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Role of the AAS in Dr. Kameny’s life
 

From Gay is Good: How Frank Kameny changed the face of America, Metro Weekly Oct. 5, 2006 

MW: Coming back from the war to the States, when did you start to develop a gay identity?

KAMENY:  I was discharged and I went back to college that September. I graduated mid-year, January 
1948, and went to Harvard for my graduate work in astronomy. My Master's and Ph.D. are in 
astronomy from Harvard. And I dated heterosexually somewhat.

Then the American Astronomical Society had a meeting in Boulder in 1953 [where] I met the director 
of the observatory of the University of Arizona in Tucson, and I made arrangements with him to go 
down there. On my 29th birthday, May 21, 1954, I received a seduction from a young man of 17, who 
had had more experience than I had. I spent sort of what I've always called ''a golden summer'' with 
him. That's when I first heard the word ''gay.'' I had never heard it before. There was a gay bar in town 
and he told me where it was, and I went. It was my first actual introduction, if you want to use that 
word, to the gay community — my coming out....

MW: Let's go back to your being fired from the Army Map Service. You were arrested at one point?

KAMENY: Let's get the whole sequence. There was a meeting of the American Astronomical Society 
in San Francisco [in 1956], which I attended. At that point, I was so very, very new to the whole gay 
scene. I didn't know what to watch out for....

[Dr. Kameny was arrested in a sting on a vague charge for alleged homosexual activity, described in 
court documents only as “215 MPC”.  An initial “guilty” verdict was later changed to “not guilty, 
charge dismissed.”  Nonetheless, Dr. Kameny disclosed the arrest when applying for his job with the 
US Army Map service.  His “failure” to explain its context and to use the proper code was deemed 
“falsification” and used as a pretense for his dismissal.  The actual reason was made explicit informally: 
homosexuals were ineligible for federal employment.]

MW: Do you imagine that if you had been born heterosexual you would still be demanding that the 
world change itself to accommodate you?

KAMENY: I don't think it would have been necessary. If I'd been born heterosexual, I would have 
gotten married and had a family and at this point been a retired, very successful astronomer and that 
would have been that.

(edits and notes in brackets by JTW, source: Courting Justice: Gay Men and Lesbians v. the Supreme 
Court, pp. 51–53, Joyce Murdoch & Deb Price, Basic Books, New York, NY)

Memories of Dokĉjo “Doc” Kinne
Dr. Kameny's thesis had been A Photoelectric Study of Some RV Tauri and Yellow Semiregular 
Variables. "Why RV Tauri stars," I'd asked.

"Well, like any graduate student to wants to get a Ph.D. you have to 
find a thesis topic. My advisor, Dr. Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin, 
suggested it. I didn't know anything about RV Tauri stars at the time 
so I educated myself about them, took the data, and wrote the 
thesis." Dr. Kameny said is largest regret is that after the thesis ha
[d] been written Harvard University allocated the sum of $200 to 
have a paper written, to be published in the ApJ, based on the thesis 
results. This never got done.

In taking his Ph.D. at Harvard in the 1950s Frank has strong 
memories working with the giants of the field - Harlow Shapley, and Bart Bok specifically, as well as 
Dr. Payne-Gaposchkin. He also remembers Margaret Mayall working in the Harvard Observatory at the 
time along with Dr. Dorrit Hoffleit. Frank's memory, as he told me, was for numbers, not people, but 
after 50 years he definitely had a memory of working with these folks.

Drawing together all the elements of his life, one of Frank's most touching stories revolved around his 
time taking data at the Steward Observatory in Arizona. He would spend the night taking observations 
for his thesis, close down the observatory, and then go off to meet a special friend - the most normal 
thing in the world in the 1950s until you realized this friend was a boy. This turned out to be a summer 
romance as Frank went off to Ireland's Armagh Observatory to work after his thesis data gathering that 
summer was complete. Amazingly, Frank and his summer romance got back in touch exactly 50 years 
from their first meeting. The boy from his youth was now a happily married man — to a man. They'd 
gotten married in Holland and Frank got caught up at a meeting at the Dulles airport a few years ago. It 
must be an old story because its happened to me - Astronomer meets boy, astronomer loses boy due to 
pursuing his work, astronomer meets back up with boy years later.

Kameny and the (late) Oak Ridge 61”

Gingerich:  ...It was a whole other ballgame when CCDs came in, and suddenly the efficiency 
of the sixty-one inch telescope was completely changed around. You must have found out a lot 
about that from Dave Latham?
DeVorkin:  Dave Latham and Dick McCrosky.
Gingerich: See, what was going on here during the summer when I was here, Harlan Smith, 
who later became director at Texas, and Frank Kameny, who’s totally vanished from the 
astronomy scene, had a summer project to aluminize the sixty-one inch. They worked really 
hard. It was a heroic amateur effort. [Laughter] They proved that it could be done, and 
essentially saved the sixty-one inch so that it would be, in the future, available but not right 
away. Because, there weren’t that many — I mean, look, there are no theses coming out of it.
DeVorkin: Well, Menzel and others did admit in a position paper that he wrote on the Status of 
the Observatory for Conant that “no major science has come out of the sixty-one inch Wyeth 
reflector.” He made a big point about it.
Gingerich: And, that was true, but only at that point. Subsequently a great deal has come out of 
it.

—Interview of Dr. Owen Gingerich by David DeVorkin on Oct. 18, 2005 at the Astronomy and 
History Office of Gingrich, Harvard, MA, Niels Bohr Library & Archives, American Institute of 
Physics, College Park, MD USA http://www.aip.org/history/ohilist/31886.html. Used with 
permission. Emphasis by JTW.  

Gingerich and Kameny were officemates at Harvard.  David Latham later used the Oak Ridge 
61” to make the first secure detection of (what today would be considered) an exoplanet, HD 
114762b.

Kameny’s Legacy

Dr. Frank Kameny was an astronomer until age 31, when an injustice turned him into a lifelong activist.  
He may be the most famous astronomer that most astronomers have never heard of.  

After serving in WWII, Frank Kameny returned to finish his physics degree at Queen’s College and 
pursued his PhD in astronomy under Cecelia Payne-Gaposchkin at Harvard, studying yellow semi-
regular variables such as RV Tau (see box below).  These giant stars are thought to be in the last stages 
of their evolution, just before the planetary nebula phase.  His thesis remains unpublished in any peer-
reviewed journal (see box, far right), though the light curves are available through the AAVSO.

After graduation, Dr. Kameny took a job with the US Army Map Service in July 1957. Late that year he 
was fired for being homosexual (see box, bottom right) and the following year he was barred from 
federal employment on those grounds.

Dr. Kameny responded by filing the first formal federal civil rights claim on the basis of sexual 
orientation, and took his appeal up to the Supreme Court in 1961, which denied his petition.  Thereafter, 
Dr. Kameny pursued a lifelong quest for full equality for LGBT Americans and people around the 
world (which was a lonely fight for the first few decades, and especially before the Stonewall riots). He 
organized the first public protests for gay rights with a picket line at the White House, and co-founded 
the Washington branch of the Mattachine Society.

Dr. Kameny was the the first openly gay candidate for Congress (and only the secondly openly gay 
candidate any for public office in the US). In 1973 he successfully campaigned to have the American 
Psychiatric Association remove homosexuality from its Manual of Mental Disorders in 1973 (this was 
an essential hurdle to convincing the courts that LGBT people could not be discriminated against on the 
grounds of mental illness).  In 1993 he drafted the bill repealing Washington DC “sodomy laws” (which 
actually forbade a wide variety of private sexual activity, including pre-marital sex).  He relentlessly 
fought for LGBT Americans to be allowed security clearances, and for an end to any ban on LBGT 
Americans in the military.

Sadly, Dr. Kameny died on Oct. 11, 2011, just days before the AAS Executive Council voted to 
acknowledge his contributions, including winning the right for LGBT astronomers to pursue the calling 
that he was unjustly denied.

Abstract:  Dr. Frank Kameny is best known today as one of the most important figures of the gay rights movement in the US, but he was also an astronomer.  In fact, it was his firing from his position as astronomer 
for the US Army Map Service on the grounds of homosexuality that sparked his lifelong career of activism.  Here, I explore some aspects of his short but interesting astronomical career and the role of the AAS in his life.

Frank Kameny in an undated photograph, from the late ‘40s.  The telescope 
is probably the 12-inch Metcalf Doublet at Oak Ridge Observatory

Early childhood interest in astronomy
“I spoke with Frank's surviving sister, Edna, last week by phone about many things. She told me, 
unprompted, that he was fascinated by the stars and constellations almost from the time he could speak. 
When he was young and during his early years at school, he was painfully shy and found it hard to 
speak with other children. While in a summer camp, Edna suggested the teacher put Frank in front of 
the other children to tell them about constellations in the sky. That simple action immediately unlocked 
his power of speech and his desire to explain to others what he saw, and the other children saw a 
completely new side to him and the passion he had for this study.” 
— Bob Witeck, lifetime friend of Kameny shortly after the memorial service in Washington

Acknowledgements from Dr. Kameny’s thesis 
(Harvard, 1956)

 It is always a difficult task to give formal expression to the appreciation and indebtedness which one 
feels toward so many people at the conclusion of a work of this sort, nor is it possible to mention all of 
those to whom such expression is justly due.  However, there are a number whose contributions in one 
way or another toward the successful completion of this study are sufficiently outstanding to warrant 
their being listed here .  I wish, therefore to thank:
 Dr. C. P. Gaposchkin, my thesis advisor, who suggested to me the topic of this study and who 
guided my work throughout.
 Dr. B. J. Bok, to whom, as a friend, as an advisor in a variety of ways, and as a teacher, I shall 
always owe a tremendous debt of gratitude and whose invaluable guidance, counsel and support have 
helped me immeasurably while a graduate student.
 Dr. E. F. Carpenter of the Steward Observatory of the University of Arizona, for his cordial 
generosity in granting me full use of the observatory's facilities in order to obtain the observational 
material upon which this study is based, and for his very successful efforts to make my stay in Tucson a 
profitable and most memorably pleasant one.
 Dr. E. M. Lindsay, of the Armaugh Observatory in Northern Ireland, for making it possible for me to 
spend a large portion of my time at that observatory in work on this thesis, so enabling it to be brought 
to a much earlier finish than would otherwise have been the case.
 The Council of the Harvard College Observatory, for making possible my graduate study at 
Harvard, and my use of the facilities of the observatory.
 Drs. H. A. Abt, H. C. Arp, V. Blanco, and A. R. Sandage, and Mrs. M. W. Mayall, for generously 
and freely providing me with information, unpublished data, and other assistance of various sorts.
 All of my fellow students, but in particular H. J. Smith and T. A. Matthews for many invaluable 
discussions, and C. M. Wade for aid and assistance in a number of ways without which the production 
of this thesis would have been rather more difficult.
 The administrative staff of the Harvard College Observatory, for their efficient cooperation during 
the rushed final weeks of work on the thesis. 
 And finally, Mr. R. J. Davis, for his very efficient, competent, accurate and intelligent job of typing 
this thesis.
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