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dose of skepticism. This moment was no 
exception. For most of the Reiki treatment, 
I felt nothing. I was disappointed by this 
because I wanted proof that something was 
happening, that I was being healed. Ber-
nie finally placed his hands over my heart 
chakra. After a few minutes, I began to feel 
a tingling sensation. It was like champagne 
bubbles were rising up from the center of 
my chest. I thought I was imagining this, 
but no, the sensation was increasing. It was 
real. I began giggling. “Yes,” Bernie smiled, 
“it’s okay to laugh.” And I did. I laughed 
and giggled like a child for a long time as 
I felt my heart opening up —opening up 
to feel hope again, to feel loved again, one 
champagne bubble at a time.

My heart has been open ever since.

1998 
GERRY COWLEY
I was born in Buffalo, NY in June 1939. I moved to 
Sarasota, FL in October 1994. The move was trig-
gered by two occurrences. A sister, living in Sara-
sota, called to encourage me to move. Around the 
same time I had a simple dream of a large white 
egg that cracked open and a bird, fully feathered 

with extraordinarily beautiful 
plumage, emerged. Intuitively, 
I knew that the messages of the 
two occurrences were connect-
ed. I was to move and beauti-
ful things would happen!  

Prior to the move I was clos-
eted. So, at 55, it was time to 
come out to myself, my family 
and all other non-threaten-
ing inhabitants of my circle 

of activities. Though the decision was quick and 
irreversible, the process was and continues to 
be at a measured pace. I made friends quickly. 
I joined the Gay Men’s Chorus. A friend from 
the chorus told me about GSV. He had never at-
tended but wanted to. So we registered. I flew 
to Asheville, where he spends six months of the 
year. He, a friend and I drove to The Mountain 
in a van.  

We pulled into the parking lot near the office. 
When we stopped, two guys standing close-by 
opened the sliding door, reached in, took my 
hands and pulled me out, yelling in unison, 
“WELCOME!” I felt like I was being born. That 
was September 1998. 

At supper that evening, I sat across the table 
from a man a little younger than myself. His 

conversation skills were extraordinary. He was 
articulate. His name was Don Clark. He was 
the keynote speaker for the conference. The 
whole conference was like that. I experienced 
my first labyrinth. It was meticulously laid out 
with leaves raked into rows and embedded with 
tiny Christmas lights so that we could walk the 
labyrinth after dark. My small group leader was 
Franklin Abbot. Andrew Ramer wove a magical 
spell with his words about our tribe, our “walks-
between,” two-spirited gift to the planet. I bought 
his “other” book, Revelations for a New Millennium, 
which I devoured at 40,000 feet on my trip back 
to Florida. 

The beautifully plumed bird of my dream was 
singing in my heart. Fall GSV 2009 was my twelfth 
consecutive conference.  

That’s my story and I’m sticking with it.

1999 
DAN ELSWICK
As I drive up the twisty mountain drive, a banner 
says: “Gay Spirit Welcomes You.” I am hopeful 
but overwhelmed —everyone is hugging. 

The directions are called at the opening ritual 
—I feel the energy flow into the room. Ah, this 
group knows how to move energy. “Masks and 
Mirrors” is the theme for the conference, and 
only much later do I see how 
GSV has given me an op-
portunity to lift the “socially-
acceptable” mask and look 
closely in the mirror, opening 
to my true self. 

Watching the dancing by 
the fire, I sense a tribal heri-
tage that is unspoken. Whirl-
ing energies flow from this 
ritual fire to points far beyond. 

My cabin mates are free spirits. They dress in 
amazing outfits and open their hearts to me. 
Their example sparks a creative spark in me that 
burns for months after I return home. Other 
men that I meet here bring similar fabulosities 
to the fore. Remember painting our nails on the 
Lodge Deck?

Andrew Ramer, our keynote speaker, holds our 
hearts with words for the mind. Small group is a 
favorite time —Lion Heart has an amazing ability 
to hold us in a sincere and authentic space and 
just allow us to be. Thank you, dear one, for your 
many contributions to this tribe.

I drive down that twisty mountain drive, and 
this time a banner says: “Gay Spirit Go With You.” 
It did. Thank you for 10 great years.

King Thackston

Gerry Cowley Dan Elswick
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2000 
Peregrine

I hopped in my VW alone and 
pointed it north into the moun-
tains, fearful of venturing into 
terra incognita outside the Pe-
rimeter. 

As I drove up past Clayton, I 
remember the waterfall and the butterflies-in-
the-stomach feeling of anticipation at seeing oth-
er gay men searching for Spirit. Clouds quickly 
appeared to envelop The Mountain. I was driving 
into a mist-veiled dream.

I knew no one. As I pulled up past the dining 
hall, the first person I saw was Kraig Blackwelder, 
in a skirt. I was titillated, but terrified. I checked 
into my cabin and stayed by myself, weaving, as 
the welcome mailing suggested, my “energies 
with the spirit of The Mountain.” Although alone, 
I felt an overwhelming sense of acceptance. I 
then met Acorn and I felt as if I met a long-lost 
brother across many lifetimes.

I wore a sarong for the first time that day. The 
Heartweaving had me in tears almost instantly 
as I mourned the loss I felt from not having expe-
rienced this before. At the opening heart circle, 
when asked for one word to describe why I was 
there, mine was “unveiling.”

The drumming that night awakened in me a 
deep connection to “Tribe” and to the magical 
trees that danced with us.

I attended Bernard Morin’s workshop on Reiki 
and knew instantly that I had found a sage and 
teacher, among many, many others who would 
come through the veil onto The Mountain every 
year afterwards.

Outside the Perimeter, indeed.

2001
GSV Fall Conference XII,  
BRUCE CHEEK

Expressly glad to return af-
ter missing the 1999 and 2000 
Fall Conferences, I longed for 
the nurturing, expansive, and 
deepening GSV experience. 
The 9/11 attacks had just oc-
curred. Heightened emotions 
and thoughts were received 
with exceeding warmth, com-
passion, and not-taken-for-

granted sacred and safe space. We showed what 
the world could really be – a worthwhile, loving 

place. 150 men attended, and 
the first Winter Conference 
was scheduled. The program 
guide and artistic Treehouse 
transformation provided se-
rene, yet captivating and in-
spiring supports. We actually 
were “the ones we had been 
waiting for.” Strikingly, keynote 
Rudy Ballentine from New 
York —and having volunteered 
significantly in the aftermath 
of the collapsed structures and 
lost lives —provided us with 
particular and special insights 
into holistic healing. In return, 
we helped to support, nurture, 
and renew him. I experienced Conference XII as 
a deeply spiritual and conscious one, even as was 
the theme, “Grateful for Being One.” The tender 
and loving energy of the weekend grew, open-
ing us to each other and possibilities buried deep 
within. John Stowe, King, and Ramón were core 
planners. I sang and played Jacques Brel’s “If We 
Only Have Love,” being nurtured in my own giv-
ing. I remember distinctly not wanting to leave. 
We bravely saw and opened moments for tender, 

compassionate, earth-shatter-
ing, and capable 
spiritual and 
unconditional 
love. I will not 
forget both this 
trying time and 
this hopeful, meaningful 
gathering. Thank you for 
the opportunity to remember 

and share the unique occasion of the 2001 GSV 
Fall Conference XII.

2002
Darryl Hansome
The Journal

Thur eve Sep 2002 

We’re here. But where in the 
hell is here? Corey insists that 
I wear this flaming red Ann-
Margret-like hairpiece. It isn’t 
going to happen. Ever! And there’s this mist-like 
fog, so deep I can’t even see my feet. There’s a 
heaviness in it that’s electric and alive.

Fri morn Sept 2002 
Last night. So many men. So sensual. Walking 

King Thackston 
as “Green Man”

Cassandra

Rudy  
Ballentiine

Ramon Noya

Bruce Cheek

Peregrine

Darryl Hansome
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blind, trusting, with candles to a ritual. So much 
sexuality. I forgot that I even had the wig on after 
awhile. Off to my small group, whatever that is. 
It’s still foggy.

Fri nite Sep 2002
My small group leader wears makeup and 

women’s hats. He’s from Florida. Uh-huh. 
There are others in my group like me. Vir-
gins. Wide-eyed with amazement and an-
ticipation. Looking out from the perch of the 
cabin I can only see knurled limbs reaching 
out to me. Is there still a world out there? It 
doesn’t matter.

Sat eve Sep 2002
My heart’s erupted and can’t contain my emo-

tions any longer. Dancing with such abandon I’ve 
never witnessed before. Steve wears a new hat to 
each meeting and we love it. Listening to Andrew, 
it was as if I was again sitting on a park bench in 
Brooklyn being gifted with heartfelt slices of life. 
I knew the keynote speaker was addressing only 
me. I heard it all Christian. I’m told that there is a 
talent show brewing. We’ll see.

Sat late nite Sep 2002
He took me up to the tower, and I saw stars in 

the hole in the sky.

Sun afternoon Sep 2002
The fog has finally lifted as the magic comes to 

a close. Tears run down my cheeks. Maybe, just 
maybe, they’ll have me back.

2003 
NICK PATRAS
I arrived at the Fall Confer-
ence 2003 with a good deal of 
fear and trepidation, pushing 
myself to attend the gathering 
in response to an eagerness to 
deepen my spiritual awaken-
ing. As we drove up the wind-
ing drive to The Mountain, I felt my stomach 
knotting up, and realized I had no way of return-
ing to the safety of Atlanta and the airport home. 
The famous quote: “That which does not kill you 
makes you stronger” kept ringing in my head. 

As the weekend progressed, it was the small 
group meetings that provided me with a safe space 
to explore what I was feeling, and the opportunity 
to get to know seven beautiful and supportive men. 
By Sunday morning, it was as if I was seeing with 
new eyes and walking about a foot off the ground. 
I had attended several powerful workshops and 
witnessed a talent show unlike anything I had ever 

seen. I had experienced intimacy and honesty in a 
potent and delicious combination.

I could have never predicted what a cathartic 
moment that last group session Sunday morning 
would be for me. As I began to speak, my tears 
began to flow, leading to uncontrolled sobbing. 
My heart had been sufficiently cracked open, al-
lowing all the pent up fear, sadness, disappoint-
ment and longing to flow out. Without a word be-
ing spoken, I was supported and loved in a way 
so real and meaningful, I will never forget it. With 
each coming fall, I cannot wait to return to The 
Mountain to recharge and reconnect.

2004 
ART BLUE
When I arrived to the fall con-
ference, there was a buzz in 
the air about nude massage, 
a sweat lodge, and a morning 
self-pleasuring session. I was 
fearful of all three of these ex-
periences and kept my armor securely on. My fear 
of such intimacy revealed more about myself than 
the other men involved.  

During the weekend I attended a workshop led 
by Teddy Jones and Treewalker where there was 
guided imagery with ethereal harp music. During 
the workshop I received my metaphorical wings 
and was transformed from the fearful ugly duck-
ling into the beautiful swan. There were tears of 
joy and celebration as other brothers received 
their wings as well. 

Another workshop I attended was Andrew 
Ramer’s elder workshop. In this workshop I got 
in touch with my inner elder and realized that 

Hurricane Ivan paid 
an unexpected visit 
during the 2004 
conference leading 
to a little edginess 
balanced by romantic 
candlelight dining.
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Art Blue

Nick Patras
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within myself is the wise man who can mentor 
me intuitively on my spiritual journey.  

I led a collage workshop where I had men make 
collages celebrating their sexuality and spirituality. 
I was amazed that some men were able to make 
collages with images of both, and yet there were 
men who had a hard time adding sexual images to 
their spiritual collages. Having been a conservative 
Christian myself I understood such resistance. 

That weekend opened a portal for me as I began 
to work with Hunter Flournoy as a mentor who 
introduced me to the sweat lodge. And Jerold 
Soder also became my mentor as we explored 
tantric sex, which helped me connect my cock, 
heart and mind. And by the next year I was at-
tending George Miller’s nude massage. I am a 
true testament that “Shift Happens.”

2005 
Journey to The Mountain 
Arnold “Dragonfire” Peluso

The 2005 fall conference was a 
“journey” that started with a 
GSV potluck and a heart circle 
in the spring of that year. I knew 
then that I had to attend the fall 
conference. Here is my story of 
that wonderful journey to The 
Mountain. 

A few GSV brothers, whom I 
had met at other organizations, 

told me about GSV and invited me to check it out. 
Once I attended that first potluck, that was it. The 
journey had started. I soon realized that the big 
event each year was the fall conference. I had to 
attend. I had heard that “drumming” was a part of 
the gathering, which interested me. I had to buy a 
drum and learn how to play it, or at least try any-
way. I was told that Craigalee played the drums 
well and he would be able to help me. To make a 
long story short, I contacted Craigalee, bought a 
drum, and took a few lessons. I was ready for the 
conference, or so I thought.

My journey continued. I was driving to this place 
called The Mountain. I thought I knew what to 
expect (weekend retreat with men), but it was so 
much more right from the start. The drive to North 
Carolina and The Mountain was beautiful and sce-
nic with breathtaking views everywhere I looked; it 
gave me a peaceful sense of joy and excitement of 
what was yet to come. When I arrived I was greeted 
at the parking lot by a man I didn’t know, who wel-
comed me. He said he was going to help unload the 
car and drive me to the top of the mountain. I was 
speechless. Someone was helping me. It felt great 

and put me at ease. I knew then that this would be 
a weekend I would never forget. 

The conference started with the opening ritual 
and lighting of the fire, a combination of Pagan 
and Native American traditions. It was impressive. 
I was excited and getting emotional at this point, 
joyful and feeling connected to this place and all 
GSV brothers. This was a new experience for me. I 
had never been on a weekend retreat/conference 
or even camping with a group of men. I felt the 
love and passion everyone had about being there. 
The lighting of the fire really got my attention, but 
I didn’t know why, until later. Later that night after 
the heart circle, we moved to the main lodge to 
dedicate the Erotic Temple, led by Hunter Flourn-
oy. It was a mind-blowing experience for me. To 
see the honor given to men acknowledging our 
life-giving energy and maleness was wonderful. It 
truly celebrated the Erotic Body. 

The story of this conference goes on and on 
with one great event after another. They all held 
meaning for me, and I continued to get emotion-
al and choked up many times when I tried to talk. 
I felt love and a connection with everyone. Now 
back to the fire; on my second day I awoke early, 
before anyone else in my cabin, I went out and 
started to walk. I didn’t know where I was going 
but soon was drawn to the fire pit. I sat there and 
watched as it burned and started to think about 
my life and people I had lost through death or 
falling out of touch with them. I cried, but then 
I thought about the new people that I met here 
and a great sense of their love and acceptance 
came over me. I put some more wood on the 
fire and left. Throughout the conference I was 
drawn to the fire many times. For me it became 
a place to sit and meditate. It gave me power 
and peace. 

The conference was a life-changing experi-
ence for me; I found a kind, loving, brotherhood 
of men. That is what GSV is all about. And the 
journey continues … to The Mountain and back. 
Life will never the same for me. 

2006 
Michael “Junebug” Gilchrist
In 2006, the first thing I 
saw when I came to The 
Mountain was a red heart-
shaped balloon that said 
“I love you.” To me it said 
“Welcome Home,” some-
thing I had been longing 
to hear. I had never felt at 
home with my family or my 
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straight friends or even the gay community. I was 
longing to find a deeper connection with men like 
me, men that love men. I started out as a man that 
fears men. But over the next couple of days, I was 
around 140 men that hugged me and touched my 
heart in a way I had been waiting for all of my life. 
I met many amazing men that year, but two were 

very special. One was Jeff Jacka, or “Tiger” 
as I knew him. He had told me about GSV. I 
came up to The Mountain to “surprise” Tiger 
and amazingly he was in my small group. It 
was a very powerful group that I will never 
forget. The other is Cassandra. I came to find 
out the red heart that had meant so much to 
me had been his. My first year at GSV turned 

out to be his last. I remember someone said that 
he commented that some of our new members 
“Didn’t get it.” I think he meant the indescribable 
essence of GSV. Every day I stop and ask myself, 
“Do I get it? Am I keeping the fragile essence of 
GSV alive in my heart?” 

2007 
John Schumacher
I arrived to GSV in 2007 a com-
plete neophyte, traveling almost 
3000 miles from California to At-
lanta at the suggestion and urg-
ing of my friends, Arnie, Frank 
and John. Although I was such a 
newbie, everyone was very nice. 
2007 was my first introduction to 
the splendor and beauty of the nature and to the 
top of a mountain, at the ends of the earth. In 2007, 
all the guys seemed to be so nice and friendly – I 

was on the go all the time. And that year Arnie 
Vargas, Duncan Teague, and Andrew Ramer gave 
their workshops in a triad, which worked out 
well, making even those groups small and inti-
mate. I loved the self-pleasuring at dawn–a little 
early, but hey, a worthy cause seeing other men 
sleepily grab their dicks and slowly waken and 
enliven that organ too – as good as coffee! My 
small group was stupendous and we were all a 
mess, but fortunately for us, oh so willing to talk 
about it and work on it, which was great. I fell in 
love with an angelic harp player, but that did not 
translate outside The Mountain environment. 
The little cabin for sex worked great – one time I 
was there with a pagan, and another with a cute 
young hung massage stud from Atlanta, who 
took good care of me. The Parade of Beauty and 
Talent Show were great. I met many other great 
guys, and almost in a nanosecond it was time to 
go. Also, I got a mini-tour of the trails and cliffs 
from someone who knew them and was amazed 
by incredible vistas offered by the stunning loca-
tion of The Mountain. The food was basic com-
fort food, but there always seemed to be too little. 
And, unfortunately, the head honcho that ran the 
festivities with an iron hand put a damper on any 
man who was trying to be uniquely impressive 
and artistic. All in all I had a great time in 2007.

2008 
Mark (Thunder) 
Zumbach
Monday before the conference, 
Junebug called and said, “I think I 
need to prepare you for this.” My 
reply was something like, “Uh oh, 
prepare me for what?” He blurted 
out something like, “Well, it’s just that I’ve been 
talking up GSV for a couple of years now, and I 
just think it’s so amazing, and I’m just worried 
that because you’ve never been, and you’ve only 
heard these great things from me—well, maybe 
you’ve got some unrealistic expectations.”

Fair enough. We agreed that Junebug would 
give me a more complete “rundown” of what to 
expect. Halfway through, I stopped him and said, 
“Okay, so this is sounding like a 4-day Oprah 
show that will have me ready to cut my wrists.”

Junebug replied, “Maybe I’ve gone too far in 
the other direction. You’re really going to have an 
amazing time.”

So, a couple days later, Yahoo map in hand, I raced 
out of work to head to The Mountain. Panic start-
ed to set in about an hour past Winston-Salem. “I 
could still turn around,” I thought. But I kept going. 
Something pulled me forward—toward what?

At the 2009 Fall Conference, founders and brothers from Running Water 
Farm, where the seeds of GSV were planted, reminisced and shared stories 
at The Mountain. Left to right, front row: Craig “Craigalee” Cook, Franklin 
Abbott, Mikel Wilson, Gary Briggs, Peter Kendrick, Ron Lambe. Back Row:  

Martin Isginitis, Doug Caulkins, Bob Strain, Andrew Ramer.
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Junebug needn’t have worried. I had an amaz-
ing time. I met men, whom I immediately felt 
I’d known my whole life. I heard life stories that, 
while different from my own, were filled with 
commonalities – joyful and painful. I heard things 
from session speakers that changed me. And, in 
the end, I truly felt I’d come home.

2009 
Larry Johnson
2009 was the first GSV event for 
my partner and me. We’d done 
some Tantra workshops and 
Body Electric, so we were open 
to gay men together in groups. 
Because it was the 20th anniver-
sary of GSV, I can’t help but parallel many of the 
events of the weekend to the renewed interest in 
Woodstock, primarily through the remembering 
of the history involved throughout the weekend.

I’ve always been an avid reader, especially of 
gay fiction. In my pre-Internet days in western 
Oklahoma, it was as close as you could get to 
any revelation of gay life elsewhere. To hear that 
many of the names I had read about had been 
participants in GSV was moving and a reminder 
of the incredible debt that gay men in 2009 owe 
their forefathers. 

It was a great experience to once again realize 
that gay men can meet in a positive environment 
without the cloud of alcohol or drugs and still 
have amazing experiences. The ability to openly 
express affection and allow one’s inner being to 
emerge in a totally safe environment is uplifting 
and affirming. The opportunity to try on a new 
persona, perhaps by doing a bit of drag for the first 
time or participating in a meditation group when 
that’s not one’s norm, is also not to be minimized.

The experience was wonderful, and some of the 
friendships formed in a short weekend will likely 
last a lifetime. It is definitely an event to go on the 
calendar for coming years.

In Memoriam
Gary Briggs of Asheville, NC died on Christmas Eve.
He was a participant in the original Southeast Faerie Circle. He 

attended the last GSV conference and shared his remebrances 
of the early Running Water days.  Gary was gentle, thoughtful 
man whose well-considered convictions often led him to take 
meaningful action.  He will be missed by many.
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Larry 
Johnson

1990 Franklin Abbott 
Lokishango@gmail.com

1991 Bob Strain 
rlstrain@citlink.net

1992 Miguel Molina 
magicmiguel@gmail.com

1993 Brad Pitts 
celtkilt@yahoo.com

1994 Tim Flood 
tflood1@tampabay.rr.com

1995 Gary Kaupman 
gkaup@mindspring.com

1996 Harold Cole 
h.cole333@gmail.com

1997 Matt Huff 
pretzelulu@aol.com

1998 Gerry Cowley 
gecowley1@yahoo.com

1999 Dan Elswick 
elswickdan@yahoo.com

2000 Michael Chavez 
mchavez@mac.com

2001 Bruce Cheek 
bcsparky@hotmail.com

2002 Daryl Hansome 
hansomeboy@hotmail.com

2003 Nick Patras 
nickpatras@gmail.com

2004 Art Blue 
artblue1111@hotmail.com

2005 Arnold Peluso 
send2arnold@yahoo.com

2006 Michael Gilchrist 
mrg123@earthlink.net

2007 John Schumacher 
john@john-schumacher.com

2008 Mark Zumbach 
ralieghzoom@yahoo.com

2009 Larry Johnson 
larryj824@charter.net  
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