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seemed like a dream. As one of ONE’s founders said in the fifties, to
actually someday see people like us marching down Hollywood Boule-
vard proudly and to have lived to see that day multiplied around the
nation is enough.

Billy adds that while Don and Dorr insisted that “we should honor the orga-
nization and goals” and not “worship the people doing the work or make
them celebrities,” it is clear that our lives and work were in fact done better
because of the people we met and with whom we worked. Moreover, “we
won.”




Jim Kepner (1923-1997)

Lewis Gannett
William A. Percy 111

When Jim Kepner died unexpectedly on
November 15, 1997, at the age of seventy-
four, he left a legacy to the gay and lesbian
cause that stretched from the early 1950s
through the entirety of his life. Morcover,
e contributed in a remarkable number of
ways. Cofounder of many activist initia-
tives and organmizations, he decried the
movement’s tendency to splinter into ego-
driven antagonisms, Journalist, archivist,
bibliographer, essayist, and chronicler, he
insisted that knowledge of history, both
distant and recent, is vital to homosexuoal
seif-awareness. Mentor, sage, and, above
all, educator, he strove to promote under-
standing.

With Dorr Legg and others in 1956,
Kepner created the first gay studies program in America—indeed, one of
the first anywhere worldwide after the Nazis torched Magnus Hirschfeld's
institute in Berlin twenty-three years earlier. To complement the program’s
classes he started the first American reference library for gay and lesbian is-
sues, about which there is much more to be said. In 1958 he launched yet an-
other first, the ONE Institute Quarterly of Homophile Studies, the debut in
this country of scholarly journalism devoted exclusively to gay and lesbian
topics.

At a time when the production or even the possession of frank writing on
homosexuality was illegal, Keprer published prolifically in such journals as
ONE Magazine, Mattachine Review, and ONE Confidential. Kepner exhib-
ited an intellectual daring quite rare in the 1950s, to which he added an

The authors thank Wayne Dynes and Charley Shively for their assistance in
preparing this chapter.
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equally rare political daring. For a sense of what it was Iike to live in this re-
pressive climate-—an era that young people of today scarcely can imagine—
Kepner’s Rough News, Daring Views: 19505 Pioneer Gay Press Journal-
ism (The Haworth Press, 1997), a collection of his early articles and essays,
is a bracing €yc-opener. It's also an excellent testament to the breadth and
prescience of Kepner’s thinking. Unlike many of his fellow pioneers, how-
ever, Kepner did not have a domineering personality. “He just hung in
there,” Vern Bullou gh remembers. “When the library opened in Hollywood,
he slept in the basement. His needs were not many,”

Kepner’s greatest achievement Wwas the creation of an open-access library
and archive for gay and lesbian history, a project that grew out of the gay
studies library already mentioned. For many years he had placed his own
substantial library at the disposal of scholars; he encouraged these men and

known as the Internationai Gay and Lesbian Archives, or IGLA). Drawing
mostly on his own meager funds, Jim rented a building of 2,500 square feet
at 1654 North Hudson Street, just off Hollywood Boulevard. Here the col-
lection grew to more than 25,000 volumes; it also included photographs,
sound recordings, a huge clipping file, posters, calendars, banners, and but-
tons.

The truly remarkable thing about Kepner's archives is that they were di-
rectly accessible from the street, where the exhibits in the big plate-glass

addition of other collections, would have a bermanent home on the campus
of the University of Southern California.

Kepner’s activist carcer grew out of a struggle he began in his youth.
James Lynn Kepner Jr. was born in Galveston, 'Texas, sometime in early
1923. The exact date is not known because he was abandoned when he was
about eight months old under an oleander bush in an empty lot, where a
passing nurse found him on September 19. That date thus stands as a kind of
birthday, although August 19 was made his legal date of birth, and, years
later, an astrologer friend divined that he most likely had been born in the
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early hours of February 17. Apparently the abandonment did not leave per-
Tmanent scars, for Kepner was able to regard it with humor. He wrote in the
March 1996 issue of his newsletter, Jim Kepner's Song and Dance, “With
three possible birthdays, it’s no wonder a friend once called me ‘the man
with a grasshopper mind.” It took years for me to stop apologizing for not
having a straight mind >

Th
that the foundling had deformed legs and club feet, problems that required

childhood. He did quite well at school, devoted himself to Bible study at
various churches, planned to become a missionary, and prayed for harmony
between his fractious parents.

Despite a growing awareness of his sexual interest in other boys, Kep-

after he sent for nineteen-year-old Jim and his danghter, Ella Nora, but not
for his wife Mary, from whom he had permanently separated,

Life in the Bay Area afforded young Kepner his first glimpses of gay life,
He joined the Golden Gate Futurian Society, a science fiction fan club,
through which he met other closeted men, and began visiting used book-
stores to collect materia] on homosexuality, the foundation of his legendary
library. His first find was Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness; later, he
became renowned for the zeal with which he gathered up every sort of pam-
phlet or flyer related to lesbian and gay Organizing, no matter how obscure.
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ence in the reactions of the bar’s patrons: while the butch types shame-
facedly acquiesced to being hustled into police vans, the “outrageous
queens” resisted, struggling with and savagely cussing out the cops, The ex-
perience later prompted Kepner to defend the more flamboyant elements of
the queer world whenever conservative gays denounced them for attracting
the wrong kind of attention, “Who,” he would ask, “first stood up to our op-
pressors?”

Wartime San Francisco Wwas swarming with horny servicemen, and
Kepner quickly learned to pick up men both in bars and on the streets, That
thrilled him, of course, but he wag dismayed to find that almost all of his

group called “The Sons of Hamidy”—ied by senators and generals, no
less!—was fighting for gay rights. Kepner immediately tried to recruit new
members for this organization, Wally, however, did not elaborate on how

Wally’s fertile imagination, but not before other pen pals had told him thar
they’d heard Tumors, apparently spread by Wally, that Kepner himseif was
the formidable £roup’s “national secretary.” It is both poignant and telling
that Kepner’s first stab at organized activism emerged from such wishful
fantasy.

The SOH episode raised Kepner’s profile as a 2ay man, with destructive
results. Homophobic criticism of him circulated in San Francisco sci-fi cir-
cles. Dispirited, Kepner moved 1o Los Angeles to seek a fresh start,

But Los Angeles proved equally disappointing. The tone of its gay scene
(he was told that gays should “act like queens”) made Kepner question his
place among his sexual peers. Over time he came 10 reajize that he sought a
8ay community, not one-night stands or even a lover. Adrift and alone, he
put his energy into work for the Los Angeles Science Fantasy Society, first

fired when one of the comrades turned out to be an FR] plant.

Shaken but undeterred, Kepner hitchhiked to New York City, gota jobat
a cafeteria, and threw himself into Communist Party activities. He sup-
ported efforts to have meat packers hire blacks, fought for rent control, and
wrote a column for the Daily Worker. While making a delivery for that paper
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comrades, Mel Brown, with whom he opened an avant-garde bookstore on
Telegraph Hill. Although stimulating, the venture was a business failure.
Close friends but not lovers, Kepner and Brown moved on to Los Angeles,
Where they settled into a house on Baxter Street in Echo Park. Kepner would
live there from 1951 to 1972, and later from 1989 to 1991,

The Baxter Street house soon became the locaje of twice-weekly meet-
ings, which Kepner described as “half—parties/half—discussions,” of a small
group of gay friends that included clergymen and blacks. At the meetings

ciety that restricted its members to a select few—an entity reminiscent, per-
haps, of the Sons of Hamidy, but which on further investigation proved to be
real.

Mattachine's closed hature, and the night job that Kepner was working,
prevented him from attending meetings until January of 1953, when a

Kepner's long, productive, and at times contentious affiliation with the vari-
ous offshoots of Legg’s pathbreaking activist enterprise, ONE, Incorpo-
rated. The two men developed rapport at a Mattachine Society conference
convened in April of 1953 to write a new constitution for the organization,
which quickly degenerated into a fracas. Like Kepner, a number of Matta-
chine’s founders came from working-class, Marxist-oriented backgrounds,

solve our problems fast Kepner later recalled, but about “100 of us ripped
one another to shreds.”

Kepner and Legg repeatedly rose to protest the handling of the same js-
sues, including the parliamentarian’s threat “to report us all to the FBI if the
idealistic preamble, which [Dorr] and I had worked al] night on, wasn’t re-
moved.” San Francisco delegates charged that one preambile passage, which
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called for a commitment to “build a high ethical culture among homosexu-
als,” amounted to “communist propaganda.” Harry Hay, presiding, did not
handle the dissension weli.

Hay was remote, enmeshed in abstract theory, so a counter-revolution
was inevitable. . . . [He] Tegarded any compromise as a sell-out of his
dream—forgetting that each gay has had a dream or two, and not al]
identical.

In the end Hay “astonished and disappointed most members by surrender-
ing Mattachine to the insurgents—in a long, rousing, but impenetrable
speech.” (All quotations either from Kepner’s August 1993 addzess to the
American Historical Association or from the July 1995 issue of Song and
Dance.) .

The turmoil rocked Mattachine’s California operations, but solidified
Kepner’s relationship with Legg, epner’s first articles for ONE Muagazine,
“The Importance of Being Different” and “England and the Vices of
Sodom,” grew out of long conversations between the two men in late 1953,
often held in Legg’s tiny one-room office at the South Hill Street Goodwill
building (the first known gay organization office in the United States,
Kepner noted).

Kepner and his fellow activists understood that the vast majority of gay
men lived in ignorance of their history, both distant and recent, and of their
rights as citizens. To address the problem, ONE Institute developed educa-
tional strategies: classes at the mstitute, symposia sponsored by the insti-
tute, and ONE Magazine. Kepner participated in each, as can be seen from

wrote myriad articles for ONE, often under several different pseudonyms
(Lyn Pederson, Dal Meclntyre, Frank Golovitz, and others) as well as under

mophile movement in Germany, exposed them to the essential writings of
Freud on human sexuality, and led discussions of such topics as “Religious
Doctrines Down Through the Ages.” However familiar these subjects may
seemn today, a further measure of the pioneering nature of the work done by
Kepner and his ONE colleagues was their astonishing ability to focus on is-
sues whose topicality remaings undiminished.

At a time when the legal status of homosexuals was just beginning to re-
ceive serious consideration, Kepner devoted an entire issue of ONE Institute
Quarterly (winter, 1960) to the right of association, and to the argument,
eventually upheld by the California Supreme Court, that *homosexuals
have a civil right to congregate in bars.” His writings reveal no less a desire
to educate in a way that would uplift, hence his relentless campaign to attack
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ONE Institute’s Symposia routinely involved members of the Daughters
of Bilitis and the Mattachine Society. In 1958 the Institute sponsored a dis-
cussion of “Homosexuality—A Way of Life.” Roundtables were held on
Such topics as the “The Older Homosexual” and “The Lesbian Partnership.”
The 1959 sessions included Progress reports on “Homophile Movements in
the United States Today,” given by Dej Martin of the Daughters of Bilitis,
Rick Hooper of the San Francisco Mattachine Society, and Kepner of ONE,
However, when the institute chose “A Homosexuval Bill of Rights” as its
topic for the 1961 symposium, the Daughters of Bilitis introduced at the

during the closing banquet the DOB president again denounced the very no-
tion that had been at the heart of the symposium: “It would make us langh-
able to claim any rights other than those guaranteed in the RBill of Rights”
(interview, 1596).

Recurring battles between those activists who saw a need for confronta-
tion to wrest legal protections for homosexuals and others who preferred to

at Los Angeles City College in black studies, which he understood to be
analogous to gay studjes,

During this time he became very close to Harry Hay. They lunched al-
most daily with each other in the backseat of Kepner’s taxi, theorizing
“about every aspect of the homophile movement,” Hay recalled in an April
1998 video interview taped at his home (transcript published in ONE IGLA
Bulletin, #5, summer 1998, pp. 14-16). In 1963, Hay moved in with Kepner
“to further cement our lovi ng friendship,” Hay stated in the same interview,
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In 1964 I often parked my cab

An hour where he worked

We shared lunch, held hands

Eyed each other soulfully for a year
Discussing the state of the movement . . .
We never had sex . . .

Interestingly, historians such as John D’Emilio and Neil Miller have had
little to say about Kepner. Kay Tobin and Barry Adam make no mention of
him at all. Despite this lack of acknowledgment, his dedicated pursuit of an
enlightened and enfranchised gay community earned him a place in the gay
rights movement second to none., From the movement’s earliest days until
his death, he indefatigably advanced a radical liberation agenda.

A 1967 episode illustrates Kepner’s willingness to confront authority
with deeds as well as in print. The Los Angeles police had raided its Black
Cat bar (no connection to the San Francisco bar of the same name) on New
Year’s Eve. Kepner helped organize a rally outside the bar on February 11,
1967, to protest the raid; about 200 supporters showed up, as did an equal
number of gun-wielding cops, whose commander ordered the protesters not
to utter the word “homosexual.” Kepner would have none of that. To the
crowd he declared, “The ‘nameless love’ will never again be silent!” This
may well be the first instance in which the famous phrase associated with
Oscar Wilde was adapted to the pwrposes of gay lib rhetoric. In ways both
inspiring and amusing, it foreshadowed the ofi-heard (to the point of cliché)
gripe of conservative 1980s’ commentators: “The love that dared not speak
its name now won’t shut up.”

The rally galvanized PRIDE, Los Angeles’ nascent street-militant group,
and boosted PRIDE’s modest Keprer-edited newsletter into The Advocate,
for which Kepner was a major writer for many years. He went on to partici-
pate in countless other rallies, marches, and parades. To give but some ex-
amples from a very long list, he marched with Los Angeles’ Gay Liberation
Front, which he cofounded in 1969; he contributed to the founding of the
Los Angeles Gay Pride parade of 1970 and to the Southern California orga-
nizing committee for the 1987 March on Washington; and in 1994, along
with the Radical Faeries, ACT UP, NAMBILA, and nearly 7,000 others, he
protested the commercialization of Stonewall’s twenty-fifth anniversary.
Kepner, Harry Hay, and John Burnside led a countermarch,

Kepner’s belief in the importance of gay history—-so graphically evi-
denced by the archives he created—ran counter to the tendency of many ho-
mosexuals to reject the past as part of their break with family and tradition.
Kepner characterized their position as follows: “Don’t bother me with what
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happened 20 or 200 years ago, just you get Tilly Law off my back so I can
enjoy myself today.” He riposted by comparing the past to memory. In the
Same way that memory is fecessary to guide individuals and protect them
from Iepeating old mistakes, so history can inform and direct groups (In
Touch, June 1973, P-22). But Kepner admitted that Teconstructing the past is

difficuit. Moreover, he pointed out:

To many homosexuals the sole value of historic sty dy is the search for
heroes. .. . Qur Jobis not to glorify or apologize but to understand ho-

As always, understanding remained his chief goal.

Splendid educator though he proved himself to be in so many ways,
Kepner wasn’t 3 scholar in the traditional sense, for he lacked the training, a
fact he freely acknowledged, His Becoming o People: A 4,000 Year Chyp-
nology of Gay and Lesbian History (self-published, August 1995), while
lively, fun to browse through, and full of fascinating facts, hardly was the
work of a professional historian, But then, the readership he wanted to
reach—everyday gays and lesbians unaware of homosexuality s signifi-
cance since ancient times—js an audience that professional historians rarely
manage to reach. With Becoming q FPeople, Kepner sought to bridge that
£8ap, a wholly admirable goal. There were times, however, when his eager-
NEss to uncover history’s hidden homosexual threads took him into shaky
territory.

One of this chapter’s authors, William Perey, for a time served ag chair of
the Gay and Leshian Caucus of the American Historical Association, It was
a position 1 didn’t particularly want, byt which Charley Shively persnaded
me would become extinct if Someone didn’t take it, A 1999 Symposium [

ence—which, of course, we expected. But we didn’t expect a contribution
from Jim Kepner that elicited general astonishment. To my own embarrass-
ment, and that of Vern Bullough, a longtime Kepner mentor also in atten-
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dance, Kepner rose from the front row to announce that he had unearthed
proof of the homosexuality of no less than sixteen American presidents!
That anecdote notwithstanding, Kepner wasn’t the kind of gay aclivist
who clung to doctrinaire views. On the contrary, one of his greatest virtues
was his tolerance, for this veteran of so much disagreement over the aims
and methods of the homophile movement never wavered in his respect for
diversity among homosexuals, We have noted Kepner’s defense of queer-
dom’s more flamboyant elements, and his policy, dating from 1953, of dis-

was still insisting that failure to understand our legitimate differences re-
garding goals remains a major obstacle: '

The biggest problems in our movement, next to the fact that we've
tended to be more reactive than pro-active, is that most activists have
been inflexibly single-minded. Whether they were conformist or revo-
lutionary, they usually tried to channel the entire moverment into their
narrow aims: right to privacy, law reform, social revolution, sexnal
freedom, assimilation, education, litigation, dancing in the moonlight,
focus on identity, or social service—all worthy concerns, but thejr
struggles have jerked our movement from one narrow focus to an-
other.

Kepner aiso reminded us that, by the same token, as Jews in Hitler’s Ger-
many discovered, assirnilation and access to the powerful do not guarantee
that our struggle is won (Kepner, 1993). The fight must go on, he ceaselessly
declared, always with the hope that the process wil] deepen our appreciation
of the communality we share,
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