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CHAPTER 1


BEHIND THE GREEN DOOR: VIRGINS!


“What do you want for a nickel?”


I am a feminist by destiny. A few years after the events chronicled in this book took place, I sat facing half a dozen psychic interns, who were “running my energy.” One of the students reported, “Your soul chose to be born in this lifetime because there was about to be a great advance in women’s liberation, and you wanted to be a part of it.”


The truth of this pre-birth spiritual perception sent a shiver down my spine. How did she know? How could a young woman at a Psychic Horizons clairvoyant reading look at my aura and “see” my designated life’s mission? Walking down the sidewalk afterward, I mused about what she didn’t see. My spirit also sought to discover a hidden, offbeat, bawdy female humor at a time when being a funny feminist was deemed an oxymoron.


In 1972, I had little sense of this destiny, even as the winds of change were blowing a second wave of women’s liberation across the land. I was twenty-four. My generation grew up in the 1950s. We were raised to be nice girls, groomed to become housewives, secretaries, nurses, or teachers. But coming of age during the cultural revolution in the explosive, ragged 1960s changed everything.


Ms. magazine hit the stands for the first time in 1972. Gloria Steinem and other women activists were leading marches demanding equality. The in-your-face Helen Reddy pop song “I Am Woman” topped the Billboard charts. Saturday morning TV aired Josie and the Pussycats, the first all-female animation series. But the blueprint for female equality was still being mapped out. Like other women my age, I was trying on this new suit of feminism to see if it fit.


Boomer girls wiggled out of restrictive bras and girdles. Rejecting current fashion, we opted for thrift-store duds and bell-bottom pants from the Army/Navy Surplus Store. We replaced high heels with low-heeled boots. And hair—instead of teasing and spraying our hair into elaborate dos, we parted it in the middle and let it hang down, long and natural. Shunning norms, we refused to shave our legs and armpits and glorified in the forbidden hair. We experimented with drugs; it was just “part of the scene, man.” Birth control gave us sexual permission, and boy, did we take advantage of this new freedom. We “lived in sin” with our sexual partners. Our parents didn’t approve, but we didn’t care—creating a “generation gap.” In 1973, the game-changing Supreme Court case of Roe v. Wade ruled abortion legal, giving us something our mothers and grandmothers had been denied: choices. The door opened to a counterculture shift, and we stepped over the threshold.


In the midst of this atmosphere, the accidental creation of Les Nickelettes happened, a collective unconscious synergy of an eclectic group of women coming together in the right place at the right time. I didn’t plan it. It was 1972 in San Francisco, and it took on a life of its own.
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It all started as a lark, at midnight on February 8. Breathless, drunk, and stoned, three novice Nickelettes arrived late for the first Nickelettes performance. Janet, Karin, and I stood on a black, sticky floor behind the porno movie screen at the Mitchell Brothers’ O’Farrell Theater. In nervous anticipation, we waited to make our debut as cheerleaders, looking like an unlikely cross between high-class hookers and naïve teenage girls out for a night on the town.


Why had I let Vince talk me into this?


“Lead a cheer, sing a song, do a dance, like the Rockettes,” he told me.


“But we’re experimental theater artists, not chorus line dancers,” I explained.


“Not like real Rockettes, more like vaudeville—Nickelodeon cheerleaders—the Nickelettes.”


Nine months earlier, Vince had launched the People’s Nickelodeon as an after-hours event to present vintage movies, and now he wanted to jazz it up with live vaudeville performances.


I talked Karin and Janet into joining me in this goofy, off-the-wall adventure. It appealed to a fantasy of overcoming my failure to become a popular cheerleader in high school. I bought a thrift-store sweater and sewed on a big block letter “N,” and matched it with a cute miniskirt. Janet, likewise, added “I” to her sweater, and Karin claimed the “C.” It was a long way from spelling out “Nickelodeon,” but it would have to do. To go along with the costumes, the three of us lathered our fresh-scrubbed faces with foundation, rouge, and eyeliner, then teased and hair-sprayed our loose locks into puffy dos. The image in the mirror of faux cheerleaders made us laugh.


Outside the Mitchell Brothers’ O’Farrell Theater, the stoned freaks lined up for the midnight event as the horny loners straggled out after the last hard-core loop. Self-consciously slipping into the lobby in our “cheerful” outfits, we awaited our big premiere. Art Mitchell eyed us as he passed through on his way up to his second story office. Uh-oh: Art had a reputation for hitting on every attractive chick who walked into his theater. Not five minutes later, Vince invited us upstairs for a doobie.


This was a big deal, like going backstage at a rock concert. We got buzzed through the locked door that guarded the second level of the theater. Topping the stairs, we entered the projection booth where Vince worked. Art handed us an enormous joint and encouraged us to partake freely. I’d never smoked pot before a performance, but hey, this was just for fun. After the second joint, Art said, “Let’s go over to Roberts.”


“There’s not enough time,” I replied. “It’s almost time for us to go on.”


“Come on,” cajoled Art, “just for a few minutes.”


Roberts was an opulent restaurant owned by Frenchman Robert Charles a couple of doors down from the O’Farrell Theater. The Victorian building housing the restaurant had once been a site where exotic 1930s burlesque performer Sally Rand did her teasing fan dance. It was also rumored to have been a brothel. Passing through the foyer into a large hall, I took in the baroque walls painted red and gold and looked up at the high ceilings covered in colorful frescoes of men and women engaging in Dionysian excess. A second-floor balcony supported by grand Roman columns displayed small curtained rooms. Aha, the rumor was true; these were perfect salons for a discreet rendezvous.


Via a plush red carpet, Art escorted us to a long table set in the middle of the grand hall. Robert, seated at the head of the table, greeted us and introduced six male French tourists. Art guided each of us strategically to seats between two men. Jeez, this was another one of Art’s setups. The smile on my face froze, completing the look of an American cheerleader doll. Janet and Karin glanced at me apprehensively, but then eyed the expensive French wine, cheese, petit fours, and other delectable French edibles. Soon, we were gulping wine and laughing at French jokes we didn’t get. My college French vaguely bobbed to the surface and I blurted out, “Où est la bibliotèque?” The men laughed. I followed up with, “Oui, oui,” and they laughed more. Suddenly, it was 11:55, and like obedient Cinderella, we rushed back to our duties at the Nickelodeon.


Panting, we arrived at our spot behind the film screen. With our brains whirling from the pot and wine, I looked at Janet, Janet looked at Karin, Karin looked at me, and we giggled. This two-hundred-seat movie theater offered no amplification, no spotlight, and no stage—just twelve feet of sticky bare floor between the flat movie screen and the first row of seats.


“The People’s Nickelodeon is proud to present the premiere of the Nickelettes,” yelled an anonymous voice.


From behind the screen we pranced out singing a cappella, “Music! Music! Music!” camping it up with Karin’s choreographed 1920s-style dance. The song had a bouncy beat, and the lyrics mentioned putting a nickel in a Nickelodeon. My dope-shrouded brain told me to kick right, but I noticed that Janet and Karin kicked left. I remembered the lyrics, despite the wine, but Janet and Karin dissolved into giggles. Recovering our composure, we overcompensated for the lack of a sound system by shouting the words into the faces of the too-close audience, and aimed our chorus-line kicks at the teeth of the front row patrons. Wild.


Wheee! We turned around, flipped up our skirts, mooned the audience, and scampered offstage. The crowd awarded us with boisterous applause. What a rush! We laughed so hard we could barely breathe.


The movie started, and we trooped back upstairs as our giddy high slid into recognition of guilty foolishness. The fun had a debasing aftertaste. Like getting away with something you shouldn’t. Like darting away from Frenchmen after drinking their wine and gobbling their goodies. Like prostitutes who got paid and didn’t have to fuck anyone.


Art greeted us in the projection booth. “Hey, that was great!” he said, as he draped his arm around Janet’s shoulders.


“Do you really think so?” Janet asked, removing his hand hovering near her breast.


“The audience loved it,” Vince added. “What are you going to do next week?”


“Uh, we don’t know yet,” Karin tittered, as she shot me a glance that clearly said, “Let’s get out of here.”


At one in the morning, three embryonic Nickelettes headed for my car. A severe hangover loomed behind my eyes smeared with mascara.


Karin moaned, “I’ve never been so embarrassed in my whole life. There’s no way I’m ever doing that again.”


“I agree, never again. I felt like an idiot,” Janet echoed.


With my tail between my legs I vowed never to mention the Nickelettes again, delegating it a one-hit wonder.


The following weekend, Janet, Karin, and I performed White Blackbird, our original play based on the diaries of Anaïs Nin. As if the Nickelettes had never happened, we comfortably slipped back into our experimental theater roles. On Saturday, after the final performance, we were in the dressing room changing into our street clothes, when out of the blue Karin asked, “So what are we going to do for the People’s Nickelodeon on Tuesday?”


And with that, the Nickelettes (The Nickelettes would become Les Nickelettes later) took on a momentum that refused to be ignored.
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In August 1967, I escaped the stifling hot California Central Valley with acceptance to San Francisco State College (now San Francisco State University) as a drama major. As soon as I arrived in the fog-draped city, it felt like home. To me, it was like going to sleep in black-and-white Kansas and waking up in the glittering city of Oz. Although I missed the Summer of Love by a hair, there still remained an ambiance of radical culture shift in the air. In this hippie environment, I became an actress who rejected “straight” theater in favor of alternative experimental plays and embraced street theater’s revolutionary avant-garde message.
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People’s Nickelodeon Poster announcing the debut of the Nickelettes





In the college drama department, I found a kindred spirit in Janet Croll. We were the only two women cast in Epidermis, a student-written play. I confided to Janet, “Until I got cast in this play, I felt like an outsider.”


“Me too. I don’t really want to do Carousel or Romeo and Juliet,” Janet said with a withering glance around the lobby of the main theater where the drama students hung out.


“I think it’s cool that this new play presents the Prometheus myth in present day. But the rehearsals are so intense.”


“That’s what I like about it; it gets under your skin. Here, read this.” Janet handed me Towards a Poor Theatre by the Polish theater artist Jerzy Grotowski. I took the book home and devoured it in the span of a couple days. Grotowski’s technique led an actor to strip away everything and delve into the deepest part of the psyche to unleash genuine emotions that could be expressed truthfully on stage. I ached to be authentic. To me, Janet embodied the deeply serious actress I wanted to be. From then on, we were inseparable.


Getting to know each other, we exchanged childhood stories. I told Janet about growing up in Southern and Central California residing in working-class suburban tract homes. “My parents struggled to pay the bills paycheck to paycheck. Sometimes there wasn’t much food in the house. There were times we only had pancakes for dinner. But I always felt unconditional love, even though both of my parents worked, and me and my siblings were on our own after school.”


“Wow, my story couldn’t be more different,” related Janet. “I grew up on New York City’s Upper East Side. My father worked day and night on Wall Street, and my mother disappeared to Arizona for months at a time during a series of nervous breakdowns. But I had a nanny. I loved my nanny and she loved me.” Janet showed me a beloved comforter that her nanny had given her, and hugged it as if it were the woman in the flesh. “Then they sent me off to finishing school. But I rebelled, got drunk every day, and they kicked me out.” She threw back her head of wild brown hair and laughed like a hyena. “Mommy was livid when I enrolled at San Francisco State College and moved three thousand miles away.”


I admired Janet’s impulsiveness and the way she walked with willowy limbs all akimbo. And I suspected she admired my ability to stay firmly grounded. We fell in love, not physically, but spiritually. This was the first time I’d experienced such a deep-level connection in a female friendship.


After rehearsals of Epidermis, Janet and I talked for hours. I confided to her, “My boyfriend James wants to keep me all to himself. He took out the telephone over the holiday break and insisted we hole up in the apartment and not see anyone.”


“You called me.”


“I had to sneak out to the pay phone on the corner.”


“That sounds pretty controlling.”


“I love him, but he only wants me to go to school and then come back to the apartment and be alone with him.”


“But you’re doing the play.”


“He knows I have a passion for acting, and that I won’t give it up for anything or anybody. But the only time we socialize is with his friends. People ask me questions, and he answers.”


“Don’t you see? He’s obliterating your personality. He’s immature, and this relationship is not healthy for you.”


It took many of these talks for me to admit Janet was right. One cold, rainy night I called her from the corner pay phone, suitcase in hand. “I left him,” I told her, bursting into tears. “Can I stay with you for a while?” She saved me.


After college, Janet and I rented an apartment together as we scrounged around for acting roles. One night, we went to a party at a sprawling communal flat on Fourth Avenue and were reunited with Tom Usher, another theater major alum from San Francisco State College. We fell into reminiscing about our unsatisfying experiences in the drama department.


Tom regaled us with his intellectual vision of a new kind of theater. “I want to broaden the concept of traditional theater by fusing symbols, music, folk dance, and myth with a Jungian archetype narrative. I’m forming a new theater company and calling it the Blue Lantern Theater.”


“That sounds so interesting,” I replied.


“You and Janet could join our troupe,” he offered. I was thrilled.


At the first meeting of the Blue Lantern Theater, Tom introduced Janet and me to his girlfriend, Karin Segal, a dancer. Karin was short for a dancer but made up for it with a fluid, kinetic energy. Tom wanted her to add modern dance elements to the project.


“I’m taking classes with Margaret Jenkins,” she enthusiastically told us. “She studied with Merce Cunningham and John Cage in New York, but now is teaching in San Francisco and creating her own modern dance collaborations with other art forms in the same way that Tom is talking about doing with theater.” I liked her passion, and also her easy, infectious laugh.


Under Tom’s direction, the Blue Lantern Theater staged Rites of Passage: An Exercise in Archetypes, and during that run Janet, Karin, and I discovered a shared obsession. We were all besotted with Anaïs Nin and had read every one of her diaries as soon as they came out. Like millions of other women of the time, we daydreamed of stepping into Anaïs’s shoes and drifting through one gauze-covered, erotic, poetic encounter after another.


After Rites of Passage ended, we talked Tom into collaborating on a project based on the diaries. The title White Blackbird emerged from the writings. Anaïs used a white blackbird (merle blanc) as a symbol of something rare, exotic, and improbable.


“I want to play the part of Anaïs,” Karin proclaimed. “I would have loved to be in Paris and New York in the ’30s and ’40s and lived the life she describes.”


“I would have loved to hang out with Antonin Artaud like she did,” weighed in Janet. “His theater of cruelty was surreal and wild.” Janet envisioned portraying Artaud’s descent into madness as a woman.


I was drawn to the earthy and sexual character June Miller, wife of Henry Miller. The script was developed during a series of workshops. I created a solo scene depicting June giving birth on stage. I sat on the floor upstage raging about the loneliness of my heavy body. “I’m hot, I’m parched. Now I’m cold, cold as ice. I push and I push and I push.” I related these feelings to the audience as I inched my body closer and closer to the lip of stage center while slowly spreading my legs in a birth-giving position. “Why am I alone in this pain?” I cried out at the climax of this metaphoric birth. At the end, I bitterly accused mankind of womankind’s predicament: “You lie in my womb only to gain strength, and then you leave.”


I experienced a catharsis doing that scene. I had never before allowed myself to shout out such rage. There was a freedom in doing it so publicly. It was the first hint of my destiny bubbling to the surface.


During the process of developing and performing this play, a sisterhood formed between Janet, Karin, and me that often excluded Tom. This newfound connection would become the foundation of the Nickelettes.
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The convergence of events that sparked the Nickelettes took place in a house of porn, but that says more about the times than the evolution of the group. The upheaval of the late 1960s sexual revolution, with its attitude of free love, opened the door for the acceptance of hardcore porn. Add to that mix a baby-boom generation consuming mass quantities of recreational drugs and liberated from youthful parenthood by birth control pills, and you have a hip counterculture thumbing its nose at past hang-ups. The Mitchell Brothers brought pornography from hidden back rooms and put it on display in a movie theater under the banner of a bright neon marquee.


I was pursuing my acting career in the Blue Lantern Theater, but needed a day job. I took a position as a nursery school teacher that left me exhausted. One day, I complained to Tom, “This job is wiping me out.”


“My roommate is a manager at the Mitchell Brothers’ O’Farrell Theater, and they’re hiring cashiers,” he told me. “It would be easy work.”


“I’m not sure I want to spend all day in a porno theater.”


Tom shrugged, “Porn is no big deal anymore.”


I met Tom Volnick, the manager, and he told me the salary would be fifty cents more an hour than my current job, and I would only have to work thirty hours a week. I accepted. This cushy employment in a relaxed atmosphere fit my needs. In between customers I could memorize lines or do research for theater roles. And Art and Jim Mitchell were friendly, laidback bosses.


Six months after I was hired, Vince Stanich started the People’s Nickelodeon. Vince worked as one of the theater’s three projectionists, churning through endless porn loops in twelve-hour shifts. To ease the boredom, he concocted the People’s Nickelodeon, a midnight event held every Tuesday and Wednesday after the regular porno movies ended. Everything cost a nickel. A nickel to see a classic film, a nickel for a cup of coffee or a box of popcorn, a nickel for a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich. The intent of the People’s Nickelodeon was fun, not profits. Vince never had to pay film rental fees—he got vintage reels (Charlie Chaplin, Betty Boop cartoons) from his archivist friends, and cult classics like The T.A.M.I. Show from fellow projectionists willing to bootleg. Tom Volnick, the night manager, donated his services, as did other staff. It was a perfect happening for the low-income, underground counterculture of the time.


The Mitchell Brothers allowed their union projectionist to stage this weekly event in their theater because Vince convinced Artie and Jim that the People’s Nickelodeon would make them more hip and help them become known as more than just pornographers. Vince, in his early thirties, was older than Jim, Artie, and the rest of us. He used this “wiser” status to his advantage. His magnetic personality also contributed to the success of the venture. He sent out word of the event to his influential friends, and they to their friends, and there was an audience the first night.


The scene at the O’Farrell was unfamiliar to me. I held back and observed. Then, Vince, making it sound as if working for free was doing him a big favor, asked me to cashier for the midnight movies. I was thrilled to be asked to be a part of this cool avant-garde happening. However, it also drew me more into the culture of competitive seduction at the theater.


The day manager smiled seductively as he blocked the exit to the popcorn nook, and I had to learn to maneuver like a snake past him. Jim Mitchell winked and invited me up to his private office for a drink, and I learned to laugh it off as if a prank. Art Mitchell cut to the chase: “Come on, baby, take your clothes off and let’s do it.” I learned to duck his blatant invitation, but he didn’t give up. A few days later he invaded my space by slithering up close, breathing into my ear, “Baby, I could drink your bathwater.” I rolled my eyes and pivoted back to my cashier station.


Survival in this game was a rite of passage for all young women. Like other female employees who encountered this workplace behavior and wanted to keep their jobs, we had to pull off a delicate balancing act. Boomer girls invented new strategies in this tricky era of sexual liberation.


Behind the projection booth was a small room known as Vinny’s Clubhouse, where the guys hung out and smoked weed. Vince had furnished the clubhouse with comfy secondhand sofas, chairs, tables, and a year-round Christmas tree. Except for the odor of marijuana and the psychedelic posters on the wall, it was reminiscent of a set from the 1950s TV show Father Knows Best. On the nights Vince and I worked the same shift, he invited me up to the clubhouse to share some pot during my break.


Once, he asked about my theater activities and sat listening intently to my stories.


“My biggest fear is not being taken seriously,” I confessed.


He squinted at me with a Slavic, hooded-eyed stare reminiscent of Humphrey Bogart in The African Queen. “My biggest fear is being the lonely projectionist with my nose crushed against the glass porthole viewing the party below.”


I didn’t know what to say. His genuine honesty took me by surprise—this was not his usual playful bantering. I let my eyes gaze around the clubhouse. “It looks like you’re pining for the good old days.”


“These are the good old days,” he shot back. Then he lifted one eyebrow and said, “What are you doing after work tonight?”


It was in the clubhouse that the idea of the Nickelettes was hatched and where Vince’s effortless charm reeled me in. We went out after work and had drinks. We became close friends.
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Nothing in the first year of the Nickelettes was calculated. After our third outing in front of the movie screen at the People’s Nickelodeon, a fellow cashier said, “I want to be a Nickelette.” This unexpected request was from Elaine Schelb (nicknamed “Schelby”), who had no performing experience and the demeanor of a mild-mannered librarian, with looks to match: petite, slender, with waist-long auburn hair and granny glasses. We did need more cheerleaders to spell out “Nickelodeon,” so why not? Schelby sewed a “K” on her sweater and became the fourth Nickelettes cheerleader. Schelby was even less adept at singing and dancing than Janet, Karin, and me, but by now we grasped that the audience liked it that way.


Next, Debby Marinoff, who had helped with costumes for the Blue Lantern Theater, also asked to come aboard, saying, “The Nickelettes look like tons of fun.” Debby was a painter and sculptor who had recently graduated from the San Francisco Art Institute. In her studio she transformed vintage formals, bras, and cocktail dresses into art by applying paint, glitter, and decorative materials, then covering it all in a plastic resin. The most distinctive feature of these sculptures was that the breasts and nipples were on the outside of the garments. “I always secretly wanted to be in the theater,” said Debby. “I wanted to get involved because for me it was like a forbidden thing.”


The week Debby joined, the featured movie at the Nickelodeon was The Seventh Voyage of Sinbad. “We can lead cheers for Sinbad,” I suggested.


Debby had a different idea, “Think about it, a ‘Voyage of Sin-bad.’”


We scampered out chanting: “Sin-bad is a sea-man, a seaman, sea-man, se-men, se-men …” The audience caught on to the pun and joined in. Then we launched into our song:




By the sea, by the C


By the C-U-N-T


You and me, you and me


Oh how happy we’ll be …





The audience stomped their feet, hooted, and whooped. We ran backstage laughing until we peed our pants. Maybe this was tame by today’s perspective, but in the early 1970s, nice girls didn’t say such things in public.


With our inner bawdiness unleashed, the cheerleading was left in the dust. The next week we entered as cowgirls running down the aisles shooting cap guns and singing our version of “Home on the Range,” ending with the line: “And my pants are real cloudy all day.”


After that we skewered the lyrics to “Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head”:




Sperm drops keep falling on my thigh …


Those sperm drops keep sticking,


They keep sticking to my thighs. …





It was silly stuff, but for us it was liberating, like reclaiming our sexuality. We broke the rules and received showers of approval. “I had stage fright, but the adrenaline rush once you were on stage, it was such a trip,” Debby said. “I loved it.”


With the cheerleader costumes in the trash, we dressed up any way we fancied. Debby favored bright, satin Chinese pajamas. I preferred fluffy formals from the 1950s with silver high heels. Janet tended toward slinky silk dresses from the ’40s, with rhinestone jewelry and feather boas. Schelby chose flashy miniskirts. Karin wore a belly dancing outfit. Lucky for us, secondhand shops in the early ’70s were full of these inexpensive treasures. Forbidden fantasies hid beneath each costume, so in between group numbers, each “individual” took center stage to do her own thing.


As we were hanging out in the lobby after a show, an unknown woman rushed up to us. “Your show is wonderful,” she gushed. “I’d love to be a part of it.” Taken by surprise, we ran away giggling like shy schoolgirls. Up to this point, the group had expanded only with friends. But this woman was a stranger.


Later, Vince took me aside. “A girl I know is a fan of the Nickelettes and wants to join the group.”


“But we don’t know her,” I replied.


“Her name is Bonnie Solliman. She’s been in some of Art and Jim’s movies.”


“A porn star? Are you kidding?”


“The People’s Nickelodeon is for everyone, and the Nickelettes should be, too.”


I made the case for Bonnie to the others, who reacted the same way I did. “The whole point of the People’s Nickelodeon is that it’s not exclusive, but instead accessible for everyone,” I said, repeating Vince’s admonishment. We arranged a meeting with Bonnie.


She burst in, and hugged each one of us. “You’re all so terrific,” she said. “Do you know how special you are? How special your shows are? I would love to be a Nickelette.”


Won over by Bonnie’s enthusiasm and genuineness, I said, “Sure, you’re in.”


“I’m only working as a porn actress to pay for nursing school,” she told us. Bonnie added a new feature to the group, with her individual tap-dance routines and Broadway musical parodies.


After that, membership in the Nickelettes snowballed. Bonnie brought in her best friend Bermuda Schwartz, who declared, “Bonnie told me, ‘Anybody who had the balls to do it, could do it.’” Debby brought in a friend from the Art Institute. Women came in via friends of friends. There were no entrance requirements, little structure, and no rules: performance anarchy. Debby described it as a fluid chaotic sculpture. We purposely kept rehearsing to a minimum and adopted the motto, “What do you want for a nickel?”


Vince recruited other acts for an expanded vaudeville lineup, and the popularity of the People’s Nickelodeon exploded. It was the only stage in town where new acts and fringe types could perform and receive unfiltered acceptance.
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Karin, Janet, Diane, me, Myra, Schelby, and Bonnie at the People’s Nickelodeon in 1972





Al Rand, fifty-seven, a retired vaudevillian, emceed the show on roller skates and followed up with a soft shoe routine. Freaky Ralph plucked a guitar, attired in a long rainbow-colored wig and an American Revolutionary outfit. During his number he turned around, revealing a Colonel Sanders mask secured to the back of his head. He flipped his guitar over his shoulders and proceeded to sing a strange tribute to the colonel up in chicken heaven.


A few flyers stapled to telephone poles announced the shows, but it was word of mouth that filled the theater. The five-cent admission was so hot that Vince instituted advance sales and put up a “sold out” sign in the afternoon. A rejected, stoned freak at midnight with a nickel in his hand was not a pretty sight. Despite the lack of public outreach, a reporter from the San Francisco Chronicle showed up to write an article about the scene. On Sunday, April 9, 1972, “When Sex Ends at Midnight, the Freaks Roll In” appeared in the newspaper’s pink Datebook section. David Kleinberg described the Nickelettes as, “The freaks’ answer to the Mickey Mouse Club.”


We wanted him to get it. And I believe he did as he described our main number:




“I’m Viva Zapata and I’m here to say, I want Viva Zapata every day,” they sang. …


“When I’m nice and yellow and I’m golden brown, you can zip me open and go to town. Da, da, da, da do.” They whirled and displayed a rear view of full panties. There were screams of delight.





The article featured a photo of the Nickelettes, and a photo of me captioned, “Denise Larson, Head of the Nickelettes.” I was famous!


Reveling in validation, the group radiated with an expectant glow. We strutted our stuff as we walked through the lobby, and people pointed us out to their friends. “It was like being stars,” said Debby.


“I got recognized on the bus by some woman,” Bermuda told us. “‘Aren’t you a Nickelette?’ she asked.” It was so cool to share this sense of identity with a group of female friends.


As newly minted underground celebrities, we started getting mentioned in the alternative press. The Berkeley Barb described us as “having one-fifth the no-talent of the Cockettes.”


“Ha, ha, ha!” we laughed. The Cockettes were notorious gender-bending performance artists who did outrageous cabaret shows at the Palace Theater in San Francisco’s North Beach. In 1971, after seeing one of their shows, Gore Vidal observed, “No talent is not enough.” The blurb in the Berkeley Barb was a funny joke, but I feared people would think we were drag queens. Many did. The Cockettes were men and women in drag. But we were something else; we personified little girls playing dress-up, using a wacky show-and-tell performance art approach to let out our real feelings.
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Me at the People’s Nickelodeon in 1972





Speaking of drag queens, one night the female impersonator Divine came to a Nickelodeon show. Divine had worked with the Cockettes and was featured in the John Waters film Pink Flamingos. This evening, however, he wasn’t in drag. Without his sequin dress, wig, makeup, and false eyelashes, he was an overweight, balding man in overalls. As he walked through the lobby, Tom Volnick pointed him out to Schelby, who was basking in all her Nickelettes glory of having found just the right secondhand outfit for the evening: “Shelby, it’s Divine!”


“Thank you,” she said, pleased he had noticed her dress.
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Debby took a day job at the O’Farrell Theater selling popcorn and candy. Like me, she had to pay the bills until her artistic career took off. We often worked the same shift, and in the downtime between customers, we strategized about the Nickelettes.


Debby envisioned the group as a live version of her sculptures—the resin sprayed dresses with the tits on the outside. “You know what the critics say about my art?” Debby asked. “They say I’m rehashing the first art from the cave paintings about fertility symbols. My art is a revolt against art. The Nickelettes are a revolt against theater. It’s a symbol of all women, for all women. It’s female art. That’s totally the statement.”


“The Nicks are like a primordial awakening,” I added. “I’ve always felt like I had to hide my humorous side, like it wasn’t allowed.”


“We need to jazz things up,” Debby said. “Take the art concept up a notch.”


“The Nickelettes are like virgins,” I replied, “like babes in the woods.”


“That’s it—virgins! We’ll tell everybody we reclaim our virginity. Nobody tells us what to do, and nobody owns us. Never, never compromise.”


“And never sell out. Virgins are incorruptible and pure as driven snow. Once a virgin, always a virgin.”


“Once a Nickelette, always a Nickelette!”


Debby and I spread the word about this new concept. “The Nickelettes are virgins. Get it?”


Imagine claiming to be virgins in a porn theater at the height of the sexual revolution. The guys snickered, “We know you’re not virgins, we know you’ve had sex.”


I replied, “You don’t get it. We’re saying and doing whatever we want for the first time in our lives. That makes us untouched and virginal.”


We had grown up believing that whenever two or more women got together, the natural result was a catfight. But we had fun together; we didn’t compete for men or scratch each other’s eyes out for the title of Queen Kitty. And we shared a sense of anarchistic humor with gusto and glee.


One night, as we tossed around ideas for an appropriate—or better yet, inappropriate—ending to the show, someone suggested, “Why don’t we throw up our panties?” A synchronous “Yes!” rang out.


That night the Nickelodeon emcee announced: “And now the Nickelettes will throw up their panties.” Whistles and hoots from the crowd. Turning our back to the audience, we stuffed panties into our mouths, which was difficult because we were laughing so hard, then turned around as a group, and blaaaaatt, barfed our panties all over the stage. The crowd went ballistic. This stunt epitomized our campy, off-the-wall, feminist statement.
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In late spring of 1972, the Mitchell Brothers released their infamous hardcore movie Behind the Green Door. They threw a lavish premiere party (à la Hollywood) and invited the Nickelettes and other acts from the Nickelodeon to perform. Recently, the Miss America pageant had come under attack from liberated women who labeled it a meat market. The feminists pointed out that the parade of young women strutting their stuff in bathing suits and high heels was solely for the crass entertainment of leering men. A Nickelettes spoof was a no-brainer; we called it “The Ms. Hysterical Contest.”


Art Mitchell insisted that Marilyn Chambers, the star of Behind the Green Door, become a Nickelette for the gala. We had no entrance requirements, so how could we say no?


We chose satirical contestant names: Bonnie claimed Ms. Understood; Karin, Ms. Judged; I was Ms. Stake; Janet, Ms. Guided, and Debby, Ms. Bizarro. Marilyn chose Ms. Pussy. We wore thrift-shop formals. Marilyn chose an itty-bitty bikini. One by one, the Nickelettes parodied hysterical talents: absurd baton twirling, mimed accordion playing, and bad cabaret singing. I placed a champagne bottle between my legs, yanked out the cork, lifted the bottle to my lips and took a hearty swig of the bubbly contents—virginal talent takes many forms.


Marilyn sashayed up to the mic with practically nothing on and did an act that Art Mitchell had written for her: “How would you like to kiss Ms. Pussy, boys? I’d really like to get connected with you,” she cooed. “I’ve got everything you need. Herpes. Crabs. Syphilis. Clap. Come on, I’d like to get to know you better.”


The audience self-consciously tittered. Nice-girl Nickelettes played at being naughty. Marilyn played at being smutty. When I explained to her our virgin concept, she replied, “What’s that supposed to mean?” If you have to ask, honey, that means you don’t get it.


A recruited audience member drew the name of the winner out of a hat. “Ms. Hysterical is … Ms. Pussy.” A half-baked beauty queen smile stayed plastered on my face as I watched her be crowned.


This event opened a can of worms. Should anyone who walked in the door be allowed into the group? “We should only let in women with the Nickelettes spirit,” Debby demanded.


“But how can we tell if someone has a virgin spirit?” I asked. We contemplated this question as the People’s Nickelodeon closed down for the summer.


Karin, Janet, and I reassumed our theater careers with a two-month run of White Blackbird and relegated the Nickelettes to the back burner. But sometimes they would crop up in conversations. “What if this audience saw us perform as Nickelettes? What would they think?” asked Karin.


“White Blackbird is our true theatrical calling, and the Nickelettes are just a goof, right?” asked Janet.


“Yeah, right,” I said.


But the run for White Blackbird was cut short when we received a cease-and-desist letter from Anaïs Nin’s representatives. One of the author’s friends attended a performance and reported back to Anaïs on how we interpreted her material. She didn’t like what she heard. It never even occurred to us to get permission to adapt the material. We worshipped her diaries, and this rejection was so mundane. We altered the title and changed the character names, but it was never the same.
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Debby and I continued our strategic talks as we counted down the days until the fall reopening of the People’s Nickelodeon. “I’m itching to get out there again and be even more outrageous,” I said.


“I get it,” said Debby. “I’m hot to trot, too, like an eager beaver.”


“Yeah,” I laughed. “Virgin eager beavers.”


Debby created two rubber stamps. One said, “The Nickelettes are Virgins,” and the other, “The Nickelettes are Eager Beavers.” Winking, she told me, “That’ll confuse them.”


Vince and I also spent more and more time together after work, collaborating on the future of the Nickelodeon. This, mixed with Vince’s unwavering support for the Nickelettes and his patient seduction, was a combination I could no longer resist. Our shared passion became a convenient excuse for a love affair.


In October, the People’s Nickelodeon reopened, having lost none of its momentum. A month later, on Tuesday, November 7, 1972, in a landslide victory over George McGovern, Richard M. Nixon was reelected president of the United States. It would take a couple of years for the public to learn about the tactics the Nixon reelection team used to win the largest popular vote in the history of the United States, but the counterculture had no illusions about his character. At midnight, after voting results were affirmed, the People’s Nickelodeon presented the Tricky Dick Tribute Show. The biggest laugh of the night came when the Nickelettes said, “The country decided, it’s unwise to switch Dicks in the middle of a screw.”


Vinny’s clubhouse hosted celebrities from San Francisco’s counterculture: Ron Turner, owner of Last Gasp Comix (the first to publish underground cartoon artists R. Crumb and Bill Griffith); Dan O’Neil, creator of the hip Odd Bodkins comic strip; Karl Cohen, film archivist (the source of Charlie Chapin films and Betty Boop cartoons shown at the Nickelodeon); and Clay Geerdes, underground journalist and photographer. Clay published articles and photos of the Nickelettes. In “San Francisco Report” for the Los Angeles Free Press, he wrote:




The notorious Nickelettes are doing their thing. Just what that is has yet to be determined. These chicks are a paradox and a parody. … [They] are keeping alive the high points of woman’s existence.





Clay Geerdes attempted to put into words the fact that the Nickelettes were singular in what we were doing: liberated women following an inner zeitgeist that at this point defied categorization.
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Art and Jim Mitchell made a ton of money from their surprise hit Behind the Green Door. Now internationally famous, they crowed and preened like peacocks following their return from the Cannes Film Festival. And Marilyn Chambers was the most famous porn star in the world.


The Mitchell Brothers planned to continue this success with a follow-up film for their new star. They came up with a coming-of-age story, The Resurrection of Eve, and began shooting soon after the People’s Nickelodeon reopened. There was a scene in the script where Marilyn and her boyfriend attended a party as sort of foreplay before the climatic sex scene. Art came up with the idea of filming this party at the People’s Nickelodeon. He enticed the Nickelettes to be in the film by convincing us that appearing in this new movie could lead to national attention and our big break. Plus, we would get paid.


The shoot was scheduled to start at midnight, in sync with the actual Nickelodeon. But delays in setting up the camera pushed the start time to one in the morning. Then they turned on the huge movie floodlights. This illumination revealed an audience under a cloud of illicit weed.


The crowd got rowdy as the shoot dragged on and on. This was not fun. Art directed the Nickelettes to alter our act to fit his script. We balked. “Then he told us to go into the audience and sit on people’s laps,” Bermuda later remembered. I vacillated between my duty to comply with the director’s request and my instinct not to. I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t sit on anyone’s lap. Afterwards, I staggered out of the theater in the wee hours of the morning with a bad taste in my mouth.


The next day, Jim Mitchell called Vince into his office and lowered the boom. “No more midnight shows.” The reason: Jim and Art didn’t want freaks and junkies running amok in their theater. Art recounted witnessing a guy shooting up in the men’s restroom. Jim stated that the stoned weirdo culture of the audience was bad for business. Now that the Mitchell Brothers were Big Rich Fucking Stars, the People’s Nickelodeon was history.


I didn’t want the Nickelodeon shut down. The Nickelettes were just getting revved up. I regretted appearing in that stupid movie Resurrection of Eve, an eventual dud. But there was something deeper. The Mitchell Brothers faced a counterculture patriarchal dilemma: How do you promote gender sexual equality and freedom, but still retain power over women? “The Nicks were for women, the Mitchell Brothers used women,” Debby later declared. “We could not be bought and sold, which was the antithesis of what the Mitchell Brothers were about.”


Later, when we were alone in my apartment, Vince told me, “I’ll let things simmer overnight and talk them out of it tomorrow.” The next morning he walked into Art and Jim’s office with a persuasive last-ditch plan to save his beloved project. After the meeting, I ducked into the clubhouse, and his crestfallen face told me everything. His usual stoic demeanor failed to hide the disappointment that his dream of creating a 1970s version of vaudeville had bit the dust.


I vented, “How dare the Mitchell Brothers brush the Nickelettes off as if we’re pesky gnats?”


“It’s not about the Nickelettes,” Vince said as his shoulders sagged in melancholy resignation.


“The brothers can close down the People’s Nickelodeon but they can’t close us down,” I stubbornly declared. “But where else can we go?”


“Don’t worry, I’ll help you find a place for the Nicks,” Vince assured me. His commitment to the group brought us even closer together.


I could have dropped the whole thing and gone back to being an experimental theater artist. But the Nickelettes had opened a new door. The boost I got from being an eager beaver taking back my virginity was powerful. It was a different kind of second-wave women’s liberation, an atypical approach to marching in the streets. A pornographic movie house might be the last place you’d expect to plant the seed of a feminist group, but that’s what happened.





CHAPTER 2


URBAN GUERRILLA SORORITY PLEDGES


“The Nickelettes are Mutants.”


“Let’s have a slumber party,” suggested Janet.


“Cool,” said Karin, “like high school.”


“Okay,” I agreed, “but let’s use this get-together to plot strategy for the future of the group.”


My practical plan of action had as much chance of happening as a pigeon passing up a breadcrumb.


Seven Nickelettes assembled at the apartment Janet and I shared for the faux slumber party. First, we unleashed our inner teenage spirit by dropping a smidgen of LSD. Rocking out to 1960s music in our baby-doll pajamas, we gorged on chips and guzzled Cokes spiked with rum. Our big fat hair curlers jiggled to the beat of rock ’n’ roll and the uninhibited abandon of our laughter. Singing along to songs at the top of our lungs triggered the performing bug.


“This is fun, but we need an audience,” Debby said. “Where can we go?”


“If the O’Farrell is the bottom of the barrel,” I said, “the only place to go is up.”


“Right,” concurred Debby. “Flaunting it at the top—Top of the Mark.”


“Let’s go!”


The Top of the Mark is a ritzy cocktail lounge on the top floor of the Mark Hopkins Hotel in San Francisco’s upscale Nob Hill. With a 360-degree view of the city and a hundred types of martinis, it has an international reputation as a “must see” destination. So seven high-as-a-kite Nickelettes jumped into a couple of beat-up cars and headed to the swanky side of town.


Scampering through the lobby of the hotel in our pajamas, we giggled at the absurd goofiness of this adolescent stunt. As we popped into the elevator, we faced a no-nonsense matron adorned in a severe black dress and white gloves operating the lift.


“The Top of the Mark,” requested Debby. The creaky ride up nineteen floors took forever. Our nervous energy burst out in titters and a fidgety stationary dance.


“Ladies, you’re at the Mark,” admonished the sober operator.


Karin and I exchanged a glance acknowledging that such silliness was not allowed in these highbrow places.


Stepping out of the elevator into the cocktail lounge, Debby snapped us back on track. “What is this shit? She’s not our mother.”


The maître d’ ushered us to an obscure table next to the kitchen. A waitress came to take drink orders. Uh-oh, no one brought money.


Janet smiled. “Give us a few minutes.”


“They’re going to kick us out,” I whispered in panic.


“Just be cool,” said Debby. “Look at this place—it’s dead—they need us. Janet and I will go ask the bandleader to play our theme song.”


“Do you think they’ll do it?”


“Sure, all we have to do is use our charms, a little wink, a little smile …”


Off they went. Debby was right—musicians are pushovers for beguiling young women in nighties. Within two minutes, we were onstage at the Top of the Mark singing and dancing “Music! Music! Music!” and mooning the audience with our pajama-clad bottoms. The polite applause from the audience was unlike the catcalls and whistles we were used to at The People’s Nickelodeon, but who cares? The house band at the Top of the Mark just backed us full blast, baby! In flushed triumph we returned to our table, the cocktail waitress hot on our heels. Karin waved her off: “Oh, sorry, we gotta go.”


“We got another gig to do,” added Debby.


As we headed for the elevator, a well-heeled lady patron approached Debby and asked, “What sorority are you pledging, dear?” We laughed ourselves silly all the way home over that one.


“It’s all right to be crazy, it’s not all right to act crazy,” chortled Debby.


But the society lady’s observation was on to something. Our newfound sisterhood was like a sorority—not a college sorority, but a performance-art urban guerilla sorority. We stayed up until dawn talking about the possibilities of this new identity: street-wise sorority pledges doing stunts. If we couldn’t find a new home for our act, we could just show up at events and ham it up.
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Some members drifted away after the demise of the People’s Nickelodeon, but others came in to take their place. There were a dozen women in the group now, with usually eight to ten showing up for any specific group event. Doing every show wasn’t mandatory.


Vince got us a couple of gigs at the Roxie Theater in the Mission. The theater had recently transformed from a porn palace into an alternative/cult/third-run movie house. Vince hit up his fellow projectionist at the Roxie to let us do a skit before the films.


Bonnie and Bermuda invited their friend, Roberta Coleman, to be in the skit. “Roberta was a Nickelette,” explained Bermuda. Roberta, a San Francisco native from a solid middle-class family, had long raven-black hair and smooth flawless skin. She fit right in with us nice girls and also shared our love of bad puns.


“I always wanted to perform,” Roberta said. “As kids, my sister, cousin, and me sang songs like ‘Sugar in the Morning’ and ‘Oh, You Beautiful Doll.’” She was different from the rest of us in one aspect: she was a single mom with a four-year-old son. Nonetheless, Roberta pledged the sorority, later saying, “It was a place I could let out a lot of pent-up hostility, emotions, and energy.”


The funky Roxie Theater had no backstage, and the only way up to the tiny stage in front of the movie screen was to walk down the aisle in full view of the audience and ascend a mid-stage ladder-like stairway. Try that in a tight dress and high heels. Our skit satirized the Society Against Drugs and Sex, so we changed the lyrics of our theme song, “Music! Music! Music!”




Put another nickel in


In the nickel bag of sin


All I want is smoking dope


And grass and hash and cocaine


I’ll do anything for dope


I would even blow the Pope …





Our naughty-girl act went over well, but the Roxie didn’t fit as a permanent home for us.
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In January 1973, as the country watched the Richard Nixon inaugural ball, a friend of Vince’s put together a West Coast counter-wingding at the San Francisco Art Institute dubbed the In-Nauseating Ball. The Nickelettes were invited to perform. Our skit scoffed at the president’s mandate by marching to the “Grand Old Dick”:




Every heart beats true for the red, white, and blue


And there’s never a spy or a trick


Should your old acquaintance be forgot


Keep your hand on that Tricky Dick





In the midst of the after-show party, Karin summoned me to the basement restroom. Janet had locked herself in a bathroom stall and refused to come out. From the retching sounds I heard behind the door, I guessed she had consumed too much beer and psilocybin.


“Come on, Janet, open the door,” I coaxed.


“Everyone’s laughing at me,” she sobbed uncontrollably. “I can’t take it.”


“No one’s laughing at you, just with you,” I said through the slit in the stall door. “It’s all in fun. Come out.”


“No. No. I can’t face anyone.”


“Well, you can’t stay in there all night,” I reasoned. She wouldn’t budge. Ruining my sequin outfit on the cement floor encrusted with the filthy evidence of several generations of college art students, I wiggled under the door. I led her, pale and shaking, out of the restroom. “Come on, honey, let’s go home. I’ll drive your car.”
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