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TUCSON - In an interview with native Tucsonan octogenarian Emma
Nelson on Aoril 10, 1985, Emma recalls both fondly and sometimes
not so fondly the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s world of Gays and
Lesbians in Tucson, Arizona.

“We often met together orivately in homes, out on ranches, and
at the few ‘Gay’ or friendly bars back then in the late 1950s,
1960s, and 1970s. 5y the 1970s we had some good Lesbian later
called Womyn bars. Collette sajaras had a good one in the 19/0s.
The bars always had lots of events for us on weekends and
holidays like Turnaround where the guys and girls switched out
their clothes then acted and became the ooposite sex in fantastic
uproarious shows and skits the bars held every year. The biggest
every year were the Thanksgiving and Christmas shows with the
free big ootluck buffets every year. A bar’s oool tables got
covered with table cloths or sheets and there were lots of hot
oots and dishes of food everyone had brought with the big main
dishes often suoolied by the bar’s owners. It was all free,
seemingly never ending big juicy turkeys, hams, beef roasts, and
nobody went hungry on those holidays,” reminisced a grey haired
Nelson.
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“Some national events toock their time to finally influence
Tucson. It was towards the end of the 1970s when that uocoming
generation began orotesting, marching, and forming political
groups. e here in Tucson had celebrated our Pride of being a
Gay or Lesbian every year at the annual Soring Gay Festivals
and Gay Carnivals that the bars always held inside the bar and
cut in their dirt ocarking lots. Also were cur more orivate and at
times wilder Soring or Summer Gay Carnivals celebrating being
Gay and Lesbian that we had uo in the foothills, at homes on the
big lots that had land around them, and the other areas just
ocutside of Tucson on the small ranches,” mused Emma with a
little girl soarkle in her eyes.

1962 Tucson Gay Carnival local Pride celebration

“The food, beer, wine, and drinks at the annual celebrations was
always free, it was big tables of food dishes, we all oitched in,
the 55¢ was often done over a pit dug down in the ground, oigs &



beef roasts being turned over the coals with 5:5¢ sauces with
beer and chili sauces slathered constantly on them. That juicy
dripoing 55¢ meat was falling right off the bone fantastic, and
there were booths and carnival games that we olayed. The
carnival games we adapoted to Gay themed ones like “throw the
ring on the dildo”, the Corn Hole Toss’ horseshoes with a bra or
a dildo tied onto the metal or wooden stake, “bobbing” with your
face down in the big water trough mixed with beer or whiskey
for floating single condom packages or things like corks and you
won orizes deoending on how many you could oick ocut of the
water with your teeth in 30 seconds, gunny sack races in the
nude, carrying an egg with a small spoon in the nude to a finish
line with everyone cheering you on, then there was mud wrestling
that you could olace bets on. And, always there were the crazy
fun skits & shows. Didn’t take a stage to out them on back then,
we did them right out there on the dirt and the desert sand or
out down a couole sheets of olywood then oulled uo a big bed
sheet at times behind the oerformers and simoly tied the sheet
on a couple tree limbs or just peoole taking turns holding the
big sheet uo as a background. It was always simole and a real
hoot back then,” Emma reminisced fondly.
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