LGBTQ+ Veterans Who Served in Silence and the Cost of Secrecy
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Stories of LGBTQ+ veterans who concealed their identities reveal the personal cost of military policies that restricted open service. From a Navy sailor penalised in the 1950s to officers who challenged later rules, their experiences show how pride in serving could sit alongside fear, exclusion and lasting hurt.
Essential Takeaways
Service and secrecy: LGBTQ+ personnel served while facing rules and social pressures that could make openness risky.
A policy shift, not full freedom: “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” replaced an outright ban but still required gay and bisexual personnel to keep their identities undisclosed.
Individuals challenged the rules: Colonel Grethe Cammermeyer took her discharge to court and won reinstatement in 1994.
Personal memories matter: Oral histories preserve experiences that can otherwise be lost or overlooked.
Pride in service, pain in the silence
For Joseph Patton, serving in the US Navy was one of his greatest accomplishments, but the circumstances of his discharge left a painful mark. Georgia Public Broadcasting recounts how Patton enlisted at 17 in 1955 and kept his sexuality private, when gay people could be investigated and removed from the military.
He was penalised after befriending two sailors who told their commanders they were lovers. Patton received an undesirable discharge, later reclassified as honourable in 1977. His account, recorded for StoryCorps in 2019, captures a difficult truth: pride in military service and hurt over discrimination can exist side by side.
The details belong to Patton's own story, not every LGBTQ+ veteran's. But they show how a policy can reach beyond paperwork, shaping what people feel safe saying and how they remember their service.
Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell changed the rules, not the pressure
The 1993 “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy replaced an outright ban with a system under which gay and bisexual personnel could serve only if they did not openly disclose their sexual orientation. WABE's interview with former Air Force captain Mark Gibson describes how a rule that first seemed calming to him came to feel demoralising and dehumanising.
Gibson served for 20 years and wrote the memoir Served in Silence about military life during that era. The shift in his feelings is telling: a policy may sound like a compromise on paper, yet still leave people monitoring what they say and who might hear it.
The USS Constitution Museum's account of sailor Robert Santiago gives that pressure a daily texture. Enlisting in 1988, Santiago recalled avoiding being seen at gay bars and hearing homophobic remarks while serving. He completed a 20-year Navy career, but uncertainty around the policy affected his relationships and sense of security.
Speaking openly brought the exclusion into view
Colonel Grethe Cammermeyer's case turned private discrimination into a public challenge. The US Department of Veterans Affairs reports that she identified herself as gay during a security-clearance interview connected with an application to attend the Army War College. In 1992, the Army Reserve discharged her under its policy against homosexual service members.
Cammermeyer challenged that decision in court, and a judge ruled in her favour in June 1994, restoring her to her former rank. The VA describes her as the highest-ranking officer discharged for homosexuality at the time. Her experience shows how speaking openly could expose the rules' consequences, even as it carried personal risk.
Her public service continued beyond that case. She retired from the VA in 1997 after 27 years at three medical centres and from the Army National Guard after 31 years, then advocated for equality and supported others. Her story also inspired the television film Serving in Silence, based on her memoir.
Remembering the people behind the policy
Not every account ends with a public court challenge. The Modern Military Association of America highlights Colonel Edward Thomas Ryan, who disclosed that he was gay in his obituary after his death. Ryan wrote that he had not found the courage to come out during his life because he feared rejection from family, friends and colleagues.
That posthumous disclosure is a stark reminder that silence could extend beyond a person's military career. The association uses Ryan's story to call for continued support and advocacy, while its wider policy arguments reflect its role as an advocacy organisation.
A Harvard Law School discussion records another first-person perspective, from veteran and activist Denny Meyer. He began military service in 1968 and described concealment as part of both wider social life and the particular pressures of military culture. His testimony helps explain why silence was not simply an individual preference: the risks of disclosure were shaped by rules and expectations around him.
Oral histories make room for a fuller picture
These accounts span different generations and circumstances, so they shouldn't be treated as interchangeable. Patton's discharge in the 1950s, Cammermeyer's court challenge and Santiago's experience under “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” each sit in a distinct period. Taken together, though, they show how LGBTQ+ service members navigated changing rules without always gaining the freedom to live openly.
Oral histories help preserve that complexity. Georgia Public Broadcasting notes that StoryCorps interviews are kept in the Library of Congress's American Folklife Center, while the USS Constitution Museum combines historical context with Santiago's testimony. Those records give readers more than a policy timeline: they make space for the voices and feelings behind it.
For anyone exploring LGBTQ+ military history, it helps to read personal accounts alongside institutional context. One veteran's experience can illuminate a policy's human impact, but it can't stand in for everyone who served.
The stories are a reminder that service, identity and the freedom to speak openly have never been simple questions.
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