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Chauncy H. Lyles Jr., a feisty organizer within the
black and Gay communities, died at Georgetown Uni-
versity Hospital from AIDS related complications on
Friday, June 21, 1996. He was 40 years old.

A fifth generation Washingtonian born in D.C. on
October 8, 1955, Lyles held an enduring appreciation
of the District’s black cultural history. He/Avas a fer-
vent Gay activist and organizer known for his ability
to bridge the gap between the black and Gay commu-
nities, and will be remembered for his enthusiasm,
creativity, style, and temper tantrums.

“Chauncy was like something out of a Bette Davis
movie,” said Phil Pannell, longtime Gay activist and
Ward 8 civic leader. “He had the type of personality
that would test the sturdiest set of friends. But when
he had an idea in his head, he saw it through to
fruition.”

He founded the Remembering U Street Festival in
1993, the annual Christmas In My Soul gospel con-
certs, the Black Lesbian and Gay Masquerade Gala,
and participated in the first Adams Morgan Day festi-
val. Lyles also redesigned and improved the souvenir
program for Black Lesbian and Gay Pride Day, and
published one of the area’s first Black Gay magazines,
The Black Guide. '

“He was a builder of bridges,” said friend and AIDS
activist Greg Hutchings. “He always took different
sides of the community and bridged them together.”

Lyles’s appreciation of U Street’s rich cultural his-
tory led to his creation of the annual Remembering U
Street Festival, a yearly salute to the area’s renowned
jazz and theater background. It was a testimony to
Lyles’s commitment to the black and the Gay black
communities, as he ensured a Gay presence at the fes-
tival by inviting the D.C. Coalition to staff an infor-
mation booth.

Lyles also bolstered support for AIDS service orga-
nizations within the black community.

“He was very angry that more black people were
not taking the AIDS epidemic more seriously,” said
Carlene Cheatam, president of Black Lesbian and Gay
Pride. In 1991 Lyles organized the first annual
“Christmas in My Soul” gospel concert, which com-
bined several area gospel choirs to help raise money
for black AIDS service organizations.

_ “He was an advocate for African American men in
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terms of AIDS services,” said Jim Graham, executive
director of the Whitman-Walker Clinic. “He’d call me
about his views and his reactions to things. It was very
constructive.” :

Lyles for years pushed the clinic to extend into Ana-
costia. The lobbying paid off when the clinic in 1992
opened its Max Robinson Center.

But the “bridges” Lyles built were shaky at best,
some say, as he was forever burning them.

“Chauncy had demons that got in the way,” said
Michael Saint-Andress, performance artist and AIDS
activist. He said Lyles was known to cause scenes at
his well-attended fundraisers by blowing up at some-
one during them. Saint-Andress said he forgave Lyles
because of his obvious devotion to the Gay and black
communities.

“Until the day he died, he was part of the struggle,”
he said: At a recent fundraiser in Lyles’s honor, for ex-
ample, Lyles stuffed hundreds of envelopes for the U
Street Festival while friends, adversaries, and acquain-
tances each went to the microphone and spoke about
the controversial organizer.

“Everyone pretty much said that he was a pain in
the ass, but that you gotta love him,” said Sheila Reid,
who worked with Lyles on the Black Pride souvenir
guide. “He just sat there and nodded his head. He

knew 1t was all true. But he kept stuffing those en-
velopes and made sure other people helped. That’s
how he was; forever pushing on.”

Those who knew Lyles will likely have two Chauncy
Lyles stories, said Pannell; a positive and a negative
one. Cheatam, for example, said Lyles brought the
Black Pride souvenir program “to another level” by
making it “bigger, better, and more expansive.”

“There were times when Chauncy was a charmer,
but there were times when he was a devil,” she said.
“You never knew who he was going to be.”

Renowned poet Dolores Kendrick remembers Lyles
as a “creative and enthusiastic student” when she once
served as his junior high school teacher.

“ saw his creativity and his potential,” she said, re-
calling how Lyles worked with her on a film that fo-
cused on students in the inner city. “He was very faith-
ful and loyal [to the project]. He seemed to have an ur-
gent creativity in him.” :

During his illness, Lyles was proud and fiercely in-
dependent. And although he criticized the black com-
munity’s silence around the AIDS crisis, in the end, he
downplayed his own struggle with the disease.

“He downplayed ...his pain in his last days,” said
Saint-Andress.

Lyles one rainy night left his hospital bed to make
his way to a bar he frequented on U Street.

“It was nothing to go into a club and see Chauncy
all frail and gaunt, sipping a drink and smoking a cig-
arette,” said Pannell. “He didn’t want to be alone.”

Lyles is survived by his mother, Ernestine Leake
Lyles of D.C.; three sisters, Saundra C. Jenkins of
Richmond, Va., Patricia D. Matthews, and Sheila M.
Darnell, both of Mitchellville, Md.; one brother, Victor
C. Lyles; grandmother Mary Leake, both of D.C.; and
many other relatives and friends.

A memorial service was held in D.C. on June 27.
His remains will be cremated and the ashes will be
scattered on U Street during the third annual festival in
the fall. ‘

“He wasn’t an easy person to love,” said Cheatam.
“He challenged you. He pissed you off. But people
will miss him. His creative abilities were unmeasured
by anyone I have seen in the Gay and Lesbian com-
munity. I loved him very much.”

— Wendy Johnson
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