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T

he recent funeral service for August “Buzz”
Pusateri brings me to reflect on the Pitt
Men’s Study that was a central part of his
life for 35 years. Glancing around the ornate, solemn
St. Paul’s Cathedral, I saw Pitt Men’s Study volunteers and staff who were among Buzz’s dearest, loving friends. The Pitt Men’s Study was ‘born’ in the
early 1980s, when Dr. David Lyter, then a Pitt medical student, joined with me to study the new, mysterious disease that was killing gay men (using the vernacular of the time). The study’s illustrious 35-year
history has been detailed elsewhere. What is most
important is that the essence of the study is its male
participants who have been led by Buzz and other selfless, altruistic and caring volunteers from our community. Without the support of these men and our
community, we would never been able to do this study.
Buzz was the ‘main man’ for the Pitt Men’s
Study both spiritually and physically. Besides his
twice-a-year visits to our clinic to give blood and provide extensive personal information, he chaired our
AIDS Community Advisory Board for three decades.
Indeed, Buzz and I formed an Italian ‘goomba’ clique
with my long time Pitt Men’s Study Coinvestigator Dr.

Anthony Silvestre. Having these dear friends working
with me for almost 4 decades was my good fortune.
We will forge on in the Pitt Men’s
Study without Buzz. He would of course demand that we do. Riposa in pace, amico mio.

Friend forever. Buzz Pusateri and Chuck Honse at Pitt
Men’s Study dinner, Frick Fine Arts Building, November 7, 2013
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Remembering
August “Buzz” Pusateri
August 2, 1938 - May 3, 2020

I

first met Buzz at the Friday night dinners at
the Shepherd Wellness Community where
he planned delicious meals and worked in
the kitchen making them. I really got to know
Buzz at Judith DiPerna’s “Long Time Survivor
Group”. It was a small group with six members
and we all shared our experiences: good and bad.
It was here that I listened to all his struggles
that he had gone through since the early ’80s. It made
my struggles with my health problems seem smaller
than his. He had been through Hell and back battling
so many complications, going in an out of the hospital especially with pneumonia in January. He had
aspirated a small chicken bone into one of his lungs
and suffered the consequences up until his passing.
He was continuing with the aspiration problem and it was weakening his lungs. Although he had
to give up driving and was walking with the help of
a walker, he continued with his daily routines starting every day by going to 8 a.m. Mass at St Paul’s
Cathedral in Oakland. He was very spiritual and enjoyed putting together a solemn ceremony each year
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at Heinz Chapel in Oakland, sponsored by the Pitt
Men’s Study (PMS), for Pittsburgh’s celebration of
remembering people who had passed from AIDS or
AIDS related complications. He contacted ministry
from all religions in the area and became great friends
with them all. He would carry the Circle of Life to
the front of the church each year and held on to its
side as people would stick on the names of loved ones
that had passed over the years. After the ceremony he
would then carry it to the back of Heinz Chapel. He
was the chairman of the PMS Community Advisory
Board (CAB) since it began in the early 1980s. On it he
worked to improve the lives of people with AIDS.
He felt his spirituality was what kept him
going through all that he had been through. He
also loved his large Sicilian Italian family, most of
whom had passed before him. He had three nieces left and Charlene’s wonderful husband Kent
who was his driver to many events and helped him
shop for groceries. He looked forward to spending the holidays with them, especially Christmas. He was a great cook using family recipes
and a terrific baker. He also grew his own vegetables in a large garden that he worked tirelessly on.
His stubborn Sicilian attitude helped to fight
all his medical problems. Visiting him in the hospital,
he would comment that he would be out soon, many
times having to go to rehab before coming home to
his family of two cats. He had a survivor instinct and
a very positive attitude. He had outlived so many of
his friends, but one night I got him to go out for a
drink, and when he walked into the bar a crowd of
people come over to talk with him. That was one of
the best nights that he had had in a very long time.
Buzz Pusateri’s work with PMS improved
the lives of people with AIDS not only in Pittsburgh
but in the CABs in San Francisco, New York City,
Baltimore, Chicago and Columbus since the Pitt
Men’s Study was the first CAB in the country and
the rest followed our lead. He will be sadly missed
at our future PMS CAB meetings, but the results of
his leadership will continue long after his passing.

By Richard Vinski, colleague, friend,
and Community Advisory Board
member

Snapshots From a Pandemic
The closing of the
PMS clinic to inperson appointments
stranded the Spring
edition of the newsletter which was
about to be sent to
the printer. When Bill returned to the office a few
weeks later he decided to singlehandedly fold, stuff,
and seal about 1,100 newsletters. Given concerns
that COVID could be transmitted by mail (now considered “unlikely” by the CDC), this was done wearing gloves and a mask, and using self-seal envelopes
and tape.

This is not a still from a zombie apocalypse movie. It’s a
picture of Fifth Avenue around noon on Friday, March
27, 2020. With only essential workers and very few
others venturing into Oakland in the early days of the
pandemic, the streets and especially the sidewalks were
uncannily and eerily vacant. For once no one could complain about the traffic and parking!

In April the study began a series of phone interviews
about COVID-19. Most staff worked from home using
Google-Voice-disguised phone numbers, secured internet connections, and shredders provided by the study,
but Bill went into the office daily to coordinate the calls
and monitor the project’s progress. Our student worker
Caleb offered to return to the office to do the interviews
and provide other support, and a detailed plan was
designed to allow Bill and him to share the clinic safely.
Eventually they decided to open a Zoom meeting for the
entire workday to make it easier to communicate and

to ease the loneliness and isolation of social distancing
and infection control. It also made it easier for Bill to
ask Caleb to drop a bag of Famous Amos in front of his
office door from time to time (well, they eventually do
expire and you don’t want to waste food, right?).
Even as most staff worked remotely we made plans to eventually reopen the clinic and resume
in-person visits. The space was
assessed for COVID-friendly
protections such as acrylic shields
in order to protect both participants and staff while being able
to resume the important work that we have been doing
for over three decades. Here Caleb sports some PPE
that we have acquired for when we welcome our men
back. Thanks for staying in touch by phone, but it won’t
feel right until we see each other again, even if through
masks and shields. Stay safe and well!

Jessica has been enjoying spending time with her cats
and working on her impressive computer set-up.

Our friend, the Pirate Parrot, is taking second shift to
help Jeffrey manage the data.

Markey Mark is guarding very
important papers for our Project
Director, Alissa.
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Meet the Team!

C

aleb is a rising
junior undergraduate student in Pitt’s Dietrich
School of Arts and
Sciences, majoring in
Biological
Sciences
with minors in Social
Work and Chemistry.
He also volunteers
at UPMC Shadyside
and is an undergraduate teaching assistant in the chemistry
department. Caleb has also been involved in research at Magee Women’s Hospital, where he
researched substance abuse and pregnancy.
When Caleb is not in the clinic, he enjoys
working out, hiking, and hanging out with his
friends. When he’s not at home, you can find him running through the neighborhoods of Squirrel Hill or
Shadyside. What Caleb enjoys most about working
at the Pitt Men’s Study is meeting new people and
listening to participant’s stories and life experiences.

Community and the
Pitt Men’s Study
Caleb Smith
Pitt Men’s Study Student Worker

W

hat comes to mind when you think of
the word community? Is it the neighborhood you grew up in? Is it a geographical area that is defined by culture, ethnicity,
topography? Is it the NBC sitcom? To me community is people of all different backgrounds, races,
and ethnicities coming together in terms of a common goal, or characteristic. From my short tenure
at the Pitt Men’s Study, a little over a year in June,
I have learned more about community than at any
other time in my life. I have seen this value radiate throughout clinic staff and participants alike.
The commonality is simple: they all share a value
of compassion for marginalized individuals suffering at the hands of chronic illness and bigotry.
The pandemic has not made this value disappear, however. Despite the difficulties that have been
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presented to clinic staff and participants alike, we have
found a way to persevere. Clinic staff began working from home, we created protocols for individuals
we believed to be mentally or emotionally distressed,
abuse and sexual assault hotlines were distributed
to individuals in need of help, and Jessica in particular spearheaded means of getting participants in
touch with food banks when situations became dire.
The Pitt Men’s Study is not solely interested
about data; we also are concerned about the health
and wellbeing of our men. This compassion can also
come in the form of a friendly voice to brighten a dark
day, a short anecdote about quarantine adventures,
or even a shared laugh over an interviewing misstep.
The pandemic has either created or exacerbated issues for many if not all of our men in
some way. These hurdles may come mentally, financially, or emotionally. The goal of the Pitt
Men’s Study is to not just stand idle to these issues; it is to be compassionate and empathetic to
the struggles our men are facing. Sharing experiences, resources, and feelings makes the community of the Pitt Men’s Study that much stronger
in our fight against chronic illness and bigotry.
As a relatively new member of this Pitt Men’s
Study community, I have had the pleasure of sharing
experiences, hopes, dreams, and struggles with the
men of the study. My white, cisgender heterosexual background did not prepare me for some of the
struggles and stressors that participants have related to me. The affluent, predominantly white town in
eastern PA where I grew up isn’t exactly something I
would consider a melting pot of people. The community of the Pitt Men’s Study, however, is exactly that.
The gentlemen I’ve had the pleasure of interviewing have provided me with a completely
new worldview. I’ve had conversations about being gay and a person of color, of living through
the HIV/AIDS epidemic, and the struggles of
depression and anxiety. Hearing the stories participants tell is by far my favorite part of my job.
As someone who wants to one day enter
the medical field, hearing these life experiences
makes me much more attentive to the issues facing the LGBTQIA+ community. I cannot thank
the participants of the Men’s Study enough for
their never-ending drive to provide first person
insight into the difficulties they have faced. They
make me feel a part of the Men’s Study community, a community I am honored to be a part of.

Resources in the Age of Covid-19

I

n response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the • Pittsburgh Action Against Rape (PAAR)
Pitt Men’s Study clinic is closed to partici(412) 431-5665
pant visits for the near future. Staff will check
81 S 19th St, Pittsburgh, PA 15203
voicemails remotely and return calls as needed.
Call 412-624-2008 or toll-free at 1-800-987-1963.
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
HIV and STI Testing Centers
• Allies for Health + Wellbeing
alliespgh.org
412-345-7456
5913 Penn Ave, Pittsburgh, PA 15206
•

Allegheny County Health Department:
412-578-8081
1908 Wylie Ave, Pittsburgh, PA 15219
Abuse Resources

• The Pennsylvania Coalition Against Domestic
Violence (PCADV)
PCADV.org/find-help
• The National Domestic Violence Hotline
https://www.thehotline.org/
1-800-799-7233
or by texting loveis (capitalization does not 		
matter) to 22522
• The Pennsylvania Coalition Against Rape (PCAR)
www.pcar.org
1-888-772-7227

If you, or someone you care about, are feeling overwhelmed with emotions like sadness, depression, or
anxiety, or feel like you want to harm yourself or
others call:
911 or
• Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Ad		
ministration’s (SAMHSA’s) Disaster 			
Distress Helpline: 1-800-985-5990
or text TalkWithUs to 66746
• resolve Crisis Services
1-888-796-8226
333 N Braddock Ave, Pittsburgh, PA 15208
Food Distribution Sites
Google “Allegheny County Food Map” and click on
“Free Resource Distribution Sites” or go to
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/		
index.html?appid=abaca148492b47a7ad0d5		
a71f5d2c5e8
• Shepherd Wellness Center
https://www.swconline.org/
(412) 683-4477
4800 Sciota Street
Pittsburgh, PA 15224

Thank you for your participation in the Pitt Men’s Study.
We look forward to resuming normal operations and
continuing our partnership with you once the current
health crisis has subsided.
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How Do You Solve A Problem
Like Corona?

Bill Buchanan
Pitt Men’s Study Clinic and VolunteerCoordinator

I

’m not talking about solving corona itself. I’m
talking about how one continues to do the research we do during a pandemic when you’re
told to work from home. Obviously, we can’t do
blood draws, physical exams, and the like from
home, but we can still ask questions, and these data
have great value and are worth collecting. But doing this from home is more than a little problematic when you have a participant database with all
the needed contact information that cannot be
accessed via the internet due to confidentiality.
When we first closed our clinic to in-person visits on March 13, we simply stayed home
and reviewed the new protocol for the merger so
we could plan how to structure visits when we reopened. I was able to tolerate this for about a week
before the four walls of my home started closing in.
I needed to get out, and I decided that the
place to go was my office for several reasons:
• Pitt’s campus was closed, and UPMC
had
cancelled elective procedures and was doing many physician appointments by internet and
phone. This greatly reduced the number of people
in Oakland (see Snapshots from a Pandemic on page 3).
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• No one who works on the fourth
floor of our building was going to the office.
• Because Pitt was closed, I would be able
to park directly behind my building further limiting the number of people I may encounter.
• I am able to access my suite through
automatic doors which eliminates the need to
touch door handles.
Likewise, I could press
elevator buttons with my elbow or a key.
• Once ensconced in the clinic I would
be surrounded by PPE and medical grade disinfectants (and a great view from my office).
Thus a plan was hatched: I would go
to the clinic for a few hours every day which
would get me out of the house and save the sanity of both my housemate and, especially, me! After getting myself designated as “essential personnel” that’s exactly what I started doing.
I wasn’t there long before the study announced our COVID Study which involves doing up
to three phone interviews with our guys over several
months. After much thought, I came up with a plan:

• I would continue to come in ev- works several hours a week, and his help is invaluable.
ery day and communicate participant conAs of this writing we have engaged over
tact information to the interviewers by phone 400 participants in the COVID Study and comthus keeping this information off the internet. pleted over 900 interviews with up to four components per interview. Both PMS and the NIH
•Every interviewer working from home would are currently crunching the baseline inforbe shipped a shredder so that they could safely dispose mation and gleaning important information.
of the contact information after each phone interview.
It all came together. It took a little gumption, imagination, and duct tape, but we did it. There
• Each interviewer would create a se- are challengcure and private space to do the interviews. es ahead as
we turn our
•I would direct and coordinate the attention to
study from the clinic and track its progress. how we can
eventually
Doesn’t sound too hard, right? Well, it resume reguquickly became a nightmare. There was far more lar study apwork for me than an eight-hour workday could ac- pointments,
commodate. I was trying to think of ways I might but
we’ve
streamline the work, and then a miracle happened proven
we
– we took on as interviewers two Public Health have what it
Master’s degree students whose practicums had takes to face
been cancelled due to the pandemic, and our student those chalworker Caleb came back to Pittsburgh and wanted lenges, and
to help with the study AND do it from the clinic. I’m sure we’ll
Caleb and I quickly developed a COVID-com- find a way.
pliant system for working together which includes the
I love watching RuPaul’s Drag Race, and
usual PPE, social distancing, handwashing, screen- as Mother Ru says, what makes a Drag Supering for COVID exposure, etc. and got it approved by star are charisma, uniqueness, nerve, and talent.
the powers that be. On May 11 he reported for work Turns out that’s what it takes to do our research in
and quickly proved himself to be an ideal partner in the age of COVID (perhaps add a bit of luck and
crime. I could not have survived the summer with- adaptability as well). Thanks to everyone from
our Project Director, to our interviewers, and to
you, our men, for pitching in to make this work.
On a personal note, I flirted with the early retirement package recently offered by Pitt. After careful consideration I decided I’m just a little too young
for that to make sense financially and I do like doing
what I do; but the biggest reason I said no was because
all of you, participants and staff alike, have become
the biggest and most wonderful extended family that
I could ever have asked for. How could I walk out on
that? If COVID has taught me anything, it’s that
personal relationships are indeed the most important
thing in life, and I value my relationship with you.
Thanks for sharing this roller coaster ride with
out him. Now that Pitt is back in session, he is not me. You’ve buoyed my spirits during these and other
able to work a full work week in the clinic, but he still dark times. Please keep safe and healthy and stay in touch.
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World AIDS Day Memorial, Dec. 1, 2020 contact Kaitlin at kab307@pitt.edu to schedule.

• Tributes to Buzz Pusateri and The Pitt Men’s
Study. You may also want to share a personal story
about your relationship with Buzz Pusateri, or the
Pitt Men’s Study. We can help you get involved by
contacting Kaitlin at kab307@pitt.edu to schedule.
• Circle of Love. The annual Circle of Love
needs the community to submit, for memorialization, names of those who have lived with HIV and
AIDS. Circle of Remembrance names will be read
aloud at specific intervals during the event. To
maintain privacy, names (in any form) will be collected through a secure encrypted link. Specific instructions will be sent out as it becomes available.
More
information,
including
specific information about participating events,
will be sent out as it becomes available.
Finally, please share this information within
your community – clients, employees, volunteers and
even donors, so that they can plan on participating.
While the service this year will look much different from the past, we are committed to sharing a time of
reflection on HIV/AIDS advocacy in our community.

T

he
Community
Advisory
Board
of the Pitt Men’s Study is finalizing plans for the World’s AIDS Day
Memorial on Tuesday, December 1, 2020.
This year, the event will be presented in
a pre-recorded virtual format and will memorialize our long-term chair, August “Buzz” Pusateri,
who passed away in May. Buzz was a leader in
People Living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA) community advocacy. As one the first PLWHA advocates in our region, Buzz, through the Pitt
Men’s Study, had the opportunity to help guide
and shape advocacy programs across the nation.
Our planning committee is reaching out
to you today to ask our community to participate in our event honoring World AIDS Day.
Since the event will include a number of community activities, we are looking
for people to join in the following activities:
• Musicians. Interested musicians or other performers please contact Kaitlni at kab307@pitt.edu.
• Personal Tributes to PLWHA.
Preparing musical or oral tributes about loved ones, Mike Hellman, Interim Chair
family, or PLWHA are popular ways to be in- Pitt Men’s Study Community Advisory Board
volved. Individuals interested in recording per- World AIDS Day Planning Committee
sonal stories, musical or poetric tributes please

Contact Us

The Pitt Men’s Study

P.O. Box 7319, Pittsburgh, PA 15213
(412) 624-2008 (800) 987-1963
http://pittmensstudy.com/
facebook.com/PittMens
Charles R. Rinaldo, PhD
Principal Investigator
Ken Ho, MD
Medical Director
News and Notes is published by the Pitt
Men’s Study. All information and opinions
are the sole responsibility of the study and
do not necessarily reflect the policies or
views of the University of Pittsburgh or the
National Institutes of Health.
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