Gay Basketball History in San Francisco

My first knowledge of any gay basketball in San Francisco is a tale of some charitable events sponsored by the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence in the late 1970s.   Glenn Mercier was the first coordinator, and the (in)famous Glenn Burke was the most talented player.  In those games, they either played against the police department or fire department.  This team was composed primarily of ex-collegiate players.  Glenn Mercier and Glenn Burke remained with that team, and they were members of the San Francisco team which won the Gold Medal in the first Gay Games in San Francisco in 1982.  Most of the same team members remained with that team, but they got beaten in overtime by San Diego in the second Gay Games, resulting in a Silver Medal.

Two months after the second Gay Games, I started a weekly ‘walk-in’ program at the Earl Paltenghi gymnasium in the Haight.  Motivated by the second Gay Games, I was frustrated by not finding available court time in this city for people with lesser skills, so I located this church-related gym.  The first week ten people showed up, and the program became an instant success.

In the summer of 1987, we hosted our first event, which was titled ‘The Battle of the Sexes’.  We played against a lesbian team, and raised $800 for the AIDS Emergency Fund at the Eureka Valley Gym.  The next year, San Francisco fielded 2 teams in a San Diego tournament, winning first and second place.

In August of 1989, our church gym was lost due to a change to housing the homeless in that location.  As a result, I approached SF Recreation & Park about usage of the Eureka Valley gymnasium in the Castro during their closed times.  The local director was uncooperative, as he preferred that the local Castro gym remain a bastion of heterosexuality in the neighborhood.  I coordinated a meeting with the Wrestling captain (Gene Dermody), a women’s basketball player, and a volleyball coordinator.  We addressed our concerns to the local gym management team.   They gave the basketball team Sunday night access, but then refused our rental for ‘security reasons’.  I appeared on the channel 5 news one evening expressing my disgust at their discrimination.  The next day, the head of SF Rec & Park called me with regrets and corrected the situation.  That local gym management team was replaced shortly afterwards.   In fact, there has been a very good relationship between the gay bball program and SF Rec & Park ever since.

In 1990, this program fielded its first 2 teams to the Gay Games in Vancouver.  The stronger team won the Gold Medal easily (by an average margin of 25 points per game).  The second team took the bronze medal.  In the next few years, it was apparent that other programs were starting to catch up to San Francisco.  However, San Francisco has the only program whose organization has operated continuously since the 1990 games.  

In 1991, SF hosted its first tournament, followed by subsequent hostings in 1996, and the year 2000.  Chicago has hosted the longest-running tournament now for 15 years, and there has been at least one SF-based team in every one of them.   San Francisco has more tournament championships than any other program in the world from various gay basketball tournaments. 

The results in the following Gay Games have been a little more mixed.  In 1994 in New York, SF’s best team won the Silver Medal in a very close game.  In the 1998 games in Amsterdam, SF took the Gold Medal.  In the last Gay Games in Sydney in 2002, SF’s best team was beaten by the eventual Gold Medal team by a single point in the semi-finals.  

Though these accomplishments are impressive, the biggest contribution to the community has been the ‘walk-in’, ‘open court’ program which allows for the weakest gay players to participate without guilt, without fear.  On most Sundays, there are a lot of smiles in the gym, and there have been many straight players who have preferred to enjoy playing basketball where there are no insults.  Our community’s hero, Mark Bingham, occasionally played in this Sunday program prior to that loss on 9/11. The drop-in program has run continuously since October 1986, and has hosted many players from around the world of all sorts of ethnic backgrounds, heights, ages, and skill levels.  

Respectfully submitted,

Tony Jasinski

2/10/2005

Inventory of items lent to the Gay Historical Society:

1995 glass trophy for 1st place in Chicago

2000 bball trophy for 1st place in Chicago

1990 winners trophy for Sisters of PI event

VHS video of Rally Round the Quilt –Sisters event

Blue Hotshots jersey

Blue Sentinel jersey

Red San Francisco jersey

Grey SF Eagle jersey

Medium white teeshirt for 1991 SF tourney

12 game photos

Flyer from 1991 tourney

Flyer from Rally Round the Quilt

1996 Beer Bust flyer

1993 Outstanding recognition

Yellow bball promotion flyer

2 scorebooks from the 1990 games

BAR page from 1987

Scoresheet from 1989 San Diego tourney & welcome sheet

Proposal to SF Park & Rec for gay gym time

Flyer from 1996 SF tourney & budget & participant card

Results from 1995 tourney

Flyer for new temporary gym (2003)

BAR article from 1998

1 net

1 Gay Bball (basketball)

Blue SF Sea Lions Jersey & shorts

Blue SF Jersey

Grey SF Eagle jersey

Grey 1999 Castro Bball league teeshirt

Blue 2002 Castro Bball league teeshirt

1st place medal from 2000 SF tourney

Participants medal from 2000 Atlanta tourney

2 participants medals from 1989 San Diego tourney

Chicago awards banquet booklet

Participants envelope & card from 2000 SF tourney

1 gay bball sticker

