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PRAISE FOR HI HONEY, I’M HOMO!

“Every chapter serves up a slice of queer history with a rich scoop of fascinating, juicy asides and shocking behind-the-scenes insights—like having dishy late-night cheesecake with a witty, wise friend.”

—Anthony Oliveira, PhD, author, film programmer, and pop culture critic

“For a medium so aligned with queer sensibilities, with its brazen artifice, showy wit, and over-the-top performances, the network sitcom was slow to embrace actual queer people. In Hi Honey, I’m Homo, Matt Baume takes us on a highly entertaining tour of queer representation in television comedy, from the be-bad-with-metaphor-and-you’ll-miss-it winks of Bewitched to the out-and-proud-ish center stage of Will & Grace. Baume brings his trademark mix of childlike enthusiasm and intellectual rigor to a medium he clearly loves. He calls out cowardice and appeasement where he sees it, but is also careful to place each show inside its moment in queer history. This not only broadens the scope of the book, it helps us understand why sitcoms failed queer people where they did, and allows us to appreciate each step of progress on its own terms. Mainly, he never allows the many times sitcoms failed queers to diminish his appreciation for the form. I came away from Hi Honey, I’m Homo with not only a broader understanding of the medium I’ve spent over thirty years writing, but a big smile, too.”

—Richard Day, TV writer and producer on Arrested Development, Spin City, The Drew Carey Show, Ellen, and more

“What an absolute honor to read Matt Baume’s Hi Honey, I’m Homo. Matt’s exhaustively researched episodes of pivotal television shows makes us realize how important these scripts were to change public attitudes. Matt breaks down this queer visibility by integrating history, character motivation, actual dialogue, and political agendas. His clarity and cohesive reflection brings context to what was happening in the world at the time and how, at first, these seemingly innocuous shows brought about change to queer history. Queer visibility didn’t just happen overnight. It is and continues to be a series of wins and setbacks, which Matt chronicles with each painstaking step it took to move equality forward. This in turn shaped public perception and acceptance about queer life/lifestyles. All twelve television shows that Matt reviews unpack the parallels drawn to real life using not-so-cryptic analogies. When you read his examples, you will say, “It was so obvious!” But perhaps not at the time. The tremendous amount of curated minutia reads like Matt’s love letter to the television pioneers of queer culture. His granular exploration of decisive episodes distills it all down to civil equality, which made the audience care about people they had been fearful of or biased against. Matt’s use of such palatable clarity makes Hi Honey, I’m Homo an absolute joy to read.”

—Deven Green, award-winning comedic chanteuse, DevenGreen.com

“This book is a triumph and everyone should read it.”

—Dan Savage, journalist, author, and host of Savage Lovecast
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INTRODUCTION

Marsha Posner was working late one night when the phone rang. She picked it up, and a man’s voice bellowed, “I want the address of where I can write a letter about this show!”

Posner knew this meant trouble. It was 1977, and she’d recently been hired as a secretary on a new sitcom called Soap that was set to premiere on ABC that fall. Although the public had yet to see a single frame of the program, it already had the country up in arms, thanks to a Newsweek reporter who’d read a leaked script and declared that Soap was “impure,” full of sacrilegious sex, gay love affairs, nymphomaniacs, cross-dressers, and kink.

“Soap needs its mouth washed out,” fumed the head of one ABC affiliate.1

A national outcry had ensued. Conservatives were furious that a television show would attempt such boundary-pushing themes; gay community leaders feared negative depictions of queer characters would set their movement back by years. Groups that were normally on opposite ends of the ideological spectrum now organized complementary nationwide protests and letter-writing campaigns against the show.

Over the spring and summer of 1977, a steady parade of twenty to thirty protestors had taken up a picket outside Posner’s street-facing office window. She made sure to keep the curtains closed. “We were afraid somebody was going to throw a brick through our window,” she recalled.2

As a production secretary—and, before long, a script supervisor and then associate producer—Posner knew that Soap would indeed push television boundaries, but also that it would do so thoughtfully. In particular, the sitcom’s leading queer character, Jodie (played by then-unknown comedian Billy Crystal) would provide a nuanced portrayal of coming out, examining one’s gender and attractions, and eventually co-parenting as a gay man. It would also be extremely funny, thanks to writer Susan Harris, who had blazed a similarly controversial trail five years earlier with an episode of Maude that tackled abortion with equal parts heart, humor, and smarts. But none of that mattered to an angry public whipped into a frenzy by salacious news coverage.

Until now, the picket lines had remained outside the building. But the moment Marsha picked up the phone that night, it was as if the protests had invaded the production office. And in that moment, she decided she’d had enough.3

*

To understand the position Posner—now Marsha Posner Williams—was in, it’s important to note that the late 1970s was a particularly volatile time for television, particularly when it came to depictions of queer characters. It wasn’t quite ten years from the Stonewall uprising, an anti-police uprising in New York that catalyzed the modern LGBTQ+ liberation movement, and public attitudes toward queer individuals were still generally hostile. Television programs of the time frequently resorted to disparaging tropes: pansy perverts, insane transvestites, criminal dykes.

For example, a few years prior to Soap, the medical drama Marcus Welby, M.D. depicted a doctor helpfully offering a patient advice for overcoming homosexuality; The Ernie Kovacs Show presented comedy sketches in which audiences howled at a sissy poet; current affairs program The David Susskind Show presented an episode titled “Are Homosexuals Sick?” (Yes, Susskind concluded, they are; but he conceded that there’s no reason to be rude about it.)4

Whether Americans tuned in to watch sitcoms, dramas, or the nightly news, TV reflected the prevailing belief that queer people were, at best, mincing freaks and, at worst, a public menace.

Exasperated by these portrayals and emboldened by a growing queer liberation movement, community organizers in the early 1970s began pressuring the three major networks to stop airing cruel stereotypes. Their tactics ranged from letter-writing campaigns to tense meetings with broadcast executives to sit-ins at network headquarters. And to everyone’s surprise, these methods sometimes worked, with occasional depictions popping up on broadcast television that were not entirely mortifying—and even, on a very good night, positive.

This newfound prominence presented a valuable opportunity. In decades past, homophile organizations had maintained a low profile, staying largely hidden in order to avoid oppressive laws and social stigma that could ruin a person’s life. With the rise of Pride events and more confrontational activism, the 1970s marked a time of unprecedented queer visibility, but this was limited primarily to major cities. Achieving visibility in Middle America was a challenge for queer people, but their cause was aided by television, the “vast wasteland” that beamed conversations, stories, jokes, and news to the 95 percent of American homes that owned a TV set by the decade’s start.5

But queer visibility faced formidable opposition from powerful conservative forces that were equally determined to stake a claim on the airwaves. Throughout television’s history, from its earliest transmissions in the 1920s to the present, television has been the site of a never-ending tug-of-war for control of the dial.

The man whose call Marsha Posner Williams received that night wasn’t acting in a vacuum; his outrage had been stoked by pearl-clutching groups like the National Federation for Decency (NFD) and the Coalition for Better Television (CBTV), created by conservative media activists Donald Wildmon and Jerry Falwell with the intention of bending the medium to their will through church-based protests and nationwide boycotts of any programs they deemed offensive.

By the 1970s, these conservative campaigns had become a point of considerable concern for networks.

“We at CBS see in Mr. Wildmon’s coalition perhaps the greatest assault on intellectual freedom that we have witnessed in many years,” said Gene Mater, CBS’s vice president in the 1970s and ’80s. Speaking from his experience as news director of Radio Free Europe in East Germany after World War II, he continued, “The efforts of the coalition are only half a step removed from book burning.”6

“They called me a bunch of names,” gloated Wildmon in a speech. “They called me Hitler, they called me McCarthy . . . That ain’t bad for a country preacher from Mississippi.”7

*

Comedy programs like Soap were a focal point in this ideological back-and-forth. Sitcoms had become a staple of weeknight schedules starting in 1947 with the DuMont Network’s Mary Kay and Johnny; since then, they have been among television’s most popular programs, from I Love Lucy to The Andy Griffith Show to All in the Family to Friends. They have also been among the most widely syndicated programs, thriving in an afterlife of reruns for successive generations.

And crucially, tucking controversial topics in among farcical families and wacky workplaces can have a disarming effect. Jokes make challenging ideas more palatable, whether audiences are watching Archie Bunker grapple with the discovery that the woman he saved with mouth-to-mouth was actually a man in drag; or Blanche Devereaux obtusely failing to recognize what her brother means when he introduces his “very special friend”; or Jerry Seinfeld insisting, “Not that there’s anything wrong with that!”

Particularly after the boundary-pushing success of All in the Family in the early ’70s, sitcoms used comedy as a medium to deliver provocative ideas about bigotry, tolerance, and sexuality—topics that audiences might avoid if they were not sweetened by laughter. And thanks to the pervasiveness of sitcom syndication, they were seldom further than a dial-turn away, even in the most remote parts of the country.

“Laughter is an intravenous,” sitcom pioneer Norman Lear said in a 2005 interview with the Television Academy Foundation. “Causing people to think while they’re laughing is the intravenous of messaging through laughter.”8

Lear’s observation described my own personal experience as a teenager, nearly twenty years after Marsha Posner Williams took that angry phone call. I was an anxious, closeted kid living in a small Connecticut suburb in the mid-1990s, and gay role models weren’t exactly in plentiful supply . . . that is, until I landed on Soap reruns on Comedy Central. The sitcom drew me in with laughs, but I kept watching it for Jodie, the gay character—one who was witty, sophisticated, aspirational, and cute.

At the time, I was keenly aware that there were large, powerful organizations out there opposed to my existence, but seeing Jodie on Soap was a signal that I might also find others like me; that queer people could thrive; and that I might manage to find not only a community where I belonged, but an entire culture.

That was the power of a syndicated sitcom, and it’s why I became fascinated by primetime comedy as a means to shape public perception.

I started tracking down the moments in shows that told me I wasn’t alone, from a lesbian kiss on Roseanne to homosexuals hiding out at Cheers. It was around this time that the internet was gaining widespread adoption, which provided me with an opportunity to learn about the real-life history of queer liberation, and I was struck by some surprising parallels.

For example, I noticed how the 1960s’ Bewitched could only drop subtle hints about Uncle Arthur’s queerness, just as gay men of the time might avoid openly sharing their identities. (Little did I know then just how many of the show’s cast harbored such secrets.) As I read about the surge of visibility in the 1970s, I saw a clear example in The Mary Tyler Moore Show featuring Phyllis’s openly gay brother. In my adulthood, I became an activist for marriage equality, and I gained a new appreciation for the episode of The Golden Girls in which Sophia explains to Blanche why her brother wants to marry a man, and for the episode of Roc that dared to marry Russell Emerson (played by Richard Roundtree, better known for Shaft) to a man.

Across each decade, the story of social progress plays out through the characters of primetime sitcoms—if you know where to look. Fascinated by this history, I created a YouTube channel where I could hunt for the comedy moments that mark real-life civil rights milestones. That channel forms the basis of the book you’re reading now, expanded with more research, interviews, and insights from behind the scenes of some of television’s most iconic programs.

*

Holding the receiver that night in her office, Williams knew that she couldn’t singlehandedly defuse the national outrage over Soap, which was still so far from its premiere date that they hadn’t even finalized the pilot. But she could at least deal with this one person on the phone who was demanding the network’s mailing address.

“Okay,” Williams told him, “no problem, happy to give you the address. But may I just ask, what are you writing about?”

“Well, I’m writing about this show,” the man said, and recited a familiar list of complaints cribbed from the exaggerated news coverage about Soap.

“Oh, have you seen it?” she innocently replied.

“No,” he said.

“Really? How come?”

“It’s not on the air yet.”

“Okay,” she told him. “So, what you want to write a letter about is not what you think, but what somebody else thinks.”

This was not how the man expected the call to go. A fifteen-minute conversation followed, and by the end of it, Williams had persuaded him to change his plans.

“You know what, you’re right,” he told her. “I’ll wait and watch the show and make my own opinion.”

They ended the call on relatively cordial terms, considering how the conversation had begun. In the tug-of-war over television, their hands were on opposite ends of the rope, holding tight and waiting for the start of the next round to pull. A few months later, Soap would premiere to a generally positive response, Jodie would become one of the most positive depictions of a queer person on American television to date, and controversy would move on to other shows. Waiting in the wings was a scandal that rocked Cheers; a brush with gay marriage on The Golden Girls; the rise and fall (and rise again) of Ellen; and the gay Trojan horse of Modern Family. Soap constituted a stepping stone in television’s gradual evolution from the mortifying stereotypes of the 1950s to the diverse queer leads that programs would embrace in decades to come. It was a fight that would be waged show by show, boycott by boycott, angry phone call by angry phone call.

“I like to think I won that one,” Williams later said, recalling her late-night response to one viewer who sought to halt the queering of the American sitcom. She smiled sweetly. “I’m sorry, but fuck off.”




BEWITCHED


ENDORA: What is normal to you, young man, is to us . . . asinine.



Something strange was afoot with the young husband and wife who had just moved into the home at 1164 Morning Glory Circle.

A neighbor, peering through her curtains across the street, gasped at the sight of the wife’s colorful, campy mother—to say nothing of the flamboyant visiting uncle. Then there was the British gentleman with a penchant for vibrant male companions, and a supposedly strait-laced husband with a two-faced secret.

Yes, this much was certain: there was something very queer indeed about Darrin and Samantha Stephens.

Airing from 1964 to 1972, Bewitched was a show laden with gay subtext—despite its main characters being a heterosexual couple. When placed alongside the shows that followed it, Bewitched seems relatively straight: across its eight seasons, there was never an explicit mention of homosexuality, while All in the Family (which debuted the year Bewitched ended) featured explicitly gay characters starting in the very first season. Not long after Bewitched finished its run, Soap featured a gay dad as a core cast member, M*A*S*H had a coming-out episode,1 and Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman contemplated gay marriage.2 But though Bewitched didn’t tackle any of those topics (at least not directly), there’s a certain undercurrent that makes the show feel far gayer than its contemporaries.

In an odd twist, the element of Bewitched that originally seemed like its most heterosexual would be revealed, decades later, to be its queerest.

*

You can trace the inspiration for Bewitched back to the Salem witch trials, but more direct roots can be found in two Columbia Pictures films: I Married a Witch (1942) and Bell, Book and Candle (1958), both breezy fantasy romances about the chaotic, magical power of pretty young witches in love.3 The films were adapted for Columbia’s television arm, Screen Gems, by a seasoned television producer named Danny Arnold, but oversight of the show quickly fell to lead actress Elizabeth Montgomery and director William Asher—who, just like the characters on the show, were two young newlyweds head over heels in love.

The premise of the show is cute: a witch named Samantha marries a mortal named Darrin, and the happy couple decides to keep her witchcraft a secret so they can blend in as a nice, normal, suburban family. Sitcoms being what they are, something always seems to go haywire, and the more the Stephenses try to blend in, the more their lives become utterly abnormal. Upending the old TV-family conventions of the docile obedient housewife and her commanding husband, Samantha is portrayed as a powerful woman, in love with the eternally flustered Darrin but never subservient to him.

Bewitched wasn’t the only sitcom concerned with domestic secrets and unusual families in the mid-1960s.

For television’s first few decades, sitcoms tended to focus on one flavor of nuclear family, with shows like The Honeymooners, I Love Lucy, and Father Knows Best: a career-oriented husband and his housebound wife, usually with kids, and almost always white.

Then, in the 1960s, something changed. Where the airwaves were once dominated by monolithic depictions of the American family, the TV schedule began to give way to shows in which American families were, occasionally, out-and-out freaks.

Take, for example, the transition away from Leave It to Beaver, a show about a Midwestern family dealing with such sober topics as going to church, making new friends, and choosing a college. It debuted in 1957 and lasted until 1963; the next year, the same creative team introduced The Munsters, a sitcom that was also about a suburban family—but this time, the family are monsters in a haunted house, cheerfully tackling werewolves, cursed jewels, and dancing bears.*

In the 1960s, sitcom families wandered away from the template of ordinary married couples and kids, opting instead for bizarre chosen clans and satires of the suburbs. Many of these new shows had secrecy baked into the premise: on Bewitched, witches must stay hidden lest they be burned at the stake; on Mister Ed (created by gay director Arthur Lubin),4 a man keeps his companion, a male talking horse, hidden from his wife; on My Favorite Martian, a local reporter hides his alien friend; on My Living Doll, a doctor hides a robot from the military; Get Smart features undercover spies; Occasional Wife is about a man who hires his best female friend to pose as his wife to advance his career. There was even a show called My Mother the Car about a man whose secret is that his mother has been reincarnated as an automobile.†

That sitcom families were getting exponentially weirder in the 1960s wasn’t a result of executives dabbling in psychedelics (though that can’t be ruled out as a contributing factor). This shift was happening amid the Civil Rights Movement, a period of widespread organizing, protest, and legal victories for minority groups, who had been ignored or denigrated by mass media in the past. Sitcoms, traditionally an escape from real-life turmoil, were slow to reflect this shift in American life. But, producers found, fantasy scenarios could provide a convenient metaphor for social change.

Bewitched was one of the most potent examples—a show about a younger member of an invisible minority group who takes up residence in the heart of traditional suburbia, struggling to fit in without losing the qualities that make her distinct. Samantha’s marriage to Darrin could be read as a metaphor for mixed-faith marriages, for people with disabilities, for sexual minorities, or for any number of groups that experience tension between being outcasts and joining the mainstream.

Samantha’s conflict is evident in the second episode of the show, when she goes house-hunting in the suburbs and is confronted by her mother, Endora, a more traditional witch who is disgusted by the idea of assimilation:


SAMANTHA: All young married people dream of owning their own home.

ENDORA: It’s fine for them, Samantha, but not for us. We are quicksilver, a fleeting shadow, a distant sound. Our home has no boundaries beyond which we cannot pass. We live in music, in a flash of color. We live on the wind and in the sparkle of a star! [Looking disgusted.] And you want to trade all that for an acre of crabgrass.5



This dialogue wasn’t written specifically for gay viewers, but its resonance is clear. We’re not like them, Endora says; we’re something far more marvelous. It’s a message delivered with moving panache by actress Agnes Moorehead, and with deep appeal to a wide range of outcasts, whether they’re set apart by religion, race, gender, or family structure. In the world of Bewitched, Endora revels in her life outside of mortal limitations, and cannot fathom why Samantha would want to hitch her wagon to tedious, traditional what’s-his-name:


DARRIN: I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but we want to live normal lives.

ENDORA: What is normal to you, young man, is to us . . . asinine.6



Endora’s breezy, confident dismissal of the mainstream is a luxury that many viewers could only dream about. At the time that Bewitched debuted, for many queer people, blending in was a matter of survival, as had been the case in the United States for centuries. American history is filled with examples of queer peoples’ persecution, including records from the early 1600s (the same century as the Salem witch trials) that document the discovery of “5 beastly Sodomiticall boyes [who] confessed their wickednes not to bee named.”7 Criminal records note that in 1637, two men named John Allexander and Thomas Roberts were accused of “lude behavior and uncleane carriage one w[ith] another, by often spendinge their seede one vpon another.”8

Though such offenses could carry the death penalty, these transgressions were often overlooked in the early days of colonization. To apply consistent punishment would overwhelm early European settlers. “Puritans became inured to sexual offenses,” wrote historian Edmund Morgan, “because there were so many.”9

American persecution of homosexuals has waxed and waned over the centuries, and Bewitched aired in a period that was particularly unwelcoming toward public discussion of same-sex romance. In the 1960s, homosexuality was a crime, and although it was no longer punishable by death, it wasn’t uncommon for queer people to face extrajudicial beatings or to turn up dead. Police conducted relentless raids on businesses suspected of catering to queers. Newspapers printed the names, addresses, and workplaces of those arrested. The people whose names were publicized could expect to lose their jobs; to be ostracized by family; and to be subjected to cruel “cures” that included electroshock therapy, induced vomiting, and lobotomies.

Such witch hunts were common even in relatively liberal Hollywood. Two years before Bewitched premiered, a Los Angeles newspaper called the Citizen News—now defunct—launched a campaign to expose and persecute queer people.

“It is time for the greater Hollywood area to do something about a very ugly problem,” declared the Citizen News in January of 1962. “The problem is the large concentration of homosexuals in the area.”10

The editorial, signed simply “S.G.,” continues, “It is time that the interests of normal men, women and children be protected . . . It is important to see that the deviates are treated . . . [and] more men must be assigned if this community is to stop being a mecca for queers.” The piece concludes that the paper would assign several staff members to cover “the homosexual blot.”

This marked the start of a years-long crusade against Hollywood’s homosexuals. The Citizen News splashed its front page with headlines like “Officer Spells Out Sex Deviate Data,” alongside articles fuming that nearly two dozen bars in Hollywood “cater almost exclusively to these people,” and expressed outrage over a masquerade party held by homosexuals, “some of whom were dressed as chorus girls.”11

“Police records say most homosexuals are driven by a vital urge to convert the non-deviate to their way of life,” the paper reported. “Your teenager is not safe.”12

The steady drumbeat of moral outrage, which leaned heavily on the claim that children needed protection from homosexuals, soon pushed officials to action. “Sex deviates are being rounded up by Hollywood police today in efforts to break up a ring of homosexuals which has been luring out-of-town juveniles into motels and homes,” read a May 1962 article that listed the names and addresses of men arrested in stings.13

The police claim of “a ring of homosexuals . . . luring out-of-town juveniles” is not particularly credible. In interviews with biographer Robert C. Steele, longtime gay activist Jim Foshee described how, as a teenage runaway in Los Angeles in the 1950s, LAPD cops detained him and pressured him to lie about having been molested by a local drag performer whom they wanted to frame.14

Like the false claim that “homosexuals are driven by a vital urge to convert,” police reports of the time were often flights of fancy concocted to justify bigotry.

Local judges praised the Citizen News for supplying information about the location of gay gatherings, which were then passed along to vice officers. California attorney general Stanley Mosk commended the paper’s “series of articles on sex deviates” as “a fine journalistic service” and promised that an even stronger law enforcement response was coming. Sure enough, by 1963, the paper reported that police had ramped up sex deviate (“SD”) patrols around Hollywood and were arresting around twenty-five men a week, an increase of 10 to 12 percent over the past year—but still not enough for the Hollywood Chamber of Commerce, which complained of ten to twenty thousand local homosexuals “who bother the public.”15

The most iconic impact of this crackdown may be the work of Sid Davis, a film producer who teamed up with the Inglewood School Board to address the problem of “SDs” with a series of educational short films—among them 1961’s now-infamous Boys Beware. The ten-minute film, screened in schools for decades, explains that homosexuality is “a sickness of the mind.”16

“One never knows when the homosexual is about,” warns a narrator, accompanied by images of a sinister man leering at boys outside a public bathroom. “He may appear normal, and it may be too late when you discover he is mentally ill.”

Coverage of sex deviate arrests must’ve been good for Citizen News circulation, because the paper kept the Hollywood homosexual hunt going for years. Articles published the addresses of suspected gay hangouts, as well as locations where perverts practiced “wife swapping” and “nude swimming.” Editorials called for “SDs [to] be forced to live in restricted areas” and for gay men to be punished with “commitment to [a] psychiatric hospital for the mentally ill until it is determined [they] can live safely within society.”17

This was the climate in which much of the nation’s television was being produced. Like the rest of America, Los Angeles was a place in which one wrong move, one slip of the tongue, one malicious piece of gossip could ruin a person’s life.

But with the rise of the Civil Rights Movement, there also came glimmers of hope for the future. In 1961, San Francisco drag performer José Sarria became the first openly gay candidate to run for public office in the United States.* In 1962, a small group of queer people in Philadelphia had formed an early activist coalition known as the East Coast Homophile Organizations; it was out of this organizing that the first Prides would occur. In 1965, another activist group called the Mattachine Society organized the first picket for gay rights outside the White House.18

Little by little, queer people were starting to emerge from the closet, to risk declaring their existence, and to make demands—if not for acceptance, at least tolerance. It was a revolutionary time, and that spirit is reflected in an early episode of Bewitched titled “The Witches Are Out.”19

Samantha has invited over some witch friends—a coven, if you will—for an afternoon tea that quickly turns into a venting session about how intolerant mortals are:


SAMANTHA: I guess they just don’t realize we’re like anybody else . . . almost.

MARY: I don’t know why we don’t simply tell everyone we’re witches. And then they’ll see what wonderful, nice people we really are.



As the title of the episode suggests, they’re talking about coming out—but remembering what happened in Salem in 1692, they agree it’s not safe for them to reveal themselves.

It’s not hard to connect this storyline to queer life. In fact, later in the episode the witches propose a public relations strategy to highlight their normalcy, with a theme similar to one message favored by queer protests of the time: that gay people are no different from straights.

The parallels deepen when Samantha’s husband, Darrin, comes home from work. An ad executive, he’s been tasked with managing a campaign for Halloween candy that features stereotypical haggard witch images:


SAMANTHA: That picture, it’s offensive.

DARRIN: That’s the way most people think witches look.

SAMANTHA: Is that any reason to discriminate against a minority group?



It’s a far cry from anything that sitcoms were talking about ten years earlier. This couple is straight and white and middle-class, but they’re at least talking about minorities, stereotypes, inequality, and media representation. Samantha is directly accusing her husband of perpetuating stereotypes, and pushing him to acknowledge that painting with such broad, ugly strokes does harm:


SAMANTHA: When we see those children running around on Halloween with blacked-out teeth and warts, well, don’t you understand? It hurts.



The episode climaxes with the witches staging a protest—not in public, but in the mind of the candy company executive who wanted to use ugly witches in his ads. Samantha and her friends march on the executive’s bedroom as he sleeps, invade his dreams, and wave furious signs at him reading “WE DEMAND A NEW IMAGE” and “WITCHES ARE PEOPLE TOO.” Shown that witches aren’t what the media has led everyone to believe, he promises not to rely on stereotypes anymore.

The image of an outraged minority holding picket signs was surprisingly timely. On September 19, 1964—less than a week before this episode aired—five people organized what is believed to be the first public protest for queer equality in the country. Led by activist Randy Wicker, the protestors stood outside the US Army Building in Lower Manhattan to protest the Army’s policy of rejecting gay recruits, issuing less-than-honorable discharges to homosexuals, and sending discharge records to current and potential employers.20

Their signs bore slogans like “LOVE AND LET LOVE” and “HOMOSEXUALS DIED FOR U.S. TOO.” And although the protest garnered no media attention at the time, many of the participants would go on to have a major impact on queer life: Craig Rodwell, then twenty-three years old, would go on to found the Oscar Wilde Memorial Bookshop; twenty-year-old Renée Cafiero would be one of the first openly gay delegates to attend the Democratic National Convention in 1972.

The year that followed saw a surge in public demonstrations by queer community leaders, with actions outside the White House, the United Nations, and other places. One of the most important pickets took place in Philadelphia on July 4th; known as “The Annual Reminder,” these protests featured well-dressed, well-behaved homosexuals holding cleanly lettered signs reading “HOMOSEXUALS SHOULD BE JUDGED AS INDIVIDUALS” and “DISCRIMINATION AGAINST HOMOSEXUALS IS IMMORAL,” and established early organizing networks for what would become, just a few years later, the first Prides.

By aligning itself with the revolutionary spirit of the times on just its seventh episode, Bewitched set a clear expectation: for all its goofy humor, this was a show unafraid to reflect the anger of misunderstood outcasts. That the central metaphor of Bewitched could apply so easily to sexual minorities—or, for that matter, to numerous other groups demanding equality in the 1960s—is one reason why the show feels so much queerer than others of the time, even when compared to those that would follow with one-and-done gay guest characters. Without talking about sexuality at all, Bewitched depicted a situation that many viewers could find startlingly familiar.

The showrunners were aware that their silly sitcom could be read as a more serious metaphor for the closet. In 1994, a reporter from The Advocate asked Elizabeth Montgomery if Bewitched was specifically meant to be an allegory for queer liberation. She replied:

Don’t think that didn’t enter our minds at the time. We talked about it on the set, certainly not in production meetings, that this was about people not being allowed to be what they really are. If you think about it, Bewitched is about repression in general and all the frustration and trouble it can cause. It was a neat message to get across to people at that time in a subtle way.21

While the early episodes of Bewitched established a balanced tension between stuffy conservative tradition and modern liberation, later seasons of the show showed liberation gaining a firm upper hand.

In season three, for example, Samantha and Darrin have a daughter named Tabitha. The parents fret about whether Tabitha’s orientation is human or mortal, and when Tabitha begins to exhibit signs of having magic powers, Samantha has a tough conversation with her toddler:


SAMANTHA: I know what fun it is to be a part of the magical life, to have so much at your fingertips. But we’re living in a world that’s just not ready for people like us, and I’m afraid they may never be. So you’re going to have to learn when you can use your witchcraft, and when you can’t.22



These words were broadcast in September of 1966, two and a half years before the Stonewall uprising. It’s a speech about caution, discretion, and social stigma that in the mid-sixties many queer elders were giving to their younger counterparts (maybe not as young as Tabitha, but still).

But if that speech makes Bewitched seem a little somber, it’s important to also acknowledge its more uplifting and empowering moments. In season six, Samantha’s magic begins to mysteriously break down: in one episode, she loses control of her powers and magically traps herself and her family in their house. In another, her magic unexpectedly causes what seem like random objects to appear around their home. In both cases, Samantha’s problem turns out to be that she’s feeling trapped by self-imposed rules about not using magic, and the solution is for her to give herself permission to use magic more often so that she can have an outlet for self-expression.

“You must stop feeling guilty about doing witchcraft,” insists Samantha’s witch doctor, a fancy man given to playing a miniature Liberace-style piano.23

It was 1971 at that point, and family sitcoms still didn’t talk about homosexuality directly. But if the show can be seen as an allegory for the closet, as Elizabeth Montgomery acknowledged was on the creators’ minds, it’s not hard to imagine how those words must have been received by queer viewers: “You must stop feeling guilty.”

*

Not much is publicly known about the personal lives of everyone who worked on Bewitched, but we do know that there was a contingent of queer people in the cast.

Maurice Evans, who played Samantha’s father (as well as The Puzzler on Batman and Dr. Zaius in Planet of the Apes) was said to be gay, though he never discussed it publicly. (His memoir laments the “intrusion into one’s private life” experienced by actors “and the necessity . . . to titillate speculation about your personal conduct.”24) Evans was a resident of New York’s Greenwich Village, and his home later passed to gay playwright Edward Albee (of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?),25 and then gay songwriter Jerry Herman (of Mame and Hello, Dolly!).26

Far more memorable was actor Paul Lynde, who played Samantha’s Uncle Arthur as a dandy prankster—and also served as the witty and suggestive center on Hollywood Squares:


PETER MARSHALL: Paul, why do Hell’s Angels wear leather?

PAUL LYNDE: Because chiffon wrinkles too easily.



In truth, there were really two Paul Lyndes—the fun public persona, and the unhappy man who drank in private. On screen, he was usually typecast as the bumbling straight father with a limp-wristed affect, but behind the scenes, he was deeply frustrated about having to stay closeted for the sake of his career. In one particularly telling Tonight Show appearance, Johnny Carson asked Lynde why he did so few interviews, and Lynde replied, “I really don’t know . . . other than I’m just absolutely scared to death of coming out and being myself.”27

If Bewitched was made today, Uncle Arthur might be portrayed as the quintessential gay uncle, popping in to entertain the kids, telling some whimsical jokes, and then gallivanting off on some flamboyant adventure with his husband. Alas, he could only be coded as gay on the show with sassy one-liners.

We have Lynde to thank for an unsolved mystery regarding another cast member, Agnes Moorehead. In one interview, Lynde declared that Moorehead was “classy as hell, but one of the all-time Hollywood dykes.”28 It’s hard to know how much truth there is to the claim; the actress was guarded about her private life, and Lynde was known for vengeful, alcohol-fueled outbursts that were not entirely reliable.

But of all the show’s cast members, the one with the most unexpected journey was Dick Sargent,* who took up the role of Darrin after the original actor, Dick York, left the show. Sargent, who was in the closet at the time, must’ve had a particularly difficult time with episodes that could be read as gay allegories. For years, he worked on a show about the unfairness of negatively portraying oppressed minorities, about the danger of being discovered, about how important it is to throw off shame about who you are—all the while, trapped behind a secret himself.

Sargent’s careful guarding of his private life is evident in the few interviews he granted. When TV Guide visited him at home in 1970, he was eager to deflect questions away from himself and toward the decor (antique French pewter colanders, enormous plants, Mexican embroidered pillows, and the lives of the saints painted on sheets of tin). He offered a few words of regret about the dissolution of his marriage a few years earlier—a marriage that did not actually exist, and was fabricated for interviews—and then steered the conversation to the landscaping and his new backyard pool.29

Sargent was by no means alone in concocting distractions from the truth of his personal life. Perry Mason actor Raymond Burr, for example, would describe entirely fictitious dead wives and a son in interviews, covering for his thirty-year relationship with fellow actor Robert Benevides.30 Such deception was unpleasant, but it was necessary armor against the social disapproval of the time, which would have destroyed the career of any actor known to be gay—and in fact nearly did in the case of two other stars, Rock Hudson and Jim Nabors.

Close friends, Hudson and Nabors often vacationed together, attended theater, spent holidays together, and guested on each other’s shows. Then, disaster struck in 1971. It’s hard to say exactly how it started; according to Hudson, a group of gay men outside of LA sent party invitations to a small
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