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By Jeffrey C. King

In The Meantime’s Young Black 
Gay Men’s Task Force (YBGMT) is 
stepping up to the plate to address 

social determinants of health among 
young Black gay men in Los Angeles 
County. 

The YBGMT is not only charged 
with overseeing In The Meantime’s 
latest BoiRevolution seven-layered 
intervention designed specifically 
for young Black gay men 18 to 29 
years of age, but also has begun the 
development of a local campaign 
to address injustice and disparities 
among their peers. 

This empowered group of young 
men have elected to focus on the 

issues of bullying, homophobia, 
transphobia, HIV stigma, racism, 
and mental health through the 
#NOTMENOTNOW campaign. This 
team of superheroes will collaborate 
their individual super powers to stand 
up against oppression wherever it is 
present. 

Stay tuned, as you will be 
asked to join in the fight over the 
next couple of months. Look for the 
billboards, social media videos, and 
#NOTMENOTNOW hub to share 
your personal stories and to access 
support resources. More to come.

 

Jeffrey C. King is Founder and Executive 
Director of In The Meantime Men’s Group, 
Inc.

CALL FOR SPECIFIC TIMES AND LOCATIONS
818-441-1216 or 323-733-4868

In The Meantime Wellness
2146 West Adams Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90018

InTheMeantimeMen.org

IN THE MEANTIME

Get Tested
Insti HIV Test Results Available in 1 Minute

In The Meantime
Wants to Be Your
Personal Tester

Superheroes

Spring 2018 | MESSAGE | 5



Born in Compton to a mother 
who was a heroin addict, Paul 
Renee Harris grew up much 

faster than most. “I loved my mother, 
but I never liked her,” Paul said. “I felt I 
wasn’t given a fair chance. I never got 
my childhood.”

Paul said that at just seven years 
old, “I saw my mom shoot up so much 
that it became the norm to me. My 
mom was so high, she didn’t even 
realize that I was watching… because 
there was no one watching me.”

By the age of 10, he was cook-
ing, cleaning, and pretty much taking 
care of his brother and sister—as well 
as his mother. She had gotten so sick 
from using that she couldn’t function 
on her own.

Sex Begins at 11
Paul’s introduction to sex was at 

the age of 11 by an aunt who would 
pressure him to perform sexual acts 

with her. When it was happening he 
knew something felt wrong, so he 
tried to hide it.

With a Man, at 12
Paul’s first sexual experience with 

a man was when he was 12. A (dif-
ferent) aunt’s boyfriend used to have 
sex with him. It began with oral sex. 
Whenever he was around, they would 
drink. They would smoke weed (or so 
he thought—he came to find out that  
it was laced with sherm), and it would 
get him to the point where he didn’t 
have control and didn’t know fully 
what was going on. 

“He would have his way with 
me… I remember regaining my 
consciousness, and in a strange way 
I think I kinda enjoyed it,” Paul said. 
“I knew at this point my sexual doors 
were opened and my sexual feelings 
were awakened.”

In the seventh grade, Paul’s gym 

Every Journey 
Begins One Step 

at a Time
The Life of Paul Renee Harris  

Continues to Unfold
By Greg Wilson
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teacher molested him for a long time 
(until he was almost 19 years old), but 
he allowed him to. For some reason, 
Paul felt like it gave him power. He 
found himself manipulating the gym 
teacher (the way he would see his 
mother manipulate men while grow-
ing up) to get what he wanted. Paul 
mentioned that his mother also knew 
that this was happening and allowed 
it. She made the gym teacher pay her 
money for her silence.

At 19 years old, Paul was deter-
mined to find his true self and explore 
his sexuality. He remembered all of 
the gay boys hung out in downtown 
L.A., so he would make his way there 
whenever he could. Hanging out, 
exploring his sexuality, and making 
money were at the forefront of his 
mind. Paul became quite clever in 
his hustle. “I would sell my blood for 
money. I began to become a regular 
as this was my norm.” 

A Fateful Day
There was one day Paul would 

never forget. The nurse came back 
with notification that they could not 
accept his blood donation because 
it had shown a positive result for the 
HIV virus. Paul recalled, “I felt like I 
was in a movie. Slow motion. I was 
in denial. She’s gotta be wrong! That 
couldn’t have been my blood!” 

He didn’t know much about 
HIV at that time. He had only heard 
about it and knew it was that new gay 
disease that people were dying from. 
Just like in that moment, Paul lived in 
denial for 15 years. 

Life seemed to be over for Paul. 
He felt he needed to find a way to 
numb his pain. Alcohol and weed 
didn’t seem to be enough anymore. 
While spending most of his time in 
downtown L.A., he was introduced to 
crack. In the blink of an eye, his life 
took a drastic turn. He began steal-
ing and doing anything to maintain 
his high, leading him to his first prison 
sentence. Crack had a strong hold, 

but it wasn’t until after the 10th year of 
using that he admitted to himself that 
he didn’t have control. Crack con-
trolled his life for 30 years. 

In Jail Again
By the second time he was 

locked up (to serve seven years of a 
16-year sentence), Paul had come to 
terms with his sexuality. “Being gay 
in prison was hard. It was another 
world in there,” he said. I was trying 
to pretend I wasn’t gay, but after a 
while it became way too much for me 
to suppress my true self. Plus I had 
years to serve.

A Queen is Born
Literally overnight, Paul made the 

decision to become a new person. 
He had arched his eyebrows, let 
his feminine ways surface, and was 
determined to become the biggest 
Queen in the entire prison. “The very 
next day, I Introduced ‘Couda’ to the 
boys… and they were not ready!” 
After the shock from his drastic transi-
tion settled in with everyone, Paul 
found that it actually made everything 
easier for him. He felt freed because 
he was no longer in hiding in regards 
to his sexuality. 

“The respect came when I began 
living in my truth,” said Paul. “There 
was less pressure and they left me 
alone. I needed for nothing while in 
there, and I felt like the remaining five 
years of my sentence flew by. It was 
‘survival’ to me, and I had to adapt 
the best way I could in this environ-
ment.” Once he got out, he left Couda 
locked away and went back to being 
the other him.

The Right Drug
 After being released from prison, 

Paul decided that he would be a 
“functional” addict. He felt he just 
needed to find the right drug. “With 
meth I felt I could still function, and 

8 | MESSAGE | Spring 2018



2146
The West Adams

Group

All
Fellowships
12-Step
Recovery Meeting
One Hour 
Speaker/Participation Meeting

2146 W. Adams Blvd.
Los Angeles, CA 90018
On-site Parking

Every Saturday
11:30 a.m.-12:30 p.m.

that’s what made me love it,” he said. 
He tried snorting it (didn’t like it). He 
tried smoking it (didn’t like it). He was 
anti-needles until a lover of 16 years 
introduced shooting up meth. “I had 
decided I would do this until the day 
I died.”

Meth began to break Paul 
down from the inside-out. He had 
developed an enlarged heart. The 
doctor told him that if he didn’t stop, 
he would have a massive heart attack. 
That didn’t stop him but it surely 
slowed him down. Eventually, seeing 
so many people around him getting 
sick from their addictions scared him 
and led him to stop using for seven 
months.

Two years after being released 
from prison, Paul had a chance 
to connect and catch up with his 
brother. Paul’s brother told him that 
while he was in prison their mom 
had died. Two years earlier she had 
been run over by a train in a tragic 
freak accident. News of her death hit 
Paul hard. He felt like he had nothing 
else to live for. Paul became careless 
and started using drugs even more 
uncontrollably.

In Jail Again
It wasn’t too long before Paul 

found himself back in jail. This time 
while in jail, God allowed him to see 
life from a different perspective and 
he found Grace. Paul realized he 
could’ve been dead and gone, but 
God kept him for some reason. This 
was the revelation that led Paul to turn 
his life around. “I can’t fix myself—I 
need help!”

Paul, now 51 years old, reflects, 
“You can’t change anyone/anything 
unless change is desired. I know I 
have a problem with drugs/alcohol, 
but I gotta remain conscious and 
in control. If I have one slip… it can 
become a long fall!”

When Paul was asked about next 
steps, lessons learned, and what 
it is that allows him to maintain his 

sobriety, he shared that being open 
and honest and sharing his story sets 
him free. “I’m still fighting and I hope 
to empower others to fight as well. I 
would like to thank In The Meantime 
for being a blessing to me. If ITMT 
never existed, I don’t believe I would 
be here today. So many incredible, 
powerful Black gay minds, I feel 
inspired daily and have seen doors 
open and opportunities for a better 
life present itself time and time again.”

Never Too Old to Change
“You have the power to change,” 

Paul said. He keeps a positive mind-
set and reminds himself of this every 
day. You don’t have to stay in the 
situation you’re in. We’re human, and 
nobody’s perfect. It won’t always be 
easy… but it’s possible. You’re never 
too old to change.”

“Life may throw you curve balls, 
but you cannot let it stop you. You just 
gotta practice your swing, and have 
the will to hit a home run. Before you 
know it, you’ll be knocking it out of the 
park,” Paul added.

In terms of support, Paul listed In 
the Meantime Men’s Group and that 
recovery helps and works for him. 
“Utilize your sponsor. Be open to get-
ting help. Ask for help. Surrender. Live 
in truth and honesty. It’s healing and 
where real change begins.”

4 Years Clean and Sober
The future looks bright. His plans 

include getting his GED and one day 
owning his own businesses. He’s cur-
rently going on four years clean and 
sober and plans on continuing. Paul is 
currently in a relationship and hopes 
to get married one day.

“These things are possible,” said 
Paul. “But you gotta approach it all 
just one step at a time.”

Greg Wilson is the author of Metamor-
phosis of a Heart. He can be reached at 
gdubbwilson@gmail.com. 

10 | MESSAGE | Spring 2018



Retro

  
  

Spring-Inspired ‘Black Panther’ 
 Bold Afrocentric Prints  

and Designer Urban Wear
By Jeffrey C. King

For as long as I can remember, 
I’ve mixed and matched African prints with designer urban wear. 

I hope that you will be inspired to step out on the town 
Black, Bold, and Beaming with Pride.

What’s in Your 
Closet?

RETRO
Retro orange, yellow, and blue cotton print dashiki made in Nigeria, 

black Levi pants, Gucci sandals, hand-crafted silver necklace,  
silver and black onyx bracelets. 

GUCCI
Red, black, and gold dashiki handmade in Nigeria, black Gucci 

slip-ons and matching Gucci belt, One-In-a-Million Paris black fitted 
slacks, black hematite necklace and matching bracelet. 

POLO
Tan Polo classic fit linen pants, blue and gold cotton dashiki 

handmade in Nigeria, white chuck Kenneth Cole boots, amber 
necklace by Ronald Jackson, gold Hamilton watch with gold ear studs.
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By Gabriel Maldonado

Brotherhood and friendship are 
key to the building of Black 
empowerment. In the field of 

social justice, more specifically in 
HIV prevention, these relationships 
and connections are often cultivated 
through the programs and events led 
by many of us who work in the field. 

Born in 1991 in Long Beach, 
Javon’Tae Wilson never imagined 
his life’s purpose would be aiding 
and supporting the brothers who 
experienced the many disparities 
and injustices he did. It was his 
curiosity for understanding his 
own experiences as a Black gay 
man in Los Angeles that led him to 
work in a field that confronted the 
harsh realities of HIV, substance 
abuse, homelessness, racism, and 
homophobia in the Black LGBT 
community.

As the Lead Tester for the “In the 

Meantime Get Tested” storefront and 
mobile HIV testing initiative, Javon’Tae 
has committed the last six years to 
healing and liberating community 
through prevention strategies, health 
education, testing, and behavioral-
based interventions. It’s a challenging 
proposition for a young Black gay 
man to work in his community 
and simultaneously navigate the 
challenges and obstacles of being a 
young man within that community.

Some of the blessings that 
come are the learning opportunities 
and connections we make along 
the way. My brotherhood with 
Javon’Tae Wilson has been one 
of those connections. No matter 
how long one works in the field of 
HIV, nothing prepares you for the 
emotional experience of delivering 
an HIV-positive result to a friend and 
colleague. In 2013, Javon’Tae and I 
truly tested the strength of our trust 
and friendship when he supported 

Six Years of 
Healing and 
Liberating 

Javon’Tae Wilson Confronts  
the Harsh Realities Facing the  

Black Gay Community
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me in the early months of my own 
diagnosis. Javon’Tae was my personal 
tester.

Over the years, I have met 
many individuals who have 
committed themselves to 

social justice and HIV prevention. 
During the most complicated and 
difficult times as a Black man and 
a Black gay man, it has been God’s 
grace that I have been blessed to 
meet angels and transformative 
healers in this work. It is these 
relationships during our most difficult 
hours that help us get through. 

Javon’Tae was one of those 
healers for me. It is our friendship 
that has expanded my belief in 
brotherhood and trust in God’s 
process. My work with hundreds of 
Black gay men over the last 10 years 
in social justice has shown me the 
powers of community. The building 
of relationships and the commitment 
to knowing our history, our resiliency, 
and the need for investing in the 
tribe are the basic tenants of Black 

liberation. Liberation is found within 
community. 

Javon’Tae has been recognized 
for his years of commitment to the 
field of social justice and those issues 
most impacting young Black gay men 
by the Blatino Oasis leadership award, 
Los Angeles LGBT Center, Congress-
woman Maxine Waters and, most 
recently, the DBQ Magazine’s LOUD 
100 list. The connections Javon’Tae 
has made with mentors, brothers, and 
friends such as myself, are just as 
much part of the work as traditional 
public health outreach and strategies. 

Healing is more than an 
intervention, it’s the brotherhood, 
fellowship, and connections we 
make within ourselves and amongst 
each other. It’s important to always 
remember that despite trauma and 
adversity, there is always resiliency 
within community.

Gabriel Maldonado, MBA, is Chief 
Executive Officer of TruEvolution, Inc., an 
organization dedicated to LGBT justice 
and HIV/AIDS prevention. He can be 
reached at gabrielm@truevolution.org.

IF YOU WANT A
SINGING CAREER,
STAY AWAY FROM
SECONDHAND SMOKE.

Ellie, Age 57
Her partner, Karen
Florida

#CDCTips

Ellie’s severe asthma attacks were triggered by secondhand
smoke at work. She and her partner have to live with

its effects forever. If you or someone you know wants
free help to quit smoking, call 1-800-QUIT-NOW.

Message_Ellie_5.5x8.5.indd   1 3/23/18   9:43 AM
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Buying a home can be a complicated 
and terrifying experience, espe-
cially for an LGBTQ male of color. 
The crisis of homelessness that grips 
our LGBTQ community means that 
many are so focused on survival that 
it is hard to imagine thriving. Home-
ownership seems so out of reach for 
so many, and yet homeownership is 
one of the best ways to grow wealth 
and get out of poverty. Homeowner-
ship has been too long denied to the 
LGBTQ community through discrimi-
natory policies and economic oppres-
sion. Now, there is opportunity for 
the LGBTQ community to have their 
piece of the American dream. Here is 
Jamel’s story. 

Jamel dreamed of owning his 
own house in Los Angeles for as 
long as he could remember. He 

grew up moving around from different 
apartments with his single mother. 

As a professional in his 20s, 
he lived in a very small, old, and 
inexpensive studio with no air 
conditioning. He had good credit and 
a well-paying job. But he did not have 
the money for a down payment. There 
was no way for him to come up with 
20 percent, or even 10 percent, for a 
down payment.      

Despite his lack of funds, Jamel 
started looking on the Internet 
and going to open houses on the 
weekend. He would imagine that he 
was the owner and daydream about 
where he would place his furniture. 
He closed his eyes and could see 
his friends coming over and hanging 
out. When the agent asked him if he 
wanted to buy, he would say that he 
wanted to, but could not afford it. 

Then one day at an open house 
he decided to try a new response. 
“How can I afford to buy this house?” 

Jamel Buys  
a Home 

The Challenges (and Solutions)  
of Home Ownership

By Chevy Harris

he asked. The realtor told Jamel to 
come to his office.  

The realtor educated Jamel on 
the first-time home buyers program, 
down payment assistance, and 
pooling his resources with friends or 
relatives. The first-time home buyer 
program allows a person or group to 
purchase a home with as little as 3.5 
percent down payment. For example, 
a $300,000 home would have a down 
payment of around $10,500. 

There are also down payment 
assistance programs that can help 
cover some of the down payment. A 
group of friends or family can pool 
their resources and purchase a home. 

For example, a group of four 

friends could buy a four-bedroom 
house and all four of them would be 
co-owners. He also explained that 
even though federal law does not 
prohibit discrimination for sexual 
orientation, California law does 
prohibit housing discrimination for 
sexual orientation. 

Jamel was relieved. The realtor 
also suggested that he meet with a 
loan officer named Tim. 

As Jamel walked into Tim’s 
office, he felt hopeful and inspired 
with his hands full of paperwork: W-2, 
bank statements, and pay stubs. 
Unfortunately, Tim informed him that 
he could barely qualify for a small 
house with his current income. Jamel 
needed to make more money. 

Seeing the disappointment on his 
face, Tim taught Jamel an industry 
secret that could help. Tim sat a little 

closer to Jamel, then he whispered in 
his ears five words: “Rental income. 
Buy a duplex.”

Lenders are more likely to give 
loans if the client is renting out units in 
the home that they purchase. Banks 
allow a person to use the rent money 
from the other unit to qualify for the 
purchase, even before they own the 
place. For example, Jamel could buy 
a duplex, an apartment building where 
he lives in one unit and rents out the 
other. The rent from the second unit 
could qualify Jamel for the purchase. 

Jamel called the realtor with 
the news that he wanted to buy a 
duplex. The realtor began searching 
and found him a large duplex. The 
duplex was over 3,200 square feet 
with a total of eight bedrooms, six 
bathrooms, and a three-car garage. 
The property was only 20 minutes 
from Jamel’s job. 

Jamel ended up moving from his 
cramped studio into the front unit with 
four bedrooms and three bathrooms. 
He rented out the back unit to help 
pay for the mortgage on the property. 

And just like that Jamel, a Black, 

gay professional in his 20s, was 
not just a homeowner but was also 
providing a home for others. He had 
accomplished the dream that had felt 
so far away as a child. 

Chevy Harris can be reached at 
chevyharris.com

No homos

Got a house

18 | MESSAGE | Spring 2018 Spring 2018 | MESSAGE | 19



From the time he co-founded 
Oakland Pride eight years 
ago, Joe Hawkins knew he 

wanted to start an LGBTQ center in 
Oakland. The state of California had 
an estimated 27 LGBTQ community 
centers, and Oakland was the only 
major city without one.

A longtime community advocate 
and Oakland resident for 29 years, 
Hawkins said it was the divisive 
rhetoric of President Donald Trump, 
both before and after the election of 
November 2016, that finally pushed 
him to create a center.

“We started watching the 
increase in hate crimes since the elec-
tion,” Hawkins said. “They’ve gone up 
dramatically across the country, and 
here in California, they’ve gone up 
11.2 percent, according to a California 
Department of Justice report. We saw 
that the San Francisco LGBT com-
munity center was vandalized, as well 
as the Rainbow Community Center 

of Contra Costa County and the Los 
Angeles LGBT community center.”

Hawkins added that he believes 
the uptick in vandalism “is totally 
related to all the hate rhetoric spewed 
by this administration. It’s almost as 
if people feel permission to be hateful 
now.” 

When Hawkins and his friend Jeff 
Myers, a volunteer coordinator with 
Oakland Pride, saw those reports, 
Hawkins said, “We said, ‘Look, we’ve 
got to start this [center] now.’ ”

Hawkins, a tall, athletic man of 
53, is speaking in Oakland’s 
new LGBTQ Community 

Center, where he is executive director, 
and Myers, 51, a surgical nurse at 
UCSF Medical Center, heads the 
board of directors. Above a T-Mobile 
store at 3207 Lakeshore Ave., the 
center opened September 7—three 
days before Oakland Pride—and 
shares a collective workspace called 

Working  
Together for 
Community

A Galvanizing Force, Joe Hawkins  
Leads Oakland’s New  

LGBTQ Community Center
By Edward Guthmann
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Co-Munity with several nonprofits and 
startups. The operation is still bare 
bones, but $20,000 in donations came 
in the first month; more than 200 
people attended volunteer orientation 
sessions; and 20 committees are 
working on a variety of issues: youth, 
elders, mental health and substance 
abuse, families, transgender support, 
and advocacy.

“We’ve got a full calendar of 
workshops, forums, social activities, 
and support groups,” Hawkins said.

Compared to San Francisco, 
where the percentage of black people 
dropped from 14 percent in 1970 to 
less than 6 percent today—“One of 
the worst examples of gentrification in 
the nation,” Hawkins said—Oakland 

has one of the most racially and ethni-
cally diverse populations in the coun-
try. And one of the gayest: According 
to a 2013 report in the gay magazine 
The Advocate, Oakland “boasts more 
lesbian couples per capita than any 
other major American city and ranks 
third in gay- and lesbian-headed 
households.”

The new LGBTQ center is also 
the first in California, Hawkins said, 
to be started by African Americans. 
“Some people say, ‘Congratulations 
on starting the first black LGBTQ 
center.’ But in fact, this is a center for 
everyone, and the people who come 
here are of all ethnicities. Can’t black 
people create things that serve every-
one? Yes, we can.”

Raised in Detroit and Flint, Mich., 
Hawkins spent 10 years in 
the U.S. Army and moved to 

the Bay Area in 1988. In addition to 
co-founding Oakland Pride, he was a 
founding member and organizer of the 
East Bay AIDS Walk, regional direc-
tor of Innovative Housing in Marin 
County, and CEO of OpNet Com-
munity Ventures in San Francisco, a 
high-tech development and training 
program for low-income youth.

“Joe is able to motivate a lot of 
people in this community because 
of the work he does,” Myers said. “A 
lot of people talk crap and put their 
names out and have titles. But look 
at their action. So many things that 
Joe has done have resonated and 
affected our community in positive 
ways.”

Hawkins traces the roots of his 
LGBTQ activism to 1989, the 
year he fought for custody of 

his son, Maurice. His son’s mother, 
with whom he shared custody, was 
killed in a fire in Detroit, “and after she 
died, her family tried to take my son 
away from me, because they knew 
I was gay. They were saying, ‘Oh, 
you’re going to raise him to be gay.’ 
So a legal battle ensued,” he said.

“People were telling me, ‘There’s 
no way as a black gay man that you’re 
going to win a legal battle to keep 
your child. You just need to surrender 
your son.’ I was preparing to do that.”

One day a friend of a friend 
approached Hawkins and said, “I 
have someone I want you to talk to,” 
Hawkins recalled. The next day he 
received a phone call that changed 
his life—from Oprah Winfrey.

“She said, ‘We really want you on 
our show. We know what the mother’s 
family thinks, that you shouldn’t par-
ent your child. But what does your 
own family think?’ I said, ‘My family’s 
very religious, and my mother’s not on 
board with it, either.’

“Oprah said, ‘Do you think she 
would come on the show and talk 

about that?’ ” Hawkins gave Winfrey 
his mother’s phone number, but when 
someone from her staff called, his 
mother thought it was a prank and 
hung up. Finally, Hawkins and Winfrey 
set up a three-way call. “I said, ‘Mom, 
this is Joe. Oprah’s on the phone 
now.’ She said, ‘This is Oprah Win-
frey.’ My mother screamed.”

On the strength of his appear-
ance on Oprah, on which his mother 
also appeared, Hawkins acquired a 
team of attorneys and won his case. 

“I raised my son. And today he is 
34, and I have three beautiful grand-
children.” The custody fight “started 
my life as an activist and community 
organizer around LGBTQ issues,” he 
said. “My passion came from my love 
for my son.”

Until he went on the Oprah show, 
Hawkins said, “I couldn’t find help. 
What about people who are looking 
for support and can’t find it? That got 
me thinking that we have to create as 
many resources as possible to help 
LGBTQ people on a variety of issues 
and the only way to do that is to build 
community.

“You’ve gotta build community 
across cultures; it’s gotta be all of us 
working together.”

This article originally appeared in The 
Monthly. The LGBTQ center can be 
reached at www.oaklandlgbtqcenter.org.
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The success of RuPaul’s Drag 
Race has catapulted drag 
queens into the homes of 

unlikely supporters and introduced 
the mainstream to a new language 
and terms like transvestite and 
transgender. The host of the show 
drew criticism from social media 
recently for commenting that “drag is 
a big FU to male-dominated culture.” 

Post-op trans women, specifically
those with breast implants, work 
against that idea. 

Because of that, openly 
trans women most likely will 
not appear in future seasons. 
RuPaul has since apologized 

and opened up a dialogue 
about what drag performance 

is. Drag performance is not 
monolithic. Gender non-
conforming artists, trans 

men, trans women, biological 
women, and cisgendered men 
who grow out lengthy beards 

and wear oversized Lakers 
jerseys to the opera all exist 

within the drag community. 

Augusta Wynn falls into the latter 
category. 

I first saw her perform at In 
The Meantime’s Black Party during 
Halloween weekend two years ago. 
As she stepped on stage from behind 
a velvet curtain with a wind-tousled, 
textured, and volumed statement wig, 
I knew she was impersonating Tina 
Turner. Her black outfit, a shimmy and 
shake dress, with black strips that had 
black sequins glued on, became part 
of the performance. Her movements, 
small and feminine yet calculated, 
translated to the way Tina herself 
would move. It was dazzling to watch.

As Wynn lip-synced to “What You 
Get Is What You See” then “Nutbush 
City Limits,” it created a wild intensity 
in the crowd. For a moment I watched 
the faces around me watching her, 
and seeing their delight I wondered 
what it must feel like to create that 
type of magic. 

Two other queens, Sabrina 
La Blanc and Michell’e Michaels, 
performed that night, but Wynn 
stood out for her execution in illusion 

The 
Legendary  

Augusta Wynn
Red Rouge and Lipstick Onstage 

Shea Butter and Chapstick Offstage
By Victor Yates
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(illusionist is the name that Wynn uses 
instead of drag queen). I assumed 
she was transgender due to the 
articulation of her drag, petite stature, 
and womanly softness, but I was 
incorrect. Drag and being transgender 
are intertwined, but not intrinsically 
connected to one another. Trans 
women who perform in drag often find 
their gender identity through drag, 
and cisgendered men who perform 
in drag do not necessarily want to be 
transgender. 

I spoke to Augusta Wynn about 
her career inside and outside of 
drag and misconceptions about 

drag. Wynn’s male persona, Michael 
Murray, is a stubbled healthcare 
worker who prefers shea butter and 
chapstick over rouge and a red lip.

Around age 17, Murray snuck into 
a dive bar on Pico and 
Western with a male 
friend, who later 
underwent surgery 
to become a 
woman. The DJ 
transitioned out 
of a slow song 
into the opening of 
“Respect” by Aretha 
Franklin with its horns and guitar 
licks. Then, a spotlight appeared and 
Mother Rose, a transgender woman, 
floated into the light. She was the 
first drag queen that Murray had ever 
seen.

“As I watched her, I felt like I was 
going down a tunnel,” Wynn said. 
“Everyone was cheering her on. She 
was making us feel good. I attached 
to the feel-good part of that moment. I 
liked the idea that she was lip-syncing 
and showing us her interpretation of 
the song.”

At 19, Murray first performed 
in drag at a nightclub in Little Rock, 
Arkansas, called Discovery III. 
His drag mother Paige Foxx, Miss 
Arkansas 1987 and Top 12 in Miss 
Gay America 1988, pushed Augusta 
Wynn out into the pageant world, a 

subculture of the drag community. 
One rule that Foxx instilled in Wynn 
is that “you cannot ruin a costume by 
hanging out in the club before your 
number. You have to keep the element 
of surprise.”

“Performing is an out-of-
body experience. I am not Michael 
anymore. I am another entity that is 
on stage. The only thing that the entity 
is supposed to do is create happiness 
and joy and take people out of what 
might have been a horrible day for 
them.”

Wynn continued, “I always say 
a prayer before I go out. I believe the 
gift comes from God. The only way 
that I am able to perform is with his 
guidance. I always ask for his light to 
shine.”

After the makeup is set and 
excess powder has been dusted off, 
Murray transforms into his alter ego 
when he styles the hair and slides 
into the heels. Then, it takes about 15 
minutes for Wynn to be fully realized.  

“Although I perform a number of 
different illusions, Tina [Turner] is the 
one I love to do the most. I look most 
like her. Other characters take more 
effort. It is a crowd pleaser. I love 
getting the crowd up and seeing them 
cheer.”

At the end of the interview, 
I asked Wynn what 
misconceptions exist about 

drag, and she answered, “one of the 
most important things is that not 
every drag performer wants to be a 
woman. The person on the stage, that 
is a hint of that person. If he is a male 
and identifies as male, while dressed 
as a female, that is what he is at the 
moment. The boy is on the other side. 
It is about expression, the show, and 
captivating the audience.”

Victor Yates is a writer, editor and writing 
workshop instructor whose debut novel, A 
Love Like Blood, was recently released by 
Hillmont Press. His website is victoryates.
wordpress.com. You can follow him @
writervicyates.

Salad 
5 cups broccoli florets cut into halves
1/2 cup of red onions, diced small
1/2 cup of red bell peppers, diced small
3/4 cup of dried cranberries 

Dressing
1 cup of mayonnaise 
1/4 cup of sugar
3 tbsp red wine vinegar 
1/2 tsp of salt
1/4 tsp of black pepper 

Combine all salad ingredients in a large 
bowl and mix. In another bowl, combine 
the dressing ingredients and whisk until 
smooth. Pour dressing over salad and 
mix until coated. Refrigerate for one 
hour before serving. 

Chef Ricky can be reached at  
cakemakerrick@yahoo.com.

Broccoli 
and 

Cranberry 
Salad

By Chef Ricky

26 | MESSAGE | Spring 2018 Spring 2018 | MESSAGE | 27



In early February AIDS Healthcare 
Foundation, through its newly 
created project Healthy Housing 

Foundation, unveiled an urgent 
response to Los Angeles’ worsening 
homeless emergency. Providing 
shelter quickly and inexpensively, 
Healthy Housing Foundation by AHF 
turned a 27-room motel in Hollywood 
into a transitional home for homeless 
men, women, and families.

“I can’t think of anything more 
urgent than getting a mother and child 
off the street,” said AHF president and 
co-founder Michael Weinstein at a 
press conference.

For AHF, the world’s largest HIV/
AIDS organization, it was a return to 
the non-profit’s roots.

In 1987, AHF was founded as a 
housing provider for terminally ill AIDS 
patients in L.A., under the original 
name, AIDS Hospice Foundation. HIV 
drug treatment did not exist; people 
living with HIV/AIDS were treated 
as lepers at hospitals, they were 
abandoned by family, and they were 
evicted by landlords. 

It was an emergency that de-
manded an immediate response. AHF 
opened the 25-bed Chris Brownlie 

Hospice at the Barlow Respiratory 
Hospital and subsequently oper-
ated two additional hospices—one 
of which was located in South L.A. 
to serve African American and Latino 
clients.

Thirty years later, as L.A.’s afford-
able housing and homeless emergen-
cies impact AIDS Healthcare Founda-
tion patients, the organization again 
took swift action to address a dire 
situation. In addition to the motel on 
Sunset, Healthy Housing Foundation 
by AHF acquired the Madison Hotel, a 
220-room single-occupancy building 
in Downtown L.A., to provide housing 
for homeless men and women.

Following an AHF Board vote 
in April 2017 to affirmatively 
recognize and address 

gentrification as a public health crisis, 
AHF established both the Healthy 
Housing Foundation to build and 
preserve truly affordable housing 
and Housing Is A Human Right to 
advocate against displacement.

Similar to the AIDS epidemic 
in the 1980s and early 1990s, when 
hundreds of thousands were dying 
and government was slow to respond, 

Returning to  
Its Roots 

AHF Creates Transitional Housing  
with Acquisition of Downtown L.A. Hotel 

and Hollywood Motel
By Damien Goodmon and Patrick Range McDonald

AHF believes L.A. politicians must act 
more rapidly to house men, women, 
and families living on the street.

“This is a call to action for the 
city,” said Weinstein, referring to 
AHF’s retooled Hollywood motel. “We 
hope policymakers are watching and 
adopt these kinds of models.”

In 2015, the L.A. City Council de-
clared a homeless “state of emergen-
cy.” A year later, in November 2016, 

L.A. voters approved Measure HHH to 
build more affordable and homeless 
housing. A year after that, City Hall 
politicians were still dragging their feet 
to get projects built, they were still not 
using innovative methods to speedily 
create housing, and they continued to 
push short-sighted, developer-friendly 
land-use policies that cause gentrifi-
cation and displacement and exacer-
bate L.A.’s homeless disaster.
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Meanwhile, L.A.’s homeless pop-
ulation spiked 20 percent from 2016 
to 2017, with around 34,000 homeless 
men, women, and children.

City Hall needs to address the 
homeless emergency as the crisis it 
is. It took only a few months for AHF 
to take action.

Additionally, Housing Is A Human 
Right operated in coalition with nearly 
50 organizations in Southern Califor-
nia to host a historic conference—the 
Resist Gentrification Action Summit—
on December 2, 2017.

With more than 800 people in 
attendance, the summit proved to be 
the largest anti-gentrification gather-
ing in California in recent memory. 
The day-long summit at Audubon 
Middle School in Leimert Park 
centered on a series of plenary talks 
and breakout sessions on protective 
strategies and community wealth-
building—emphasizing how communi-
ties must not only fight gentrification 
but also improve their neighborhoods 
on their own terms.

The Resist Gentrification Action 
Summit was the first step to organize 
and educate residents for upcoming 
battles to win better renters’ protec-
tions, to address California’s afford-
able housing crisis, and to counter 
greed-driven luxury development that 
is devastating communities.

At Housing Is A Human Right, 
we believe that elected officials 
must recognize the value of 

longtime residents and help create 
improvements that include them—not 
push them out of their neighborhoods. 
Along with other organizations and 
community leaders, we are willing 
to go to the ballot box to assert that 
point, such as repealing the statewide 
anti-rent control law known as the 
Costa-Hawkins Rental Housing Act.

Pushed by the Apartment Own-
ers Association of California and ad-
opted by the state legislature in 1995, 
Costa-Hawkins prevents cities from 
applying rent control to single-family 

Samantha Granberry, Vice President of 
Housing Services for Healthy Housing 
Foundation by AHF, and Damien 
Goodmon, Director of Housing Is a 
Human Right.

rental units, condos, and apartments 
built after 1995 or the year the city 
established rent control (1978 in the 
case of Los Angeles). It also allows 
landlords to raise the rent as much 
as they want when a unit becomes 
vacant. Costa-Hawkins is considered 
by housing justice organizations as 
the key driver in the state’s housing 
affordability crisis.

AHF is one of the leaders of a 
citizen’s ballot initiative, the Affordable 
Housing Act, that would repeal Costa-
Hawkins and allow cities to adopt 
strong rent control if they choose. 
Currently in the signature-gathering 
phase, the effort has united tenant 
groups, economic justice organiza-
tions, unions, and faith-based institu-
tions across the state. AHF is again 
taking action to serve society’s most 
vulnerable people.

Damien Goodmon, a longtime political 
and community organizer and resident of 
South L.A., is the director of Housing Is A 
Human Right. Patrick Range McDonald is 
the special investigator for HHR. 

Buying, Selling or Investing? 
Call or Email Today 

Chevy Harris
Realtor

BRE#01999979

Direct: (213) 880-1290 
realtor@chevyharris.com    

“I will forever believe that
buying a home is a great

investment.”
-Oprah Winfrey
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Throw It In The Bag
Drop-In Social Discussion Groups

LIFE
Personal and Professional Development Trainings

The Bridge
Resource Linkage and Referral Service

In The Meantime Get Tested
HIV Testing and STI Screenings/Peer Navigation

My Life My Style
Health Education Empowerment Series

Quarterly Social Events

Community Outreach/Condom Distribution

BoiRevolution
LA’S HOTTEST URBAN SOCIAL CLUB 

Young Black Gay Men 18-29 Years of age 
facebook.com/BoiRevolution2017

Y O U  C A N  H A V E  I T  A L L
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