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Purpose
There are many essential characteristics that define a healthy and vibrant community.  Some communities are defined by their geographical location, resources, sexuality, and racial background.  The purpose of this paper is to explore the history of Castro’s bars and how it evolved from the 20th to 21st century.  I plan to highlight the experience of Black gay men and how they were often negated and discriminated within Castro’s bars.  This paper will explore the experience of Black gay men and the privileges of white gays in Castro’s most popular bars.   In addition, I will interview Black gay men, SF Supervisor Bevan Dufty, Kathy Amendola, and other members of the Castro district to obtain a clearer understanding of the complexities of this community. 

Castro’s wonder years
After WWII, Eureka Valley’s busy street called Castro underwent a gradual and flamboyant transition. From the 1950s through the early 1960s many new migrants began to make San Francisco their home.  San Francisco was well known by military personnel who stopped over and found it to be a tolerable and acceptable place to live.  These new migrants were white gay men who served in the war and came from many parts of the U.S. and abroad mapping out a safe place to live. Gays began to populate the San Francisco area in increasing numbers after being dishonorably discharged from the war.  After speaking with Kathy Amendola, the guide who facilitated the “Cruisin’ the Castro Tour” told me gays were beginning to populate the area in large numbers by the early 1970s.  She went on to tell me that “During the late 1960s the Castro was a pretty run-down area.  It was not until Harvey Milk along with 4 other gays moved to the Castro that 20,000 more gays began to buy property in 1972.  Those who had money were, as couples, able to afford nice Victorian homes in Eureka Valley.  During this period the average cost to buy a Victorian home ranged from $20,000 to $40,000.”  With the influx of new gay migrants came new ideas and beliefs, and soon this area came to be called the Castro, named after a wealthy Mexican landowner.  While this community was considered a straight environment, gays began to populate this area in ever-increasing numbers.  

The making of an exclusively gay/white community
San Francisco in the mid 20th century allowed a bit more flexibility for gays to freely interact with others of their own sex.  In the book Before Stonewall: The Making of a Gay and Lesbian Community, Weiss and Schiller (1988) stated, “Many gay people were prominent citizens, contributing to the arts, sciences, politics, and culture of the society they lived in, but they were for the most part invisible to the analytical eyes of these professionals” (p.29).  Gays were able to earn a living in heterosexual environments but were forced to keep their sexuality in the closet.  They were able to escape the critical and hostile environment by finding comfort with other gays.  These gay men had more mobility to explore their sexuality by mingling in parks, bars and other social areas.  In the midst of homophobic sentiments and discrimination gays found bars as a place of refuge.   These bars gave gays a sense of belonging when they often felt like America’s social outcasts.  Ron Williams, one of Castro’s historians, states that bars in the Castro were the center of communication and a social center of the community (Williams, 2005).  This freedom was short lived and America’s social outcasts began to feel the brunt of being gay in San Francisco.  Bars became the hot spot for police raids.   “Police arrests of gay people were frequent—from entrapment to bar raids to any excuse available if they knew someone was gay” (Weiss, 1988, p.49).  

In spite of the constant threats of police raids and homophobism, Castro gays continued to open more bars.  Many bars began to pop up all around Castro at an accelerated pace.  Three of the first bars were Missouri Mule, the Mistake, and the Pendulum.   Williams reminisced on how the Pendulum was at one point the most popular bar in the Castro.  Today, the Pendulum bar had for many years been defined as a place to pick up Black men before its closure in August 2005.  I asked the tour guide what it must have been like to be a Black gay man at this time.  Kathy told me, “From the very beginning white gay men discriminated against Black men and women.  They didn’t allow Black men to enter most clubs or the community.”  It appeared that some African American men did begin to slowly patronize Castro’s bars in the early 20th century.  

Thomas, an African American male and a well-respected photographer in Castro’s clubs who has made Castro his home away from home, stated that being gay and not Black is what’s more important to him.  This gay man exposed me to some rare gay history about the early years of Castro bars. He went on to talk about the bars in the 1970s being instant attractions for many gay men. He stated that “back in the day, I didn’t think about being Black. I only wanted to party with the white guys.”  Thomas also spoke of the Midnight Sun and Toad Hall as being popular bars in the Castro, mainly because “The Toad Hall was the only bar in the Castro with a license that provided a dance floor for its patrons.”  Thomas stated that though he was not concerned about how many Blacks patronized the bars, he was aware that the numbers were few.  Often, he would go to and from the Midnight Sun and the Toad Hall in what he described as “the fun days before the owner transferred Toad Hall’s license” over to a new bar. “This new bar would move to 4121 18th Street and be renamed Badland’s” (Thomas, 2005).  

Today, the Castro is seen as a thriving and vibrant community with a plethora of businesses and resources for gays.  Upon entering the heart of Castro you are greeted by an enormous rainbow flag.  This flag claims to serve as a symbol of diversity that embraces the complexities of being gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender.   The Castro is defined as what many would call the “Gay Mecca” and attracts visitors from all around the world. This affluent community, as long-time activist and community organizer Eric Rofes points out, “remains one of the whitest residential neighborhoods in San Francisco and census figures have shown that it is one of the ‘male-est’ enclaves outside Alaska” (p.7, 2005).  This white-male dominated area also has a lot of wealth.   In the Castro an average 1 bedroom rents for $1050 to $2495 and a single family home sells for about $1.2 million.  Rofes believes that there should not be a problem with having a white gay- oriented community because other groups have an exclusive community--the predominately Latino Mission District and predominately Asian Chinatown, for example.   

I find his comment disturbing given this is the same racist ideology that Blacks and others of color have experienced for centuries at the hand of privileged white communities. Many communities of color have exclusively formed their own communities because they don’t feel welcomed in predominantly white communities. And once people of color, specifically Black men, attempt to interact in white establishments they continue to experience forms of discrimination and racism in these places.

Insider-Outsider Complex
I can remember my first experience in a Castro bar (1991) as though it was just yesterday.  My first stop was the Midnight Sun, a bar off 18th and Castro Street.  I reached the entrance of the door to find a white guy staring at me with much attitude.  He said to me in a condescending tone, “Two pieces of ID please!”  “I’ve just moved here and all I have is one form of ID,” I said.  He looked not at me but through me and said, “I’m sorry, our policy is that all patrons must have two forms of ID.”  So I disappointedly turned and left, feeling like an outsider.  

Although I felt like an outsider and totally unwelcome, I was determined to be accepted. Accepted in a community where I felt that all gays that had something in common should be welcomed as insiders.  I bought my first piece of “apparel inclusiveness” (what I define as buying tight and revealing clothes that resemble those worn by Castro gays) at one of Castro’s clothing stores, Injeanious.  I even processed my hair to look, or at least what I thought looked, more sexually appealing to them.  I began to look at myself through the eyes of those who no matter how I tried to fit in did not see me as their equivalent.  I even made an appointment to see a plastic surgeon.  I asked how much it would cost to have a nose job, knowing I could not afford it.  I began to think that my nose was too big and if I could narrow it, maybe I would appear more acceptable. I began to hate my appearance.  The article “The Dance of Race and Privilege in Community Based Participation Research,” Vivian Chavez et al., (2005) had an answer for my troubling experience.  She stated that, “Internalized racism does not need an outside judge of character.  It is characterized by people’s own belief in the negative messages they receive about their race/ethnicity” (Chavez et al., p.123).  

I would later run into discrimination on numerous accounts, but there isn’t enough time to outline them all. So I will discuss one of my most poignant memories of feeling discriminated against while at a bar in the Castro.  In 1998, I entered Badland’s bar and asked for a beverage.  Without saying hello, the bartender asked, “What will it be?”  I ordered a cranberry-orange juice drink without ice.  I also asked for $5 dollars in quarters so I could play their pinball machine.  I played pinball for an hour or long enough to go through $5 dollars in quarters and 2 cranberry-orange juice drinks.  After I ran out of quarters I realized there was a slot on the machine to insert dollar bills.  So I inserted a dollar bill, but it did not register or give me credit.  I went to the bartender and told him the machine kept my dollar.  He looked at me and slung a dollar on the bar counter.  I picked it up and decided not to play anymore, placing the dollar in my pocket.  Once I did the bartender yelled out, “You are a thief!” I immediately turned around to see who he was referring to.  He was looking at me.  “Get out of this club you thief!”  I had no idea what he was talking about.  I said, “Excuse me?” He told me I was stealing money from the bar and he wanted me out.  I tried to explain to him I hadn’t done anything.  He then threatened to call the cops on me if I didn’t leave.  I told him I had done nothing wrong and should not be asked to leave.  So I sat there as he called the cops.  Once the officer (Jane Warner #2629) arrived she asked, “What’s the problem?”  The bartender told her, “This guy fits the description of a Black guy who has been pick-pocketing many of our patrons!”  I explained to the cop I had never pick-pocketed anyone.  So she asked for my ID and ran a check and saw that I had no record.  She advised me to leave the club voluntarily or she would have to arrest me.  I asked her if I could make a counter complaint because the bartender had falsely accused me of being a thief.  Even though I filed a complaint with her, nothing ever happened.   

Castro’s Privilege 
While Castro’s most popular bars have often treated and viewed Black gays with little importance throughout history, they continue to invalidate our existence in the 21st century. While I was on the tour of the Castro, I asked, “Kathy, why is there no mentioning of the history of Black men throughout this tour?”  She answered, “As you can see the history of African American was not prominent or of any importance in the Castro, but things are changing.” Are they really?  A couple weeks later, I asked Supervisor Bevan Dufty about the discriminatory allegations in the Castro.  He states, “Racial issues and allegations of discrimination are incredibly troubling.  To me, it doesn’t matter if it is one person, or one thousand.” Even though, this is a troubling matter, Black men were discriminated against and treated unfairly in one of Castro’s most popular bar, Badlands.  Gay bars continue to ignore the concerns and struggles of Black gay men.  Until recently Badlands’ employees often ask Black gay men, before entering the club to prove they have enough money to buy drinks and to produce two forms of ID.  Les Natali, the owner of Badlands’ adamantly denies that he or his employees practice any forms of racism or discrimination toward Black gay men.  This issue increased when Blacks realized that the Pendulum, the only bar catered to African American gays, was purchased by Natali.  Shortly after the purchase of the club it was shut down. Now the transfer of the Pendulum’s bar license is heading to court along with a heated mediation process between Les Natali, Former Mayor Willie Brown, and members of the group And Castro for Now, a multiracial group that has been at the forefront of the struggle to hold Natali accountable for his racist practices against Black gay men.  Black gays have known all along how not being white, gay, and privileged has negatively impacted their experiences in the Castro.

The privilege and oppression practiced within Castro’s bars fuels the hostility Blacks experience throughout the Castro as a whole.  Many gay whites believe because they are considered a “minority” and have been discriminated against too they can not be racist.  Some do not believe that the privileges they partake in are not unearned, but that they worked hard for what they have.  “The primary roots of oppression worldwide are economic, social, cultural, and gender inequalities reproduced by an institutionalized system of power between and among groups of people” (Chavez, et al., p. 122, 2003).  It should be pointed out that just because white gays have and continue to be oppressed, whether consciously or unconsciously, they benefit from the destructive practices of institutionalized systems of power.

This ability to cleverly dance around race and evade the responsibility of owning up to one’s unearned privileges has led some white gays to a state of unconsciousness. McIntoch’s (1998) noted that, “Unconscious racism—being able to ignore issues surrounding race—is a key aspect of white privilege.”  She goes on to point out that being white, male, and of the middle or upper class provides many unearned privileges (Chavez, et al., 2003, p. 130).   White gays act as though they are unconsciousness to their unearned privileges, which further fuels racism and discrimination toward people of color, particularly Black gays.  When whites benefit from a privileged position others, usually people of color, are often deprived of needed resources and rights.  

Even more today, many white gays in the Castro ignore the impact of white privilege and oppression by doing very little to tackle racism in all its forms. The term gay has, in the Castro and throughout America, continues to be synonymous with whiteness. There is very little or no representation of Black gay men within the Castro bars.  Advertisement posted around clubs, bars, or communities are usually those of white gay men.  Gay white men are in a strategic position to ally with other oppressed groups to weed out institutional and systemic racism, and make Castro a healthy community for all races.  In the article “Community Health Assessment or Healthy Community Assessment” (2005) Meredith Minkler states, “Although they may include some efforts at fine tuning the way in which the system functions, they do not question or wish to change the ideological commitments on which that system is based” (p. 138)  This refers us back to white privilege.  White gays and those who aspire to conduct themselves under white norms in the Castro could stand up and fight against bigotry.  However, many are afraid to tackle the system because they fear that their world might crumble. These people are afraid of losing what they believe is rightfully theirs.   So why should Black gay men or any people of color expect white gay men or white-oriented bars in the Castro to relinquish their privilege?  

 The responsibility of Black gay men
Black men should not expect white--whether gay or straight--to include them in their communities or bars.  The bars in the Castro have from the beginning been designed for white gay men to socialize with other white gay men.  These privileged gays are not required to think of or consider the concerns of others, unless it directly affects them.  Discrimination for many white gays becomes an issue once they are denied the right to marry their partners or have access to available resources.  White gays in the Castro have every right to protect their interests and resources in their community.  However, they do not have a right to discriminate or negate the rights and concerns of others who choose to partake in the activities of that community.  
I am surprised that in the 21st century we as Black gay men continue to experience the perpetual effects of racism and discrimination within a gay community that claims to embrace diversity.  It is the responsibility and role of Black, white and other gays of color to collectively challenge and eliminate every form of racism and discrimination in whatever environment it takes form.  It is also the responsibility of Black men to form our own communities and circles and stop relying on others to be inclusive of our struggles and concerns.  This will not be an easy task given that many of our Black gay men are so culturally and spiritually removed from their Blackness and entrenched within a Eurocentric frame of thinking.  We must understand that many whites, both gay and straight are not particularly interested in challenging a problem that will potentially disrupt their privileged position.   In the end, Black gays must continue the struggle for our rights, concerns, and dignity!
Update: As of January 17, 2006
The 19-month long battle between Castro bar owner Les Natali and the group And Castro For All came to an end on January 17, 2006.  However, neither side would disclose the terms of the deal, but both sides claim to be happy with the outcome.  Although both sides claim victory, I say the outcome was mishandled. While the public doesn’t know the terms of the outcome, and we should, it sends a message that racism and discrimination in the Castro has been effectively handled.  I completely disagree. For example, renewed racist attacks continue in the gay community and this time it’s directed at our gay Latino brothers.  John Mendoza told the B.A.R., a gay newspaper in SF, of an incident that occurred the night of March 25, 2006. Mendoza stated this occurred while he was in front of a Castro restaurant waiting to order some food.  Mendoza conveyed that, “A young white gay male around 25years old stepped in front of me and insisted he was going in first.  When I disagreed, he stood in front of me anyway.  I told him he was not going to get in before me.”   The man allegedly turned back to Mendoza and said to him “go back to Mexico, you fucking wet-back, where you belong” (Akers, 2006, p. 19).  

This current incident raises the question of whether the Castro can ever be an inclusive community when its members continue to discriminate and/or sling racial epithet toward other racial/ethnic groups.   
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