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radio for and by the gay community



FRIENDS

SUNG BY BETTE MIDLER, MUSIC AND LYRICS BY KLINGMAN AND LINHART
RELEASED NOVEMBER 1972, ON THE DIVINE Miss M

And | am all alone.

There is no one here beside me.
And my problems have all gone.
There is no one to deride me.

But you got to have friends.
The feeling’s oh so strong.

You got to have friends

To make that day last long.

| had some friends but they're gone,
Something came and took them away.
And from the dusk till the dawn

Here is where Il stay.

Standing at the end of the road, boys,
Waiting for my new friends to come.

| don’t care if I'm hungry or poor,

I’m gonna get me some of them.

cause you got to have friends.

Da, da, da, da, da, da, da, da, da, friends.
That's right you, oh you, yeah you,

| said you gotta have some friends,

LB REtSY Tynch

I had some friends, oh, but they're all gone, gone,
Someone came and snatched them away.

And from the dusk until the very dawn, you know,
Here is where | gotta stay, here is where | gotta stay.

And I'm standing at the end of a real long road
And I’'m waiting for my new friends to come.

| don't care if I'm hungry or freezing cold,

I’'m gonna get me some of them.

Cause you gotta have friends,

That's right, friends, friends.

| gotta be me, | gotta be me, | gotta be me,
Look around and see all of my friends.

Oh, friends, that's right, friends, friends,
Friends, friends, friends, friends, oh,
Friends, you gotta have friends . . .

For nine years, Midler’'s Friends was the theme song of DC gay radio show Friends.
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This paper defines but does not exhaust the opportunities for research and discovery in
the history of Friends radio show and the collection of Friends radio tapes at the
Rainbow History Project. There are many still unanswered questions about the staffing,
programming and the end of the Friends radio project.

DISCOVERING FRIENDS

Shortly after Rainbow History Project organized in November 2000, Bruce Pennington,
one of the founders and the project’s first vice-president, invited me to his home and
showed me carton after carton of reel-to-reel tapes, some of them nearly three decades
old, from a gay radio program called Friends. I'd never heard of it, but then | arrived
here in 1990. He had kept the tapes, 252 of them, to preserve the memory and
broadcasts of a unique audio chronicle of Washington DC’s gay community in its
formative years. Before his death in 2003, Bruce deeded the collection to Rainbow
History. The collection also includes audiocassettes on which Friends’ staff initially
recorded interviews. Unfortunately, fewer than half of the tapes survived with labels
intact so the contents of many of them are still ‘mysteries’.

Rainbow History has no machine to play the tapes. Over the years the tapes have been
exposed to damp and temperature variations that make these originals unplayable
without preservation and copying. Following his death, Rainbow History received nearly
$9,000 from Bruce’s estate to begin preserving the Friends tapes, a project that began in
early 2004.

The documentary evidence of Friends operations is scant. Few program notes or
program logs have survived, though Bruce did preserve files concerning the show’s
1976 transition from WGTB to WPFW as well as some of the correspondence and
official records. KenfS an t stati nagey of WGT it was still
‘alternative radio’ h€ée§rvpaﬁgvmlsh¥ﬁ@%g which are
documents concernkig Frnds. For the reStesearchyelies on-occasional coverage in
the Blade and contemporary magazines such as Out.

DISCOVERING THE GIFT

As preservation began, we discovered that the collection contained interviews tracking
the creation of key community institutions such as the first gay health organizations,
activist and political groups such as the Gay Activists Alliance and the Gertrude Stein
Democratic Club, the gay Catholic group Dignity and the Metropolitan Community
Church, the evolution of the women’s music scene, the creation of the National Coalition
of Black Gays, and much more. Friends broadcast live from the annual Gay Pride
celebrations, Gay Academic Union events in New York and Houston, the 1979 March on
Washington for Gay and Lesbian Civil Rights, the Third World Conference, and still
more.

The programs, some 400 plus shows over 8 broadcast years of which we have perhaps
60 percent, covered a wealth of topics in community life including police entrapment and
harassment, tensions between the lesbian and gay male communities, gay parenting
and adoption, coming out issues, and the emerging support of parents of gay men and
lesbians. As gay radio in the nation’s capital, the show also took advantage of visitors to
the city to record interviews and discussions with personalities such as Quentin Crisp,
Troy Perry, founder of the Metropolitan Community Churches, Staff Sergeant Leonard
Matlovich, Sergeant Skip Keith, Jon Waters and Divine.

The preservation process involves cleaning and preserving the original tapes, copying
them to a surrogate master and to a gold CD for digital reproduction. To date, we have
preserved 76 separate shows and topical discussions.



The Friends collection is gay DC'’s radio show of record. Itis an audio counterpart of the
Blade for the 70s and early 80s.

CREATING FRIENDS

The Friends radio show, “radio by and for the gay community”, broadcast from the
summer of 1973 until 1982. From June 1973 until March 1976, Stonewall Nation Media
Collective produced twice-weekly Friends shows on WGTB-FM, 90.1. When
Georgetown University shut down WGTB-FM on March 16, 1976 Friends lost its radio
home. In March 1977, the show began broadcasting from its new radio home, WPFW-
FM, 89.3, the new Pacifica Radio outlet in Washington, DC, where it initially appeared on
alternate Wednesday evenings at 10 pm.

ALTERNATIVE RADIO

WGTB 30.1FM

WGTB, describing itself as “one nation underground”, reached out to the gay and lesbian
community late in 1972, shortly after its feminist program Radio Free Women had led to
the creation of Sophie’s Parlor, a radio forum for women’s music. In the autumn, the
station’s first program addressed gay activism and featured a discussion with Bill

Bricker, past president of the year old Gay Activists Alliance; Frank Kameny, co-founder

of the Mattachine Sgrietynof ingtop; Paul Bregon, founder of the Homophile Social
League and the loc I@tr po htE!h; ﬂ n ves of the ACLU.
A second program Qjsctsged day e iss h'Nan ucker, editor of the

Gay Blade, Joe Acanfora, a Montgomery County teacher fighting to keep his job, Chuck
Hall, and Rachael Parker.

WGTB also approached the gay community to establish a community service radio show
in 1973 profiling the resources of the new Gay Switchboard. In January 1973, a call
went out in the Gay Blade for volunteers with broadcasting experience to help with a
Gay Switchboard project. The plan was to create news programs and profile the
activities of the referral service. Deacon Maccubbin, whose openly gay business
Earthworks functioned as local meeting place and community bulletin board, was the
initial point of contact with the community. Maccubbin’s involvement with the
Switchboard and other emerging institutions gave him a useful breadth of contact in the
community. According to the Gay Blade, the first of these gay-oriented community
service programs, untitled, broadcast at 2:30 pm on March 23"™. Two more programs
were to follow in April and plans were for the program to go weekly in May.

Following the spring community service broadcasts and WGTB’s own gay community
profiles, a new group of organizers coalesced around the creation of a program that
would grow well beyond community service announcements. In June 1973, the new
program went out over the airwaves from WGTB, 90.1 FM. WGTB'’s signal carried
Friends to anyone who wanted to hear it in a five mile radius. “Radio for and by the gay
community”, as the program tagline described the Friends broadcast, brought news,
commentary, interviews, radio plays, and music of interest to the gay and leshian
community.



ORGANIZING FRIENDS RADIO

The Gay Blade announced the arrival of Friends in August 1973 in a short article by Tim
DelLoach crediting the concept and the initial production to Bruce Pennington, Jon
Higginbotham, and Deacon Maccubbin. The article recorded that the three organizers
operated the show under the name of the Stonewall Nation Media Collective and ended
with a plea for volunteers and suggestions for the new show. The Stonewall Nation
Media Collective would produce the show during its eight years of broadcasting.

Collectives were a familiar organizing concept in Washington in the late 60s and early
70s. Unlike communes which organized primarily as a living arrangement, collectives
organized around tasks, objectives and ideologies. Decision-making was predominately
by consensus, often involving lengthy discussions.

At WGTB, collectives organized and produced the news programs. According to Ken
Sleeman, station manager at the time, the news collective was considered the most
radical of WGTB’s collectives.” Radio Free Women and Sophie’s Parlor were produced
by collectives, as was Friends radio. Sleeman has commented that the Friends
programs were among the best produced programs at the station.?

The Stonewall Nation Media Collective’s principal organizers and broadcasters were
initially Bruce Pennington and David Aiken. Tim Corbett, who would later be a founder
of the Gay Men’s VD Clinic, precursor of the Whitman-Walker Clinic, was also an early
broadcaster on Friends. In February 1974, Karen Everett and Kathy Nielsen joined the
collective to produce programs of interest to the city’s lesbians. Lou Chibbaro, soon to
become a reporter for the Blade, joined the collective in 1975, producing interviews and
shows on media and political topics.

In August 1974, the(a IIe()ve da no p ﬂ\@t\]ton DC Ilstlng
Bruce Pennington Iken and Kare tt as d clors e incorporation.*
Dave Aiken became the collectives reglstered agent. Over the next few years, Tim

Corbett and Lou Chibbaro were also listed as directors and officers on the annual non-
profit corporation filings.’

THE PEOPLE BEHIND FRIENDS RADIO

Though listed as an organizer in early 1973, Jon Higginbotham’s association with
Stonewall Nation Media Collective was fleeting and he never appears as a broadcaster
on the extant tapes nor does he figure in the surviving documents. Higginbotham was a
retired Methodist minister, well-known in the Dupont Circle neighborhood, whose
association with the antiwar movement led him into contact with the fledgling Gay
Liberation Front (GLF) in 1970.

Though Deacon Maccubbin was involved in getting the show going he did not become a
member of the collective and did not broadcast for Friends. Deacon Maccubbin had
been in Washington, DC since 1969. He was well-known in the gay and lesbian
community for having started the first ‘out’ gay non-bar business, Earthworks, a
headshop and de facto community center. Earthworks’ popular book and magazine
corner was growing like Topsy and less than a year later would become Lambda Rising,
the Dupont area’s gay bookstore. Maccubbin was effectively ‘mayor’ of the Community
Building at 1724 20™ St NW which housed not only Earthworks but the Panthers

! Tim De Loach, “Stonewall Nation Media Collective,” The Gay Blade, Vol. 4 No. 11, p. 10

2 Interview, September 3, 2006.

® Ibid.

* Stonewall Nation Media Collective, articles of incorporation, August 7, 1974.

> Annual Report for foreign and Domestic Non Profit Corporations, March 8 1975 and April 8 1976.



Defense Committee, the Washington Area Free University, off our backs, the Gay Blade,
the Gay Switchboard and a host of fleeting left-wing and alternative enterprises. Already
involved with the creation in 1972 of the Gay Switchboard, he was a natural contact
person as WGTB and the gay community evolved a gay and lesbian radio program.

Bruce Pennington and Dave Aiken had both arrived in DC in 1968. Pennington was
deeply involved in the radical left, antiwar movement and counterculture, working initially
for the Liberation News Service. Aiken came to Washington as a journalist and spent
many of his years here as a writer and editor. In the months following the news of the
Stonewall Riots, Aiken and Pennington became founding members of the local Gay
Liberation Front and organized its first collective at 1620 S St NW. Both men were
active in organizing GLF zaps and events, contributing to the organization of the Black
Panthers’ People’s Revolutionary Constitutional Convention in 1970, Gay May Day
events in 1971 and DC'’s first Gay Pride in 1972. Their GLF house was a haven for
youth and provided outreach to gays in prison and the homeless as well.

Pennington and Aiken were the core members of the collective and their voices were
those most often heard on Friends broadcasts. Even thirty years after the show began,
Pennington was still encountering people who recognized his voice from the Friends
broadcasts.

Tim Corbett, another early member of the collective, came to DC from the Gay
Liberation Front in Chicago to participate in the Black Panther’'s 1970 People’s
Revolutionary Constitutional Convention. Arrested during a ‘riot’ over the Zephyr
restaurant’s refusal to serve gays, Corbett had to stay in DC and became an active
member of the local GLF, joining the second collective, Skyline Faggots, when they
organized a house S eont didn’t last as he
became involved WI‘ Zﬂ%lnn@quy L !\ﬁ &ﬁ;lmc at the

ICl

Washington Free C eorgetown

Ken Rothschild, already at WGTB when Friends started, was a member of the station’s
news collective, helping produce alternative news for the DC area. Rothschild also had
his own program, Speak Easy, a topical discussion program that lasted until WGTB's
demise and then moved to WPFW. He became a member of the Stonewall Nation
Media Collective producing his own interviews and topical discussions for Friends.

GAY DC IN 1973

The community in which gay radio emerged in 1973 was still in its formative stages. To
its credit, the Friends show chronicled in detail the continuing emergence of that
community.

In 1972 and 1973, Washington, DC’s gay and lesbian community was beginning
unprecedented growth. The impulse for gay civil rights to find a place within straight
radical politics and institutions had ebbed as gay liberation itself ebbed. Finding
themselves unwelcome in many straight organizations, including the radical left, gays
and lesbians began building their own institutions: political, medical, religious, and social.
Their community was creating places where it was safe to be gay, lesbian, bisexual or
transgendered.

By the end of 1972, new gay and lesbian religious groups had formed: the Community
Church, organized in 1970, had become the Metropolitan Community Church in 1971.
Dignity, the gay Catholic organization, formed in 1972 at Georgetown University. Gay
student organizations existed at GW and UMD. African American gays continued
forming private social clubs, such as the Metropolitan Capitolites and the Best of



Washington, as an alternative to segregation in the social scene. Lesbian separatists,
disabused of the inclusiveness of gay male-dominated organizations, were forming their
own collectives, music performance and production groups, newspapers, and social
service groups. Gay peer counseling began that year, followed in short order by the first
gay health program, the Gay Men’s VD Clinic at the Washington Free Clinic, and a gay
program on alcoholism.

Until Friends, the main channels of communication within the gay and lesbian
community were the Gay Blade, and off our backs, both of them monthly periodicals,
which often made their news and announcements less timely. Though both published to
a dependable schedule, their news of local events was limited, often late, and
infrequently included coverage following an event.

Bulletin boards were the local alternative to print media in 1973. The only other way to
find out what was going on in the gay community, other than word of mouth, was through
the bulletin boards at the lesbian bookstore, Lammas, on 7" St. SE on Capitol Hill and at
Deacon Maccubbin’s headshop, Earthworks, on 20" St NW.

Late in 1972, Deacon Maccubbin led the creation of the Gay Switchboard, a phone
referral service that greatly increased the odds of finding information about organizations
and events in the gay and lesbian community. However, the gay community, both
closeted and out, still needed to learn that the Switchboard existed and could answer
their questions.

At the end of Friends’ first year, Pat Kolar, the Gay Blade’s editor, characterized Friends

as
“reflecting thgf i of aghington cognmuni d_reihforcing the idea of a
gay Washinﬁ@’}nnm/ Itivrg:ywn’rﬁe %ﬁutions to straight
cultural relighous rngedical and otheringlitutions tat little Served the needs of gay
people.”

PROGRAMMING FRIENDS RADIO
Pennington and Aiken’s shared vision for Friends was to depict the gamut of groups,
personalities, interests and issues that made up the local gay community. In a 1974
interview with the Gay Blade, Aiken explained that Friends was a program that covered
“everything conceivable — from poetry to politics.”” Pennington, in the same article
explained that
“The idea behind Friends is to let gay people — all kinds and types and shades of
gay people coming from a million different places — learn about each other so
maybe there can be a bond of understanding ... so may be they can be friends.
... Some of the people we’ve had on Friends would be considered freaks by a lot
of gays and straights alike but the important thing is that we presented these
people without apology. We let them be themselves.”
Their choice of Bette Midler's song “Friends” as the program’s title and theme song
underlined the show’s desire to reach the entire gay community and to promote its
members to each other. To answer the loneliness expressed in the opening lyrics:
“And | am all alone.
There is no one here beside me.”

¢ pat Kolar, “DC Gay Radio Show Comes of Age”, Gay Blade, Vol. 4. No. 11, August 1974, p. 4.
" Ibid.
& Ibid.



Friends radio provided the broadcast version of Midler’'s answer: “You got to have
friends.”

In his introduction to a broadcast discussion of gay media in October 1975, Lou
Chibbaro spoke of the need to address the “basic problem ... that too many gay people
are isolated and still believe, in 1975, that they are the only ones in the world who are
gay.”® Chibbaro also underscored the importance of informing the gay community of

political developments and the strategies of gay activists.

In Friends’ first year, WGTB put some distance between the station and the radical new

gay program by framing the shows within the Ethnic Forum, “a program focusing on the

lifestyle of cultural and ethnic minorities.” The program began with a weekly disclaimer:
“This program is presented to encourage respect and tolerance between the
various elements comprising American society. This week’s program is
produced by the Stonewall Nation Media Collective. The views expressed on
this program do not necessarily reflect those of Georgetown University or of
WGTB-M.”

In that first summer, Friends originally broadcast half-hour shows on Fridays and
Saturdays at 2:30 pm. The Friday show soon moved to Tuesdays and broadcast times
changed to 6:30 pm both nights. The Tuesday and Saturday schedule held through the
rest of Friends’ time on WGTB.

The twice-weekly shows opened with Midler’s song, followed by the introduction of the
night's topical coverage. Music was an important ingredient of every show, featuring
popular music and recordings by gay and lesbian performers chosen to complement the

evening topic. With hal rsh ch nigiht, the ws rdrely covered more
than one interview, parformange: oﬁ@Wic Fr @v dated listeners on
coming events in th&c unity. Every showended wigh an audio bulletin board of

announcements that built support and involvement in community events and
organizations and provided listeners with contacts for more information.
Friends’ programs were fun and often humorous, and broadcasts reflected the
enjoyment of the collective member producing the show.

Broadcasts reflected the interests of the collective member producing the program.
Since many of Stonewall Nation Media Collective’s members had connections with the
Gay Liberation Front or radical politics, there was a strong leftist political bias to many of
the discussions.

In its first year, Friends demonstrated the breadth of its coverage and the fact that there
were few issues the collective wouldn’t cover. Pennington created programs featuring
Divine and John Waters (including a memorable discussion of Divine eating her ‘present
at the end of Pink Flamingos), a Halloween show, a discussion of S&M, and interviews
with the founders of DC’s new Washington Area Gay community Council. Aiken, whose
topics and interests leaned more towards politics, social developments and political
strategy, produced shows on Gay Youth support, the Gay Activists Alliance, an interview
with Rev. Troy Perry and Rev. John Barbone of the Metropolitan Community Church,
protests against the Marcus Welby TV show, and a memorable live broadcast of the
attempted take-over of an American Psychiatric Association panel on homosexuality by
lesbian separatists. Tim Corbett covered both the incidence of sexually transmitted
diseases, interracial couples, and the creation of the Gay Men'’s VD Clinic. Ken
Rothschild, who would remain with the program for many years, produced shows on the

° “Gay Media”, moderated by Lou Chibbaro, Friends radio, October 28, 1975.



