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Retracing Our Steps

David Morris sat down with Tim Straayer on
National Coming Out Day to reflect on the history
and evolution of Grand Rapids Front Runners & Walkers.
Here are some of the more interesting points from that discussion.

TS: Who came up with the idea of forming a local chapter of
Front Runners?

DM: What happened was I went to the 1990 Gay Games in
Vancouver and I entered in a triathlon event. I didn’t know
anything about Front Runners until I went to a track-and-field
event and found out that there were some Front Runners
organizations. I met Don Hubbard from Ann Arbor, who told me
that there were chapters around the country. This was before the
Internet, so he offered to help me get in touch these other groups.
Even by the time of the 1994 Gay Games, the organization was
still pretty loose. Groups had formed simultaneously but
independently in New York and San Francisco after the
publication of Patricia Nell Warren’s The Front Runner, and other
groups formed later in other cities following that pattern, but at
that time yet there was really no formal International Front
Runners organization. Still, I thought it would be fun to form a
group in Grand Rapids. I was the only participant in the 1990 Gay
Games from Grand Rapids that I was aware of, but thought there
just had to be some other runners here that might be interested.
So to get started, I put out little half-page photocopied-at-work
notices at the Sons and Daughters bookstore, and put a notice in



the Network News. This was in 1993. We started out with offering
runs on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays just to see what times
would work out best for people. We met at John Ball Park.

TS: How many people responded at the beginning?

DM: The first person to join me was Guy Jacobson. For a couple
of weeks it was just the two of us, running along the Kent Trail.
But others soon joined us among them Bruce Nugent and John
McElwee. A couple of women joined us in those first few months.
At the tenth-anniversary celebration I was presented with a framed
phone list from that first year, and there are ten names on it —
eight men and two women.

TS: You incorporated in 1995, the year of the first Pride 5K. How
did that come about?

DM: In 1994, five of us went to the Gay Games in New York City
— Guy, Bruce, John, Frank and me. John won a couple of medals in
track and field competition, a silver and a bronze, I believe. It was a
really great time. We had a blast. After we returned, we talked about
the possibility of staging some kind of race in Grand Rapids as part
of the Pride celebration. At the time, Mary Banghart was president
of the Network, and she had gone to the Grand Rapids city
commission to request city co-sponsorship of the Pride celebration.
The commission denied the request, and it felt like a slap in the face
to our community. That was it — that denial was the trigger for us
to start the Pride 5K. John McElwee had prior experience as a race
director in Redford Township near his home town. John’s
experience was so important — he said, sure, let’s do it, and guided
us all along the way. And that also was the motivation for us to
incorporate. The city of Grand Rapids required liability insurance
to stage the race in Riverside Park, and incorporating was a key step
to acquiring that.

TS: Did incorporating change the nature of the group? You hadn’t
had officers prior to that, right?

DM: That’s right. We drew up Articles of Incorporation and
By-Laws, including our Mission Statement which still stands today.



Incorporation required officers, and we applied for and were
granted nonprofit corporate status with the State of Michigan. I
served as president that first year, and John served as secretary-
treasurer. Later, we acquired 501(c)3 status under the umbrella of
membership in the Road Runners Clubs of America, which
allowed tax-deductible contributions to be made to the group.

TS: Putting on the first Pride 5K must have taken quite a bit of
effort. How many people were in the club by that time?

DM: Oh, a large turnout after the first year on a Tuesday night
might have been ten or twelve runners. Membership started
building a “critical mass” after the first Pride 5K. We wanted to get
as many interested people in West Michigan as possible involved

Race organizers John McElwee and David Morris at the third Pride 5K, in 1997



in a health and fitness focus, so including both runners and
walkers was important. We were so pleased with the number of
people that registered that first year — a total of ninety people.
Forty percent of our registrants were walkers, and thirty-six
percent of the total registrants were female.

TS: These years, we save seed money from one year to the next to
take care of the expenses involved in gearing up for the Pride 5K.
That first year, you obviously wouldn’t have had that sort of initial
bankroll. So how did that work?

DM: The members pretty much just pulled together and donated
what was necessary at that point. Presto Print donated the printing
of the entry forms. And then there were donations from a few
sponsors and receipt of early entry fees. The biggest expenses were
the race t-shirts and the liability insurance. I have to say, I’m
pretty amazed and so thankful that we were able to stage such a
successful event. For our first start, we were able to donate $300 to
the Grand Rapids AIDS Resource Center. As sponsorship dollars
increased over the years, that amount has grown substantially.

TS: It sounds like the Pride 5K helped to pull the club together as a
group. How did you stay in touch in those days, before the Internet
and email were generally accessible?

DM: This was pre-Internet, so we were dealing with phone lists
and snail-mail. It’s really cool how we have evolved with electronic
communication, especially within the last five or six years. I have
to tell you here how very impressed I am with the establishment
and development of the current GRFR&W website — it has made
it so much easier to stay informed — not to mention complete an
entry form for the Pride 5k! Great job, Tim!

TS: The group started out with just runners. When did you make
the decision to open things up to walkers?

DM: Part of it came from our inclusion of the fitness walk in the
Pride 5K, and it also grew out of seeing what other Front Runners
chapters were doing. We attended a couple of invitationals in the
early days. Seven of us went to the first one, which was in Toronto.



The International Front Runners organization didn’t exist yet at
that point, but the groups that had been invited had some
meetings, and we found out about what other people were doing.
We became aware that Chicago was named Front Runners and
Walkers, and a number of the other groups in the larger cities were
also trying to extend their membership beyond just runners. So we
went there, too. We started promoting the idea in the Network
News that walkers were also welcome. It wasn’t long before we
were about half walkers and half runners. And we decided to make
our official name change to “Grand Rapids Front Runners &
Walkers” in 2003 at the tenth-anniversary celebration, where we
retired the old logo and unveiled the new — with the appropriate
musical fanfare, I might add!

TS: Did you make early efforts to make the group more diverse in
other ways? You said that there were women in the group already
in the first year. What about African Americans, Asians, straight
allies?

DM: We’ve made every effort to be very inclusive in all of our
events and outreach activities. One of our first promotion efforts
for the Pride 5k was to rent a booth and staff the space at the 1995
Riverbank Run Expo, proudly displaying the rainbow flag, with
video playing from the Gay Games, and distributing race entry
forms. I know we raised a few eyebrows at that event, and we even
had a few great discussions with curious expo attendees. We
emphasized that we are organized out of the gay and lesbian
community and that all were encouraged to participate in our
group. Guy Jacobson produced a documentary video in 1996
entitled “Dog Gone Proud” with footage from the Pride 5k and the
1994 New York Gay Games. Guy entered it in the Star Theatre film
competition — and won second place in the documentary division!

We are especially pleased that we have a very diverse turnout
at the Pride 5k. Our guest starters for the race have included Ingrid
Scott-Weekley, director of the Grand Rapids Equal Opportunity
Department, Second Ward city commissioners Rosalynn Bliss and
David LaGrand, and Mayor George Heartwell. The male and
female first-place finishers last year were a gay-friendly mother-son
duo and long-time participants from the Holland area.



TS: Did you think about those issues when you were forming the
group? Did you address the issue of how much you wanted the
emphasis to be on its character as a running and walking group as
opposed to its character as an LGBT group?

DM: Well, on that I think we can go back to the time when we
applied for our articles of incorporation. In creating our mission
statement, we decided that our mission was to “promote a
health-and-fitness focus in the gay, lesbian, bisexual, and
transgender community, to provide opportunities for the LGBT
community and friends to participate in regularly scheduled
runs/walks, and to promote and encourage member participation
in local, national, and international competitions.” So that’s always
been our focus.

TS: How has Front Runners reflected changes in the larger LGBT
community through its history?

DM: Well, in more recent years, the number of gay and
gay-friendly organizations and opportunities has just exploded.
When Front Runners started, it was one of just a very few such
organizations in the Grand Rapids area, beyond the Network and
Dignity, and the only one in the area with a fitness focus, so it
filled a real need. In the club’s middle years, the lack of other
opportunities may have led members to do more things as a
group. We took weekend trips up north together, went on ski trips,
canoeing, Chicago weekends, Front Runner Invitationals, and
various other social events. Now there are simply more
opportunities for that sort of thing everywhere, so the group
doesn’t have to fill that need so much. But as far as its core focus
goes, promoting fitness and participation in events outside the
community, like the Gay Games, I think it has always filled that
need, and I think it still does. Guy Jacobson asked the question in
the video he made, “Why have a gay running group?” And I think
the answer is that in a perfect world, maybe we wouldn’t need it.
We wouldn’t be experiencing discrimination and isolation. But
it’s not a perfect world. So we get together, and when we do,
we all get stronger.



Club Officers through the Years

1995
president David Morris
secretary John McElwee
treasurer John McElwee

1996
president John McElwee
secretary Frank Minervini
treasurer Fred Deneke

1997
president Frank Minervini
secretary Bruce Nugent
treasurer Fred Deneke

1998
president Mike Rash
secretary Dan Van Meurs
treasurer Ken Terpstra

1999
co-presidents Burke Harting & Ken Terpstra
secretary David Paschke
treasurer Paul Mosketti

2000
co-presidents Bruce Nugent & Dan Van Meurs
secretary Frank Minervini
treasurer David Morris



2001
co-presidents Bill Russell & Guy Jacobson
secretary Tom Sidlauskas
treasurer Ken Sass

2002
co-presidents David Paschke & John McElwee
secretary Jim Eastman
treasurer David Morris

2003
president David Paschke
secretary Van Maas
treasurer David Morris

2004
co-presidents Bruce Nugent & Doug Oostdyk
secretary Frank Minervini
treasurer Ken Terpstra

2005
co-presidents Doug Oostdyk & Jeffrey Kozminski
secretary Jonathan Hudson
treasurer David Morris

2006
co-presidents Doug Oostdyk & Madelyn Stella
secretary Bill Voetberg
treasurer Jeff Henrickson

2007
president Madelyn Stella
secretary Bill Voetberg
treasurer Jeff Henrickson

2008
president Doug Oostdyk
secretary Tim Straayer
treasurer Louie Pham



Recipients of Pride 5K Awards

1995
$300 Grand Rapids AIDS Resource Center

1996
$500 The Lesbian and Gay Community Network of West Michigan
$500 YWCA Encore Plus
$500 Grand Rapids AIDS Resource Center

1997
$750 Grand Rapids AIDS Resource Center
$800 Team Great Lakes
$800 Gerald M. Crane Memorial Scholarship Fund

1998
$1,200 Citizens for AIDS Awareness, Inc.
$1,200 The Lesbian and Gay Community Network of West Michigan
$1,200 Team Great Lakes

1999
$1,250 The Lesbian and Gay Community Network of West Michigan
$1,250 Gilda's Club of Grand Rapids
$1,250 PFLAG Grand Rapids

2000
$1,500 As We ARE (AWARE), Inc.
$1,500 Gay, Lesbian and Straight Eduction Network (GLSEN) of

Grand Rapids
$1,500 Grand Rapids Opportunities for Women (GROW)
$1,500 HIV/AIDS Services (HAS), Inc.



2001
$1,600 Triangle Foundation
$1,600 PFLAG Grand Rapids
$1,600 AIDS Quilt West Michigan
$1,600 YWCA Nurse Examiner Program

2002
$1,700 Gay, Lesbian and Straight Eduction Network (GLSEN) of

Grand Rapids
$1,700 The Lesbian and Gay Community Network of West Michigan

2003
$1,500 Gerald M. Crane Memorial Scholarship Fund
$1,500 YWCA Grand Rapids

2004
$1,800 PFLAG Grand Rapids
$1,800 Planned Parenthood of West Michigan

2005
$2,300 HIV/AIDS Services (HAS), Inc.
$2,300 The Network

2006
No Race

2007
$1,800 HIV/AIDS Services (HAS), Inc.
$1,800 Triangle Foundation

2008
$1,000 Gays in Faith Together (GIFT)
$1,000 Triangle Foundation

$800 West Michigan Pride Committee
$600 Planned Parenthood of West and Northern Michigan

Total for all Pride 5Ks: $45,500



From the June 17, 1994, New York Times:

The largest and most welcomed gay and lesbian gathering in the city’s
history has begun drawing scores of thousands of homosexual athletes
and tourists to town for the Gay Games sporting and cultural festival
and for the 25th anniversary of the Stonewall uprising that first sig-
naled gay people’s resolve to fight for public tolerance.

“We’re all over the place,” said Jay Hill, executive director of the
fourth quadrennial Gay Games that begin Saturday with men and
women from 44 nations competing around the metropolitan area in
various arenas and pools, on football fields and ice rinks, and across a
Hudson climbers’ rock face, too. . . .

Outsiders ask why gay people feel the need to have separate, elab-
orate athletic games in the first place. The answers echo the self-
celebrations offered by organized war veterans, barbershop quartet
aficionados, volunteer fire department ladder-hoisting competitors or
any variety of life’s leisure addicts. But with extra emphasis on the
right to, and need for, acceptance amid humanity.

“This is so very large and so very open-minded,” explained Geert
Blanchart, a gay athlete on the Belgian national ice-skating team who
competed in the recent Winter Olympics and who will be here for the
roller blading events. “When countries come together like this, it’s not
to promote being gay. It’s being human. Sport is a very kind way to
share life and its emotion.” . . .

[Hill] celebrates the erosion of provincialism among gay people,
noting that the Frontrunners Club favored by lesbian and gay run-
ners had only five branches before the 1982 games, but now has 60
branches worldwide.

“One of the most recent ones is in Grand Rapids, an hour from
where I grew up in Kalamazoo,” he said, recalling small-town teen
years when he thought gays were “freaks” because they were forced to
be clandestine. “Now they will have something to do besides just go to
some dive bar.”



From the June 26, 1994, New York Times:

The fourth Gay Games drew to an ebullient close yesterday as 750 run-
ners slogged through a humid marathon in Central Park, thousands of
athletes and spectators thronged into Yankee Stadium for a Olym-
pic-style closing ceremony and Greenwich Village was transformed
into a giddy, glittering festival of homosexuality.

“This is exactly what I was hoping for: it’s one big gay world,” said
Caity Mahoney, a 21-year-old lesbian student who arrived yesterday
from Baltimore, as she took snapshots of friends in front of the Stone-
wall Inn, the shrine of the gay-rights movement on Sheridan Square.

As the Gay Games IV and Cultural Festival wrapped up, organiz-
ers and city officials said none of their worst fears had come to pass.
No bias attacks against gay men and lesbians were reported and few lo-
gistical problems occurred. The city quietly absorbed the large influx
of gay men and lesbians without missing a beat.

At least 40,000 people filled most of Yankee Stadium last night,
paying $10 a ticket to see the closing ceremonies, where 11,000 athletes
from 40 countries paraded around the perimeter of the field and then
packed the stadium’s remaining seats. . . .

For many out-of-towners, the trip to New York was a pilgrimage
to the heart of the gay and lesbian underground railroad. Some came
from places where being openly gay invites harassment. Others were
from countries where one could be jailed or tortured for homosexual
acts.

Along Christopher Street in the Village and at the finish for the
marathon in Central Park, homosexuals spoke of relief at being sur-
rounded by people who shared their sexuality.

“In the Village, it’s like family,” said Larry Dark, of South Bend,
Ind. “I’m from middle America, where you know, where you really
can’t come out. It’s hard to be gay there. You come to New York and
you feel at home.”




