
It was 7p.m. on November 29 when 

David Wilson pulled into his driveway and found his partner, 

James Hudson*, lying on the ground next to the leaves that 

he’d been raking. At first, Wilson thought that Hudson was 

playing a game. But once he took a closer look, he knew that his part-

ner of thirteen years was not joking around. Something was seriously 

wrong, and Hudson needed help. 

When the EMTs and police arrived to take Hudson to the hospi-

tal, Wilson confronted more than a medical emergency. A black, gay 

man in a white neighborhood, Wilson had to explain his relationship 

to Hudson before anyone could leave for the hospital. “A major crisis 

was happening, but rather than focusing on the crisis, I had to deal 

with the apparent issues of race and sexual orientation that most 

people don’t have to deal with,” Wilson says. 

Once Hudson and Wilson arrived at the hospital, Wilson was 

not allowed past the admissions desk. “They basically said to me, ‘You 

have no relationship to this man. We’re not allowed, by law, to give 

you any information about this patient. We are prohibited, by law, 

from telling you about his condition,’” Wilson says. 

This was 1994. The decade that he and Hudson had lived to-

gether, loved each other, shared their lives with one another meant 

nothing in the face of the law. Wilson says that he felt completely 

“helpless and powerless.” “That experience really showed me how 

fragile my relationship was under the law,” Wilson says. “In a crisis 

situation…there were no protections or rights for two gay men in a 

loving and committed relationship.” 

After speaking with Hudson’s family on the phone, the doctors 

finally told Wilson that Hudson had suffered a massive heart attack 

and had been dead on arrival. 

• • • • •

Today, Wilson looks neither helpless nor powerless nor fragile. 

He has a warm, easy smile; simple, silver framed glasses; and short, 

black hair that is turning gray. He’s wearing a gold band on his ring 

finger. “I’m David Wilson,” he says. “I guess a good place to start is 

that I was born and raised in Boston. This is home for me. I was 

married [to a woman] for 20 years and have three adult children and 

seven grandchildren. At almost 40, I finally came to terms with being 

a gay man.” 
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Growing up, Wilson says he knew that something was 

“different” about him, but he never allowed himself to think 

that he might be gay. He attributes this, in part, to the lack 

of gay role models—black or white—for him to look up to. 

“I think about all of the images and all of the roles models 

[available to me as a child], and they were all straight,” Wilson 

says. “I had no one who could have said to me, ‘This is an 

option for you,’ or, ‘This might be a positive road for you to 

travel.’”

Wilson acknowledges that even in 2012, there continues 

to be a lack of gay, black and brown role models for adults and 

children of color. He ascribes this lack to hundreds of years of 

history that have left men and women of color oppressed and 

marginalized by “mainstream” society.  He 

says that the black church and other faith 

communities have also contributed to the 

lack by “misquoting and taking [Bible 

verses] out of context” in an attempt to 

demonize gay and lesbian people. 

Wilson spent most of his young 

adult life staying focused, working hard, 

and learning how to fit in so that he 

would not make any waves in mainstream 

society. After he graduated from college, 

he took a job in corporate America, mar-

ried his high school sweetheart, moved 

to a suburb of Boston, and started a 

family. But once he had achieved some 

financial success, he realized that his personal life did not 

feel complete. “As I became more independent, moved away 

from the [black] church doctrines, and gained a more adult 

relationship with my parents, I had time to really explore, 

‘Who am I?’”  At age 37, after several years of therapy, Wilson 

realized that he was a gay man. Shortly after this realization, 

Wilson found the courage to come out to his wife and three 

teenage children. The experience of coming out to his family 

was “painful but positive.” His says that his wife was “very 

supportive” and that today she is his “best friend.” 

With his wife’s support, Wilson decided to come out to 

his parents and a few close friends. He did not, however, come 

out at work. At the time, he was a senior manager at a global 

communications company. There were no other out gay or 

lesbian senior managers at the company, and there were no 

company non-discrimination policies to protect gay or les-

bian employees. “Why did it take me so long [to come out]? I 

was afraid that I might lose my job. I was still raising a family, 

and there was a very real risk that if I were to come out as I 

senior manager…I would be demoted or fired,” Wilson says. 

“I also had safety concerns for my family.”

It was not until after Hudson’s death that Wilson came 

out to his work colleagues, as well as a larger group of fam-

ily and friends. Because Hudson was not out to his mother 

when he died, it became the responsibility of Wilson and 

Hudson’s siblings to explain to her that he and Hudson were 

partners. The experience was difficult for everyone, but it was 

this experience that led to Wilson making the decision that 

changed the rest of his life. “My pledge to myself was that, if 

I am ever in another relationship, if I ever work for another 

company, whatever I do, I am going to be an out, proud gay 

man,” Wilson says. “I am going to live 

my life openly and honestly.”

• • • • •

Wilson met Rob Compton in 

1997, three years after Hudson’s death. 

The two men had a lot in common. 

Both had waited until they were older 

to come out. Both had been married 

to women and had children. Both had 

experienced traumatic events because 

they were gay men at a time when there 

were no laws to protect them. Compton 

had been a dentist in Michigan but lost 

his job after his employers found out that he was gay.  “Rob 

came to Massachusetts because we had non-discrimination 

employment protections for gay and lesbian employees,” 

Wilson says. 

Wilson and Compton had been together for three years 

when they decided to have a commitment ceremony. “We 

had a big celebration. We planned it months in advance. 

We put our hearts and souls into that [ceremony] because 

we thought it would be our only opportunity to express our 

love for each other publically,” Wilson says. Many of their 

guests—particularly their straight guests—didn’t even realize 

that it wasn’t a legal wedding because “marriage equality had 

not become dinner table conversation at that point in time.”

Wilson and Compton, of course, knew that the ceremony 

did not provide them with the same rights and protections 

that a legal, heterosexual wedding would have provided.  

The several members of the Gay and Lesbian Advocates and 

Defenders (GLAD) staff who were guests at the ceremony 
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knew this, as well.  One of those guests was a GLAD attorney. She 

approached the two men a few months after their commitment 

ceremony to speak with them about a lawsuit that GLAD was fi ling 

against the Massachusetts Department of Health in an attempt to 

legalize same-sex marriage in the state. GLAD was looking for same-

sex couples to be plaintiffs in the case. She wanted to know if they 

were interested in being one of those couples.  Wilson and Compton 

agreed to learn more about the case and talk about the next steps.

In January of 2001, Wilson and Compton were interviewed as 

potential plaintiffs in GLAD’s case against the state. Wilson says that 

GLAD was looking for couples that represented all facets of LGBT 

life in Massachusetts. They wanted the plaintiffs to be geographi-

cally, culturally, religiously, and socioeconomically diverse. They also 

wanted plaintiffs who could stand up under the media scrutiny that 

would follow such a high-profi le case. This was something that Wil-

son says he had to really consider since his entire family—including 

his 85-year-old father—lived in Massachusetts. “I don’t think either 

[Rob or I] thought we would become the poster men for this issue,” 

Wilson says. “But the more we got involved and the more invested 

we were, the more important it became for us to tell our personal 

stories.” 

Approximately three months later, Wilson and Compton were 

selected, along with two other gay male couples and four lesbian 

couples, to represent gay and lesbian relationships across Massachu-

setts.

On November 18, 2003, the Massachusetts Supreme Court 

voted 4-3 in favor of GLAD and became the fi rst highest court in 

the United States to grant same-sex couples the right to marry.  On 

Friday, May 14, 2004, three days before Wilson and Compton and the 

other six plaintiffs were set to marry, then-Massachusetts Governor 

Mitt Romney sought an injunction from the United States Supreme 

Court looking to prevent those weddings from happening. At 4 p.m. 

that day, the court denied the injunction. Wilson and Compton 

would be married on Monday, May 17, 2004.

Compared to their commitment ceremony, Wilson says that 

he and Compton’s legal wedding was more of a “public statement 

for the country.” The church was fi lled with many guests and media 

members whom they did not know. But that did not matter to either 

of them. The wedding afforded them the state benefi ts, rights, and 

protections that they had fought so hard to achieve and, as Wilson 

says, “sent a message to the world that our relationship was legal.” 

The wedding “normalized” their relationship in the simplest and 

most rewarding ways. “When we go to the hospital in a crisis, we say, 

‘We’re married.’ End of story.  When we visit our families and go to 

an Avis counter [to rent a car], we say, ‘We’re married,’ and we don’t 

need two credit cards, anymore,” Wilson says. “If you say that you’ve 

had a commitment ceremony, that doesn’t mean 

anything to anybody. If you say, ‘We’re married,’ 

everybody knows what that means.” 

• • • • •

Wilson and Compton still reside in Massachu-

setts but now live in Provincetown as they prepare 

for the next phase of their life together: retirement. 

Wilson remains active in politics and in the LGBT 

movement. 

He became involved in the Obama campaign 

during the 2008 election and remains involved today. 

Whether he is marching for the president in a gay 

pride parade, fundraising for the campaign, or just 

talking about the election with parents at his grand-

children’s sporting events, Wilson does whatever he 

can to help the campaign. He and Compton are also 

assisting GLAD in their new case against the Defense 

of Marriage Act. The case seeks to obtain federal 

benefi ts for same-sex couples that are legally married 
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in their home states. Wilson believes this case may ultimately 

reach the United States Supreme Court, but he says it could 

be several years before that happens. “Going forward, [my 

work] is going to be focused 

on the intersection of race, 

sexual orientation, gender 

identity and expression, and 

class,” Wilson says. “I feel it 

is very important that people 

of color see African American 

LGBT role models. We exist, 

and I need to put a Black face 

front and center.”

But over the summer, 

Wilson’s work has been 

focused not on the LGBT 

community but on two 

little girls—two of his grand-

daughters, to be exact. A portion of the girls’ visit to their “pa-

pas” overlapped with Family Week, an event in Provincetown 

for LGBT parents and their children that Wilson says, “gives the 

kids…a chance to see families that look like theirs.” The girls 

attended a group called Colage—Children of Lesbians and Gays 

Everywhere. “Of course, our girls have two grandfathers, so they 

had a special name for them: Golages—Grandchildren of Les-

bians and Gays Everywhere,” Wilson says. “It was important for 

them to have their own identity. They came home saying, ‘Papa, 

we’re now Golages!’” He gently laughs as he says the new word. 

“Since the turn of the century, I have lived an open and 

honest life, and that was my goal after the tragedy 18 years 

ago.  I have regained my confidence and rebuilt a life with my 

husband,” Wilson says. “I’m so pleased and proud that I can 

continue to work as an advocate for LGBT people and also be 

a role model for communities of color.”

Anna Sims is a recent graduate of Boston University where she 

earned a Bachelor of Science in journalism and a Bachelor of 

Arts in English. Born and raised in Des Moines, Iowa, she cur-

rently lives in Boston. 

Visit annalise101.wordpress.com to learn more about Anna 

and her writing.  
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