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EQUALITY AND 
REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS 
UNDER ATTACK
Book bans, TV ratings, Twitter threats … and SCOTUS. 
Activists call for fighting escalating threats—together.
By Frank Pizzoli

O
n May 9, less than 24 hours after a 
leaked Supreme Court draft decision 
foreshadowed Roe v. Wade’s possible 
reversal, New Yorkers gathered in 
lower Manhattan’s Foley Square. One 

social media call to join the protest read: 
“Channel your rage into action.” Groups 
who protested included Planned Parent-
hood of Greater New York, Girls for Gen-
der Equity, and the National Latina 
Institute for Reproductive Justice.

Wayne Besen, founder of Truth Wins 
Out, an organization formed to fight anti-
gay religious extremism, agrees it’s time to 
express rage. (Part of TWO’s mission is to 
close down destructive “gay conversion 
therapy” programs.) Besen is adamant that 
the LGBTQ community must join intersec-
tionally with women to push back on Roe’s 
reversal. At its core, intersectionality, espe-
cially as used in terms of social protest, as-
serts that no form of oppression exists in 
isolation.

“It’s time for the queer community to 
use this year’s seasonal Pride venues to di-
rectly message on abortion issues and plan 
for the continuing and new attacks against 
the queer community,” Besen tells the 
Voice during a phone interview. “We are in 
the same boat as women who are about to 
be denied reproductive freedom. Our 
hard-won rights are next on the chopping 
block. If we don’t unite with allies and oth-
ers being oppressed to form a winning co-
alition, we will be divided and conquered 
by a disciplined minority of zealots with a 
radical agenda.” Then he adds, emphati-
cally, “The idea of partying during Pride 
season instead of organizing for political 
action is, quite frankly, insane. There is a 
time for fun and a time to fight. This mo-
ment calls for the latter. If Republicans can 
ban abortion without consequences, they 
will come for us very soon.”

The Voice spoke with both seasoned and 
newer activists about the multitude of 
threats to queer rights, including hundreds 
of proposed anti-queer laws, unprecedent-
edly violent trans deaths, the national in-
fluence of Florida’s so-called “Don’t Say 
Gay” law, book bans, and calls for our na-
tional TV rating system to include parental 
warnings on queer content. Clearly there’s 
been a shift in perspective on how Pride ac-

tivism can push back on the avalanche of 
anti-gay legislation in play nationwide.

 So far this year, state lawmakers 
across the country have proposed 
more than 200 bills eliminating or lim-
iting LBGTQ citizens’ rights. That’s 
more than three a day, with about half spe-
cifically targeting transgender people, re-
ports NBC News. Since 2018, 670 
anti-queer bills have been filed, according 
to data tallied by the American Civil Liber-
ties Union; nearly all of the country’s 50 
state legislatures have debated at least one 
such bill.

New York, both state and city, stands in 
contrast to these developments. In April, 
Mayor Eric Adams partnered with private 

companies to erect digital billboards in 
Fort Lauderdale, Jacksonville, Orlando, 
Tampa, and West Palm Beach, projected to 
deliver five million impressions over eight 
weeks. “This political showmanship of at-
tempting to demonize a particular group or 
community is unacceptable, and we are 
going to loudly show our support and say 
to those living in Florida, ‘Listen, we want 
you here in New York,’” said Adams.

And on May 13, New York State Assem-
blymember Harry Bronson and New York 
State Senator Brad Hoylman introduced 
legislation characterized as a “trans ref-
uge” bill, which would protect rights and 
access to care for transgender constituents 
(similar measures have been introduced in 
California and Minnesota). New York’s ref-
uge bill continues the state’s pattern. In 

2019, New York’s Human Rights Law was 
amended via the Gender Expression Non-
Discrimination Act (GENDA), which ex-
plicitly added gender identity or 
expression as a protected category. In 2021, 
the Gender Recognition Act codified into 
law the ability of transgender, gender-non-
conforming, nonbinary, and intersex New 
Yorkers to obtain and update government-
issued identification documents to accu-
rately reflect their gender identity.

But although New York has pulled 
ahead of much of the rest of the nation in 
embracing queer protections, Elisa 
Cres po, New Pride Agenda executive di-
rector, still worries. “We’re so tribal and di-
visive in our politics, it’s causing hate and 
harm to our community. It’s no longer a 
matter of celebrating during Pride month, 
we have work to do all year long,” she tells 
the Voice. “We must do more by codifying 
our rights and protections into budgets and 
laws,” reflecting NPA’s mission of advanc-
ing the health, economics, and racial and 
gender-identity justice of the most margin-
alized people.

A recent New York State budget alloca-
tion signed by Governor Kathy Hochul in-
cludes $12.5 million to support LGBTQ+ 
Health and Human Services Funding. 
Added to the allocation is an additional $1 
million that will be directed to transgen-
der- and nonbinary-serving organizations. 
“That’s a concrete example of creating sys-
temic change with tax dollars to support 
it,” Crespo explains. “We may not always 
have friends in Albany or the city. We can-
not slump back because our allies are in of-
fice. They may not always be there for us, 
which makes systemic and legislative 
change paramount.”

Sandra Pérez, Heritage of Pride execu-
tive director, tells the Voice that she took 
the job a little more than six months ago 
“because there is a real desire to move the 

city’s Pride presence and programming be-
yond a seasonal approach.” For Pérez, 
“Our call to arms is to cultivate new voices 
and to include the voices of the most mar-
ginalized.” With this year’s Pride season 
themed “Unapologetically Us,” Pérez 
stresses that it “can be as much about acti-
vating and educating people as well as re-
membering those who came before us.”

Pérez reflects the alarm that has also 
been sounded by the Reclaim Pride Coali-
tion, which will hold its 4th annual Queer 
Liberation March on June 26, at 2 p.m. In a 
statement, the RPC encourages marching 
to bring attention to “trans and BIPOC 
freedom, reproductive justice, and bodily 
autonomy,” noting the dangers to all rights 
inherent in a reversal of Roe v. Wade. 
“Now is the time for us all to fight together. 
If we don’t fight together, we’ll die to-
gether,” Janis Stacy, a trans-identified Na-
tive Two Spirit, said in a news release. 

Reflecting on Roe’s anticipated rever-
sal, Pérez says, “Like abortion has been 
considered ‘settled law,’ the queer commu-
nity has also considered many protections 
as settled. That may not be the case, with 
legal analysts cautioning that ‘body auton-
omy’ issues may generalize into an attack 
on all sexual minorities. For example, Me-
lissa Murray, NYU law professor, told Vox: 
‘Although Justice Alito insisted that the 
draft opinion’s antipathy for settled prece-
dent was limited to abortion, the opinion 
was littered with casual references to Law-
rence v. Texas, a 2003 decision decriminal-
izing same-sex sodomy; Obergefell v. 
Hodges, a 2015 decision legalizing same-
sex marriage; Griswold v. Connecticut, a 
1965 decision legalizing contraceptive use; 
and Loving v. Virginia, a 1967 decision le-
galizing interracial marriage.’” (One won-
ders, might Alito’s legal contortions 
eventually backfire to dissolve the interra-
cial marriage of Supreme Court Justice 

Pride: Battles

“Sexuality is the 
proverbial hat 
on the stick of 
hate being waved 
around as an 
entry point into 
a full assault on 
democracy.”

At City Hall this past April: NYC responds to “Don’t say gay.” 

lev radin
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To encourage street-level activism, Her-

itage of Pride is offering two events this 
year. Both “The Conference,” on June 23, 
at New York Law School, and “The Rally,” 
on June 24, at The Battery at State Street 
and Battery Place, will explore queer hu-
man rights around the world and call for 
protest and action around politics and poli-
cies. Acknowledging that Pride events 
have evolved into a business model relying 
on corporate sponsorships, Pérez says, 
“We’ve asked sponsors to ask employees 
how they feel about what is happening to 
the LGBTQ community vis-a-vis Florida’s 
law.” Opening this kind of dialogue, she 
explains, “is a concrete way to address dis-
parities in a corporation’s high Human 
Rights Campaign Equality Index rating 
and their PAC contributions to sitting 
elected officials and candidates who ac-
tively work against queer civil rights. We 
can hopefully ‘activate’ corporations to 
more clearly recognize that although they 
financially support Pride, they also simul-
taneously donate to elected officials work-
ing against us.” Pérez asks sponsors what 
they can do beyond Pride season to foster 
understanding, since many of those 
elected officials are on the front lines of 
anti-queer/anti-trans legislation nation-
wide—while trans deaths mount.

So far in 2022, 14 transgender people 
have been “fatally shot or killed by 
other violent means,” according to the 
Human Rights Campaign. In 2021, HRC 
identified 50 fatalities among a record 
number of violent incidents against trans-
gender and gender-nonconforming peo-
ple, up from 37 in 2020.

Against a backdrop of what started out 
as anti-trans laws related to bathrooms 
and sports, Pérez worries that many citi-
zens are underestimating what lies ahead 
for all segments of the queer community. 
“This may have begun with Roe and abor-
tion, but it’s clear now many other groups 
will be next. We need to be ready to act,” 
she says.

Proactive rather than reactive is Cres-
po’s stance in the face of alarmingly high 
trans deaths. “Hateful legislation like in 
Florida and elsewhere fuels violence 
across the country. It gives a green light to 
do harm,” she warns. New Pride Agenda 
promotes the involvement of trans people 
as front-line responders. The goal “is to di-
rectly involve transgender people in the 
creation, leadership, and ongoing steward-
ship of organizations, resources, and phi-
lanthropy around trans violence. For every 
$100 given to LGBTQ organizations, only 
4 cents is directed to support trans efforts 
at forging change,” Crespo explains, citing 
data from Funders for LGBTQ Issues. 
Thus, the significance of specifically 
marked funds for transgender issues that is 
included in New York State’s budget. Fur-
ther advancing trans rights and stakehold-
ing is the Trans Equity Fund, now in 
committee in the New York Assembly. If 
passed, A9418A would codify into state 
law a statewide Transgender Wellness and 
Equity Fund. (The bill is patterned after 
California’s $13 million fund.)

Florida’s anti-gay law has unleashed 19 
similar bills nationwide, according to 
the Movement Advancement Project. 
“It’s difficult not to worry about what may 
lie ahead,” veteran activist Ann Northrop 
tells the Voice. “If you’re a regular news 
consumer, you know that things are not 
well in the nation.” A former ABC and CBS 
news producer, Northrop joined ACT UP 
in 1988, facilitating their development of 
“sound bites” for street actions. “What’s 
happened here is that the queer commu-
nity has been enormously successful in 
ways we may not even have imagined. So 
now it’s time for our opponents to drag out 
all the old tropes.” Noting how state-level 
bills would prohibit the way educators can 
talk about or teach LGBTQ issues in 
school, Northrop adds, “Sexuality is the 
proverbial hat on the stick of hate being 
waved around as an entry point into a full 
assault on democracy.”

Iowa music teacher Matthew Gerhold’s 

sexual identity was used against him 
when, in late May, Florida’s “Don’t Say 
Gay” morphed into Iowa’s “Don’t Be Gay.” 
Gerhold was forced to resign after his sex-
ual orientation was revealed through hav-
ing his phone hacked and personal 
information posted about him on Face-
book, reported the Iowa Capital Dispatch. 
In a hearing to determine Gerhold’s unem-
ployment benefits, a judge noted that he 
was hired on the condition that his “sexu-
ality needed to be kept a secret,” and that 
he would neither come out to students nor 
date while employed by the school.

But there was nothing secretive about 
Pastor Jonathan Shelley, of Stedfast Bible 
Church, in Texas, who in March said that 
gay people were “worthy of death” (which 
caused his church to be evicted from its 
building). In May, Shelley spoke at an Ar-
lington, Texas, city council meeting about 
upcoming Pride celebrations, stating, “Ac-
cording to God we should hate pride, not 
celebrate it,” and adding that “God has al-
ready ruled that murder, adultery, witch-
craft, rape, bestiality, and homosexuality 
are crimes worthy of capital punishment.”

And then there’s QAnon’s discredited 
Pizzagate conspiracy theory, which 
claimed that prominent Democratic Party 
members were engaged in a global child-
trafficking ring, morphing into what The 

Nation called “a homophobic moral panic 
making the current Republican grooming 
smears a threat to the physical safety of 
LGBTQ people.” Josh Marshall, of Talking 
Points Memo, and Sarah Jones, of New York 
magazine, use the word “eliminationist” to 
describe this rhetoric. “These aren’t so 
much purported factual claims or even 
conspiracy theories,” Marshall argues. 
“They are libels designed specifically to 
stir elemental primal fears, render their 
targets so evil and threatening as to be less 
than fully human, and set the stage for 
mass violence against them.”

In August, violence was the experience 
of a gay 31-year-old Pompano Beach, Flor-
ida, man, who was allegedly ambushed, 
severely beaten, and left blinded by his 
boyfriend’s family, CBS News reported, be-
cause they believed he’d “turned” their 
son gay. “What’s old is new again, but has 
now moved from blocking rights to openly 
doing bodily harm, eliminating those who 
are different,” says Northrop.

On June 13, a group of Proud Boys dis-
rupted a reading by Panda Dulce, a drag 
queen, during story hour at a library in San 
Lorenzo, California. The men shouted ho-
mophobic slurs at the performer, who has 
been taking part in the library’s Story Hour 
for five years. “It totally freaked out all of 
the kids. They got right in our faces. They 
jeered,” Dulce wrote on Instagram. Local 
police are investigating it as a hate crime. 

Add to these dangers the GOP’s cru-
sade to stigmatize LGBTQ themes on 
the small screen. Republican senators 
Mike Lee (Utah), Mike Braun (Indiana), 
Steve Daines (Montana), Roger Marshall 
(Kansas), and Kevin Cramer (North Da-
kota) have issued a letter to Charles Rivkin, 
chair of the TV Parental Guidelines Moni-
toring Board, requesting action to alert 
parents to “sexual orientation and gender 
identity content on children’s TV shows,” 
concluding, “ … we expect the Board to ful-
fill its responsibility in updating the TV 
Parental Guidelines to reflect these con-
cerns.” 

Elsewhere, Virginia Republicans Timo-
thy Anderson, a lawyer who serves in the 
House of Delegates, and Tommy Altman, a 
congressional candidate, have asked a 
court for restraining orders that would pre-
vent private bookseller Barnes & Noble 
from selling two books: Gender Queer, a 
memoir about identifying as nonbinary 
and asexual, and a fantasy novel featuring 
LGBTQ characters, A Court of Mist and 
Fury, both of which they consider obscene. 
The requested restraining orders would 
also prohibit distribution of the two books 
by Virginia Beach City Public Schools, 
which voted last month to remove all copies 
of Gender Queer from its libraries. And in-
surance company State Farm has canceled 
a partnership with the GenderCool Project, 
which would have given LGBTQ books to 
schools, community centers, and libraries, 
after howls from extremists, according to 
LGBTQ Nation. Referring to the cancella-
tion, the company said, “Conversations 
about gender and identity should happen at 
home with parents,” reflecting language 
used to support other anti-gay bills.

“The call for banning books and estab-
lishing TV ratings for programs with queer 
content is another attempt to discredit our 
community, to pathologize us and effec-
tively institutionalize hatred against us,” 
says Northrop. “We now have school 
boards across the country simply trying to 
silence us.”

Regarding the onslaught of legislation 
repealing—or establishing blocks to—
basic civil rights, longtime activist Sue 
Hyde tells the Voice, “It’s time for the very 
serious formation of coalitions around 
women’s reproductive rights, queer issues 
from all directions, and immigration.” 
Hyde has more than 20 years of experience 
with the National Gay and Lesbian Task 
Force, and co-created, with the late Ur-
vashi Vaid, the Creating Change Confer-
ence, which since 1988 has trained 
thousands of queer activists. With generic 
hatred of queers now snowballing into hy-
brid threats of media ratings, book bans, 
and school board declarations, Hyde ob-
serves, “I’m not very impressed with our 
national LGBTQ organizations.… There’s a 
lot on their plates, but there needs to be a 
better-coordinated effort among them to 
protect the rights of transgender children 
and adults, all of us.” Consider too that a 
new Morning Consult poll indicates that 
40% of Republican adults believe that 
teachers can influence students’ sexuality 
and gender identity. Only 27% of Demo-
crats and 29% of Independents agree.

If you still think the narrative of hate 
has little effect, consider Ethan Schmidt, a 
24-year-old right-wing extremist who has 
announced that he will be “hunting” 
LGBTQ supporters around Phoenix, Ari-
zona, during June—Pride month. In a 
Twitter-posted video, Schmidt explains 
that he plans on “exposing” the “Satanic 
Pride shrines for children” and the LG-
BTQ-supportive employees at Target retail 
stores. “So, Target, we’re just giving you a 
heads-up that we’re going to be coming af-
ter you hard…. This is going to be next-
level stuff,” he warns, going on to say, “… if 
you support the LGBT agenda, you are not 
safe.”

Hyde emphasizes that the anticipated 
Roe decision is the “starter position” for 
opponents of queer civil rights: “Marriage 
equality and other established freedoms 
are what comes after contraceptive rights 
are destroyed,” she stresses, summarizing 
what’s going on now under the heading of 
“body autonomy.” Given the composition 
of the Supreme Court, Hyde believes, “If 
we don’t act now, our opponents will soon 
come knocking on our doors.” She recalls 
part of a speech Urvashi Vaid gave during a 
1993 march on Washington: “The gay 
rights movement is not a party. It is not a 
lifestyle. It is not a hairstyle. It is not a fad 
or a fringe or a sickness. It is not about sin 
or salvation. The gay rights movement is 
an integral part of the American promise of 
freedom.” 

Frank Pizzoli is a journalist who has been 
covering politics, queer issues, health-
care, and literary celebrities for the past 
25 years.

“The idea of 
partying during 
Pride season 
instead of 
organizing for 
political action 
is, quite frankly, 
insane. There is a 
time for fun and a 
time to fi ght.”

EQUALITY AND 
REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS 
UNDER ATTACK
Book bans, TV ratings, Twitter threats … and SCOTUS. 
Activists call for fighting escalating threats—together.
By Frank Pizzoli

O
n May 9, less than 24 hours after a 
leaked Supreme Court draft decision 
foreshadowed Roe v. Wade’s possible 
reversal, New Yorkers gathered in 
lower Manhattan’s Foley Square. One 

social media call to join the protest read: 
“Channel your rage into action.” Groups 
who protested included Planned Parent-
hood of Greater New York, Girls for Gen-
der Equity, and the National Latina 
Institute for Reproductive Justice.

Wayne Besen, founder of Truth Wins 
Out, an organization formed to fight anti-
gay religious extremism, agrees it’s time to 
express rage. (Part of TWO’s mission is to 
close down destructive “gay conversion 
therapy” programs.) Besen is adamant that 
the LGBTQ community must join intersec-
tionally with women to push back on Roe’s 
reversal. At its core, intersectionality, espe-
cially as used in terms of social protest, as-
serts that no form of oppression exists in 
isolation.

“It’s time for the queer community to 
use this year’s seasonal Pride venues to di-
rectly message on abortion issues and plan 
for the continuing and new attacks against 
the queer community,” Besen tells the 
Voice during a phone interview. “We are in 
the same boat as women who are about to 
be denied reproductive freedom. Our 
hard-won rights are next on the chopping 
block. If we don’t unite with allies and oth-
ers being oppressed to form a winning co-
alition, we will be divided and conquered 
by a disciplined minority of zealots with a 
radical agenda.” Then he adds, emphati-
cally, “The idea of partying during Pride 
season instead of organizing for political 
action is, quite frankly, insane. There is a 
time for fun and a time to fight. This mo-
ment calls for the latter. If Republicans can 
ban abortion without consequences, they 
will come for us very soon.”

The Voice spoke with both seasoned and 
newer activists about the multitude of 
threats to queer rights, including hundreds 
of proposed anti-queer laws, unprecedent-
edly violent trans deaths, the national in-
fluence of Florida’s so-called “Don’t Say 
Gay” law, book bans, and calls for our na-
tional TV rating system to include parental 
warnings on queer content. Clearly there’s 
been a shift in perspective on how Pride ac-

tivism can push back on the avalanche of 
anti-gay legislation in play nationwide.

 So far this year, state lawmakers 
across the country have proposed 
more than 200 bills eliminating or lim-
iting LBGTQ citizens’ rights. That’s 
more than three a day, with about half spe-
cifically targeting transgender people, re-
ports NBC News. Since 2018, 670 
anti-queer bills have been filed, according 
to data tallied by the American Civil Liber-
ties Union; nearly all of the country’s 50 
state legislatures have debated at least one 
such bill.

New York, both state and city, stands in 
contrast to these developments. In April, 
Mayor Eric Adams partnered with private 

companies to erect digital billboards in 
Fort Lauderdale, Jacksonville, Orlando, 
Tampa, and West Palm Beach, projected to 
deliver five million impressions over eight 
weeks. “This political showmanship of at-
tempting to demonize a particular group or 
community is unacceptable, and we are 
going to loudly show our support and say 
to those living in Florida, ‘Listen, we want 
you here in New York,’” said Adams.

And on May 13, New York State Assem-
blymember Harry Bronson and New York 
State Senator Brad Hoylman introduced 
legislation characterized as a “trans ref-
uge” bill, which would protect rights and 
access to care for transgender constituents 
(similar measures have been introduced in 
California and Minnesota). New York’s ref-
uge bill continues the state’s pattern. In 

2019, New York’s Human Rights Law was 
amended via the Gender Expression Non-
Discrimination Act (GENDA), which ex-
plicitly added gender identity or 
expression as a protected category. In 2021, 
the Gender Recognition Act codified into 
law the ability of transgender, gender-non-
conforming, nonbinary, and intersex New 
Yorkers to obtain and update government-
issued identification documents to accu-
rately reflect their gender identity.

But although New York has pulled 
ahead of much of the rest of the nation in 
embracing queer protections, Elisa 
Cres po, New Pride Agenda executive di-
rector, still worries. “We’re so tribal and di-
visive in our politics, it’s causing hate and 
harm to our community. It’s no longer a 
matter of celebrating during Pride month, 
we have work to do all year long,” she tells 
the Voice. “We must do more by codifying 
our rights and protections into budgets and 
laws,” reflecting NPA’s mission of advanc-
ing the health, economics, and racial and 
gender-identity justice of the most margin-
alized people.

A recent New York State budget alloca-
tion signed by Governor Kathy Hochul in-
cludes $12.5 million to support LGBTQ+ 
Health and Human Services Funding. 
Added to the allocation is an additional $1 
million that will be directed to transgen-
der- and nonbinary-serving organizations. 
“That’s a concrete example of creating sys-
temic change with tax dollars to support 
it,” Crespo explains. “We may not always 
have friends in Albany or the city. We can-
not slump back because our allies are in of-
fice. They may not always be there for us, 
which makes systemic and legislative 
change paramount.”

Sandra Pérez, Heritage of Pride execu-
tive director, tells the Voice that she took 
the job a little more than six months ago 
“because there is a real desire to move the 

city’s Pride presence and programming be-
yond a seasonal approach.” For Pérez, 
“Our call to arms is to cultivate new voices 
and to include the voices of the most mar-
ginalized.” With this year’s Pride season 
themed “Unapologetically Us,” Pérez 
stresses that it “can be as much about acti-
vating and educating people as well as re-
membering those who came before us.”

Pérez reflects the alarm that has also 
been sounded by the Reclaim Pride Coali-
tion, which will hold its 4th annual Queer 
Liberation March on June 26, at 2 p.m. In a 
statement, the RPC encourages marching 
to bring attention to “trans and BIPOC 
freedom, reproductive justice, and bodily 
autonomy,” noting the dangers to all rights 
inherent in a reversal of Roe v. Wade. 
“Now is the time for us all to fight together. 
If we don’t fight together, we’ll die to-
gether,” Janis Stacy, a trans-identified Na-
tive Two Spirit, said in a news release. 

Reflecting on Roe’s anticipated rever-
sal, Pérez says, “Like abortion has been 
considered ‘settled law,’ the queer commu-
nity has also considered many protections 
as settled. That may not be the case, with 
legal analysts cautioning that ‘body auton-
omy’ issues may generalize into an attack 
on all sexual minorities. For example, Me-
lissa Murray, NYU law professor, told Vox: 
‘Although Justice Alito insisted that the 
draft opinion’s antipathy for settled prece-
dent was limited to abortion, the opinion 
was littered with casual references to Law-
rence v. Texas, a 2003 decision decriminal-
izing same-sex sodomy; Obergefell v. 
Hodges, a 2015 decision legalizing same-
sex marriage; Griswold v. Connecticut, a 
1965 decision legalizing contraceptive use; 
and Loving v. Virginia, a 1967 decision le-
galizing interracial marriage.’” (One won-
ders, might Alito’s legal contortions 
eventually backfire to dissolve the interra-
cial marriage of Supreme Court Justice 

Pride: Battles

“Sexuality is the 
proverbial hat 
on the stick of 
hate being waved 
around as an 
entry point into 
a full assault on 
democracy.”

At City Hall this past April: NYC responds to “Don’t say gay.” 

lev radin



Th
e 

V
ill

ag
e 

Vo
ic

e
Ju

ly
  2

0
22

6



July  20
22 

The V
illage Voice 

7

LYING
LIARS LYING
ABOUT 
QUEERS
For Pride, let’s counter the GOP’s 
Top 10 misleading claims.
By Michael Musto

H
appy Pride! Queers have made extraor-
dinary advances in society, though 
smear campaigns are always being 
waged against us in a nonstop attempt 
to rain battery acid on our parade. Some 

of these screeds have been around so long 
that we can lip-synch along with them, but 
Republicans have been repurposing and 
amping up the attacks, clearly threatened by 
the fact that LGBTQs have earned a place at 
the table and are even ordering dessert. For 
every step forward, the Repubs want to pan-
der to the haters and bring us a giant step 
back to the pre-Stonewall days, when the 
only gay visibility was Snagglepuss cartoons.
Let me take you through 10 of today’s most 
egregious Republican verbal assaults on 
LGBTQs, and answer them one by one, so we 
can rinse and then move on to the proverbial 
pot of gold at the end of the rainbow flag.

“So, you’re a woman? Can I decide that 
I’m Asian—or a dinosaur?”

No, you can’t just whimsically decide to be 
something you’re not. But if you are a 
woman, yes, you can live as a woman, and if 
you also happened to be born in a male body, 
you can transition. Got it? And now might be 
a good time to mention that your primary 
news source is obviously Fox News, whose 
idea of inclusivity is hiring Caitlyn Jenner, the 
one trans person in the media who appears to 
be against trans rights. I’m waiting for them 
to appoint Madison Cawthorn as their drag 
correspondent.

Gays are pedophiles.
Not by a long shot. The right-wing conten-

tion that gays are more likely than straights to 
be child molesters has been debunked over 
and over again. Yes, there are same-sex mo-
lesters, like onetime Florida congressman 
Mark Foley, ex-Speaker of the House Dennis 
Hastert, and former Oklahoma state senator 
Ralph Shortey—all Republicans. But studies 
repeatedly show that the majority of men 
who molest boys are heterosexually oriented. 
Alas, none of this information has pervaded 

the hypocrisy-laden minds of the Tennessee 
GOP. They were just pushing a bill that elimi-
nates all age requirements for marriage—as 
long as the marrieds are of the opposite sex, 
that is. Charming! One gets the sense that 
these people don’t really care about pedo-
philia, just about fear-mongering, while bra-
zenly breaking their own rules. Miraculously, 
the bill stalled in April, thwarted by concerns 
about that lack of age requirements, but don’t 
worry—the homophobic part of it will come 
back like Michael Myers.

Gays indulge in initiation rituals.
Oh, yes. We round up kids to zhoosh them 

up with lip gloss, play them Lady Gaga songs, 
and teach them about Sondheim. And we get 
a toaster oven for every one we convert. Oh, 
please! No, we don’t do any such thing, 
though the religious right certainly tries to 
convert kids from birth, with all kinds of 
heaven-sent “teachings” and practices. I 
should know, since I was raised Catholic and 
am still traumatized by baptism, confession, 
mean nuns wielding rulers as weapons, and 
all those other scary rituals. The sanctimo-
nious crowd has no problem putting kids 
through all that while claiming that gays are 
groomers, as if we can magically “turn some-
one gay.” It’s not a choice or something that 
can be induced—though being a hater defi-
nitely is.

We are protecting children!
No, you’re actually using them as props. 

Florida governor Ron DeSantis made sure to 
have his little daughter by his side as he 
signed an anti-trans bill in June of last year. 
The implication was clear: “This is what a 
real girl looks like.” Later on, he was sur-
rounded by school kids holding “Protect the 
Children” posters as he signed Florida’s noto-
rious “Don’t Say Gay” bill into law. Of course, 
the law is supposed to be about protecting 
kids from hearing about sexuality, but there 
they are at the signing of a bill about sexual-
ity! None of this is about protecting children, 
of course. It’s about making queerness—and 

any resulting pride—go back in the closet, in 
hopes that it will simply go away.

The ‘Don’t Say Gay’ law is about all sex-
uality, not just gay.

Really? Then why did they shoot down Re-
publican state senator Jeff Brandes, who 
bravely suggested adding just that to the bill? 
Brandes wanted it spelled out that the bill 
wouldn’t only marginalize queers—that it was 
about broader sexuality issues—but his sug-
gestion was summarily laughed out of town 
by his party-mates. I strongly suspect that a fe-
male teacher who mentions that she has a 
boyfriend won’t be dragged away in hand-
cuffs. Unless the boyfriend is trans, of course.

Disney has an agenda.
Well, they were slow on the uptake with 

their response to the Florida law, but they’ve 
now made it clear that they do indeed have an 
agenda—for inclusion. Demonic, no? And by 
the way, Mickey Mouse is polling higher than 
DeSantis, so it looks like Magic Kingdom Park 
has more pull than “the kingdom of heaven.” 
Increasingly, Americans have been repulsed 
by the “freedom of speech” party seeking po-
litical retribution against a corporation that 
dares to speak out against a bigoted law.

Queers are only 5% of the population, 
and should not be allowed to dictate 
what we do.

Actually, those who identify as LGBTQ 
represent 7.1% of the populace, according to a 
Gallup poll. Plus, there are a lot of people who 
aren’t out (partly because of bigots like your-
self). And did you realize that most Ameri-
cans are pro queer rights? (Last year, Gallup 
reported that a record-high 70% of Ameri-

cans support same-sex marriage.) So, when 
you add up our community and our allies, it 
actually amounts to a deafening majority of 
the population. And the only thing we’re “dic-
tating” is our need to get equal rights. Not 
privileges, but rights. As a popular meme 
says, “A privilege would be something like 
not paying taxes. Like churches don’t.” 

The Bible condemns queers.
So what? If you really took the Bible seri-

ously, you’d be stoning adulterers, like … Oh, 
you do the research. The point is, the Bible is 
not meant to be taken as a literal guide to how 
to live in 2022. If you unquestioningly obeyed 
all of its tenets, you’d quickly find yourself in 
jail and getting even more religious. Besides, 
many queers don’t happen to believe in the 
Bible, or in any religion at all—we have that 
freedom in America. Thanks to that—not to 
mention separation of church and state—
“the good book” shouldn’t have any say in 
controlling our rights. If you personally be-
lieve in it and are dead set against gay mar-
riage, then fine—don’t marry a gay!

Gays should be gay, they just shouldn’t 
�launt it.

Aww, that is mighty big of you. You mean 
you’re OK with me being who I am, as long as 
I don’t say or do anything that refers to it? 
Sorry, no can do—unless you agree to the very 
same pact. Can you please not dress like a 
straight, stop pushing straight culture, and 
also stop talking about your wife/your girl-
friend/your conquests/your husband/your 
dating attempts while high-fiving other 
straights? No? Well, sorry, then—let me tell 
you about Lady Gaga.

Gay men are actually girls.
So you do believe in transgender? 

Michael Musto has written for the Voice 
since 1984, best known for his outspoken 
column “La Dolce Musto.” He has penned 
four books, and is streaming in docs on 
Netflix, Hulu, Vice, and Showtime.

Being gay isn’t a 
choice—though 
being a hater is.

La Dolce Musto

Don’t say what? Minnie Mouse is all about inclusion; Florida governor Ron DeSantis, not so much. Minnie Mouse by Adrián Valverde via Unsplash; 
DeSantis by Leonard Zhukovsky / Shutterstock
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DETOUR ON THE ROAD TO 
THE AMERICAN DREAM
Attention Hollywood and Broadway producers: Who wants the
rights to this story?
Village Voice Archives

I
t’s a classic “What might have been” tale: 
A handsome young man wanders the 
streets of the Village on a beautiful fall 
day in 1960. A clown delights a quintet of 
kids on the sidewalk in front of a grocery 

store. The players in this serendipitous 

drama cross paths at Sheridan Square, 
within the viewfinder of Voice staff photog-
rapher Gin Briggs.

We know from the rest of that November 
17, 1960, paper’s front page that future 
mayor John Lindsay had been re-elected to 

Congress a week earlier, that District Attor-
ney Frank Hogan was promoting a plan “by 
which narcotics addicts will be treated as 
patients rather than criminals,” and that the 
clown’s name was Lumia—a trio of those fa-
bled “eight million stories” the TV show 
Naked City beamed from coast to coast back 
then. 

One thing we don’t know is the name of 
the young man in rolled shirtsleeves, high-
water jeans, and unruly forelock, who 
glances at the yawping harlequin as he 
strides by. But it was not from lack of trying 
on the part of the producer of a new Off-
Broadway play, as we know from this no-
tice, which appeared in the December 1, 
1960, edition of the paper, under the anony-
mous man’s image, cropped out of Briggs’s 
photo from a fortnight earlier: 

IS THIS YOU? 
If it is, and if you are an actor, 

call Richard Barr at OR 4-3861. 
Mr. Barr is co-producer (with 

Clinton Wilder) of “The American 
Dream,” by Edward Albee, to be 
staged by Alan Schneider on 
December 27 at the Players 
Theatre. Mr. Barr, Mr. Albee & Co. 
saw your picture on the front page 
of The Village Voice for November 
17, walking through Sheridan 
Square past some children and a 
clown, and they want to offer you 
the lead part in their drama. 

For real. 

If a big-screen writer had gone to his pro-
ducer and proclaimed, “I’ve got a smash: 
An Everyman is strolling along West 4th 
when he’s spotted by an impresario who 
transforms him from a complete nobody 
into a glittering star of stage and screen! I 
call it, ‘The American Dream’!”—no doubt 
the moneyman would’ve muttered, “Too 
sentimental. Come back when you’ve deep-
sixed the cliches.” 

Yet there it was, in black and white: the 
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Off-Broadway version of teenage Lana 
Turner—she of the marquee looks that 
launched a thousand pin-ups and scores of 
films—being discovered in Schwab’s drug-
store in Hollywood. Myth becomes the 
fame of endless press clippings! So it was 
with no little anticipation of a legend in the 
making that we thumbed through the win-
ter leaves of the 1960 Village Voice editions, 
looking for the next chapter, only to be 
stopped short by a headshot on page six of 
the December 29 issue:

So, was the broody page-one mystery 
man not an actor? And would that really 
have stopped him from at least going to a 
tryout and faking it? Or did neither he nor 
any of his friends read New York’s bible of 
downtown culture? Had this Mystery Date–
esque stud simply been a day tripper, just 
off the bus from his hometown to take in the 
wildlife he’d heard roamed the crooked 
streets of the Village? 

And who’s this Tom Hunter, he of cleft 
chin and furrowed brow? Well, something 
happened between the publication of his 
headshot in the Voice and the debut a few 
weeks later of Albee’s one-act play at the 
York Playhouse. Turning to the February 2, 
1961, issue of the Voice, on a page that in-
cluded an ad for the cantankerous, ghoulish 

monologist Brother Theodore as well as a 
notice for Lenny Bruce at Carnegie Hall 
($2.75 to $4.75 to see “America’s Most Con-
troversial Comedian”), we get the paper’s 
first theater critic, Jerry Tallmer, reviewing 
The American Dream, praising “Mr. Albee’s 
unquestionable talent for making a hilari-
ous joke of his grimmest forebodings,” but 
ultimately concluding, “you just can’t get 
satisfaction from The American Dream.” 

Which, presumably, was true for Hunter, 
who was not included in the cast list—the 
role of “The Young Man” instead being 
taken by Ben Piazza, who later dedicated 
his 1964 novel, The Exact and Very Strange 
Truth, to Albee, and went on to play the fa-
ther of the family harassed by Jake in The 
Blues Brothers.  

So what should have happened? First, 
the unknown heartbreaker photographed 
with the clown would’ve trooped into the 
producer’s office, gotten his break in a 
breakout role, and been plied with Broad-
way offers and a first-class Pan-Am ticket to 
Hollywood, followed by a string of hits, a 
few career-stalling flops, collapsed mar-
riages, DUI’s, despair, drugs, and then re-
hab and a boffo comeback role leading to 
that long-deferred Best Actor Oscar. 

Or, the truth? Although Thomas 
O’Driscoll Hunter (1932–2017) was appar-
ently bumped from The American Dream, he 
did make a career in showbiz: He studied 
with Sanford Meisner and Uta Hagen and in 
1966 landed a minor part in Blake Ed-
wards’s What Did You Do in the War, 
Daddy?, then went on to bigger roles in vari-
ous action films and scored leads in a string 
of second-tier spaghetti Westerns. He also 
earned various writing credits, including 
co-scripting the star-studded sci-fi flick The 
Final Countdown, in 1980. Later, he 
founded the New England Repertory Com-
pany, and told an interviewer, in 2007, 
“Teaching is almost as exciting as acting. 
Passing the torch. Creating a more supple 
and emotional Frankenstein monster. Too 
many people have lost touch with their feel-
ings. Nice to feel like a kid again and get 
back in touch with the joy, anger, and sad 
times. As an actor, there are no negative 
feelings. Maybe that’s why audiences enjoy 
villains.”

For real. 

One thing we don’t 
know is the name 
of the young man in 
rolled shirtsleeves, 
high-water   jeans, 
and unruly 
forelock.
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been a client and she was on staff. Melendez 
advanced quickly, and Barnhart helped him 
get hired at the Greenwich Village Youth 
Council, a shelter for at-risk youth. With a 
few jobs under his belt, she then suggested 
that Melendez attend college, an idea he had 
never considered. Hampshire College (Barn-
hart’s alma mater), in western Massachu-
setts, offered him a scholarship; after 
graduating, he got a job, with Barnhart’s 
help, with the Gay and Lesbian Advocates 
and Defenders in Boston. 

Melendez soon began his gender transi-
tion, and when Barnhart founded New Alter-
natives, he returned to New York to work as a 
program coordinator alongside her. He also 
cared for Barnhart’s father when he was diag-
nosed with dementia. “She allowed me to get 
through homelessness and become stable 
and live a life that’s taking me to pretty great 
places,” he says gratefully. Melendez may be 
one of New Alternatives’ shiniest success sto-
ries, but he is by no means the only one. Barn-
hart adds that when her dad became ill, she 
also hired another former client, in addition 
to Melendez, to work as a home attendant.

Aside from hiring clients as New Alterna-
tives staff, Barnhart also offers employment 
and job training help. “The first step is work-
ing with them on their resume, and that’s of-
ten challenging because the clients don’t 
necessarily have much experience or educa-
tion or stuff to put on the resume. For me, one 
of the important things is to talk to them 
about what it is they actually want to do.” She 
explains that anyone can get a short-term job, 
but envisioning long-term goals is crucial. “I 
like to find out what it is they would do if they 
didn’t have any limitations. I don’t want the 
clients to be stuck in low-end jobs.” New Al-
ternatives has strong relationships with orga-
nizations that offer paid internship programs, 
such as The Door (a youth services organiza-
tion founded in 1972), and she often refers cli-
ents to those job postings. Many of her clients 
start in the nonprofit sector. “Nonprofits are 
more tolerant, but you don’t want somebody 
to be stuck in nonprofits forever,” says Barn-
hart. “There’s no way to advance in some of 
them.” Like Barnhart, Melendez believes 
that nonprofits that hire former clients repre-
sent a vital solution to queer unemployment, 
at least for entry-level jobs. He cites other 
New York organizations—Street Works, Safe 
Space—that hire former clients. As a way of 
sharing job opportunities with clients, Barn-
hart often posts in a private Facebook group 
for New Alternatives clients—the group cur-
rently has more than 800 members. 

Ideally, Barnhart would like to hire even 
more clients in staff roles. Looking forward, 
she would love to see them in peer outreach 
positions, recruiting and identifying future 
clients—but more funding would be needed 
before those positions could be created.

For Melendez and others, New Alter-
natives provides a place led by queer 
people, like Barnhart, for queer people 
like themselves. Scholars such as Krause 
believe that, for queer staff, helping clients at 
New Alternatives while being able to say, 
“Hey, we’ve been there,” and developing trust 

through shared experiences is of great value. 
Melendez agrees. “That lived experience of 
being a queer youth on the streets of New York 
City allows you to know what the needs are of 
those that you’re serving,” he says. “It allows 
folks to give an even more quality form of ser-
vice to the young people.” 

Currently, Barnhart can employ roughly a 
dozen queer youth, but the need continues to 
remain dire. For some clients, their mental 
illness is so severe that they’re unable to join 
the workforce, so securing disability benefits 
becomes a priority. As Barnhart explains, 
while job training programs exist for 
LGBTQ+ youth, such as NYC Unity Works, 
most cater to those under 24. “That 24 to 30 
period is a real gap,” she says. “People don’t 
think of those ages as youth. Even if they’re 
working full time, at a minimum wage you 

can’t get a place to live at high New York 
rents.” And unlike some initiatives across the 
city and country that tackle queer youth un-
employment, New Alternatives receives no 
government funding—Barnhart found her-
self exhausted with “the amount of man-
power it takes just to execute a contract with 
them,” and ultimately felt the funding was 
not worth the administrative effort. 

Meanwhile, Melendez can’t keep quiet 
about his admiration for Barnhart. “I’ve seen 
her spend 24 hours sitting in a bail office to try 
to get somebody out,” he says. “This is a per-
son who’s fully dedicated to making the world 
a better place.” 

Jordan Pike is a culture writer based in New 
York. Her work has appeared in Hey Alma, 
Xtra, and The Uptowner.

“Even if they 
weren’t raised 
in poverty, the 
rejection because 
of LGBT bias 
by their family 
essentially cuts 
o�  that family 
resource.”

Clients of New Alternatives, a place led by folks like themselves.
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KATE BARNHART: THE 
GODMOTHER FOR AT- RISK 
QUEER YOUTH
Jobs and security can be hard to come by in NYC—for LGBTQ+ youth, 
the road is even rougher. That’s where New Alternatives comes in.
By Jordan Pike

O
n a Sunday afternoon in early March, 
in Hell’s Kitchen, Kate Barnhart is sit-
ting in her crowded office in a building 
that doubles as a church. She’s 
hunched over her desk, snacking on a 

candy cane, wearing a green and yellow flo-
ral dress and big black glasses; she wears 
her gray hair in curls, with a cane propped 
by her side—she’s scheduled for back sur-
gery in a few weeks.

Barnhart, who’s 46, serves as executive di-
rector of New Alternatives, a center for home-
less and at-risk LGBTQ+ youth ages 16 to 30. 
These days, she’s focused on a continuing cri-
sis: unemployment. As she’s scrolling through 
Facebook messages from clients, an em-
ployee knocks on her door and explains that 
he’s been double-booked for tomorrow. Barn-
hart patiently suggests that he ask another 
employee to take over one of his obligations. 
Thirty minutes later, another employee 
knocks with a similar dilemma. Both of these 
workers, she explains, are former clients of 
New Alternatives. “Even years ago, when I 
was just starting as a caseworker, I hired for-
mer clients,” she says. “People know that 
young people need jobs, but nobody creates 

jobs for them.” She adds, “I like to put my 
money where my mouth is.” Employers tell 
her they want to hire people with experience. 
“Well, how are people going to get experi-
ence?” she demands. “Let me hire people.”

As she walks through New Alternatives’ 
four-story building, Barnhart radiates a nur-
turing and motherly aura that extends well 
beyond West 40th Street. J.D. Melendez, an 
employee and former client of Barnhart’s, 
notes that almost her entire staff is made up of 
former clients. “That’s important because not 
only is it an income, it’s also a source of stabil-
ity,” he says. “When you work with Kate, 
you’re given the chance to make mistakes, 
learn from those mistakes, and fail. It’s an en-
tryway to a professional work environment.” 

Queer youth suffer disproportionately 
from joblessness, with transgender 
youth particularly affected. A 2019 
UCLA study revealed that LGBT youth ages 
18 to 24 experienced greater rates of poverty 
and unemployment than any other age 
bracket, and fared far worse than national av-
erages. Bianca Wilson, a co-author of the 
study, tells the Voice, “There are some LGBT 

specific components, where you see that 
LGBT young adults report experiencing rejec-
tion from their family because they’re LGBT.” 
She adds, “Even if they weren’t raised in pov-
erty, the rejection because of LGBT bias by 
their family essentially cuts off that family re-
source. We also know that LGBT people expe-
rience higher levels of mental health distress 
and some forms of substance abuse that are 
often explained by experiencing LGBT dis-
crimination.” When asked about the implica-
tions of this, Wilson explains, “That’s likely a 
pathway into the persistent economic dispari-
ties that we see among LGBT adults.”

The pandemic has only exacerbated the 
problem. A 2021 Rutgers University study of 
1,090 LGBTQ+ Americans found that half 
reported job loss during the Covid-19 pan-
demic. The greatest loss occurred among 
18- to 29-year-olds, comprising 42.1% of all 
those who became unemployed during the 

pandemic. In contrast, a 2021 Congressio-
nal Research Service report found that 
36.3% of 16- to 19-year-olds overall and 
27.9% of 20- to 24-year-olds became unem-
ployed during the pandemic, suggesting a 
disproportionate rate of unemployment for 
queer youth. And while Barnhart has long 
had a challenging career, the need for New 
Alternatives’ services skyrocketed during 
the pandemic. “People sometimes have an 
extended family member, an aunt or some-
body, who will take somebody in at least for 
a while,” she explains. “We saw less of that 
because people were afraid to take in peo-
ple during Covid.” Regarding employment, 
she says, “We de� nitely had people who 
lost jobs during the pandemic.” She notes 
that demand for speci� c jobs increased dur-
ing the pandemic, such as for delivery 
workers, saying, “We had a lot of clients 
looking for bikes and signing up for those 
types of jobs.”

“LGBTQ folks structurally and systemi-
cally haven’t had the same opportunities to 
get comfortable and cushy jobs,” Kristen 
Krause, an author of the Rutgers study, tells 
the Voice. Among LGBTQ+ individuals, she 

adds, “There are a lot of people who are part 
of the gig economy.”  In 2020, the gig econ-
omy increased by 23 million participants, ac-
cording to a 2021 DaVinci Payments study. 
Despite its proliferation, however, these jobs 
often have little to no job security, including 
health insurance or 401k plans, making gig 
workers highly vulnerable. Krause also sees 
employment disparity to be a result of a lack 
of physical community spaces during the 
pandemic. Before Covid, queer youth could 
gather in bars, at community centers, or at 
events, finding connections and networking 
that would frequently lead to potential em-
ployment. “Those opportunities that could 
lead to jobs, that could lead to internships, 
they could lead to some type of position that 
would further someone’s career—we had a 
year and a half of that not being able to
happen.”

Barnhart was born and raised in 
Brooklyn by parents who instilled a 
strong sense of activism in her from a 
young age. She frequently mentions her 
dad, Addison, as inspiration for her work. Ad-
dison, a high school teacher in East Harlem, 
worked with at-risk populations in school set-
tings; he passed away in 2012. Barnhart says 
he loved hanging with New Alternatives cli-
ents, adding that they saw him as a grandfa-
ther-type figure. She also recalls that her 
mother, Grace, who died in 1999, was quite 
the activist while studying at Columbia in the 
late ’60s. 

Barnhart has worked with at-risk youth for 
more than 25 years. She began her career at 
CASES, an alternative-to-incarceration pro-
gram, as a caseworker. In 2001, she shifted to 
LGBTQ+ youth, working as a case manager at 
the Neutral Zone, a drop-in center for queer 
youth, on Christopher Street; starting in 2003, 
she served as director of Sylvia’s Place, an 
emergency shelter for homeless youth. In Oc-
tober 2008, she decided to found New Alter-
natives, after being frustrated with the lack of 
individualized plans for her clients. 

In what is a rare moment for Barnhart, she 
takes a few weeks off in late March while re-
covering from her back surgery. When the 
Voice speaks with her again, it is early April, 
on a gloomy Sunday afternoon. Barnhart is 
on her third day back in the office. She is 
wearing a black “Trans Liberation” T-shirt, 
and employees and clients alike bombard her 
in the halls, inquiring about her recovery. 
“Oh, I’m doing, you know,” she responds to 
everyone, tiredness in her voice. Unlike most 
Sunday afternoons, when Barnhart interacts 
with clients and staff during group dinners, 
she explains that she’ll stay in her office for 
the rest of the evening, not wanting to give a 
surgery update to everyone she greets. 

Beyond her natural warmth, Barnhart has 
played a tremendous role in the career tra-
jectories of former clients and staff, such as 
Melendez, 40, who wound up being em-
ployed by Barnhart six times. “I follow her 
around like the Grateful Dead,” he says, 
laughing. They met when he was 16, home-
less and sleeping on bleachers in the Bronx. 
He was still identifying as a lesbian then, and 
had left home because his Christian Latino 
family opposed his sexual orientation. Barn-
hart initially offered him a job as a street out-
reach worker at the Neutral Zone, where he’d 

Pride: Portrait

Kate Barnhart (center); far left, J.D. Melendez, who says, “I follow her around like the Grateful Dead.”
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been a client and she was on staff. Melendez 
advanced quickly, and Barnhart helped him 
get hired at the Greenwich Village Youth 
Council, a shelter for at-risk youth. With a 
few jobs under his belt, she then suggested 
that Melendez attend college, an idea he had 
never considered. Hampshire College (Barn-
hart’s alma mater), in western Massachu-
setts, offered him a scholarship; after 
graduating, he got a job, with Barnhart’s 
help, with the Gay and Lesbian Advocates 
and Defenders in Boston. 

Melendez soon began his gender transi-
tion, and when Barnhart founded New Alter-
natives, he returned to New York to work as a 
program coordinator alongside her. He also 
cared for Barnhart’s father when he was diag-
nosed with dementia. “She allowed me to get 
through homelessness and become stable 
and live a life that’s taking me to pretty great 
places,” he says gratefully. Melendez may be 
one of New Alternatives’ shiniest success sto-
ries, but he is by no means the only one. Barn-
hart adds that when her dad became ill, she 
also hired another former client, in addition 
to Melendez, to work as a home attendant.

Aside from hiring clients as New Alterna-
tives staff, Barnhart also offers employment 
and job training help. “The first step is work-
ing with them on their resume, and that’s of-
ten challenging because the clients don’t 
necessarily have much experience or educa-
tion or stuff to put on the resume. For me, one 
of the important things is to talk to them 
about what it is they actually want to do.” She 
explains that anyone can get a short-term job, 
but envisioning long-term goals is crucial. “I 
like to find out what it is they would do if they 
didn’t have any limitations. I don’t want the 
clients to be stuck in low-end jobs.” New Al-
ternatives has strong relationships with orga-
nizations that offer paid internship programs, 
such as The Door (a youth services organiza-
tion founded in 1972), and she often refers cli-
ents to those job postings. Many of her clients 
start in the nonprofit sector. “Nonprofits are 
more tolerant, but you don’t want somebody 
to be stuck in nonprofits forever,” says Barn-
hart. “There’s no way to advance in some of 
them.” Like Barnhart, Melendez believes 
that nonprofits that hire former clients repre-
sent a vital solution to queer unemployment, 
at least for entry-level jobs. He cites other 
New York organizations—Street Works, Safe 
Space—that hire former clients. As a way of 
sharing job opportunities with clients, Barn-
hart often posts in a private Facebook group 
for New Alternatives clients—the group cur-
rently has more than 800 members. 

Ideally, Barnhart would like to hire even 
more clients in staff roles. Looking forward, 
she would love to see them in peer outreach 
positions, recruiting and identifying future 
clients—but more funding would be needed 
before those positions could be created.

For Melendez and others, New Alter-
natives provides a place led by queer 
people, like Barnhart, for queer people 
like themselves. Scholars such as Krause 
believe that, for queer staff, helping clients at 
New Alternatives while being able to say, 
“Hey, we’ve been there,” and developing trust 

through shared experiences is of great value. 
Melendez agrees. “That lived experience of 
being a queer youth on the streets of New York 
City allows you to know what the needs are of 
those that you’re serving,” he says. “It allows 
folks to give an even more quality form of ser-
vice to the young people.” 

Currently, Barnhart can employ roughly a 
dozen queer youth, but the need continues to 
remain dire. For some clients, their mental 
illness is so severe that they’re unable to join 
the workforce, so securing disability benefits 
becomes a priority. As Barnhart explains, 
while job training programs exist for 
LGBTQ+ youth, such as NYC Unity Works, 
most cater to those under 24. “That 24 to 30 
period is a real gap,” she says. “People don’t 
think of those ages as youth. Even if they’re 
working full time, at a minimum wage you 

can’t get a place to live at high New York 
rents.” And unlike some initiatives across the 
city and country that tackle queer youth un-
employment, New Alternatives receives no 
government funding—Barnhart found her-
self exhausted with “the amount of man-
power it takes just to execute a contract with 
them,” and ultimately felt the funding was 
not worth the administrative effort. 

Meanwhile, Melendez can’t keep quiet 
about his admiration for Barnhart. “I’ve seen 
her spend 24 hours sitting in a bail office to try 
to get somebody out,” he says. “This is a per-
son who’s fully dedicated to making the world 
a better place.” 

Jordan Pike is a culture writer based in New 
York. Her work has appeared in Hey Alma, 
Xtra, and The Uptowner.

“Even if they 
weren’t raised 
in poverty, the 
rejection because 
of LGBT bias 
by their family 
essentially cuts 
o�  that family 
resource.”

Clients of New Alternatives, a place led by folks like themselves.

C
ou

rt
es

y 
of

  N
ew

 A
lte

rn
at

iv
es

�������������������
�����������������
���	�������������������������

����������������������������������
�������
��������
���	�������

����������������������������������
�������

��������������������
���������������������
��	

�������
���
������������������������������� ��������������������������
����������������������� ����������������������������������� ��
�����������

���������������������������

������	�������
����������������	��������		���	�� �
����	�������������������
����������������������������������
��
�������
�����������������	����������������������
��� �����


������������������������������������������������������������������
���
��������������������������������� ������������������������
����������������������������������������������������

� �������������������������������������� ���������

������������	����������������������������������������������
������������������������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������� ����������� ������������
��������������������������

CCAALLLL  ((221122))  336655--00334466

 Videographer needed 
for social political story. 

Hamptons 646-306-4683

KATE BARNHART: THE 
GODMOTHER FOR AT- RISK 
QUEER YOUTH
Jobs and security can be hard to come by in NYC—for LGBTQ+ youth, 
the road is even rougher. That’s where New Alternatives comes in.
By Jordan Pike

O
n a Sunday afternoon in early March, 
in Hell’s Kitchen, Kate Barnhart is sit-
ting in her crowded office in a building 
that doubles as a church. She’s 
hunched over her desk, snacking on a 

candy cane, wearing a green and yellow flo-
ral dress and big black glasses; she wears 
her gray hair in curls, with a cane propped 
by her side—she’s scheduled for back sur-
gery in a few weeks.

Barnhart, who’s 46, serves as executive di-
rector of New Alternatives, a center for home-
less and at-risk LGBTQ+ youth ages 16 to 30. 
These days, she’s focused on a continuing cri-
sis: unemployment. As she’s scrolling through 
Facebook messages from clients, an em-
ployee knocks on her door and explains that 
he’s been double-booked for tomorrow. Barn-
hart patiently suggests that he ask another 
employee to take over one of his obligations. 
Thirty minutes later, another employee 
knocks with a similar dilemma. Both of these 
workers, she explains, are former clients of 
New Alternatives. “Even years ago, when I 
was just starting as a caseworker, I hired for-
mer clients,” she says. “People know that 
young people need jobs, but nobody creates 

jobs for them.” She adds, “I like to put my 
money where my mouth is.” Employers tell 
her they want to hire people with experience. 
“Well, how are people going to get experi-
ence?” she demands. “Let me hire people.”

As she walks through New Alternatives’ 
four-story building, Barnhart radiates a nur-
turing and motherly aura that extends well 
beyond West 40th Street. J.D. Melendez, an 
employee and former client of Barnhart’s, 
notes that almost her entire staff is made up of 
former clients. “That’s important because not 
only is it an income, it’s also a source of stabil-
ity,” he says. “When you work with Kate, 
you’re given the chance to make mistakes, 
learn from those mistakes, and fail. It’s an en-
tryway to a professional work environment.” 

Queer youth suffer disproportionately 
from joblessness, with transgender 
youth particularly affected. A 2019 
UCLA study revealed that LGBT youth ages 
18 to 24 experienced greater rates of poverty 
and unemployment than any other age 
bracket, and fared far worse than national av-
erages. Bianca Wilson, a co-author of the 
study, tells the Voice, “There are some LGBT 

specific components, where you see that 
LGBT young adults report experiencing rejec-
tion from their family because they’re LGBT.” 
She adds, “Even if they weren’t raised in pov-
erty, the rejection because of LGBT bias by 
their family essentially cuts off that family re-
source. We also know that LGBT people expe-
rience higher levels of mental health distress 
and some forms of substance abuse that are 
often explained by experiencing LGBT dis-
crimination.” When asked about the implica-
tions of this, Wilson explains, “That’s likely a 
pathway into the persistent economic dispari-
ties that we see among LGBT adults.”

The pandemic has only exacerbated the 
problem. A 2021 Rutgers University study of 
1,090 LGBTQ+ Americans found that half 
reported job loss during the Covid-19 pan-
demic. The greatest loss occurred among 
18- to 29-year-olds, comprising 42.1% of all 
those who became unemployed during the 

pandemic. In contrast, a 2021 Congressio-
nal Research Service report found that 
36.3% of 16- to 19-year-olds overall and 
27.9% of 20- to 24-year-olds became unem-
ployed during the pandemic, suggesting a 
disproportionate rate of unemployment for 
queer youth. And while Barnhart has long 
had a challenging career, the need for New 
Alternatives’ services skyrocketed during 
the pandemic. “People sometimes have an 
extended family member, an aunt or some-
body, who will take somebody in at least for 
a while,” she explains. “We saw less of that 
because people were afraid to take in peo-
ple during Covid.” Regarding employment, 
she says, “We de� nitely had people who 
lost jobs during the pandemic.” She notes 
that demand for speci� c jobs increased dur-
ing the pandemic, such as for delivery 
workers, saying, “We had a lot of clients 
looking for bikes and signing up for those 
types of jobs.”

“LGBTQ folks structurally and systemi-
cally haven’t had the same opportunities to 
get comfortable and cushy jobs,” Kristen 
Krause, an author of the Rutgers study, tells 
the Voice. Among LGBTQ+ individuals, she 

adds, “There are a lot of people who are part 
of the gig economy.”  In 2020, the gig econ-
omy increased by 23 million participants, ac-
cording to a 2021 DaVinci Payments study. 
Despite its proliferation, however, these jobs 
often have little to no job security, including 
health insurance or 401k plans, making gig 
workers highly vulnerable. Krause also sees 
employment disparity to be a result of a lack 
of physical community spaces during the 
pandemic. Before Covid, queer youth could 
gather in bars, at community centers, or at 
events, finding connections and networking 
that would frequently lead to potential em-
ployment. “Those opportunities that could 
lead to jobs, that could lead to internships, 
they could lead to some type of position that 
would further someone’s career—we had a 
year and a half of that not being able to
happen.”

Barnhart was born and raised in 
Brooklyn by parents who instilled a 
strong sense of activism in her from a 
young age. She frequently mentions her 
dad, Addison, as inspiration for her work. Ad-
dison, a high school teacher in East Harlem, 
worked with at-risk populations in school set-
tings; he passed away in 2012. Barnhart says 
he loved hanging with New Alternatives cli-
ents, adding that they saw him as a grandfa-
ther-type figure. She also recalls that her 
mother, Grace, who died in 1999, was quite 
the activist while studying at Columbia in the 
late ’60s. 

Barnhart has worked with at-risk youth for 
more than 25 years. She began her career at 
CASES, an alternative-to-incarceration pro-
gram, as a caseworker. In 2001, she shifted to 
LGBTQ+ youth, working as a case manager at 
the Neutral Zone, a drop-in center for queer 
youth, on Christopher Street; starting in 2003, 
she served as director of Sylvia’s Place, an 
emergency shelter for homeless youth. In Oc-
tober 2008, she decided to found New Alter-
natives, after being frustrated with the lack of 
individualized plans for her clients. 

In what is a rare moment for Barnhart, she 
takes a few weeks off in late March while re-
covering from her back surgery. When the 
Voice speaks with her again, it is early April, 
on a gloomy Sunday afternoon. Barnhart is 
on her third day back in the office. She is 
wearing a black “Trans Liberation” T-shirt, 
and employees and clients alike bombard her 
in the halls, inquiring about her recovery. 
“Oh, I’m doing, you know,” she responds to 
everyone, tiredness in her voice. Unlike most 
Sunday afternoons, when Barnhart interacts 
with clients and staff during group dinners, 
she explains that she’ll stay in her office for 
the rest of the evening, not wanting to give a 
surgery update to everyone she greets. 

Beyond her natural warmth, Barnhart has 
played a tremendous role in the career tra-
jectories of former clients and staff, such as 
Melendez, 40, who wound up being em-
ployed by Barnhart six times. “I follow her 
around like the Grateful Dead,” he says, 
laughing. They met when he was 16, home-
less and sleeping on bleachers in the Bronx. 
He was still identifying as a lesbian then, and 
had left home because his Christian Latino 
family opposed his sexual orientation. Barn-
hart initially offered him a job as a street out-
reach worker at the Neutral Zone, where he’d 

Pride: Portrait

Kate Barnhart (center); far left, J.D. Melendez, who says, “I follow her around like the Grateful Dead.”

C
ourtesy of  J.D. M

elendez
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WHY A GAY 
RUSSIAN 
TEACHER 
LEFT HIS 
LIFE BEHIND
Kirill Frolov lived with secrecy, 
fearing persecution. Then Russia 
invaded Ukraine.
By Brendan Rascius

H
ours after the invasion of Ukraine com-
menced, Kirill Frolov was arrested at an 
anti-war demonstration one mile away 
from the Kremlin. After being fined 
8,000 rubles ($100) and released, he 

packed a bag of clothes, a laptop, and some 
French and German books and flew to 
neighboring Armenia. “I tried to avoid tak-
ing souvenirs that would remind me of my 
life in Russia because it would have been too 
heartbreaking,” he tells the Voice.

Two weeks later, after the Russian parlia-
ment criminalized dissenting speech about 
the war, Frolov decided to end his 13-year ca-
reer as an English teacher at a private school 
in Moscow, which had been closed for a win-
ter break. “I could have kept silent but I 
would have felt morally filthy,” he says. “The 
kids in the fifth grade are 11 years old. They 
ask questions. I can’t lie to them. Russian 
troops are marauders. They are killers. 
They’re criminals. That is the truth.”

At six-foot-six inches, Frolov towers over 
most everyone he passes. A short, bristly 
beard frames his jaw, with two gray patches 
marking either side of his chin. He speaks in 
fluent, often poetic English, with a fatalistic 
undertone.

An estimated 200,000 Russian citizens, 
residents from St. Petersburg to Vladivostok, 
joined Frolov in fleeing the country following 
the invasion, according to Konstantin Sonin, 
a Russian economist. Many of them left to 
avoid criminal prosecution for speaking out 
against the war. Frolov shares this ratio-
nale—if arrested again, he’d likely face 
prison time—but a desire to depart his moth-
erland had been welling up inside him for 
years. As a closeted gay man, his opposition 
to the Russian government and discomfort 
with increasingly illiberal sentiments pro-
mulgated by the regime long predate the war 
in Ukraine. “See, I’m 43, and I’ve lived more 
than half my life already,” he says. “I’m tired 

of hiding, of concealing my viewpoints, of 
concealing my sexuality. I’ve been waiting 
for this regime to fall for most of my life. I just 
can’t wait any longer.”

Frolov’s home city of Tver, located on 
the banks of the Volga River, 100 miles 
northwest of Moscow, has seen regimes 
rise and fall over the centuries. Mongol 
hordes, feudal lords, czars, and Nazis have 
all laid claim to the ancient city. When Fro-
lov was born, in 1978, the Soviets held the 
reins of power, and Tver was renamed Kali-
nin, after Mikhail Kalinin, a Bolshevik ally 
of Joseph Stalin. Frolov was raised on the 
outskirts of the city, in a family of working-
class creatives. His mother worked in the 
evenings as a cleaner, and later as an art 
teacher at the local school. His father pro-
duced color etchings, monotypes, and the 
occasional painting. They kept the com-
pany of local artists and thespians, and 
their home was often filled with the sounds 
of classical Russian music.

Corruption and scarcity were a fact of life 
for Tver’s half-million residents, many of 
whom worked in nearby factories and plants 
where thievery was so ubiquitous that perpe-
trators were called carriers, not thieves. “My 

neighbor’s husband worked as a security 
guard at a meat plant,” recalls Frolov. “So his 
fridge was always full of meat and sausage.” 
Not everyone was so lucky. Frolov’s mother 
frequently traveled three hours by train to 
Moscow to purchase meat, which was ra-
tioned to three kilograms per person; Frolov 
and his sister, Elena, were often brought 
along. What little they could purchase at lo-
cal grocery stores, they made last. They once 
snacked on a large can of halvah, a confec-
tionery, for several months. Other commodi-
ties were in short supply as well. One winter, 
confronted with a shortage of coats, a neces-
sity in Russia, a local store decided to hold a 
lottery.

For Frolov, scarcity was not limited to 
food and clothing. As a child, he had never 
heard the faintest mention of, let alone en-
countered, openly gay people. All he knew 
was that spinsters were pitied by all, and 
that a family could only exist with a father, a 
mother, and children. “I couldn’t imagine 
any other kind of happiness,” he says. He 
was a teenager in 1991, the year the Soviet 
Union collapsed. As the new Russian Feder-
ation heralded an era of liberalization and 
opened itself up to the West, Frolov discov-

ered his sexuality and walled it off from the 
world. Vestigial Soviet sodomy laws and 
negative societal attitudes toward homo-
sexuals dissuaded him from being honest 
with himself and others.

In 1934, after roughly a decade of toler-
ance following the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion, the Soviet government criminalized 
sex between men, with up to five years of 
hard labor as punishment. Convicted indi-
viduals, who were mostly from urban areas, 
were sentenced to gulags, and later, to pris-
ons. Despite attempts to overturn it, the law 
remained in effect until 1993, when Frolov 
was 15, though enforcement had been de-
clining. Surveys at the time revealed that 
large segments of the Russian population 
disliked or disapproved of homosexuals. 
Twenty-three percent of respondents in a 
1989 poll by the Levada Center (a Russian 
NGO) felt that they should be “isolated 
from society,” and 7% responded that they 
should be “eliminated.” Similar responses 
were recorded for vagabonds, prostitutes, 
and people with AIDS.

“My mother once said, ‘If I knew my 
child was gay it would bring grief to me.’ 

Pride: Exile

C
ourtesy of Kirill Frolov

Kirill Frolov (with a copy of The History of Architecture) and a friend are held in a detention center for protesting Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Big 
Brother in the guise of Vladimir Putin watches over them. 
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Kirill Frolov (with a copy of The History of Architecture) and a friend are held in a detention center for protesting Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Big 
Brother in the guise of Vladimir Putin watches over them. 

And I remembered it for a long time,” says 
Frolov. In 1995, during his first year study-
ing English at Tver State University, he fell 
in love with a classmate. They frequently 
drank and smoked cigarettes together after 
classes, and Frolov suspected that the class-
mate was gay, but was not sure. “I couldn’t 
even tell him that I loved him,” he recalls. “I 
wasn’t like anyone else. I didn’t know any-
one who was the same because there was no 
Internet, no books about it.” In March of 
that year, unable to voice his feelings, Frolov 
fell into a depression and attempted suicide. 
While crossing a bridge, as a train ap-
proached below, he began to climb over the 
railing. But before he could jump, a pass-
erby pulled him back from the ledge.

Frolov didn’t know it then, but Russian in-
tolerance toward gay people would only 
creep upward over the ensuing decades. The 
chaos following the Soviet Union’s collapse 
allowed for a modicum of sexual liberation 
in the 1990s that mirrored the fleeting toler-
ance of the ’20s. Crusading gay and lesbian 
activists established associations, bars, and 
magazines in Moscow and St. Petersburg. 
But on the eve of the new millennium—
months after Frolov graduated from univer-
sity—Vladimir Putin became acting 
president, marking the beginning of a new, 
more repressive era.

After his graduation, Frolov worked at a 
public school in Tver as a translator, where 
he met his future wife, who was seven years 
his senior. On July 14, 2002, at the age of 23, 
he got married.  “I really loved her, and still 
do,” Frolov asserts. “But it was violence over 
my own nature.” One year later, his wife gave 
birth to a son. Marriage was common for gay 
men as well as for lesbians at the time. “If you 
even just got married and then divorced after 
six months, then people didn’t look askance 
at you quite the same way,” Dan Healey, a 
professor of modern Russian history at Ox-
ford University, tells the Voice.

In 2009, Frolov and his wife divorced, and 
he moved to Moscow to teach English at the 
New Humanitarian School, one of the first 
private schools in the country. Clifford Levy, 
the former New York Times Moscow bureau 

chief, sent his children there, and described 
it in the paper as “a pretty remarkable place.” 
While academic independence was a rarity 
in neighboring public schools—textbooks 
were routinely banned by the Ministry of Ed-
ucation—New Humanitarian quietly allowed 
teachers freedom over their curriculum. “We 
kept two types of books: the white one and 
the black one,” Frolov says. “The white one 
was the one we referred to; the black one was 
for the inspectors.” 

But the school could not be an island unto 
itself in every aspect. In 2013, the Russian par-
liament unanimously passed a law that pro-
hibited the distribution of “propaganda of 
non-traditional sexual relationships” among 
minors. The legislation criminalized speak-
ing in favor of gay rights or equating homo-
sexuals with heterosexuals in the presence of 
children under 18. The Russian Orthodox 
Church, dependably allegiant to Putin, sup-
ported the bill. “Putin took that particular po-
litical maneuver from Western playbooks,” 
says Healey. “Margaret Thatcher adopted a 
gay propaganda law in 1988, and that was ba-
sically to make the Labour Party look too ex-
treme to be trusted with your children. And 
it’s usually of course about the children.”

“Under that kind of law in Russia, being a 

[gay] teacher is almost impossible,” David 
Tuller, author of Cracks in the Iron Closet: 
Travels in Gay and Lesbian Russia, tells the 
Voice. “It’s not impossible, but you have to be 
completely closeted; you’re completely at 
risk.” Statistics are not available on the num-
ber of people affected, but news reports 
since 2013 have detailed instances of teach-
ers being fired for expressing views, in per-
son or on social media, sympathetic to 
homosexuals. While teaching at the New 
Humanitarian, a name that carries some 
irony in this context, Frolov hid his sexuality 
from all of his colleagues except a few whom 
he trusted, for fear of repercussions. During 
his tenure there, the Russian government 
outlawed same-sex marriage and banned 
LGBTQ couples from adopting children. By 
2021, a majority of Russians opposed gays 
and lesbians having the same rights as other 
citizens, according to a poll from the Levada 
Center. By contrast, only 35% were opposed 
to equal rights for gays and lesbians in 2005.

“For the general population, anti-
LGBT+ prejudice is fueled by ignorance 
and fear of the unknown and unfamiliar,” 
Peter Tatchell, a British human rights cam-
paigner, who has been beaten and arrested 

at protests in Moscow, tells the Voice via 
email. In Russia, “There is little or no ob-
jective, let alone sympathetic, information 
about LGBT+ people and issues. It is al-
most entirely negative and hostile.” 

For Frolov, the war in Ukraine was the 
final straw. “I couldn’t physically do it any-
more,” he says. In the early morning hours 
of February 24, the first day of the invasion, 
he watched videos on Instagram depicting 
missile attacks on Kyiv and was shocked by 
the lack of outrage from Russia’s citizenry. 
“Regardless of what they think about poli-
tics and Putin, nobody wanted a war, be-
cause half of Russia has Ukrainian 
relatives,” he continues. “It’s like New York 
State attacks New Jersey.”

After being detained at the anti-war 
demonstration, Frolov made the decision 
to say goodbye to his home of 43 years, and 
flew to Armenia. He left behind his home-
town, his friends, his students—in whom 
he takes great pride—and his 72-year-old 
mother and 18-year-old son. He worries 
that his son will be conscripted into the 
Russian army, and is trying to persuade 
him to flee to the Caucuses. About his 
mother, Frolov says, “My instinct was to 
stay with her, but one day I understood that 
I wouldn’t make her happy because I 
couldn’t stand it anymore.” He concludes, 
“It was very hard for me to leave, and I’m 
not sure that I did the right thing.” From 
Yerevan, in Armenia, he flew to the United 
States on a tourist visa, where he applied 
for asylum on the basis that he is being per-
secuted for his political beliefs and sexual 
orientation. He is currently staying in New 
York City while he awaits the results of his 
asylum application.

Frolov’s longtime friend Maria, a transla-
tor in St. Petersburg, says, “Kirill is the kind-
est person I’ve ever met, and I truly believe 
he deserves a better life in an environment 
which would take him as he is.” 

Brendan Rascius is a freelance writer 
based in New York City. His work has ap-
peared in The Hudson Reporter and The 
West Side Rag. 

“I’m 43, and I’ve 
lived more than 
half my life already. 
I’m tired of hiding, 
of concealing my 
viewpoints, of 
concealing my 
sexuality. I’ve been 
waiting for this 
regime to fall for 
most of my life. I 
just can’t wait any 
longer.”

Frolov (left) and other demonstrators in a police van after protesting Russia’s attack on Ukraine. 

Frolov in 2017, in Torzhok, 
a town in northwestern 

Russia that was ransacked by 
Mongol invaders in 1238. 
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IN FOUR YEARS, WHO 
WILL AMERICA BE?
In 2026, American democracy is supposed to celebrate its quarter-
millennium birthday, but the GOP is raining on the parade.
By R.C. Baker

O
n July 4, 2026, America is scheduled to 
mark its Semiquincentennial—250 
years since John Hancock and 55 other 
representatives from the 13 colonies 
put their signatures to the Declaration 

of Independence.
But if we’re talking American democ-

racy, perhaps Halloween—with its ghosts 
and ghouls and goblins and gore—is a bet-
ter place to start. Travel back some 86 
years, to Eighth Avenue and 49th Street, 
home of the third incarnation of Madison 
Square Garden and a time, like today, when 
democracy was under attack around the 
world. It’s October 31, 1936, and Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt is campaigning for re-
election to the presidency. Early in his 
speech, the Democrat calls out his Republi-
can predecessors, whose policies encourag-
ing reckless financial speculation had 
collapsed into the Great Depression: 

Nine mocking years with the golden 
calf and three long years of the scourge! 
Nine crazy years at the ticker and three 
long years in the breadlines! Nine mad 
years of mirage and three long years of de-
spair! And my friends, powerful influ-
ences strive today to restore that kind of 
government with its doctrine that that 
Government is best which is most indif-
ferent to mankind.

Next, FDR zeros in on those political 
scofflaws who plague us to this day.

We had to struggle with the old ene-
mies of peace—business and financial 
monopoly, speculation, reckless banking, 
class antagonism, sectionalism, war prof-
iteering. They had begun to consider the 
Government of the United States as a 
mere appendage to their own affairs. And 
we know now that Government by orga-
nized money is just as dangerous as Gov-
ernment by organized mob. 

Three years later, in February 1939, an 
organized mob ascended the podium at the 
Garden. “If George Washington were alive 
today, he would be friends with Adolf Hit-
ler,” proclaimed Fritz Kuhn, Bundersfuhrer 
of the German American Bund, the pro-
Nazi group that had attracted some 22,000 
fascist sympathizers to this “Pro-American 
Rally.” One speaker attacked Roosevelt’s 
New Deal (of which Social Security was, 
and remains, a cornerstone) as the “Jew 

Deal.” In his keynote address, Kuhn de-
manded that “… our government be re-
turned to the American People who 
founded it” (although he himself had been 
born in Munich), referred to FDR as 
“Rosenfield,” called New York’s mayor “the 
Jew Lumpen LaGuardia,” and concluded by 
welcoming like-minded citizens to the fas-

cist fold: “The Bund is open to you, pro-
vided you are sincere, of good character, of 
white gentile stock, and an American citi-
zen imbued with patriotic zeal.” 

Kuhn’s own personal zeal landed him in 
Sing Sing several months later, when he was 
convicted of embezzling more than 
$14,000 (well north of a quarter-million to-
day) from the Bund’s funds, some of which 
he had showered on a mistress. So much for 
sincerity and good character. 

That same year, Hitler invaded Poland—
claiming that Germans on Polish soil were 
being mistreated—and Roosevelt, aware 
that Americans were not politically pre-
pared to send combat troops to fight against 

a despot who had launched unprovoked war 
in Europe, put together a “cash-and-carry” 
program that allowed democracies such as 
France and Britain to buy military supplies 
from the U.S. Perceiving the existential 
threat Nazism presented to democracy ev-
erywhere—France would soon fall to the 
German blitzkrieg—Roosevelt next pushed 
through his Lend/Lease program, which 
helped Britain continue the battle until the 
Soviet Union, and then, America—after 
Germany’s ally Japan attacked Pearl Har-
bor—entered the war against Germany. 

And now, in 2022, Hitler’s attack on Po-
land and Fritz Kuhn’s racist rants are 
being re�lected back at us through the 
baleful mirrors of history’s funhouse: A ty-
rant has launched an aggressive war on a 
European neighbor—only this time, it’s 
Vladimir Putin’s Russia invading Ukraine. 
The president of the United States is send-
ing military and humanitarian aid and rally-
ing allies to defend a European democracy. 
Meanwhile, America’s always pulsing strain 
of white supremacism is once again on the 

side of barbaric aggression, exposed this 
past February 25 during the America First 
Political Action Conference, in Florida, 
where organizer Nicholas Fuentes praised 
many in the audience as “our secret sauce 
here—it’s these young white men.” He fol-
lowed up by asking, “Can we get a round of 
applause for Russia?,” which had attacked 
Ukraine the day before, leading the saucy 
boys in the audience to chant, “Putin!” “Pu-
tin!” “Putin!” 

It is no longer possible to write off such 
views as the ravings of fringe haters, since 
two U.S. representatives—Republicans 
Marjorie Taylor Greene, of Georgia, and 
Paul Gosar, of Arizona—spoke to the group: 

Greene from the podium, Gosar in a taped 
message. Along with their frank racism, the 
pair, like the majority of the GOP, support—
either through silence or active legislation—
former president Donald Trump’s 
pernicious lie that the 2020 election was 
stolen from him. 

That Big Lie is why American democracy 
is facing its greatest danger since the Civil 
War—our most virulent enemies are once 
again internal. 

By contrast, during World War II, our in-
dustrial might and military strength kept 
our foes on the far sides of the oceans. De-
cades later, in 2001, the 9/11 attacks 
brought war to our soil, and while some xe-
nophobes attacked Muslim citizens—
vengeful prejudice foreshadowed by the 
misguided policies that interned some 
120,000 Japanese Americans in “reloca-
tion camps” during World War II—the na-
tion rallied to take the war to the Taliban in 
Afghanistan. But in 2003, President George 
W. Bush led America into a disastrous at-
tack on Iraq, a dubious crusade that re-
minded many voters that Bush had actually 
lost the popular vote to Al Gore, in 2000, by 
more than half a million ballots. The results 
in the pivotal state of Florida that year had 
been too close to call, which brought about 
the so-called “Brooks Brothers” riot, in 
which Republican operatives led a raucous, 
hallway- and office-jamming crowd of 
mostly white men in casual business attire 
to pound on windows and doors and physi-
cally intimidate Miami election officials, 
who, citing the violence, soon stopped the 
recount in a county where voters leaned to-
ward the Democratic party. Florida’s elec-
toral votes eventually put Bush over the top; 
today, scenes from the Miami melee re-
semble a Mini-Me practice run of the much 
more violent tactics deployed during the at-
tack on the capitol on January 6, 2021. 

But the costly quagmire the Iraq war 
would become was not fully apparent in 
2004, and Bush won both the electoral and 
popular vote, the only Republican to do so 
since 1988. Still, the Iraq boondoggle mostly 
benefited America’s arms manufacturers, oil 
companies, and defense contractors—a pow-
erful confluence of moneyed interests FDR 
would’ve recognized in a heartbeat. In a ster-
ling example of the strange bedfellows that 
politics can engender, the daughter of a chief 
architect of that misguided war on Iraq is one 
of the very few Republicans currently stand-
ing up to Trump’s stranglehold on her party. 
Liz Cheney, daughter of W’s vice president, 
Dick Cheney, is one of only two Republicans 
on the House committee presenting evi-
dence that Donald Trump encouraged, 
through words and deeds, the January 6, 
2021, attack on the certification of electoral 
votes that would declare Joe Biden the right-
ful winner of the election. The bullying of un-
derlings to do his illegal bidding—such as 
badgering Mike Pence not to certify Biden’s 
win—vibes with Trump’s open admiration of 
such current autocratic strongmen as Viktor 
Orbán, in Hungary (whose government the 
European Union’s legislature voted over-
whelmingly to label a “systemic threat to the 
rule of law,”), Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman, of Saudi Arabia (notorious for order-
ing the murder of dissident journalist Jamal 
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IN FOUR YEARS, WHO 
WILL AMERICA BE?
In 2026, American democracy is supposed to celebrate its quarter-
millennium birthday, but the GOP is raining on the parade.
By R.C. Baker

O
n July 4, 2026, America is scheduled to 
mark its Semiquincentennial—250 
years since John Hancock and 55 other 
representatives from the 13 colonies 
put their signatures to the Declaration 

of Independence.
But if we’re talking American democ-

racy, perhaps Halloween—with its ghosts 
and ghouls and goblins and gore—is a bet-
ter place to start. Travel back some 86 
years, to Eighth Avenue and 49th Street, 
home of the third incarnation of Madison 
Square Garden and a time, like today, when 
democracy was under attack around the 
world. It’s October 31, 1936, and Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt is campaigning for re-
election to the presidency. Early in his 
speech, the Democrat calls out his Republi-
can predecessors, whose policies encourag-
ing reckless financial speculation had 
collapsed into the Great Depression: 

Nine mocking years with the golden 
calf and three long years of the scourge! 
Nine crazy years at the ticker and three 
long years in the breadlines! Nine mad 
years of mirage and three long years of de-
spair! And my friends, powerful influ-
ences strive today to restore that kind of 
government with its doctrine that that 
Government is best which is most indif-
ferent to mankind.

Next, FDR zeros in on those political 
scofflaws who plague us to this day.

We had to struggle with the old ene-
mies of peace—business and financial 
monopoly, speculation, reckless banking, 
class antagonism, sectionalism, war prof-
iteering. They had begun to consider the 
Government of the United States as a 
mere appendage to their own affairs. And 
we know now that Government by orga-
nized money is just as dangerous as Gov-
ernment by organized mob. 

Three years later, in February 1939, an 
organized mob ascended the podium at the 
Garden. “If George Washington were alive 
today, he would be friends with Adolf Hit-
ler,” proclaimed Fritz Kuhn, Bundersfuhrer 
of the German American Bund, the pro-
Nazi group that had attracted some 22,000 
fascist sympathizers to this “Pro-American 
Rally.” One speaker attacked Roosevelt’s 
New Deal (of which Social Security was, 
and remains, a cornerstone) as the “Jew 

Deal.” In his keynote address, Kuhn de-
manded that “… our government be re-
turned to the American People who 
founded it” (although he himself had been 
born in Munich), referred to FDR as 
“Rosenfield,” called New York’s mayor “the 
Jew Lumpen LaGuardia,” and concluded by 
welcoming like-minded citizens to the fas-

cist fold: “The Bund is open to you, pro-
vided you are sincere, of good character, of 
white gentile stock, and an American citi-
zen imbued with patriotic zeal.” 

Kuhn’s own personal zeal landed him in 
Sing Sing several months later, when he was 
convicted of embezzling more than 
$14,000 (well north of a quarter-million to-
day) from the Bund’s funds, some of which 
he had showered on a mistress. So much for 
sincerity and good character. 

That same year, Hitler invaded Poland—
claiming that Germans on Polish soil were 
being mistreated—and Roosevelt, aware 
that Americans were not politically pre-
pared to send combat troops to fight against 

a despot who had launched unprovoked war 
in Europe, put together a “cash-and-carry” 
program that allowed democracies such as 
France and Britain to buy military supplies 
from the U.S. Perceiving the existential 
threat Nazism presented to democracy ev-
erywhere—France would soon fall to the 
German blitzkrieg—Roosevelt next pushed 
through his Lend/Lease program, which 
helped Britain continue the battle until the 
Soviet Union, and then, America—after 
Germany’s ally Japan attacked Pearl Har-
bor—entered the war against Germany. 

And now, in 2022, Hitler’s attack on Po-
land and Fritz Kuhn’s racist rants are 
being re�lected back at us through the 
baleful mirrors of history’s funhouse: A ty-
rant has launched an aggressive war on a 
European neighbor—only this time, it’s 
Vladimir Putin’s Russia invading Ukraine. 
The president of the United States is send-
ing military and humanitarian aid and rally-
ing allies to defend a European democracy. 
Meanwhile, America’s always pulsing strain 
of white supremacism is once again on the 

side of barbaric aggression, exposed this 
past February 25 during the America First 
Political Action Conference, in Florida, 
where organizer Nicholas Fuentes praised 
many in the audience as “our secret sauce 
here—it’s these young white men.” He fol-
lowed up by asking, “Can we get a round of 
applause for Russia?,” which had attacked 
Ukraine the day before, leading the saucy 
boys in the audience to chant, “Putin!” “Pu-
tin!” “Putin!” 

It is no longer possible to write off such 
views as the ravings of fringe haters, since 
two U.S. representatives—Republicans 
Marjorie Taylor Greene, of Georgia, and 
Paul Gosar, of Arizona—spoke to the group: 

Greene from the podium, Gosar in a taped 
message. Along with their frank racism, the 
pair, like the majority of the GOP, support—
either through silence or active legislation—
former president Donald Trump’s 
pernicious lie that the 2020 election was 
stolen from him. 

That Big Lie is why American democracy 
is facing its greatest danger since the Civil 
War—our most virulent enemies are once 
again internal. 

By contrast, during World War II, our in-
dustrial might and military strength kept 
our foes on the far sides of the oceans. De-
cades later, in 2001, the 9/11 attacks 
brought war to our soil, and while some xe-
nophobes attacked Muslim citizens—
vengeful prejudice foreshadowed by the 
misguided policies that interned some 
120,000 Japanese Americans in “reloca-
tion camps” during World War II—the na-
tion rallied to take the war to the Taliban in 
Afghanistan. But in 2003, President George 
W. Bush led America into a disastrous at-
tack on Iraq, a dubious crusade that re-
minded many voters that Bush had actually 
lost the popular vote to Al Gore, in 2000, by 
more than half a million ballots. The results 
in the pivotal state of Florida that year had 
been too close to call, which brought about 
the so-called “Brooks Brothers” riot, in 
which Republican operatives led a raucous, 
hallway- and office-jamming crowd of 
mostly white men in casual business attire 
to pound on windows and doors and physi-
cally intimidate Miami election officials, 
who, citing the violence, soon stopped the 
recount in a county where voters leaned to-
ward the Democratic party. Florida’s elec-
toral votes eventually put Bush over the top; 
today, scenes from the Miami melee re-
semble a Mini-Me practice run of the much 
more violent tactics deployed during the at-
tack on the capitol on January 6, 2021. 

But the costly quagmire the Iraq war 
would become was not fully apparent in 
2004, and Bush won both the electoral and 
popular vote, the only Republican to do so 
since 1988. Still, the Iraq boondoggle mostly 
benefited America’s arms manufacturers, oil 
companies, and defense contractors—a pow-
erful confluence of moneyed interests FDR 
would’ve recognized in a heartbeat. In a ster-
ling example of the strange bedfellows that 
politics can engender, the daughter of a chief 
architect of that misguided war on Iraq is one 
of the very few Republicans currently stand-
ing up to Trump’s stranglehold on her party. 
Liz Cheney, daughter of W’s vice president, 
Dick Cheney, is one of only two Republicans 
on the House committee presenting evi-
dence that Donald Trump encouraged, 
through words and deeds, the January 6, 
2021, attack on the certification of electoral 
votes that would declare Joe Biden the right-
ful winner of the election. The bullying of un-
derlings to do his illegal bidding—such as 
badgering Mike Pence not to certify Biden’s 
win—vibes with Trump’s open admiration of 
such current autocratic strongmen as Viktor 
Orbán, in Hungary (whose government the 
European Union’s legislature voted over-
whelmingly to label a “systemic threat to the 
rule of law,”), Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman, of Saudi Arabia (notorious for order-
ing the murder of dissident journalist Jamal 
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Khashoggi, as well as a smorgasbord of other 
human rights violations), and Putin, who 
Trump praised warmly throughout his own 
presidency and again shortly after the inva-
sion of Ukraine: “I went in yesterday and 
there was a television screen, and I said, This 
is genius. Putin declares a big portion of the 
Ukraine—of Ukraine—Putin declares it as in-
dependent. Oh, that’s wonderful.” Tyrants 
are birds of a feather, and Trump has long 
seemed congenitally aligned with the bully’s 
mantra that might makes right.

No wonder then, that two weeks after the 
attempted overthrow of the election, Trump 
refused to take part in his successor’s inau-
guration, a petulant gesture dovetailing with 
his ongoing scheme to discredit the Biden 
presidency. Despite the fact that election 
overseers at all levels of government, as well 
as courts across the land, have confirmed 
Biden’s win, the Grand Old Party remains in 
Trump’s thrall, abetting his attempts to turn 
it into the Grand Theft Party. Where are the 
Republican poohbahs to speak the truth 
about Trump the way Barry Goldwater did 
about Richard Nixon during Watergate, in 
1974: “There are only so many lies you can 
take, and now there has been one too many. 
Nixon should get his ass out of the White 
House—today!” Soon after, the senator 
from Arizona informed Nixon that he would 
not survive an impeachment vote, and 
Tricky Dick shortly became the only U.S. 
president to resign the office. 

But few in today’s Grand Theft Party have 
the guts to consistently call out Trump’s elec-
tion lies. That’s been left mostly to the likes 
of former California governor Arnold 
Schwartzenegger, who brandished his 
Conan sword in a January 10, 2021, video ad-
dress, in which he compared the 1/6 insur-
rection to Kristallnacht: “A night of rampage 
against the Jews carried out in 1938 by the 
Nazi equivalent of the Proud Boys”—those 
homegrown white supremacists who Trump 
told to “stand back and stand by” during his 
first debate with Biden, in 2020.

If voting is the bedrock of democracy, 
you wouldn’t know it from Republican 
leaders, the majority of whom are either si-

lent about or actively encouraging Republi-
can state legislators around the country who 
are attempting to pass onerous voting legis-
lation aimed at reducing turnout in pre-
dominantly Democratic areas. According to 
a recent report from the States United De-
mocracy Center (an organization made up 
of former elected officials and policymak-
ers from both parties), “Election Deniers,” 
defined as “candidates who deny the results 
of the 2020 election,” are running rampant: 

“At least 51 Election Deniers are running 
for Governor in 24 states. 

At least 11 Election Deniers are running 
for Attorney General in 10 states.

At least 21 Election Deniers are running 
for Secretary of State in 18 states.”

So far, according to a Washington Post 
tally, over 100 election deniers have won 
Republican primaries this year, including 
eight candidates for the U.S. Senate, 86 for 
the house, and five governor hopefuls. 

In the litigation arena, another pro-de-
mocracy group, Law Forward, gets more 
granular, reporting on “229 bills in 33 states 
that would change state and local election 
systems in ways that could undermine the 
voters’ choices in future elections. Thirty-six 
of these election subversion bills were intro-
duced in Wisconsin, the most of any state. Of 
the 36 Wisconsin bills included in the report, 
six of them successfully passed through both 
houses of the legislature, only to be vetoed by 
Governor Tony Evers.” It goes without say-
ing that Evers is a Democrat. 

So, with almost 250 years of democracy 
at stake, what can you, an ordinary citizen, 
do? First, find out who in your local races, at 
minimum, respects your vote by advocating 
ways to make voting easier, and then vote 
for them. And the nation’s midterm elec-
tions have never been more important. You 
can donate your time and/or money to cam-
paigns that support the broadest base for 
democracy: One person, one vote. Pennsyl-
vania is a good place to start, since that 
state’s races for governor and U.S. senator 
pit election deniers on the Republican side 
against, for governor, Josh Shapiro—the 
state’s attorney general, who has been bat-
tling election fraudsters since November of 
2020—and John Fetterman, who … well, just 
put it this way: His opponent for the U.S. 
Senate is medical huckster Dr. Mehmet Oz.

Do your research (which can actually be-
come addictive) on polls around the coun-
try. For instance, it might make you feel 
good to add to the millions of dollars al-
ready sent to Army vet Marcus Flowers in 
support of his bid to unseat Marjorie Taylor 
Greene this November. But that district is 
drawn to make the seat safe for even the 
most looney-tunes GTP candidate, so your 
dollars, like the $88 million raised by for-
mer fighter pilot Amy McGrath in her cam-
paign against Kentucky senator Mitch 
McConnell, in 2020, are almost certainly 
wasted. McGrath lost by 20 points, which 
should have surprised no one, as even early 
polls showed the race to be nigh-hopeless—
so those tens of millions of dollars might 
just as well have been sent to the Republi-
can National Committee, since they were 
then unavailable for close races where they 
could have made a difference. 

This year’s Georgia Senate race, how-

ever, is shaping up to be an example of 
money and civic time well spent. The in-
cumbent, Reverend Raphael Warnock, is in 
a tight race with Trump’s preferred candi-
date, the former Heisman Trophy–winning 
University of Georgia running back Her-
schel Walker, who, when asked about 
Trump’s claims of a stolen election, said, 
“No, no, no, no. He has never—I’ve never 
heard President Trump ever say that.” 

The Internet has made smart, targeted 
contributions easier than ever. At the risk of 
turning into a politics junkie, you can go to 
sites such as the Cook Political Report to 
check out which House and Senate races are 
truly contested, therefore achieving more 
bang for your buck in the … let’s see … say, 
the NV-01 district, which includes part of 
Las Vegas, where incumbent democrat 
Dina Titus is in a tight race in what Cook 
rates as “a Democratic Toss Up” district. 
Targeting donations of your money or your 
time to help the party that still believes in 
democracy defeat a gang in thrall to a sore-
head serial bankrupt will be worth it in the 
long run. The Democratic party is far from 
faultless (shout-out to Joe Manchin’s fossil-
fuel fortune), but at this point, the founder 
of the Republican Party, Abraham Lincoln, 
might well call today’s Dems “the last best 
hope of earth,” words he used to describe 
the American experiment in a December 
1862 address to Congress, a bare month
before he issued the Emancipation
Proclamation. And for those who say of the 
racists, both in office and on the streets, 
something to the effect of “This isn’t who 
America really is,” well, actually, it is in fact 
who many of us are and have always been. 
Else why would we have needed a bloody 
civil war to finally abolish slavery? 

Of course, like the threats to democracy 
now, the Civil War could be seen coming 
well before the first shot was fired. We be-
gan our historical survey of democracy with 
Halloween and FDR, so let’s now transport 
to July 5, 1852, when the escaped slave 
turned towering orator and essayist Freder-
ick Douglass delivered a barn-burning 
speech that asked, “What, to the slave, is the 
Fourth of July?” The language is beautiful, 
the subject ugly. Perhaps one excerpt will 
suffice to, in a minuscule way, reveal how 
concisely Douglass exposed the hypocrisy 
of America’s founding: 

You declare, before the world, and are 
understood by the world to declare, that 
you “hold these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal; and are 
endowed by their Creator with certain in-
alienable rights; and that, among these 
are, life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi-
ness;” and yet, you hold securely, in a 
bondage which, according to your own 
Thomas Jefferson, “is worse than ages of 
that which your fathers rose in rebellion 
to oppose,” a seventh part of the inhabit-
ants of your country.

Indeed, in 1776 the colonists began the 
bloody process of casting off the shackles 
of British rule, but they perpetuated a bru-
tal slave system that, over more than three 
centuries, built up untold wealth for white 
American slaveholders. Our better angels 

and a savage war finally ended slavery, but 
the decades of Jim Crow segregation and 
disenfranchisement that followed reveal 
that Gosar and Greene, who represent 
more than 1.5 million citizens between their 
two districts, are not, and have never been, 
aberrations. 

Finally, indulge us on one more trip 
down memory lane. You’ll recall that 
Trump did not attend Biden’s inaugural, a 
mix of sore loser pique and his need to 
trumpet the myth of a stolen election. How 
that moment contrasts with another Inau-
guration Day on our rocky road to 250: Janu-
ary 20, 1961, when John F. Kennedy spoke 
the iconic lines: “Ask not what your country 
can do for you. Ask, what you can do for 
your country.” The moment that confirms 
the promise of American democracy comes 
most starkly at the end, as the crowd cheers 
and dignitaries behind the podium congrat-
ulate the new president. Outgoing vice pres-
ident Richard Nixon, who had lost a close 
election (which he initially claimed had 
been “stolen,” though recounts actually im-
proved Kennedy’s razor-slim lead), reaches 
out to touch Kennedy’s arm. The incoming 
president turns around and the torch of de-
mocracy is passed as the two men smile and 
shake hands. 

Despite all we know now, not least that 
Kennedy would meet an all-too-typical 
American fate—death by gunfire—and that 
Nixon, true to his paranoid, demagogic 
roots, would go down in disgrace, that mo-
ment on the podium is a reminder that, as 
the saying goes, democracy is the worst 
form of government except for all the oth-
ers. Bitter rivals act like grown-ups—and 
let the will of the people stand. 

Watch this space over the next four years 
for more essays, as we count down to 
America’s Semiquincentennial. What 
kind of celebration it will be is up to us.

“They had begun 
to consider the 
Government of the 
United States as a 
mere appendage 
to their own a� airs. 
And we know now 
that Government 
by organized 
money is just as 
dangerous as 
Government by 
organized mob.”

Arnold 
Schwartzenegger 
brandished his 
Conan sword in a 
January 10, 2021, 
video address, 
in which he 
compared the 1/6 
insurrection to 
Kristallnacht: “A 
night of rampage 
against the Jews 
carried out in 
1938 by the Nazi 
equivalent of the 
Proud Boys.”
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PINC LOUDS IS NYC’S
BEST IMAGINARY BAND
After finding her true voice performing in the subway, Claudi and the 
band bring surreal joy to fans.
By Katherine Turman

A little kid hugging a green plush dino-
saur. A 20-something with the word 
“Lucifer” prominently tattooed across 
his face. Moms sitting on the ground 
quaffing wine. Lots of smiling dogs. 

Too-cool teens surreptitiously passing a 
bottle of booze around. It’s a happy motley 
crew that’s milling around a corner of 
Tompkins Square Park on a recent steamy 
Sunday afternoon.

It’s the real humans of NYC, and Pinc 
Louds fans—of which there will soon be 
hundreds, a dozen people deep, by the 
band’s 4:30 p.m. set time—are eager to 
dance to a trio that defies musical categori-
zation but always brings the energy, inclu-
sion, and joy.   

From an adjacent park bench, a man 
ambles over and stands in front of Pinc 
Louds’ lead singer, Claudi. The man intro-
duces himself as Mark, reminding Claudi 
(pronounced “Cloud-ee”) that he danced 
at a previous gig. “Your colors are beauti-
ful,” he says. “You give hope.” Claudi, who 
uses all pronouns, gives him a big, genuine, 
lipsticked smile. In a black bob-n-bangs wig 
with a topknot and a festive pink floral vin-
tage dress, Claudi—often pulling her musi-
cal life (guitar, merch, CDs) in a red 
wagon—is a welcome, omnipresent, and 
hard-to-miss downtown sight. The singer’s 
voice, too, is unforgettable, a pleasing, car-
toony, almost-falsetto, which she willingly 
confesses is not natural. As the band In Cir-
cles begins their set, Pinc Clouds bass 
player and new dad Marc Mosteirin, clad in 
shorts and a black T-shirt, smoking a ciga-
rette and drinking a beer, joins Claudi to 
share in the stories.

Pinc Louds has been in Claudi’s heart 
and mind for more than two decades. “I al-
ways say Pinc Louds is an imaginary band, 
because when you’re a kid, it’s like, ‘I want 
to have a band.’ And you don’t even know 
how to play anything!” she says. “But I was, 
‘I want to have a band called Pink Clouds 
because everybody likes Pink Clouds so ev-
erybody is going to like us!’ I wrote it down 
one time, and my neighbor made a fake al-
bum cover for me.” Thrilled, Claudi, a lan-
guage lover, changed the letters to create 
the play on words. As for the musical goal: 
“I wanted to make a loud punk band, but 
also soft and pink, like me.” 

Several of Pinc Loud’s songs have logged 
well over a million streams each on Spotify. 
The layered jazzy tropical harmonies that 
begin “Dream Catcher” move into a nearly 

a capella mid-section; “Scrambled Inside” 
would suit Amy Winehouse or Etta James, 
and, like many Pinc Louds songs, seam-
lessly incorporates different tempos and 
rhythms with a result that’s both modern 
and old-fashioned.  

The band’s latest album is 2021’s La 
Atómica, eight songs recorded during the 
pandemic at Claudi’s apartment. “The first 
album was in English and the second one 
was in Spanish, and in between we had 
some singles in English,” she says. Atómica 
translates to “atomic,” but, Claudi explains, 
because of “La” and the context, it’s like 
she’s saying “the atomic girl/woman/
femme.” “There’s a chorus of male voices 
singing lovingly to the atomic femme and 
then she responds, tempts them, draws 
them in, explodes, and destroys them. The 
Atomic person destroys lustful admirers 
who know the atomic person is toxic but 
can’t help being reeled in anyway.”

Cuts on La Atómica include “Semafora,” 
inspired by a Bushwick crossing guard and 
featuring Claudi’s delightful kalimba play-
ing, and the irresistible hard-strummed 
guitar romp that is “Tamarindo.” The 
tune’s manic fun and staccato energy trans-
late well on-screen, in a video that’s equally 
as hyper and enchanting. Shot on the island 
of Vieques (a municipality of Puerto Rico 
infamous for being the site of U.S. Navy 
ordnance tests in the past), it includes guest 
stars including free-roaming horses, chick-
ens, and Claudi’s young niece as an ador-
able mini-me. 

Claudi moved to NYC from her native 
Puerto Rico in 2015, and her aunt and uncle 
helped her get a job giving music lessons to 
kids, an occupation Claudi, with her child-
like vibe, seems ideally suited for. It was 
there that she met music teacher Mosteirin. 
But cool as the gig was, “I just can’t deal 
with having a boss,” Claudi admits. “Or 
real adult things. So I started busking in the 
subway. At that point, I wasn’t exactly who I 
am right now, I was a different person.” 

Underground, teacher became student. 
The crazier the performances, the more 
commuters liked it. But it wasn’t for show. 
“More than screaming and jumping up and 
down, it has to do with being vulnerable,” 
recalls Claudi. “It’s not only the fast rock 
songs but also the really painful songs that I 
did not dare to write before. All that started 
shaping me into what I am now, for better 
or for worse!”

The performer found her voice there. 
“Let’s say it’s not my God-given voice,” she 
says, with high-pitched enthusiasm. “The 
more I would let myself be vulnerable and 
let that take me where it needed to take me, 

the more opportunities came up. The more 
I went into the subway, I started meeting 
people and getting invited into weird and 
fancy parties in New York City, very 
strange, obscure basement things and very 
fancy lofty things.”

#DelanceyForever might be a good 
hashtag for Claudi. “That’s my favorite sta-
tion. It’s got great space and the subways get 
behind schedule. For a busker, that’s good,” 
she explains. “Because usually you don’t get 
more than three or five minutes at the most 
to perform. And when you’ve got people 
stuck, they’re pissed off for 15 minutes. And 
you’re the number-one source of entertain-
ment.” The singer even answers the most 
impolite question of all: “Worst days, when I 
was starting, I would work four hours and 
make 50 bucks. Best days? I’ve made $400 
to $500 in a day.” It’s a lot of work, both solo 
and playing outdoors with the band—the 
ideal situation, where Pinc Louds would 
normally play at least three sets.

Claudi is a colorful and original amal-
gam of her loves and in�luences: She 
digs ’20s jazz, Gene Austin, and, “obvi-
ously, Billie Holiday. A lot of harmony 
groups, doo-wop, and punk.… I listen to so 
much stuff.” Put that together in the body 
of a gender-bending Latinx artist obsessed 
with children’s books and possessed of un-
fettered, unrestrained creativity and you 
get Pinc Louds. 

In fact, it was a 1973 children’s book, Who 
Needs Donuts?, by Mark Alan Stamaty (a for-
mer Voice cartoonist), that inspired Claudi to 
move to NYC. Then, in 2018, Stamaty, her 
“favorite illustrator ever,” did the cover art 
for the band’s Delancey St. Station LP. “Ex-

Cover Story

Pinc Louds live at the Cube: Energy and inclusion.

Robert Krasner



July  20
22 

The V
illage Voice 

17

hilarated” would be an understatement. 
“Humans came to earth so this book could 
happen,” Claudi raves.   

The pre-show prep completed, drum-
mer Rai Mondo (the doctor of the group, 
they joke) joins Mosteirin and Claudi. 
(Mondo has just received his Ph.D. in en-
vironmental economics.) Growing up in 
Chile, he started out a fan of Pantera and 
metal, but “transitioned into blues, rock, 
jazz, folk,” Mondo says. “There’s two 
types of music,” he continues in accented 

English, echoing Duke Ellington, “good 
and bad. The only two genres as far as I’m 
concerned.” 

Mondo and Mosteirin (who also plays 
keyboards) are a big part of the sound 
they’ve called “hardcore acoustic doo-wop,” 
and they’re down with the immersive, un-
bounded Pinc Louds experience, though 
Claudi is the trio’s visual focus. The band’s 
punk-DIY ethos has solid musical underpin-
nings: Mosteirin brings a classical piano 
background and a degree in music theory 
and composition from NYU (as well as a de-
gree in music education). But he—and the 
band—are all about experimentation and 
freedom in music and performance. Claudi 
once “married” Mosteirin to a naked 
stranger at a “Wedding” event, one of the 
many W-themed parties inspired by the 
singer’s love of tautograms. To wit: “I have a 
W poem called ‘Why Would Werewolves 
Worship Waffles?’” she says. Additional 
“W” happenings include Wormholes, West-
erns, and War; other letters have also been 
brought into play. 

Gigs range from the slightly more staid 
(Joe’s Pub, Le Poisson Rouge) to the ob-
scure (dumpling shops, Mexican restau-
rants) to the hipster (Brooklyn’s Baby’s All 
Right), but they’re all approached with 
equal ardor. The band admits, however, to 
especially loving the energy of a wildly 
moving crowd, literally on their same 

level—which they’ll have at Tompkins 
Square Park within the hour. Pinc Louds 
has toured outside the country as a band, 
while Claudi has played Germany, Spain, 
France, and Portugal on her own—mostly 
for practical and financial reasons. A week 
after this afternoon’s gig, she’s off to Ger-
many on a bill with Me First and the Gimme 
Gimmes and NOFX. 

Fans continue to wander by the park 
bench where the trio awaits their perfor-
mance, offering praise and inquiring 
about set times. The pandemic park gigs—
which Gothamist wrote about under the 
headline “Pinc Louds Saved Summer”—
were semi-guerrilla shows that both 
soothed and thrilled the beleaguered citi-
zenry. “Today is the first time we have a 
permit,” notes Mosteirin. But not for lack 
of previous effort. “I did want to attempt 
to get a permit for us. I paid my application 
fee. And they informed me that they were 
not giving out any permits because of Co-
vid,” the bassist explains, adding, “and 
they retained my application fee.”

While they’ve collaborated with a 
freegan group (met through the subway 
gigs) on a mini-musical called “Magical 
Garbage,” Pinc Louds doesn’t aim to be po-
litical. “By us doing what we do on the 
street, by hanging in the subway, I think it’s 
a political act just to be free and do the mu-
sic that you want to do and do it in public 

spaces for people. I’m obviously not a 
Trump supporter,” Claudi says, understat-
ing. “Our songs generally aren’t political. 
But we do believe in freedom and liberty. 
And making New York as real and raw and 
weird as possible.”

Indeed, Claudi’s creativity and exuber-
ance project the color and surreality of Pee 
Wee’s Playhouse, or, as one YouTube fan 
gushed, a “gloriously idiosyncratic creativ-
ity,” aptly describing the “Tamarindo” 
video as “exceptionally bursting full of pure 
unbridled joy in the most wholesome bi-
zarrely brilliant effervescent way possible.”

There are many, many moving parts in-
volved in providing that weird joy to adults 
and kids alike. And much of it, the business 
and the creative, emanates from Claudi. It’s 
a lot. And tiring. Claudi’s open to being 
picked up by a label, and getting a bigger tour 
with support. But at the same time, she says, 
“I know that I probably will never be happier 
than playing here in Tompkins Square Park. 
I mean that 100%. I can’t really think of any-
thing that gives me more joy.” 

Katherine Turman has written for Enter-
tainment Weekly, Spin, Billboard, and 
other publications, is the author of Louder 
Than Hell: The Definitive Oral History of 
Metal, and produces the classic rock radio 
program Nights With Alice Cooper. She 
lives in Brooklyn.

“The more I went 
into the subway, 
I started meeting 
people and getting 
invited into weird 
and fancy parties 
in New York City, 
very strange, 
obscure basement 
things and very 
fancy lofty things.”

Going places: Onstage at 
Elsewhere, in Brooklyn.
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WRITOPIA GETS KIDS TO 
TELL THEIR STORIES
Providing motivation, encouragement, and space to write
can change lives.
By Rebecca Wallace-Segall

I
n 1997, I interned at the Village Voice for 
Ron Plotkin, the legendary longtime 
Letters page editor. Within a few weeks, 
I was pitching and writing pieces about 
New York’s culturally rich but marginal-

ized, mistreated, or stereotyped children 
and communities. I sat behind Ron as he 
edited, barking questions but also praise at 
me while teaching journalistic concepts. 
What I didn’t know at the time: Ron was 
laying the foundation for a warm but fierce 
and rigorous instructional teaching 
method that would impact over 50,000 
children in the decades to come. Ron’s 
kindness, passion for justice and fairness, 
and high standards live on long after his 
passing, in 2002.

It is still hard to write about Ron’s death. 
I returned to the office once afterward; the 
seat he’d occupied for years sat empty. It 
was hard to enter the building without 
hearing his ghost banging passionately at 
the keyboard. I was 30. My heart hurt from 
loss. As Joan Didion said in The Year of 
Magical Thinking, “A single person is miss-
ing for you, and the whole world is empty.” 
I walked around the vibrant Upper West 
Side, smelling the summer air and taking 
in the sea of families and children. Their 
banter and energy filled me with longing. 
How do I not know a single one of these chil-
dren? Losing Ron allowed me to ask that 
question, and I began to look into ways I 
could connect with children—by asking 
them the right supportive and challenging 
questions to unlock their stories. Like Ron 
did for me.  

A month after Ron’s passing, I started 
running memoir-writing workshops as a 
teaching artist in a public school in Queens 
that serves low-income, mostly immigrant 
families. The classroom teacher and I ran 
the segment on memoir writing together. 
The children for the first time wrote about 
their personal journeys—a bike accident, a 
long-awaited family reunification, a racist 
attack—that explored both subtle and di-
rect lessons learned. Their pieces were 
filled with insights only they had: Only 
Isaac knew how a bike injury disrupted the 
social order of his cousin clan, and only he 
held the wisdom to change it back. Only 
Samara knew the intimate details of the 
long-awaited and strange meeting with her 
mother after four years of separation. Only 
Jaamal knew how it felt to be yelled at by a 
local deli owner who thought he was steal-
ing when he was trying to surprise his 

cousin with a piece of candy he was quietly 
bringing to the register. They became in-
vested in their stories, revised them until 
they were polished, submitted them to 
writing recognition programs, and won 
their first awards. After a class reading, one 
father said to me, “Thank you. This writing 
shows us who our children really are.” Rig-
orous writing workshops—a frontline of 
hands-on social change—were suddenly 
the only place I wanted to be, in the spirit of 
Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo 
Freire and the transformative power of 
learning together with one’s students.  

Literacy skills help our students suc-
ceed not only in school but, ultimately, in 
the workplace and beyond. As former New 
School president and Democratic candi-
date for the presidency Bob Kerrey writes, 
“Writing is both a ‘marker’ of high-skill, 
high-wage professional work and a ‘gate-
keeper’ with clear equity implications.” I 

became obsessed with helping children 
fall in love with the writing process in order 
to become happier, more successful, liter-
acy-empowered people.

 Meanwhile, many public schools were 
implementing versions of progressive, pro-
cess-driven approaches to the teaching of 
writing. My ideas were aligned with many 
aspects of these educational frameworks, 
which focus on content, critical thinking, 
and confidence-building over formulaic 
sentence and paragraph construction and 
“deficit-model” teaching, which focuses 
on correcting spelling and grammar. The 
best teachers integrate and expand both of 
these approaches when teaching essay, fic-
tion, or personal narrative writing. But 
nearly half of American students continue 
to write below grade level. Meanwhile, 
teachers often report in national surveys 
that they lack the training to teach writing 
in any context—process-driven or tradi-
tional, creative or information-driven. It is 
no surprise then, that, according to Kate 
Walsh, president of the National Council 
on Teacher Quality, there is little evidence 
that writing, on the whole, has been taught 
in a widespread or systematic way. A 2016 
study of nearly 500 teachers in grades 
three through eight, conducted by Gary 
Troia, at Michigan State University, and 
Steve Graham, at Arizona State University, 
clarified further: Only 55% of respondents 
said they enjoyed teaching the subject. 
“Most teachers are great readers,” Troia 
wrote. “They’ve been successful in col-
lege, maybe even graduate school. But 
when you ask most teachers about their 
comfort with writing and their writing ex-
periences, they don’t do very much, or feel 

comfortable with it. 
In 2010, the architects of the Common 

Core Standards—our country’s first na-
tional education policy—believed that the 
solution was to dramatically reduce the 
amount of creative or personal writing in 
the curriculum, replacing it with informa-
tion-based writing and rigid standards, 
rather than to dramatically increase fund-
ing and pathways for teachers to receive 
training in writing education. The result: 
In 2012, when NYC rolled out Common 
Core, some teachers became so anxious 
that, in one school where I was teaching, 
they walked around the room criticizing 
the kids’ creative writing frameworks and 
ideas before students even had a chance to 
develop them—prompting pens and heads 
to fall to the desk. By 2017, Common Core 
had received so much pushback from 
teachers and parents for its lack of “devel-
opmentally appropriate” standards and for 
“squeezing out literature in favor of non-
fiction” that policymakers in New York 
created their own version of the program, 
adding some “play-based” curricula into 
early childhood standards and more litera-
ture into the English Language Arts
curriculum.

The issue goes beyond public educa-
tion, though. In 2006, I was invited to 
teach in an elite progressive Manhattan 
private school, stepping in because the 
classroom teacher was struggling with 
teaching writing; this experience ulti-
mately allowed me the inspiring space to 
develop an instructional framework and 
the network to share it with children of all 
backgrounds. I was able to see the inner 

Kids’ Lit

Telling tales: It’s a group eff ort. 

C
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ritopia

workings of a private school. I discovered 
dreamy team meetings of 15 educators dis-
cussing the well-being of one child, and 
found that social-emotional writing em-
powerment benefitted all children—not 
just those in the margins.  

“I have one very smart, bored, disen-
gaged seventh-grade girl who is in need of 
something—some kind of challenge—she’s 
not getting,” the principal of the private 
school had said to me on the phone before 
I started. A few days later, as I walked into 
a pristine classroom, I saw Noa’s glassy 
eyes and knew she was the one. I looked 
around further and spotted a bespectacled 
boy who was also checked out of the class 
discussion, doodling a comic on his paper. 
I asked if I could collect him as well. The 
principal agreed, saying, “Peter is addicted 
to video gaming. Maybe you can get him 
into something else.…” Soon, Noa, Peter, 
and I were walking down a hallway to a 
nook folded inconspicuously into the base-
ment. I had just received an email from a 
teaching artists network about the Scholas-
tic Writing Awards, the nation’s most pres-
tigious and longest-running writing 
recognition program for teens. The two 
kids perked up at the suggestion of submit-
ting something to Scholastic, and brain-
stormed some fiction and memoir ideas. 
Peter produced a fantastical tale that ex-
plored a battle between two armies, the 
Pencils and the Erasers, in “A School Sup-
ply’s World.” Noa wrote a poetic, fictional 
narrative. I eventually added Milana, an 
eye-rolling cynic, to the group, and she 
ended up writing a deeply reflective mem-
oir on her Russian immigrant family expe-
rience. Each child dug deep into 

backstories and motivations—Noa won a 
National Gold Medal for her story, and the 
other two kids won regional Scholastic 
Writing Awards. Peter made a plan to write 
a new memoir the following year, “The 
Positive Effects of Video Games on My 
Life,” and Milana revised her memoir. 
Both won national recognition the follow-
ing year. For perspective, fewer than 1% of 
young writers who submit work receive na-
tional recognition from the Scholastic 
Awards each year. Hundreds of Writopia 
teens have won since that first group, such 
as Michelle Qiao, 16, who got national rec-
ognition for her writing this year. (Milana 
went on to focus her master’s thesis at 
NYU in 2017 on “memory studies,” Peter 
became a science teacher at the same 
school where I met him, and Noa is now a 
data scientist.) 

Meanwhile, the leadership at the private 
school where I was working had trouble 
stomaching the intersection of creativity 
and rigor. Despite the dramatic success the 
students had with the Scholastic Writing 
Awards over the next few years, outper-
forming every other school in the city, a 
new principal came in and shut down the 
pathway to  submissions—because the 
school was “philosophically opposed to 
competition.” The problem is, most mid-
dle and high schools—progressive or not— 
celebrate their athletes with trophies and 
their thespians with annual theater pro-
ductions, leaving writerly teens feeling un-
seen or uncool. The Scholastic Writing 

Awards program seeks to counter this by 
offering trophies for writers. The local 
Barnes & Noble had agreed that year to 
have the writers stand at the store’s author 
podium to receive their moment in the 
spotlight, and inspire others to write. But 
that would be the last year those students 
could submit to the Scholastic Awards 
through their school. 

Their parents would look elsewhere—
beyond school walls—for a robust creative 
writing outlet and comprehensive instruc-
tional support system. But there were fam-
ilies and schools a few blocks away, and 
many more a few miles away, that could 
not afford to look elsewhere for enrich-
ment programs. According to a 2016 
Georgetown University study, “Born to 
Win, Schooled to Lose,” over the past few 
decades the income gap between rich and 
poor has been widening: Families from the 
highest income bracket spent about 
$8,600 per year on child enrichment activ-
ities, while families in the lowest bracket 
spent closer to $1,700. 

In 2007, I began researching how to 
found and build a new nonprofit, where I 
could bring all the young people I knew 
into one space, together. I called it Writo-
pia Lab. This was a heavy lift. Influential 
educator Lisa Delpit has warned over past 
decades that the most extreme takes on 
both progressive and traditional ap-
proaches to the teaching of writing—the 
former neglecting to teach kids basics such 
as how to spell, craft, and structure their 
writing, the latter dismissing the integrity 
and personal history of voice and dialect—
often particularly fail to serve children of 
color. Indeed, they serve few children well: 
The traditional skills-driven approach can 
result in culture and dialect shaming and 
disconnect from the endeavor of writing, 
while the progressive, hands-off approach 
can leave students with low standardized 
testing scores and a stigmatized language 
ability that inhibits entry to college and 
professional-level jobs. Meanwhile, every 
writer—academic, fiction, nonfiction—
knows that it takes all of the above to make 
a great writer: personal investment, au-
thentic voice, craft, and skill.  

Within two years, Writopia’s mission 
was refined: “To foster joy, literacy, and 
critical thinking in children and teens from 
all backgrounds through creative writing.” 
Within five years, Writopia was serving 
thousands of children and teens each year, 
through partnerships and writing “labs,” 
and was hiring passionate, fun-loving, 
published writers in droves. By 2016, a 
team of fiction writers, playwrights, com-
edy writers, poets, memoirists, journalists, 
social workers, and educators emerged, 
several of whom have contributed to a 
book, Plot Builds Character (which parts of 
this article are excerpted from). From the 
beginning, the team has met in small cir-
cles to brainstorm games and exercises 
and theories of change, allowing Writopia 
to emerge as an actual laboratory of sorts. 
An open space was created that welcomes 
diverse communities of children ages 4 to 
18 into creative writing workshops, annual 
playwriting festivals, essay-writing confer-
ences at the New School, an annual sleep-
away camp in the Poconos, international 
newspaper and debate programs, and ir-
reverent college-essay workshops. As part 
of further reducing barriers to entry, since 

Writopia’s founding, approximately 40% 
of parents or guardians coming to our labs 
have paid reduced fees on an honor-based 
sliding scale, or have received full funding 
to attend. And the program goes to those 
who can’t come to it. Approximately an-
other 1,000 per year receive free access to 
our programs at community-based organi-
zations such as Homes for the Homeless 
and Goddard Riverside, and at schools 
through Department of Education Com-
munity School funding or through founda-
tion funding. (Since 2015, the Pinkerton 
Foundation, among several other institu-
tions, has helped fund Writopia’s commu-
nity-based organization initiatives.) 
Writers from all of our sites come together 
at large seasonal events such as the Pride 
Parade and spoken word and theatrical 
performances at the Nuyorican Cafe and 
Bryant Park, sharing their diverse works to 
supportive choruses of snaps for their spo-
ken word pieces and claps for their plays. 

Programs like Writopia are in demand 
because people are storytelling, communi-
cative creatures, or “story-telling animals,” 

I eventually added 
Milana, an eye-
rolling cynic, to 
the group, and she 
ended up writing a 
deeply refl ective 
memoir on her 
Russian immigrant 
family experience.

Michelle Qiao
Fuse

the girls / that live / in 444S / seldom 
make noise with the sun. But / as the 
beams / trickle down in rivets / 
through the carpets / down the 
windows, 
 
one girl etches cracks / with her 
teeth / in the bathroom sink and the 
other / eats cherries / spitting the 
pits in a bowl; they hit / the porcelain 
/ and sound 
 
of bones. Cherry girl / watches / the 
TV and Mirror girl watches / her. 
The brick walls
breathe / and decay / with each 
exhale, with each 
body fused / into earth. Heavy, 
warm. Another exhale 
 
and the bones / in the foundations 
begin to creak. Mirror girl goes 
nextdoor to talk to the dead woman. 
They hold hands / and chat about 
the dog upstairs / lost mailbox keys / 
444S / death and how / they still / 
breathe. 

Milana 
Framing the Past; Envisioning 
the Future (excerpt)

I sit upon a chair looking at this pho-
tograph. I touch it: It is thin but surpris-
ingly sturdy despite the fact that it has 
no frame, no protection, no shield 
from time. Every crease in it has a 
story. It sits upon the armoire looking 
back at me, reminding me who I am 
and what I’ve done. It is intriguing, like 
a wise elder, grown with age. It is an 
image stuck in time. In this photo-
graph is a world I used to be a part of, a 
world I do not know. In this photo-
graph is someone I hold so dear—my 
mother—but who sometimes seems so 
far.

 I was born in a small town near 
Tashkent, Chir Chik. In its busy 
central streets, people crowd around 
in groups and gossip. The babushkas 
with their scarves intact go to the mar-
ket to get fresh, fat, juicy strawberries 
and peaches passing their neighbors 
saying Prevet (Hello) and Kak te 
pazchelaieesh (How are you?). It is cool 
with a hint of humidity, and everyone 
is waiting for the winter to envelop the 
town in its ironic warmth. The grand-
fathers play a friendly game of chess 
betting with rubles. The streets are 
small but seem big enough for the 
small apartment complexes that pave 

them.

Peter 
A School Supply’s World 
(excerpt)

Once, there was a pencil who lived 
in a store. It was Staples at 82nd and 
Broadway. His name was Cil. One day, 
he was bought and taken to a far away 
place. It was one of the Humans’ 
apartments. It was relatively small, 
and there was an awfully cluttered 
desk that was his new home.

While he was exploring one day, he 
stumbled upon a group of four Pens 
chatting quietly behind the primitive 
human computer. Cil froze. At the 
store, the Pens were down the aisle, so 
nobody he knew had ever met a Pen. 
He was probably the first of his kind 

who had ever met a Pen. 
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workings of a private school. I discovered 
dreamy team meetings of 15 educators dis-
cussing the well-being of one child, and 
found that social-emotional writing em-
powerment benefitted all children—not 
just those in the margins.  

“I have one very smart, bored, disen-
gaged seventh-grade girl who is in need of 
something—some kind of challenge—she’s 
not getting,” the principal of the private 
school had said to me on the phone before 
I started. A few days later, as I walked into 
a pristine classroom, I saw Noa’s glassy 
eyes and knew she was the one. I looked 
around further and spotted a bespectacled 
boy who was also checked out of the class 
discussion, doodling a comic on his paper. 
I asked if I could collect him as well. The 
principal agreed, saying, “Peter is addicted 
to video gaming. Maybe you can get him 
into something else.…” Soon, Noa, Peter, 
and I were walking down a hallway to a 
nook folded inconspicuously into the base-
ment. I had just received an email from a 
teaching artists network about the Scholas-
tic Writing Awards, the nation’s most pres-
tigious and longest-running writing 
recognition program for teens. The two 
kids perked up at the suggestion of submit-
ting something to Scholastic, and brain-
stormed some fiction and memoir ideas. 
Peter produced a fantastical tale that ex-
plored a battle between two armies, the 
Pencils and the Erasers, in “A School Sup-
ply’s World.” Noa wrote a poetic, fictional 
narrative. I eventually added Milana, an 
eye-rolling cynic, to the group, and she 
ended up writing a deeply reflective mem-
oir on her Russian immigrant family expe-
rience. Each child dug deep into 

backstories and motivations—Noa won a 
National Gold Medal for her story, and the 
other two kids won regional Scholastic 
Writing Awards. Peter made a plan to write 
a new memoir the following year, “The 
Positive Effects of Video Games on My 
Life,” and Milana revised her memoir. 
Both won national recognition the follow-
ing year. For perspective, fewer than 1% of 
young writers who submit work receive na-
tional recognition from the Scholastic 
Awards each year. Hundreds of Writopia 
teens have won since that first group, such 
as Michelle Qiao, 16, who got national rec-
ognition for her writing this year. (Milana 
went on to focus her master’s thesis at 
NYU in 2017 on “memory studies,” Peter 
became a science teacher at the same 
school where I met him, and Noa is now a 
data scientist.) 

Meanwhile, the leadership at the private 
school where I was working had trouble 
stomaching the intersection of creativity 
and rigor. Despite the dramatic success the 
students had with the Scholastic Writing 
Awards over the next few years, outper-
forming every other school in the city, a 
new principal came in and shut down the 
pathway to  submissions—because the 
school was “philosophically opposed to 
competition.” The problem is, most mid-
dle and high schools—progressive or not— 
celebrate their athletes with trophies and 
their thespians with annual theater pro-
ductions, leaving writerly teens feeling un-
seen or uncool. The Scholastic Writing 

Awards program seeks to counter this by 
offering trophies for writers. The local 
Barnes & Noble had agreed that year to 
have the writers stand at the store’s author 
podium to receive their moment in the 
spotlight, and inspire others to write. But 
that would be the last year those students 
could submit to the Scholastic Awards 
through their school. 

Their parents would look elsewhere—
beyond school walls—for a robust creative 
writing outlet and comprehensive instruc-
tional support system. But there were fam-
ilies and schools a few blocks away, and 
many more a few miles away, that could 
not afford to look elsewhere for enrich-
ment programs. According to a 2016 
Georgetown University study, “Born to 
Win, Schooled to Lose,” over the past few 
decades the income gap between rich and 
poor has been widening: Families from the 
highest income bracket spent about 
$8,600 per year on child enrichment activ-
ities, while families in the lowest bracket 
spent closer to $1,700. 

In 2007, I began researching how to 
found and build a new nonprofit, where I 
could bring all the young people I knew 
into one space, together. I called it Writo-
pia Lab. This was a heavy lift. Influential 
educator Lisa Delpit has warned over past 
decades that the most extreme takes on 
both progressive and traditional ap-
proaches to the teaching of writing—the 
former neglecting to teach kids basics such 
as how to spell, craft, and structure their 
writing, the latter dismissing the integrity 
and personal history of voice and dialect—
often particularly fail to serve children of 
color. Indeed, they serve few children well: 
The traditional skills-driven approach can 
result in culture and dialect shaming and 
disconnect from the endeavor of writing, 
while the progressive, hands-off approach 
can leave students with low standardized 
testing scores and a stigmatized language 
ability that inhibits entry to college and 
professional-level jobs. Meanwhile, every 
writer—academic, fiction, nonfiction—
knows that it takes all of the above to make 
a great writer: personal investment, au-
thentic voice, craft, and skill.  

Within two years, Writopia’s mission 
was refined: “To foster joy, literacy, and 
critical thinking in children and teens from 
all backgrounds through creative writing.” 
Within five years, Writopia was serving 
thousands of children and teens each year, 
through partnerships and writing “labs,” 
and was hiring passionate, fun-loving, 
published writers in droves. By 2016, a 
team of fiction writers, playwrights, com-
edy writers, poets, memoirists, journalists, 
social workers, and educators emerged, 
several of whom have contributed to a 
book, Plot Builds Character (which parts of 
this article are excerpted from). From the 
beginning, the team has met in small cir-
cles to brainstorm games and exercises 
and theories of change, allowing Writopia 
to emerge as an actual laboratory of sorts. 
An open space was created that welcomes 
diverse communities of children ages 4 to 
18 into creative writing workshops, annual 
playwriting festivals, essay-writing confer-
ences at the New School, an annual sleep-
away camp in the Poconos, international 
newspaper and debate programs, and ir-
reverent college-essay workshops. As part 
of further reducing barriers to entry, since 

Writopia’s founding, approximately 40% 
of parents or guardians coming to our labs 
have paid reduced fees on an honor-based 
sliding scale, or have received full funding 
to attend. And the program goes to those 
who can’t come to it. Approximately an-
other 1,000 per year receive free access to 
our programs at community-based organi-
zations such as Homes for the Homeless 
and Goddard Riverside, and at schools 
through Department of Education Com-
munity School funding or through founda-
tion funding. (Since 2015, the Pinkerton 
Foundation, among several other institu-
tions, has helped fund Writopia’s commu-
nity-based organization initiatives.) 
Writers from all of our sites come together 
at large seasonal events such as the Pride 
Parade and spoken word and theatrical 
performances at the Nuyorican Cafe and 
Bryant Park, sharing their diverse works to 
supportive choruses of snaps for their spo-
ken word pieces and claps for their plays. 

Programs like Writopia are in demand 
because people are storytelling, communi-
cative creatures, or “story-telling animals,” 

I eventually added 
Milana, an eye-
rolling cynic, to 
the group, and she 
ended up writing a 
deeply refl ective 
memoir on her 
Russian immigrant 
family experience.

Michelle Qiao
Fuse

the girls / that live / in 444S / seldom 
make noise with the sun. But / as the 
beams / trickle down in rivets / 
through the carpets / down the 
windows, 
 
one girl etches cracks / with her 
teeth / in the bathroom sink and the 
other / eats cherries / spitting the 
pits in a bowl; they hit / the porcelain 
/ and sound 
 
of bones. Cherry girl / watches / the 
TV and Mirror girl watches / her. 
The brick walls
breathe / and decay / with each 
exhale, with each 
body fused / into earth. Heavy, 
warm. Another exhale 
 
and the bones / in the foundations 
begin to creak. Mirror girl goes 
nextdoor to talk to the dead woman. 
They hold hands / and chat about 
the dog upstairs / lost mailbox keys / 
444S / death and how / they still / 
breathe. 

Milana 
Framing the Past; Envisioning 
the Future (excerpt)

I sit upon a chair looking at this pho-
tograph. I touch it: It is thin but surpris-
ingly sturdy despite the fact that it has 
no frame, no protection, no shield 
from time. Every crease in it has a 
story. It sits upon the armoire looking 
back at me, reminding me who I am 
and what I’ve done. It is intriguing, like 
a wise elder, grown with age. It is an 
image stuck in time. In this photo-
graph is a world I used to be a part of, a 
world I do not know. In this photo-
graph is someone I hold so dear—my 
mother—but who sometimes seems so 
far.

 I was born in a small town near 
Tashkent, Chir Chik. In its busy 
central streets, people crowd around 
in groups and gossip. The babushkas 
with their scarves intact go to the mar-
ket to get fresh, fat, juicy strawberries 
and peaches passing their neighbors 
saying Prevet (Hello) and Kak te 
pazchelaieesh (How are you?). It is cool 
with a hint of humidity, and everyone 
is waiting for the winter to envelop the 
town in its ironic warmth. The grand-
fathers play a friendly game of chess 
betting with rubles. The streets are 
small but seem big enough for the 
small apartment complexes that pave 

them.

Peter 
A School Supply’s World 
(excerpt)

Once, there was a pencil who lived 
in a store. It was Staples at 82nd and 
Broadway. His name was Cil. One day, 
he was bought and taken to a far away 
place. It was one of the Humans’ 
apartments. It was relatively small, 
and there was an awfully cluttered 
desk that was his new home.

While he was exploring one day, he 
stumbled upon a group of four Pens 
chatting quietly behind the primitive 
human computer. Cil froze. At the 
store, the Pens were down the aisle, so 
nobody he knew had ever met a Pen. 
He was probably the first of his kind 

who had ever met a Pen. 
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20 as evolutionary psychologist Jonathan 
Gottschall puts it.  In an article in Educa-
tion Forum, Writopia director Danielle 
Sheeler elaborates: “Cultivating whole-
hearted teaching and learning is much like 
cultivating a meaningful conversation with 
a friend. There are three necessary ele-
ments. First is play … witty banter, games, 
puns, shooting hoops.… Second is authen-
ticity. Far from an exchange of pleasantries 
and small talk, a wholehearted conversa-
tion is full of processing worries, venting 
complaints, talking about scary decisions. 
Third is listening and giving feedback. One 
person recognizes what the other person is 
saying … nodding and saying, “good point! 
Other times, it may be telling your close 
friend something they may not want
to hear.”

With the focus on process rather than 
product, the joy of writing lends itself 
to endless possibilities. Here’s one ex-
ample: A few years ago, a family court em-
ployee called Writopia to share a story 
about an incarcerated teen from a  resi-
dential treatment facility, which she had 
just witnessed. “When asked by the judge 

what progress he had made, the teen said 
that he had written a play that explores fam-
ily and addiction that was chosen for pro-
duction by Writopia’s Worldwide Plays 
Festival. The judge, typically severe, was 
‘really happy’ for him,” the court employee 
said.  Clearly, creative writing is not a super-
fluous discipline to be marginalized; it is in-
tegral to youth development and improving 
literacy. According to a 2013 study pub-
lished in Mind, Brain, and Education, there 
is a well-established link between joyful 
play and academic and social-emotional 
growth. But we all need more than games 
and encouragement to learn to write effec-
tively. Highly engaged participation and rig-
orous feedback lead to improved critical 
thinking and writing skills. 

This academic year was the 10th anni-
versary of the Common Core rollout in New 
York City, the 15th anniversary of Writopia’s 
founding, the second anniversary of the in-
ternational pandemic caused by Covid-19—
and the 20th anniversary of Ron Plotkin’s 
passing. I thought about Ron a lot during 
the pandemic—how concerned he would be 
for his neighbors, his community, his col-
leagues. The stories he’d insist we research 

and write. An outspoken recovering alco-
holic, he’d be upset to witness kids’ men-
tal-health diagnoses spike. Indeed, our 
students needed us more than ever, as they 
navigated a variety of emotions from anxi-
ety to loss, loneliness, and trauma. The 
pandemic saw heavily reported learning 
losses across the nation, especially among 
youth from low-income backgrounds. “My 
students had lost years of fluency in writ-
ing and need an infusion of joy and inspira-
tion and skills,” Charlene Reid, co-CEO of 
the nonprofit Excellence Community 
Schools, tells the Voice. Writopia started 
working with her students this spring. 
“The students are writing even when 
they’re out sick now. Writopia is more than 
a curriculum. It’s a revolution,” she re-
ports. James Pennebaker, a psychologist 
and expert in the field of “Expressive Writ-
ing,” emphasizes that writing is good for 
our well-being. According to his research 
team, writing strengthens the immune 
cells called T-lymphocytes; it is associated 
with a drop in depression and anxiety and 
an increase in the quality of close relation-
ships. Reflective writing can help us all get 
through periods of stress, isolation, and in-

stability—and bring us closer together.
So, the next step: Knock on Mayor Eric 

Adams’s and New York City Schools Chan-
cellor David Banks’s doors and try to get 
much-needed, widely available writing 
workshops as part of teacher training and 
classroom time slipped into the adminis-
tration’s Department of Education sum-
mer and fall agendas. Musicians teach 
music; artists teach art. Let’s give those 
English teachers who feel disconnected 
from writing the chance to feel like writers, 
so they can teach their field with confi-
dence and passion. 

Ron would give me a side-eye and a 
half-grin at this notion, and start pounding 
away at the keyboard. 

 
Rebecca Wallace-Segall founded Writo-
pia Lab in 2007, and serves as its execu-
tive director. In 2015, she established 
Writopia’s Training Institute. She has won 
multiple teaching awards and has written 
for The Atlantic, the Wall Street Journal, 
and The Nation, among other publica-
tions. She is currently completing her 
master’s in Urban Education Policy at 
CUNY Graduate Center. 

Improving skills 
at all levels.
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VISION FEST BRINGS JAZZ 
JOY TO BAD TIMES
Delve into downtown skronk, hip hop power, ambient quietude, 
unmetered rhythms: “Music that has energy—life energy.”
By Alan Scherstuhl

L
isten, before we get to how badass and 
soul-stirring the lineup at his year’s Vi-
sion Festival is, let me try to sell you on 
why you should care. (I’m assuming that 
you are not a dedicated follower of what, 

for the sake of convenience, we’ll call “free 
jazz,” though that term is contested.)

You know that sentiment you often 
hear—or maybe sometimes spout your-
self—about how much more glorious this 
city was in decades past, when the streets 
weren’t boiling in capital, when the rent 
wasn’t an obscenity, when artists could af-
ford to live and experiment and (maybe) 
flourish? Of course you do. And, of course, 
being no dummy, you know those days 
aren’t coming back anytime soon. 

But it’s worth celebrating that at this 
year’s 22nd Vision Festival, the creative, 
communitarian spirit of what we idealize 
about those days doesn’t just live—it thrives. 
As always at this (mostly) annual blowout of 
free/avant jazz and other noncommercial 
arts, that spirit hollers, squeals, parties, and 
protests. It celebrates its legacy and champi-
ons new blood. It’s utterly uncompromising 
but also entirely inviting—neighborly, even. 
That binary defines a creative music scene 
whose audiences often get to feel some-
thing that’s far too rare in money-mad New 
York. When you arrive at a venue like the 
Stone or the Downtown Music Gallery or 
Ibeam Brooklyn to hear the world’s best 
players create sounds nobody will ever cre-
ate again, everyone—from performers to 
proprietors to the head-bobbing faithful in 
the seats—usually seems legit glad you 
showed up. 

Seriously, without you there, some-
thing’s missing. 

Here’s another thing people say a lot 
when talking about great eras in this city’s 
musical history, whether the heyday of 52nd 
Street, the ’70s loft scene, the Knitting Fac-
tory in the ’90s, or whatever: I wish I’d have 
been there then. I am telling you now that you 
can and should be there now, this week, at 
the latest iteration of a festival that hosts per-
formances the people of the future will think 
you were a simp for missing. 

“There’s a new energy that’s reflective of 

this time of trouble,” Patricia Nicholson, the 
festival’s founder, artistic director, and a 
noted choreographer, tells the Voice. “Bad 
times make, sometimes, for good art. We live 
in this world right now, and we have to be 
present.”

Simply put, this city that’s so inhospitable 
to art that’s tough to monetize is currently 
home to an epochal flowering of what people 
call “free jazz” or “fire music” or any other 
reductive designation. As a profitable busi-

ness, the jazz world mostly collapsed around 
the dawn of the millennium, when major re-
cord labels (mostly) abandoned the music, 
and old heads and critics warned that the 
Jazz at Lincoln Center approach to tradition 
and education would staunch the creative 
development of young players. But a funny 
thing happened: With the money drained 
from the scene, the players coming up had no 
reason not to play whatever the hell they 
wanted. Suddenly, it’s not as if incorporating 
free improv, downtown skronk, hip hop 
power, ambient quietude, unmetered 
rhythms, between-note microtones, protest 
poetry, and techniques that push the limits of 
what instruments can do was threatening 
anyone’s chance at a deal with Sony. 

“This music is not a whitewashing of 
anything,” Nicholson says. “It’s challenging 
at times, it’s not putting you to sleep, it’s not 
status quo. It’s music that has energy—life 
energy.”

Year after year, the Vision Festival—put 

on by the nonprofit Arts for Art—offers an 
exemplary survey of the scene, all with the 
feeling of a block party. Stretching over six 
nights and two venues, this year’s lineup 
boasts, as always, a murders’ row of multi-
generational musicians, including young-ish 
established artists like trumpeter Jaimie 
Branch, saxophonist James Brandon Lewis, 
and Afrofuturist flutist/genius Nicole Mitch-
ell, all playing on the same night, Thursday, 
June 23, an embarrassment of riches. In addi-
tion to a film series at Anthology Film Ar-
chives and urgent panel discussions on June 
20 (sample topic: “Reclaiming the Power of 
Creative Music in Communities of Color”), 
highlights include Joshua Abrams’s tran-
scendence-through-rhythm band Natural 
Information Society, pianist Eri Yamamoto’s 
serene-to-wild group Sparks, and the tower-
ing pianist/composer Angelica Sanchez, 
leading a trio with the world-class rhythm 
section of bassist Michael Formanek and 
drummer Hamid Drake. 

The lineup is diverse, local, and politically 
engaged. Between sets, expect dance recit-
als, poetry readings, film excerpts, fiery 
speechifying. The food’s cheap but healthy, 
prepped by volunteers; these days, Vision 
Fest mainstay William Parker, the presiding 

spirit of the scene, no longer has to help make 
the sandwiches attendees will be eating—but 
he’s still slated to appear in different ensem-
bles on four separate nights. (Other regulars 
leading groups: Whit Dickey, Fay Victor, 
Matthew Shipp.)

Bookending the week’s performances are 
the closest things Vision offers to a jazz-fest 
standard: lifetime achievement tributes to 
two greats, in this case, trumpeter/com-
poser/artist/wise man Wadada Leo Smith 
(on Tuesday, June 21) and saxophonist/flut-
ist/composer/poet/artist Oliver Lake (on 
June 26). Both warrant celebration, of course. 
But don’t expect mothballed recreations of 
past glories. Instead, like creative music it-
self, they’re about what’s happening right 
now.

Smith, 80, is in the thick of one of the 
great late-career runs of any American art-
ist, releasing six fresh, stylistically diverse 
boxed sets on the Tum label in the past year 
alone, as well as exemplary albums like this 

year’s Pacifica Coral Reef, a head-spinning 
trio work with guitarists Henry Kaiser and 
Alex Varty. The most recent Tum boxes, 
String Quartets Nos. 1-12 and the trumpet-
and-drummers collection The Emerald Du-
ets, hit Bandcamp and record stores like the 
Downtown Music Gallery’s shop last week. 
Smith will play several times, in a variety of 
configurations, on June 21, including duets 
with drummer Pheeroan akLaff and collab-
orations with poet Thulani Davis and pia-
nists Erika Dohi and Sylvie Courvoisier. The 
RedKoral String Quartet will debut Smith’s 
composition “Angela Davis Into the Morn-
ing Sunlight.” 

Meanwhile, World Saxophone Quartet 
co-founder Lake, 79, is not scheduled to 
blow his horn: His exemplary band Trio 3 
played its final gig in February, at Dizzy’s 
Club at Jazz at Lincoln Center, a bittersweet 
occasion that found Lake on sax only at set’s 
end. His power and invention as an impro-
viser will be missed—in February 2020, not 
long before the Covid shutdown, I witnessed 
Trio 3 at full power inspire a young man at the 
now-shuttered club Jazz Standard to weep 
openly—but Lake’s presence remains in-
domitable. He will declaim poetry in duet 
with Trio 3 colleague Andrew Cyrille, the 
boundlessly inventive drummer, along with 
some spoken-word passages, on June 26. His 
group Oliver Lake’s Justice, with Sonic Liber-
ation Front, will perform compositions un-
der his conduction; saxophonist JD Parran 
will lead a tribute trio, accompanied by 
dance choreographed by Nicholson; and the 
WSQ itself will close out the night.

That striking blend of past and present, of 
music, dance, and poetry, exemplifies the 
Festival—and a scene committed to free ex-
pression, social justice, and having a fine 
damn time.

Nicholson measures the Festival’s success 
not just in its ticket sales, longevity, con-
sciousness-raising, and inclusive program-
ming. She’s moved by a simpler metric: “It’s 
the happy faces,” she says. “What else can 
you ask for? Happy faces. People just beam-
ing. I look forward to that as much as the au-
dience looks forward to the music.” 

Alan Scherstuhl is an editor at Publishers 
Weekly, a former Village Voice editor and 
critic, and has written about music, books, 
and movies for many outlets. He’s proba-
bly sitting behind you at the Jazz Gallery.

Jazz Right Here Right Now “There’s a new 
energy that’s 
refl ective of this 
time of trouble. 
Bad times make, 
sometimes, for 
good art. We live 
in this world right 
now, and we have 
to be present.”

Vision Festival
Jazz performances, art exhibitions, 

�ilm screenings, and other events at 
venues in Manhattan and Brooklyn

212-254-5420 / artforarts.org/vision
June 21–26
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Indomitable musician/composer/poet/artist Oliver Lake with his sax; musician/composer/artist/
wise man Wadada Leo Smith on trumpet: Two lifetimes of achievement.
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VISION FEST BRINGS JAZZ 
JOY TO BAD TIMES
Delve into downtown skronk, hip hop power, ambient quietude, 
unmetered rhythms: “Music that has energy—life energy.”
By Alan Scherstuhl

L
isten, before we get to how badass and 
soul-stirring the lineup at his year’s Vi-
sion Festival is, let me try to sell you on 
why you should care. (I’m assuming that 
you are not a dedicated follower of what, 

for the sake of convenience, we’ll call “free 
jazz,” though that term is contested.)

You know that sentiment you often 
hear—or maybe sometimes spout your-
self—about how much more glorious this 
city was in decades past, when the streets 
weren’t boiling in capital, when the rent 
wasn’t an obscenity, when artists could af-
ford to live and experiment and (maybe) 
flourish? Of course you do. And, of course, 
being no dummy, you know those days 
aren’t coming back anytime soon. 

But it’s worth celebrating that at this 
year’s 22nd Vision Festival, the creative, 
communitarian spirit of what we idealize 
about those days doesn’t just live—it thrives. 
As always at this (mostly) annual blowout of 
free/avant jazz and other noncommercial 
arts, that spirit hollers, squeals, parties, and 
protests. It celebrates its legacy and champi-
ons new blood. It’s utterly uncompromising 
but also entirely inviting—neighborly, even. 
That binary defines a creative music scene 
whose audiences often get to feel some-
thing that’s far too rare in money-mad New 
York. When you arrive at a venue like the 
Stone or the Downtown Music Gallery or 
Ibeam Brooklyn to hear the world’s best 
players create sounds nobody will ever cre-
ate again, everyone—from performers to 
proprietors to the head-bobbing faithful in 
the seats—usually seems legit glad you 
showed up. 

Seriously, without you there, some-
thing’s missing. 

Here’s another thing people say a lot 
when talking about great eras in this city’s 
musical history, whether the heyday of 52nd 
Street, the ’70s loft scene, the Knitting Fac-
tory in the ’90s, or whatever: I wish I’d have 
been there then. I am telling you now that you 
can and should be there now, this week, at 
the latest iteration of a festival that hosts per-
formances the people of the future will think 
you were a simp for missing. 

“There’s a new energy that’s reflective of 

this time of trouble,” Patricia Nicholson, the 
festival’s founder, artistic director, and a 
noted choreographer, tells the Voice. “Bad 
times make, sometimes, for good art. We live 
in this world right now, and we have to be 
present.”

Simply put, this city that’s so inhospitable 
to art that’s tough to monetize is currently 
home to an epochal flowering of what people 
call “free jazz” or “fire music” or any other 
reductive designation. As a profitable busi-

ness, the jazz world mostly collapsed around 
the dawn of the millennium, when major re-
cord labels (mostly) abandoned the music, 
and old heads and critics warned that the 
Jazz at Lincoln Center approach to tradition 
and education would staunch the creative 
development of young players. But a funny 
thing happened: With the money drained 
from the scene, the players coming up had no 
reason not to play whatever the hell they 
wanted. Suddenly, it’s not as if incorporating 
free improv, downtown skronk, hip hop 
power, ambient quietude, unmetered 
rhythms, between-note microtones, protest 
poetry, and techniques that push the limits of 
what instruments can do was threatening 
anyone’s chance at a deal with Sony. 

“This music is not a whitewashing of 
anything,” Nicholson says. “It’s challenging 
at times, it’s not putting you to sleep, it’s not 
status quo. It’s music that has energy—life 
energy.”

Year after year, the Vision Festival—put 

on by the nonprofit Arts for Art—offers an 
exemplary survey of the scene, all with the 
feeling of a block party. Stretching over six 
nights and two venues, this year’s lineup 
boasts, as always, a murders’ row of multi-
generational musicians, including young-ish 
established artists like trumpeter Jaimie 
Branch, saxophonist James Brandon Lewis, 
and Afrofuturist flutist/genius Nicole Mitch-
ell, all playing on the same night, Thursday, 
June 23, an embarrassment of riches. In addi-
tion to a film series at Anthology Film Ar-
chives and urgent panel discussions on June 
20 (sample topic: “Reclaiming the Power of 
Creative Music in Communities of Color”), 
highlights include Joshua Abrams’s tran-
scendence-through-rhythm band Natural 
Information Society, pianist Eri Yamamoto’s 
serene-to-wild group Sparks, and the tower-
ing pianist/composer Angelica Sanchez, 
leading a trio with the world-class rhythm 
section of bassist Michael Formanek and 
drummer Hamid Drake. 

The lineup is diverse, local, and politically 
engaged. Between sets, expect dance recit-
als, poetry readings, film excerpts, fiery 
speechifying. The food’s cheap but healthy, 
prepped by volunteers; these days, Vision 
Fest mainstay William Parker, the presiding 

spirit of the scene, no longer has to help make 
the sandwiches attendees will be eating—but 
he’s still slated to appear in different ensem-
bles on four separate nights. (Other regulars 
leading groups: Whit Dickey, Fay Victor, 
Matthew Shipp.)

Bookending the week’s performances are 
the closest things Vision offers to a jazz-fest 
standard: lifetime achievement tributes to 
two greats, in this case, trumpeter/com-
poser/artist/wise man Wadada Leo Smith 
(on Tuesday, June 21) and saxophonist/flut-
ist/composer/poet/artist Oliver Lake (on 
June 26). Both warrant celebration, of course. 
But don’t expect mothballed recreations of 
past glories. Instead, like creative music it-
self, they’re about what’s happening right 
now.

Smith, 80, is in the thick of one of the 
great late-career runs of any American art-
ist, releasing six fresh, stylistically diverse 
boxed sets on the Tum label in the past year 
alone, as well as exemplary albums like this 

year’s Pacifica Coral Reef, a head-spinning 
trio work with guitarists Henry Kaiser and 
Alex Varty. The most recent Tum boxes, 
String Quartets Nos. 1-12 and the trumpet-
and-drummers collection The Emerald Du-
ets, hit Bandcamp and record stores like the 
Downtown Music Gallery’s shop last week. 
Smith will play several times, in a variety of 
configurations, on June 21, including duets 
with drummer Pheeroan akLaff and collab-
orations with poet Thulani Davis and pia-
nists Erika Dohi and Sylvie Courvoisier. The 
RedKoral String Quartet will debut Smith’s 
composition “Angela Davis Into the Morn-
ing Sunlight.” 

Meanwhile, World Saxophone Quartet 
co-founder Lake, 79, is not scheduled to 
blow his horn: His exemplary band Trio 3 
played its final gig in February, at Dizzy’s 
Club at Jazz at Lincoln Center, a bittersweet 
occasion that found Lake on sax only at set’s 
end. His power and invention as an impro-
viser will be missed—in February 2020, not 
long before the Covid shutdown, I witnessed 
Trio 3 at full power inspire a young man at the 
now-shuttered club Jazz Standard to weep 
openly—but Lake’s presence remains in-
domitable. He will declaim poetry in duet 
with Trio 3 colleague Andrew Cyrille, the 
boundlessly inventive drummer, along with 
some spoken-word passages, on June 26. His 
group Oliver Lake’s Justice, with Sonic Liber-
ation Front, will perform compositions un-
der his conduction; saxophonist JD Parran 
will lead a tribute trio, accompanied by 
dance choreographed by Nicholson; and the 
WSQ itself will close out the night.

That striking blend of past and present, of 
music, dance, and poetry, exemplifies the 
Festival—and a scene committed to free ex-
pression, social justice, and having a fine 
damn time.

Nicholson measures the Festival’s success 
not just in its ticket sales, longevity, con-
sciousness-raising, and inclusive program-
ming. She’s moved by a simpler metric: “It’s 
the happy faces,” she says. “What else can 
you ask for? Happy faces. People just beam-
ing. I look forward to that as much as the au-
dience looks forward to the music.” 

Alan Scherstuhl is an editor at Publishers 
Weekly, a former Village Voice editor and 
critic, and has written about music, books, 
and movies for many outlets. He’s proba-
bly sitting behind you at the Jazz Gallery.

Jazz Right Here Right Now “There’s a new 
energy that’s 
refl ective of this 
time of trouble. 
Bad times make, 
sometimes, for 
good art. We live 
in this world right 
now, and we have 
to be present.”

Vision Festival
Jazz performances, art exhibitions, 

�ilm screenings, and other events at 
venues in Manhattan and Brooklyn

212-254-5420 / artforarts.org/vision
June 21–26
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Indomitable musician/composer/poet/artist Oliver Lake with his sax; musician/composer/artist/
wise man Wadada Leo Smith on trumpet: Two lifetimes of achievement.
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22 The characters on your bus tour were amaz-
ing: the gay couple, the one you call Shlomo, 
the vomiting woman.… 

It was a cross-section of humanity at its 
best. Mind you, I ended up really liking 
these people. It’s not like I’m putting myself 
somehow above them. There’s a great Jona-
than Swift line, I hate humanity, but love ev-
ery Tom, Dick, and Harry, that sort of 
applies.

In the middle of your journey/the book, you 
write that you’d wrestled with your “trou-
bling incapacity to comprehend” the Holo-
caust. Are you still wrestling?

I think the mistake we make—or I make, 
or one makes—is waiting for the grand emo-
tion to sweep over you. We are a petty spe-
cies, you know, and it’s that old line “tragedy 
is I get a hangnail, comedy is you slip on a ba-
nana peel and die,” attributed to Mel Brooks. 
Somewhere in there, the truth lies. There is a 
certain ... I don’t know if it’s protective, if it’s 
innate. But how do you comprehend the in-
comprehensible? When I get there, what I fo-
cus on is I can’t believe there are snack bars, 
and people are chowing down on pizza as they 
come stumbling out of the ovens.

To me, I don’t know if that’s a testament to 
the human spirit, or testament to the utter 
degradation of humanity. You be the judge. 
But it might be the ultimate revenge that they 
have so petty-fied what was so staggering 
and important to Himmler and Hitler and 
Goebbels, that it’s now a pizza joint.

In Nein, Nein, Nein!, you write about the 
piles of hair from the Holocaust victims, 
which was beyond horrifying to me, some-
thing I hadn’t thought about. 

Of course, [I mention it] two times. How 
would you react to that? I mean, imagine 
yourself in front of that. How do you wrap 
your head around it?

You can’t. I want to cry right now thinking 
about it. The other thing was the numbers 
on the hooks where they were told to put 
their clothes, as if they were coming back for 
them. It’s the little things…. 

Exactly. It’s the specificity through which 
the enormity enters. You can’t believe they 
went to that length. And they did. And you 
can read about it. And then there are the 
truths that … at the Schindler Museum, the 
tour guide was talking about how more peo-
ple wanted to see the hotel where the stars 
of Schindler’s List stayed than actually 
wanted to see the Schindler Museum, 
which is a spectacular and powerful place. 
That’s the world we live in. [On the bus tour] 
we had to go around the room and say why 
we wanted to make this trip. And at least 
half of them said they had seen Schindler’s 
List. And wanted to get to know more about 
the Jews.

Did you tell your new bus friends you were 
going to write about the journey?  

Yeah, and I obviously changed the 
names. After I came back.… Well, I always 
write on the backs of napkins, tickets, re-
ceipts. I came back, and my place was a 
mess. A friend of mine’s grandmother of-
fered to clean it. So this person came in and 
saw a big pile of trash with scribbles on it 

and just threw it away. So that gave me the 
opportunity to pull a full Truman Capote 
and remember all conversations. I tell my-
self that great Oliver Sacks line, memory is 
just the story we tell ourselves about what 
we think we remember. So that’s what I’m 
going with. I’m sticking to it.  

When you discovered they had been thrown 
out, did you have a heart attack? 

Being an ex-dope-fiend, I’m great with 
catastrophe. You know, broken shoelace, 
I’m a dead man. But world falls apart, I can 
stay cool.  

You write about a phone call you got while 
you were touring the camps, which was from 
a studio executive you were working with. 

I had done an earlier book called OG 
Dad, which is about the happy circum-
stance of marrying someone plenty of 
years younger and having a child, and it 
was all great. They bought the book be-

cause I had been on [with comedian] Marc 
Maron, but they hadn’t read the book. 
Long story short, once they actually read 
the book, and read my take, they were hor-
rified. By then, of course, things had fallen 
apart. The child was living in Austin. Occa-
sionally I have a bad marriage but a great 
divorce. So anyway, I was being paid, alleg-
edly, to write this happy version of life as 
that life had collapsed, and as I was touring 
the camps. So I make the mistake, as I stag-
ger out of the ovens, that when the phone 
rings, I pick it up. It’s some poor bastard 
from ABC saying, “Could you make Jerry 
less creepy?”   

And he was asking that of the actual creepy 
Jerry, a real person, not a character. 

I always wonder—of the many things I 
wonder about these awful circumstances—
how long after you are enslaved and impris-
oned do all the problems that you’re 
obsessed with and dominated your psyche—
how long does it take to fade away and you 
get into pure survival mode? And you realize 
your perspective was completely misbegot-
ten and misguided this whole time?

That was just something I thought about. 
I don’t know what the answer to that is. I’ve 
read a lot of writers, fiction and nonfiction, 
and some people have an incredible sense of 
humor. Some people, like Primo Levi, will 
tell you that the good people weren’t the ones 
who survived, and then end up killing them-
selves years later by throwing themselves 
down the stairs in Turin. So it’s a question to 
wrestle with.

As a New Yorker, I read some of Nein, Nein, 
Nein! on the subway. I had the thought that 
people would see the typeface of the title on 
the cover and give me a look. The font kind 
of tells you the topic.  

It is true, but that typeface has become so 
trendy for a certain breed … it’s almost bor-
derline goth. There are a lot of people who 
have that typeface all over their bodies at 
this point in time. Many of whom worship 
Lemmy. So it’s not the most arcane type-
face, but I like it. I think they did a decent 
job with the cover.

I actually thought of Lemmy while reading 
your book because of his interest in Ger-

many and collecting Nazi memorabilia. 
Did you meet him? 

There’s always that shit you wish you had 
done. I neglected the Lemmy portion of the 
proceedings. He wasn’t a believer [in Na-
zism]. He was a collector, I believe is the dis-
tinction. Am I right? 

Yes, that’s what he always said. So, I want to 
get back to your new book momentarily, but 
you mentioned Bourdain—you got to know 
him while you were in New York?

I got to know him in New York. And he 
did me a huge solid. This is a side thing 
about a different book. But he did a nonfic-
tion series for Bloomsbury about sort of 
weird iconic Americans. He wrote about 
Typhoid Mary, who turned out to be a chef. I 
decided to do one about Roscoe Arbuckle—
Fatty Arbuckle—nonfiction. And after 50 
pages, it sounded like a fucking term paper. 
So, without consulting the publisher, who is 
absolutely thrilled, believe me, I made it like 
kind of a faux memoir [I, Fatty (2004)]. I 
wrote in the first person of Arbuckle him-
self, so then it’s a novel, which worked out 
great. Probably my most popular book, and 
I always have Bourdain to thank for that. 

And he did that weird thing in The New 
York Times where he said, “If I ever die, I 
want Jerry Stahl to write my story.” Which I 
decided I would never do. But people came 

out of the woodwork. I just let it alone. As 
Marlon Brando once said about a guy who 
wrote a book called Bud: The Brando I Knew, 
“Friends don’t write books about friends.” 
So I just held my mud on that one. 

Did you have a book deal when you began 
your bus journey?

Well, I had an arrangement to go there 
and write a six-part series for Vice. But re-
ally, they didn’t want anything personal, 
mostly straight-up reporting, which is fine. 
But when I wrote the book, it morphed into 
this other thing, which kind of can’t help but 
be more sort of Gonzo-adjacent territory. I 
use that word hesitantly, because I’m not 
putting myself in the original Gonzo league. 
I’m always as surprised as the reader to see 
what the fuck happens next and how it 
shakes down. I’m not an outliner.

The world has become way more politically 
correct. When your editor or whoever your 
first reader of Nein, Nein, Nein! was, did 
they flag anything they felt was “too much”?  

Well, from my point of view, what I wrote 
was written with total respect. And the hu-
mor is based a) on me; I always make myself 
the biggest asshole in the room. That’s what I 
tell the kids at journalism school when I’m 
the guest speaker. And b) It’s a very respect-
ful book. What I’m talking about is some of 
the commerce involved. And some of the 
very human situations that arise in this inhu-
man environment. 

My first day at Auschwitz I got mistaken 
for Michael Richard [Seinfeld’s Kramer]. So 
these young, I think they were Filipino, teen-
age girls, start screaming, “Kramer, 
Kramer.” And before I can resist, they 
wanted my autograph. I mean, what is the et-
iquette for being in a death camp and signing 
autographs as a celebrity you are not? Emily 
Post never covered that. It’s those moments 
that I write about. And I would argue that’s 
just humanity. That’s not disrespecting the 
truly horrific events that humanity fell victim 
to. Does that make any sense?

Yes, well said. And you also knew a lot of 
Jewish and Holocaust history going in. 

What I kind of realized is that if you look 
at America’s vast history of Nazi involve-
ment, from the Dulles brothers [who chan-
neled funds from the United States to Nazi 
Germany in the 1930s] to Prescott Bush 
[George W. Bush’s grandfather], being a pa-
tron and friend of Hitler’s all the way back, 
you just realize the miracle is when a Holo-
caust is not happening. The ax is always fall-
ing, and you gotta be grateful for the time in 
between while you have it. 

I know that’s how you end the book. One 
sentence, a simple thought about the time 
between Holocausts, which was just devas-
tating.

It’s just something you realize, as you 
read about the history and immerse your-
self in the history: It’s always happening 
somewhere. It’s still going on in Yemen. It 
never fucking ends; it just might not be hap-
pening to your people at any given time.

Katherine Turman writes regularly for the 
Village Voice. She lives in Brooklyn.
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JERRY STAHL GOES
GONZO-ADJACENT IN
NEIN, NEIN, NEIN!
The novelist/memoirist/journalist takes an audacious, emotional 
journey through “concentration-camp-world.”
By Katherine Turman

H
e’s not quite the last of a dying breed … 
but close. Like his dear friend the late 
Anthony Bourdain, Jerry Stahl’s 
boundless curiosity, mordant, often 
politically incorrect humor, and prodi-

gious talent has led to bad behavior, myriad 
successes, and a drug habit. (Stahl is now a 
sober pescatarian.)

Novels, memoirs, TV, movies, journal-
ism, marriages—Stahl (born in 1953) has 
succeeded at all, and failed at a few. He 
broke out with his harrowing and often hys-
terical 1995 memoir, Permanent Midnight. 
The New Yorker’s Thomas Mallon wrote, 
“Only self-disgust—which fills Permanent 
Midnight and the autobiographical Perv—in-
spires Stahl to the same level of lyricism as 
drugs do.” In the vein (cough, cough) of 

Junky, The Basketball Diaries, or Stahl pal 
Hubert Selby Jr.’s writings, both the book 
and a 1998 film adaptation of Permanent 
Midnight, starring Ben Stiller, were ac-
claimed—if reviled by a few timid souls.  

To promote his latest book, Nein, Nein, 
Nein! (from Brooklyn indie publisher 
Akashic), Stahl was glad to embark on a 
lengthy Zoom interview with the Voice, his 
one-time freelance employer. The Pitts-
burgh native was attending Columbia Uni-
versity when he began to write “weird little 
articles” for the paper. “I didn’t really know 
much about journalism,” he recalls. “My 
first piece was about confession magazines, 
which used to be a thing. I heard an editor in 
an elevator while I was going for an inter-
view at the Voice say, ‘The only difference 

between me and my readers is that my IQ is 
over 80.’ And because I knew nothing about 
ethics, and clearly had none of my own, I 
put that right in the story in the Voice and 
promptly had to apologize.”

That said, “The Voice was one of those 
places, you know … I loved the building. I 
loved going there. I maybe did four or five 
pieces for it. But it meant a lot.” Meanwhile, 
back up at Columbia…. “My major in col-
lege, Jesus … Drugs, I think,” he quips. “I 
dropped out. I went back and graduated in a 
year and a half. It was just about being in 
New York, really.” 

Now a Left Coast resident for decades, 
the still-not-sunny Stahl became known for 
the ’80s TV show ALF, the fuzzy alien alba-
tross around his literary neck. (Stahl wrote 
for the series while shooting heroin in the 
sound-stage toilet.) As in his writing, in con-
versation Stahl moves easily and amusingly 
from the late Lemmy Kilmister, of Motor-
head, to Fatty Arbuckle. What follows is a 
portion of our discussion (edited for length 
and clarity). 

Katherine Turman: You’re based in L.A., 
but you began your career in New York in 
the early ’70s. Did it seem like the center of 
the literary universe when you were here?

Jerry Stahl: I was never part of the cool 
club. I had friends in bands at CBGBs. I 
wasn’t part of any literary thing. I was just 
some weirdo, writing soon-to-be-never-
published novels. Before Permanent Mid-
night, when I was like 38 or 39, I’d written six 
unpublished books and published the first 
chapter in Playboy or some literary maga-
zine. It finally came together with that book 
and took off. I was doing a lot of magazine 

work, but I’m so antiquated that it was be-
fore the Internet. Ten years of journalism, 
just like it never happened. I just wanted to 
do that Gonzo thing, which is still kind of 
how I operate—you put yourself in these gro-
tesque, sometimes dangerous but always 
mortifying situations, and then write about 
them. Like I would do a nude singles’ retreat 
at Elysium and have naked buffet with your 
genitals in potato salad. Or a funeral home 
directors’ convention. Just weird shit, get to 
know these people, then write about what 
it’s like being in that situation.

Which pretty much describes Nein, Nein, 
Nein!, whose subtitle is “One Man’s Tale of 
Depression, Psychic Torment, and a Bus 
Tour of the Holocaust.” 

I did a previous Nazi book, a novel called 
Painkillers that I worked with Larry Charles 
to try and adapt as a show. It was about Josef 
Mengele living in San Quentin and insisting 
he was who he was. I’ve always been at-
tracted to that kind of topic and that world. 
With this book, I put myself in the situation 
of Nein, Nein, Nein! For a variety of reasons, 
wanting to go to concentration-camp-land 
while feeling very depressed and despair-
ing—that seemed like an appropriate place 
to haul your despairing, depressed ass to, 
which I did. I got Vice to pay me to cover the 
cost of a bus tour with a bunch of wonderful 
people from the Midwest and New Zealand, 
many of whom had never seen a Jew. So it 
was festive.

Were you glad to represent?
I’m not sure I was representin’, I think I 

defacto represented the Jew on Board, you 
know?  

Book Trip

Snapshots from the edge: 
Although the notes from 

Stahl’s Holocaust
bus trip were tossed, 

his photos of exhibits,
fast food dining,

and gra� iti survived.

Courtesy of Jerry Stahl
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23The characters on your bus tour were amaz-
ing: the gay couple, the one you call Shlomo, 
the vomiting woman.… 

It was a cross-section of humanity at its 
best. Mind you, I ended up really liking 
these people. It’s not like I’m putting myself 
somehow above them. There’s a great Jona-
than Swift line, I hate humanity, but love ev-
ery Tom, Dick, and Harry, that sort of 
applies.

In the middle of your journey/the book, you 
write that you’d wrestled with your “trou-
bling incapacity to comprehend” the Holo-
caust. Are you still wrestling?

I think the mistake we make—or I make, 
or one makes—is waiting for the grand emo-
tion to sweep over you. We are a petty spe-
cies, you know, and it’s that old line “tragedy 
is I get a hangnail, comedy is you slip on a ba-
nana peel and die,” attributed to Mel Brooks. 
Somewhere in there, the truth lies. There is a 
certain ... I don’t know if it’s protective, if it’s 
innate. But how do you comprehend the in-
comprehensible? When I get there, what I fo-
cus on is I can’t believe there are snack bars, 
and people are chowing down on pizza as they 
come stumbling out of the ovens.

To me, I don’t know if that’s a testament to 
the human spirit, or testament to the utter 
degradation of humanity. You be the judge. 
But it might be the ultimate revenge that they 
have so petty-fied what was so staggering 
and important to Himmler and Hitler and 
Goebbels, that it’s now a pizza joint.

In Nein, Nein, Nein!, you write about the 
piles of hair from the Holocaust victims, 
which was beyond horrifying to me, some-
thing I hadn’t thought about. 

Of course, [I mention it] two times. How 
would you react to that? I mean, imagine 
yourself in front of that. How do you wrap 
your head around it?

You can’t. I want to cry right now thinking 
about it. The other thing was the numbers 
on the hooks where they were told to put 
their clothes, as if they were coming back for 
them. It’s the little things…. 

Exactly. It’s the specificity through which 
the enormity enters. You can’t believe they 
went to that length. And they did. And you 
can read about it. And then there are the 
truths that … at the Schindler Museum, the 
tour guide was talking about how more peo-
ple wanted to see the hotel where the stars 
of Schindler’s List stayed than actually 
wanted to see the Schindler Museum, 
which is a spectacular and powerful place. 
That’s the world we live in. [On the bus tour] 
we had to go around the room and say why 
we wanted to make this trip. And at least 
half of them said they had seen Schindler’s 
List. And wanted to get to know more about 
the Jews.

Did you tell your new bus friends you were 
going to write about the journey?  

Yeah, and I obviously changed the 
names. After I came back.… Well, I always 
write on the backs of napkins, tickets, re-
ceipts. I came back, and my place was a 
mess. A friend of mine’s grandmother of-
fered to clean it. So this person came in and 
saw a big pile of trash with scribbles on it 

and just threw it away. So that gave me the 
opportunity to pull a full Truman Capote 
and remember all conversations. I tell my-
self that great Oliver Sacks line, memory is 
just the story we tell ourselves about what 
we think we remember. So that’s what I’m 
going with. I’m sticking to it.  

When you discovered they had been thrown 
out, did you have a heart attack? 

Being an ex-dope-fiend, I’m great with 
catastrophe. You know, broken shoelace, 
I’m a dead man. But world falls apart, I can 
stay cool.  

You write about a phone call you got while 
you were touring the camps, which was from 
a studio executive you were working with. 

I had done an earlier book called OG 
Dad, which is about the happy circum-
stance of marrying someone plenty of 
years younger and having a child, and it 
was all great. They bought the book be-

cause I had been on [with comedian] Marc 
Maron, but they hadn’t read the book. 
Long story short, once they actually read 
the book, and read my take, they were hor-
rified. By then, of course, things had fallen 
apart. The child was living in Austin. Occa-
sionally I have a bad marriage but a great 
divorce. So anyway, I was being paid, alleg-
edly, to write this happy version of life as 
that life had collapsed, and as I was touring 
the camps. So I make the mistake, as I stag-
ger out of the ovens, that when the phone 
rings, I pick it up. It’s some poor bastard 
from ABC saying, “Could you make Jerry 
less creepy?”   

And he was asking that of the actual creepy 
Jerry, a real person, not a character. 

I always wonder—of the many things I 
wonder about these awful circumstances—
how long after you are enslaved and impris-
oned do all the problems that you’re 
obsessed with and dominated your psyche—
how long does it take to fade away and you 
get into pure survival mode? And you realize 
your perspective was completely misbegot-
ten and misguided this whole time?

That was just something I thought about. 
I don’t know what the answer to that is. I’ve 
read a lot of writers, fiction and nonfiction, 
and some people have an incredible sense of 
humor. Some people, like Primo Levi, will 
tell you that the good people weren’t the ones 
who survived, and then end up killing them-
selves years later by throwing themselves 
down the stairs in Turin. So it’s a question to 
wrestle with.

As a New Yorker, I read some of Nein, Nein, 
Nein! on the subway. I had the thought that 
people would see the typeface of the title on 
the cover and give me a look. The font kind 
of tells you the topic.  

It is true, but that typeface has become so 
trendy for a certain breed … it’s almost bor-
derline goth. There are a lot of people who 
have that typeface all over their bodies at 
this point in time. Many of whom worship 
Lemmy. So it’s not the most arcane type-
face, but I like it. I think they did a decent 
job with the cover.

I actually thought of Lemmy while reading 
your book because of his interest in Ger-

many and collecting Nazi memorabilia. 
Did you meet him? 

There’s always that shit you wish you had 
done. I neglected the Lemmy portion of the 
proceedings. He wasn’t a believer [in Na-
zism]. He was a collector, I believe is the dis-
tinction. Am I right? 

Yes, that’s what he always said. So, I want to 
get back to your new book momentarily, but 
you mentioned Bourdain—you got to know 
him while you were in New York?

I got to know him in New York. And he 
did me a huge solid. This is a side thing 
about a different book. But he did a nonfic-
tion series for Bloomsbury about sort of 
weird iconic Americans. He wrote about 
Typhoid Mary, who turned out to be a chef. I 
decided to do one about Roscoe Arbuckle—
Fatty Arbuckle—nonfiction. And after 50 
pages, it sounded like a fucking term paper. 
So, without consulting the publisher, who is 
absolutely thrilled, believe me, I made it like 
kind of a faux memoir [I, Fatty (2004)]. I 
wrote in the first person of Arbuckle him-
self, so then it’s a novel, which worked out 
great. Probably my most popular book, and 
I always have Bourdain to thank for that. 

And he did that weird thing in The New 
York Times where he said, “If I ever die, I 
want Jerry Stahl to write my story.” Which I 
decided I would never do. But people came 

out of the woodwork. I just let it alone. As 
Marlon Brando once said about a guy who 
wrote a book called Bud: The Brando I Knew, 
“Friends don’t write books about friends.” 
So I just held my mud on that one. 

Did you have a book deal when you began 
your bus journey?

Well, I had an arrangement to go there 
and write a six-part series for Vice. But re-
ally, they didn’t want anything personal, 
mostly straight-up reporting, which is fine. 
But when I wrote the book, it morphed into 
this other thing, which kind of can’t help but 
be more sort of Gonzo-adjacent territory. I 
use that word hesitantly, because I’m not 
putting myself in the original Gonzo league. 
I’m always as surprised as the reader to see 
what the fuck happens next and how it 
shakes down. I’m not an outliner.

The world has become way more politically 
correct. When your editor or whoever your 
first reader of Nein, Nein, Nein! was, did 
they flag anything they felt was “too much”?  

Well, from my point of view, what I wrote 
was written with total respect. And the hu-
mor is based a) on me; I always make myself 
the biggest asshole in the room. That’s what I 
tell the kids at journalism school when I’m 
the guest speaker. And b) It’s a very respect-
ful book. What I’m talking about is some of 
the commerce involved. And some of the 
very human situations that arise in this inhu-
man environment. 

My first day at Auschwitz I got mistaken 
for Michael Richard [Seinfeld’s Kramer]. So 
these young, I think they were Filipino, teen-
age girls, start screaming, “Kramer, 
Kramer.” And before I can resist, they 
wanted my autograph. I mean, what is the et-
iquette for being in a death camp and signing 
autographs as a celebrity you are not? Emily 
Post never covered that. It’s those moments 
that I write about. And I would argue that’s 
just humanity. That’s not disrespecting the 
truly horrific events that humanity fell victim 
to. Does that make any sense?

Yes, well said. And you also knew a lot of 
Jewish and Holocaust history going in. 

What I kind of realized is that if you look 
at America’s vast history of Nazi involve-
ment, from the Dulles brothers [who chan-
neled funds from the United States to Nazi 
Germany in the 1930s] to Prescott Bush 
[George W. Bush’s grandfather], being a pa-
tron and friend of Hitler’s all the way back, 
you just realize the miracle is when a Holo-
caust is not happening. The ax is always fall-
ing, and you gotta be grateful for the time in 
between while you have it. 

I know that’s how you end the book. One 
sentence, a simple thought about the time 
between Holocausts, which was just devas-
tating.

It’s just something you realize, as you 
read about the history and immerse your-
self in the history: It’s always happening 
somewhere. It’s still going on in Yemen. It 
never fucking ends; it just might not be hap-
pening to your people at any given time.

Katherine Turman writes regularly for the 
Village Voice. She lives in Brooklyn.
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JERRY STAHL GOES
GONZO-ADJACENT IN
NEIN, NEIN, NEIN!
The novelist/memoirist/journalist takes an audacious, emotional 
journey through “concentration-camp-world.”
By Katherine Turman

H
e’s not quite the last of a dying breed … 
but close. Like his dear friend the late 
Anthony Bourdain, Jerry Stahl’s 
boundless curiosity, mordant, often 
politically incorrect humor, and prodi-

gious talent has led to bad behavior, myriad 
successes, and a drug habit. (Stahl is now a 
sober pescatarian.)

Novels, memoirs, TV, movies, journal-
ism, marriages—Stahl (born in 1953) has 
succeeded at all, and failed at a few. He 
broke out with his harrowing and often hys-
terical 1995 memoir, Permanent Midnight. 
The New Yorker’s Thomas Mallon wrote, 
“Only self-disgust—which fills Permanent 
Midnight and the autobiographical Perv—in-
spires Stahl to the same level of lyricism as 
drugs do.” In the vein (cough, cough) of 

Junky, The Basketball Diaries, or Stahl pal 
Hubert Selby Jr.’s writings, both the book 
and a 1998 film adaptation of Permanent 
Midnight, starring Ben Stiller, were ac-
claimed—if reviled by a few timid souls.  

To promote his latest book, Nein, Nein, 
Nein! (from Brooklyn indie publisher 
Akashic), Stahl was glad to embark on a 
lengthy Zoom interview with the Voice, his 
one-time freelance employer. The Pitts-
burgh native was attending Columbia Uni-
versity when he began to write “weird little 
articles” for the paper. “I didn’t really know 
much about journalism,” he recalls. “My 
first piece was about confession magazines, 
which used to be a thing. I heard an editor in 
an elevator while I was going for an inter-
view at the Voice say, ‘The only difference 

between me and my readers is that my IQ is 
over 80.’ And because I knew nothing about 
ethics, and clearly had none of my own, I 
put that right in the story in the Voice and 
promptly had to apologize.”

That said, “The Voice was one of those 
places, you know … I loved the building. I 
loved going there. I maybe did four or five 
pieces for it. But it meant a lot.” Meanwhile, 
back up at Columbia…. “My major in col-
lege, Jesus … Drugs, I think,” he quips. “I 
dropped out. I went back and graduated in a 
year and a half. It was just about being in 
New York, really.” 

Now a Left Coast resident for decades, 
the still-not-sunny Stahl became known for 
the ’80s TV show ALF, the fuzzy alien alba-
tross around his literary neck. (Stahl wrote 
for the series while shooting heroin in the 
sound-stage toilet.) As in his writing, in con-
versation Stahl moves easily and amusingly 
from the late Lemmy Kilmister, of Motor-
head, to Fatty Arbuckle. What follows is a 
portion of our discussion (edited for length 
and clarity). 

Katherine Turman: You’re based in L.A., 
but you began your career in New York in 
the early ’70s. Did it seem like the center of 
the literary universe when you were here?

Jerry Stahl: I was never part of the cool 
club. I had friends in bands at CBGBs. I 
wasn’t part of any literary thing. I was just 
some weirdo, writing soon-to-be-never-
published novels. Before Permanent Mid-
night, when I was like 38 or 39, I’d written six 
unpublished books and published the first 
chapter in Playboy or some literary maga-
zine. It finally came together with that book 
and took off. I was doing a lot of magazine 

work, but I’m so antiquated that it was be-
fore the Internet. Ten years of journalism, 
just like it never happened. I just wanted to 
do that Gonzo thing, which is still kind of 
how I operate—you put yourself in these gro-
tesque, sometimes dangerous but always 
mortifying situations, and then write about 
them. Like I would do a nude singles’ retreat 
at Elysium and have naked buffet with your 
genitals in potato salad. Or a funeral home 
directors’ convention. Just weird shit, get to 
know these people, then write about what 
it’s like being in that situation.

Which pretty much describes Nein, Nein, 
Nein!, whose subtitle is “One Man’s Tale of 
Depression, Psychic Torment, and a Bus 
Tour of the Holocaust.” 

I did a previous Nazi book, a novel called 
Painkillers that I worked with Larry Charles 
to try and adapt as a show. It was about Josef 
Mengele living in San Quentin and insisting 
he was who he was. I’ve always been at-
tracted to that kind of topic and that world. 
With this book, I put myself in the situation 
of Nein, Nein, Nein! For a variety of reasons, 
wanting to go to concentration-camp-land 
while feeling very depressed and despair-
ing—that seemed like an appropriate place 
to haul your despairing, depressed ass to, 
which I did. I got Vice to pay me to cover the 
cost of a bus tour with a bunch of wonderful 
people from the Midwest and New Zealand, 
many of whom had never seen a Jew. So it 
was festive.

Were you glad to represent?
I’m not sure I was representin’, I think I 

defacto represented the Jew on Board, you 
know?  

Book Trip

Snapshots from the edge: 
Although the notes from 

Stahl’s Holocaust
bus trip were tossed, 

his photos of exhibits,
fast food dining,

and gra� iti survived.

Courtesy of Jerry Stahl
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The Bacon Brothers  
two shows

 John Hiatt & The Goners 
 featuring Sonny Landreth

Eric Benét
two shows

Lalah Hathaway 
four shows

6.25 6.26

7.24
7.23

7.01
6.30


