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Introduction 
 

Cathy Abbruzzese (aka “Goddess”) is the Donor Outreach Coordinator at Basic Right 

Oregon. Interview was held at Basic Right Oregon Headquarters, Downtown Oregon, at 

2:30 PM. 
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Session 1 
2013 February 27 

 
 

JS:  My name is Justin and we’re here with Kathleen, Cathlyn (sorry), or Cathy. And 

we’re here to talk about the BRO organization. And I’m here with my partner Brian and 

we’ll just get this things started off. 

 

BF:  And this is Brian Fritzen. It’s February 27, 2013, and we are at the BRO office in 

downtown Portland.  

 

JS:  So hi (laughter). 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Hello. I’m Cathy, Cathlyn; just for the record. I know you taped me. 

Ummm, I’ve been involved with the equal rights movement for some time. I came out in 

1979. It was the result of…I accidently happened upon the March on Washington, the very 

first lesbian, gay, trans-whatever march on Washington. And I was totally blown away by 

the number of people that were there. We gathered on the mall, near the Washington 

Monument and, I’m on the short side… 

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …this guy let me get up on his shoulders so that I could see the 

people in front of us and the people behind us. And I was totally blown away. And these 

people were from all over, and they weren’t all, you know, lesbian or gay people or bi-

trans people, they were everybody. And, you know, they were totally…and it just brought 

me in and brought me out, basically. I was like, you know, that’s it for me. I’m done hiding, 

hiding out. 
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BF/JS: (laughter).  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  After that I began to pay more attention to what was going on and I 

happened upon Metropolitan Community Church (MCC) of New York. And I kinda had a 

spiritual background; anyway, I was a nun for five years, part of the Catholic Church. 

 

BF:  Were you really?  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah.  

 

BF:  Wow. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  This was before 1979. Anyway, so I’d gotten involved with MCC, and 

that’s really where I was involved, you know, my whole heart and soul and body—I gave 

my time and all of my energy to Metropolitan Community Church.  

 

 And they were involved politically on a number of different levels. One of the 

things that they helped get…it was an old public school in the village, I think, if I 

remember right, it was in the West Village on Thirteenth Street. And the gay community 

wanted it as a lesbian, gay community services center in New York City. They wanted the 

building and they had to work with the city to get it. And MCC was part of that work.  

 

 And eventually we got that building, you know, from the city. And it was a very 

proud moment that we had…and being part of an organization that helped to do that was 

great.  

 

 We were also involved in the AIDS crisis in New York City. At our services on 

Sundays, men started coming, who were sick. And they had nowhere to go. And so 
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church—and they thought of MCC and they came to MCC. And we probably started one 

of the first AIDS ministry teams in the county. 

 

BF:  Wow. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And it was a hard time in New York for the gay community. Very sad. 

I had the opportunity to do a prayer group on Tuesday nights for people with AIDS. And 

got to know people on a deeper level, you know? And opened up to them. You know, 

back then AIDS was a death sentence, there was no… 

 

BF:  Right. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …you know, you were dead… 

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …that was it. You know, our church secretary jumped in front of the 

subway train when he found out he had AIDS. 

 

BF:  Really? Wow. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Anyway, it was a death sentence. And dealing with people who are 

at that level in life, I learned more about living than I had ever before in my lifetime from 

mostly men who were afflicted with AIDS. Some of them suffered so when it was time.  

 

 Our team not only did the spiritual, you know, like the prayer movement—basically 

with a guided meditation—it had nothing do with, you know, organized religion. You 

know, you went where you liked. I guided you and then we talked about it, basically is 

what it was.  
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 I had a women’s group on Wednesday nights too that I did…the AIDS group.  

 And we would, the team, make sure that none of these men were alone, or 

women—we had women too—when they needed people, like in the hospital. When they 

went into the hospital we were there to visit them. We made sure they had food; we 

made sure they took their medicine; and we were there for them. We were in their lives, 

you know.  

 

 And I can’t tell you how many, there were many… 

 

BF or JS: Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …many men and women. I remember their faces, but I don’t 

remember all their names. And sometimes I feel bad about it, but that’s the way it is. 

 

JS:  Not remembering their names or…? 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Not remembering their names, yeah, cause it was like, you know, 

we’re going to remember you. You know, we’re going to remember you and the impact 

and this whole AIDS thing, you know, and the impact it had on our lives; and the fight that 

we had to get the government to pay attention.  

 

 I started getting involved with ACT UP—I was not as a member, you know; I used 

to go to their rallies and protests. And I had my body outlined in the street in front of the 

Federal Building on the steps of City Hall.  

 

BF:  (Laughter.) 
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ABBRUZZESE:  And it just blew me away that, why can’t they see this? You know, 

why can’t they see this? The mayor, Ed Koch, you know, he was a good guy supposedly. 

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  But yet, he was doing nothing. And guys were dying. And nobody 

knew, nobody knew anything about it. You know, they were just beginning the medical 

research. They didn’t know how it was caught.  

 

BF:  Right. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  So you’re seeing the cardinal, the head of the Catholic Church in 

New York City, making a—I guess, what do you call it when you go before the press?—a 

photo op, right, at Saint Vincent’s Hospital. He’s the…you know, like on TV (Cardinal 

whatever-his-name-was) in gloves and a mask at the hospital. 

 

BF:  Wow. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  I never put on gloves and a mask when I went to visit people that I 

knew.  

 

JS:  Were most people upset about that? 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  That he was in gloves and a mask? 

 

JS:  Yeah. 
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ABBRUZZESE:  We were upset about it. But that’s the way the establishment were 

about it—the whole thing that you can catch it any which way, blah, blah, blah, blah. But 

in the underneath, we knew that you couldn’t catch it… 

 

BF:  Right (laughter).  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  We on the ground knew that you couldn’t catch it that way. But there 

was always the possibility that you could. And my feeling was—and I think the feeling of a 

lot of other people involved—if I’m meant to get this disease, I’m gonna get it, you know?  

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And if it means that I’m going to go visit my friend who has AIDS in 

the hospital with gloves and a mask on, you know, that was something I couldn’t do. I’ll 

get AIDS. I got to help this guy sit up. I gotta help him eat, you know. 

 

 In the hospital, the nurses, they would come in…I remember my friend Stanley. I 

would go visit him after work. And I would bring him chocolate shakes because he liked 

chocolate shakes. And here he was, like wasting away, he had thrush really bad, and he 

was in the bed liked slumped, and on the tray table is his dinner—fried chicken. 

 

BF/JS: (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And he hadn’t even sat up. And nobody was there to help him eat, 

you know? So what do you do? I got over to the bed, I sat him up, I sat next to him on the 

bed, and I made sip at his shake. And he could talk, you know, well it was hard for him to 

talk, but he was alive, I mean, he was there. 

 

BF:  Right.  
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ABBRUZZESE:  I went one night and his family had come up from Florida to see him. 

And I walk in the room, and there’s his mother, his father, and his stepmother, standing 

back away from the bed. And there were a couple other relatives there too. But nobody 

was beside him. They were just standing there with the gloves and the masks; and there 

was Stanley, kind of looking at them.  

 

BF/JS: (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  So I did what I usually do. I sat him up and then I tried to involve the 

family, you know, in conversation, but it was useless. I didn’t know them… 

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Anyway, but, that’s what it was like. I mean, these guys were 

shunned. 

 

BF or JS: Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Some of them would go to the…Mother Teresa nun’s had a place for 

people with AIDS in New York. But these guys had to confess their sins so they would go 

to heaven before they died. It was kind of like that… 

 

BF:  Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …you know, so it wasn’t a place they wanted to go. But some people 

had no other place, you know. 

 

BF:  Right.  
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ABBRUZZESE:  Anyway, it was a really, really hard time. (Something) street was a 

like a ghost town. All of the stores were shut down. Those businesses were owned by 

gay men. So it was a ghost town—(something) street. It was a really tough time. But it 

made me stronger, you know. And it made me value life more… 

 

BF:  I bet.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …and be willing to live life and to do what I got to do to change 

things, you know. I mean it was life and death then, you know. So if you could experience 

that, it would, it has to change you… 

 

BF: Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …it has to bring you out. That’s what it did for me. And I was with MCC 

until I moved here. I moved here in 1990. I was with my partner back in New York—I met 

her in New York but she’s from Vancouver, Washington, right across the river. 

 

BF:  Right. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And we had come out to visit. And I said, “Some day I want to live 

here; it’s so beautiful.” I had never been to the West Coast. And I was thinking retirement, 

you know?  

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And then she got sick. She had asthma and was allergic to the 

pollutants in the air. So we decided to move sooner. So 1990 is when I first arrived here.  
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BF:  Okay.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And we settled down in Medford in 1990. 

 

BF:  Okay. 

ABBRUZZESE:  And I called it Dreadford. It was the closest you get to Ashland. 

 

JS:  Yeah (laughter). 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Thirteen miles from Ashland, you know, and we spent most of our 

free time in Ashland, but we lived in Dreadford. And, umm, we had heard of like, Lon 

Mabon and this whole undertow of hate, you know… 

 

BF:  (Laughter) Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …you couldn’t be out, you couldn’t walk down the streets in Medford 

holding hands—not that you shouldn’t—you couldn’t, you know… 

 

BF or JS: Right (laughter).  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …you really risked your life. And you really didn’t want to upset 

people. Anyway, my spouse got a job at a nursing home where she was the executive 

director of a luxury retirement facility, they like to refer to it as. And I wasn’t working. And 

so I would go in there every day, and I volunteered my time, I helped them to keep their 

waiting list full. I would call the seniors and invite them to have lunch at the place, check 

it out, this kind of stuff.  

 

 I also got involved with the recreation coordinator, who asked me to do a history 

class with the seniors, cause she wanted them to keep their minds active. So she 



Abbruzzese  SR 11365 
 
 

11 
 

decided to have the school program, where they would get certificates if they did certain 

courses, and this and that. And so I did a course with seniors where I got them telling 

their stories, which was really fascinating because many of them, their families came on 

covered wagons.  

 

JS/BF: (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  To me, it was like, I was blown away, and they had artifacts and 

things. And they loved getting up and talking. And the reason I’m telling you this is the 

corporation head got a letter from one of the people that worked there, that I was a 

lesbian and I was the lover of the executive director. They already knew at the top brass 

in Seattle that Terri was a lesbian, but she was out about it. And we were out about it, 

and everybody at the place knew we were a couple.  

 

BF:  So you were out and were… 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  In Medford, at her work, at her place, you know, where I would go 

and volunteer my time. Anyway, the head of the corporation got this letter from a person 

on staff and they told Terri that I wasn’t allowed in the building. So Terri said, “Do you 

have any idea what this woman is doing?”  

 

JS/BF: (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  You know, “And she doesn’t take any money. Do you have any idea 

of the impact?” So Terri quit. And along with Terri, the recreation coordinator quit and so 

did the chef (laughter). They all quit, yeah. And this was the beginning of our experience, 

my own personal experience with this whole Lon Mabon thing, you know, and their hate 

of us. 
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JS or BF: Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Anyway, eventually we moved up here and…see I told you I got off 

on tangents.  

 

JS or BF: That’s fine. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  We moved here. We broke up. We’re still friends though. Anyway, I 

started working for Oregon Fair Share and knocking on doors. And working on all kinds 

of different social justice issues, raising money for different organizations. And I got to 

travel all over the West Coast; and not to mention Idaho and Montana. So I got to see this 

part of the country while I was doing this work.  

 

 And through this work I met…in 1992 when Mabon started his that No on 9 thing, 

well he was the Yes on 9, but the No on 9 campaign, when that started I had a friend 

who suggested that I should join the walk for love and justice. 

 

BF:  Okay. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  It was women—and there were a couple of men there too—but it 

was mostly women, lesbians, and they walked from…I forget where they…Eugene, I 

believe was where they started, to Portland is where they walked for a couple of weeks. 

Now I couldn’t do the whole thing cause I was working. So I would meet them wherever 

they were on weekends, and I would spend the weekend with them. 

 

JS:  It’s a long walk. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Oh, it’s a very long walk. 
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JS/BF: (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And you’re walking, carrying signs, and you’re walking along, and 

you’re on the news. And you’re walking along these roads, and… 

 

JS:  Is this along the side of the freeway, or…? 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Along the side of the road—no, we didn’t do the freeway. We did the 

back roads, the side roads, whatever. 

 

JS:  That’s a long walk (laughter). 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah, that’s why it took up weeks. And different towns where we 

had supporters would have places for us to stay at night. Mostly it was churches, and it 

was PCUN in Woodburn that put us…I think it was Woodburn…that put us up.  

 

 Anyway, walking along and having pickup trucks driving by with, you know, guys 

holding guns and waving guns, you know. It was a very dangerous, kind of, you know, we 

had security. We did our own security. 

 

JS:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  But yeah, we were always watching for things that might happen, 

but nobody ever got hurt. 

 

BF:  Was there, I mean, besides the obvious threat of men in trucks violence, was there 

ever a confrontation…or did they have stop, or…? 
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ABBRUZZESE:  No. They would drive by and threaten. You know, they’d come back 

around and try to scare us kind of a thing. Yeah, they never shot…not that I heard…not 

while I was there anyway. There was never any shooting; but there was threatening and 

people calling out from cars not nice things.  

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah, there was a lot of that.  

 

JS:  Did you guys have any weapons, or…? 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  No, we didn’t carry weapons. We were peaceful (laughter). We 

would carry signs and… 

 

JS: Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …we sang songs and we wore shirts.  

 

JS:  But I’m just saying, just from the threat side, you were scared… 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah, we had no weapons. Anyway, I met some really nice people, 

some really great people doing that. And I started to give my time to the campaign after 

that,… 

 

BF:  Okay. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …to the No on 9 campaign on a volunteer basis. I would go in the 

mornings because I started working in the afternoon, and so I would go in the mornings 

and help out with whatever I could. And then the last six weeks of the campaign I was 
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hired…at that point I was a field manager, and I was hired to field manage a team of 

canvassers, who the Collect Canvas Network—that’s who I worked for—they send 

canvassers from all over the country to be on my team. 

 

BF:  Wow. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Their best they sent here. And it was interesting that first day that I 

met them. Our job was to, we had to go into Washington County and talk to onsite voters, 

face to face. Yeah… 

 

BF: How was that? (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yes, that’s what our job was. We needed to persuade the 

persuadable, so to speak, in the dangers, you know, in the wilds. Anyway, I remember 

the first time that I had met them and I did my first personal talk. I heard them talking to 

one another, “This is going to be easy, we don’t have to ask for money,” kind of thing. My 

first thing I said to them was, “This is probably gonna be the hardest thing you’ve ever 

done. We need to persuade these people to vote No on 9. And we’re going to into a 

county we’re going to see Yes on 9 signs, you know, so get ready.”  

 

 And so we went every day, every day for six weeks, Saturdays and Sundays 

included. Every night we were on the streets in Washington County talking to undecided 

voters. And we would go into like a cul-de-sac where every house had a Yes on 9 sign, 

and we went to that one door where there was no sign, you know (laughter). And when 

the vote came down, when it was all over, Washington County voted No on 9 thanks to 

my team (laughter). I always say that it was thanks to the team of people that I had. And 

like I said, the Collect Canvas Network sent their best.  

 

BF:  Yeah. 
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ABBRUZZESE:  Anyway, when that was over—that was in 1992—and it was hard. I 

mean, it was scary. It wasn’t like it is now. You don’t really see the hate as much as we 

did on the first No on 9 campaign. It was so bad that they put up a chain link fence all the 

way around the perimeter of the campaign office. 

 

JS:  Oh, really? 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah, the campaign manager had something done to her car by 

somebody, you know, a hater… 

 

JS or BF: Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …or whatever you call them, the bigots. I was sideswiped once by 

someone who smiled when he did it. You know, I knew it wasn’t an accident; he did it on 

purpose. 

 

BF:  Uh-huh.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  You know, he sideswiped me—I almost went off the road cause I 

had a No on 9 bumper sticker… 

 

BF:  Oh, okay. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …that’s why I got sideswiped. But we had a security guard there 24 

hours and every day we had to wear a different color badge to get into the building so 

that they knew that we were part of the campaign that you’d get whatever it was the 

night before so you could get in. Anyway, it was a scary time. The atmosphere was 

scary—that’s the word I like to use. 
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BF or JS: Yeah? 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah, it was scary. But we made it through, you know, and we won. 

And then, I guess, in 1994 we were challenged again, it was the No on 13 campaign. And 

I was there volunteering. And at that point I was volunteering with the development staff, 

and they were doing an auction. So I was calling businesses and people to donate things 

to the auction. And, again, the last six weeks of the campaign I got hired to run a phone 

bank to get the volunteers that we needed during those six weeks for all of the canvases 

and all of the things that we needed to do. So I ran a phone bank. And we turned out, 

over those six weeks, over 2,000 volunteers… 

 

JS:  Oh, wow. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …to do the work that needed to be done. On the morning of the 

election, we had to turn out people to do the doorknobs, you know, hanging things on 

doorknobs? And if we didn’t turn out enough people, this is how the campaign manager 

put it to me: “If you don’t turn out enough people, then we got to do it.” (Laughter.) So 

that’s what I said to my team, “Well, if we don’t turn out enough people, then we got to 

do it because we gotta get these things out.” 

 

 But we turned out that morning with over 400 people showed up, early in the 

morning. It was mostly kids, mostly young people, students, like that. But we managed to 

get the people that we needed to do it. And it was a good thing because that was a very 

long day—it didn’t end with that. Then I had other stuff to do involving the campaign, 

getting out the vote kind of thing. 

 

JS:  Uh-huh. 
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ABBRUZZESE:  So it was work all day, that day. And we won; we won, again. It’s a 

great feeling to win (laughter). And especially to beat down a guy like Lon Mabon, you 

know?  

 

BF:  Yeah.  

 

JS:  Was winning after 13, was that the same feeling as winning after 9? 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Very close, yeah. The atmosphere had changed a bit. During the No 

on 13 campaign, it wasn’t as threatening. The threat was still there, but it wasn’t at blatant 

as the first No on 9 campaign. It was, I mean, blatant (laughter). 

 

BF:  Were some of the people on your team, trying to get the momentum going again 

for 13, was that kind of hard? We talked, kind of, in class that a lot of people went through 

so much for the 9, that just felt beat down by the time 13 came around, I don’t have 

anything left. I can’t do this again. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Right. Well, we did what we had to do. You know, I was there; I 

volunteered every day. There were other people who did the same thing. I wasn’t into 

that…I wasn’t in that group of people that was tired after 9 because I was doing social 

justice work—that was my work. 

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  You know, I left the No on 9 campaign and I’m still knocking on 

doors, working on so many different issues that were all related to social justice.  

 

BF/JS: (Laughter.) 
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ABBRUZZESE:  So my life was immersed. So it was different for me. And I wasn’t 

around people who were tired. I was around activists. I was around people who, “We got 

to get this done. This is what we do. These are the numbers we need.” You know? And 

we worked our butts off to get the numbers that we… 

 

BF/JS: (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  So there was, I guess there was, if you’re talking about it in class, it 

was part of the history of the time. I imagine it was so, but it wasn’t my personal 

experience. I had the energy. I don’t have much of it now, but I did then.  

 

BF/JS: (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  I had the energy then. And then after that—the No on 13 campaign—I 

continued my canvassing stuff and then, I guess it was…cause that was 1994…so I guess 

it was 1995. The organization that started as—cause Basic Rights Oregon came about 

after the No on 13 campaign, okay. It was an organization called SOC-PAC: Save Our 

Communities. It was founded by Julie Davis. And it was after the No on 13 campaign that 

SOC-PAC became Basic Rights Oregon. So that was in 1995.  

 

 But a lot of people say 1996 because that’s when we got our C-4 status, so that’s 

why people say Basic Rights Oregon started in 1996, and I always correct them. No, it 

was 1995, Julie Davis, in the Azumano Building, you know the old white building I don’t 

know if you noticed when you came down? 

 

BF:  Uh-huh.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  It’s right over here on Stark, the Azumano Travel, the C. Azumano 

Building we call it, that’s where the first Basic Rights Oregon offices were. And I was out 
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of work for a while and on unemployment—the first time in my life I was ever on 

unemployment, and it was enough where I could support myself—so every day I was at 

the Basic Rights Oregon office. And there were only like three or four people on staff, 

and whatever, and I would get there and whoever was there, that’s who got me for the 

day. Mostly it was Julie Davis—I mostly worked with her, things she wanted done. I 

learned how to do mailing, you know, at the Post Office, what do you call that? Mass 

mailing?  

 

BF:  Mass mailing.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah, I learned how to do that. Anyway, I also cleaned out, in my 

spare time, there was a storeroom that was a part of that office, and it was just filth, 

nothing was organized and it was all the stuff from the No on 13 campaign. So when I 

went there and there wasn’t much to do, I organized the storeroom. And I found boxes 

with calendars in them, 1996 calendars; like social justice calendars; beautiful pictures in 

it. And it was Basic Rights Oregon calendar—I can show you one later—it was the Basic 

Rights Oregon calendar.  

 

 And so I said to Julie, “What are we gonna do with all these calendars?” And she 

said, “Oh, we’re gonna sell them.” I said, “All right.” So by that night I took I bunch and I 

went over to the Nature’s Supermarket, and it was around Christmas time, and I stood 

there, outside Nature’s, and I had about 15 calendars. And I sold them all.  

 

BF:  (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  I thought, what a great Christmas gift, right?  

 

BF:  Right, it’s a calendar.  
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ABBRUZZESE:  It’s a beautiful calendar, especially if you’re into social justice—it had 

all these different people, all these different organizations, you know, all of the… It wasn’t 

just about lesbian and gay stuff, it was everything, you know, it was everything. And so if 

you’re into that, you know, it was a beautiful calendar. I’ll show you in a few minutes.  

 

 But anyway, so I sold them. It wasn’t that difficult. So the next day I went in and 

said, “You know, Julie, if you can give me a couple of volunteers, I can set them up like in 

front of certain bookstores, other Nature stores, different places, and we can get rid of 

these calendars.” So she said that’s a good idea. So she got some people, and that’s 

what we did, we sold most of the calendars.  

 

BF:  Wow. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah. Anyway, then in 1996 Lon Mabon was threatening again. He 

was going to do a ballot measure. And I was hired by Basic Rights Oregon to run a phone 

bank of volunteers to raise money for the campaign that was gonna be happening. And 

then in June of that year, Mabon decided not to do the ballot measure—he got it out. So 

it became impossible for my volunteers to raise money. 

 

BF/JS: (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Because now it wasn’t a threat. So the volunteers, even they weren’t 

so enthused about it any more. So I was having a hard time getting volunteers to come 

in. In the meantime, Julie was letting staff go because there wasn’t going to be a 

campaign. We had rented space, great, big office space down right across the street 

from the Convention Center, on NE Oregon. And so she was letting staff go. And I wasn’t 

able to get volunteers, so I was on the phone myself, talking about Basic Rights Oregon, 

how we needed to exist as an organization—that we wanted to not just be, you know, be 

here when there was a threat… 
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BF:  Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …but we needed to organize and we needed to have an 

organization to lead this movement. And Basic Rights Oregon is that organization. So I 

had to convince people. And I was raising more money on the phone myself than when I 

had volunteers. 

 

BF/JS: (Laughter.) 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Because I was skilled in it. I was doing it for so many years—face to 

face with people, so the phone, you know… 

 

BF:  Piece of cake (laughter).  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …so it was easier even—it’s less energy. And so Julie’s letting 

everybody go, and then she resigned. And when the smoke cleared, it was me and Alicia 

Doseman, she was the office manger, and a board or directors (laughter). 

 

BF:  That was it?  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  That was it. Yeah. The board of directors was phenomenal—the 

people that were on that board. You know, they wouldn’t let it die, they wouldn’t let Basic 

Rights Oregon die, and neither would I (laughter). Neither would I. 

 

BF:  Well, that’s good. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  So they moved us to this office, you know, on Belmont Street, this 

small place. And I continued raising money to keep this organization going. Cause we 
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wanted to do more than just, you know, the lesbian, gay, bi, trans stuff. We knew we 

needed to reach out to people of color. Actually, trans wasn’t part of it yet.  

 

BF:  Yeah, so that’s kind of recent. 

 

JS:  Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  We knew that we needed to reach out to people of color, to other 

organizations that do social justice work. We knew that we needed to build alliances. 

And we knew we needed to not just work on our own issues, but to work on other issues 

as well so that we were people working together—that’s the only way we’re going to win 

is when we work together. And it was hard in the beginning because we didn’t have the 

resources—we were $90,000 in debt.  

 

JS:  Wow. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And it was just two of us (laughter). And then they finally got an 

executive director. And she began working and beginning to build Basic Rights Oregon, 

she got us out of debt, we started getting involved, we started a program, we were 

helpful when SMYRC, with the youth, when SMYRC started. She started hiring people; we 

started getting involved. We were involved in a case where…—the Tanner Decision it was 

called, and we won. Christine Tanner and her partner Lisa Chicadonze. Lisa was being 

discriminated against at work. So I don’t remember all of the details of it, but Basic Rights 

Oregon was involved and we won. It was one of the big things that happened.  

 

 We also were working with businesses—a volunteer came up with the idea—the 

Fair Workplace Project to get businesses involved. And we were building that. We were, 

you know, talking to businesses and getting business people more and more involved, 
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not just during the campaigns, but, you know, in the work, in the organization and stuff. 

And we gradually, gradually, gradually grew to here we are now.  

 

 We did, during the time—I forget what year it was—but there was a group 

called…Right to Pride, or Right to Privacy. There were a Right to Privacy and then became 

a Right to Pride.  

 

BF:  Okay. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And Basic Rights Oregon, we took them over because they were in 

debt and they couldn’t… So we took on what they were doing, we put that…cause they 

were doing similar stuff that we were doing.  

 

BF:  Right. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Then, let’s see, Rory Thorp, who moved us out Belmont… Rory Thorp 

was the executive director when we worked with the county, and we showed up there in 

March, I think it was 2003, to get marriage licenses (laughter). And for a couple of days 

before they shut us down, we had people lined up around the building—do you know 

where Multnomah County office building is, over on Hawthorne, that great, big building?  

 

BF:  Uh-huh. 

 

JS:  Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Well, the line went all the way around the block of people waiting to 

get in to get marriage licenses. And we were there. I was even there that day helping 

people fill out the papers. And then we had places where they could go to get married.  
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JS:  Oh, wow.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  So they went there, and they went to Keller Auditorium was one 

place.  

 

BF:  Okay.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And we had ministers and rabbis and judges there marrying people. 

So they picked up their licenses. And it was great. I mean, the atmosphere on the street, 

people came, you know, dressed up, they were getting married that day—so there were 

flowers. And people came just to give food to people in line. They were passing out 

cookies and, you know, it was festive, it was fun. 

 

BF:  Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  It was really, really cool. Then they shut us down. But we came back 

(laughter). We didn’t let that stop us. You know, there’s a job to be done, you know. And I 

think we’re doing it—Basic Rights Oregon. We eventually grew to a point where we could 

make a difference with the trans community, for example. We had tried in the past, but 

we didn’t approach it in the right way and we didn’t have the resources… 

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …you know, that we have and continue to have, luckily. But we 

finally listened, you know, our eyes finally…we woke up and realized that what we do for 

trans justice, for the transgender community, they need to do themselves, but we need to 

provide them with what they need to do it. So we had a staff person, on-staff person, 

working with leaders from the trans community, called it the trans working group. And 

they reached out to the trans community to find out what issue was most important for 
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them. And they sent out surveys and they did what they had to do. And healthcare 

became the issue that the trans community decided on. But it’s trans people doing it, you 

know?  

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And that’s the secret. We can’t, I can’t be a transgender person. I’m 

a lesbian.  

 

BF or JS: Right (laughter).  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  So I don’t know really what that experience is. I mean, I can be 

educated about what it means and then be respectful and be loving, you know, all the 

things that they need. But I’m not a trans person… 

 

JS:  Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …so I don’t experience it in the same way, you know. So now we 

have a transgender team of staff people that are transgender that do the transgender, 

the trans justice work that needs to be done. And we had a big victory recently. I know 

you want to talk about marriage, and we’ll get to that in a minute… 

 

BF:  Take your time.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …and you may have heard about it, the Oregon Insurance Division 

decided that insurance companies in Oregon, doing business in Oregon, cannot 

discriminate against transgender people. Now this is big (laughter).  

 

BF or JS: Yeah (laughter).  
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ABBRUZZESE:  You know, this was no small accomplishment: this is big. And it’s 

thanks to the work of our trans justice team… 

 

BF:  Okay. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  They did what needed to be done, you know. They put together a 

toolkit for businesses to use… 

 

BF:  Really? 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah, so that they know how to establish, you know, how to get 

trans justice health, how to get insurance companies to do this, you know. They put 

together a toolkit for employers and employees to use. I don’t know how many 

businesses we have that have signed on that now are pressuring insurance companies, 

or worn out the insurance companies, have to, they can’t discriminate. Anyway, it was 

really big victory. The plan was, and they were hoping to be able to accomplish it in ten 

years, they did it in two (laughter). 

 

BF:  Oh, wow.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah. So it’s a very successful program and it’s growing. And it 

makes me so proud. I’m just so proud. And our racial justice team; the same thing. 

They’re all—the lesbian, gay, transgender—they’re equal color that needs to be 

recognized and needs to be apart of the movement. And so we did the same thing with 

the people of color. And our staff, who are part of the racial justice program, they’re 

people of color. So they’re doing it and they’ve established, it’s called Our Families—and 

it’s just for them. And they have people come and figure out what it is that they want to 

do in terms of changing policy, looking at what needs to be done. And also educating the 
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larger community about what it means to be a person of color whose lesbian, gay, bi, or 

transgender. 

 

 And so one of the fist things they did was a video program where they have 

people of color talking about their experiences. And it got national acclaim—there’s a 

couple of videos. At Creating Change, two years ago, one of the leaders of the NAACP 

was there, he was one of the speakers, and he pointed out that the work Basic Rights 

Oregon is doing for racial justice and suggested to all the other organizations that they 

follow suit… 

 

BF:  Oh, nice. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …because of this great year. The two spirits: we did a video about 

two spirit people working with Indian tribes in the state; they put us in their national 

magazine… 

 

BF:  Oh, wow. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  …yeah, our racial justice team. One of the people, Khalil Edwards, 

who’s on our racial justice team, started the very first black chapter of PFLAG in the 

United States (laughter). It still is the first and only, and it’s Khalil Edwards who founded it.  

 

BF:  Really? 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah, and they had their fourth anniversary, it was on Sunday; they 

had a celebration of their fourth anniversary. They’re also doing, the racial justice team 

also does a lions building and breaking down barriers, especially with the churches. 

Cause a lot of people on the No on 36 campaign—and we lost—that was the one that 
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created the amendment that we’re now working to change—the No on 36 campaign—the 

community blamed the black churches for our loss (laughter). 

 

BF:  Oh, really?  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah, that it was the black churches that did us in. But it wasn’t. You 

know, that’s the way some people looked it, you know. And we also saw our need, you 

know, there was a need, especially with the people of faith—to get in touch with the 

people of faith who are already here, you know, who are already with us. And then 

expand out from there to those people of faith that we can get to join us, open our hearts 

to join what we’re doing.  

 

 And so, right now, getting ready for the ballot measure—really exciting, doing this 

ballot measure—the first step in the ballot measure process is that you have to gather 

2,000 signatures to hand in the initial paperwork. And we have two, different wording, 

but it’s the same initiative, but it’s different wording. And we needed 2,000 signatures to 

hand those in—we needed 1,000 but we wanted 2,000 to make sure that it would get 

through cause some of the signatures get thrown out for various reasons. 

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Anyway, this is the thing that blows me away: we had fourteen 

events. Fourteen. Fourteen, if you can imagine. Fourteen events all over the state on 

Valentine’s Day. Fourteen events going on at the same time. Do you know what that’s 

like for an organization?  

 

All: (Laughter.) 
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ABBRUZZESE:  To do fourteen events on the same day? You know what I mean? I 

mean, that’s big. I think historically, I don’t know another organization that’s ever done it. 

We did it. And we gathered signatures from all over the state, not just Portland. Well, we 

could have gotten them all. We wanted to have it, you know, be representative, we 

wanted the whole state involved in this—that’s why this thing is called Oregon United for 

Marriage. We want to unite the whole state on this. And the first step was to unite to get 

the 2,000 signatures and we did it. We got 2,000 signatures in a couple of days—that 

was a Thursday; we turned it in on a Tuesday. We would have done it on Monday but it 

was a holiday. Yeah, we did it on Tuesday. It was phenomenal. It blew me away cause we 

had fourteen events going on all over the state.  

 

BF:  Well, the one in Portland was done very well.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  At the Hotel Monaco? Yes, it was done very well. I didn’t go to any of 

them cause they needed me and Dan to stay at the office to field calls. But we had 

phenomenal people all over the state who our field team was able to work with. And we 

had a staff that was willing to go—because we needed a staff person at each one of 

these events. So the marriage team isn’t big enough—we don’t have fourteen people on 

the marriage team. So we had people from the racial justice, the transgender justice 

program to help—there was nobody in the office but me and Dan. Everybody else was 

out at these events doing them. There was a staff person that needed to train the 

volunteers that needed to get the signatures because staff people weren’t allowed to 

gather the signatures—paid staff wasn’t allowed to get signatures. So we had to train the 

volunteers to do it. So, onsite, they were the first to train the volunteers, and then the 

volunteers sat with…you probably saw it at Hotel Monaco.  

 

BF:  Yeah, they told me I couldn’t sign it; that the Governor needed to sign first 

(laughter). 
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ABBRUZZESE:  Oh, that was really something. Yeah, the Governor signed it. He was 

at the Hotel Monaco, he signed it and so did former Governor Barbara Roberts, Charley 

Hale showed up I heard. We do things big (laughter).  

 

BF/JS: (Laughter.)  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  We, you know, we’ve come through it, you know. I don’t know how 

to explain it, how to say this, I think you get the point though. We get things done is what 

I like to say about Basic Rights Oregon. We get things done. We got the domestic 

partnership done. We got the antidiscrimination legislation done. You know. 

 

JS:  It sounds like you guys don’t set limits, too? You’re expectation is unlimited.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Oh god, no. We set goals that aren’t unrealistic. We set them so 

they’re meetable, but they’re challenging at the same time; they’re not so far beyond our 

reach. You know, we’ll sit down and we’ll do our planning, and we’ll do like a five-year 

plan. And then we have a retreat, a staff retreat every six months and review what’s gone 

on and what we’re doing in the future. It’s like, and the whole staff is involved. It’s 

amazing—our retreats are amazing.  

 

 We have a phenomenal people on staff—it blows me away every time I walk in this 

office. The dedication, the amount of work that these people do blows me away. I’m so 

proud of them; I could give them all gold starts (laughter). Yeah, gold stars. 

 

 And they’re so respectful of me. You know, I’m the oldest person on staff. Not only 

have I been here seventeen years, but I’m 64 years old. I think the next oldest is like 40 

(laughter). You know, so even in that there’s a lot of younger ones, in their 20s; the whole 

marriage team, I don’t like to say it to them, but they’re babies to me, you know what I’m 

saying? They’re still kids to me even though they don’t see that. You know, they’re just so 
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respectful and they tell me things like, “We’re working on your shoulders.” Like, “You 

made the foundation for us to work on.” You know? And they’re very proud of the work 

that I’ve done.  

 

 The relationships that I’ve built with people—that’s what my job is about: I do 

fundraising. I like to say I call people at home and harass them for money (laughter). It 

really isn’t like this. I’ve built relationships over seventeen years doing this—I’ve built 

relationships with people. I have people that I call that have been giving for seventeen 

years. I have people that wait for my call. I’m very respectful too. It’s like I ask them, 

“When do you want to hear from me again?” I always ask that at the end of my 

conversations. “When do you want to hear from me?” And the reason I ask this is 

because I want them to feel comfortable hearing from me. And they tell me when, and 

that’s when I call them. And I don’t let anybody else call them (laughter). I protect them 

from everybody, and they appreciate it.  

 

BF:  Yeah, it’s important.  

 

JS:  Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  And I say to some people, “I’m your personal fundraiser.” I started 

saying that because one night I called, this was a couple years ago, and the husband 

answered and he heard my voice and he said to his wife, “It’s your personal fundraiser.” 

(Laughter.) I’ve had people over the years who have called me because they’re putting 

on their voicemail message, “If you’re a solicitor, please hang up.” They call me and tell 

me, “We’re doing this, but we don’t mean you.” Yeah. 

 

 The other day I had two people I had lost because they moved and I wasn’t able 

to reach them anymore, their phone numbers are disconnected. You know, one of them I 

knew she was moving from California to Portland cause last time we spoke she had 
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mentioned that. But “My phone number shouldn’t change.” But when I called her, it did 

change. So I had no way of getting in touch with her.  

 

 Another person, she broke up with her partner, and when I called, the partner 

wouldn’t tell me where she was so I had no way of getting in touch with her. The woman 

who moved to Portland, the other day called me to tell to make sure I had the number 

and I had the new address. Yeah, she called me. This happens all the time to me. She 

called me to make sure that I knew where she was, and it was the same day that I got an 

e-mail from Dan, because he was on vacation but he checks his e-mails, and one of my 

people—I call them my people—and one of my people who I wasn’t able to get because 

the partner wouldn’t give me her information, she had e-mailed Dan saying that she 

missed me (laughter).  

 

 She missed my phone calls, you know, and she e-mailed Dan, Please let her know 

that here is where I am and this is my phone number. But she actually said “I miss her; I 

miss her calls.” (Laughter.) Well, it was great. It makes me feel really good, you know, 

when that happens. And it happens within days of each other—I had two people actually. 

I wrote to Dan back in an e-mail, it was right around the Oscar time, I wrote, “They love 

me. They really, really love me.” (Laughter.)  

 

 So what I’m really known for is developing relationships with our base, with our 

people. I keep them, you know, informed about what’s going on, they appreciate my call. 

I’m always adding new people to my list because people move, they die, you know, 

things happen economically, they can’t afford to give anymore, all kinds of stuff happens 

and they fall off. So I have to keep building my list, I have to keep, you know. So I do call 

people I’ve never spoken with before and get them involved. But a lot of the people are 

people I’ve developed relationships with. So, it’s gotten a little easier.  

 

 Ummm, we talked about marriage. Was that enough, or do you need any more?  
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BF:  No, no. That was fine. I was just actually curious: do you think there’s going to be 

much backlash against it? I mean, I know there’ll be some, but I am curious. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Oh, yeah. There’s going to be fight; it’s not gonna be easy (laughter). 

They haven’t done anything really major yet, but they’re eventually going to be all over 

what we just left in Salem, you know, the initiative process that we’ve begun. 

 

BF:  Right.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  They haven’t really done that yet, but they will. They’re out there.  

 

BF:  They’re brewing.  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  It’s gonna be, you know, we’re gonna have to spend a lot of money, 

raise a lot of money, spend a lot of money, so will they—it’s gonna be millions, you know. 

It’s not going to be, I don’t expect it to be the same atmosphere as it was, you know, the 

first No on 9 campaign. It won’t be the same atmosphere.  

 

 And we’ve changed opinion, you know, like public opinion here in Oregon. Cause 

we’ve been working on this for years. We were initially looking at 2012 as our time to go 

to the ballot, and for two years before that we were working, talking to people, telling 

stories, getting people to tell their stories to their friends, neighbors, and families, and 

creating the idea that this isn’t so much about rights as it is about commitment and love. 

You know, like shifting the whole dialogue about it.  

 

 And back in 2012, the reason we didn’t go to the ballot was the numbers still 

weren’t enough there, we didn’t have strong enough support. We were very close—we 

were close to the opposition, tied maybe. We had moved from the No on 36 campaign to 
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the percentage that we did in 2012 after the two years of working on it—we had moved 

thirteen percentage points. 

 

BF:  Okay. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Which put us neck and neck with the opposition. And you need to 

be at least six or seven points ahead in order to win. And so we knew the time wasn’t 

right for us. And so that’s why we waited. But we didn’t stop, you know, we didn’t stop 

talking about, we didn’t stop continuing to change hearts and minds by doing that. And 

then our work on the Washington campaign also kind of sealed it for us—we were able to 

help them win.  

 

 And we were a big help to them. Not only in an advisory capacity, but also boots 

on the ground. We organized Clarke County and a lot of southern Washington. And we 

had phone banks here every night calling people in Washington, persuadable voters—

that’s why those hearts back there, I showed you those hearts—I even did some of that, 

talking to people, persuading them. And it’s a great feeling when you do it, you know, 

when you get that person that you finally get to agree or agree to think about it… 

 

BF:  Yeah. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  “…I’m going to think about it now. I never thought about it. I’m going 

to think about it.” You know, shifting them, moving them from no to well, I’m gonna think 

about it; moving them from no to, you know, yes; or moving them from yes to no I should 

say because that was a no vote, right? No, it was yes vote. 

 

BF:  It was a yes vote, yeah. 
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ABBRUZZESE:  Moving them from no to yes. Just one experience I’ll tell you real 

quick. I was talking to this woman and she was like throwing everything at me. And I 

would answer her, “Blah, blah, blah, blah.” And then she would say, “But this.” And I’d 

say, “Blah, blah, blah, blah” (laughter). I was answering, answering, and she’s like, finally, 

she’s so deep in the barrel that she comes out with, “Well then people are going to start 

marrying animals.” And it came out of me so naturally, I said, “Don’t be ridiculous!” 

(Laughter). She started laughing. I’m like, “Don’t be ridiculous!” (Laughter). She started 

laughing. And she moved; I was able to move her.  

 

BF:  Oh, really?  

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Oh, yeah. 

 

BF:  Oh, wow. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Yeah. 

 

BF:  That’s awesome. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  She was like, “You’re so good; you’re so good.” I said, “Well, it’s 

true.” She said, “You know, I’ve never really thought about it, the different things that you 

said, you know, I’ve never really thought about it.” She said, “I’m voting yes.” I moved her, 

you know. It was a long conversation. 

 

BF:  And dramatic (laughter). 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  When I said that though, she just came…(more laughter). I was 

laughing too. I was like, “Don’t be ridiculous.” Anyway, it was a really good feeling doing 
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those phone calls and persuading and changing people’s minds and hearts. If you ever 

have the opportunity to do persuasion calls…you will (laughter). 

 

BF:  My partner and I said that when marriage hit the ballot, we would volunteer; I 

actually need to give someone my credit card number so we can start… 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  You can give it to me (laughter). 

 

BF:  Okay. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Ummm, is there anything else?  

 

BF:  No, I think we’re good. Thank you very much.  

 

JS:  Yes, thank you. I appreciate it.  

 

BF:  Yeah, this was great. 

 

ABBRUZZESE:  Oh, I’m glad it went good.  

 
 

[End of Session 1] 
 [End of Interview] 
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