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Final Paper:    

Recognizing Prominence:  A creative look at the lives of Henry Gerber, Richard Grune, and Marsha P. Johnson

It was 1924 and Henry Gerber had been home from war for six years.  It was an arduous six years, as upon his return from Weimar, Germany, Henry found the Sodomy laws and resulting underground gay lifestyle rather restrictive.  The romanticism of passing notes, meeting in hidden places with secret passwords and covertly publicized gay society parties, was rapidly fading.  Henry was craving more as were most of his friends.  He wanted to rally, to march, to escape the bounds of marginalization.  He and his close group of friends, as any active members of the gay community during that time, had been tiptoeing through most of life, with eyes and ears always wide open in alert.  Henry decided it was time to make noise even if he had to do so quietly.  He was weary of closed doors, and cover of night… His plan was to create and receive funding for an organized homosexual rights organization, unfortunately sodomy laws were still well intact with a one to ten year prison sentence if convicted.  He had to devise a plan that would allow him to charter his organization without drawing too much unwanted attention to it.  

(This scene opens in 1945 with Paul Reinhardt and James Schreiber, a homosexual couple in the Kitchen of their brownstone in Flatbush.)

James: (walking into the Kitchen)  I can’t believe this…

Paul: (sitting at the table with a news paper and coffee)  What was that about?  How are the kids?

James:  The children are fine.  Everyone’s been sent back to Kiel…

Paul: That’s great.  That’s better than we could have hoped for.

James: Yeah…

Paul: Honey?  What’s wrong?      James?

James: …What?  Sorry… it’s Richard… they’re keeping him detained…

Paul: What?!    What?   Why?

James:  Why do you think Paul?  Why else would they keep a perfectly innocent man in those retched camps after they’ve released all the other detainees?  

Paul:  I don’t know James…  

James: For the same reason they put him there in the first place… the same reason for everything…  You know why Paul.  Why do you continue to pretend that this is not a life-threatening reality for our friends?

Paul:  What else can I do?  What can I do James?  Huh?  From here…from anywhere, what can we do?   Nothing.  Only worry… and we must do even that in secret… 

James: You can’t pretend Paul… What if they kill him?  Sylvia told me they gave him the option to either be castrated and upon so, released, or to remain in Flossenburg, where we know they are starving him to death as it is!  How can you pretend to not know these things????   To not… care…

Paul:  Oh don’t you dare.  You know I care – who was the one wiring money to Sylvia and uselessly paying worthless American lawyers to find ways to get Richard out of there?  I was… I still send Sylvia money, and whatever I can get my hands on that I feel may provide her with some comfort… what else do you want from me?  What else can I be expected to do?  You act like we don’t have our own problems, as if our lives here are so much safer than theirs, so much more protected!  Tell me James, what would you have me do?

James: … I don’t know… I don’t know Paul, but I can’t stand to have you forget, to have you act like the world isn’t crumbling beneath our feet.  

Marsha P. Johnson (1945-July 6, 1992), present day, 1969:

It was a normal night at the bar… Sylvia was having a bitch fit about some punk kid calling her a faggot and getting his little ‘bigots of the future’ friends to throw rocks at her.  Fuckin kids.  But even that was typical – someone was always complainin’ about some homophobic bastard doing something or other to invade on their livelihood… mmh, little do they know, they only way to truly live is to live as a queen, girl.  

Anyway, Rain – he was the bartender at the time – was slightly more on edge than usual because he’d gotten word early that day that the cops would be comin through looking for “violations of alcoholic control laws” or some bullshit like that.  You see we all knew the drill, the cops and the Control Board Agents would enter gay bars on “routine” checkups, and then proceed to kick everyone out.  Sometimes the bastards would have the nerve to get violent and start arrestin’ people.  


One night a cop even came in undercover… just ‘cause he knew he could get away with it.  He came in looking like one of those baby queens who had just been kicked out of his parents’ house… came in lookin like one of us, looking like he needed some help.  So, we sat him down, and gave him a shot of vodka… sometimes the only thing to say, the only thing the mind will listen to is alcohol.  

But we consoled that kid.  Rain took to him quick, offering him a place to stay and all.  The kid turned him down, but kept coming back to the Inn.  You see the thing they don’t tell you, is that queens take care of each other… we use the few connections we have to good people and we share them… we look out for each other… mmh, we have to, most of us have no one else… we better at least be able to say we have each other…  

Anyway, so of course we were kind to this kid, as far as we could tell we had no reason not to be.  Anyway Bernice had been developing quite the crush on this young thing – she always goes for the young and the helpless, and the kid acted like he was into her too… they had been flirtin and carryin on, and one night the tension seemed really thick, so Bernice took the boy into the bathroom….  The next thing I know, the two of them walk out, we see Bernice first, she’s got her head down and when Sylvia and I realized the kid had cuffed her and was taking her in… well… we were ready then… Sylvia pulled out some mace just as I grabbed a bottle, but…there was Rain… holding us back.  You see we respected Rain, and it was practically his bar, so if he didn’t want somethin’ to go down, well, it wasn’t gonna happen… So, anyway Bernice tells us later what happened.  She said the two of them went into the bathroom and the kid just got a hard-on right away, and so, being the lady that she is she took care of that for him.  She said that when she was finished she went to kiss him and he punched her in the face and arrested her, sayin, “fuckin faggot, I’m no faggot, why would I want to kiss you?!”  

…I found out later that that cop was only 23 years old… can you imagine?  A person so young, with so much hate just festerin’ up in them… believing they’re doin the right thing by exploitin’ another queen…


Thomas, realizing he couldn’t spark change alone, met with his closest friends, Frederick Crain and Thomas Weinwright.  Frederick and Thomas were two gay intellects whom Henry had befriended years ago.  The three of them would spend many a night discussing politics and ways to bring about change.  He knew they would be his strongest support throughout this entire process.

Frederick: Well, the obvious solution is to give the organization a name that’s ambiguous… one that’s seemingly universal.

Thomas: Right, I mean the reality is that they’re not going to refuse us if our purpose seems to be for the greater good of all people… not just a specific group.  That would be true even if we weren’t trying to support a bunch of inverted fairies.

Henry:  Thanks gentlemen, I wasn’t able to get that far on my own…

Thomas: Will you listen to him Fred, apparently we’re not offering good enough support to our dear, lost friend over here.

Frederick:  Hmm, I guess we’re just not good enough… maybe we should leave.

Thomas: Who needs revolution anyway?  

Frederick: Besides… I’m sure you could find some other boys, equally as passionate and ready as we are to help you carry the torch…

Henry:  Oh shut up.  There’s not a gay in this city brave enough to take on the law… they’re hiding behind their capes, or looking for some bimbo to protect them…

Thomas: We’re not going anywhere Hen… but you could show a little more appreciation toward your dear friends who have put up with you for so many years…

Frederick: Can we get back to work gentlemen… 

Thomas:  Hey Hen,  do you really think the boys will show up if we’re successful?

Henry:  I can only hope so Thomas…

Frederick: Of course they’ll show up.  The Betty’s of this city love to gather… if for nothing else they’ll see it as an opportunity to gossip…

________________________________________________________________________

(We enter this scene with James in the kitchen cleaning up, Paul enters the house with shopping bags.)

Paul: James?!        James, honey, I’m home!

James: I’m back here, in the kitchen.

(Paul takes off his coat, and walks to the kitchen, shopping bags in hand)

James: …Well, I spoke to John this evening, while you were out carousing with your mother.

Paul: (going over to kiss him)  How was your night?

James:  Oh it was wonderful.  I made myself a glorious salad, with feta and craisins, I had some wine, and curled up by the fire with Forever Amber.  And then, as I said before, I talked to John.  

Paul:  Well, my evening with mother was simply lovely.  For once she didn’t bitch about the number of worthless men in this city… we talked about art, and ended up shopping…it was perfect.

James:
Paul:  So… what did John have to say?

James:  … He said…

Paul:  Wait…honestly James if it’s more bad news I don’t want to hear it.  Today has been a relatively calm day… and I’m content to keep it that way…

James:  Fine.  I don’t even know why I bother with you.

Paul:  …What James?  Are you going to tell me something new, something worse that I haven’t already heard?

James:  How could you not want to know what’s going on with our dear friend?

Paul:  I do want to know… but… there isn’t much left that I don’t already know…      I talked to Sylvia yesterday… she told me about the extension of Section 175 in the German Criminal Code… she told me that Richard and all the others have to remain in the camps for their full sentence – as if they’re criminals – as if they’ve been tried and convicted in a court of law… she told me… she told me the estimated number of men committing suicide everyday in the camps… and she’s worried James… she worries that Richard will be just another number one day, a statistic… and those that aren’t killing themselves are being killed off twice as often by so called accidents in the camps… 

James: You spoke to Sylvia… Why didn’t you tell me?

Paul:  I knew you’d want to talk it over with John anyway…  and honestly… honestly, I was having trouble saying it out loud… as if somehow my repeating it would speak it into existence… cementing it, making it something we couldn’t fight…

Oh I know that seems silly… but, it’s how I feel sometimes James.  Like the only power I have is locked away in my words, and the only power they have… is a power that is against me… a power that rips at my soul… and makes me wonder, why we keep going? Why live?

Mm, I’m sorry…

________________________________________________________________________

Marsha:


Anyway, sorry, I got a bit off topic… but the point is that that night, the night of the riot was normal.  There wasn’t nothin’ happenin’ that was out of the ordinary – I guess ‘cause nothing was ever ordinary at the Stonewall Inn.  The thing that changed I guess, was us… no one had ever fought back before…  And the cops would pull this “routine” shit at least once a week, sometimes two just to throw us off, you know… and we would always comply.  Honey, the reality is that if they got you in cuffs or in the cop car or even behind bars… well, it wasn’t pretty… and you know how queens like to look good child… they fuck you up when they get you somewhere alone… especially if they think no one’s watchin… one of the worst positions to be in is alone in cuffs with some self-hatin homosexual cop…  sometimes, if they didn’t get enough of beatin up on you themselves they’d throw you in prison and tell your inmates that they caught another fag just so that they’d beat up on you too or make you do sexual favors for them… usually it was both…


Rain, told me a story once about a closeted cop who would find reasons to get gay prisoners alone so he could have his way with them… there’s not much a person can do when someone’s confrontin you with a badge and a baton tellin you that he’ll make your life hell if you don’t bend over for him.  

________________________________________________________________________  

Finally after long hours of bickering and teasing each other, Henry, with the help of Frederick and Thomas, decide to cover the purpose of their gay rights organization under the heading, Society for Human Rights.  On December 24, 1924, the state of Illinois issued a charter for their non-profit organization, described by Henry in the legal documents as an advocacy organization for people with mental abnormalities.  Out of this covert organization came the first gay magazine published in the United States, “Friendship and Freedom”.  Unfortunately, within weeks of the group’s formation Henry, Frederick, Thomas and their friends were arrested and all their documents, including their typewriter, were destroyed:

Frederick: Hey Hen, how are you?

Henry: …I’m…I’m out of a job Fred…

Frederick: What?  What happened?

Henry: My boss… he, he found out we were arrested…

Frederick: But they didn’t charge us for anything…did you tell him that?

Henry: It doesn’t matter Fred.  You and I both know why they kept us there for so long…and I suspect that everyone else does too…

Frederick:  They have to have a reason for firing you Henry, what was their reason?

Henry:  …for being a criminal Frederick.  They can do whatever they want… the law isn’t on my side… we’re gay Fred, we’re gay… the law is never on our side.

Frederick:  Will get you another job Henry… a better one…

Henry:  …Don’t try to make me feel better Fred… it’s just the way things are right now.  We had no voice then… and for now we remain… voiceless… it just wasn’t time… we weren’t ready Fred and neither were they.

Frederick:  I suppose…    

Henry: Have you heard anything about Thomas lately?

Frederick:  No… I haven’t, you?

Henry:  Yes, unfortunately.  Sometimes I wonder if it’s just better to be in the dark about such things… things you can do nothing about…

Frederick:  Do tell me Henry.

Henry:  I found out that his family sent him to Germany to have some operation that has become popular there for curing inverted males… though no one seems to know the specifics of it, or what it involves or how long he’ll be there…

James: Paul!  Paul!  Did you hear?!    Paul!   Where are you?

 Paul:  I’m right here, why are you yelling?

James:  Because I have amazing news!

Paul: Well, tell me silly, I don’t have all day.

James: It’s about Richard.

Paul: Well…

James: … John found a way to get him out of Flossenburg before the Americans invaded!  He’s on his way safely back to meet Sylvia in Kiel as we speak!

Paul:

James: Paul say something… did you hear me?  Richard is going home Paul… he’s going to live.

Paul: …I can’t…believe it…  This whole time I feel like I’ve just been waiting… waiting for the day when the worst possible news would be delivered to me… and I would have to contain myself until I was alone or with you in the privacy of our home…   

James:  It’s okay Paul…it’s alright.

Paul:  …He made it out… he actually made it out…I can’t believe it…

Marsha:


So anyway, that night the cops came in, and would you believe?  Most of them were undercover!  Only one, of exactly eight cops was dressed in uniform… bastards came in for free blow-jobs that’s what… fuckin pigs… always tryin to set us up.  But not this time…  We knew they was comin, remember ‘cause Rain got word earlier that day.

Anyway, so the cops proceeded to push us around while making the usual homophobic remarks.  They checked our Ids, and threw us out… one by one.  And we were goin… all of us, just walking right on out as we had done a thousand times before.  Some folks were even arrested.   But just as I was leavin’ I realized I didn’t have my girl, Sylvia, with me, so I turned to go back and get her and this cop was just standin there and he says to me, “keep movin faggot”, all harsh and shit like I was getting ready to do something… anyway, I’m pissed off and getting ready to say something to this man when Sylvia, bottle in hand says, “so what if she is?” and just throws the bottle at him, hitting him right upside the head… mmh…and that’s how it started, with drunk, irritated Sylvia, probably taken her rage out from those punk kids on that cop…  Anyway, of course the other cops started goin for Sylvia but as they went for her, the rest of us went for them.  Rain called out to the ladies who had already left and they came runnin back into the bar.  …We used whatever we could get our hands on to fight ‘em off.  Heels went flying and purses swinging.  Eventually we just locked those bastards in the bar and left, went and waited outside.  We were hot at that point… excited… ready for whatever the night was gonna bring.  And of course the cops called back-up, mmh, I bet they had no idea a bunch of queens could kick they’re asses but shit, honey, we tore them up, and just locked ‘em in the bar – which they proceeded to destroy, of course.  

As we stood outside more and more people gathered, gay and straight, it was perfect.  They had back-up and so did we.  More cops came and that’s when the so-called riot broke out.  They started beatin up people and tryin to arrest folks, but we weren’t havin’ it.  We were not goin’ to back down anymore.  Things got crazy on both sides.  A fire was started and someone uprooted a parking meter… a lot of innocent people were hurt in the process, especially by the cops, who just kept grabbing people and beatin them with their sticks….  But the queens came out victorious that night… and for the next three days people took to the streets and words “Gay Power” rang out.  We wanted them to know that that wasn’t gonna be the last time we stood up for ourselves.  We wanted them to know they would no longer gonna get away with it.  We wanted the cops to know, we wanted the gays to know too… we wanted everyone to know that that night was only the beginning, that whenever they came raidin one of our spots, or randomly arrestin one of our sistas, we were gonna be there, ready and waitin to take ‘em on… mmh…


I have to say that that was one of the greatest nights of my life.  The feeling of power, of liberation… it was ringing out in all of us…mh… 

After that Sylvia and I decided we wanted to keep the fire goin, you know… didn’t want the spark to die down.   So, we started an organization to help homeless young street queens get off the streets… mmm, and we call it STAR, because all young queens are stars in my book.  STAR stands for Street Activist Revolutionaries, we want to not only help them find shelter and support, we want to teach them to stand up for themselves… to confront reckless users of the law, to challenge the law…safely…  

You know that year wasn’t just a victory for us New York queens…  I found out later that Section 175 of the German Criminal Code was eased in West Germany – you know the law that permitted the Germans to keep gays in the concentration camps after everyone else had been set free?  After all these years… it’s finally eased in all of Germany… ha! and Canada, Canada legalized homosexual acts for consenting twenty-one year olds… they’re Prime Minister… the Prime Minister… made a public statement saying, “The Government has no business in the bedrooms of the nation.”  Can you believe that?  You know what that says to me?  There’s hope after all… maybe the world is changing.






  
