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Despite some recent judicial and legislative setbacks, the visibility of the Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, and Transgendered (LGBT) individuals nationwide has increased. This project 
examines the history of LGBT visibility in the United States, and the change in number, type, 
and distribution of Wisconsin’s LGBT businesses and organizations since 1979. Data was 
collected for numerous years between 1979 and 2006 on the type and location of 
businesses and organizations advertising in publications marketed towards LGBT individuals 
(Damron’s Travel Guide, Gayellow Pages, Quest, and Instep). Business categories include: 
restaurants, organizations, retail, bars, media, cruising areas, health and therapy, and 
accommodations. Increases in the total number as well as the spread to rural areas are 
evident indicating a growth in community visibility and acceptance. 

 

Despite growing visibility, Queer individuals lack socio-political equality. Queer individuals 
are forbidden to marry in most US states, cannot attain healthcare and other similar benefits 
for their partners, are not allowed to "come out" if they serve in our nation's armed forces, and 
are sometimes denied custody of their own children. In short, they are not allowed basic 
human rights granted the rest of our society. This paper examines the history of Queer visibility 
in the United States, and the current visibility of Wisconsin’s Queer community. The latter is 
assessed through a quantitative analysis of the commercial or economic landscape by 
tabulating the number, type, and distribution of Queer-centered businesses and organizations 
in Wisconsin since 1979. This was determined from publications marketed towards Queer 
individuals such as: Damron’s Travel Guide, Gayellow Pages, Quest, and Instep. Data was 
collected for the years 1979, 1985, 1990, 1995, and 2006. Business and service categories 
include: restaurants, organizations, retail, bars, media, cruising areas, health and therapy, and 
accommodations (the final two categories are not evident in 1979). Graphs and maps will help 

                                                 
1
 Many terms and acronyms are used in reference to men who like men, women who like women, and everything 

in between. “Gay and lesbian community”, as a phrase of reference, excludes bisexuals and transgender people. In 
the 1980s “GLBT” or “LGBT” was coined as the inclusive acronym to include everyone in the wide spectrum of 
sexualities and sexual identities. But eventually, even the longest of acronyms can seem too defining. “Queer,” a 
longtime negative slur directed at homosexual men, has been reclaimed as a word of pride among gays, lesbians, 
bisexuals, trans-people, and anyone who identifies outside of “normal” sexual confines. But its usage continues to 
be controversial because many people continue to use the word in a directly offensive way. While this paper could 
use the various terms interchangeably so as to show their fluidity and similarity, the author will use Queer with 
utmost respect to all people, their identities, and expressions. 



to assess the change in number, type, and location of businesses and services over time. 
Admittedly, this method offers only a glimpse into how the Queer community has become 
more visible – the commercial or economic landscape. And, this glimpse is only of those 
businesses that advertise or choose to identify as “Queer-friendly”. However, this data is 
certainly quantifiable and spatially significant, and offers a unique glimpse into a subset of 
Wisconsin’s economic geography. 
 
History of Queer Visibility in the United States 
 

While homosexual activity is found throughout history, the very notion of a “gay identity” 
(as opposed to homosexual practices) is associated with industrialization/urbanization and 
sparked the beginnings of acceptance for Queer persons (Escoffier, 1998). As the population 
shifted from home-production and agricultural dependency to wage labor in the cities, people 
formed same-sex attachments. While this does not necessarily lead to sexual activity, it 
certainly paved the way. However, widespread "out" gay activities were not prevalent until the 
twentieth century (Browning, 1996). As more and more young people left the family for 
economic opportunities in the cities, many found lodging in men's and women's residential 
hotels. For many of these young people, this was the first time that they made decisions 
outside family member's watchful eyes. Also, young people could freely explore their sexuality. 
These hotels created the "residential base of homosexual communities" (Escoffier, 1998).  

The Second World War and its after effects created a new landscape for Queer people. The 
culture of postwar America became increasingly hetero-normative, with the suburban nuclear 
family becoming the dominant social model. Queer individuals were forced even further "out of 
sight and out of reach for most of the straight population" (Betsky, 1997). As underground 
organizations grew, Queer people learned to communicate in ways known only to the group. 
Signs, symbols, gestures, and mannerisms were developed to help find partners and safe places 
to be. However, because homosexuality was still outlawed in many places, Queer persons 
risked fines, imprisonment, or loss of economic livelihood if they were found out. There was no 
such thing as a safe place. 

The United States was a relatively more dangerous place for gays and lesbians in the 1940s, 
1950s, and 1960s. In most areas, bars were the only known place that gays and lesbians could 
meet and socialize with each other. Gay bars were most common in large cities, particularly 
New York City, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Chicago, although many smaller cities had bars 
that were frequented by gays and lesbians. Often these bars were unmarked and required 
patrons to enter through a backdoor to avoid attention from the main street. Until the 1960s, 
no legal legitimacy was required for police to raid these bars. Police regularly entered them to 
entrap patrons, beat them, arrest them for lewd conduct, and suspend the license of the 
business. 

The anti-war, civil rights, and women's rights movements all laid the ground for the 
Stonewall riots of 1969. When police raided a popular drag bar called the Stonewall Inn located 
in the Greenwich Village neighborhood of New York City, hundreds of gay men dressed in drag 
took to the streets. This event has reached mythic status for many Queer persons mobilizing 
them to publicly act and react to discrimination and injustice. Before Stonewall, only about a 
dozen gay organizations were known to have existed in the U.S. Nearly all of them were located 



within New York City, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Chicago. “Within three months after the 
riot, more than fifty lesbian and gay organizations formed throughout the United States” 
(Stewart, p13). These groups mainly focused on community building and political activism, and 
encouraged human equality.  

The gay and lesbian movements of the 1970-1990s established a Queer presence in 
American life, and many distinct Queer communities emerged throughout the United States, 
with community organizations and businesses that cater specifically to the homosexual 
population. These remarkable developments occurred because the lesbian and gay movements 
stressed a politics of identity closely modeled on the politics of ethnic and racial minorities 
(Escoffier 1998). This identity was based on people’s shared sexual preferences and similar 
encounters with homophobia. But, did this Queer presence truly extend beyond the density 
populated urban centers of New York City, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Chicago? How has 
the visibility of the Queer community changed in smaller cities and rural areas?  
 
Wisconsin’s Queer Landscape 
 

Using data acquired from numerous publications catering to the Queer community, a 
database was created identifying Queer friendly or Queer focused businesses, services, and 
locations in Wisconsin from 1979 to 2006. Listings were categorized by the type of 
establishment or location listed and aggregated by county. A series of maps and graphs were 
created demonstrating the increase in number and dispersion of Wisconsin’s Queer-centered 
businesses and locations over the study period. 

The Queer community’s increasing visibility is evident in Wisconsin when looking at the 
patterns of Queer-centered businesses and services over time (Figure 1). The number of 
establishments advertising to a Queer clientele in 2006 is nearly seven times greater than in 
1979 (an increase of 681%). Significant increases occur from 1979 to 1985, and again from 1990 
to 1995. The span between 1995 and 2006 shows a slower pace of growth in total number of 
establishments and percent increase even though the time frame is longer. 
  
1979 
 

When looking at the specific types of businesses advertising in traditionally Queer 
publications, the most dominant business type in 1979 is bars with 41.6% of all establishments 
listed (Figure 2). This pattern is most likely related to the ability of bar patrons to hide their 
sexual orientation from the outside world. Following closely behind is cruising areas with 38%. 
“Cruising” is a term for a casual sexual encounter, usually at parks, waysides, beaches, or in 
parking lots, and was rather common among gay males in the 1970s. Descriptions in gay travel 
guides would refer to ‘rest stop 3 miles south on US151’ – distance from prying eyes and law 
enforcement were critical. In 1979 this category includes bath houses (a business type that 
disappears from the economic landscape in subsequent years suggesting that underground sex 
is less necessary with the growing acceptance of Queer individuals). Far behind we find 
restaurants at 7.1%, retail (bookstores, clothing, gift shops) at 5.9%, organizations at 4.7% and 
media outlets at 2.3%.  



The spatial distribution of queer establishments in 1979 shows high concentrations in the 
Milwaukee and Madison urban areas. The far southeastern counties of Racine and Kenosha 
contain suburbs and urban sprawl from Milwaukee, as well as Chicago, and the higher 
population densities most likely explain the appearance of Queer spaces in this part of the 
state. As stated earlier, the idea of a gay identity is associated with urban spaces, so this pattern 
is not unexpected. Douglas County, in the far northwestern corner of the state, is the most 
isolated county with advertised Queer spaces. This county contains the city of Superior and 
includes Duluth, Minnesota, which makes the population of this urban area well over 100,000. 
To the east are Ashland County and the city of Ashland. While this is not a large city, it is a long-
time recreation destination and the gateway to the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore. Only 
one establishment is present in Marathon County in the City of Wausau. The eastern portion of 
the state represents the higher populated regions of Green Bay and the Fox River Valley. Brown 
and Outagamie Counties have between four and nine establishments in 1979, and Winnebago, 
Manitowoc and Sheboygan Counties have between one and three establishments each. Dodge 
County represents a portion of the Queer landscape with one location mentioned in the travel 
guides (a wayside along highway 151). Another rural county apparent in 1979 is Crawford 
County on the western edge of the state. The final county with listed establishments in 1979 is 
La Crosse, home to Viterbo College and the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse.  

 
1985 
 

Bars and cruising areas decline significantly as a percent of total establishments in 1985 
(Figure 3). Bars account for less than one quarter of advertised establishments (down from 
41.6% in 1979), and cruising areas listed decline from 38% in 1979 to 14.5%, most likely in 
response to the growing acceptance of Queer individuals. Gay owned and gay friendly 
campgrounds, bed and breakfasts, and hotels appear with the 1985 data but not in large 
numbers at 1.7% of total establishments identified in the data as accommodations. Retail 
listings are three times higher than in 1979 increasing from 5.9% to 18% of total 
establishments. These businesses include antique stores, book stores, adult novelty stores, and 
gift shops. Restaurants as a percent of total businesses listed declines in 1985, but because the 
total number of establishments in 1985 (235) is nearly 3 times greater than in 1979 (85), the 
total number of restaurants is larger. Often times, restaurants catering to a Queer clientele are 
physically attached to Queer friendly bars. Clustering of these businesses helps to create a 
physical community which can in turn lead to an emotional or social sense of community where 
Queer people may comfortable and welcomed. Data from 1985 also shows an increase in the 
percent of advertised organizations represented by student groups, support groups, and social 
organizations (24%). Appearing for the first time in 1985, businesses catering to health & 
therapy make up 9.8% of total Queer spaces, but the data indicates that most of these locations 
are in large cities. According to Smith, health care providers in rural communities lack training 
and sensitivity for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender individuals (1997). Additionally, many 
queer individuals experience social isolation which is reinforced by factors shaping rural life. 
Conventional taboos break-down more slowly in rural areas where the majority of the 
community shares similar ethnic and religious backgrounds. Despite the challenges faced by 
queer individuals, we see an increase of queer-centered establishments statewide as well as a 



spread to some rural counties. Thirteen counties have between one and three establishments, 
and eight counties have between four and nine establishments. Brown County (home to Green 
Bay) now has 10 establishments catering to the Queer community, and Milwaukee and Dane 
counties have over 35 listings. The rural counties that were not apparent in 1979 are Sawyer in 
northwestern Wisconsin, Iron (along the Upper Michigan border), and Oneida immediately to 
the south. Other counties not in the 1979 data contain cities with populations over 25,000, 
contain universities or colleges, or are adjacent to larger urbanized areas. These include Dunn 
(University of Wisconsin-Stout), Eau Claire (University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire), Portage 
(University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point), Walworth (University of Wisconsin-Whitewater), Fond 
du Lac (City of Fond du Lac, Marion College and University of Wisconsin-Fond du Lac), and Iowa 
(adjacent to Dane County and the sprawl from Madison). 

 
1990 
 

The actual number of listed establishments increases by only 44 businesses between 1985 
and 1990 (as shown in Figure 1), an average of less than nine per year. Since the total number 
change is relatively small, the percent change in type of establishment will tell us more about 
the state of the Queer community in 1990. Bars and cruising areas decline while organizations 
and health & therapy increase over 1985 (Figure 4). By 1990, HIV/AIDS awareness and 
prevention expands beyond the medical field into an activism sector. HIV/AIDS education and 
training had made a large enough effect on the general population that AIDS resource centers 
appeared throughout the state (categorized as organizations here because they are usually not 
run by medical professionals, but by professional activists and human resource personnel). 
Often, AIDS resource centers have social support groups for people living with HIV. Another 
type of organization that made a significant appearance in Wisconsin in 1990 is PFLAG (Parents 
and Friends of Lesbians and Gays). This organization has thousands of local groups, designed for 
loved ones of Queer individuals. The coming out process does not only affect gays, lesbians, 
bisexuals, and transgender people, it also affects family and friends of these individuals. PFLAG 
is designed for families and friends to share experiences and support each other and their 
family member(s) who are gay. PFLAG groups in small towns are often simply social support 
groups, while larger PFLAG organizations in urban areas often have an activist focus.  

The distribution of establishments in 1990 demonstrates a continued shift toward more 
rural locations and smaller cities outside of major urban areas. Oneida, Dunn, and Dodge 
Counties drop from the data in 1990 compared to 1985, Ashland County (northern Wisconsin) 
reappears, and seven predominantly rural counties appear for the first time in 1990 – Jefferson 
(between Madison and Milwaukee), Grant (southwestern corner of the state), Vernon, 
Trempealeau, and Monroe (west central Wisconsin), and Lincoln and Wood (central Wisconsin).  
  
1995 

 
Total number of establishments increases from 279 in 1990 to 432 in 1995, an increase of 

nearly 55% as shown in Figure 1. Bars (13.9%) and cruising areas (3%) continue to decline as a 
percent of all establishments as does retail at 19.2% (Figure 5). Noticeable increases are found 
in organizations at almost a 5% increase and the doubling of accommodations to 6.4%. Health 



& therapy also shows a slight increase from 11.4% in 1990 to 12.9% in 1995. The large increase 
from 1990 to 1995 is largely attributed to the move to more rural areas of the state. Many 
factors play a role in this expansion. Bed and Breakfasts in northern Wisconsin and Door County 
are quite common and an increasing number are either Queer owned or Queer friendly. In 
addition, three women’s campgrounds are listed in 1995 which are Queer owned. By 1995 
university organizations, made up of gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, and transgender individuals, 
saw a significant rise. These organizations usually started out as social groups with networking 
as the primary goal. But ever since the beginning of the Queer rights movement, universities 
have been centers for progressive thought and discussion. This made colleges the perfect place 
to create a Queer space to create awareness and visibility, and to strive for acceptance among 
the wider college community. Since the majority of Wisconsin universities had started their 
own Queer oriented groups, they often sought to spread the word of their organizations. 
Through independent newspapers, magazines, and publications, Queer organizations 
attempted to reach outside the limits of their (possibly) small social circles. Queer news and 
magazines as a medium to share information became very popular in the 1990s. These sources 
included recent events in the local and regional area, political and civil rights news, and places 
that were known to be Queer friendly. These publications had a definite element of 
empowerment and encouragement for members of the Queer community. When society 
fought to exclude and discriminate against Queer people, these media sources and 
organizations served as a community support mechanism. Mainstream society of the early 
1990s told Queer people to remain secretive about their sexualities, but the Queer movement 
continued forward with tremendous support from campus organizations. 

In addition to university organizations, 1995 demonstrates a growth in special interest 
groups. These special interest groups took the place of leisure time spent in bars and taverns. 
Suddenly, one did not have to sit in a dark bar, surrounded by smoke and alcohol, in order to 
make friends and meet romantic interests. Often times, people meeting in gay bars have only 
one thing in common: their being gay. With clubs and organizations catering to particular 
interests and hobbies, people could meet others with similar interests and get together to 
partake in their shared hobby, instead of drinking. Bowling leagues, choirs, hiking and biking 
clubs, and book groups are just a few examples of organizations that have been created 
uniquely for Queer identified individuals. These special interest groups were usually found in 
larger urban centers where population densities were high enough to sustain them over the 
long term. In smaller communities and in rural Wisconsin, interest groups started elsewhere: 
the internet.   

By 1995 the internet starts to spread to millions of homes across America, and electronic 
networking becomes increasingly important, particularly among Queer individuals in rural 
areas. The anonymity of the internet allows Queer persons to safely seek out connections and 
information without the risk of persecution. Individuals who are simply questioning their own 
sexuality, or wondering where to find other people, can find information without actually going 
somewhere. For some, simply walking into a Queer community center or checking out a library 
book with “gay” or “lesbian” in the title can be difficult. For others, it is not an option because 
they live in isolated, rural areas. The internet provides a safe place to access listings of Queer 
locations, online bookstores, chat rooms, and websites with general information.  

 



2006 
 

The number of establishments listed in 2006 increases to 579 from 432 over a decade 
earlier (Figure 1). This slower rate of growth might be the result of an entire decade of online 
communication and networking. Online communications may diminish the need for travel 
guides and print publications, and may affect the type of businesses listed in 2006. Compared 
to 1995, bars, restaurants, and cruising areas show an increase in the percent of all 
establishments listed (Figure 6). The relative anonymity of online communications might make 
‘connecting’ in bars or ‘cruising’ areas safer since initial connections and introductions could 
occur beforehand. The internet may impact the numbers listed for these types of 
establishments and locations. Another important change occurring in the state is that many bar 
and restaurant owners advertise in Queer publications but are not necessarily a “Queer 
location.” The owners simply want to advertise to the Queer sector, knowing that they are a 
demographic that is often overlooked. The increase in bars for 2006 might be due to clever 
advertising by business owners. Organizations continue an upward trend, and accommodations 
nearly double as a percent of all establishments over the 1995 results to 12.2%. Retail declines 
to 13.5%, following trends in retailing nationwide with more people purchasing items online 
instead of from brick and mortar stores. Also, coffee shops, bookstores, and restaurants may 
also be known as safe and friendly places by local patrons, but do not specifically advertise as 
“Queer friendly.” Health & therapy shows a significant decline from 1995 to 3.1% of all 
establishments and locations. Perhaps this indicates that health care services are so widespread 
and accepted in 2006 that this is not as significant an issue for the Queer community as it has 
been in the past.  

The spatial distribution of Queer establishments and locations in 2006 shows that all but 
fourteen Wisconsin counties have at least one Queer location. The entire southern third of the 
state as well as all counties on the eastern part of the state have at least one establishment or 
location identified in Queer publications. In addition, all counties adjacent to Highway 29, 
stretching from Green Bay on the east to Hudson and the edges of the Twin Cities on the west, 
have at least one establishment listed. General population growth, urban sprawl, and evolving 
cultural values have shaped Wisconsin’s visible Queer communities. While the data shows a 
decrease in the percent of health & therapy listings, the spatial distribution demonstrates a 
growth in rural areas of the state. Fifteen years ago knowledge of the health care needs of the 
queer population was minimal in most rural locations. The Queer community has been ignored 
or invisible for many years, but progress is certainly evident. The increase in health care and 
therapy services in rural areas confirms some improvements exist. 
  
Conclusion 
 

A decade after the Stonewall Riots, the visibility of Wisconsin’s Queer community was 
minimal numbering only 85 establishments listed in Queer publications for the entire state. 
Businesses, services, and locations catering to a Queer clientele existed in predominantly urban 
settings and consisted primarily of bars and cruising areas (79.6% of all listed establishments). 
An increased acceptance of Queer individuals and HIV/AIDS start to affect the type of 
establishments present in Wisconsin by 1985 with an increase in health and therapy services 



and support organizations, and a concurrent decrease in percent of cruising areas and bars. 
Locations of support organizations in particular shift away from Milwaukee and Madison to 
university towns throughout the state. Visibility of the Queer community increases by threefold 
as measured by the number of establishments advertising in Queer centered publications. By 
1990 rural areas appear more frequently as places catering to Queer individuals. The types of 
establishments continue to shift away from bars and cruising areas, and growth occurs in retail, 
organizations, and health & therapy. In 1995, establishments catering to the Queer community 
number 432, over five times the number present in 1979. Previous trends continue with growth 
in organizations, accommodations, and health & therapy, and declines in bars and cruising 
areas. Numerous rural areas begin to cater to a Queer clientele. Only fourteen counties have no 
visible presence of the gay community as demonstrated by the number of establishments listed 
in Queer publications in 2006. Both the growth and dispersion of queer centered businesses 
implies a growing visibility for Wisconsin’s Queer community. Future research should compare 
online resources to past paper publications to assess the impacts of the internet on Queer 
visibility. Also, assessing Queer community members perceptions and the level of visibility 
would help to measure the progress of community building.  

The conclusion might be that the future looks better for Queer Wisconsinites. But, in 
November, 2006 the citizens of Wisconsin voted to implement an amendment to the state 
constitution permanently banning two men or two women from a legally recognized marriage 
or civil union. People in opposition of this ban were anything but silent. Civil rights groups and 
individuals organized and worked tirelessly in an attempt to prevent this referendum from 
passing. Fair Wisconsin, a statewide advocacy organization, raised money to air commercials in 
opposition of the referendum during fall 2006 (fairwisconsin.com, 2006). Fair Wisconsin also 
organized countless canvassing nights, where individuals knocked on doors spreading the word 
about how this amendment would discriminate against and affect thousands of Wisconsin 
families. Despite recent setbacks, this research demonstrates the growing visibility of 
Wisconsin’s Queer community.  

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 



 
 
 

 



 
 
 



 
 
 
 
References Cited 

Betsky, Aaron. (1997) Queer Space: Architecture and Same-Sex Desire, New York, William 
Morrow and Company, Inc. 
 
Browning, Frank. (1996) A Queer Geography: Journeys Toward a Sexual Self, New York, Crown 
Publishers, Inc. 
 
Damron’s Address Book. (1979) Damron Company. Hong Kong. 
 
____________________. (1985) Damron Company. Hong Kong. 
 
____________________. (1990) Damron Company. Hong Kong. 
 
____________________. (1995) Damron Company. Hong Kong. 
 
____________________. (2006) Damron Company. https://damron.com/index.php.  
 



Escoffier, Jeffrey. (1998) American Homo. University of California Press. 
 
FairWisconsin.com. (2006) Last visited December 18, 2006. 
 
Ferrari’s for Women. (1985) Ferrari International Publishing Inc. 
 
Ferrari’s Men’s Travel in Your Pocket. (1996) Ferrari International Publishing Inc. 
 
Ferrari’s Places of Interest. (1980) Ferrari International Publishing Inc. 
 
_____________________. (1985) Ferrari International Publishing Inc. 
 
_____________________. (1990) Ferrari International Publishing Inc. 
 
Ferrari’s Places of Interest to Women. (1985) Ferrari International Publishing Inc. 
 
_________________________________. (1990) Ferrari International Publishing Inc. 
 
Gayellow Pages. (1985) Frances Green Publishing. New York.  
 
_____________. (1990) Frances Green Publishing. New York.  
 
_____________. (1995) Frances Green Publishing. New York.  
 
_____________. (2006) Frances Green Publishing. http://gayellowpages.com/  
 
Smith, Donald James. (1997) Rural Gays and Lesbians. The Harrington Park Press, 1997 
 
Stewart, Chuck. (2003) Gay and Lesbian Issues: A Reference Handbook. ABC-CLIO, Publisher. 
 
Wisconsin In-Step. (1985) Vol. 2, no. 9; 1990 Vol. 7, no. 10; 1996 Vol. 12, no. 10 
 


