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NEWS

Eight Days in February: Madison and Wisconsin Ride an

Emotional Roller Coaster with Hotel Washington Fire and
Anti-Gay Marriage Bill

By John Quinlan

The Hotel Wiaashington abliaze at about 630-Tam Sundiay monung fdmmn_,,l 15¢h.
Photo: Hotel Wiashington staff.

Madison — They were eight days
in February that no one in Madison will
ever forget

On Monday, February 19th, hun-
dreds of candles pierced the darkness,
and the overwhelming warmth of a
shared sense of communily overcami
the chill of a cold winter’s night at a
rally in the shadow of the State Capitol
Madison's LesBiGay community and its
supporters had come together to moumn
the loss of the Hotel Washington which
had burned to the ground early on the
morming before

The historic hotel, which was cele
brating its ninetieth anniversary, was
now rubble. Early on Monday, the
spindly brick facade was pushed down
into the pile of debris which was all that
remained of the hotel that had been
home to the New Bar, Rod’s, the Cafe
Palms, the Club de Wash, the Barber's
Closet, and numerous other establish-
ments over the years

While, miraculously, no one was hurt
or injured in the fire, 12 people found
themselves homeless, and 110 people
were out of work. Losses were estimated
to be in excess of $2 million, most of
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which would be covered by insurance,
according to co-owner Greg Scheel.

Although arson was originally sus-
pected by many in the community, fire
officials had found no evidence to sup-
port that possibility as of press time.
Hotel Washington staff say the fire was
most likely accidental and seems to
have criginated in an area behind the
Cafe Palms

Despite the catastrophe, the over-
whelming feeling of all who gathered that
Monday night at the Capitol was one of
hope, of solidarity, and of newfound
resolve to face the challenges that lie ahead.

For more than two hours, almost a
hundred people took their turn at a
microphone at the top of the steps near
the State Street entrance to the Capitol.
Each took a few minutes to reflect upon
the week's events, to read poetry, to
sing songs, and to pray.

They told stories filled with fond
remembrances of experiences shared at
the building which now lay in smolder-
ing ruins. It was a place where many
had first “come out,” where others had
met their life partners, and for virtually
all, a place where friends and acquain-
tances had become family.

A VOW TO REBUILD

As hard as the previous day and a
half had been for them, co-owners Greg
Scheel and Sherry Nelson greeted the
cheering crowd with arms spread wide
and faces filled with optimism and grat-
itude. They spoke about the re-building
they believed would inevitably come.

On Sunday and Monday, amidst
the devastation, there had been small,

The reosains of the Hotel Washington Later that Sunday. Photo: Hotel Washington staff



but significant symbols of hope. A
Rainbow flag flew proudly from one of
the few pieces of the structure that still
stood. Among the few items that were
recoverable was the week's payroll
Most significantly, boxes of photos and
videotapes that recounted the history of
the historic hotel had survived.

Scheel vowed that these pictures
would one day hang on the walls of a
new Hotel Washington, built on that
same site. Discussions have already
begun with an architect, and plans call
for a four-story structure modeled
closely after the floorplan of the late,
beloved complex. To help in the effort,
make checks payable to The Hotel
Washington Rebuilding Fund, in care of
the Associated Bank, 222 W.
Washington Ave, Madison, WI 53703.

The evening rally at the Capitol
began with the tragedy at the hotel as its
focus, but, as the night proceeded,
speaker after speaker echoed a common
theme. A house had been lost, but the

sense of home that so many have found
in Madison's LesBiGay community was
stronger than ever.

It had been quite a week. Just one
week before, Wisconsin's LesBiGay
community came face-to-face with a
threat that many could not believe
would ever appear in Wisconsin — a
piece of anti-Gay legislation. Many have
felt cushioned against the kind of anti-Gay
attacks prevalent in other states because,
after all, Wisconsin is a state with a
strong progressive tradition that passed
the nation’s first Gay and Lesbian civil
rights bill in 1982, seven years before
any other state followed suit.

ANOTHER THREAT

But on the moming of Monday,
February 12th, a sense of gloom
descended over openly Lesbian state
legislator Tammy Baldwin as she read a
press release from the office of State
Rep. Dean Kaufert (R-Neenah). It
announced his intention to introduce a

proposal to ban same-gender marriage
in the state of Wisconsin.

In a year that will see an increasing
tangle of legal maneuvers in response to
the anticipated decision by the Hawaiian
Supreme Court affirming the ‘constitu-
tionality of same-gender marriages
there, it was not just the prospect of the
bill itself that had Baldwin concerned.

What she and other community
leaders dreaded most was the bruising
and divisive debate that could ensue
should the bill reach the floor of the leg-
islature. It was the kind of scene that
was repeating itself in state capitals all
across the country. And this was not just
coincidence. In the previous two weeks,
nine states had had similar bills intro-
duced, bringing the total of states where
bills had been or were about to be intro-
duced to 19.

At an early February weekend
rally that preceded the lowa caucuses
broadcast nationwide on C-SPAN,
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Join the Efforts to Help Hotel Washington’s
Tenants and Staff!

Madison — In the wake of the dis-
aster at the Hotel Washington Complex,
several efforts are underway to assist
the tenants who have lost their homes
and the many workers who have lost
their jobs.

The Madison Gay/ Lesbian Resource
Center's Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual Business
Alliance, in association with the Wisconsin
Community Fund, has created a special
relief fund to support the former ten-
ants of the hotel. Funds collected will
help support these individuals with
transitional housing, food, dothing and
other critical needs.

*Our goal is to bring together a
substantial amount of funds to help per-
sons displaced by the fire get back on
their feet,” said Tom Neal, a LGB
Business Alliance member.

“Your support is needed now, so
we can help people just as soon as we can,”
said Steve Starkey of the Wisconsin
Community Fund, a foundation which
funds progressive organizations and
social change.

Donations can be made to the fund
by sending a check or money order to

the Wisconsin Community Fund, 122 State
Street, Suite 508, Madison, W1 53703.
Indicate the donation is for “Hotel
Washington Tenant’s Relief Fund.”

A huge rainbow flag was draped over the Hotel's
owly stauding toall, and people left memoralrdia
aml messages on the frnce surrounding the site.

Photo: Jane

In addition, the LGB Business
Alliance is putting together a list of
LesBiGay and LesBiGay-friendly busi-
nesses which currently have openings
for part- or full-time employees. The
purpose is to find work for all the
employees displaced by the Hotel
Washington fire.

Several members of the LGB
Business Alliance will offer their ser-
vices — such as resume production and
printing — for free or for significantly
reduced costs.

Displaced Hotel Wash employees
should contact Greg Scheel for a list of
job opportunities or discounted job-
related services.

LGB businesses that have part- or
full-time openings, or that wish to
donate services to displaced Hotel Wash
workers should contact Tom Neal at
(608) 256-2667.

Finallyy, a Hotel Washington
Rebuilding Fund has been established.
Send checks to the Fund in care of the
Associated Bank, 222 W. Washington
Avenue, Madison, WI 53703,

Yy
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Christian Coalition leader Ralph Reed
bragged that such efforts were under-
way by his organization in all 50 states.

While some details remained murky
at press time, it soon became clear that
Rep. Kaufert had been chosen by Radical
Right forces to introduce the bill because
of his reputation as a moderate. Kaufert
himself remarked that had a far right wing
colleague introduced the bill, it would
have stood little possibility of passage.

In a conversation with Rep.
Baldwin early in the week, Kaufert
assured his openly Lesbian colleague
that his sponsorship of the bill was
nothing personal.

As the week proceeded, however,
Kaufert was to leamn just how very per-
sonal it was indeed. Dozens of people,
most of them constituents from the Fox
River Valley cities of MNeenah and
Menasha, told their stories to Kaufert
and his staff. At times, the phone lines
were so jammed up that not even Rep.
Baldwin, nearby in the Capitol, could
get through.

PROPOSAL WITHDRAWN

Countless Gay and Lesbian con-
stituents bravely “came out” to Kaufert
— and no longer could he pretend that
Gays and Lesbians lived only in some-
one else’s district. Members of PFLAG
(Parents, Families and Friends of
Lesbians and Gays) told him of their
fears for their loved ones, and religious
leaders spoke of the need to withdraw
the bill until an atmosphere of under-

Theis woas the eerie soene af the gas station adja-
cent to the Hotel Witsh the might of the blaze.
Phato: famie

standing and conciliation could be cre-
ated around the debate.

Kaufert listened — and learned.
Apparently, he also heard from propo-
nents of his bill who were equally influ-
ential in changing his mind. He
received scores of calls from fanatical
Right Wingers who welcomed Kaufert
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as one their own with rhetoric filled
with hatred and vitriol. Kaufert, who
prides himself on his even-handedness
and reasonableness, was reportedly
sickened by their embrace of him.

On Thursday, February 15th, Log
Cabin legislative director Scott Evertz
had an extremely productive meeting
with Kaufert. By late in the day, word
reached Baldwin's office that Kaufert
was having second thoughts. And on
the moming of Saturday, February 17th,
Baldwin announced to an alternately
tearful and cheerful crowd of 300 at
Madison’s First Unitarian Society
Church that the anti-Gay initiative had
been turned back.

For a single day, LesBiGay commu-
nity members from across the state
basked in the glow of shared accom-
plishment.

Knowing full well that another leg-
islator might introduce a similar bill at
any moment, however, community
leaders proceeded with plans for a
Sunday night organizing meeting.
Despite their success, movement lead-
ers realized that much more work
remained for the statewide political
group Action Wisconsin and other
groups throughout the state.

MORE ON HOTEL WASH

Then on Sunday morning, the
world was tumed on its head as the
Hotel Washington erupted in flames.

The first call went out at 6:15am and
new Madison Fire Chief Debra Amesqua
arrived on the scene by 6:20 am.

Shortly thereafter, what had begun
as a call made in response to suspicious
smoke quickly escalated into a full-
fledged fire call. Within minutes, flames
were shooting through the roof.

Thanks to the quick thinking of
several Hotel Washington employees,
all residents and guests were quickly
evacuated. Miraculously, the only casu-
alty was a resident’s cat.

The speed with which the flames
spread immediately raised suspicions
of foul play. However, fire officials and
community leaders did their best to
quell rumors until such time as real
information would be forthcoming.

Adding to community fears were a
recent string of homophobia-based inci-
dents in the greater Madison communi-
ty. Two weeks before, the front window
of The United, Madison's LesBiGay
social service agency, had been smashed
out with a brick.

At the Capital in Masison, speakers addmss
the approximately 1,000 people at a rally
held in wake of the Hotel Washington fine.
Phaoto: fokn Qheinlan

At about the same time, fire fighter
Ronnie Greer was informed that he
faced potential disciplinary action for
handing out anti-Gay tracts while on
the job. On the moming of the fire,
Greer, with his three young sons in tow,
was seen on the street in front of the
hotel.

Greer told reporters: “It's a tragic
loss of a historical building, but I'm glad
to see certain establishments in the
place are gone. If it means the end to
certain types of business, [ don't have a
problem with that.”

When people discovered who he
was, Greer faced a series of angry con-
frontations mitigated only by the pres-
ence of his young sons. Later, Madison
Mayor Paul Soglin joined with the
area’s Gay and Lesbian leaders to con-
demn Greer's remarks.

Suspicions of a homophobia-based
hate crime had also been raised because
the hotel complex had been prominent-
ly featured in “Rhythm,” an entertain-
ment supplement that appears in both
Madison daily newspapers. It had hit
the newstands just two days before the
fire.

A picture of drag queens was on
the cover, and an extensive description
of the establishment’s mission as a Gay
hangout filled much of the supplement.
Had someone needed a target for their
hatred, many reasoned, the hotel's
prominence in “Rhythm” might well
have been the catalyst for their actions.

CHIEF AMESQUA CALMS FEARS

On Sunday night, an organizing
meeting originally scheduled to deal
with the anti-Gay marriage bill took on
new purpose as 70 activists came
together at the University of Wisconsin's
Memorial Union
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Fire Chief Debra Amesqua made a
special appearance in order to calm
fears. “This is a tragedy,” she said. “It is
an enormous loss of an important land-
mark for this community.”

Since little was known about the
cause of the fire at that time, Amesqua’s
principal goal was to let members of the
LesBiGay community know that they
would be informed of all developments
as they became known.

Amesqua’s comments were well
received, and then more than 30 ques-
tions and theories about the fire poured
out from those assembled. Throughout,
Amesqua’s tone was authoritative but
conversational, and she kept repeating
over and over again the need to get
everyone's fears out on the table where
they could be discussed, and where
people could come together as a com-
munity to confront them.

One set of fears was less easy o
address, however — the campaign of
hatred being waged by fire fighter Ronnie
Greer. Prior to Amesqua’s arrival at the
meeting, the matter had been very much
on the lips of everyone gathered there,
and it became the subject of an intense
discussion after the most pressing ques-
tions about the fire were answered.

Because it was a pending person-
nel matter, Amesqua initially declined
comment. However, when pressed, she
addressed concerns about the potential
for declining morale resulting from a

possible lack of trust by Lesbian or Gay
fire fighters in relation to their straight
colleagues on the force. Amesqua
replied that the issue was moot — the
level of trust was high.

A more pointed question came
from a Lesbian who wondered if some
Madison fire fighters might be less vigi-
lant when arriving at the home of a Gay
or Lesbian family whose home was
adomed with a Rainbow flag Here,
Amesqua was unequivocal that no
member of her force would ever be in a
position of giving differential service to
people based on who they are.

As Amesqua left the meeting, 45 min-
utes after armiving, those assemibled thanked
her with loud and resounding applause

As the gathering proceeded, the
energy level was high as Action
Wisconsin president Juliet Brodie, Log
Cabin Republican leader Scott Evertz,
and Rep. Baldwin recapped the week's
events. Receiving special recognition and
prolonged applause was Action Wisconsin
board member Mike Fitzpatrick, who
recounted the Fox Valley region’s sub-
stantial contributions to the success of
the efforts to tumn back the anti-Gay
marriage bill the previous week.

The meeting ended quickly, and
soon dozens of people. ranging in age
from five to fifty, quickly dispensed
with the task of putting out a 3,000 piece
statewide mailing

On mid-Sunday afternoon (Feb

11th), over 200 people had gathered for
an interfaith service at the old Madison
rail depot, only 100 yards from from the
still burning Hotel Wash. Although the
shock of the loss was still acute, the
process of healing was already beginning,

Late on Sunday and throughout
Monday, a small but dedicated core of
people came together to spread the word
about the Capitol rally on Monday
evening. While the papers and broad-
cast news outlets also carried the news,
maost of the turmout was ascribed to word-
of-mouth, as friend reached out to friend
at work, on the street, and on the phone.

By the time 6pm rolled around,
well over 1,000 gathered at the Capitol,
stretched out over an arc more than 100
vards wide and 50 yards deep.

That day, almost unprecedented
banner headlines screamed out the
news in both daily newspapers, and all
three TV news shows led their broad-
casts with live reports from the rally

Mayor Paul Soglin, County Executive
Rick Phelps, University of Wisconsin
Dean of Students Mary Rouse, and
Equal Opportunities Commission Director
Anthony Brown all expressed their sormow
and their solidarity with the gathering,

As candles glimmered for as far as
the eye could see, hugs abounded. as did
other expressions of love and community
As one speaker noted, all of those gath-
ered there — Gay and straight, black
and white, Jew and Gentile — had come
together to mourn the loss of a shared
history, and to look to the future.
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