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INTRODUCTION


DORIS AND HIS TIMES
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Left: Photo by Martin Ryter. Right: Photographer unknown. The mustache was a stick-on.










Doris Fish was a made-up person (in both senses: invented and cosmetically enhanced) who became one of those characters who define an era. That era, from the early 1970s to the early ’90s, when he was variously shocking the public and cracking it up with the aggressive glamour of his bad-girl drag, has receded so quickly in our collective consciousness that it can be hard to remember how totally beyond the pale drag queens used to be. And not just drag queens: Across a large chunk of the globe, gay men and lesbians were in a far shakier place at the beginning of those years than they were at the end. Drag queens were a flash point in the culture wars that raged during that era of change.


Doris was brazen in the delight he took in his frocks, his wigs, his high heels, and above all his makeup. “I’d paint my eyeballs if I could,” he said. He had to settle for painting his teeth. But he was nothing like the stereotyped ditzy drag queen. He had a sharp intelligence and reservoirs of kindness hidden behind his quick, cutting wit, and he was extremely grounded. He touched everyone he encountered, including me, though I was only on the periphery of his world. Why does his memory still haunt me, all these years after his death? Perhaps because Doris was the freest person I’ve ever known, even while, as an artist, he was also one of the most disciplined. 


Everyone who knew him was aware of the way he compartmentalized his life. There were effectively three Dorises—the artist, the drag queen, and the prostitute—and he embraced them all. I’ve never known anyone who loved being himself so much. All three of those personas centered on his gayness, at a time when homosexuality was just beginning to make its way toward the center of the conversation in both of the countries he called home. But if Doris was, in some ways, emblematic of our gay generation, in the end he was too exceptional a person to be emblematic of anything but himself.


His name still resonates in Sydney, his hometown, and in San Francisco, his adopted one. During his abbreviated life, Sydney metamorphosed from a homophobic backwater where gay sex was against the law into the cosmopolitan backdrop of the biggest and showiest gay-pride celebration in the world, the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras, where Doris was a star. At the same time, San Francisco progressed from a city without a single gay elected official to the one with arguably the best organized, most politically effective gay community on the planet. They evolved as Doris evolved, and in the end, both cities honored him with acclaim.


Back then our understanding of gender fluidity wasn’t what it is now, and a person who called himself (or herself) a drag queen might occupy a wide range of places on the sexual spectrum. Within the Sluts a-Go-Go, the San Francisco drag troupe Doris led, the fragile and ebullient Tippi was a person we would now easily recognize as trans, while the formidable Miss X was a bisexual man whose most profound attachments were to women. Doris himself had no uncertainty about his own gender or his sexuality. Though he was thoughtful about his feminine side and a student of all things womanly in cosmetics and apparel, he loved his male body, nurtured it, and got tremendous pleasure out of it. And so did a lot of other men.


He began as a visual artist, attending art school in Sydney, and he never stopped painting portraits on canvas and paper. But his real medium was the living face. Doris could completely erase a face—his own or someone else’s—with base and powder, and then, once he had it down to a blank slate, paint an entirely new one on top of it. He was a constant presence in Sydney and San Francisco drag shows and pride parades. But Doris’s face, if not his name, was famous beyond those local stomping grounds, owing to a yearslong series of wacky greeting cards on which he appeared in dozens upon dozens of guises. The cards were big sellers and a good source of income (he was always scrambling), but they were also something no one recognized at the time: a cultural marker. That middle Americans were scooping up these artifacts of high-camp humor to send to family and friends showed that the society had progressed to the point where a gay sensibility no longer had to disguise itself. Suddenly the wider world was in on the joke.


Doris started performing in Sydney as a member of Sylvia and the Synthetics, a psycho troupe that, like San Francisco’s Cockettes, represented the first anarchic flowering of gay creative energy in the post-Stonewall era. Gender-bending was in the zeitgeist. The male members of Sylvia and the Synthetics made no attempt to hide their maleness—sequins and taffeta went on over furry chests and hairy legs. The group would hurl things at the audience, and the audience loved it. The Synthetics’ hostility and, sometimes, outright violence were fueled by the repressed anger in the room and outside it. That fury was looking for an outlet, and soon it would take on an identifiable shape in the aesthetic of punk. But by then Doris had moved on.


He made his first trip to San Francisco in 1975 and fell hard for the city. In the ’70s San Francisco was a paradise for horny gay guys like Doris: Rents were cheap, sex was everywhere, and all the rules seemed to have vaporized. He made his debut on the alternative-entertainment scene in 1977 after winning a contest to join a three-week engagement with the city’s resident rock screwballs, the Tubes. Thereafter, he became the driving force behind a decade-long series of sidesplitting drag shows that were loved as much as you can love throwaway trash—which is what everybody thought they were. No one, Doris included, perceived them as political theater, when in fact they were accomplishing satire’s deepest dream: not just to rail against society, but to change it. From Sluts a-Go-Go through Nightclub of the Living Dead and beyond, Doris’s work belonged to a creative movement that was reshaping attitudes toward, and thus altering the status of, queer people in much of the world.


A lot of onlookers, however, accused him of doing the opposite. In the 1970s, drag queens, up till then a marginalized minority within a marginalized minority, suddenly became flaming-hot potatoes in the angry debate over how homosexuals should represent themselves in the face of the backlash that started with Anita Bryant’s Save Our Children campaign. Drags were not then the antic and lovable TV personalities we know them as today. They terrified straight people, and they horrified those gay people who were bent on proving to the heterosexual world that homosexuals deserved equal rights because we were just like everybody else. Drag queens didn’t want to be like everybody else. “What is the point of our years of struggle,” Doris wrote in a popular San Francisco gay newspaper, “if people who present a ‘negative image’ are to be hidden and excluded from our community media and from their full rights as citizens of this planet?”


In retrospect, we can see how the Anita Bryants of the world undermined their own agenda. Ranting about homosexuality brought it into day-to-day discourse, familiarizing gay men and women to a public that previously hadn’t given them all that much thought. The same can be said of AIDS. Of course, no one would claim that this silver lining was worth the hundreds of thousands of deaths that accompanied it. Still, the epidemic filled the news with images of gay people, and those images went a long way toward making the public realize that gay people were their daughters and sons and siblings and friends and colleagues. Once the epidemic swept San Francisco, Doris became a ubiquitous performer on the benefit circuit, as well as one of the city’s best-known AIDS patients himself. By the time he died, in 1991, he was celebrated far beyond drag circles for his public-spiritedness, his openness about his own suffering (though that took him a while), his unflagging wit, and his courage. His death was front-page news, which would have delighted him—though he would have shrugged off the celebrity treatment as only proper.


I first met Doris late in 1983, at a cocktail party given by my boyfriend (he’s now my husband), Silvana Nova. He and Doris had just finished performing together in the first episode of Naked Brunch, a drag-heavy soap opera that had become an unexpected hit at Club 181, a hip San Francisco nightspot with a mixed gay and straight clientele.


To repeat myself: It’s difficult in this ostensibly more enlightened era to get across the kind of alarm with which drag queens were then viewed. Homosexual acts were still against the law in much of the United States and Australia; variances on the sexual spectrum were barely acknowledged, much less discussed. I was a serious young journalist, and a drag queen was about the last thing I envisioned as boyfriend material, though it felt very bohemian to be able to say I was going out with one. Silvana, in any case, wasn’t a professional like Doris: he had a day job (in the art department of a magazine, where we’d met), and by the time we got together he was doing drag mainly for special occasions, like shows and marches.


Doris and his cohort Miss X came to Silvana’s cocktail party directly from a shoot for West Graphics, the greeting card company where they were star models. They weren’t just in drag but in space-alien drag: blue faces, scarlet lips, and eyebrows penciled on like lightning bolts. (The cutline on the card that resulted, with the two of them glaring and weighed down with shopping bags: “nine planets in seven days, never again!”) Miss X I found charming and easy to talk to (despite the terrifying side he was reputed to have), and we’re friends to this day. Doris was cooler—cordial, as you would be to a friend’s boyfriend, but not one to linger with a stranger irrelevant to his career.


No doubt they’d come up with the interplanetary theme because they were then in the middle of filming their outer-space drag extravaganza, Vegas in Space. Silvana had been cast as a shopgirl in the movie’s extraterrestrial shopping mall, and early the next year I visited him on the set. He was costumed in whiteface, a voluminous white wig, and a Kansai Yamamoto giraffe-print jumpsuit out of his own stuffed closet. A snapshot of the two of us taken that evening, with Sil standing a foot taller than me in his heels (he’s tall anyway) and me looking bemused, has sat on my desk ever since; it always amuses me when visitors to our house see his picture and ask, “Who’s that?” (It’s been less amusing when, more recently, they’ve started asking, “And who’s that next to him?”)


Though Doris fascinated me, he remained more acquaintance than friend. (He always loved Silvana.) I got to know him a little better a couple of years later, when I proposed a profile of him to the editors of the Sunday magazine of the San Francisco Examiner. Doris, I knew, would jump at the publicity. Two years earlier such a topic would never have been approved, but attitudes had already shifted to the point that an article about a drag queen whose name was by then well known around town was no longer too dangerous a proposition for a family newspaper, though I know it caused some nervousness.


Only in retrospect do I understand to what extent the editors’ consent was a marker of real change. By that year, 1986, AIDS had put gay men all over the news, often in a sympathetic light, since it was hard for journalists, in San Francisco or anywhere, to be hateful about the dying. Though the reasons were horrible, we had reached our greatest visibility since Anita Bryant’s antigay campaign of the late 1970s—during which Harvey Milk, the country’s best-known gay politician, had noted that “more good and bad, but more about the word homosexual and gay was written than probably in the history of mankind.” Now AIDS, perversely, was having the same normalizing effect.


I interviewed Doris and several of his friends and colleagues, and because I was an inexperienced writer of profiles I spent far more time with everyone than a four-thousand-word article required. In retrospect, that overwork was lucky, since Doris and Tippi are no longer around, and much of what follows comes out of my interviews with them.


They’re not around because AIDS killed them. The story of Doris and his circle is also, inevitably, the story of the AIDS catastrophe. Recent narratives of those years have centered mainly on ACT UP, the group of largely East Coast activists who responded to governmental indifference in brilliantly creative—and effective—ways. (The Reagan administration found it easier to ignore the mostly gay men and needle users infected with HIV than to risk alienating the Christian right, which thought HIV was what they deserved.) But angry activism wasn’t the whole story, especially in San Francisco, a famously gay-friendly city whose government responded to the emergency with both compassion and funding.


AIDS had other significant effects both for the community in general and for drag queens in particular. One was that resentments that had simmered for years between lesbians and gay men over issues of power hogging in the movement (not unlike the ones that earlier had created a rift between white women and women of color who felt sidelined in feminist circles) were put aside. AIDS was a family crisis. Those lesbians who had viewed drag as deeply insulting to women came to appreciate the ballsiness that drag queens—many of them, like Doris, sick themselves—brought to rallying a traumatized community. Of course, I’m generalizing; serious antagonisms are never healed that easily. But the worst of the bitterness never quite returned. AIDS was a big part of what transformed drag queens, in a remarkably short time, from social lepers into culture heroes.


A word on the vexed subject of pronouns. Doris didn’t suffer from gender dysphoria: he was a man who considered himself a man (in current terms, a cisgender male) and who enjoyed having sex with other men. A lot. Outside of some childhood fantasies, he never had a serious desire, as far as I’m aware, to be a woman. It’s true that when I knew him, in the 1980s, everyone in his circle and in the wider gay community referred to him with feminine pronouns—“Her new look is sluttier than ever!”—which is how he referred to his gay male friends, too. But this usage had nothing to do with gender confusion; it was a timeworn mannerism of oh-Mary camp banter. In those days I would have felt discourteous calling Doris “him,” but I was following the lead of those around me. I don’t think he cared that much.


When, years later, I started interviewing people about his life, I found that those feminine pronouns were by no means universally used, especially among his Australian friends (his family never used them), which is why I’ve decided not to use them myself. I like the dissonance that the words “Doris” and “him” introduce when you put them together. They give a sentence a glimmer of drag. But I’ve retained feminine pronouns when quoting other people, and if this convention causes occasional confusion… well, Doris practiced the art of confusion. In the case of men who renounced their maleness, such as his close friends Jacqueline Hyde and Tippi, I would feel disrespectful referring to them by any pronouns other than the ones they chose for themselves. 


Doris embodied a new stage in the evolution of drag culture. What it had been in the generation before ours is laid out in what’s probably the best-known and the most widely influential of the many books about drag, Esther Newton’s 1972 Mother Camp: Female Impersonators in America. Newton, who was born in 1940, was a graduate student in anthropology at the University of Chicago when she went to her first drag show, in 1965—watching it, as she wrote in a coda to the book, with “mingled shock and fascination.” Drag queens became her dissertation topic, a daring one at a time when social science, she recalled some years later, regarded homosexuals as “the object solely of psychological, medical, or even criminological study.” In 1965 gay sex was, in fact, illegal in every state except Illinois, which had repealed its antisodomy law only three years earlier. “The insight that gays were not just a category of sick isolates, but a group, and so had a culture,” she continued, “was a breathtaking leap whose daring is hard to recapture now, when the term ‘gay community’ is familiar even to most straight people.” In the usual pattern, her groundbreaking work threatened to demolish her career—she was denied tenure at her first teaching post—until it made her celebrated.


She completed the dissertation in 1968 and published a revised version as Mother Camp four years later. The book is consistently astute and often prescient, not to mention well written. Newton was excited by the taboo-breaking potency of her subject. She understood that the “drag queen symbolizes an open declaration, even celebration, of homosexuality. The drag queen says for his gay audience, who cannot say it, ‘I’m gay, I don’t care who knows it; the straight world be damned.’” And thus “homosexuality is symbolized in American culture by transvestism,” which in turn was why, though at the time this insight may have seemed startlingly counterintuitive, “drag, like violence, is as American as apple pie. Like violence, it is not an accident or mistake, nor is it caused by a few people’s weak character. It is an organic part of American culture—exactly the ‘flip side’ of many precious ideals.” Foremost among these ideals was the strict definition of sex roles that reigned in postwar America (and Australia). 


The parallel with violence is intentionally unsettling. “Professional drag queens,” Newton wrote, “are, therefore, professional homosexuals; they represent the stigma of the gay world.”1 Ouch. “Stigma,” “downfall,” “degradation,” “dishonor”: Mother Camp is shot through with condemnatory words like these, although Newton, who’s gay, wasn’t making moral judgments herself. She was talking about how drag queens were viewed by Americans—and not just straight Americans. Many gay men, she noted, had an attitude of “condemnation combined with the expression of vast social distance between themselves and the drag queen,” while others tended to “deplore female impersonators for ‘giving us a bad name’ or ‘projecting the wrong image’ to the heterosexual culture.” This loathing had only deepened by Doris’s time. In the course of a long interview for this book, Miss X surprised me with a sudden tirade: “We were the lowest rung on the ladder! We knew it! We were hit in the face with it over and over again! I mean, my God, we couldn’t even get a good review out of the gay press! Through our whole career!”




Newton further observed that the widespread disdain for drag queens extended to the queens themselves. The ones she got to know were a disturbingly self-hating group: “Impersonators do not often deny society’s judgment of them, and they even cooperate by blaming themselves more than the straight world for their lowly estate. They tend to describe the profession and often their own persons with such words as ‘sick,’ ‘rotten,’ ‘tainted,’ and ‘shitty.’” I would have dismissed this derogatory aspect of Newton’s book as shards from a vanished past before X’s outburst exposed an old wound. Taken aback, I pointed out that Doris never had a low opinion of himself. “No, of course not,” X replied. “She was a goddess. You could never say that Doris was humble! But I made up for it.”


When Doris, early in his San Francisco drag career, rolled around on filthy floors and wet streets (“What a mess! I looked fabulous!” he wrote to a friend after a party in 1977), he was turning this self-loathing into parody. To him it was ridiculous—which shows how fast times were changing. Mother Camp had appeared in print only five years earlier.


Newton also highlighted the chasm between glamour drag and comic drag. When she was doing her fieldwork, a drag queen was either stunning or funny—capable in the former case of fooling an audience into thinking it was watching a born bombshell, or in the latter of drawing comedy both from his acid wit and from the stupefying role reversal offered by a man in a dress. But Doris bridged those roles: He could be gorgeous and still make fun of himself, and of everyone else in the room. Which is why Doris’s wit, even at its cruelest, never had the bitterness common to the queens who came before him. It was good-natured cruelty, because there was no self-hatred in it.


The reason was the momentous shift that had taken place between our generation of homosexuals and the generation before. Among the few things Doris and I had in common was our immunity to the shame that had tormented so many older gay men and lesbians. This kind of self-acceptance characterizes the vast majority of gay people I’ve known—though in fairness I should add that I have friends whose childhoods were sunk in shame and who bridle when I put forward this argument. Which is hardly surprising, since when Doris and I were coming of age the prohibition against homosexuality was unquestioned. (A 1968 poll found 64 percent of Australians opposed decriminalizing homosexual acts between consenting adults. The gay scholar Dennis Altman, writing in 1971, pointed to a survey suggesting “that homosexuals are considerably more disliked by the American public than ex-convicts, ex–mental patients, gamblers, or alcoholics.”) And yet as soon as it was seriously questioned—as soon as a crack appeared in the wall—the wall crumbled and collapsed.


That shift is part of the answer to one of the questions that spurred me to write about Doris: How did we get from there to here—from a world in which homosexuals were despised (or, at best, invisible) to one in which same-sex couples no longer raise eyebrows? It had already started happening in the 1960s, as the counterculture flowered and gay men and lesbians began coming out of the closet in ever-larger numbers. In April 1968 the playwright Mart Crowley managed to secure five off-Broadway performances for The Boys in the Band, his tragicomedy about his own generation of gay men, considered uncommercial because of its subject matter. It ran for a thousand and one. By early in the morning of June 28, 1969, when a battle at the Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village between cops and a crowd that was heavy on drag queens heralded the Lexington and Concord of the gay-rights movement,2 “Out of the closet and into the streets” had become a slogan with the peal of inevitability. The activism that followed Stonewall is often referred to as gay liberation, but the movement had become possible because by then so many gay men and women had already freed themselves from the shame of previous eras.




I was seventeen when I saw The Boys in the Band in Atlanta in 1970, using a fake ID to gain admittance to the adults-only production. It was my first full-on exposure to the gay culture I knew I was preparing to enter, and its camp one-liners became a study tool for me and for thousands of other young queens who were just learning, in David M. Halperin’s resonant phrase, how to be gay. But it also had a self-pitying side that didn’t ring true to me: “You show me a happy homosexual,” goes one of its most famous lines, “and I’ll show you a gay corpse.” Doris was a living retort to that dictum. Happiness and fulfillment didn’t seem unattainable to our generation of gay men—not, at least, insofar as we were gay. Our consciousness was raised. We were liberated. The task was to liberate everybody else. And on that front Doris was a leader.


His influence on drag style is very much with us in the ironic drag queens of today—performers like Peaches Christ, Bianca Del Rio, and Sasha Velour, to name only a few. Doris was playing with notions of gender at a moment when those notions had started to shift toward what we currently call the nonbinary. He wasn’t what we would now identify as trans—far from it—but he did give a lot of thought to masculinity and femininity and the liberating thrill of traveling between those two continents. His strong sense of self encompassed an unusually fluid concept of identity.


Previous drag queens had presented themselves as women manqué. Nobody in his first group, Sylvia and the Synthetics, bought in to that aesthetic. As Doris matured, his drag got more complex, but it always remained, to use his term, crook. The aim was never to pass for a woman—which, as he pointed out, wouldn’t get him the attention he craved, because no one would notice him then—but rather to savor the freedom of being who you wanted to be and not who somebody else thought you were supposed to be. He was a walking celebration of the gamut of identities available to us and the rush that comes with getting to choose for yourself.






Footnotes




1 On the subject of stigma, the transgender performer and activist Kate Bornstein, who was a friend and admirer of Doris’s, has offered this revelatory observation: “Assuming that gay men and lesbians are more consciously excluded by the culture for violations of gender codes (which are visible in the daily life of the culture) than for actual sexual practices (which usually happen behind closed doors and in private spaces), then lesbians and gay men actually share the same stigma with ‘transgendered’ people: the stigma of crimes against gender. And while ‘transgendered’ people may not in fact practice gay or lesbian sex, and so may not themselves be lesbian or gay, gays and lesbians are invariably perceived as ‘transgendered.’”




2 Earlier instances of militant resistance to police harassment had taken place at Cooper Do-nuts in Los Angeles in 1959 and, on a larger scale, at Compton’s Cafeteria in San Francisco in 1966. The Stonewall uprising occurred at a psychologically apt moment and, unlike the earlier incidents, benefited from extensive press coverage.














SOME RECURRING NAMES


Sydneysiders


The Mills Family


Mildred June Harrison Mills, Doris’s mother


Ace or Tony (Anthony Clargo) Mills, Doris’s father


Liz (Elizabeth)


Marianne and her husband, Tony Haid


Philip Clargo Mills, a.k.a. Doris Fish


Michael


Andrew


Gina (Georgina)


Sylvia and the Synthetics


Jacqueline or Jackie Hyde


Miss (Danny) Abood


Jasper Havoc (Peter McMahon), Doris’s childhood friend


Clayton MacDonald (Cockroach Clare), Jackie’s boyhood friend


Carmel Strelein, a fashion radical


Visual Artists


Peter Tully, the first artistic director of the Sydney Gay (later Gay and Lesbian) Mardi Gras Workshop


Ron Smith, the second artistic director of the workshop


David McDiarmid (pronounced “McDermott”), the third artistic director of the workshop


San Franciscans


The Sluts a-Go-Go


Miss X


Tippi, formerly Miss Leading


Phillip R. Ford, a director and performer


Sandelle Kincaid, the only biologically female Slut


Drag Queens


Ambi Sextrous, a bearded queen with a trust fund


Arturo Galster, a talented singer


Freda Lay, a spacey friend


Ginger Quest (Greg Foss), holder of the lease at 422 Oak Street


Lulu, a blonde frenemy of Doris’s


Silvana Nova, a frequent collaborator and the author’s husband


Tommy Pace, a brilliantly funny performer


More Friends and Colleagues


Anne Block, an actor


Bob Davis, a musician who became Tippi’s boyfriend


Carmela Carlyle, a dancer and psychologist


Connie Champagne, a singer


David Weissman, a filmmaker


Gwyn Waters, a fan


Jane Dornacker, a tall comedian


Janice Sukaitis, a performer and writer


Jennifer Blowdryer, a rock-and-roll singer


Marc Huestis, a director and producer


Pearl E. Gates, later Pearl Harbour, a rock-and-roll singer


Peggy Darm, Doris’s nurse


Robin Clark, an artist and cinematographer


Timmy Spence, a musician


Note: The spelling of some names changed over time (Sandal became Sandahl, then Sandelle) or from week to week (Freda/Freida). To avoid confusion, I’ve stuck with one spelling.
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MANLY VALE
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The Mills siblings, 1959: Marianne, Philip, Liz (holding baby Gina), Michael, and Andrew. Courtesy of Andrew Mills.








The outré performer and outsize personality who would one day be known as Doris Fish was born Philip Clargo Mills on August 11, 1952, in the Sydney suburb (as the city’s districts are called) of Manly Vale. We used to laugh about that Manly. The joke turns out to be etymologically valid, by which I mean that the name commemorates a real attribution of masculinity and not just some public servant whose name is funny in retrospect. It dates from 1788, the earliest days of Australia’s colonization, when Captain Arthur Phillip, the commander of the First Fleet of convict exiles and the new settlement’s governor-to-be, described to the British home secretary, Lord Sydney, a shipboard encounter with some twenty Indigenous Australians whose “confidence and manly behaviour” so impressed him that it “made me give the name of Manly Cove to this place.”


Philip entered the world auspiciously. “He was a stunner,” according to Elizabeth Mills Byrne, the oldest of his five siblings. “Out of all the babies I’ve ever seen, he was the most beautiful. He didn’t make a fuss—calm, peaceful, just that kind of child. And then he went on to be that kind of child.”


“I was perfect,” Doris, speaking to me in 1986, concurred. “Even then.”


He spent an unremarkable childhood in an unremarkable decade. The Australia of the 1950s—conformist, politically paranoid about the Communist threat, emotionally rather gray—was much like the United States of the same period. His siblings remember a tranquil boy sitting on the living room floor of their home on Horning Parade, or later at a table, drawing industriously. He didn’t bother anybody. His two younger brothers, Michael and Andrew, were mostly out of the house, running around with the multitude of other kids on the street. So was Georgina, or Gina, the youngest sibling and something of a tomboy. The older girls, Liz and Marianne, lounged around doing their makeup and watching TV and taking advantage of Philip’s agreeable nature: “Phiiiiil… can you get us a drink of water?” He would genially comply and return to his drawing.


His first primer contains his earliest extant sketches: a rabbit and a goose and, inside the front cover, a princess on the balcony of her turreted castle, standing next to what appears to be a potted plant and surveying her realm. After his father bought him a big box of Derwent pencils, he applied himself to drawing his new passion: automobiles. When he was a little older, he assembled and painted plastic models. American Duesenbergs of the ’20s and ’30s were his favorite—he admired their “lovely lines.” There were toy trains, too; his father helped him screw together two old doors to make the base for a papier-mâché fantasy of mountains and valleys and rivers and trees and tunnels for the little trains to travel through and stations for them to stop at.


Then eyes. He left eyes everywhere, on envelopes and magazines and scraps of paper, up until the end of his life. From paper to skin was a natural progression. In time his expertise at eye makeup was such that he could not only decorate a face but remake it entirely. Once, for a fancy-dress party in the freak years, he painted eyes on Liz’s eyelids, so that when she closed them there was still a pair of open eyes staring at you.


The Mills children grew up in a happy, chaotic household, although the chaos teetered just this side of dysfunction. Their parents, Ace and Mildred, married in 1947. Liz arrived in 1948, and after that the babies just kept coming—Marianne in 1950, Philip in 1952, Michael in 1955, Andrew in 1958, and finally Gina in 1959. Liz would think, “Another bloody baby! She’s having another baby! Oh, just go away, all you babies!” Mildred, who hated solitude and loved activity and never stopped talking for a minute, would have welcomed half a dozen more. Or that’s what she claimed.


“Poor Millie was exhausted,” Marianne says. “All the time. You’d come home from school and you’d say, ‘Mum! Mum!’ and she would always—I quite understand now—be having a nap, trying to catch a few minutes’ sleep before we all descended again.” Meals were a free-for-all, with everyone grabbing for food and talking over everybody else. Mountains of laundry piled up in the basket. “Our household chores,” Liz told me, “were a disaster. We’d have a roster system for a week, and then that would be the end of that. We used to have a chute which fed down into a laundry at the bottom. If any visitors were coming”—which was often—“Mildred would just grab everything in the room and throw it down the chute. That was her idea of housekeeping.”


Which isn’t to say they remember her as anything other than a wonderful parent. Somehow, she attended the six-thirty Mass every morning and still had eggs or porridge on the table when the children got up, chattering as she served. She sent them off to school with lunches that became legendary among the local schoolkids, who themselves came provisioned with meager little jam sandwiches. Mildred’s sandwiches—thick slices of bread exactingly buttered all the way to the edges and stuffed with meat and copious vegetables, by lunchtime half vermilion from leaching beet juice—became such a hot item that Michael could sell his, buy himself a meat pie, and have pocket money left over.


It wasn’t the life her parents had planned for her. Mildred June Harrison was born in 1922. Her father had come home a hero from World War I and opened hardware stores in Manly (next to Manly Vale) and nearby Balgowlah. He was something of a good-time Charlie, but there was enough money for the parents to spoil their two daughters. They were upright Methodists whose deep suspicion of Catholics can be epitomized in the nasty stories Mildred heard as she was growing up about the tunnels that ran between the priests’ quarters and the nuns’. And so they were appalled when she fell in love with one.


Anthony Clargo—first Tony, later A.C., which mutated into Ace—Mills was born three years after his future wife, in 1925. He was a dark-haired, burly man with a large head, a wide jaw, and a big nose, frank but not gregarious—he was no Mildred. She, by contrast, was an effervescent beauty, with voluptuous breasts and lush, cascading auburn hair that she set off with crimson lipstick. They met when Ace was just back from the war and had gotten in on the bottom rung of the public service, and Mildred was working in downtown Sydney as a stenographer-secretary. To the horror of her parents, Ace insisted, when he proposed, that she convert.


She didn’t just convert. “She became the Catholic of all Catholics” is how Michael puts it. “Every single day she went to church. She never missed. She had miracles, everything.” Philip and his siblings were the victims, as they saw it later, of a seriously Catholic childhood. They all attended Catholic schools. “Sitting around saying the rosary”—Michael again—“that was big. Turn off the telly and all get down on your knees!” Ace was strict in those days, and anyone who giggled in the middle of devotions got the strap. On Sunday mornings they would make the long trek down from Horning Parade to St. Kieran’s for the eight-thirty service; then a big breakfast of eggs, with toast and strawberry jam prepared by Ace for dessert.


“I was a perfect Catholic child, even going to Mass as an altar-boy during the week,” Doris wrote later. “The nuns thought I was some kind of saint when I sent the Pope a hand-colored Christmas card at the age of seven.” He grew out of it, of course (“When Catholics go ‘bad,’ they go whole hog”)—they all did, including Ace. By the time of Doris’s death, Mildred was the only member of the family still in the church.


They hardly wanted, but food and shelter and parochial-school tuition for six children on a government clerk’s salary meant they didn’t dine out, they didn’t take vacations, and they left the floors uncarpeted. A law degree was a prerequisite for getting anywhere in public service, and so Ace began studying nights, making him much less present for the younger kids. While Liz and Marianne remember the fun they had with him at the nearby Mermaid Pool, Michael and Andrew recall the closed door of the den just off their parents’ bedroom. Not that entry was forbidden; you were welcome to come in and spend a few comforting minutes on his lap. But he was driven. If you got up in the middle of the night, he would still be in there working.


As the boys entered adolescence, their parents’ distractedness had its advantages. “By the time I came around,” Andrew says, “they’d given up on trying to keep us in line.” He and Michael headed out to the beaches to surf; Philip discovered the nighttime world of clubs. This freedom, of course, didn’t simply stem from the overwhelming mob of children and the demands of Ace’s work. The ’60s arrived, and the world changed.


But that was later. “For my parents, my early years were trouble-free,” Doris wrote in 1990. “I was well behaved and quiet. They never suspected.” The placid young introvert drawing at a table suggests the kind of child who might easily have grown into a loner. But Philip always had friends, and just as the imaginary worlds he constructed at home presaged the ones he would later build on stage and screen, outside the house he was the embryonic performer. From an early age he was close to his three-years-younger neighbor Moira Batley. Her mother and Mildred saw each other daily at St. Kieran’s, and Philip and Moira, who were usually in tow, became playmates. Play for them might mean simply sitting together and drawing and talking, sometimes about their fears: Moira, who was tiny, of the big, mean girls on the playground, Philip of his strict father. It could mean dolls: she had a Barbie set, complete with wigs, that he loved.


Or it could mean dress-up. Moira’s mother was a milliner, and when she took her creations to the David Jones department store she often left the little girl with the ladies at the cosmetics counter. Moira would come home with samples of lipstick and blush, and Philip, the budding makeup artist, would try them out on her. Then she would try them on him. These sessions must have hit a deep chord, since Moira would grow up to be a makeup artist as well.


Philip also loved performing for Moira. When they were a bit older and both in grade school at St. Kieran’s, he would take the belt from her dress, tie it around his hair, and slay her with impersonations of their elocution teachers. (“Greedy Goosey Gandah got grain greedily!”) Moira’s older cousin Noeleen Batley became an early-’60s Australian pop star, and they watched her TV appearances on Bandstand, wide-eyed and awed by her waxing hairdos.


At St. Kieran’s, Philip found an even closer friend—a soulmate, really—in Peter McMahon. “Luckily,” Doris told me many years later, “he was also a queen. Of course, we didn’t know it at the time. We were both quite ‘shy,’ as it was called in those days.” They formed a lifelong bond. Philip was the geeky one with the glasses—after he was unable to decipher the big ads hanging across the pool at a swim meet, his parents had taken him to an optometrist. (He talked his way out of playing football, which he hated, by complaining that he couldn’t see the ball.) Later he wore contacts. Peter, in contrast, was black-locked and gorgeous. Though his ex-footballer father sneered at his effeminacy, his vivacious mother, Pammy, was so with-it that later she would be a nearly full-fledged member of their circle.


They were enterprising little sissies. When they were in their early teens, between the brick piers underneath Peter’s house in North Manly they put up false walls and hung rugs and laid more old rugs on the ground and brought in old paintings and furniture and big shaded lamps, all of it very ’20s—the vogue for nostalgia was coming in. Philip’s brother Andrew remembers it as a den out of Ali Baba, as fantastic as a stage set.


From grade school at St. Kieran’s they had advanced to the dour St. Augustine’s College in Brookvale, north of North Manly. Philip had little trouble adjusting—his report cards show above-average marks in most of his subjects, including Christian doctrine, and excellent ones in art—but Peter, swishy and apt to mouth off, nearly didn’t graduate. After high school, the two best friends stuck together. Instead of a liberal-arts college they enrolled in the Julian Ashton Art School, in the downtown suburb known as the Rocks, the oldest and most traditional of the city’s art schools. Philip’s parents supported his choice, but their mutual friend, Jacqueline Hyde, who went to the rival National Art School—“the proper one,” she calls it, because its students were experimenting with “action painting and hard-edge and op art and all that late-’60s, early-’70s stuff”—sniffs at the nineteenth-century academicism of Julian Ashton. But Philip never took much interest, then or later, in art-world trends. He was too busy at that time turning out ’30s- and ’40s-style portraits of himself and (occasionally) his friends, increasingly in drag: “very classical,” according to Jackie, “although many years later she went on to doing them on black velvet.” A commercial-art school might have been more useful, practically speaking; later Philip would be turned down for jobs in graphics because he didn’t have the training. Still, he flourished at Julian Ashton, producing canvases and prints with an energy that combined his father’s rigorous work ethic and his mother’s frenzied exuberance.


He was still living at home on Horning Parade, where attitudes were changing with the times. As a young couple, Ace and Mildred had been active supporters of Democratic Labor, a bitterly anticommunist party peopled mainly by conservative Catholics. As you might expect of a Catholic-based group, it supported government spending on health, education, and social welfare, but it was intransigent on social issues like abortion and homosexuality. Over the years, as these issues moved into the glare of greater controversy, the party only stiffened. Tony Haid, who married Philip’s older sister Marianne in 1971 and had the hippie values of the era, used to have shouting matches with Mildred—she called them “discussions”—and he would fume to Ace, “It’s impossible to have a conversation with that woman! She doesn’t listen to anything you say!” His ire delighted his father-in-law, who replied, “Oh yes, I’ve always known that about her.” He was glad to feel he had an ally.


But despite their religious and political affiliations, Ace and Mildred never frowned on Philip’s sexuality. When he came out to the family, at around eighteen, no one was remotely surprised, and if his parents were at all uneasy it was only out of concern for the difficulties they feared lay ahead of him. As far as religious interdiction, “there’s the Catholic Church,” Michael told me, “and then there’s Mildred’s Catholic Church. She disagreed completely with the church in relation to gay people.” Ace shared her tolerance, which may have been why in time they began shifting slowly leftward; by the end of her life, Mildred, at least, was voting Labor.


Their kids were constantly cajoling them into the new era. When the boys started smoking marijuana, Ace and Mildred weren’t shocked; their main concern was safety. “We’d rather you smoke it at home than end up in some bloody dealer’s place,” Ace said. Philip began cultivating a crop outside the front door. Mildred bought Andrew a hookah for his sixteenth birthday. And then one Christmas, around the family table, Ace and Mildred wound up taking a few hits themselves. Mildred was immediately blasted and began singing the jingle from the “Happy Little Vegemites” commercial. Thinking about it years later made Andrew pensive. “How did we get from getting the strap for laughing in the middle of saying the rosary to smoking a joint at the dining room table?”


There had been some money to expand the house after Mildred’s mother died, and once Ace was admitted to the bar his salary went up as his jobs became increasingly distinguished. After Liz and Marianne married young and moved out, Philip got his own bedroom, which he transformed into a stylish artist’s studio, painting the floors white and adorning it with his portraits and his psychedelic prints. When the once-swank Australia Hotel, a Victorian-cum-art-deco gem (and prominent cruising spot), shut down and sold off its furnishings, he and Moira Batley went down to pay homage to the grand old edifice. Philip took home an old British-style phone box, bright red and domed on top, and installed it in his bedroom. He claimed the aging Tasman hi-fi that the family used to gather around, singing “Rock Island Line” together. Soon the Beatles, Joan Baez, Joni Mitchell, Crosby, Stills & Nash, and above all Jefferson Airplane were blasting out of his room. He never got tired of painting Grace Slick; the druggy anthem “White Rabbit,” mostly censored on the Australian airwaves, played over and over. He set up a press and began designing and silk-screening posters of his favorite bands—it was probably at this point that Day-Glo became permanently fixed in his aesthetic—as well as charming retro cards with flapper and art deco designs, all of which he took to the open-air Paddington Markets. They sold easily. The money went into clothes.


Men’s clothes. Though by this time he and Peter had begun frequenting the drag bars and were dipping into drag themselves. At Julian Ashton, Philip went through his late-mod phase. Before he was stunning, he was groovy. He put on round tortoiseshell glasses, bought wide-lapelled jackets and bell bottoms at John and Merivale, the boutique that was Sydney’s own small chunk of Carnaby Street, and let his hair grow. And it wasn’t just the look. He developed an interest in the newly fashionable vegetarian cooking and chided Mildred about her meat-heavy dinners. He discovered Paul Bragg’s The Miracle of Fasting and became a lifelong disciple. The Eastern spiritualism that had come west with the Beatles appealed to him. He was constantly out behind the house doing improbable yoga poses. He found that he liked being fit; he roller-skated, too, and often he and Moira, who had entered Julian Ashton the year after him, skated together across the Sydney Harbour Bridge to school.


During a 1971 Sydney bus strike, Philip made the trip on skates daily, a picture of hip insouciance with his Sgt. Pepper’s tails and flares and flowing hair. The Australian evening news show A Current Affair found out and sent a crew to film him weaving deftly through the backed-up cars. A large photograph of him, headlined “Phil Got His Skates On,” ran in the Daily Telegraph: “Art student Philip Mills… skated the ten miles from his home in Manly Vale into town, sailing through traffic jams and foul-ups with ease.” A few days later, a follow-up story reported his arrest for violating a law that prohibited pedestrians “from proceeding longitudinally along the highway.”


His sister Marianne, not one for the spotlight, was taken aback by all the coverage. “Phil,” she said, mildly horrified, “everyone’s staring at you.” 


Doris once told me that he and Mildred shared a “pathological need for attention.” It was a phrase he often used. “That’s what I love!” He beamed at her. “That’s the main reason!”
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SYLVIA AND THE SYNTHETICS
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Doris in his Synthetics phase, 1974. Photograph by Philip Morris.








Doris was by no means the first person to call Sydney, as he described it to me, the drag capital of the world. Yet for a long time the city’s rich tradition of cross-dressing flourished in the midst of a deep-rooted homophobia. Robert Hughes, in The Fatal Shore, his magisterial chronicle of Australia’s penal origins, links this prejudice explicitly with the nation’s historical shame. The gay sex that erupted when male prisoners were sequestered together, he writes, “was doubly damned: first, because it was a crime under law”—as it would remain into the late twentieth century—“and second, because it was mainly committed by those who were convicts already.” The ongoing determination to extirpate the vice was thus viewed as a patriotic “act of cleansing—for homosexuality was one of the mute, stark, subliminal elements in the ‘convict stain’ whose removal, from 1840 onward, so preoccupied Australian nationalists.”


The louche freedoms of Paris and Berlin were alien to postcolonial Australia. But if you were in the know, there were places to go. Between the world wars, in addition to parks and “beats,” as cruising spots were called, there were various lounges, such as the sleek Long Bar at the Australia Hotel (where Philip bought his phone box) or the working-class Belfields, on the corner of King Street and George Street—or Salt-Meat Alley, as the latter was nicknamed, since it was a prime place to pick up sailors—and there were restaurants, like the Shalimar, in the T&G Insurance Building, and the Latin Café, in the Royal Arcade, where you could cruise as long as you understood the codes and practiced them discreetly. None of these establishments were gay per se, but they had the kind of clientele—sophisticated, urban—that enjoyed a crackle of wickedness in the air.


As we now know, many gay men and women got their first taste of community in the armed services during World War II, which thus became a milestone in the development of a gay consciousness. But immediately afterward, the architects of the Cold War embraced the equation “perversion equals subversion,” and the Australia of the period rivaled the States in both its bigotry and its ignorance. It was, in fact, even more repressive in matters of free expression: Gore Vidal’s The City and the Pillar, a landmark of gay fiction published in the United States in 1948, was banned there until 1966.


The publication of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (more familiarly known as the first Kinsey Report) in 1948, with its research disclosing that homosexual experience was widespread, brought extensive attention—along with shock and denial—to the subject of gay sexuality. The book, based on fifteen years of study with more than five thousand subjects, became an international bestseller. The churches, the medical profession, and especially the police all armed themselves for battle. In 1952, Colin Delaney, who that year became police commissioner for the state of New South Wales, pronounced homosexuality and communism the two biggest threats to the nation; in 1958 he again called homosexuality Australia’s “greatest social menace.” The upshot was, in the words of two Sydney historians, “a culture of blackmail, entrapment, arrest, exposure, infamy and disgrace.”


And yet this violent repression had a hidden psychological benefit. As Garry Wotherspoon explains in his Gay Sydney: A History, “The way in which doctors, criminologists and politicians talked of ‘the homosexual,’ and the ways in which newspapers and magazines reported this, put this new conception into the public discourse. Taken together, it meant that vital components for the creation of a homosexual identity were in place.”


Once the silence was shattered, a dam opened. As stories about homosexuals, however lurid, became fodder for the press, gay men and women realized that there were others like them:


The very attempts to turn the machinery of state—and even society itself—against homosexuals led to unprecedented levels of publicity being given to homosexuals and homosexuality, to what they did and what they were. At one level and notwithstanding the… effects it might have on some individuals, this could be infinitely beneficial to other individuals who were suddenly informed that there was a vast homosexual world out there and that they—as individuals—were clearly not isolated and alone.


The discovery of community, however oblique, is one reason that, in the long run, this campaign to stamp out the unspeakable vice backfired. But even in the short run it met its match in the drag queens of Sydney.


The city had a tradition of elaborate balls, with an element of cross-dressing, that dated back at least to the 1920s. They generally took place at spacious halls in Kings Cross and other inner-city districts where the gay population was large and the tenor open-minded. These affairs were more bohemian than gay, attracting the kind of hipsters and free spirits who, a few decades later, would crowd into discos and punk clubs. But the ambience was queer enough to provoke constant hounding by the police, since cross-dressing was against the law. You could get away with it for these special occasions as long as you could show you had on men’s underwear and you weren’t in drag on the street for more than an hour before or after the event.


By the 1950s, the Artists Ball, the Arts Students Ball, and the Movie Ball (where you dressed up as your favorite star), all usually held at the Trocadero Ballroom on George Street, were major annual events. Some of the drag has become legendary. Karen Chant (as she’s been known since she was a young man), having read that Marie Antoinette held the record for the most fabric used in a gown, came up with an outfit for the 1957 Artists Ball that incorporated seventeen hundred yards of tulle, much of it bunched into a gargantuan fishtail; it was so enormous that she had to be carted to the Trocadero in a moving van. The equally obsessive Claudia Wagner created an annual sensation by swooping through the doors in massive wigs that housed live birds. One year, a caged black chicken tied in place with a velvet ribbon to match her velvet dress attracted so much publicity—the Sydney Daily Mirror ran a story, with photographs, claiming that the bird had been abused—that she had to go on the lam. (She ultimately got off with a twenty-pound fine.)


Despite the notoriety of these events, the city had a lone drag bar, the Stork Club, out in the southern district of Sylvania. The club had to put up with continual police harassment. Then came the ’60s. The drag clubs that began opening in 1961 were a phenomenon new to Sydney, but the clientele at most of them wasn’t predominantly gay. The first was the Jewel Box, in Kings Cross, the project of a show-business entrepreneur whose showgirl wife had seen the “all-male” Jewel Box Revue in San Francisco and wanted to bring something like it to Sydney. Karen Chant—she of the seventeen hundred yards of tulle—soon became the compere (as emcees are called in Australia).


Like Finocchio’s in San Francisco, which had been presenting female impersonators to tourists since 1936, the Jewel Box promoted itself as risqué entertainment for a sophisticated straight audience. So did Les Girls, a glittering spot, also in Kings Cross, that began its run in 1963 and kept going for several decades. In contrast, the Purple Onion, which opened that year a bit farther afield, in Kensington, aimed for the camp crowd. (Until well into the ’70s, camp was the Australian word for gay; there was some regret when native terminology had to bow to international usage.) It was one among a spate of gay clubs and bars that would appear over the next two decades, even as sodomy remained a crime on the books. The Purple Onion—where Doris would perform with Sylvia and the Synthetics a decade later—was hipper and trendier than the straight clubs. By the end of the ’60s, Rudolf Nureyev and Margot Fonteyn, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Dusty Springfield, and Dionne Warwick had all dropped in; Cecil Beaton wrote about it in his diary. Mostly the acts, here and elsewhere, involved elaborate costumes and lip-synching (miming, in Australian parlance) to show tunes and pop hits, though a few of the performers talked and sang in their own voices—among them Karen Chant, who was a prime mover and performer at the Purple Onion.


The shows were titillating and fantastically glamorous—as seen from the tables in the audience. For the performers, the reality was starkly different. They generally earned starvation wages, and legally they lived in a penumbral zone: if they showed up at the club already costumed, they could be arrested between the cab and the entrance. Still, new drag clubs continued to appear, although a suspiciously high number of them went up in flames, presumably because they hadn’t paid the protection money that in that era both the mob and the police expected.


In the meantime, gay bars, another new phenomenon, were opening as well. Around the world, gay men and lesbians began colonizing sections of cities where they could be openly and comfortably themselves. In New York, the gay neighborhood coalesced around Christopher Street. In San Francisco, it was the Castro. In Sydney, the stretch of Oxford Street between Hyde Park and Paddington Town Hall became known as the Glitter Strip or the Golden Mile.


Such was Sydney in the ’60s, when the young Philip Mills began making his way to Doris Fish. “I’ve been in and out of dresses since as long as I can remember,” he told me in 1986. He discovered the allure of Mildred’s closet early on. “I remember being chastened for it, but not heavily. My mother and father did suspect that something was ‘different.’”


He first put on a frock professionally, so to speak, when he was about twelve. At the end of every school year, one of the priests at the all-boys St. Augustine’s would hire a theater, put half the boys in drag, and mount a big Broadway-style extravaganza, complete with strutting showgirls, cancan numbers, and kick lines. The begowned boys would sing in their own voices, which hadn’t changed yet. In those years, when gender frontiers were comfortingly fixed, the families loved it. The first production that Philip was cast in featured selections from Annie Get Your Gun and other Wild West–themed songs, performed on a set that was supposed to represent a saloon in the Black Hills of Dakota. (Philip would become an adept set builder before he graduated.) Even though he was only a chorus girl, he told me, he had the highest kick in the kick line and “a really nice big dress.” He and Peter McMahon, who were still best friends, “took it perhaps a little more seriously than some of the other boys did. I wouldn’t say that we were the most beautiful, but we were the most dedicated.”


Two or three years later, Peter discovered the drag bars, and soon he introduced Philip to the excitement of slumming. “It was fascinating,” Doris continued. “That was ’67, ’68”—so he would have been fifteen or sixteen—“and the things people were wearing were just fantastic. Oh, the fashions. Everybody used to dress to the tits. Even now there are still zillions and zillions of drag queens there, but then it was thicker and they were more fantastic—hairdos that were three or four feet tall, jeweled… and this was just daytime wear! There were drag queens in Sydney who were like covers of Vogue magazine times ten. Drag queens usually are much more than just women. They’re aggressively glamorous.”


It wasn’t long before the boys were dabbling in drag themselves. But although they weren’t conscious of it at first, there was a generational divide between them and the older queens. Presumably in the preliberation era it took a compelling need for a man to risk an activity as aberrant, and illegal, as parading around in women’s clothes. For Philip and Peter, it was a hoot. Getting arrested for the crime of drag must have struck them as a ridiculous idea. Anyway, they were part of a generation for whom getting arrested, whether for smoking pot or for protesting the Vietnam War, was becoming a badge of honor. And so they could pick and choose what they liked, baggage free, from this strange adult world of cross-dressers. Ultimately, they and their contemporaries would transform it.


By the time Philip came out to his family, at around eighteen, they were, as I said, hardly floored. For years they had watched him advising his older sisters on fashion and makeup and his mother on decor. Ace and Mildred, whose own ideas had broadened by the late ’60s, were extremely tolerant. (Over the coming years they were going to have a lot to tolerate.) But Philip did more than merely inform them. As Jacqueline Hyde explained to me, “Doris felt she had to educate her family and get them involved. It was a truth, homosexuality. People had to be made aware of this thing and accept it.”


Though that resolve was partly Doris being Doris, it was also one more sign of how radically the self-image of young homosexuals had changed by the time of Stonewall. “Well, we did think it was our birthright,” Jackie said. “The generation before us had no idea. Even the bohemians had no idea. Homosexuality and transvestism—that was unspeakable to them.” As for Doris: “She would not allow people to be horrified at her. She would not allow censorship.”


The family worried, of course, and felt protective in an era when poofter was still a standard term in the national vocabulary.1 Philip was mild, peaceable, and, though he was fit and strong, painfully vulnerable. Both of his younger brothers, who were “football-playing, surfing sorta toughies,” in Andrew’s words, are still proud of the way he handled an incident that took place on Horning Parade when he was sixteen or so. He was sitting on the veranda, drawing, when an across-the-street neighbor named Martin, “a bit of a dickhead,” Andrew recalled, who must have known or at least sensed that Philip was gay, came over and began baiting him. Philip went on quietly drawing, but Martin—who was six feet tall to Philip’s five eight—kept on goading him until, finally, Philip stood up and slugged him. The bully had a big shiner the next day, and he never bothered Philip again. As far as I know that punch was the sole time anyone saw Doris do anything violent. Except onstage.




Violence was a signature of Sylvia and the Synthetics, the “antidrag drag” group, as Doris called it, that inaugurated his theatrical career. The troupe was very much part of—or, perhaps more accurately, a cracked reflection of—the new era that was taking shape. In 1970 the Australian literary scholar Germaine Greer published The Female Eunuch, a founding text of ’70s feminism. In 1971 Dennis Altman, who taught politics at the University of Sydney, published Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation, arguably the founding text of the modern gay-rights movement. Altman’s book is especially striking, and touching, in its faith, which was then widely shared, that tremendous social upheavals were on the way. The deck was so stacked against gay people that no one imagined they could achieve their goals without broader changes to all society. (Altman’s original readers would have been flabbergasted to learn that out of women’s, Black, and gay liberation—the three movements for greater equality that he constantly cites—the push for gay rights would turn out to be the most successful in achieving its aims.)


And then, in 1972, after twenty-three years out of power, the Australian Labor Party under Gough Whitlam won the national elections—in large part because of its opposition to Australia’s role in the disintegrating Vietnam War. The new Labor government initiated national health care and free university education and vastly increased support for its arts council, sending much of the funding to community projects. Among the young, especially, there was a heady mood of optimism and advancing freedom—a conviction that the revolution had begun.


In Sydney, all kinds of new groups were already flourishing, like the Roxy Collective, a team of hippie artists who’d gotten together in late 1969 to open a free studio and workshop at 7–9 Flinders Street, just off Taylor Square. Oxford Street’s evolving strip of gay bars and clubs was just around the corner. The group sponsored whimsical ’70s-style conceptual-art projects, like baking multitudes of pies for a giant anyone-can-join pie fight in Taylor Square. They put a huge sculptured nose above the Roxy’s door and mounted eyelashes over the windows, and they adorned the facade with rocket ships and stars. Inside, they painted suds on the floor in a delicate pattern, with a little window on every bubble. “A lot of drugs went into that,” Ron Smith—a member of the collective who would later work closely with Doris—told me. A giant pair of chubby legs strapped into high-heeled dancing shoes protruded, half fancifully, half ominously, from the ceiling. Over the Roxy’s large awning they constructed a massive papier-mâché ice cream cone whose pop-art effrontery so offended the city fathers that, unannounced, they had it torn off the building, awning and all. “One morning,” Ron recalled, “we woke up to this enormous crunching, grinding noise…”


The Roxy became the first home base of the boundary-breaking Sylvia and the Synthetics. There were as many as twenty bona fide Synthetics, plus quite a few peripheral ones, but a core group of eight or ten. It included a trio of gay friends, Morris Spinetti, Denis Norton, and Denis’s boyfriend, Paul Hock; an actor, Andrew Sharp; a contortionist (now a well-reputed visual artist), Bruce Goold; the already-quoted Jacqueline (Jackie) Hyde, who during that distant era was known as Mel (officially Michael Anthony) Slattery; Mel’s best friend, Clayton MacDonald; and Miss Abood, or Danny Abood, who was born Daniel Archer in Armidale, New South Wales, some three hundred miles north of Sydney, and whom Jackie describes as “the tall Lebanese one with the big nose that someone tried to pull off once, thinking it was fake.” He and Jackie soon became two of Doris’s closest friends and confidants. Jackie, a soignée brunette who has been living as a woman in Paris for decades now, developed her high-speed wit over months and years of emceeing drag shows with Doris. (Pronounced with the right Australian accent, her name becomes “Jekyll ’n’ Hyde.”) Time and alcohol have magnified her into the kind of sociable gorgon who could play Martha in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, a drama she is very fond of quoting. Miss Abood was the most scarily violent of the Synthetics, and his language remained full of violence and scorn. Doris had a set phrase for him: “She was her usual rude self and didn’t care who knew it!”


Jackie—or, at that time, Mel—and Clayton, like Philip and Peter, had grown up in an outlying quarter of Sydney, in their case the western suburb of Fairfield. Mel, too, was Catholic, the eldest of thirteen children, and he, too, went to art school, taking much more interest in the avant-garde than Philip did. Clayton was as swishy and outrageous as Peter McMahon, already at fifteen adorning himself in cloaks and feathers, an adolescent Oscar Wilde. When the two of them sashayed past the local pub, Jackie remembers, the men inside would come to the door and scream at them. They were arty teenagers who made sculptures and sponsored poetry readings and spent their Saturday afternoons in Italian delicatessens, “drinking wine and eating salami. We turned it into a little Left Bank sort of thing.”


After Jackie/Mel finished art school, he and Clayton moved together to Surry Hills, where they were soon immersed in the gay party scene. In the heady, druggy days of the early ’70s, Jackie says, meeting people was everything. “You’d just meet them in the street. You could tell if they weren’t really straight—they were either on roller skates or wearing velvet capes or had face paint in the middle of the day.” That’s how Morris Spinetti, Denis Norton, and Paul Hock wound up in their flat, according to Jackie. “You know, you have a few drinks and you get into drag—or you did in those days.” The drag parties went on for a while, she recalls, and then someone had the idea of moving them to a larger space and charging admission—which is one version of how Sylvia and the Synthetics came into being.


Morris and Denis remember it somewhat differently (Paul Hock died years ago)—although, as Morris has written, given all the drugs they were doing “it’s a wonder anyone remembers anything.” In their version, the three of them and their friend the singer Wendy Saddington were in a cab on their way home from a bad drag show at Chez Ivy, a popular bar in Bondi Junction; Paul groused, “We could do much better than those tragic queens,” and somehow the idea took hold. The trio’s drag was crude. Morris rolled squares of cardboard into conical breasts and cut black paper into eyebrows that looked like tarantulas. Denis was hopeless with makeup, too, he says, whereas Jackie and Clayton were much more exacting about how they looked. “We’d all go to the Salvation Army headquarters—you could buy a big box of clothing for two bucks. They’d get matching calfskin shoes and handbags, this really Coco Chanel look, which was divine.”


It was Paul who made a deal with the Roxy Collective to use the building for what could be described as either a performance or a party. Admission was two dollars, with half the proceeds going to the Roxy. Everybody entering got two free Mandraxes, the Australian and European brand name for the tranquilizers known in the States as Quaaludes, which were a familiar party drug in the ’70s. They make you happy and they make you sloppy. It wasn’t uncommon in those days to see people sliding off their barstools.


Sylvia and the Synthetics made their debut at the Roxy sometime in October 1972. According to Jackie, the entertainment was really nothing more than a ladder that you climbed up to show off your drag and wave to the crowd: “That was the show—a ladder against the wall.”


I suspect there was something more, because the crowd was enthusiastic enough for a second show to be scheduled at the Roxy for Saturday, November 11. This one had a circus theme; Ron Smith, who was there, remembers Bruce Goold, the contortionist, scrabbling up a wall like a fly, as well as an act of fellatio on a trapeze. This was also the show in which Philip and Peter made their debut. They’d been among the partygoers the previous month and had made enough of an impression to be invited to join the troupe.


I’ve never heard anyone describe Peter—who soon began calling himself Jasper Havoc—as anything less than gorgeous, with his delicate features and his corkscrew curls, but Philip was a novice drag queen. He had matured into a handsome, square-jawed young man, but that jaw didn’t make him a natural candidate for cross-dressing. Like Denis, he hadn’t yet mastered makeup, and he was much more excited about being in drag—“some old shit wig,” according to Ron Smith, and “dime-store dresses”—than about the drag itself. Denis calls it “old-lady drag.” But the effort alone was enough to win Jackie over. “I would never have spoken to her if she hadn’t been in drag,” she says. “I felt sorry for the poor thing. She had little Japanese-war-bride glasses and this frumpy hat. I guess she was dressed as her mother.”


When Doris offered his own account, it was far more glamorous. In a “Whatever Happened to…?” reminiscence he wrote about the group for the Sydney gay paper Campaign five years later, he recalled his debut: “I wore a red suit with blond hair. Later it all came off! Layers of underwear, including a pair of rhinestone-encrusted panties, cascaded to the floor. I became the first naked Synthetic!”


And thus, Doris Fish came into being. Jackie claims to have given him the name Doris because he was so dowdy. Doris told me a different story, which involved moving into a communal house and claiming a room full of ’50s blond-wood furniture that everybody referred to as the Doris Day Suite. “And so the next day they started calling me Doris, just like that. There wasn’t a moment’s hesitation. And I took the name Fish from a cat named Lillian Fish. This was in Australia, and I was young, and I don’t know if I was even aware of the double entendre of fish at that point.2 It certainly wasn’t a popular term in Australia.”




Jackie contends that Doris knew perfectly well, and that he chose the surname purposely as a critique of the way straight men saw women. Nothing in Doris’s own behavior, either then or later, suggested misogyny. Far from it—he had many close female friends, and there were female singers and actors (but no male ones I know of) that he worshipped. He did, however, like everyone else in the Synthetics, get a charge out of pushing boundaries—the doctrinaire liberation movements of those years had stringent taboos—which meant sometimes going too far. The scorn becomes clearer, and so does its target, polite society, if you imagine that he’d gone all the way and called himself Doris Cunt. Giving offense was part of his aesthetic, and over time the ways in which he gave it got more intricate and assured. At this point, though, he was largely going on instinct.


“The Synthetics,” Doris told me, “offered an outlet where you could be theatrical and really draggy in any way you wanted, because it was satire. You could be hideous if you wanted to be, or you could just throw yourself around onstage without having an act. It wasn’t, strictly speaking, drag to be feminine. The look was just to get a look. Just—‘Look!’”


There was another kind of satire going on as well: irreverence toward the glamorous professional drag queens at places like Chez Ivy and especially Les Girls, who worked hard on their look and delivered slick—and, by this time, celebrated—shows. It was a version of the scorn the young always feel for their elders, and the group’s targets felt deeply insulted, especially since their pre-Stonewall audacity had played a big part in ushering in the new era of liberation. The Synthetics didn’t refer to them by name, but if you knew the drag scene you could tell who was being mocked. For example, a certain Lockjaw Barbara performed a signature striptease with her back to the audience; at the end she’d turn around, full frontal but with her penis tucked between her legs, providing the illusion of female genitalia. Ron Smith recalls a takeoff of that number that Miss Abood used to do. His enormous penis was famous, and so tucking it gave him a tail. He would do the reveal in reverse, stripping front-on, with a hairy chest but just pubic hair, and then turn around. “And the audience would scream.”


Though the Synthetics started independently, they were influenced by the Cockettes, a San Francisco troupe that had introduced the notion of gender-bending or, less politely, genderfuck only a couple of years earlier. “It was the same movement,” Doris explained to me, “dresses and beards—though we didn’t have any beards. They were ruled out straightaway.” The Cockettes gave the first of their legendary midnight shows at San Francisco’s Palace Theater on New Year’s Eve 1969–70 and performed there regularly until October 1972, breaking up the very month that Sylvia and the Synthetics debuted at the Roxy. Like the Synthetics, they provided a kind of you-had-to-be-there event, and much of it was owing to the audience. Among the principal reasons for the delirious enthusiasm they drew was that, as the writer and director John Waters, who was frequently at the shows, has recounted, the experience was “something that you can never imagine today: going somewhere where every person on the stage and in the audience was on drugs.” The performers—“hippie acid-head drag queens,” as Waters describes them, accurately—weren’t skilled, but their anarchic brand of musical theater was (thanks largely, no doubt, to the acid) immersive.


Drag had a long history in gay San Francisco, but genderfuck was an exhilarating new idea that had blossomed in what seemed to be a moment of total freedom. Both the Cockettes and the Synthetics saw themselves as the shock troops of the sexual revolution. Traditional drag, as they saw it, was the sad fruit of an outmoded psychology that viewed gay men as “inverts” or women manqué. The male Cockettes made no attempt to disguise their hairy chests and legs. They covered their beards with glitter. They covered everything with glitter (“You could always see which direction we traveled,” one of them has written, “because, like a trail of bread crumbs, it sprinkled the sidewalks”)—and with tulle, chiffon, lace, lamé, and Kabuki-level layers of face paint. Like the Synthetics after them, they were full of performers who loved to strip—if sex wasn’t shameful, why keep your clothes on? And if sex roles were an artificial construct forced on us by a society of conformist androids, then why not put on a sequined evening gown? Their simultaneously raunchy and naive midnight musicals at the Palace, in which they sang in their own not-great voices, paid homage to the Broadway and Hollywood of the ’20s, ’30s, and ’40s; they certainly hadn’t abandoned old drag-queen notions of glamour. But the shows were barely rehearsed and, for that reason, wildly unpredictable—“a surprise to everyone, the cast included.” They were a gift to writers and photojournalists looking to document the psychedelic frontiers of the sexual counterculture. If you were under thirty at the time and you tried to keep up with the scene by reading magazines, you knew about the Cockettes. I did, and Sylvia and the Synthetics certainly did.
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