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“David Hylan preserves the voices of those who refused to be silent when silence was killing us. Small Town Rage honors the courage of a community abandoned by its leaders, churches, and neighbors yet determined to demand humanity in the Deep South. This book reminds the world that activism didn’t just happen in coastal cities; it took root in Shreveport, in the Bible Belt, where speaking out came with a price. ACT UP Shreveport was more than a movement—it was a lifeline. Our rage was small only in geography. In heart and purpose, it was boundless.” —ACT UP Shreveport

“David Hylan has written a powerful book on HIV in the South—in Louisiana—at the beginning of the epidemic when the only response had to be one of rage, solidarity, love, rebellion and advocacy in the form of ACT UP-Shreveport. A beautiful tale of hope and ultimate transcendence in the fight against AIDS in the deep South.” —Monica Gandhi, MD Director, UCSF-Bay Area Center for AIDS Research (CFAR)

“David Hylan’s beautiful prose is in stark contrast to the apathy, ignorance, and outright persecution that he documents in this jolt to the conscience of a city that equated conformity with character and homosexuality with eternal damnation. Hylan’s writing deeply honors the desperate struggle of local AIDS activists as they realized the fight couldn’t be limited to the highly publicized coastal cities, but that ‘ordinary people refusing to wait quietly for permission to live’ could act up anywhere! And did they ever: opening eyes, saving lives, building a strong community, bringing lasting change, and paving the way for future activists in this deeply conservative Southern city.” —Adrienne Critcher, PhD, Co-Founder of PACE, People Acting for Change and Equality, NW Louisiana’s primary advocacy organization for the LGBTQ+ community

“From protest lines to hospital halls, ACT UP Shreveport fought for one thing above all—dignity. David Hylan’s Small Town Rage honors that fight, reminding us that The Philadelphia Center stands as its living legacy.” —Chris Miciotto, LCSW-BACS, ACSW, Executive Director, The Philadelphia Center
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For my husband, Troy—my anchor.

For my children, Kristi, David, and Ashley—my light.

Thank you for believing in every dream,

and for lifting me when I stumbled.
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NOTE
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The documentary film Small Town Rage: Fighting Back in the Deep South (2016), co-directed by Dr. David W. Hylan and Raydra Hall, is available for public viewing on YouTube.

Small Town Rage: Fighting Back in the Deep South
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by Mark S. King
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I couldn’t wait to escape Shreveport.

The morning after my high school graduation ceremony in 1978, I loaded up the rusty Plymouth my parents had given me and I headed south to the fabled Big Easy, where my first year of college would begin at the University of New Orleans.

Never mind that it would be months before classes began. I had taken flight, away from small town prejudices and its blatant homophobia, and away from a family that had endured—with as much love as a brimming impatience—the embarrassment of a gay son who refused to hide himself. My parents hadn’t questioned my quick exit. They helped me load my bags, kissed me in the driveway and waved goodbye. 

What I was accelerating towards was the bigger life I thought I deserved, in a community that would accept—even embrace—what so much of Shreveport viewed as abhorrent. 

It was a choice that came to haunt me as the years passed.

After college I made my way to even greater gay pastures, relocating to West Hollywood, California. I had found my tribe, the chosen family you hear about when queer people create familial intimacies. I had friends and lovers and a life that I built from scratch, even as my calls home to Shreveport occurred less often. Thousands of miles away, nieces and nephews were being born, and with it, babies I couldn’t hold and names of new relatives I couldn’t remember. 

I had chosen gay community over family and the town I had fled—and that was fine by me. 

Then the plague arrived. 

Within a few horrific years, West Hollywood, the very place in which I had sought safety, became an epicenter of the murderous AIDS pandemic. It was no longer a city of dreams, but nightmares. My once thriving neighborhood became a tomb. 

Then, in March of 1985, only weeks after the first HIV antibody test became publicly available, I tested HIV positive. There were no medications, no resources, and few options for support. 

I threw myself into the HIV arena, finding a job at the first AIDS organization established in Los Angeles, LA Shanti. We trained volunteers on our model of compassionate presence, preparing them to provide comfort for the dying. 

The horror of daily life in West Hollywood was beyond comprehension—much less explanation—so I withdrew further from my family back home. I didn’t want them to worry, but the truth may be that I didn’t want them to be ashamed. How could anyone in Shreveport, Louisiana possibly understand?

The answer to that question is within the pages of this book, David Hylan’s exhaustive account of how ACT UP Shreveport transformed the care for, and awareness about, people living with and affected by HIV/AIDS in one southern city. 

Chuck Selber, Gary Cathey, and Joe DeSantis arranged to meet at a diner one evening in Shreveport, and together they birthed a resistance. While I kept my distance from Shreveport and all it represented, these three men—like the many, many men and women their work would come to include—returned to Shreveport from lives elsewhere, from bigger places like Houston and New York City, and walked back into a lion’s den of ignorance and rejection. They were joined by similarly courageous people who had never left in the first place. Together, they faced head-on what I had once feared the most.

ACT UP Shreveport redefined a city. And in doing so, they redefined my own life. Now, when I return home to visit the extended family that fate has allowed me to come to know, I no longer view Shreveport with the mixture of regret and disdain I once did.

ACT UP made Shreveport a city of heroes, a city of enlightenment, and a city that can be bent to the will of honorable people. The incredible true story you are about to read explains exactly how that happened.

In the years following my diagnosis, I carved a place in HIV activism as an outspoken writer who chronicles what we experienced, collectively and individually, and its reverberations across the decades. Maybe that’s why I was asked to write this foreword, which is a tremendous honor. 

But let’s be clear. The men and women of ACT UP Shreveport did something gutsier than I ever have. 

They stayed, or they returned home. And, against intimidating odds, they made it better.
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(Mark S. King is a GLAAD Award-winning writer and the author of My Fabulous Disease: Chronicles of a Gay Survivor.)
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The first time we sat down to film, I thought I understood what we were asking.

I didn’t.

The camera changed the room. It asked for truth in a way conversation never had. For some, it opened a door. Stories came quickly—years of silence breaking all at once. For others, it was something harder. The weight of it settled before a single word was spoken. You could feel it in the pauses, in the way people held themselves, in what they chose not to say.

The interviews were never neutral. They were invitation and exposure at the same time.

People cried. Sometimes quietly, as if they were trying not to disturb something already broken. Sometimes without warning, as memory pushed past whatever had kept it contained for years. Others laughed—sharp, unexpected bursts at the audacity of what they had lived through, what they had dared to do. And sometimes they spoke in a steadier voice, carrying the quiet weight of survival.

When the film was finished, I believed we had done something complete. Ninety-eight minutes that carried voices, history, and a kind of reckoning.

It was not enough.

Stories remained. Not because they were less important, but because time has limits and film has edges. What didn’t fit stayed with me—conversations that continued after the camera stopped, details that deepened rather than closed the story.

This book began there.

Not as an expansion, but as a return. A way to sit longer. To follow what the film could only touch. To give space where there had only been fragments.

Time changed my understanding of what we had captured. These voices were not just documentation. They were instruction. They were warning. They were unfinished.

This book is an attempt to carry what the film could not contain.

—Dr. David W. Hylan

***
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​INTRODUCTION



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The people in this book never dreamed their names would be bound to a plague. In the early 1980s, they were never meant to be remembered at all. Yet the crisis pulled them into the pages of history.

They didn’t march down Broadway or storm Capitol Hill. They didn’t have the spotlight, the budget, or the luxury of being fashionable in their fury. They lived and raged in Shreveport, Louisiana—a city caught between contradictions, where Bible verses were painted on billboards and whispered at deathbeds, where AIDS arrived with shame, silence, and a sentence.

This is the story of ordinary people—mostly gay men and the friends who loved them—who chose not to disappear. Told to sit down, shut up, repent, or die, they instead stood up, made noise, demanded care, and insisted on dignity.

It is born from the documentary film Small Town Rage: Fighting Back in the Deep South (2016), produced and directed by David Hylan and Raydra Hall, but it is not the film retold. I was there for that telling, but this project asks more. The film captured what it could in ninety-eight minutes, but grief does not fit neatly inside a limited runtime. This book opens wider. It breathes. It lingers. It walks with the people behind the placards and chants. It lets us sit beside them at hospital beds, hear the quiet as much as the clamor, and feel the weight of what it meant to be queer, sick, furious, and alive in a place like Shreveport, Louisiana.

This is a Southern story—but not the kind pressed onto postcards. It’s the South of sweat and struggle, where resistance was dug from red clay and stitched through scripture. It’s about people who dared to believe their voices mattered, even when the halls of power, exam rooms, pulpits, and porches all tried to silence them.

It started as a whisper at the beginning of the epidemic, when doctors in coastal cities began noticing a strange pneumonia and a rare cancer killing gay men. The first known cases surfaced in New York and Los Angeles. A few doctors raised alarms. A few articles appeared. But no one listened.

Some say it began in Africa. Others trace it to a flight attendant from Canada—Gaëtan Dugas, a man the press hastily branded “Patient Zero,” as if one person could carry the weight of a global catastrophe. It made for an easy headline and an easier scapegoat. The truth was more complicated than a single name. The virus didn’t need a villain to spread. It needed silence. In those early years of the epidemic, silence was everywhere. 

DeDe DeSantis McClamroch, sister of Joe DeSantis, a founding member of ACT UP Shreveport, later reflected: “I am reminded of dark days when the struggle was real. Death was on America’s doorstep with so much fear. Judgment was rampant, and nothing was being done to help. We did not have any real help or support.”

By the mid-1980s, what mattered wasn’t just that the virus spread, but how slowly anyone cared—including in Shreveport, Louisiana, where even churches that preached Jesus’ command to feed the hungry and care for the sick found ways to look away. By the time rumors reached our corner of the Deep South, the epidemic had already carved deep wounds into distant cities. We heard about New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. Here, it was easier to believe the threat was distant—an “elsewhere” disease. That false comfort bought time to look away, and time was exactly what the virus needed to slip in unnoticed.

In the early years, it was only rumors. Friends “losing weight.” Someone “not looking well.” Illness without a name, or with names no one wanted to say out loud. Rumors of a “gay cancer” clung to the air like humidity, heavy and hard to breathe. On the coasts, the fear already had a name. Here in Shreveport, it was static—until it wasn’t. Friends in our community grew thin, got sick, and were gone, as Deborah Allen, an early ACT UP Shreveport member, would later say: “Our friends were passing away. They’d get very thin, and the next thing we heard, they had died. That’s when we realized AIDS had come to Shreveport.”

In a city where few dared to admit they even knew a gay person—let alone were one—the virus was treated like a rumor you could wish away. In Shreveport, Louisiana, during the early years of the AIDS epidemic, it didn’t make it into church bulletins or city council meetings. It slipped between the cracks, unwelcome and unnamed. The response wasn’t ignorance—it was performance: prayers instead of policy, sympathy instead of services. Churches thundered with brimstone. Doctors leaned back—quiet, cautious, complicit. Gay men became persona non grata—unwelcome everywhere. Politicians filled their calendars with anything else. And the local media? They simply turned the page.

This was the environment into which ACT UP Shreveport was born in the late 1980s. Across the country, larger cities were already mobilizing. In New York, playwright and activist Larry Kramer—whose fury helped spark a national movement—stood before a packed room in 1987 and demanded action, helping ignite what would become ACT UP. The movement became known for being confrontational, creative, united, and uncompromising, refusing to wait for permission to survive.

Years later, in 1991, Kramer stood before another audience, his anger sharpened by loss and inaction, and shouted what others still refused to say: “Plague! We are in the middle of a fucking plague. And you behave like this. Plague! 40 million infected people is a fucking plague! We are in the worst shape we have ever, ever, ever been in. All those pills we’re shoveling down our throats, forget it.” Larry Kramer called apathy a form of complicity.

As ACT UP Shreveport member Cecil Thad Coburn, one of the group’s most reflective strategists, later put it, “For me, it took a while to see the true purpose of ACT UP and activism—to be ‘sand in the gears’ of a machine that’s trying to grind you up, whether intentionally or not.”

And yet, in Shreveport, the urgency felt far away—until it hit home. By the late 1980s, funerals became more frequent. Names slipped from address books to memorial lists. The faces on the coasts could just as easily have been the ones at our dinners, our barbecues, our Mardi Gras krewes. Slowly, it became clear that the same rage fueling protests in New York and San Francisco had found a place here. One of the first to articulate it was Chuck Selber—an outspoken Jewish activist, playwright, and one of ACT UP Shreveport’s earliest and fiercest voices—who insisted, “Silence equals death. We had to shock them. We had to make them see what they refused to see.” That insistence wasn’t abstract. It was personal, local and timely, and it would have to force its way through walls of conservatism, racism, religious judgment, and willful neglect that had stood in this region for generations.

At the time, in the late 1980s, I was still in the closet—watching from the edges, pretending I had no stake in the fight while every death felt like it was chiseling my own name into a headstone. I was not among them in the streets. I was not carrying banners or shouting through a bullhorn. But I was there in another way—absorbing it, feeling it, understanding exactly what was at stake while telling myself I could remain separate from it.

I agreed with every word shouted into the air and felt the same white-hot anger at the cruelty, the neglect, the endless funerals. I was exhausted—bone-deep, soul-deep—from pretending, from biting my tongue, from holding my breath in a city that would have cheered to see us disappear.

This is how it happened—how a small, unlikely group of people in Northwest Louisiana decided they would no longer sit quietly while they and their friends died. How they staged protests, crashed meetings, and made themselves impossible to ignore. How they fought not just for survival, but for dignity in a place where neither was guaranteed—and where asking for either could cost you everything.

This book does not shy away from rage. It honors it. It names it. And it traces what that rage became: a movement, a memory, and—most of all—a legacy that took shape in Shreveport.

They never imagined their lives would carry that weight.

Yet history made it so.

Several of them were supposed to die quietly.

Some did.

Others didn’t.

The ones who lived carried more than the virus. They carried empty chairs at dinner tables, birthdays missed, phone calls that never came. They carried the sound of machines in hospital rooms that fell silent too soon, the smell of flowers wilting on headstones, the ache of holding someone’s hand and knowing it was for the last time. They bore guilt for surviving when others didn’t. They carried anger that survival had to be fought for—and a deeper anger that survival had to be fought for at all. And yet, even with grief stitched into every step, they kept moving into the years that followed.

They fought.

Fought to live.

Fought to be seen.

Fought to be heard.

They fought grief.

They fought silence.

They fought shame.

They fought the government.

They fought the hospitals.

They fought the church.

They fought their neighbors.

And some fought their families.

They fought for each other—in hospital rooms where curtains stayed closed, in courtrooms where justice was rationed, and in the streets of Shreveport, where their presence alone was defiance. In Shreveport, you weren’t just fighting AIDS. You were fighting racism baked into politics, religion twisted into judgment, and a city that preferred to look away.

They fought back.

This is the story of fighting back in a small town in the Deep South. It begins in Shreveport—a place of contradictions, where churches thundered louder than hospitals, where scripture traveled faster than medicine, and where silence became a weapon during the worst years of the epidemic.

This is the story of ACT UP Shreveport.

I knew many of the people who were part of this journey. They were more than names, more than fragments of a story told too quickly and too late. They deserved to be seen fully, to be remembered as they lived—not only in protest, but in the quiet moments between, in the lives they built and the ones they lost. They deserved someone to say: I see you. I hear you. I understand what this cost. This book is my way of honoring them—of carrying forward what could not be contained and refusing to let it be forgotten. This is what I owe them.

The story does not begin with protest. It does not begin with a march, or a meeting, or even a name. It begins with a place—with its contradictions, its silences, its unspoken rules about who belonged and who did not.

To understand what happened here, you have to understand where it happened. You have to begin with a WELCOME TO SHREVEPORT.
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​CHAPTER 1
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WELCOME TO SHREVEPORT
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“They have no place in our society ... As God says in his Word, their penalty is death, which is proven true with the advent of AIDS.” —Dorothy B. Wynn, Letter to the Editor, The Shreveport Times 
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Silence nearly erased a city’s dead. In the early 1980s, as AIDS crept into Shreveport, it settled like August heat—clinging to the skin, until it left a mark. They called it a plague. But no alarms sounded. No press briefings. No church vigils. No front-page headlines. The President stayed quiet. Churches looked away. Newspapers turned pages. Conversations dropped when certain names came up. Doctors avoided eye contact. Funeral homes turned families away, refusing services and shaming the dying like lepers at the gate. Even within the community, stillness rooted itself—born of fear, shame, and the hope that if no one spoke the words aloud, it might not be true.

At first, the country called it the “gay cancer”—an easy label for something they refused to understand. But as deaths mounted and the pattern became undeniable, the terminology shifted: Gay-Related Immune Deficiency, or GRID, then Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome—AIDS. Caused by HIV, it dismantles the immune system piece by piece until the body’s defenses collapse. Pneumonia, cancers, meningitis—an avalanche of opportunistic illnesses. People weren’t dying from one cause—they were dying from many at once. And the disease didn’t just ravage the body—it exposed a moral fracture in a conservative, Christian city’s conscience.

Louisiana had its own music—gospel wail, zydeco stomp, brass-band swagger—but Shreveport carried a different cadence, shaped by the long shadow of East Texas just down the road. This was not New Orleans exuberance or Acadiana intimacy. It was a border-city restraint, where conservatism traveled easily across state lines and settled in place, while religion functioned less as refuge than as regulation. Courtesy mattered. Appearances mattered. Silence was often mistaken for civility, and civility for virtue. In such a place, difference was not confronted; it was managed quietly—and when crisis came, that instinct shaped everything that followed.

Long before a virus tested its mercy, Shreveport had already shown what happened when its order was challenged.

In 1963, Shreveport’s police commissioner, George D’Artois—already notorious for his brutality, a local counterpart to Birmingham’s Bull Connor—rode a horse into Little Union Baptist Church on Milam Street in Shreveport during a memorial for the four Black girls murdered in the Birmingham church bombing. He dragged Reverend Harry Blake from the pulpit and had him beaten so badly that Blake required stitches.

The next day, eighteen students protesting the attack were arrested. One of them, Calvin Austin—a teenager from Shreveport—spent forty-five days in jail and was banned from every public school in Caddo Parish. He finished high school in New Orleans, a reminder that survival carried a cost for anyone outside the city’s white, Protestant power structure. This wasn’t distant history. The same churches, the same officials, and the same unwritten rules were still in place when AIDS arrived.

As one Black Shreveporter recalled—speaking only on the condition of anonymity—“If you were Black in Shreveport, you already knew the rules. You learned early what you couldn’t say, where you couldn’t go, and who you couldn’t trust.” To be Black meant knowing your place. To be queer meant hiding. To be sick meant disappearing. Respectability was currency. And for those living with HIV or AIDS, the message was unmistakable: don’t get sick, don’t speak up, don’t expect help.

Shreveport was a city weathered by judgment and polished by generations of denial. It dressed tradition in its Sunday best—polished on the surface, unyielding beneath. Church wasn’t optional—it was cultural law. Even silence had manners.

Antebellum homes and oil-money mansions stood as monuments to inheritance, their columns polished and hedges trimmed, power preserved in wrought iron and wealth. Behind those gates, generations of influence—built on gas fields and courthouse handshakes—watched the world shift and quietly prayed it wouldn’t.

Some of those handshakes happened in the open at Freeman and Harris Café. By the time the AIDS crisis reached Shreveport, Freeman and Harris had become a pillar of the city’s African American community—and a quiet crossroads where familiarity, discretion, and power intersected. Plates moved steadily from kitchen to table beneath the low murmur of a dining room that had seen generations pass through. Tucked in a majority-Black neighborhood, the café was one of the rare places where Black and white patrons shared tables, even in the strictest years of segregation.

But what happened at Freeman and Harris went far beyond food or history. It was a political crucible, where power dressed casually and promises were shaped over coffee cups—racial lines blurring just long enough to secure another term.

During the years when AIDS was tightening its grip on Shreveport, some of the same men who lingered over plates of stuffed shrimp and exchanged good old boy backslaps also controlled hospital budgets, public-health priorities, and whether help ever reached the people who were dying. Those decisions rippled far beyond the worn wooden floors of Freeman and Harris Café.

Shreveport’s power elite weren’t loud; they didn’t need volume to dominate. They smiled for church directories, clinked glasses at charity balls, and drew their boundaries in invisible ink—lines you only discovered after crossing them. Each spring, they gathered beneath chandeliers for the Holiday in Dixie Cotillion, a ritual of lineage where sons and daughters of wealth were presented like heirlooms. Tens of thousands of dollars flowed for gowns and orchestras, yet none of that generosity reached those wasting away across town with HIV or AIDS. And whenever disturbance came—whether a march for Black rights, a visible queer life, or a disease that arrived without shame—their answer was always the same: contain it, not heal it.

Religion didn’t just echo from pulpits in Shreveport; it governed from them. Sunday sermons bled into Monday meetings. Sanctuaries became staging grounds for policy, and scripture was wielded like ordinance. When AIDS appeared, the first response wasn’t medicine—it was moral judgment. Homosexuality wasn’t framed as difference; it was branded as sin.

In that climate, many queer people in Shreveport learned early to measure their words and their lives. Religion was not just belief; it was enforcement. Sermons supplied the explanation long before doctors offered answers. Fear did the rest.

It wasn’t only sermons that framed AIDS as punishment. Letters printed in the city’s paper of record turned private judgment into public declaration. Citizens wrote that gay men had no place in society, that AIDS proved God’s will, that suffering was the consequence of breaking divine rules. Some warned that homosexuality threatened the future of humanity itself. Others insisted that people deserved the pain they brought upon themselves. The language varied, but the message did not: illness was not a crisis to be met—it was a verdict already rendered.

Prejudice and callousness curled through the city like smoke—visible, inhaled, but rarely named.

For white, straight, middle-class residents, life kept a steady beat: Sunday chicken dinner, Monday-night visitation calls, Wednesday Bible study, Thursday choir rehearsal, Friday night football. The week moved in a loop of fellowship halls and padded pews. But beneath that ordered surface, the city strained.

There was a hum in the walls
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