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Imost every sex worker has kept o
secret or two obout his job at one time
or another. Thats why it shouldn't have
been such a shock when Rich Merrit,
author of the newly released memoir
Secrets of a Gay Marine Porn Star and
poster boy for the movement to repeal
the UU.3.s draconian laws regarding gays
in the military, revealed that he had starred in gay porn flicks
on the side while serving as an officer in the Marines.

Merritt was featured anonymously in @ cover story
about gay men in the Marines in the New York Times Magazine
in 1998, in which he elected not to tell the reporter abaut his
sint a5 a porn actor, A few years later another cover story
about Merritt was released in The Advocate, and this article
went info detail on Merritt's appearance in six adult films and
the fact that he had misled the Times reporter in the preceding
interview. One doesnt have to wonder whether Merritts
omission would have garnered so much media attention had
he failed to menticn his side job as, say, an actor in a regular,
non-adult B movie.

Secrets of a Gay Maring Porn Star, on the other hand,
deserves attention for more than just the juicy bits about porn
acting and the inside scocp on what the Times didn't cover
Merritts newly released memoir traces the history of a gay
man with evangelical Christian roots through o conservative
childhood, a tumultuous adolescence, and into an adulthood
where he first finds himself free from the fundamentalist way
of life and, finally, free from the guilt it continued to impose on
him.

As a child, Merritt attended the Bob Jones family of
schoals, aka the "Fortress of Fundomentalism,” where all the
academics are affected by fundamentalist Christian thought
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and policing of students goes beyond the schools gates. At a
young age, Merritt learns obout the evils of sodomy, though
it is years before he understands what the term refers to. It is
not until he is in college, at Bob Jones University, that Merritt
is acquainted with ‘normal’ adolescent activities, like listening to
Madonna and drinking with friends. And it's these very activities
that quickly get Merritt expelled from the ultra-conservative,
though non-accredited, BIU.

Merritt decides to join the Marines on a tip from an
uncle, attracted [although not yet aware of his hamosexuality)
to the ideo of spending time with other men his age and the
chanee to prove his manhood once and for all. Merritt comes
out to himself shortly affer jining the Marines, and it isn't lang
before he finds himself navigating the treacherous waters of
being gay and in the military.

Stationed in Southern Califarnia, Merritt finds himself
cruising the Son Diego gay scene at night while upholding the
image of a straight Marine officer by day. Merritt describes his
use of “stunt babes,” pretend girlfriends brought along as dates
to military events, to defer any suspicion of his homosexuality
among fellow Marines. In early adulthood Merritt struggles first
with alcoholism and later with drug use; problems that follow
him through the end of his career in the Marines and through
low school. Locking for some extra maney, validation, and sex,
Rich experiments briefly with prostitution and then finds a short
but intense career in porn; a cheice that left him in fear of
discovery for years to come.

When the New York Times Magazine article came out
in 1998, Merritt was already nearing the end of his military
career, ready to move on to law school. It turns out that his co-
waorkers had 'suspected that Merritt was gay for some time; and
chose to look the other way on the Times story, which, though
anonymous, made Richs identity clear fo anyone wha knew
him. The media attention Rich Merritt has received. and now his
memoir, pose him as o central figure in the debate obout gays
ond lesbians in the military, and open a less popular discussion
about the existence of sex working service members.

RL: The epigraph in your memoir is "Our secrets keep us sick.”
After years of keeping secrets nof only from the Marines,
but from pretty much everyone in your life, what is it like to
finally have the truth out there in plain text?

RM: The type of exhilaration that comes only from total
liberation. When | started practicing low in 2001, | worried
every day what might happen to me if the partners at the law
firm found out that | did porn. [l never have to go back to
living that kind of life; living freely and openly - that's the only
way fo live.

After coming out to your family it became obvious that they
didnt want to know the truth about your sexudlity. | can
only assume that this is at least as true about your work in
the sex industry. Has your family read the book, and if so
how have they responded?




“THE MILITARY HAS HAD A CHANCE TO SEE

y by Babin Hensor

hato

THAT ALL OF OUR ALLIES NOW ALLOW GAYS

AND LESBIANS TO SERVE AND THERE HAVEN’T

BEEN ANY PROBLEMS.”

| don't know wha in my Farr'i|-,- has read the book. | tald MY MO
everything abaut three months before the bock was released
and | gave her o copy cof the golleys lthe pre-publication
bound copies provided to the press and bock distributors)
She gave her galley copy to her fundamentalist. Christian
pastor. He's actually a very good persen and a friend of mine
from years @ge 'and he and | had a long ‘agree to disagree’
discussion obaut it. As far as my fomily goes, Ive had very little
communication with anyone except my mom and we haven't
discussed it since the initicl conversation

In January 2005 [five months before my book's release) my dod
died, and dedling with the grief from his death - and moving
on - have keen the focal points of my relationship with my
mam.

While attending the Bob Jones schools and early on at Bob
Jones University, you lived up to the extreme standards
expected of a fundamentalist Christian, like not listening to

rock music or attending R-rated movies. Do you think your
use of alcohol and the general rebellion you went through
during college was to be expected from a teenager who
has lived a controlled life, or do you think there was more
going on?

There was definitely more going on. A lot of kids who grew
up like | did never really rebelled lalthough many havel sa |
have to lock ot what made me different. | think some people
are just wired to be cbedient to what they are told from the
day theyre born. Im not wired that way, But | was wired to
please everyone around me. As | grew up, those things came
inte conflict - | knew that if | acted on my sexual impulses,
that wouldn't please my family, my religion or ostensibly, my
God. Many people in my situation hide the sexual part of
themselves. | did for a while, but eventually | realized that it
wosn't the sexuval aspect of what | was doing that was killing
me: it was the hiding and the secrecy.

You had a brief experience in the sex industry before you
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“1 HAD
ANOTHER
MOTIVE,

AND THAT
WAS T0 ‘GET
BACK’ AT THE
GOVERNMENT
FOR PASSING
‘DON’T ASK,
DON’T TELL.” closeied and wos gl

The idea of taking my clothes cff in front of people excited me,
and getting poid for it was a fringe benefit (although | also
desperately nesded money for collegel Its understandable
when you realize that at BJU and in fundamentalism in generdl,
were taught that the body is a wicked and corrupt thing ond
that's what | believed. Sa, when | left that school and that
fundamentalist environment, it was the first time in my life |
could think of my body - and anyone else’s for that matter - as
something of beauty, the way Ged really intended. For the first
time in my life, | was working out and proud of how | lacked, so
I thought, "why not show it off and make some moneys”

even joined the Marines
or came out as being
gay. Could you talk
about that and your
motivations for trying
sex work?

was o stripper  for
private events through
a strip-o-gram agency
in my hometown of
Greenville, Seuth
Carolina. | was sl

After getting kicked out of Bob Jones University, what led
you to join the Marines? Was that, like your experience with
stripping, a rebellious act for you?

t was an honorable way to rebel | knew my parents wouldn't

like it and my mem told me recently that the night the recruiters
came to take me to boot camp, both she and my dad cried
the rest of the evening after | left. They didn't know where
theyd gone wrong. But | knew that much of the world fooks
at the military with respect. It's part of the conflict I've clready
described. | have these conflicting innate desires - to please
people but also to discover, seek, question, and experience life
to its fullest. If | didn't care about pleasing others, | could have
just run away and tried drugs and all that right away, but |
didn't. Joining the Marines, while it didn't please my parents,
pleased my uncle and many other people in my life, But it also
freed me from the confines of fundamentalism forever. | don't
think | was consciously trying to run away from fundamentalism
but thats what hoppened, so maybe it was a subconscious
desire...

When you came out to yourself, you suddenly had to deal
with all this guilt for being gay and the conflict your
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sexuality created with everything you had learned from
fundamentalist Christianity and your education at Bob
Jones. Did this turn out fo be a spiritual turning point for you,
or did that come later?

he spiritual turning point came much later. When | "came

out” | bought the fundamentalist line that | had “left the fold”
of Ged's grace forever. But along the way, | learned that God
made me gay, and rot by accident, and that sexual orientation
doesnt matter in Gods eyes. Like everything else, it's what |
do with it that matters. Am | going to be honest about myself
or dishonest? Am | going to be faithful to my partner and
my friends or unfaithful?2 Those are the things that affect my
spiritual growth, not the gender of my sexual partner.

Much like most sex workers wouldnt think of jeining the
military, a majority of Marines would never dream of doing
porn. Needless to say, your professional background is an
vnusual one. What drew you to try to juggle these two
conflicting career choices, and how did you convince yourself
that you could get away with it?

ctually theres something abeut being in the Marines.. or

being drawn to the Marines.. that brings out the exhibitionist
in a person. My friend Steven Zeeland wrote abaout that in his
book The Masculine Marine. "Marines like to be locked at’
was the fitle he gave to the chapter covering his interview
with “Captain Eric” - my alias in his book. He describes how
a lot of Marines have done porn - gay/straightlbi - over the
years. San Diego is full of producers using sailors and Marines
for porn, so | wouldn't say that Im all that unique. A lot of guys
have written me or even approached me at book signings to







