
The Blue Tempo
1960 Saugatuck’s Blue Tempo is one of West 
Michigan’s “gay bars” even though that isn’t the 
owner’s intent. According to proprietor Don “Toad” 
Davis, “I opened the bar in 1960, the summer 

the Big Pavilion burnt down. The 
business was good for three years, 
and about 1964 is when the gays 
started to take over. The gays didn’t 
like the jazz music.” Taste in music 
aside, Davis serves his LGBTQ 
patrons, in violation of Michigan’s 
liquor laws. 

Located at 349 Culver St. in Saugatuck [by Coghlin 
Park today], the bar is on the lower level of the 
building. The interior has an “artie atmosphere,” 
featuring Toad’s hand-painted murals and 
mannequins in German uniforms, booty from 
Toad’s World War II service. When the Kalamazoo 
River is high, the riverside patio floods, requiring 
guests to walk on wooden planks. Despite this 
inconvenience, The Blue Tempo attracts musicians 
from around the country to play jazz music. 
Douglas Dunes co-founder Carl Jennings is a 
bartender. The Blue Tempo burns down in 1976.
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“�I’ll�never�forget�when�John�Polka,�Bert�[Jane’s�
husband]�and�I�went�to�the�Blue�Tempo.�
John�and�I�loved�to�dance�together�so�we�
were�having�a�big�time.�This�was�when�most�
women�were�wearing�wigs�so�these�fellas�are�
walking�by�and�lookin’�at�me�because�I’m�big�
gal�and�had�this�wig�on.�Everything�was�fine�
until�a�man�asked�Bert�to�dance.”

— Jane Van Dis, Saugatuck resident, SDHC interview 7/31/07

1961 Hollywood studios alter the 
production code to allow the depiction 
of gay men and lesbians in movies, 
if the subject is treated with “care, 
discretion and restraint.” However, 
most gay characters in films of this 
era are miserable, suicidal misfits who 
frequently kill themselves or others.
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Bob Damron’s Address Book
1964 Bob Damron self-publishes the Address Book, a pocket-size guide listing the gay bars 
he knows from his travels across the U.S. Just like the Green Book for African-American 
travelers, the guide advises the gay traveler where to stay or hang out safely with the 
slogan “See America. Find a friend.” 
1965 Saugatuck appears in the 2nd edition. Subsequent listings in what will soon be known 
as the Damron Guide track the growth of Saugatuck’s LGBTQ options. “Toad” Davis refers 
to the guide as “the little gay Bible” and is shocked to discover The Blue Tempo had been 
listed for years.

1962 Illinois is the first 
state to decriminalize 
homosexual contact 
between consenting 
adults.
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1969 Fed up with police harassment, gay, 
transgender and queer people forcibly resist 
arrest in a police raid on the Stonewall Inn in 
New York City’s Greenwich Village. Although 
there had been earlier protests, the six days of 
clashes after the raid come to be known as the 
Stonewall Riots, or the Stonewall Uprising, and 
serve as a catalyst for the gay rights movement in 
the United States and around the world.
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1961 The Mattachine 
Society of Washington, 
D.C., conducts the first 
gay rights protests at the 
White House, the United 
States Civil Service 
Commission and the 
Pentagon.
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Photo believed to be the interior of the 
Blue Tempo, date unknown.

Don Davis

F E E D B A C K
What do you remember from the 1960s?

Fill out a feedback card and we’ll post your comments here.

1960

“�Driving�to�Saugatuck�was�like�driving�to�freedom,�
although�we�could�not�tell�anyone�where�we�were�going.”�

— Bob Gringe

Clockwise from upper left: 
The Elms Hotel located at 132 
Butler Street in Saugatuck
Damron Guide cover and listing 
codes from the 1969 edition
The first, modest mention of 
Saugatuck in the 1965 guide
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“�It�is�with�considerable�
trepidation�that�one�walks�
past�the�fence�for�there�is�the�
strongest�possibility�that�you�
will�run�into�free-flowing�
alcohol�and�nude�bathing;�
as�to�taking�a�Nature�walk�
in�the�dunes,�we�tremble�to�
think�of�what�form�of�nature�
you�might�gaze�upon,�or�what�
the�consequences�might�be.�
Everyone�complains�about�
the�college�crowd,�but�the�
group�that�lies�in�“the�Nest”�
are�twice�the�problem.�We�
believe�that�sex,�in�any�form,�
is�a�private�thing,�and�there�
is�no�reason�for�the�citizenry�
of�Saugatuck�to�be�subjected�
to�a�daily�display�of�scorn�
and�resentment�when�they�
“trespass”�on�the�territory�of�
“the�Nest.”

— Commercial Record, September 1, 1966

North of Oval Beach
1960s  The idyllic 175 acres between Oval Beach and 
the mouth of the Kalamazoo River is widely known as 
Saugatuck’s nude beach.

Privately owned by Frank Denison, the land is exempt from 
local public nudity laws. Gay, bisexual and “curious” men 
comprise the majority of the sunbathers, although straight 
nudists also take advantage of this unique area. 

An attendant at a guardhouse charges an entry fee and signs 
threaten nudists with arrest but sneaking past the guard 
and evading patrols is common, even adding to the fun. On 
summer weekends dozens of men are sunning, partying or 
hiking the numerous trails through the dunes. In town, some 
residents are unsettled by the growing scene. 
2011 The City of Saugatuck, with the help of the Land 
Conservancy of West Michigan, acquires the entire property. 
This makes the area public land and puts an end to the era of 
Saugatuck’s nude beach.
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Above: Nicki Gallas at the 
beach guardhouse, 1980s. 
Left: Nudity is not a 
requirement. This beach game 
includes team shirts, a referee 
and a pompom squad.

A letter in response to “The Nest,” a short 
story in the August 25, 1966 Commercial 
Record, captures some townspeople’s 
attitudes about the nude beach.

1964 Gay exposé in The New York 
Times startles the nation. Other 
mainstream publications soon 
offer their own analyses.
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Clockwise from top: The New York 
Times May 19, 1964, Life June 26, 
1964, Time October 31, 1969
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