“Are you sitting down?” asked Becky Kanis ’91, when I answered the phone. “Rachel Maddow wants to interview Dan!”

The initial Knights Out press release, announcing the formation of an organization of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender West Point grads and their allies, had gone out two days earlier, on March 16.  In the press release, 1LT Dan Choi ’03, an Iraq vet and Arabic speaker, had come out as gay despite still being active in the New York National Guard.

Becky had agreed to chair the Knights Out Board after serving on the board of SAGALA (Service Academies Gay and Lesbian Association).  Other board members included Margaret Wilson ‘89, Sarah Haag ’03, and me, as well as Dan Choi, Dan Manning ‘05, and Scott Melendez ex-’92. 

USNA Out and Blue Alliance, GLBT organizations for the Naval and Air Force Academies, formed long before Knights Out; but Dan Choi and The Rachel Maddow Show on MSNBC kicked off unprecedented media coverage.  Dan’s remarkable resume and personal presence contributed to that; but importantly, Knights Out has been able to re-frame the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” debate as an issue of national security as well as equal treatment.

Knights Out opposes “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” because it hurts the Army:

1. Expelling gay and lesbian soldiers compromises military readiness.  These are soldiers we need to win our wars.

 

2. "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" compromises unit cohesion.  Forcing soldiers to lie about who they are, and who their families are, tears down trust, and erodes the bonds that make military units strong.

 

3. "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" is dishonorable.  Integrity and honor are, and should be, central to our military code.  The "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" policy forces soldiers to choose between their honor and their military duty.

By telling our personal stories and educating people about the impact of the policy, we have been able to raise awareness and instigate change.  And Dan Choi is not the only spokesperson. Many of our Out members and straight allies have been featured in interviews and at public events.  For example:

· Bridget Altenburg ‘95 was interviewed by the McCormick Freedom Project
· Donna McAleer ’87 co-authored a blog post with Dan Choi for the Daily Beast, addressing the issue of women in combat roles as well as gays in the military

· Becky Kanis ’91 posted at the Palm Center blog here and here
· Becky and I were quoted in short segments on NPR’s The Takeaway
· Lissa Young ’86 gave a great interview on autostraddle.com that was picked up by many bloggers

· Lissa was joined by Sarah Haag ‘03 to speak at Rhode Island’s Gay-Straight Alliance Youth Conference 

· Marjorie Rudinsky ’84 was a featured speaker at NC PrideFest in Durham, NC

· Andrea Allen Baker ‘84 is on the Veterans Day edition of the radio show “Confronting the Issues” with her husband Brian, who also spoke at a Los Angeles press screening of “In Their Boots” about gay partners of servicemembers 

· Allyson Robinson ’94 gave a thought-provoking interview on jaysays.com
· Sandi Hassett ‘89 and Deneil Logiudice ex-‘92 were featured in a Veteran’s Day article on the website 10,000 Couples
· Andrea Hollen ’80 and I were interviewed on Velvetpark
· I debated “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” with MG (ret.) Overholt at Penn State’s Dickinson School of Law; I’ve also done a number of radio interviews, including the Bill Press Show, In the LV, and my favorite, Shoot from the Lip with Scott Dick, a former Army officer

Advocating against “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell is not Knights Out’s only mission. We are also committed to “prepare West Point and fellow alumni for the day when GLBT personnel can serve openly.”  To this end, our members have been supportive of educational efforts at West Point, speaking to prospective Tac Officers, faculty, and on rare occasion, selected cadet classes. 

Certainly one of the “highs” for the Knights Out organization was our involvement in the National Equality March.  LT Dan Choi was a co-chair of the march, and Knights Out was the sponsoring organization for a moving ceremony at Arlington National Cemetery, where Andrea Hollen ’80 and Anthony Woods ’03 joined Dan in laying a wreath at the Tomb of the Unknown.  That same evening, a contingent of our members attended the Human Rights Campaign’s Annual Dinner, where President Obama made the ringing declaration “I will end ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.’”

Congress must act to change the law that established the policy. Senate hearings were planned for November, but postponed to address the proposed Afghanistan surge as well as the Fort Hood shootings. We expect a vote for repeal in 2010.  To learn more, or to support Knights Out as an ally or member, check out www.knightsout.org. 

Sue Fulton ‘80

