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Abstract 

Same-Sex Parents in San Antonio 

by 

Yi-Mou Lee, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

SUPERVISORS: Tracy Dahlby and Bill Minutaglio 

 

San Antonio has the highest percentage of same-sex couples raising children 

compared to any other major metropolis in the nation. The unlikely emergence of San 

Antonio as a haven for same-sex parents is tied to many complex issues and themes – 

it touches on history, religion and race deep in the heart of Texas. Below its seemingly 

conservative surface, San Antonio has a decidedly liberal undercurrent: Its liberal 

legal system, a network of Catholic leaders quietly supports the gay families, and the 

Latino community that presents a tolerant side. 

 

The story explores the question: How can San Antonio have such high numbers of gay 

parents, but still be seen by gay parents as a hostile place to live? That seeming 

dichotomy speaks to the ongoing tension in the nation where liberals push for civil 

rights, while conservatives push to preserve traditional family values. The battles in 

the political, religious and cultural arenas in San Antonio exemplify the longstanding 

tug of war over family values in this country and might help us understand just what 

the future holds for same-sex couples in the rest of American society. 
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Same-Sex Parents in San Antonio 

 

In 1990, Della Nagle faced a harsh reality. Fearing she would lose her teaching 

job at Cable Elementary School in San Antonio because of her sexual orientation,  

Nagle felt compelled to hide that she was gay from her colleagues and that through 

artificial insemination was expecting her first child as a same-sex parent. 

 

So she came up with an idea. Nagle created a “phantom husband”－a soldier she 

had once met in Bad Hersfeld, Germany. She found a random photo of a soldier and 

brought it to work to show her colleagues. Nagle used her past history－teaching for 

the military in Germany－to bolster her story. It was so believable that her fellow 

teachers threw her a wedding shower in the school library, much to Nagle’s surprise. 

 

“It was embarrassing. I said, ‘Oh, my goodness,’” Nagle recalls. “It was so hard 

because I know I am not a dishonest person, but I wanted the child more than 

anything else.”  

 

At the end of the school year, Nagle told her colleagues that her husband had 

“died in combat in Iraq.” 
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An unlikely gay parenting haven  

 

Life has been hard for some of those who didn’t fit the conventional lifestyle in 

San Antonio, America’s 7th largest city. Nagle and her partner Ruth Pinkham, a 

teacher at another school in the city, decided to keep their cohabitation a secret 

because they feared they would lose their jobs. They lived in a duplex in San Antonio 

but gave school officials two separate addresses for their employment records. 

 

The couple was forced to live their lives, both private and professional, in the 

shadows. They kept their relationship secret until 2003 when the U.S. Supreme Court 

invalidated the sodomy law in Texas, making same-sex sexual activity legal in the 

state and the rest of the country. “As long as the law was on the books, we could be 

prosecuted for being who we are. So we just didn’t give anyone any evidence,” said 

Nagle.  

 

In 2003, they began telling co-workers, employers, that they were gay – and that 

they were parents of eight children: from Pinkham’s previous heterosexual marriage, 

artificial insemination and adoption.  

 

Since she came out, Pinkham gets complaints from parents saying “a teacher 

shouldn’t teach sin in class” when she shares the pictures of her partner and their 

children with students. Nagle, however, still chooses not to talk about her private life 

in school. 
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To them, San Antonio presents unique challenges. They say that the city is still 

“very closeted.” 

 

“We don’t have many groups and clubs where we can get together,” said 

Pinkham. “We don’t see [same-sex] couples walking on the street holding hands, and 

we are pretty much the only same-sex parents we see when we go to school.” 

 

But contrary to her thoughts on their being the “only” same-sex parents in the 

city, census data shows otherwise. In fact, it indicates that San Antonio is an unlikely 

gay parenting hub. The seventh largest city in America has the highest percentage of 

same-sex couples raising children compared to any other major metropolis in the 

nation－around 33.9 percent of same-sex couples in San Antonio are raising children, 

far above the 22.8 percent national average, according to the American Community 

Survey by the U.S. Census Bureau. 

 

The almost unlikely emergence of San Antonio as a haven for same-sex parents 

in America is tied to many complex issues and themes – it touches on history, religion 

and race deep in the heart of Texas. On the surface, it is occurring in an almost 

unlikely city in an almost unlikely state. But, as always, there is more to this story 

than meets the eye. 
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A conservative city with the highest percentage of gay parents 

 

There are around 133,000 same-sex couples raising families in the country, 

according to the American Community Survey. Around 2,300 of them are in San 

Antonio. 

 

Although 76 percent of state voters in 2005 approved a ban on gay marriage, 

Texas finds itself at the forefront of gay parenting. According to the survey, Texas has 

three cities in the top 15. San Antonio was No. 1, with 33.9 percent of same-sex 

couples raising children. Houston was No. 7 (27. 2 percent) and Dallas No. 12, (24.9 

percent). 

 

Below its seemingly conservative surface, many believe San Antonio has a  

decidedly liberal undercurrent. Its legal system has attracted many gay couples from 

across the state who want to file same-sex adoption cases. Underneath its official 

canon, a network of Catholic leaders quietly supports the gay families, while the 

Latino community also presents a uniquely tolerant side that helps contribute to the 

gay scene in San Antonio. 

 

But, again, despite these more liberal undercurrents, there is an often 

tough-minded, conservative side to San Antonio. One that many gay parents in San 

Antonio say is something they have to live with every day: They describe San 

Antonio as a “don’t ask don’t tell” city where homosexuals are still hesitant to come 

out in public, even if they are “allowed” to pursue same-sex adoption or parenting. 
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They also point to a spate of hate crimes against gay residents of the city.  

 

In San Antonio, four out of every 10 residents are Catholic and six of 10 are 

Hispanic. Some people attribute any lingering, deeply embedded prejudices to the 

longstanding presence of conservative Catholic leaders, while others also say a 

“homophobic” Latino culture influences the city. Finally, with five military bases in 

the city, some argue that the conservative military concentration sometimes makes life 

difficult for gay parents. “The military bases had permeated the fear into the gay 

community,” said Elena Guajardo, the first openly gay candidate to win a city council 

seat in June 2005.  

 

Against that backdrop, how can San Antonio have such high numbers of gay 

parents, but still be seen by gay parents as a hostile place to live? This seeming 

dichotomy speaks to the ongoing tension in the nation where liberals push for civil 

rights, while conservatives push to preserve traditional family values. 

 

The country has come a long way since the 1969 Stonewall riots in New York－a 

defining event that marked the start of the gay rights movement in the U.S. But almost 

half a century later, gays still face many challenges dining at neighborhood restaurants,  

attending church, getting jobs – and raising families. The battles in the political, 

religious and cultural arenas in San Antonio exemplify the longstanding tug of war 

over family values in this country and might help understand just what the future 

holds for same-sex couples in the rest of American society. 
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The fear of hate crimes  

 

Like many same-sex couples in San Antonio, Doug Hildreth and Tony Salinas 

would not hug each other or hold hands when going out for dinner or buying groceries 

because of “safety concerns.” But as mindful as they could be, incidents happened. 

 

Their car antenna was broke while they were inside a gay bar in downtown San 

Antonio in 1990. The couple suspected that “the three guys hanging around the car” 

were responsible for the damage but they chose to leave immediately. Five years later, 

a group of men in a passing car called them “jotos,” Spanish slang for gay men, while 

the couple was walking into a lesbian bar on the south side of the city. “We just 

pretended that we didn’t hear it but we started going faster into the bar so that we 

would be protected by the lesbians,” Hildreth recalled. 

 

That episode is benign compared to other darker episodes in the city: 

 

In February 2010, Cody Carmichael shot Troy Martinez Clattenburg after the 

victim allegedly made unwanted sexual advances towards Carmichael. The police 

re-designated the case as a hate crime two months after Clattenberg's family and gay 

rights advocates argued about the motive. In the same month, San Antonio Police 

Department (SAPD) Chief William McManus apologized to the lesbian, gay, bisexual 

and transgender (LGBT) community for an incident involving the alleged rape of a 

transgender person by officer Craig Nash while he was on duty. Nash was indefinitely 

suspended and was ordered to spend a year in jail. 
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In September 2010, a man beat an unnamed woman who was riding in his car 

and then dumped her at an apartment complex after he found out that she was 

transgender. In October 2011, Kristen Cooper, a lesbian student at the University of 

Texas at San Antonio, was beaten by two men she just met at a party who dragged her 

into their truck while allegedly using antigay slurs.  

 

There were two hate crimes based on sexual orientation in San Antonio in 2010, 

six in Houston, five in both Forth Worth and Dallas, and three in Austin, according to 

hate crime statistics from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. But that doesn’t mean 

San Antonio is a slightly better place to live for people in the LGBT community.  

 

 “We suspect that law enforcing agencies in Texas cities underreport the number 

of hate crimes,” said Chuck Smith, deputy executive director of Equality Texas, a 

foundation that lobbies the Texas legislature on LGBT issues. He compared Houston 

to Los Angeles and found out that Los Angeles had 138 hate crimes in 2010, while 

Houston only had 13.  

 

“We do have hate crime laws in Texas, but it’s not being enforced,” Smith said, 

adding that the absence of education and training for law enforcing agencies is the 

major problem. “They don’t know what to do to document hate crimes.” 

 

Some argue that there is a widespread mistrust of the police. “The police do such 

a poor job at handling anything that has to do with the gay community,” said Chris 
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Forbrich, an openly gay candidate who ran twice for San Antonio City Council in 

2009 and 2011. “The officers on the ground never understand what to do and what is 

right or wrong, and it’s a real problem in the city.”  

 

While SAPD started its LGBT sensitivity training in 2009, the problem, Forbrich 

said, is that “it’s not for people who are already police officers, but for people who are 

becoming police officers.” 

 

Other critics say the police are not being hard enough on themselves: “What 

happened in San Antonio is that the police are ‘policing’ themselves. The police is in 

charge of reviewing themselves,” said Graciela Sanchez, director of Esperanza Peace 

and Justice Center, a local organization that promotes civil rights. 

 

“There are some changes, but it’s going too slow. We keep on hearing stories 

about hate crimes towards the LGBT community and people of color,” Sanchez said. 

 

“I saw more gay couples holding hands on the street when I studied in Cuba 25 

years ago than now in San Antonio,” she said.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

A changing political scene  

 

It was a new record for the Stonewall Democrats of San Antonio, a caucus for 

Democrats who support LGBT civil rights. A total of 54 candidates, ranging from a 

U.S. senator, a state representative to a district court judge, made presentations and 

answered questions during its 2012 primary endorsement meeting. 

 

But Daniel Graney, president of the Stonewall Democrats Texas, remembered a 

time when only a handful of candidates would come to the endorsement forum back 

in the early 2000s, and those who did often chose not publish the endorsement in their 

campaign materials. 

 

“Now they are breaking down the doors to come to see us and seek our 

endorsement. All of a sudden, we are fashionable and cool,” said Graney.  

 

 Accompanied by SAPD Chief William McManus, then Bexar County Sheriff 

Ralph Lopez and other city officials, Mayor Julian Castro became the first San 

Antonio mayor to march during the city’s gay pride parade in July 2009. In September 

2011, the San Antonio City Council extended benefits for city employees in domestic 

partnerships with an 8-3 vote. While the attempt to include sexual orientation and 

gender identity in the city employment non-discrimination ordinance failed in 1998, 

advocates plan to propose the amendment again by June 2012, but this time, with 

support from the mayor. 
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“We have an ally in the mayor’s office. You can’t lose with that,” said Graney. 

 

 “It’s good for business. They know a city that is diverse and progressive will 

attract more people and businesses.” A coalition aiming to create a citywide ordinance 

to prevent business discrimination against sexual orientation was formed in 2012. San 

Antonio is home to five Global Fortune 500 companies. Several large private 

companies are also headquartered in San Antonio, including H-E-B, Frost National 

Bank and Whataburger.  

 

Forbrich, an openly gay candidate who ran twice for City Council, thought being 

gay was never a problem during his campaign. Despite receiving nearly 40 percent of 

the vote, Forbrich lost the election in 2009. That gave the then 27-year-old politician a 

good reason to run again in 2011, but that time he lost with only 12 percent of the 

vote. 

 

“I think people didn’t vote for me is because I am white, not because I am gay,” 

he said.  

 

During his two campaigns Forbrich did feel that some were “uncomfortable” 

with his sexual orientation, but he was never attacked for who he is. “I think people in 

San Antonio can look pass that. Let’s talk about what matters to you－what I am 

doing that really matters to you－not who I am going on a date with.” 

 

But Guajardo, the first openly gay candidate to win a city council seat in June 
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2005, had a different story. Anonymous postcards that read, “she has no moral values” 

or “a non-perfect lesbian” came out before the early voting. “They would put the 

photo when I was the heaviest and had the shortest hair [on the postcards.]” 

 

Some progressive changes had been made in San Antonio in the past few years, 

but in terms of total inclusiveness, she argued, “we are not quite there yet.”  

 

Now an activist who provides local news updates on her blog, Guajardo was 

shocked when she tried to organize the community to support domestic partnership 

benefits for city employees in September 2011. She couldn’t believe that the gay bars 

were almost the only place where she could find people in the gay community.  

 

“It showed us how far we still have [to go] as a San Antonio community to 

organize. We don’t have a focal place to organize and network besides gay bars.” 

 

Sanchez agreed. She was the first lesbian nominated for the “San Antonio 

Women’s Hall of Fame,” an award honoring Texas women who contribute talents to 

the state since 1984. Even so, she thought that the gay communities in San Antonio 

were still “isolated in their own little bubbles.” She argued that San Antonio is not as 

cosmopolitan as cities like New York or San Francisco, and the universities in the city 

fail to provide the force of progressive change. 

 

She looked back at the history to find out what makes the city conservative: The 

long history of the military presence. Sanchez dated the origin of San Antonio’s 
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military background to the 17th century. “We think of the missions as just spaces and 

houses, but they were military forts.” 

 

And the past casts a shadow over the present. Sanchez criticizes city officials for 

using LGBT issues to forward their own political prospects, rather than bringing real 

change to San Antonio. “A lot of times our mayor said a lot of progressive things 

outside of San Antonio than he said inside.”  

 

“They have the power to call a press conference, but they are not doing that 

publicly, so there is no shift of culture,” Sanchez said. 

  

“It may have changed, but you have all the history so you still have fear.”  
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A closeted city with a long gay history  

 

On a Saturday night during the Christmas holiday in 1973, San Antonio Country, 

the biggest gay nightclub in town, had what manager Gene Elder described as “our 

very own little Stonewall rebellion”－two paddy wagons, 25 police cars and around 

50 city policemen converged at the bar on Saint Mary’s Street. One student from the 

University of Texas at Austin was arrested.  

 

Having been cautioned by his lawyer not to do anything except call him if the 

police harassment escalated, Elder remembered standing there with his arms crossed, 

witnessing one military police officer jabbing his night stick into the student’s 

stomach.  

 

“This was San Antonio, the home of the Alamo, the cradle of Texas liberty,” 

Elder recalled. He said he witnessed the raid with Arthur P. “Hap” Veltman, the 

founder of the nightclub and a local gay entrepreneur. Some remember Veltman as a 

visionary who brought changes to the culture and economy of San Antonio. Veltman 

died of AIDS in 1988.  

 

What happened in San Antonio Country in 1973 can hardly really be compared 

with the 1969 Stonewall riots, a series of demonstrations against a police raid in New 

York City that is often cited as the starting point of the modern gay liberation 

movement. But San Antonio did have a complex, long history:  
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“El Jardin,” the oldest gay bar west of the Mississippi, opened in San Antonio in 

1946. In April 1973, Veltman and Elder opened the door of “San Antonio Country,” a 

bar that many believed changed the gay scene in Texas. In 1991, San Antonio became 

home to “Shocking Gray,” the first fashion catalog targeting gay and lesbian lifestyles 

in the U.S. 

 

For years, San Antonio Country was the role model for gay nightclubs in Texas

－it brought bigger dance floors and patios, better music, lighting, arts and decor to 

the once underground, small and dark gay bars. Even Austin had a bar called “Austin 

Country,” an apparent emulation of its namesake in San Antonio.  

 

“It was the hot gay spot in Texas. People from Dallas, Houston and Austin were 

there and partying down in the heart of Texas,” said Joan Duckworth, who worked as 

a doorwoman at the bar in the late 1970s when she was 18. “It had such a welcoming 

atmosphere. You come as who you are and dance to the great music.” 

 

With its success came the military police. Surrounded by five military bases, the 

bars in San Antonio had historic battles against the harassment by military police, who 

worked with SAPD in arresting soldiers at gay bars from the 1940s until the early 

1990s. Back then, the military police would check gay bars and search someone that 

“looked military.” 

 

San Antonio Country was accused by the military police of “being a homosexual 

hangout.” So, “instead of admitting it's a gay bar, we said we're going to make the 
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police prove it's a gay bar,” said Elder. Without evidence to prove its case, the military 

dropped San Antonio Country from its “off-limits list,” a prohibition against its 

members from going inside certain businesses. 

 

When AIDS began sweeping through the gay community in the early 1980s, 

“Papa Bear” night club opened in 1982 in response to the medical and social crisis. It 

became a meeting place for people with HIV, setting the stage for the creation of the 

San Antonio AIDS Foundation in 1986, and it had an all volunteer-staffed hospice in 

the back of the bar.  

 

When the Guadalupe Theater hosted two films featuring lesbian themes in 1990, 

it was packed on the night of the screening, but not everyone was happy. City Hall 

received over 180 calls in protest. “Everybody inside the theater was excited and 

thrilled; but outside, people were upset and demonstrating,” said Sanchez, director of 

the Esperanza Peace and Justice Center. 

 

“It’s our decision to show it in a working class and Latino neighborhood. What’s 

the point to have it in a gay bar?” she said.  

 

Another advocate who challenged the status quo was Jose M. Zuniga, the 6th 

Army's 1992 “Soldier of the Year,” when he came out before television cameras at the 

Lesbian and Gay March in Washington D.C. in 1993. The soldier from San Antonio 

was later discharged and then began challenging the military's “Don't Ask Don't Tell” 

policy on gay soldiers.  



16 
 

 

In September 1997, the Esperanza Peace and Justice Center was denied funding 

by City Council for its “homosexual agenda”－a series of initiatives related to the 

LGBT community. The Esperanza Center filed a lawsuit in federal court against the 

City of San Antonio, the first case in the U.S. addressing issues of cultural integrity 

for minority communities on public arts funding. 

 

“We took the lawsuit as a way to organize the community and talk about issues 

of discrimination,” said Sanchez. In 2001, the Esperanza Center won the case, and the 

city agreed to pay it $500,000 in damages.  

 

Earlier, and in memory of his best friend and business partner Veltman, Elder 

started the Happy Foundation Archive in 1988 – and it has painstakingly recorded 

local gay history ever since. For decades, this capacious and musty archive that is 

dubbed a “queer Wikipedia” has helped researchers find the lost history of the gay 

community in San Antonio. 

 

“It just seemed like it should be my job to document the history of our gay 

struggle in San Antonio for the next generation,” said Elder. 

 

His research has led him to a theory: “Underneath the conservative surface, San 

Antonio is metropolitan. It’s hard to tell if the community is either conservative or 

liberal. But the Alamo spirit－fighting for freedom－is at the heart of the people in 

San Antonio. San Antonio’s saving grace is that we have the Alamo. It’s a city that 
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respects and understands that in terms of people not being treated fairly.”  
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The liberal legal system 

 

When District Judge Carol Haberman granted Ruth Pinkham and Della Nagle 

their request to adopt three children, the couple couldn’t believe it. 

 

In fact, they were disappointed.  

 

 Having spent the past year hiring lawyers, drafting legal documents and going 

through home interviews and social studies－an examination process to verify that 

adoption is the best option for both the couple and the child－they couldn’t have been 

more prepared to challenge the court and prove to the world that homosexual parents 

are just as capable as heterosexual parents.  

 

But the judge simply signed the paper, without asking any of the questions that 

Pinkham and Nagle had spent months preparing to answer. All the adoption work was 

complete in 10 minutes.  

 

“She just signed the paper and now we’re finished? Don't I have to promise to do 

a good job and to be a good parent? ” Pinkham said, still in shock.  

 

To the surprise of Pinkham, Nagle and many others, they became the first 

same-sex couple to adopt children in the City of San Antonio in December 1998.  

 

Bexar County finalizes around 1,000 adoptions each year, leading the nation in 
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childhood adoptions. With the high teenage pregnancy rate－81 percent higher than 

the national average in 2011－finding children stable homes has become a priority for 

the local foster care system. And same-sex families are considered one of the many 

options for the children. 

 

According to Bexar County 45th District Court Judge Barbara Hanson Nellermoe, 

about three in 10 adoption cases she handles are filed by same-sex couples, and eight 

out of 14 civil court judges will grant same-sex adoption cases－that is to say, nearly 

60 percent of the judges are supportive of gay parenting. The number, Nellermoe said, 

might be even higher than Travis County, which includes Austin, a city known for its 

eclectic and progressive lifestyle for the gay community. 

 

 “The judges who are open to the issue are focused on what’s best for the kids. 

And we see same-sex couples who go to great lengths to establish a family. It’s just 

amazing to me,” said Nellermoe.  

 

When Nellermoe arrived at her current position in 2003, only “a couple of 

judges” would grant same-sex parenting. But she witnessed a dramatic change in San 

Antonio’s the legal system, in which the judges have become more accepting of the 

issue over the past few years. “I know that if I am not in town now, there are many 

other judges that they [adoption attorneys] can choose.” 

 

The flexibility in San Antonio’s civil court system also helps contribute to the 

high numbers of childhood adoption. Its centralized docket system allows attorneys to 



20 
 

choose judges who would grant same-sex parenting and avoid those wouldn’t, a 

process also called “judge shopping,” while in other cities, like Houston or Dallas, 

attorneys can only go to the judges that are assigned by court clerks. 

 

Nellermoe explained how the system makes the adoption process easier and 

more flexible. “Which is to say, even though a case is filed in 45th district court, if it’s 

an uncontested matter－if no one is filing opposition papers and contesting the 

adoption－a lawyer can simply make an appointment with any available judge, and it 

can be done on the spot.”  

  

 Every year, numerous adoption attorneys from Houston, Dallas and even Austin 

travel to San Antonio to file same-sex adoption cases. Even though Austin has a 

similar system that allows attorneys to choose which judges they want, Suzanne 

Bryant, an adoption attorney in Austin, goes to San Antonio twice a month for 

same-sex adoption. She filed 50 cases in 2011, about half of them in San Antonio.  

 

“When we go there [San Antonio], we don’t make appointments with specific 

judges. We just look around to find which of the eight judges are available. But if I go 

to the Travis County, I always go to the same judge,” said Bryant. 

 

Meanwhile, the foster care system also reinforces gay parenting. Same-sex 

adoptions are often approved by the Child Protective Services (CPS) in Bexar County, 

an agency that responds to reports of child abuse or neglect. With its official policy to 

not have a stance on same-sex parenting, the Child Advocates San Antonio (CASA), 
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an organization that recruits and trains court-appointed advocates for abused and 

neglected children, is considered another force that helps match same-sex parents with 

children in need. (In 2011, around 400 CASA volunteers served 1,351 abused and 

neglected children.) 
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The “silently supportive” Catholic churches 

 

With the first presence of Spanish explorers and missionaries in 1691, San 

Antonio has long been considered a “Catholic city.” In the city where 41 percent of 

the population is Catholic and 61 percent is Hispanic, however, many believe that the 

Catholic community has a tolerant side underneath its official teachings, in which 

homosexual acts are considered sinful and contrary to natural law. 

 

“On the surface, it’s a Roman Catholic and military city, and it’s somewhat 

conservative. But underneath the surface, there are pockets of Catholic communities 

that are supportive,” said Nickie Valdez, one of the founders of Dignity San Antonio, 

a local LGBT Catholic organization.  

 

Dignity San Antonio has celebrated the only Mass offered to the gay and lesbian 

community on Catholic grounds in the U.S. since the 1990s, when Catholic leaders 

across the country started to shut down similar Masses held by other local chapters of 

Dignity USA, a national LGBT Catholic community. When their Masses were 

shuttered, the chapters would meet at non-Catholic churches and settings. 

 

But in October 2010, Oscar Cantú, auxiliary bishop of the Archdiocese of San 

Antonio, discounted the long-standing Mass, saying it conflicted with Catholic 

teaching. The Dignity community was ordered to leave St. Ann Catholic Church, 

where the Mass had been held since 1986. Since then the group has met at the Beacon 

Hill Presbyterian Church on Sunday evenings, a temporary solution to the forced 
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exile. 

 

“We felt hurt, betrayed and lost,” said Valdez. “It’s especially hard for the 

children, who can longer meet as a group and don’t understand why we were kicked 

out of the church property.” 

 

Although what happened in 2010 was a difficult blow for the community, Valdez 

still described the Catholic churches in San Antonio as “silently supportive” to the 

LGBT community. She cites fact that Dignity San Antonio was allowed to celebrate 

the Mass on a Catholic ground for more than a decade as one example. 

 

A national study revealed that Latino Catholics are the strongest supporters for 

same-sex marriage among any Christian demographic in America. Around 45 percent 

of Catholic Latinos favor allowing same-sex marriage, compared to 41 percent of 

white Catholics. About 37 percent of those without religious affiliation approve, and 

the numbers dip for white Mainline Protestants at 36 percent and black Protestants at 

23 percent, according to a 2010 survey by the Public Religion Research Institute. 

 

“Many people here within the Roman Catholic system are very supportive of the 

gays and lesbians, but the institution itself is not,” said Steve Behr, a pastor at Good 

Shepherd Lutheran Church in San Antonio. He retired in the spring of 2012 after 

working in Hispanic community churches for 35 years.   

 

Having served as a pastor elsewhere in the country, he sensed a unique culture of 
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tolerance in San Antonio as he was applying for a job in the city. Although some 

conservatives asked his interview committee to test his stand on homosexual issues, 

the committee refused to do so. To him that was a surprise.  

 

“They don’t think it’s an appropriate question. That said to me, San Antonio is an 

open community,” he said. “I didn’t have the same feeling elsewhere.”  

 

 For many clerics sympathetic to the gay and lesbian community in San Antonio, 

there are certain ways to show their support without getting into trouble. 

 

“They have their ways of getting around those things and being supportive,” said 

Deb Myers with Dignity San Antonio. She named some Catholic congregations or 

orders in the city that are “silently supportive”, including Dominicans, Redemptorists, 

Oblates, Franciscans, the Sisters of Divine Providence and more. They provide 

counseling for gay couples and family members, support programs related to the 

LGBT community and give donations to the Dignity community. Some priests have 

done baptisms, first communions and confirmations for same-sex families.  

 

“In doing all that, they somehow are against the teachings of the church. They 

are not supposed to do that. But they are supportive of the [same-sex] family,” said 

Myers. 

 

A priest that refused to be named was one of the 10 priests who silently 

supported Dignity San Antonio before the chapter was kicked off church property in 



25 
 

2010. He asked that his name be withheld because he fears losing his position in the 

church. 

 

 “I always preach about the importance of healthy, stable and lifelong  

relationships. So in my opinion, I preach the same thing that I would preach for the 

straight audience,” he said. The pastor helped with the Mass in the Dignity 

community for more than 18 years until he was told not to go by local Catholic 

leaders.  

 

“Before it was cancelled, nobody [in the Catholic church] ever said to me that  

‘what are you doing?’ Nobody ever asked if I approved of homosexuality. The only 

thing they asked was if I wanted to celebrate the Mass with this group of people,” he 

said.  

 

 While no one knows who was really behind the decision to discontinue the only 

Mass offered to the LGBT community on Catholic grounds in the U.S.－some believe 

it might come from the Vatican－the decision changed a lot of things in San Antonio.  

 

 “I don’t go there and celebrate the Mass with them anymore because it could be 

used to force me to leave my diocese. I just don't want to take risk,” the priest said. He 

was told by the church that “what happened in St. Ann Catholic Church is never 

allowed again,” but he was also encouraged to “keep in touch with the group.” 

 

 “But how? I am disappointed at the church as a Catholic,” the priest said.  
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No one can really tell whether the Dignity community could ever turn the battle 

around, but some families had already felt the pain. For Anne and Lee, a couple who 

agreed to only reveal their middle names because of their jobs as mental health 

counselors－the revelation might limit their ability to deal with certain clients－it’s a 

lot harder now to find a priest who is willing to publicly support same-sex families. 

They went through four priests in order to baptize their three-year-old daughter 

Sophia. “Now they know that if they do it their parish may bring them under 

scrutiny,” said Anne.  

 

“It would be easier for me do to it without a spouse. I could say I got raped and 

had a baby and I want to baptize her,” said Anne, “and they would be a lot more 

willing to do that than recognizing us as a family now.” 
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The Hispanic culture 

 

Esperanza Martinez was crying, denying it and blaming herself after her son 

Michael Torres came out to her. But her husband, Jesse Martinez, calmed her down 

with a simple question:“Is he drinking, doing drugs or breaking any law?” 

 

“Then what’s the problem? We accept our kids as the way they are,” Martinez 

told his wife. He is stepfather to Michael.  

 

Upon graduating from John F. Kennedy High School in 2011, Torres’ family left 

him a present in the yearbook, dedicating a page of the book with family photos 

dotted with stars, hearts, rainbow flags, and a line that read, “we are proud of you 

Michael. We are the bond that cannot be broken.” 

 

“Blood is thicker than water,” said the father. “People have their own mentality, 

but the family sticks together no matter what. Family is what the Hispanic culture and 

what our root is based on.” 

 

Contrary to the conception that Hispanic culture is homophobic, the roots 

ingrained in the culture actually make it more tolerant towards gay family members. 

With Hispanics making up 61.2 percent of the city’s population, many believe that the 

family-oriented Hispanic heritage explains why San Antonio has the highest 

percentage of same-sex parents in the U.S.  
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As a mother of a lesbian daughter, Pat Jasso, the chair of Government Affairs 

Council at Planned Parenthood at San Antonio, described how she and many other 

Hispanic families deal with the issue.  

 

“No matter what happens－they are in a lesbian or gay relationship－that’s their 

choice and they are still our children,” Jasso said.  

 

 Family is so strong in Hispanic culture that its members can accommodate 

themselves to “an alternative behavior or lifestyle,” argued Vivianna Rojas, an 

associate professor who conducts research on Hispanic immigration and migrant 

families at the University of Texas at San Antonio. 

 

“It is possible to hypothesize that more assimilated families will be more tolerant 

to different lifestyles,” she said.  

 

But that doesn’t mean the family-oriented Hispanics are at the forefront of the 

gay rights movement. For many, homosexuality is still taboo. They accept a gay 

family member because of the family bond, not necessarily a tolerance of 

homosexuality.  

 

When Tony Salinas came out to his parents from Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, they 

seemed to understand, but also said “we don’t want to talk about it.” Homosexuality 

was never a table topic for the family. Although Salinas and his partner Doug Hildreth 

have been together for more than 25 years, his family introduces Hildreth as “a friend 
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of Tony.”  

 

“They don’t want to talk about it, acknowledge it and have anything to do with 

it,” Salinas said. “But if someone comes to harass me, I know they are here to protect 

me,” he added. 

 

The family, however, has a unique way of quietly accepting the “unrecognized 

couple.” One day, Salinas’s father gave Hildreth a matching set of rings without 

saying anything. “I was on the top of the world. That was something that I will never 

forget,” Hildreth recalled. 

 

 “It’s like the elephant in the room. We just don’t talk about it, especially the 

men,” said Nickie Valdez, who was not accepted by her father until 10 years after she 

came out.  

 

 Scholars call it “sexual silence,” an idea that people are silent and don’t talk 

about issues having to do with sex. “U.S. Latino cultures are selectively silent when it 

comes to sex,” said Gloria González-López, an associate professor at the Department 

of Sociology at the University of Texas at Austin. “Those relationships may exist, but 

people may not feel comfortable giving a name to it.”  

 

“It’s interesting that people know about it, but they don’t necessary talk about it,” 

said González-López. 
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In fact, same-sex relationships have existed in Mexican society for a long time. 

While in Monterrey, Mexico, González-López witnessed many cases of same-sex 

relationships－two men or women living together and referring each other as 

“roommates” or “friends.” Since the relationship is not sexualized－people don’t have 

a name for it, it’s somehow allowed in Mexican society.  

 

But things changed after the concept of “parejas” emerged, Spanish for 

“partners.” “The concept of partner is relatively recent. Before, we identified them as 

friends; Now, we identified them as partners. And it makes it more challenging for 

people,” said González-López.  

 

Machismo is another cultural phenomenon that makes many believe that Latino 

cultures are anti-gay and homophobic. 

 

For Salinas, there are a couple of things that he always had to remember not to 

do when he was with his father. Make-up was not allowed. Talking like a girl, or in 

his own words, “being real ‘faggy,’” was also forbidden. When Torres lived with his 

birthfather, he had to be careful not to be too feminine. “It’s like you are my only son 

and are carrying my name, so you have to be a man,” he said. 

 

Originally, machismo means a man taking care of the family and does not relate 

to sexuality, said Rodolfo Rosales, an associate professor who teaches urban and 

Chicano politics at the University of Texas at San Antonio.  
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But as a man has to fit in certain roles and behave in certain ways to fulfill his 

responsibility, he argued, it does imply anti-homosexuality. “But that exists in every 

male-dominated society.” 

 

“It’s racism to say that Hispanics are macho,” said Sanchez, director of the 

Esperanza Peace and Justice Center. Like the stereotypes toward every ethnic groups 

in the U.S., Sanchez argued that machismo, along with other stereotypes such as 

filthiness and laziness, are being used to label Hispanics. “Machismo is another word 

for sexism,” she said. “It’s in everyone’s culture.” 

 

With over 20 years experience working in the local LGBT community, Sanchez 

disagreed with the concept that Hispanic culture is homophobic. In fact, she felt the 

opposite was true. 

 

“I will say that the family-oriented Hispanic culture is actually more tolerant 

towards the issue,” Sanchez said.  
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 ‘I wish San Antonio could be more open’ 

 

 Like many of the estimated 133,000 same-sex families in the country, Anne and 

Lee know they still have a long way to go even after almost half a century since the 

start of the gay rights movement in the U.S. Their decision to leave Boston, 

Massachusetts and have a family in San Antonio was a shock to their families and 

friends. “Are you crazy?” said many of their friends, who were worried about their 

jobs and future plan to have a child. They thought that San Antonio might be a little 

bit “backward” for a gay family.  

 

Moving to San Antonio in 2001, the couple experienced a “culture shock” when 

they first came to the city. “We would walk around holding hands in Harvard Square 

10 years ago, but I am very reluctant to do that here,” said Lee. 

 

But like many same-sex couples in San Antonio, Anne and Lee were drawn by 

the city’s lower costs of living and the mild subtropical climate. They now have a 

three-year-old daughter.  

 

They are probably right about the fiscal picture. MSN Real Estate, an online 

guide for buying and selling real estate provided by Microsoft, ranked San Antonio 

No. 4 on its “most livable bargain markets list.” Except for indicating the city’s lower 

than average housing prices, the website also described San Antonio as a big city that 

“feels remarkably like a town” and has “a strong sense of community and plenty of 

festivals, theme parks and other entertainment to keep most families happy.” 
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 “San Antonio is a big city, but it also has a barrio feeling to it,” said Anne. “It 

doesn’t feel urban. People will generally go to the same stores near them and we see 

the same people in the stores all the time.” 

When asked what is their favorite family activity in the city, the couple couldn’t 

stop making their list. They like the Witte Museum, where Tuesday afternoons are 

free and they can take their daughter Sophia to learn the history and natural science of 

South Texas; the family won’t miss the story time or the family movie night held by 

the city library each week; and of course, the eight major theme parks in the city keep 

the family happy－they have the season pass for Splashtown, a family water park that 

has a specific area for children like Sophia.  

For Lee, San Antonio is a city where “you tell people that you have a wife,” and 

people would think of it as a joke and then respond, “How funny! Then I have a 

personal secretary.” Or, a city where “you celebrate the anniversary in a restaurant, 

and you would be asked, ‘whose anniversary?’” 

“There is always an assumption,” said Lee, “and after a while you just don’t 

bother to correct them anymore. I wish San Antonio could be more open, but I don’t 

expect it to be true in Texas anytime soon.” 

But for them, and many of the hidden 2,300 same-sex parents in the city, San 

Antonio might be one of the best places in America to have a family. And that is 

probably the most important thing for all parents.  

“That’s something we didn’t expect before we came down here,” said Lee. 
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