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“Chauncey’s book breathes a largess of political spirit, a willingness to
put treasured truisms to the test of evidence and to evaluate sympatheti-
cally the past’s claims for itself. It sustains some of the highest virtues of
Ameri-can social history: assiduous archival work, intricate stories, a
democratic view of historical agency, a strong overarching interpretation.

Chauncey’s meticulous and beautifully accomplished recreation of the
city’s sexual map emerges from his painstaking research in police and
trial records. But while Chauncey never suggests that the 1910s
and "20s were a golden era of tolerance, he implies that the vitality of the
subculture outstripped the forces of regulation.”

—CHRISTINE STANSELL, The New Republic

“A fascinating inventory of a world so long forgotten that it is almost
universally believed to have never existed.”
—The New Yorker

“Chauncey’s work is not only an affirmation of a resilient, century-old
gay culture but an assertion of its central place within the development of
modern urban American society.”

—Washington Blade

“Gay New York is one of the most important gay history texts ever writ-
ten, giving a revealing and entertaining account of an utterly forgotten
facet of gay history. An insightful, eloquent, and ground-breaking
work.”

—Chicago Qutlines

“A revealing look at urban gay pride and the bars, baths, and immense

drag balls that flourished in New York pre-Stonewall and before the

closet defined gay life.” ‘
—U.S. News & World Report

“Well and clearly written, based on extensive research and chock-full of
riveting incidents and wonderful illustrations, this indispensable book
deserves a place in every gay library.”

—Genre
“Compellingly readable.  electrifying  essential reading.”
—Lambda Book Report
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Clapter 6

LOTS OF FRIENDS AT THE YMCA:
ROOMING HOUSES, CAFETERIAS, AND
OTHER GAY SOCIAL CENTERS

WHEN WILLY W. ARRIVED IN NEW YORK CITY IN THE 19408, HE DID WHAT
many newcomers did: he took a room at the Sixry-third Street YMCA.
As was true for many other young men, the friends he made at the Y
remained important to him for years and helped him find his way
through the city. Most of those friends were gay, and the gay world was a
significant part of what they showed him. He soon moved on, though, to
the St. George Hotel in Brooklyn, which offered more substantial accom-
modations. The St. George, it scemed to him, was “almost entirely gay,” -
and the friends he met there introduced him to yer other parts of the gay
world. After living briefly in a rooming house on Fiftieth Street near
Second Avenue, he finally took a small apartment of his own, a railroad
flat on East Forty-ninth Street near First Avenue, where he stayed for
vears. He moved there at the invitation of a friend he had met at Red’s, a
popular bar on Third Avenue at Fiftieth Street that had attracted gay
men since its days as a speakeasy in the 1920s. The friend had an apart-
ment in the building and wanted Willy to take the apartment next to his.
An elderly couple had occupied it for years, and, since the walls were |
rather thin, the friend had never stopped worrying that they heard him SE
late at night with gay friends and had grown suspicious of the company |
he kept. When they moved out he wanted to make sure that someone }
more understanding would take their place. Willy was happy to do so, ‘
and as other apartments opened up in the building he invited other”
friends to move in. Several friends did, and some of the newcomers >
encouraged their own friends to join them. The building’s narrow rail-
road flars, if not luxurious, were adequate and cheap; the location, near
the gav bar circuit on Third Avenue in the Fasr Fifries wae convenient

in FAIRY -LAND

Our Tireless Picket Tracks the Restless Androgyne to
CHILDS on Fifth Avenue and to LOUIS’ on
49th Street.

Figure 6.1. Gay men and lesbians made numerous cafeterias and restaurants
their meeting places. This,sketch of a supposed gay drinking party appeared in
Broadway Brevities in 1924. (Collection of Leonard Finger.)
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an.d, most important, the other inhabitants were friendly and supportive.
Within a few years, Willy remembered, “we rook over.” Gay men occu-
Pied fourteen of the sixteen apartments in the building.” Willy not only
lived in a gay house, but in a growing gay neighborhood enclave, whose
streets provided him with regular contact with other gay men. Although
Willy’s success in creating an almost completely gay apartment building
was unusual, his determination to find housing thar maximized his
autonomy and his access to the gay world was not. In his movement
from one dwelling to the next, Willy traced a path followed by many gay
men in the first half of the century as they built a gay world in the city’s
hotels, rooming houses, and apartment buil , "r?i?swézfeterias,
restaurants,.and speakeasies. Gay mgn”tqo‘f{;f‘ull»a g€ of t

a
dvantage of th city’s
resources to create zones of gay camaraderie and security.

BacHELOR Housivg

Although living with one’s family, even in a crowded 'tenement, did not pre-
vent a man from participating in the gay world that was taking shape in
the city’s streets, many gay men, like Willy, sought to secure housing that
would maximize their freedom from supervision. For max;);j this meant
joining the large number of unmarried workers living in the furnished-
room houses (also called lodging or rooming houses) clustered in certain
neighborhoods of the city. No census data exist that could firmly establish
the residential patterns of gay men, but two studies of gay men incarcer-
a}ted in the New York City Jail, conducted in 1938 and 1940, are sugges-
tive. Sixty-one percent of the men nvestigated in 1940 lived in rooming
houses, three-quarters of them alone and another quarter with a lover or
other roommates; only a third lived in tenement houses with their own
families or boarded with others.? Court records from the first three decades
of the century provide relatively few accounts of men apprehended for sex-
ual encounters in rooming houses (itself indirect evidence of the relative
security of such encounters), but they do abound in anecdotal evidence of
men who lived together in rooming houses or took other men to their
rooms, and whose relationships or rendezvous came to the attention of the
police only because of a mishap.t '

This was not the‘only predominantly gay apartment building Willy remembered.
In the 19505. @ major apartment house at Number 405 in a street in the Fast Fifties
was so heavily gay that gay men nicknamed it the “Four out of Five.™t ‘

*Such information most frequently came to the attention of the police when a man
who had been brought home assaulted or tried to blackmail his host, when parents
discovered that 2 man had invited their son home, when the poh’ce,foHOWed men
to a furnished room from some other, more public locale, or when oné of the ten-

ants sharing a room with his lover was arrested on another charge.?
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Usually siruated in rowhouses previously occupied by single families, ™
rooming houses provided tenants with a small room, a bed, minimal fur-
niture, and no kitchen facilities; residents were expected to take their
meals elsewhere. Such housing had qualities that made it particularly use<™;
ful to gay men as well as to transient workers of various sorts. The rooms
were cheap, they were minimally supervised, and the fact that they were
usually furnished and were rented by the week made them easy to leave if
a lodger got a job elsewhere—or needed to disappear because of legal
troubles.* Rooming houses also offered tenants a remarkable amount of
privacy. Not only could they easily move out if trouble developed, the ten-
ants at most houses compensated for the lack of physical privacy by main-
taining a degree of respectful social distance. (Inclined to dislike anything
they saw in the rooming houses, housing reformers, somewhat contradic-
torily, were as distressed by the lack of interest roomers took in one
another’s affairs as by the lack of privacy the houses afforded.) One study
conducted in Boston in 1906 reported that in addition to taking their
meals outside their cramped quarters, most roomers also developed their
primary social ties elsewhere, at cheap neighborhood restaurants, at their
workplaces, and in saloons.® Moreover, the absence of a parlor (which
usually had been converted into a bedroom) in most rooming houses, the
respect many landladies had for their tenants’ privacy, and, perhaps most
important, the competition among rooming houses for lodgers led many
landladies to tolerate men and women visiting each other’s rooms and
bringing in guests of the other sex. Numerous landladies in the 1920s,
when queried by male investigators posing as potential tenants, said
straightforwardly that they could have women in their rooms: “Why cer-
tainly, this is your home” was the reassuring reply of one.5 '

Some landladies doubtless tolerated known homosexual lodgers for the
same economic reasons they tolerated lodgers who engaged in heterosexual
affairs, and others simply did not care about their tenants’ homosexual
affairs. But most expected their tenants at least to maintain a decorous fic-
tion about their social lives, The boundaries of acceptable behavior were,
as a result, often unclear, and in many houses men felt constrained to try to
conceal the gay aspects of their lives. The story of one black gay man who
lived in the basement of a rooming house on West Fiftieth Street, between
Fifth and Sixth Avenues, in 1919 suggests the latitude—and limitations—of
rooming-house life. The tenant felt free to invite men whom he met on the
street into his room. One summer evening, for instance, he invited an
undercover investigator he had met while sitting on the basement stairs.
But, as he later explained to his guest, while three “young fellows” had
been visiting him in his room on a regular basis, he had finally decided to
stop seeing the youths because they made too much noise, and he did not

want the landlady “rn aar wariea ? Nl aedee cninbe Lo 1. L: 1
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fgared, but also his job as the house’s chambermaid.” The consequences of
discovery could be even more severe. In 1900 a suspicious bo;ar?iin hf)s .
keeper on East Thirteenth Street barged into the room taken onl ga f::f;
days earh_er by two waiters, a twenty-year-old German and sevente:n— ear-
old American. She caught them having sex, had them arrested, and )
ally had the German sent to prisor for 3 Veas? ’ s
In general, though, the samie-lack of supervisioy in the rooming houses

that 's”o“CQr;cerned’j’ ;npral rgfbrm§§§' made the-houses parti lyattrac-
tive ’to‘ gay men, who were able to use their landladiés_ and Tell6w ten-
ants pres'umption that they were straight in order tvomdi-;gﬁi:gg‘_{geir
liaisons with men. A male lodger attracted less attention when a man
rather than a woman, visited his room, and a male couple could usuall :
take a room together without generating suspicion.” Moreover, the Y
vacy. and flexibility such accommodations provided offen ﬂ;i,»-ed ﬁ“
d_evc}op gay social networks. Young men ne'wtowlqlewYorf{o;E the -
life often met other gay men in their rooming houses, and these Hgl:y
sometimes served as their guides as they explored gay ;ociety Tile easn
with which men could move from one rooming house to an'other 1 ;
allowed them to pursue and strengthen new social ties by moving in a'sg
new friends (or lovers) or moving closer to restaurants or bag ‘}’;’W’
their friends gathered.! e
Moral reformers expressed concern that the casual intermingling of
strangers in furnished-room houses could “assume a dangerous ags . O”
especially when it introduced young men and women to peo lepe??ll
repute. In response to this threat, some sought to offer anri sei: :
environments to young migrants to the city.!? Various groups e tuf:
llshed special hotels at the turn of the century in_ rda_fm's"fﬁsiaj'?
with moral alternatives to the ‘city’s ﬂophouses, tra};’sir(‘:n;pmhot;elsQ \E?g
rooming houses. Ironically, thqugh, such hotelg‘.’_moyfvté;nggag;;;or
introduce men to-gay I

centers for the gay world and served fe. In"an
?ll~male living situation, in which numerous men already shared r{‘jﬁ
it was virtually impossible for management to detect gay cou Ieoolrfl}xs!
Seamen’s Church Institute, for instance, had been established gs Z‘ N
dential and social facility by a consortium of churches in order to fiﬂ‘
tect seamen from the moral dangers the churchmen believed threatep O(i
them in the lodging houses of the waterfront areas. But as we hr:;e

already seen, gay seamen and other gay men interested in ;eamen c }Ide
usually be found in the Institute’s lobby. Men involved in relari Zu

a}so had no difficulty taking rooms together: one seaman told aor'ls -
tigator in 1931 that he had lived with a youth at the Institute “f(I)lrmw‘:sm
some time,” and he had apparently encountered no censure th?ril.tls

Similarly, the ¢ i ;
; g wo massive Mills Houses i ; :
Darine O Mille wara imsnmdoad cn foe. buile b,y the, philanthropist
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accommodation in thousands of small but sanitary rooms. (The first one
was built in 1896 directly across Bleecker Street from the building that
had housed the notorious fairy resort, the Slide, just a few years earlier,
as if to symbolize the reestablishment of moral order on the block; the
second was built on Rivington Street in 1897.) Its attractiveness as a res-
idence for working-class gay men is suggested by the frequency with
which its residents appeared in the magistrate’s courts. In March 1920,
for instance, at least three residents of the two Mills Houses were
arrested on homosexual charges (not on the premises): a forty-three-
year-old Irish laborer, a forty-two-year-old ltalian barber, and a thirty-
eight-year-old French cook.'?

The residential hotels built by the Young Men’s Christian Association
provide the most striking example of housing designed to reform men’s
behavior that gay men managed to appropriate for their own purposes.
The YMCA movement had begun in the 1840s and 1850s with the intén-
tion of supplying young, unmarried migrants to the city with an urban
counterpart to the rural family they had left behind. Its founders had
expressed special concern about the moral dangers facing such men in

the isolation of rooming-house life. The Y organized libraries, reading™

groups, and gymnasiums for such men, and in some cities established res-
idential facilities, despite some organizers’ fear that they might become as
depraved and degrading as the lodging houses.’ The New York YMCA
began building dormitories in 1896, and by the 1920s the seven YMCA
residential hotels in New York housed more than a thousand young men,
whose profiles resembled those of most rooming-house residents: primar-
ily in their twenties and thirties, nearly half of them were clerks, office
workers, and salesmen, while smaller numbers were “professional men,”
artisans, mechanics, skilled workers, and, especially in the Harlem
branch, hotel, restaurant, and domestic-service employees.’

The fears of the early YMCA organizers were realized. By World War ‘

I, the YMCAs in New York and elsewhere had developed a reputation
among gay men as centers of sex and social life. Sailors at Newport,
Rhode Island, reported that “everyone” knew the Y was “the headquar-
ters” for gay men, and the sailor’s line in Irving Berlin’s World War I
show, Yip, Yip, Yaphank, about having fots of friends at the YMCA is
said to have drawn a knowing laugh.’® The reputation only increased in
the Depression with the construction, in 1930, of two huge new YMCA
hotels, which soon became famous within the gay world as gay residen-
tial centers. The enormous Sloane House, on West Thirty-fourth Street at
Ninth Avenue, offered short-term accommodations to “transient young
men” in almost 1,500 rooms, and the West Side Y, on Sixty-third Street
at Central Park West, offered longer-term residential facilities as well. A

ct amAan 11 1 _LLis nsmer ne Qlaanae Hances
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Sloane House, where he worked with several other gay men at the front
desk. Within weeks of his arrival in the city, his contacts at the Y and the
Club had supplied him with a large circle of friends, with whom he took
his meals, went to the theater, and explored the gay life of the city.
Although he eschewed the dominant institutions of the gay world, partic-
ularly bars and private parties, he created an extensive gay social circle
based on the contacts he made at work and at home.?®

The response of the YMCA's managers to such activity was ambiguous.
At some residences” thiey fook steps to restrict contact between certain
groups of men (and thus, in effect, to restrict the possibilities for liaisons),
such as assigning servicemen 10 certain floors, segregating the floors by age
or by other criteria, and prohibiting residents from taking outsiders to their
rooms. It is not clear why the management developed such regulations;
had been designed precisely in order to ham-
per their socializing, but this, of course, reveals more about the extent to
which they viewed the Y as a gay arena than it does about the actual con-
cerns of management. The upper echelon of the Y’s management occasion-
ally indicated its concern about the situation by ordering crackdowns on
homosexual activity. In general, however, the fate of gay residents
depended on the personal predilections of the lower-level security staff and
desk clerks. Some of them were gay themselves; as one man recalled, “The
job was considered a plum—{the] fox guarding the hen house!”2! Many of <~
them, whatever their own inclinations, appear to have had little interest in
g out homosexual activity or in punishing the

spending their time ferretin
occasional homosexual liaisons of which they became aware, sO long as the

participants observed certain rules of decorum.

While working as a desk clerk at Sloane Hous
instance {at a tume, admittedly, when the pressure of wartime mobiliza-
tion relaxed many standards), Donald Vining recorded in his diary that
5 note was left [tonight] for 417, a vacated room, and when the new
occupant read the note, he [laughed and] handed it to us. It was asking
for a return assignation with 424.” The head clerk simply threw it away,
«without setting the house man to check on the guy who wrote it,”
which “gladdened my heart.” On another occasion, when a man went
far beyond the boundaries of discretion expected by the staff—several
residents complained that he had entered their rooms while they were
sleeping and attempted to initiate sexual contacts—he was asked to

leave, but, significantly, he was not reported to the police.?” T
As.in_most housing s’irg\;ggigns,\,,tbgn,‘gay,vmc.nmat-vthew¥~~c0nst,ar1t1y ran
the risk of being discovered.and penalized for their homosexual liaisons
or simply for their status as ‘homosexuals. But so long as they regulated
: 1AL aeeisriane nnofficially

many gay men believed they

e in June 1943, for
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to bring gay friends home and allowed couplés to live together. More

important, the ample-space of an apartmen allowed gay men to enter

tain friends on a large scale, a resource of estimable value-at-a time

when police harassment restricted their ability to gather in more public
spaces.?* Finally, the apartment offered middle-class gay men the unques- -
fioned aura of respectability that eluded residents of rooming houses and
flophouses. The “bachelor flar” became an established form of accom-
modation, and this made it easier for men whose backgrounds and occu-
pations would not have allowed them to live at the Y to live outside the
family system.
As apartment living became more financially accessible and common-
ace in New York in the early decades of the century, it became the

pl
accommodation of choice for gay men as for other New Yorkers. In the

1920s and 1930s, grdWiﬁg*"nﬁ’rﬁEérs of tenements and railroad flats,
which previously had been occupied by entire families (or even several
families), were turned into aparrments occupied by a single resident or a
couple. A middle-class gay residential enclave developed on the Upper
East Side in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. Many gay men moved into the
railroad flats in the East Fifties and Sixties east of the Third Avenue ele-
vated train, which allowed them to live close to the elegance of Park
Avenue (as well as the gay bars of Third Avenue) at a fraction of the cost.
At the same time, a less wealthy gay enclave developed in the Forties
west of Eighth Avenue, as large groups of poorer gay men, often youths,
crowded into flats in the old tenements of Hell’s Kitchen (see chapters 11
and 12).

While some men were able to secure relatively private accommoda-
tions, many others had little space to themselves at home. This problem
was hardly unique to gay men, for most poor people in the city, whether
they rented a cot in one of the city’s flophouses or lived with a dozen or
more people in a tiny three-room tenement flat, had little access to the
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the cramped quarters of working-class neighborhoods needed private |
space for sexual encounters, as did the prostitutes offering sexual services \ >
to the city’s enormous population of single men; thus hotel and saloon |
proprietors found it profitable to rent their rooms by the hour to unmar- |
ried couples. The struggle between entrepreneurs and moral reformers <
over the provision of such accommodations in the early decades of the
century was a key component in the campaign over the moral and spatial
order of the city (see chapter 5). But if the provision of respectable resi-
dential accommodations for single men did little to prevent gay men
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;}rllec state Iegxslgture enacted the Raines Law in 1896, Bj
day: n%(;lasure, it required saloons to close on Sunda s' o
. That the law was designed to control working)ic,l

ments” had simply replaced the hotels as the sites of prostitution and
snrestrained socializing between men and women, it reorganized itself as
a general anti-prostitution society, which continued to be a major force in
the city’s anti-vice campaigns until it disbanded in 1932.% f

Although the Committee’s campaign led to the closing of the best-
known Bowery resorts where “fairies” were on display, such as the -~
Jumbo, its efforts had less effect on the use of the Raines Law hotels for ©
sexual trysts by male couples than by heterosexual couples, precisely
because of their focus on female prostitution. The Committee’s main
strategy was to close as many of the hotels as possible, with the coopera-
tion of the brewers, and to prevent those it could not close from being
used for assignations by prohibiting them from admitting women. By
1909, it had reduced the number of such hotels by half and had forced
almost three-quarters of the remaining 690 hotels to agree to admit men
2 This forced a wholesale movement of prostitution out of such
s and back into tenements and furnished-room houses, but it had lit-
tle effect on male couples seeking accommodation.

The history of a hotel-saloon at 36 Myrtle Avenue, near the Brooklyn
Navy Yard, illustrates the range of tactics used by the Committee as well
as the unanticipated effects they could have for gay men. When the
Committee’s agents first investigated the hotel in 1910 or 1911, they
determined that it was “a resort for prostitutes and their customers . . . a
typical Raines Law hotel.” The Committee persuaded the brewer backing

the saloon to withdraw its support. This was the Committee’s usual ploy
offending saloons, since most propri-
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perance was made clear bya Provision that

RN L s

allowed bars 20 Maee clea
s considered more » which generally served a class of male

Sunday war .th:;c;ynzizre r;efs;f)ectablc by the legislators, to_remain.open
liked to spend it relaxiny of hor many workingmen, however, and vmin :
losing the vitally im ortg WI; their friends in a saloon. In ord’er to avo'zll
managed to Converf o ant undgy trade, more than a thousand sal :
{\/rooms (the minimum nu(rarrxr;j:rl\;eez ;F’tod ;hotels” by renting ten adjoii?r?gs
more commonl - ired for certification as a ho
them into ten s;’;cl:)e}; r:::}?% ? smaller number of rooms and gzlr)tiiir;i‘i]rin
By 1906, officiol est}mat da;ge enough for little more than a bed or cotg
in Manhattan and 1he B s that fully 1,200 of the 1,400 hotels registered.
the great majority of themni were such “Raines Law hotels,” and that in
irable to rent each room stevee:;log; Ssropri_etfrs had found it most prof-
couples or t : ; a night to successi .
seve}zal o ZSP; :rsct;?t;s alnd thelr customers.? They also dli\s,zol\l/zzzrsl;ed
of the Parkhurst Ccampal Cno'Se lm e _Crackdown following the revelanosgt
to reopen under tho oo, gicem f894, 1n§luding Paresis Hall, had been able
Transforming a 53100121 es o the Rames Law.?”
and successful. e, nto a Raines Law hotel became a common
to circumvent the Sund practice not only because it allowed propri s
. unday closing law, but also because it allgvfe%ntel'::rs
m

only.
hotel

i private quarters on i
P Oiduﬁf;?gjd“;gvmﬂ; Many saloons not only btetflriirisosf I:j? ’ uﬁmar- and resulted in the closing of most
 and increase proﬁizgi;ﬁrts, but also, in a bid to artract niw ézrslto orels ctors were dependent on a brewer’s financial support. The Myrtle Avenue
able in the back room );, l}]:ade sure Fhat prostitutes were always ar:eis saloon was able to stay open, however, by securing the backing of another
! tently encouraged th dg t e saloon itself. As a result, the law inad o brewer lesg susceptible to Committee pressure. Not_ to be Qutmaneuvered,
| of the city, and in e dispersion of prostitution into new neighb ‘; ver- the Committee and police counterattacked by.sendmg pla.mclothe§men to
saloons sc;l' 1d In certain quarters streetwalkers could be f, e OQdS 1 the hotel to gather evidence of the hotel’s hosting assignations, which they
Ir Wa,s puciting men to accompany them inside ¢ found outside used in 1912 to secure the conviction of the hotel clerk for keeping a dis-
moral ref;?r;::sngze ;O the appearance of the kaines Law hotels th orderly j:‘house. As a result of the cqnviction, the? hotel’s salgop lost its
of Fifteen and Fopn s ocktyzﬁdﬂcx_tyﬁ busmes&mgg founded the Com § that liquor license for a year, and after. it reopened it was proh_lblted frorp
investigaors to ool een, Th¢ Comgg'ttee of Fifteerfounded in 19 Orglttees admitting women. The proprietos, like hundreds of others, abided by this
Social Fvil, in 190 Zozns throughout the ¢ity and”P’L‘l’blisﬁé&:{;{“a" e restriction. But, as the Cqmmmee subsequenyly learne@, the exclusxon‘of
tﬁ{ia;f}ﬁar’had : tdat de;?lored the Raines Law hotels as dens uf y’\léf«-‘ women from his hotel simply resulted in his developing an alre_manye )
ings, a meetin Ii);eallg the vice throughout the city. Spurred on bo. P rfgstx- market. In 1917, four years after the horel had reopened, the pohce‘dm—
established th gC ' -05 at the City Club, an elite busin ’ 1’ts ind- ; covered that it regularly permitted known “male perverts” to take sailors
Horels i ¢ Committee of Fourteen for the Su Somessruen s club, and other men to their rooms for “jmmoral purposes.”*’
e's in New York City, which launched ppression of Raines Law Even after the suppression of the Raines Law hotels, larger, more con-
- ;aunched a campaign against the hotels. ventional hotels unconnected to saloons, some with as many as a hun-
R o

In 1912 the Chammicen. - .

1
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n the city in 1915, and even after a concerted campaign to close them,
twelve of them remained in 1918, They flourished again after the
Committee’s demise in the carly thirties. Many of the hotels did not cater
to prostitutes and their customers, which seemed too dangerous, but
simply provided rooms to couples who had nowhere else to g0.3! Some
of them, as well as a larger number of cheap lodging houses, made their
rooms available on an hourly basis to male couples, about whose pur-
poses they could have had no doubt. Most were clustered near streets
and parks that served as meeting places for gay and straight couples
alike. The young male prostitute (or “punk”) who mert a prospective cus-
tomer in Battery Park in 1931, it will be recalled, explained they could
easily rent a room for a dollar at one of the many Chatham Square lodg-
ing houses that served the Bowery’s transient male population.’? By the
1910s, assignation hotels and cheap transient lodging houses renting
rooms to male couples existed near Union Square, Battery Park, and the

Brooklyn Navy Yard, and by the 1930s—and possibly earlier—they
could be found near Times Square and in the West Seventies near Central
Park, as well as in Chatham Square.®?

The Committee’s campaign was remarkably successful. As its investi-

. ~8ators repeatedly discovered, hotels wishing to retain a respectable repu-

¥ tation refused to allow men to take women other than their

their rooms, for fear that the Committee’s agents woul
for colluding in the “immoral”

wives to
d denounce them
use of their facilities. Wealthier gay men
nonetheless had access to more respectable hotels that did not offer
rooms by the hour and would not have allowed an unmarried heterosex-
ual couple to rent one for the night. A male couple sharing a room, or a
respectable-looking male hotel guest taking another man to his room for
a few hours, aroused less suspicion on the part of desk clerks than a
mixed couple, from whom he might require some proof of marriage. A
few hotels, such as the St. George in Brooklyn, developed a reputation
for their willingness to accommodate gay men on a short-
basis, but gay men could use a larger number of them surreptitiously. On
his visits into the city in the 1910s, for instance, Charles Tomlinson
Griffes frequently stayed at the Hortel Longacre in the Times Square dis-
trict, and he had no trouble taking the men he had met on the streets or
mn the baths back to his room there 3 Similarly, a thirty-five-year-old
man from Kentucky regularly invited men to his rooms at the Hotel
Shelton on Lexington Avenue at Forty-ninth Street, where he resided for
several months in 1929, He even felt free to give his hotel address to
casual pickups. When he met an investigator at Grand Central Station

one evening, he invited the man to visit him the nexr day at the nearby
hatal asbincn Low o0 1 . i .. .

or 1Ong—term
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involved in the gay world, they were a vital source of information about
the gay scene, police activity, cultural events, and the like. The determi-
nation of gay men to claim space for themselves in the city’s eating

fown,” in comt the wealthier “Café Society
i i VI ” i tast to the wealthier “Café S
“Cafeteria Society Downtown,” in.contrast to tr

imari i h
Uptowt.”* The Atitomats appealed primarily to working people and the

the poorer bohemians of the Village, who wryly called their social ‘world

Vi

places—which they did boldly enough at some
citywide reputations as “fairy hangouts,” and surreptitiously enough at
other places that they remained known only to other gay men—occa-
sionally provoked a sharp reaction from social-purity forces. But gay

/men developed elaborate Stratagems to protect such places, precisely
because they played such an important role in their lives.

The number of cheap dining facilities increased rapidly in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in response to the growing
number of unmarried clerks and shop workers living in the city. As more
and more boardinghouses, whose landladies had provided meals for
roomers, were converted into rooming houses, which served no meals
and had no kitchen facilities, residents were forced to take meals else-

v where. The number of restaurants surged even further in the 1920s as
i Prohibition devastated their major sources of competition, closing both
| the saloons that had offered workingmen a free lunch and the business-
j men’s clubs that had offered more elegant fare, and making numerous
“suitable commercial spaces available for conversion into restaurants.’’”

The growth of such facilities is exemplified by the history of two of New
York’s most famous cafeteria chains, Childs and Horn & Hardart, both of
which came to play major roles in the gay world. William and Samuel
Childs opened the first of their many restaurants in 1889. Enormous, rela-
tively inexpensive, and sparkling clean, they quickly became popular spots

for white-collar workers to take their lunches, dinners, and aftertheater
suppers, and by 1898 there were nine Childs restaurants serving fifreen
thousand to twenty thousand people a day. Childs sought to broaden its
appeal further that year by introducing cafeteria-style eating to New York
In a restaurant situated to pick up the lunch-hour business of Wall Street
clerks. Following its success, the chain opened additional cafeterias
throughout the city. By 1939, there were forty-four Childs cafeterias and
restaurants in Manhattan, and several other chains, such as Bickford?s,
Schrafft’s, Longchamps, and Caruso, had joined them in appealing to the
ever-growing number of unmarried office workers and young
which the wife continued to work before having children.3 Following
Childs’ lead, Horn & Hardart opened its first Automar in New York in
1903. Quickly growing in number, the Automats reached the height of
their popularity during the Depression, when more than forty of them
could be found in Manhattan alone.®
The cafeterias and Automars were
Manv beonle alen 1read rham an e .

cafeterias to give them

families in

not just cheap places to take meals.
) \ . .

unemploy
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when h i :
€ was a sixteen-year-old from the Bronx, remembered its signifi
cance when he came out: s

The Life Cafeteria was a big hangout. Faggots from all over the coun-
try\ivvo»uldgather there. They’d just sit in the window, deinking col

and S§iiioking cigarettes and carrying on. It had huge,plate lagssC win.
dows so people on the street could see in, and tourists Woulgd a Wll;l_
to see them, because they wore heavy makeup—blue eye sﬁasdso .
rouge, mascara—and had long hair. It attracted young people com'w’
out, like me. They would go there because they didn’t know an hmg
else to go. They’d go to the Village because they’d heard th}z:] s
where thef action was, and then see this cafeteria and go there TV}YZ 5
could go in there and have a cup of coffee for a nickel, sit and (;cc‘up;:

a table and laugh and talk all ni
could meet people.” all night long. It was a place where they

The dramaturgical language widely used to describe t’ at

. 1atur ,
flch caieterlas signals how unusual and noteworthy such public éxpres-
stons of gay culture were considered, since “normal” people’s antics
:velre rarely_ noticed as unusual. But it also points again to one of the cen
Ta en for claiming s ,
rega;tf;f?glfs geplyonye’:d‘ by gay men for claiming space in the city. They_
arly sought to emphasize the theatricality of everyday iteractions
gularly”sou; 2 ricality o i i
ot cality of everyday interactions

and £ gse th style-to-turfi the Life and other stich locales into the
le% ;(;ggg::gmabitage, where their flouting of gender conventions scemed
jectionable because it was less threatening. It let slummers ox
tiona e catening. It let slummers expéri
fes : 4 ess threat experi-
adoe Ehe thrxlll of seeing the “perverts,” while letting gay men themsflves
" lp a style that mockgd the conventions of heterosexuality. None-
_ 1 essf, }i;ay men and lesbians who put on such “shows” always ran th
risk of harassment from other icti :
patrons, eviction by the mana
o . ‘ gement, or
rlest by the police, particularly when they did not limit their openr;ess
to I\anles where they were clearly tolerated.
an 1 1 1
y gay men and lesbians, in fact, especially younger people who

— felt they had less social position to lose, regularly tested the limits on

;}:I:llziopetnnesi at restall(lrants, speakeasies, and other establishments, by
ng together, speaking loudly about their affai ing

others. While at the Round T i ch Vi and camping for

able in Greenwich Vill i i
1929, Parker Tyler was invited to joi b o a2
) to join a group of lesbians and

who were clearly unwillin icti it ovonings
g to brook any restricti { i

fun: “Someone—Lesbian o remng
: ~—rushed up and asked me to joi ir dri

1 : join their drink-

;lnghpa:irFy, Tyler wrote a gay friend, “and I did and someone whor:;id

e ha V}fnst‘been‘b{ought out began making drunken love to me but he

[
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drew the line at same-sex dancing and promptly “ordered [them] off the
floor.” The woman who had invited him to join them dismissed the man-
agement’s action by commenting curtly that “THEY DON'T UNDER-
STAND OUR TYPE,” as Tyler recalled in full capitals. Although Tyler
sometimes declined invitations to dance for fear of such reprimands, he
often tested the limits in precisely this way—and was almost as often told
to stop dancing with men.**

Even Tyler, hardly reticent, was occasionally taken aback by how _-
relentlessly some of his friends challenged hetero-normativity in_their
Village haunts—and by how insistently they demanded that he not present
himself as anything other than gay. At a neighborhood speakeasy one
night he found himself, somewhat to his surprise, beginning to neck with
a2 woman he had just met. After a brief flirtation and “some drinks,” he
reported to a gay friend (ina reversal of the usual attempt to blame homo-
sexual escapades on drink), “I found myself . . . kissing her madly.” The
fact that he was “kissing her madly” suggests the casual atmosphere of
the place, though casual heterosexual interactions were usually treated
more casually than homosexual. But his friends would have nothing of it,

and turned his brief heterosexual flirtation into an occasion for asserting a
keasy. “Who should come in about then,” Tyler

[id]

gay presence in the spea
continued, “but Paula who exclaimed, “What! Parker kissing a female

Tyler quieted his friend, but when he returned to the first woman and
“srarted to kiss her again,” a second friend, a gay man, “exclaimed in a
booming voice: ‘Parker! Why don’t you tell this girl you’re homosexual?’”
Before Tyler could recover from his embarrassment, “who should posi-
tively BLOW in at that moment but a bitch named—{artist) who shouted
at the top of his voice O HELLO MISS TYLER!” “And this was in a
er added immediately, as if even he found it astonishing
that someone should be so overtly—and loudly—gay.in such a space.” He
had a similar reaction to the waiter at the Brooklyn Childs who “started
right in camping just as though there were no law!t” For all his boldness,
Tyler never forgot there was 2 law—informal as well as formal—against |
public expressions of gay culture, and it is doubtful that any other gay | *
man did either. Nonetheless, many of them regularly tested the boundaries
that law established. -
Most managers, like the ones who stopped Tyler from dancing, never
> But when the informal injunction against

speakeasy,” Tyl

let matters get “out of hand.” But 2
gay visibility was successfully challenged by gay men and lesbians or gave
way to pulec fa_sg;x}atio; with gay visibility, the fornial-agenct ot the
law==the police and ~socilpurity Grganizations—sometimes. stepped i
to reestablish.(the social) order. They sometimes did this with the con-
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whose members included numerous patrolmen from the local precinct. On

one occasion, for instance, the members, after taking in a burlesque show

on West 125th Street, brought several female prostitutes and some of the

“burlesque girls” down to the cabaret, where they drank and partied all

night.

Such arrangements might have protected Koenig’s indefinitely, had the
Committee of Fourteen not become involved during its postwar anti-
gay campaign. The precautions Koenig had taken certainly made the
Committee’s job more difficult, requiring it to bypass the local precinct
and persuade the chief inspector of the First Inspection District, a divi-
sion of the police department independent of the precinets, to send four
plainclothesmen to investigate the cabaret. Once it had prevailed upon
the inspector to raid the place, the Committee needed to investigate the
court schedule to ensure that the raid would be conducted on a night
when a sympathetic judge would hear the case; “by all means we want to
stay away from [certain judges],” the committee cautioned the inspector.
On the last Saturday night in July 1920, when the judge they wanred to
hear the case was sitting, the inspector’s officers raided the cabarer and
arrested thirty patrons, the manager, and the waitress. Koenig was
charged with “keeping a disorderly house,” a “resort for degenerates,”
and all of the arrested patrons were charged with degenerate disorderly
conduct. Gay men appear to have been the only customers arrested.

No law specifically prohibited gay men from assembling in a public
place at the time of the raid in 1920, but the police charged the men at #~
Koenig’s with “degenerate disorderly conduct.” Indeed, the sentences the
men received suggest how dangerous it could be to assert a gay preseiice

ce of 'the men were sentenced to
ining seven were fined fifty dol-

ten days in the workhouse, and the r red fift
lars. These sentences were unusually severe for men charged with disor-
déﬂy conduct; sixteen men with similar backgrounds who appeared in
court just before the Koenig group on the same charge, but with no impli-
cation of “degeneracy,” were fined only one or two dollars apiece. Both
the judge and the Committee nonetheless lamented that the penalties were
relatively light for men charged with “degenerate” disorderly conduct.
They considered them the harshest they dare impose, however, since their
case was so weak, dependent on a sympathetic judge for successful prose-
cution. “As individual complaints had not been drawn and the defendants
were all tried together,” the judge confided to the Committee, he “was
afraid the record would not stand on an appeal.” No one had been .
charged with engaging in sexual acts or with any other particular inci-
dents of disorderly conduct, in other words; as the judge well knew, he
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because they realized they had gotten off relatively lightly—*only” tep
days in the workhouse, compared to the sixty days often served by men
convicted of degeneracy—or because they were simply too intimidated.

“D§g¢9¢?at¢ ;:C.ii.SOf«Si.,?\\rIX conduct,” the offense for which the men at
Koenig’s were convicted, was the charge usually brought against gay
men or lesbians found gathering on the streets or in public accommoda-
tions, or gay men trying to pick up other men. The use of the disorderly-
cpnduct law against gay people was consistent with the intent of the law,
whicheffectively criminalized a wide range of nonmgrme s e behavior
in.public spaces, as defined by the d

bling, failure to hire oneself out to an employer, failure to rom

minant cqlgﬁfe, be it lo

public order on the city’s streets, and, in particular, to control the large
numbers of immigrants from Ireland and southern and eastern Europe
as well as African-American migrants from the South—the so—called’
f‘dangerous classes” many bourgeois Anglo-Americans found frighten-
Ing. Its purview was so general and ] defined, especially before the
statute’s revision in 1923, thar the interpretation of it scope was left
largely in the hands of the police, and it gave them a rationale for arrest-
g people for a wide range of behavior, even though the charges ulti-
mately might be (and regularly were) dismissed by the courts in any par-
ticular case,

In the course of its general revision of the statute in 1923, the New
York state legislature, for the first time, specified homosexual solicitation
{a person “frequent{ing] or loiterfing] about any public place soliciting
men for the purpose of committing a crime against nature or other lewd-
ness”) as a form of disorderly conduct. In specifying the solicitation
of men.and.a_ wide bur unspecified range of “lewd” behavxorAPI};n\Qw
disorderly-conduct statute became ,the,;ﬁrstvlaw_‘ in the state’s }’nstory to

Verge on specifying male homosexual conduct as a criminal offense. Fven-
the statutes against sodomy and the cfime against nature, which dated
from the colonial era, had criminalized a wide range of nonprocreative
sexual behavior berween people of the same or different genders, with-

exclusively against men rhe nnli ...
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little evidence remains concerning the history of the legislature’s decision,
its timing surely reflects the degree to which the social-purity societies 0
and the police had idenrified homosexuality as a distinct social problem
during World War 1% The statute became one omgqﬁrﬁxa\éﬁ;iﬁﬁi;gs of
new state regulations after the repeal of Prohibition in 1933 that, for the
first time, specifically and formally banned the assembly of gay people in
a public space.

As the 1920 Koenig case and numerous other cases to be related in this
book demonstrate, however, New York City’s police and courts construed P
the disorderly-conduct statute to mandate a much broader ban on gay cul- :
tural practices than a narrow reading of its wording might suggest, both
before and after its revision in 1923, They regularly used the starute to
criminalize the assembly of gay men in a public place or their adoption of
distinctive cultural styles, from camp behavior to .
the same gender or wearing clothes assigned-to'the other gemder. The police_—
and local courts construed such forms of “degenerate” condubt as disor- b
derly conduct posing so dangerous a challeirge to the sociatorder t )
merited imprisonment and fines, and for more than a decade before the =
law’s revision in 1923, the authorities specified in their own records which
disorderly-conduct arrests were for “degeneracy.” Gay men managed to
claim considerable space for themselvgsm in the city’s streets, cafeterias, and
restaurants_despite-this policy, Anid the number of men actually arrested

remained relatively small before the 1940s. But they had always to contend 5
with the possibility of such pénalties.” 5
Given both the lack of a specific legal prohibition against gay assembly m”‘g’

before 1933 and the tolerant attitude toward gay men in certain quarters
of the city, the use of the disorderly-conduct statute to arrest men gather- <
ing in a restaurant was episodic and depended to a large degree on'the S x
locatioq‘gfﬁiha&estaufana,aggwghe strength of its political connéctions. § ~
Some smaller speakeasies, restaurants, and clubs that tolerated the open -
presence of lesbians and gay men flourished, but they were subject to the
constant threat of harassment. An insider’s review of the history of gay
and lesbian meeting places in the 1920s, published in 1931, concluded
that “it was not long before all the places were either raided or given

up.”%?

“Lesbians arrested for assembling in a public place, dancing together, and the like
were also often charged with disorderly conduct (although not with degenerate dis-
orderly conduct). The revised 1923 statute did not specify lesbian conduct (by
criminalizing the solicitation of women, for instance), but, as in the case of gay men
before 1923, the police and courts did not need such a specific ban to construe les-
bian visibility as a kind of disorderliness. The history of the police’s enforcement of

the desenerate_dicardarlo mmedias ome o
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.~ neighborhoods could maintain gay reputations for year
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A cafeteria in a well-established chain with a citywide reputation,
such as Childs, on the other hand, had greater political clout and was
less susceptible to police interference and raids than a smaller estab-
lishment run by a solitary entrepreneur. Large cafeterias—in certain

: s, as the extra-
ordinary resilience of Stewart’s and the Life Cafeteria—which together

served as well-known gay meeting places in the Village for almost two
decades—demonstrates. Nonetheless, the police did occasionally raid
the large cafeterias and Automats where gay people gathered, when
they or the anti-vice societies thought the places had become too
uproarious or the management, perhaps fearing the authorities were
about to reach thar conclusion, decided it was time to use the police
to eliminate their “fairy” trade. On such occasions, the police might
arrest every gay customer at the cafeteria on disorderly-conduct
charges. In the summer of 1926, for instance, many lesbians and gay
men started gathering at the Childs restaurant on Forty-cighth Street,
where they enjoyed “peace and quietude,” according to one contempo-
rary account, “until one bright August night, when the place was
packed with Lesbians and Pansies, two patrol wagons drove up and
arrested every one in the place.”®® On at least one occasion in the mid-
1930s the police even raided Stewart’s, arresting the “degenerates”
who “loiter[ed)” there, after the normally tolerant manager, apparently
sensing a temporary hardening in police opinion, had filed a complaint
about their presence.®!

Restaurants—and gay men——developed a variety of strategies for elud-

| ~"ing police detection. Many, like Koenig’s, simply bribed the police or

made other arrangements to mollify them; in the early twentieth century,
many small entrepreneurs considered this a regular part of doing busi-
ness. Other restaurants sought to protect themselves while still retaining
the patronage that a covert gay reputation could generate by permitting
gay men to gather openly only in certain sections of the restaurant,
where they would not be seen by other diners. Jack’s Restaurant on Sixth
Avenue at the corner of Twenty-sixth Streer appears to have adopted
such a policy in the early 1920s. More elegant than a cafeteria and draw-
ing a more affluent (and circumspect) clientele, including numerous sin-
gle men and women living in the area, Jack’s had three dining rooms.
“Unescorted women” (as women seen in public without men were usu-
ally called) and numerous mixed-gender couples sat in the first two
rooms, but the management seated most male couples and unaccompa-
nied men in the rear room. Late one night in 1921, just after Christmas,
an investigator saw ten or fifteen men he identified as homosexuals {or,
in his words, “degenerates”) “of a better class or type” sitting at the
tables in this room. The agent thought they “were acting and talking like
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Village spots. In 1924 one man described the scene at Louis” as a “far

> from that at the Columbus Circle Childs, even though he still
regarded its patrons with contempt. “It is orderly, for one thing, because
the fairies who frequent it are a better type than the Village and
Columbus Circle fags. .. It is a place where aberrants dine before going
to theatre or mayhap some other evening function. .. The fairies dish
the dirt there the same as they would if they were in a hovel in the Village
or in Gertrude Stein’s bizarre salon. But they seldom raise their voices.”%
A year later an investigator reported that while he had heard that “wild
parties [are] suppose[d] to go on on [the restaurant’s] upper floors,” the
behavior of the patrons in the main dining room on the first floor was
unremarkable.’” Indeed, Louis’ hid its role as a major gay rendezvous
from casunal straight observers so successfully that a sedate 1925 restau-
rant guide recommended it to its readers, describing it—clearly without
apprehending the full significance of its observation—as “one of the insti-
tutions of the nelghborhoodm’im8

Gay men pursued a\ variety of strategies ay they negotiated their presence

%&enas a5, and sp Rgﬁasws Some of them boldly
clalmed their txght to gather in public, speaking | loudly about gay mat-
ters, dancing with their friends, even putting on a “show” for the other
customers. Most men did not make themselves so noticeable, but they
nonetheless claimed space in a large number of restaurants on a regular
basis, meeting friends, talking about whatever they wanted, and notic-
ing—and sometimes trying to gain the notice of--the other gay men
around them. The latter group of men could meet in small, intimate
restaurants and huge, impersonal cafeterias alike. The former group of
men were more likely to be branded as “fairies” and restricted to the
cafeterias or to restaurants located in sections of town with large concen-
trations of gay residents, such as the Village, Times Square, and Harlem.
Although such men made their presence known throughour the early
decades of the century, their numbers and boldness grew in the 1920s
during Prohibition.

Both groups were protected, in part, by the preoccupation of the
social-purity forces with female prostitution, which usually kept them
from paying as much attention to gay meeting places as the Committee
of Fourteen did in the case of Koenig’s. They were also protected by the
absence of a formal ban on gay assembly, the laissez-faire arttitude of
many New Yorkers and, often enough, of the police, and the complex
system of bribes and political connections in which most small business-

men, ward politicians, and policemen were enmeshed. Above all, they
B I,

wrare nratacrtad ho thoe daminmane camedae dmnnen AL alon Lo ol
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New Yorkers, and, in any case, rendered most other gay men invisible to
outsiders. The very brilliance of the fairy left most men safely in the
shadows, and made it easier for them to meet their friends in restaurants
throughout the city without provoking the attention of outsiders. Gay
men seized the opportunities this portended.



