
BY  B E N N E T  G O L D S T E I N

A woman sits at a bar, the lights beneath 
its surface transitioning through the 
colors of  the rainbow. A man drapes 
his arm around her.

 At a nearby table, another man kisses his 
date’s neck as his hands move through the 
folds of  her dress. 
 It’s Ladies Night, and one of  Madison’s gay 
bars, Plan B, is filled with straight people.
 Co-owner Rico Sabatini is proud that 
the Williamson Street bar brings in diverse 
crowds, but he and business partner Corey 
Gresen also want to ensure that Plan B re-
tains its image as a gay establishment. That’s 
why they’ve put a rainbow flag outside.
 After Plan B opened in 2009, the first 
wave of  heterosexual women to patronize 
the bar presented a challenge.
 “What follow straight women are 
straight men,” Sabatini says. “There were…
instances where women and the LGBT com-
munity didn’t feel like it was their venue or 
that they were safe.… If  people didn’t feel 
safe being themselves, that’s a problem.”
 Other gay bars in Madison have faced 
the same sort of  identity crisis. Should they 
embrace straight people in the name of  fos-
tering an attitude of  tolerance toward the 
LGBT community? Or should they remain 
more insular, offering a place where patrons 
can be sure they’re among friends?

SAFETY AND SELF-EXPRESSION
One of  the virtues of  gay bars is that they 
provide gay people a place to relax among 
their peers.
 “It’s just a safer and more comfortable 
atmosphere,” says Cardinal Bar manager 
Franklin Parr. “Less raging, alcohol-in-
spired testosterone.”
 Emily Mills, the editor of  Our Lives mag-
azine and a former Isthmus contributor, was 
thrilled the first time she went to a local gay 
bar.
 “It was ones of  those [times] you go, ‘Yes! 
I’m among my people!’” she says.
 Mills says it was comforting to know her 
sexuality wouldn’t be an issue because she’d 
be around fellow gay people. 
 Or so she thought.
 “Not everybody who goes to a gay bar 
is gay,” she says. “When you’re 18, you just 
sort of  assume [otherwise].”
 UW graduate student Akshat Sharma 
feels more comfortable expressing himself  
at gay bars.
 “I am, in general, a dramatic person, and 
the drama heightens when I drink,” he says. 
“At a gay bar, I don’t feel the need to curb the 
histrionics because everyone gets it.”

TOLERANCE VS. ACCEPTANCE
LGBT people have fought long and hard to 
be able to express their sexual orientation in 
public, according to historian Dick Wagner. 
And Madison’s original gay bars were some 
of  the first places gay people could socialize 
openly.
 “You lived in a straight world, and you 
had to act straight,” says Wagner. “Places 
where you could be who you [are] were very 

limited.”
 In researching the topic for a forthcom-
ing book, Wagner found that gay people in 
Madison lacked gathering spaces for much 
of  the 20th century. During the 1930s, they 
often met in hotel lounges. In the ‘40s and 
‘50s, they socialized at private events like 
house parties. By the ‘60s, some bars would 
accommodate them, but these places were 
not gay establishments.
 Things changed in 1972. Rodney Scheel 
opened Madison’s first gay-owned gay bar, 
the Back Door. True self-expression, and the 
resulting feeling of  liberation, were finally 
possible.
 “It was the first place where gays really 
felt not only that they were able to be there, 
but that they were welcome to be there,” 

Wagner says. “That’s the differ-
ence between gay bars owned by 
gays and bars that accepted gays. There was 
a sense of  discovery of  ourselves and how 
we could act with each other.”

A PLACE OF RESPECT
But shouldn’t straight people be able to enjoy 
a night of  carefree fun at a place like Plan B?
 The “carefree” part is especially impor-
tant if  past visits to bars have felt unsafe or 
uncomfortable. For straight women, straight 
bars can be associated with unwanted sexual 
advances. Some find a respite at gay bars. 
 “I don’t feel unsafe when my friends 
walk away,” says Shannon Therese, a behav-
ior therapist in Dane County, says of  going 
to a local gay bar. “I danced, I drank, and I 

didn’t feel like a 
piece of  meat.”

 UW graduate stu-
dent Camille Rogers 
says it’s comforting 
to know that most 
men will not make 
passes at her in a 
gay bar. 
 “When a guy tells 
you you’re pretty, 
they really mean 
that you’re pretty,” 
she says. 
 Rogers says that, at 
straighter dance clubs 
in downtown Madison, 
“I know somebody’s 

gonna try to grab me…. 
You have to be on guard.”

 Women feel uncomfortable because they 
can’t count on being treated with respect, 
says Kelly Anderson, executive director of  
the Dane County Rape Crisis Center. 
 “Sexual harassment, unwanted sexual 
attention, it’s a daily part of  many women’s 
lives,” she says.
 Anderson says this may explain why 
some straight women like gay bars: “They 
provide something women find to be a huge 
relief  from what it’s like to operate in our 
everyday environment.”

‘OUR BAR’
Ricardo Gonzalez grappled with the identity 
issue when he opened the Cardinal Bar in 
1974. 
 Gonzalez says the Cardinal started as 
a gay disco. And much like Plan B, it soon 
drew straight crowds.
 “There would be gay people — men espe-
cially — hugging and dancing, [and] there 
were people who couldn’t handle it,” he 
says. “They would refer to us as faggots.”
 There were also fights. Gonzalez says 
this threatened patrons’ safety and the gay 
community’s freedom of  expression. He de-
cided to put up a sign that read: “The Cardi-
nal is a gay bar. If  you are not a homosexual, 
please remember you are in our bar.”
 Other gay establishments, such as the 14
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Straight people 
  IN GAY BARS
Local establishments must decide 
how inclusive they want to be

Therese: Gay bars feel safe  
and comfortable. 

Heterosexual women frequent Plan B’s dance floor.

Wagner:  
Gay-owned bars 
foster ‘a sense 
of discovery.’



Henry Street dance 
club Sotto, post similar 
reminders on their web-
sites.
 Gonzale z’s  sign 
hung at the Cardinal 
for two weeks before 
he took it down.
 “It ended up both-
ering me,” he says. “I 
thought, ‘Why do we 
have to go this far?’”
 Within a year, the 
Cardinal was no lon-
ger a gay bar. Gonza-
lez says it transitioned 
into a gathering place 
for bohemians, hip-
pies, Latinos, politicos, 
radicals, artists and 
the gay community. 
 Gonzalez decided he’d deal with anti-
gay harassment, even violence, as the 
situation demanded.
 “I said, ‘Let it be. We’ll ride with the 
punches,’” he says. “And punches there 
were.”

SIGNS OF THE TIMES
Though expressing gay pride is a touch-
stone of  LGBT culture, not everyone is 
comfortable with signs stating gay bars’ 
target audience. Some say they seem a 
bit frosty.
 Ramona Lowery, a local architect and 
graduate student, recalls a Jezebel article 
titled “Get Out of  My Gay Bar, Straight 
Girl.” It argues that “no 
matter how much you 
‘love the gays,’ some-
times gay people need 
to be amongst their 
peers and therefore 
apart from you.”
 Lowery says the 
article gave her the im-
pression the LGBT com-
munity doesn’t want 
straight people in gay 
bars, even if  bar owners 
say otherwise. As a re-
sult, she has questioned 
whether she should go 
there with gay friends.
 “I didn’t realize my 
presence...was making 
other people uncom-
fortable,” she says. “I 
was like, ‘I’ll just stay 
away if  you see me as 
offensive.’”
 Five Nightclub has no sign reminding 
straight people to behave with respect, 
in part because the management wants 
them to feel welcome. A few years ago 
owner David Eick removed gay-themed 
art from the inside of  the south-side bar 
and a rainbow-colored triangle from the 
building’s exterior. He says these images 
were a “barrier” keeping straight custom-
ers away.
 “My hope is that when...straight peo-
ple do come in, they’re like, ‘[Gay people] 
are pretty cool. They’re pretty normal. 
They’re not really here to hit on every-
body they see,” he says.
 Dino Maniaci, who owns the King 
Street gay bar Woof ’s, says he occasion-

ally faces conflicts 
when straight patrons 
want to enter the bar. 
He notes that some 
gay customers express 
a sense of  ownership 
and ask him why he al-
lows straight people in.
 “It’s a very interest-
ing problem in how the 
cultures are assimi-
lated,” he says. “[Gay 
people] were always 
isolated and kept away 
from straight bars, 
[and] suddenly we are 
kind of  territorial 
about our gay bars.”
 Of  course, Madison’s 
LGBT bars aren’t the 
only places for gay 

people to connect. There are OutReach 
socials, activities organized by the UW’s 
LGBT Campus Center, and other events 
that aim to unite the gay community. 

EQUAL-OPPORTUNITY ROMANCE
Some people support a more insular 
environment at LGBT bars because vio-
lence against gay people is still a reality. 
But the public’s view of  this demograph-
ic has improved significantly. A new Pew 
Research Center poll indicates that over 
the past decade, Americans’ positive 
opinions of  gay men have increased 18%, 
lesbian women 19%. 
 Knowing gay and lesbian people is as-

sociated with favorable 
attitudes toward same-
sex relationships, in 
particular gay mar-
riage. According to 
the poll, 68% of  people 
who know “a lot” of  
gay and lesbian people 
support gay marriage, 
compared to 32% of  
those who don’t know 
any.
 Madison entrepre-
neur Rudy Moore be-
lieves gay clubs like 
Plan B, Five and Sot-
to, and bars like the 
Shamrock and Woof ’s, 
give straight people an 
opportunity to interact 
with the LGBT com-
munity.
 “Being there has to 
create a normalizing 

effect,” he says. “This is a very good 
thing for long-term acceptance by the 
general public.”
 Exposure to LGBT culture can also 
change the way people think about het-
erosexual relationships. 
 Raised in a conservative community 
in Texas, Rogers says she learned that 
“you date a few people, and then you get 
married, and then you have sex.” But 
since she moved to Madison, observ-
ing her gay friends’ relationships has 
changed her assumptions.
 “Looking at the way they handle ca-
sual dating in a healthy and responsible 
way,” she says, “has helped me become 
comfortable with it.”u

By Laura Jones

L ast spring Helen Klebesadel, a local artist 
and educator, encountered a problem when 
trying to plan a women’s studies conference 

with UW-Green Bay professor Alison Gates. Nei-
ther woman could get down to business because 
both were incensed. Attacks on reproductive 
rights were happening left and right, including 
laws requiring women seeking abortions to have 
transvaginal ultrasounds. Then there was Rush 
Limbaugh attacking a law student for speaking 
out about the importance of  insurance coverage 
for birth control. To channel their rage, Klebes-
adel and Gates considered their role as feminists. 
 “We both started thinking, ‘Maybe we could 
do a giant uterus,’” Klebesadel says, laughing. 
 But the idea was no joke.
 Though Klebesadel is a watercolor artist, 
she found herself  working with textiles and 
clip art. Before long, she’d created a fabric 
printed with a uterus design. The Exquisite 
Uterus Project was born.
 “We invited anyone who wanted to partici-
pate to take a blank uterus canvas and create 
whatever they wanted to on women’s reproduc-
tive rights,” Klebesadel says.  
 Just what participants should do with the 
uterus was entirely up to them. And that was 
the point.
 “I believe that if  people learn to use their 
creative voices, there’s a good chance they’ll 
figure out how to use their political voices, too,” 
Klebesadel says. “Art’s one of  the few places...
where you’re asked to do something authenti-
cally your own.” 
 This notion of  the personal as political is 
not new. What was novel was how moving the 
work turned out to be. 
 “I had piles of  boxes appear on my porch,” 
Klebesadel recalls. “There were pieces about 
facing cancer, losing people, being fearful for 
loved ones. There were stories about having 
to grapple with the healthcare system and not 
having insurance.”
 The first submission, from a woman in her 
80s, responded to a doctor who told her that her 
uterus was like “an old sock” since she was 
past her reproductive years. She decorated her 
fabric uterus with painted flowers in the style 
of  Georgia O’Keeffe. A group of  three women 
made a uterus apron that read: “I decide what 
cooks in this oven.” 
 When health educators joined the project, 
girls as young as 9 submitted work. Submis-
sions even came from men. One gay man in 
Texas submitted a piece thanking his working-
class mom for letting him wear a dress in 1961.
 Over the past year, pieces from the project 
have been exhibited at Woman Made Gallery 
in Chicago, the Gail Floether Steinhilber Art 
Gallery in Oshkosh and the UW Red Gym’s Ar-
mory Gallery in Madison. Works are on display 
at UW-Milwaukee’s Union Art Gallery through 

Oct. 11, and there will be future opportuni-
ties to submit a uterus for exhibition.
 Klebesadel says the Madison communi-
ty has been an especially fertile source of  
uterus art. 
 “The idea that your creative voice is also 
your political one is not at all uncommon in 
this community,” she says.u
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Fertile  
imaginations
Exquisite Uterus Project 
fosters expressions of  
reproductive rights UW-Green Bay professor Jennifer 

Mokren created a flag for the project.

Rogers: Gay friends ‘handle 
casual dating in a healthy 

and responsible way.’

Gonzalez started the 
Cardinal as a gay disco.


