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OBITUARY  nnnnnn  JESS ANDERSON,  MAY 17, 1935 – JAN. 24, 2021

IAN STEVEN (he/him) is an editorial and landscape photographer based in 
Madison, Wisconsin specializing in lifestyle, travel, and agricultural storytelling. 
He travels everywhere with a camera and light stand so he is always able to 
create his signature soulful moody lighting. After studying photojournalism 
at Western Kentucky University he moved back to Madison and lives with his 
macaw, beehive, and husband. Follow his work at iansteven.com.

JILL NAGLER (they/them/theirs;ze/hir/hirs) grew up in Prairie du Sac, Wisconsin 
but has lived in Madison for nearly 20 years. They are white, queer, trans, 
non-binary, disabled, and working class. Jill is serving their second term as 
President of the Board of Directors at OutReach where ze has brought a focus to 
issues of racial justice and representation in the LGBTQ+ community, including 
co-founding and facilitating Reading Antiracism: An OutReach Book Club that 
launched in September 2019. Ze is also a member of Disability Pride Madison, 
which has launched the Black and Disabled virtual showcase that features Black 
Disabled artists. 

VIRGINIA HARRISON (she/her) was born and raised in the Milwaukee area and 
moved to Madison after graduating from the UW and wanting to make this 
city her permanent home. She is happiest when she is in the woods but cannot 
wait until she gets to be indoors with loads of strangers—preferably dining 
on fabulous local food or sweating in a hot yoga studio. She makes the best 
of the rest of her life working as a “Bridge Builder” with LOV Inc., editing Our 
Lives, getting takeout, and going for long walks with her daughter Ellie, partner 
Melissa, and their fur babies on Madison’s east side.

JESS ANDERSON was born in 
Peoria, Illinois and had a fair-
ly typical Midwestern boy-
hood. Living through WWII, 
pulling his wagon around 
the neighborhood for rubber 
and scrap metal drives. In his 
mid-teens he began studying 

piano, which would have a profound impact on the course of his life.
Like everything Jess did, he put 100% into learning the piano and got 

up every morning at 4:00 so he could spend three hours practicing on 
the high school’s grand piano before starting school. He proceeded to 
the University of Illinois in Champaign-Urbana to study music. But his 
freshman year at Urbana, as he called it, was devastating for Jess due 
to the combination of a failed relationship with a boyfriend and a sour 
relationship with his major instructor. As fate would have it Jess had 
gotten a job writing computer programs to solve differential equations 
for a high-energy physics project and that project happened to be moving 
to the University of Wisconsin in Madison. Although Jess was a crack 
programmer and could churn out hundreds of accurate lines of Fortran 
every day, outside of work he was able to focus on his real passions, 
music and men. —Ed Wegert

Our full tribute to Jess appears on our website at ourliveswisconsin.com/
category/obituaries. n

WHEN IT RAINS, IT POURS
WHEN I WAS FINISHING this issue one year 
ago, the future looked bright. To be fair, it still 
does, albeit a bit farther down the road than 
originally planned. I had just announced our 
plans to expand statewide, and sales numbers 
were holding to forecast for the expansion 
timeline I had built. Then, COVID. It amazes 
me that as I sit here writing this, that we’ve 
now passed the one year mark of when life 
changed, and we all began sheltering in place. The economic hit 
of the pandemic decimated our budget and timeline, but we’ve 
continued to make progress. We finally were able to launch our 
new statewide website. Financial progress is being made towards 

the legal fees associated with 
structuring and establishing 
our nonprofit arm. But wow, 
has it been fatiguing.

When it came time to begin 
planning this issue, I felt it 
was perhaps more appropriate 
to use it as a time capsule 
of this moment. We’ve had 
a year of adapting our lives 
around not really leaving 
our homes, and experiencing 
intense isolation as a result. 
We’ve curated a list of 
notable community members 
sharing their experiences of 
stay-at-home, and hopefully 
the virtual community it 
fosters can give you a little 
stronger sense of connection 
to help push through these 
(hopefully) final months of 
the pandemic.

If only the pandemic was 
the only challenge we’ve had 
to face. Right now, we’re 
witnessing a coordinated 
effort by Republican 
lawmakers and anti-
transgender activists to further 
marginalize and exclude 
trans people. We’ve tried to 

tap into that zeitgeist and respond with defiance and conviction. 
You’ll see this in a number of articles and reports in this issue. 
From Emily Mills’ report on the legislation introduced on March 2 
to ban trans people from participating in sports that align with their 
gender identity, to the op-ed by Ankita Bharadwaj on the UW Law 
School’s abhorrent disregard for recognizing the difference between 
oppression and opposing views.

Storm clouds do pass. I find myself reminding myself of that 
regularly lately. And often, after they do, what’s left in their 
aftermath are vibrant rainbows. n

PUBLISHER’S NOTE  nnnnnn  PATRICK FARABAUGH
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ABOVE: Chef Dave Heide and his child, 
Ollie Joy, protesting the anti-transgender 
legisation behing introduced at the Capitol 
on March 2. BELOW: Our new website.
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BRINGING US TOGETHER TO CREATE A SPACE THAT ELEVATES ALL OF OUR SHARED COMMUNITY INTERSECTIONS.

WISCONSIN LEGISLATORS this week intro-
duced a bill at the Capitol that seeks to force 
schools to ban transgender and non-binary 
students from participating in sports accord-
ing to their gender identity.

The bill, misleadingly named “Protecting 
Women in Sports Act,” would impact public 
K-12 schools, independent charters, private 
choice institutions, the University of Wis-
consin System and technical colleges—and 
essentially prohibit transgender students from 
participating in organized sports unless the 
team was specifically designated as “co-ed.”

Introduced by Rep. Barbara Dittrich 
(R-Oconomowoc), the bill’s lead author, 
the bill closely aligns with almost identical 
legislation currently being pushed in dozens 
of state houses across the country. According 
to the ACLU, so far this year some 28 states 
have introduced legislation that would pro-
hibit transgender students from participating 
in sports. There are dozens of anti-LGBTQ 
bills now pending across the country, includ-
ing many that go so far as to seek to make it 
a felony to provide gender-affirming medical 
care to transgender youth.

Republicans introduced a bill on Tuesday, March 2, that would force schools to strictly regulate 
participation in sports based on “biological sex as assigned by a doctor at birth.”

  GENDER IDENTITY      LAWS & POLITICS      SPORTS      FALSE FLAGS  

Full Court Press

Written by Emily Mills.
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As in many cases, proponents of the bill 
are attempting to cast themselves as advo-
cates for women and girls, and opponents as 
somehow anti-woman, which Rep. Dittrich 
explicitly did during the March 2 press 
conference.

“I think if the governor really cares about 
women, he absolutely should advance this 
legislation and there should be no reason 
why it doesn’t go anywhere, unless he’s a 
sexist,” she said.

Randi Hagen, a Madison resident, trans-
gender woman, and hockey athlete, was 
clear in her rebuttal: “I am a woman, and 
this bill does not protect me. I am a woman, 
and this bill will harm me.”

At a small, pro-trans rally held outside 
the Capitol to counter the messages at the 

press conference, the 
message was unequiv-
ocal. Brian Juchems, 
Co-Executive Director 
of GSAFE, a state-
wide group that 
advocates for LGBTQ 
students, put it plainly: 
“Trans girls are girls. 
Trans boys are boys. 
Trans athletes benefit 
from participation in 
sports just in the same 
ways that cisgender 
students do, and they 
deserve to have that access and experience.”

“I was cautiously optimistic that we 
wouldn’t get bills like this in Wisconsin, 
knowing that we have a governor who 
would not stand for it,” said Fair Wisconsin 
Executive Direcor Megin McDonell, who 
is also the parent of a transgender teenager. 
“Obviously, there are people in the legisla-
ture who decided that this is their priority 
anyway, in spite of the pandemic and the 
fact that the bill will ultimately be defeated.”

McDonell points out that, just by intro-
ducing legislation like this, Republicans are 

further marginalizing and harming transgen-
der and non-binary people in the state.

“The impact on the trans community 
is terrible. It sends a terrible message that 
makes people feel unvalued, unloved, and 
unwelcome,” she said.

Hagen echoed that sentiment in an in-
terview later that day. “Bills like this make 
me think politicians like Rep. Dittrich are 
actively trying to harm people like me. [For] 
a younger trans woman trying to find a com-
munity, or trying to use sports as a healthy 
outlet, [these bills] are going to demonstra-

bly harm her.”
GSAFE and Fair Wisconsin worked 

together to organize the last-minute rally 
once news broke the day before about the 
bill. McDonell and Juchems say they’ll be 
doing outreach in the coming days to build 
a coalition of other LGBTQ and likeminded 
organizations and individuals to help stand 
up against the legislation and speak out in 
support of transgender youth.

Democrats in the legislature released a 
statement in opposition immediately follow-
ing the press conference. In a joint state-
ment from Reps. Marisabel Cabrera, Greta 
Neubauer, Mark Spreitzer, and Sen. Tim 
Carpenter, they said, “Today’s Republican 
attacks on transgender youth and children 
in Wisconsin continue a deeply disturbing 
trend of legislators seeking to limit the rights 
and opportunities of LGBTQ+ youth in their 

schools. All young people, 
including transgender or 
intersex athletes, should have 
the right and the opportunity 
to participate in organized, 
school-sponsored athletics 
consistent with their gender 
identity.”

“Instead of attacking 
kids who just want to play, 
our Republican colleagues 

should get to work on COVID-19 relief for 
struggling Wisconsinites,” the statement 
continued.

  PART OF A LARGER EFFORT  

Nationally, as the trans-inclusive Equal-
ity Act makes its way through Congress, 
anti-trans activists are increasing their 
campaign to either amend the act to remove 
transgender protections, or defeat it entirely. 
Many of the bills and the campaigns behind 
them are being pushed and/or funded by the 
usual, anti-LGBTQ right-wing groups like 
ALEC, Alliance Defending Freedom, and 
the Heritage Foundation.

In a case of strange bedfellows, groups 
that claim to be in favor of women’s rights 
often find themselves in alignment (and 
sometimes direct partnership) with those 
right-wing organizations when it comes to 

attacking transgender rights. An ad airing on 
WKOW featured two well-known anti-trans 
activists from Madison and Milwaukee and 
pushed the narrative that the Equality Act 
needs to be amended to remove its inclusion 
of trans and non-binary people from protec-
tions. The group behind the ad, Women’s 

Liberation Radio News, has also funded a 
series of billboards across the country (in-
cluding one in Milwaukee) that specifically 
targets trans participation in sports.

“This unprecedented surge of anti-trans-
gender legislation is not being demanded by 
constituents,” said Human Rights Campaign 
State Legislative Director and Senior Counsel 
Cathryn Oakley in a statement. “Legislators 
in several states have openly admitted that 
there is no problem happening in their states 
that needs addressing. We know this because 
trans-inclusive policies have been in place 
for the NCAA and the Olympics for years. 
Lawmakers’ suggestion that student athletes 
are trying to game the system for competitive 

Your financial needs are unique.

Certified Financial Planner Board of Standards Inc. owns the certification marks CFP®, CERTIFIED FINANCIAL PLANNER™ and CFP (with flame 
design) in the U.S. Investment advisory products and services are made available through Ameriprise Financial Services, Inc., a registered 
investment adviser. © 2019 Ameriprise Financial, Inc. All rights reserved. (08/19) 

Whether you want to provide for your loved ones, support the organizations that are important to you, or plan for your own comfortable 
retirement, I can help you plan for your goals. I’ll look at all aspects of your finances, then find solutions that are right for your unique 
needs. I’ll be there to adjust your plan as life unfolds. When you have the right advisor, life can be brilliant.

608.819.0520 
2501 West Beltline Hwy, Ste 301 
Madison, WI 53713 
shannon.m.anderson@ampf.com  
ameripriseadvisors.com/
shannon.m.anderson

Shannon M. Anderson  
CFP®, ADPA®  
Financial Advisor

Eventus Wealth Advisors 
A private wealth advisory 
practice of Ameriprise Financial 
Services, Inc.

© 2021 MINI USA, a division of BMW of North America, LLC. The MINI name, model names and logo are registered trademarks.

608-729-MINI (6464) 
MINIOFMADISON.COM

MINI of Madison
310 West Beltline Highway 
Madison, WI 53713

ROLL OUT YOUR PERSONAL STYLE.
Whether you choose the iconic MINI Hardtop, the sporty MINI Convertible, the sophisticated 
MINI Clubman or the adventurous MINI Countryman Sports Activity Vehicle, you’ll 
discover exhilarating performance, premium features and unique accessories that express 
your personal style. #MINIPRIDE

Karl Barton
Mini Motoring 
Advisor
608-729-6444

nnnn

McDonell and Juchems say they’ll be 
doing outreach in the coming days to 
build a coalition of other LGBTQ and 
likeminded organizations and  
individuals to help stand up against  
the legislation and speak out in  
support of transgender youth.

nnnn

Both cases, with over 15 years worth of 
case study, flatly disprove the current 
fear mongering around trans athletes 
somehow taking away opportunities and 
medals from cisgender competitors.

Billboards in cities like Milwaukee share a misleading and anti-trans message.

Barbara Dittrich introducing the anti-transgender “Protecting Women in Sports Act.”
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advantage is nonsensical and impractical. It 
simply does not happen. Their goal is to use 
these states to advance their hateful agenda, 
and this legislative push is being made with-
out much care for the economic, legal, and 
reputational consequences these states might 
face in the wake of their passage.”

The policies Oakley references are in-
structive. The NCAA has allowed transgen-
der people to participate since 2011, with the 
stipulation that trans women undergo one 
year of hormone replacement therapy before 
they can join. There are no requirements of 
trans men. The Wisconsin Interscholastic 
Athletic Association’s current rules differ 
slightly, in that they require one year of HRT 
for both trans men and women, as well as 
written certification from both a parent or 
guardian and a medical professional.

The International Olympic Committee 
has similarly allowed transgender people 
to compete since 2004, though with similar 

restrictions around 
hormone levels. 
Despite that, no 
transgender person 
has competed at the 
Olympics. Within the 
NCAA, no transgen-
der athletes have yet 
become dominant. 
Both cases, with 
over 15 years worth 
of case study, flatly 
disprove the cur-
rent fear mongering 
around trans athletes 

somehow taking away opportunities and 
medals from cisgender competitors.

Several prominent cases of transgender 
youth fighting for their right to compete in 
the sport that aligns with their gender identi-
ty have come up in recent years, though, part 
of a larger wave toward greater visibility for 
transgender people. The existence of trans 
people is not new, however, with evidence 
across centuries and cultures of people 
whose lived experience fits within the trans 
spectrum. Having common language for and 
understanding of that experience, as well as 
greater public awareness, is relatively new.

“We’ve seen progress…and greater 
awareness, greater exposure to trans people 
generally and this is the backlash,” Juchems 
observed. “Just like the pushback around 
racial justice and immigrants rights. It’s this 
predictable pushback against any progress 
that actually makes improvements in peo-
ple’s lives.” n

  FREEDOM, INC.’S SHYRA ADAMS RECOGNIZED   
  AS AN EMERGING LEADER  

IN JANUARY the City of Madison announced 
the awardees to be recognized by The Rev. 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Humanitarian 
Award Commission. Freedom, Inc.’s Youth 
Justice Coordinator Shyra Adams was 
recognized for her leadership as an emerging 
leader in the age 18–25 category.

She wasn’t expecting the award but was 
happy to hear that members of Freedom, 
Inc.’s staff nominated her.

“It all happened so quick,” Shyra said. 
“Because of COVID, we had to pre-record 
accepting the award, and I felt proud. A lot 

of people congratulated me. 
It felt really good to do it. 
The work I do is not going 
unnoticed. I know that my 
work is helping the commu-
nity, and it’s not just a job.” 

Shyra was a prominent leader in the Black 
Lives Matter marches in Madison in the 
summer of 2020. She’s been involved with 
Freedom, Inc. for nearly a decade as a partic-
ipant and youth organizer. One of the victo-
ries of 2020 was the unanimous decision of 
the Madison Metropolitan School District’s 
Board to end the District’s contract with local 
police officers in school. This decision was 

the result of years of pressure in a “No Cops 
In Schools” campaign by members of the 
Youth Justice Squad, including Adams.

Shyra combines direct action in the 
streets and in government meetings with 
other educational and volunteer efforts. She 
helped coordinate Freedom, Inc.’s Books 
and Breakfast program to distribute food and 
books that have a social justice theme. The 
program serves as a political education for 
children ages 5–11 that teaches them age-ap-
propriate lessons on how to keep themselves 
safe, how to have body autonomy, and how 
to find adults who can safely help.

“I work with mostly Black girls in a pro-
gram that works with Black and Southeast 
Asian youth,” said Adams. “We’re still work-
ing on our campaign beyond getting cops 
out of schools. We’re investing in youth lead-
ership development and youth engagement. 
We want to be a resource for students and 
their families if they are having problems in 
school. We want money to be invested back 
into Black youth and youth of color. We’re 
still here and we still have demands.”

Awards also recognized the leadership 
of State Representative Shelia Stubbs and 
nonprofit leader and artist Lilada Gee.

  NON-BINARY XICANE BENJI RAMIREZ CHALLENGES   
  OUT ALDER PATRICK HECK FOR DISTRICT 2 SEAT  

INSPIRED BY THE Black Lives Matter 
movement and the idea that you can run for 
political office to help people, Benji Ramirez 

Gomez is a non-binary 
Xicane (a person of Indige-
nous/Mexican descent) who 
grew up on the north side of 
Madison and is challenging 
out gay incumbent Patrick 
Heck to serve as alder in 
Common Council District 2.

In a WORT-FM debate 
with Heck in late January, 
Ramirez Gomez talked 
about the impacts of local 
housing costs on friends 
as a stark example of 
how being a renter during 

the COVID crisis in the evolving Ten-
ney-Lapham neighborhood is challenging 
for working people.

“Friends were displaced by plans for 
development in the 400 block of East Wash-
ington between Franklin and Hancock,” said 
Ramirez Gomez. “The landlords in the area 
sold to the developers and didn’t communi-
cate that with tenants. It took my friend hav-
ing to hear from another neighbor that with-
in the next year her housing was going to be 
torn down for luxury apartments to go up. 

There was no direct communication from 
her alder, Patrick Heck, or her own landlord, 
and moving is such an immense expense for 
working people. It was a heartbreaking story 
that pushed me into action.”

Among their priorities are insisting that 
those who are BIPOC have a right to thrive 
and that can only come about by defunding 
the police, re-funding people, and prioritiz-
ing affordable housing. They have a clear 
stance on demilitarizing police, giving teeth 
to a civilian oversight board that still does 
not have hiring and firing power of police, 
and banning the use of tear gas against civil-
ians engaged in protest activities.

“As a staunch abolitionist, we have to 
acknowledge that our progressive city is still 
a police state that targets blackness and Indi-
geneity,” elle explained. “Moving the needle 
towards abolition means being proactive 
in our redefinition of public safety. Right 
now it’s being approached from a white 
supremacist perspective. We should focus on 
mental health support and advocacy and the 
other things that make a safe community: 
Access to food, access to housing, access to 
education. Another gun in my community in 
the hands of MPD is not going to feed my 
homies. That’s the message I want to bring 
to the city.”

The District 2 race is unique in Madi-
son in that the candidates include a young, 
non-binary Latine who is challenging an 
out-gay, white, cisgendered man. Ramirez 
Gomez says that while Heck describes his 
experience as a gay man as being a path to 
his understanding of the intersectionality of 
oppression, Benji wants to a chance to be a 
part of what they desribe as an explosion of 
young people of color vyying for leadership 
roles in the wake of the era of Trump, Black 
Lives Matter, and threats of ICE raids.

“I think that for me being a member of 
the trans community, it’s dangerous for me 
to be open about my femininity,” they said. 
“For me to be public about who I am is 
inherently dangerous. I don’t want to detract 
from Patrick’s own struggle, but he has had 
an opportunity to learn and grow as an elect-
ed official, and I don’t want him to rob me 
of that experience or detract from my own 
potential to learn and grow in these spaces.” 

  DIVERSE & RESILIENT LAUNCHES ROOM TO BE YOUTH  

ROOM TO BE YOU(TH) is a program that will 
provide support for LGBTQ youth in Apple-
ton’s Diverse & Resilient office. With fund-
ing from the Community Foundation for the 
Fox Valley Region, United Way Fox Cities, 
the Wisconsin Department of Children and 
Families, and private donations. Northeast 

 ABOUT OPEN 

OPEN provides education and 
information resources regarding 

issues of gender and sexual diversity 
and other issues of professional 

concern to lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender (LGBTQ) individuals 

who live in the Madison and 
Dane County, Wisconsin area.

community
2,600+

members & friends hearing 
our news via email & 

social media

advocacy
10
initiatives & partnerships 
in support of our diverse 
LGBTQ+ community

support
$6,600
provided to community 

organizations focused on 
social & racial justice

want to make an impact in 2021?
Join as a member or become a sponsor!

Visit openmadison.org

11 events

6 mix & mingles, 3 educational 
webinars, 2 virtual fundraisers, 
& drag queen bingo!

Thistle Pettersen and Miriam Ben-Shalom leveraging anti-transgender bigotry in a 
television ad to oppose the Equality Act in Madison’s Tenney Park.

WRITTEN BY STACY HARBAUGH

Adams

Ramirez

Heck
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Wisconsin youth will have the support of a 
full-time staffer, Reiko Ramos. 

The program includes a weekly video 
call support group that focuses on helping 
youth build resilience, confidence, and 
safety in their dating relationships. During 
the COVID crisis when queer youth are 
more likely to experience stress, anxiety 
and depression from being at home with 
unsupportive family or social isolation from 
their peers, the support groups come at an 
important time.

It is a part of the Diverse & Resilient 
Room to Be Safe Anti-Violence Program to 
address the violence LGBTQ+ individuals 
face within communities, sexual or intimate 
partner relationships, and families. Anti-Vi-
olence Program Director Kathy Flores told 
the Appleton’s Post-Crescent that Diverse 
& Resilient has received an increase in calls 
for help, including 300 calls during the first 
six weeks under safer-at-home orders (they 
received around 300 calls in the five months 
prior to the start of the pandemic). 

For about Room to Be You(th), call or 
text 414-856-5428 or email kflores@diver-
seandresilient.org. 

  PRIDEFEST CANCELS SPRING DATES  

MILWAUKEE PRIDE, Inc.—parent organi-
zation of PrideFest, Wisconsin’s largest 
LGBTQ+ event—announced it will cancel 
the four-day event slated for June 2021. The 
festival was set to take place at the Henry 

W. Maier Festival 
Grounds and is the 
second year in a row 
PrideFest has been 
canceled due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

“After much consideration, we cannot 
move forward with planning a June 2021 
festival without knowing how and when a 
vaccine will be distributed throughout our 
community equally,” said Wes Shaver, Mil-
waukee Pride, Inc. President.

Even though Milwaukee Pride is looking 
for later, alternative dates for PrideFest, 
organizers are working with other LGBTQ+ 
community partners to increase visibility of 
the opportunities LGBTQ+ people have for 
their individual health, wellness, and self 
care needs with an understanding that access 
to health care and vaccines is impacted by 
social inequities.

While the physical space is unavailable 
for 2021, Milwaukee Pride is launching 
a digital Health & Wellness space that 
allows quick access to anyone. This digital 
platform will allow participants a free listing 
to participate in the state-wide directory. 
Donations in support of this program are 
welcome. 

“We don’t want people to think there will 
be no PRIDE this year,” said Luke Olson, 
PrideFest Festival Producer and VP of 
Milwaukee Pride, Inc. “We simply want to 
ensure we’re taking the right steps forward. 
We hope people trust that our intentions 
are for the safety of the community, and for 
efforts for a digital Health & Wellness will 
continually put access at the forefront of our 
community efforts year-round.”

  OUT MADISON NATIVE BRENDON COHEN TO MANAGE   
  PRESIDENT BIDEN’S OFFICIAL SOCIAL MEDIA  

THOUGH JOE BIDEN may be the oldest man 
to be elected as U.S. President, one of the 
youngest members of his team is 26-year-
old social media manager Brendan Cohen 
of Wisconsin. As a student at Appleton’s 
Kimberly High School, Cohen was inspired 
to come out after then-Vice President Joe 
Biden spoke about being “absolutely com-
fortable with gay marriage” in an appear-
ance on Meet the Press.

Cohen got involved 
with politics by working 
on campaigns, includ-
ing Tony Evers’ run for 
Governor and Joe Biden’s 
campaign for President. It 
was through his awareness 

of his own sexuality that Cohen chose to get 
involved with a political party that was more 
progressive on marriage and equality issues. 
It led him to study political science at the 
University of Wisconsin–Madison and then 
apply for Biden’s digital team.

After four years of vitriol and hate from 
Donald Trump, Cohen’s ability to clearly 
state Democratic party platform ideals and 
President Biden’s political statements on 
Twitter will make Cohen’s job an important 
one in national leadership. 

“I think we have a duty, and an important 
job, to communicate with the American 
people in an effective and clear manner,” 
Cohen told the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel. 
“I don’t necessarily get intimidated, but I’m 
more excited by the opportunity, especially 
as we get underway.”

  ACTIVISTS PLAN A SERIES OF EVENTS FOR BLACK   
  TRANS VISIBILITY CELEBRATION WEEK  

TO MARK BLACK TRANS Visibility Celebration 
Week, Milwaukee-area activists are orga-
nizing events from March 27 through April 

3 including a march and 
block party on March 27 at 
1:00 p.m. 

The march is being 
organized by the Black 
Trans Womxn of The Black 
Rose Initiative and Sisters 
Helping Each other Battle 
Adversity, or SHEBA, and 
leaders including Ladi Lon-
don and Elle Halo. Organiz-
ers say the goal of the event 
is to build “an inclusive 
movement to celebrate all 
Black Trans and Non Bina-

ry lives” and “have some serious conversa-
tions about how we can better support and 
protect the Black Trans Womxn in our lives.”

Elle Halo said organizers are collaborat-
ing with artists, community organizations, 
and advocates to build awareness for the 
support and safety of Black trans womxn. 

“Black Trans Womxn deserve to be 
centered and have our safety mentally and 
physically be a community priority,” said 
Halo. “Black Trans Mxn deserve community 
support and visibility. Gender non-conform-
ing BlPOC people deserve to be uplifted and 
seen and have the right to define themselves 

on their own terms.”
Virtual events and an awards ceremony 

will also be held in addition to the march. 
Organizers are calling for artists, volunteers, 
marshalls, and accessibility supporters to 
help as well as donations of cash and ma-
terials. Updates will be posted to the Black 
Trans Visibility Celebration Week Facebook 
event page. 

  TRIXIE MATTEL BECOMES A CO-OWNER OF   
  MILWAUKEE’S THIS IS IT!  

THE OLDEST, CONTINUALLY operating gay 
bar in Milwaukee is now co-owned by drag 
superstar Trixie Mattel. She’s the alter ego 
of Brian Firkus who told the Milwaukee 
Journal Sentinel that he’d seen several gay 

bars in LA shuttered due 
to COVID, and he didn’t 
want This Is It! to meet the 
same fate. 

Mattel wants to use 
her status as winner of 
RuPaul’s Drag Race All 
Stars 3 to make This Is 
It! a landmark destination 
for entertainment and gay 
history in Milwaukee. She 
will lend a hand to curating 
events alongside George 
Schneider who doubled 
the space of the bar after 

purchasing Louie’s Restaurant in 2018. Just 
over a year after the expansion, the COVID 
crisis closed the club for several months. 

“In 2020, it’s been thrown in our faces 
that queer spaces can disappear like that,” 
Mattel told the Journal Sentinel. “And it 
really makes you think this is a really valu-
able service we are providing, not just to the 
community, but to humanity. People need 
this. They really do.”

  LOCAL COMPANIES RECOGNIZED BY HUMAN RIGHTS   
  CAMPAIGN’S BEST PLACE TO WORK LIST  

THE HUMAN RIGHTS CAMPAIGN issued its 2021 
Best Places to Work for LGBTQ Equal-
ity report. The corporate equality index 
measures offerings of policies, benefits, and 
non-discrimination practices that ensure an 
equitable workplace and set benchmarks for 
emerging companies to achieve.  

Included in the report are several Wis-
consin-based companies including Alliant 
Energy, American Family Insurance, CUNA 
Mutual Group, Foley & Lardner LLP, Mi-
chael Best & Friedrich LLP, Northwestern 
Mutual Life Insurance, Robert W. Baird & 
Co. Incorporated, Rockwell Automation 
Inc., S.C. Johnson & Son Inc., TDS, and 
Quarles & Brady.

WisLGBTChamber.com

Supporting LGBTQ and 
Allied Businesses

Connect with consumers who want to do support 
LGBTQ and allied owned businesses

Join the Chamber
Join more than 675 businesses as a 

member of the LGBT Chamber

Mark your calendar for these events

Virtual Coffee Connection
March 23 – 8:30 to 9:30 a.m.

Free to attend. All welcome. Register on website. 

Lunch & Learn: Social Media 
for Small Businesses

March 31 – 12:00 to 1:00 p.m.
Free to attend. All welcome. Register on website.

.

Join online today.
Memberships start at just $175 a year

Get Certified
Is your business 51% or 

more LGBT-owned?

If yes, contact us to learn about how you can get 
certified as an LGBT Business Enterprise by the 

National LGBT Chamber of Commerce.

madisonessentials.com  |  homeelementsandconcepts.com  |  journeyofaging.com

we make a difference
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  WAUSAU PUBLIC HEALTH AND SAFETY COMMITTEE   
  ADVANCES PROPOSAL TO BAN CONVERSION THERAPY  

ON FEBRUARY 15, Wausau’s Public Health and 
Safety Committee unanimously approved a 
resolution that would ban conversion thera-
py. The resolution would provide a path for 
complaints about healthcare providers who 
practice conversion therapy to try to change 
someone’s sexual orientation or gender iden-
tity to be filed with the Wisconsin Depart-
ment of Safety and Professional Services. 

If approved, Wausau would join other 
municipalities including Appleton, Cudahy, 
Eau Claire, Glendale, Madison, Racine, 

Sheboygan, Shorewood, Superior, and West 
Allis in banning the practice. Wausau Com-
mon Council President Cavalier Johnson and 
Alderwoman JoCasta Zamarripa expressed 
support for the proposal and called for a 
statewide ban. 

In response to the committee’s decision, 
Wausau Mayor Katie Rosenberg tweeted, 
“Tonight Wausau’s Public Health and Safety 
Committee unanimously supported a resolu-
tion calling for a ban on conversion therapy 
because it’s harmful. I’m proud to stand with 
the LGBTQIA+ community in pushing this 
policy language.” n

Chiropractic Care for our 
LGBTQ+ Community

2690 Research Park Dr., Ste A
Fitchburg, WI 53711

Fix the CAUSE 
of your symptoms!!

608-273-2222

Dr. Richard 
Merrion

Specializing in:
Chiropractic
Physical Rehabilitation
Sports Injuries
Extremity Adjusting
Nutrition & Supplementation

newhealthmadison.com

(608) 770-1022 
barefoothands@gmail.com

Certified:

- Ashiatsu - Deepfeet™ Therapist
- Sarga Bodywork™ Practitioner
- MediCupping™ Therapist

Ashi-Thai Bodywork Practitioner 
Instructor | Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga

Al Poliarco
Licensed Bodywork & Massage Therapist

Barefoot Hands Bodywork is Madison’s 
provider of  the original Ashiatsu 

and Sarga Bodywork. Now offering 
MediCupping Therapy.

barefoothands.com

Escape the Ordinary!
Experience Barefoot Hands Difference.

YOU’RE READY TO TAKE THIS HOME 
OWNERSHIP THING to the next level.  
WE’RE RIGHT HERE WITH YOU.
Whether you’re getting your first loan, your next loan  
or refinancing, Summit can help:

• A free preapproval. So you can set your budget and boost your offer.
• Great rates. And we’ll find the right loan for you too.
• A down payment as low as 3%.1 You might need those moving boxes  

sooner than you think.
• Rate-lock options. Go ahead and lock in that great rate when you choose — at the time  

you apply or up to seven days before closing.
• Local service. Yep, we’re right around the block for anything you need — for the entire life of the loan!
• Plus, up to $1,000 off closing costs!2

Visit SummitCreditUnion.com to schedule  
an appointment or apply today.

SummitCreditUnion.com 
800-236-5560 | 608-243-5000

*#1 mortgage lender based on number of mortgages recorded with counties’ registers of deeds. 1 Owner occupied, primary residence only. 97% maximum LTV (Loan-To-Value). Mortgage insurance premium is required and increases loan cost and monthly 
payment. Restrictions may apply depending on loan program selected, including: homebuyer education courses, minimum credit score, sales price limits, income limits, property restrictions, and program borrower restrictions (for example: being a first-time 
homebuyer or Veteran). Not all applicants will qualify. 2 Offer valid for first-time homebuyers and requires a Summit Credit Union checking account. Minimum to open Free Checking account is $25. Primary Savings account required to have Free Checking. 

Primary Savings account: minimum to open $5. Annual Percentage Yield (APY) as of 2/1/2021 is 0.03%. An individual is to be considered a first-time homebuyer who is purchasing a property; will reside in the property as a principal residence; and has had no ownership 
interest (sole or joint) in a residential property in the past 3 years. This program is not eligible for: Federal VA, FHA, Rural Development, WHEDA, Investment Property and Construction loans. The offer does not apply to second mortgages, home equity lines of credit 
and refinance. Offer effective with purchase applications dated February 1, 2021 or later and subject to change at any time. The $1,000 closing credit cannot exceed the actual amount of the closing cost, prepaid interest and escrow reserves. This includes if the credit is 
combined with a seller closing cost credit. The credit will be applied at the time of the loan closing and will be reflected on the closing disclosure. Not valid with any other offers. © Summit Credit Union 2021.

MADISON’S INDEPENDENT bookstore, A Room of One’s Own, will be moving into the former 
Threshold space in the Atwood neighborhood this spring. The bookstore has been operating 
downtown for 46 years. The move comes after a development proposal by Core Spaces of 
Chicago would raze several buildings on the block bordered by State, Gorham, and Johnson 
streets. The development project is estimated to be valued at over $100 million and would 
bring a mixture of housing and retail units to the downtown and campus area. 

Current owners of the buildings that are set to be demolished have worked with retail 
tenants, including Room of One’s Own, to find new locations. The development proposal 
still has to meet approvals from the City, but District Alder Mike Verveer told the Wisconsin 
State Journal that redevelopment could be good for a neighborhood with vacant retail spaces 
due to the economic challenges of 2020.

Room was first established at 317 W. Johnson St. in 1975 and moved to 307 W. Johnson 
in 1997 and was a distributor of books for University of Wisconsin classes. The bookstore 
doubled its size in 2011 when it joined with Avol’s used books. The move to Atwood may 
mean being situated in a more stable rental market near popular bars and restaurants. n

Room of One’s Own moves from 
downtown to Atwood neighborhood

Photographed by Melanie Jones for Our Lives magazine.

The staff of Room together at the 307 W. Johnson store before it moves.
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  DRAG RACE CALLS YOU A PHOENIX QUEEN,   
  BUT TO US YOU’LL ALWAYS BE FROM HERE.  

I was born in Iowa City, but I moved to 
Madison when I was like four or five years old.

  WHEN DID YOU START PERFORMING?  

I started ice skating when I was 11 or 12.

  WAS THAT AT MADISON ICE ARENA?  

Sometimes. You know Madison—there are 
so many ice rinks that if you skate, you skate at 
all of them.

  FOR GAY GUYS, ICE SKATING HAS A HISTORY AS   
  STEREOTYPICAL. I’VE WONDERED IF THAT CAUSED   
  ANY BULLYING WHEN YOU WERE YOUNGER?  

I mean, who doesn’t get bullied for anything 
these days? But yeah, it did. I would go skating 
early in the morning before school, then I 

would try to schedule my gym class first, to 
kind of get all of that out of the way. I didn’t 
do things like track and field or soccer. It didn’t 
help that I was already feminine.

  WHEN DID YOU KNOW THAT YOU WERE GAY?  

I think I always knew, but when you haven’t 
hit puberty yet, you’re not thinking about 
things like you do as an adult. Like today, I’m 
sexually attracted to men. I couldn’t say that 
when I was five or six. Although I just loved 
Prince Eric. Once I got to middle school I was 
like, “I am attracted to these people. I don’t 
really know why, but I know it’s not normal. 
So I’m just not going to say anything.”

  WHICH MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL DID YOU GO TO?  

I went to Spring Harbor and then in high 
school, I moved back to Iowa City for fresh-

man year. But from sophomore to senior year, I 
went to Memorial.

  SO WHEN YOU CAME OUT, WAS IT A BIG DEAL?  

Actually, I didn’t technically come out of 
the closet until right before graduation. I think 
I was the last person to want to finally admit 
it. Then I realized, “Okay, I’m not going to see 
any of these people again. Let me live my life.”

  I FIRST MET YOU WHEN YOU STARTED PERFORMING   
  AT FIVE NIGHTCLUB. YOU WERE SO YOUNG.  

I was probably 19 when I discovered that 
realm, and I wasn’t even allowed to drink yet.

  WHAT INITIALLY INTRODUCED YOU TO PERFORMING   
  IN GAY CLUBS?  

I remember going to Club 5, which it was 
called at the time, on Tuesday’s 18+ nights 

because I was 18. There was that horrid orange 
fence separating the dance floor and the bar 
on chicken nights. I remember I would have a 
friend go over to the bar, take a shot of tequila 
and then come over to the other side. And he’d 
kiss me and spit at my mouth. And that’s how 
we would get our alcohol when we weren’t 
allowed on the other side of that fence.

I remember I saw a drag show there, Ava 
Stone. And I was like, “This is the most beau-
tiful creature I’ve ever seen.” I was so excited 
to watch every drag show. It was the thing I 
looked forward to the most.

  DO YOU THINK THAT TIED IN TO YOUR ICE SKATING   
  BACKGROUND?  

I don’t think so, but I’m a Leo, and I love 
attention. I’ll take it where I can get it. I was 
like, “Wow, they’re living their fantasy, doing 
what they do in the shower and they’re getting 
paid for it? I can do that.”

  WHEN YOU DECIDED TO START PERFORMING, WHAT   
  MADE YOU DECIDE TO PERFORM IN MALE DRAG?  

Drag is really intense. There’s all this pad-
ding, and a lot of makeup. I remember the first 
time I saw a guy perform who wasn’t a stripper 
and kind of did male drag. And I was like, 
“Oh, you can do that? Okay. Let me do that.” 
I did that for a few years, then I finally said, 
“I’m going to be a queen now.”

  AS LONG AS I’VE KNOWN YOU, YOU’VE BEEN AN   
  INCREDIBLE DANCER. WHEN DID YOU START?  

The dancing didn’t come out until after I 
started clubbing. There were no dance classes. 
I just loved to go out dancing. Then I audi-
tioned and danced for an organization called 
Hypnotiq at the UW. That’s where I was 
exposed to eight counts.

  HOW LONG DID YOU DO MALE DRAG BEFORE   
  SWITCHING TO PERFORMING AS A QUEEN?  

I moved from Madison to Milwaukee to 
work as a ballroom dance instructor. At the 
time, I was like, “I’m going to really focus on 
this career right now.” That’s when I phased 
out of male drag.

Then a while later, I went to a pageant at La 
Cage in Milwaukee, and the prize package was 
incredible. I was like, “Wait a minute. They’re 
going to get all this money? Okay, I can do 
this.”

  WHEN YOU STARTED PERFORMING AS A QUEEN IN   
  MILWAUKEE, WHAT WAS THE SCENE LIKE?  

The scene accepted me right away, but I 
guess you could say I already had an in. I’d 
already done back-up dancing with them. I 
asked that if I ever did drag, would they book 
me? They said, “Yeah, just let us know.”

So I did my first handful of shows for 
Hamburger Mary’s. Then I would do La Cage. 
And then I decided, “I’m not going to wear 
a wig and perform Pink. Let’s see how this 
goes.” I loved it, and they were okay with that. 
After that, I started to not wear a wig without 
performing Pink. And then everyone had a 
really big problem. I was like, “You guys just 
worry about yourself. Let me just live my little 
gay fantasy right now.”

  I REMEMBER HEARING STORIES HERE ABOUT   
  QUEENS WAITING TO GET A CHANCE TO PUT YOU IN   
  DRAG. YOU LITERALLY HAD A LIST OF PEOPLE    
  WAITING FOR THE CHANCE TO GET YOU IN A DRESS.  

Oh yeah, for sure.

  WITH BEING FEM IN LIFE, DO YOU THINK NOT   
  WEARING A WIG IN DRAG CAME FROM WANTING   
  TO CREATE A REALLY BUTCH ALTER EGO?  

You know, I’m still figuring this out, I’ll 
be honest with you. I know I’m just this little 
gay boy frolicking around listening to Ariana 
Grande Monday through Friday. But in drag, I 
really like having this kind of rebellious punk 
rock attitude. I want to look like, “I can’t kick 
your ass, but I want to look like I can.” Some 
of that inspiration comes from entertainers like 
Pink and Eliza Dushku. Any action movie with 
a female lead is like that. Underworld’s Resi-
dent Evil, most of the female X-Men…  

I just gravitate towards that. I’m not really feel-
ing the damsel in distress vibe. I can open the 
door for myself, thank you very much. Once 
I take the makeup off though, then I’d want a 
piggyback ride!

  BALLROOM TEACHING TOOK YOU WEST, RIGHT?  

Yes. I knew I wanted out of Wisconsin. I 
knew it would be healthy for me to live some-
where else; I think a lot of people forget that 
you can always move back home. I was like, 
“Okay, now is the perfect time. I’m young. I 
have all these years ahead of me. I would rath-
er not ask myself “What if?” So, I took the first 
opportunity that I could, and I moved to Arizo-
na. I wanted to go to the West Coast. Arizona 
isn’t quite LA, but it sure is a lot closer.

  WHEN YOU FINALLY GOT TO PHOENIX, HOW DID THAT   
  IMPACT YOUR DRAG?  

I’d only been doing drag for a year before 
I moved here. I came out here to open up 
a dance studio. Then, I was able to get a 
booking, and they really enjoyed it. And they 
were like, “Do you want to be a monthly cast 
member? And I said, “Thank you so much, but 
I don’t have that much drag. I just do this for 
fun. I’ll do it every now and then.”

Andrew, our show director, really wanted 
me to be on cast. He talked to other queens and 
helped me get costumes. So, I finally said yes. 

Although in Phoenix for the past couple years, RuPaul’s Drag Race Season 13 contestant Joey Jay is truly Madison’s own. 
Our Lives Publisher Patrick Farabaugh chats with him about growing up in our capital city and finding his way 

through performance—from figure skating to ballroom dancing, to beginning as a queen in Milwaukee.

  RUPAUL’S DRAG RACE      NIGHTLIFE      DRAG  

Phoenix Rising

Photographed by Scotty Kirby.
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After a few months went by, he asked, “What 
do you think about being on cast every week?” 
and I said, “Absolutely not. I don’t want to 
dedicate every single Friday for the rest of my 
life to drag.” We see how that turned out…

  WHERE DID YOUR APPEAL TO RUPAUL’S DRAG RACE   
  COME FROM? I REMEMBER YEARS AGO WHEN YOU   
  AND COLLIN FALVEY BACK-UP DANCED FOR SEASON   
  FIVE’S COCO MONTRESE AT PRIDEFEST.  

My drag is a little bit different. Even though 
I liked pageants, I knew my drag would be 
better for television than it would be for the 
USofA pageant. I could do a USofA pageant, 
but I feel like I’d have to do something differ-
ent. I really just wanted to be myself.

So as soon I started painting, Drag Race was 
one of my goals. I even started my audition 
tape two months after I began doing my make-
up, just to see what the process would be like.

I knew I wasn’t going to get on. I was 
disgusting. But I wanted to know what the 
process was, so that when I was ready, I had 
already done it a couple times.

  SO YOU GET THE CALL. NOW YOU HAVE TO SCRAMBLE   
  TO TRY TO GET EVERYTHING TOGETHER.  

Oh, my God. That’s when the pandemic hit.

  WHAT KIND OF MAGIC DID YOU HAVE TO PULL OFF   
  TO GET STUFF TOGETHER DURING COVID?  

Luckily, I lived in Phoenix. At the time, they 
kind of didn’t think that COVID was real. We 
weren’t completely shut down like New York. 
I ended up driving out to LA a lot. I’ve never 
done that drive so many times in one month. I 
would go to the fashion district and buy fabric. 
I had my sewing machine in my trunk, and I 
would just go downtown and be sewing all day. 
I’m not that good of a sewer, but I also don’t 
have thousands of dollars. So I’m like, “We 
have to make it work. I’ll sleep when I die.”

  DIDN’T YOU GUYS HAVE TO QUARANTINE BEFORE?  

We had to quarantine for 12 days. It was cra-
zy. Normally the girls will get there on a Friday 
or Saturday and start filming on Monday.

  YOU FINALLY SHOW UP ON SET. BESIDES JUST BEING   
  SURREAL, WHAT ARE YOUR THOUGHTS WHEN   
  YOU’RE FINALLY WALKING IN?  

I’ve never been more nervous in my life. I 
remember waiting to walk into the werkroom. I 
can hear one other girl is in there. And I’m like, 
“Is this happening right now? This is crazy.”

I was really confident in my look. I had my 
chicken feathers on. I had my wet hair. It was 
this big plan: I’m going to wear a wig when 
I walk in so the girls are going to gag when I 
don’t wear one on the runway. That’s going to 
be my moment to talk about my actual drag 
aesthetic. I walk in, I meet Kandy Muse. The 
TV goes off. My plan goes down the garbage 
disposal because now they’re like, “You’re 
going to lip sync right now.”

  WHAT WAS YOUR FAVORITE MEMORY FROM   
  FILMING—ON CAMERA OR NOT?  

A couple of things: I didn’t get my first hug 
for about two weeks, and when I did, it was 
from Utica. Utica is like 8’9”. It was the best 
hug that I have ever gotten. I could just feel the 
serotonin rushing through my body.

Then, when we did the ball challenge, I had 
so much fun making my outfit. That was the 
most zen that I felt because I went into my zone 
and got to be creative while making it. Ironical-
ly, that’s when I went home, but that’s okay.

I knew that wearing no wig was going to be 
a thing. We did the ball challenge, and we had 
three looks, and I’m like, “I’m going to wear 
my own hair for my second look because I 
love this jacket. I know it’s been seen already, 
but it’s my favorite thing that I own, and I’m 
going to wear my natural red hair with it.” At 
least the fans are living for it.

  THE SEASON PROMO FINALLY DROPS, AND THE   
  MEDIA HYPE TAKES OFF. HAVE YOU NOTICED ANY   
  SPECIFIC MOMENTS OF GROWTH EITHER FROM   
  BEING ON THE SHOW OR FROM IT AIRING?  

Oh yeah. I’m already seeing it. I’m look-
ing at my makeup on the show right now and 
thinking, “Whoa, that’s not good.” But also 

it’s not like we had all the time in the world 
to get ready for this. Now that I got on, I also 
have this new confidence. It’s very validating, 
because when you start doing drag, a lot of peo-
ple can be quick to put your drag down if it is 
different. So when you get that call, you’re like, 
“Actually, fuck all of you. I got the call from 
like the one queen that you want to call you.”

  RUPAUL SAYS IT CONSTANTLY, “YOU’VE GOT TO   
  BRAND YOURSELF.” YOU’VE DEFINITELY DONE THAT.  

Exactly. I’m very lucky. I’m the filler queen 
that lasted the longest.

  OFTEN YOU’LL HEAR PAST QUEENS SAY THAT YOUR   
  TIME ON THE SHOW DOESN’T MATTER. WHAT YOU DO   
  WITH THAT “IS WHEN THE RACE STARTS.”  

I’m having a blast. I have a manager now, 
and I’ll tell him, “I’ll sleep when I die. I want 
every single booking.” I finally made it here. 
Why am I going to say no to these things?

  AS LONG AS I’VE KNOWN YOU, I’VE HEARD YOU TALK   
  ABOUT NEVER BEING OUT OF THE COUNTRY.   
  YOU HAVE YOUR PASSPORT NOW, SO WHERE ARE   
  YOUR TOP PLACES TO GO WHEN IT’S SAFE?  

I really want to go to Australia. That’s really 
high on the list. I really want to travel around 
on a European tour. I also want to go to Israel, 
and I have to go to Brazil.

  I CAN’T WRAP UP THIS INTERVIEW UNTIL I KNOW   
  HOW YOUR MOM IS HANDLING ALL OF THIS.  

Oh, Mom is great. She’s very proud. She’s 
my number-one supporter. I just told her don’t 
read the comments. LOL!

  I WANT TO SAY HOW PROUD OF YOU I AM. I STILL   
  REMEMBER THE NIGHT MY PLACE GOT BROKEN INTO.   
  YOU CAME AND SLEPT ON THE COUCH TO KEEP   
  ME SAFE. IT’S FUNNY THAT I, THIS GORILLA OF A GUY,   
  WOULD NEED ANYBODY TO KEEP  ME SAFE.  

Then you look back, and it’s like, “You 
picked Joey? The smallest chihuahua of a gay.”

  IT’S BEEN A JOY TO WATCH YOU GO OFF AND BLOOM.  

Thank you. I’m loving every moment.  n

Plays for America’s 
First Ladies

Lewiston
Clarkston

BY SAMUEL D. HUNTER

APRIL 8 - 25

A VIRTUAL THEATER PRESENTATION

Directed by Jen Uphoff Gray  
& Jake Penner
Two plays. One unique event.

In Lewiston, Alice is an aging descendant of 
Meriwether Lewis, whose land is disappearing 
around her. Enter Marnie, her long-lost 
granddaughter, proposing to buy the land and 
save her family’s legacy.

In Clarkston, Jake is a young gay man and 
descendant of William Clark, who has made 
the journey out west, anxious to find meaning 
in his own history. He meets Chris during a 
late-night shift at Costco, forming an 
awkward bond.
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Directed by Jen Uphoff Gray
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the Hall of Presidents at Disney World, the 
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— Los Angeles Times
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FORWARDTHEATER.COM
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I AM CHEF DAVE, a straight, cisgender man.
I’m also a local chef in the Madison area 

who opened my first restaurant 13 years ago 
and named it Liliana’s after our first-born 
child. Seven years later, we opened Charlie’s 
on Main in Oregon, WI and named it after 
our son Charlie, and then three years ago, I 

founded a nonprofit called Little John’s after 
our youngest.

My introduction always used to be that 
I named my restaurants after my children. 
Well, now Charlie’s on Main closed because 
of COVID-19, Little John’s is in the fundrais-
ing stages of building a 25,000 square-foot 

production kitchen to end food insecurity (but 
we have a lot to go for fundraising to get the 
building completed), and my oldest came out 
to us as non-binary and has changed their name 
to Ollie Joy. I now find myself the owner of 
ZERO restaurants named after my kids, and I 
could not be a prouder dad.

With Ollie’s approval, I announced their 
coming out as non-binary and their new chosen 
name on social media, it was shared hundreds 
of times, and local news stations even did 
stories about them. What we saw afterwards 
was both wonderful and sad at the same time. 
So many people reached out to Ollie, me, 
and Tiffany (my wife/Ollie’s mom) saying 
how amazing it was to see someone that was 
like them in the news, and how great a mom 
and dad Ollie had for accepting them. With 
every 15 wonderful people sharing love and 
compassion, there was one asshole spewing 
hate. It is always hard when you see so much 
love, but a couple people spoil it with hatred 
and negativity.

Since then, I have been contacted by many 
parents who have questions since their friend, 
or their child, and they are having similar 
conversations.

It is funny to me that the first question so 
many people ask me is, “How hard was it to 
have your child come out as trans/non-binary?” 
For me, the answer is so simple. “It wasn’t.” 
I love Ollie no matter what their name is, no 
matter what their pronouns, gender, sexual 
orientation, or faith turns out to be. I. Love. 
My. Child. 

It is so hard for me to understand that this 
would even be an issue for someone, but I 
know after talking with Ollie and other adults 
who have lived this journey, just how horrible 
it can be for so many. Many trans people face 
bullying, assault, beatings, verbal abuse, and 
more just for trying to express who they are.

Some of the most common questions or 
struggles I’ve heard parents working through 
when their child comes out:

1. “What will people/neighbors/friends/church/
community think about this?”

2. “What if this is just a phase? If I encourage it, 
will I lead them down a harder path that they 
might not have without my support?”

3. “What if this is just a sign of a mental health 
problem?”

4. “I know who my child is, and they are definitely 
a HE/SHE, their minds are just being warped 
by their peers, or by someone else. I know who 
my child is better than anyone.”

5. “They are too young to know what their gender 
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puberty has not hit them yet, they are just 
discovering who they are.” 

I know that there are so many more, but I 
personally have heard these many times from 
the mouths of neighbors, family, community 
members, and friends.

Before I address any of these questions/state-
ments, I want to make one thing really, really, 
really, really, really clear. If your child has come 
out to you, this is not just something they are 
taking lightly, are just kind of thinking about, 
or have not already made up their mind about. 
Coming out to a parent can be incredibly hard 
and scary for a child, even if they think that their 
parent will be receptive. So just know, that no 
matter the actions you take, it will only impact 
your relationship with your child, it will not 
change who your child is.

Now that we have that out of the way, let’s 
look at each of the previous questions and really 
talk through them.

“What will people think?”
My answer: “WHO CARES!!!” If you had to 

make a choice, between your child and anyone 
else on the planet, I am hoping you are like me, 
and would choose your kid. If someone chooses 
not to love or respect your kid because they are 
who they are, do you really care if they are your 
friend? If you however do value the opinion and 
judgment of someone over your family, then I 
guess I just feel sorry for you, and for your child. 

The other question I have for you is, if what 
I said earlier is true, and your child will be who 
they say they are regardless of your input, what 
will the road before them look like with you 
by their side vs. walking the path alone. It may 
be easier for you to distance yourself from the 
choices your children make when talking to 
others, but what difficulties will your child face 
going through that alone. How will your neigh-
bors act differently knowing that the entirety of 
your child’s family supports them vs. a child that 
is alone.

“What if it is just a phase?”
My answer: “Does it matter?!” If it is a phase, 

then they will continue to change, and when they 
get to the other side of it, they will look back 
at parents who never stopped loving them no 
matter what. Parents who were there for them no 

• OPEN 24 HOURS
• Locally owned since 1983
• Shop Online 24/7
• Free delivery available!

PROUD 
TO SUPPORT

AIDS NETWORK
COMMUNITY SHARES

111 N. BROOM ST. • CAPCENTREMARKET.COM • 608-255-2616

  TRANSGENDER      FAMILIES      HEALTH & SUPPORT  

The Recipe for Unconditional Support
Local chef Dave Heide shares his thoughts on supporting an LGBTQ child after 
his child, Ollie Joy, came out to their family as non-binary. Perhaps someone in your 
life could benefit from reading it.

nnnn

“How hard was it to have your child come 
out as trans/non-binary?” For me, the 
answer is so simple. “It wasn’t.” I love Ollie 
no matter what their name is, no matter 
what their pronouns, gender, sexual 
orientation, or faith turns out to be.  
I. Love. My. Child.

Photographed by Melanie Jones for Our Lives magazine.
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matter what. 
If it is not a phase (and let me just tell you 

that often, it’s not a phase) don’t you want to 
be there for your child to help them navigate 
through it? Don’t you want them to know that 
although the world can be a scary, mean, and 
hurtful place, that they will always have you 
there to support them and go to bat for them?

“What if this is a sign of a serious mental 
health issue?”

If you are worried about this, here is some-
thing off the wall!!! Talk to your child, or help 
find a great therapist for them to talk to. Even 
if there are no mental health issues related to 
their coming out, therapy is great for EVERY-
ONE.

Your child’s gender identity or sexuality is 
not a mental health crisis. Your reaction to it 
could cause one. 

“I know my child best! Better than they do!”
You don’t. You might know them better 

than other family, friends, or strangers, but no 
one knows your child more than your child 
does. Ask yourself this. Who knows you better 
now as an adult, you or your parents? I am 
guessing if you answered this honestly you 
picked yourself. I know that some of you will 
retort with, but they are just a child, how can 
they know something of that magnitude at that 

age??? And to that my response always is “did 
you know your gender identity as a teenager?” 
I feel like many feel confident we did, and 
would have been traumatized if forced to live 
presenting as a gender we didn’t identify with. 

“They are too young to know who they are!!”
My answer: “You are wrong” Very rarely do 

you hear of people who reverse course on gen-
der identity or sexuality. It happens, because 
we are all learning and growing, but it’s rare. 

Most of the time people have always known 
since a young age who they were and who they 
loved. In fact, children are usually much more 
in touch with who they are than adults are. By 
the time we are adults, we have societal pres-
sures telling us more and more who we need to 
be and listen so much less to who we are.

To sum up this whole experience, the advice 
I would give any parent, family member, 
guardian, or loved one is pretty simple: Love 
your child, love them unconditionally, and 
support them no matter what. It is a far easier 
road to travel with the support of those you 
love. We all take a while to come to understand 
something different and new. My advice is to 
process with your partner or a trusted friend 
separately to discuss any feelings of doubt, 
grief, or worry, but always, always, always be 
there and support your kid no matter what.  n

ROOM TO
BE SAFE

YOU DESERVE

IN YOUR... 
RELATIONSHIPS. HOOK-UPS.  HOME.

SCHOOL. SHELTER. COMMUNITY.

EVERYWHERE.

Room to Be Safe is a program of
Diverse & Resilient, providing
statewide advocacy with offices in
Milwaukee and Appleton.

Connect with one of our advocates
for support, resources, and safety
planning.

CALL OR TEXT 
OUR WARMLINE: 
414-856-LGBT(5428)

www.roomtobesafe.org

En Español: 414-389-6510
Milwaukee Latina Resource Center

1-800-510-9195
Wisconsin Unidos La Red

I’m Ollie Joy Heide, I’m in eighth grade, and I’m 14 years old. My favorite 
hobby is art, I love to draw and paint. I’m the oldest sibling, with two younger 
brothers who are both really unique, kind people. Our family is also a foster 
home for kids who need to stay with us until they can go home to their birth 
parents. I have a rescued guinea pig named Totoro that lives in my room. The 
funniest part to me is that we were told Totoro was a girl and quickly discovered 
that he wasn’t, which made it seem like he was just the right pet for me. 

My family has always talked about things a little differently than most of 
my friends’ families. We practice a lot of critical thinking. I was an atheist by 
preschool and a vegetarian by age five or six. 

I was raised with my parents talking about “sweetheart feelings” to talk about 
romantic relationships. There has never been any pressure for any of us kids 
to grow up to be in heterosexual marriages. When I started to have romantic 
feelings towards people of the gender I used to identify as a few years ago, we 
openly discussed that I was gay, and we keep talking about it as my feelings of 
gender identity and romantic attraction have evolved as I’m growing.

I came out as transgender a year and a half ago. I came out as non-binary 
to my parents who responded immediately by asking which pronouns would 
be comfortable, and by making me feel safe. I am really lucky to have such a 
supportive family. I realize not everyone has that experience, and coming out 
isn’t always celebrated as it should be.

If you need to look for a community outside of your family some ways to 
do that are by finding a group you know can trust like your school’s GSA or 
rainbow club, by finding a trustworthy group of peers, a school counselor or 
social worker or by contacting one of the great organizations like Briarpatch or 
The Trevor Project.

You are not alone, and there are so many people who will be there for you. n

At Goodman’s, love is the most important thing!

ALL
STILL
MEANS

ALL

In This House...

Sunday Worship 
9 & 11:15

First United 
Methodist 

Church

203 Wisconsin Ave
Madison, WI 53703

608.256.9061

fumc.org
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HOME HAS BEEN A DIFFICULT concept for me. Where is my home? Where 
should my home be? Do I need a husband to call it home? What does 
home even mean? With a year of no traveling and being confined to my 
apartment, I dove deep into evaluating what home actually means to me. 
Two distinct identifiers keep rising up; Home as a physical space and 
being at home in my own skin.

I couldn’t wait to leave my childhood home in tiny Lyndon Station, 
WI at age 18. The minute I could, I did. As a freshman in Eau Claire, I 
lived in a dorm that housed more than my hometown’s population. I was 
assigned to an overflow room; A study room turned into a large dorm 
room with four other guys. That space felt like home. Our room was the 
center of life on our floor. Everyone had the code to get in, and residents 
would bring their parents by saying, “This is our overflow room.”

This odd living arrangement revealed one quality of what home 
means to me. Home has an open-door policy. Yes, I lock my door at 
night, but people are welcome, and many people often have a key to my 
house. My mother has something to do with this. The children in our lit-
tle town were always welcome to come by. Having an open-door policy 
and hosting has been a theme in all of the places I’ve lived since then. 
Every apartment I’ve lived in, including in Las Vegas and Los Angeles, 
had open-door policies.

  LAS VEGAS  

Vegas allowed me freedom to explore and begin understanding who 
I was. This included coming out. The loved ones who I came out to are 
still incredibly important in my life. I also learned how to push my lim-
its. I was getting my theater degree, bartending at a slow gay bar from 
12:00 a.m. until 7:00 a.m., and rehearsing before I went to work. Home 
is where you can sleep and feel safe. The fine arts building became 
my home that last year of college. Even though my apartment was five 
blocks away, I slept more at school.

  LOS ANGELES  

In Los Angeles, home evolved further. Growing up, many of us are 
stressed about the importance of family. I agree, however, missing were 
the conversations about chosen family. Los Angeles was where I felt 
chosen family to the core of my soul. In LA, I met the gifted Dina Nina 
Martinez and coincidentally, I had my old friend Christine Ameigh there, 
too. We would host lavish Thanksgiving dinners that lasted all day. We 
would pop a turkey in each one of our ovens before going to the bars on 
Wednesday night. I’d make my way with my turkey to Dina’s house on 
Thanksgiving “morning” to get everything ready. People would be in 
and out all day long bringing food, drinks, celebration, and love. For me, 
Thanksgiving is really a chosen family holiday. Home is not confined to 
your four walls. 

  LITTLE ROCK  

All holidays have been like this when I haven’t been near my biolog-
ical family. In Little Rock, I was submerged into a cohort of 46 brilliant 
humans. They immediately became a part of my chosen family. We 
celebrated every holiday. From Labor Day to Eid Mubarak, we were all 
attached at the hip. Home is a place where loved ones know they have a 
safe harbor. 

Little Rock elevated my definition of home more than any place could 
ever have. Home is destructible and redeemable. I was out celebrating a 
friend’s birthday party and found a nice gentleman to bring home with 
me. Yes, a trick. As we approached my front door, I noticed that it was 
open. We entered and saw a total mess. Lights were on, things pulled out 
of drawers, a broken window.

That was the first time my Little Rock apartment got broken into. The 
second time illuminated how sometimes strangers need the structure of 
your home. I was returning from a trip to Cape Town when my landlord 
called me. “Someone was in your house and left frozen chicken on the 
kitchen table.” I didn’t think anything of it. Many of my classmates had 
a key in case they needed to crash while I was gone. I returned to the 
house and realized I was robbed. The person(s) in need took my laptop, 
my bike, my TV, and all the contents in my freezer. Any other time in 
life, I would have been furious. I was coming back from working for 
three months with the homeless in Johannesburg, and for four months 
working with LGBTQ refugees in Cape Town. This work revealed that 
crime like this is not malicious. It is just a means to live another day. 
Home is a place to become stronger and aid our neighbors.

  SOUTH AFRICA  

My first trip to South Africa was in 2013. I have called it one of my 
homes since. I’ve been able to use the lessons of home and apply them 
to everywhere I’ve worked and traveled. Connections are so important 
to me. For example, in Belize, I can’t get through the airport without 
hugging someone I’ve connected with on a previous trip. In South Africa, 
I’ve created such a network that when I’m there for work, I bookend my 
trip with space to see everyone. I am so fortunate to have met these beau-
tiful people I call family. In Cape Town, I often stay with my friends Ken 
and Vlad. During one visit they had friends visiting from Amsterdam. 
One day, as I was doing my usual Cape Town routine (early gym, work, 
meet friends at the beach before happy hour), I decided I needed a nap. I 
returned to Ken and Vlad’s and fell asleep in my room. When I woke up, 
I could hear all four of these wonderful humans cackling in the kitchen 
like my aunties watching over me. I was soon greeted with a glass of 
wine. Home is where love is shared as easy as a glass of wine.

I started to truly know myself during my experiences in Little Rock 
and South Africa. The opportunities, the vulnerability, the hard lessons, 
they all taught me how to find home in my skin. Nothing challenged this 
more than love. The first time I fell in love, and confidently knew he 
loved me back, was on my first trip to Johannesburg. He was everything 
I thought I wanted. We lived together in Cape Town for a brief moment. 
He visited the States, and met so many people I love. We even present-
ed at a conference together. It didn’t work out. He was still married to 
his wife. I had never had a heartache like that. Home is a place that is 
guarded, yet vulnerable.

  HOME IN MADISON  

After being hired by an international nonprofit, I made the decision 
to move back to Wisconsin and not return to Los Angeles. Despite my 

incredible dislike for winter, it was the best decision. I am close to home 
and have been gifted with an incredibly large and rich chosen family. 
Three of my LA family are here with many others from past adven-
tures a short drive away. Madison provided the space to really become 
comfortable in my skin while establishing a physical home. Besides my 
mother’s house, the apartment I’m in is the longest I’ve lived in any 
single location. People often see me out and believe I’m visiting. The 
truth is, Madison has been my home base. As I tell many people, home 
is where your mail gets delivered.

Until this last year, I wasn’t able to really understand home. I turned 
40 and had a huge celebration, then we all became aware of COVID. 
Within two weeks, all my travel stopped. All my Project Kinect clients 
were canceling. I don’t share this to be a COVID sob story. Billions of 
people are in worse situations than I am. I share this to illustrate how 
much time I had on my hands. I was forced to take inventory of who I 
am. It was an opportunity I needed. I had to really learn to love myself.

Home is all of the qualities I previously mentioned but also, home 
has to be suited to fit the person living there. It comes in many physical 
forms and can be many things and places at once. Most of all, those 
qualities are inside us. We are home. Our bodies and how we connect 
with the world is home. Therefore, we need to constantly work to be the 
best home we can be for ourselves. 

Now, as I am approaching 41, I have changed my focus. I have 
home, family, and love all around me. Mix that with my experience and 
knowledge, and I have everything to conquer my goals. I am bringing all 
of my passions together with a new book, a new travel project utilizing 
my chosen family, and most of all, I am celebrating all of the places I 
call home. I couldn’t be doing this if I didn’t invest in that time to work 
on me and my relationship with home. From my work, I know time like 
this is not a luxury that everyone has. Hopefully with my home, I can 
support others in creating more meaningful homes for themselves. n

  TRAVEL      PERSONAL GROWTH      SETTLING DOWN      ENTREPRENEURSHIP  

Destination: Home
Bicontinental Madisonian Gregg Potter unpacks his evolving 
sense of home, from the open door policies of his childhood, to 
the LGBTQ+ interchange he’s hosting in South Africa..
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Holy Wisdom Monastery...
A sacred place where all are welcome

Holy Wisdom Monastery is located 
on 190 acres of peaceful, beautiful 
grounds that are carefully restored 
to native prairie, oak savanna and 
hardwood forest. This oasis is on 

the quiet side of Lake Mendota with 
breathtaking views of Madison.

We offer beauty, balance, 
stability, prayer in common, worship, 

contemplative silence and 
respect for all.

You are invited to 
experience this 
through:
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Sunday worship
• Personal retreats
• Group meetings 

& events
• Volunteering & 

hiking on the land
• Meals from produce 

grown on site

The LGBTQ+ Interchange, Gregg’s new travel program, launches this 
October. The trip combines an amazing vacation with an opportunity 
to further develop leadership skills. This program teaches Potter’s 
Collaboration Framework, and participants will receive a certificate 
of completion. Participants can opt out of the certificate for just a 
vacation. Dates for the trip are October 8–21. Information can be found 
at projectkinect.com/everything-lgbtq-interchange. You can also 
follow updates on Facebook and Instagram at lgbtqinterchange.

Celebrate Pride in South Africa

Photographed by Ian DeGraff for Our Lives magazine.



ALL CAUSES  
HAVE ADVOCATES. 
BUT IN THE FIGHT 
AGAINST HIV  
ONLY A CHAMPION 
WILL DO.

Introducing Vivent Health, founded on the combined 
expertise of AIDS Resource Center of Wisconsin, Rocky 
Mountain CARES and St. Louis Effort for AIDS. And steadfastly 
dedicated to serving anyone and everyone affected by HIV 
through our comprehensive prevention, care and treatment 
programs. Learn more at ViventHealth.org
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When the
Professional
is Personal
Bill Beaudreau’s path to interior designing and small 
business ownership was paved with a clear sense of calling 
and an opaque professional persona. Gradually, he has 
begun to share more of his whole self.

  INTERIOR DESIGN      IDENTITY      COMING OUT  

HERE I AM, 37 YEARS AFTER arriving as a new student at UW-Madison, 
writing about my personal path as a professional interior designer. Pro-
fessionally, it was a relatively straightforward line between eighth grade 
and now, but my contemplation on these memories and experiences 
created a bit of a bumpy ride.

I was introduced to the idea of interior design through some type of 
middle school career assessment. Looking back, this seems amazing to 
me for the place and time. It was a small school district in rural Wiscon-
sin in the 1970s, presenting a previously unknown opportunity for this 
13-year-old boy. It clicked almost immediately. My personal creativity 
abounded early on—grid paper, pencils, crayons, appliance boxes, tree 
forts, snow forts, Lincoln Logs—all fed the need to create and construct. 
Then scrap wood and woodworking tools became the means to stretch 
my mind and work with my hands. Eventually these activities, paired 

with education, morphed into a developed understanding of spatial 
thinking, intuitively understanding interior materials, interpersonal 
insight of others, and a solid foundation for practicing interior design. 
On the other hand, grappling with being a gay man later in life was not 
so straightforward.

  INTERIOR DESIGN DEFINED  

Interior design is not only residential decorating and design, it’s 
helping people navigate the corridors of a hospital, an acute care facility 
(nursing home), an apartment building, or a school; it’s creating an expe-
rience for the joy of choosing an ice cream flavor in a crisp, clean shop 
or an intimate dinner in a hushed dining room; or finding a moment of 
calm and relaxation in the hotel room after a long day of traveling. It’s 
broad and impactful. It affects all your human senses plus your psycho-
logical and emotional self. 

Interior design considers sustainability and the wellbeing of indi-
viduals in interiors; it guides the actual development of gender-neutral 
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I used to believe my personal identity was all about 
being an interior designer. I lived to work and 

practice my craft. At last, the complexity of my self 
has been allowed to surface and is still expressed with 

enthusiasm, curiosity, and joy.
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restrooms; it can reflect the rich range of citizens and students in health 
care and education facilities, respectively; and the field is starting to 
explore neurodiversity and how to accommodate individuals who are in 
greater need of support during the course of a day. 

People are at the core of why we do and what we do. Creative ideas, 
solving technical problems, and understanding human behavior all figure 
into the “solutions” to construct, finish, and furnish an interior. 

  CHANNELING ENTHUSIASM  

Knowing deep down during my teenage years in the 1980s that I was 
different, but not having the knowledge to articulate how, a declaration 
of being “unique” filled that gap. At that time my uniqueness was de-
fined by my creativity, curiosity, and a genuine interest in people. I par-
ticularly remember using that word as my self-identification during 4-H 
Congress one summer. It was carried with pride and no shame. Years 
later, after coming out, my uniqueness as I understood it then provided 
the strength to open up and celebrate who I am.

In my personal world, some of that opening up meant freely express-
ing those enthusiastic oohs, aahs and variations on a squeal from discov-
eries, creations, and people I met. To this day, that enthusiasm is present 
but tempered a bit. Contrasted to my professional world, those expres-
sions were at first seen as annoying and immature. A gentle explanation 
by a very understanding client helped me understand how to channel 
that enthusiasm into a positive force for advancing the project forward.

  CURING PROCRASTINATION  

Each one of us has a weakness or a tendency that eventually catches 
up with us. All those out there who procrastinate, I am right there with 
you, or at least I used to be. I’ll never forget one particular episode 
of madness due to procrastination. I was in a college class that had a 
short, three-week project consisting of conceiving an idea, doing some 
research, drafting up plans, selecting materials, and putting together a 
presentation board. It should have rolled along with ease. Nope. Distrac-
tions, no desire to start, maybe lacking an idea. Who knows? Three days 
before it was due, I had to start. Four hours of sleep over the remaining 
days generated an adequate enough project to turn in “on time.” Never 
again. The modern day team of client, contractor, sub-contractors, design 
professionals, specialists and others who have a hand in the completion 
of a building and interior simply doesn’t allow for procrastination. Plus, 

the stress is not worth it. Time and a steady approach reign as basic tenets 
of project work and help produce a better result and not mediocrity.

  EARNING TRUST  

There are close relationships and less close relationships in life and 
as with many fields of work. Trust is an element at the core of these 
relationships. Residential interiors work requires a high level of trust. It 
requires listening, being honest with a direct but gentle truth, sometimes 
saying, “I don’t know, but I can find out,” and exhibiting integrity espe-
cially when you have to deliver bad news. Summoning up the courage to 
say “no” to a CEO, explaining that a particular installation won’t happen 
on time, letting a client know that the team felt the client wasn’t “a good 
fit” for the project are all conversations I’ve had. The honesty in these 
circumstances was appreciated and earned a greater level of respect after 
the fact. This degree of trust is one of the greatest benefits I have person-
ally earned that started in a professional realm.

  GIVING BACK, COMING OUT  

Giving back to your community brings benefits and unexpected 
impact. In this case, my interior design community, in the form of a 
professional organization, has given me the tools to personally grow 
and professionally advance. However, over 30 years of belonging to 
the organization, wherein the majority of the males are gay men, rarely 
was sexual orientation acknowledged much less discussed. Fortunate-
ly, about five years ago, a new leader at the top of the organization 
recognized that diversity in the organization needed to be shared. That 
small step, initiated through a membership survey, empowered me to 
openly talk about all forms of diversity as a chapter leader but to also 
personally open up about my own sexual orientation to other members 
of the organization.

  NAVIGATING THE PERSONAL AND THE PROFESSIONAL  

For all the effort put into an advancing career, there is always more on 
the horizon. Like so many others in the community, navigating that line 
between personal and professional is to understand the line and then step 
over it. Being a solopreneur doesn’t provide for co-workers. Instead, my 
peers, reps, and others in the industry are a form of a distant co-worker. 
My “team” regularly shifts from project to project. I am armed with 
adaptability and the ease of floating between many different people over 

the course of a day and weeks and months. Deeper relationships that 
allow for opening up and sharing are simply unusual. 

Being hard-wired to conceal and maintain my privacy has made 
crossing the line particularly difficult, especially with clients. I was 
taught to listen carefully to them, to serve your client with a strong 
customer focus and bend over backward. These are not my “friends,” 
but instead this is a carefully orchestrated professional relationship 
with a very personal touch that reveals nothing about oneself. Please 
understand the work of residential interior design can be intimate and 
moves into some people’s very personal parts of life. Sometimes you see 
and hear things…well…suffice it to say, a personal barrier is healthy. I 
respected that greatly. 

However, after a 14-year period of working on and off with a residen-
tial client, it was revealed that they knew nothing about me. The message 
was quite surprising and a gentle wake-up call. So, with some trepidation 
at first, I answered those clients who asked about me personally. Now 
after 25+ years, the ease of sharing has emerged, and for the first time 
ever, my partner Victor and I enjoyed a dinner together with my clients. 
Pre-pandemic of course. I crossed the line, and it wasn’t so bad.

  GRAPPLING WITH THE STEREOTYPE  

At some point early at the University, I sensed something that couldn’t 
be articulated about the people in my departmental classes. My fellow 
students were almost all women. Particularly though, I wasn’t quite sure 
what to make of the few guys. Who were they? Could I be friends with 
them? Why only a few of us? Eventually, I learned of the stereotype 
of being an interior designer. Through my lens, that meant you appear 
almost perfect by controlling your image mixed with some degree of 
expressiveness; or your personal design aesthetic is always beautiful and 
the clothes are great; and you help people decorate their homes. (The 
adage about the stereotype ‘gay until proven straight’ is generally true.) 
Who wants that association?! I didn’t really want to be that stereotype. 

I needed and wanted to be seen for my true self, a complex mix of 
an approachable, creative, steady, expressive person with talent and 
skills. For years, while working in the field, my image was controlled 

and personal expressions were carefully managed. Eventually, through 
the purchase of my business from the prior owner, the best narrative 
emerged to combat the stereotype. “I own a business practicing commer-
cial and residential interior design.” It’s a good cover, or so I thought. 
It focused those listening to hear “business” first, “commercial interior 
design” second, and “residential interior design” or what some hear as 
“interior decorator,” last. However, over time, slowly and surely, but not 
completely, the narrative has shifted, and the utterances are less about 
masking and more honest. After all, I do make up the components of the 
stereotype, albeit with a professional voice and presence.

  A FORK IN THE ROAD  

But the stereotype story or more accurately, my self-perception 
continues…this is a fork in the road and one that hasn’t been fully 
resolved. The prior description exemplified the client experience during 
the design and decision-making process, no matter the type of project. 
Talking to and working with contractors and subcontractors during the 
build-out of a project brings to the forefront a different group of people. 
In south-central Wisconsin, this very white, male-dominated culture, and 
the building of a relationship, means going into “construction mode.” I 
adjust my body language. Getting tougher in my language and lowering 
the pitch in my voice is what I would (and still sometimes need to) do. 
These devices help me to cope and communicate. I believe these actions 
were, and are, driven out of a personal fear of not being masculine 
enough to fit in and not being respected. Women face even greater chal-
lenges and barriers. I recognize that I have inherent masculine character-
istics, and over time, by speaking the language of building when on-site, 
listening and respecting, brainstorming to solve with these talented 
individuals, and a slow inherent change in the culture of construction 
crews, the degree of adjustment with these men on-site has lessened. Am 
I there yet? No. More courage and time is needed to be my full self.

  PROFESSIONAL PASSION, PERSONAL VULNERABILITY  

My passion for interior design hasn’t wavered, and I doubt that it ever 
will. An ability exists to help people dream and imagine what’s possible 
plus a commitment to making the possible come to fruition. That’s pow-
erful and it’s very rewarding. Each time a new client is brought on board 
or a new project is showcased in a publication, my heart jumps a little.

The same jump of my heart happens when I am vulnerable as part of 
my personal growth. I used to believe my personal identity was all about 
being an interior designer. I lived to work and practice my craft. It gave 
me joy. It was ingrained. But the personal stumbling blocks kicked up. 
Hiding behind professionalism wasn’t working. At last, the complexity 
of my self has been allowed to surface and is still expressed with enthu-
siasm, curiosity, and joy. n

My interior design community has given me the tools to 
personally grow and professionally advance. 

However, over 30 years of belonging to the organization, 
wherein the majority of the males are gay men, 

rarely was sexual orientation acknowledged much 
less discussed.

Bill in his element, 
and with a few of the 

projects he’s done 
over the years.
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PANDEMIC RENOVATIONS
What are the ways you have altered or improved your space in 

response to the pandemic? For example, have you purchased desks and 
other office furniture to create a home office or school space? 

Have you redecorated a room to make it more cheerful or functional? 
Have you retrofitted your garage or other semi-outdoor space in order to 

safely spend time with family and friends?

  ADAM ERDMANN, SR. COMMUNITY AFFAIRS MANAGER, ALLIANT ENERGY  

WAUNAKEE  |  My partner, Shawn, and I purchased a new 
home together in Waunakee in December. Since then, we’ve 
been doing work on every corner of the house. Both of us 
will likely be working from home more permanently, be-

yond the pandemic. It was important to find a home that accommodated 
work space for each of us, where we could close the office door at the 
end of the day and walk away. We’ve both been purchasing new furnish-
ings and accessories to make our offices comfortable for the long term. 
One thing we are looking forward to is our big new screen porch. We 
can’t wait for warmer temps so we can decorate it and get outside again.

  ANDREA HILLSEY, OWNER/OPERATOR, SQUARE WINE COMPANY  

MADISON  |  I’m very fortunate as my work schedule has 
essentially stayed the same. My business was deemed ‘es-
sential’ back in March, so my retail wine shop, Square Wine, 
has stayed open since.

  CEDRIC JOHNSON, COMMUNITY SERVICES MANAGER, MADISON GAS AND ELECTRIC  

MADISON  |  Over the fall, I moved into a new apartment be-
cause once it was confirmed that we’d work from home until 
at least the second quarter of 2021, I decided to find some-
place with amenities that would make trips to public spaces 

like gyms and laundromats unnecessary. I’m grateful to be in a position 
to have found what I needed in my isthmus neighborhood. Decorating the 
new apartment kept my mind busy, and settling in has been a nice respite 
from the craziness of the world outside. Also, my new building observes 
safety measures that allow for use of the gym and rooftop lounge (which 
comes in handy when I need a change of scenery).

  COLLEEN FRENTZEL, AGENCY OWNER, AMERICAN FAMILY INSURANCE  

JANESVILLE  |  I already had a home office space, but we 
cleaned it up a bit for one spouse to be able to work from 
home. We also started remodeling two of our bathrooms and 
worked on a lot of landscaping last spring/summer.

  GINA SENARIGHI, PHD, CPC, INTIMACY & RELATIONSHIP COACHING  

MADISON  |  We created a lot more space outside to be with 
family and friends, including a hot tub (thank you Facebook 
giveaways), a new patio, and two fire pits to make the warm 
season last a little longer. We were lucky to have a warm 

enough Christmas where we hosted our family (masked) fireside for the 
day. It almost felt like a normal gathering.

  JESSICA JONES, OWNER/OPERATOR, GIANT JONES BREWING  

MADISON  |  We’ve done so many projects, from avoided 
maintenance tasks to nesting projects we always 
intended to do yet never found the time in the hustle 
of pre-pandemic life.

We scraped and painted the deck of our porch in late spring, which 
was a tedious task we never managed to prioritize until our social and 
work schedule shifted dramatically.

With the lack of things pulling us away from home, we finally did the 
intentional nesting of our space—as opposed to the mere initial placing 
of our belongings in rooms. We start and finish each day in our bed-
room, and that space was not offering the relaxation we sought. To start 
refreshing the space, we moved our bed to face a window rather than the 
door to the room. This elongated the foot path to navigate the room, yet 
we now awake to sunlight and calm instead staring at the path to all that 
needs to be done in a day. We also opened up the space by moving some 
of the chests of drawers into the closet. That move pushed us to finally 
redo our closet—something we decided to do when we first looked at 
the house in 2014! Our closet was a terrible dull mustard brown and 
poorly arranged with one clothes rode behind the other. We painted the 
walls a bright white and the trim two colors of pink, one fuchsia and one 

a soft millennial, and ran two rods vertically stacked the length of the 
closet. Now picking out an outfit is a bright fun experience rather than 
digging through a dreary cave.

In our living room, we created a reading/coffee nook with a new teal 
wool rug and two baby pink barrel chairs. The entire room feels cozier 
with this simple project.

Perhaps the most exciting was installing a new tankless electric water 
heater! We’d been taking tepid showers the past couple winters as the 
old storage natural gas water heater failed. We did it all ourselves, not 
feeling comfortable having anyone enter the house. I decommissioned 
the old one, closing off the natural gas piping and exhaust ventilation. 
Then I built a frame to mount the tankless model. To hook up the new 
water heater, I learned to add 60 amp breakers to our electrical panel, 
run wiring, and how to sweat copper plumbing with solder and torch. 
Hot showers abound now! And we have a much more robust torch for 
use in the kitchen as a bonus!

cover

When the pandemic hit, at first we all worked from 
our couches and ate from our freezers. 

Gradually, we realized neither was sustainable. 
We began to look around and decide what needed 

improving or at least rearranging in order to make our 
homes more livable (and workable) for the long haul. 

We got creative with our spaces and our ventures 
outside. A sampling of community members share 

what they did to get by and get through.

  RENOVATION      TRAVEL      HOME OFFICE      STATE PARKS  

Aerial photo by Samuel Li.

1. Jessica Jones redesigning her 
closet & the reading/coffee nook they 
created. 2. Adam Erdmann & partner 
Shawn at their new Waunakee home. 
3. The interior of Joe Pabst’s small 
Cape Cod-style home. 4. Turina Bakken 
in Door County.
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Furnaces • Boilers • Air Conditioners
Humidifiers • Duct Cleaning 

Preventative Maintenance Plans

BETHKEBETHKE
HEATING & AIR CONDITIONING, INC

Locally Owned. 

Locally Operated.

251-2222

BethkeHeating.com
FINANCING AVAILABLE

Emergency 
Service 24/7
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Conservatory Sunroom Catherdral Sreen Room Studio Sunroom

Time to welcome back the warmth!

4701 Triangle St. McFarland
Showroom Hours:

M-F 8-4 Sat by Appointment

608-222-7777
KoolView.com

Three & Four Season Rooms - Porch Enclosures - Porches - Screen Rooms - Sunrooms

Modeled by 
Sally & Betty

608.442.6868  baddogfrida.com  2094 atwood ave. madison  

These raincoats from 
Kitty’s Free Range Designs 
are made locally and feature 
a reflective strip, fleece lining, 
and fun patterns.

Shop online, 
call, or email 
to order.

walkin’ in the rain

V @ V I V I E N N E A N D E R S E N . C O M
608  425  0929

V I V I E N N E  A N D E R S E N
R E A L T O R ®

  JOSEPH PABST, ARTS ACTIVIST  

MILWAUKEE  |  My partner and I are fortunate to have a very 
urban lakefront condominium and a charming small Cape 
Cod-style home in a near suburb. Pre-pandemic, the prox-
imity felt somewhat unnecessary, even indulgent. When 

the pandemic hit, this combination proved a blessing as it provides a 
safe and welcome change of pace in our daily routines. We have made 
minimal changes other than better stocking our pantry and making 
greater use of our kitchen. This involved a few purchases to better outfit 
both spaces.

  KEITH BORDEN, YOGA INSTRUCTOR, REUNION YOGA  

MADISON  |  These past many months at home have shown 
us that our house, with its levels, rooms, nooks, and many 
windows, is actually well-designed for riding out a global 
pandemic. Last March, when it was clear that everything 

was going to shut down, the one thing I knew we needed was a real art/
activity table for our daughter. I already had a dedicated yoga space in 
our house, but it was for me. Now it’s half practice/teaching space and 
half production studio with photo lights and a new camera that’s always 
set to go. I’ve forgotten how many times I’ve rearranged it so it works 
well for virtual teaching and filming but still feels like my sanctuary.

  LARRY PALM, DANE COUNTY SUPERVISOR  

MADISON  |  Like many people, when I was first told to work 
from home, I thought it would be short term. I cobbled 
together a desk in the living room and thought that would be 
it. As COVID-19 progressed, I realized a true office space 

was necessary, so I updated my basement by replastering the old wood-
en boards for a clean finish! My husband and I added some fun, colorful 
artwork bought at art fairs and a new standing desk, and I moved into 
my new office corner.

  LINDA BALISLE, OWNER AT BALISLE FAMILY LAW LEGAL COUNSEL, S.C.  

ARENA  |  My home office takes up the entire front room now. 
I brought home all my screens and the docking station from 
our office. I’ve been doing trials, depositions, mediations, 
and arbitrations on Zoom, so I needed the full set up. 

I finished the landing and steps into my pond so friends and I could 
safely gather and swim with lots of space between us. It’s been a wonder-
ful outdoor meeting place. My fire pits have been used more than ever.

I have a guest house which, after Covid arrived, several people rented 
for retreats, quarantines, and as a base for group gatherings held outside. 
I’m lucky to have a lot of forests and streams, so friends and family have 
sometimes joined me on hikes, or simply come out to wander in the 
woods without worrying about bumping into somebody.

  LYNN LEE, OWNER/OPERATOR, CARGO & GROUND ZERO COFFEE  

MADISON  |  As my daughter and I began to spend all our time 
at home, we began doing all those home projects we had put 
off. It’s been a time of doing projects together that help pass 
the time and have her learning new skills. We’ve changed 

rooms, redecorated the finished attic in anticipation of a teen hangout 
space for when her friends can come over again, and set up a space 
where she can take guitar lessons safely. The Covid lockdown has really 
brought home how important our home is and how to enjoy it.

  RICHARD MERRION, DC, OWNER/CHIROPRACTIC PHYSICIAN,  
  NEW HEALTH CHIROPRACTIC & INTEGRATED HEALTHCARE  

FITCHBURG  |  I’m fortunately still able to go to the office to 
see patients, however, we’ve added air purifiers at home and 
office from MedifyAir as we still have our cleaner’s access-
ing the house every two weeks. We added propane outdoor 

heaters to extend our outdoor season. I was grilling out in December!

  TAMARA PACKARD, PARTNER, PINES BACH LLP  

MADISON  |  After three months of working from my couch, 
I bought a desk and office chair and set up in the guest 
bedroom. We also bought a fire pit and are very happy we 
expanded a patio last year so we can see friends outside.

  TAMIM SIFRI, DDS, OWNER, SMART DENTAL  

MADISON  |  Pre-pandemic, my partner, Ryan Silvola, and 
I had a routine at Ford’s gym that was abruptly disrupted. 
Embracing health in a pandemic is not where we thought 
we would end up last March. While I focused on re-imaging 

my dental office, Ryan sorted out working from home, and like many we 
were focused on just getting through each day. A lot of frozen pizzas were 
consumed before we were able to begin a path back to health. We were 
fortunate to have the space to build a home gym. The power rack was 
a purchase from Rogue Fitness. A lot of our weights came from friends 
and family that had extra equipment. Other items came from Facebook 
Marketplace, but the real help came from the team at Ford’s Gym. 

  TURINA BAKKEN, PHD, PROVOST, MADISON COLLEGE  

DEFOREST  |  As we are both now working remotely, I have 
turned a former upstairs office that we had made into a cool 
day room back into an office. My desk is a beautiful piece 
of black walnut that runs the length of the wall, right next 

to a sunny window. My partner runs her company from a newly crafted 
downstairs “office” that is a tailgate/kitchen area. Our little dog loves 
going from office to office to hang out, and I really don’t know what she 
will do when we eventually return to our workplaces (if we ever do!?). 

1. Joe Pabst & partner John Schellinger 
at their cottage.  2. Richard Merrion & 
husband Charles McLimans  3. Adam 
Erdmann & partner Shawn in Pembine. 
4. Tamim Sifri & partner Ryan Silvola in 
their new home gym. 5. Cedric Johnson 
in Wyalusing State Park 6. Linda Balisle’s 
guest house & pond.

1 2 3
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I love wearing jeans and flip flops instead of a suit. We also redid our 
deck, added cool furniture to our screen house and got a new autocover 
for our pool. Home and the backyard is where it’s at!

PANDEMIC TRAVEL
Did you manage to get away during the pandemic? 

How did you make that work? Did you rent a cabin in the northwoods? 
Take a weekend at a local B&B? Day trips around the state or farther?

 

  ADAM ERDMANN, SR. COMMUNITY AFFAIRS MANAGER, ALLIANT ENERGY  

WAUNAKEE  |  Last June we took a trip to Pembine, WI and 
went chasing the beautiful waterfalls there. We found a hotel 
room with a kitchenette and made quick and easy meals. We 
packed sandwiches for lunch when we were out hiking or 

biking. It turned out to be a wonderful little getaway to recharge.

  AMY JOHNSON, PUBLISHER, TOWNS & ASSOCIATES, INC  

McFARLAND  |   I have not done any traveling since the 
pandemic. I had hoped to visit some parks, etc., over the 
summer for outdoor activities, but I’ve just been too busy 
with the additional work the pandemic has meant.

  ANDREA HILLSEY, OWNER/OPERATOR, SQUARE WINE COMPANY  

MADISON  |  My partner, Ashley, and I headed up to Houghton, 
Michigan over Labor Day just to get away. We mostly read 
books and checked out the local spots, which included a day 
trip up to Copper Harbor. It is such a beautiful area. We both 

have pretty busy/hectic work lives so it was nice to unplug for a bit.

  CEDRIC JOHNSON, COMMUNITY SERVICES MANAGER, MADISON GAS AND ELECTRIC  

MADISON  |  I usually took day trips to places like Wyalusing 
State Park for a hike when it was warm. As the weather 
cooled off, it became afternoon drives through the country-
side. Otherwise, I stuck close to home.

  COLLEEN FRENTZEL, AGENCY OWNER, AMERICAN FAMILY INSURANCE  

JANESVILLE  |  We went up to Door County Labor Day 
weekend and rented a cabin. We also flew to Florida to see 
my mother-in-law because it had been a few years since we 
saw her, and she was getting down. We took a chance and 

protected ourselves best we could during the travel.

  KEITH BORDEN, YOGA INSTRUCTOR, REUNION YOGA  

MADISON  |  We have only left Dane County twice during 
the pandemic. One of those escapes was a visit to our 
friend’s farm in Iowa County, and the other was to one of 
the beaches in Milwaukee. Though we didn’t travel, we did 

explore many Madison area parks—Pheasant Branch, Deer Creek, Hoyt 
Park, Owen Conservancy, Governor’s Island—that weren’t on our radar 
pre-pandemic. We traveled to new places at home. It was great.

  JOSEPH PABST, ARTS ACTIVIST  

MILWAUKEE  |  We have spent time at our city condominium 
and suburban home. Given the aesthetic difference of the two 
spaces, that simple change has felt like a mini vacation.  Ad-
ditionally, in thinking about provisioning, I’ve found tremen-

dous pleasure in ordering food from independent purveyors. To safely 
shop at a butcher, baker, green grocer and cheesemonger has become my 
outing. With a short drive, I am the recipient of some safe distance kind-
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ness, a change of scenery and the pleasure of delicious and independently 
sourced food which is placed in the trunk. I think that’s the very definition 
of getting away. It’s how a person thinks about simple adventures.

I returned from Oaxaca just as the world was beginning to recognize 
the pandemic. Just a few days after my return, the US began to acknowl-
edge what would become the tragic pandemic we witness today.

  JESSICA JONES, OWNER/OPERATOR, GIANT JONES BREWING  

MADISON  |  Getting away usually was as exotic as delivering 
beer (we own Giant Jones Brewing) to stores on the westside 
of Madison. Seriously, just seeing a different bit of town 
seemed like a breath of fresh air! When we really needed 

new scenery, we explored segments of the Ice Age Trail on week days 
when we expected to encounter fewer people.

  RICHARD MERRION, DC, OWNER/CHIROPRACTIC PHYSICIAN,  
  NEW HEALTH CHIROPRACTIC & INTEGRATED HEALTHCARE  

FITCHBURG  |  We managed to get away to Cancun in Novem-
ber for 10 days! Very safe at the resort; masks weren’t a polit-
ical statement so everyone was wearing one. Travel was safe 
on Delta, and upon returning we tested negative for Covid.

  TAMARA PACKARD, PARTNER, PINES BACH LLP  

MADISON  |  We rented a cabin in the Northwoods, where we 
brought our food with us, and made one stop for gas on the 
way. We have also aimed to have some kind of adventure ev-
ery weekend. Usually a hike in a new-to-us and nearby park.

  TAMIM SIFRI, DDS, OWNER, SMART DENTAL  

MADISON  |  Since my dental office was closed for routine care 
for eight weeks, it has been difficult to take time away while 
we continue to try to catch up to demand. To that end, we’ve 
stayed mostly local and enjoyed day hikes in Cherokee 

Marsh and Governor Nelson State Park. The state parks have generally 
been an easier option for exploring with our active German-Shorthaired 
pointer, Clive. Weekends this winter were not always easy, and we found 
we had to set an intention to make sure we got out of the house. 

  TURINA BAKKEN, PHD, PROVOST, MADISON COLLEGE  

DEFOREST  |  We did  a June long weekend up in Door County. 
We rented a cool renovated house through VRBO. We 
brought and made our own food, cooked out, and toured the 
beaches and sites of Door County. We also went up to Flor-

ence County to a rented remote cabin to relax, hike, snowshoe, and sim-
ply get a change of venue. In addition, our state park sticker was the best 
$30 spent all year and got lots of use touring our beautiful state parks.

POST-PANDEMIC TRAVEL
We want to know where you plan to travel—around 

the state or world—once it is safe to do so. What about that 
destination has appeal to LGBTQ visitors?

 

  ADAM ERDMANN, SR. COMMUNITY AFFAIRS MANAGER, ALLIANT ENERGY  

WAUNAKEE  |  We booked a Panama Canal cruise for late 
November 2021 to celebrate my 40th. We’re really hoping 
that it will work out by then! We’re anxious to travel and see 
new sights. For us, the canal is just something interesting 

that neither of us have seen before. We like going on trips where we can 
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In these times, having the right home for you and your  
family to stay safer at home is our priority. We are all in 

this together, we are here and we care. Be well. 

learn something new about the history and culture of an area, while also 
enjoying amenities and kicking back. Cruises often provide LGBTQ+ 
happy hour or social events so you can meet other passengers.

  AMY JOHNSON, PUBLISHER, TOWNS & ASSOCIATES, INC  

McFARLAND  |   The only personal travel I hope to do as soon 
as it’s safe is to visit family in California. For work, I hope to 
be able to visit some clients again when it’s safe.

  ANDREA HILLSEY, OWNER/OPERATOR, SQUARE WINE COMPANY  

MADISON  |  I NEED A WINE TRIP!!! Owning a wine shop 
has its perks, and getting to travel is number one among 
them. This past year has been the first year since 2013 (we 
opened in 2012) that I was unable to travel for “work.” I 

missed a wine trip to northern Italy in the spring because of the pandem-
ic. Fingers crossed, we’re heading there in September.

  CEDRIC JOHNSON, COMMUNITY SERVICES MANAGER, MADISON GAS AND ELECTRIC  

MADISON  |  My partner lives in Belgium, and it’s been diffi-
cult not being able to visit one another. I had tickets to visit 
in April, and he had plans to come back to Madison over the 
summer, but that was canceled with the travel ban. Starting 

in September 2020, Belgium opened their borders for romantic partners 
to visit. The process for acquiring the travel certificate was arduous, how-
ever we were approved and spent most of February together in Antwerp. 

Once it’s safe and open to do so, I recommend a jaunt to Belgium. 
Brussels is gorgeous and, thanks in part to serving as the seat of the EU, 
is a very international city. Antwerp is also a great destination. Lovely 
architecture, great food, and you’ll want to visit their open air market for 
sure! Make sure to get the croquettes.

  GINA SENARIGHI, PHD, CPC, INTIMACY & RELATIONSHIP COACHING  

MADISON  |  We had put off our 40th birthday plans to go to 
Oaxaca for Dia de Los Muertos celebration while we had our 
second kiddo. We’d love to get there as soon as it’s safe!

  JESSICA JONES, OWNER/OPERATOR, GIANT JONES BREWING  

MADISON  |  We are so excited to just visit Madison again 
once it is safe! How long will it have been since the tasting 
room at Giant Jones was open? How long since we took our 
time after a meal at La Kitchenette? How long since we sat 

sipping broth at Morris Ramen? All the culinary riches we usually plan 
our travel around will be new and novel right here! Soaking up our local, 
queer friendly scene seems like the greatest adventure possible!

  LINDA BALISLE, OWNER AT BALISLE FAMILY LAW LEGAL COUNSEL, S.C.  

ARENA  |  I’ll travel to my son and grandson in California as 
soon as it’s safe for us all. I’ll travel to Milwaukee, North 
Carolina, California, and Arizona to see family and friends 
whom I miss most. A friend wants me to join him in an Air-

stream road trip to California—we’ll see....

  LARRY PALM, DANE COUNTY SUPERVISOR  

MADISON  |  In 2020, my husband and I had plans to visit Japan 
and Berlin. Both were canceled, and we are looking forward 
to rescheduling as soon as possible. Visiting Berlin during the 
last year of the 45th presidency would have been incredibly 

thought-provoking. Exploring the Holocaust, the Nazi rise to power, and 
the eventual reunification would have profound impacts on me as a politi-
cian and as a gay man with Jewish heritage. We must never forget.

  JOSEPH PABST, ARTS ACTIVIST  

MILWAUKEE  |  Travel to any destination without fear would be 
a joy. I’d be happy to go to a local boutique without an ele-
ment of fear. Beyond that, I’m longing for a road trip—most 
any direction or destination would be welcome. I’d love to 

go to a museum. Again, any museum would be special. Freedom and 
choice and opportunity are so very precious. 

As we witnessed the inauguration of a new administration, I felt we 
were witnessing a return to civility, safety, forward momentum, and 
wellbeing for ALL.

  KEITH BORDEN, YOGA INSTRUCTOR, REUNION YOGA  

MADISON  |  We’re definitely dreaming about places we’d like 
to travel when it’s safe enough to do so. But first priority will 
be seeing family; none of them live in Madison.

  LYNN LEE, OWNER/OPERATOR, CARGO & GROUND ZERO COFFEE  

MADISON  |  As someone who loves big cities and culture, 
2020 was the year I’d planned on taking my daughter to San 
Francisco and Paris to show her two cities I love. Obviously, 
plans were delayed, but when restrictions have lifted, after a 

year of saving money from not being able to go anywhere, I plan on us 
making these trips with maybe a little more in our pockets to enjoy them. 
It’s been a long year!

  RICHARD MERRION, DC, OWNER/CHIROPRACTIC PHYSICIAN,  
  NEW HEALTH CHIROPRACTIC & INTEGRATED HEALTHCARE  

FITCHBURG  |  We are heading to Italy hopefully at the end 
of 2021. We may take a long weekend in Fort Lauderdale. 
Wilton Manors is one of the last gay mecca’s! Think Palm 
Springs, but a bit closer and more humid warmth!

  TAMARA PACKARD, PARTNER, PINES BACH LLP  

MADISON  |  We have plans to visit the Galapagos in early 
2022 with a mixed lesbian, gay, and straight group. We are 
also hoping for a hiking trip to Ireland with friends (a gay 
couple) we originally planned for April, 2020.

  TAMIM SIFRI, DDS, OWNER, SMART DENTAL  

MADISON  |  We are longing to support LGBT and queer 
businesses, artists, and restaurants. Vegas, New York City, 
New Orleans, and a return trip to New Zealand are all being 
floated. But we are equally excited to go back to Pridefest 

Milwaukee and enjoy summer festivals in Chicago.

  TURINA BAKKEN, PHD, PROVOST, MADISON COLLEGE  

DEFOREST  |  Our list is long, and growing longer, as we dream 
of post-COVID travel.  Iceland and a return trip to Norway 
top the list, as does connecting with our friends in South 
France. New Zealand, Portugal are up there, as is a return 

trip to see our friends in Nova Scotia.  Honestly, anywhere near or far 
where there are friendly faces and cold beer, I’m in.  n

Cedric Johson & 
his partner. 
Colleen Frentzel 
& wife Kimberly 
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Holy Wisdom’s ecumenical worship community 
and its multi-denominational approach include 
men and women as leaders, inclusive language 
in its homilies, and church members who wear 

nametags bearing rainbow ribbons.

Land as  
Sanctuary
Holy Wisdom Monastery is known for its care of both the  
Earth and its ecumenical community. Its restored prairie offers 
a healing space for contemplation and quiet recreation. CEO 
Charles McLimans shares the journey that brought him there.

  RESTORED PRAIRIE      MONASTERY      CATHOLICISM  

AFTER CHARLES MCLIMANS moved back to Madison in 2017 with his part-
ner, he was in search of a faith home. They’d been parishioners at a church 
where they felt welcome in Milwaukee, but were doubtful they would fit 
in with a Madison Diocese led by conservative Bishop Robert C. Morlino. 

“I ran into Steve Zwettler, a teacher at Holy Name,” remembered Mc-
Limans. “Father Steve married a woman and continued his priestly min-
istry through hospice care, and was also leading services at Holy Wisdom 
He told me he was presiding and preaching the next Sunday and invited 
me to attend the service.”

  ECUMENICAL WORSHIP COMMUNITY  

When Charles arrived at the service, he and his husband felt immedi-
ately welcomed. Holy Wisdom’s ecumenical worship community and its 
multi-denominational approach include men and women as leaders, in-
clusive language in its homilies, and church members who wear nametags 
bearing rainbow ribbons. 

“Holy Wisdom has a long history of being intentionally welcoming, 
including welcoming the LGBT community,” said Charles. “When you 
enter the monastery you will see engraved above the entrance ‘that all 
may be one.’ The sisters believe that, and it’s why they are known for their 
hospitality. The Rule of St. Benedict states that we must welcome each 
person as Christ, that each guest should be welcomed just as if that person 
was Christ, without judgement.”

Now serving as the CEO of Holy Wisdom, the role is only the latest 
chapter in McLimans’ long relationship with the Catholic faith. He grew 
up in the Church and came from a large family. His mother joked that if 
God gave her so many children, the least she could do is give one back 
as a priest or a nun. He explains that it is a great source of pride to have 
a child as a faith leader in the church. It’s why he served as an altar boy 
and was paid five dollars for playing the organ at services, something he 
remembers as a lot of money to a fourth grader.

“I had no notion of being gay at that age,” he said. “I suppose there was 
something in me, but I also believe that LGBT people have a heightened 
sensitivity to spirituality, even if they have been abused and rejected by 
the institutional church. I’m so fortunate to have had mentors and teachers 
who were priests and sisters who were wonderful guides through my life.”

He attended Holy Name Seminary on Madison’s west side for high 
school, which is now an apartment building and offices named Holy 
Name Heights. He spent four years in college seminary, a year studying 
with the Dominicans, and with only two days before he planned to take 
vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, he faced serious doubts about 

Photo by Ian DeGraff for Our Lives magazine.Written by Stacy Harbaugh.
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Charles McLimans in 
the assembly room 
on the main level of 
the monastery.



the existence of God.
“I was still discovering my sexuality and had questions about the Cath-

olic Church—which said then, and still says in doctrine—that homosex-
uality is oriented toward evil. I didn’t believe it then, and I don’t believe 
it now. Even Pope Francis is trying to create a more welcoming space.”

Charles chose to apply his faith through his worldly work in nonprofits 
and stayed committed to the concept of servant leadership. That calling 
led him to volunteer with the Illinois hunger relief organization, Loaves 
and Fishes, where he eventually became the director. In Madison he 
served as President and CEO of the River Food Pantry for three years, 
including during the first four months of the COVID pandemic. Mean-
while, when Holy Wisdom’s former CEO and Prioress, Sister Mary David 
Walgenbach, OSB, announced she would retire at 80 years old, monastery 
leaders asked Charles if he might consider applying for the role.

“I could hear God saying to me, ‘This is where I need you to serve.’” 
said Charles. “I’m still involved with River Food Pantry. I could justify the 
change in that I’m not leaving River, I’m just switching hats. I’m proud of 
their team and the work they are doing as the leading hunger relief orga-
nization in the community. In my position at Holy Wisdom, I’m part of a 
mission of weaving, prayer, hospitality, justice, and care for the Earth into 
a shared way of life. Here I get to be a part of that on a daily basis.”

  LAND MANAGEMENT AND RESTORATION   

Caring for the Earth has always been a part of the history and mission 
at Holy Wisdom. The land includes over 130 acres on the northwest side 
of Lake Mendota that provides a view of the Capitol and is bordered by 
the North Mendota Wildlife Prairie Unit. For many years the sisters have 
grown most of their own food and enjoyed the outdoors for meditation 
and contemplation. It wasn’t until around 20 years ago that their efforts 
shifted from groundskeeping to deeper land management and restoration.

“Once they started to look at the benefits of prairie restoration and 
reducing runoff, they became aware of how rainwater moves and how it 
moves soil from the land that was rented to farmers,” said Dr. Amy Alstad 
who serves as director of land management and environmental education 
at Holy Wisdom. “They looked at Lost Lake which is a 10,000 year-old 
glacial lake that used to be 10 acres, but shrunk in the 90s due to topsoil 
filling up the lake. They did a major restoration to restore it to its original 
size and shape. It’s a beautiful waterway now, and that experience led to 
an understanding of the flow and balance of water and the land.”

In the woods to the east of the monastery building hosts one legacy of 
the former agricultural use of the land: an aging barn that is now home 
to a pair of great horned owls. There are eastern bluebird nesting boxes 
as well as bee hives maintained by retired University of Wisconsin en-
tomologist David Hogg. Instead of corn or soybeans, you’ll find native 
prairie plants, such as milkweed, that attract monarch butterflies in the 
summer—and the rare wood lily they hope to protect from grazing deer.

The restoration work takes many hands. Volunteers work to remove 
invasive species and gather and spread prairie seeds. Alstad estimates 
there is a community of around 200 regular volunteers who collect seeds, 
maintain trails, and survey the species on the land.

make room for love
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  PERSONAL HEALING AND INCLUSIVITY  

“One thing we hear over and over is how visitors to this space are deep-
ly touched by it,” said Alstad. “It does something special for them. It’s 
not just for prairie restoration but personal restoration. We’re committed 
to putting equal weight and emphasis on the restoration and growth and 
healing of both the ecology and the people in this space. That’s what sets 
us apart. We have a place where you’re welcome to stop and enjoy and 
bathe in the silence and contemplative beauty in your experience here.”

This history of a commitment to providing a welcoming space extends 
to the hospitality they show to people in their services. Historian Dick 
Wagner has attended services there for many years and points to the Sol-
idarity Sunday services in October that began in the mid-1990s. It’s  an 
example of how Holy Wisdom extends the Benedictine rule of welcoming 
to include “solidarity with their Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 
Sisters and Brothers” in a solidarity prayer.

“A decade ago, I interviewed a half dozen gay folks attending Sunday 
Assembly, and some key themes were the open table fellowship and sense 
of an inclusive community,” said Wagner. “There have been gay officiants 
leading services at the monastery, and gays and lesbians and a transperson 
have performed other ministerial or liturgical roles for services. Many 
homilies are LGBTQ inclusive.”

The monastery has hosted same-sex weddings, an LGBT-focused spiri-
tuality retreat in 2011, gay couples in their newsletter, and gay- and lesbi-
an-identified monastery staff. Beyond the visible evidence of inclusivity, 
the message of the church is focused on teaching how Christ was an ex-
ample of unconditional love for others, regardless of political or religious 
affiliation. Striving to live Christ’s example through small acts of courtesy 
is key to how their religious community works to bridge differences and 
answer some of the questions people have about their faith and how to 
practice it in day-to-day life.

“I would like people to know that Holy Wisdom has leaders in our orga-
nization as well as many members of the Sunday Assembly worship com-
munity who are LGBTQ,” said McLimans. “It is a welcoming space for 
those who are searching and questioning. Questioning your faith means 
you care, and you are trying to find deeper meaning in it. A lot of faith is 
discovered through doubt.”

  OPEN TO THE PUBLIC  

The four miles of trails at Holy Wisdom are open to the public and have 
had more activity during the COVID crisis. Oak savanna, woodlands, 
wetlands, and rolling prairie are available for hiking and snowshoeing. 
Donations to the Friends of Wisdom Prairie support trail maintenance and 
prairie restoration.  n
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Instead of corn or soybeans, you’ll find native prairie 
plants, such as milkweed, that attract monarch 

butterflies in the summer—and the rare wood lily they 
hope to protect from grazing deer.
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OURLIVESWISCONSIN.COMFEATURE ➔ OUR HISTORY  nnnnnn

IN AUTUMN 1974, a new magazine appeared 
entitled RFD. In the early years it proclaimed 
itself to be “for country faggots everywhere.” 
Published by a rural gay collective in Grinnell, 
Iowa it sought to give voice to queers outside 
the coastal enclaves. The small college com-
munity of Grinnell, some 3,000 households, 
was ideally located for launching a publication 
trying to reach other rural gay collectives 
and gay men living outside of big cities. The 
collective persuaded the Iowa City Women’s 
Press to print the first issue. After two years, 
having migrated to several locations, it is still 
published today and proclaims itself “a read-
er-written quarterly celebrating queer diversi-
ty.” See it here: rfdmag.org.

The moniker RFD played on the early 20th 
Century postal service terminology of “rural 
free delivery.” In later days, with the emergence 
of the countercultural radical fairies movement, 
some took it to mean Radical Faerie Digest. 
The editors have played with how the simple 
initials could mean many things including Re-
ally Feeling Divine, Rejoicing in Flamboyant 
Diversity and Resist Facist Demagogues.

In the summer 1975 issue, Madison writer 
Greg Filiar wrote verses entitled, “Ode to 
Aubergine.” Today, for many Madisonians, 
the aubergine or eggplant is fondly associat-
ed with the very queer-friendly Willy Street 
Co-op, another collective with its origins in 
1974. Whether the eggplant association goes 
back that far, I don’t know. I did not become a 
member until 1977.

In his ode Filiar promised:

      Dear Eggplant, fresh sweet Eggplant
      Your praises I will sing    
      I’ll sound them with such fervor that
      They’ll cause the world to ring.
 
While not high poetry, the ode was dedi-

cated to C. E. Beckwith who was described 
as “the first true vegesexual I had the pleasure 
to know.” One must assume that was another 
Madisonian Chuck Beckwith. Beckwith would 
become, with his partner Chuck Bauer, the 
well-known owners of the Soap Opera bath and 

grooming store on State Street. Both Chucks 
are also accomplished artists. The store grew 
out of a business begun with special herbal 
soaps and lotions sold off a blanket on Library 
Mall on the UW campus. Beckwith’s early 
knowledge of herbalism and garden lore was 
shown off in the same issue of RFD in his own 
article entitled, “The Language of Flowers.”

The cover art for the article, adorned with 
pansies and sunflowers, highlighted an old 
English saying, “Flowers and fairies go hand in 
hand.” Art for Filiar’s poem included vegetable 
prints made from okra, celery, and leeks.

Beckwith traced the origins of herbalism, 
the most ancient science of humankind, to the 
search for food as to which plants could be 
edible and useful. Associations between plant 
life and fertility—and thus sexuality—came 
naturally, so to speak. Attribution of char-
acteristics to particular plants were made in 

herbalism. These attributions became 
what he informed the reader was the 
language of flowers. In pre-literate 
societies, the healing knowledge 
of plants was passed down orally, 
especially matriarchally. He quotes 
the Roman author Pliny that “Garden 
work is women’s work” to show the 
feminine-identification.

For Beckwith, ancient Greeks, as 
well as the early Chinese and Japanese 
arts, incorporated this language of 
flowers or florigraphy into their my-
thology. Presenting a dwarf sunflower 
meant a devoted admirer. Double pinks 
meant pure and ardent love. Roses 
also meant love. Spiderwort meant esteem but 
dogwood blossoms meant indifference. Pansies 
meant thoughts and rosemary remembrance. 
Nasturtiums represented bravery, borage 
courage, and thyme bravery. The exchange of 
flowers was an expression of friendship, though 
a flower offered in an inverted position meant 
the opposite of the usual meaning.

When they once were separated, Beckwith 
sent his love Bauer seeds of moonflowers as 
a friendship token. The moonflower is a flam-
boyant blossom that opens at night. The flower 
is fragrant, and Beckwith admitted to being 
strongly drawn to fragrances. Beckwith also 
admitted to the fond nickname of Moonie.

The Beckwith article also describes gardens 
of flowers seen as sites for entertainment that 
could arouse various emotions, including 
repose and mediation as well as pleasure. The 
new world and overseas trade brought flowers 
from around the world to Eighteenth Century 
gardens. These grand and elite gardens gave 
way to the Victorian romantic parks and con-
servatories. The English flower garden became 
a paragon of flowers.

While gardens in the Twentieth Century did 
become more naturalistic, the rise of environ-
mentalism led to a desire to appreciate true nat-
ural landscapes like prairies. The Chucks over 
many years have restored a remarkable prairie 
on their Green County farm that is replete with 
prairie flowers that leads to a whole new appre-
ciation of different types of flowers.

The fancy for flowers meant in many 
proper homes a volume of Flora Symbolica or 
other books on identifying blooms and their 
meanings were commonplace. Flowers were 

pressed in other volumes. Lockets would hold 
favored blooms. Myself, I cherish a berib-
boned keepsake volume on Cape Cod dried 
sea mosses given to me by my dear Patrick on 
a Provincetown trip. So, we should all thank 
RFD for encouraging flower knowledge among 
the fairies.

Beckwith closed his RFD article with sen-
timents from a postcard mailed in 1917 in the 
midst of the first world war:

 
      Plant a simple flower for me
      In the depths of true affection.
      Care for it & think of me 
      In the hours of quiet reflection.  n

  FLOWERS      RURAL QUEER COMMUNITIES      POETRY  

The Language of Flowers Speaks
In the mid-1970s, a queer rural magazine was born in Grinnell, Iowa. Some familiar 
Madisonians were early contributors. Historian Richard Wagner explains.
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The ode was dedicated to C. E. Beckwith 
who was described as “the first true 
vegesexual I had the pleasure to know.” 
One must assume that was another 
Madisonian Chuck Beckwith.

RICHARD WAGNER, openly gay former 
Dane County Board Chair and co-chair of 
Governor Earl’s Commission on Lesbian 
and Gay Issues, is the author of both 
We’ve Been Here All Along: Wisconsin’s 
Early Gay History and Coming Out, Moving 
Forward: Wisconsin’s Recent Gay History.

Beckwith (in the lower left in drag) at 
a backyard social hosted by Wagner.
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Author’s Note: I use the term “survivor” to 
describe myself. I am aware that not everyone 
who has been victimized by sexual violence 
identifies as a victim or a survivor. I am a firm 
believer of people using the language that they 
feel most comfortable with when discussing 
their personal experiences and identities. 

I AM A SURVIVOR of sexual harassment, sexual 
assault, and rape—too many times to count. 

I was raised in rape culture, and taught that I 
have no agency over my body and my being as 
AFAB, fat, queer, disabled, poor, mentally ill, 
and someone who started puberty at a younger 
age than most of my peers—though I expe-
rienced harassment and assault even before 
puberty when I was seen by the world as a 
vulnerable, little girl.

I was groomed to believe that others have 
innate permission to comment on my body and 
being with both disgust and sexualization, that 
they were allowed to lay hands on my body 
without my consent, without consideration of 
my humanity or personhood. 

I was taught that due to my body and being, 
I should be flattered with any attention thrown 
my way.

At the same time, even before I grew into 
my queerness, I was taught alongside my peers 
that being LGBTQ+ was bad and predatory, 
despite evidence to the contrary considering 

that my childhood harassers and assaulters 
were overwhelmingly cisgender, heterosexual, 
white, boys and men. I was rejected by friends 
in school when they decided I was a “lesbo” 
and considered a sexual predator—this was 
even before I knew I was queer or what being 
queer meant. 

I wasn’t taught consent. I wasn’t even taught 
enthusiastic consent until I was well into my 
20’s and beginning to engage more visibly with 
the queer community. I was groomed to accept 
that coercion was part of engaging in sexual re-
lationships, it was normalized to the point that 
it was always easier to go numb to what was 
happening and dissociate from the situation 
than it was to continue to fight off advances. 

I learned that it was easier to hide or disap-
pear from a party than it was to fight someone 
off when they became too sexually aggressive. 

I learned to never be the last to fall asleep, and 
that if you did fall asleep curl into as tight a 
ball as possible. I was also groomed to accept 
the lies that rape culture tells—that sexual as-
sault and rape were my fault, that I was asking 
for it, that others who were assaulted and raped 
were asking for it. I believed the lies that rape 
culture told, that women and girls who wore 
revealing clothing, who drank too much around 
groups of men, and who passed out at parties 
were asking for it. I didn’t learn the value of 
going to or leaving a bar or party with friends 
until I was drugged at a bar one night. It was 
not my fault. It was never the fault of those 
women and girls either. 

I have never reported my harassers, assault-
ers, or rapists to the authorities, but I have 
sought out survivor services that have empow-
ered me to talk about being a survivor. While 
I have spoken out about my experiences being 
victimized by sexual violence, I usually keep 
the details secret, even from my closest friends. 
Not necessarily because I want to, but more so 
because even though we live in the time of the 
#MeToo movement, survivors are still stigma-
tized by rape culture. I don’t want to ever have 
to answer questions about what I was wearing, 
what I was doing, what I was drinking, why I 
was where I was, or why I was with who I was 
with. I especially never want to be asked why 
I didn’t do enough to fight back, why I didn’t 
call out for help, why I didn’t go to the hospital 
or the police or seek out emergency care. 

I don’t need to explain myself to anyone, 
because it is not my fault that I was assaulted 
or raped. 

My grooming, conditioning, and subsequent 
victimization are not unique to me, and my 
accounts of assault and rape are not unique 
to people who share my identities or people 
who do not share my identities; my situation 
is not unique because we live in a culture in 
which sexual violence is not only tolerated 
but in some cases is seen in a sense as a rite 
of passage. By definition, rape culture is the 
social acceptance of sexual violence. Due to 
stigmatizing victim-blaming associated with 
being a survivor of sexual violence, many 
people never share their stories, and never 
seek survivor resources. The silence of victims 
helps shield people from facing accountability 
for sexual violence. Rape culture discourages 
victims (and survivors) from speaking out, 
not only out of fear of being subjected to 
gaslighting (i.e., not only is the survivor not 
believed, but they are made to believe that 
they are at fault), but also out of fear of being 
socially rejected for speaking out—especial-

ly when they are victimized by people with 
wealth, power, fame, or any other significant 
social status. Survivors who speak out against 
the wealthy and powerful are often met with 
further victimization through threats, assault, 
rape, and possibly murder. This is one example 
of many as to how rape culture is sustained and 
weaponized in community.

  SEXUAL ASSAULT & LAW ENFORCEMENT  

When a victim of sexual violence reports 
their experience to the police and/or emergency 
services, they are subjected to the full violence 
of rape culture by being examined, poked, 
prodded, asked questions, asked those same 
questions again, asked those same questions in 
a different way again, asked to recount what 
happened in full detail over and over and over 
again, all while having no say in what happens 
to the person/people who victimized them. Sur-
vivors are given no agency over their case(s) 
and are not asked what justice looks like for 
the person/people who victimized them. This is 
a lot of trauma to go through considering only 
a very small percentage of assault and rape 
cases result in successful prosecution. Many of 
us saw this play out in real time with the case 
of Brock Turner.

Despite knowing why victims of assault and 
rape overwhelmingly choose not to report their 
trauma to the police or other authorities, and 
that a very small percentage of sexual violence 
cases are prosecuted, the question of what to 
do about sexually violent people often comes 
up in discussions of defunding the police and 
prison abolition. Nonetheless, the discussion 
about how to deal with sexually violent people 
in the context of defunding the police fails to 
recognize that even when rape cases are pros-
ecuted to the fullest extent of the law, prison is 
definitively not rehabilitative. This is glaringly 
obvious considering that prison rape is talked 
about more as a joke than as the serious reality 
of incidences of sexual violence in prison, 
committed both by those who are incarcer-
ated and by prison employees. Incidences of 
assault and rape of incarcerated people are not 
taken seriously because many people believe 
that it is an acceptable consequence of being 
incarcerated. Prison rape jokes are also inher-
ently anti-LGBTQ+, reinforce anti-LGBTQ+ 
stereotypes, and normalize the dehumanization 
of incarcerated people.

Compared to the cisgender, heterosexual 
community, particularly cisgender, heterosexu-
al men, LGBTQ+ people are significantly more 
likely to be the victims of sexual assault rather 
than the perpetrators. Additionally, LGBTQ+ 
incarcerated folks are more likely to be assault-
ed and raped than cisgender, heterosexual in-
carcerated people. Trans women who are forca-

bly incarcerated in men’s prisons are especially 
vulnerable to sexual violence while incarcer-
ated, though trans women are also vulnerable 
in women’s prisons and subjected to sexual 
violence by incarcerated people and prison 
employees. We also know that due to societal 
stigma and ostracization, some LGBTQ+ folks, 
specifically those who are multiply marginal-
ized due to race, class, gender, and immigra-
tion status, are forced to find ways to survive 
through illicit means—means which put folks 

more at risk for entering the prison system, 
more apt to face harsher sentencing, and more 
likely to be victimized through sexual violence.

My experience growing up being taught to 
think that LGBTQ+ people were predatory is 
not unique either as there has been a decades 
long anti-LGBTQ+ campaign that falsely 
equates being LGBTQ+ to being immoral and 
sexual predators. And while marriage equality 
and anti-conversion therapy laws have helped 
combat the false belief that LGB folks are 

immoral and sexual predators, these falsehoods 
are still used by anti-trans propagandists to 
portray trans folks, specifically trans wom-
en, as sexually violent. The success of the 
falsehoods perpetrated by anti-trans propagan-
dists has contributed to violence against trans 
women, just as the myth of LGB people as 
predatory also contributes to violence against 
the LGB community.

Despite the low incidence of sexual violence 
committed by members of the LGBTQ+ 
community, harrassment, assault, and rape still 
occur, even by people who are deeply involved 
and revered in our community.

  AN OPEN SECRET  

Lex Allen was a beloved figure in the Mil-
waukee LGBTQ+ community. They were an 
artist, entertainer, activist, and so many more 
things to their community. They were even the 
literal face of the Diverse & Resilient Colors 
in Bloom campaign that focused on self-love 
and resiliency, with billboards, bus ads, and a 
music video that they were commissioned to 
create. Due to Lex’s social capital as an enter-
tainer and their visible advocacy and activism 
within the LGBTQ+ community, as well as 
in relation to their identities being Black and 
openly queer—identities that are all too often 
harmed by rumors of predatory sexual behav-
ior—it was easy for some of those closest to 
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  SEXUAL ASSAULT      QTBIPOC      TRANSFORMATIVE JUSTICE  

When Allegations of Sexual Assault,
Race, and Queerness Collide
Earlier this year a social media account emerged accusing Milwaukee Black 
LGBTQ+ community leader Lex Allen of multiple cases of sexual assault. 
OutReach Board president Jill Nagler unpacks the power dynamics at play 
for both victims and abusers with multiple marginalized identities.

nnnn

They took to social media with a 
carefully crafted post of an apology 
of sorts that uses the language of 
social justice but falls short of taking 
accountability for their behavior.

nnnn

These survivors took a risk in conveying 
their experiences being victimized 
by someone with significant social 
capital, power, and status, and it was 
undoubtedly traumatizing for everyone  
in the community.

Lex Allen



gether to support survivors, keep survivors safe, 
and center their needs in healing? Is it possible 
to hold someone accountable in community and 
commit to protecting them from unjust harm? 
What responsibility does the community have 
in ensuring their safety in the accountability 
process? Do they deserve protection from 
harm? What responsibility do survivors have 
in ensuring that accountability includes being 
mindful of the safety of people in our commu-
nity who commit sexual violence?

Like many people exploring transforma-
tive justice for incidents of sexual violence 
in community, I have more questions than 
answers, as holding someone accountable for 
the harm that they cause is no easy feat, and I 
am no expert. I have not been able to move past 
the stage of social rejection of the offender and 
warning others of the risk of victimization by 
the individual through “whisper networks,” but 
this is not a sustainable practice, and it does not 
work to change rape culture or the guarantee 
that the person won’t commit sexual violence 
again. There is no way to force someone to 
be accountable for their actions, or to make a 
genuine and sincere effort to repair the harm 
they’ve caused. However, not addressing sexual 
violence, not rejecting rape culture, and not 
working in community to find ways to hold 
people accountable won’t make the problem 
of sexual violence go away or prevent further 
harm from occurring. We need to believe 
survivors and support survivors—including sur-
vivors of historical sexual trauma who end up 
victimizing others—and find ways to give sur-
vivors agency over their healing. We also need 
to find ways to prioritize protecting our com-
munity from further harm by recognizing how 
different aspects of a person’s identity, as well 
as the wealth, power, privilege, and fame that 
they hold affect how they are, or more often are 
not, held accountable. We must actively work 
to reject rape culture in favor of a culture of 
consent, body autonomy, fighting the stigma of 
predatory behavior in the LGBTQ+ community 
by recognizing that incidents of sexual violence 
inflicted by a member of our community is not 
representative of all people who share that iden-
tity, and work toward community accountabili-
ty and collective healing through transformative 
justice, as well as other paths toward healing 
that are identified by survivors.

  PRACTICE ENTHUSIASTIC CONSENT  

A reminder for everyone: Enthusiastic 
consent and communicating with partners is 
essential for any relationship—but especially 
for navigating sexual relationships. There is no 
acceptable sexual situation in which consent 
can be completely subverted—even in the kink 
community folx know that consent is essential 
to any play, regardless how experienced the 
folx involved are, and regardless of participat-
ing in scenes that play on fantasies of sexual 
violence. It is also important to recognize that 
consent can be revoked at any time for any 
reason.

To my fellow survivors: It was never your 
fault. I believe you. I see you. You don’t owe 
anyone your story, but your story deserves to 
be recognized. 

To those who have victimized others and 
wish to change (and those who are protecting 
them): Accountability starts with you, and 
does not depend on the person/people you 
victimized or your community to absolve you 
from your acts of violence. Your behavior 
must change in order to move forward, but 
you must also recognize that some people will 
not be able to forgive you. Transformative 
justice cannot be rooted in seeking forgiveness 
and absolution, but rather it must be achieved 
through at least a personal recognition of 
wrongdoing and concrete action steps that you 
are willing/able to take to repair the harm you 
have caused.  n

Lex to dismiss talk of sexual assault as rumors 
and attempts to discredit their character. While 
there were others who kept Lex’s behavior as 
an open secret; something that everyone knew 
about but that went unaddressed. Lex’s behav-
ior operated relatively unchecked until several 
survivors took to Instagram in January and cre-
ated an account titled lured_by_lex_allen and 
shared their accounts of sexual violence rang-
ing from harassment and assault to rape. The 
goal in telling their survival stories appeared to 
be to hold Lex accountable for their actions, in 
community, outside of the prison system.

These survivors took a risk in conveying 
their experiences being victimized by some-
one with significant social capital, power, and 
status, and it was undoubtedly traumatizing 
for everyone in the community. And it was 
effective, as many in the community were 
quick to act to hold themselves accountable for 
dismissing talk of Lex’s behavior as rumors 
and slander, and to work towards holding space 
for survivors, while also examining their own 
complacency in the situation.

  LEX RESPONDS  

In the aftermath of Lex’s behavior being 
exposed, and after losing their manager, their 
Colors in Bloom campaign, and nearly all of 
their social capital, they took to social media 
with a carefully crafted post of an apology of 
sorts that uses the language of social justice 
but falls short of taking accountability for 
their behavior. In their post they immediately 
attempt to discredit the survivors by referring 
to them as “people from [their] past” (creating 
distance from Lex’s actions) and referring to 
the incidents as “experiences with me that have 
left them feeling hurt and harmed.” It doesn’t 
matter how long ago sexual violence occurred 
and they were hurt and harmed—this language 
paints their stories as a matter of opinion or 
feeling rather than actually recognizing the 
harm of sexual violence. Even if Lex truly 
believes that the incidents were consentual 
and/or doesn’t believe their survivors, the 
language they use seems to purposely detract 
from the accounts of sexual violence by dis-
missing them as a difference of feelings. And 
in the next sentence they continue to center 
themselves through the go-to language of 
subverting accountability by seeking to “edu-
cate” themselves more and to share what they 
learn in community. They continue to center 
themselves by focusing on how it has impacted 
them even calling it a “struggle” and sealing it 
with a seemingly insincere, “I’m here with an 
open heart and open ears to learn and listen.” 

Nowhere in this statement does Lex admit to 
causing harm nor do they apologize for their 
actions, which may have to do with the very 
real threat of social media accounts moving 
from the worldwide web to the courtroom—
even though none of the survivors’ accounts 
reflected a desire for Lex to face carceral 
punishment. Lex also does not center the needs 
of the survivors, and seems to passively imply 
that Lex themself was a victim of miscom-
munication and misunderstanding consent, all 
while using the language of social justice.

If Lex is truly committed to transformative 
justice they would be working not to center 
their own needs, but looking to find ways to 
support the community that do not give them 
any social benefit. If Lex was committed to 
trying to understand the survivors they would 
not prioritize releasing a statement that looks 
to absolve them from accountability. And 
also, transformative justice is a difficult and 
unfamiliar process for most people, let alone 
for someone who inhabits multiple margin-
alized identities that impact the way they are 
held accountable and the violence they may be 

subjected to by being labeled a sexual predator. 
Unfortunately, Lex’s situation is not the only 

recent example of survivors using social media 
to share their stories and try to hold individuals 
in the community accountable for the harm 
they’ve caused. 

In these Covid times I have seen several 
people take to social media to share their 
stories of survival of sexual violence, both in 
the LGBTQ+ community and in the cisgender, 
heterosexual community, as a sort of reckon-
ing echoing the momentum of the #MeToo 
movement. And it has been both remarkable 
and excruciating to see the lack of coordi-
nated community-led efforts to hold people 
accountable for the harm they’ve caused and 
disrupt the cycle of sexual violence. This issue 
is personal to me, not only as a survivor, but 
also because I have been hurt deeply by people 
I was in community with who have been ex-
posed as having committed sexual violence—
some whose violence was also an open secret. 
I do not know how to resolve the hurt that I 
feel in my community or how to move forward 
with accountability and repair. I do not know 
if it is possible to repair the harm that has been 
done. This is most likely because the process 
of transformative justice is not intuitive, it is 
not easy, and because we are conditioned to 
resort to punitive measures of accountability 
through the prison system/prison industrial 
complex and there is no one-size-fits-all path to 
accountability and transformative change. And 
accountability needs to be a community effort, 
with everyone in the community—including 
victim(s) and offender(s)—all working toward 
justice and change. But in the absence of coor-
dinated accountability processes, how can we 
work in community to dismantle rape culture 
and hold people accountable in the LGBTQ+ 
community for the harm that they have caused?

  LGBTQ INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLANCE (IPV)   
  & ACCOUNTABILITY  

Although sexual violence committed by any 
member of the LGBTQ+ community is less 
common than in the cisgender, heterosexual 
community, sexual violence in the LGBTQ+ 
community does happen. And considering the 
many different ways in which rape culture, 
anti-LGBTQ+ propagandists, and the prison 
system inflicts more indiscriminate harm on the 
community, it behooves us to work within com-
munity. We need to find ways to identify and 
combat rape culture and incidences of sexual 
violence, and to create systems of accountabil-
ity that work outside of the prison system and 
give agency to survivors. How can we work to-

Rape Crisis Center  Serving Dane County, 
the Rape Crisis Center provides services to 
survivors (and their family and friends) of all 
forms of sexual violence, including recent 
sexual assault, past sexual assault, incest 
(past or present), sexual harassment, and 
sexual exploitation.

Room to Be Safe  Diverse & Resilient’s 
statewide anti-violence program serving 
survivors of intimate partner, sexual, hook-
up, and hate violence. Their program is 
designed to advocate for and work with 
survivors of all violence for individual 
counseling & advocacy, information & 
referral, safety planning, and support for 
LGBTQ communities in Wisconsin.

Freedom, Inc.  Freedom, Inc. has advocates 
who help victims and survivors of domestic 
violence, intimate partner violence, and/
or sexual assault get the help they need. 
These services are confidential and free. 
Who they help: Low- to no-income Black and 
Southeast Asian women, girls, and LGBTQ+ 
people in the Madison area.

Resources for 
LGBTQ+ Survivors
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robandsamphoto.com

HILLDALE SHOPPING CENTER
562 N Midvale Blvd
MON-SAT 10a-6p  :  SUN 11a-4p
www.ullaeyewear.com

“I love working at Ulla Eyewear, 

because I get to interact with people 

from all walks of life, helping them 

pick out the perfect pair of glasses 

fitting their personality, lifestyle, and 

above all, needs.”

Mitch Roberts
Optician

JILL NAGLER is serving their second 
term as President of the Board of 
Directors at OutReach where ze has 
brought a focus to issues of racial justice 
and representation in the LGBTQ+ 
community, including co-founding 
and facilitating Reading Antiracism: 
An OutReach Book Club.
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If Lex is truly committed to transformative 
justice they would be working not to 
center their own needs, but looking to 
find ways to support the community that 
do not give them any social benefit.
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AFTER FOUR TRULY exhausting years of won-
dering what fresh hell my phone notifications 
would wake me with each day, it’s an under-
statement to say that it’s a pleasant change 
to see President Biden swiftly working his 
way through the list of promises he made to 
LGBTQ+ communities during his campaign 
and diligently undoing the damage inflicted by 
the Trump administration.

I initially set out to write this article about 
cabinet picks and administration appointments, 
perhaps some executive orders, and a look 
ahead to what we might be able to expect in the 
coming months from the Biden-Harris admin-
istration, but it quickly became clear to me that 
the executive orders deserved the spotlight.

We know that it will take a very long time to 
truly recover and heal from the damage done 
by the Trump administration, but it’s a relief 
to witness this thoughtful and comprehensive 
approach to addressing these incredible chal-
lenges, within hours of being sworn in.

  PREVENTING AND COMBATING DISCRIMINATION ON   
  THE BASIS OF GENDER IDENTITY OR SEXUAL   
  ORIENTATION  

The first president in U.S. history to take 
executive action explicitly addressing LGBTQ+ 
rights on day one, Biden issued an order pro-

hibiting workplace discrimination on the basis 
of sexual orientation and gender identity and 
expression, extending federal protections to 13 
million LGBTQ youth and adults. This order 
implements the landmark June 2020 U.S. Su-
preme Court ruling in the consolidated cases of 
Bostock v. Clayton County, Altitude Express v. 
Zarda and R.G. & G.R. Harris Funeral Homes 
v. EEOC, which affirmed that discrimination on 
the basis of sexual orientation and gender iden-
tity is a form of prohibited sex discrimination.

Sharita Gruberg of Center for American 
Progress said this order “represents one of the 
greatest expansions of LGBTQ civil rights 
in our history and will have concrete impacts 
on the everyday lives of millions of LGBTQ 
Americans and their families.” This is especial-
ly true in states like Wisconsin that lack com-
prehensive protections for the entire LGBTQ+ 
community. In 1982 we became the first state 
in the country to adopt a statewide nondiscrim-
ination law on the basis of sexual orientation, 
but it was a different time, and gender identity 
and expression were not included as a protect-
ed class. Fixing this grave mistake has been a 
top priority for Fair Wisconsin and countless 
others in this state, and this federal executive 
action gets us one big step closer to the full 
legal protections our communities need.

  ADVANCING RACIAL EQUITY AND SUPPORT FOR   
  UNDERSERVED COMMUNITIES THROUGH THE   
  FEDERAL GOVERNMENT  

Another day-one order, “Advancing Racial 
Equity and Support for Underserved Com-
munities Through the Federal Government,” 
demonstrates the administration’s commitment 
to eliminating systemic barriers to equal oppor-
tunity—and shows a remarkable understanding 
of the depth and breadth of intersecting forms 
of systemic oppression, and the need for a 
holistic approach to tackling this problem.

The directive recognizes that “entrenched 
disparities in our laws and public policies, and 
in our public and private institutions, have of-
ten denied that equal opportunity to individuals 
and communities.” It continues, “Our country 
faces converging economic, health, and climate 
crises that have exposed and exacerbated in-
equities, while a historic movement for justice 
has highlighted the unbearable human costs 
of systemic racism. Our Nation deserves an 
ambitious whole-of-government equity agenda 
that matches the scale of the opportunities and 
challenges that we face.

“It is therefore the policy of my Adminis-
tration that the Federal Government should 
pursue a comprehensive approach to advancing 

equity for all, including people of color and 
others who have been historically underserved, 
marginalized, and adversely affected by per-
sistent poverty and inequality. Affirmatively 
advancing equity, civil rights, racial justice, 
and equal opportunity is the responsibility of 
the whole of our Government.”

  ENSURING AN EQUITABLE PANDEMIC RESPONSE   
  AND RECOVERY  

A notable day-two order, one of several 
addressing the coronavirus pandemic, focuses 
on health equity, stating that, “The COVID-19 
pandemic has exposed and exacerbated severe 
and pervasive health and social inequities 
in America.” It continues, “Addressing this 
devastating toll is both a moral imperative 
and pragmatic policy” and directs a “govern-
ment-wide effort to address health equity.”

This order creates a COVID-19 Health 
Equity Task Force within the Department of 
Health and Human Services to provide recom-
mendations for mitigating the health inequities 
exposed by the pandemic; equitable allocation 
and distribution of resources to fight the pan-
demic; effective, culturally aligned commu-
nication, messaging, and outreach to relevant 
populations; and for expediting and improving 
data collection to better achieve these goals.

  ENABLING ALL QUALIFIED AMERICANS TO SERVE   
  THEIR COUNTRY IN UNIFORM  

In President Biden’s second week in office, 
the ban on transgender service members was 
once again lifted. This executive order directs 
the Department of Defense to reinstate the 
policies that allowed transgender people to 
serve openly, put in place by President Obama 
in 2016 and repealed by Trump in 2017.

In addition to open service, this directive 
requires that implementation “shall include 
establishing a process by which transgender 
service members may transition gender while 
serving,” ensuring critical health care for 
service members. The directive also prohib-
its “involuntary separations, discharges, and 
denials of reenlistment or continuation of 
service on the basis of gender identity or under 
circumstances relating to their gender identity,” 
and requires the examination of records of 
service members who have been involuntarily 
separated, discharged, or denied reenlistment 
on the basis of gender identity.

  MEMORANDUM ON ADVANCING THE HUMAN RIGHTS   
  OF LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL, TRANSGENDER, QUEER,   
  AND INTERSEX PERSONS AROUND THE WORLD  

This presidential memorandum reaffirms 
a 2011 memorandum issued by President 
Obama that directed executive departments 
and agencies engaged abroad to ensure that 

United States diplomacy and foreign assistance 
promote and protect the human rights of LGBT 
persons everywhere.

“All human beings should be treated with 
respect and dignity and should be able to live 
without fear no matter who they are or whom 
they love. Around the globe, including here at 
home, brave lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der, queer, and intersex (LGBTQI+) activists 
are fighting for equal protection under the law, 
freedom from violence, and recognition of their 
fundamental human rights. The United States 
belongs at the forefront of this struggle—speak-
ing out and standing strong for our most dearly 
held values. It shall be the policy of the United 
States to pursue an end to violence and dis-
crimination on the basis of sexual orientation, 
gender identity or expression, or sex character-
istics, and to lead by the power of our example 
in the cause of advancing the human rights of 
LGBTQI+ persons around the world.”

Other executive actions taken within the 
first two weeks provide more recognition and 
protection for LGBTQ people in immigration, 
access to healthcare, and economic security. 
These actions focus on strengthening public 
health measures such as mask-wearing and 
social distancing, and optimizing testing and 
vaccine distribution, extending the existing 
nationwide eviction and foreclosure moratori-
um until at least March 31, and extending the 

existing pause on student loan payments and 
interest for federal student loans until at least 
September 30. Another order creates a new 
open enrollment period for the Affordable Care 
Act from February 15 to May 15.

According to the Williams Institute, “Biden’s 
day one initiatives impact almost 300,000 
LGBT undocumented immigrants in the United 
States. …The plan provides an eight-year path-
way to citizenship for immigrants without legal 
status, an expansion of refugee admissions, and 
a focus on addressing the root causes of migra-
tion from Central America. In addition, recipi-
ents of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA) and the temporary protected status 
(TPS) program would be able to apply for a 
green card immediately. Further, undocumented 
immigrants will once again be counted in the 
U.S. Census.” According to Williams Institute 
analysis, there are approximately 289,700 
undocumented LGBT adult immigrants in the 
U.S. An estimated 76% are Latinx. There are 
81,000 LGBT Dreamers in the U.S., and 39,000 
of them have participated in DACA.  n

HAVE YOU SHARED YOUR
WISHES WITH YOUR FAMILY?
Relieve loved ones of emotional decisions
Personalize according to your wishes
Tomorrow’s funeral at today’s cost

608-249-8257 
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Madison | Verona | DeForest

Guiding families through the process of grieving with neighborly 
concern and professional care since 1938.

  POLITICS & LAW      EXECUTIVE ORDERS      LGBTQ EQUALITY      POTUS  

Biden’s First Actions
President Biden has wasted no time in advancing equality on a number of fronts after 
assuming office. Some of the most immediate actions have been through a series 
of executive orders. Fair Wisconsin Executive Director Megin McDonell outlines 
those early orders and what protections they establish.

MEGIN MCDONELL has decades of 
nonprofit management experience. 
Before joining Fair Wisconsin, she was 
the Program Director at Madison’s Tenant 
Resource Center and served on Madison’s 
Equal Opportunities Commission.
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Two pieces of Venetian glass a breath 
Could break if carelessness betrayed;

yet strong To hold 
the wine-mad force of life and

death Through many years 
for toasts that love be long…

—Keith McCutcheon

IN LIGHT OF University of Wisconsin Law 
School allowing the openly anti-trans Women’s 
Liberation Front to participate in the Wisconsin 
Public Interest Interview Program* even after 
several entities, including their own students, 
have voiced concerns over it, it is pertinent to 
ask a question: Is the law school doing enough 
to protect its queer students? 

A few days ago, I met with the dean of the 
law school, Daniel Tokaji. I expressed my 
concerns to him that the law school was not 
doing enough to protect its trans and non-bi-
nary students from harm on a campus they pay 
to be on. Dean Tokaji expressed to me that the 
law school has explicitly taken a stance against 
transphobia but cannot infringe on the rights 
of the Women’s Liberation Front (WoLF)** to 
express viewpoints, even if transphobic, as it 
is their First Amendment right. I firmly believe 
that the law school is undermining its own 
power of activism in order to play appeasement 
politics to stay “safe” by attempting to appease 
those for and against WoLF on campus. I 
believe that University of Wisconsin needs to 
remember its heinous past of  supressing queer 
rights and realize that being “neutral” encour-
ages oppression, and neutrality is a political 
myth designed to justify inaction because it 
does not affect those with privilege.

Oppression of queer rights in Wisconsin 
can be dated back to 1894 or the pre-Stonewall 

era, when Frank Blunt, a.k.a Anna Morris, was 
sentenced to one year in state penetentiary 
after it was discovered that she was actually a 
woman who wore masculine clothes and was 
married to another woman named Gertrude 
Field. The violation of queer rights by the 
university has been documented to have begun 
as early as 1936. However, one of the darkest 
eras in the history of the university started in 
1948 when a UW-Madison campus security 
officer arrested two men who were engaging in 
consensual amorous activities in a parked car. 
In another incident, a party invitation from a 
student led to a raid on a Madison home on the 
near Westside which was termed a “den” for 
lewd activities by a “ring” of men. In all, 12 
were arrested through cooperation of university 
and city police. Four students were expelled 
by the university. The court convicted the four 
and sentenced them to one year’s probation 
with a stern warning about “abnormal sexual 
behavior.” They came from Janesville, Slinger, 
Barron, and Covington. Two Madison men 

were each fined $300 (around $3,000 today) 
on no-contest pleas to the charge of possession 
of obscene literature, with a further sodomy 
charge dismissed.

In 1956, George Mosse, a young professor 
of European History and refugee from Nazi 
Germany, came to UW-Madison. As a Jewish 
person and closeted gay man, he was an outsid-
er on his new campus. In Confronting History: 
A Memoir, published in 2000, he recalls of the 
faculty in the 1950s, “The closet door had to be 
tightly closed, and was so even with members 
of this group whom I knew to have had some 
gay adventures when younger.”

The year 1962 holds special significance, 
as it saw the university engage in extremely 
violent “gay purges” on campus. It lasted until 
February1963. During this time, the university 
campus protection and Dean of Men identified 
a list of those suspected of homosexuality. 
Upon being accused of homosexuality, indi-
viduals were coerced to provide the names of 
other gay people they knew on campus. Some 
were pressured to leave, while some left the 
campus due to political reasons. When some of 
them threatened the university with a lawsuit, 
the Department of Psychiatry weighed in on 
the mental health consequences.

With such violent queerphobic history, one 
would expect the university to learn from its 
past and do a better job at advocating for queer 
folks and protecting queer members of their 
community from harmful entities both within 
and outside the university. However the recent 
events on the law school campus—and how the 
issue has been politicised to the disadvantage 
of queer community—only goes to show that 
allyship from white, cisgender, and heterosexu-
al-majority institutions does not come easily or 
in a timely fashion. One has to then ask anoth-
er pertinent question: If not now then when? 
Especially when the law school has resources, 
tools, and even a history of activism.

For decades, the law school has been looked 
upon for their legal opinion, and their activism 
has had real consequences on campus issues, 
especially prior to the establishment of a for-
malized office of legal affairs. That is because 
they carry the weight of scholarly expertise and 
practice of law. 

In the late 1980s, the university temporar-
ily suspended the Zeta beta Tau fraternity for 

throwing a “slave auction” party. This came af-
ter the incident received repeated national news 
attention and in response to students’ demands. 
There was a very public conversation both for 
and against this decision. Some zealous people 
who argued against this decision claimed that 
the university was being anti-Semitic. In this 
case, too, the focal point for consideration was 
fraternity members’ constitutional right to free 
speech. After receiving legal threats, the uni-
versity reinstated Zeta beta Tau fraternity based 
on the interpretation of the First Amendment 
right by two law school professors who were 
called in to consult administrators. The decision 
was not overturned despite a letter by minori-
ty faculty members from the law school to 
then-Chancellor Donna Shalala clearly stating 
that that was not the only possible interpreta-
tion of the First Amendment right. Kimberle 
Crenshaw was the first signatory to that letter, 
who was a visiting scholar at the time. 

In 1990, faculty members with the sup-
port of student activists took up a proposal 
to ban ROTC  from campus because of their 
discriminatory policy against queer people. 
The argument was that ROTC was violating 
UW-Madison anti-discrimination policy as 
well as a State of Wisconsin anti-discrim-
ination law. Legally speaking, ROTC was 
protected from these types of state laws as a 
federal entity. However, faculty and students 
hoped that banning ROTC from campus would 
send a message of support to queer students. 

Following a series of controversial faculty sen-
ate meetings, law professor Gordon Baldwin 
contended that ROTC does not discriminate 
because queer people can enroll in ROTC, 
they just cannot graduate. He stated, “It’s an 
unguided missile. This faculty would abolish 
football if the issue were presented at the right 
time and place. It would be quite emotional. I 
view it mostly seriously.” 

In 2006, the UW-Madison Law School 
joined 36 other law schools in a suit that chal-
lenged a federal law compelling universities 
to accept military recruiters on campus who 
were queerphobic. The law school dean at the 
time, Kenneth B. Davis, Jr., said the faculty de-
cided to join the lawsuit as “proof of the Law 
School’s commitment to oppose discrimination 
against gay, lesbian, and bisexual students.” 
The judgment was adverse. 

Time and again the law school has taken a 
stance that they felt reflected their beliefs and 
interpretations of law. Passively stating that 
they are against transphobia does little-to-noth-
ing. The law school must understand that 
performative allyship is hollow and is the 
real “unguided missile.” The presence of a 
transphobic organization on campus severely 
impedes the right of trans students to peace-
fully exist in a space that is as much theirs to 
claim as much as a cisgendered student’s. So 
many trans and non-binary lives are annually 
lost due to the toxic expectations society im-
poses on queer folks. So many queer folks fall 

short from achieving our true potential because 
of “viewpoints” that advocate denying us basic 
human dignity. I implore the law school to ask 
themselves if they would remain this passive 
if a hypothetical organization that advocated 
for forced mass hysterectomies of non-citizen 
women was to come to the campus to recruit 
their students? Where do you draw the line 
between a general viewpoint and a seriously 
regressive, flawed, and inhuman advocacy? 
At what point do you stop playing politics and 
start using the incredible tools we lawyers have 
toward equality and justice? What would be 
the best time, according to you, to challenge 
the 2006 Supreme Court Judgment? n

Research Credits: GSAFE and UW Public 
History Project.  

  POLITICS & LAW      UW-MADISON      TERFS      HIGHER EDUCATION  

An Open letter to UW Law School: 
Your Activism, or Lack Thereof, Matters
UW students are speaking out again against the University of Wisconsin Law School 
welcoming an anti-transgender group on campus by pointing out double standards 
and a history of queer persecution.
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ANKITA BHARADWAJ is a lawyer and 
a legal academic with three degrees 
in law from Jamia Millia Islamia, 
Amity University (both in India) and 
UW-Madison Law School. Ankita is 
an organizer and currently serves as 
a member of Madison police civilian 
oversight board. They have previously 
served on the boards of Madison 
Community Coop and North American 
Students of Cooperation, and contributed 
to the betterment of the campus through 
their position as Vice President of the 
Middle Eastern Law Students Association 
from 2016 to 2017.

*Wisconsin Public Interest Interview Program is an opportunity for students of UW-Madison Law School to interview with multiple public interest and government em-
ployers for either paid or unpaid summer internships or permanent positions after graduation.

**The Women’s Liberation Front (WoLF) is an American non-profit radical feminist organization founded by Lierre Keith in 2016. In media outlets, it has often been noted 
for its opposition to gender identity legislation. WoLF has engaged in litigation on transgender topics, working against the Obama administration’s Title IX directives and 
the Gavin Grimm case. WoLF is chaired by Natasha Chart.
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fridges established and maintained through a 
network of donations and community volun-
teers, as well as community outreach organi-
zations such as Freedom, Inc., Urban Triage, 
the Progress Center for Black Women, Black 
Umbrella Global, Feeding the Youth, and the 
Dane County Community Defense. There has 
also been a generous outpouring of mutual aid 
from the community during the Black Lives 
Matter protests that have been occurring in 
Madison since the murders of George Floyd 
and Breonna Taylor by police.

Mutual aid groups have also been prevalent 
on social media before Covid, with “Free” 
groups where people offered others goods at no 
cost, as well as marketplaces (including Craig-
slist and Facebook Marketplace) that allow 
people to offer goods for free. The Covid19 
Mutual Aid Madison group has a wonderful 
model for how mutual aid can work via social 
media, with rules and guidance to help vulner-

able people get their support needs met. Their 
group model includes providing anonymous 
feedback forms to the group and an admin/mod 
team that meet and reflect on what is working 
and what isn’t working in the group. There are 
also several hybrid mutual aid groups that use 
social media to connect with folks in need of 
support but provide goods and services in the 
community. Many of the organizations listed 
above use hybrid organizing to provide in-per-
son mutual aid in the community.

  SOCIAL GATEKEEPING  

“Solidarity, not charity,” is the foundation 
of mutual aid, with a focus on community sup-
porting community outside of the barriers im-
posed by charity nonprofits. However, among 
the efforts to provide online support there have 
been groups created and maintained through 
social media that masquerade as mutual aid 
community support groups that participate in 
gatekeeping—by dictating who is worthy of 
support, what requests are deemed legitimate, 
and who gets credit for giving support. This 
gatekeeping of who is worthy of support and 
focus on crediting one individual with work 
that is done in the community by the commu-
nity is in direct opposition to the principles of 
mutual aid. However, these groups are allowed 
to continue unchecked due to the power that 
they hold, because they do some good in the 

community, and ultimately, because the people 
the group discriminates against are those most 
vulnerable in the community. This harm occurs 
namely through racism, sexism, anti-LGBTQ+ 
and transmisia, anti-immigration/undocument-
ed views, ableism, basically any marginalized 
identities, overt and covert, macro and micro-
aggressions that mirror discrimination that oc-
curs due to systemic oppression in the charity 
nonprofit system. It is easier for people in the 
group to overlook, accept, and not question the 
discrimination that occurs. In both the charity 
nonprofit system and with mutual aid groups, 
this creates a dilemma as to how to hold the 
nonprofit and/or mutual aid group accountable 
in a way that doesn’t interrupt the good work 
that they are doing in the community.

It is deeply upsetting when a charity 
nonprofit or a mutual aid group contributes 
to discriminate against already marginalized 
groups that are part of the community they 
claim to serve. It is especially upsetting when 
the charity nonprofit or mutual aid group has a 
large following and membership, claims to be a 
community resource, and could be used to help 
so many more people in the community than 
other smaller nonprofits and mutual aid groups. 
It is doubly frustrating when they are unwill-
ing to work with others in the community, 
unwilling to be transparent as to their process 
in determining what needs are legitimate, and 
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  COMMUNITY SUPPORT      GATEKEEPING      SOCIAL MEDIA      DISCRIMINATION  

Neighbors (not) Helping Neighbors?
Social media has helped to modernize and proliferate access to mutual aid, but it hasn’t 
proven immune to institutional and discriminatory gatekeeping that continues to restrict 
access based on marginalizing factors like race or sexual/gender identity.
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MUTUAL AID HAS BECOME a mainstay in these 
Covid times of massive need. Folks unfamiliar 
with the concept and execution of mutual aid 
may think that mutual aid is a relatively new 
social aid, not realizing that people have been 
practicing mutual aid for all of human history, 
as it is the backbone of humanity. 

The activist/law professor Dean Spade, 
author of the 2020 popular nonfiction release 
Mutual Aid: Building Solidarity During This 
Crisis (and the Next), defines mutual aid as, “...
collective coordination to meet each others’ 
needs, usually from an awareness that the 

systems we have in place are not going to meet 
them.” Although not always called mutual aid, 
most marginalized communities have depend-
ed on many different forms of mutual aid in 
order to survive. From the Black Panthers’ 
revolutionary survival programs including legal 
aid, free breakfast for school kids, health care 
clinics, and support for elders that empowered 
the Black community; to childcare collectives, 
abortion defenders, and health care clinics that 
helped support the Women’s/Reproductive 
Rights movements; to condom distribution 
programs, safe drug use programs, sex worker 
collectives, HIV/
AIDS health 
care re-

sources, and chosen families for youth who’ve 
been kicked out of their homes in the LGBTQ+ 
community; every social movement has relied 
on mutual aid to support their efforts. 

The basics of mutual aid are to trust that 
people know what they need and that people 
know what they can give, and that exchanges 
of aid occur with no strings attached. Mutual 
aid can be in the form of cash, non-cash finan-
cial assistance, shelter, clothing, food, access 
to computers and phones—basically anything 
that someone might need to help support their 
life. Mutual aid also provides ways for people 
to help out even if they do not have money or 
goods to fulfill the requests, and it gives every-
one in the situation some agency to make their 
own decisions, because mutual aid recognizes 
that our individual wellbeing is wrapped up in 
the collective wellbeing of all people.

  PANDEMIC IMPACT  

Covid has created a larger need in the 
community, particularly among folks who have 
been unable to work since March 2020 and/or 
those who are dealing with illness and death in 
their families. Many communities’ mutual aid 
groups formed in an attempt to meet people’s 
immediate needs while waiting for the govern-
ment to act. 

It has been heartwarming to see the call to 
action in the community in creating mutual 
aid opportunities that expand the reach of food 
access to those who are experiencing food 

insecurity. We have seen in Madison 
several neighborhood pantries and 

community 
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The basics of mutual aid are to trust that 
people know what they need and that 
people know what they can give, and 
that exchanges of aid occur with no 
strings attached.
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There have been groups created and 
maintained through social media that 
masquerade as mutual aid support 
groups that participate in gatekeeping—
by dictating who is worthy of support, 
what requests are deemed legitimate, 
and who gets credit for giving support.

Written by Jill Nagler and Calvin Smith.



person in need of support in when having to 
play into respectability politics, tend to the 
emotions of more privileged folks/those with 
power, all while managing the situation that 
led to needing support.

  NEED ≠ MORALITY  

There is a great misconception that people 
are in need due to their own moral failing, 
when the reality is that discrimination/bigotry, 
capitalism, generational poverty, exorbitant 
health care costs, and any set of unpredictable 
factors can lead someone into poverty regard-
less of their moral character. We aren’t taught 
to view food, clothing, shelter, and health care 
as basic human needs; we are taught that they 
are commodities that we must earn. And if you 
cannot earn these commodities, you must rely 
on charity and welfare—systems that are set up 
to exhaust those who are forced to access them. 
Systems that are not set up to provide basic 
human needs to elevate someone, but rather 
set up to keep people in the cycle of poverty 
through bureaucratic and social mechanisms. 

At this moment, both charity and mutual aid 
are necessary to meet the basic human needs of 
the most people. In order to truly do the work 
toward collective liberation, we must work on 
shifting from the charity/philanthropic model 
of support to broader systems of mutual aid. 
It will take work to unlearn the myth of the 
rugged individual, and to view all humans 
as worthy of support. We have a long way to 
go, but nothing can be solved if we ignore the 
harm that is perpetuated through gatekeeping 
access to support through a moral lens of 
worthiness. Additionally, we must work to 
hold charity nonprofits and mutual aid groups 
accountable for the harm that they cause in 
community but be mindful of the way in which 
we hold these groups accountable so that those 
who are actually being served can still find 

support. This cannot be solved by one person 
or even one group of people; it must be taken 
on by the entire community.

The next time someone reaches out and asks 
for aid in meeting their basic needs—whether 
it is giving someone a few bucks standing on 
the street corner, delivering supplies to a local 
organization, or donating money to someone’s 
gofundme—and you are able to provide mutual 
aid, please do so without strings attached. If 
you find yourself questioning the person in 
need of support or the authenticity of their ask, 
reflect on why that might be and whether you 
are giving to help another human meet their 
needs or whether you are giving because the 
aid that is asked for is consistent with what 
you think that person needs. Giving freely and 
without expectation is the future of community 
care. Let’s change the way we view commu-
nity and need so we can create communities 
where folks aren’t afraid to ask for what they 
need, where we trust that people know what 
they need, and where we see the inherent worth 
of all people in getting their needs met.  n
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are unwilling to respond to questions regarding 
equity and accountability. Sadly, this isn’t the 
first time that respectability politics, social 
issues, and power dynamics have played out 
in nonprofits and mutual aid groups that claim 
to provide assistance to all. These dynamics 
directly impact the health and well-being not 
only of the most vulnerable in our community, 
but all of us in the community. 

Is there an accountability solution beyond 
exposing, defunding, and dismantling these 
charity nonprofits and mutual aid groups? Es-
pecially knowing that these actions will impact 
those who are able to find help through these 
venues? How do we work as a community to 
hold them accountable without forcing the most 
vulnerable among us to suffer unnecessarily? 

These issues are not new, and are consistent 
with the charity nonprofit model of giving. We 
are socially conditioned to accept that peo-
ple must prove that they are in need and that 
their needs are worthy of support. Proof and 
worth are usually established through massive 
amounts of paperwork and filings, phone calls, 
appointments, follow-up, emotional labor, be-
ing bounced around, having to wait for systems 
to approve or deny requests, and constantly 
retelling trauma in hopes of being humanized. 

This perpetuates the idea that people who are in 
need of support should be grateful for anything 
that people are willing to give them, even when 
the support is not what they need or asked for. 
This is consistent with the outdated and capital-
istic proverb, “beggars can’t be choosers.” This 
ideology is why there are so many bureaucratic 
barriers for people who try to access govern-
ment-provided social assistance programs. 

The charity nonprofit model focuses on 
proving that an individual is in need by prior-
itizing the perceived needs of the individual; 
those that fit within the status quo of what is 
acceptable to ask for/receive as a person in 
need. This model removes agency from the 
person who is in need of support, and makes 
assumptions about one’s support needs. Mutual 
aid prioritizes collective needs, meaning that 

there is not a hierarchy in who is deserving 
of aid based on bureaucratic benchmarks and 
paternalism. Whereas charity requires the 
person in need of support to prove their need, 
often through a lengthy and time consuming, 
and emotionally laborious process in order to 
receive support. With mutual aid, people in 
need of support can often get their needs met 
relatively quickly and often without having to 
traumatize and/or retraumatize themselves in 
order to receive support. 

These aspects of mutual aid help protect the 
most traumatized, marginalized, and vulner-
able individuals in our community, without 
placing further expectations of “returning the 
favor,” or proving their worthiness for the aid 
that they need. Ask any person that has been 
in crisis and has tried to seek help—more than 
likely they will tell you a story about how folks 
may have helped them, but that this assistance 
likely came with expectations, and more than 
likely required them having to parade their 
trauma to prove their worthiness of receiving 
help. This exploits the emotional labor of the 
most marginalized in our community and 
serves to perpetuate class based stereotypes 
that encourage pity instead of empathy. One 
can see how precarious a situation this puts a 
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There is a great misconception that 
people are in need due to their own 
moral failing, when the reality is that 
discrimination/bigotry, capitalism, 
generational poverty, exorbitant health 
care costs, and any set of unpredictable 
factors can lead someone into poverty 
regardless of their moral character.

JILL NAGLER is serving their second 
term as President of the Board of 
Directors at OutReach where ze has 
brought a focus to issues of racial justice 
and representation in the LGBTQ+ 
community, including co-founding 
and facilitating Reading Antiracism: An 
OutReach Book Club.

CALVIN SMITH is a genderqueer 
non-binary comedian, storyteller, 
all-around artist, and activist. Zie has 
previous experience within higher 
education doing LGBTQ+ education 
and programming. Smith has been 
a homelessness advocate and has 
experienced it firsthand themselves. 
This has given zie insight to the inner 
workings of giving and receiving mutual 
aid within community spaces 
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If you are in need of support or looking for resources to receive support, 
here are some resources to help get your needs met: 

• Freedom, Inc.  A variety of services for Black and Southeast Asian women, girls and 
LGBTQ+ people in the Madison area

• Willma’s Fund Serves LGBTQ+ individuals in Dane County with providing small non-cash 
based grants

• Covid19 Mutual Aid Madison Facebook group that offers various aid including fundraising
• The Progress Center for Black Women Serves Black women in the Madison area
• Madison Community Fridges Facebook groups that support Community Fridges located in 

several neighborhoods across Madison
• Urban Triage Serves Black families in the Madison area
• Tenant Resource Center Covid rental assistance, requires paperwork

Other community resources are listed on MadisonCOVID (bit.ly/MadisonCOVID-Edit), 
a Covid relief resource created/maintained by Natalie Wheeler for the community with 
generous community support.

Mutual Aid Resources
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I IMAGINE MYSELF in a hallway 
with five doors, in search of 
something. The doors are labeled 
as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, and Queer. Period-
ically a door will open to reveal 
someone who is ready to come 
out. Some of these people are 
nervous to show who they really 
are, but they appear confident 
and proud of their identities. 
None of the doors seem to 
describe me and yet I know I 
belong here. Which one am I 
searching for to open? 

I think I visited my first door 
in second grade, the door labeled 
“Queer,” because when I started 
to question my identity, that 
was the only one that seemed 
like it was close to fitting me. 
Identity for me has always been 
kind of an ambiguous thing. On 
my dad’s side, I am half Zuni, a 
Pueblo tribe from New Mexico, 
on my mom’s side I am white. I 
was assigned male at birth, but 
often am happiest in roles that 
are considered feminine. I am comfortable in my own skin, and still 
struggle with feeling like I don’t fit in. 

According to stories I’ve heard about my younger self I was a typical 
“rough and tumble” boy when I was little, but by second grade I did not 
identify that way. When other boys were playing sports and wrestling 
I was knitting and doing crafts, baking, watching My Little Pony, and 
playing with my mom’s make-up. In fourth grade, I was ecstatic to 
be Queen Elsa from Frozen for Halloween and rocked the blonde wig 
and floor-length ball gown. My experiences in elementary school were 
mostly positive, and it was easy to just be myself without getting too 
deep about it. 

During my transition to middle school I was having a harder time 
finding acceptance. Part-way into the first year, another student would 
follow me on my way home after school. I had this amazing pink and 
silver sparkly backpack with Elsa on it that I loved, and he would pick 
on me for it. He would frequently taunt me about being a “girl” and 
yell after me that I was gay. One day, I had had enough and told him, 
“There’s nothing wrong with being gay, so that’s not much of an insult.” 
He didn’t have a comeback, and he didn’t follow me around anymore. 

The experience of standing up for myself was empowering, but it 

made me question and reconsid-
er defining my identity. I opened 
another door in my journey and 
tried coming out as Bisexual and 
Non-binary.

I began advocating at my 
school and standing up for peo-
ple who weren’t being treated 
with respect. I became a confi-
dant among some of my peers 
who were questioning coming 
out. I had great parents, teachers, 
and friends who supported my 
identity, but it still sometimes 
felt like I was invisible or on the 
outside.

Why did I still feel that 
something wasn’t quite right? 
Just like “queer,” my new labels 
didn’t feel like they truly fit me 
either. I thought coming out was 
supposed to feel freeing and 
proud, instead I felt confined and 
unseen.

In eighth grade, I participated 
in a week-long Equity Institute 
at my school. An entire day was 
dedicated to LGBTQ+ issues, 

and it was during that experience that I learned there was so much 
beyond the + that I had never known about. I begin to hear stories and 
see people of all ages and backgrounds creating their own terminology 
and labels. Intersex, genderfluid, asexual, gender apathetic, and so much 
more. This was exciting! I felt like a deeper understanding had been 
unlocked, not only for how I observed the world around me but how I 
could see myself. 

I looked back into my imagination of the LGBTQ hallway, and sud-
denly there weren’t just five doors. There were countless doors, and new 
ones being created all the time.

I come out now as pansexual and gender non-conforming. Gender 
doesn’t define if I am attracted to someone or how I see myself. I am 
proud to describe myself as “Two Spirit,” a modern Native American 
term for indigenous people who present as both masculine and feminine 
and holds a special place in many tribal cultures.

In search of finding my gender and sexual identity, I have grown 
stronger within the LGBTQ+ community and have had many positive 
experiences. I come out now with confidence that I found what I was 
looking for. I understand now that the door I was seeking to open is 
Love.  n
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I looked back into my imagination of the LGBTQ hallway, and 
suddenly there weren’t just five doors. There were countless doors, 
and new ones being created all the time.
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