


 

         

 

 

  

 

  

AN INTERVIEW WITH NANCY SIMS 

RENÉE TAPPE: This is Renée Tappe interviewing Nancy Sims for The oH Project, Oral 

Histories of HIV/AIDS in Houston, Harris County, and Southeast Texas.  The 

interview is taking place on May 9, 2019, in Houston, Texas.  The purpose of this 

interview is to document Ms. Sims’ recollections concerning the HIV/AIDS 

epidemic in Houston, Harris County, and Southeast Texas. 

Thank you for joining us, Nancy. 

NANCY SIMS:  Thank you. 

RENÉE TAPPE: How about filling us in on your background:  where you were born; tell 

us a little bit about your family and your education.  

NANCY SIMS:  I was born in Harlingen, Texas; lived in McAllen; and we moved to 

Houston when I was three, so I use the term “near-native.”  I had my parents; and 

I’m an only child; and I had my grandparents, who followed us shortly thereafter 

to Houston. We all lived close together, so I had, really, four parents bringing me 

up. 

RENÉE TAPPE: Where did you go to high school? 

NANCY SIMS:  I grew up in Galena Park in North Shore and graduated from North 

Shore High School in 1977, and went to Sam Houston State University and 

graduated there in 1980 so I could get out in time to work on a presidential 

election. Later I went back to get my master’s at the University of St. Thomas in 

the Montrose area of Houston. 

RENÉE TAPPE: Your master’s is in what area?  
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SIMS: It’s a master’s in liberal arts, political science emphasis.  That enabled me to 

teach at the University of Houston, which I’ve now been doing for 18 years.  

TAPPE: You were interested in politics as a young teen.  Talk a bit about what triggered 

that interest and what activities you became involved with in high school as well 

as in college. 

SIMS: I was about 13 or so when the Watergate hearings were on the air over the 

summer, and I became fascinated by the Watergate scandal, and therefore I got 

very interested in politics from an ethical point of view.  In high school, I started 

volunteering for my state representative and rode my bike there after school.   

I went to my first Democratic convention — I had turned 18 in March, and 

I was at my precinct convention and senate district convention just as I turned 18, 

so I was already involved in the Democratic Party. 

Then in college, I became a part of the Young Democrats and became the 

national committeewoman for the Texas Young Democrats and was able to travel 

around the country and meet a lot of elected officials and younger people who 

were very involved in politics. This was during the Reagan era, so there weren’t 

that many of us that were Democratic at the time.  

TAPPE: That’s right. This was during college itself; is that correct?  

SIMS: I started during college.  I think I became national committeewoman after I got a 

job, because I had to have money to travel.   

Then I also interned in Congress while I was in college.  I was able to go 

to D.C. [District of Columbia] and live in a dorm with other college interns from 

around the country and work for my member of Congress.  I was very lucky in 

that the internship was an engaging one and not just answering the phones or 
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sorting mail, so I was very blessed and had an amazing experience that turned my 

life because it made me believe I could have a career in politics without having to 

have a teaching degree. 

Then in my junior/senior year, I interned in Parliament in London.  

TAPPE: That was quite an experience, I’m sure.  

SIMS: Yes, it was.  

TAPPE: How did your parents feel about you becoming so politically involved?  Were 

they supportive of that or had reservations?  

SIMS: They didn’t know until I graduated college that I wasn’t getting a teaching 

degree, so they were a little concerned about how I might make a living, and I 

come from a long line of teachers.  They were okay for the most part, except my 

dad was a very diehard Republican, and so he didn’t like the fact that I was 

working on Democratic candidates and with Democratic people.  He did not 

support my internship.  Fortunately, it had a generous allowance with it, because 

he was not at all supportive of the man that I was working for.  

TAPPE: Was this someone in Texas? 

SIMS: It was Congressman Bob Eckhardt at the time.  He was a representative 

congressman for the whole northeast Harris County.  He had all of North Shore, 

all the way up to Spring and Humble, which were not populated like they are at 

this time.  He was the original author of the Clean Air Act.  My dad worked at a 

plant on the ship channel. I’m not sure why he was Republican, but he was, and 

he did not like Congressman Eckhardt one bit.  

TAPPE: Opposing views, I’m sure, on the environment, anyway.  

SIMS: Yes, and many other things.  
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TAPPE: How about your mom? 

SIMS: My mom was a teacher.  She was a special education teacher and worked on pilot 

programs in the state of Texas.  She taught what we then called emotionally 

disturbed, which meant they pulled them out of the classroom because they were 

disruptive and nobody really knew what that was at the time because autism 

hadn’t been diagnosed and ADHD [attention deficit hyperactivity disorder] hadn’t 

been diagnosed, but a lot of the kids that she taught were of that nature.  

TAPPE: And her political views? 

SIMS: She was a little more centrist.  Sometimes she would vote Republican, but most 

of the time and certainly later in life she became solidly Democrat.  A main 

reason was the direction of education under Republican leadership.  

TAPPE: When you finished college, were you working in the Austin area? 

SIMS: Basically, I came home from London, graduated, and went to work for the United 

Steel Workers of America.  My job was to organize steel workers for block walks 

or various other things for Jimmy Carter.  I got to work on my presidential 

campaign.  I did get to work at the Carter White House when it came through 

Houston. I met a lot of celebrity athletes and other people that were supporting 

Carter at the time.  

TAPPE: That must have made it very exciting, especially for a young person.  

SIMS: I was 21 years old and hanging out in this pretty heady environment.  I was an 

Astros fan from the time the Dome opened when I was little, and in Galena Park 

we’d get tickets to go to the Astros games if we made straight A’s or if we won 

the summer reading list, et cetera, and so I was always getting those Astros 

tickets. I was a big fan and one of Carter’s supporters was Joe Niekro.  He was a 
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very famous pitcher for the Astros for many years.  He’s in the Hall of Fame.  It 

was a little heady for a 21-year-old girl.  

TAPPE: I know that you were involved with a number of different campaigns as a young 

woman.  Tell me about some of that work.  

SIMS: I worked on Kathy Whitmire’s first mayoral campaign as a volunteer.  On her 

second reelection effort, I was a paid staffer and was in and out of her campaign 

side for many years, then I also went to City Hall.  I worked on Bill Hobby’s 

campaign in 1982.  I was really, really lucky that I had mentors that were very 

powerful. Bill Hobby was the lieutenant governor of Texas.  Now I’m about 22, 

23, and I’m hanging out with Kathy Whitmire and Bill Hobby.  We had a state rep 

that was supportive of all that. The guy I volunteered for in high school hired me 

to work the legislative sessions for him. 

TAPPE: Who was that? 

SIMS: His name was Tony Polumbo.  He was a great mentor to me.  He wasn’t a star 

legislator, but he lent me out to Bill Hobby to campaign, so he was really, really 

supportive of me getting my career up and running.  But he wasn’t that fond of 

the mayor, so the third time I decided to leave to go to work for the mayor, he 

basically said, “Okay. That’s it. You can’t come back if you go do this again.”  

TAPPE: Politics. 

SIMS: Politics. 

TAPPE: The gay community takes some credit in helping Kathy Whitmire win her first 

mayoral election in 1981.  As you stated, you worked on that campaign.  Tell me 

about your experiences. 

SIMS: Yes, at first I was a volunteer.  I was very young and I’ve always been a very 
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open-minded person, but that was my first introduction to the gay community.  I 

went on some of the bus tours through the gay bars.  I loved it. I thought it was 

wonderful. 

Whitmire is not well-credited in the Houston market, which is a little 

disappointing, but she had a unique coalition — and it was really the first time it 

was put together — of the gay community, African-American voters, Latino 

voters, a lot of people of color that were newer to the community, and Republican 

women who really liked her because she was a CPA [certified public accountant].  

It was a very odd voter mix.   

She took a lot of criticism for getting openly supported by the gay 

community. When we did the bus tours for voter turnout, there was a lot of 

outrage from the community. She was in a runoff with the guy that was the 

sheriff of Houston at the time, and he was your classic example of a Texas sheriff.  

He wore a big white hat. He made the mistake one day, though, of saying that he 

wasn’t going to debate the little lady, and that’s kind of what swung the election 

for Kathy in the end. 

Her coalition was unique, and I think the establishment around town that 

supported the sheriff was very shocked that she won.  It was a narrow victory that 

first time.  

TAPPE: But she had established herself somewhat in city politics. 

SIMS: As controller. Yes, she was city controller and had a good eye on the money and 

helped expose the deal that got her predecessor into some issues over a cable TV 

franchise back in the early days. She was seen as a very ethical, very financially 

conscious person.  But I’m telling you, 1981 was early for a big city to elect a 
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female mayor, and certainly one that was 35 years old.  I think the mayor had 

such respect for young people, because she was young herself, so she was always 

willing to give anyone a chance. 

TAPPE: I remember the election.  It was a very exciting time. 

SIMS: It really was.  

TAPPE: Very much so.  In 1983, you became the volunteer coordinator. Talk a little bit 

about her volunteer base and how you reached out to expand that base.  

SIMS: In those days, we had to do mail by hand.  We’d have big parties, and we’d call 

them the Three S parties:  sign, seal, and stamp.  We’d need 100 to 200 volunteers 

a night to peel labels and stick them on envelopes and stuff the envelopes.   

We had a huge volunteer base from the gay community who would come.  

They managed their own shift schedules. It was through what was then called the 

Gay Political Caucus.  It was just GPC.  Now it’s LGBT+ [lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, plus] Caucus, but it was just GPC back then.  They signed up for 

various days and night shifts. 

Then we had a lot African-American and Latino volunteers.  I had a 

woman who owned a Latino restaurant and she would bring in food every 

night — every night — and set up a big buffet for all the volunteers.  You’re 

talking 100, 200 people in there. Campaigns don’t really need volunteers like that 

today. I made some of the best friends of my life at that time that are still my best 

friends. 

TAPPE: That’s wonderful.  You had a common interest, for sure. 

SIMS: Sure, it was very exciting and political, and the headquarters was a place of 

excitement all the time.  It was buzzing and busy. 
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TAPPE: In 1985, there was a campaign that had a lot of division in the city, where 

Whitmire’s political opponents focused on a gay issue.  

SIMS: Yes, it was called the Straight Slate.  

TAPPE: Tell me about that.  

SIMS: What happened was, the mayor and some of the city council members decided to 

add domestic-partner benefits to the city’s benefits plan.  They were following 

corporate’s behavior. Many corporations in town, the oil companies, people don’t 

realize how long they’ve offered these benefits, but it’s been a long time.  I 

remember Continental Airlines at the time and Shell and some of the other 

companies were offering domestic partner benefits, so we started to get an outcry 

for it at the City.   

We passed an initiative to be put on the ballot to provide domestic partner 

benefits to City employees, and out of that arose a group called the Straight Slate.  

The Straight Slate ran simply on the issue of destroying the gay community.  

They weren’t happy, and they strove to influence the election and to harm the 

mayor.  They did a pretty good job.  They defeated the referendum on domestic 

partner benefits, and I mean defeated it.  It was a slaughter, basically.   

Then they put up billboards around town that called themselves the 

Straight Slate. The billboards said, “Vote for these three candidates on the 

Straight Slate.” It was very ugly. 

Then that time she was running against a former mayor named Louie 

Welch, and that was the establishment community’s third attempt to take the 

mayor out.  He was a former mayor, and during the election, he thought his mic 

was turned off, and it was not. These things have never stopped happening, to 
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this very day. He said, “I think they should just shoot all the queers.”  Of course, 

to those who did not think that, it spurred a deep instinct to go fight for your life, 

and so Kathy handily won reelection, but we never did pass the referendum.  We 

never could. We tried.  

TAPPE: That was a very difficult time.  I remember that.  

SIMS: It was a very painful election.  It’s one thing to run a Straight Slate, which was 

really ugly in and of its own self, but to have the leading contender to the mayor, 

her opponent, actually say, “Shoot the queers,” that is painful.  We were just 

beginning to hear about AIDS. It had not become an issue yet.  But for a 

community that was starting to face something unfathomable at the time, it hurt to 

the core. That caused an emergence of a lot of people to come out and vote.  

TAPPE: What is your first recollection of there being a health concern among gay men? 

SIMS: It was in my church.  I was a member of a church community called Bering 

Memorial Methodist Church, which has a long history of stepping into whatever 

crisis. It had been typhoid. It had been measles.  It had done soup kitchens for 

homeless.   

Montrose at the time was kind of a bohemian place.  You had a lot of 

creatives living in the community, not just gays, but people were definitely very 

left-leaning political types, and so Bering reflected that community.  It had about 

a third gay men; it had about a third older population that had been at the church 

for decades; and it had about a third bohemian, which were your creatives and 

artist types that came to the church.  I would put myself in that category.  I was 

just a political junky. 

We begin to have people at the church get sick.  That was where I first 
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experienced it. The way our church responded to that was, the older women, who 

had been at the church for 50, 60 years, took on these young men and took care of 

them.  Instead of leaving the church because they might get the disease, which 

was happening in other religious communities, we had the opposite reaction.  

“You need hugs.” Many of these people were estranged from their families, so 

the church was their family.   

That was my first real experience with it.  I had a very good friend from 

the 1982–1983 Whitmire campaign that I had worked with politically, been to 

Democratic conventions with, who called me up one day and said, “I’m HIV 

positive.” 

I’m glad to tell you that that friend is still here today.  He’s 70 years old. 

He never got the infection, but because he fought like crazy.  I think every day 

what a miracle he is.  Other friends were not so lucky in the church, and I was 

sitting by hospital beds myself. 

The other experience I was having through my church community was 

that often the people’s parents didn’t even know they were gay, and so they were 

having to tell them that they were gay and dying at the same time.  I made a soft 

cushion to accompany them in many cases to tell their parents, and that was so 

painful. It was my first time to understand, I think, as a person that not all parents 

love their children unconditionally.  It was so hard for me to get a grasp of that 

because I had been so blessed with love in my family, and I had the hardest time 

comprehending these families shutting out the men at the time.  Also, the way 

they treated their partners, because we didn’t have gay marriage, and very few 

people had legal documents drawn up to protect their partners, so it was a very, 
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very difficult thing. 

We had to care for the person who was sick, and then we had to help the 

partners, who may have just lost their home.  They couldn’t even get their clothes 

out because the law didn’t protect them.  That’s why many of us fought so hard 

for gay marriage.  It’s that memory of those days when the partner that passed 

may have been the one that had the good job and the insurance benefits, and the 

other partner may have been the stay-at-home.  It was common in the gay 

community. Even if the other partner worked, still they took their keys to the 

house away. It just was an extraordinary problem. 

My church community began to rise to address the issues.  The first thing 

we opened was a dental clinic because we had a very compassionate dentist in the 

congregation, and he kept pointing out that HIV infection was getting worse for 

people who couldn’t get dental care, and no dentist would treat people with AIDS 

because it involves blood when you work in your mouth.  Nobody understood the 

disease or how it was transmitted at that time, so we built a dental clinic.  Then 

we built a daycare center so that people who worked could drop off their partners 

at the center and have them cared for during the day.  We continued a whole, 

prolonged expansion of services. That was all about 1985, 1986, mid-1980s that 

we started all that. I became involved in it through my church.  

TAPPE: I remember Bering and the dental clinic and when they started all these 

services.  I also remember one gentleman telling me that he had a friend who 

would take his partner who was ill and leave him every day in the waiting room at 

Ben Taub in case something happened to him while he went to work.  Then he 

would come back and pick him up.  Eventually Ben Taub didn’t allow them to do 
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SIMS: Right, and that’s why we built a daycare center.  

TAPPE: It was critical. They just had nowhere to go.  

SIMS: In fact, one of my key roles in it was that at that point, the federal government 

had begun to allocate small amounts of money for AIDS care.  With the daycare 

clinic, we got our first government grant because we were able and willing to 

provide that service. I mean, it was small, and we ran that thing on a dime, but 

what that was evidence of, it wasn’t just people at Bering that helped support 

these services. We got donations and help through a big fundraiser.  It was really 

the first gala with AIDS services as a target in Houston.  

TAPPE: That gala was? 

SIMS: It was called An Evening of Hope, and it was chaired then by a very popular 

Houston philanthropist, Carolyn Farb.  At the time, she was all the buzz, as is 

always the case with our philanthropists in Houston.  She stepped out and 

supported a disease when other people in the giving and social community were 

not doing that. Her involvement, though, drew other people in.  It wasn’t 

necessarily a red-letter-names-in-the-social-column event, although it did get 

covered because we worked the reporters hard and asked them to talk about it.  

TAPPE: It did get covered. I remember seeing a couple of photographs in — I don’t 

know if it was the Chronicle or the Post at the time.  

SIMS: The Post. 

TAPPE: The Post, and I was stunned. 

SIMS: Yes, Betsy Parish covered it. She was the Post social columnist at the time.  We 

couldn’t get Maxine Mesinger quite on board, but we did get Betsy Parish from 
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the Post, and the Post did a nice spread on it. 

TAPPE: I remember it.  Again, I was stunned, because it was the first time you ever saw 

anything like that in this city.  

SIMS: That is right.  

TAPPE: Perhaps other places on the East or West Coast, but not in Houston.  

SIMS: Right. Houston handled the AIDS crisis like it does most everything.  The gay 

community said, “Our people are dying. We need to fix it.”  Through its own 

strength, it built up Bering; it built up the Montrose Counseling Center, which is 

now the Montrose Center; Legacy, which was the Montrose Clinic at the time.  I 

mean, these now-outstanding organizations that are 35 and 40 years old actually 

rose out of the AIDS movement.  The community supported them when no one 

else would. Our experience at Bering was that we saw a lot of religious 

organizations that didn’t necessarily want gay people at their church, but they 

were happy to write us a check. That was a huge boost. Some Episcopal 

charities, other Methodist churches, that helped us get going.  

TAPPE: They didn’t want to become involved themselves? 

SIMS: They didn’t want to offer any services but they definitely understood the cause 

was something that needed to be supported.  

TAPPE: You’ll take their money.  

SIMS: So we gladly took their money.  

TAPPE: As the AIDS crisis grew through the 1980s, the gay community was angry and 

frustrated, scared, of course, and some of that anger was focused on Mayor 

Whitmire.  Tell me about that.  Tell me about their frustrations, why they focused 

on her, how she reacted, and was it fair? 
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SIMS: One of the issues with AIDS was a lack of understanding.  Nobody knew if 

hugging a gay guy was going to get you ill.  We just didn’t understand it.  We 

didn’t even in the beginning refer to it as sexually transmitted.  It was fluids 

transmission, which made nurses scared, which made doctors scared.  It’s why 

dentists wouldn't touch anybody.  Nobody knew how it was spread, and there was 

so little research available.   

The Houston Fire Department wouldn’t pick up people with AIDS 

because they didn’t know either, so if you get a car wreck and there’s a gay guy in 

it, he might have AIDS, you don’t want to touch his blood.  You became kind of 

discriminatory to the gay community as a whole, not just people with the disease.  

That was causing issues with the mayor herself and other people, so it was very 

challenging. 

[END OF AUDIO PART 1] 

SIMS [continuing]: By the way, it was police too.  It was police and fire, everyone that 

had to deal with them.  The city had no HIV testing services at that time.  People 

were angry at Kathy because they felt like though Kathy was not personally gay, 

she was the first voice of the gay community, in their opinion.  The hurt ran very 

deep because there was this sense, “We got you elected. You’re our mayor.  Why 

are you letting our people die?”  That was the confusion, and Kathy herself was a 

bit frozen from lack of information.  She’s a very intelligent woman.  She needed 

to read. She needed to understand. 

Also, the city health department is very small.  It does very little for 

healthcare. Its primary job is prevention.  When you see a city health clinic, the 

primary thing you go there for are vaccines or treatment of some kind that’s 
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preventative. It’s not designed to provide public healthcare.  That job belongs to 

the county. It was a big problem for Kathy because she didn’t know how to fix it.   

She could order the firefighters to pick up people with AIDS.  That wasn’t 

going to change their behavior on the street.  They weren’t fans of hers to begin 

with. She got there by beating a law enforcement executive, so they weren’t that 

fond of her. She was also hurting because her own personal friends were dying.  

She had many friends in the community at the time.  That’s how she got the 

support. 

I think for everyone involved in the issue of AIDS, you were living on a 

dual track. You were trying to solve the issue as a policy and recognize it as a 

policy issue, but you were personally experiencing death on a rapid basis and 

watching people you loved and cared about die.  So there was a dual track. You 

could try to keep yourself calm in the face of it, but internally you’re dying.  

You’re watching people you love and care about die.   

It was a very traumatic experience for people, so Kathy fell into that 

category. There was a coalition called People With AIDS Coalition, and they 

wrote down the name of everyone that they knew of in Houston that had died of 

the disease, on little hearts, and they took them to city council and dumped them 

on the podium and said, “Mayor, these deaths are on you.”  

TAPPE: Holding her fully responsible.  

SIMS: Holding her responsible, and then of course she knew many of the names on these 

hearts, and it just nearly killed her that anybody would blame her for this.  But 

what they saw was lack of action. Not understanding the healthcare system, they 

would never ask the county for anything. It was very Republican at the time, and 
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no one even knew how the system worked, so it wasn’t a thought in their heads to 

go dump the hearts on Jon Lindsay’s podium, who was the county judge at the 

time.   

TAPPE: Do you recall other actions taken by activists in terms of for or against the city 

at city council meetings? 

SIMS: Sure, the activists were very angry, and activists that were smart, some who had 

been diagnosed, would lead the fight. They threw some eggs at council members, 

which meant they had to get arrested and removed from the chamber because you 

can’t do that. They pulled some very high, dramatic engagement to try to draw 

more attention to the issue.  They were leaders of their own right trying to remind 

people, “Hey, we’re here. We have this disease.  We’re coming to council how 

we look,” which at the time, the way the disease manifested, it caused a lot of 

issues with people’s bodies. They would come storm down there looking like a 

skeleton and with skin lesions all over their face and say, “I’m this way because 

you’re not helping.” It was dramatic.  

TAPPE: The city council members, did they feel helpless as well?  How did they 

respond, or were there differences? 

SIMS: There were differences. In those days, we didn’t have term limits, so your 

council members were there for long periods of time.  There were the centrist 

members who were like, “We care about you.  We’re not sure what to do.” 

Then there were the haters who would just say, “Well, you got the disease.  

We didn’t give it to you. It’s not our fault you got sick.  You shouldn’t have been 

whoring around.” That essentially was their attitude.   

Again, the rumors about the transmission of the disease were so 
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widespread that nobody knew, and there were council members who would not 

touch them, and there were others who would embrace them, the Eleanor Tinsleys 

and the Jim Greenwoods of the world who felt with Kathy on the issue, “How can 

we do better?”  Then there were others who just weren’t going to have anything to 

do with them. 

TAPPE: There wasn’t any money available at that time.  

SIMS: No. At this time, oil in Houston was selling for $11 a barrel on the stock market.  

This was before we really strove to diversify industry in Houston, so we were 60, 

70 percent reliant on oil and gas to drive the business force in the city.  When the 

oil market fell out, it was $11 a barrel.  We were making cutbacks at the cities.  

Libraries were closed. Swimming pools were closed.  Firefighters and police 

officers were cut back. Municipal employees were cut back.  It was a very 

difficult time for the city. When oil hits $11 a barrel in Houston, things are bad.  

Tent cities were emerging everywhere.  It was just a terrible time for the 

economy.  

TAPPE: The federal government at that point, if I am correct, had not been —  

SIMS: Remember, our president was Ronald Reagan, who ultimately acknowledged that 

AIDS existed, I think after his friend Rock Hudson said he had it. 

Then he was like, “Oh, this is real.  People are dying from it,” and he 

became a little more engaged, but it was never a top priority.  

TAPPE: Eventually some federal money started to flow to states.  

SIMS: Eventually it started, after the death of a child.  A young hemophiliac named 

Ryan White had gotten the disease through blood transfusion, and that drew more 

attention to it to help people realize it wasn’t just gay men.  Now, black women 
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had the disease from the beginning, but were overlooked and not respected due to 

cultural issues.  There were many black women in the early stages of AIDS who 

had the disease because their husbands were swinging both ways, we would say 

politely, I guess. They were getting no respect. 

We actually created a specific group for them in the Bering Community 

Services, a support group, because there, even mixing them with other AIDS 

patients was not necessarily beneficial.  It was happening to gay men, and these 

women weren’t gay men and were falling under different — even the gay 

community responded to them differently.  It was a bit of its own little side 

challenge. 

When Ryan White died, it began to help at the federal level, and of course 

we still to this day have Ryan White funding for HIV. 

The big fight came at the FDA, at the Food and Drug Administration, 

because people were saying, “We’re dying anyway.  Let us have the experimental 

drugs,” but it had always been the policy of the FDA to prolong studies with 

thorough, thorough, thorough population studies before a drug went to market.  

The AIDS issue changed that. It quite literally moved the FDA from a type II 

error organization, which was causing death by prolonging necessary drugs, to a 

type I organization. 

Now we have the opposite problem with the FDA, but AIDS is the reason, 

because so many people were dying and they were demanding anything that 

might help.  “If it will help me live a month longer, if it will help me live a week 

longer, please let me have it.”   

I don’t want to paint a picture of AIDS patients as all successful, but many 
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were educated, and business was beginning to tune in because of their loss of 

trained employees who were at the peak of their careers.  They were in their 

mid-30s, mid-40s.  They had a track with the company that they were moving 

right on, so business began to engage in this as well.  Of course, this is all by the 

late 1980s.  Ultimately the demands on the Food and Drug Administration for 

access to experimental drugs changed the way the FDA operates.  

TAPPE: I remember the activists in Washington in particular.  

SIMS: Yes, and of course there was the Quilt.  The Quilt was, I would say, just as 

someone who had been a part of it all, I would say when the quilt came to the 

George R. Brown, it was one of the most healing experiences I ever had.  Walking 

through and remembering all the people — it was a huge, huge quilt sewn 

together of smaller quilts.  People made a quilt for their person that had been lost, 

and it gave some people something to put themselves into.  Ultimately, when it 

could be fully unfolded, it covered the entire Washington Mall.  

TAPPE: I saw it there. It was unbelievable. 

SIMS: We brought it to the George R. Brown. I worked very hard on that. But it was a 

portion. It wasn’t a large spread of the whole thing, but no place could 

accommodate that.  

TAPPE: How did you pull that off? 

SIMS: Well, they were interested in coming to Houston, so we pushed real hard to get a 

tour stop, and I think our numbers frankly were reflective of the need.  Houston 

was the third highest at the time in loss of people.  Of course, with our medical 

center, that was why?  Why?  We have one of the best medical centers in the 

world. Well, for one thing, no hospital in the medical center would take people 
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with AIDS. It was actually a private hospital and the county that took the 

patients.  

TAPPE: Who treated the most in Houston? 

SIMS: If they had insurance, it was Park Plaza Hospital, which had its own AIDS floor, 

and everybody that worked there volunteered to work there, so no health 

providers were forced to work there. They had about two doctors and a handful 

of nurses that chose to work on that floor.  If you had insurance, you went there. 

If you did not have insurance, you went to the Harris County Hospital 

District, and you would have been in Ben Taub until the Harris County Hospital 

District finally built Thomas Street Clinic, which was a clinic that would do daily 

care for people with AIDS. It wasn’t a hospital.  Then they created kind of a 

sectioned area of Ben Taub for it. 

We did have a private AIDS hospital here for a while.  I’m not the expert 

on that, but there was one — it was a complicated situation.  

TAPPE: Right, and I don’t think it took off, so to speak.  

SIMS: It didn’t take off the way people expected it to.  Again, what happened with 

people with AIDS, they lost their insurance the sicker they got.  If you miss a 

certain number of days, you lose your job. It wasn’t companies that were firing 

them.  It was just policies that were firing them until companies began to 

understand what was happening, and then they extended coverage, but it was so 

complicated in the beginning, nobody understood how it worked or why it worked 

the way it did. 

TAPPE: I think some companies were willing to do that.  

SIMS: Yes. Some wanted them out of the office immediately.  If you were diagnosed 
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and they found out, you were out because they didn’t understand the spread. 

TAPPE: Nancy, you were given the responsibility to convene a task force to address the 

various HIV/AIDS issues.  Tell me about that commission.  

SIMS: I had worked on the mayor’s campaigns.  I never wanted to work at City Hall 

because city government is so different.  The irony is that I love city government 

with my heart and soul to this day.   

The mayor and my mentor, Clintine Cashion, knew of my involvement at 

Bering, and they asked me to come to City Hall to help work on the issue.  They 

also said I could be director of boards and commissions, which you get to 

recommend people for appointment to the mayor.  As I like to say, that was one of 

the patronage jobs in City Hall. They tugged on my heartstrings when they said 

they just needed help with the AIDS issue, so that was spring of 1987.  The way 

they tied it together was, “Put some kind of task force or something together on 

AIDS.” 

TAPPE: “Go do something.”  

SIMS: “Go do something.  Please, help.” 

My baseline concern was that nobody understood how government 

worked. I’m one of those very few blessed people that’s worked federal, state, 

and local, and I’ve worked county and city, so I’ve got a very unique perspective 

on government as a whole. I took that knowledge and said, “We need to appoint a 

task force, but the first thing we need to do is change the conversation; that it’s 

not the city; that this, A, is a public health issue.  It’s not a panic plague that’s 

spreading across the Universe,” which is how a lot of people thought of it.  “We 

need to make it a public health issue, and we’ve got to involve the county 
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because, Mayor, you could appoint a task force all day, but you don’t have 

anything to do with healthcare in the county.  Not healthcare. You have to do 

with health prevention and safety, but not care.” 

She agreed, and we called the then very Republican county judge and 

spoke with him about it.  Fortunately he was onboard because he saw it as a 

growing problem as well, and business had spoken to him about it, so it helped.  

TAPPE: And he was responsible, as the county person. 

SIMS: And he was responsible. But he was also very amenable.  We were blessed to 

have the county judge that we did at the time.  His name was Jon Lindsay.   

He and his staff and the mayor and I worked hard, and we put together a 

task force that reflected all the interests affected by AIDS.  We had people with 

AIDS on the task force from the activist group who were sometimes hard to listen 

to and made business people uncomfortable.  It was fun to watch. We put a few 

corporate leaders, VP’s [vice president] of human resources. 

We got a Mr. Houston-type guy to chair the committee.  He was actually 

CEO [chief executive officer] of the blood center, which was having its own huge 

issues related to the disease.  Then he was also on the rodeo committee, very 

high-ranking in the rodeo, and he was president of the Downtown Houston 

Rotary, which at that time was a very large and powerful organization.  After a lot 

of work and the mayor’s approval, I asked him to chair it, and he said, “Yeah, 

because we need to take care of this thing.”  He looked at it again as a problem 

that needed solving. 

Of course, there were hospital district people on it and Houston health 

people on it, so we had all the experts. This group was a little unusual. It’s not 
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people you normally put at a table together, but the mayor and the judge would 

come, the first few meetings we had, and that made everybody, “Okay.  We’ll 

work together.” 

The challenge we had was that the people with AIDS that would be on the 

committee might die in the process.  Although it was a terrible situation, I think it 

also helped those not directly related better understand the pain of AIDS because 

they would listen to these folks yell at them at the meetings, but they began to 

respect and to understand more about what it was doing to individual people.  I 

think it softened the nature of the board’s point of view.   

Your human resources people brought to the table a definition of how it 

was affecting business and why we had to help and talked about their own 

insurance policies. Most of them at that time were self-insured under a program 

called ERISA [Employee Retirement Income Security Act], and so it was costing 

them millions and millions of dollars to keep people who had the disease.  Of 

course, we only had the people that were helping on the committee because the 

others didn’t want anything to do with it.   

The health people, every meeting we had epidemiology reports of how 

many cases — they were anonymous — but how many cases were in the county, 

and the city health department would match and share that information every 

meeting so we could see the increases as they were going up.   

The task force actually really worked.  A lot of times, you do these things 

for window dressing, but because we engaged those who were angriest, we 

engaged those who were confused, and we engaged those that had a direct 

interest, we had doctors, we just had everybody on it.  It was a big task force, 
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maybe about 40 people or so, which is big, but they broke into subcommittees and 

took on certain issues, and ultimately we brought the issue from emotion to public 

health. 

By having leaders like the guy from the blood center get up in public and 

talk about, “This is a disease that needs to be viewed as a public health issue and 

not a whether you believe in gay sex or not,” it began to shift the issue, and the 

judge and the mayor also.  With the work that we did, treatment began to change.  

The hospital district responded in a big way, and about the same time the grants 

started coming, so that helped too.  

TAPPE: That would help a lot, I’m sure.  

SIMS: Yes, and the mayor and Clintine and I spent a lot of time in the medical center 

trying to talk to doctors in hospitals.  I think it’s important to note that Houston 

had a rare moment in time where women were running everything except the 

county, but you had a woman superintendent of HISD [Houston Independent 

School District], you had a woman president of University of Houston System, 

you had Kathy, you had a woman police chief.  I mean, women were in power.   

Kathy and I — it’s about 1987, 1988 — we go over to the medical center 

to meet with this group of doctors because Houston lost the biggest Robert Woods 

Johnson grant available to serve and treat people with AIDS because our 

nonprofit and commercial health systems could not work together.  We lost this 

huge grant. It was millions.  Again, we were the third-highest city with AIDS, so 

we should have gotten a grant. 

Kathy and I go over to the medical center to talk to all these doctors.  

Well, they are unique in their own way, highly educated, each running their own 
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institution, and they didn’t like to talk to each other.  The other thing was, when 

we left the meeting, I looked to Kathy, and I said, “I didn’t know there were still 

meetings without women in them,” because Kathy and I were the only women in 

the room. 

Kathy just patted me on the back.  She’s like, “Oh, honey.”  

TAPPE: “Welcome to my world.”  

SIMS: “Welcome to my world.  This is the way most of the meetings I go to are.”   

As appointments to boards and commissions, my job was to diversify 

every board in town. I had to put a woman on it, a person of color, at least one if 

not two preferably. That was the way she operated.  We were trying to bust up 

the old boy system, but boy, when we hit the med center.  I was excited because I 

thought we had made progress in this meeting by convincing them that they had 

really messed up by letting us not win this grant through their lack of cooperation.   

Again, Kathy patted me on the head and said, “They’re not going to do it.” 

So it comes around again, and I’m all over these doctors.  I’m like, “Hey, 

you have to cooperate with MD Anderson so that you can work with Methodist.  

You-all have to do this because you each get a part of the grant.”  We didn’t get it 

a second time because our medical center found it difficult to cooperate with each 

other on a funding project of that nature.  It wasn’t discrimination against AIDS.  

It was competition amongst themselves.  

TAPPE: It was political between them.  

SIMS: It was political between them.  That’s when I learned that every business in the 

world has politics. It doesn’t matter whether you think holding hearts in your 

hand for a living is a big deal, you’ve still got politics.  Of course, we’ve learned 

OH054   | The oH Project  | page 25 



 

         

  

 

  

  

 

that so much more about healthcare over the last 30 years.  At that time, it was a 

little bit pre-HMO [health maintenance organization].  

TAPPE: Do you recall who was in charge of actually pulling this together?  Who was 

writing the grant?  

SIMS: It was a combo of the city and the county with the med center, but everybody had 

a section. Some of them poured heart and soul into it, and some of them didn’t.  

“Why should MD Anderson get all the research money?  Why shouldn’t 

Methodist or St. Luke’s or Hermann get it?”  I’m not badmouthing any specific 

institution, but it was hard for our med center to find a way to do a cooperative 

grant, and it really hurt us in funding.  That’s okay, because the citizens stepped 

up like they always do, and you began to get more AIDS fundraisers and more 

community support for things. 

TAPPE: Do any of the businesses in town stick out in your memory in terms of being in 

the forefront of supporting? 

SIMS: Yes. Tellepsen was big. At the time, Continental was very forward in the issue.  

Of course, they had a number of gay employees as flight attendants and 

throughout the company, so they were aware of it and trying to deal with it in 

their own way. And also, Continental was a city leader. 

There was a big energy company but I can’t recall the name.  They are no 

longer around — there were so many mergers. They were at the very forefront of 

the issue. 

Shell, Shell Oil — but we forget that Shell is based in Holland.  You 

know, they are a tad more progressive in Holland than the US [United States].  

Shell was a big leader. 
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[END OF AUDIO PART 2]  

TAPPE: For as long as I can remember, they have been involved and supportive of the 

gay community in general. 

SIMS: Yes, Shell. And not quite in the city, but certainly an important part was Mitchell 

Energy, owned by then George Mitchell. They played a significant role, but they 

were not on the task force because they weren’t in the city or county.  They’re 

actually in The Woodlands.  He built The Woodlands, so they were just up there, 

but they were very much at the forefront.  We have a lot of things in town named 

Mitchell for a reason. 

TAPPE: We certainly do.  

You had mentioned Clintine Cashion.  Tell me who she was and what 

influence she had on you. 

SIMS: Clintine Cashion was from the neighborhood where I grew up, and she was very, 

very smart politically.  When I met her, she worked for the state senator.  I was 

about in eighth grade. I didn’t put together until later that she and her husband, 

who had four kids — I was in between their two oldest — they used to gather all 

the neighborhood kids, and they’d put watermelon at the park at the end of the 

street. They’d give us door hangers. We didn’t know for who or what.  We just 

would race down the street and do these door hangers and eat watermelon at the 

end. 

I had known her and I knew her children, obviously. We lived close and 

went to school together.  She kind of became a political mom to me over the 

years. She’s who brought me into Kathy’s world in the first place.   

She called me.  I was at college, and she called me and said, “I got a pass 
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for you. I got two passes. Grab a friend. Come down here to the National 

Women’s Convention.”   

She’s the reason I got to do that at 18.  Again, talk about a life-changing 

moment.  That was the Women’s Convention held in Houston.  We have archives 

of it at the University of Houston’s Women’s Archive and great reports and 

detailed information about it.  We did an update for its 40th anniversary, of the 

policies that were discussed there, where they are now.  Just a sidebar.  The 

professor in me will slip our periodically.   

Clintine was my mentor.  She had divorced her husband.  She was high-

ranking in the State Democratic Party.  We worked on issues a lot together.  She 

became the guru behind Kathy.  Kathy had kind of a dual brain trust.  She had a 

lot of young people who had graduated from Rice, who were her thinkers and 

policy solvers and that kind of thing. And then she had Clintine and her little 

group, which was made up of a diverse type of people, a combination of 

minorities and young women and even young gay men.  Clintine represented what 

she called “the folks.” Her attitude was always, “How is it going to play with the 

folks?”   

I have carried that thought and process throughout my adult life.  I had 

lunch with a potential mayoral candidate today, and I was like, “Let’s think about 

the folks. How is this going to play?” 

They used to say in politics, “How is it going to play in Peoria?”  Well, we 

don’t have Peoria in Texas.  

TAPPE: But we have “the folks.” 

SIMS: We do have “the folks.”  She was really the reason I went to City Hall, and I was 
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able to work directly under her, in her outside office.  

TAPPE: She played a crucial role in your life.  

SIMS: She played a crucial role in my life.  She played a crucial role in Kathy 

Whitmire’s life.  Kathy believed she would not have been elected without 

Clintine, and it may have been true, because Kathy is a wonderful, brilliant 

woman, but does not have the natural skill of working a room, so Clintine would 

always be with her, whispering in her ear, making sure she said the right things to 

the right people, because inside, Kathy is actually kind of shy.  For her to have 

run for mayor of Houston, it took a great strategist like Clintine.  Today we would 

have called her the strategist. 

TAPPE: Kathy Whitmire always looked at herself as someone that cared a lot and had 

great ideas in terms of policies but wasn’t necessarily comfortable selling herself.  

She wasn’t a typical politician. 

SIMS: She was very atypical. She didn’t want to change her look, but the styles were 

changing. We had to change her look. She was always very hesitant to make 

changes to her personal self. She was quite comfortable wearing her bowties in 

the 1980s. 

TAPPE: She’s on Broadway now. 

SIMS: The rumor has it that the show Tootsie, the movie and now the Broadway show, 

were based on her looks. 

TAPPE: I think they were nominated for some Tony awards.  

SIMS: I saw that. I didn’t know they were on Broadway.  I told my daughter, “I want to 

see Tootsie when we’re going up.” 

Just one quick anecdote, but in the 1983 campaign, the police officers 
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were very mad at Kathy, so they made these bumper stickers that said “Toot, toot, 

Tootsie, goodbye,” which was an old song.  It wasn’t about the movie.  Our 

comeback to that was “Tootsie’s on a roll,” and we made bumper stickers that 

looked like Tootsie Rolls. 

TAPPE: She was on a roll.  

SIMS: She was on a roll. We handed them out everywhere we went, Tootsie Rolls.  I 

always thought that was one of our more fun times fighting with the police 

officers. They were putting those bumper stickers on police cars, which is very 

illegal, but it didn’t say her name on it anywhere, so you couldn’t technically 

throw them out.  

TAPPE: I remember there were some problems with the police department in the gay 

community, lots of raids on the bars. 

SIMS: Oh, yes, raids. 

TAPPE: And harassment.  

SIMS: Yes, and she stopped that. 

TAPPE: Yes, she did.  

SIMS: She was mayor from 1981 to 1991, so during that time, she helped create the 

Citizens’ Police Academy, and they brought members of the gay community into 

the police academy and started teaching them how to work with the community.   

The other thing that happened for us was, this was also just after the boat 

people immigrated from Vietnam.  This was part of the reason Houston has such a 

large Vietnamese population, is we were one of the cities they were bound for.  

The Vietnamese community, when it first came to Houston, was extremely insular 

and would not report crime, and so we began to do the same with the Vietnamese.   
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Now the Houston Police 

Department has officers that speak 

over 100 languages and really tries 

to work with the diversity of the 

Houston population. It started 

with helping the gay community 

learn how to work with the police 

department and vice versa.  

TAPPE: Now substations in all the neighborhoods helps a lot, as well.  

SIMS: Exactly.  

TAPPE: That was a difficult time.  

Nancy, in your preparation for this particular interview, I assume you went 

back in your mind with different memories.  This process affects different people 

in different ways. How have you been affected by this?  What memories has it 

jarred for you?  

SIMS: It’s jarred a lot of memories.  I remember a time where my 80-year-old 

grandmother said, “You go to more funerals than I do, and that’s not good.”  She 

was right. It was a very sad and difficult time for anybody that had friends in the 

community. Of course, I had a whole army of friends from the Whitmire team.  

In particular, a few of the people at my church that I had been friends with.  I had 

a particular soulmate that I had met at church, and his partner, and the three of us 

ran around like crazy. We did things together.   

Randy was the first hired director of the Bering Foundation.  I was on his 
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board, but we were also best friends.  We were just best friends.  I mean, we did 

beach weekends.  He and his partner Jim and I watched movies and ate popcorn 

together with our pajamas on.  We were just good, good friends.  It was very, very 

difficult for me.  I loved Randy so much, and he did get diagnosed with HIV and 

fought pretty hard for a while. Then he got sick and went very rapidly.  It was an 

extraordinarily difficult thing. He had helped so many people with AIDS.   

Like I say, he ran the Bering Foundation.  He was the one that got Carolyn 

Farb involved initially for the first gala and helped put that whole thing together 

because he had the social 

connections to do it. 

Carolyn Farb herself spoke 

at his funeral, as did I, and 

other, very prominent 

people. He was a much-

beloved human.  Losing 

him was so hard.   

I remember that we 

were on a plane, and he 

said, “I need you to take care of my funeral service.” 

I said, “I don’t want to talk about it.”  I shut down. I was like, “I don’t 

want to talk about it. I just don’t want to talk about it.”  I mean, I’m 28, 29 years 

old. 

He said, “Well, you have to talk about it because you’re the only one.  Jim 

will be in too much grief.  My parents will want to do some old-fashioned Baptist 
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 Nancy, Jim, and Randy. December 1990 

thing. You have to do it.” He literally wrote out for me everything he wanted, 

from the songs he wanted played, to everything else.  I did it, but it was so hard. I 

was so young to be doing something like that. 

The other thing about Randy was, I think, he went on a spiritual journey as 

he was approaching what’s next. When I say “spiritual journey,” I mean 

experimental spiritual journey.  I was the only friend open-minded enough and 

just loved him enough to go on the journey with him.  We did sweat lodges with 

Native Americans.  We did past-life regressions.  We did soul retrieval.  We did 

so many things, and it was such an adventure.  

TAPPE: What fun, and what bonding for you. 

SIMS: Yes, and it was fun.  It was interesting.  I learned a lot.  I’d say it helped shape my 

spirituality as a person in my later years.  It was just such a crazy adventure.  We 

went through maybe two years or so before he got really sick.  I think that’s just 

the kind of personal story that everybody has.  

A kind of interesting outcome of all of that was that Jim and I were there 
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for each other’s grief.  We like to joke that we inherited each other, which is true, 

and so I’ve been friends with Jim since 1982.  He lost what would have been a 

husband, had there been a rule at that time.  Five years he was single, and I got 

kind of tired of it. He wouldn’t go out on a date.  The grief wouldn’t quit, right? 

I think we filled for each other the space that should have been for both of us 

going to find someone else.   One night he was out drinking with my 

girlfriend, and we decided to introduce our best gay friends to each other.  They 

have been married for 20 years now. Not married for 20 years, but they’ve been 

together for 20 or 21 years. 

Of course, as a person who had been told I could never have children, at 

42 I delivered a baby, and those two men are the godfathers to my child and have 

helped me raise her, because I’ve mostly done it on my own.  They are huge 

influences in her life. 

We had a little bunny that I had given to Randy when he was in the 

hospital. Well, he wasn’t little.  He was a big, white bunny because Randy was in 

the hospital on Easter. His birthday and my birthday are in the spring, a month 

apart. I saw this big, white bunny, and got it for him.  Randy gave everybody 

hugs. 

Jim gave me the bunny when Lily was born, and Lily has slept with the 

bunny her whole, entire life, so we feel like Randy has been there, right?  I hurt so 

badly sometimes to think of Randy not knowing my child, but Jim knows my 

child, and Jim has been a rock for her. It’s beautiful.  It’s just beautiful that Jim 

and my friendship has carried on post-Randy, but losing Randy was one of the 

hardest things I ever did. 
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To speak at his funeral at 31 or 32 years old, and have that prominent 

crowd there, to just get up and talk about your best friend was really, really, really 

hard. It made me grow up in a way I hadn’t ever done before.  Let me tell you, 

after you give the eulogy at your best friend’s funeral, you grow up a whole lot.   

I did say that Randy loved to ride in my convertible.  At Christmas, we’d 

go over to the Shepherd Oaks neighborhood and do the Christmas lights.  

Sometimes they’d be playing Christmas carols, so Randy would sit in the back of 

the convertible singing at the top of his lungs.  At the end of the eulogy I gave, I 

said, “So Randy, what’s it like over there?” because I had mentioned about our 

journey. 

I said, “Well, Nancy, it’s like riding with the top down.”   

You know, to this day, every once in a while, someone will mention that 

to me; that they remember that line from the funeral, because if they knew Randy 

at all, they knew how inquisitive he was.  Sometimes he’d be like a reporter.  He 

should have been a lawyer, the way he would, "Well, tell me:  How does this 

work?” and blah, blah, blah. He would just affect you that way.   

I lost many good friends from church, especially, and also politics.  People 

from politics, from church, it was a very difficult time.  We’re a generation, you 

share it too, that lost a fair number of our society, almost like a war.  

TAPPE: We lost a generation. 

SIMS: We did.  We lost a generation of middle-aged men.  The sad thing is, the disease 

has spread so that now it’s very high Latino rates, very high African-American 

rates, and it’s continued to spread. The difference is, it doesn’t cause people to 

die immediately.  
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TAPPE: Thank you for sharing that about Randy.  Thank you for going there. 

It is 35 years or 40 years later. AIDS is still with us, but it’s a different 

world in terms of medical treatment, as you were referencing.  They have pre-

exposure and post-exposure medications.  

SIMS: Yes, I’m really excited about PrEP [pre-exposure prophylaxis].  

TAPPE: My question to you is, this younger generation obviously didn’t see what we 

have seen. 

SIMS: They didn’t. 

TAPPE: Hopefully they won’t. They don’t seem to be that concerned in general about 

the disease because they feel, at least the ones I’ve spoken with, “Oh, it will be 

like diabetes.” 

SIMS: Yes, they compare it to diabetes.  It is not diabetes. It is not. 

TAPPE: It is not diabetes. 

Do you have concerns about their lack of concern? 

SIMS: Yes, I have deep concerns about it.  My daughter is a member of the LGBT 

community. We speak about it frequently.  Her godmother is Katy Caldwell, who 

runs Legacy. We’ve pretty much told her we’d hand her condoms.  We’ve been 

handing her condoms since she was about 12.  She’s aware. I don’t think her 

friends in the community as a whole, or even youth in general, view the disease as 

a threat anymore, and we’re seeing that statistically in the rise of sexually 

transmitted diseases in general, not just HIV, but other diseases that people get.  

There’s a significant rise going on, which means there’s a decline in safe sex.  

Youth are always going to feel invincible. I really wish we could teach them that 

this is not something to play around with.  
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TAPPE: I was going to ask you about the education part.  I remember, and I know you 

do too, billboards, flyers, every time you went into a bar, all kinds of printed 

material, visual material about education and safer sex.  That’s gone, for the most 

part. 

SIMS: I think some people are still putting it out there.  I just don’t think people are 

looking at it. 

TAPPE: We don’t see it much.  Do you think it would be beneficial to society as a whole 

to maybe raise the level of awareness again? 

SIMS: Absolutely.  

TAPPE: Not just because of HIV, as you said, but also all kinds of diseases.  

SIMS: All sexually transmitted diseases.  Yes, they’re becoming careless again, and that 

shouldn’t happen. There are also specific cultural issues, and today’s youth’s 

view of sex is significantly different. My daughter and I had a discussion about 

this recently, and we got into the “Is oral sex, sex?” argument.   

  This generation doesn’t view all acts as sex, so it gets very complicated, I 

think. They aren’t sure of when they need protection and when they don’t.  It’s a 

more open society. The Internet provides a lot of opportunity to explore, so I 

think that it should have more safe-sex information on it.  

TAPPE: I know Legacy is involved with education. 

SIMS: Yes, and again, PrEP, I think, is significant.  The other thing about the gay 

community today is that being gay is more accepted.  It just blends in.  The bars 

were the community’s center. They were. But now they’re not, and we see bars 

closing right and left. 

My daughter is on the mayor’s LGBT advisory committee, and they got 
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into the discussion about having places to go besides bars for those who can’t 

drink, et cetera. I was just like wow, things have changed so much.  I don’t think 

it’s as easy to capture the community as a group, so you really have to speak to all 

young people. 

Of course, LGBT is on the rise because it is more accepted and more open.  

There are a lot more people coming out at younger ages.  It’s a tough 

communication plan because of how you reach them.  We can’t just go hand out 

some flyers in the bars anymore.  That doesn’t reach them.  

TAPPE: So it would have to be through social media because that’s where they live.  

SIMS: Social media, that is where they live.  Until some funding comes around for that, I 

don’t see it changing a whole lot. 

TAPPE: I was talking to one gentleman who has two daughters, two straight daughters, 

seniors in high school, and I asked him how he dealt with them and what their 

concerns were about HIV/AIDS. Of course, they’re very educated on the topic, 

but he said generally these kids don’t seem to really think about it because the 

ones that are aware of what’s going on in our world today are so concerned about 

other issues, about surviving the environment, and politics, all these other things, 

that this is like, “Oh, well, are we even going to be able to breathe the air?”  That 

is how some of these kids think, not that there’s anything wrong with being 

concerned about our world, but missing this other piece is a little bit frightening.  

SIMS: Right. 

TAPPE: It gave me a lot of food for thought. I thought oh, my gosh, these kids are really 

dealing with a lot of other issues that we were not dealing with at the time.  

SIMS: Right, and they don’t have any faith in anything because so much has fallen apart 
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in their lifetimes.  They don’t believe that tomorrow is necessarily there, so that 

makes them a little bit more reckless. 

TAPPE: Kids are reckless enough.  

SIMS: They always are. That doesn’t change.  But I would say as a person who teaches 

college students, this current generation I believe they’re calling Gen Z, they are 

completely different.  And they’re young. They’re just now old enough to vote. 

Last election cycle, in 2018, projected that 40 percent of them eligible turned out 

to vote. That’s huge for youth. They are much more engaged.  They talk about 

education. 

I’ll give you a great example since you and I are similar in age range.  I 

came into my campaign management class talking about the playbooks that 

parties put out with messaging in it.  One was, I came in saying, “So the 

Republican playbook for 2020 is to call all Democrats a socialist.”  So I’m 

looking out at the kids, and I’m just like, “That just burns me. I don’t like that.” 

One of the students raised his hand.  Talk about an aha moment.  One of 

the students raises his hand, and he said, “Why does that bother you, being called 

a socialist?  We’re socialist.” 

Then half the class was like, “We’re all socialist.  That’s why we like 

Bernie Sanders,” which I’m always saying, “Why do you people like Bernie 

Sanders?” 

It was just an Oprah aha moment for me.  They don’t see socialist as a bad 

thing. I think that just captures this particular generation of kids.  It just captures 

it. 

TAPPE: When we were younger, the “L” word, “liberal,” was the horrible word, right? 
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Oh, my God, that was the worst thing you could call someone.  Now it’s moved 

on to “socialist.” 

SIMS: “Socialist,” and we’re children of the Cold War, so we understand “socialist” the 

way the Republicans are using it right now.  But they don’t see it that way, 

because they didn’t grow up with socialist countries, so they think socialist is 

Bernie Sanders. 

TAPPE: The definitions are two completely different things.  

SIMS: They just think — they weren’t born before the Berlin Wall came down.  Things 

that seem so momentous in our lives, they never experienced, so they don’t take 

the word as a negative. 

[END OF AUDIO PART 3]  

TAPPE: It’s the new “L” word.  

SIMS: To you and me it is but not to them.  They’re happy to call themselves socialist.  

TAPPE: I’m glad you’re in there teaching them and leading the way.  

SIMS: They teach me too, though.  That’s what I always say.  This is why everybody 

should be lucky enough to teach college because they teach you.  Like that whole 

incident, I was like, “Oh, okay.  I get it. You-all don’t see it the way I do.”  Very 

eye-opening and hopeful. It makes me hopeful.  

By the way, my Women in Politics class, we have some pretty vivid sex 

discussions, particularly when we talk about birth control and how it’s emerged 

over the years. I always speak at length about safe sex, and the students kind of 

laugh at me.  

TAPPE: Do they?  

SIMS: They do. 
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TAPPE: Because you’re speaking about sex, or the safe sex part? 

SIMS: Oh, no, they don’t care.  I say, “Today we’re going to talk sex for breakfast,” 

because I teach an 8:30 class. They all giggle, and then we go on.  Anything I say 

today compared to what they’ve heard is nothing.  I kind of have to teach them 

the evolution of birth control by starting with condoms being from the Grecian 

era, and then withdrawal methods, and other things throughout the years.  They 

don’t know that there wasn’t always a pill.  I guess I’ll put it that way. So we 

have to get them there.  The sex discussion doesn’t really bother them, but when I 

start talking about safe sex and how important it is, I do get a little more giggling.  

TAPPE: That’s interesting. 

SIMS: These are students who have self-selected a class called Women in Politics, so 

let’s just be clear about that.  

TAPPE: Are they mostly women?  

SIMS: No. It depends. Every year is different.  Last semester was two-thirds women, 

one-third men. 

TAPPE: Do you think that when you speak of safer sex, that they’re already familiar 

with it, because the education is different now, or is it more of an introduction? 

SIMS: They do seem to have heard of it.  But again, the definition of what they consider 

sex is not necessarily intercourse, so there’s a lot of giggles that birth control isn’t 

necessary if you just do this or vice versa. 

TAPPE: Oh, God, Nancy, just keep teaching them. 

SIMS: I try. 

TAPPE: Thank you so much for your time.  

SIMS: Thank you. 
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TAPPE: It has been an absolute pleasure. 

[END OF AUDIO PART 4] 

[INTERVIEW CONCLUDED] 

* * * * * 
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