
for Margaret and Melinda 

Curt, while you were making movies in San Francisco, I spent a weekend with my sister Kate 
and her girlfriend in Kalamazoo. On a Saturday night we went to a hot tub place and then 
back to their home to put on clay masks and watch The Exorcist. There were LPs and a stereo 
with headphones in the room where I slept, and I discovered Devo, Elvis Costello, the English 
Beat, and my favorite, the B-52s. I was 12 or 13.

In the Midwest, everything is “fine.” You have “a good time.”

Curt, while you were still alive, I drove east to west across Michigan to see my sister. I was 
16 or 17. She worked for the EPA then, and during a work visit to a nearby farm, a farmer had 
threatened to rape her. She was alone, no boyfriend or girlfriend. She couldn’t stop talking and 
she couldn’t stop crying.

“Old enough to bleed, old enough to butcher.”

Curt, the year after you died, I lived in a small attic apartment on the edge of Detroit. My friend 
Tracey drove west to east across Michigan to visit, and we went to see a hair metal band 
downtown at St. Andrews Hall. As we were leaving the club, a blond guy built like a football 
player walked up with a smile and pummeled me in the face. On E. Congress Street, I tried to 
run him over with my car.

“He’s a good father, but…I don’t know him too well.”

It was the 4th of July. A group of young girls were “caught on tape” beating up a woman in 
broad daylight before a festive holiday crowd on Belle Isle. The night air was hot and I was 
driving down Woodward Avenue when I saw him standing, dark and handsome and drunker 
than me, on the side of the road. I asked if he needed a ride. In the passenger seat, he slurred 
that he was a boxer, then leaned over and blew me as I drove to a part of the city I’d never 
seen. He said he wanted to tie me up when we got to his place. A year or two later I was living 
in San Francisco.

Night fell early, and it was pouring outside when I left where Cedar and I lived and took a 
couple of buses across town to the near-empty Art Institute. Studio 8, a room where George 
Kuchar made moving pictures, Steve Anker screened movies for me, an audience of one. I 
saw an 8mm spit-cum-and-Kodak collage by Jose Rodriguez, who’d recently been kicked out 
of school. I saw Confessions for the first time, and it put the world together for me, breaking 
through silence and leaping across states to share three-ways and four-ways and so many 
secret jewels of experience with mom and dad.

Thirty-three years after Curt made Confessions, style has come back around so that his 
mustache, tousled hair, and the patchwork quilts on his confessional bed look contemporary. 
I thumb an app and see dozens of guys who resemble Curt, lined up in rows. None of them 
are like him. They list their interests as selling points, presenting curated lives. A vintage San 
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Francisco look is still available, but the facsimiles of thrift-store finds of 1971 are hundreds of 
times more expensive today. I draw strength from the fact that pleasure and truth are still free.

How much joy and lust and friendship can be crammed into one 16-minute movie? “To put 
it into words is just not that easy to do.” After a tearful confession, Curt casts one true love 
as a leading man and lets the images do most of the talking, so what you know about him is 
felt. The difference between a messy guy in bloom and a perfect lifeless doll. The beauty of 
women’s faces and men’s cocks in close-up, and dirty bare feet, stepping forward. A live-wire 
radio built by editing that switches from folk to blues in a heartbeat. Fanfare, a cum shot, and 
a burst of applause as the director walks away from the camera, into San Francisco daylight. 
There’s no happier ending in cinema.

There’s nothing quite like HIV to reveal your true friends. When people talk about George 
Kuchar, they spotlight his abundant humor, but in The Thursday People, he bears witness 
to Curt’s final days, and doesn’t edit out the bitterness towards people who’d let Curt down, 
though he won’t stoop to dishonor them by name. From my years moving through this city, I 
have a fair idea who some of them are, but I carry my own nameless with me. You hurl yourself 
into the world and hope someone out there will care. Those nearest to you aren’t always 
closest to you.

Kate knew I was positive. “John,” she’d say wearily over the phone, “you need to go on 
disability.” In an American irony, money bequeathed by relatives made our health care 
complicated. On Christmas night, Kate and I talked on the phone while I was eating Chinese 
food and watching a movie with Will. The next day Will and I were driving to Palm Springs, 
when my mom called to tell me Kate had died. Her body was found in front of her house by a 
cop. Alcohol stopped her heart. I was the last person who’d spoken with her.

The first time I told my mom I was positive, she didn’t answer, but I could feel her catch her 
breath and flinch in pain on the other side of the line. Months later, the next time I brought 
it up, she told me she’d looked into it on the Internet, and if I took care of myself, I could live 
another 25 years. This meant no more drugs, another aspect of my life she was aware of, 
though not in detail. I’d already survived seeing the love of my life wail like an animal snared 
in a trap, then sob like a beaten child. Life and death are in the blood that pumps from my 
heart, through my veins, to my wild brain.

It’s just like Irwin sings:

He said I don’t want you
He screamed I don’t’ want you
He cried I don’t want you

To be
To be

Afraid of your body
Afraid of your body
Afraid of your body
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For a year or two, I kept a gorilla suit by my desk at the newspaper office. It was a tight fit. One 
night in 2003, Thundercrack! was screening at the Roxie, and I wanted to show up in the suit, 
in tribute to George, and Curt’s sister Melinda, and anyone else from the film who might be 
there. I don’t remember what I ended up doing instead that night, probably working. I worked 
hard for the newspaper.

Though Thundercrack! is as unique as a pair of George Washington peepholes, it has 
deep roots in horror and comedy. The film’s orgiastic cast are free-love descendants of the 
frighteningly funny eccentrics in James Whale’s The Old Dark House. Its trip to a haunted 
house is a Midwestern rite of passage. 

M’s profile said he designed haunted houses. “Horror and Halloween-related things are a 
huge part of my life,” he wrote. His apartment was just a block or two from Mike’s and 
George’s place on 19th Street. He was cherubic, and genuinely looked a little like a skinny, 
tattooed Curt. He’d fit right into one of Mike’s poetic movies. There were piles of clean and 
dirty laundry all over the floor as we blew each other on a sunny Saturday morning. His cock 
was pointing up at the ceiling even after he came. 

On random nights, M and I would text on the apps. We never crossed over to trading numbers.

“I need to catch up on sleep. I’ve been so nocturnal lately,” he wrote.

“Me too, out of control. Starts to feel manic. I love the night.”

“I love to just wander the city, which can be dangerous lately. During the day, I’ve been 
visiting a lot of rooftops (courtyards, terraces, gardens, etc.). I’ll bring a book, pack a lunch, and 
just chill. At night I stay close, wander the main roads.”

“What stuff do you see wandering at night?”

“All sorts of things. Mostly prostitutes. Really cool lighting on houses, art, a bevy of things 
really.”

“Capp Street is rough. I wonder about some of the johns in cars.”

“I need to whore myself out. I’m broke. My rent check bounced. Ugh.”

Ronnie shaving, the camera staring down at his tight torso. Ronnie lighting a cigarette, a 
valentine heart tattooed on his forearm, a man on a horse dangling from his necklace, and his 
tighty-whities peaking out over his khakis. Ronnie reclining on the hardwood floor. Ronnie 
standing erect as the camera glides up and down his body, from his stout face to the shiny 
black boots on his feet. Ronnie scratching his cock. Ronnie naked in monologue in front of 
the window overlooking the street, the camera looking up from between his legs. Ronnie 
with his hands held behind him, a belt welt on his hairy, meaty right cheek. Ronnie on his 
elbows, laying stomach down on the floor, his back arched and his legs spread to show off 
his glorious ass.

Ronnie, “a very fussy guy” who doesn’t “believe in letters,” but who is writing a book he 
hopes will be a “good seller,” titled Black and White. Ronnie, who wishes “the Lord could 
come down off the cross and change things.” Ronnie, who still could have been a model for 
Old Reliable, or the subject of a story in Boyd McDonald’s Straight to Hell, if he wasn’t lucky 
enough to be immortalized as the star of Ronnie, a gorgeous black-and-white movie directed 
by Curt McDowell.
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“The first student I ever laid eyes on was the underground filmmaker Curt McDowell,” George 
writes in Reflections in a Cinematic Cesspool. “He was sitting on my desk, wearing cut-off 
jeans and swinging his legs in the stuffy setting. He had on a teeshirt and woven sandals of 
straw, looking very much like a big boy with a huge appetite for cinematic knowledge (and 
for his teacher).” According to George, Curt “believed in sex as a thing of celebration,” and in 
“sharing his universe of heavenly bodies with everyone.”

It was a time when bathhouses were all over town, and teachers and students might go to 
them together. In Reflections, George says Curt used his classroom as a “hot bed of heavy 
humping,” and if so, he wasn’t alone in making erotic use of the Art Institute. The most intense 
scene in Peter Berlin’s Nights in Black Leather takes place in some dark subterranean corner 
of the building. “A few years later my pecker was to appear fifteen feet tall on movie screens 
across the nation when I acted in a pornographic feature conceived by my students,” George 
raves about Thundercrack!, proudly noting that at a LA festival, it screened right after an 
Ingmar Bergman film starring Liv Ullmann.

At the start of Loads, Curt opens a window and looks hungrily down at a rain-slick San 
Francisco block. In That Boy, Peter Berlin and his camera cruise Polk Street in search of the 
perfect lover. The Meatrack by Richard Stockton (aka Mike Thomas) casts an overwhelmed 
eye on Market Street’s blitz of theaters and arcades.

An issue of the magazine Vector from the era contains an article with the headline “Castro 
Street: The New Polk Street?”

When I moved to San Francisco in 1992, Warren Sonbert was alive and reviewing movies for 
the Sentinel. The back pages of the Bay Area Reporter were filled with obituaries, but there 
were still hustlers on the corners of certain streets. Some danced at an amateur strip show at 
the QT. 

When I rented an apartment just off of Larkin for a year in 2011, there were just two gay bars 
left on Polk, the Cinch up top, and the Gangway down below in the Gulch. The new Polk 
Street? It isn’t like Castro Street. But for the last thirteen years, Curt’s old friend, collaborator, 
and Utah Street roommate Mark Ellinger, the composer of Thundercrack! ditties such as 
“Basement Bus Stop Love” and “Accujac Boogie,” has faithfully photographed the Tenderloin 
and surrounding city. He’s capturing public places before they disappear. 

You can run into your love at a Folsom Gulch glory hole.

In Loads, Curt rides lust and compulsion to the end of the line, without shame or fear, growing 
more frenzied along the way. Contemplating his main obsession, he says, “I’d like to be on a 
sling hanging from his back fucking him as he walked down the street if I could.” 

“We fondled too many sticks of dynamite for our own good,” George wrote. 

At night I close my eyes, and remember the steam rooms at the Y. In the morning I wake up, 
and see a post on Facebook by H: “Can’t stop thinking about last night. Was just an incredible 
cosmic sync that happened with me and two buddies. We were having a menage a trois and 
discovered our birthdays are the 7th, 8th, and 9th of September!” 
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