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In honor of the 20th 
anniversary of the AIDS 
Memorial Quilt, the 
quilt’s founder Cleve 
Jones came to APRI in 
Providence, Nov. 4 to 
tell some of his personal 
story and to lead a 
discussion about the 
collaboration between 
HIV/AIDS activists and 
the labor movement.  

Jones was raised in a 
Quaker pacifist family 
and seemed determined 
to become an activist. 
After graduating from 
high school, he 
hitchhiked to San 
Francisco and became 
an intern  for Harvey 
Milk, the first openly 
gay man elected to 
public office. Milk was 
assassinated by a 
disgruntled former official in 1978.  

Jones recalled a candlelight vigil of about 
75,000 people of many races who mourned 
Milk’s death, and the White Night Riots that 
ensued when the assassin was convicted of 
manslaughter instead of murder. 

“Harvey was my father figure and my 
mentor. He gave me his bullhorn,” Jones said, 
explaining how he had been taught the power 
of demonstrations and protests. After Milk was 
shot, “it felt like everything was over, we’re 
dead, we’re through. And three years later, the 
[AIDS] epidemic began…but out of that grief 
and fear came power.”  

Jones tested positive for HIV as soon as a 
test became available in 1985. By that time, he 
said, “almost everybody I knew was dead or 
dying.” When the death toll in San Francisco 
hit 1,000, he knew many of the names. “If my 
friends had lived,” he speculated, “they’d be 
taking home Emmys and Pulitzers, they’d be 
serving in Congress.”  

He made the first panel of the AIDS quilt in 
honor of his friend, Marvin Feldman, who was 
from Providence.  

 

From left to right: Josh Thomas, Cleve 
Jones, R. Bobby Ducharme, Julie Davids, 
Kate Moulding, and Warren Heyman. 
 

He made the first panel 
of the AIDS quilt in 

honor of his friend, Marvin 
Feldman, who was 

from Providence 
 

Although other activists at first discouraged 
the idea of a quilt as “morbid” or 
complicated,” he nevertheless persisted to 
make his vision a reality. Today the AIDS 
Memorial Quilt is internationally known and 
has tens of thousands of panels.  

Topics discussed by the small group of 
activists who gathered  to speak with Jones 
included the loss of funding for AIDS 
programs, the prevalence of AIDS in various 
ethnic communities, government reluctance to 
talk about condoms, financial barriers to 
healthcare, and unionized labor. Jones is a 

long-time 
supporter of the 
labor movement, 
and believes that 
organized workers 
will be essential in 
the struggle for a 

universal 
healthcare policy. 
He has been 
involved with a 
movement called 
Hotel Workers 
Rising, and he 
developed what he 
terms a “queer 
component” of 
that campaign, 
Sleep With the 
Right People.  

He told the 
story of his 

extended 
conversation with 
hotel workers in 

Toronto, who eventually voted to strike 
following a large conference on AIDS. The 
timing of the strike was intended to bring 
attention to AIDS and also to prevent 
conference attendees from having to cross the 
hotel picket line. 

“Those are relationships of the heart,” Jones 
said of the interactions between hospitality 
workers and the HIV/AIDS community, “and 
they will last for the rest of those people’s 
lives. They will remember that link.” The 
event was co-sponsored by the Community 
HIV/AIDS Mobilization Project (CHAMP) 
and UNITE HERE Local 217. It was affiliated 
with the Prevention Justice Mobilization event 
series. �  

 
 

 
 


