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Ridgeland Mayor Demands LGBTQ+ Book Purge,
Threatens Library Funding

BY NICK JUDIN(HTTPS://WWW.MISSISSIPPIFREEPRESS.ORG/AUTHOR/NICK-JUDIN/)
 JANUARY 25, 2022(HTTPS://WWW.MISSISSIPPIFREEPRESS.ORG/DATE/2022/01/25/)
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Library system leadership told the Mississippi Free Press that Ridgeland Mayor Gene McGee has demanded a purge of all LGBTQ+
materials in the system before releasing the funds. Photo courtesy City of Ridgeland

Ridgeland Mayor Gene McGee is withholding $110,000 of funding from the Madison County
Library System allegedly on the basis of his personal religious beliefs, with library officials stating
that he has demanded that the system initiate a purge of LGBTQ+ books before his office releases
the money.

Tonja Johnson, executive director for the Madison County Library System, told the Mississippi
Free Press in an afternoon interview that she first reached out to Mayor McGee after failing to
receive the City of Ridgeland’s first quarterly payment of 2022.

Johnson said the mayor informed her that no payment was forthcoming. “He explained his
opposition to what he called ‘homosexual materials’ in the library, that it went against his
Christian beliefs, and that he would not release the money as the long as the materials were
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there,” the library director said.

The director then explained to the mayor that the library system, as a public entity, was not a
religious institution. “I explained that we are a public library and we serve the entire community.
I told him our collection reflects the diversity of our community,” Johnson said.

Do you think our journalism is essential?  Give today and support our work. 
(http://mfp.ms/donate)



Apparently, the mayor was unmoved. “He told me that the library can serve whoever we wanted,
but that he only serves the great Lord above,” she finished.

McGee’s office did not respond to several requests for an interview from the Mississippi Free Press
before press time, though he did speak with this reporter on Wednesday morning,
acknowledging that he was withholding the funds from the library system. Nor did he attend a
Tuesday board meeting at 5 p.m. at Ridgeland Library, which addressed the matter firmly in
defense of the library system’s current collection. The board voted unanimously to bring the
issue to the board of aldermen before seeking legal remedies.

At the meeting, attendees asked Bob Sanders, counsel for the library board, if the mayor had any
legal authority to override the contract with the library system and the decision of the aldermen.

“Uh, no.” Sanders said flatly.

Ward 1 Alderman Ken Heard told the Mississippi Free Press in a brief evening interview that he
had not been made aware of any plans to withhold money from the library system on the part of
the mayor, and could not comment on the dispute until he learned more.

(https://www.mississippifreepress.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Madison-County-Library-
Board-Meeting1_cred-Nick-Judin.jpg)

Tonja Johnson, second from left, executive director for the Madison County Library System, told the Mississippi Free Press that
Mayor Gene McGee explicitly is holding public funds as an expression of his personal religious beliefs.

‘Adult Materials’

Based on the conversation she had with the mayor, Johnson explained that the targets of
McGee’s demands are mostly books that touch on homosexual identities, themes and stories.
The list includes books about incidentally queer family members such as children’s stories
intended to provide representation to gay, lesbian and transgender individuals.

In the conversation, Johnson relayed that, among all other “homosexual materials,” McGee
specifically demanded the removal of “The Queer Bible
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p y Q
(https://www.harpercollins.com/products/the-queer-bible-jack-guinness?
variant=32903735574562),” a series of essays by LGBTQ+ figures including Elton John, Munroe
Bergdorf, and Tan France on other queer luminaries such as David Bowie, George Michael and
Susan Sontag.

But the mayor’s order, the director believes, is the culmination of a spate of homophobic activism
intended to censor other queer literature, especially children’s books.

One of the books that previous complaints have specifically targeted is “Grandad’s Camper,” a
children’s book by author Harry Woodgate, who is nonbinary. Grandad’s Camper is the story of a
young girl learning about her late grandfather by taking a road trip with her surviving
grandparent.

Kirkus Review described the book as an effective learning tool for helping children discuss lost
family members. “Caregivers, especially older ones, may see this book as an opportunity to talk
about departed loved ones and introduce their happy memories to a younger generation,” a
review of the book explains (https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/harry-
woodgate/grandads-camper/). “Many a family will find themselves pulling out photo albums to
relate their own origin stories.”

Johnson explained that all library patrons have access to a form that allows them to challenge
materials deemed unsuitable for inclusion in the library’s collection. The library previously
received complaints about books including “Grandad’s Camper” demanding they be reclassified
as “adult” materials and kept out of reach of children.

But these challenges, Johnson said, did not proceed through the formal system, and were
instead verbal or written complaints without followup. “I think that’s probably where the mayor’s
objections are coming from. Perhaps they reached out to him instead of back out to the library,”
she guessed.

(https://www.mississippifreepress.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Bob-Sanders_Jerry-
Valdez_Tonja-Johnson_cred-Nick-Judin.jpg)

On Tuesday night, the Madison County Library Board voted unanimously to advance the question of the funding hold to the
Ridgeland Board of Aldermen. Pictured from left: counsel Bob Sanders, board president Jerry Valdez, and Executive Director Tonja
Johnson.

‘Sexual Whatever You Want To Call It’

On Wednesday morning, Mayor McGee returned the Mississippi Free Press’ request for an
interview. McGee confirmed in a short phone conversation that he was holding the funds from
the library, and asserted that he had done so because of citizen complaints.

“We’re holding (the money) right now because we found a large number of citizens who have
complained about displays of sexual, whatever you want to call it, content. We’re just responding
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to those citizens’ complaints, and that’s the position we’re in.”

McGee then declined to address the content of the books presented at last night’s board meeting,
and whether or not sexual content was an appropriate term.

The mayor acknowledged that the board of aldermen had approved the library system’s budget
for the year, but argued that any contractual obligations were dated, although he did not clarify if
that gave him the ability to withhold the funds indefinitely. “The last contract that was signed
with the Madison County Library System was signed in 2009. There’s never been a new contract
going forward,” McGee said.

This reporter asked McGee if he actually possessed the authority to keep the money from the
library system. The mayor responded that he didn’t know: “That’s a legal question. I don’t know
that I do or do not. But right now we’re holding the money. I’ll ask my attorney to address that.”

But the mayor’s position that his move is an attempt to force the library board to respond to
citizen complaints conflicts with the board’s description of the scattered pushback. This reporter
asked McGee how the board could have responded to objections over content in the collection
without any formal requests for reconsideration.

“I can’t speak to that,” McGee said. “That’d be hearsay on my part.” The mayor then added that
he’d said his part, and left to attend a meeting.

What little the mayor and the board seem to agree on is that the issue will likely be adjudicated at
the upcoming meeting of the board of aldermen.

Taxpayer Money Withheld

Whatever authority the mayor intends to serve, it’s unclear as of press time if his action is legally
defensible.

“This is taxpayer money that was already approved by the board of aldermen,” Johnson
explained. “It was included in the city budget for 2021-2022. It’s the general-fund appropriation
that the City of Ridgeland sends every year for daily operation of the library. That money goes to
everything from purchasing materials to supporting programs and staff salaries.”

While the city’s aldermen may have approved the funds, Johnson said it was the mayor alone
who is withholding it. “I asked the mayor specifically on the phone call if this had been decided
by the board of aldermen. And he told me no, but (that) he could have them make that decision,”
she said.

That $110,000 represents roughly 5% of the annual budget of the entire Madison County Library
System, the removal of which could have far-reaching consequences beyond the City of
Ridgeland itself.

“It would definitely impact services,” Johnson said. “I can tell you that there’s a potential for staff
members to lose their positions if the board is not able to move funding from something else to
keep those positions open.”

Without the support of the board of aldermen, it is unclear if the mayor will be able to maintain
the funding hold for long. Moreover, the mayor’s action may well violate basic constitutional
rights, based on earlier court cases on the subject of LGBTQ book bans, including Sund v. City of
Wichita Falls. (https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/FSupp2/121/530/2505416/)

‘I Firmly Believe In The Power of Books’

Harry Woodgate, author of the children’s book Grandad’s Camper, one of the titles that sparked
the complaints against Ridgeland Library’s collection, told the Mississippi Free Press in a
statement that the story’s intent was to represent the full spectrum of LGBTQ+ individuals,
especially queer elders, who are rarely depicted in fiction.
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“From the beginning it was important to me that (Grandad’s Camper) featured truly meaningful
LGBTQ+ representation whilst also speaking to broader universal themes such as the beauty of
restorative intergenerational relationships, the joy of shared adventures and the experience of
losing a loved one.” 

“One of the key things I wanted to address was a lack of older LGBTQ+ characters in children’s
literature, particularly picture books where they’ve been historically overlooked. I was also keen
to include incidental representation, wherein a character’s sexual orientation or gender identity –
or indeed any protected characteristic at all – isn’t a narrative obstacle but simply the way things
are.”

Woodgate added that LGBTQ+ censorship was a familiar, persistent ignorance, and commended
the activists and board members who resisted it. “It is saddening that we’re still seeing LGBTQ+
titles featured on banned book lists, and I think this not only represents the extent to which such
prejudices remain underexamined and underchallenged by so many of our institutions and
elected officials, but also a fundamental misunderstanding of children and children’s literature,”
they wrote. 

“To suggest that limiting access to diverse literature will somehow prevent or dissuade queer
children from being queer is simply preposterous, let alone deeply, thoroughly cruel. I take great
heart in everyone whose tireless dedication to challenging these bans and similar anti-LGBTQ+
legislation across the globe is making such a positive difference to young people and their
communities. I firmly believe in the power of books and libraries to change lives so am incredibly
thankful for all that they do and anyone who champions and defends them.”

‘We Have To Understand Each Other’s Stories’

In a conversation with the Mississippi Free Press,
Johnson seemed at a loss as to what actions
might mollify the mayor. But participating in the
LGBTQ+ purge was not something she was willing
to consider. “Ultimately it is up to the (Madison
County Library) Board, but I do not think they will
make that decision,” Johnson said.

She explained her reasoning. “As a library, our
mission is to serve our community and to provide
everyone in the community with the information
and resources that they need … Anyone can walk
into a library and find something that they don’t

agree with,” Johnson said. “But the book that’s
not quite right for you is exactly what someone
else needs. And my job is to make sure that
(everybody) has access to that.

“And I think it’s important to understand that
LGBTQ+ books and materials are not just for the
LGBT community. Those books are for all of us:
whether we can see ourselves reflected in those
materials or so that we can develop
understanding, empathy and respect for
someone else ”
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(https://www.mississippifreepress.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/01/Grandads-
Camper_courtesy-Simon-Schuster.jpeg)

Cover courtesy Simon & Schuster

someone else.

This advancement of human understanding,
Johnson said, is the job of a librarian. “We all live
in this world together,” she said. “We sit next to
people in church, we work with people, we live
next door to people, our children go to school
with children who don’t look like us and don’t
have the same experiences. If we’re going to be
together, we have to at least understand each
other’s stories.”


(https://www.mississippifreepress.org/author/nick-judin/)

Nick Judin
(https://www.mississippifreepress.org/author/nick-
judin/)
Nick Judin began his career in journalism at the Jackson
Free Press in 2019, coming on as State Reporter to cover
the 2020 legislative session. That posting quickly gave way
to a year leading the JFP’s COVID-19 coverage. Nick’s
reports from the frontline of coronavirus have repeatedly
made national headlines, as he has asked hard questions
of state leadership and done critical interviews with the
state’s top public-health experts. Email the Jackson, Miss.,
native at nick@mississippifreepress.org and follow him on
Twitter at @nickjudin.
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