
Praise for Cherry Grove, Fire Island: Sixty Years in America’s First Gay 
and Lesbian Town

“Groundbreaking.”— Carl Luss, Gay & Lesbian Review

“Newton has written a soundly researched cultural history of this 
unique homosexual summer retreat. . . . Based on interviews with 
46 former and current residents, [Newton] chronicles the colony’s 
development from an isolated few cabins to a thriving, commercial, 
publicized community with Mafia- run discos and occasional police 
raids.”— Publishers Weekly

“Esther Newton documents the town’s history from its gay begin-
nings in the 1930s through the first decade following Stonewall, uti-
lizing as her primary resource interviews with . . . Cherry Grove resi-
dents. All of these narrators . . . love their town and repeatedly tell of 
their joy in first finding themselves there. . . . Although the Grove has 
had its share of straight- gay and owner- renter clashes, and has never 
been free of racism, anti- Semitism, or misogyny, it still emerges as a 
special place; Newton’s affection for it is palpable.”— Vera Wisman, 
Women’s Review of Books

“Newton foregrounds the role of lesbians and analyzes their invisi-
bility and minority status in the community. She is also sensitive to 
how race and class function in the Grove, considering both the com-
munity’s heterogeneity and the structures of exclusion that limit its 
boundaries. . . . The patience and love with which Newton . . . [has] 
acted . . . to make [her] narrators’ histories heard provides a wealth 
of material for analysis.”— Ann Cvetkovich, Signs

“Esther Newton presents her material with the scholarly thorough-
ness of an anthropologist and the skill and brilliance of a storyteller. 
Her fascinating account of Cherry Grove as a mecca for gay men and 
women over a period of sixty years is a crucial contribution to gay and 
lesbian history.”— Lillian Faderman, author of Odd Girls and Twilight 
Lovers: A History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth- Century America



“Cherry Grove, Fire Island stands as an important document of gay 
and lesbian life in the twentieth century. Newton makes a convincing 
case for Cherry Grove as America’s first gay town and its influence on 
gay culture by describing the central place of drag in Cherry Grove 
history, the impact of the Arts Project as the first theater by gays for 
gays, and the need for a place such as Cherry Grove where gay men 
and lesbians could associate in public.”— Karen Wilson, Lambda Book 
Report



Cherry Grove, 
Fire Island
Sixty yearS in america’S FirSt  

Gay and LeSbian town

Esther Newton
with a new PreFace

Duke University Press
Durham and London

2014



© 1993 Esther Newton
Preface to the Duke edition © 2014 Esther Newton

Originally published by Beacon Press.

All rights reserved
Printed in the United States of America on acid- free paper ♾

Designed by Douglass G. A. Scott

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Newton, Esther.

Cherry Grove, Fire Island: sixty years in America’s first gay and  
lesbian town / Esther Newton, with a new preface.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.

iSbn 978-0-8223-5553-3 (pbk. : alk. paper)
iSbn 978-0-8223-7721-4 (e-book)

1. Lesbians—New York (State)—Cherry Grove—History.  
2. Gay men—New York (State)—Cherry Grove—History. 3. Gays— 

New York (State)—Fire Island (Island)—History. 4. Gay community— 
New York (State)—Fire Island (Island)—History. 5. Lesbian community— 

New York (State)—Fire Island (Island)—History. I. Title.
hQ75.6.U5n49 2014

306.76′6309747—dc23
2014035852

Excerpt from “Pleasure Island,” copyright 1949 by W. H. Auden and  
renewed 1977 by The Estate of W. H. Auden, from W. H. Auden: Collected Poems  

by W. H. Auden. Used by permission of Random House, Inc. Any third party use  
of this material, outside of this publication, is prohibited. Interested parties must  

apply directly to Random House, Inc. for permission. Copyright © 1948 by  
W. H. Auden, renewed. Reprinted by permission of Curtis Brown, Ltd.;  

excerpt from “The Island” by Robert Adams, from “Island Fire,” ed.  
W. Wachtel, reprinted by permission of Wendy Wachtel.

Map by Shirley Walton and Jane Rosett



This book is dedicated to
Amber Hollibaugh
for getting us to Cherry Grove,
and for many other reasons.





The coast is a blur and without meaning
The churches and routines
Which stopped there and never cared or dared to
 Cross over to interfere
With this outpost where nothing is wicked
 But to be sorry or sick

W. H. Auden
“Pleasure Island”

Ferry after ferry brings us in, candidates for sun, survivors,
Certain that this time it will be better,
That the most private heart,
Playing house in houses built on sand,
Will bear exposure and not be burnt.
 We need nothing.
 We know this world is miraculous.

Robert Adams
“The Island”




