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-By Jim _ R_e_dden 

E VERYONE who knows 
Lanny Swerdlow has 
strong feelings about him. 

Swerdlow, 43, is the co-owner ! 
of the City Nightclub, an alcohol­
free, all-ages dance club at 13 NW 

1 13th Ave. The club's clientele is : 
cbmposed largely . of homosexual I 
teen-agers, and it also attracts a siz- · 
able number of street kids who 
have few other places to hang out. ! 
In addition, Swerdlow is the co- I 
host of NightScene, a gay- and les­
bian-oriented television talk show I 
taped at his club and shown on i 
local public-access cable channels. 

Because of these activities, some 
people view Swerdlow as a good 
Samaritan who understands the 
problems such young people face. 
According to a 1986 study commis­
sioned by the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, gay 
and lesbian youth "are two or three 
times as likely to attempt suicide as 
others." Keeston Lowery, an out- , 
spoken gay aide to City Commis- . 
S!Q..~! _Mike -Lindberg, calls the 
club a "real service" to young gays 
and lesbiaus who have no other 
place to gather. And Margi 
Dechenne, the program director of 

. the Salvation Army's Greenhouse 
youth shelter, thinks Swerdlow has 
exerted a positive influence on 

CITY SCENE , -police )Ve~ __ tcf ra{d_my·c~~ ~ 
ffiey' d -probably find · tltat 25 per-· 
cent of them are holding, rpaybe 

' more," say~ she owner of or\i;"popµ­
lar downtown establishment, who 
asked to remain,anonymous.' · · · 

I 
mariy street kids. "I hear nothing 1 
but good things about Lanny," says 
Dechenne, who notes that some 
parents have thrown their children • 
I out of the house simply for being 

I 
homosexual. 

Other people take a different . 
view, however. Since the club 

; opened in March, it has routinely 
attracted fundamentalist Christian 
protesters who throw holy water at , 
the front door. And some nearby 
property owners, including the 
Blitz Weinhard Brewing Co., have 
complained to the city that the club 
attracts large, unruly crowds, espe­
cially during the summer months­
prom pt i ng Swerdlow to hire a 
security guard to chase loiterers 
away. 

But Swerdlow's most serious 
critics belong to the Portland Police 
Bureau. On the evening of Dec. 14, 
more than a dozen uniformed offi­
cers raided Swerdlow's club. The 
police were accompanied by four · 
supervisors from the city's Bureau 
of Buildings, a city fire marshal and 
two inspectors from the Oregon 
Liquor Control Commission. 

According to Chuck Bolliger, an 
officer with the Police Bureau's 
Drugs and Vice Division, the raid . 
was prompted by numerous com- . 
plaints from parents of young peo- ; 
pie who frequent the club. Bolliger · 
says the parents alleged that some 
of the teen-agers engage in sex at ! 
the club and that illegal drugs are l 
openly sold there. The police I 
detained approximately I 00 cus­
tomers inside the club during the 

l_n addition.' the city does not 
have a policy· of trying to shut 
down every nightclub where people 
are arrested for selling illegal drugs. 
For example, several employ_ees of 
the Club 927 were arrested for pos-
session and distribution of cocaine 
Aug. I 0. That business, located at 
927 SE Morrison St., has ncit been 
threatened with closure. 

Moreover, in the months before 
the raid, Swerdlow repeatedly 
asked the city to identify any prob­
lems occurring at his club. In early 
August, the police asked the Ore­
gon Liquor Control Commission to 
deny the City Nightclub's request 
for a one-day liquor license for an 
adults-only function. That action 
prompted Swerdlow to write three 
letters to the city asking to be noti­
fied of any problems that were 
thought to exist at the club. The 
first two went to Portland Police 
Capt. Gary Schraeder, who is in 
charge of the bureau's Central 
Precinct. The third was mailed to 
Christine Tobkin, one of Mayor 
Bud Clark's executive assistants. 
No one responded to the letters 
before the raid. Officer Bolliger 
says the Police Bureau didn't 
answer Swerdlow's letters because 
"He was just trying to cover his 
ass." 

Craig Colby, Swerdlow's attor­
ney, disagrees. Colby says his client 
has tried to work with the city but 
has been repeatedly harassed by the 
police. Swerdlow has owned a 
number of all-ages nightclubs 
aimed at young gays and lesbians 
over the past 12· years and has suc­
cessfully fought with the police 
over several of them. For example. 
the police used to arrest Swerd­
low's underage customers for vio­
lating the curfew. In 1978, he 
convinced the city attorney to issue 
a formal opinion that said his cus-

' tomers were not breaking the law 
against staying out late as long as 

· ' they were in the clu\)__Tu,o vears 
later, Swerdlow was beat up out­
side one of his clubs by several 
police officers. He filed a complaint 
with the city and was paid $2,000 
in compensation for the incident ­
("Police Story: Whitewash," WW. 
Nov. 18, 1980). Then, in 1987, the 
police searched Swerdlow's house 
for drugs, finding two small mari­
juana plants in his back yard . 
Because the total amount was less 
than an ounce, Swerdlow got off 
with a $100 fine, as allowed by 
Oregon law. "I think they've been 
out to get me for a long time," the 
club owner says. 

- raid-an·d .photographed many of to be sold on his property. Swerd­
them. After searching approximate- low is "making money exploiting 
ly IO customers, the police arrested those kids," says Bolliger. The offi­
three on charges of possessing ille~ cer doesn't believe Swerdlow is a 
gal drugs. ~ey also arrested a vol- drug dealer but does suspect that 
untee~ security guar~ on a charge he allows drug sales in his club to 
of selhng drugs to an informant. , increase attendance. 
~e raid was one •of the largest' Swerdlow adamantly denies all 
in _ city history, involving more of the allegations. He says that sex. 
employees from more government is not allowed in the club, though 
agencies than were present when he adds that some of his younger 
the Club Macombo, a nude dancing. customers frequently take free con­
establishment at 117 NW 2nd, doms from an AIDS-prevention 
Ave., was shut down in December1 display near the coat room, blow 
and its owners hit with civil racke- them up as a joke, and leave them 
leering charges. But Swerdlow's1 on the dance floors or in other 
problems aren't over yet. Since the: rooms. Swerdlow also says he has 
Dec. 14 raid, city building inspec-1 worked hard to keep drug dealers . 
tors have visited the_ club on two out of his club and to prevent them 
separate occasions, asking Swerd- from hanging around outside. "I 
low to correct numerous minor had come to the conclusion that if 
code violations. And some cus-l there was a drug problem, it was 
tomers complain that uniformed \ under control," says Swerdlow, 
police officers have stopped them who insists he was shocked to learn 
outside the club to warn them : that one of his volunteer guards 
against entering it. · i may have been selling drugs. 

The most serious problem may l 
be still to come, however. Accord­
ing to police Sgt. Rick Mosiman,, 
the -city is considering shutting the 
City Nightclub down under Port­
land's Specified Crime Property 
Ordinance, better known as the 
Drug House Ordinance. "We are. 
considering use _of_the <>r~immce

1

· 

because of the number of com­
plaints and narcotics violations we 
are aware of at that location," says 
Mosiman. · . . - · ·"' ; 

Among _ other things, · the ordi- 1 

nance allows the city to seize the 
assets of anyone who allows drugs 1 

T. he police scoff at Swerd­
low's denials, but there are 
a number of legitimate rea­

sons that he might feel his business 
has been unfairly singled out by the 
city. To begin with, it is not unusual 
for illegal drugs to be sold at any of 
Portland's all-ages dance clubs­
according to Dechenne, a lot of the 
street kids who come to the Green­
house shelter say illegal drugs are 

·sold at all four of the clubs current­
ly operating in the downtown area. · 
And illegal drugs are also available 
at ,clubs that serve liquor. "If the 

Swerdlow also suspects that the 
police have targeted his club 
because of its homosexual clientele. 
In the letter written to Tobkin 
shortly before the raid, Swerdlow 
charged, "I would guess that what 
we are dealing with is some homo­
phobic police officer who is con­
vinced that Armageddon is 

, occurring within the walls of the 
City Nightclub." 

Bolliger denies that the sexual 
orientation of Swerdlow's cus­
Jomers has anything to do with the 
city's attempt to shut his place 
down. At the same time, it is clear 
that at least some people are both­
ered by the presence · pf gays and 

., lesbians there. One parent who vis­

.-ited the club's upstairs dance floor 
·described the scene to Bolliger as 
"demonic." And, Bolliger says, an 
undercover informant told him 
before the raid that "males were 
dancing together with loincloths. 
humping each other's legs." The 
informant characterized that activi­
ty to Bolliger as "bizarre." 

Swerdlow and Colby say they 
will fight the closure threat. They 
are also considering suing the city. 
According to Colby, the police may 
have unlawfully detained, searched 
and photographed a number of the 
club's patrons during the raid. "The 
state can 't keep drugs out of the 
prisons," says Colby, referring to 
revelations that have emerged dur­
ing the investigation into the killing 
of state corrections chief Michael 
Francke. "How can they expect 
club owners to do any better? They 
can't catch the guilty, so they're try, 
ing to punish the innocent." • • 
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