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        For All the Men

        Who Played

        Within These Walls—

        And to the Man who

        Made it Happen.
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      I wish I could say that I have fond memories of intimate encounters at Man’s Country—that I met the love of my life there, that I encountered somebody famous, had the best sex ever, or am still longing for the one that got away.

      Sadly, I can’t. I only went to Man’s Country a handful of times: once to see the Kinsey Sicks, once for a show with a fire eater—can’t remember anything else about it—several times to photograph Sarabia’s nude dancers, and once when owner, Charles “Chuck” Renslow, gave me a personal tour.

      On my first visit there, I was in Chuck’s office interviewing him for a book I was writing. “Have you visited Man’s Country before?” he asked. I had to admit that, at that point, I hadn't. "I'll show you around," he said.

      With that, Chuck took me on a tour of the facilities and explained how the bathhouse and bar next door had changed over the years. Man's Country was a labyrinth of rooms and lockers, a hot, sweaty, separate world—far from the often cruel and homophobic world outside.

      In essence, a community center for men. A shelter from the storm.

      I so enjoyed reading Owen Keehnen’s fascinating book, Man’s Country: More Than a Bathhouse. It's everything I want from a history book—the factual history and the memories of the guys who sought solace within Man’s Country walls.

      On a coffee table at my home in Palm Springs, there is a house brick. There's no plaque; it's just a brick. It was taken from Man's Country after it was demolished. Just a little souvenir of a bathhouse that 1000s of gay men passed through and enjoyed.

      I want to build a time machine and go back to the mid-1970s…oh the fun and mischief I could have.

      St Sukie de la Croix, 2023, Palm Springs, California
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      I began to frequent bathhouses in the early 1980s. Bathhouses were places of dark sexual magic and erotic adventure—gay adult amusement parks that promised sex and delivered on the insular excitement and thrills. Bathhouses were their own worlds.

      The first time I entered Man’s Country, I could see and feel that it was unlike the other bathhouses I had visited. Man’s Country was something more. The unique majesty of Man’s Country was more than the sprawl of the place. The layout, clientele, and décor all added to the unique character of the place.

      Twenty-five years after being issued my membership card, I collaborated with Tracy Baim for the book, Leatherman: The Legend of Chuck Renslow. Chuck was the man behind Kris Studio, the Gold Coast, International Mr. Leather, and the Leather Archives and Museum. Chuck was also the man who created Man’s Country. And even more than the Gold Coast or IML or any of his other businesses, Man’s Country reflected Chuck.

      Working with Chuck so closely for months on that book changed my life. We talked for hours. He was generous with his time, consistently kind, and beyond that, his tales made every minute with him an adventure. It was the best job I ever had. Tracy and I completed the book in six months. The pace was hectic, but both Tracy and I work best against a deadline and we wanted the book ready by IML 2011.

      Of all the fascinating topics and stories discussed in my interviews with Chuck, I especially enjoyed researching and talking about Man’s Country. Working on that chapter of the book, it was evident that the purpose, pleasures, and freedoms of the bathhouse had changed over the years.

      Opening in the days of Gay Liberation when sexual freedom was closely linked with political expression, Man’s Country was a safe space, a travel destination, an entertainment spot, a community center, and a place to be a sexual outlaw. It played a significant role in the story of our community and an essential part of thousands of personal histories.

      AIDS hijacked the bathhouse narrative. Bathhouses were labeled fuck parlors and hovels of disease. Bathhouses were demonized, with minimal recognition of their importance as places of sexual expression and liberation, of community, and even the arts. Man’s Country endured through the darkest days of the AIDS epidemic, adapting by parceling different portions of the sprawl to compensate for the drop in business. A part of Man’s Country became the pioneering queer club Bistro Too for several years before the bathhouse was reconfigured, and a different portion then became the leather bar, the Chicago Eagle, before both were reabsorbed into the Man’s Country compound.

      Chuck Renslow passed away in 2017. Man’s Country closed the following year. The building was demolished several months later. Without the physical presence of the building, I was concerned that the rich social and cultural history of the socio-sexual experiment that was Man’s Country was at risk of being forgotten.

      Man’s Country: More Than a Bathhouse is an attempt to capture the personal, cultural, sexual, and social significance of this iconic queerspace, as well as the two bars it housed, Bistro Too and the Chicago Eagle. To capture the richness of the experience, I relied heavily upon the stories and memories of over one hundred employees, members, and entertainers about the bathhouse as well as Bistro Too and the Chicago Eagle.

      Through their voices, and with assorted archival materials, Man’s Country: More Than a Bathhouse is an attempt to not simply be a reservoir for the history of the place, but more a portal onto another time and place. I wanted the book to be an instrument for time travel to the happenings, both good and bad, at Man’s Country, and to understand the evolving role it played in gay culture over the forty-five years it was in business.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Welcome to Man’s Country

      

      

      
        
        Are you a member?

        Room or locker?

        Take your towel, your key, and a complimentary condom.

        Leave your hang-ups with your wallet in the lockbox and come along.

        We have a lot to see before checkout time.
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      Rudolph Nureyev ran naked down the halls shouting, “Who wants to swing on a star?” Puppeteer Wayland Flowers held court in the TV lounge in nothing but a towel with his puppet, Madame, on his hand in curlers and a chenille robe. In the Music Hall, a seventy-something Sally Rand entranced the audience with her balloon dance before regaling the towel-clad crowd with tales. Divine performed on the stage here, as did Boy George, Rusty Warren, the Village People, Judy Tenuta, and many others.

      Thousands of men explored their erotic nature at Man’s Country. Sexual abandon, fulfillment, and education happened throughout this labyrinth of rooms and corridors. Lifetime friendships were formed here, as were romances of five minutes and five decades. Forty-five years of gay history and sexual liberation took place within these walls, and the openness and camaraderie here helped further strengthen Chicago’s gay community.

      The twenty thousand square foot building that eventually housed Man’s Country was constructed in 1910 as Verdandi Hall. Located in Uptown just south of the mostly Swedish neighborhood of Andersonville, the building was the lodge of the Verdandi Society. This Swedish social club had been founded in Chicago in 1880 and was dedicated to preserving the heritage of the Scandinavian people in the United States.

      At some point the Verdandi Lodge was divided into several spaces. There were offices, meeting halls, and even a few private apartments. Upper Verdandi Hall, which eventually became the Music Hall at Man’s Country, was a popular place for receptions, parties, award ceremonies, ladies’ fashion shows, and more.

      In 1963, Ingrid and Gosta Bergstrom purchased the building and two years later opened the Verdandi Restaurant and Lounge, billed as the only genuine all-Scandinavian Center in America. In 1969, the Bergstroms added dancing every other Friday.

      In this snippet from the 2012 obituary of Ingrid Bergstrom, the importance of the Verdandi Restaurant to the community was made apparent. “With a huge painting of Stockholm behind the bar and a jukebox that played ‘Halsa dem da rhemma’ and other Swedish songs, the Andersonville restaurant reminded immigrants of their homeland. Nearly every weekend, there was a wedding reception or other event, and once a month, there was Scandinavian dancing that packed the house.” (‘Grub Street’ obituary by Michael Gebert in New York Magazine, May 2nd, 2012).

      In 1972, Ingrid Bergstrom put the building up for sale. While the building was still up for sale, there was an antique show in the space. At the time, Chuck Renslow and his lover Dom Orejudos, had a mutual friend and lover named David Caldwell. When Caldwell attended the antique show in the former lodge, he took notice of the building. Afterward, he told Chuck that he had just seen the perfect place for a bathhouse.

      Mostly to appease Caldwell, Chuck agreed to take a look at the building. At the time, Chuck was the co-owner of Club Baths Chicago at 609 N. LaSalle. He wasn’t looking for a bathhouse. Chuck already had plenty on his plate—he and Orejudos were the owners of the legendary leather bar, the Gold Coast, as well as several other Chicago gay businesses.

      Chuck and Dom met and fell in love in 1953. At the time, Chuck had a photography business, Kris Studio. He had started the mail-order male-physique photography business the year before. When Chuck first approached Dom at Oak Street Beach, he wanted him to be a model. Dom eventually did a photo shoot for Kris Studio at the Indiana Dunes, but Chuck said they had fallen deeply in love even before the camera started clicking. Soon after, the two men joined forces. Kris Studio became a collaborative effort. Eventually, Kris Studio published gay male physique magazines like Triumph and Mars and branched out further into early homoerotic film loops.

      The pairing of Chuck’s photography and Dom’s artwork was dynamic, especially when fuelled by love. Dom brought an artist and dancer’s eye to the Kris Studio photographs—he composed the photos and posed the models. It was a labor of love. Chuck and Dom were avid fans of physical culture as well as hot trade. Needless to say, the two men had a wonderful time looking for models.

      Rather than make him lose his head, love gave Chuck even greater clarity and focus. Chuck was a savvy businessman. Doing gay mail-order business with Kris Studio, Chuck got a sense of the size of the market out there as well as the demand, the sexual hunger, and the money. Chuck never lost sight of that market.

      For several years, Chuck organized bodybuilding competitions in the area. Enamored of bodybuilding and bodybuilders, in 1958 Chuck and Dom bought a gym at 22 W. Van Buren. They renamed it the Triumph Gymnasium and Health Studio. During the period when they owned Triumph gym, Chuck and Dom lived in a back equipment room on site.

      As Dom described it, “It was the gym in Chicago…all free weights…Sometimes after closing hours we would entertain, and have little orgies up there, it was very adaptive. And then you had the showers right there…It was something like having a playroom…since we lived there it was [easy] entertaining that way.” (Justin Spring, The Secret Historian, p. 267).

      Kris models were given free gym memberships. Word got around, and the men started coming to the gym, providing a steady supply of muscular talent willing to pose. Cash was always a powerful motivator for models who might be willing to do more. Some of the bodybuilders who came to the gym hustled on the side.

      During this period, Chuck met gay Samuel Steward, a writer and Loyola professor by day. Sam Steward was also tattoo artist Phil Sparrow. Eventually Steward also wrote several books of gay erotica set in Chicago as Phil Andros.

      The trade that pumped iron at the Triumph Gym were Sam Steward’s type, and Chuck knew which bodybuilders were willing to make some cash on the side. He helped to hook Steward up. Chuck was adamant, however, that he was not a pimp. “I didn’t make a penny. It was the 1950s; I was just helping a friend. All I did was connect him.”

      Eventually, Steward wanted more. He wanted Chuck.

      One of Steward’s predilections was chronicling each of his sexual encounters on typed index cards. The cards contained the date and place of the first encounter and was updated with each subsequent tryst. Steward sometimes even included coded statistics that described things like cock size and amount of ejaculate. He kept the typed cards in alphabetical order in a card file.

      When Chuck was shown his index card from Steward’s Stud File, he declared the card, “bullshit,” but never went into specifics.

      The address given for the encounter was Phil’s Tattoo Joynt, Steward’s tattoo parlor in the 100 block of S. State Street in the South Loop. On the card, Steward began listing the journal pages mentioning Chuck, but eventually, with an academic’s love of Latin, he simply added, “et passim” (and throughout). Chuck had become an obsession to Steward.

      Twenty years Chuck’s senior, the possessive Steward fell in love. The attraction was not mutual. Chuck was unaware of Steward’s feelings. He liked Steward and had sex with him a couple times, but little more than that. Realizing Chuck did not feel the same, Steward was devastated. Enraged and bitter, he eventually relocated to the Bay Area and set up shop full-time as a tattoo artist there.

      If the Stud File card is accurate, Steward actually “introduced” Chuck to S/M in June of 1958. If that is true, “and that was that” seems an underestimation of how quickly Chuck took to it. Either Chuck was humoring Steward and knew exactly what S/M was about, or else his learning curve was phenomenal. In weeks he was organizing a social group of other gay men into rough sex. They met in public once a week. Chuck always said that leather was just the symbol. Leatherwear was how they attracted new members.

      Asked about that period, Chuck replied, “We felt maybe if we’d meet in a bar, people would see us, and maybe we’d attract more people who were interested in leather.” He said the group first descended upon Omar’s Grill. Omar’s was a “drag queen bar” in a Loop basement, a cafeteria by day and a bar by night. But the fledging leather group was soon kicked out of that place and every other bar where they met. Eventually, the group developed a big enough following to justify buying the old Gold Coast Show Lounge at Clark and Elm. (“Cool and Collected: For the Love of Leather,” Alex Jokay, The Chicago Reader, 1995).

      In the process of finding a space, Chuck and Dom had created a network of like-minded men seeking hardcore fun, but who also wanted to socialize in an environment where they could be themselves. By the time Chuck and Dom eventually took over the Gold Coast in 1960, they had created a ready clientele.

      At the Gold Coast, Chuck and Dom wanted to create a fantasy world of dark sex—an erotically charged atmosphere designed to arouse the rough-sex beast in patrons. Dom’s artwork and murals, as Etienne, covered the walls of the Gold Coast. He recreated a seedy back alley, populated with muscled rough types on the prowl for sex. In creating these celebrated murals, Dom was also creating something new and exciting.

      “[Etienne] painted the Gold Coast walls re-conceptualizing bars as galleries, beginning the Muralist Movement whose ‘Rushmore Four’ included Tom of Finland, Drummer art director A. Jay, and SoMa’s Chuck Arnett.” (The Bay Area Reporter, Jack Fritscher, ‘Who’s Your Big Daddy?’ 2011).

      Dom was a true Renaissance man—a ballet dancer, instructor, and choreographer, as well as a talented musician, businessman, and artist. In addition to his influence as Etienne, Dom created gay erotic art under the pseudonym Stephen, a name he used primarily for gay ink drawings and pencil sketches. Stephen is Etienne in French.

      Due in large part to Etienne’s erotically charged murals and artwork, the Gold Coast attained an almost iconic status following its opening in 1960.

      By 1972, a great deal had changed. In the twelve years since the Gold Coast opened, Stonewall had happened. Gay Liberation had arrived. There were Pride Parades, and chants of Gay is Good and Power to Gay People. Gay-owned businesses had emerged, eager to tap this ready market.

      Although the Gold Coast was doing phenomenal business, Chuck wanted something more, something different than running a bar. The Gold Coast had moved three times in those twelve years. That was a lot of headaches. Chuck was aware of the new market of gay men out there, all sorts of gay men, and all of them horny. The sexual flowering that accompanied Gay Liberation was a golden business opportunity.

      Chuck explained it as, “They come to the bar, and they drink, and then they go someplace to fuck.” Chuck wanted to have the bar, but he also wanted to own the place where the men went to have sex. He was always looking for ways to expand that opportunity. For the same reason, he eventually owned two peep show arcades near the Gold Coast, the original Machine Shop and the Tool Box. The peeps were a place some gay men went after leaving a bar or for sex instead of a bar. Later, Chuck also had an interest in the gay male hotels that opened near the Gold Coast, like the Barracks and the Crystal Hotel, somewhere near where the men could go and have sex.

      Fulfilling the need for gay men to have a place to fuck and netting a profit was the reason Chuck got into the “tubs” business as a primary investor in Club Baths Chicago. Through that partnership, Chuck got a sense of the money involved and the opportunities to be had, but Club Baths was a chain and a fairly standard establishment as the tubs go. Chuck wanted to have the place to fuck, but then he realized that maybe even the place to fuck could be something more.

      Trusting his gut, Chuck made an offer shortly after touring the North Clark Street space that was to become Man’s Country. To complete the sale, he took on a couple of business partners and sold his shares of Club Baths Chicago. The rest of the money came from the sale of 902 W. Belmont, the building where Renslow’s inner circle resided. The Renslow “family,” as the group called themselves, had been preparing to move. Earlier that year, Renslow purchased the Dewes Mansion, a twelve thousand square foot Baroque Revival style mansion at 503 W. Wrightwood in Lincoln Park.

      In a 2001 interview with St Sukie de la Croix, Chuck explained his involvement with bathhouse entrepreneurs Chuck Fleck and his partner Jim Campbell. “They started the Club Baths chain. Fleck came here to talk to me and said he wanted to open a Club Bath here, which we did. It was at 609 N. LaSalle. It was on the 2nd and 3rd floors. It was RFZ Enterprises, Renslow, Fleck and Zeller. Zeller was Fleck’s lover at the time.

      “I sold my partnership in Club Baths to Fleck. Actually, what happened was, Fleck came in with me on Man's Country, but he didn't like it. He said it didn't fit the chain image. We were partners 50/50 in Club Baths, so we just traded. I gave him my 50 percent of Club Baths, and he gave me the interest he had in Man’s Country.

      “Then Man’s Country was so successful that Fleck went to New York and opened up another Man's Country there. I had nothing to do with that, that was Chuck Fleck copying me.”

      Man’s Country/New York never had the intent of its Chicago counterpart. Situated over ten floors of a narrow former office building at 28 W. 15th St., between 5th and 6th Avenues, Man’s Country/New York was notable mostly in that it could accommodate a lot of men.

      “Since I managed the Man’s Country here, when I went to New York, they put me up in style and gave me a big double room on the tenth floor,” recalled Gary Chichester. “The room was very nice. Man’s Country/New York was in a tall narrow building with only one elevator. I was never a fan of stairs, but ten flights is a lot of floors to run around chasing dick. When I was there, they were doing rehab on the place and some of the lumber knocked out the elevator. I didn’t think the layout was good for a bathhouse, but back then it was different in that each gay bathhouse had its own sort of style.”

      Marketed as “ten floors of fantasy,” the most distinctive feature of Man’s Country/New York was on the eighth floor. Truck Stop was the name of the fantasy area, and it featured a full-sized red tractor-trailer cab of a semi with blinking taillights. The deep and dark cab had a capacity for eighty people and was mostly the site of a continuous orgy. Another fantasy area was a holding cell called Jail Tank. Man’s Country/New York also had a wet area with a Jacuzzi. If you were hungry for something other than sex, there was a restaurant inside called the Meet Rack.

      Man’s Country/New York was a fuck barn that had dollar Tuesdays, attracting mammoth numbers of horny gay men. Though popular, Man’s Country/New York never reached the distinctive heights of other New York tubs of the period, like the Continental, St. Marks, or the Everard Baths.

      Man’s Country/New York is mostly remembered for its iconic double billboard above Greenwich Village Cigars at 7th Avenue and Christopher Street. The top billboard suggested the Marlboro cigarette ads with a hot cowboy, as well as the familiar font and shade of red. The billboard read, “Come to the Country. Man’s Country. Rush! It’s just 9 minutes away. 28 W. 15th St.”

      A second billboard was beneath the first. In the same font, the second billboard had the word ‘Come!’ in enormous red letters, and beneath it, “to Man’s Country.”

      Man’s Country/New York closed in 1983 in the dawning years of the AIDS epidemic.
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