
 



Harvey Milk, a native of Long Island, New York, served in the U.S. Navy before 
working at a Wall Street investment firm. Keeping his homosexuality a secret at first, 
Milk became more openly gay through his exposure to New York City’s bohemian 
theater scene. After moving to San Francisco in the early 1970s, Milk established 
himself as a leading political activist for the gay community. Winning a seat on the 
city’s Board of Supervisors, he emerged as one of the country’s preeminent openly 
gay elected officials, spearheading an important anti-discrimination measure. Milk 
was murdered in November 1978 by a former colleague, Dan White. 

On November 27, 1978, the former Supervisor Dan White crept into City Hall through 
a basement window, armed with a .38 revolver. White had resigned his post just 
months earlier, and had unsuccessfully asked that he be reinstated. Angered that his 
hope of returning to the Board was denied, he confronted and killed Mayor Moscone, 
then strode across the building to Milk’s office, where he murdered his former 
colleague with five shots. White was quickly apprehended, and that night, tens of 
thousands of Milk supporters marched to City Hall for a peaceful candlelight vigil. At 
the subsequent trial, the defense argued that White was operating under severe 
mental distress due to the loss of his job, citing his junk-food diet as evidence of 
diminished morale. The strategy was derided as the “Twinkie Defense,” but his 
situation seemed to strike a chord with the jury. On May 21, 1979, White was 
sentenced to less than eight years in prison for voluntary manslaughter. This time, 
the reaction was far less peaceful: Outraged protesters stormed City Hall and set 
police cars on fire, and the SFPD responded by smashing up gay bars and beating 
patrons. All told, at least 120 people, including some 60 policemen, were injured in 
what was dubbed the “White Night Riots.” 

Although he spent less than a year in office, Milk’s brief time in the public eye 
marked an important stepping stone in the battle for gay rights. His story became 
known to wider audiences through Randy Shilts’s 1982 biography, “The Mayor of 
Castro Street,” and Rob Epstein’s 1984 Oscar-winning documentary, “The Times of 
Harvey Milk.”  

Additionally, more elected officials, In 2009, the activist’s May 22 birthday was 
formally recognized in California as Harvey Milk Day, and he was posthumously 
honored with the Presidential Medal of Freedom by Barack Obama. 

The United States Navy, in recognition of Milk’s years with the Navy and his civil-
rights activism, announced that a naval fleet oiler would be christened the USNS 
Harvey Milk. Other ships in that class will be named after Supreme Court Justice Earl 
Warren, Robert F. Kennedy and abolitionist Sojourner Truth. 
 
Learn more about the artist Amy Goldberg on her website: 
http://www.emilyjoygoldberg.com/outside-the-lines 
Learn more about Harvey Milk: 
https://milkfoundation.org/about/harvey-milk-biography/ 
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