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Introduction




2016

 


For years I’ve been asked about doing a sequel
or update to Hollywood Lesbians. When it was originally
published back in 1994, Jodie Foster and Lily Tomlin (to name just
two) were still in the closet, Hollywood Lesbians was a
pioneering book with the frank title that I chose but which many
people considered sensationalistic. It was unapologetic,
descriptive, and effective—more so, thanks to a New York
Times ad that focused on the title. (Admittedly, the book’s ten
subjects included bisexual women, but Hollywood Lesbians and
Bisexuals would have been long and cumbersome.)

People were curious, so the book became a
crossover success here and abroad. It spawned a sequel,
Hollywood Gays, that did well, but not as well. The second
book appealed primarily to gay men, as expected.

Women in general might be willing to read a
book about gay men, but heterosexual men? Not so much. Whereas
everybody was potentially interested in a book comprising ten
interviews (nine in person) with lesbian and bisexual
celebrities.

Women in particular wanted to know about the
romantic and/or sexual realities of the actresses they’d seen
playing straight in Bewitched and The Beverly
Hillbillies, of the individuals behind characters like Mrs.
Danvers in Rebecca or Ma Kettle in the Ma and Pa Kettle
movies, as well as Barbara Stanwyck, Sandy Dennis, Capucine,
eight-time Oscar winner Edith Head, etc.

Yes, I tried to interview Jodie, Lily, Ellen,
Anne Heche, Rosie O’Donnell, Bea Arthur, Queen Latifah, Sandra
Bernhard, Kaye Ballard, and more. I actually got congratulatory
notes or phone calls from a few of them. They read, relished, and
appreciated Hollywood Lesbians—but were glad they weren’t in
it.

I did land a phone interview with Ann B.
Davis, better known as Alice, the iconic housekeeper on The
Brady Bunch, and it’s included here. However, that interview,
like the one at Barbara Stanwyck’s house, was suddenly terminated
when I got too close for conformist comfort.

Nowadays lesbian and bisexual actresses write
their own books upon and after coming out. You can read about
Ellen, Rosie, Jane Lynch, Meredith Baxter, and others in their own
words—a book’s worth each for the confirmed fan. Other celebs who
came out since Hollywood Lesbians, like Jodie and Kristy
McNichol (who’s left the business), remain very private and shun
interviews, let alone memoirs.

A new chapter in this updated edition looks at
lesbian and bisexual actresses on the small screen. Did you know
Grandma Walton and Marcy Darcy on Married with Children were
lesbian? That Vivian Vance’s abusive third husband (she admitted to
only two) accused her and Lucille Ball of lesbian behavior?
(Vance’s happiest marriage was her fourth, to a gay man.) Of course
you already know that Cynthia Nixon of Sex and the City came
out.

Back in 1994, nearly all of the following
celebrity quotes would have been impossible. But times change—that
is, if people push for change—and what you will read in this
introduction and the rest of the book makes it clear that women
then and especially now are more confidently accepting, courageous,
and sharing of their own natural feelings than men are.

 


* * *

 


“All women have been sexually
attracted to another woman… I can be attracted to a woman
sexually.”—Cameron Diaz

 


“I have dated women.”—Sharon
Stone

 


“I’m dating women now. It’s easier
and more fun… also less stress. And you get to talk about yourself…
you can discuss your feelings.”—Tatum O’Neal

 


“I think that at some time in every
girl’s life there’s another girl in school whom you cannot cease
admiring. She’s bright, she’s funny, her socks are just right, and
if she chooses to walk down the hall with you, you float. And
that’s a crush, and girls have crushes on other girls in school.
Usually women outgrow that. Sometimes they don’t.”—Victoria
Principal

 


“Do I like women? I like women. Do
I like them sexually? Yeah, I do. Totally… It’s weird. Women are so
much more selective with women than they are with men.”—Drew
Barrymore

 


“Garbo and I starred in Grand
Hotel but we had no scenes together. Alas. For her, and her
alone, I could have been a lesbian.”—Joan Crawford

 


“The only abnormality is the
incapacity to love.”—writer-diarist Anais Nin

 


“If I were a guy I’d want to sleep
with Victoria Beckham.”—Liz Hurley

 


“If I was a guy I’d wanna do
Britney Spears.”—ex Spice Girl Geri Halliwell, who admitted to one
lesbian fling

 


“I’ve been attracted to every
single person I’ve done a love scene with.”—Jennifer Tilly, who
costarred with Gina Gershon in the bi-themed movie Bound
(directed by the Wachowski brothers, now sisters)

 


“An actress who reveals that she
finds other women appealing or has had a same-sex affair may
actually expand her fan base by saying so. But an actor has to
think twice before allowing that he ever had a crush on, let alone
a one-time thing with, any other guy. There is such a ridiculous
disparity there.”—Neil Patrick Harris

 


“She did it on a dare… Julia is not
gay.”—Julia Roberts’s publicist in 1996 after the star was
photographed dancing topless in a New York bar and kissing a female
patron

 


“I don’t want to be the great
lesbian of the western world.”—columnist Liz Smith, comparing
herself to Sandra Bernhard

 


“There are lesbians who’ll admit to
being bi—only—because of their ex-husbands. Otherwise, people will
wonder if the guy was gay, and often a lesbian’s ex-husband
is.”—showbiz columnist Lee Graham

 


“Guess Who/Don’t Sue: Don’t invite
Miss Famous MGM Star to your party, or you’ll be sorry. Not only
does she finish off bottles of wine, but once she gets plastered
she starts getting ‘chummy’ with the young female caterers.”—The
Hollywood Kids in a 1991 column in Movieline
magazine

 


“When a woman comes on to a woman,
the object may be pleased, secretly or otherwise. She may or may
not feel called upon to act indignant.

“There’s not the same level of
panic as in a male, who if a man finds him attractive, may erupt in
anger and violence. I witnessed this at a Hollywood party attended
by a married Scientologist movie star who’s known for coming onto
male caterers and masseurs, etc. The police were almost summoned,
and money had to change hands.”—psychologist-author Dr. Betty
Berzon

 


“I’m willing for people to think
I’m gay.”—Madonna (who outed her brother)

 


“I’d love to come out, but I’m not
a lesbian. I really wish I were.”—Cassandra Peterson, aka “Elvira,
Mistress of the Dark”

 


“I think it’s fascinating that
Meredith Baxter (Family Ties) came out as gay after various
husbands and several children. Said she finally realized it. As a
man, I cannot judge—maybe women are that different. But by 20 at
the very latest, a guy knows if he’s hetero, homo, or bi. Sure, he
can lie to others, but he knows. He has a hard-headed little friend
who tells him exactly what turns him on.

“Come to think of it, maybe that’s
why it takes longer for women to decide if they’re lesbian.”—Wilson
Cruz (My So-Called Life)

 


“I feel very fortunate in that I
grew up in a family with three out of four children being gay.”—
Canadian singer k.d. lang

 


“In Canada, if you say we have two
famous female singers, one openly gay and one still in the closet,
every Canadian knows who you’re talking about, even without their
names. Legally, it’s interesting—the closeted one couldn’t sue
without outing herself.”—Scott Thompson (The Kids in the
Hall)

 


“I wanted people to know that I’d
been with a woman. I spoke about it because I’d discovered
something wonderful and I thought people should know my experience
was very real, very normal… I’m not saying I’m gay. I’m just saying
I find women attractive sometimes.”—Angelina Jolie to the UK
edition of GQ

 


“We’re a couple. Yes… just don’t
ask me how long it’ll last. How long does anything last? It’s how
good it is that counts.”—Lindsay Lohan, during her relationship
with deejay Samantha Ronson

 


“I’m pansexual.”—Miley
Cyrus

 


“I consider myself bisexual.”—Megan
Mullally (Will & Grace)

 


“We’re both bisexual, and it’s
beautiful.”—French actress Maria Schneider about herself and
Last Tango in Paris costar Marlon Brando

 


“The word, practice, and concept
‘bisexual’ applies more often to women than men. Men are more
either/or. Women tend to be more fluid… Women may be less horny or
promiscuous than men, but I think they enjoy their relationships
more.”—Talk show host Phil Donahue

 


“The Americans came up with
‘straight’ to mean heterosexual. To me, ‘straight’ means honest,
and I’m now straight about being gay—or lesbian. I don’t think most
heterosexual women are straight about their capacity for sexual
pleasure from both genders.”—British character actor Miriam
Margolyes

 


“Dahling, a man loves his orgizmo
(orgasm)… A woman loves her lover.”—serial wife Eva Gabor (Green
Acres)

 


“Actors aren’t that romantic
on-screen. So when Cary Grant came onto me I wasn’t surprised. But
those actresses who died for love, like Greta Garbo—I was
dumbfounded when I found out she was gay. All those wonderful love
scenes! Of course then you catch on what a wonderful actress she
was.”—Fashion designer and critic Mr. Blackwell

 


“Neither Nicole nor I were or ever
could be gay.”—Faye Resnick, friend of Nicole Brown Simpson, who
claimed in her book that she’d had an affair with the slain wife of
O.J. Simpson

 


“Most guys don’t have much
imagination. Or they’re just chicken… Most sexually realistic women
know better than to say ‘never.’”—Anna Nicole Smith

 


“She’s had very bad luck with men,
so why not move a female lover into Kensington Palace? Di would
have lipstick lesbians lining up to woo her, and adding a ‘ke’ to
her name would have maximum tabloid effect.”—Novelist Jackie
Collins to the Australian press about Princess Diana

 


“I have had (sexual) relationships
with women when I was younger. Not a lot of them. It just wasn’t
something that kept my interest.”—Cher

 


“It’s just part of life… some
tomboys remain tomboys—a fact some parents have to face. One can’t
know ahead of time. You can only support your child lovingly,
whoever they are.”—Brad Davis (Midnight Express), whose
daughter Alexandra became a male

 


 


“I think because of my
masculinity—I’ve got a lot of masculinity—I would probably put
myself with somebody very feminine, overtly feminine like Michelle
Pfeiffer. Actually, I find Michelle Pfeiffer fantastically
attractive. I’m always kind of rushing up to her and kissing her on
the mouth because she’s so delicious. She’s so-o-o delicious.”
—Two-time Oscar-winner Emma Thompson, when asked whom she’d costar
with in a projected film of the classic lesbian novel The Well
of Loneliness

 


“I’m not a lesbian, because I feel
like a man.”—Cher’s transsexual son Chaz

 


“There’s almost as much variation
among women-loving women as there is among left-handed people.
However, stereotypes stand out, and the media dwells on them. So
you don’t notice or know the majority of lesbians and
bisexuals.”—Amanda Bearse (Married With Children)

 


“Love would be a lot easier if I
were a lesbian.”—Janeane Garofalo’s character to Winona Ryder’s in
the film Reality Bites

 


“I grew up thinking there were
several gay men in the world, including in Hollywood and in
history… but hardly any lesbians. If you knew only TV and movies,
you’d still think women were a minority instead of half the
population. And gay women? How often do you see one
depicted?”—Actor (Dobie Gillis) turned California politician
Sheila James Kuehl

 


“I might not have taken this role
if Barbara Stanwyck hadn’t played sapphic in Walk On the Wild
Side, a big studio production. Okay, they wrote in a crippled
husband for her, but the character was lezzie all the way. Anyhow,
it took guts, and so does this.”—Elaine Stritch, on her lesbian
role in Who Killed Teddy Bear? (1966)

 


“Women are taught to set great
store by their looks and appeal. Even lesbian actresses and
comedians like for men to find them attractive.”—Jerry
Seinfeld

 


“What’s not to be flattered? After
a certain age, you’re grateful anyone still finds you sexy.”—Joan
Rivers

 


“I would love to be someone’s
lesbian crush.”—Jane Fonda

 


“I wouldn’t be surprised if I ended
up with a woman… It seems like we’re all bisexual, if you want to
get kind of simple about it.”—Lili Taylor (I Shot Andy
Warhol)

 


“I certainly did (experiment) as a
teenager. My best girlfriend, Janet, taught me how to kiss… I think
there is a beauty to two women making love. It has always struck me
as something natural.”—Liza Minnelli

 


“Judy (Garland) and I were pals. It
was always platonic between us… She had doubts about her own
sexuality after she had an affair with a female singer (Kay
Thompson).”—Frequent Garland costar Mickey Rooney

 


“That’s all right, we can always
call them Bulgarians.”—Producer Samuel Goldwyn, on hearing that a
play whose movie rights he’d optioned was about lesbians

 


“If a woman came into my life who
was absolutely stunning and satisfied me emotionally,
intellectually, and sexually, I’m not going to draw the line and
say, ‘I can’t because you’re a woman.’ I find it hard enough to
find someone to be with, why narrow the field?”—British actress
Amanda Donohoe (L.A. Law)

 


“About bisexuality and same-gender
sex, we Brits are much more outspoken than most Yanks. And women on
both sides of the pond [Atlantic] much more so than men. If I were
lesbian or bisexual, I’d likely shout it from the rooftops. After
all, heterosexuals have had a monopoly for too long. It’s time to
live and let love.”—Lynn Redgrave

 


“The very first day [on I Could
Never Be Your Woman], I had this scene where I was supposed to
be making out with Michelle Pfeiffer. I told my wife, ‘Look, I want
you to know that I’m going to be making out with Michelle Pfeiffer
today and I will be thinking about… Michelle Pfeiffer.’ My wife’s
response was that when she makes out with me she also thinks of
Michelle Pfeiffer.”—Paul Rudd

 


“I emailed her after I saw
Trainwreck and said, ‘… I guess I should just say it: I’m in
love with you.’”—Jennifer Lawrence on Amy Schumer, with whom she
subsequently collaborated on a screenplay

 


“Being in the closet hurt my career
way more than being out.”—Ellen Page, explaining that acknowledging
being lesbian has helped her grow as an artist


INTRODUCTION




1994

 


For three years in the early 1980s, I edited
the newsletter of our San Mateo County chapter of NOW. Monica, a
lesbian classmate from the University of California, Santa Barbara,
remained a close friend and had urged me to join the National
Organization for Women (famous male members included Phil Donahue
and Alan Alda).

I already subscribed to Ms. magazine
and had contributed money to this vastly underrated cause—the
rights and dignity of more than half the human race. But Monica
encouraged me to become visibly affiliated. “It’s important for
them in smaller towns to see that men also care.” Most of our NOW
meetings drew a dozen or so participants, never more than two
guys.

If sometimes I felt conspicuous or like a
third wheel, I knew I was doing my valuable bit once I became
editor. After the first year I would gladly have stepped aside, but
no other member felt she or he had the requisite time or skills for
producing an informative, exhortative newsletter that reached more
than 1500 homes. (I often wondered, if that many locals were
interested enough to join, why didn’t more than 12 or 15 ever show
up at a time?) So I stayed on as editor, with estimable assistance,
for two more terms.

A few years later I published a collection of
interviews with gay men of film (a designer, two actors, three
directors). Conversations with My Elders—not my chosen
title; years later it was reissued as Celluloid Gaze—was
eagerly received here and abroad, a first-of-its-kind volume that
eventually became a cult book. Monica was the first woman to write
to me about it, from her new home in Australia. Her rave preceded a
question that she would repeat annually: “When are you going to do
a book on Hollywood lesbians?”

I replied that it was only a matter of time
until such an interesting and overdue project materialized, and I
imagined it would be done by a female. I’d already interviewed some
“lavender ladies,” as Patsy Kelly called them, among them Kelly,
Marjorie Main, Agnes Moorehead, and reclusive lesbian legend
Dorothy Arzner.

I also continued to interview, usually on
assignment, heterosexual stars and gay and lesbian ones allergic to
or scared of the truth. Such sessions typically revolved around
sound-bytes about the celebrities’ opposite-sex “dates” or for-show
contractual mates. But then, magazine and newspaper editors also
had an aversion to questions about sexual and affectional
orientation, even when—so very rarely—they were willingly and
honestly answered.

One day a Manhattan editor asked about a
possible interview with “any beautiful French actress,” to counter
the competition’s recent one with Catherine Deneuve.

I suggested Capucine, who’d just completed a
sequel to her 60’s hit The Pink Panther.

“Perfect!”

I stated that Capucine was reportedly lesbian
and being European and no longer a leading lady, might assent to
discuss her private life.

“Oh, no!” He wanted the interview
“light and accessible” to average readers. Then he had her
researched and said I must mention that she’d changed her name from
Germaine—”which is common as mud in French”—to Capucine,
nasturtium, “her favorite flower.” And I should stress—”the
ladies’ll love this!”—that in her Hollywood debut, playing a
princess, Capucine had worn 40 gowns with 21,000 yards of material.
And she’d won the coveted role over 100 other “girls.”

Fortunately, she declined the
interview.

I later interviewed Capucine on our own terms.
I’d sent her a copy of my book Conversations with My Elders,
and she agreed to speak with me partly because I spoke French and
had interviewed George Cukor and Rock Hudson. She admitted she
hadn’t read the entire book, because it’s harder in a foreign
language. Likewise, I sent copies to Nancy Kulp and Sandy Dennis,
who both relished it, and Barbara Stanwyck, who had “reservations,”
and Judith Anderson, who consented to an interview “despite such an
open book.”

So, finally, Monica, here’s that book. Someone
had to do it, and it was a pleasure and a privilege. Like you, I
feel it’s a bit of her story, valuable Hollywood her story too
often ignored or suppressed. This interview collection of lesbian
and bi women of film (two non-thespians, three comedic actors, five
dramatic actresses) spans the 1970s to the ‘90s. The women vary in
every conceivable way, from time, place, and humor to self-image,
openness, and raised consciousness.

I am hopeful that this book offers more than a
glimpse inside the tinsel closet, that it is an upfront look at the
public and private lives of ten fascinating and accomplished women.
My book is dedicated to their enduring spirit and to you,
Monica.

 


March 11, 1994

Beverly Hills, California


Part I


Chapter One




Alice, Interrupted: Ann B.
Davis

(1926-2014)

 


Openly lesbian stand-up comedian Suzanne
Westenhoefer once informed her audience, “There are lots of
lesbians on TV. How about on Roseanne? Yeah, Darlene, she’s
coming out any minute. Watching her is too much. It’s like watching
that little Buddy on Family… and then they bring the
boyfriend in and we’re all going, ‘Yeah, right.’ Well, they had
Jethro for Miss Jane—it ain’t working. Then they had the butcher
for Alice, but who was butcher than Alice?”

Ann B. Davis, a TV icon via three series, was
best known as Alice, the stalwart, lovable, and unattached
housekeeper on The Brady Bunch (1969 to 1974, and in
perpetual reruns). Davis was one of only three cast members (of the
nine) to appear in every episode. Closeted Robert Reed, who played
the father, died post-sitcom of AIDS and was subsequently erased
from most marketing images for the popularly rerun show. Alice was
at one point given a twin sister in the military. Brady (and
Gilligan’s Island) creator Sherwood Schwartz later admitted
the gimmick was partly intended to show a “softer” Alice by
comparison.

Inevitably, Alice was assigned a
“boyfriend”—the butcher Sam. In a post-series TV sequel Alice was
married off to Sam. Schwartz offered, “Audiences felt Alice
shouldn’t be lonely.” But it wasn’t audiences who decided which
gender Alice shouldn’t be lonely without.

In The Brady Bunch Movie (1995), which
included cameos by some of the original cast, including Ann—as a
truck driver!—Alice Nelson was portrayed by butch comedian
Henriette Mantel. Again, she was given a butcher beau. In her
stand-up routine Mantel decried the pressure on females to be
“pretty, pretty, pretty,” then confessed that she didn’t have the
time because “I’m too busy cleaning my gun.”

Mantel recounted after Davis’s death her
30-minute conversation with the “real” Alice on the movie set: “We
discussed how neither one of us was a cook, neither one of us had
kids, neither had a butcher boyfriend named Sam… ”

Ann Bradford Davis won two Emmy Awards for
enacting a secretary with the improbable hots for Bob Cummings on
his eponymous 1955-59 sitcom. On John Forsythe’s eponymous 1965-66
sitcom Ann was a gym teacher. Her persona was ever upbeat,
likeable, dependable, single. The series’ cartoonish premises and
plots veiled the characters behind the stereotypes as well as the
woman behind the characters. Which was fine by the
actress.

Closeted TV director Fred DeCordova, who
worked with Jack Benny, Bob Cummings, and Johnny Carson, opined,
“Whatever Annie played, she resembled a girl’s favorite Phys Ed
teacher. She loves acting and deserved her own show but I think she
prefers staying in character rather than being herself—even on the
set.

“I’m fond of her but I don’t think
I ever knew Annie well. I wonder if anyone’s really gotten through
to her?”

Possibly the couple she lived with most of her
post-Brady life did: an Episcopal bishop and his wife. The
trio were reportedly “devoted to prayer and Bible study.” The
nature of the relationships—Davis lived almost four decades with
the pair—and what pushed Ann toward an unconventional lifestyle and
seeming religious obsession went unexplored in the media and
largely unexplained by the ever-grinning performer who for a time
lived in a Christian commune.

I made several attempts to secure an interview
with Davis, who was still sought after as The Brady Bunch
proved its staying power and its regulars starred in TV reunion
movies and music specials, if not in the Brady feature
films. At the time I thought Davis’s refusals were based on boredom
with discussing that too-famous blended family or having nothing
left to say. She never discussed her private life and romantic
interests, if any, so I didn’t expect she’d touch on that in an
interview. Though seldom queried about her unmatrimonied state, Ann
had a ready answer cum excuse: “By the time I started to get
interested, all the good ones were taken.” Delivered with an
ingratiating but keep-a-distance grin.

I was curious about her popular though
stereotyped characters and how they were increasingly being read as
gay—in great measure because of the performer herself—as well as
her dramatic change of lifestyle and venue. In 1976 Davis sold her
home in Los Angeles and moved to Colorado to be part of Bishop
Frey’s community which later transferred to Pennsylvania. Despite
her extreme religious commitment Davis never completely retired,
but participated in the Bunch’s varied projects, and did theatre
and commercials. For decades I’d heard that there were three
closeted cast members of The Brady Bunch, including of
course Alice’s alter ego.

Sherwood Schwartz, who called Ann “a willing
and affable pro,” said of Robert Reed, “I’m far from being a
homophobe, so don’t misunderstand… there are actors who are a pain
in the neck and some who are a pain in the ass, and then there’s
Bob… .” Davis told me Reed “wanted a much bigger career than he got
to have. Pictures and Broadway were his goals.” When I asked if Ann
had wanted a bigger career than she got, she replied, “No, I was
just happy whenever they hired me.

“Men are more ambitious than
women. Which,” she asseverated, “is how it’s supposed to be… Robert
wanted more, and that made him unhappy.”

In her book Here’s the Story Maureen
McCormick, who played lead daughter Marcia, misstated that Reed had
been unhappy about being homosexual. Rather, he was unhappy about
homophobia and its possible destruction of his career. He’d died in
1992 at 59, the same age as Rock Hudson.

On my eighth or ninth try for an interview
with Ann B. Davis I received a sudden, almost shocking yes, most
likely because one of the periodicals I’d recently contacted,
The Christian Science Monitor, said they might be
interested in a short article tentatively titled “Out of the
Kitchen.”

A publicist friend greeted the news
skeptically: “You might get her out of the kitchen but you won’t
get her out of the closet.” A semi-retired male actor ventured,
“Maybe she has nothing to say about her personal life because there
isn’t anything to say. God knows how many born-dykes, not to
mention born-again ones, of her generation never had sex—with a
woman or a man. The feelings are there, but most of the gals were
too scared or ashamed to translate desire into flesh-on-flesh
experience.”

To understand why our 2002 phone interview
ended the way it did, one should know that several geneticists have
theorized and some insist that identical twins share the same
sexual orientation. I’ve often thought somebody should write a
novel about identical twins in which one becomes a movie star, then
actually decides to come out of the closet, which threatens the
non-famous twin who’s living as a heterosexual spouse and parent,
and may or may not have had same-sex experiences but is inherently
gay. Or vice versa, with the non-famous twin’s coming out
threatening the movie star with the pretend lifestyle and fake
image.

To what extent the identical-twins’-sexuality
theory holds, I don’t know. Studies focusing on homosexuality are
very much the exception. Too many of the few undertaken sought to
answer the needless question of what causes homosexuality? (What
causes heterosexuality?) What causes left-handedness? Or different
skin and eye and hair colors and races? Nature’s natural
diversity.

 


* * *

 


BH: Can you us tell about your
movie debut? It’s a rather famous story.

ABD: It may be. I wasn’t. I always seemed to be
serving people… perhaps I was born to serve. Anyway, I got cast as
a waitress who gives Jimmy Stewart some pie (in Strategic Air
Command, 1955). My tiny scene was cut from the release
print.

BH: Unfortunately, you did few
movies.

ABD: In mini-sized roles.

BH: Your screen career is analogous
to Nancy Kulp’s. In both cases, you were rescued from anonymity by
popular TV series.

ABD: TV is nothing to look down on. Neither are
commercials. Actors earn more from commercials than from motion
picture work. I’ve been involved with the Screen Actors
Guild.

BH: Good for you. Was your family
devastated when your first movie scene was left on the cutting room
floor?

ABD: They were more concerned about me. But I’m
made of sterner stuff than some might think.

BH: You had a twin sister,
right?

ABD: A twin sister. Also a brother.

BH: And originally you wanted to be
a doctor?

ABD: That’s what I thought I wanted to be. At
the same time, my sister Harriet was studying to be an
actor—University of Michigan. Most aspiring actors didn’t study
acting at that time. Unless they were in New York… the Method and
so on.

BH: What changed your mind about
being a doctor?

ABD: My brother was in a show. Evan, our older
brother, was a dancer. He was appearing in Oklahoma! That
was a terribly big hit, and he got into the Chicago version. On
vacation, Harriet and I went to see Evan. He was terrific, the show
was terrific… I was bowled over.

BH: You were bitten by the showbiz
bug?

ABD: That vacation in Chicago was momentous. It
changed my life. I gave up the notion of doctoring and decided on
acting.

BH: So then there were two aspiring
actresses in the family. Did the competition create any
friction?

ABD: No. Harriet gave up on acting. I don’t
think because of any potential competition. But as I said, that
vacation was momentous—it changed two lives. But you’d have to ask
her for the particulars.

BH: Could you just speculate as to
why she dropped acting after seeing her brother perform in a hit
show?

ABD: A hit show, but… he was a dancer—just a
small part of it. Perhaps she was a bit surprised or disenchanted
with how small a part most performers have in even a big popular
show. Not I. I didn’t mind a small part. I wouldn’t expect a large
one. Very few people, really, are stars. Most performers simply
encircle the stars.

BH: Satellites.

ABD: It’s hard to get a job, period. Harder to
get one where you’re featured or spotlit. Perhaps that’s it, I
don’t know. Harriet didn’t share it all with me.

BH: Is it true that some twins
become exceptionally close while others choose to keep
aloof?

ABD: Yes. I don’t think you can generalize
about twins, identical or otherwise.

BH: Are you identical
twins?

ABD: Yes.

BH: I didn’t know. That’s
interesting… .

ABD: It can be if you’re not one yourself. To
me it’s every day.

BH: It would be. What became of
your brother?

ABD: Now we’re at a potential parting of the
ways. If you want to know something about Harriet or Evan or anyone
besides me, you need to ask directly. That’s not from arrogance.
It’s from letting people speak for themselves.

BH: Go straight to the horse’s
mouth.

ABD: Ask a question, and whatever they want to
say, that’s the answer.

BH: Hmm. Your image, thanks to The Brady Bunch, which is much more remembered than
your two previous sitcoms, is that of an ace
housekeeper.

ABD: That’s a positive image. But it’s not me.
For one thing, I hate to cook. I’m lousy at it.

BH: If you hadn’t admitted that,
you could’ve put your name to a popular cookbook.

ABD: Then I guess you don’t know about
Alice’s “Brady Bunch” Cookbook (published in 1994). It was
sort of a put-up job, in a nice way. Good recipes. But when I went
around promoting it the first thing I told the people was I’m lousy
in the kitchen.

BH: Did you devise any of the
recipes?

ABD: Nope. It was a… designed book. A tie-in,
they call it. Because of the TV series. Someone else did the work,
I did the publicity.

BH: Do you remember any of the
recipes?

ABD: Let me see… one was “Marcia, Marcia,
Marcia Muffins.”

BH: You’re kidding.

ABD: Perhaps I should be. You know, one reason
I’m talking to you is you seem a sensible young man and you’ve
tried so many times to reach me and I know some of those requests
never came directly to me. I feel bad about that.

BH: No, please don’t. It’s often
difficult to reach somebody in show business—there’s a barrier of
people one has to go through to reach the celebrity.

ABD: I never liked the idea of being a
celebrity. I just wanted to do my work and hopefully provide good,
decent entertainment. Earn my own keep.

BH: Does it strike you as odd, as
it does me, that females in the past were almost always reared to
not want to earn their own keep, to depend on someone else for
their well-being and identity?

ABD: When you put it that way, it does sound
less than sensible.

BH: One thing about marriage is
that it’s the only contract between two parties which, if they
decide to terminate the situation, they still need the government’s
permission.

ABD: Sounds… ominous.

BH: Did the idea of marriage ever
appeal to you?

ABD: You have to have the right person for it
to be appealing.

BH: But as an
institution?

ABD: As an institution… well, like any
institution it would seem to be… confining.

BH: Your TV characters were all
single women.

ABD: That’s right.

BH: Do you think your character
Schultzy was really in love with Bob Cummings?

ABD: … You have to flatter the star. The show
was named after him. It was also known as Love That
Bob.

BH: I remember reading that you’re
not very big on kids. Unlike Alice, who must have had the patience
of a saint around those six kids.

ABD: It was a big bunch.

BH: It might have been in People magazine. Were you trying to explain how you
differed from Alice?

ABD: My impression with TV is people think
you’re a lot like what you act. With motion pictures I think people
know you’re acting—actors switch roles from movie to movie. But in
a series you go on repeating the character.

BH: So you might be tempted to
explain some of the differences between yourself and the
character.

ABD: Viewers see me cooking something in the
Brady kitchen, so they think perhaps I’m a good cook
myself.

BH: And they’d see you relating to
the Brady kids as a sort of ideal nanny cum housekeeper.

ABD: I’ve said more than once that I’m not so
good with kids. But I am a great aunt, so that’s okay.

BH: You yourself didn’t want
kids?

ABD: There’s lots of kids already. Some don’t
get enough attention or approval.

BH: That reminds me of Marjorie
Main, whom I interviewed and liked very much. She was—

ABD: Of course: Ma Kettle. I liked those
[movies]. They were funny and they didn’t put anyone
down.

BH: The public often assumed she
was a mother because she typically played mothers.

ABD: She didn’t have children, did
she?

BH: No, and she once said she
wasn’t fond of babies because they had no profile.

ABD: (The first chuckle.) No profile…
.

BH: Basically, Ms. Main wasn’t
interested in children or in men, though she had working marriage
for a time.

ABD: How did it work?

BH: They toured together. He gave
psychological lectures. She was a secretary and a booking agent to
him, and she ran things.

ABD: A partnership.

BH: Basically… Should I mention
that I knew Robert Reed, who played Mike Brady?

ABD: Did you know him very well?

BH: Not intimately, just socially.
I met him in Pasadena, where he lived, I believe. He was very
private.

ABD: He kept to himself, mostly. I knew Mr.
Reed as a coworker. Had no trouble with him myself. His loss is our
loss. What else do you want to talk about?

BH: Alice Nelson is widely and
fondly remembered, and you’re very well liked.

ABD: Perhaps that’s from the acting.

BH: I think in TV, where there’s
little or no time for rehearsal, an actor’s real personality comes
through more.

ABD: … So if somebody is likeable on TV it’s
more likely to be the real thing than in pictures—is that what you
mean?

BH: Yes.

ABD: I take that as a compliment and I thank
you.

BH: May I ask who among the cast you were
closest to on The Brady
Bunch?

ABD: Florence [Henderson, Mrs. Brady]. Great
gal.

BH: Did you or Alice have a
favorite Brady kid?

ABD: Boy or girl?

BH: Either. Both.

ABD: (Chuckles.) If I did, it wouldn’t be
tactful to say, would it?

BH: You’re right. Sometimes one
wonders what really motivates a guest who asks their host or
hostess, in front of the children, “Which one is your
favorite?”

ABD: A good parent doesn’t say.

BH: I guess that can’t happen with
identical twins… ?

ABD: You’d be surprised.

BH: Do you remember the musical
Cats?

ABD: Sure.

BH: Its tagline was “Now and Forever.” Which
almost sounds like a threat. I saw an ad for reruns of
The Brady Bunch that also read “Now and
Forever.”

ABD: … I think it is possible to overdose on
the series. There are folks who’ll admit to having viewed every
episode a dozen or more times.

BH: Too much time on their
hands…

ABD: With respect to the fans, too little in
their heads.

BH: Agreed. Is it frustrating that
on TV you seldom get new roles, that you’re still considered
Alice?

ABD: On TV there’s also commercials. And then
there’s theatre. I’m not complaining.

BH: No, that’s remarkable. Is age
part of it? I mean, why fewer offers?

ABD: It is. A middle-aged housekeeper is…
viable. An old one isn’t. Or she’d probably be the butt of
off-color jokes.

BH: That small-screen tendency
where they make old ladies say raunchy things?

ABD: It’s tacky. I wouldn’t do it.

BH: Good for you.

ABD: I appreciate that. I’m not a believer in
shock value. On any level.

BH: It comes of
desperation.

ABD: Desperation for attention and ratings—a
sort of greed.

BH: Did The Brady
Bunch, which ran from 1969 to 1974, ever get to be a grind
for you?

ABD: Think about it—I didn’t have a big enough
role for it to become a grind. I was glad to be in front of the
camera whenever I was called. It might have been a grind for…
Florence, but I doubt it. It was such a big cast, nobody got that
much air-time. And Florence is a trouper.

BH: A happy camper. Unlike Robert
Reed on that show…

ABD: Sometimes he’d show up for work, already
fed up. He could have made things easier on himself with a more
positive attitude.

BH: And a more constructive one.
People have said that after the series Reed was considered
unemployable by much of Hollywood.

ABD: If it’s true that’s sad but I’m sorry to
say his own doing.

BH: Many people would be surprised
to learn Robert Reed had married and was a father.

ABD: Divorced. Estranged from his daughter, I
think… but “surprised?”

BH: Because of the stereotype that
gay men are typically single or seen to be single—that is, minus a
wife, even if they don’t live alone. The same with women: “She’s
single.” Even if she’s living with her female partner of
decades.

ABD: Boston marriages [they were
called].

BH: That’s right. Oscar Wilde, for
instance, was married and a father of two. So often, if one says
that X is gay, the automatic response will be, “No, he’s
married.”

ABD: People think it’s one or it’s the
other.

BH: Life is full of overlap. Also,
gay men marrying women is what gives or gave most people the idea
that everybody is born heterosexual and then a few choose “an
alternate lifestyle.”

ABD: When they’re really the way they are to
begin with, but they marry to cover it up. I’m familiar with it—in
show business I’ve known and worked with a number of gay
fellows.

BH: Did you enjoy living in the Los
Angeles area?

ABD: Yes… why?

BH: Two years after The
Brady Bunch you moved to Colorado, where there was no
work.

ABD: There might have been, in theatre. But I
didn’t move away from. I moved toward. I was interested in the rest
of my life.

BH: And in those two years maybe realized
there wasn’t much work for you post-Brady?

ABD: Not on television. Anyway, most of my life
I’d been interested in the Episcopal church. I finally had time to
devote more time to it. I had the means to turn my life around and
make a new beginning.

BH: Earlier you spoke of being
independent—

ABD: I think I said earning my own keep. A
slight difference.

BH: So now you were ready to live
as part of a group.

ABD: Yes. For more than one reason. The
overriding one being my desire to have a more spiritual third act
to my life.

BH: Ah. You were about 50, so three
acts of 25 years each, more or less.

ABD: Preferably more. Yes.

BH: Preferably much more. I was
told to focus on Alice, so—

ABD: Good.

BH: May I ask about the Alice
Nelson behind the Bradys’ housekeeper?

ABD: (Sounding puzzled.) You can
ask.

BH: She, like your other
characters, wasn’t really given a personal life. A life away from
the Bradys.

ABD: She had a sister. A twin.
Identical.

BH: But that’s the sister. A butch,
in-the-military sister. Were you comfortable playing
her?

ABD: I was.

BH: If I may ask, did Alice have
what some call a sexual preference?

ABD: I don’t know that she had…
[pause].

BH: That she had sex?

ABD: (Sounding strained.) Yes. That is, no. I
don’t assume she necessarily did. If she was a maiden lady. She
wasn’t married. Why do you ask?

BH: Possibly during The
Brady Bunch and certainly after, it’s often been suggested
and even assumed that Alice is a closeted character.

ABD: … As in women’s lib?

BH: As in gay lib.

ABD: Oh, that she’s… she prefers women. That’s
what you mean.

BH: Yes.

ABD: But she’s a fictional character. She’s not
real. How could she have… a sex life?

BH: The Bradys did.

ABD: Well, yes, that was implied. Alice was
never shown that way.

BH: That’s what I mean.

ABD: She did have a boyfriend.

BH: She was eventually given one.
Maybe because people were starting to wonder.

ABD: So you’re saying she and her boyfriend
were chaste?

BH: No, that the boyfriend was an
automatic and unrealistic reaction from atypically homophobic
network and its producers and sponsors, etc.

ABD: So you’re convinced Alice was… a lesbian
character?

BH: Not just me. It seems more
logical than the other way.

ABD: Why?

BH: Do you remember Miss Hathaway on
The Beverly Hillbillies?

ABD: I liked the show and the
character.

BH: They gave her a crush on Jethro
and a bird-watching boyfriend, but it was still pretty evident to
most audiences—gay and heterosexual—that she was a sapphic
character. The male add-ons were basically reactionary.

ABD: I think one can see it either
way.

BH: There’s also the factor of the
actress playing the character. I interviewed Nancy Kulp, I liked
her very much, and she did come out to me.

ABD: She did?

BH: I have it on tape. And even
though she didn’t use the words “gay” or “lesbian.”

ABD: That’s a strange word.

BH: Someone once said it sounds
like a nationality, and not a very nice one.

ABD: (A mini chuckle.) Perhaps people can
convince themselves of anything, don’t you think?

BH: They can even convince
themselves that what’s there isn’t there.

ABD: That’s possible. And… what else do you
want to talk about now? Because Alice is her own person, as they
say. She’s not me. So I can’t really speak for her.

BH: The Alices of the world should
have a voice.

ABD: So… all right. Anything else?

BH: You mentioned being identical
twins. Recently I read, not for the first time, that unlike
fraternal twins, identical twins have the same sexual and
affectional orientation.

ABD: I don’t know. I suppose. I’m not sure what
that means.

BH: If one is heterosexual, so is
the other.

ABD: Sounds logical.

BH: And if one… isn’t, neither is
the other.

ABD: But… uh. What has that—

BH: Let’s say like in a novel.
Where a homosexual character becomes an actor and like most actors
is in the closet until he or she finally decides to come out—to be
honest. However, that conflicts with the identical twin who’s not
only in the closet but has married and had children, so if the
celebrity twin comes out, that would automatically “out” the
closeted non-actor twin… .

ABD: (Pause.) Is this a story you’ve
read?

BH: No, it’s a
for-instance.

ABD: About who?

BH: No one in particular. But in
other words, if it’s true about identical twins, then a celebrity
twin might remain in the closet—though without marrying and having
kids—partly or primarily to protect the other identical twin, who’s
gone ahead and… married and had kids.

ABD: Would you blame her? Or him?

BH: No. And yes. The closet is
unfair and unhealthy to the would-be individual living in
it.

ABD: What has this got to do with um… ? What
were we discussing?

BH: The reality behind Alice and
similar characters, and the possible reality behind identical
twins.

ABD: I think it’s up to each person to
choose.

BH: They would, if they were given
a choice, but many people choose to live a lie, in reaction to
discrimination and bigotry. That won’t change if the closet is the
standard. It has to be challenged.

ABD: Some young people are… doing
that.

BH: Good for them. Finally a
generation that’s had enough of lies and bias.

ABD: It’s not so easy for older
people.

BH: That’s true. Although better
late than never.

ABD: But this thing… the uh… identical twins.
This kind of rattles me. I really don’t know why you bring it
up.

BH: One seldom speaks to an
identical twin. Let alone one in show business.

ABD: If what you say—if what you say that they
say—is true, if it was true, then the more famous one would have to
speak… would be responsible for two people.

BH: I just wondered—

ABD: Yes. Yes, you wonder… a lot. (Agitated.)
If you want to talk about Alice… that’s Alice. This is something
else. I don’t know what, but it’s not… um… it’s not—oh,
wait. I think… yes, there’s someone’s at the door, so I have
to interrupt. In fact I have to go now. I have to go. But don’t
call… or I’ll call you if I… if I agree. Otherwise… you can’t, we
cannot publish this now. I have to go. I uh… I
must.

(Hangs up.)


Chapter Two

 Nancy
Kulp

(1921-1991)

 


Virtually everyone within TV’s dominion
recognized her from The Beverly Hillbillies, which premiered
in 1962 and was an instant success. In almost every one of the
series’ 274 episodes filmed over nine years, she appeared as Miss
Jane Hathaway, emphasis on the Miss. In reruns and syndication, the
sitcom remains one of the most popular worldwide, yet many people
don’t know the actress ran for Congress in 1984 and perhaps most
don’t know her name: Nancy Kulp. She lives on as TV’s most famous
“spinster” and the 60’s’ most efficient and erudite
secretary.

In the 1980s Nancy acknowledged, “I was a
brain symbol, not a sex symbol.”

Until stereotyping and age killed her career,
Kulp played the eternal spinster (the word derives from the
spinning that house-bound females traditionally did). Miss Hathaway
was a pillar of her series, yet the role forever locked the
thespian into “the direction I’d actually been headed since my
movie debut. On paper I began very well, and several of my
silver-screen credits are impressive. I worked with celebrated
directors and stars who were household names.

“But the bottom line is, my movie
career added up to an unsatisfying although remunerative assortment
of repetitive bits and pieces.”

Often described as horsey, lean, bony,
dignified yet gawky, etc., Nancy Kulp was a handsome rather than
beautiful woman, and tomboyish in an upper-crust, collegiate way.
She was born in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Her father ran a private
school, and the bookish Nancy majored in journalism and began
graduate work before leaving to join the Naval Reserve. At 22, she
became a WAVE in 1943. In 1945 she left the service after being
promoted to junior-grade lieutenant.

Kulp spent six years as a radio and television
publicist. In 1951, in her 30th year, she embarked on a brief and
little-discussed marriage to one Charles Dacus. The wedding took
place on April Fools’ Day. The would-be pair parted amicably; Dacus
had encouraged Kulp to give vent to “my off-and-on ambition to give
acting a whirl.” So she moved to Hollywood and became a film
publicist. Three weeks later a producer discovered her. “I did not
have to circumnavigate the casting couch to earn my breaks,” she
later explained, tongue in cheek.

Her first break was through gay A-list
director George Cukor in The Model and the Marriage Broker
(1951). It was a role larger than those which followed, but mostly
silent and rather demeaning: a forlorn young old-maid desperately
seeking matrimony via a marriage broker (Thelma Ritter). The title
model and film’s heroine was the conventionally lovely and arguably
dull Jeanne Crain.

In 1954 Nancy had a bit in Cukor’s A Star
Is Born—later cut without the director’s approval—and the same
year played a servant who envied but cheered Audrey Hepburn on in
Sabrina. If you didn’t go out for popcorn, Nancy briefly
showed up in movies as diverse as Shane, The Three Faces
of Eve, Strange Bedfellows with Rock Hudson (the other
fellow was Gina Lollobrigida), and The Parent Trap with
Hayley Mills—Kulp as a butch girls’ camp troop leader.

Because she was film-cast as a type rather
than an individual, Kulp was eligible for the semi-stardom of a
recurring sitcom role on television. She was taken up by The Bob
Cummings Show (1955-59), which also featured Ann B. Davis as
the tomboyish Schultzy; Davis later gained more enduring fame as
spinster housekeeper Alice on The Brady Bunch. Nancy played
prim Pamela Livingstone, a bird-legged bird-watcher deemed
“love-starved”—presumably for a man—but belittled by playboy
bachelor Bob because she was intelligent and plain. And then came
Jane…

 


* * *

 


BH: Our mutual friend suggested
that either I ask you upfront what you’re willing to share about
your personal life or wait and conclude with the Big
Question.

NK: The Big Question? It sounds ominous.
(Grins.)

BH: The bigots make it a Big
Question.

NK: Show business makes it the Fatal
Question.

BH: Not necessarily. Are you
retired from acting?

NK: Unofficially. In acting, one never says
never, although I just did.

BH: Should I ask that question now,
and if so, do you want me to suppress the answer—I mean from seeing
print—until some future date?

NK: I’d appreciate it if you’d let me phrase
the question. There is more than one way… Here’s how I would ask
it: Do you find that opposites attract? My own reply would be that
I’m the other sort—I find that birds of a feather flock together.
(Pause.) That answers your question.

BH: It does, and I’m glad you’ve
allowed the question to be raised.

NK: As long as you reproduce my reply word for
word, and the question, you may use it. I don’t fancy that you’ll
find much of a market for our interview, unless it were a
coming-out story, and we’ve agreed not to do that.

BH: Yes. But hasn’t any gay or
lesbian publication in recent years sought an interview with you?
If not about yourself, then about Miss Hathaway’s sapphic
undertones?

NK: There were some feelers put out by that
magazine, The Advocate… I was advised by people who knew
those boys to avoid them like the plague.

BH: You majored in journalism. My
master’s degree is in journalism. Don’t you think you should write
your memoirs? With or without a cowriter?

NK: (Smiles.) It would be a slender
volume—nothing to kiss and tell about! (Chuckles.) Not what they
want to hear about. But I know about you, and reading your book
Conversations with My Elders is what decided me to talk with
you, although I fear it won’t be as long an interview as some of
those I read.

BH: Your time and willingness are
appreciated. I don’t think I’ve ever read a full-length interview
with you.

NK: I’ve done them, though not over-many. But
if there isn’t a bit of scandal or a lot of bitchery, they
sometimes don’t get published. You know, speaking of the
gay/lesbian press, I think the important service they provide is
reporting the sort of news that usually doesn’t survive the
unofficial censorship of the mainstream magazines, papers, and TV
news. Because when Time or Life or TV says “human
interest,” they mean heterosexual human interest,
exclusively.

BH: That’s true. But enough about
media. Let’s talk about… Miss Hathaway. Why do you think everyone
liked her?

NK: Did they? I’m not contradicting you. I got
tons of fan mail through the 1960s.

BH: Any of it from
lesbians?

NK: Few described themselves as such, then. But
I could often tell. There were many letters thanking me for
enacting and consistently presenting a character who had a career,
was cool and competent, and seemed perfectly satisfied without a
husband. Some fans said they wanted to be exactly like
her.

BH: Miss Hathaway was far more
competent than her boss, Mr. Drysdale. That bank couldn’t have
functioned without her.

NK: Yes, she called him “Chief,” but she often
had to take charge. Mr. Drysdale tended to lose his head during
each weekly crisis. The mere mention of money, or of funds being
withdrawn, was enough to send him into a catatonic fit.

BH: I heard you didn’t always get
along with the actor [Raymond Bailey] who played him?

NK: Understatement. (Dryly.) He was prone to
being neurotic. Part of it was sensitivity over his toupee. Some
people joke that in show business a younger actress sometimes has
her time of month, but an older actor always has his toupee… Our
stumbling block was that Mr. Bailey viewed me as his supporting
actress.

BH: I’ve read that during the making of
Upstairs, Downstairs the actors playing the
masters kept aloof from those playing the servants, sometimes even
treating them as such. Did Bailey treat you like his secretary or
employee?

NK: Good old-fashioned sexism! (Snickers.) That
was his tendency. Happily, Miss Hathaway was not downgraded over
the years. [Producer] Paul Henning realized that Jane was an
integral part of the series’ chemistry and ratings.

BH: You were such an ace executive
secretary—who should have been the assistant bank manager, at
least—that I found it odd to see you as a maid in I Love Lucy and Sabrina. To
me, that’s really not your type.

NK: Thank you. I do agree. I didn’t wish to
keep playing maids. In fact I was rather excited when I was offered
a larger than usual executive secretary role in a comedy that might
have been ahead of its time.

BH: Might have been?

NK: It was about a young lady who spends the
summer with her married sister and the sister’s husband. She falls
in love with the husband’s appealing older brother, but it’s not
reciprocated.

BH: Because… he’s gay?

NK: In the 60’s it would have been implied
rather than made clear. The script was tailored for Cary Grant, and
the funding fell through when he declined it—after he initially
indicated some interest.

BH: Too close to home, I
guess.

NK: Very close to home. The man was homosexual,
wives or no wives. Bisexual, possibly, but still…

BH: And still being closeted by
friends, relatives, and most of the industry because he’s admired…
It’s often said that Miss Hathaway was a repressed
character.
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