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DH: It is January 4, 2021. This Dana Howell I am here with Steven Feldman. How are you, Steven?

SF: I’m great Dana.  How are you?

DH: Great. Ok, so we’re gonna get started. You’re gonna tell us when you were born and a little about

your family.

SF: OK, I was born in 1958 in the Bronx, New York to a Jewish family and more or less family life was

typical for the time.  When I was a toddler, my parents were not religious, pretty much commercial and

our Christmas tree was a Hanukkah bush and we also had a menorah but we only got Christmas gifts,

there was no double dipping (laughter). We stayed there for about 5 years before we moved to

Hollywood, California.

DH: Hollywood, Ok. What was school like for you on the west coast there?

SF: I was bicoastal so 6 months LA, 6 months NY or NJ. And I was flown out from California to my sister in

Sayreville or my sister in Jacksonville, Florida in summer break because both parents were working. It

was LA in the mid to late 60’s so you can imagine the era I grew up in considering I was in the midst of it

all. You know and it was difficult because I was always the new kid in class, so I never really grew up with

a class so to speak from kindergarten through any grades until high school like most people did. And at

that time, I lived in Sayreville, NJ and I went to school there through my 4 years of high school so that’s

about the only class I ever knew. But I would get teased and bullied because I was new and a step ahead

of the class because California schools were advanced and that in itself caused a lot of trauma not to

mention it was the glam rock era and I was going to school with glitter glasses and shoes ala Elton John.

DH: (laughter) That’s great! So, when did you being to realize that you were gay and what were your first

thoughts about that?

SF: Honestly, I’ve always known. However, it started to blossom more around puberty. My first concern

was how is this going to go over with mom and dad, but I was lucky in being from such an open-minded

environment as Hollywood in the 1960’s. My parents had been exposed to a lot of gay people. They had

gay friends and in fact while growing up 2 of my babysitters were gay. One was a snake dancer at an

erotic men only gay club and the other was a theater major in college at the time. At 15 I had not yet

been dating and my mom said to me “you don’t like girls, do you?” (laughter). “No, I like boys”, which

she and my father already knew down inside.  It made absolutely no difference. She said as long as

you’re happy and want that lifestyle, you should have it. My dad was ok with it and then he knew my

former partner of 15 years, but it still didn’t sit well with the other members of the family and I think

deep down inside my father may have had a moment or two of struggling with it. There’s a lot of guilt

associated with it at certain times. I was very respectful of my father. I didn’t throw my gay life in their

face, but I would never deny it either so I figured I would meet them in the middle and wouldn’t kiss a

boyfriend in front of them and it was a different time, but I was very lucky to have the parents I had. I

know others committed suicide or were sent to places to change or fix them and try to make them

straight, but I don’t know if that works.



DH: Yeah. I just want to go off a little bit and ask you about those people. Did you have anybody come

back from that type of you know place that they were sent to where they were supposed to change

them or fix them with any sort of changing or fixing.

SF: No. As a matter of fact, I came home to find one of them in my apartment in san Francisco when I

had gotten out of high school hanging from the balcony.

DH: Oh my god, yeah.

SF: Because the family wouldn’t accept him, he was a pariah. That’s what it was like back then.

DH: And you found him at your apartment?

SF: Yes, I did.

DH: That must have been unbelievably traumatic.

SF: It really was. It was.

DH: So, what about your friend circle. Did they know that you were gay? How did you let them know and

how did they respond?

SF: My friends all knew because they were a theater and music crowd. Many of them either were

walking a line between straight and gay or weren’t sure. We were young, you know, at the time and we

all went out together to the clubs and in that era, it was very hedonistic, so you lost a lot of your on-track

thinking of what is right and wrong so people didn’t sway. There are some of us who are still left and

we’re very much in touch, but these people are my gay family really, more or less.

DH: Right. We hear about that all the time “your gay family” because it’s the people that you have that

bond with and that connection of experience.

SF: Right. And certain people can’t have their family family, their actual blood relatives, so this is their

family.

DH: Right, for different reasons they don’t have their family.

SF: Exactly.

DH: So, when did you start actively participating in the gay scene?

SF:  I was very young. In 6th grade I ended back in New Jersey in Sayreville. I was going to Asbury Park in

early junior high and high school. I had a fake ID and I went to Asbury Park to the M & K, which was a bar

there and also to Manny’s Den which was a bar in New Brunswick and that would be probably my

sophomore through senior years of high school.

DH: Okay. What was your first thought when you walked into a gay bar for the first time?

SF: First time in a gay bar I thought, “Wow, there are other people like me”. It was colorful, it was crazy. I

loved it. It was a lot of theater in the gay clubs along with drugs and alcohol. I really didn’t care too much

for that, but it was hard to avoid. You know gay doesn’t always mean happy and at that time a lot were

not happy, they couldn’t come out. They had to marry when they wouldn’t want to, just to get past

family hurdles. So, some would get further in business with that kind of life, but a lot of gay men
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self-medicated because they couldn’t have that life and they weren’t happy, so they did it with drugs and

alcohol. I feel today that gay kids get less depressed and anxious due to the higher rate of acceptance in

society, so I think there’s less abuse of substances, a little bit less, because it’s a party scene where you

meet people in gay life more or less.

(6:37)

DH: Right.

SF: And I do think they have a higher sense of self worth and self esteem nowadays, the kids that are

coming out.

DH: Well, you would hope so. It is what we are working towards. I don’t know that we’ve quite gotten

there yet, but definitely and certainly since you were a young kid, I think we’ve come pretty far.

DH: So, your connection to Monmouth County is the Asbury bar scene. You have a lot of experience

there. So, tell me about the bars you remember. Where were they and what were they like and what

stands out in your mind.

SF: There were many of them that came and went so you know a lot of them were maybe a few months

and then you never saw them again, but in general the long-lasting ones were the M & K on Cookman

Avenue and that was the big the place.

DH: What did M & K stand for? Do you remember, because I don’t.

SF: I think it was the initials of the owners of the building and then they moved it to the building right

next to it which was the Charms candy building. They tore down the old building and they moved into

the new building. The M & K was a wonderful place. It had four or five different bars and an outdoor

area with a pool.  It was very well known and very busy. Then you had the Rainbow Room at the Albion

hotel and that was the hottest spot in town very early in the days. The hotel and the Rainbow Room. The

Blue Note was off of Cookman avenue and that was an older clientele piano bar. There was another

place right by the Stone Pony called Jimi and that was right around the corner from the Pony. Then there

was down the street which was on Cookman avenue just below the Empress and Paradise. And then

there was on Cookman Avenue called Boots which was a gay Levi leather bar and it was basically the

best one south of New York City. Gay life in the 1980’s in Asbury park was really, really thriving. At night it

was alive, but at daytime it was another story. It was hookers, drunks, drug addicts, a woman who

dressed in black every day with a veil would patrol Cookman Avenue up and down all day feeding the

pigeons from a bag of seed in her purse. We used to call her the pigeon lady. It was a derelict mess,

Asbury. What is there today just shows you how much it has changed since those days.

DH: Right. Do you think that the daytime scene gave sort of a bad name to the bars at night?

SF: Absolutely. Typically, gay bars are not in very fabulous areas unless they are in a big city like LA or

somewhere in Miami. They’re usually tucked away with kind of like a less savory area and that’s what

Cookman Avenue was at the time.

DH: Right. Well maybe the quieter avenues and areas were a little more private.
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SF: Well right, it is more private, more secretive. But the problem with that is that it is usually around

areas where there is high crime, and you are an easy target. People are easy targets when they come out

of the bars crocked at 2 or 3 in the morning (laughs).

DH: (laughs) Yeah, we need to change that. So now we come to the Odyssey where you worked for 10

years, so what was that experience like working there? What years are we talking about here?

SF: We’re talking about 1978 to approximately 1987-88.

DH: Okay.

SF: I was the DJ booth manager, but essentially it really was a fancy name for the guy that make the fog

happen and the lighting effects. We all worked well together, we were a team and didn’t really need a

manager. I did the lighting for 10 years and my job was to bring the music to life using color and lighting

and moods and effects. I worked on music in Manhattan in recording studios with producers and agents

and I got to knew a few of the agents and recommended them to the owner of the Odyssey, Ray Polazzo.

And we started bringing in acts like Laura Branigan, The Weather Girls, Sylvester. Vicki Sue Robinson. Top

name acts. And he also brought in his local entertainment because hew as a cabaret fan. So we had

people that were on the gay east coast circuit as well as artists he had access to via other business

connections. In fact, I could have gotten Madonna to come down and perform for $3,000 around 1980

just before her song “Everybody” was released, but he thought it was too much money, but now look he

couldn’t even use that money to buy a decent seat to her concert.

DH: (laughs) Oh my god that is so true.

SF: So that acts were booked and went on in the middle of a Saturday night and performed in the middle

of the dance floor with people all around them and everyone loved it. Because it was a busy night people

felt close to the people that were making the music and that represented them and the artists used to

hang around for a few days and they liked it very much there especially Vicki Sue Robinson and Karen

Young who did a song called “Hot Shot” for West End Records, which was a big club song at the time.

Our clientele at that place was not particularly all gay. There was a really nice cross section of everything

because the music was great, the light show was great, the entertainment was good. The word got

around that it was the best place to go if you wanted to go out. A lot of the regulars I remember are gone

now unfortunately thanks to many lifestyle choices and especially because of AIDS.

(12:50)

DH: Right. So let’s talk about AIDS. Can you describe that for me and the toll that it took on the gay bars

in Asbury and what years are we talking about there?

SF: Well actually this would have been 1978-9 maybe when it was first coming around it was the gay

cancer and through probably the time the bar closed because there were no cures or manageable drugs

at the time. As I said it was the gay cancer it but then it became known as AIDS and it was killing all of

our friends and businesses. Nobody had any idea on how it was transmitted, and people were afraid to

be around each other, much like what’s happening right now with Coronavirus.

DH: Right, yeah.
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SF: You know if you woke up with a black and blue mark, you panicked and thought “Oh shit, I’ve got it.

I’m dead. I’m gonna die” because that’s all that happened to people.

DH: That was the first sign.

SF: Yes, well if depends on what kind you got because you had a chance of getting Kaposi’s sarcoma

which is a skin cancer that you get purple dots or you can get PCP Pneumonia

(Pneumocystis pneumonia) or both.

DH: Right, yeah it hit people differently.

SF: Depending on genetics and what’s going on with your body. You know, there’s a back to the Odyssey.

There were many benefits at the Odyssey for many of our friends because the owner of the bar really

was a cabaret fan so every Sunday night at midnight, we had showtime. And there were local and

nationally recognized drag and cabaret performers as well as name acts but they were on Sunday nights.

So, Sunday at midnight when the crowd heard Herb Alpert’s “Rise” they knew showtime was gonna

begin and the lights went up at that time you could see how sparse the crowd was during the AIDS crisis.

It was very sad.

DH: Wow.

SF: You’d see someone dancing or performing one month and 6 months later they looked like a pencil

and were wasting away, or they were already dead unfortunately. For example, I had a friend who had a

swollen gland in his neck. 2 days later I ended up taking him to Sloan Kettering in NYC. AIDS. He was dead

3 months later. It was a horror, and it was happening all over, and the town got worse. Nobody was

coming out to Asbury because they were scared. You had to be even more careful going into clubs

because it was sparse and you were even more of a target for gay bashings, robbery, rape and worse. You

really had to look over your shoulder when you were entering or exiting a club during those days most of

the time to make sure that everyone with you was alright. You had to travel in packs because its less

likely that you would get attacked if anyone was lurking around looking at you as a target. You see not

only did people hate you for being queer or gay, but now they hated you for starting and spreading AIDS.

DH: Right.

SF: So of course, gay people did not start AIDS, but let’s just say not everyone was the brightest crayon in

the box around Asbury Park at the time.  You know, people were and still are very uninformed.

DH: Yeah. In that same vein, what forms of discrimination did you witness there?

SF: I’ve witnessed every form of discrimination that you could possibly see, but for me the most

distressing was the discrimination and infighting within the community.  Black gays fighting black gays,

Hispanic gays with Hispanic gays, Whites with whites and everybody together, Asians, nobody was

getting along. Everybody was afraid. The gay men in town were not getting along with the gay women,

the lesbians. And there was a lot of pent-up angst due to AIDS and society in general at the time. You had

to realize it was a very hedonistic time in the 80’s. Everything was spend, spend, spend- do, do, do- have,

have, have.

DH: Right. Well, I guess you know its funny people do form their own groups within groups. So you’re

under the gay umbrella but it you’re Hispanic, you’re Hispanic, if you’re White, you’re White.
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SF: Right and then there were names for whatever you were. You know, between people like derogatory

names and it wasn’t really a nice thing, but that the thing that bothered me the most. Okay for example,

if you were an older person, you were an “old troll”. If you were a younger person who was coming in

under a fake ID you were called a “piece of chicken”.

DH: (laughs) Okay.

SF: If you were a performer, you were either a “tranny” a “drag queen” or a “hooker” because a lot of

them had to do that to survive.

DH: Right.

SF: Right on Cookman Avenue.

DH: wow.

SF: Oh yeah. After the bars closed it became the place where men go to have sex and have sex with

transsexuals in cars.

DH: Unbelievable. They were trying to survive.

SF: If you look at the town now that could probably never happen, but back then it wasn’t what it is now.

DH: Well, we are talking about 40 years ago.

SF: (laughs) Yeah it was very different.

DH: Let’s talk about the Empress hotel and the role that it played in the revitalization of Asbury Park

because you had mentioned that. What years did this take place?

SF: Asbury was dangerous back then, but far less dangerous than in the 70’s or 80’s. The Empress played

a huge role in the revamping or revitalization of what Asbury Park is now. The majority of gay men in

Manhattan when to P-Town or Fire Island to summer which was very expensive, but once the Empress

Hotel and Paradise opened and started bringing in the DJ’s and the artists and the crowd that they

wanted and then the atmosphere with the amenities that were acceptable or standard to them, the

word spread, and people were all coming to see.  And places like Moonstruck opened and brought even

more of a lifestyle change to Asbury Park. All of these things started a renewed interest in Asbury when

people started coming down and looking around town because they wanted to go out. They needed a

place to stay, and they couldn’t get into the hotel, they would stay with friends and then they would go

looking at houses. So, while they were looking around town, they would buy fixer uppers and they would

have a great summer with the friends and save they money with what the other high-priced resorts

would cost and have a nice piece of property to fix up. Then you could have friends in a gay community

that is up and coming and a less expensive one than a summer in P-Town or Fire Island at that.  It really

became the thing to do for a lot of tristate area gay men and women and that’s really how it all started

when the Empress opened it drew a lot of people to Asbury and renewed interested in property in

Asbury again. I think at the same time there was a group that was in town as well aside from the

Empress and the owner of the Empress that was doing development work. I believe at the time they

were called Asbury Partners, but I don’t know if they still exist. Coming to Asbury became the thing to do

for a lot of Tristate area gay men and women and their friends and that’s how it started. The properties



in Asbury Park that people were buying for about $100,000 around that time are now selling for obscene

amounts. 10 -100x more.

DH: So because the Empress kind of bumped it up a little bit…

SF: And Moonstruck.

DH: What exactly made them different? How did they raise the bar?

SF: First of all, the town was desolate and derelict. People with money were not coming to the town and

spending their money there in any other way than drinking. There were no restaurants, no nothing

except for a couple, maybe, on Main street, but not much.  So when Howard and Luke had the Raspberry

Café in Ocean Grove and Moonstruck, their other restaurant, they moved it over into that building that

they have now, which used to be called the Pier House. And when that opened right after the Empress

and Paradise, the people started realizing “okay something is happening here” because these were two

very big and very well-done venues.

DH: Okay so they were just a nicer, little more upscale.

SF: Well Moonstruck, is upscale. There are 3 floors on the lake between Ocean Grove and Asbury Park.

Its very, very nice. The food is superb, and the atmosphere is wonderful and that was for the restaurant

end of it. For the club and hotel end of it, you had the Empress and Paradise. So rather than go to Fire

island and spend 5K a week for a share in a house with 4 other people, you could come to here and live

like a king or queen (laughs).

DH: (laughs) I got that. So, you’ve painted such a great picture, Steven, thank you so much. I just wanted

to ask you if you have any words of wisdom for anybody who might be listening whether it’s a young

person or maybe a mom or a dad that is trying to learn a little bit.

SF: Absolutely, I have a few words (laughs). If you know who you are, be that person. Never deny your

heart. For parents and friends, show love to the people you know you love because you could lose them

at any minute, and you won’t be able to get that back to say I’m sorry I meant to tell you how much I

love you.

DH: Right.

SF: That kind of a thing. And the other words of wisdom, are that people need to realize kids today don’t

have any easier than we did really. I mean they do as far as acceptance, but they have other problems

that they need to deal with, so I don’t think that older gay people should look at a younger gay man and

say you’ve got it easy. They have issues.

DH: Right.

SF: If you’re gonna accept, you have to accept all the way around. So that’s basically all I would say to

anyone.

DH: That’s great. Thank you so much for talking to me today.

SF: You’re very welcome. Thank you!


