect

out Betty Rudnick, and honor her years of

activism.” Her friends still chuckle at their
memories of her, and what they call their
“Betty stories.” Hl

Pokey Anderson’s activism in Houston stretches
back over 25 years, including co-founding the
Gay [ Lesbian Political Caucus, co-hosting the
Breakthrough show, and managing Inklings
Bookshop for nearly a decade. Pokey is now an
independent financial planner in Houston.

carpenter and occupational
therapist. Now ...

She Wants to Be

e - Sl .
j Rzmember‘ Cher‘r‘y? Founder' of
! Hazelwitch Productions, co-host of |
g KPFT's 'Breakthrough’ D. J., i

YOUR Realtor !

A unique perspective for a unique

¢ home -- yours.
Cherry Wolfarth

j @ Prudential

| GARY GREENE, REALTORS®
| office: 713-686-5454 E
§ pager: 281-625-3711 ;

Services, Inc.

Q@E « Income Tax Service
+ Past Due Returns
@Qu * Qut-of-State Returns
@Qa « Estate & Trust Returns
« Business Bookkeeping
* Business Tax RKeturns
« Notary Public

(713) 522-9000

Fax: (713) 5266588
2615 Montrose Blvd. * Houston, TX 77006

Specializing in
Personality-Guided
Therapy

...because every
person is unigue

I'd Be Glad To Help You
e Build Self-Esteem
¢ Improve Relationships
s Overcome
- Stress and Fears
- Depression * >

DEBORAH DENSON, LMSW-ACP
* Licensed Master of Social Work
» Advanced Clinical Practitioner

3000 Weslayan Suite 345 « 713-850-7225

Rolfing Structural Integration is a
method of deep manipulation of
the body's connective tissues. It
is designed to create more ease
and balance, relieve chronic pain,
and improve body function and
self-awareness.

Free Consultations.

Craig Ellis

Certified Rolfer
713.320.7481

www.jump.net/~rolfer59

Zebra's
Cabiaviet £

Fouwse
559-3349

S wzanne sk

A Premiere
Cleaning Service
since 1989,

e Family owned and operated

e Move in-out

e Travel in team with supervisor

o Weekly-bi-monthly-one-time

e Specialists in detail cleaning

e Packing or unpacking for relocating
e Bonded for your protection

YOU OWE YOURSELF
A PROFESSIONAL
HOME CLEANING SERVICE

Free estimate by phone

713-895-2766

NEED HELP DRESSING?

Jewel’s
Crossdressers Boutique

2404 Taft @ Fairview
Houston,TX 77006
713.523.3557
e-mail: txjewel@hotfmail.com

Featuring...

Dress sessions (PRIVATE)
Makeovers
Large size shoes
Wigs * Storage
Alterations
.....and more

OutSmart MARCH 2001 93



