
Hearts of Courage 
 
The Stonewall Inn was a gay bar in Greenwich Village, New York City. It was frequented by a 
diverse clientele – gay men, butch lesbians, transgender people, drag queens, all in one place – 
and along with other gay bars it was frequently subject to police raids. During a raid patrons 
were lined up and inspected; those without identification or who were not wearing at least 
three pieces of gender conforming clothing would be arrested.  
 
During the early hours of June 28, 1969, police raided the Stonewall Inn. But this time, as the 
police wagons arrived, a crowd gathered outside. A butch lesbian was violently pulled from the 
bar by police, and she yelled to those watching: “Why don’t you do something?” From there, a 
spontaneous, violent demonstration of resistance broke out that lasted for a few days 
following.  
 
Stonewall happened amid a period of rapid cultural change and social protest in the United 
States. The Civil Rights Movement had been ongoing since the mid-1950s, and the Black Power 
Movement was ascending. The Women’s Liberation Movement gained momentum as 
demonstrations against the Vietnam War were reaching a peak.  
 
Organized resistance soon followed the events of June 28, 1969, with gay activist organizations 
such as the Gay Liberation Front and Gay Activists Alliance forming. Transgender activists like 
Miss Major Griffin-Gracy started down a path of lifelong activism, and Marsha P. Johnson and 
Silvia Rivera founded STAR (Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries) in 1973 following the 
Stonewall uprising.  
 
One year later, on June 28, 1970, the first gay pride marches took place in New York, Los 
Angeles, San Francisco, and Chicago. 
 
Tonight we celebrate Pride and commemorate the 50th anniversary of Stonewall with songs 
that honor the LGBTQ community.  
 
The Stonewall Inn was known as a dance bar, the only bar in New York City where gay men, 
lesbians, drag queens, and transgender people could openly dance with their preferred 
partners. The songs on the jukebox reflected the eclectic tastes of its diverse clientele. Our 
opening medley tonight – “Songs of The Stonewall” – includes three of the songs that were on 
the Stonewall jukebox in June 1969: “The Flesh Failures/Let the Sunshine in” adapted from the 
1967 musical Hair, Jackie DeShannon’s “Put a Little Love in Your Heart,” and “Oh Happy Day” as 
sung by the Hawkins Gospel Singers. All three songs carry themes of community and support, 
survival in the face of difficulties, and hope for the future.  
 
Also in the Top 40 rotation on the Stonewall Inn jukebox in June 1969 were Dusty Springfield’s 
cover of Michel Legrand’s Oscar-winning song “Windmills of Your Mind” and Barbara 
Streisand’s recording of Jerry Herman’s “Before the Parade Passes By” from the musical Hello, 
Dolly!. Both songs are full of imagery of seasons changing, and of time slipping away. While the 



lyrically psychedelic ballad “Windmills of Your Mind” meanders into a circular conclusion – 
“never ending or beginning, on an ever spinning reel,” Herman’s ballad transforms into a 
determined march, refusing to let time slip away any further.  
 
At the center of the Women’s Music movement of the 1960s and 70s was a vision of second 
wave feminist values that were expressed through song and modes of musical production. One 
goal of the movement was to empower women in the writing, producing, recording, and 
distribution of their music as an alternative to the discrimination feminist musicians faced in the 
mainstream music industry. The lesbian-feminist label Olivia Records was established in 1973. 
Meg Christian and Cris Williamson sang songs for its first record, and would go on to release 
two of the label’s most well-known albums, Williamson’s The Changer and the Changed and 
Christian’s I Know You Know. Tonight, we sing songs by four of the biggest names in women’s 
music during the 1970s: Meg Christian, Cris Williamson, Holly Near, and Margie Adam. Meg 
Christian’s “Ode to a Gym Teacher” from I Know You Know is a sweet and funny depiction of 
youthful lesbian desire. Holly Near’s “Imagine My Surprise” is a meditation on coming out and 
falling in love that alternately imagines thrilling passionate love affairs between women in 
anachronistic fantasies, and the realities of separation some of these daring women faced. Cris 
Williamson’s “Sweet Woman” appeared on The Changer and the Changed, and, in a move 
revolutionary for a song released in 1975, was a love song that was openly directed from a 
woman to a female lover. Lesbian feminist pianist, singer, and songwriter Margie Adam toured 
fifty cities in 1976, concluding with a performance of “We Shall Go Forth” at the 1977 National 
Women’s Conference in Houston.   
 
Composer Joan Szymko’s “Nothing Short of Grace” is a musical depiction of a journey of 
courage. Voices are soft and rhythmically hesitant at first, though all the while the pace of the 
music never lets up. This piece was inspired by the #MeToo movement. Szymko dedicates the 
piece “to all of those who have taken that courageous first step in breaking their silence around 
experiences of sexual harassment, assault or abuse.”  
 
“Wild Embers” is a reminder of the violence endured by those oppressed, whose histories are 
neglected, but nevertheless rise up -- and inspire future generations to do the same. Composer 
Melissa Dunphy sets the lyrics of poet Nikita Gill to a melody that is first elegiac and reflective, 
and increasingly rhythmic as body percussion is added. The elegy transforms into an anthemic 
and resolute march.   
 
“When the Dust Settles” is based on interviews and conversations with Miss Major Griffin-
Gracy, a trans woman who was at Stonewall on the night of the 1969 riots, and has worked 
tirelessly ever since as a community leader, activist, and prison abolitionist, focusing in 
particular on issues faced by transgender women of color. Poet Amir Rabiyah and composer 
Mari Esabel Valverde crafted this piece as an homage to Miss Major’s advocacy for her 
community, around Miss Major’s own words: “when the dust settles” and “we are still here.”  
 
Georgia Douglas Johnson was an African American poet, playwright, and activist, and an 
important voice in the Harlem Renaissance. Her published poetry collections The Heart of a 



Woman (1918), which inspired the title of Maya Angelou’s 1981 autobiography, and Bronze 
(1922) both addressed issues faced by women of color. In “When I Rise Up,” composer Zachary 
J. Moore sets two of Johnson’s poems in one piece: “When I Rise Up,” published in Bronze, and 
a self-published poem from the end of her life, “Your World.” The span of the two works 
encompasses the experience of a person’s lifetime: from youthful dreams and ambitions to 
looking back on accomplishments and preparing to pass on the possibilities to the next 
generation.  
 
Songwriting and composing team Pasek and Paul (La La Land and Dear Evan Hansen) wrote 
“This is Me” for the musical film The Greatest Showman. It is an anthem to anyone who has 
ever felt marginalized, misunderstood, or forgotten. May its energy and hope remind us to 
value each other and love ourselves, for we are all brave, and bruised, and who we are meant 
to be.  
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