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c.@eKETTES 
. . ~ . 

CREATIVE 
CONFLIC·TS 

John Rothermel & Friend 

by Clay Geerdes 
That there are people tripping 

around the Bay Area these days 
who have to ask who The Cockettes 
were testifies to the migratory 
nature of the times. As one who 
photographed the midnight shows 
at the Palace Theatre in North 
Beach for a couple of years,· I 
would be the first to say that any 
collective definition 0f the enor- • 
mous number of people involved 
in that scene is impossible. It is 
as logical to ask what a Cockette 
was as who, perhaps more so,be­
cause the end product of those 
hours-· of make-up and rehearsal 
was usually something beyond sex 
role, a work of art with a human 
core. 

I was nor there at the beginning, 
not in the Place the nightHibiscus 
and a few friends danced on stage 
and improvised the first Cockette· 
show and what I know of those 
initiai shows came to me from in­
terviews with many different peo­
ple. Film-maker Steven Arnold, 
who created LUMINOUS PRO­
CURESS, initic:1ted a series of 
nostalgic movie screenings at the 
Place called the Nocturnal Dream 
Shows. 

The night people came to these 
films ' in huge crowds, and one 
night. Hibiscus and a few of his 
friends arrived withlargebunches 
of red roses. All wereincostumes. 
There were colorful, interesting 
people so Arnold let them jn free. 
Hibiscus made a grand entrance 
down the i!isle and created his own· 
show in the audience. 

Out of that scene came the 
-Cockettes, who fiFSt went onstage 
one evening at the invitatiqn of 
Arnold. He suggested they dance 
and do their thing. The music was 
that of the Rolling Stones, not the 
nostalgic thirties and forties sound 
that typified -those Cockettes wtw­
remained performing after Hibis­
cus left to form the Angels of 
Light. .:r here. are conflicting 
stories about just what night this 
occurred, but it was either on 
Halloween or New Year's Eve of 
1969. 

The early shows were improvi­
sational theatre, a mockery of 
established Broadway and Holly­
wood theatre-along with an ex­
tended parody of institutionalized 
entertainment. Hibiscus enjoyed 
mocking television talk-shows, 
and doing anything thatpoppedinto 
his head while he was in the foot­
lights. It was his desire to do free 
shows and to keep them in an im­
provisational stage that caused a 
shift in the group about mid-1970. 

Hibiscus had named the group 
after The Rockettes, but many 
believed that the· name derived 
from the penchant· ofinanyofthe 
drag queens for performing in 
costumes which left their geni­
talia exposed. The early shows 
were very orgiastic, and, it was 
only after Hibiscus left that they 
began to become more slick, 
moving toward drag versions of 
Broadway musicals. 

This was the schism. Hibiscus 
and his friends maintained the at­
titude prevalent during the acid 
days of Haight-Ashbury that peo­
ple should have everything free 
and money should never be a fac­
tor. He wanted to do free shows 
in the parks and to give away food 
at the performances; he also 
wanted to. do shows oriented to­
ward children. When Sebastian 
took over management of the re­
maining Cockettes who wanted to 
do morE' ,lex musicals, the 
empha~ _ .. -:!d away from free 
theatre to a more traditional QOX 

office orientation. 
The form taken by most of the 

"":------ ................. ___ ::_::_::_::~~-:.:.:.".'_-~---_-~-_-_-_-_____________________ _..:, _______ ~C;::o~c;:k::;e~t,;_· shows was that of the 

revue or variety show. There was 
a script, but it was more of an 
outline than a finished manuscript. 
and it served as afr~e-workfor, 
series of acts· of numbers in 

• which each of the Cockettes did 
his/her specialty. The s ho w s 
varied. PEARLS OVER SHAN­
GHAI was a staple, and it was 
performed more often than any 
oth'er show. TINSEL TARTS IN A 
HOT COMA was known as the 
• 'Depression" show. Earlier 
shows were HOLLYWOOD BABY­
LON and HELL'S ANGELS. 

All of the Cockette revues fea­
tured song and dance routines, a 
lot of o u trageo usl y colorfl¥ 
scenery and .cos~e~,_andabare .. 
minimum of spoken tines: In ine· 
troupe were gay people and some 
of those people were drag queens 
who got off on their transvestism, . 
others were costume freaks who 
transcended sex roles entirely, 
young men like Hibiscus and 
Wally who were human icono­
graphy; ~till others were not gay 
at all, just lovers of freaky thea­
tre. There were women in the 
~ockettes -- Dusty Dawn, Mar.;. 

• quel, Fayetta., Sweet Pam, Liz, 
and. there _ was a child·, Ocean 

Whatever happened to the Cock-
. ettes became a part of th e i r 

shows and the houses they livedin 
looked a lot like their dressing 
rooms at· the Palace, incredible-, 
museums of artifacts from the 
past. They recycled what they 
found in the second hand stores 
and built their most elaborate 
costumes from Halloween and 
Christmas materials bought in 
the basement sales held by dime­
stores and department s to r e s 
along Market Street. Drag queens 
like· John 'Rothermel wore the 
forties gowns and dresses once 
worn by women his mother's age; 
indeed, most of the queens had 
what they called a • 'street drag" 
for public wear. 

Wally, whose headdresses were 
often two feet high, once told me 
hi~ street drags were so hot that 
he couldn't even get into local 
San Francisco gay bars. Wally 
and HibiscY§ used to compete in 
the early shows, each trying to 
outdo the other via headdress and 
costume. 

In the long run, the public will 6 
probably remember the Cockett~.1£ 
as freaky drag queens, because 
·the queens put on the most visi-· _ 
ble and outrageous show, but 
those who were involved with the 
scene will think of it as a time of 

_personal freedom and good 'feel­
ings. The Palace in those days 
was a place where you could drop 
your sexual and social roles when· 
you walked into the lobby.and just 
trip on all of the images moving 
around you. 

The Cockettes may still be seen 
in several f i 1 ms: LUMINOUS 
PROCURESS by Steven Arnold; 
TRICIA'S WEDDING; ELEVATOR 
GIRLS IN BONDAGE by Michael 
Kalman; lliE RISE AND FALL 
OF IBE WORLD AS SEEN FROM 
A SEXUAL POSITION by Arthur 
Meyer; ALABAMA ·s GHOST by 
Fred Hobbs; and in a recent docu­
mentary by . Grego r y Pickup. 
Photographs of them appeared in a 
number of bor,ks including my own 
COCKETTE PAPER, DOL_L BOOJ<. 

Most of ':'he Cockettes are still 
in theatre. John Rothermel has a 
thirties night club act. Martin 
Worman works with_the Gallery 
Theatre Club. Goldie Glitters re­
cently starred in a version of 
"Cinderella" at ."the Palace. Dusty 
Dawn has formed her .own Fan­
tasy Theatre in Cotati California. 
Wally has been working with Dr. 
John, the Night Tripper. 

"Is there an more· litter?" 
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