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By Scot t  Carney

R
oughly a year  ago I  sat  i nsi de
PaulÕs Club on State Str eet ,
under neath the fake t r ee, and
si pped gi n and toni cs w i th 10

close fr i ends. Hal f the gr oup wer e
engaged or  mar r i ed. The other  hal f
were attractive, single women in make-
up and midr i ff-bar ing tank tops. I was
in the engaged camp.

Dr inks di sappeared unti l  a tr oupe
of men in black pants and ti ght, mus-
cle-r evealing shir ts showed up. And
then the coupled fol k s wer e l eft  to
themselv es in the cor ner of the bar.
Ever y now and then I  hear d a shr i ek
of laughter fr om acr oss the r oom as
the si ngle women who di tched us
intensified their cour ting ritual.

Who could blame them? People i n
r elat i onshi ps can be fun to tal k  to,
but  ther e i snÕt much chance for  fi n-
i sh i ng up the n i ght  w i th  a bout  of
post-bar -time nookie .

ItÕs not a new phenomenon, ei ther.
Single Madisonians have been skep-
ticall y eyeing the town Õs couple pop-
u lat i on at  l east  si nce di nner  and a
movie meant eati ng at Ovens of Br i t-
tany and then choosi ng between The
Deer  Hunter  and Heaven Can Wai t. In
1978, the year  I  was bor n, M axi ne

Si dr an wr ote an ar t i cle for  I sthmus
lament i ng her  chances of meet i ng
Mr . Right:

ÒA  woman i n her  30s i n M adi son
seems to have tw o choices: males for
whom she might be a better babysit-
ter  or  males her  age who have
received thei r  14th extension on thei r
Ph.D.s and are giving Peter  Pan a r un
for  h i s money. A  tel l i ng comment
fr om a concer ned mar r i ed male
fr i end the other  day: ÔIÕl l  i nt r oduce
you to the excel l ent  si ngle people I
kno w, but they ar e all w omen.ÕÓ

Same as i t  ever  was. Cal l  i t  si n-
glei t i s, an epi demi c that  has spr ead
acr oss the ci ty l i ke a mutant  st r ai n
of avian flu. The symptoms vary by
gender, age and sexual  or i entat i on,
but they often inc lude effusi ve com-
plai ni ng to fr i ends, fut i le sur fi ng of
personal ads and chr onic masturba-
tion.

For  an outsi der  Ñ  someone who
is in volv ed in a serious r elationship
Ñ complaints about the single scene
are per plexing. What i s so hard about
meet i ng people, anyway? But some-
wher e, just  under  M adi sonÕs youth-
ful surf ace, a war is quietl y br ewing
between those who ar e al r eady

hooked up, and those whose sear ch
for Mr . or Ms. Right always seems to
tur n up empty .

Madison is, and may have always
been, a couples town. Sur e i tÕs young
and someti mes even hi p, but unless
you ar e a col lege student w i th your
pi ck of potential  mates i n ever y class
you take, the dati ng scene i n thi s ci ty
leaves a lot to be desir ed.

Damn lies and st at ist ics
We mi ght  as wel l  get  our  number s
str ai ght. One woman I  i nter vi ewed,
a for mer  st r i pper  who had been
around the block a few times, cer tain-
ly took a quantita ti ve appr oach: She
told me she had Òr ead somewher eÓ
that there were five
si ngle women i n
M adi son for  ever y
man. She sai d I
could f i nd the sta-
tistic if I look ed.

So I  did. I  talked
to stat i st i ci ans i n
thr ee par ts of the
city gover nment, phoned the county
clerkÕs offi ce, interviewed sociologists
at the Univer si ty of Wisconsin-Madi -
son, i nter r ogated demogr apher s at

the Appl i ed Populat i on Labor ator y
and cal l ed on exper ts ar ound the
countr y to fi gur e out  the stat i st i cal
pr obabilities of hooking up .

I t  tur ns out that ther e i s no defi n-
i t i ve way to tel l , fr om census data,
how  many people i n  M adi son ar e
avai lable for  dati ng. The tr uth i s that
r elat i onshi ps come and go, and the
people at  the census bur eau would
r ather  not  k now who was sleepi ng
with w ho.

What  you can l ear n  fr om the
bur eau, and fr om the demogra phers
w i th  fancy number -cr unchi ng pr o-
gr ams at  the UW, i s how many peo-
ple i n M adi son ar e mar r i ed and how
many people here l ive together  under

one r oof. Subt r act -
i ng both those num-
ber s fr om the total
popu lat i on shou ld
yield a number tha t
tel l s si ngle people
someth i ng about
thei r  chances (see
table, page 13).

Of cour se, these number s donÕt
take i nto account the number  of si n-
gle people who are not on the market,
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as well as people who ar e dating but not li v-
ing with one another . The numbers also do
not dif fer entia te by sexual orienta tion.

So what do these numbers tel l  us? That i f
youÕre looking to date a woman your  age and
youÕre in your  early 20s, the demographic news
is bad and gets worse. And the prospects are
really not much better  i f men are your  quar ry.
Take str ai ght women: Susan Faludi , i n her
book Backlash, drew on census data to suggest
that 40-year -old women have between a 17%
and 23% chance of enter ing a fi r st mar r iage.

M adi sonÕs si ngle gay men and lesbi ans
donÕt  have i t  easy, ei ther.
ThatÕs par t l y  a mat ter  of
ur ban geogr aphy. Gar y
Gates, a demogr apher  at
the Wi l l i ams Pr oject  at
UCL A , has spent  year s
compi l ing data on gay com-
muni t i es acr oss the coun-
t r y  i n  h i s book  T he Gay
and Lesbian Atlas. When asked to i nter pr et
hi s data and zer o i n on M adi son, dur i ng a
phone i n ter v i ew, he noted: ÒTher e ar enÕt
intense gay neighborhoods tha t you find in
lar ger  ci t i es that  act  as soci al  hubs to fi nd
potential par tners .Ó

Gates does obser ve, encour agi ngly, that
M adi son has a pr opor t i onately lar ger  pop-
ulat i on of gays and lesbians than the r est of
the count r y : 5.5% of men and 9.5% of
women her e ar e gay, ver sus the nat i onal ,
over al l  aver age of 4.5%. (He di sputes the
myth i cal  10% f i gur e.) He est i mates that
nati onwide, 23% of gay men and 43% of les-
bians have par tner s, so i f those propor t i ons

hold tr ue in Madison, then about 4,800 single
lesbians and 3,700 single gay men li ve her e.

Put di fferently: Among Madison gays and
lesbi ans, the total  populat i on avai lable for
dat i ng i s only  about  four  t i mes the si ze of
Madison W est High Sc hool.

One more stati st i c: In the last few year s,
the number  of gay bar s i n the ci ty has gone
from five to three. Put i t al l  together  and you
r eal i ze that M adi son may be a gay-fr i endly
town, but the dati ng scene leaves a lot to be
desi red.

ÒThe pr oblem i s that col lege i s the i deal
place to meet  people. You
wi l l  never  be in a better  si t-
uat i on than that  agai n,Ó
says John DeLameter, a pro-
fessor  of soci ology at UW-
Madison and edi tor  of the
Jour nal  of Sex Research.

A nd Delameter  poi n ts
out  another  pr oblem: ÒA s

people pass 30, wel l  over  hal f of ever yone
else i s al r eady mar r i ed, and of the people
who ar e left , ther e ar e a lot  mor e who ar e
less than desira ble.Ó

People who need people
Number s can only tel l  you so much. So what
is the ne ws fr om the da ting fr ont? 

Ver a i s a professor  at the UW. (That i s not
her  r eal  name; she chose to take a pseudo-
nym just i n case one of her  students elect-
ed to r ead Isthmus in her class ra ther than
listen to her lectur e.) She looks 25 and talks
lik e she is 17,but she is 39.She spends a lot
of her  fr ee t i me tur n i ng down dates fr om
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admiring students, fans and married men
who ought to know better. “The problem
with Madison,” she says, “is that most of the
men who ask me out who are actually near
my age turn out to be alcoholics.”

A West Coaster, she is not exactly unhap-
py in Madison, but she compares just about
everything here — unfavorably — to sun-
bleached cities whose names start with
“San.” “People are healthier in California,”
she says. “I mean, here the students are actu-
ally fatter than the professors.”

Needless to say, that attitude doesn’t
endear her to Madisonians. Then again, nei-
ther does her job. She tells this story: One
day, while she was grading papers at
Michelangelo’s Coffee Shop on State Street,
a man sitting next to her couldn’t keep his
eyes off of her. After he worked up the
courage, he told her he had extra tickets to
a movie and invited her to come. Noting the
stack of student writing and her ink-stained
fingers, he asked if she was a teaching assis-
tant. When she shook her head, he realized
he was chatting up a professor and the blood
drained from his face. “I couldn’t believe it,
he just got up and left after that without even
saying goodbye,” she says.

Also in the dating trenches is Erik Olsen,
a 29-year-old law student. “Madison can be a
real small place,” he says. “It is easy to get
into a situation where you need to think
about any person you date as a potential ex.
If things don’t go well, you will inevitably
see them around.” He was married and
divorced in his early 20s, but he still runs
into his ex-wife. They get along, but her

sheer ubiquitousness makes him think twice
about getting close to someone again.

He slipped up once last summer, when he
met someone he thought could have been
The One. “I was falling head over heels for
her. We had only gone out a couple of times,
and it wasn’t really serious, but in my mind
it was,” he says. He poured out his feelings
for her like soup from a can — all at once.
She freaked. “I think she thought I was mov-
ing too quickly and cut it off,” he says.

Ending the relationship didn’t kill him,
but he was worried that he had opened up
too much, too soon. What had she told her
friends? Even worse, what had she told his
friends? “Getting serious is dangerous in
this town. Everything you do seems to
become public knowledge,” he says.

Then there is the experience of Dan
McNamara, 25, who manages a record store.
A Buddhist who spent a few years studying
in the Himalayas, he is — against his will —
learning lessons of impermanence in his
love life. “There are a million beautiful
women in this town,” he says, “but it doesn’t
seem to me that any of them are looking for
anything serious.”

He has a pattern of falling hard for
women who either split town or end up get-
ting together with his best friends. “It’s more
of a one-night-stand kind of town,” he says.

“Madison is an extremely transient
town,” agrees Lia Ernst, 30, who works at
the UW, in the office of the Dean of Stu-
dents. She moved to Madison with her girl-
friend three years ago, but they called it off
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when things started to get rocky. She has
lived alone ever since. “I don’t have a prob-
lem meeting singles, just keeping them
around,” she says, while lamenting the loss
of woman after woman to other states and
countries.

Let Õs get per sonal
We need solutions. Although we are still
waiting for science and technology to solve
the direst problems, like war and public
health, technology has made one thing eas-
ier: Millions use the Internet to get dates on
Saturday night. Could e-romance be the final
frontier?

Of course, personal ads
had another home before
the Internet: A generation
ago, they became a staple of
alternative weekly newspa-
pers, like the one you are
holding. Back then, taking
out an ad was tantamount
to admitting defeat. Who but the truly desper-
ate or sexually psychotic would expose their
single status for all the world to see?

In fact, the newspaper pickings were so
slim, back in the day, that after their divorce,
Erik Olsen’s parents took out ads in the
paper and ended up calling each other. “They
could have been really bad about it, but they
laughed it off,” he says.

In the last few years, however, e-dating
in Madison has gone mainstream. People set
up profiles on prominent dating services like
Match.com, e-harmony and Nerve Person-
als, or they meet through networking sites
like the Facebook or Friendster. These days,

it seems, most people put up some sort of
online profile.

One of them is record-store manager
McNamara. Otherwise, he has difficulty
finding people who share his eclectic inter-
ests. “Personals are probably the only way
that I would meet someone who I actually
get along with and have something more
long-term,” he says. “If you meet someone in
a bar, you just know if you are physically
attracted to them, but you rarely find out if
you actually have anything in common.”

Another Internet seeker is Connie
North, 30, a graduate student in education.

She got out of a four-year
relationship last winter
and began experimenting
with meeting people
online. She had a profile
on Match.com, but she
found that although she
got a lot of dates, most
men just looked at her pic-

ture and didn’t read her profile. “It’s too
appearance-oriented,” she says of Internet
dating. “Men just looked at my picture and,
based on that alone, decided to meet me.”

On one particularly bad date, the man
she met at a bar began to stare at the wall
and, almost psychotically, rant about the
deficiencies of women. She paid for her
drinks and left the bar while her date sat
confused on his bar stool.

Savage musings
Before you throw up your hands, burn your
little black book and put on sweatpants —
remember that dating, no matter where you

are, is not rocket science. Despite gender dis-
parities, Internet fiascos and ego-nullifying
drunken hook-ups, looking for love is never
a lost cause. After all, if Madison is a cou-
ples town, then all those people had to meet,
somehow.

And is Madison really, after all, a couples
town? Recently the sex-columnist and author
(and former Madisonian) Dan Savage was
in town for a reading, and I asked him why
so many people complain about not getting
dates in this city.

“You hear that all the time from single
people,” he says. “You hear that whether it is
true or not. It is a great dodge. My column
runs in dozens of cities, and in every one,
people blame the geography for their trou-
bles. They are the same complaints. It can’t
be true everywhere, or the species would die
off. It is really just a way of shifting respon-
sibility away from one’s own problem or
inability to take some proactive steps in dat-
ing.”

Regardless, most people in this country
do end up in committed relationships.
Weekend after weekend, when I walk past
the Capitol I see wedding couples scram-
bling up the marble steps with photogra-
phers to document their success in finding
a partner. And although every wedding rep-
resents one less available single person,
take heart: for every bride there are four
bridesmaids.

One last thought: The numbers may work
out for or against you, but complaining —
about being single and never finding a date
— won’t endear you to anyone. That is a
surefire way to stay single.!
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