
June 27th, 2019 marked the 50th anniversary of the Stonewall 
Riots which occurred in the legendary New York gay bar in the 
city’s West Village. To commemorate 50 years of the LGBTQ+ 
movement which was largely sparked by the riots, New York’s 
annual pride festivities were paired with WorldPride – a global 
SULGH�FHOHEUDWLRQ�ZKLFK�LV�KRVWHG�LQ�D�GLႇHUHQW�FLW\�HDFK�\HDU��
A record 5 million people took to the streets of the city to 
celebrate. With generous funding provided by the Department 
of Theatre Arts, director Bo Frazier and dramaturg Luke 
Daniel White were able to be there for a week of attending 
performances, exhibits, and the pride parade. 

LDW: Of all the performances we saw, what resonated with 
you the most and did any shape your approach to directing 
Hit the Wall?
BF: We were invited to take part in The Drama League’s 
community reading of Street Theater by Doric Wilson which was 
WKH�¿UVW�SOD\�ZULWWHQ�DERXW�6WRQHZDOO��:H�ZHUH�MXVW�VLWWLQJ�DURXQG�LQ�
a circle, a bunch of queer, trans, and people of color theatre artists 
of today bringing life to this play which was written by someone 
who was there. It felt really special. I wondered if Ike Holter read 
it before writing Hit the Wall because there are many similarities. 
Another thing that really resonated with me as a trans non-binary 
artist was the Sylvia Rivera living history performance, written 
and performed by my friend Summer Minerva at the New York 
Historical Society. Summer did so much research into Sylvia who 
was a trans rights activist and Stonewall veteran – and she also 
looks just like her. It was informative, beautiful, and heartwarming 
to see this unsung hero be brought to life in this huge New York 
institution. We also saw a performance of a new opera about 
Stonewall. Being able to see what worked in that production and 
ZKDW�GLGQ¶W�ZRUN�GH¿QLWHO\�KHOSHG�PH�DV�GLUHFWRU�IRU�WKLV�VKRZ��
Something I felt they captured beautifully was the morning after the 
riot: the city being asleep but the air being so heavy with a feeling 
of pain and hope. It’s something that I want to evoke with this 
production.

BF: What was an experience you had that you were most 
excited to bring back to Iowa as dramaturg?
LDW: It was being at the LGBT Center for a panel discussion by 
members of the Gay Liberation Front. We were sharing space with 
so many Stonewall veterans and that was so special for me as a 
JD\�PDQ�ZKR�EHQH¿WV�IURP�WKHLU�VWUXJJOH�GDLO\��$QG�DV�GUDPDWXUJ��
it helped me understand Stonewall beyond historical fact and, 
instead, as being the result of brave humans who are still with us 

today. Though, the most impactful moment of that night was when 
a man sitting right behind us stood up during the Q&A portion of 
the evening and said, “I just want to give voice to all those queens 
who are not in this room tonight.” He was speaking about the trans 
people, people of color, and gay men who were responsible for 
Stonewall and are not alive today because of violence, systemic 
oppression, and the AIDS epidemic. We had a moment of silence 
for them and there was not a dry eye in the house. I always come 
back to that moment when I think about the importance of Hit the 
Wall in the way it humanizes and honors those brave souls by 
bringing their story front and center for the stage. 

BF: What were your feelings on pride weekend and the parade 
in light of our research that week? 
LDW: That millions of people were on the streets of New York 
safely celebrating this history was really beautiful, especially 
NQRZLQJ�WKDW�WKH�¿UVW�PDUFK�LQ�WKH�PRQWK�IROORZLQJ�6WRQHZDOO�ZDV�
DWWHQGHG�E\�RQO\�D�IHZ�KXQGUHG�SHRSOH�DQG�WKH�¿UVW�SULGH�PDUFK�
a year later was attended only by a few thousand. It seemed like 
a tangible mark of the progress that’s been made in 50 years. 
Alternatively, learning the details of the riot that week made me 
feel complicated about the manner in which we’re celebrating pride 
today. Much of the parade in New York seemed like a commercial 
for big corporations and presidential candidates. And when we 
¿QDOO\�PDGH�LW�LQWR�WKH�YLOODJH�WR�WRXU�6WRQHZDOO�DQG�WKH�VXUURXQGLQJ�
QHLJKERUKRRG��WKH�SROLFH�KDG�FORVHG�Rႇ�&KULVWRSKHU�6WUHHW�VR�WKDW�
8QLWHG�$LUOLQHV�FRXOG�OLWHUDOO\�¿OP�D�FRPPHUFLDO�DERXW�KRZ�TXHHU�
friendly they are! But what are these corporations and candidates 
doing to protect their LGBTQ+ employees and constituents? It 
feels like the spirit of Stonewall is getting away from us.

LDW: You opted to not go to the pride parade that week. Why 
was that?
BF: I’ve always struggled with pride my entire life. I knew that 
I was part of the community but I never felt welcomed in the 
FRPPXQLW\��VSHFL¿FDOO\�WKH�SUHGRPLQDQW�FLV�ZKLWH�JD\�PHQ¶V�
community. That week I saw who was leading the events, who 
was talking at those events, who was on the posters, and I did 
not feel welcome. There was a trans pride and a reclaiming pride 
event which were led by anti-rainbow capitalist, queer (not gay) 
organizations. Unfortunately, we didn’t even hear about these 
until it was too late because they were not advertised as well as 
other events like the parade. I was reminded of the speech Sylvia 
Rivera gave in Washington Square park at the 1973 pride rally 
ZKHUH�VKH�ZDV�EHJJLQJ�DQG�¿JKWLQJ�IRU�WKH�ODUJHU�FRPPXQLW\�WR�
care about trans people and was booed by the crowd. It feels like 
the LGBTQ+ community, as a whole, is still not informed or even 
compassionate for the ‘T’ in LGBTQ+. It got to me the day of the 
parade. I chose to have a self-care day at home and I don’t regret 
it.

%)��'LG�\RX�HQFRXQWHU�DQ\WKLQJ�GLႈFXOW�ZKLOH�\RX�ZHUH�
there?
LDW: Yeah, I was out one night with some friends and we were 
harassed by an older man on the subway platform who told us, 
“Trump’s gonna get you f****ts.” We also encountered another man 
who was harassing some volunteers stringing up rainbow balloons 
RXWVLGH�WKHLU�RႈFH�EXLOGLQJ��,W�VWXQJ�WR�EH�LQ�WKLV�FLW\�IRU�WKH�ELJJHVW�
pride celebration in the world and see how it’s not even universally 
accepted by the people who live there.
BF: Yeah, I was surprised and saddened by the general treatment 
I received walking around New York, hateful comments said to me, 
transphobic digs and gawks. It made me realize how much farther 
we still have to go.
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2Q�-XQH�����������WKH�IURQW�SDJH�RI�The Daily Iowan carried 
a story about a new parking ramp proposed for the downtown 
district. A riot at a run-down bar 1,000 miles away didn’t make 
D�VLQJOH�ORFDO�SDSHU��$�JURXS�RI�TXHHU�IRONV�KDG�¿QDOO\�WDNHQ�D�
stand against the homophobia and police violence that plagued 
the country, but at the time, it didn’t seem important. It certainly 
didn’t seem newsworthy. 

By the next year, however, queer news made it into local 
papers. Iowa City had a chapter of the Gay Liberation Front. 
According to their statement of purpose, the GLF was, “formed 
with the realization that complete sexual liberation for all 
people cannot come about unless existing social institutions 
are abolished.” They looked for a more inclusive family 
structure, and their leaders forcefully opposed militarism, 
racism, sexism, and consumer culture.

Iowa City’s chapter of the organization was part of the 
university’s 1970 homecoming parade. They appointed their 
own “anti-homecoming queen” and threw candy kisses to 
excited children while carrying signs advocating for an end to 
classism, sexism, racism, and homophobia. The GLF was the 
¿UVW�TXHHU�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�WR�EH�UHFRJQL]HG�LQ�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\¶V�
yearbook, and in Iowa City, they organized spaces for gay men 
to meet and exist in safety and often worked to protect queer 
spaces. 

The Women’s Liberation Front, an umbrella organization 
connecting radical feminist groups around the country, also 
JDLQHG�VWHDP�LQ�,RZD�&LW\�LQ�������7KH\�SXEOLVKHG�WKH�¿UVW�
issue of a newspaper titled Ain’t I a Woman, which dealt 
with queer themes from the outset. At the time, the Iowa 
City chapter of the Women’s Liberation Front was one of the 
only movements of its kind to have a house in Iowa, and as 
such, it served as a central point of contact for many activists 
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traveling cross-country. In June of 1970, they organized a 
group of people to travel from Iowa City to New York City for 
WKH�&KULVWRSKHU�6WUHHW�/LEHUDWLRQ�'D\�0DUFK��WKH�YHU\�¿UVW�
SULGH�PDUFK�ZKLFK�FRPPHPRUDWHG�WKH�¿UVW�DQQLYHUVDU\�RI�WKH�
Stonewall riots. 

The Christopher Street Liberation Day March was organized by 
a variety of queer activist groups, including the Gay Liberation 
)URQW��,W�ZDV�RQH�RI�WKH�¿UVW�HYHQWV�DLPHG�DW�EULQJLQJ�TXHHU�
people together across gender, age, and racial barriers. 
Though organized to commemorate the events at Stonewall, 
it became much more than that. Stonewall, the run-down, 
watered-down hole in the wall had become a symbol of 
TXHHU�OLEHUDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�QHHG�WR�¿JKW�IRU�VDIHW\��UHVSHFW��
community, and the right to have a place to dance. The march 
ZDV�D�FHOHEUDWLRQ�RI�WKDW�¿JKW��DQG�RI�D�QLJKW�ZKHQ�WKH�TXHHU�
community won. It took the queer liberation movement from the 
West Village to Central Park, bringing thousands of queer folks 
with it. And, thanks to the work of the Iowa City chapter of the 
Women’s Liberation Front, queer Iowans were right there, too.

Though the Gay Liberation Front and the Women’s Liberation 
Front both petered out by the late 1970s, their work was not 
in vain. The Gay Liberation Front became the Gay People’s 
8QLRQ��¿JKWLQJ�IRU�HPSOR\PHQW�ULJKWV�IRU�TXHHU�IRONV��ZKLOH�
the newly-formed Lesbian Alliance worked with the Women’s 
Resource and Action Center to provide queer voices in many 
of its programs. In 1975, eight hundred people came to Iowa 
&LW\�IRU�WKH�0LGZHVW�*D\�3ULGH�&RQIHUHQFH��,Q�������,RZD¶V�
Supreme Court struck down all sodomy laws, and in 1996, 
,RZD�&LW\�ZDV�RQH�RI�WKH�¿UVW�8�6��FLWLHV�WR�EDQ�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�
based on sexual orientation and gender identity. Though the 
JURXSV�WKDW�EHJDQ�WKH�¿JKW�IRU�WKLV�SURJUHVV�PD\�QRW�KDYH�
existed to see it to fruition, the people who belonged to the 
groups catalyzed by the events at Stonewall certainly were. 
Many of them are still active in our community today, and are 
here and queer as ever. 

Scan the code using your mobile device for more information 
on the Stonewall Riots, who was there, a timeline of LGBTQ+ 

history, and many other resources.


