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Abstract and background: In his July 2010 interviews with Andrea Rottman, David Clarenbach talks about his efforts as a state legislator to pass legislation related to gays and lesbians (sessions one and three), as well as his relationship with the gay and lesbian community in Wisconsin (session two). In the first session, he discusses his strategy for two bills: the civil rights or gay rights bill, also known as the anti-discrimination bill, and the consenting adults, or sexual privacy bill. From his first election to the Assembly (elected in 1974, took office in Jan. 1975,) Clarenbach kept introducing both bills in every session. The anti-discrimination bill prohibited the discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation in housing, employment, and public accommodations. This bill became law in 1982. The consenting adults bill made consensual sex between adults legal and was passed in 1983. Clarenbach describes legislative manoeuvres that helped gain support and overcome obstacles. He discusses individual legislators’ motivations to vote for or against the bills, and the role that closeted gay legislators played for the passage of the bills. He also describes Milwaukee activist Leon Rouse’s important work. In the second session, Clarenbach talks about his sexuality and how it related to his work, and to his relationship to the gay and lesbian community. He discusses how his relationship and marriage with a woman was received by the LGBT community. In the third session, the conversation goes back to the legislative process, as Clarenbach elaborates why the consenting adults bill was introduced as a request bill, and explains activist Leon Rouse and Representative Dismas Becker’s parallel effort for an anti-discrimination bill for gays and lesbians. This interview was conducted for the interviewer’s master thesis, and for inclusion into the UW—Madison Oral History Program.
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First Interview Session (July 9, 2010): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:20	Question: Short autobiographical account? Answer: Clarenbach was born in 1953 in St. Louis, grew up in New York (Staten Island) until 1960, and then spent his childhood, HS and college years in Madison.  His parents met as graduate students at UW-Madison.

00:01:29	[no question] Clarenbach sketched his political career, becoming the first 18 year old ever elected to the Dane County Board of Supervisors (after a constitutional amend-ment made this possible) in 1972. In 1974, he was elected to the first of 9 Wisconsin State Assembly terms, the last 5 of which he served as Speaker Pro Tem.

00:04:41	Question: Your bill co-written with Lloyd Barbee? Answer: He said that Barbee was one of his heroes, the only African-American in the legislature at the time—Barbee’s last term was Clarenbach’s first, and he felt Barbee had “handed on the baton to me to carry on some of his good work.” He described Barbee as a trailblazer who fought for equal rights for everyone, as well as a good personal friend.

00:07:57	Follow up: This legislation sounds quite avant-garde? Answer: He articulated Barbee’s philosophy (and his) that while one could spend one’s entire tenure catering to constituents and taking safe positions, this strategy wasn’t worthwhile. Barbee’s liberal district (and Clarenbach’s as well) allowed him to take more liberal and controversial positions and push avant-garde agendas.

00:10:14	Follow up: When were you first aware of the need for gay rights legislation? Answer: “From the word go”: he’d had a platform of enacting local ordinances even while running for Dane County Board. Follow up: Were you aware of other places working on such legislation? Answer: He wasn’t, and noted that this was very early in the movement and no openly gay or lesbian officials were in office, thus everyone was jut feeling their way through strategies and directions.

00:12:46	Question: What was the strategy? Answer: He described their strategy as a long-term, but also multi-pronged approach that tried to establish “beachheads” by introducing initiatives “every term, every session,” and by enacting local anti-discrimination ordinances in order to sensitize the community to long-term reform. He expressed his firm belief that, although there would be setbacks and “tragic defeats,” the movement of social change was unstoppable. 

00:17:36	Follow up: “Beachheads?” Answer: After explaining briefly the etymology of “beach-head” as a military term, he talked about why the term was appropriate for describing the conflict between conservatives and those who supported gay rights. Follow up: “We?” Answer: He talked about the wide range of political, social, and tactical viewpoints that supported gay rights, and how only a combination of strategies brought success. 

00:21:36	Follow up: You were in this second (quietly working within the political process) camp? Answer: Yes; he said he believed that while laws can’t effect social change, they could be a vehicle. This led him to contextualize how amazing it was that Wisconsin, the home of McCarthy, first passed a bill like this.

00:23:33	[no question] He detailed his strategy for getting the anti-discrimination bill passed: “use public pressure to accomplish the following objectives: to get 50 votes in the Assembly, 17 vote in the Senate, and the signature of one governor.” He felt that this was his contribution to the larger goal of “social acceptance.” Not concerned with getting complete public support or perfectly organized political pressure, he said that he did feel it was “his assignment” as a rep to organize legislative strategy, even despite wide-ranging dispute among the gay and lesbian community as to how quickly and how to proceed. Having been in the legislature for a long time, he knew that the first vote the legislature would make on the issue may be the only shot they got. 

00:28:39	[no question] He also discussed the strategy of using the Consenting Adults bill which repealed sodomy laws (which were selectively enforced, targeting gays and lesbians as well as “certain racial groups” particularly in Milwaukee). This was a wedge to run interference, because legalizing all sex between consenting adults had a much wider impact than just for gays and lesbians. He recounted how he brought the bill up a number of times as part of a “shadow campaign” to count votes on who felt sufficiently safe in their districts to cast a vote on a controversial bill. When they saw that the vote was with in a vote or two, that was when he introduced AB70, the gay rights bill.

00:36:12	[no question] He discussed the “peculiar situation” they were in Wisconsin to have protection against discrimination for gays and lesbians without actually having the consenting adults law (which actually passed the next year). He emphasized here the courageous work of Tony Earl to make sure the state understood the bill’s impact.

00:39:39	Question: Who else developed strategy? Answer: He said that Dan Curd was important to assure that the “delicate ballet that we were dancing” was kept together; he cited Curd’s help in shepherding Leon Rouse’s (sometimes counterproductive) enthusiasm.

00:42:28	Follow up: Pressure techniques? Answer: Clarenbach explained how Rouse would harass legislators, threaten gay legislators with being outed, etc. that represented for him an actual danger to the passage of the bill. 

00:43:34	[no question] He reiterated the importance of creating a sufficiently politically safe environment for legislators to cast yes-votes for the bill. He suggested that numbers of legislators, if voting in private, might have supported the bill, but were pressured by constituents who would vote them out of office.

00:48:31	Question: People who voted for the bill? Answer: Before discussing individual politicians, he explained how they had handled religious affiliations—this involved trying to persuade individual legislators each with his/her own religious persuasion that there were those of similar faith who supported gay civil rights.

00:52:30	Follow up: Republicans Answer: As an aside, he noted that if a Democrat from a marginal district was being “hit hard” for his stance on the bill, he could use Republican governor Lee Dreyfus’ support of the bill as a defense.

00:56:53	Follow up: Pat Goodrich? Answer: Convinced that discrimination was wrong, it didn’t take much to convince Goodrich to vote for the bill. Follow up: Randy Knox? Answer: He said Knox helped found a progressive Republican faction that was an offshoot of the Dreyfus campaign, which swam upstream against mainstream Republicanism. Randy Radtke and Steve Gunderson were also involved.

01:00:58	Follow up: Betty Jo Nelsen? Answer: He described Nelsen’s district in suburban Milwaukee, which was a wealthy part of the state and thus tended to be more liberal on social issues (though conservative on economic issues). She thus had the benefit of having statements of support for AB70 from the county’s Republican organization.

01:02:40	[no question] He “divulged” the strategy in certain counties that didn’t have county Republican organizations to have openly gay Republicans get together with friends and begin a local Republican branch, which would then support the bill. Follow up: Who came up with this idea? Answer: He believed some clever Republican gays/ lesbians devised it.

01:04:00	[no question] He discussed the “surprise” vote of Quackenbush, who by all accounts they thought would have voted against it. 

01:05:39	[no question] He talked more about Randy Radke, whose group of young Republicans that were part of the New Republican Conference. With regard to these progressive Republicans, he thought the personal element (knowing that Steve Gunderson was gay, though Clarenbach doesn’t know how “out” he was) helped more than anything else to move them into Clarenbach’s camp. 

01:08:26	[no question] He also talked about Lolita Schneider (one of those helped by a newly created Republican organization), Susan Shannon Engeleiter (another “Young Turk” with Radke’s group), Rod Johnston (again from a fairly easy district like Nelsen).

01:11:33	Follow up: Barbara Lorman? Answer: She was elected when her husband passed away, and was from a very difficult Republican district, but was influenced by her religious affiliation. Briefly returns to discussion of the support received from religious organizations: Protestant, Catholic, and significant support Jewish communities in the state.

01:13:57	[no question] Scott McCallum was another surprise vote, and while it was important for them at that point, later McCallum was to get much more conservative.

01:15:36	Question: Hard-to-get Democratic votes? Answer: He responded that there were, indeed, a number of very conservative Milwaukee Democrats who would probably have voted no, but they were supported by organized labor—which Clarenbach was able to leverage against these Democratic votes as repayment for his loyalty to organized labor in the past. Another very important element of support was the City of Milwaukee police department, which usually is extremely conservative but was willing to trade support for Clarenbach’s vote for a state ban on residency requirements to be on the police force.

01:19:39	[no question] He remarked that “politics isn’t pretty,” referring to his use of votes to get support for the anti-discrimination bill. He mused about this idea and suggested that without this “dirty” work the bill wouldn’t have passed.

01:22:35	[no question] He talked about a number of closeted gay members of the legislature who were very helpful—especially David Berger and Dick Flintrop—who did the important service of trying to control the amendment process so as to prevent the introduction of the “dreaded teacher amendment” (which would allow employment discrimination against teachers). He shared an anecdote about how Flintrop courageously kept the “teacher amendment” off the table by leveraging his control of the education committee.

01:32:00	Question: The debate on the Assembly floor? Answer: He admitted that he didn’t have much recollection of the debate because most of his speeches were extemporaneous in order to respond to the “texture” of the debate.

01:34:50	Question: Shabaz’s argument that homosexuality was different from other forms of non-discrimination? Answer: He suggested that this should sound familiar because, while he thought future studies had disproved the point, it was the best argument Shabaz could make at the time. The argument Shabaz made was that homosexuality was a lifestyle choice. He talks about the “moral majority,” and Anita Bryant. He also suggested that Shabaz was the best floor leader he’d ever seen, because he constructed his argument carefully.

01:40:11	Follow up: Were any minds changed? Answer: He didn’t think there was much room for change at this point, during the debate. He explained how one needed to “take temperature without a thermometer. You just have to feel it.” Discusses whether or not debates change the minds of voters.

01:43:43	Follow up: Any other dangerous opponents? Answer: Clarenbach listed Joanne Duren, who he respected even though they disagreed about major issues, because she spoke and voted her conscience. He also listed Sheehan Donoghue, whose vote they thought they should and would have. He then continued to discuss Duren’s moral views and quipped about how after a heartfelt speech, one legislator said to her, “Lady from the 50th, if you don’t play the game, you shouldn’t be making the rules.”

01:51:14	Question: Debate about gay rights in Madison; Dillabaugh and Pritchard’s 1978 repeal effort against the Madison ordinance? Answer: He recounted how Dillabaugh was very conservative, but not part of the Madison “fabric;” Pritchard on the other hand started his career advocating for equal housing, but got more conservative over time. Because Pritchard was local and wasn’t out just for self-promotion, he was the greater challenge. He said that while Pritchard and Dillabaugh represented a threat, he was grateful that their intervention woke up the liberal community that could become lazy.

01:59:28	Follow up: So why did Dillabaugh and Pritchard not campaign against AB70? Answer: He thought the biggest reason was that none of the legislators who favored Madison’s ordinance had been hurt by their stance. He emphasized how close-knit a “fraternity” the legislature was and how effective the opposition would have been had even a couple legislators been hurt by their support of the ordinance.

02:02:01	Follow up: Why not opposed it while it was under debate? Answer: He explained that, first, Pritchard’s reach was really only in Madison (not statewide), where legislators wouldn’t have dared oppose the bill; and second, the timing of the bill was incredibly important. He suggested that they caught the “Richard Pritchards of the state” by surprise to a certain extent, and that this marked the beginning of right-wing radio in WI and the “hijacking” of progressive Republicanism in the state.

02:09:02	End of First Interview Session

Second Interview Session (July 11, 2010): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:30	Question: Lary Swoboda? Answer: Clarenbach said that, being from an extremely conservative part of the state, Swoboda’s effort to mount a repeal of the bill wasn’t “heartfelt” nor serious.

00:02:51	Question: When did you become aware that there were gay people in WI? Answer: He recalled recognizing from a very early age “something different” about him, a different point of view. It wasn’t until during high school that he recognized he had an attraction towards men. He considers himself “technically bisexual,” and identifies as being gay. He believes that sexuality is a spectrum, and most people are somewhere in the middle. He is in the middle, but since the majority of his relationships have been with men, he identifies as being gay. 

00:05:33	Question: Other gay people, or role models for gay activism? Answer: He didn’t recall knowing anyone he was conscious of their being gay, noting that his first affinity towards obviously gay individuals was TV personalities, including Paul Lynd. In high school, he didn’t know anyone who was openly gay, and didn’t fully know that he himself was gay. Follow up: Your first contact with openly gay people? Answer: He had a friend in HS who was (later) openly gay, and had some conversations that “danced around” the subject, but neither of them “came out,” and they weren’t attracted to each other. Clarenbach notes that he never felt any guilt around being gay. He wasn’t raised in a religious family or community, and didn’t have any kind of religious guilt around homosexuality.

00:10:29	Question: How did you understand your own sexuality when you came into public office? Did you consider yourself gay at that time? Answer: He observed that it was unusual that he’d been involved in electoral politics before he’d formed any judgments about his own sexuality, which meant that he formed his political beliefs before he came to conclusions about his sexuality. He thinks that his coming to terms with his own sexuality was very influenced by his political office. At first, being gay was something one just couldn’t do—there were no openly gay or lesbian elected officials anywhere that he knew of. He never even considered coming out, partly because it would have been difficult to do publicly, and because he didn’t know what he would come out as. As his career continued, it became a non-issue—almost everyone in the legislature and press corps knew he was gay, and there was a sense of respect for privacy. 

00:14:16	[Continuing to answer the second part of the interviewer’s question] He clearly thought of himself as being part of the gay community, both personally and politically. It was important for him, personally, to include gay rights in his political platform and carry out that commitment. He remembered Dick Wagner writing a provision into his first campaign brochure about anti-discrimination against gays, and notes that he didn’t know Wagner was gay, and Wagner might not have known he was gay. Also recalled his first real feelings of consciousness of membership in the gay community: when he was 17, he snuck into a small group meeting at the gay center’s coffee house on State Street. This was the first time he felt like he was part of the gay community, and that it was important for him personally, aside from his political career.

00:19:10	[no question] He talked frankly about the gay community’s response to his marriage to Heidi Nass. He said that after having almost exclusively relationships with gay men, and after passing the gay rights bill and sexual privacy act, he was blindsided when much of the gay and lesbian community reacted negatively to him falling in love with and marrying a woman. He related that he still hadn’t found resolution from what he felt was being judged personally on the basis of who he chose to love and live with. 

00:25:08	Follow up: How did you meet Heidi Nass? Answer: He met her in 1985. He said she was well aware that he was bisexual and that he’d been involved in the gay rights movement in the legislature. She was progressive, and a committed feminist. He related how she helped care for Clarenbach’s ex-boyfriend, who was dying from HIV/AIDS. She felt as responsible as Clarenbach did to provide care, love, and support. She was as upset as he was when the gay community reacted negatively to their relationship.

00:28:17	Question: You were out with family and friends? Answer: Yes.

00:28:52	Question: Were you involved in activist organizations in the 1970s? Answer: He wasn’t an officer in an organization, but was involved in a supportive capacity.

00:29:47	Question: What part did the LGBT community play in the passage of the bill? Answer: He emphasized that there were many people in the gay and lesbian community whose efforts were vital to the passage of the bill. Notes that credit is given to him for the work he did inside the legislative process, but the outside efforts of members of the community were equally important. They were of pivotal importance in securing their civil rights. He says that “we cannot rely on others to demand our own civil rights… or to make the system work. The only way to make social change happen is to roll up your sleeves and do the hard work that it takes to accomplish that.” There were also many people who were not out, but worked hard to get the bill passed.

00:36:18	Follow up: How did you get in touch with Leon Rouse? Answer: He answered that Rouse, in fact, got in touch with him. Rouse was active locally in Milwaukee, and support for the bill just seemed to “bubble to the surface.” They relied on the community to self-identify or volunteer to get involved with organizing. 

00:37:28	Follow up:	Your legislative office? Answer: Including Dan Curd, he said, the legislative staff was quite small, so much of the activity of his office was run by citizen volunteers. Linda Kessel Roovers was his other staffer. When he was first elected, he only had a half-time secretary. But, he remembers that in the early days, his office was a whirlwind of activity with volunteer activists. He recalled the day that the bill passed and also noted that there were a group of staff of other legislators who were involved in working on the passage of the gay rights bill.

00:45:23	[The interviewer and Clarenbach had some closing conversation about the value of the project for which the interview was conducted.]

00:48:55	End of Second Interview Session

Third Interview Session (July 27, 2010): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:18	Question: Why were the Consenting Adults Bill and the Anti-Discrimination Bill introduced by those committees? Answer: He observed that from time to time a bill is sufficiently controversial that it is easier for it to be introduced by a committee, which lends it some institutional endorsement and allows a bill to be introduced without legislators having to take unnecessary political flack. He explains that this method can establish a broad base of support, establish institutional credibility, and protect “squeamish legislators” who want to support the bill, but are nervous about putting their names on it as an author.

00:06:54	Follow up: But you had introduced the bill in preceding sessions, and you would have gotten flack? Answer: No; early in his career, he was viewed as an extremist—an agitator within the legislature. Because of his reputation at this point in his career, it served their purpose to keep his name off the bill to avoid “collateral damage.”

00:10:21	Follow up: David Prosser? Answer: Clarenbach respected Prosser’s viewpoint on the issue because, while conservative and Republican, he was what Clarenbach consi-dered an “honest conservative.” He discussed how Prosser would add amendments like “hand grenades” to wear representatives down, but how he didn’t go out of his way to kill the gay rights bill. Talks about the many ways that a bill can be killed, including by adding amendments that introduce irrelevant issues.

00:15:33	Follow up: Why then did Tesmer offer a motion to reconsider the vote? Answer: He explained that this was sometimes done so that the opposition had time to find the one or two more votes they needed for passage of a bill.  It didn’t work out in this instance.

00:17:15	Follow up: Why did you introduce the anti-discrimination bill as one bill rather than three separate bills? Answer: He said that they felt that the integrity of the issue would be better maintained by having one comprehensive bill. Discusses the strategy behind this.

00:19:58	Follow up: How do you remember the meeting with Rouse? Answer: Clarenbach recalled that Rouse got angry that he wasn’t pursuing his strategy, so he pursued drafting a parallel law, which Clarenbach didn’t mind so long as it didn’t sabotage their efforts. 

00:24:07	Follow up: So the final bill wasn’t a combination of yours and Rouse’s bills? Answer: No, they were parallel tracks though in a sense, the efforts were being merged in convincing people to support the bill. Talks about the tremendous amount of thought and effort that went into the bill. Follow up: So you didn’t discuss the bill with Dismas Becker? Answer: He didn’t recall discussing the bill with Becker, but was certain that they had conversations molding the bill and debate. 

00:29:49	Follow up: And the decision to pass one bill instead of 3 didn’t have anything to do with Rouse and Becker? Answer: He emphasized that there were contributions from many sources, so Rouse and Becker were involved in those discussions, but didn’t think there was a concerted effort by them to supersede Clarenbach’s bill.

00:33:08	Follow up: Why was the bill first introduced into the judiciary, then moved to the health and human services committee? Answer: He explained both the practical and political reasons for the move, and that there were several reasons. Follow up: Continuing to talk about moves the bill made from committee to committee, he talked about the “relating to” clause, which defined what the bill was attempting to do. Talks about what the different committees do.

00:37:45	[no question] In closing comments, Clarenbach lauded Rottman for undertaking to understand the “smoke and mirrors” process of passing legislation.

00:40:06	End of Third Interview Session

End of Oral History #1102

