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Introduction 
 
The United States has had a long-standing discomfort with the transgression of 
sexual and gender norms. Influenced by religious ideals, society viewed people who 
had same-sex desires and engaged in same-sex practices to be immoral and sinful. 
As such, the US has long enacted laws to control and condemn those who betray 
sexual and gender norms. Since the nation’s earliest days, federal, state and local 
laws punished those who betrayed sexual and gender norms, often as a capital 
offense.  
 
During the latter part of the nineteenth century, commerce and industry flourished, 
causing people to move from rural communities to more developed urban areas. As 
a result of these social transformations, same-sex practices increased, as did 
organized efforts to suppress them. Accordingly, our examination of LGBTQ history 
in the United States begins after the Civil War and the growth of industrialization 
and urbanization. Despite insistent homophobia and transphobia in politics, culture, 
and society over the past 170 years, LGBTQ people have remained resilient, creative, 
and dedicated to the fight for rights and visibility. Rather than a comprehensive 
overview, this timeline is intended to provide a snapshot of significant moments in 
LGBTQ history so as to encourage further engagement and exploration. 
 
Check out other LGBTQ timeline selections that specifically explore visual art, 
theater and dance, literature, film and television, music, AIDS, and more in this 
series. 
 

1920    Bill Tilden became the first American to win 

Wimbledon. More 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www.outsports.com/2014/6/24/5836830/bill-tilden-gay-tennis-wimbledon-history
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1932    Babe Didrikson Zaharias won two gold medals in track and 

field at the Summer Olympics. Thereafter she focused on golf, 

winning ten Ladies Professional Golf Association 

championships. More 

 

 

 

 

 

  

1973 Billie Jean King won the influential “Battle of the 

Sexes” tennis match at the Houston Astrodome. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1974 Patricia Nell Warren’s widely popular book The Front 

Runner chronicled a gay romance between a running coach and his 

athlete. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1975 Dave Kopay became the first NFL player to come 

out publicly as gay. More 

 

 

 

 

 

1976 The first gay rodeo took place in Reno, NV. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/26/sports/golf/babe-didrikson-zahariass-legacy-fades.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/it-was-horrible-billie-jean-king-recalls-being-publicly-outed-n804451
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/15/obituaries/patricia-nell-warren-dies.html
https://magazine.washington.edu/feature/husky-legend-and-gay-icon-david-kopay-is-at-peace-and-at-home/
http://gayrodeohistory.org/timeline.htm
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1976  After undergoing gender reassignment surgery, a 

court ruled that Renee Richards could compete in tennis’ US 

Open as a woman.  She lost in the first singles competition but 

made it to the finals in the doubles. More 

 

 

 

 

 

1978 Glenn Burke, an African-American baseball player 

thought to have co-originated the “high five,” came out as gay 

to his teammates. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1982 One of the most talented tennis players in history, Martina 

Navratilova came out. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1982 The inaugural Gay Games took place in San Francisco. 

More 

 

 

 

 

1982 Writing for the Anchorage Daily News, Roger 

Brigham became the first openly gay sports journalist at a 

major metropolitan newspaper. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.si.com/tennis/2019/06/28/renee-richards-gender-identity-politics-transgender-where-are-they-now
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2015/08/17/the-trials-of-baseballs-first-openly-gay-player-glenn-burke-four-decades-ago/
https://www.tennisfame.com/hall-of-famers/inductees/martina-navratilova
https://www.advocate.com/sports/2018/8/03/7-fascinating-facts-about-gay-games
https://www.owu.edu/news-media/details/wrestling-with-adversity/
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1983 Bodybuilder Bob Paris won the title of Mr. Universe. Six 

years later, he came out and advocated for gay rights on The Oprah 

Winfrey Show. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1988 After getting outed, MLB umpire Dave Pallone was 

dismissed from his job. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1988 Equestrian Robert Dover became the first publicly 

gay Olympic athlete. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1988 Brian Boitano became the figure skating champion at the 

1988 Winter Olympics in Calgary. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1992 On the TV show Donahue, Roy Simmons, a former NFL 

player, came out as gay. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/bob-paris-mr-universe-gay-oprah_n_4849671
https://throomers.com/dave-pallone/
https://www.outsports.com/platform/amp/2020/2/19/21138643/gay-olympic-robert-dover-equestrian-horse-riding-five-rings-athlete
https://www.npr.org/2014/01/02/259222698/figure-skater-brian-boitano-on-coming-out-and-going-to-sochi
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/26/sports/football/roy-simmons-who-came-out-as-gay-after-retiring-from-nfl-dies-at-57.html
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1995 Greg Louganis, a four-time Gold Medal Champion, came 

out as both gay and HIV-positive in a widely-watched interview 

with Barbara Walters. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1995 Missy Giove, a mountain bike racing pioneer, came out. 

More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1996 Figure skater Rudy Galindo won the U.S. national 

champion. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1996 Muffin Spencer-Devlin became the first 

professional golfer to come out publicly. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.espn.com/olympics/story/_/page/bodygreglouganis/olympic-diver-greg-louganis-living-hiv-staying-fit-56-body-issue-2016
https://www.outsports.com/2011/7/7/4051494/moment-97-mountain-bike-racing-champion-missy-giove-comes-out
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/catching-wirh-rudy-galindo-national-champion-latino-lgbt-figure-skating-n847166
http://sfbaytimes.com/lpga-lgbt-heroine-muffin-spencer-devlin/
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1999 Billy Bean, a former professional baseball player, came 

out. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2000 Brian Sims became the first openly gay football captain in the 

history of the National Collegiate Athletic Association. Now he is a 

member of the Pennsylvania House of Representatives. More 

 

 

 

 

2001 The National Center for Lesbian Rights established 

the Sports Project, which seeks to end homophobia and 

transphobia in sports by means of litigation, outreach, and 

advocacy. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2002 Former football player Esera Tuaolo broke ground 

by opening up about being gay. More 

 

 

 

 

 

2003 Shedding light on homophobia and racism in professional 

baseball, Take Me Out by Richard Greenberg premiered on 

Broadway. It also won the Tony Award for Best Play. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.outsports.com/2020/10/2/21498132/billy-bean-baseball-mlb-lgbtq-sean-doolittle-washington-nationals
https://www.outsports.com/out-gay-athletes/2013/2/21/4015526/brian-sims-football-gay
https://www.nclrights.org/our-work/discrimination/sports/
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5190140
https://www.playbill.com/production/take-me-out-walter-kerr-theatre-vault-0000010040
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2004 Figure skater Johnny Weir started his three-year streak of 

winning the U.S. national champion. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2006 Jennifer Harris, a basketball player on the Pennsylvania 

State University Lady Lions, filed a lawsuit against her university 

due to the homophobic discrimination she received from her coach, 

Rene Portland. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2007 John Amaechi became the first former basketball 

player to come out publicly. More 

 

 

 

 

 

2007 As the Oregon State softball coach, Kirk Walker 

became the only openly gay coach of a Division I sport. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2007 Sports journalist Christine Daniels came out as a 

trans woman in the Los Angeles Times. More 

 

 

 

 

 

https://people.com/sports/johnny-weir-opens-up-being-told-you-cant-be-gay/
https://www.post-gazette.com/sports/psu/2006/04/30/How-a-promising-hoops-career-turned-sour/stories/200604300208
https://www.espn.com/nba/news/story?id=2757105
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/05/22/sports/22softball.html
https://www.outsports.com/2019/10/15/20915287/lgbt-sports-history-christine-daniels-transgender-transition-death
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2009 After coming out, Brendan Burke, an ice hockey 

player and manager, started a public conversation on the culture 

of homophobia in sports. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2009 Sherri Murrell became the first openly lesbian coach in 

Division I women’s basketball. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2010 Kye Allums, a member of the women’s basketball team at 

George Washington University, came out as a trans man. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2010 Lana Lawless, a professional golfer, filed a lawsuit against 

the Ladies Professional Golfing Association, which was refusing to 

allow her to compete due to her trans identity. Ultimately Lawless won 

the case. More 

 

 

 

 

 

2011 Rick Welts, a high-ranking sports executive, came out as gay. 

More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/sports/brian-burkes-son-killed-in-auto-accident/article4305035/
https://www.oregonlive.com/vikings/2011/07/sherri_murrell_after_four_winn.html
https://time.com/3537849/meet-the-first-openly-transgender-ncaa-athlete/
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/13/sports/golf/13lawsuit.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/16/sports/basketball/nba-executive-says-he-is-gay.html?pagewanted=all
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2011 Sheryl Swoopes was deemed one of the fifteen 

greatest players in league history at the WNBA All-Star 

Game. More  

 

 

 

 

 

2011 Straight wrestler Hudson Taylor founded Athlete 

Ally, an organization combatting homophobia and transphobia 

in athletic communities. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2012 Sports journalist LZ Granderson acknowledged his gay 

identity in a column for CNN.com. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2012    WNBA star Seimone Augustus came out while 

voicing her support for gay marriage. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2013 At the age of 64, Diana Nyad became the first 

known person to swim from Cuba to Florida without a shark 

cage. More 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.espn.com/espnw/voices/story/_/id/23532000/the-unexpected-legacy-sheryl-swoopes
https://www.heartsonfire.org/hudson-taylor-athlete-ally
https://www.chill.us/sports/2019/2/11/out-gay-black-man-dominating-sports-journalism
https://www.autostraddle.com/seimone-augustus-is-this-weeks-modern-lgbtq-trailerblazer-wcw/
https://www.ted.com/speakers/diana_nyad
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2014 Michael Sam became the first publicly gay football 

player to be drafted in the NFL. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2014    After coming out, NBA superstar Jason Collins was 

featured on the cover of the “100 most influential people” 

edition of Time magazine. More 

 

 

 

 

 

2015 Caitlyn Jenner, a former Olympic medal-winning 

decathlete and reality television star, came out as trans, quickly 

becoming one of the most visible and famous trans women in 

history. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2016 Named Thrasher Magazine’s Skater of the Year in 

1999, Brian Anderson came out, making him the first 

openly gay professional skateboarder. More 

 

 

 

 

 

2016 Leo Baker, a non-binary skateboarder, won the 

Street League Skateboarding Super Crown World 

Championship. More 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/10/sports/michael-sam-college-football-star-says-he-is-gay-ahead-of-nfl-draft.html
https://www.wbur.org/onlyagame/2017/08/04/jason-collins-gay-nba
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2017/may/08/caitlyn-jenner-bruce-transitioning-kardashians-reality-tv-star
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/02/fashion/brian-anderson-skateboarding-gay-coming-out-vice-sports.html
https://www.them.us/story/leo-baker-pro-skateboarding-profile


 11 

2018 Figure skater Adam Rippon represented the U.S. at 

the 2018 Winter Olympics in Pyeongchang, South Korea, 

where he won a bronze medal. More 

 

 

 

 

2019 College wrestler Michael Johnson was released 

from prison after serving five and a half years of an 

outrageous thirty-year sentence for not disclosing his HIV 

status to sex partners. More 

 

 

 

2019 Star soccer player and LGBT activist Megan 

Rapinoe won gold with the American team at the FIFA 

Women’s World Cup. More  

 

 

 

 

2020 In an interview with The New York Times, Hig Roberts, a 

two-time U.S. national champion, becomes the first elite men’s 

Alpine skier to publicly come out as gay, hoping to encourage 

others to be themselves.  More 

 

 

 

 

 
(End December 2020) 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/magazine/wp/2018/10/15/feature/adam-rippon-wants-to-stay-famous/
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/steventhrasher/tiger-mandingo-who-got-30-years-for-not-telling-sex
https://www.vanityfair.com/style/2019/07/megan-rapinoe-world-cup-victory
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/13/sports/skiing/hig-roberts-comes-out.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces&auth=login-email&fellback=false&imp_id=93536989&login=email&module=Most%20Popular&pgtype=Homepage&req_id=922092927&surface=most-popular&variant=1_bandit-all-surfaces_daysback_4

