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STEPS IN TIME

With Rita Wanstrom
and Phil Johnson

Article and Photographs
by Carl Davis

“The only way we'll have real pride is when we demand recognition of a culture that isn't
just sexual. It's all there—all through history we've been there; but we have to claim it, and
identify who was in it, and articulate what’s in our minds and hearts and all our creative
contributions to this earth. And until we do that, and until we organize ourselves block by
neighborhood by city by state into a visible community that fights back, we're doomed. That’s

how | want to be defined: as one of the men who fought the war.”
—Ned Weeks in The Normal Heart, by Larry Kramer

Rita Wanstrom and Phil Johnson are
much like two generals taking a break
from their respective battlefields, fight-
ing on different fronts but for the same
side. Upon meeting for the first time,
having known each other only by reputa-
tion, they accord mutual respect and
deference. And as they swap war stor-
ies, as their historic footnotes inter-
mingle and overlap, they develop an
easy rapport. By the end of the after-
noon when they suggest posing for the
cover photo dancing the Cotton-Eyed
Joe, they good-naturedly bicker over
who will lead; and their laughter is long
and loud and real.

Indeed, their conversation through-
out the afternoon has been punctuated
by laughter. Their time in the trenches
may have left some invisible scars, but
has left their senses of humor mercifully
intact; and if their handsome faces are
somewhat lined, well, they boast at least
as many laugh lines as worry lines.

Phil, 61, lives in Dallas.

Rita is 62 and is a Houstonian.

Rita Wanstrom secured the first char-
ter for a homosexual organization in
Texas in 1968...The Texas Homophile
Educational Movement (THEM).

“My lawyer took a personal interest

in getting us chartered. He'd had a good
friend in school who was gay, and the
two of them were constantly together.
But one night, for some reason, he
couldn’t be with him. And some bullies
killed his friend that night. | think he
always had a guilt complex about that,
and he always wanted to do something
forthe gay community, so he helped us
get our charter. Our emphasis was
always on education, on educating
straights as well as gays.”

On New Year's Eve in Dallas in 1964,
Phil Johnson founded the Circle of
Friends, one of the earliest gay organiza-
tions in the state. Originally, their
meetings were purely social, but even-
tually they became instrumental in
changing an archaic penal code,

“At that time,” he remembers, "“‘one
could be imprisoned for 15 years for
practicing sodomy. We went to the dean
of the University of Texas School of
Law, who was the head of the model
penal code of that day, and told him we
didn't think that sex acts between con-
senting adults in private should be
against the law. He agreed, and helped
change the ‘offense’ from afelony to a
misdemeanor. And the penalty was re-
duced to a $200 fine, with no imprison-
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ment. This was about 1969, a long time
before Don Baker and that crew came
glong....”

“And,” adds Rita, “alongtime before
Stonewall.”

Phil now owns and operates the Dal-
las Gay Historic Archives, an outgrowth
of the Circle of Friends. It is areference
library, a compilation of books, news-
paper articles, photographs, recordings,
all memorabilia of gay history.

“For centuries,” he says, “many peo-
ple, religious zealots for the most part,
have tried to obliterate our past. But
books,” he smiles, “have a way of outliv-
ing book-burners. Stories handed down
from the old to the young cannot be
destroyed if we refuse to allow it. We
must remember our past if we are to
have a future.”

He points out that Houston has its
own gay archives, and that Fort Worth,
too, will soon have a similar collection.
(Phil requests, incidentally, that anyone
with past issues of TWT, newspaper ar-
ticles, buttons, books, photos, efc.,
donate them to one of these archives.)

“You know,” Rita chuckles, “the first
gay organization here in Houston was
called the Tumblebugs.

“In 1967," she recalls, “l owned the
Roaring 60's Club on South Shepherd.
In those days it was a common occur-
rence on weekends for the police to go
into clubs and harass people, some-
times even arresting them on some
trumped-up charge. At that time, Hous-
ton had a city ordinance which stated
that no one could go out in public ‘in a
state of nudity or in clothing of the op-
posite sex.’ The first time they raided us
they took about 25 girls downtown, just
for wearing slacks and jeans. Then, two
days before New Year's Eve, the biggest
night in the bar business, they raided us
again. This time, | was there at the cash
register...and | cannot run a bar with a
purse over my arm and make change, so
| was wearing jeans. They arrested me.
But, rather than go pay the fine, | went
to see Percy Foreman instead. He had
a reputation for helping out the
underdog.

“| told Percy that | felt the city was

depriving me of my right to do business.
| had paid my taxes. | had all the right
licenses. But the city seemed to want
me shut down. He agreed to take our
case, for $2,500.

“We didn’t have that kind of money.
So | decided to get organized, to draw
people together in an effort to raise the
necessary funds. One day | was walk-
ing home and looked down and saw this
little tumblebug on its back, legs kick-
ing in the air, just waiting for someone
to set it rightside up. | thought about our
group as that little upside-down flailing
tumblebug, and of Percy Foreman as
the one who would set us aright....And
we became the Tumblebugs. We got
organized, put on drag shows to raise
money, asked for donations, and went
to court fourdifferent times to fight the
city ordinance.

“l remember going to a department
store and buying a new pair of jeans. |
asked the sales clerk her name and ad-
dress and phone number and | wrote
them on the sales slip. She wondered
why, and | told her about the city or-
dinance in Houston; and | told her that
if it was illegal for a woman to wear
jeans, then it must be illegal to sell
them. | still have those jeans, and that
sales slip. Percy was great—he sub-
poenaed all the fashion coordinators
from the biggest Houston stores—
Neiman-Marcus, Sakowitz, everybody,
for that trial.

“We really wanted the trial to take
place during Fat Stock Show week,” she
chortles, “so we could makes lots of
citizen's arrests!...Anyway, we finally
proved to the court that it was strictly
a case of harassment, because mine
was a known gay club. And that’'s when
this town finally began to open up.”

She looks out the window and sighs,
exhaling a stream of smoke.

“I've always been in the club business
and the construction business. Now, I'm
thinking about opening up another club.
You know, once it’s in your blood...."”

She wonders aloud whether there is
amarket in Houston for anon-alcoholic
club—a place with the relaxed commu-
nal atmosphere of a bar, but where non-
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drinkers would feel they belong, without
the pressures of the drinking crowd.

“I've always been grateful for the
bars,” says Phil, “even though | haven’t
always frequented them....They have,
through the years, at least provided a
place where our people could gather
and socialize.”

The question of ageism arises.

“l suppose it exists,” responds Phil,
“but surely less so than in previous
years. You know, | participated in Gay
Games Il, as the oldest of 520 swim-
mers, yet | was accepted by all as a
teammate. | believe, like Dr. Tom Wad-
dell, that gay athletes make positive gay
statements. | also wanted to show that

YMCA. It was a graceful 30’s deco
building with 13 floors, most of which
were residential. Many elderly men had
lived there for years, and unofficially it
was the old gay men'’s retirement home
of its day. Well, | easily made friends
with several of these older men and
found them very kind and loving. (Need
| say that ‘coming out’ in the 30s was
very painful?) But these gentle men, hav-
ing already traveled that painful road,
made my own coming out considerably
less painful. To them, I'll always be
grateful.

“It's unfortunate that, nowadays,
there’s not a place where young peo-
ple can go and meet older people who

one can be old-
er and still re-
main a strong,
well-trained
swimmer,
“When |
took my place
on the win-
ner's platform
and heard the
younger swim-
mers and the
crowd begin
chanting, ‘Phil,
Phil, Phil, Phil,’
it meant more
tome than the

will tell them,
‘Look, I've sur-
vived, and you
can too. We
have a lot to
offer young
people—the
mere fact that
we exist. And
we had it quite
a bit harder
than they do.
Conversely, |
know many el-
derly gay peo-
ple who have
retreated and

gold medal.

“While there in San Francisco, |
thought of myself as just another of
4,382 athletes who came from all over
the world to be in the games...until one
day while riding the BART, a young girl
offered me her seat and | thought, am
I that old...?

“When | was much younger,” he goes
on, “| often heard my peers refer to
elderly gay men as ‘old aunties.’ This
bothered me foracouple of reasons. For
one thing, if we (who were so proud of
our glowing youth) were cruel to these
older gentlemen, had we any right to ex-
pect better treatment when our own
time came? | do believe, you see, that
‘what goes around, comes around.’

“Also, in those days | was on the
swim team of the old Ervay Street

have become
virtual recluses. They're ashamed to go
out, they don’t have friends. But Rita and
| have great self-confidence, we're
strong. Our hardships made us tough.
Among our peers, those who got tough
survived; those who didn’t, well...many
of them committed suicide because
they couldn’t take the pressure any-
more, the religion-induced self-hatred.”

Rita agrees. “Young gay people today
just don’t realize what went on before,
and they need to be told. For instance,”
she laughs, “they need to know about
Franklin Kameny. He was from the Mat-
tachine Society, in Washington. And he
used to go around the White House,
stamping ‘Gay Is Good’ in the margins
of all the paper on bulletin boards and
such. Well, they caught him at it, but
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couldn’t really charge him with any-
thing. So they just told him he should
have used his own paper.

“And Franklin sacrificed a lot in sup-
port of gay causes. For years, he ate
nothing but hamburgers. | first met
Franklin in Chicago at the North Amer-
ican Council of Homophile Organiza-
tions. There were 268 delegates from all
over the country, and only six of us were
women. | made a statement on the floor
of the convention, that until we’re por-
trayed in the media—books, movies, tel-
evision, newspapers—as we truly are,
and elevate ourselves as the black man
has done, from a Stepinfetchit to a Sid-
ney Poitier, we would accomplish
nothing.”

As the subject of gay politics comes
up, Rita shifts in her chair and lights a
fresh cigarette.

“Remember,” she asks, “the ‘Gay
Rights' referendum? Well, the formative
meetings, for the first month or so, were
held in my home, because | was very
much for that. But when it came down
to the vote, the gay people of Houston
stayed in their homes...and that was
very disheartening to me. In fact, | clos-
ed down my bar and traveled for a year
or so. You know, we claim that in
Houston we have about 250,000 gay
people. | say ‘B.S....where are they?
Where are they when it comes time to
try to get something accomplished for
the common good? What good are sta-
tistics if we don’t use them? | was also
disappointed that the referendum was
treated like a political football, and
within our own community. The ego-
clashes! The in-fighting!...Instead of
everyone pulling together.”

“Do you remember,” Phil chimes in,
*in 1977, when Anita Bryant came to
Houston to speak to the American Bar
Association? | took off from work, took
achartered bus from Dallas to Houston
and marched in that protest parade,
then had one drink, got back on the bus,
went back to Dallas, and got about one
hour’s sleep before going back to work
the next day. And there were people in
Houston who didn’t even bother march-
ing in the parade! There should have
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been 30,000 people there! 60,000!"

“l remember that parade,” says Rita.
“Ray Hill and | led it. And | don’t mind
telling you, honey, we were squalling,
bawling, walking down Main Street,
hand-in-hand.”

Rita continues: “l helped organize
one of the first marches on Washington.
We wanted to establish aresource net-
work across the country; that was our
purpose. But ultimately, it just became
one big gay party, and our goals were
forgotten. You know, people will go out
and spend $10 on drinking at the bars,
but won't spend $2 in support of what
needs to happen. Consequently, many
of us have made considerable sacrifices
in support of gay rights, financial sac-
rifices and personal ones. (I had to
sacrifice arelationship in order to fight.)

“When | went to the convention in
Chicago, | went with the thought in mind
that we’d host the next one in Houston.
| gave a cocktail party to lobby the other
delegates. | spent my own money—to
get to Chicago, to stay at the hotel, to
underwrite the cost of the party—it was
a very expensive investment. The next
day | was paged on the floor of the con-
vention. | had an emergency phone call
from Houston. The vice-president of our
home organization had been picked up
in a raid on a tearoom at the Auditorium
Hotel. Now, how would that make you
feel? You've spent your own good time
and money to get to Chicago, you've
been fighting your balls off trying to do
some good for the community, and this
guy, who also represents what you rep-
resent, can't keep his mind off tricking.
That's irresponsible behavior, and in its
own way, also pathetic.”

What do they think it will take for the
gay community to become less apathet-
ic, more concentrated, more mobilized?

Rita responds immediately: “When
they start closing gay bars. When you're
denied your rights. If somebody was
knocking on this door, trying to close
it, people would be fighting to keep it
open. You know, we've got it pretty good
here. When | was traveling, | went to
Baton Rouge, to Mississippi, to Florida,
Oklahoma...and honey, that closet door

isn't just closed in a lot of places, it's
nailed shut. Well, | want to open those
doors. All the doors.”

“Three years ago, there was more par-
ticipation in events like the Gay Pride
Parade,” says Phil. “People were angry
and were fighting back more. But now,
we’ve got our bars, we're less hassled
by the police, we've gotten complacent.
But we must never, ever, feel that we're
home safe; because when things are
taken for granted, they may just be taken
away from you.”

The conversation drifts back to our
youth-and-beauty-oriented society. Has
it been difficult for the two of them,
growing older within a culture that
places a high premium on exterior
appearance?

“Perhaps a bit,” Phil responds gent-
ly. “But don’t you find that it’s often the
people who may not have terrific looks
who have beautiful qualities of soul and
spirit? They tend to give more. And,” he
adds with a twinkle, “they usually have
much more interesting stories to tell.”

At one point the inteviewer cites, as
an example of nature taking its inevi-
table toll, a diminished sexual urge.
Whereupon the two interviewees snap
to and strongly suggest that the inter-
viewer Speak Only For Himself, thank-
you-very-much. (After some lively
discussion, they will only concede that
Time has made them only “more selec-
tive,” but no less active.)

The interview concluded, Phil and
Rita shake hands warmly, chat briefly
about the Columbus Day March on
Washington, and wish each other good
luck, with promises to keep in touch,

They are quite a pair, these two sea-
soned veterans; survivors who continue
to fight the good fight, with no time for
bitterness or self-pity. In our culture,
they are our warriors and our cham-
pions, asking only that we do them
honor by taking up the fight for
ourselves.

That, after all, is what this particular
war is and has always been about: the
right to be ourselves.

Rita Wanstrom and Phil Johnson, we
salute you. W
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