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F
ew things inspire more unnecessary anxiety and
an immediate wave of self-doubt in a thirtysome-
thing’s life than a class reunion. For me, there

was one additional layer to my trepidation. Since the last
time I saw most of my classmates, I came to terms with
my own sexuality and came out of the closet. 

When an invitation arrived for the 20-year reunion at
Seven Hills School, I had a common reaction.

Do I really want to go to this, I asked myself. I moved
away from Cincinnati about
eight years ago and have
been back only a few times
for short visits. My parents
left Cincinnati earlier this
year, taking away another
reason for me to visit.

Then, of course, there is
the usual self-doubt that
comes up when faced with
this type of milestone. Have
I put on a few, or more than
a few, extra pounds? Do I
make enough money? How
do I stack up against all my
classmates? Am I happy?

You might have read
some of my story in my
monthly column that used
to appear in CityBeat.
Considering many of the
details of my life were on
display for readers, you
might have thought I would-
n’t give my class reunion a
second thought. But until I
heard from my younger sis-
ter, who was returning to
Cincinnati for her 10-year
Seven Hills reunion, and my
writer friend Brendan,
whom I’d tracked down
through his book excerpt in
The New York Times, I’d
written off the weekend.

Even though I’ve been living comfortably as an out gay
man for more than 15 years, I felt uneasier than I like to
admit. In the gay community, it’s common to talk about
coming out as a process. It is at times like this, when you
think you’re at the end of your process, that you are
reminded just how far you still have to go.

Connections old 
and new

As I started planning for the weekend I remembered
friends from my Seven Hills days, some of whom I’ve
known since grade school, who are still in my life. There’s
the high school girlfriend who has since come out as a les-
bian. We marched on Washington together in 1993 and cel-
ebrated her commitment ceremony in 2004.

There’s the guy who was a big high school crush of
mine, whom I at times pretended to ignore because I was
afraid other kids would figure us out. In some cases, I
think they did. But I managed to live in denial. Thankfully,
he’s a forgiving person, and we’ve been able to re-establish
our friendship and visit each other from time to time.

Of course, I don’t see or talk to my old friends, gay or

straight, as much as I’d like, but we do the best we can.
Where I have really fallen down on the job, though, is with
several of the other people who were my closest friends in
my class, which would seem difficult, considering our
whole class numbered just over 50 people.

It would be great to catch up with people, I reminded
myself. So I sent in the reply card and logged on to the
Internet to buy plane tickets to Cincinnati for my partner
and me.

While the idea of recon-
necting with old friends had
me looking forward to the
trip, I still was feeling a little
more hesitant than I wanted
to admit. I even considered,
just for a minute, trying to
talk my partner out of going.

I tried to rationalize it by
telling myself I’d be busy
with friends and the reunion
events, and it might just be
easier if he stayed home.
Easier for whom, though?
Besides, his family still lives
in town, and it would be a
chance for us to visit with
them, too.

Despite my worrying, the
weekend went off without a
hitch. It seemed the news of
my coming out had gotten
around. On Friday night I
attended a cocktail party by
myself while Dave visited
his family. Before I had the
chance even to make a tell-
tale reference to us or my
partner, several people
asked about him.

Saturday night was a
party at a classmate’s house
in Hyde Park. Dave joined
me, and we ended up almost

closing the party down. Both nights I had the sense that
people were being more than just polite. To me, and I hope
to them, it seemed we were just a group of people who
were genuinely excited about catching up on the lives of
dear old friends.
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A high school reunion frames the past, present and future
of GLBT life in the Queen City
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20 Years, 
and Out
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Eric Hunter as a high school student and today



Now the reunion weekend is behind me. The three
days flew by, and I’m so glad I went. I’m even happier that
I took Dave with me.

It might sound insignificant, but spending the weekend
catching up with my friends and telling them about my life
my whole life can only be described as liberating.

If I’d known then
While I have such fond memories of my years at Seven

Hills — having attended the school from first grade
through high school, I’m known as a “lifer” — the school

and Cincinnati will always be places I associate
with my struggle to come out.

In my writing and other work in the gay and
lesbian community, I’ve always tried to share
my story for one major reason: I want people,
especially young people, to know they aren’t
alone.

The tipping point in my coming out was
meeting two friends I’d worked with at the
Polo Store that used to be in Kenwood Towne
Centre. Coming from a straight-laced family, I
knew there were gay and lesbian people, but I
had never really known any out, happy gay or
lesbian people whom I could point to and say,
yes, my life could be like that.

Unlike a growing number of schools today,
we didn’t have any out kids at Seven Hills in
the ’80s. I’m told there have been a few,
though, in the recent past. To be fair, that was-
n’t just Seven Hills; it was any high school as
far as I knew. I’m sure there were plenty of us
around — we just didn’t have a concept of
what it meant, how to come out or how to find

each other.
That all started changing when the first high school

gay/straight alliance (GSA) started at Walnut Hills High
School in the late ’90s. Since then, through the work of
dedicated faculty advisors and groups like the local chap-
ter of Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network
(GLSEN), there are now GSAs in at least 12 high schools
in the area, ranging from private and parochial schools
such as Cincinnati Country Day, St. Xavier, Saint Ursula
Academy, Ursuline Academy and Roger Bacon to such
public schools as Lakota East, Oak Hills, Sycamore,
Princeton and the School for the Creative and Performing
Arts.

To date, there isn’t a GSA at Seven Hills. But there is a
group, Kaleidoscope, which serves as a type of coalition
for all the student groups that celebrate diversity, accord-
ing to Michelle Alexander, the school’s first-year director
of diversity programs. She pointed out that often in
Cincinnati diversity refers to issues around race. But the
groups in Kaleidoscope also work around issues of age,
gender, socio-economic background and sexual orienta-
tion. The important point with the groups at Seven Hills
and so many of the areas schools is that the students are
leading the change.

When Alexander first arrived at Seven Hills last year
from Baltimore, she had to get to know the school and the
city. In November 2005 she hosted the Silent Movement, in
which interested kids sat in a large circle in the gymnasi-
um. Alexander posed a series of questions and, as the stu-
dents heard statements that related to them, they’d move
briefly into the center of the circle. After the exercise the
students participated in discussion groups. Alexander says
many kids told her they’d discovered new alliances with
other students they didn’t know they had.

Considering the rivalry between Seven Hills and
Cincinnati Country Day I couldn’t miss the opportunity to
speak to Debra Floyd, the faculty advisor for that school’s
seven-year-old GSA.

She says diversity is now part of the mission of the
school. But at Country Day, that has manifested itself in
the form of a gay-straight alliance.

She’s been advising the GSA for three years and told
me she has two mantras for the group. First, she says they

I’m fascinated by the history of the gay and lesbian com-
munity not just because I feel connected to it but also
because it’s largely unrecorded. There is so much to learn
by just listening to the stories of the people, places and
organizations that opened doors for all of us. Here are just
a few of Cincinnati’s notable historic gay and lesbian insti-
tutions.

The Bar Scene: I don’t know about you, but the closer I
got to my 30s the less time I spent at the bars. Sure, I
enjoy a night out as much as the next guy. But bars didn’t
play as much of a role in my
social life as they did when I
first came out. Back then I
spent countless hours on the
dance floor at The Dock and the
Warehouse. When I just wanted
to drink, I went to the Pipeline.
During my time in the Cincinnati
Men’s Chorus we used to hit
Cincinnati’s country and west-
ern gay bar, Shooters, after
rehearsal for karaoke. 

Today the new hotspot is
Adonis, the big, new dance bar
complete with a pool. But there
a number of bars that were
catering to our community long
before my time that are worth
remembering. Downtown was
home to Badlands and the
Metro. Adam’s Rib was a les-
bian bar in Clifton, along with a
restaurant that gets an honor-
able mention, GJ’s Gaslight on
Ludlow, because it was such a
gathering spot. And we can’t for-
get Northern Kentucky, where
Just Friends and the Riviera
Club were big spots and today people still enjoy Rosie’s
Tavern. 

Crazy Ladies Bookstore/Greater Cincinnati Women’s
Resource Center: When I was in fifth grade and my good
friend Sally was in sixth, I used to hear her midwife mother
talk about Crazy Ladies Bookstore. I later found my way
there through my own work with the Cincinnati Men’s
Chorus and The
Center. Now,
despite the best
efforts of its board
and the community,
the only thing left
of this Cincinnati
lesbian and gay
landmark is the
building at 4039
Hamilton Ave. It
was so much more
than a bookstore. It
was part communi-
ty center, part infor-
mation clearing
house and part safe
haven. Crazy Ladies
opened in Northside decades before the neighborhood
became the well-established gay enclave it is today.
Though her doors are now closed, her legacy will not be
forgotten. (Visit www.gcwrc.org.)

Gay Lesbian March Activists (GLMA): The local commu-
nity’s more activist roots grew out of this group and the
local ACT UP chapter that was closely associated with the
GLMA. Carol Lippmann, a former GLMA member, says the
organization started after the 1987 March on Washington
and played a role in the city’s fight to include sexual orien-
tation language in the Human Right Ordinance, a lightning
rod issue for so many local organizations even today. 
“It’s so weird that this fight is still going on today,” says
attorney Scott Knox. “It appalls me.”
Sadly after the “No on 3” campaign, the group lost energy

and disbanded, Lippmann says.

Gay Media Gone But Not Forgotten: Today Cincinnati’s
GLBT media includes one newspaper, The Greater
Cincinnati GLBT News, and two longtime radio shows,
Alternating Currents and Everywoman. Though the city has
never claimed a glut of gay and lesbian media, over the
years the city has seen its share of gay and lesbian media
outlets come and go.

In the late ’70s and early ’80s, long before the Internet
and blogging software democratized publishing, the

Cincinnati lesbian community stayed connected through a
newsletter called Dinah. According to Phebe Beiser of the
Ohio Lesbian Archives, who was involved in producing the
publication for many years, Wendy Winkler started Dinah
as the newsletter for the long defunct Lesbian Activist
Bureau (LAB). Even though LAB stopped operating, the
newsletter continued to keep lesbians connected and
informed for more than 10 years. In the early ’80s recently

deceased local activist John Zeh was on
the air with the radio show Gaydreams,
which would later become Alternating
Currents.

The late ’90s saw two small newspa-
pers, GayBeat and Nouveau, competing to
be the top dog covering the local gay and
lesbian scene. GayBeat was the first on
the scene but a member of the staff left
to start Nouveau. Sadly, neither of the
papers survived the transition.

Many members of the community also
still remember Gay Cable Network and Out
Front TV, two cable access shows that are
no longer in production.

John Zeh: In all my years in Cincinnati, I
never had the occasion to meet or work

with John Zeh. But there is no doubt that there are plenty
of people in the local community who knew him well and
acknowledge the work he did for both the GLBT and home-
less causes. He created the Rainbow News Service and
Rainbow Talk, an Internet bulletin board for GLBT issues
and an Internet forum for public discussion. His writing
appeared in Rolling Stone, The Village Voice and The
Advocate. He also reported for National Public Radio’s All
Things Considered. At the same time, his life was plagued
by struggle. Whether he was battling his way back from a
debilitating accident in which he was run over by a bus,
engaged in a First Amendment battle with Simon Leis Jr. in
the early 1980s or later facing a prison term as a sex
offender, he dealt with adversity head on and never lost
his activist spirit.

— ERIC HUNTER
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John Zeh: Gone but not forgotten

PHOTO: JYMI BOLDEN

Partying at the Pipeline

Our Back Story
2

8
•

 
J

U
N

E
 

7
-

1
3

,
 

2
0

0
6



3
0

•
 

J
U

N
E

 
7

-
1

3
,

 
2

0
0

6

are “there to educate, not agitate. We don’t want to be in
the closet but we don’t want to be too ‘in your face’
either.” She says she’s found that the group can get further
by taking that approach. Second, she stresses baby steps.

“We aren’t asking for the world tomorrow,” Floyd says. 
The group has grown noticeably since she became

involved. In her first year, she reports there were about 30
kids participating. This year as many as 60 kids were
involved, out of a student body of 320. Not a bad percent-
age, if you ask me.

It’s exciting to see the next generation taking the lead
in creating change. I’ve said it before, but it’s worth repeat-
ing: Life would have been easier for my friends and me if
these groups had been around in my high school days.

Out on campus 
While gay-straight alliances have been developing in

area high schools since the late ’90s, similar groups have
been alive on area college campuses since at least the late
1970s and early ’80s. One alliance in particular, the
University of Cincinnati LGBTQ Alliance, comes up in con-
versation with people of all ages in the Cincinnati GLBT
community.

I spoke with longtime activist Carol Lippmann, who
was involved with the group starting in 1982 when she first
came to the Queen City to study at UC. When Lippmann
transferred from Ohio University, she sought out the
alliance, which had just been reactivated. Of the 30 or so
active members, she told me she was one of two women.
Her impression is that UC’s Alliance was much more active
then than it is today.

To find out, I went to Misha Pridonoff and Emily Joy,
the group’s incoming and outgoing presidents, respectively.
As a fifth-year senior, Joy stepped down as leader of the
group to focus on completing her fine arts degree in the
College of Design, Art, Architecture and Planning. Like
Lippmann, when Joy first joined the alliance and took on
the role of volunteer coordinator she was one of only two
women. 

“It has turned into a dating pool, mostly,” she says.
In the next three years she climbed the ranks to presi-

dent and was on the planning committee for the first year
of the GLSEN Youth Summit, the first event of its kind in
the region, and in establishing the Alliance of the
Alliances, a coalition of college gay-straight alliances that
included like-minded groups from Xavier University and
Northern Kentucky University.

By the time she left the group to take a year off for per-
sonal reasons, the membership had increased significantly;
its e-mail list grew to about 80 people. In her absence, the
group fell on hard times and has been trying to rebuild
since.

Now Pridonoff, a sophomore who is newly out, has his
work cut out for him. He says the group wasn’t in such
good shape and he was willing to step in. Pridonoff says
he has the support of solid board members and is opti-
mistic about the programs they’re planning for next year.

The part of the story that was most familiar was how so
many things are driven by the sheer will of a small group
of people. Even though the alliance in one form or another
has been on campus for more than 20 years, Joy says
GLBT students still face open discrimination and harass-
ment, ranging from being called “fag” to being physically
attacked. But thankfully these students, like so many of
the members of the local GLBT community, continue to
fight for equality.

The ‘Brokeback
Generation’

I often say that I don’t feel like an adult; I will always
think of myself as an 18-year-old. That time in my life was
one of the toughest and at the same time best for me. 

I had a strained relationship with my mother because
she knew I was gay and didn’t miss an opportunity to tell
me about it. At the same time, I made intensely close
friendships and found my way through high school and off
to college and beyond.

As a stereotypically pop culture-obsessed gay man, it
was tough for me to cross the line out of the 18-24 demo-
graphic. More recently, aging beyond the 18-34 bracket
reminded me once and for all that I’m not part of what
today is often called “Generation Q” or, as one young local
activist, Derek James Mize, calls it, the “Brokeback
Generation.”

When I spoke with other community members regard-
ing up-and-coming leaders in Cincinnati, Mize’s name came
up several times. He faced discrimination head-on at UC,
believing his coming out cost him a spot on the swim
team. When he quit the team under pressure, he lost his
athletic scholarship.

Adversity aside, he graduated from UC and returned for
grad school in women’s and sexuality studies beginning in
2003. Now, as he prepares to enter law school at UC in the
fall, he’s been awarded a three-year scholarship by the
Point Foundation, a national organization that provides

financial support, mentoring and hope to deserving stu-
dents who are marginalized because of their sexual orien-
tation or gender identity.

“My generation has come out and developed a gay iden-
tity in a space where it is possible to find comfort,” Mize
says.

He says his generation doesn’t have the radical political
ethic that was so important to the post-Stonewall genera-
tion.

“We are pretty relaxed,” he says. “It’s OK to be gay.”
Despite their self-awareness, Mize says many of his

peers need occasional consciousness raising. He says he
has to remind his and even the generation behind his that
they “stand on the shoulders of giants.”

Despite any challenges he has faced at UC or in
Cincinnati as a result of his sexual orientation, Mize is very
optimistic about gay and lesbian life in the city.

“I have come to love Cincinnati and the Cincinnati gay
community,” he says. “They aren’t afraid to have a conver-
sation.”

Mize’s love of community has translated into work with
a variety of local and state organizations. He works with
The Coalition, a group that has been a part of the local gay
community on and off for decades; Equality Cincinnati,
which led the effort to repeal Article 12; Equality Ohio; and
the local GLSEN chapter.

He travels extensively as part of his work with the

Point Foundation and has experienced GLBT life and com-
munities around the country.

“My decision to stay in Cincinnati is conscious,” Mize
says. “I love it. I love community. I grew up without one. I
don’t know many people who grew up on a gay commune.
We all have that in common.”

In the same way that attending my reunion has me
looking back at the past 20 years of my life, talking to Mize
has me thinking about my own gay and lesbian generation.
I wonder where we fit in and what defines us within the
larger gay rights movement. We are sandwiched between
the first openly gay-identified generation, whose energies
and numbers were decimated by the onset and growth of
the AIDS pandemic, and Mize’s “Brokeback Generation,”
who are growing up out of the closet.

How will we leave our mark? Have we missed the boat?
I haven’t found the answer. But in this case, maybe we
need to take a few lessons from young leaders like Mize.

Paying it forward
When I think about the Cincinnati GLBT community, I

think of a loosely-tied network slowly extending its ten-
drils across the city. In certain areas — Northside,
Downtown and Clifton for example — the network is more
dense and interconnected. In other parts of town, the dif-
ferent branches are more solitary and tenuous.

But in either case, the network exists if people can just
find their way into it.

Once I came out, I found my way in through the
Cincinnati Men’s Chorus (CMC). In high school, I sang in
the choir and did what I could to get small parts in musi-
cals and plays. For me, both activities were more about
the social interaction and sense of community than the
actual performing. Not long after I came out, I attended a
CMC holiday concert at Memorial Hall with my first
boyfriend and some new gay friends.

Up to this point, my gay life had consisted of late nights
spent dancing at The Dock, still a mainstay of the local gay
bar scene, and the Pipeline, a bar that’s no longer open.
The concert was the first time I’d experienced a large
group of gay and gay-friendly men standing together and
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Now closed, Crazy Ladies Bookstore was once an essential part of the GLBTQ community.
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Progress doesn’t just happen by itself. There are people and organizations out there help-
ing to push the GLBT community forward. Here is a look at a few new organizations and
truly community-minded business that are making their mark in today’s GLBT community.

OutReels: During the 2006 Gay Pride season Cincinnati will experience its first annual GLBT
film festival. For three days (June 14, 15 and 17), the Esquire Theatre will host this program
of feature length and short films exploring the lives of gay men, lesbian, bisexual and trans-
gendered people. The festival will open with a screening of Small Town Gay Bar, a documen-
tary that garnered praise at Sundance this year for its poignant look at the struggles waged
by gays and lesbians in the rural South, focusing on the only social institution available to
them. Find the complete festival schedule and film details at www.outreels.com.

Your Forefront: Organized by a group of local college students, this new youth organization
launched in February with an event at the Fifth Third Bank Theatre at the Aronoff Center (see
“Gay Youth Take the Forefront,” issue of April 5-11). Your Forefront’s mission is to help LGBTQ
youth between the ages of 14 and 24 develop positive self-esteem and self-concept, promote
leadership through community engagement, debunk stereotypes and decrease discrimination
through educational programs and activities. Though the group follows in the footsteps of
other local GLBT youth groups such as the Cincinnati Youth Group (CYG), Twentysomething
and the local college gay-straight alliances, Your Forefront is generating buzz throughout the
gay and lesbian community. This summer the group is ramping up its fundraising and starting
to plan a regional youth summit for December. (Visit www.yfnow.org.)

National Conference for Community and Justice of Greater Cincinnati (NCCJ): Under
the leadership of executive director Chip Harrod for more than 20 years, the NCCJ is one of
the less recognized but no less significant allies that has helped fight bias, bigotry and
racism in all its forms in Cincinnati. “We take ‘isms’ and make them ‘wasms’,” Harrod
says. In the past five years, NCCJ started looking at public policy and was immediately
drawn to the issues around Article 12. In March 2002, the group, together with five other
fair-minded organizations, released “Issue 3: Eight Years Later,” an extensive study of the
feasibility of a repeal. The study found that 60 percent of voters indicated they would vote
to remove such a law. An additional survey of the 50 largest employers in the area found
that local companies were starting to mirror the national trend toward more inclusion of
gays and lesbians in the workplace. The survey helped build momentum for the 2004
repeal of Article 12 and will hopefully help keep the momentum going as the community
fights the subsequent ballot issue this November. (Visit www.nccjcincinnati.org.)

Universal Grille: In my day, Carol’s Corner Café, which later became Carol’s On Main, was
the place in town to eat, drink and make merry just about any night of the week. Besides
Carol, David, Curtis and the always-friendly staff, the best thing was the crowd. You could go
there by yourself and always be sure to run into people you knew. These days Universal
Grille, formerly known as Hamburger Mary’s, has taken up the torch. Always supportive of
good causes in town, Universal Grille has been welcomed by the community as the hangout. 

The Great Wide Open: The Internet has revolutionized the GLBT community’s ability to
connect with each other locally, nationally and even globally. Here is a listing of Web site
URLs, or phone numbers if no Web site exists, for the groups and organizations mentioned
in this story, as well as a few other important community resources.

AIDS Volunteers of Cincinnati (AVOC): www.avoc.org

Alternating Currents: 3-5 p.m. Saturdays on WAIF (88.3 FM)

Caracole Inc.: www.caracole.org

The Center: www.glbtcentercincinnati.com

Cincinnati Country Day School: www.countryday.net

Cincinnati Men’s Chorus (CMC): www.cincinnatimenschorus.org

Cincinnati Youth Group: www.glbtcentercincinnati.com/programs/youthsupport.html

The Coalition: www.glbtcentercincinnati.com/programs/coalition.html

Equality Cincinnati: www.equalitycincinnati.org 

Equality Ohio: www.equalityohio.org

Gay Cincinnati: www.gaycincinnati.com

Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network (GLSEN): www.glsencincinnati.org

Greater Cincinnati GLBT News: www.greatercincinnatiglbtnews.com

Mount Auburn Presbyterian Church: www.mtauburnpresby.org

National Conference for Community and Justice of Greater Cincinnati:
www.nccjcincinnati.org

Northern Kentucky University Common Ground: commonground@nku.edu

Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG):
www.geocities.com/pflagcinci

The Point Foundation: www.thepointfoundation.org

Pride Alive 2006: www.glbtcentercincinnati.com/events/pa/index.html

Pyramids Boutique: 907 Race Street. 513-621-PINK

Queen City Careers Association (QCCA): www.qccainc.com

The Seven Hills Schools: www.7hills.org

University of Cincinnati LGBTQ Alliance: www.uc.edu/groups/lgbqta

The Xavier Alliance: www.xavier.edu/alliance 
— ERIC HUNTER

pARTy 
at

Newport on the Levee

Tuesday, June 13  • 6-8pm
Great Food! • Cocktails! • Raffle!

Benefits: Center For Independent Living Options

& Art Beyond Boundaries

A VISUAL ART GALLERY 
FOR ARTISTS WITH DISABILITIES

TICKETS: $25 @ Door / $20 In Advance

Call: 513-241-2600
The Art Beyond Boundaries gallery is the core of the Center for Independent Living Options’ (CILO) arts program. 

Its purpose is to promote awareness and understanding of artists with disabilities. CILO is a non-profit organization that
provides support services to adults and children with disabilities to help them live independently.

Fighting the Good Fight
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working for change by simply doing something they loved:
singing. It was an amazing experience.

As the concert came to a close, I could feel the sense of
pride swell in my chest and I had to fight back tears. It
was a reaction I would have many more times once I
joined the chorus myself.

Fast-forward a few months. The CMC was already more
than halfway through its next rehearsal period. I found the
number for the chorus in the program I had carefully
saved after the concert. Emboldened with my newly out-
of-the-closet status, I dialed the number and left a voice
mail asking about auditions and how I could become
involved.

I didn’t realize they typically held auditions at the
beginning of each session. Within a few days, though, I
heard from Kent Peterson, the artistic director at the time,
who invited me to audition. I showed up at rehearsal the
next week and auditioned, cracking voice, sweaty palms
and all.

As my choral experience was limited to high school, I
wasn’t sophisticated enough to have a rehearsal song pre-
pared. I don’t even remember exactly what he had me
sing. I’m sure it was something very simple like the Star

Spangled Banner. Much to my surprise, though, I got in
and ended up deeply involved in the chorus for nearly
seven years until I left Cincinnati.

In some ways, I owe much of my life today to the cho-
rus. I met my current partner, whom I have been with for
more than nine years, in the group. After a few years as a
singing member, I took a position on the board. I handled
marketing and public relations for the group.

The work I did for the group, together with similar
work I did for AIDS Volunteers of Cincinnati and the Gay
and Lesbian Community Center, was instrumental in my
move to New York and career change.

From what I have been able to learn, we all need a little
help finding our way in. Scott Knox, an attorney serving on
the boards of various groups, including Caracole and
Citizens to Restore Fairness, told me about his law school
advisor, very active in Gay Lesbian March Activists
(GLMA), who helped introduce him to gay life beyond the
bars.

I heard from Emily Joy about bonding on a bus trip
with another girl who was wearing rainbow gear. The
young woman told Joy about the Cincinnati Youth Group,
a local GLBT group for youth between the ages of 13 and
21. Joy ended up attending a few meetings. Through the
group she found out about the center’s annual Pride Night
at Kings Island, which she called an “eye-opening, shock-
ing and amazing experience.”

She was describing the first time the light bulb clicked
on for her — the first time she met people whom she felt
comfortable around and whom she felt understood her.
When she told me, I knew exactly what she was talking
about. 

The Cincinnati paradox
Since long before I left Cincinnati, I have described the

town as politically conservative with pockets of fair-mind-
ed people. For the portion of my adult life that I spent in
town, I never felt the sting of discrimination, at least that I
knew about. I didn’t lose a house or a job because of my
sexual orientation, although for much of that time I could
have.

Knox sees the discrimination and harassment in his
legal practice but points out that the average Cincinnatian
wouldn’t know about it, because it typically doesn’t appear
in the press and isn’t easily accessible in public records.
He says that’s what makes it so hard to fight.

So many people assume it doesn’t exist because they
don’t see it or experience it. Knox says he’s seeing
progress in certain counties around the city. For example,
he’s been handling gay, lesbian and transgendered name
changes in Hamilton County for 10 years without a prob-
lem.

“They get it,” Knox says.
By all accounts, the past 10 years or so have been hard

on the local GLBT community. The struggle to keep pro-
tection based on sexual orientation in the city’s Human
Rights Ordinance has been going on since city council first
approved it in 1992.

The 1995 vote by council to remove sexual orientation
from the Human Rights Ordinance hit us especially hard. I
remember writing a CityBeat column at that time about
how the community felt caught off guard by the vote.
Since then the financial and psychological drain on the
community has been palpable.

Cheryl Eagleson, whose community involvement
stretches across a number of organizations — from
Caracole, Alternating Currents (one of two community
radio programs), Queen City Careers Association, the local
GLBT business organization and Mt. Auburn Presbyterian
Church — wrote this in an e-mail: “It seemed that Article
12 drew a dark curtain over many organizations. People
were not as eager to push an agenda after being slammed
by Article 12. Organizations took a dive in membership
and enthusiasm, I think.”

One bright spot in this whole fight has been the emer-
gence of Equality Cincinnati under the leadership of Gary
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Scott Knox uses his law practice to fight discrimination.
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Wright. He’s quick to tip his hat to Ted
Good and others who worked on this issue
before him, as well as the support of the
National Conference for Community and
Justice (NCCJ) in Greater Cincinnati.
Today, even as the community fights once
again to maintain sexual orientation lan-
guage in the city’s Human Rights
Ordinance, Wright maintains a positive
attitude.

“I stay here because things are still
changing,” he says. “I feel I am a part of a
larger movement — race relations, inter-
faith relations. It’s getting better, and
there’s still work to be done.”

Another change that many consider a
positive sign is the re-emergence of the
city’s annual Pride celebration under the
guiding hand of The Center. Harold
Keutzer, The Center’s board president,
reports that this year’s Pride Festival and
Parade, which will take place Saturday
and Sunday, mark the seventh consecutive
year since the events returned to the
Cincinnati GLBT calendar. Before that
there were five years without organized
events, preceded by a couple years of
struggle between competing groups.

With any luck, Equality Cincinnati and
its allies will have success in November in
beating back an effort to remove sexual
orientation from the Human Rights
Ordinance, and the group will be able to
move on to work around other issues.

“There is lots of interest in Ohio from
national groups,” Wright says. “There is
nothing like raising yourself up by your
bootstraps and making change happen
right here.”

Writing your
own ticket

At various times throughout my recent
long weekend visit, Dave and I spent time
driving around, visiting some of our
favorite old spots, both gay and straight.
The Hamilton Avenue strip in Northside
looks pretty much the same. The Center is
now there on street level. Bullfishes is still
there with its rainbow sign. The shell of

the old Crazy Ladies building sits waiting
for a new owner. A new restaurant, Slim’s,
has made a name for itself in the neighbor-
hood.

We drove up Liberty Hill to see my old
house and our old apartment on
Sycamore. We even made it out to Oakley
to check out the newly revitalized strip of
Madison Road that’s home to Boca and a
few cool new stores.

On Sunday we couldn’t resist the temp-
tation to have lunch at Skyline. Chili was
the first thing I ate when I moved to
Cincinnati when I was 5 years old. Often
when I visit, it’s the first or last thing I eat.
Maybe it’s all part of a cycle that reminds
me that, though things in Cincinnati
change, so many things are still the same.

Over the weekend I definitely experi-
enced a little of the shift in attitude that
I’ve been hearing about. But as I drove to
the airport to catch my flight, the thing
that struck me was that, even knowing as
much as I do about the local GLBT com-
munity, how hard it was to find or see it in
your day-to-day travels around the city. To
me that means that the network of fair-
minded Cincinnatians both there in the
city and allies out of town have our work
cut out for us.

In the words of Harold Keutzer, “Gay
life in Cincinnati is what you make of it.”
Whether you’ve been out for years or just
came out recently, make a promise to
yourself this Pride season. Tap into the
network. Learn about a new group or
organization and get involved.

I always remember how alone and con-
fused I felt when I first came out, and it
reminds me to extend a hand to those who
are coming after me. We all just need a lit-
tle help to find our way.

PRIDE ALIVE FESTIVAL is 4-10 p.m. Saturday and 1-4 p.m. at

Hoffner Park in Northside. The parade begins at 1 p.m.

Sunday in Burnet Woods and proceeds via Ludlow Avenue to

Hoffner Park. See ToDo on page 37. 

ERIC HUNTER’s first book, Column Inches: Everyday

Observations of a Gay Pragmatist, will be out this month from

BookSurge. For more information, visit www.erichunter.type-

pad.com.
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