
On Desert Stonewall Democrats 20th Anniversary 2019 

 

First LGBT Democratic Clubs 

In 1971, the Alice B Toklas Memorial Democratic Club of San Francisco became the first registered 
LGBT Democratic Club in the nation. In 1975 the Stonewall Democratic Club was established in Los 
Angeles California - the first “Stonewall Democratic Club” in the country. 

From 1982 to 1987, state and local LGBT Democratic groups in the United States coordinated their 
activities nationally through the Washington-based National Association of Gay and Lesbian 
Democratic Clubs. After the association closed, the groups continued to communicate through an 
online national network. The communication resulted in the groups' founding of the Washington-
based National Stonewall Democratic Federation to affiliate with the Democratic National 
Committee. 

National Stonewall Democrats 

National Stonewall Democrats were shepherded into existence by U.S. Rep. Barney Frank of 
Massachusetts..  The Washington, D.C.-based group was founded in May 1998 at a National 
Convention in Kansas City, MO, attended by more than 100 delegates from 25 clubs. More than 40 
LGBT Democratic clubs were in existence in the USA at the time. 

The federation, incorporated in 1999, described itself as "a grassroots force for social change within 
our movement and within our party." It had chapters throughout the United States which focused 
on a variety of equality issues. The group also operated a political action committee (PAC) which 
coordinated campaign contributions and support from local chapters to endorse pro-equality 
Democrats in federal elections. By 2001 the federation had over 20,000 members belonging to 60 
affiliated clubs. 

Financial difficulties caused the National organization to suspend operations in January 2013, 
although State and local chapters continued to function.  

Desert Stonewall Democrats 

In the Fall of 1998, taking a lead from existing clubs in San Francisco and Los Angeles, Fred Bilodeau 
began to organize a group of Coachella Valley activists to form a gay Democratic club. Rep. Barney 
Frank learned of these efforts and encouraged them, making several visits to the desert to help 
with the organization. The group eventually was formed as a chapter of National Stonewall 
Democrats to be called “Desert Stonewall Democrats.” In February 1999, the founding members – 
Fred Bilodeau, Chuck O’Brien, Ginny Foat, Greg Pettis, Paul Marchand, Bob Silverman and Charlie 
Sharples, with assistance from Julie Bornstein – achieved official recognition for Desert Stonewall 
Democrats (DSD) as a chartered club by the California Democratic Party.  

Fred Bilodeau – the driving force behind its formation - served as the first Chair of DSD (1999-2004) 
and, at Barney Frank’s invitation he joined the National Stonewall Board (1999-2003). He was 
President of the LGBT Caucus of the California Democratic Council (CDC) and served (2002-2005) on 
the CDC Board (from where he lobbied California companies to implement Domestic Partner 
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benefits for their employees). Fred also undertook several “road trips” with Barney Frank to help 
build Stonewall Democratic clubs in other cities (Las Vegas, Cleveland, Sacramento and Reno, 
among others). 

DSD hosted the National Stonewall Democratic Federation convention in Palm Springs in 2002 
(Bruce Vilanch entertained, and Gov. Gray Davis was a speaker) and, in those early years, held two 
“Sandy Awards” events recognizing local activists. Of note, it was an original DSD initiative to create 
an LGBTQ war memorial in Cathedral City – an idea brought to fruition in May 2001 by Amvets Post 
66, the persistence of Tom Swann Hernandez, and the Palm Springs Cemetery Board. In 2018 the 
memorial was officially designated as the state’s official LGBTQ Veteran Memorial with the signing, 
by Gov. Brown, of Assembly Member Eduardo Garcia’s legislation (AB 2439). 

Gary Bosworth, an early member, used voter registration data to identify same-sex households 
who were then invited to join DSD. As a result, the club grew quickly and immediately set to work 
to elect LGBT and LGBT-friendly candidates to local and State office. DSD’s endorsement of Shari 
Stewart, running for Palm Springs Unified School district with a promise to introduce equal benefits 
for domestic partners of its employees, helped achieve her election in 1999.  In Cathedral City, with 
DSD support Paul Marchand was elected and Greg Pettis was re-elected to the City Council in 2002. 
Subsequent DSD-endorsements helped in the election in 2003 of Palm Springs City Council Member 
Ron Oden as Mayor of Palm Springs and Ginny Foat to the City Council.  LGBTQ representation on 
the Palm Springs City Council has only increased since then with the election of additional DSD-
endorsed candidates and in 2015 it became the only all-LGBTQ city council in the nation.  

Fred Bilodeau retired as DSD chair in 2004 and that position was next taken by the late George 
Zander who served until 2009. Ruth Debra served as DSD Chair until 2017 when that role was taken 
on by James Williamson, succeeded in 2020 by Miguel Navarro. 

Endorsement and support for LGBT and LGBT-supportive candidates continues to this day together 
with voter registration and education (weekly at Palm Springs Village Fest since 2004), activism, 
and with slate mailers at election time (remember “Pink cards”?). Our monthly meetings are well 
attended, offering expert speakers on a wide range of topics relevant to our ongoing mission:   

• To advance equal rights for all people, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity. 
• To support the Democratic Party and Democratic candidates who support our mission. 
• To educate the LGBT community and people who are supportive of it about the vast 

differences that exist between the two major parties on the issues of concern to our 
community. 

• To lead our party to improve its record on issues of importance to our community, and to 
work for the nomination of Democratic candidates from the local to national level, including 
qualified openly LGBTQ candidates who will be fully supportive of our fight for equality. 

• To encourage our community to support and vote for Democratic candidates who are 
committed to defeating homophobia and prejudice. 

 
While some of these goals seem further out of reach under the current administration, we 
recognize the significant progress made in the last 20 years and believe that, with our persistence, 
the pendulum will swing back in our favor in 2020 and beyond. 


