Newest Gay Mecca
Is Less of Key West,
More of Mayberry

By GINIA BELLAFANTE

WILTON MANDES, Fla = By the
mdd-1990%s, this small, onece comfort-
ably middle-class city just north of
downtoan Fort Laoderdnle had its
skare of woes. Crime, drugs and
prostitution blighted various neighe
barhoods. The local Piggly Wiggly
supermarkel needed security guands
before il shut down completely.

Then in 1597 George Kessinger
converied a boardedwp bank in w
derelict sirip mall into a gay bar, and
things began 1o change. Boards were
removed fromm other storefronts in
the mall, and more gay-oriented
busipesses apefied — a bar, a collee
shop, two men's clothing stores.

Soon homes that wouald not sl for
$80,000 or 20000 &vén in a frenzied
market moved briskly for $300,000 v

A gay men and women
priced oot of South Beach, Key West
ard Victoria Park in Fort Lauder-
dale moved 1o the more affordable
bangalows of Wilion Manors.

How, the city of 13,000 is 35 percent
to 40 percent gay and thriving. 1t has
a higher propotiion af Same-sex
househalds than any other clty In the
country excepl Provineetven, Mass |
and Glerneville, Calil, in the Sang-
ma wine coaniry, aceording 1o a niw
study of census data,

Unlike Provincetown and Guerne-
vilbe, though, Wikion Manars i3 nat a
resort (own. Mor does |t does con-
farm o cllchés about what the Uit
od States’ third-gayest city would be
like. [te hormes are modest, built
eedstly nthe 1950°s and of no partic-
ular architectural interest, There
are no chic restaurants, no gym.

indend, a3 & gay mecca, Wilten
Manors has returned to its Middbe
American roods. While the debate
GWET Same-Sen marriage may rage in
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Wilton Manors' gay population is
estimated as much as 40 percent.

places like Provinceiown, which is to
begin issuing marriage licenses on
May 17, the comcerns here seem
mare typieally provinsial

“'Cray marriage ks not a lightning-
rod issue here," sabd Gary Resnick,
ame af three openly gay men on the
five-member City Commission. “*For
the mast part when people call the
City Council they're calling abour
local iesues — moise, road work,
things like that.'”

Wilten Mamors i5 10 urban revital-
izarion what "“Will and Grace' was ts
prime-time television — prood that
prople may be more accepting of
gays than polls suggest. The gay and
¢raight worlds have Integrated
withour much incident kere. A Klwa-
nis Club cockeut draws a mix of
siraight and gay people, as does fhe
annual cande race, Stralght families
take in the city's annual Stofewall
Festival, & gay pride event. Young
gay couples befriend their straighs
rétiree neighbors.

Ross Carson, a -year-obl ames-
thesinlogst wha maved hore two
years ago with his parimer, said he
hiad béen impressed by the balonge,

Gayness, Dr. Carson sakl, 15 "a
rorissee here, and that's whaot T 1lke
abour i

He added, “'1t's mat Chelsen and all
that goes along with thae™

The city elected its first gay mays
or, John Fiore, in 2000, He was soe-
cewded two years later by Jim Stork,
alss gay and new the Democratic
candidme runping qnmﬁm
sentative E. Clay Shaw Jr," Fims
served in the House 23 yeark

I an indication that the city had
already evolved beyond any sdbjuga-
tion to identity politics, Scot Newthn,
a native of Wilion Manors and’ a
married father of three, won the
rrayoral seat in March with 85 per-
cent of the vote and backing of the
Eay communily against a gay oppo-
nent wiho had virtually no eivic sxpe.
rlence. Mr, Newton ramon a plaform
mivocaling contained divelopment
and the growth of parks.

Celeste Ellich, a 46-yearold real
edlate agent, former Mavy intell
gence specialist and married mather
‘wha has lived in Wilion Manors for 18
yoars, said her own political views
had shifted as a result of the chang-
ing Inndscape

A practicing Roman Catholic and
Republican who attended the pariy's
Southiern  Leadership  Coalprence
earlier this wear, Ms. Elllch alsg
servied a5 Mr. Sterk’s campalgn
treasurer during hizs mayoral race
and is helping in his Congressional
bl "1 just think be's & greal guy."
Ms. Ellich said, “He gives and gives
and gives. He empowers poople to do

things civically that they wouldn't
ordinarily do.”

“Living Im Willon Manors" she
added, “you have to change You
can't be so conservative and stulfed-
shirt"

When she and her husband give
parties in her home now, she said,
the eromd iz a (airly balanced mix of
siraight familles and gay men.

Eight vears ago, the split between
Demopcrats and Republbcans was
fairly even In Wilton Manors, How,
Republicans are in a minority.

"“There aren'i that many of us
left," said Ed Ealls, the city's luneral
director, 8 married father and alsoa
fireman,

In recent years, Mr. Kalis has pot
beon partisan in his voting for city
oflicials. Mar has he let sesal orien-
tation inform his decisions, " The city
was dead. Whether or people were
gy or stralght didn't manmer t me,"
he sald. '] wanted ta vote for people
who were going to do something ™

The changes in Wilton Manors
hawve, of caurse, not passed complete-
ly without question. Many lecals res
mark on the diminishing presence of
young families. The pumber of §tu-
denis at Wiltan Manors clementary
school has declined to 850, from S04
10 years ago, "On Halloween 1 don"t
even hather buying candy anymore,”
said Jane Buonemo, & 22-year resi
dent of Wilton Maners,

“As you see the property values go
up you see young families priced
aut,'” Mr. Fiore said. "1"'ve beard 1his
all alpng and what I've said in re-
sponse ks “well, we're going 1o have
bring in wealthiar parsme” ™

At the other end of the spectrum,
he said, he ance had someone say to
him €uring his mayoral tenure that
Wilton Manors would really be a
terrific place if It wera entirely gay.
“1 sabd, "you knaw what? 1'd be the
first 1o move,' **

With newlound popularity has
:I;gn'le I:I'Iv!lt inevitable construction

m. Al least one com s bef
bullt with gay buyers hphnﬂflﬁ. ol IE:
13 new housing developments under
way, the bigges: and most lavish is
the 3120 million Wilton Station befng
consiructed on the 10-acre site of a
former Miller brewing fasility and
scheduled for completion at the end
of next year. Ancther, Balle lsle, is
Eolng up on the site of a former
trailer park, Most of Wilten Station’s
272 units have already been sabd, said
George Galuzzo, & partner In the

jeet

The development's 'Web site fea-
tures images ol men sharing Vespas
and fralicking in a poal. The focus |5
on gays by real estate agents ard
devilopers ks sure ta keto the tewn's

DOrE grew al more than £ix times
the national average, said Gary J.
Gates, -8 demographer who, with Ja-
Son0kEl s researcher, compibed " The
Gay and Lesbian Atlas,” (Urban In-
Eirme Press, b--Armong the anal-

e recent dftermoon, Rick Camer-
o, a fight amendant with Song Air.
Iines, paced outside the Java Boys

calfes & friend on hiz
mﬁum h finally, after
widks of foumd o two-bed-
Tolfn Rpart £ buy in Wilton

Manors. Mr, Camoron, who is gay,
had exhaustéd Kimeelf of life in a try
Studio apartment on the Upper West
Side in Manhattan for which he paid
000 8 month,.

“There's a ruﬂ"dmmh_-,r here,™
Bir. Camieron sailwiien he got all the
pitee, “They diready know what |
drifilc &t AHBL. At the gay
‘codler shop they know [ like mochas,
In Mew York, I went to the same
cofes shop evarpday and no ane
knew wha [ was”

Algo, Mr. Cameron noted, 1 wused
to pay $40 o get into a club, here |
can buy twe drinks for $5."

Dr, Carson and his partner, Jeff-
rey Schaumburg, o representative
for @ South American seafond whobe-
sader, gave uptheir Hves in Clewe-
‘larad for a waterlrgnt home in Wilion
Manors, 5o friends from Cleveland
row live thers, o

“I warted tobe-in & place where
ERyTEE WS o fiore comlortable as-
pect of lfe" Dr. Carson gald in his
mewly refdrbished stucco home. "It
Iz ned that T expirienced gay bashing
or prejedice im. Cleweland. But |
wanted bo live in o ploce where gay
Hee revodved around more than bars
on a Saturday night.”

Wilten Manors has algs proven a
draw (o gay retinees who have found
cther warm-weather areas, like
Palm Springs, Cald., top expensive,
Feour years age, Ted Verdone, a re-
tired farmer property eanager from
Eolton, Mass., wraveled to South Flor-
idia om vacation with iz partner, The

Tought & house in Wilton Man-
org in a week, He'd had his sight sets
on relocating to San Diego byl could-
nt allord it

W didn't kagw that Wilton Man-
urs was a gay , we found out
when we got bere” Mr. Yerdone
sald. "As gay people I central Mas-
sachumetis, we Wee very much out-
siders.”

Since he mdWed to the area, he
foundéd a local éfpter of Toastmas-
Eu Ifternational, an organization

&l promotes pullic speaking. Thir-
tyeme i the 33 Members -.ur:f' joined
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