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gave lots of that famous Divine wiggle. For the first time, Divine was really di-
vine on film. I thought she made Jayne Mansfield look like Grace Kelly.

Mondo Trasho was a “‘gutter film”: It was filmed in alleys, gutters, Laundro-
mats, and deserted areas around Baltimore. The plot was quite complicated,
even though there was no dialogue, just a musical sound track. A young fashion-
fanatic (Mary Vivian Pearce) leaves her house and meets a foot fetishist (John
Leisenring) who gives her a “shrimp job” (toe sucking) in a local park. She then
is run over by a portly bombshell (Divine) who has been distracted from her
driving by a hitchhiker (Mark Isherwood) she imagines is nude. From then on
their day is filled with tragedy. They witness a miracle in a Laundromat, are
committed to a mental institution to watch a topless tap dance performed by a
deranged inmate (Mink Stole), become the victims of Dr. Coat Hanger (David
Lochary) and his dreadful medical experiments, and finally are wounded in a
knife fight, only to die slow deaths in an actual pigpen.

Halfway through production, we got busted for “conspiracy to commit in-
decent exposure.” I had decided to film the nude hitchhiker scene on Johns Hop-
kins University campus early one Sunday morning, because it looked like the
country, and I figured no one would bother us. Bonnie had just finished a scene
where she staggers through the underbrush, dressed in her satin hot pants and
six-inch heels. David waited in full drag behind the wheel of a red ’59 Eldorado
convertible I had rented for the scene from a nervous couple. David retouched
Divine’s makeup as Mink waited in my car for us to finish the scene. Mark
stripped off his clothes in the freezing weather and began to “hitchhike.”

The cameras started running and Bonnie came out of the woods to the
road; Divine drove by, did a double take when she saw the nude hitchhiker, and
screeched her car to a halt. Then she backed up and “ran over” Bonnie. We did
a couple of takes to try to make it look real. Suddenly, an irate campus police-
man barged in front of the cameras and started screaming threats of arrest.
Mark hurriedly put on his bathrobe, but the cop kept grabbing at his robe and
screaming, “What do you have under there?”” Everybody decided to run for it,
and we piled into the Cadillac convertible and my car and tried to make a get-
away. The cop was still shaking his arms and screaming as the two carloads of
nervous actors peeled out.

Since we knew this cop would call the city police, we immediately dropped
Divine off at a hideout and the rest of us tried to return the now recognizable
Cadillac to its owners before they found out about the trouble. Unfortunately,
it’s difficult to be inconspicuous in a red *59 Cadillac Eldorado convertible, anr
acity cop spotted us, put on his siren, and pulled us over—quite fittingly, in front
of the Rex Theater, the one skin-flick house in town. He took all our names and
addresses, but arrested only Mark Isherwood, since he had a description of the
nude actor. We returned the car and rushed back to my apartment.
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it started to hypnotize us all. “Makeup . . . makeup . . . makeup. . .. Oh, God,
makeup,” the actress would moan over and over as she licked and fondled com-
pacts, eye-liner brushes, and lipsticks. Even the head plumber downstairs com-
mented, “What is that noise? 1 thought somebody was having a baby or
something, but [ didn’t want to say anything.” Finally Marina told me, “John,
I've finally eaten my makeup.” I knew something was wrong when she started
wearing evening gowns and tiaras just to go downstairs to empty the garbage in
the morning.

Lalways went to visit Marina in the hospital and was startled to see she had
hung the poster for the opening of Eat Your Makeup in the dayroom. Fellow pa-
tients would look curiously at the photo of Marina chained to a wall, dressed in
her Story of O outfit, and chuckle, “Oh, sure,” when she told them she was a film
star.

It seemed as if Ear Your Makeup was cursed. 1 entered the film in a student
competition at a local art college, but the judges started screaming “Get it off!”
halfway through it. They called the church where I planned to premiere it and
told the reverend it was “pernicious” and not to show it. The reverend refused
to cancel the opening, so the film festival judges called the IRS, who showed up
and refused to let us charge admission. Instead of selling tickets, we were al-
lowed to collect donations at the end of all three full-house shows, but since the
film offended so many people, our box office was nowhere near as high as it
should have been. None of the local film critics reviewed it, and the only pub-
licity it got was in Howard Smith’s “Scenes” column in The Village Voice.

A few weeks after the opening, Maelcum Soul died. Maelcum’s death to-
tally numbed us, so great was her influence on our attitudes toward the world.
We fought our way to her funeral through the riots following Martin Luther
King’s death and were shocked to see her laid out without her usual makeup.
Everyone wanted to sneak up to the coffin and draw on her crease lines, but her
mother managed to soothe the mourners by pulling out eight-by-ten-inch glam-
our shots of Maelcum and saying, “Maelcum was everything I wanted to be in
life, but didn’t have the nerve.”

Many of the Dreamlanders went back to Provincetown that summer.
Most still ate speed, smoked hash, and tripped, but we all managed to get jobs.
I was offered a job at the Provincetown Bookshop and jumped at the chance. It
turned out to be the best job I ever had. Imade a good salary, didn’t have to shop-
lift, and could get unemployment every winter. The owners, Elloyd Hanson and
Joel Newman, had great taste in books and allowed me to keep, free of charge,
my entire summer reading list. They also didn’t seem to mind all my weird
friends hanging around the shop.
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I talked a local church into allowing the Provincetown premiere of Ear Your
Makeup without having to screen it for the reverend. He probably thought it was
a hippie-flower film, and 1 was afraid he’d react negatively to scenes of kids
sniffing glue, eating makeup, and torturing models. I turned the bookshop win-
dow into a giant display ad for the film, and Bonnie and I hit the streets with a
little promotion. At the time, Bonnie had white, Jean Harlow hair and wore out-
rageous 1930s outfits. Queens would stop her on the street and say, “Excuse me,
Ilike your lashes.” She was the most highly visible resident of Provincetown that
summer. 1 printed up a stack of advertising flyers for Ear Your Makeup that fea-
tured a drawing of Bonnie about ready to go down ona lipstick tube. Bonnie car-
ried a huge basket full of candy lipsticks. We’d approach tourists, I’d hand them
a flyer, Bonnie would hand them a candy lipstick and deadpan: “Here. Eat it.
Read it. And Come.” Most of the tourists seemed frightened rather than
amused, and many threw back the candy and screamed: “No! No! 1 know it has
acid in it!”

The “premiere” was sold out, and the reverend seemed to get over the ini-
tial shock of seeing hundreds of lunatics dressed in movie-star outfits stagger
into his church, stoned out of their minds. I watched his expression throughout
the film, and he only looked faint once or twice.

The audience liked Eat Your Makeup, but I knew it would never become a
hit. It was technically too fucked-up and arty, and I hadn’t really found the trashy
look and subject matter that made my later films successful. The closest it got
to a New York showing was Elsa Tambellini at the Gate Theater agreeing to look
at it. She hardly glanced at the screen and talked on the phone throughout the
showing and rudely stated at the end, “We'll call you if we want it.” She seemed
to think it was ridiculous that I was from Baltimore.

Mondo Trasho was my first feature-length film. My father lent me the
$2,000 to cover the budget, and Pete Garey of Quality Film Labs in Baltimore
took time to teach me the basic techniques of film making. I wanted to make
real trash this time, and I knew Divine would make the perfect star. We both
idolized Jayne Mansfield, and since Divine was getting quite heavy, we agreed
she could play the perfect takeoff of a blond bombshell. I designed his gold Capri
pants and halter top and bought him a pair of gold six-inch heels from Freder-
ick’s of Hollywood. The whole outfit had become quite funky by the end of the
filming. The tailor who made the costume wasn’t that good, so Divine’s Capri
pants never were tight enough. You can see him struggling to pull his pants up
throughout the entire film. David Lochary was responsible for Divine’s platinum
slut hairdo and the heavy makeup that seemed to transform Divine into a vision
of trashy splendor. She chewed gum, drove a red 1959 Cadillac convertible, and
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As the boring, arty short unfolded, they began to show their obvious dis-
appointment. Some started talking about unrelated crimes and others began to
walk out. The few cops left at the end of the screening looked completely em-
barrassed and shrugged, “Pretty good, kid.”

The trial itself was one big publicity joke. Even though I hadn’t planned any
of it, I knew all this publicity would guarantee a sellout premiere. My lawyer had
already been mentioned in Pla 1yboy, and they wanted a follow-up on the trial. The
DA’s staff had realized I was just a crackpot with a camera and wanted to save
face by getting out of the whole mess with a minimum of bad press.

I walked into the packed courtroom with my codefendants, David [ o-
chary, Mink Stole, Mary Vivian Pearce, and the nude actor himself, Mark Ish-
erwood. | immediately spotted the campus cop, eager as a beaver to take the
stand and be Witness for the Prosecution. We nervously stood before Judge Sol-
omon Liss and were shocked to hear him drop the charges by reading a poem
he had written especially for the occasion. Reporters scribbled frantically to get
his every word:

Old Baltimore is in a spin

Because of Isherwood’s display of skin,
He cannot bear the shame and cracks
Brought on by showing the bare facts.

And so, go then and sin no more.
Disrobe, if need be, but behind the door.
And if again, you heed the call to art,
Rest assured, the judge will do his part.

The courtroom burst into applause and my lawyers offered the judge two
tickets to the premiere of Mondo Trasho. He turned them down, commenting, “If
it’s as bad as some of the underground films I’ve seen in New York, I wouldn’t
be anxious to see it.” The papers were full of it, and everybody was thrilled, ex-
cept David Lochary, who was furious that they had printed his name as David
“Gaylord” Lochary. Since his middle name was Crawford, not Gaylord, he was
sure some smart-ass cop had given the press this rude alias as a form of char-

acter assassination.

Our favorite showcase, the Emmanuel Church, once again came through
and allowed us to have the gala world premiere. All nine shows were sold out,
and I gave away a door prize of dinner for two at one of the sleaziest hamburger
shops in town. The winner, Cookie Mueller, a mean hippie who told me she had
just been released from a mental hospital, was limousined at a later date to cash
in on her prize. I was fascinated by Cookie’s hard-as-nails attitude, and realized
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Cookie on parade. (Geoffrey Gamsey)
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[ paid a bail bondsman to get Mark out of jail, and David Lochary called
Hopkins to try to get them to drop the charges. Since David could get quite nasty
when excited, he succeeded only in further alienating the dean of Hopkins and
totally blew any chance of a settlement. Enraged at the dean’s “snotty attitude,”
David called all the newspapers and alerted the press of the incident.

Before we could even see the next day’s papers, teams of squad cars filled
with gung-ho cops went to each of our homes and arrested us for conspiracy.
1 luckily managed to get rid of a huge piece of hash I had in my pocket when the
cops looked the other way before handcuffing me. David and I rode to the jail
together in the back of the paddy wagon. Mink was arrested at her apartment
while she was in the bathtub. She got much play in the press by commenting,
“There was more exposure in the arrest than in the incident.”

Once we got to the jailhouse, | tried to explain that “we were only making
a movie,” but the cop in charge just looked at the charge of indecent exposure
and said, “You’re as guilty as the one who pulled it out!” David was placed in
the cell next to mine and, in his best Genet fashion, passed me a fan he had made
out of chewing-gum wrappers. I made my one phone call to contact the Ameri-
can Civil Liberties Union, who agreed to come and plead our case. After they
let us go on our own recognizance, David pissed off the jailer by snidely com-
menting, “Your stage is great, but can’t you do something about these dressing
rooms?”

The press ate it up: “Police Seize Nude Actor,” The Baltimore Sunpapers
screamed. “Jail Three More in Nudie Cast,” The News American followed. We
even made the front page of Variety—‘Balto Mondo Trasho in Campus Pincho
of Its Figleaved Hero.” The campus cop looked foolish when he was interviewed
by the press. “I walked up to him [Isherwood] and I pulled back his robe and
saw that he was nude,” he stated. Since he had never seen Mink and didn’t re-
alize Divine had escaped before we were stopped, he was thoroughly confused
and described us as “five men, at least two wearing wigs.”

Before the trial date my lawyer, Fred Weisgal, of the ACLU set up a
screening of my films for the DA’s office to prove to them that we weren’t mem-
bers of a pornography ring. | lugged my projector, screen, and tape recorder
down to City Hall and was greeted by grim-faced prosecutors who expected
God knows what kind of filth. They locked the doors as I set up the equipment
and asked all female secretaries to leave the room. The detectives actually lit
cigars.

Since I had claimed that I never actually got any footage on the day we
were busted (I was scared they’d seize it), I pompously announced that I would
show “an earlier work—~Hag in a Black Leather Jacket.”

“Fag in a Black Leather Jacket?” 1 heard one cop ask another, shocked.
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she could be a perfect Dreamland girl. She immediately started hanging around
with us and went on to be a star in my later films.

We received lots of feature stories in the press about the gala Mondo Trasho
premiere, and Lou Cedrone, film critic for the Baltimore Sun, gave us our first
great blast: “There is a gap here all right, a sensitivity gap, and those that laugh
are in more trouble than they know.”

The Film-Makers Cooperative in New York was just getting into commer-
cial distribution and agreed to take on Mondo Trasho. They screened it in L.A. at
the Cinemateque 16 and got A. D. Murphy of Variety to review it: “A very amus-
ing satire on films that exploit sex, violence and seaminess. Should give pause
to some established film makers who think they have their fingers on the pulse
of the film-going public.” The Los Angeles Free Press said, “The 300-pound sex-
symbol Divine is undoubtedly some sort of a discovery.” Lita Eliscue reviewed
it nationally in Show magazine, saying, “An insane, fabulous adventure story.”
Andy Warhol’s Interview printed the entire press release for the film, even though
it hadn’t played in New York. The biggest boost came, however, when Pauline
Kael reviewed Satyricon in The New Yorker, calling it “Fellini’s ‘Mondo Trasho.”
Few people had seen my films, but many were beginning to hear about them.

Most of the cast headed back to Provincetown for the summer. I worked
in the bookshop again and started to write my next film. Bonnie gave riding les-
sons by day and continued being a fashion queen by night. She also had a side
business in stealing bicycles for a very discreet clientele. Mink began wearing
black nail polish and draping tons of rosaries around her neck. She worked in
agift shop, but specialized in running to Boston, dressed in full disguise and pull-
ing off complicated credit-card ripoffs. David Lochary would get kitchen jobs
in restaurants, throw himself to the floor in a fake accident, and collect insur-
ance money. He had to wear a fake cast and sling on his arm for most of that
summer. We took heavy doses of speed and MDA and doubled our money by
buying traveler’s checks, reporting them “stolen,” and then cashing both the
originals and replacements.

I managed to convince the Art Cinema to book Mondo Trasho for their mid-
night showings. Actually I four-walled the theater, agreeing to pay a set amount
for each seat, whether they were filled or not. I did all the publicity and adver-
tising, and the cast hit the streets to give out flyers. All three shows were sold
out, and we sped to Boston for another screening at the Kenmore Square, set
up by the Film-Makers Cooperative. At the end of the summer all the Dream-
landers went back to Baltimore, and I payed back my father the $2,000 I had
borrowed from him and asked to borrow $5,000 more to make another film.
He hemmed and hawed, petrified that he would be somehow linked to these
films, but finally gave his okay, and Multiple Maniacs, my first “talkie,” was born.
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During the late sixties I felt like a fish out of water. As the rest of my gen-
eration babbled about peace and love, I stood back, puzzled, and fantasized about
the beginning of the “hate generation.” Woodstock was the last straw. Sitting
in the mud with a bunch of naked hippies and their illegitimate children and lis-
tening to Joan Baez was hardly my idea of a good time. Violence was this gen-
eration’s sacrilege, so I wanted to make a film that would glorify carnage and
mayhem for laughs.

In 1969, right before | started to shoot Multiple Maniacs, Sharon Tate was
murdered. This crime would have a profound influence over the entire making
of the film. Since the real killers hadn’t been apprehended yet, I decided that Di-
vine would take credit for the murders in the film. I figured that if the murderers
were never caught, there would always be the possibility that maybe Divine really
did do it. We wanted “to scare the world,” just like the unheard-of Manson
Family, but we used a movie camera instead of deadly weapons. The murder be-
came an obsession, and I talked about it so much that one of our new actors
flipped out in the middle of a scene and ran from the set, screaming: “I know
that’s a police camera. You've tricked me into confessing to the Tate murders,
and now I'll be arrested!” As I was completing the film, the Manson Family was
caught, so I quickly changed the ending, explaining that Divine really hadn’t done
it. Nobody, not even Divine, could upstage Charles Manson.

I always referred to Multiple Maniacs as my “celluloid atrocity.” Even
though it’s technically primitive and the actors sometimes forget their lines, it’s
still my favorite of all my films. 1 like its meanness and harsh documentary look;
and for the first time the actors could spew forth the endless pages of dialogue
I had written, lip-synced at last.

The plot is quite complicated: Lady Divine (Divine) and her boyfriend, Mr.
David (David Lochary), run a traveling freak show (the Cavalcade of Perversion)
that lures young housewives, businessmen, and suburban swingers out of their
ranch homes and into a small tent to gawk at their favorite horrors (junkies, por-
nographers, homosexuals), only to be robbed and sometimes murdered by the
psychotic Lady Divine and her gang of drug fiends. Mr. David realizes that his
six-year-old romance with Lady Divine is crumbling and attempts to take up
with Bonnie (Mary Vivian Pearce), a brainless chatterbox he met at the world
premiere of Inga. Lady Divine hears of their affair from a nosey barmaid (Edith
Massey) and begins to lose control. She goes to an empty church to pray, but is
instead seduced by a religious pervert (Mink Stole) who hides out in confession-
als and gives “‘rosary jobs.” Mink and Lady Divine “fall in love” and Mink agrees
to help Lady Divine murder her husband and his new lover. After carving and
eating the guts of her victims, Lady Divine completely loses her mind and is at-
tacked and raped by a fifteen-foot broiled lobster (Lobstora). Dazed and crazed,
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Mink Stole, the religious whore.
(Photograph by Lawrence Irvine, ©
New Line Cinema)

David Lochary in Multiple Maniacs. (Photograph by Lawrence Irvine, © New Line
Cinema)
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windows with a pole and fearlessly throwing the tear gas back at the cops. She
even tried to join the Venceremos Brigade, a communist group that volunteered
to go to Cuba and pick sugarcane for Castro, but was turned down by her dreary
communist “sisters” with a stern lecture on the evils of hair dye and red lipstick.

I'went back to my bookstore job in Provincetown, and the “Cape Cod pre-
miere” of Multiple Maniacs was a great success. More and more “unacceptable”
Baltimore people began pouring into town. Divine spent the summer and hor-
rified the town by having a huge party and auctioning off all the landlady’s fur-
niture. Susan Lowe arrived and was promptly told to get out of town when the
cops saw her tattoos and miniskirts, which usually revealed a generous area of
pubic hair. Cookie sued the town paper when a photo of her in a bar with the
caption “Skulking in the depths of drunken depravity” was used to illustrate an
article on alcoholism.

Marina returned to town and got back her old job in a chic boutique. Still
a little crazy, she would startle customers who asked the price of a garment by
saying: “Obh, it’s free. You can have it.” Word spread quickly that Marina had
turned the boutique into a “free store,” and some even hauled off the display
racks. When the owner of the boutique came back and discovered the depleted
stock, she, not surprisingly, had a fit and screamed, “Never again will I ever hire
anyone that has even stepped foot in Baltimore——they’re all hillbilly ripoffs!”

I'was thrilled to hear that Multiple Maniacs had been picked up by Mike Getz
of the Art Theater Guild for a tour of midnight shows in sixteen cities. Since the
Manson trial was just starting in L.A., and I wanted to attend, David Lochary and
I decided to drive cross country and catch the first showing of the film at the
Cinema Theater in Los Angeles. After a harrowing seven-day drive, mercifully
mterrupted by a luxurious stay at our new friend David Spencer’s family home
in Chicago, we arrived in sunny Hollywood. As soon as we stepped out of the
car at Hollywood and Vine, David was givena jaywalking ticket by a mean cop.

The L.A. premiere of Multiple Maniacs was packed, and David was thrilled
to be recognized on the streets of Hollywood. The Los Angeles Free Press an-
nounced our arrival with a great review: “You have never, and I mean never,
seen any movie remotely like Multiple Maniacs. Its jet black humor goes beyond
anything ever put on film. It is skil]fu“y made, devastating in its black humor,
low down and raunchy and frighteningly relevant to today—can only be com-
pared to Tod Browning’s Freaks.”

I took off for Santa Barbara with another print of Multiple Maniacs in the
trunk of my car. Staying with my old friend Sique, who had married the curator
of the Santa Barbara Museum of Art, I plotted how to get the film shown. I got
all the Santa Barbara papers and went through the movie ads and selected a the-
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she staggers into the street, causing mass panic, and is finally gunned down by
the National Guard.

I had met a whole new group of friends who played an important part in
the making of Multiple Maniacs. Vincent Peranio, an art school dropout, had taken
over a huge slum and turned it into “The Hollywood Bakery,” an insanely deco-
rated commune filled with renegade artists. Vince was a decorating wizard and
could turn any hovel into a well-designed theatrical vision. We hooked up im-
mediately and he went to work on building Lobstora. He also introduced me to
some great star material—Susan Lowe and Edith Massey.

Susan Lowe was an incredibly sleazy artist’s model who could outdrink
any sailor and loved to embarrass her fellow models at art school by loudly fart-
ing while posing. When the cops raided Susan’s apartment in a marijuana bust,
they were so horrified to see her pet iguana eating cockroaches in the corner that
they called the papers and she got some great coverage. I couldn’t help but be
impressed by her whorish style and knew she’d make a great addition to any
film. I was, and still am, shocked by Susan Lowe. She hung out at Pete’s Hotel,
a local waterfront bar that catered to the flotsam of the wino bum set. During
the making of the film, Pete’s Hotel became our hangout. Drinks were twenty
cents, and it seemed any sort of behavior was acceptable. The barmaid was an
incredibly friendly chatterbox named Edith Massey, and she mothered all the
freaks and seemed happy that our disruptive drinking was driving out the usual
bum customers, who never tipped. Edith agreed to play herself in the film, and
went on to become one of my most popular stars.

Since the cast was still nervous about getting busted, we filmed all of Mul-
tiple Maniacs on private property. Once again, the Dreamland lot (my parents’
front lawn) was utilized, and we set up the tents for the Cavalcade of Perversion.
My parents’ neighbors strained through binoculars to see us film the different
“acts”—a girl sniffing and licking a bicycle seat, a pornographer snapping the
crotch of a drunken model, two actual “queers” kissing each other like lovers
on the lips, and my favorite, ““the puke eater,” a young bushy-haired gentleman
who spit out creamed corn in a bucket and then gobbled it back up.

The murders and lobster-rape scene were all done in my apartment, or
Dreamland Studios. Divine really proved herself a trouper in the scene where
she stabs her boyfriend, rips open his chest, and starts to eat his heart. She never
even balked as she chewed the old cow’s heart that had gone rotten from being
left out on the set all day.

The biggest location problem was finding a church that would allow us to
film the “rosary job.” A friend told me of a priest who might let us, since he had
allowed various so-called subversive political groups to use the church’s facilities
for meetings. I called him and asked if I could film, and he said yes without in-
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quiring as to the content of the scene. Once we arrived at the church and set up
the equipment, a radical friend kept him out of the way by engaging him in po-
litical discussion, and [ got the simulated shot of Mink inserting a rosary into one
of Divine’s “most private parts.” Just for added sacrilegious shock value, T added
a shot of an actor shooting up on the altar and later spliced in shots of the cast
doing mock stations of the cross, complete with a gory crucifixion.

Multiple Maniacs really helped me to flush Catholicism out of my system,
but I don’t think you ever canreally lose it completely. [ even tried going to com-
munion with the cast, stoned out ofmy mind, in a real church on Easter Sunday.
Mink wore her “religious whore” outfit from the film and clutched rosaries and
beat her chest in loud prayer, as kids elbowed their parents and whispered,
*“Look! Mommy! Look at that lady!” As our motley group filed up to the com-
munion rail in our Easter worst, the entire congregation could see one actor’s
ass, since he had a large hole ripped in the back of his pants. The priest’s face
turned scarlet, but he had no choice but to pop the communion wafer in our
mouths as our turns came. Being Catholic always makes you more theatrical.

My old showcase, Emmanuel Church, decided they had risked their necks
enough for “art” and recommended I try the First Unitarian Church as an al-
ternate premiere site. Since this church was also centrally located downtown,
I called the reverend, who immediately agreed. Anything to get young people
into a church, I guess. I began circulating posters with the ad line, “You Won’t
Believe This One!” and Multiple Maniacs sold out all nine premiere showings. The
door prize was a pound of ground beef. As usual, the audience either hated the
film or loved it, but the ones who loved it seemed more enthusiastic than ever.
I began hoping that I could line up some bookings for the film outside my usual
Baltimore-Provincetown circuit.

The local underground press cheered the film, calling it “a swift kick in
your voyeur’s mind,” but more importantly, Lou Cedrone of the Baltimore Lvening
Sun gave us another great pan: “Multiple Maniacs is not only uglier and more revolting
than his Mondo Trasho, it is even more repugnant than The Conqueror Worm. Waters
first ‘talkie’ is also his first ‘sickie.”” He even gave the audience a scolding: “These
people seem most appreciative when blood is being spilled and knives are being
plunged—is this part of the ‘new world’ they have in mind?”

Between films most of the Dreamlanders, including myself, loved to cross
state lines to help incite the political riots of the late 1960s—not so much out
of social protest, but for the thrill of going wild and getting media attention. You
alwa_vs seemed to meet the best people at riots. Bonnie was my favorite “riot
date.” She’d run along in her high heels and Jean Harlow drag, smashing out
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Divine is greeted by the Cockettes in San Francisco. (Nelson Giles)
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Divine arrives for the rehearsal of
her first stage show. (Nelson Giles)

The West Coast Hillbilly Ripoffs. Top row, Divine and Chan Wilroy; front row,
Ieft to right, Timmy Pearce, David Spencer, John Waters. (Nelson Giles)






index-80_1.jpg
Gohn Weters

The hillbilly ripoffs

ater that had weird enough programming to possibly show the film. Armed with
posters and handout sheets, I talked the owner into giving me several midnight
shows and began my relentless one-man promotional campaign. [ did this in sev-
eral cities and really learned a lot about movie distribution and the giant odds
[ was up against.

Iarrived in San Francisco and lived in my car. I began to grow a thin pencil-
line mustache similar to Little Richard’s. My hair was very long, and so greasy
[ used to joke, “It’s like bacon: I don’t have to wash it, I just let it drain on paper
towels.” I was appalled at the “earthiness” of this town and wondered if there
was an audience anywhere for my celluloid atrocities in the midst of all those
“good vibes.”

Luckily I was introduced to Timmy and Giles, two fellow lunatics who
shared my sense of humor and lack of faith in the future of the “Woodstock gen-
eration.” They, too, seemed to be searching for cheap thrills, and we immedi-
ately began to explore the worst side of San Francisco’s social life. My friend
from Chicago, David Spencer, also joined us and added to the excitement by
stopping his van at any time, day or night, and stealing huge plants and cacti from
people’s porches to decorate his new San Francisco apartment. We spray-paint-
ed ridiculous Manson slogans on walls of public buildings (““Free Patricia Kren-
winkle” “Sadie Glutz is a Snitch”) and went to the most degenerate drug parties
we could find. At one such party, definitely the most exciting I've ever attended,
we watched in amazement as the girl singer in the band finished her “set” by
shitting on the stage, and the guests showed their approval by setting the house
on fire and running into the streets to watch the blaze.

Timmy and Giles found me a place to stay with their friend Dan. Dan and
[ were exact opposites, but since Timmy realized we were both movie fanatics,
he figured we’d be the ideal roommates. I moved right in and began sharing the
rent, even though my electric crucifixes and trash-oriented tastes clashed with
his tie-dyes and macrame decorations. Underneath all Dan’s hippie appearances
lay the mind of a rabid cynic, and he delighted in my baiting of all his peace-and-
love friends. He didn’t even seem to mind when I ruined one of his dates by kick-
ing in a huge plate-glass window as Timmy, Giles, David Spencer, and I walked
drunkenly to the car with Dan and his date. As the burglar alarm started ringing,
Dan’s friend’s jaw dropped as we all obeyed Timmy’s order to “Run!” We
peeled out—the wrong way up a one-way street—as Dan tried to make intro-
ductions. Dan’s date mumbled a terrified “Nice to meet you,” but somehow we
all knew that we had doomed this romance from the start.

Finding the proper showcase for Multiple Maniacs proved easier than I ex-
pected. At the time, the Cockettes, a drug-crazed group of hippie transvestites,
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The Multiple Maniacs. Left to right, David Lochary, Divine, John Waters, Mary
Vivian Pearce, Howard Gruber, Cookie Mueller, Rick Morrow. (Photograph by
Lawrence Irvine, © New Line Cinema)

Divine is raped by Lobstora. (Photograph by Lawrence Irvine, © New Line Cinema)






index-84_1.jpg
go/m Weters

The hillbilly ripoffs

were just beginning to catch on at the Palace Theater, a North Beach movie
house that packed them in with wild midnight movies and stage shows. The
Cockettes’ manager, Sebastian, also booked the films, and I screened Multiple
Maniacs for him. He laughed and agreed to play the film. The Palace Theater’s
audience was as much a part of the attraction as the show itself, and they re-
sponded well to my overly violent melodrama. The film was booked several
more times and began to build a cult following. Everyone was totally mystified
by Divine, and Sebastian offered to fly the new star to San Francisco for his first
big personal appearance.

Divine was quite eager to make a getaway. He and many of the Dream-
landers had decided to stay on and spend the winter in Provincetown, much to
the chagrin of the town fathers. It was rumored that Divine and friends, dead
broke and depressed at Christmas, had been chopping down fully decorated
Christmas trees from neighbors’ lawns and dragging them home to brighten
their own holiday gatherings.

Van Smith, our good friend and “ugly expert,” agreed to come up with a
new “look” for Divine and planned on coming along on the trip to oversee Di-
vine’s beauty arrangements. I had casually mentioned to Van to “do something
weird with Divine’s hair,” and Van, always years ahead of his time, shaved back
Divine’s entire hairline in order to leave more room for eye makeup.

Divine spent his last cent on a new wig and black dress and nervously
packed his bags. Since he knew photographers would be awaiting his arrival at
the San Francisco airport, he wanted to make an especially splashy entrance. Re-
fusing to be intimidated by the horrified stares of stewardesses and fellow pas-
sengers, he boarded the jet in full drag, quite confident that he was, indeed, the
most beautiful woman in the world. A huge welcoming committee had been or-
ganized to meet Divine at the airport. As he entered the gate, he was blinded by
flashbulbs and shocked to see all the Cockettes, in drag, waving “We Love You,
Divine” banners. Divine, smiling and blowing kisses, eagerly hopped aboard the
VIP cart, driven by a shaken stewardess, and pulled off to the baggage claim area,
followed by a running, screaming pack of bearded drag queens who completely
unnerved the entire airport. “Is it Liberace?” an excited tourist babbled as he
shoved his way into the crowd, snapping his Instamatic at the mystery star.

[ wrote Divine a special nightclub act to go along with her personal appear-
ance at the Palace. Before my earlier film, Mondo Trasho, was screened, the M.C.
introduced “the most beautiful woman in the world,” and Divine ran onstage,
pushing a supermarket shopping cart filled with dead fish. Dressed in skintight
Capri pants, seven-inch heels and a halter top exposing her ample gut, she began
throwing the dead mackerels into the audience and having “glamour fits,” which
consisted of exhibitionist poses and temper tantrums. Timmy, Giles, and a new
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believable people. Just go out on the streets and meet someone. It’s not hard, the
streets are teeming with all sorts of lunatics, quite eager to make friends.

The first thing you will notice are the hairdos. Baltimore women have, per
capita, higher hair than their counterparts in any other American city. I like to
go out and look for especially exotic hairdos much in the same way a bird watcher
clutches binoculars and stalks a rare scissortail flycatcher. A good hairdo voyeur
knows it’s easy to spot “barrel curls,” “bubbles,” “artichokes,” and “split levels,” but
if you really have some patience, you'll be able to come across a real rare bird, such as
an authentic “bechive” or my all-time favorite, the “airlift.”

The best “hair-don’t” area in Baltimore is Belair Road. It’s made up en-
tirely of sub shops and beauty pariors, and if you're willing to spend some time
in this neighborhood, you can see the entire hairdo ritual from beginning to end.
Cruise around until you spot a sour-looking housewife trudging her way to the
corner, embarrassed by her deflated, week-old hairdo that no amount of “lift-
ing” or spraying can disguise. She’s in a bad mood because she needs a new hair-
do and she needs it badly. Watch her as she goes into the sub shop and orders
a cheese-steak with “everything” and “‘extra mayonnaise, please.” Follow her to
her favorite beauty shop, but don’t get too close: Her hairdo is so stiff that it can
cut you on contact. Wait the required several hours and thrill at seeing her
emerge victorious, pleased as punch, and ready to face the world with her new
“height.”

Eastern Avenue is another fertile spot for watching hairdos, and you can
usually see women struggling to fit their huge heads into their cars as the wind
blows old newspapers and garbage up against them. Bonnie was once riding on
the bus in this neighborhood, and a woman got aboard with such a massive
“bubble” that other passengers laughed in her face. Ignoring them, she sat alone
and adjusted a scarf that could barely contain this fresh coiffure. Bonnie watched
in amazement as the woman spotted a friend on the street, primped her hair, and
yelled out the bus window: “Hey! How do you like this ‘Easter bonnet’?” Bonnie
said the woman cackled to herself for the rest of the ride.

[ initially became a hairdo watcher at the height of the teased-hair craze
in 1962. I liked it when girls’ hairdos blocked your view. Waiting at bus stops,
I used to like to stand near a “do” with the sun shining behind it. You could see
through the teased web and imagine the torture the girl must go through to comb
it out.

The Buddy Dean Show, a local version of American Bandstand, is what really
turned me into a full-fledged hairdo buff. It came on TV every day after school,
and watching it was like being at a hair show. The regular dancers on the show
were the first version of stars | knew. Billed as “the nicest kids in Baltimore,”
the boys wore Elvis Presley haircuts, pegged pants, and sport coats with a belt
in the back, and the girls would try to top one another with creative teasing.
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I would never want to live anywhere but Baltimore. You can look far and wide,
but you’ll never discover a stranger city with such extreme style. It’s as if every
eccentric in the South decided to move north, ran out of gas in Baltimore, and
decided to stay. No one moves here. It’s hard to imagine a family scene where Dad
comes home from work and announces: “Guess what, kids! I've been trans-
ferred to Baltimore!” and they roar back in excitement, “Baltimore? Yeaaahh!”
No, you have to have been born here, gotten infected by Baltimore’s charm, and
decided to live happily ever after with this rare disease.

When the city thought up slogans to lure tourists (“Baltimore Is Best!”
“Charm City, U.S.A.”) everyone laughed, but I couldn’t agree more with these
sentiments. The chamber of commerce should stop trying to hide all the negative
aspects of Baltimore and start playing up the seamy side to lure every crackpot
in the country to this great city. Baltimoreans (or Balti-morons, as they some-
times are called) shouldn’t hang their heads in shame when they hear Baltimore
referred to as the Armpit of the Nation, or Bumberg. Be proud! Think of it as
Trashtown, U.S.A., the Sleaziest City on Earth, the Hairdo Capital of the World.

“Come to Baltimore and Be Shocked,” bumper stickers should proclaim.
You can take the train, but watch your luggage as you approach Baltimore. Or
take the bus, but make sure you can use the rest room on board. The lavatory
in the bus station is quite dangerous, and if you aren’t stabbed by teen-age de-
linquents, you may be amazed to see perverts brazenly trying to squeeze under-
neath your stall. They always seem to carry empty shopping bags, so if you give
the okay for sex, they can stand in the bags and disguise the fact that there are
two people in the booth. You can even fly into town. The airport used to be
named Friendship, which I always liked, until some wise guy tried to jazz up its
image by renaming it Baltimore-Washington International. You can easily geta
cab from the airport into the city, but another warning: Cabdrivers sometimes
reverse the usual procedure and pull a gun on you, steal your luggage, and lock
you in the trunk.

If you think you're hearing a foreign language, listen carefully, and you will
be surprised to realize that it’s actually English. Baltimorese is harder to learn
than Swahili. “Far” means fire, “cake” meaks Coke, “downy eauchin” trans-
lates loosely as spending the summer in Ocean City, or idiomatically, “down the
ocean’’; and it seems everyone in town is named “hon.”

Once you get downtown, don’t check into a hotel: Rent an apartment. The
old buildings are quite beautiful, and unless all the greedy liberals from D.C.
have hogged them by now, spacious, moderately priced apartments are easy to
find. Don’t pay any attention to the guide books—they’ll tell you all about the
“new Baltimore,” the Inner Harbor, the Baltimore City Homesteading Program,
and the City Fair; but this is not why I choose to stay in Baltimore. It’s the un-

76






index-93_1.jpg
One of my favorite Baltimore barmaids. (Judith Klein)

81






index-94_1.jpg
John Waters

Baltimore, Maryland—hairdo capital of the world

In the 1960, another downtown theater had the world premiere of Slaves,
starring Dionne Warwick. As the star got out of her limousine, she was sur-
rounded by what she thought were fans and prepared to sign autographs. I'll
never forget Dionne Warwick’s face as she heard a young jitterbug sneer, “Hey,
Dionne, you bitch, gimme a dollar. Come on, bitch, you can afford it.”

Recently I attended a screening of Nigger Lover at a Baltimore theater and
was distracted by a disturbance behind me. Turning around, I saw moviegoers
jumping up from their seats, yelling: “Rats! Rats!” An old black woman blurted
out, “They don’t bite, but they sure can jump,” and the audience laughed for ten
straight minutes. No one left. The audience continued watching the film and just
propped up their feet on the seats in frent of them to ward off all possible rat
attacks. [ immediately gave up on the film and watched the audience instead and
was reminded of that famous Weegee photograph of an audience engrossed in
a film, wearing 3-D glasses.

Another inner-city grind house has a midnight to dawn show that even I
don’t have the nerve to attend. It’s advertised as the Fight and Fright Show and
usually consists of two karate films and two gore shockers. Every time I getup
my nerve to go, I quickly change my mind when I get a load of the seemingly
hostile teen-agers waiting in line to get into the theater. I mean, I've read news
accounts of stabbings over seat selection in other theaters. Somehow you know
that they’ll be throwing more than justrice at the screen. By the Fight and Fright
Show, do they mean come to the theater, be terrorized by the audience, and pre-
pare to fight for your life during the film? I wish the management would let me
dream up a whole new ad campaign: “Three Killed at Last Week’s Show! Can
We Top It This Weck? Can You Take It? Can You Fight Like a Man? Separate
Admission for This Show.” I've always imagined huge crowds inside, some
shooting up, others guzzling from brown paper bags. Hopped-up ushers patrol
with nightsticks instead of flashlights and break up popcorn-snatchings, switch-
blade fights, and gang bangs. The audience pelts the screen with leftovers from
the day’s robberies and breaks into karate fights whenever Bruce Lee appears on
the screen. Driven to hysteria by all the gore, they take audience participation
to new heights by stabbing and shooting one another, all in the name of enter-

tainment.

Most movie producers make the mistake of living in New York or Los An-
geles, and you can tell by their films that they’ve lost touch with real America.
Baltimore is about as close to reality as I can get, and I've found it’s the only place
I can really work. No one bothers me. They figure, if I still live here, I couldn’t
be that famous.

If 'm thinking up a film, I go out on the streets of Baltimore for a little in-
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The most popular girl was Mary Lou, and she was the undisputed hairdo
queen. One day it was a “double bubble,” the next day an “airlift.” How did that
Mary Lou do it? But Pixie was my special favorite. She was not the most popular
girl on the show, but to me she was the most outrageous. She was only four feet
eleven, but with “do” she became an easy five-six. She wore cat-eye makeup,
fake cheetah-skin dresses, and when she danced, she seemed to lose her balance
if she tipped that giant hairdo a little too far to the side.

One day Pixie was absent from the show. “Maybe she’s sick,” 1 thought,
silently wishing her a speedy recovery. But no: Pixie wasn’t on the show the next
day or the next day or the next week, and all the TV watchers began to gossip.
“It’s not like that Pixie to just leave the show without leading a dance on her last
day,” her fans whispered. “Something’s wrong!” Somehow a rumor got started
that Pixie was baldheaded and couldn’t come back on the show. Supposedly, she
never washed her hair and roaches began nesting in it, feasting on old hair spray,
and eventually her hair fell out and wouldn’t grow back. I immediately believed
it and imagined dancing with her on the show, twirling her around and seeing
roach eggs fly out of her hair. Then I heard Pixie was dead and really got upset.
“Poor Pixie!” I thought, picturing her laid out in her coffin with her bald head
pocked with roach bites.

Somany people believed the rumor that The Buddy Dean Show was swamped
with sympathy telegrams, and Pixie’s mother’s home was filled with floral ar-
rangements sent by grieving fans. Pixie agreed to come back on the show for one
day to prove she was alive and not baldheaded. She gave interviews to the press
and insisted that she was not wearing a wig. Then Pixie quickly vanished back
into obscurity, and all attempts to locate her to date have failed.

Years later I was reminded of this story when an actress in one of my films,
Ann Marie, told me of a similar but true ordeal she had experienced. It seemed
Ann Marie awoke one morning with a violent earache. She tried ear drops, but
it seemed nothing would stop the pain. It began hurting so much that she could
do nothing but weep, so she made an appointment with an ear doctor. Sitting
in his waiting room, still wracked with pain, she began to feel a faint stirring
coming from the center of her earache. Suddenly, a large roach climbed out of
her eardrum, and the pain immediately vanished. Appalled at the thought of
roaches living in her ears, but relieved that the pain had stopped, Ann Marie fled
the doctor’s office, avoiding any unnecessary medical bills.

If it’s a hot summer night, you can really get the feel of old Baltimore by
just driving around certain areas and gawking at the families who drag their fur-
niture outside and live in the street to escape the humid hell of their row houses.
They even plug in their TVs with extension cords and seem oblivious to the trac-
tor trailers that rumble by a few inches from their family get-togethers. The men
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usually wear clamdigger-length cutoff jeans, and nothing else. They seem quite
cager to air out their beer guts in the summer breeze and stare blankly at the TV
screen. The women always have their hair in rollers and sometimes, if it’s es-
pecially hot, they’ll just wear short-shorts and dirty white bras. They give you
the finger if they catch you staring too intently.

If you’re feeling especially nervy, go into the bars. I don’t mean the discos,
punk-rock hangouts, or cocktail lounges—I mean the really scary bars, like the
Blue Room. Pat Moran called me excitedly one morning to tell me, *“You should
have been at the Blue Room last night! I was so terrified that [ had a wonderful
time!”

The head barmaid at one of these places is at least forty and has a stagger-
ing wardrobe of 1960s minioutfits. “You find a style you like, and you just stick
with it,” she says. She sometimes dances half nude on the bar as freshly released
convicts and alcoholic psychopaths cheer her on. “They’re too drunk to see it,”
she confided to me, “but they sure can smell it!” Once, a black armed-robber
pulled out a gun and announced, “Okay, you white motherfuckers, get up against
the wall and I'm going to blow your brains out.” Nobody paid him any attention,
and he eventually passed out.

Another favorite strange bar is near the waterfront. The clientele is made
up of hillbilly truck drivers who come to cruise the half-finished sex changes
who hang out in between medical appointments at the nearby Johns Hopkins
Hospital. An extremely butch lesbian, whose blackheads around her lips popped
every time she smiled, explained to me that even she could hustle the truck driv-
ers, they were so horny. Drinks are dirt cheap, and if you ever make the mistake
of leaving a tip on the bar, the barmaid panics and chases after you, yelling,
“Hon, you left a quarter.”

The old-time lesbian bars are perhaps the scariest of all. Don’t expect a
warm welcome. I usually try to keep a very low profile and stand in the corner
and just watch as all the butch Johnny Cash lookalikes slow-dance with their
femme girl friends to country and western hits. Judging from the missing teeth
and tattoos on these women, [ gather they like to fight and would love nothing
more than beating the shit out of a man. So I never try to strike up a conver-
sation.

If all this local color begins to wear thin, go to the movies. Baltimore al-
ways gets the roughest exploitation films, and the distributors test out the worst
ones here to see if they’ll work. One of the local film critics refused to review
any film that played in a particularly rough downtown theater after she was ver-
bally abused and horrified by a pack of truant hoodlums while attending an
opening-day matinee. In the inner lobby of this theater someone has scrawled
on the entrance door, “IF YOU COME THROUGH THIS DOOR, YOU BE
KILLED,” and the management has never seen fit to wash it off.
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Divine was in this outfit when my parents first met her. (Photograph by
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“Do you have parents?”’

Cookie Mueller’s mother has hated me for years because she discovered
Cookie’s script while we were filming Pink Flamingos and read, “Cookie fucks
chicken. Cookie has orgasm,” and I think she took it literally. It was hard for
a daughter to explain to her mother that the whole thing was simulated and
completely harmless. “Stay away from him,” her mother warned. “He’s Beel-
zebub!” I've kept clear of Mrs. Mueller over the years, but whenever Cookie is
down from New York, visiting her family, I use the code name “Jim” when I
call her parents’ home. They’ve gotten to know “Jim” and like him just fine.

Since Pat Moran and I have been best friends for so many years, we both
have gotten close to each other’s parents. My mother always liked Pat best, even
though it took her a while to get over Pat’s crayon-red hair color. Oddly enough,
my mother used to think nothing of driving Pat and me to the interstate highway
to drop us off to hitchhike to New York. Pat’s mother at first used to chase me
across her lawn with a pair of scissors to show her disapproval of my long hair,
but she eventually decided I was a good influence on her daughter. Mrs. Moran
let us film Divine stealing steaks in her grocery store for Pink Flamingos, and
played herself at the cash register, but kept hurrying us up with, “Your father
will be here soon, Pat!”

When Pat later married Chuck Yeaton and all three of us became close
friends, I inadvertently appalled Chuck’s father one day. Chuck was at work, and
since it was cold, Pat and I were in her bed under the covers, watching TV.
Chuck’s father dropped over unannounced, and since he had never met me and
had no way of knowing of our close, platonic relationship, he seemed absolutely
ill at the sight of us in bed. Pat didn’t even realize what it looked like and just
ignored his shocked glare and told him to pull up a chair and sit down. Later,
Mr. Yeaton came to understand our friendship, but I'm not sure he ever believed
my films were really shown, since he grumped to Chuck, “That John ever get
ajob yet?”” Mr. Yeaton and his wife agreed to play Mortvillains in Desperate Living
and gave a good performance, but, after the premiere screening, Mr. Yeaton ap-
proached us, shook his head, and grumbled, “You're lucky you’re not locked up
yetl”

“When you do interviews, just tell them you’re an orphan,” my father
jokes, and I wonder if he silently curses the day he named me John Waters, Jr.
I guess I understood his position a little better when I was introduced to a perfect
stranger who also was named John Waters. Unfortunately for him, he was my
age, lived in Baltimore, and he told me point-blank, “God, you've made my life
hell.” T was shocked to realize that anyone would take my work at face value.

I’m sure my parents assume my personal life to be much more bizarre than
it really is. All I do is work, read, and visit friends, but they stopped asking ques-
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approach him about another budget. Finally he told me didn’t have to repay him
for my last film if [ would agree to apply this money to my next production and
never ask him for backing again. I thought this was exceptionally generous and
felt that money would be better spent than for any college education he could
have given me.

They also cooperated in the actual filming itself. Hag in a Black Leather Jacket
was shot on the roof of my parents’ house, and much of the mock-deviant action
of Roman Candles was filmed in my bedroom. They attended the premieres of
those early films and tried not to overreact, but when I saw them seated next
to a shocked nun who had wandered into the church hall expecting a religious
film, T knew there would be trouble. Strangely enough my father even helped me
build the “dope machine” for Eat Your Makeup—a vending machine that gave out
needles, pills, and sugar cubes instead of candy. However, when I was busted on
the indecent exposure rap for Mondo Trasho, they really went crazy. Especially
since we were busted on the campus of Johns Hopkins University, my father’s
alma mater. *“You were taking movies of a nude MAN?” my father asked incred-
ulously, mortified by the indignity of it all. They attended the opening of Mondo
Trasho, managed to make it through the entire running time, but my mother left
in tears. The next day she gave me her review: “You are going to end up in a
mental institution, die from an overdose of drugs, or commit suicide.” As I tried
to calm her down and explain it was all in good clean fun, she blurted out, “But
the scene with the feet! [the mad shoe fetishist sucking Mary Vivian Pearce’s
feet] How could you have thought of that? There is no such thing as that. NO
SUCH THING!”

By now my parents had been introduced to most of the Dreamlanders and
their opinions were quite mixed. My first star, Maelcum Soul, had scared my
mother and she used to ask when she gave me a ride to her house, noting the
neighborhood, “Is this ‘camp’ or slums?” They liked David Lochary because he
was polite and knew how to turn on the charm, but they kept asking how he had
managed to get a British accent, living in suburban Baltimore. David could al-
ways make my mother laugh, and after seeing his new silver hair color, she com-
mented: “I like David. He’s the only lady you've ever brought home.”

Divine totally floored them. Even before they had met this future “filth
goddess,” L used to be able to check out my father’s reaction to him. Each morn-
ing, as my father drove me and my brothers and sisters to school, we’d pass Di-
vine waiting on the corner for the bus to whisk him away to beauty school.
Divine, at the time, was a living Clairol color chart, and I could see my father
looking at him and shivering. During the shooting of Multiple Maniacs, my mother
met Divine in drag for the first time. He was dressed in heels, wig, full makeup,
and wearing a one-piece woman’s bathing suit covered in blood. He carried an
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ax. Since I had just shot a scene in which Divine had to walk barefoot through
snow drifts, my mother was concerned about frostbite. She led us into the for-
mal living room and served Divine tea with a shot of brandy. Divine felt odd sit-
ting there in full drag, trying to make polite conversation, so he excused himself
to go to the little girl’s room. A few minutes later he returned, still in makeup,
but minus the wig and swimsuit. Seeing him half in drag was somehow more bi-
zarre, and [ could tell my mother went into silent inner seizures but she remained
outwardly calm. I heard my father coming down the steps in the hall and raced
to block his tracks. “Divine’s here,” I said matter-of-factly. “Oh, okay,” my fa-
ther mumbled and trotted right back up the steps to the safety of the second
floor. We thanked my mother for tea, Divine got back in costurne, and we went
outside on their driveway and filmed Divine demolishing all the windows of a
car with a sledge hammer.

I love to meet other people’s parents because it reveals so much about
them and always serves as a frame of reference. Divine lived right up the street,
so I met his mother and father many times and I think they liked me because
at least [ wasn’t a hairdresser. They blamed all of Divine’s legal problems on Da-
vid Lochary and friends, so they weren’t sure if I was a bad influence or not.
They didn’t know about the films yet, which really helped. Eventually they dis-
covered their son was “Divine,” and soon moved to Florida, so I haven’t seen
them for many years, but I did talk to his mother on the phone recently and she
was extremely pleasant.

Mink’s mother was always wonderful to me, and she makes me feel like
one of the famﬂy whenever I visit. She was even able to laugh (to me, at least)
when Mink was arrested with us for indecent exposure. Since the newspapers
printed Mink’s real name and her mother’s home address, every night for weeks
afterward “breathers” would dial her mother’s number and anonymously pant,
“Does your daughter do nudie films?” and one even offered Mink’s embarrassed
sister a job as a stripper. 'm sure Mrs. Stole was mortified at work when her fel-
low employees would ask, “Was that your daughter I read about?” but she han-
dled it well and never let it throw her for a loop.

David Lochary’s mother always liked his friends to visit, and she and Di-
vine were especially close. Mrs. Lochary even appeared in two of my films—
Mondo Trasho and Female Trouble. She wasn’t happy with her screen debut in
Mondo, since I had silently filmed her and Mink gossiping about the star, Mary
Vivian Pearce, and then got David to impersonate his own mother and dub in
such lines as, “She’s a chicken queen, a rimmer!” When Mrs. Lochary was guar-
anteed she’d have no such lines in Female Trouble, she agreed to return to the
screen and play a member of the jury that condemns Divine to the electric chair.






index-86_1.jpg
goﬁn Witers

The hillbilly ripoffs

star, Channing Wilroy, played press photographers who sexually turned on Di-
vine by snapping flashbulbs at her every move. The climax to the “act” was a
fake policeman running onstage and being strangled to death by Divine as the
stoned audience wildly cheered this monster drag queen.

All the Dreamlanders who came to San Francisco at this time immediately
got on welfare and plotted ways to get ATD—aid to the totally disabled. Getting
ATD was like winning the Oscar, since you had to convince an entire team of
doctors that you were totally insane. Divine told them he wanted “tits bigger
than my head.” For my first appointment, I didn’t wash my hair for a week and
wore my filthiest clothes. Since I knew they called your parents, I warned Pat
Moran and gave the worker her phone number. Impersonating my mother, she
told them, “I hope he dies in Vietnam,” and slammed down the phone. Next
came the physical, and I threw a complete fit and refused to get undressed. Mov-
ing on to the psychiatric appointment, I told the shrink, “I never have sex ’cause
it smells,” and that I needed “extra money for cabs since busses wouldn’t stop
for me because Charlie Manson had told them not to.” On the inkblot test I
started screaming, “You just want me to talk dirty, don’t you?” They gave me
forms to fill out with questions such as “Can you dust? Put things on shelves?”
and you were supposed to check, “Can do,” “With difficulty,” or “Cannot do.”
I was mostly “With difficulty.” Somehow they saw through my act and my
worker gave me the bad news. “You're insane, but not permanently. Sorry.”

Divine and I did lots of interviews with the underground press and always
gota confused reaction when Divine would grandly announce, “In my next film
I plan to eat dogshit.” Van worked hard on experimenting with the ultimate **Di-
vine look” and got so carried away that he ended up making Divine look like a
demented version of Clarabelle. On one occasion, the Miss Demeanor Pag-
eant—a stoned-out drag beauty contest held in a church next door to the Peo-
ple’s Temple—Van put latex burns and scars on Divine’s face and designed a
ripped-up, stained evening gown for her to wear. Divine staggered toward the
microphone and horrified the hippie audience by announcing in a speech I had
written for the occasion: *“ am the real Miss Demeanor! I smuggle rotten fruit
into California and I eat pounds and pounds of white sugar! I had to come to
California because I killed a couple of cops back east! Don’t you realize? I killed
Sharon Tate, and they’ve arrested the wrong people! And last week I did it again!
I followed a young hippie couple who lived alone with their pets. 1 waited. |
watched. And then I broke into their apartment and stabbed them to death! All
I can tell you is that IT MADE ME CUM!!!”

We wanted to be sure we left San Francisco with an especially hideous im-
pression.

Ah, youth. Ah, statute of limitations.
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really wanted to see him gag, all I had to do was wear itina ponytail. The family
meal was usually traumatic. My father would eat silently, trying to avoid hair-
eye contact. Out of the corner of his eye he’d catch a glimpse of my locks and
you could see him start uncomfortably shifting in his chair. This would enrage
me, so I'd bait him into a political discussion:

Me: I'm going to New Haven for a Black Panther rally. We’re going to burn that
town down.

Dad: They ought to take every one of you bums and lock you up for life.

Me: I .am for the total destruction of this government. I want communism and
we get our orders from Russia.

Dad: [Shaking] In Communist countries they’d cut off your hands if they caught
you stealing!! That’s what we ought to do here! Or just shoot rioters on
sight!

Politics was an especially touchy subject around the house, since my moth-
er’s brother, John Whitaker, was undersecretary of the interior for Nixon. I
loved the irony of the whole situation. Some of my relatives would show up for
Agnew’s inauguration dinner, and I’d be outside with the rioters throwing horse-
shit at the arriving dignitaries. During Watergate, my uncle was one of the few
Nixon men who was never even accused of any wrongdoing. Unscathed by the
scandal, he moved on to better things, but to this day remains loyal enough to
attend Nixon administration reunions, and I’'m secretly jealous. Think how fas-
cinating these get-togethers must be—all the biggest villains of our time avoid-
ing the press, sneaking behind closed doors to have a secret party. I can only hope
they give a big toast to Rosemary Woods, surely the Secretary of the Century,
because her loyalty really impresses me. No matter what these onetime fat cats
pulled, it would have to be more interesting than spending the evening with Jerry
Rubin or Ralph Nader.

My parents always pleaded with me never to lie to them, but I think they
eventually regretted this demand and began to fear the truth: “Yes, ’'m on LSD
right this minute,” I'd tell them, and they finally stopped asking. But no matter
how much trouble I got into, they never threw me out of the house. Despite all
the hassles, I knew I could count on them if real traumas arose and I think this
kept me from taking the final plunge to the deep end.

Even though it made my parents nervous, they gave me their semireluctant
support for my show business career from the very beginning. My father backed
all the early films, and I always paid him back in full before getting the nerve to

——————— 233





index-100_1.jpg
goén Uiters

Baltimore, Maryland—hairdo capital of the world

worst case was in New York, near Wall Street, when rats ran out of an exca-
vation site, attacked people, and leapt into a traffic jam, eating the windshield
wiper blades and vinyl roofs of cars.”

I think, underneath it all, Mrs. Mac really loves rats, but she denies it.
“They're horrible creatures,” she states flatly, but I did get her to admit she has
a pet rodent in her home, which she uses as a visual aid for civic meetings. She
laughed when asked, but also admitted she had seen the rat horror movies, Wil-
lard and Ben. She likes my idea of getting a large rat head to place on top of her
van so people will know she’s on her way with help. I asked her what it was like
to be a “rat celebrity,” and she said, “It’s fascinating. All sorts of people call me
up with rat problems. Everybody knows me—I could never get away with rob-
bing a bank.”

After Baltimore’s biggest rat story hit the press, I called Mrs. Mac to ask
for her expert opinion. It seems that a Baltimore bakery was being sued by a
family who discovered an entire rat baked in their bread. They claimed in their
suit that the family became nauseated at the dinner table when they sliced the
bread and discovered the cooked rat. I sat around for days, fantasizing over the
deliciously hideous story while the public debated how the rat had gotten there
in the first place. Did it actually crawl into the dough, or had a disgruntled em-
ployee placed it there to get his company in trouble? Mrs. Mac wasn’t much in-
terested. “I wouldn’t want to comment,” she said. “Either way it’s a sanitation
problem. The rat had to come from somewhere.”

Another prominent citizen who has my total admiration is Baltimore’s
mayor, the Honorable William Donald Schaefer. He is the most fanatical of all
the Baltimore boosters and praises the city to such outlandish lengths that he
casily wins every election. He is so highly visible in the community that all but
the most severely retarded recognize him instantly. He puts his picture or name
on everything—garbage trucks, city trash cans, billboards, and construction
sites. He eats his meals in neighborhood corner taverns and goes to every ethnic
fair in the city. When I heard that he donned a pair of bunny ears for a neigh-
borhood Easter egg hunt, I knew he had my vote forever. Hippity hoppity, here
comes the mayor.

Mayor Schaefer still lives with his mother in a row house located in a low-
er-middle-class neighborhood. He is one of the few remaining whites on the
block. He once had his arm dangling out of his limousine window on the way
to City Hall, when a young black stole his watch off his wrist. Even though the
mayor is responsible for getting all the favorable national press on “the new Bal-
timore,” I think he understands my fascination with the sleazier side of town.
I mean, what other mayor would allocate city funds to redevelop The Block, Bal-
timore’s most notorious red-light district? Once at dinner the mayor told me “to

continue making films in Baltimore,” and every time I see him, he has an encour-
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aging word. | doubt whether he’s ever seen my films, but I think he’s read about
them and decided that if they get any image of Baltimore around the world—
good or bad—it has to have a positive effect on the city. It makes it a lot easier
to work, l(nowing the city is behind your twisted vision.

The one citizen of Baltimore who does not encourage me to make films is
Mary Avara, secretary of the Maryland State Censor Board. Appointed and sup-
ported by Maryland’s most corrupt governors, this eighth-grade graduate is re-
sponsible for viewing every film that plays in the commercial theaters or on
college campuses. If she rejects the film for any reason, it is illegal to show it in
Maryland, the only state with such a board. Mary Avara is notorious among film
makers, and her militancy is often mistaken for good local color. “I didn’t learn
about any of this filth when I was growing up,” she was quoted in the Baltimore
Sun. “And I had eleven brothers and sisters. When one of my sisters asked where
babies come from, my mother beat her unmercifully.”

I never bothered to submit my early films to the censor board, because I
figured they wouldn’t have the nerve to bust a church screening. But when Pink
Flamingos started making a lot of noise, Mary Avara stopped a screening at the
University of Maryland. “The censors have their heads up their asses,” Jim
McKenzie, head of the film group, commented to the press. The distributor,
New Line, submitted it to the board so they could fulfill a commercial booking
with the biggest theater chain in Baltimore. Mary Avara was appalled at seeing
my work for the first time and demanded three cuts: the chicken-fuck, the blow-
job, and the artificial insemination scenes. She left in the shit-eating, which says
a lot for the community standards of Baltimore. When the “approved” version
finally opened at the University of Maryland and the Charles Theater to huge
grosses, I realized Mary Avara was the best press agent I could have.

After [ finished my next film, Female Trouble, 1 personally took it to screen
for the board so I could have my premiere without any trouble. I walked into
their office and got a queasy feeling as I noticed all the posters for movies they
had banned decorating the walls. Mary Avara greeted me with a suggestion that
I get a haircut. Her Baltimore accent is so heavy, and she uses such bad English,
that I almost needed a translator to understand her. I looked at her crooked wig
hat and polyester pants suit and realized there was no point arguing style. She
and the other members of the board watched my 16-mm film at the same time
they screened Flesh Gordon in 35 mm and an 8-mm peep show. They didn’t both-
er turning on the sound, because they can’t cut dialogue—only sex—due to the
First Amendment. [ was startled to see Mary Avara’s eyes darting from film to
film as she yelled out, “Reel one—cunnilingus! Reel three—rear entry!” as a
secretary dutifully noted her observations.

As the end credit flashed on the screen, she informed me that I would have
to make some cuts.
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One recent night, as I sipped a martini in a local cocktail lounge, I was ap-
proached by what I thought was a complete stranger who asked, “You don’t re-
member me, do you, hon?” I looked in her face and came up with a total blank.
“Don’t you remember, asshole?” she said, “I'm Angel!”

It couldn’t be. This woman weighed a mere hundred twenty pounds, but
still, there was something familiar about that special mouthiness that no one
could imitate. My eyes widened and I stepped back to get a better look. *“I killed
that old bitch,” she laughed, noting my confusion. She went on to explain that
she had locked herself away and lost two hundred pounds on some very danger-
ous diet. The last I heard of Angel, she was still thin and was quite happy.

I'm not always attracted to the bad element in society. One local do-good-
er has my complete respect, and I think the city of Baltimore should give her an
honorary dinner and place her in their Hall of Fame. Her name is Mrs. Mac, but
she is more widely known as the Rat Lady. Every day she climbs into her van,
the Ratmobile, and searches slum neighborhoods for rats to kill. Concerned citi-
zens call her to alert her to any rat trouble spots. Her volunteer helpers kill the
rats with sticks, but Mrs. Mac actually chases the rats and grabs them with her
bare hands. “They wouldn’t dare bite me,” she is often quoted in the newspapers
and on TV. I'm incredibly jealous of her mission in life, and if someday I decide
to retire from film making, I hope Mrs. Mac will find room for me aboard her
rat patrol.

Although she is quite serious about her one-woman crusade, Mrs. Mac has
managed to keep a great sense of humor about her profession. She used to be
aregistered nurse, but decided that being a rat executioner was more rewarding.
“Nursing was a twenty-four-hour-a-day job,” she explained. “This way, the
hours aren’t as long, but I'm still helping people.” She initially became interested
in rat eradication after discovering rats crawling over her small sleeping chil-
dren. “My family was terrified by rats, so I decided to do something about it.”
She estimates, “There are three rats to every person in Baltimore,” and she
claims to be able to “smell them out.” “My husband thinks 'm crazy when
we're somewhere and 1 tell him I can smell the presence of rats,” she said.

Mrs. Mac’s rat knowledge is legendary; she’s like a walking rat encyclo-
pedia. She knows that “a rat’s favorite food is chicken bones or peanut butter”
and she can spot a rat hole a mile away. I love to quiz her on her favorite rat hor-
ror stories.

“Once, rats invaded a house while the family huddled together on the sec-
ond floor. In the morning they snuck down the steps and discovered the rats had
eaten the rug in the living room, the molding out of the front door, and all the
insulation out of the stove.” Mrs. Mac pauses for effect and continues. “But the
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“There’s nothing obscene in my film,” I said politely, but she obviously dis-
agreed. With a straight face she explained that she had received numerous phone
calls from concerned citizens complaining that she hadn’t chopped the “dog
doody” scene from Pink Flamingos. She threatened to call in the attorney general
to watch the film and added her personal belief that he was so religious that he
wouldn’t eat a meatball sandwich on Fridays.

Another board member put on the offending recls and ran through a par-
ticular scene and stopped the projector and pointed with a ruler. “You can’t have
this vagina shot,” he explained.

“That’s not a vagina. That’s Divine. He’s a man.” The censor looked con-
fused and approached the image to get a better look. His eyes focused in on Di-
vine’s old cheater, and he shrugged his shoulders and let it pass. He ran the film
for a while and stopped it again. “Well, this scene is definitely a violation. Cun-
nilingus!”

I looked at the scene as he ran it back and forth, over and over, scratching
the brand-new thousand-dollar print that 1 planned to use for the premiere. I
knew you couldn’t really see anything in the shot because the whole thing was
completely simulated. He looked at the girl sitting on the guy’s face and said,
“She can sit there but she can’t move.” As I pondered this profound order, he
ran the scene over again and I pointed out that there was no actual contact, but
he insisted I cut about one second that he felt was obscene. Not having any mon-
ey to fight the censors in court, I agreed to the cut, realizing it wouldn’t make
any aesthetic difference, since it was almost subliminal.

Mary Avara raced back in triumphantly and handed me a pair of scissors.
I had to cut the scene out myself, and the print was now marred with an ugly
splice and irritating sound jump. I handed her the sixteen-dollar censor fee. She
typed out a receipt for “One Cunnilingus Scene” and gave me the required cen-
sor seal to splice in the leader of the film. Everybody at the sold-out premiere
booed when the censor’s logo flashed on the screen.

When I went back with my last film, Desperate Living, 1 was ready. I had
agood censorship lawyer and was ready to fight the Censor Board in court. Once
again they demanded cuts, but I refused. They sent an attorney general’s assis-
tant in to watch the film to decide if it should be prosecuted. He met with me
afterward and laughed: “They really hate your films, you know. But bad taste
isn’t illegal.” Relieved that he had such a good sense of humor, I thanked him
and left with a censor seal for the uncut version. When Mary Avara was asked
her opinion of me by the press, she was quoted as saying: “You should see some
of the movies he brings into the office. There should be controls on this kind of
garbage. I don’t care what he says about me. I ignore him completely, like he
doesn’t exist. The only man I fear is God.”
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I'll never forget the day I saw an old bum hock up a big luger and prepare to spit
it out. At the exact moment the phlegm left his mouth, a secretary dashed from
a building and received this surprise package square in her eye. Another mem-
orable day I was doing costume research by sitting on some white marble steps
and watching strangers’ shoes as they passed by. As I concentrated on an amaz-
ingly authentic pair of white go-go boots coming my way, I looked up and saw
a harried motorist toss from his car window, directly into my face, all the soiled
carry-out wrappings from a Chinese dinner for six. As I wiped the soy sauce
from my hair and reflected on what a great scene this would make, I realized
I was a very lucky man to be able to live in Baltimore and experience, first-hand,
all these beautiful moments of truth.

If all outside stimuli should fail, I comb the newspapers looking for true-
life horror stories to incorporate into the plots of my films. The Baltimore pa-
pers are usually ripe with this kind of material, but just to make sure I don’t miss
an especially grisly case, I also check The Washington Post, Daily News, and New York
Post. Friends and fans send me out-of-town clippings and my files on weird vio-
lence are always overflowing. I love stories like: “Baby Almost Drowns: A 10-
month old East Baltimore boy almost drowned yesterday when he managed to
fall into a bucket of dirty scrub water while playing, police said.” Even though
I’'m sure this was a horrible tragedy for the real-life mother and child, I can’t help
thinking what a funny scene it would make in a movie, if I could only talk one
of my friends into allowing me to dunk their baby in a scrub bucket for a few
seconds. As long as the press is around, I know I'll never run out of gruesome
mental fantasies.

“Woman Beheads Mother, Slashes Own Throat: Police say a woman
wished a state trooper ‘Merry Christmas,’ then tossed what authorities said was
her mother’s head on the sidewalk in front of the New Jersey Statehouse. Then
the woman pulled out a razor and slashed her own throat.” All sorts of questions
pop into my mind: Did the head hit anybody? Did it roll and the cops had to chase
it?

“Suicide Hotline Tells Woman to Drop Dead: A Queens woman who tele-
phoned a suicide prevention hotline early today said she was advised to ‘go ahead
and kill yourself.” When she called back she said she was told by the man on the
other end ‘drop dead, I'm sleeping.” ” I excitedly clip these stories and scribble
notes to myself, reminding me of the great comic material hidden beneath these
depressing facts.

13,000 Tu:keys Commit Suicide: State authorities are investigating a
mass suicide by 13,000 turkeys at the Ruth Mitchell Ranch. ‘It was like those
people at the rock concert,’ said veterinarian George West of The State Bureau
of Animal Health, referring to the recent deaths of eleven persons at The Who
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concert in Cincinnati. The turkeys flew into fences and barn doors and trampled
and pecked at one another by the hundreds.” Sometimes I have to realize that,
with my limited budgets, an elaborate scene such as this is out of the question.

Baltimore has a tradition of great eccentrics. Any town that gave you Ma-
dalyn Murray O’Hair and Spiro Agnew has to have something going for it. My
idea of an interesting person is someone who is quite proud of their seemingly
abnormal life and turns their disadvantage into a career. Baltimore has the very
best local color, because no one is influenced by New York or West Coast
trends. It’s hard to imagine people roller-skating here except for the gangs of
young toughs who snatch purses and make speedy getaways on skates. No, Bal-
timore madness is highly original. Some of the local eccentrics impress me more
than any celebrity I've ever met and fascinate me so much that I resist getting
to know them for fear I'll discover they aren’t as happy as they appear.

Whenever I'm out of town, I think about Angel and immedjately become
homesick. I barely know Angel, but I always try to keep abreast of her biography.
When I first met her, she weighed three hundred pounds and used to buy two
identical dresses and sew them together to make them fit. She lived with her
parents but rented “party pads” to entertain all her friends, such as “Pencil” and
“Cleopatra,” two notorious downtown drag queens. She was the loudest,
mouthiest woman I have ever met. She used to shoot up heroin between her fin-
gers. Her racism was shocking. Once, as we waited at a red light, I got nervous
as [ saw a black man in the car next to us begin to eye her. He wasn’t flirting,
he was just shocked at her size. Angel caught his glance, and 1 immediately
slouched down in my seat to avoid the oncoming confrontation. “What are you
looking at, nigger?” Angel shrieked right in his face as she pecled out, laughing
hysterically. She eventually married a criminal who later was sentenced to death,
so I gathered she was going through a rough period.

I didn’t see her for years until one day I spotted her as we waited in line
to ride the Dodgem cars at a local carnival. We talked briefly, but I could tell
she was really smacked out. We finally got our turn on the ride, and the sight
of Angel squeezing her way into a little car was almost mystical. As we began
circulating around the rubber tires in the center, I was shocked to see that Angel
had just pulled over to the side, parked, and nodded out. Why on earth had she
gotten on the ride in the first place? I headed straight for her and smashed into
the back of her car. Her eyes popped open and she screeched: “You bastard! You
like to give me whiplash!” Angel seemed to disappear after that, and all my in-
quiries concerning her life dead-ended. It seemed she had completely vanished.
[ didn’t forget her, though, and imagined hopefully that she had become a nude
wrestler or a Mafia wife.
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spiration. [ start my day in a local blue-collar bar and grill where I read my Daily
Variety and Hollywood Reporter as truck drivers and construction workers gobble
their breakfast and ignore me. I then hop in my very plain sedan and drive to a
local printer, Quickie Offset, with something to get photocopied, so I'll have an
excuse to check out the woman who works there. Her name is Miss Pat, and
she definitely is the most beautiful woman in Baltimore. I've watched her for
years, and her marvelous style always puts me in a good mood, especially at
Christmas, when she has her bouffant hairdo done up like a Christmas tree,
complete with colored balls. All perked up, I get back in my car and drive around
aimlessly, looking for hideous human interest. Just looking out the window can
turn into a nonstop horror film. [ usually try to pass all my favorite landmarks,
such as the new housing project, embarrassingly named Jonestown by the city
(“If you lived here, you'd be dead already”), or Leakin Park, the stomping
ground of “The Penis Collector,” who was arrested carrying a lunch box full of
little boys’ cocks he had amputated and saved. I go by the 800 block of Park Ave-
nue and look at all the hustlers and think of the time a local druggist was com-
plaining to a neighborhood association meeting: “Something has to be done
about those hustlers. How would you like it if your block was listed in every gay
guide as a prostitution pickup area? I even came to pick up my wife one night,
honked the horn, and a hustler jumped in my car! I angrily told him to get out,
and he snorted, ‘Well, you honked, didn’t you?” ”

If I have the time, I'll cruise up several blocks of East Baltimore Street,
home of the entire tribe of the mean-spirited Lumbi Indians, and see if there are
any fights. I generally stop for lunch in my favorite hamburger joint, the one I
read about where the waitress stabbed a mouthy customer with a butcher knife
and then continued chopping onions with the bloody knife until the police ar-
rived.

IfI see an especially strange-looking character, I start foﬂowing the person,
fantasizing how peculiar their life must be and exaggerating it to ridiculous
lengths to fit characters in my films. I eavesdrop on conversations and pick up
great dialogue, such as the time [ overheard an angel-dust casualty tell his girl
friend, “I can’t go out tonight, hon, because I have to take my grandmother to
the hospital to have her tattoos removed.” Another time I was guiltily buying
Perrier in the supermarket, when [ noticed a mean hillbilly woman glaring at the
bottles. Unable to contain her rage that somebody was stupid enough to buy wa-
ter, she blurted out, “What is that shit, anyway?”

“Perrier,” I explained. “It’s good for hangovers.”

“I'll have to get me some,” she said, as she broke into a toothless grin and
gave me a wink.

Sometimes I just sit on the street and wait for something awful to happen.
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Hag in a Black Leather Jacket (8 mm) (B&W) Starring Mary Vivian Pearce, Mona
Montgomery; 17min.

Roman Candles (three 8 mm shown simultancously) (Color) Starring Maelcum
Soul, Bob Skidmore; Mona Montgomery, Divine, Mink Stole, Mary Vivian
Pearce, David Lochary; 40 min.

Eat Your Makeup (16 mm) (B&W) Starring Maelcum Soul, David Lochary, Ma-
rina Melin, Divine, Mary Vivian Pearce, Mona Montgomery; 45 min.

Mondo Trasho (16 mm) (B&W) Starring Mary Vivian Pearce, Divine, David Lo-
chary, Mink Stole; released through New Line Cinema; 95 min.

Multiple Maniacs (16 mm) (B&W) Starring Divine, David Lochary, Mary Vivian
Pearce, Mink Stole, Edith Massey; released through New Line Cinema; 90 min.
Pink Flamingos (16 & 35 mm) (Color) Starring Divine, David Lochary, Mary Viv-
ian Pearce, Mink Stole, Danny Mills, Edith Massey; released through New Line
Cinema; 93 min.

Female Trouble (16 & 35 mm) (Color) Starring Divine, David Lochary, Mary Viv-
ian Pearce, Mink Stole, Danny Mills, Edith Massey; released through New Line
Cinema; 92 min.

Desperate Living (16 & 35 mm) (Color) Starring Liz Renay, Mink Stole, Susan
Lowe, Edith Massey, Mary Vivian Pearce, Jean Hill; released through New Line
Cinema; 90 min.

Polyester (35 mm) (Color) Starring Divine, Tab Hunter, Edith Massey, Stiv Ba-
tors, David Samson, Mary Garlington, Ken King, Mink Stole, Joni-Ruth White;
released through New Line Cinema; 85 min.

Hairspray (35 mm) (Color) Starring Sonny Bono, Ruth Brown, Divine,
Deborah Harry, Ricki Lake, Jerry Stiller, with special appearances by Ric
Ocasek and Pia Zadora; released through New Line Cinema; 90 min.
Cry-Baby (35 mm) (Color) Starring Johnny Depp, Amy Locane, Susan Tyrrell, Iggy
Pop, Ricki Lake, Traci Lords, Kim McGuire, Stephen Mailer, Darren Burrows, and
Polly Bergen as “Mrs. Vernon-Williams,” with special guest stars Patricia Hearst,
David Nelson, Troy Donahue, Mink Stole, Joe Dallesandro, Joey Heatherton,
Willem Dafoe; released through Universal Studios; 85 min.

Serial Mom (35 mm) (Color) Starring Kathleen Turner, Sam Waterston, Ricki
Lake, Mink Stole, Patricia Hearst, Matthew Lillard, Mary Jo Catlett, Patricia
Dunnock, Traci Lords, with a special appearance by Suzanne Somers; released
through Savoy Pictures; 93 min.
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1998 Pecker (35 mm) (Color) Starring Edward Furlong, Christina Ricci, Bess
Armstrong, Mary Kay Place, Martha Plimpton, Brendan Sexton III, Mink
Stole, Lili Taylor; released through Fine Line Features; 86 min.

2000 Cecil B. Demented (35 mm) (Color) Starring Melanie Griffith, Stephen Dorff,
Alicia Witt, Adrian Grenier, Larry Gilliard, Jr., Mink Stole, Ricki Lake, Patricia
Hearst, Kevin Nealon; released through Artisan Pictures; 87 min.

2004 A Dirty Shame (35 mm) (Color) Starring Tracy Ullman, Johnny Knoxville,
Selma Blair, Chris Isaak, Suzanne Shepherd, Mink Stole, Patricia Hearst, Jackie
Hoffman, with a special appearance by David Hasselhoff; released through
Fine Line Features; 89 min.
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My parents.
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standably, makes them nervous. “God, is this all true?”” my oldest sister asked,
after skimming a profile of me in Oui magazine. “Don’t let Mom and Dad read
this one,” she advised, and I took her advice. I certainly don’t want to test my
family to see how much they can take, but at the same time I can’t watch every
word I say for fear of offending them. When Vincent Canby reviewed Pink Fla-
mingos for The New York Times and commented that I must have had “faulty toilet
training,” my mother hit the ceiling. “You did NOT!” she moaned. “Why can’t
they keep me out of it!” As I was working on this book, she said, “I tremble to
think what you're writing in there,” and it took me a while to get up the nerve
to ask my parents to pose for pictures for these early memories of a crackpot.

I think my parents should relax and realize that today, in my old age and
maturity, [ only think terrible thoughts, 1 do not live them. Thank God I am not
my films. If audiences can laugh at my twisted ideas, what’s the great harm? [
can’t imagine anyone being influenced enough by my work to actually try to em-
ulate the characters’ misery in real life. At least I've never done anything really
decadent, like waste millions of dollars of other peoples’ money and come up
with a movie as dumb as The Deep or 1941. The budgets of my films could hardly
feed the starving children of India.
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day take it over. He’s had bit parts in two of my films: the young guy on lover’s
lane who is attacked by Divine with a sledge hammer (Multiple Maniacs) and the
jogger Divine tries to run down in her Cadillac (Pink Flamingos). Whenever I had
world premieres in Baltimore, my brother always sold the tickets and handled
the box-office receipts, because I was sure he wouldn’t steal and, since none of
the freeloaders knew him, nobody could sweet talk their way in without paying.

Like my mother, both my sisters are six feet tall and Sweet Briar graduates.
The oldest, Kathy, lives in Virginia with her husband and two kids (both of
whom, thank God, are cute). She recently retired from being a welfare worker
after achieving the distinction of being one of the first women workers in Vir-
ginia to be assaulted by a client. He was fined $15 for grabbing and cursing my
sister, and I always ask her to describe the trial in detail every time I see her.
Kathy appeared briefly as a model in one of my early films, Roman Candles.

My youngest sister, Patricia, is the artistic one and has traveled the most.
She was in Roman Candles and went on to play a schoolgirl who David Lochary
tries to entice into his car with offers of candy in Mondo Trasho. She’s lived for
several years in Italy and now works in a museum in Boston. All three of my sib-
lings seem quite happy despite the fact that they’ve had to resist my bad influence
over the years.

My mother’s eighty-year-old mother, Stella Whitaker, is my favorite relative.
She has blue hair and used to drive an Imperial before she got a gold Wildcat.
She tells all the family, “All you need in life is the four Bs—Beauty, Brains,
Breeding, and Bounty,” and through the years I've discovered the wisdom of her
belief. I love to eat dinner with her in her huge apartment because it’s so glam-
orous. You sit with her in her very formal dining room underneath a huge oil
portrait of herself lit by a museum light. She rings the dinner bell and in trots
her dedicated servant, Elizabeth, with each course of the meal, eager to perform the
most mundane chores. “Hi, Elizabeth,” I say, and she invariably answers, “Fine.”
When Elizabeth returned to my grandmother’s employ after a long absence due to
ill health, she surprised me by grabbing me and giving me a big kiss. My
grandmother has traveled extensively all over the world and loves to tell me about
places I'm about to visit: “Oh yes, | was in Berlin. We went to a fabulously elegant
restaurant. By day, glorious meals, by night, men danced with each other-...openly.”
She still remains ultraconservative in her beliefs, but I like to think that somehow
I've forced my grandmother to loosen up a bit.

My whole family may have finally gotten used to me, but they still get upset
by some of my more lurid publicity. Deep down, they still believe your name
should only appear in the paper twice—when you are born and when you die.
So-called friends of the family have anonymously mailed to my parents the most
negative and sensational reviews, which I think is especially hateful and, under-
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tions years ago. They like to hear about college lectures and museum showings
because it legitimizes what 1 do, but all they know about the films is what they’ve
read in the newspapers. They go to very few movies and mine would hardly be
ones they’d choose. “Why can’t you make something nice like The Sound of Mu-
sic,” my mother used to lament, but now she only groans when she hears the
plot line of my newest production. When I told my father that my films’ pop-
ularity was “spreading” in Europe, he quipped, *“Yeah, like cancer.” And when
a reporter was interviewing my mother for an article in the Sunday paper about
the family’s house (Oak Grove) and nervously asked, “Are you the mother of the
other John Waters?” she cut the feature writer off with a stern “Yes,” letting
her know that this was her article and please keep him out of it. My father’s com-
ments always keep me down to earth: “You're going to be shot one day, boy.
I don’t mean assassinated—you’re not that famous—just shot.”

I can understand what my parents have had to go through when I try to
imagine how I would react if I had a child who rebelled by wearing polyester,
eating health food in front of me, and only wanted to talk about the spiritual re-
wards of jogging. My father, president of a company that distributes industrial
fire-protection equipment, at one time wanted me to take over his business, but
long ago realized this would never be a reality. I can sympathize with him, be-
cause if I had a son I would hope that he would want to be the new “puke king”
and would be hurt if he rejected the inheritance of my “pukedom.”

Both my parents try. They are big on gardening and realize that [ have a
“black thumb” (plants wilt when I approach), but my mother grows my favorite
flower for me, the black tulip. Oddly enough, she has always approved of my vis-
iting Tex Watson in prison and, whenever I return from California, asks, “How
was your friend in jail?”” My father has come to respect the fact that I started my
own business, as he did, and is interested in the practical angle of how films
make money. After all, we agree, selling fire extinguishers and “‘shock’ have the
same basic problems—people don’t pay their bills and you’ve got to spend so
much money to make money.

Both my parents and myself realize that we'd feel like Martians in each
other’s worlds. They seem relieved that I don’t invite them to my parties, be-
cause then they’d feel obligated to attend. “You know the oddest people,” they
often say but can’t understand that I find some of their friends equally bizarre.
I always attend the family reunions and end up enjoying myself, even though 1
seem to be the only black sheep in a huge collection of aunts, uncles, and cousins.
Luckily for my parents, all my brothers and sisters turned out to be relatively
normal. I always felt they had it easier since they are younger, and no matter
what they did, it always seemed mild after the example I had set.

My brother Steve is married, works for my father’s company, and will one
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did his magic on Divine. “Give me some time, for Christ’s sake,” he growled
when told he only had three hours to transform Divine into a woman or I'd lose
the light and never be able to match the shots. We then sped back to the garbage
dump with Divine dressed as Dawn and Sally in Earl’s costume and reshot the
scene from a different angle. The garbage men couldn’t believe we were back,
but I don’t think they detected the role switch. Edited together, these scenes give
new meaning to the expression “Go fuck yourself.”

Once all Earl’s scenes were in the can, Divine could relax and concentrate
on being Dawn Davenport. Since the character turns from teen-age delinquent
to mugger, prostitute, unwed mother, child abuser, fashion model, m'ghtclub en-
tertainer, murderess, and jailbird, I felt at last Divine had a role she could sink
her teeth into. She also agreed to do her own stunts, some of which were quite
dangerous. In one early scene Dawn and her two trashy high school chums, Con-
cetta (Cookie Mueller) and Chiclet (Susan Walsh), hook school and decide to
become “blood sisters.” All three of the actresses slashed the tips of their fingers
on film with a real razor blade and mixed their blood as they pledged their “sis-
terhood.” But one of the actresses became a little carried away and slit her finger
too deeply. As the blood ran, she passed out immediately after the take. Unfor-
tunately, this scene was never included in the final film because the shadow of
the microphone showed up in the background.

Divine also took trampoline lessons so she could be convincing in her
nightclub act. I contacted the nearest YMCA and found an instructor willing to
take on a strange new pupil. I would drop Divine off for his lesson and return
later to check out the progress. It was terrifying watching Divine bounce up and
down until, with the aid of his instructor, he finally got the momentum and the
nerve to do a flip. The instructor agreed to come to the location the day we
filmed Divine’s act and seemed a little surprised to see his star pupil in drag, but
helped Divine get through his scariest trampoline stunts with a minimum of
takes.

Divine didn’t even seem nervous when, for another scene, she had to swim
across the raging rapids of a river dressed in full drag. As we drove to the loca-
tion, it began to pour, but since she was already in makeup and costume and the
camera crew was assembled, [ decided to film it anyway. The temperature was
near freezing, and the rain turned to sleet as we set up the equipment on one side
of the river. Divine waited patiently on the other side while Van reglued her wig
to make sure it wouldn’t be swept away by the current. At the call for action Di-
vine jumped in with a huge splash and began to panic as she felt the undertow
pulling her downstream away from the camera. Completely waterlogged and re-
alizing a second take was impossible, she swam with all her might and managed
to make it to her proper mark as the crew cheered, wrapped her in blankets, and
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led her to the warmth of a car heater. Divine was later distressed when she saw
this scene had been cut from the 35-mm version that played in theaters because
some of the preview audiences thought it too long. It still remains in all the
16-mm prints that play nontheatrically, so I guess the distributors think college
students have more patience.

Divine’s most dramatic scene—childbirth—had to be postponed until the
end of the shooting schedule. Since I wanted to cast a real infant in the part of
the newborn illegitimate child, I had to wait for one of the actresses in the film,
a very pregnant Susan Lowe, to have her own real-life baby, because she had
promised I could use the child as soon as he was born. Luckily, Susan finished
shooting all her scenes before she was rushed to the hospital in labor. As soon
as mother and son returned home, we arrived with all the needed equipment.
Susan was happy to see us, but took me aside to explain that her mother-in-law,
whom she had never met, had just arrived from England to see the new grand-
child. We both giggled, figured the mother-in-law would getoverit,and decided
to go ahead with the scene.

We were introduced and Susan tried to explain to the proud new grand-
mother about the movie, but I could see she was eying us with complete distrust.
Divine, with her hair in curlers and dressed in a fittingly torn unwed mother’s
outfit, lay on an old couch and prepared to givebirthas the crew set up the lights.
Susan got the baby out of the cradle, handed him to Van, who covered the infant
in fake blood, shoved him up Divine’s dress, and connected them with a fake
umbilical cord made out of prophylactics filled with liver. The camera rolled,
Divine shrieked in pain, lifted the baby from her crotch, bit through the umbili-
cal cord, spit it on the wall, and hugged the child lovingly. The mother-in-law
sat in stony silence until Susan’s other child ran in front of the camera, trying
to snatch her new brother from Divine’s arms.

“No! No! That’s our baby!” the little girl screamed, as Susan comforted
her with “It’s only a movie, hon.”

“That’s enough,” the mother-in-law announced, grabbing the children, as
we hastily packed up the equipment and left.

Since the scene of Divine walking down a crowded Baltimore street and
causing a riot had been so successful in Pink Flamingos, I wanted to try a more
insane variation of this theme in Female Trouble. Van applied all the fake scars to
Divine’s face, which were supposed to be the result of an acid-throwing attack
earlier in the film, and Divine slithered into her aquamarine printed leopard-skin
outfit. We drove downtown to the Civic Center and Divine got out and started
throwing glamour fits in front of strangers as | hid in the moving car and filmed
her. I was shocked to see the crowd was showing no reaction whatever, even
when Divine would zero in on a particular passerby and start “modeling.” I think
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ings from Pink Flamingos and funds I borrowed from Jim McKenzie, founder of
the Company Cinematheque at the University of Maryland, and Jimmy Hutzler,
an independently wealthy friend, I managed to scrape together the $25,000 bud-
get.

Vincent Peranio started building and decorating the sets in an abandoned
condemned apartment above a friend’s store. Pat Moran began interviewing all
the crazies who answered our want ads for extras and tried to sort out the de-
pendable ones who would show up from the merely brain-damaged who
thought making a movie would be “fun.” Van Smith arrived in town with
sketches for all the mind-boggling costumes that Variety would later say “made
Frederick’s of Hollywood look like Sears Roebuck.” Chris Mason, “hairdresser
to the monsters,” began stripping the actors’ hair, getting it ready for the ludi-
crous dying and teasing she had in mind. Pete Garey at Quality Film Labs
recommended LeRoy Morais, head of the film making department at the Baltimore
County campus of the University of Maryland, and Yochen Breitenstein, an
mdepend( nt film producer, as possible tt‘(hmcal advisors. Not only did they come
through with all the equipment, they got together a great crew (Bob Maier and Dave
Insley) and introduced me to a talentc-d editor, Charlie Roggero. LeRoy and Yochen
were always on hand to give me much-needed help in the making of Female Trouble
and stuck with the project to the end, even when they got into a lot of hot water for
letting me use state-owned equipment to make such an “objectionable” film.

Since Divine was playing both a male and a female role, he had to grow
back his hair and eyebrows so I could shoot all his masculine scenes before he
was shaved bare and turned into a woman. It took about a month for nature to
come through, and I could tell looking like a man made Divine nervous. “I
haven’t aged well,” he moaned as he looked into a mirror and saw a stranger
staring back. I was thrilled to have a new character to distort.

In one scene Divine rapes himself. Earl (Divine) is cruising around in his
Edsel, looking for women. Dawn (Divine) has just run away from home after
knocking the Christmas tree over on her mother when she didn’t get the “cha-
cha heels” she had asked for. As she tearfully hitchhikes, Earl drives by, ogles
her, picks her up, and they go to a garbage dump and “make love” on a filthy
mattress. In most of the movie, Earl and Dawn appear separately, but for the
scenes where they were together on the screen, I needed a double. Sally Turner,
an alarmingly eccentric character actress who weighed about the same as Di-
vine, agreed to do this thankless role. “I was in some movies in Mexico once,”
she confided to me on our way to the garbage dump location. As real-life garbage
men gawked off camera, I filmed the love scene with Divine as a man and the
double’s back to the camera. We then raced back to Dreamland, and Van Smith
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Edith Massey in Female Trouble. (Photograph by Bruce Moore, © New Line Cinema)
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the downtown shoppers were just being polite and didn’t want to gawk at some-
one who was so obviously disfigured. Realizing drastic action was called for, 1
yelled for Divine, she got back into the car, and we drove around looking for a
more hostile crowd, which I hoped would react more visibly. We passed a group
of drunken bums on a side street, warming themselves in front of a bonfire, and
Divine agreed they would probably respond to her “beauty.” I started filming as
she jumped out of the car and wiggled past them. The bums reacted all right.
They leaped up and began grabbing and mauling Divine. They were too drunk
to realize the tits they pawed were just foam rubber and the ass they pinched was
removable. Divine suddenly became very nervous, wrestled her way free from
the horny mob, and made a hasty retreat to the car. I later cut the shot because
I thought some of the bums might object to making their screen debut in such
a potentially embarrassing scene.

Since most of Female Trouble took place on indoor sets that Vincent had de-
signed, we didn’t have to deal with the problems of the outside world. In be-
tween takes the cast could relax in the communal dressing room instead of
huddling in cars, worrying about oncoming police raids. The dressing room was
like our own special clubhouse. Lined with cracked mirrors and decorated with
Divine’s fake vagina, tits, ass, and pregnant stomach, it could barely contain the
hundreds of hideous costumes that had been carefully designed by Van Smith.
Each morning tired actors would sip coffee and wait in Van’s assembly line to
be turned into their monstrous characters as Chris Mason, the hairdresser, pre-
pared to damage and spray their hair. Mink, dressed as the retarded child Taffy,
would rehearse her lines while David Lochary took countless Polaroid snapshots
of himself in the mirror to make sure he looked perfect. Mary Vivian Pearce sat
uncomfortably in her elaborate fancy costume and read novels as Pat Moran and
helpers struggled to lace Edith Massey into her skintight one-piece S and M
leather outfit. If anyone got hungry, they’d trot down to the corner deli in full
costume, and it soon became known as the “commissary of the stars.”

Unfortunately, Vince couldn’t possibly build all the sets on such alow bud-
get, so [ had to come up with some realistic locations. I began searching for a
beauty parlor that I could use as the Lipstick Beauty Salon. A friend told me her
mother owned a beauty shop that was especially garish and took me out to see
it. [ was ecstatic when I saw the all-purple interior and knew it would be perfect.
Her mother reluctantly agreed to let us use it, and we filmed there several times
without any problems. But on the second-to-last shooting day, we accidentally
blew some fuses with our lights. We replaced them and left. Later I heard that
we missed the fuse that powered the water heater and during the night the pipes
burst and flooded the shop. A neighbor made an emergency call to the owner,
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Edith Massey in leather. (Photograph by Bruce Moore, © New Line Cinema)
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Ho; and the mother of Stacy Moscowitz, one of Son of Sam’s victims, who gave
press conferences concerning her grief. People I’d Never Want to Meet, Even
If1 Had the Opportunity: Barbra Streisand, because of her very existence; Steve
Rubell of Studio 54 (snitch); Charles Manson, because he could never live up to
his image; and Son of Sam, because he is so ugly and was such a disappointment

after his big buildup.

Being sort-of-famous perks up a dull day, but it nevertheless has its pecu-
liar and embarrassing moments. When I was making my early black and white
films and collecting unemployment after the bookstore job, my caseworker rec-
ognized me from a local TV show the cast and I had done to promote Multiple
Maniacs.

“I saw you on TV last night,” she said to me matter-of-factly as I handed
her my form detailing all the jobs I had supposedly applied for that week.

“Oh,” 1 gulped, suddenly fearing unemployment cutoffs and arrest. Since
I knew that everyone who ever sees any publicity about you, no matter how
small, immediately assumes you to be wealthy, I was sure she would start de-
manding records of all my meager bank transactions.

“Don’t worry,” she smiled, “I won’t say anything. That lady [Divine] you
were with looked like something out of a storybook.”

After the success of Pink Flamingos, 1 felt like the Dr. Joyce Brothers of dog-
shit. Everywhere [ went I was greeted with misdirected homages to the closing
scene. Fans welcomed me to one college lecture date with “Welcome” written
in dogshit on my hotel room door. This was rather difficult for me to explain
to the hotel management and created a definite edge in the attitudes of the cham-
bermaids. I've also received very strange mail—twice, fans have mailed me dog-
shit, so I now open all packages with a sense of dread. As soon as New Line
heard about this, I was assured that all my mail sent in care of them would be
immediately forwarded. Weird groupies approach me after screenings and ap-
pall me by confiding, “Wow;, that last scene where Divine eats shit really turned
I knew my films

1

me and my lover on—we eat each other’s shit all the time
attracted weirdos, but this was one sexual minority I hadn’t counted on.

One time I was sure my reputation would hang me. I had been to a party
and, without realizing it, had consumed twenty-seven very weak vodka-and-ton-
ics. Someone slipped me a quarter of a Quaalude, and I realized I was in no shape
to continue being social, so I decided to drive the short distance home and go
to sleep. Approaching my car, I saw vandals had slashed two of the tires, but stu-
pidly I decided to try to make it anyway. As I puttered along at five miles an hour
with two flat tires and the front of the car exaggeratedly raised in the air, citizens
noticed me and alerted the police. The cops puiled me over and arrested me for
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drunken driving. Even though I was dressed in a suit, they searched me and
found, in one pocket, a letter from the mayor’s office, inviting me to an awards
ceremony. In the other pocket they discovered Kool-Aid, Guyana clippings, and
a rubber rat. Since the People’s Temple massacre had just happened that week,
[ 'hoped they would understand my excitement and slightly suicidal behavior at
the time, but they just frowned, handcuffed me, and escorted me to the waiting
paddy wagon. | immediately sobered up and recognized the potentially embar-
rassing situation in which I was caught. It was one thing to be getting arrested
when you were a juvenile, but being an adult delinquent was mortifying. On the
way to the jail all I could think of was the time I rode in a paddy wagon with
David Lochary ten years earlier, and it made me miss him more than ever. When
the cops took me into night court, the judge, or whatever he was, started yelling,
“Mondo Trasho! Mondo Trasho!” and I envisioned all sorts of terrible publicity
just at the wrong time, when [ was trying to raise capital for a new film. Luckily
the papers never printed a word, and after a few costly appeals I was found guilty
of “driving while impaired,” which is like second-degree drunken driving and
carries less severe penalties. “There is a certain amount of humor in this whole
situation,” my lawyer warned me, “but don’t count on much leniency. Judges
aren’t known for their sense of humor.” Hoping I wouldn’t be forced to attend
weekly driver rehabilitation classes where they make you watch the car-accident
documentary Signal 13 (a film 1 actually like), I showed up for my appointment
with the Department of Motor Vehicles, which had the final say on whether or
not my license would be suspended. Luckily the man who heard my plea turned
out to be a horror movie buff, and we spent most of the time discussing gore
classics until he very kindly let me off with driver probation.

It seems I am plagued with flat tires. David Lochary always told me never
to look at people changing a flat along the highway or the same thing would hap-
pen to me, and [ believed him. Every time I get a flat, I prepare for a long ordeal,
since | have no idea of how to change one. I'm just not mechanically inclined,
so I have to walk or hitch to a phone booth, call a tow truck, and get ready to
pay through the teeth for the solution to this mundane trauma. Since I'm too em-
barrassed to tell the garage person over the phone why I don’t change it myself,
I tell them I don’t have a jack. When they finally show up, I forget my excuse
and am always mortified when they open my trunk and see all the brand-new
necessary equipment still wrapped in the original packaging.

Only once did having a flat become humorous. As I stood bored beside my
car with the hood raised, waiting for the tow truck, a news van sped toward me
and screeched to a halt. A cameraman leaped out and began filming the scene
with the enthusiasm I felt should be saved for the release of the Iranian hostages.
Could it be that slow a news day? I wondered. Would the story be “Film Maker
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Achieving my lifelong goal of making successful exploitation films for art the-
aters made me deliriously happy. More mature. Glowing with inner peace. Sort-
of-famous. My cinematic garbage was actually becoming popular all over the
world. True, I was a household word only in the most severely neurotic of
homes, but still, I felt I had gotten through to the right people. Imagine how
thrilled I was when a New York sanitation worker emptying a garbage can rec-
ognized me on the street and asked me for an autograph. Or when I received
word that a drive-in in the South was showing my double features to packed
crowds before the police shut it down. This meant much more to me than any
of the showings at the National Film Theatre in London or the Museum of Mod-
ern Art in New York, because real, average people were seeing my films for the
first time. When hot-shit universities invited me to lecture in their hallowed
halls, I was eager to oblige—what a compliment to be asked to become a neg-
ative role model for a whole new generation of bored youth. I realized that if I
was lucky, I'd never have to get a real job in my life.

Cult is an odd word to me. They always refer to my films as cult movies
and I'm never quite sure what they mean. Sure, I've seen audiences who’ve seen
the film fifty times and can shout out the dialogue, imitating each actor perfectly
at the exact moment he or she appears on the screen, but would this same au-
dience wash and dry my laundry for me? If I put a split-second subliminal mes-
sage in my films saying, “Send John Waters a thousand dollars,” would it work?
My idea of a cult audience would be one that would follow my orders if I sud-
denly appeared on screen and said, “Hello, 'm John Waters. I want you to go
home and burn down your own house. Find Katharine Hepburn and cut off her
head and bring it to me on a silver platter.” All cult really means today is that
something is popular and no one foresaw its success. Some people get it. Others
are assholes.

I love living in Baltimore, but I also love getting out of it. My ultimate fan-
tasy would be free unlimited airfare. Everybody should be in a good mood when
they’re in an airport, because good or bad, at least something is happening in their
lives. Luckily, I get to spend about half my time traveling to promote my de-
mented projects, and I always have one eye opened in search of real-life cheap
thrills. When I'm home, I work, relax with my closest friends, and plot how to
get my next atrocity financed so I'll be able to talk somebody into flying me
somewhere to blab about the finished project. I'm just as excited to hear I'm go-
ing to Iowa City as I am when I get word I'm being flown to Paris. You could
never tell what is going on in America if you spent all your time in New York
or Los Angeles. The more obscure a town I visit, the greater appeal it has for
me, since I figure there’s an audience for anything in New York, but if you can
get a following in, say, Mobile, Alabama, you really must be doing something
right.
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Being a Baltimorean has been a help in my getting such a dubious reputa-
tion. Since few opinion makers include Baltimore on their celebrity circuit, no
one ever gets used to seeing me, and when I visit other cities, friend]y contacts
go out of their way to introduce me to people I've always wanted to meet. Few
take my word that the only celebrities I really want to be introduced to are the
criminals that are on the front pages of their local newspapers that day, so I'm
forced to make do with artists, writers, and film makers. Since many who have
seen my films imagine me to be a drooling midget amputee or some such mon-
ster, they always seem taken aback to see I wear suits and ties and am not a drug
addict “muffin queen.”

[ know you're supposed to name-drop in these kinds of books, so here
goes: People I Always Wanted to Meet, Did, and Wasn’t Disappointed: David
Hockney; Quentin Crisp; Paul Morrisey; Alain Robbe-Grillet (he couldn’t speak
English, and since I couldn’t speak French, we merely gotacross the fact that we
liked each other’s work); Andy Warhol, alwaysa big help in publicizing my films
in New York, who recommended them to Fellini and Bertolucci in the pages of
his magazine, Interview; Tobe Hooper (The Texas Chainsaw Massacre), who got
drunk with me for two days as we raved about our favorite low-budget horror
films; Nico, my favorite singer, who was so out of it when I met her that she
asked, “Have I ever been here before?” (I had to tell her I really had no idea);
Samuel Fuller, surely the craziest and most inexhaustible conversationalist alive;
David “Eraserhead” Lynch, who only eats at Big Boy restaurants and is quite ea-
ger to rave about their food; Squeaky Fromme, who told me to “come out to
the Spahn Ranch when Helter Skelter comes down,” and I didn’t argue with her;
William Burroughs, the only person from whom I'd never refuse the offer of a
joint, who makes an incredible vision walking down the street, carrying a clear
vinyl shopping bag containing nothing but a quart of vodka; Douglas Sirk, a true
gentleman who made such great melodramas as Written on the Wind and Mag-
nificent Obsession that | wanted to fall to my knees when introduced; and Werner
Herzog, who made me extremely jealous by telling me he had visited Edward
Kemper in prison—the seven-foot giant who was convicted of cutting off his
mother’s head and throwing her larynx down the garbage disposal. People I've
Always Wanted to Meet but Haven't: Jean Genet (no one seems to have any clue
as to his whereabouts); Gerald Ford (my idol); William Spann, President Car-
ter’s nephew, who calls himself the “bad peanut” and served time in San Quen-
tin Prison for robbing gay bars; Mary Fitzpatrick, the convicted murderess
Carter hired as governess to watch over Amy; Mandy Rice Davies (English scan-
dal queen); Jayne Marie Mansfield; Lana Turner’s rebel daughter, Cheryl Crane;
Margaret Hamilton; Benji; all Manson followers, but especially Clem, Malibu
Brenda, and Priscilla Cooper, who recently was convicted of armed robbery of
beauty parlors (“Gimme those rollers!”); Capucine; Elmer Wayne Henly; Don
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Visiting Tex, 1980. (Author’s collection)
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Two masters

JW: Who controls your films now?

HGL: I don’t even know. I am saddened by some of it. I had some of my neg-
atives in storage. My former secretary had them stored in her sister’s home
and I came to get them one day because 1 had been made an offer from
somebody who was desperate for product. She had thrown the negatives
out.

JW: She threw them out?

HGL: That was the low point of my life. It was like having a child die. She said
she had kept them for two years and that was enough.

JW: What did you do?

HGL: I went home and started sticking pins in dolls. T know where some of the
negatives are, but the problem is, those are the milder pictures [ made and
the subject matter is too harmless. There’s no reason to show these pic-

tures today.
JW: What is your advice to students who want to make exploitative pictures?

HGL: I hope there are some because these are the hearty pioneers who, like
Daniel Boone, blaze their names on the trees. If you want to get your pic-
tures shown, look for a thematic content that would not or could not be
considered by a major studio.

JW: Do you want to make films again?

HGL: Oh, sure. I've got a script called Galaxy Girls. It’s about a planet where
women need sex for food. Meanwhile, if you know somebody who wants
to buy my Mitchell camera. ..
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Divine as Dawn Davenport in Female Trouble. (Photograph by Bruce Moore, © New
Line Cinema)
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Once Pink Flamingos became a hit, all the Dreamlanders seemed to snap out of
being juvenile delinquents. Since everybody thought we were crazy, the only way
we could attract attention was by looking and acting relatively sane. Rebelling
quickly became boring when we noticed that the same people we used to offend
were now applauding and imitating our antisocial behavior. I think all of us were
beginning to realize that we were closet capitalists at heart.

Divine and Mink moved back to San Francisco in 1973 to cash in on their
new notoriety and got involved in stage productions at the Palace Theater. Di-
vine bought lots of flashy new outfits and made personal appearances at the drop
of a hat. I loved it when he told the press, “I always wanted to be a movie star,
and now I am and ’'m quite happy about it.” David Lochary stayed in New York,
did a play with Charles Ludlam’s Ridiculous Theatrical Company, and gracious-
ly accepted recognition on street corners. Mary Vivian Pearce started to dread
her new fame, remained in Baltimore, and began taking ballet and piano lessons
at Peabody Institute. Edith retired from being a barmaid and opened a thrift shop
called Edith’s Shopping Bag, which was actually a front for the Edith Massey Fan
Club. She was constantly seated and surrounded by fans, giving interviews, sign-
ing autographs, and sometimes remembered she was supposed to sell some-
thing. I lost all nerve to shoplift and started worrying about theaters stealing
from me. I stopped taking drugs when I realized that pot smelled bad and LSD
trips were becoming like TV reruns. I had had enough inner journeys—I felt I
knew myself well enough, thank you.

Pink Flamingos was a hard act to follow. I knew that once you had a hit, au-
diences and critics lay in wait for your next project. I knew that if I tried to top
the shit-eating scene in Pink Flamingos, I'd end up being seventy years old and
making films about people eating designer colostomy bags. All my humor is
based on nervous reactions to anxiety-provoking situations, so I wanted the
ideals rather than the action of Female Trouble to be horrifying.

Since I had attended the Manson trial and was visiting Manson’s licutenant,
Charles “Tex” Watson, in prison, I decided the theme of my next film should
be “crime is beauty.” Tex thought I was crazy and certainly didn’t agree with
my theory, but sent me an amazing wooden helicopter he made in prison to use
in the credits of Female Trouble.

Since Tex was more of a stage name given him by Manson, he much pre-
fers to be called by his real name, Charles. I wrote to him in San Quentin after
he was sentenced to death for the Tate-LaBianca murders because I disagreed
with his jury and thought he was insane. I figured he could use some good com-
pany. [ was the first person to visit him when he was transferred to his new
home, the California Men’s Colony in San Luis Obispo, and we struck up a
friendship that continues to this day. I've visited him for nine years and have seen
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HGL: Always. Always.
JW: Jimmy, the Boy Wonder? Was that a children’s film?

HGL: Yes. One day I got a call from this guy who had a wife who had a children’s
show. He had about ten minutes of animation from some Italian source.
He decided to shoot a film around it and I put together a deal. What I didn’t
know at the time was that he wanted his wife to star in it. She was a bit
long in the tooth for this kind of role.

JW: The Magic Land of Mother Goose was similar?

HGL: This guy had a stage show he put on for Saturday matinees and he said,
“Why should I do this on stage when I can put it on film.” So we filmed
it with three cameras. The whole movie was shot in two days.

JW: How about The Pill?

HGL: It was really based around this theme: Two balloons—one said “What do
you call a girl who doesn’t take the pill?” and the other balloon said,
“Mommy.” We had a rollicking good time filming it. We were shooting
films so quickly and so steadily that I felt we had a chance of being a per-
manent production company.

JW: The Gruesome Tiwosome? Another gore film?

HGL: That was a great gore film. It’s about an old woman who runs a wig shop.
Her idiot son in the basement gives her the heads of girls so she can make
the wigs. There’s a marvelous scene where the old woman comes down
to the basement and her son is slobbering around and she says, “You’ve
been a good boy and Mommy has a present for you—an electric knife!”

The audience broke up over that.

JW: Most of these films made money?
HGL: They all made money.
JW: Just for the Hell of I?

HGL: That was a picture about a bunch of guys and girls who smashed things.
In fact, we were torn between titles—I wanted to call it The Smash-In. The
picture opens with an unbroken six-minute take. There’s a party going on
and somebody comes over to this big lout and dumps a goldfish bowl over
his head. He throws the bowl through a plate-glass window and it’s all
downhill from there. The scene doesn’t end until there’s not a stick of fur-
niture left in the house.
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him change from Manson robot to the normal guy he is today and marvel that
somehow he’s come through all his personal hell with a sense of humor. Charles
“Tex” Watson gives me complete faith in mankind. I always try to convince him
that if he’s ever released, he could become the hjghest—paid bill collector in
America, but he just smiles and tells me his plans for setting up prison ministries.
Considering his predicament, he’s the one person I can accept with religious be-

liefs. I just wish he’d use his religious training to learn to levitate so he could get
out of that dreary prison and pay me a visit for a change.

When I first started visiting Charles, I was amazed at all the crime celeb-
rities I spotted in the prison visiting room. There was Timothy Leary kjssing gor-
geous female groupies as he sat surrounded by convict disciples. Charles’s
German girl friend, Lu, joined me in fantasizing about some of the more obscure
criminals we met, and the plot for Female Trouble began to spread like cancer in
my mind.

Female Trouble is the story of a headline—seeking criminal named Dawn
Davenport (Divine). The film traces her life from teen-age years as a suburban
brat to her untimely death in the electric chair. After quitting school and running
away from home, Dawn heads to the big city in search of “the fast life,” some-
thing not always easy to find in downtown Baltimore. She soon becomes in-
volved with a fat lout named Earl (Divine also, playing a man’s role) and has his
illegitimate child, Taffy (Mink Stole). As the years pass, Dawn marries Gator
(Michael Potter), a macho hairdresser, but soon divorces him because of prob-
lems with his fag-hag aunt, Ida (Edith Massey). Tafty grows into a severely mal-
adjusted young lady, tracks down her father, and kills him, and in one final act
of rebellion turns Hare Krishna to get on her mother’s nerves. Sick of mother-
hood, bored with life in general, Dawn meets Donald and Donna Dasher (David
Lochary, Mary Vivian Pearce), two fascist beauticians who run the Lipstick
Beauty Salon. Flattered by their elitist attention, Dawn soon falls for the Dash-
er’s brainwashing and mind-control technique. Egged on by bizarre beauty treat-
ments and promises of stardom, Dawn becomes the Dasher’s guinea pig and
plunges headlong into their “crime is beauty” program. Dawn’s peak of criminal
success occurs when she goes berserk during her trampoline act in a local night-
club and begins shooting members of the audience for “art.” Finally apprehend-
ed by the authorities, she is sentenced to die in the electric chair, a death she
welcomes because of her neurotic belief that the death penalty is the equivalent
to the Academy Award in her chosen profession of crime.

All the Dreamland stars came back to Baltimore to make the film. I rented
a large apartment in a great old building that became the new Dreamland Stu-
dios and decided I could be a better fanatic if I lived alone. Using the early earn-
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JW: Stick It in Your Ear? That’s my favorite title.

HGL: Stick It in Your Ear was a picture bought to go along with something or
other. I didn’t make it. Some lab in New York had the negative for sale and
I simply bought it and put on a new title.

JW: Then you stopped making films. Why?

HGL: I stopped because I got into other businesses that killed me.
JW: Will you talk about your legal trouble?

HGL: Sure.

JW: All T know is what I read in Film Comment.

HGL: What did it say?

JW: Phony abortion-referral services, phony gas-saving devices . . .

HGL: That’s how things get warped. First of all, there is no point in somebody
ripping open his own skin to renew a fresh wound. In the abortion thing,
['was simply the advertising agency. There never was any particular legal
action on that. I don’t know quite where that came from but it refers to
nothing. Where I lost my fortune, temporarily, was through an auto-
mobile-rental deal in which I was the principal investor. The thing went
down the tube and everybody got nailed. My theaters and everything I had
went with it. At the time [ thought it was the worst thing in the world that
ever happened, but invariably one springs, phoenixlike, from the ashes. As
I say, I'still have a camera and the lights and the sound gear.

JW: What happened with the car-rental agency?

HGL: The guy who supplied us with automobiles . . . didn’t. It's one of the sad
episodes of mankind.

JW: When you went to jail, did you run the film series? [ always figure that’s
what I'd do if I ever got time.

HGL: [Laughs] Oh, no. The whole thing is very much overblown.
JW: Was it a white-collar jail?

HGL: That didn’t occur at all. I don’t know where these stories begin. That was
certainly the intent of the ULS. government at the time but . . .

JW: You mean you never went to jail?

HGL: No. No. Everything was averted very nicely.
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have bleached hair and wear eye makeup,” and I was shocked to realize that
some thought Divine and I to be the same person. I gently explain that, luckily,
I have no acting aspirations, so [ can get away with being more conservative in
life. “I bet you're weird,” they say hopefully as we walk to their car in the airport
parking lot.

“Well, I don’t live like the characters in my films,” I tell them. Would they
expect Alfred Hitchcock to kill people in showers? I wonder.

When we get checked into the hotel room, they sometimes whip out large
amounts of marijuana. Since smoking grass only makes me nervous, I politely
turn it down, reassuring them that [ used to be quite a drug fiend in my youth.
They can’t get over it: “Yu don’t take dope?” Once they realize the only thing
weird about me is my ideas, they relax and we begin to have a normal good time
and | hope they’ll take me to the best restaurants and introduce me to the most
interesting people in town.

I’ve never had a hostile reaction from a college audience. The auditorium
is usually crowded, and I introduce one of my films and answer questions after-
ward. I deadpan all my preposterous opinions on films and film making and feel
just like Shecky Green. The first question is always “Did Divine really eat shit?”
and then “Do you have parents?” or “Do you live like a normal man in an apart-
ment?” Every once in a while I'll get a lulu like “Is that Edith’s real face?” but
generally college students today are quite serious and are mainly interested in the
financing, distribution, and marketing of my films.

Only once did a member of a college audience get out of hand and that was
at the School of Visual Arts in New York. As I pontificated over trashy movies
to a class of art students, a punk ran forward and started biting my arm. I tried
to pull away, but he had such a grip with his teeth that he was impossible to
shake off. It really hurt, and the thought of getting lockjaw went immedjately
through my mind. Finally, the professor who had asked me to speak ran to my
rescue, pryed the student menace off me, and mumbled apologies as he looked
in horror at the bite marks on my arm. Realizing the punk was only trying to be
friendly, I laughcd at this rather strange displa_v of affection and assured all in-
volved that I was okay. After the talk, the punk invited me to come see his band
play at CBGB, and that night a bunch of friends and I showed up to catch his act.
He came onstage throwing lit firecrackers into the audience, climbed up on a
kitchen chair, and dove head first into a birthday cake, hit himself over the head
with a hammer, and dumped a bucket of paint on himself. Then he began to sing,
and I realized that his entrance was the best part of the show.

My worst fear in life is to show up one day to do a lecture and discover
nobody came to hear me. This happened only once, and it was a real nightmare.
T arrived in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, and had no idea what to expect. The woman
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who picked me up was sort of nasty and reminded me of a mean science teacher
I had in junior high. She dropped me off at my motel, which was actually a family
boating retreat filled with screaming children and suburban sailboat enthusiasts.
Since I had no desire to get on a boat, scream “Come about,” and risk getting
my neck broken by a swinging mast, I stayed in my room and pouted. The same
woman picked me up before show time and drove me to the auditorium, where
I was appalled to see that the audience consisted of about six farmers. They
watched the film in stony silence, and when I gave my talk, not one person
laughed. When 1 asked if there were any questions, nobody would even look me
in the eye. On the way back to the motel, my sponsor grouchily complained,
“Christine Jorgenson sold more tickets than you did.” Stunned, I snapped back,
“Maybe next time I'll get a sex change to perk up the box office.”

Getting invited to international film festivals is the most fun of all. The first
one [ attended was Film International in Rotterdam. Not only did the festival or-
ganizers pay my airfare, they also provided hotel rooms, meals, free drinks, and
even spending money. I felt like I had just become a winner on Let’s Make a Deal.
The only other American film maker invited was Russ Meyer, so between the
two of us, [ imagine Dutch audiences got an odd picture of American film. After
Pink Flamingos and Female Trouble were screened in Rotterdam, they sent me to
Antwerp, Belgium, to show the films to another festival-related audience. I was
introduced to the mayor of Antwerp before the show, and he asked me to sign
his guest book. Trying to be witty, I wrote, “Thank you for letting me spread
bad taste through Belgium,” and he closed the book without seeing my message.
(1 later heard he hit the ceiling when he read it.) He introduced me onstage and
gave me a coffee-table picture book on the city of Antwerp and shook my hand.
With the aid of a translator, I introduced the film and discovered that the inter-
preter was so horrified by my statements that she refused to translate them and
made up totally different remarks. Since I couldn’t understand Dutch, I had no
idea what she was doing until after the show when somebody filled me in. The
audience loved the film, but the mayor of Antwerp most definitely did not. He
canceled the later show and threatened to seize the print and lock me up if I
didn’t get out of town. I left Antwerp on the floor of a Volkswagen bus, but 1
must say I had a fabulous time.

Since I love the new German cinema, I was really flattered to be invited
to the Berlin Film Festival. Everyone in Berlin has henna-tinted hair, is young,
attractive, and film-crazed. The buffs are unbelievably serious and went crazy
when I told them my films aren’t political. “Yes they ARE!!” they screamed, and
I backed off a little; I guess you can read anything you want into a screenplay.
In Paris, where they love horror films, I've managed to worm my way into a cou-
ple of festivals, since, in a sense, my films are truly horrible. I was amazed at the
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Has Flat Tire””? I soon realized that I was having delusions of grandeur when the
cameraman told me he had been searching for the last hour for somebody with
a flat to get a shot to illustrate a public service feature on tire safety. I just stood
there like an idiot while he filmed the mechanic changing my tire, and once it
was shown on TV, confused acquaintances mentioned to me, “I saw you on the
news with your flat tire.” I often wondered if they had assumed I was such a
publicity hog that I had planned a flat, raced to the phone, and actually assumed
the press would be interested. [ heard I was only on the screen for a few seconds,
but I treasure this as my all-time favorite media coverage.

Being at the wrong place at the right time always seems to get me publicity
when I least expect it. Staying in San Francisco, I naturally showed up for the
first screening opening day of Guyana—Cult of the Damned. As I was exiting, I no-
ticed reporters lurking about and one approached me at random to get my re-
action to the film. As I told him it was “good trash,” another moviegoer
recognized me and came over to tell me how much she liked my films. The re-
porter seemed surprised and asked what I did for a living, so I filled him in. The
next day, my minireview of Guyana plus a free plug for all my films appeared on
the front page of the San Francisco Examiner. But the manager of the theater really
upstaged my comments by stating, “We expect to do quite well with the film,
since many of the victims were local and we expect their families and friends
will attend.”

Whenever I'm asked to do a college lecture, I feel like I've won a contest.
All expenses paid, two nights in a hotel, and a flat fee, all for just standing there
and mouthing off my opinions. My close friends in Baltimore are always relieved
to hear I have a speaking engagement, because they get a break from listening
to me rant.

I'll go anywhere. You have as much fun in a town where you lecture as
does the person who “rents” you, since this “‘sponsor” totally manages your life
from the minute you arrive. You land in a strange airport and just stand there
in the baggage area, trying to look intelligent, until a stranger approaches youand
timidly asks, “Are you John Waters?” I and a friend who had just completed a
book tour and I were discussing this phenomenon, and she added: “Yes, it could
be anybody that approaches you—a killer, a kidnapper, a rapist. You don’t know
him, but you get in his car.” My sponsors usually seem surprised at my relatively
normal appearance and blurt out, “You're John Waters?” Remembering the ad I
saw for videotapes of my films that said, “John Waters—his very name is syn-
onymous with fear and nausea,” | feel relieved the poor person hasn’t started
crying or vomiting at the sight of me and try to convince them that, “Yes, sorry
to disappoint you, [ am John Waters.” One sponsor told me, “I thought you’d
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crowds craned their necks to try to geta peek inside. Divine and [ discussed what
it must be like to be assassinated. Whenever the driver stopped for a red light,
people would gather around the car, hoping to see Farrah Fawcett or some big
TV star. Their expressions always changed radically when they caughta glimpse
of Divine blowing kisses. I just sat there and felt like Don Knotts.

The entire block of the theater had been roped off and was filled with pho-
tographers and fans. As we stepped from the limousine to sign autographs, the
theater manager asked Divine if she would put her handprints in a block of wet
cement outside the ticket booth. Always worried an overzealous fan would rip
off her wig, Divine jumped at the chance to escape the crowd. Blinded by flash-
bulbs, we followed the motorcycle cop until he tripped and put his big ugly ox-
ford square in the cement, ruining the whole stunt. Once the movie began,
Divine and I sneaked out into the lobby and marveled that just a few years back
we were having our premieres in church halls.

To me, the most chic and glamorous opening of Female Trouble was held
in the Baltimore City Jail. Thrilled to be invited back to my favorite location, I
jumped at the chance to screen my film to this captive audience. I knew their
reaction to my “crime is beauty” saga would mean a lot more to me than The
New York Times review. I nervously waited in a huge empty gym and made small
talk with the trustee projectionist, who seemed disappointed that the scheduled
film, Coffey (“She’ll cream you”), wouldn’t be shown. “Let ’em in,” a guard
yelled, and five hundred convicts entered, two of whom were white. Everyone
looked stunningly scary. The film started, and they sat silently on the gymnasium
floor until Divine knocked the Christmas tree over on her mother and screamed:
“I hate you! I hate this house! And I hate Christmas!”” The audience went wild,
and I knew I had won their hearts. Warden Kamka entered during the second
reel and further insured a favorable reaction from the prisoners. They loved any
scene with violence and cheered the shit stains on Divine’s underpants and yelled
out, “Hey, man, is this a real movie?” Since the death penalty had been reinstated
in Maryland the day before the showing, they didn’t seem to think the electro-
cution scene was one bit funny and quieted down immediately, but applauded
at the end. The best review I ever received came from a convicted murderer who
approached me after the screening and said, “Hey, brother, you ought to show
this film down at Clifton T. Perkins Hospital for the criminally insane. I think
they’d like it better.”
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consciousness” and went on to state, “if the film was rated, it would probably
receive an R minus.” Advance interest was hot this time, and crowds began lin-
ing up hours ahead of the first scheduled screening. | knew my neck was really
on the chopping block this time, so I was even more nervous than usual and
paced up and down in the projection booth and smoked one hundred Kool ciga-
rettes. I could hear the crowd getting unruly outside, and when they started
shoving up against the huge plate-glass windows, my brother Steve, always in
charge of ticket sales and crowd control at my premieres, became alarmed and
recommended the doors be opened immediately. All nine showings were com-
pletely sold out, and I made back a substantial part of the budget even before
New Line began distributing the film nationally. After gauging audience reaction,
I realized the film would get better reviews but would be a tougher sell than Pink
Flamingos. Divine had never been better, and technically the film was far superior
to anything I had done, but the reverse idea of hideous glamour and the equally
twisted theme of “crime is beauty” was a little hard for a general audience to
swallow. Even Boxoffice, the trade publication that always tries to come up with
selling angles for films, could do no better than to suggest theater owners “hire
fat women to stand around in the lobby.”

New Line gave Female Trouble a grand launch in New York. By now, they
had picked up my early films, Mondo Trasho and Multiple Maniacs, and Pink Flamin-
gos was still packing them in at midnight shows around America. They decided
I should blow up Female Trouble to 35 mm so it could play in the bigger theaters
that didn’t have 16-mm projection. When you blow up a film from 16 to 35 mm,
the ratio is different, and you are forced to choose between losing the top or the
bottom fifth of the frame. I was crushed to see the tops of hairdos or shoes van-
ish, but realized that in 35 mm it looked more like a real movie.

It seemed I had finally climbed out of the underground. Not only did the
film open in a first-run East Side theater, the RKO Fifty-ninth Street, but New
Line hired John Springer Associates as the press agent. They handled Liz Taylor,
the New York Film Festival, and many other big names and seemed to under-
stand perfectly how to push the film. Sue Salter, who works for Springer and
is still my favorite movie publicist in New York, created advance trade interest
by planting in Variety a rumor that I was offering $500,000 for someone to com-
mit suicide on film. Alarmed at the possibility of a lunatic showing up at my door
and shooting himself as his family demanded payment, I explained to Variety that
I'may have made that joke in one of my college lectures, but certainly wasn’t se-
rious.

Sara Risher had just been hired by New Line, and her first duty was to deal
with me and the Female Trouble opening. We hit it off right from the start, and
outside of our business dealings we also became close friends. We still travel to
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the European film festivals together and make a good team. I meet the distrib-
utors and theater owners and try to be witty and charming, and then Sara moves
in and tries to get money out of them.

The day of the New York premiere it snowed ten inches, but this didn’t
seem to interfere with the festivities. The opening party was packed, and after
we inched our way in our limousine through the snow to the theater, we were
thrilled to see a huge mob waiting out front. So many people came that the other
half of the newly twinned theater was also filled and the projectionist bicycled
the one print to both projection booths.

Critical reaction gave new meaning to the term “mixed reviews.” Variety
called it “a true original” and added “film purists, establishment critics, and or-
dinary folks will shudder.” The Village Voice heralded it as “an epic—]John
Waters’ masterpiece” and the critic for Andy Warhol’s Interview stated, *“‘the base-
ments, backyards and byroads of Baltimore have become as exotic and unique
a landscape to me as Sternberg’s Morocco.” But not everyone was as kind. The
Soho News said, “You don’t want to sit too close to the screen for fear of being
swept into the hideous narcissistic death trap they inhabit,” and Archer Winston
of the New York Post went even further: “If you ever see John Waters’ name on
a marquee, cross to the other side of the street and hold your nose.” As I pon-
dered this review and wondered if anyone could possibly say anything meaner,
I was handed Rex Reed’s comments: “Where do these people come from?
Where do they go when the sun goes down? Isn’t there a law or something?”

The Hollywood premiere of Female Trouble in 1974 was a dream come
true. Divine and [ had arrived in Los Angeles three days before so we could give
interviews to the press. The publicity agent had done a good job, and all the re-
porters we met seemed to appreciate the fact that we refused to take ourselves
seriously. Marilyn Beck, syndicated columnist, was one big exception. When I
heard we had been invited to her home, I thought it odd, but as soon as we ar-
rived and the interview began, I realized she had no interest whatsoever in Female
Trouble. She had lured us there in hopes of finding out the truth about “snuff
films.” I felt like telling her the only “snuff film” I knew of was about to take
place in her living room, but decided against it, knowing [ didn’t need any more
negative publicity. “There’s no such thing as ‘snuff films,” 7 I lectured her. “It’s
just a publicity scare thought up by obscenity prosecutors so people will be in
favor of censorship laws.” Marilyn Beck didn’t seem the least impressed,
showed us to the door, and never wrote one word about my films.

Divine spent the whole day of the premiere being transformed by Van into
the most beautiful woman in Hollywood. The limousine picked us up and we
were impressed to see two motorcycle cop escorts leading the procession. As the
limousine slithered its way to the theater, located off Hollywood Boulevard,
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All people look better under arrest. The ugliest sex criminal and the motliest
junkie take on a special glamour as they are handcuffed and dragged before the
crime-hungry American public. A new criminal is the hottest of all media stars;
it’s the only kind of celebrity that can happen literally overnight. Trials are the
most entertaining of all American spectacles, always better than the theater, and
except for a few special cases, much more thrilling than movies.

Going to a sensational murder trial is the only way I can relax. Some people
collect stamps, others pursue unfathomable physical-fitness programs, but the
only way I can completely escape my everyday worries is to hop on a plane and
head for the nearest media circus in a courtroom.

I am not alone. There are trial buffs everywhere. I have, within a week’s
time, seen the same faces at trials thousands of miles apart. There’s often a mo-
ment of embarrassment as a previously private fanaticism is revealed, but then
we sheepishly grin at one another and toss off an abrupt “Oh, hi. I saw you at
Angela Davis.”” Seasoned crime reporters for TV and the major papers also be-
come familiar faces. We ignore their disdainful stares and strain to eavesdrop
on their conversations, hoping to hear gossip that their editors wouldn’t dare
print. A reporter covering the Manson trial commented, “These spectators are
sick moths drawn to the glare of publicity.” How right he was! Killers, hijackers,
and kidnappers are the saints of our religion, and like religious fanatics we crave
news of the next criminal miracle, anxiously awaiting the day we can be ad-
mitted to our own private cathedral, the courtroom.

The best defendant to watch is one who is guilty and unrepentant, but who
denies his guilt. The more hideous the crime, the more intriguing it becomes. 1f
you're going to be rotten, do it well, we say, and do it with style. Murder is my
favorite charge, with kidnapping, terrorism, and armed robbery following in ex-
actly that order. The facts of the case are relatively unimportant. A true crime
buff is interested in only three things: (1) Can the criminal handle the sudden
glare of publicity? (2) Are his family and friends standing behind him? (3) Is he
smart enough to fool a jury and beat the rap?

Getting a seat at a famous trial is like crashing the Academy Awards: It re-
quires great patience and planning. At the Patty Hearst trial, hundreds of people
waited for days in sleeping bags outside the courtroom, only to discover that just
six or seven seats were available to the public. On the juicier days of the trial,
the Hearst family and the prosecutor’s privileged friends pulled strings and gob-
bled up all the choice spectator seats. Patty’s fans were enraged but refused to
budge, creating a sort of crime-conscious Woodstock. They sang “Happy Birth-
day” to Patty and munched on a large birthday cake one of Patty’s groupies had
prepared, resigned to another twenty-four-hour wait.

[ was one of the lucky few who saw Patty testify the first time. The key
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Mink Stole as Taffy. (Photograph by Bruce Moore, © New Line Cinema)
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herself incredibly well for every role, and is often unrecognizable to fans on the
street due to her ever-changing appearance. She even worked as the receptionist
for Harper’s magazine in New York for a year before her fellow workers discov-
ered her other career, even though many of them had seen the films and failed
to put two and two together. Van Smith continues his illustrating career and, if
the money is right, will hire himself out to oversee makeup and costuming for
theatrical productions in need of his rather special talents. Marina Melin lives
quietly, works in the fashion industry, and still looks as wonderful as she did
when she was discovered for Eat Your Makeup.

Meanwhile I've spent the last three years putting together my new film,
Polyester. Since I’'m superstitious and think it’s bad luck to talk about a film before
it’s shot, I'll only say that it’s scheduled for production in October 1980, stars
Divine and Tab Hunter, is budgeted at $300,000, will be shot in 35 mm, has Mi-
chael White (The Rocky Horror Picture Show) and New Line Cinema as executive
producers, and utilizes one of the most ludicrous promotional gimmicks of all
time. The plot, dealing with alcoholism and divorce in a comic vein, can best be
described as Father Knows Best gone berserk.
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Divine pleads with the jury in Female Trouble. (Photograph by Bruce Moore, ©
New Line Cinema)

Divine gets the chair. (Photograph by Bruce Moore, © New Line Cinema)
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starts earlier than scheduled so we’ll be sure not to be late and miss the credits.
Besides being crowned king, I can’t think of a better way to spend my day than
paying to see a film.

Most of the original Dreamlanders have gone on to become sort-of-fam-
ous in their own right. We still cross state lines to incite old-time get-togethers
and it’s difficult for outsiders to comprehend our fanatical bond. Some of the
hardest-core members have stayed in Baltimore and helped preserve the ques-
tionable Dreamland image. If Dreamland had a lieutenant, it would certainly be
Pat Moran. Nobody wants to tangle with Pat. When she has a fit, look out! Pat
is incredibly good at working with people (if she likes them) and acts as my ‘“‘no-
man.” She handles ego problems amongst the stars and is quite eager to getrid
of any deadwood that happens to be littering my life. For a time she worked with
the city of Baltimore in setting up a film commission to attract outside produc-
tion companies to town, and she now runs the best art-repertory movie theater
in Baltimore, the Charles. 1 always remind her that, even after working on all
my films, she used to comment: “I hate going to the movies. Sitting in the dark
with a bunch of strangers and wasting an outfit is hardly my idea ofa good time.”
I guess constant exposure to the wonderful world of film slightly altered and
softened her opinion, but film intellectuals still get on her nerves.

Vincent Peranio, my art director, continues to live in Baltimore with his
partner, Dolores Deluxe, but spends much of his time traveling around America,
doing the sets for big—budget films with stars such as Linda Blair, Don Knotts,
and Tim Conway. Bonnie, a.k.a. Mary Vivian Pearce, scemed to want to retire
from show business. I'll never forget her face in the limousine on the way to the
New York premiere of Female Trouble when she trembled: “God, I hate this. 1
wish [ was home.” Bonnie is now in great spirits, living on a spiffy country man-
or and working with her first love, racehorses. Jean Hill, the four-hundred-
pound discovery who moonlighted as a substitute teacher in the Baltimore
school system all through the making of Desperate Living, was terrified her prin-
cipal would be upset when he saw the film. Especially her nude scene. Jean gave

a sigh of relief when she was given a promotion a week after the opening and

was allowed to produce a play with her students. Nobody is more fun to party
with than Jean Hill, and sometimes we go out on dates. You can be sure no one
will ever look at you when you’re with Jean because she attracts all the attention.
Once we went to a Dionne Warwick concert and they had to take out the whole
ticket turnstile so we could fit through. When we got to our section, the entire
row looked up and silently filed out, realizing there was no other way she could
get to her seat. Jean sang along with Dionne at the top of her lungs and had all
those surrounding us in hysterics. At intermission a friendly Dionne fan asked
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dealt with a prison break that had just occurred. We were then led to the prison
gates, and the actors in makeup and costume began filing through the security
points. Trustee prisoners in the halls looked ashen when they saw us coming
with an electric chair, but the warden explained we were were only making a
movie.

I filmed all the prison scenes on an uninhabited floor of the women’s sec-
tion of the Baltimore jail. The warden’s wife even showed up to watch, and they
gave us cell keys, police props, and anything else we needed to make the scenes
more realistic. When it was finally time for Divine to be strapped into the elec-
tric chair, she became paranoid that I would give her a slight jolt of electricity
to enhance her performance, but I explained she needn’t worry—the chair
didn’t even have real current. When the warden saw Divine scream in agony and
bulge her eyes in death, he Iaughed and told us he hoped we’d come back and
show the film to the prison population.

The working title of Female Trouble was Rotten Mind, Rotten Face, but I start-
ed to have my doubts about it when it occurred to me that critics might headline
their reviews ““Rotten Mind, Rotten Face, Rotten Movie.” I loved to look up the
word “rotten” in different dictionaries. My favorite definition was “in the state
of putrefaction,” and I think this perfectly sums up my state of mind when I
made the film. But at the last minute I changed the title to Female Trouble, because
I wanted to be more commercial and figured, with this title, moviegoers might
think it was a comedy about menstruation.

1 had always wanted to use Female Trouble as the title for a film after visiting
Cookie Mueller in the hospital. She had mysteriously collapsed and was rushed
from her Provincetown home to Cape Cod General. When L arrived, I was much
relieved to see Cookie sitting up in bed, wearing makeup and applying her fa-
vorite tint, “White Minx,” to the bleached-out streaks in her hair.

“God, what happened, Cook?” I asked.

“Oh, just female trouble, hon,” she answered, and we both broke into hys-
teria at the archaic sound of that expression. I liked the ring of Female Trouble so
much I even wrote the lyrics to the title song sung by Divine, and although [
could never find a record label to release it, I still think it could have been a
smash hit in your more crime-conscious cities of America.

Naturally, the “sneak world premiere” of Female Trouble was held in Bal-
timore. Once again I rented the auditorium of the University of Baltimore and
plastered the city with posters and fliers featuring Divine’s grotesquely contort-
ed face and the catch line “She had a lot of problems.” Years later this image
was stolen and used on the first of the punk T-shirts when the craze started in
London. The press release described the film as “a cinematic tribute to criminal
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Jean if he could get her anything at the bar and she hollered, “Yeah, bring me
four vodka-and-tonics.” He tried, but didn’t have enough hands to comply with
her request. The last time I talked to Jean, she was working for the Census Bu-
reau, and I bet she was quite efficient at barging into people’s homes and getting
them to fill out the forms.

Susan Lowe still keeps up the shock-value life-style and has become a suc-
cessful painter, stripper, and mother. Her stripping career, a parody of old-time
burlesque, has been quite useful in providing good copy to journalists who tie it
in with her art openings. Susan works hard and her art shows are always packed
and the paintings sell quickly. One of her kids attends Catholic school, and I can’t
imagine how the nuns react to Susan’s tattoos and harlot—style outﬁts, but she
seems to be able to make even the stodgiest citizens loosen up and laugh.

Whenever I'm in New York, [ stay with one of my very favorite Dream-
land girls, Cookie Mueller. Cookie lives with her eight-year-old son, Max, and
her longtime paramour, Sharon Niesp. Cookie has the best personality of anyone
I've worked with, and I think if she was handled right, she could become the
New Wave Charo. She was a punk when the word meant someone who was
raped in prison. Cookie puts on the heaviest eye makeup and the most bizarre
outfits even to go to the store. She even has a sexy outfit she wears to funerals.
Her career has been most varied—she has been a dress designer (her label reads
simply “Cookie™), a model, a back-up singer for Edith, an actress in many off-
off-Broadway plays, and she’s appeared in the new wave films of Amos Poe and
Eric Mitchell. She’s been hired to show up at bar mitzvahs as a conversation
piece and loves nothing more than to ride in the yearly parade in Provincetown
to represent the movie theater where our films play. She’s currently rehearsing
with a rock group and writing up her famous cure for acne in a pamphlet entitled
“How to Get Rid of Pimples.” My favorite credit in her résumé is one produc-
tion that [ didn’t get a chance to see—her act with a live goat for an avant-garde
videotape that was shown on home box office. Every time I quiz her for details,
she just shrugs and says: “It was no big deal. I mean, I didn’t have to fuck the
goat or anything. I just did an erotic dance with it.” I try to convince her to be-
come the first animal pinup girl, since she got her start with chickens in Pink Fla-
mingos, but she informs me she’d rather move on to something more
mainstream.

Mink Stole also lives in New York, as do other Dreamland veterans Van
Smith and Marina Melin. Mink is probably the best actress I've ever worked
with. Nobody but nobody can play a villain with such venomous feeling as Mink,
even though offscreen she is relatively mild-mannered. She’s appeared in count-
less off-off-Broadway productions and starred in a musical review at the Club
Reno Sweeney in New York, where she played Eva Braun. Mink can disguise

224






index-116_1.jpg
Shock Velue

Female trouble

and she rushed down to survey the damage. As she entered her shop to see sev-
eral inches of water on the purple carpeting, she rushed to the water pipe,
tripped over some cables we had left, and landed facedown in the muck. She was
quite irate, but I paid for the damage and managed to talk her into letting us
come back one more day so I could complete the beauty parlor segment.

Finding a church that would allow us to film Dawn and Gator’s wedding
ceremony also proved difficult. As soon as the pastors heard my name, they be-
came nervous, and when I tried to explain the plot, they hung up on me. Finally,
one nice pastor agreed, but asked that we try to keep a low profile so the con-
gregation wouldn’t complain. We showed up with about thirty people dressed
in costume, and his eyes rolled when he saw Divine in her see-through wedding
gown showing fake tits and pubic hair. The groom was attired in a tiger-skin
tuxedo, and Edith wore her usual revealing leather outfit. The pastor knew what
was going on, but stayed in his office so he would see no evil. I never heard from
him after the filming and had even forgotten his name until years later, when |
received a mysterious summons to appear in court and testify in his divorce case.
Through my lawyer I learned that his wife had summoned me. figured she
thought I had given money to her husband to film a “porno” movie in his church.
Since the pastor had never asked for a penny, and the film certainly wasn’t
porno, I let her know I’d be happy to testify, but for her husband. She quickly
dropped the summons.

As the shooting schedule progressed, [ almost gave up on ﬁnding a prison
that would let us in to film the jail scenes and Divine’s electrocution. I called ev-
ery correctional institution in Maryland and begged the authorities, but they
turned me down without even considering my request. In desperation, I called
the warden of the Baltimore City Jail, Gordon Kamka, and expected an even
swifter refusal than usual. I couldn’t believe my ears when he said, “Sure you
can film here, as long as you bring Divine.” Amazed that a warden actually had
seen my films and was a Divine fan to boot, I deliriously thanked him and quickly
informed Vince that he didn’t have to build a mock jail set—I had found the
most realistic location possible.

‘When Divine heard the story, he worried that, since he had been in that jail,
it was all some sort of trap. I convinced him that all was on the level, and he
shaved his head and prepared to receive the death penalty. Since Maryland only
has a gas chamber, and I've always been partial to the electric chair, Vince began
building a frighteningly realistic replica of the real thing to take to the prison with
us.

On the day of shooting, nervous actresses in prison uniforms and the
Dreamland technical crew piled into cars and drove caravan style to the war-
den’s office. He received us warmly, but asked that we wait an hour while he
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enthusiastic response from a sellout French audience, especially since the film
didn’t have subtitles. All Parisians pretend they can’t speak a word of English;
nevertheless, they got the gist, even if a few of the slang terms, such as “Hol-
lywood loaf” (half a hard-on), seemed to puzzle them.

The most glamorous film festival I ever attended was the early American
gala held in the posh French resort Deauville. Since formal attire is de rigueur
for the m'ghtly parties, I felt like I was in seventh heaven. Even the lowliest gofers
look good in a tuxedo. Pierre Salinger introduced the film makers on stage and
I loved seeing him flinch over my title Female Trouble. 1 went with Sara Risher
from New Line and we had a wonderful time at the receptions, gambling casi-
nos, and nightclubs, all in the name of work. Since the most important film peo-
ple from all over the world attend those gatherings, you can make contacts that
will help you for years to come. You also get a chance to gawk at all the big stars,
directors and producers. In 1978, the year I was there, John Travolta, Kirk
Douglas, King Vidor, Allen Carr, and Robert Stack put in appearances, but I es-
pecially loved to watch Gloria Swanson in action. Always using proper star eti-
quette, she would be deep in conversation, pretending not to notice the horde
of photographers who were blinding her with flashbulbs. Whenever, out of the
corner of her eye, she’d spot a paparazzi about ready to snap her from an un-
ﬂattering angle, she’d throw her hands in front of her face and ruin the shot.
She’d talk, throw her hands over her face, continue talking, and then do it again,
without ever acknowledging the riot she was causing. I loved it when I saw the
audience for my film show up in the most glamorous of evening gowns and tux-
edos and roar with laughter at the shit marks on Divine’s underpants. Even the
rich and powerful appreciate a good joke at the end of a long day of wheeling
and dealing.

“Do you live like a normal man in an apartment?” college students ask. I
guess it would depend on what they call normal. My idea of a perfect day would
start off with the radio alarm awakening me to a roach spray commercial on one
of Baltimore’s great rhythm-and-blues stations. I'd lie in my bed and smoke four
Kool cigarettes and hope to hear one of my neighbors scream “Fuck you, Ber-
nard” to her husband. I’ve never seen Bernard but he has my sympathy. The
phone would ring and it would be the same wrong number I always get: “Is Jit-
terbug there?” “No, I'm sorry. Jitterbug is out. May I take a message?” I'd sar-
castically ask and slam the receiver down.

I'd read five morning papers and hope something hideous had happened so
I could wake my friends with the news. I'd call Pat Moran five times in a row
and we’d compare the most minute details of the last twenty minutes of our

lives.
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If T was lucky, it would be election day. I love to vote and sometimes do
it three or four times if I'm feeling especially civic-minded. Voter fraud is easy
to pull off—registered friends sometimes are lazy, and I always ask them if they
plan to vote. If the answer is no, I bum their permission to impersonate them,
learn to forge their signatures, and feel a sudden upsurge of political power. No
matter how many times I vote in an election, I never seem to come up with a
winner. If I'm campaigning for a candidate, you can be sure he’ll lose and lose
big. 1 started voting in 1968 by writing in, “Any pig will do.” Becoming more
conservative, | supported George McGovern in 1972 and Gerald Ford in 1976.
I even voted for Shirley Chisholm five times in a primary while vacationing in
California, but she still came in last.

If I didn’t have a project to obsess me, I’d pace around my apartment until
I imagined one. Since my job is to think of fucked-up things, [ use my apartment
as a warped think tank and I always feel the most secure surrounded by my fa-
vorite things—the electric chair from Female Trouble that I decorate instead of
a Christmas tree; my collection of garish movie posters (The Tingler, Beyond the
Valley of the Dolls, Abby); the many hardback books I buy as my one luxury in life.
Sometimes I'll play my favorite opera and chuckle when I realize I know abso-
lutely nothing about opera and would prefer to keep it that way. If 'm feeling
in an especially good mood, I'll put on The Wicked Pickett or Jayne Mansfield Reads
Shakespeare and, so 1 won’t miss anything, read one of the thirty magazines to
which I subscribe. I never watch television because it’s an ugly piece of furniture,
gives off a hideous light, and, besides, I'm against free entertainment.

I'm so relaxed in my apartment that I forget that the decor may seem
strange to an outsider. Once I caught the phone man repairing my phone and
glaring at a framed photo of the Puke Eater from Multiple Maniacs that hangs on
my office wall. He finally grumbled, “What the hell do you do, man?”” Not want-
ing to get into it, I told him, “Horror films,” and it seemed to make him feel
more at ease. One of my maids quit because “that place is just too weird.” But
generally guests seem relaxed if they can tune in on my sense of humor.

A basic requirement of a good day is to see at least one movie, even if I end
up hating it. I've never regretted seeing any film, even the ones I walk out on in
the first fifteen minutes, because at least I have an opinion on it. | like to see a
film the day it opens, so if anyone else dares to discuss it, I can jump in on the
conversation with my two cents worth. I much prefer secing themina real mov-
ie theater rather than in a screening room, since I like to watch the reactions of
a paying audience. 1 have some good friends, Bob Pringle, Judith Klein, and Rog-
er Yeaton, who are usually game to see any film, no matter how high the risk,
in hopes we’ll discover a diamond in a trash can such as Ashanti, Fleshpot on 42nd
Street, or Fight for Your Life. 1 always lie to my movie dates and say that the feature
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father will clip me news articles about especially grisly murders when I'm out
of town, and my mother spent many months needlepointing me an “X” to hang
inmy office—symbolizing a homey reproduction of my films’ ratings. I, in turn,
always dress conservatively when I visit my parents and astonish them by admit-
ting [ realize they were right all along.

It took many years, however, to achieve this fragile peace. I was born two
months premature, so [ guess [ shocked them right from the beginning. From
the first sign of my childhood obsessions, they realized I was not likely to turn
out to be the all-American boy. I remember sitting at the top of the steps as a
child, eavesdropping on my parents’ conversation and hearing my mother con-
fide to my father: “I don’t know what to do. He’s just an odd duck.” Thrilled
that they could see the future, I plotted how to further my “odd-duckism.” My
early rock 'n’ roll mania was the first concrete thing that drove them crazy. For
some reason my father was especially offended that I hung a picture of Annette
Funicello over my bed. They both seemed mortified when I graduated from a
good private grade school (the only school where I ever learned anything) and
the “class jingles” were read. Most of the other kids had little verses about their
athletic prowess, but mine started off with “Johnny Waters is the rock 'n’ roll
king/He likes to hear Elvis Presley sing.”

All I wanted to do was jitterbug, but they enrolled me in a proper dancing
class and expected me to attend predeb parties for all my girl classmates. After
a few of those horrors, 1 sought out another circuit. As soon as I entered public
school for the two years before beginning Catholic high school, I used to delight
in asking the cheapest girls for dates, since I knew my parents would have to
drive us, and they always seemed appalled at my taste. One girl, Sherry, really
got to them. Sherry was about twelve, was missing teeth, and wore her hair in
a huge ratted, one-sided bouffant wing. [ invited her to my parents’ home for
dinner. My mother, who idolizes Queen Elizabeth, spent many hours preparing
the family meal, and my father, as always, was dressed in suit and tie to meet
the little lady he had heard so much about. When the front door swung open and
a gum-chewing Sherry entered, looked my mother straight in the eye, and said,
“Hi, hon,” I thought both parents would collapse.

During the sixties I really got a chance to practice my shock-value tactics
on my parents. Today my mother looks back on this period and still can’t laugh
about it: “We thought we’d come home and find that you had hung yourself in
your bedroom,” she remembers. No matter how hard 1 try, [ can’t convince her
that I look back to those years with incredible fondness, since being rotten can
be tremendously tulfilling.

My long hair practically made my father have a nervous breakdown. If I
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The oddest question I ever get from college students is “Do you have parents?”
The first time I heard this, I was shocked. Did they think somebody found me
under a rock and dragged me home? What person in his right mind would clone
me, | wonder. “Everyone has parents,” I tell them. “Even Lee Harvey Oswald
had a great mother.” I guess by this question they are tactfully trying to ask,
“What on earth could your parents think of you?” and this I can see, because
whenever I read about some lunatic I admire, this question is the first thing that
pops into my mind. I especially delight in imagining the reactions of punk rock-
ers’ parents to their children’s startling look. I can see some kid running down
the steps in the family home wearing a “Hang the Hostages” button, a blue crew
cut, and a safety pin through his nose, and a stern-faced father coming out of the
TV room to demand, *“Just where do you think you're going in that getup, young
man?”

Yes, I have parents and I love them very much. When I’'m in Baltimore, I
see them about once a week, and even though there certainly have been major
disagreements over the years, I think we’ve managed to get along astonishingly
well, considering all they’ve had to go through. I think their attitude about my
career can best be summed up by my mother’s comment after seeing a favorable
editorial about me in the Baltimore Sun entitled “The Prince of Puke.” “Well,”
she said, “being the ‘Prince of Puke’ is hardly what we had in mind for you when
you were a child.”

My parents are very straight, thank God. I've always felt extremely embar-
rassed for friends with parents who try to be hip. I'm proud that my mother and
father have never smoked pot, gone to Plato’s Retreat, or disco-danced. I can’t
think of anything more humiliating than being in a nightclub or at a crazy party
and seeing your parents walk in, all decked out in trendy clothes, ready to go wild
for the evening. I think it’s healthy to see your parents often (sort of like a tune-
up), but I think it’s neurotic to actually hang around with them.

No matter how hard you rebel against your parents, you always end up be-
ing exactly like them. There can be millions of surface differences on how you
live your life, but underneath it all, you will always share their basic beliefs. You
could become a drug addict, a necrophiliac, or the President of the United
States, but if your parents taught you that it was slothful not to make your bed,
you’d end up making it faithfully every day or neurotically sleeping in a bunch
of rags just to prove how wrong they really were. In turn, parents are indelibly
influenced by their own children, no matter how weird they may become. The
less financial aid parents are asked for, the more they will grow to accept what-
ever they think aberrant about their child’s behavior. As the years pass, parents
soften and begin to realize that the Leave It to Beaver-type family atmosphere they
expected is just impossible to achieve. My parents are quite conservative, yet my
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cially when they were smoking cigarettes around the tank. “Please, Jean,” [
begged, “don’t blow up in the middle of my party.”

Bob Adams (Ernie in Female Trouble) is still a dear friend and his junk shop
that he used to share with Edith is still there (Flashback, 728 South Broadway,
Baltimore, MD 21231). He’s the local Dreamland archivist and the best source
for information on what's going on with anybody who has appeared in my old
films, so if you're ever in Baltimore, stop in and see him. Sharon Niesp (Shotsie
in Desperate Living) is the only bon vivant white gospel singer I know, and she
splits her time between Provincetown, Massachusetts and New York City.
Linda Olgeirson and Sue Walsh (the girls in the pit in Pink Flamingos) are both
mothers; I've lost track of Sue, but Linda is a psychotherapist in Manhattan.
Elizabeth Coffey, the gender-bender pre-Crying Game flasher of Pink Flamingos,
is happily married in Chicago and does AIDS charity work. George Figgs (Jesus
Christ in Multiple Maniacs and Herbert the Garbageman in Desperate Living) owns
and runs the Orpheum Cinema in Baltimore.

Liz Renay lives in Las Vegas; since appearing in Desperate Living, she has writ-
ten two books: Staying Young, where she explains how to get free facelifts, and My
First 2000 Men, which has to be the best book title of this century. Channing
Wilroy, the cross-dressing butler in Pink Flamingos, lives in Provincetown, where
he obsessively builds cottages to add to his vacation colony and rent out to tour-
ists. Hilary Taylor, nine years old when she played Little Tafty in Female Trouble,
now lives in Knoxville, Tennessee. [ hadn’t seen her in years until I gave a lecture
ata college there and she showed up. The fans went nuts to get her autograph and
couldn’t believe she was now actually a grown adult.

The man with the singing asshole from Pink Flamingos is currently a mar-
ried computer programmer living in Baltimore. Select friends know his past,
but he told me he was glad both his parents had died without finding out about
his notorious role. A few years ago, a representative from a Boston rock club
called me trying to find the singing asshole to hire him to come to Boston to re-
enact his performance as a surprise birthday gift for the owner of the club, who
was a fan. I called and explained the offer to my old friend and he was naturally
hesitant. “Well, the muscles ain’t what they used to be,” he confided, and I re-
alized it had been over twenty years since we filmed that scene. “Will I get has-
sled?” he wondered, and I explained these were nice people who really did love
the movie. But after thinking it over, the “Garbo of anal openings” decided to
pass and I can’t say I blame him. The club was so respectful of his . . . legend,
that they sent him a §100 check for just thinking about doing it.

Shock Value ends before I began making Polyester, and one day I'll continue
this tale in another book. There’s a whole new generation of Dreamland stories,
but right now I'd better get back to making movies while they let me. Thanks
so much for allowing me to get away with it.
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My “Gertie” portrait. (Judith Klein)
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you're still doing it in mid-career it’s called addiction. All the drunken abandon
of the Shock Value years (I was a yippie sympathizer—nerer a hippie) would be
called alcoholism if the behavior were still the same. Being insane when you're
young is sexy; insane at fifty is pitiful. I'm embarrassed to admit I don’t even
smoke cigarettes anymore. I did accidentally smoke crack this year, however. I
had already drunk several martinis when someone definitely not in show business
passed me alit pipe. Thinking what the hell, [haven’t smoked pot in twenty years,
Tinhaled and immediately this awful blast furnace went off in my chest. It was like
Don Knotts meets Richard Pryor. Just call me irresponsible.

I'm glad [ got to be bad when I was young. My generation was lucky; steal-
ing could be politically correct, rioting was a great way to meet people, the worst
sexual disease was scabies, and it was cool to be poor. Nobody worked much,
hitchhiking was easy, and you could make a movie for nothing, starring your
friends and selling it by word of mouth. The only trouble was, everybody died.

Divine, a kind man and a wonderful actor, passed away in his sleep from
amassive heart attack in 1988, the night before he was to appear in Married With
Children. Towson, Maryland, near where we grew up, was brought to a standstill
by the traffic jam of his funeral. The reverend from Divine’s boyhood church
gave a lovely eulogy and the New Yorker later wrote up the service. Months after,
the reverend told me that he received outraged letters from fundamentalist
types demanding to know how he could bury Divine “after what he did at the
end of that awful film?” The reverend answered kindly that he knew the Bible
well and didn’t know any scripture naming that particular act (eating dog shit)
as a sin.

Divine’s grave in Prospect Hill Cemetery, at the corner of York Road and
Washington Avenue in Towson, is carved with his real name (Harris Glenn
Milstead), and his parents touchingly added “Divine” for posterity. Fans leave all
sorts of tributes: flowers, donuts, makeup, jewelry, high heels, evena very large
dress. Once, some idiot wrote “S-A-T-A-N” in lipstick on the tombstone, but
my friend Pat Moran was right when she commented, “It was just misspelled.
They meant ‘SATIN." ”

Edith Massey (The Egg Lady, Aunt Ida, Queen Carlotta, Cuddles) died of
complications of diabetes in 1984, and has, of course, been in heaven ever since.
If she were alive today, I would still write parts for her. Johnny Depp would have
adored her and I try to imagine Edie having lunch with Sam Waterston and
Kathleen Turner. Cookie Mueller died of AIDS in 1989, but her funny and
clever books are still available. (Fan Mail, Prank Letters and Crank Calls; Garden of
Ashes; Walking Thmugb Clear Water in a Pool Painted Black; and my favorite, How to
Get Rid of Pimples.) Besides being an actress, Cookie was a mother, an art critic,
a dress designer, and the American cocaine dealer to Rainer Werner Fassbinder

whenever he was in the country.
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able the one-day James Earl Ray escape poster must be to a serious collector.
Try to buy the courtroom mock-ups of the crime scene that are sometimes used
as visual aids. These make excellent conversation pieces for your apartment and
also offer the possibility of nostalgically reliving the crime when the world has
seemingly forgotten.

If you are turned away from a good trial, hang around anyway. At the
Hearst trial, we groupies amused ourselves by taking one another’s pictures as
we followed a startled Mrs. Hearst on her hasty retreat from the courtroom.
F. Lee Bailey always talked to camera crews, so you could stand behind him and
then race home and see yourself on the TV news. It’s a good idea to follow re-
porters and sneak into press conferences—it’s easy to do and the press room is
usually buzzing with activity. Carry a pencil and pad and if you're feeling espe-
cially nervy, yell questions—no one will notice.

Pick a character in the drama and become obsessed with him or her. Many
fans followed the Hearsts to the Rathskeller restaurant to watch them eat on
their lunch break. Once the Hearsts discovered this, they chose to eatin a private
dining room, but the fans didn’t give up. Every morning a flock of dedicated
groupies would be on hand at the Hearst apartment to catch them getting into
their Mercedes for the drive to the courtroom. One friend became so obsessed
with Mrs. Hearst that he had erotic dreams about her and had to give up his
place in line for Patty’s trial in order to stalk Mrs. Hearst’s every public move.

When 8id Vicious of the Sex Pistols was released on bail after being ac-
cused of murdering his girl friend, a friend and I followed him as he visited all
the New York punk hangouts. Young girls would constantly try to pick him up,
and I was thrilled to see that so many people wanted to sleep with a killer. We
also attended his pretrial hearing because I could tell he’d never live long enough
to be tried. We sat right behind him and it really touched me to see this star sob-
bing and shaking, not out of remorse but out of the physical agony of drug ad-
diction. When the hearing ended, my friend and I got in a cab and as we were
about to pull away, we caught a glimpse of Sid and his mother running away
from a mob of photographers. We immediately vacated the cab and offered it
to Sid, and I could tell he was quite thankful. He died very soon afterward.

Go on gore pilgrimages. Crime locations often become shrines to buffs and
searching for relics is quite satisfying. One Good Friday I went to the SLA shoot-
out site near Watts. The rubble hadn’t been cleared away yet, and I found a pair
of charred Levis that | immediately decided were Camilla Hall’s. I later ripped
them into pieces and mailed them to appreciative friends around the country. If
you go up to the Tate mansion, you'll likely be chased by the irate owner, who
is still very touchy about the house being a tourist site. But if you are ever in the
nation’s capital, ride by the Hanafi headquarters—a stunning mansion in an el-
egant neighborhood (talk about blockbusting!). Black flags fly high above the
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Paul Swift (The Eggman in Pink Flamingos) and Howard Gruber (Multiple
Maniacs) were also victims of the AIDS plague; Timmy Pearce, one of the “West
Coast Hillbilly Ripoffs” written about in these pages, mysteriously jumped off
the Bay Bridge in San Francisco. The sad list seems endless: Seymour Avigdor
(Divine’s defense attorney in Female Trouble) died in a tragic fire in his New York
apartment, and Sally Turner, the overweight Liz Taylor-lookalike and Divine’s
body double in the “go fuck yourself” scene in Female Trouble passed away from
heart trouble. Even Nazzy, the dog at the end of Pink Flamingos, is no longer with
us—she went to the premiere but has since died of old age.

But the Dreamland survivors, or “relics” as they have been called, are still
alive and doing well. It’s always amazing to me that everybody my age hasn’t had
the same friends for twenty or thirty years, but then I realize how lucky I am.
The first generation of Dreamlanders know each other better than their own
families do—God knows, we've been through thick and thin with each other’s
personal lives. Pat Moran, my closest friend since 1964, has always cast my films
and now has the most successful casting agency in Baltimore, doing the TV se-
ries Homicide and practically every feature film that comes to town. Vincent
Peranio, who began his production design career with Lobstora in Multiple Ma-
niacs, also designs Homicide and has his own company, Props and Sets. Van Smith,
the costume designer responsible for Divine’s “look,” still does all my films
and has a great shop called Nigel Smith (1812 Maryland Avenue, Baltimore,
MD 21201) that specializes in twentieth-century antiques. Chris Mason, the
hairdresser that teased and sprayed her way to hairdo heaven for many of my
films, has momentarily given up the rat-tail comb to become a performance
spoken-word artist who performs all over town.

Mink Stole lives in Los Angeles and continues to work in movies and the-
ater. She has been my resident character actress from the very beginning. In my
living room on the first day of rehearsal for Serial Mom, 1 knew my worlds had
finally come together when I heard Mink reciting the dialogue and calling
Kathleen Turner a “cocksucker.” Mary Vivian Pearce, the star of Mondo Trasho
and the only actress to appear in all thirteen of my films, is the computer oper-
ator for the Daily Racing Form and sends out the race results to all the paper’s cli-
ents. She recently went back to school and received her degree in English from
Goucher College and is currently writing a book.

Susan Lowe, the butch Mole McHenry from Desperate Living, is now a
grandmother. She is a frequently shown artist who teaches Drawing, Painting,
and Sculpture at the Maryland Institute College of Art in Baltimore. Jean Hill
(Grizelda in Desperate Living) retired from the greeting card model business and
was last seen at my annual Christmas party, big and beautiful as ever, with two
handsome hospital attendants and a tank of oxygen that matched her gown. I'be-
came really nervous when she started giving admirers hits of her oxygen, espe-
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steel gate and there are always Hanafis patrolling the grounds with upraised
sickles, similar to the soldiers who guarded the witch'’s castle in The Wizard of Oz.
Yell at the guards—they yell back.

Right after the Guyana massacre, [ headed to the People’s Temple building
in San Francisco to have my picture taken outside with the infamous Jim
Jones—Pastor sign in the background. I coveted this sign and kept thinking how
spiffy it would look hanging in my living room. You can imagine my disappoint-
ment when [ heard it had been auctioned off for a mere $200. [ would have paid
twice as much for the privilege of owning this ultimate crime souvenir. Instead,
I had to console myself by ordering the tapes of the actual mass suicide from an
ad 1 saw in, of all places, The New York Times. I always play this horrifying ear-
witness account of death at the end of my parties when I want the guests to
leave. It works better than yelling, “Fire!”

Keep scrapbooks on your favorite criminals and collect every book and ar-
ticle that comes out on your favorite trial. If you can afford it, rent a UPI Tele-
type machine for your house or apartment so you can pick up news tidbits the
papers decide not to run. When the Daily News ran the headline “Karen Ann
Quinlan Near Death,” hundreds of crazed death buffs rushed to the parking lot
of the nursing home, eager to be the first to hear of her demise. Likewise, you
should have friends in key cities who can call you with bulletins on verdicts so
that you can experience the thrill of knowing the outcome of a trial before the
wire services alert the lazy public.

Plan parties with criminal themes. After reading Kate Millett’s wonderful-
ly obsessive account of murder, The Basement, I became fascinated with the main
character, Gertrude Baniszewski, perhaps the nastiest woman who ever lived.
Gertrude took in foster children for money and eventually killed one. With the
help of her own children and their neighborhood friends, she tortured the little
girl and carved on her chest “ AM A PROSTITUTE AND PROUD OFIT” be-
fore drowning her in a scalding hot bath. When pressed for a motive, Gertie
could only repeat, “To teach her a lesson . . . to teach her a lesson.” I decided
I couldn’t live another minute without an oil portrait of this female monster and
went to the best portrait painter in Provincetown and commissioned him to do
one from a photo in the book. He didn’t understand when [ kept telling him to
make her uglier. When it was finally finished, Thad an unveiling party and all the
guests were required to read the book before attending. I got the local bakery
to fix me a cake with the cryptic message “1 AM A PROSTITUTE AND
PROUD OUT OF IT” on top and I decorated the table with the same torture
instruments that Gertie had used. The portrait was quite a hit and hangs today
in my living room where uninformed guests always notice it but say nothing as
they think, God, does he have an ugly mother!

Pay no attention to our critics. Those liberals will always frown at our an-
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To me, bad taste is what entertainment is all about. If someone vomits watching
one of my films, it's like getting a standing ovation. But one must remember that
there is such a thing as good bad taste and bad bad taste. It’s easy to disgust
someone; I could make a ninety-minute film of people getting their limbs hacked
off, but this would only be bad bad taste and not very stylish or original. To un-
derstand bad taste one must have very good taste. Good bad taste can be cre-
atively nauseating but must, at the same time, appeal to the especially twisted
sense of humor, which is anything but universal.

I've always tried to please and satisfy an audience that thinks they’ve seen
everything. I try to force them to laugh at their own ability to still be shocked
by something. This reaction has always been the reason I make movies. I hate
message movies and pride myself on the fact that my work has no socially re-
deeming value. I like to think I make American comedies.

Pink Flamingos, the most widely known of my films to date, is a very Ameri-
can film. It was billed as “an exercise in poor taste” and I liked the understate-
ment. It deals with very American subjects—competitiveness and war—and
concerns two groups of outcasts vying for the title “The Filthiest People Alive.”
On one side we have Divine, the queen of sleaze, and her troubled family: Crack-
ers (Danny Mills), her demented hillbilly-hippie son; Cotton (Mary Vivian
Pearce), her bleached-blond, glamorous, and voyeuristic traveling companion;
and Mama Edie (Edith Massey), a 250-pound senior citizen who sits in a playpen
dressed in a girdle and bra and worships eggs.

The challengers to the title are Connie and Raymond Marble (Mink Stole
and David Lochary), a jealous, publicity-hungry couple with prepunk red and
blue hair who sell heroin to inner-city elementary school students and kidnap
hitchhiking girls, impregnate them with their servant’s (Channing Wilroy) se-
men, and sell the babies to lesbian couples.

The Divine family is trying to live quietly, knowing that they are indeed
“the filthiest people alive,” but the Marbles attempt to seize this title by sending
them a turd in the mail and burning their trailer to the ground. Provoked to war,
the Divine entourage kidnaps the Marbles, puts them on trial for “assholism,”
and murders them at a press conference called for the sleaziest newspapers in
the country. Divine eats shit to reiterate her claim to her title and moves her
family to another location (Boise, Idaho) to once again try to live a peaceful life
of “filth.”

The plot came to me while driving to California in 1970 with my good
friend David Lochary, the late great male star of all my early films who played
Raymond Marble in Pink Flamingos. I became obsessed with all the sleazy trailer
parks that marred the countryside along the highways and tried to imagine how
awful trailer life must be. I realized that if I could somehow create a mobile
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Tura explained that today she is working as a nurse and runs a doctor’s of-
fice. Noticing my surprise at her career switch, she laughed and added, “My pa-
tients don’t give me any trouble, though.” She claims that Tura Satana is her real
name, and [ try to imagine the buxom beauty in a nurse’s outfit with a little badge
saying “Nurse Satana.” She used to be a popular burlesque star and reminisces,
“It kept me in good shape.” She got the part in “Pussycat” because her agent
suggested her to Russ, feeling she was “built right for the part,” with the added
attraction of “knowing karate.” Tura has never seen any of Russ’s films except
“the one I'm in” and shrugs that the film “ncither helped nor hurt my career.”
She was also in Irma La Douce, Who's Been SIeeping in My Bed, Astro Zombies, and
The Doll Squad.

Tura seems to have fond memories of Pussycat and its other two cinematic
sisters in crime, but didn’t seem to care for the actress who played her victim.
“She was a typical Hollywood brat. She was never on time for anything. Id get
so mad at her that I'd turn away and smash a railroad tie with a karate chop.”
Her leading man evoked even harsher memories—‘Ha! Those love scenes were
real acting. The guy was a health-food nut and had bad breath!”

Miss Satana’s opinion of cult stardom might give pause to any aspiring ac-
tress of today—When the film came out, everybody who saw it wanted to
punch me. I got lots of letters from guys who wanted me to beat the crap out
of them.”

Meeting Russ Meyer is exactly like being in a Russ Meyer film. The fan-
tasies he creates for his audience are obviously his own in real life. When I first
met him in 1974 in Rotterdam, he politely excused himself with, “I have to go
back to the hotel and have sex now, John.” When I called him many years later
to interview him for this book, he asked if I minded that his new girl friend, Kit-
ten Natividad (star of his newest film, Beneath the Valley of the Ultravixens) would
be present. “You'll like her,” he deadpanned, “she has big tits.” After the inter-
view Kitten, Russ, a photographer, and I went to eat at Musso and Frank’s Grill
in Hollywood, and I was thrilled to see that Russ drives the same kind of four-
wheel-drive vehicle that his male stars drive in his films. Kitten, a soft-spoken
knockout version of every heterosexual man’s masturbatory fantasies, who also
happens to hold the title of Miss Nude Cosmopolitan, waited outside the vehicle,
unable to step up into the seat because her pants were too tight. Russ, always
the gentleman, seemed used to this predicament, grabbed her by the back of the
legs above the knee, and lifted her straight up until she managed to get in the
door as she squealed, “Ohhhhhhh, Russ!” As soon as we entered the restaurant,
Kitten gave out nude photos of herself to the waiters, and the maitre d’ treated
Russ as if he were Cecil B. De Mille. During dinner, Kitten loved to try to shock
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to hearing the most sensational testimony is to arrive before the big publicity hits
the streets, notifying lazy amateur crime buffs that a hot story is beginning. Call
the defense lawyers at their homes and ask when your favorite witness is sched-
uled to testify. Arrive at the courtroom very early. I took my mother to the Wa-
tergate trial and we had to wait in the rain for twelve hours before getting in.
“You’re crazy to wait in line to experience another man’s misery,” my father
grumbled, but my mother later said, “I had cocktail chatter for a month.” At the
Watergate trial they had earphones, and I got to hear the famous tapes, at last
satisfying my desire to hear Nixon say the word asshole.

Be prepared to fight other buffs for a seat. On the first day of the Hearst
trial, two lines formed outside the court building. At eight o’clock a guard
opened the two doors (not exactly at the same second, to our utter horror and
confusion), and the spectators had to make a mad dash for the elevator. The
trick was to get on the elevator last. That made you the first to exit and a leader
in the race to the only line that really counted—outside the courtroom on the
nineteenth floor. Many budding courtroom friendships were snuffed out by this
ritual, and a system of taking numbers soon appeared, just like at the neighbor-
hood bakery.

At the Manson trial, my personal choice for crime of the century, the hours
of waiting could be quite amusing. Every Southern California maniac in exis-
tence seemed to be present, each eager to meet and greet the other fanatics mak-
ing pilgrimages from around the world. One teen-age girl, who still seemed to
be in the Manson closet, opened a conversation by commenting on how much
she liked my shirt—a shirt with a tarantula spider print that I always wore on
such occasions. She then asked me if I liked her jeans. I glanced at her rather fat
thighs and noticed that her jeans were decorated with the words “Charlie and
Sadie”—and news of other Family romances—encircled in hearts similar to
those in a schoolgirl’s notebook. I complimented her on the crime-chic fashion
accessories and she began to bubble about how she had met Sadie Glutz (Susan
Atkins), one of the top girl killers, “in prison” and how “really nice” she was.
An old codger who had been trying to include himself in our conversation moved
nearer and showed us the special coat he wore, with its many extra hand-
stitched pockets, each containing clippings and “files” on every known Family
member.

But best of all was the hard-core Family itself. At a later, rather obscure
Manson Family robbery trial, I was startled to notice that only two people were
waiting, myself and a lovely maiden with a fresh “X” gouged into her forehead
and cigarette burns covering her hands. She ranted awhile about how “all L.A.
is a gas chamber and that’s what we’re all going to get!” Then she finally calmed
down a bit and began filling me in on a Manson publicity stunt she and some of
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the girls were planning. All the girls who were still free were going to crawl
on their hands and knees from Hollywood down to the freeway and then down
to the Hall of Justice, a distance of many miles. “Just think,” she bubbled.
“Our hands and knees will be covered in blood when we finally get there” I
smiled politely and privately marveled at the idea of a criminal publicity stunt,
secretly hoping they could pull it off so I might geta chance to see a news photo
of a startled motorist yielding to a human train of bloody Manson girls on the

freeway.

Security is always tight at big trials. If you are not frisked at the trial of your
choice, it is a safe bet you are attending a turkey. A friend of mine fell in love
with a federal marshal at the Hearst trial and looked forward to the body frisk
more than the court proceedings. Bring plenty of ID—the authorities are always
looking for an excuse to throw you out. At Ruchell Magee’s trial (he was tried
separately from Angela Davis for the kidnapping murder of a Marin County
judge), the cops ran checks on everyone inside the courtroom and arrested some
spectators (for outstanding traffic violations) as they exited. Sometimes security
is welcome, as in the 1977 Hanafi Muslim trial. Since this sect had given the ul-
timate bad movie reviews by killing people to protest the showing of Mohammad,
Messenger of God, one could only tremble at the thought of what they might have
pulled had they seen, say, The Deep. The Hanafi women would line up early to
enter the courtroom, dressed in their cult outfits and carrying numerous shop-
ping bags. Nervous police matrons would rush over, politely frisk them and
search their bags, much to my relief. The Hanafi trial was somewhat of a dud
as far as the press was concerned (only one person had been killed), and I
couldn’t help but worry that the Hanafis might start something to bolster inter-
est. In my never-ending search for criminal voyeuristic kicks, I draw the line at
being taken hostage.

Once you've gotten into the courtroom, choose a seat with care. Follow
the TV sketch artists, who always know the best locations and try to take a seat
to the far left or right. The defendant will generally sit with his back to the court-
room, and if you're seated in the middle you can’t even see a profile. The minutes
before the trial begins are also filled with local color. The defendant’s supporters
and family are usually forced by proximity to make small talk with the opposing
side, and eavesdropping is rampant.

My ultimate thrill always comes when the defendant makes his or her en-
trance. The lockup door swings open and, like Loretta Young, the criminal en-
ters, dazzling the courtroom with villainous beauty. After weeks of studying
misleading news photos of the defendant, it is always a thrill to finally get a
chance to eyeball the criminal in the flesh. Some fans even swoon like demented
rock-star groupies. Imagine the impact of seven cops carrying the entire back
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who is rumored to have a large insurance settlement in cash hidden on his
broken-down ranch, where he lives with his two sons: the Vegetable (Dennis
Busch), a mentally retarded muscle man; and Kirk (Paul Trinka), a normal, hot-
blooded ranch hand. Horny for loot, the three sex bombs and their hostage feign
car trouble and ask the old man if they can camp out on his ranch until their car
is fixed. Skeptical, but panting at the sight of the girls, he agrees.

In hopes of ﬁnding the money, the pussycats immediately go to work and
try to seduce the sons. Billie soon finds the Vegetable is impotent, but Varla has
more luck with Kirk in a hayloft. “My cup runneth over,” she moans, but, alas,
she still can’t get him to reveal where the stash is hidden. Rosie just stands
around picking her teeth and spitting. Billie gets fed up and tries to “split” (“See
yougirls in church” is her exit line), but Rosie hurls a switchblade into her back.
The old cripple and the Vegetable see the murder and try to flee, but Varla and
Rosie track them in their sports car (“Get in and don’t miss”), and floor it,
squashing the cripple and sending his wheelchair flying through the air, spilling
out all the cash, which was hidden under the seat. The Vegetable retrieves the
knife from Billie’s back and stabs Rosie in the stomach. Varla goes nuts at the
sight of her dead girl friend and tries to grind the Vegetable up against a wall with
her car, but he is so strong he manages to hold off the horsepower of the
Porsche. Kirk, the good—guy son, realizes the truth about the moral character of
Varla and escapes with the hostage. Varla takes chase in a truck she steals and
a climactic karate fight takes place in the desert between the hero and the deadly
superwoman, leaving Varla dead and bleeding and serving as future food for des-
ert vultures. Kirk and the hostage run off, presumably in hopes of a calmer life.

After Faster, Pussycat I made every effort to catch up with the earlier work
of this great director. I was amazed that each of his films was as fabulous as the
next—Wild Gals of the Naked West, Mud Honey, Lorna, Motor Psycho—they were all
classics. When Russ moved on to make his more modern sex-scorchers, such
as Good Morning and Goodbye and Vixen, the box-office take set records and the
big studios were forced to sit up and take notice and hire him. The result was
the funniest film ever made, Beyond the Valley of the Dolls (written by Pulitzer
prize-winning critic Roger Ebert), and I think that in 1999 this film will still be
shown and enjoyed in much the same way as Golddiggers of 1933 is today.

After nearly twenty years of being the top fan of Faster, Pussycat, 1 tried to
locate the star, Tura Satana, to find out what her life is like today and how she
felt about being involved in such a masterpiece. [ finally got her telephone num-
ber in Los Angeles and decided to give hera call. A little girl answered the phone
and when I asked for Tura, I was startled to hear the child say, “Hold on,” and
yell, “Mommy.” After so many years of fantasizing about the real life of the
meanest pussycat of all, it was a shock to realize that Tura Satana was, after all,
just an actress. Our interview was short but sweet.
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The one film that influenced me more than any other is the “Visit Our Conces-
sion Stand” ad that drive-ins invariably show between features. The production
values on this standard short featuring the all-American family happily munch-
ing monstrous meatball sandwiches, overpriced tubs of popcorn, and disgusting
warmed-up hamburgers varies from city to city, but you can always count on
a certain ridiculous cheapness in the look of the film, no matter where you are.
All my life I've tried to capture this magnificent sleaziness in my own produc-
tions but always feel I've come up short when I compare my work with other
“Eat Our Meatball Sub” ads. A member of one of my film crews thrilled me be-
yond words by giving me for my birthday the very concession-stand commercial
from my local drive-in I grew up with, and whenever I'm feeling depressed, 1
run it through a projector and feel a wave of optimism about the future of
American film.

Exploitation films are the only ones that come close to the dreaded word
“art.” I still wonder why film students babble on about Orson Welles or How-
ard Hawks when they ignore the two greatest masters in film history: Russ Mey-
er and Herschell Gordon Lewis. Even the worst films by these two directors are
infinitely more interesting than Citizen Kane, and their relatively unheralded suc-
cess outside the Hollywood system should give hope to any independent director
starting out today.

Russ Meyer is the Eisenstein of sex films. He is single-handedly respon-
sible for more hard-ons in movie audiences than any other director, despite the
fact that he has refused ever to make a hard-core feature. Married couples have
flocked to his films for twenty years because they know Russ delivers and feel
that the erotic images he is so famous for give them fodder for fantasies and ac-
tually add a little zing to their dull sex lives. Even without the credits, a Russ
Meyer film is instantly recognizable—top-notch production values, split-second
editing, low-angle shots leering up at almost deformed, big-busted, domineering
sex-starved heroines, and plot lines so ludicrous that all you can do is laugh along
with the director. Russ Meyer makes films about sex and violence and you can
tell he is proud of his work. He writes, produces, directs, films, and edits his own
productions, and they all make money. Russ Meyer has never made a bad film.

Faster, Pussycar! Kill! Kill! (Russ’s tenth film) is, beyond a doubt, the best
movie ever made. It is possibly better than any film that will be made in the fu-
ture. I first saw the film in 1966 at a local drive-in after being attracted to the
radio ad that blared, “It will leave a taste of evil in your mouth!” At the time,
I was totally unfamiliar with Russ Meyer’s work, but after seeing Faster, Pussycat
he became my lifelong idol. I went back to the drive-in every night of the run,
even if  had to go alone, just so I could watch the picture over and over while
I had the chance. (I always respected people I saw alone in the drive-in for their
unabashed devotion to films.) I wrote Russ gushing fan letters, which he politely
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answered. I got a job as a film reviewer in a local underground paper for the sole
purpose of raving about the film. If there is such a thing as a film being a bad
influence on youth, here was the perfect example. Russ’s nasty “pussycats” be-
came a role model for all the characters in my productions—especially Divine.
The one big difference was that Divine was a man and his big set of knockers
was nothing but a pile of old wash rags.

For the past fifteen years I've driven hundreds of miles to catch the film
whenever it’s revived. I've rented the film and forced friends and members of
my crews to watch it in hushed silence. When my own films started to catch on,
I made sure [ gushed about Faster, Pussycat in every interview. When the Bleecker
Street Cinema in New York showed Multiple Maniacs at midnight, they chose
Faster, Pussycat as the alternate late-night attraction, and I was wild with excite-
ment. Today when Faster is screened at the Roxie theater in San Francisco, the
ads read, “John Waters’ all-time favorite movie,” and I couldn’t be prouder.

Faster, Pussycat, Kill! Kill! is a violent gothic melodrama built around three
bisexual psychotic go-go girls: Varla, Billie, and Rosie. The film opens with an
offscreen narrator lecturing the audience about the possibility of running into
violent women (“One could be your secretary, your next door neighbor”) and
suddenly cuts to the three stars wildly watusi-dancing in a bar as dirty old lechers
cheer them on (“Go, baby. Go! Go! Go! Go!”). As the credits begin, we hear a
group called the Bostweeds sing the title song “Faster Pussycat,” and we see
Varla, Billie, and Rosie cruising around the desert in their three separate
Porsches, looking for trouble. The leader of the gang, Varla (Tura Satana) is one
of the best villains in screen history. Dressed in a low-cut, skintight, one-piece
jumpsuit, and black leather boots and gloves, she gives new meaning to the word
butch. Her girl friend Rosie (Haji) is a mean Mexican with a weakness for
switchblades who emphasizes her many moments of disgust by spitting or pick-
ing her teeth with whatever is handy. Billie (Lori Williams) is the femme of the
group, the main things on her mind being sex and alcohol. In her white short-
shorts, halter top, and knee-high patent-leather go-go boots, Billie is forever
breaking into torrid go-go steps whenever trouble arises.

As the “pussycats” skinny-dip, a young all-American Joe (Ray Barbow) in
Bermuda shorts and his bikinied girl friend (Susan Bernard) pull up in their MG
and try to make friends. Varla immediately turns nasty and challenges him to a
drag race. When she sees his car is faster, she cuts across the makeshift track
and forces him to a near crash. He hops out of his car to yelp, but Varla gives
him a swift karate chop in the neck and, in one mindboggling shot, grabs both
his arms, yanks them behind him, and breaks his back. The girl friend faints
from shock and the pussycats give her knockout pills, tie her up, and take her
as a hostage.

At a gas station they hear about an old crippled man (Stuart Lancaster)
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him.” His only defense was that he had done nothing wrong because he “enjoyed
it.” Evidence also showed that he had been writing daily letters to the victim’s
parents, describing the child’s death in graphic, chilling detail. The final straw
was Freddie pulling a Gary Gilmore and personally demanding the death penalty.
As he awaited his automatic appeal on death row, it became apparent that his
sentence was not dampening his sexual appetite. When a reporter visited the
child-killer for a follow-up interview, Freddie breathlessly asked, “You don’t
have any pictures of Billy, do you?” When the shocked reporter said no, Freddie
pulled out a postage stamp commemorating the Year of the Child and pointed
to one of the children. “Ilike this little white boy here. Could you take some pic-
tures for me? [ mean like at a park or something? You know, eight through
twelve years old.”

The enjoyment of fashion and makeup is a must for the trial groupie, es-
pecially when psychiatric or police detective testimony begins to drag. Who can
ever forget the infamous Pied Piper of Tucson, who, wearing dyed hair, Pan-
Cake makeup, and a beauty mark, killed girls at drive-in movies. Then there was
John Frazier, the convicted killer of an eye doctor and his family, who startled
the jury by shaving his head right down the middle, cutting off an eyebrow and
half of his beard.

Pitifulness can also be a drawback with the jury. At a local sniper trial (a
young man was accused of randomly shooting police officers after sniffing car-
buretor cleaning spray), the defendant always peered at the jury through his
Coke-bottle-thick-eyeglasses, looking like a refugee from a UFO. This same de-
fendant also violated fashion codes by persistently wearing multicolored Nik-
Nik shirts, a habit that would have forced me to vote guilty before hearing even
a single word of testimony.

The Manson girls were the most style-conscious defendants I've ever seen.
To show their lack of concern, they started the trial dressed in baggy prison uni-
forms—you strained to memorize their jail numbers—underscored with thin
white ankle socks. When Linda Kasabian (the star snitch prosecution witness)
testified, all the girls mimicked her by wearing their hair in exactly the same style
as she did and changing it whenever she did. On some days, when they were feel-
ing drab, they would switch to bright blue witches’ cloaks. Toward the end of
the trial they went all out, cutting their hair shorter and shorter until they were
finally bald-headed; it was the punk look years before its time. To further height-
en their bizarre appearance, the girls sometimes wore tacky psychedelic mini-
dresses, reportedly custom-made by the Family but looking freshly stolen from
a Sunset Strip boutique. In later years the Manson women never let up on cos-
tumes. Squeaky and Sandy wore red robes, and, at the time of the Ford assas-
sination attempt, they blithely told reporters, “We're nuns, now.” Time
magazine printed nude cheesecake photos of them. One of the fringe cult wom-
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coffee and pick out who they wanted and go upstairs. The only reason I did it
was to save money. | hated seeing those pimps. You know I'm really very soft
inside.”

Edie finally relocated in Baltimore after a short stay in Florida ended when
“the cops started chasing the B-girls out. I loved Baltimore but here’s where 1
got in trouble. I was working in this club and I had a customer who was buying
me nothing but champagne. Everybody could see he had money—he was setting
up the bar. So my boyfriend and a bunch of us got some liquor and went up to
my place—three guys and four girls. Another girl I didn’t know came later and
she robbed him. I was so drunk, all I could think about was mushing my boy-
friend—you know, kiss, kiss, kiss, bullshit. I really didn’t have nothing to do
with it, but it was my apartment. I can’t blame the guy for being mad—he had
taken a loan of $2,000 out for a truck. The girl who did it took the money,
bought an old Cadillac, and drove up and down East Baltimore. I swear even
now, I wasn’t guilty of anything, but I got six months in jail.” When I ask Edie
why she isn’t bitter about the bad times in her life, she giggles and deadpans, “No
use walking around with a grouch on your face.”

After serving her jail sentence, Edie got a job in the waterfront bar where
I was lucky enough to meet her. She remembers, “I didn’t think nothing of it
when you asked me to be in your films. I'm broadminded, and besides, I was an
extra once in a Ray Milland picture, Arise My Love.” Once Multiple Maniacs came
out, Edie quit her job and opened her thrift shop, where she’s done a good busi-
ness ever since, despite an occasional embarrassing situation now and then.
“You know, you gotta watch yourself when you're in my shop,” Edie warns.
“You can’t just leave your stuff laying around. This girl was trying on different
things and she laid her sweater down and somebody brought it up to me and
said, ‘How much can I have this sweater for?” and [ said, ‘Oh, you can have it
for $2.50.” So I sold it. How did I know it was the other girl’s? She came up and
started to cry and said, ‘Where’s my sweater? and 1 told her I sold it and she
had a fit. She started crying and called the cops. You're laughing, John, but I felt
sorry for her. I ended up giving her a suede jacket. I didn’t know what to say—
it’s not my fault when they lay things down.”

When I ask Edie what parts she’s felt the most comfortable playing in my
productions, she raises her eyebrows in mock horror—*“None of them! Are you
kidding? I'm not really an angel, but I'm not the rough type either. I can sit down
and cry in a Lassie picture. I've had smart alecks ask me, ‘Do you do porn?’ and
it pisses me "cause your movies are just funny. But nobody where I go play Bingo
says anything.” jokingly I’ve asked her, “If the script had called for it, would you
have eaten shit?” and she yells, “I don’t want to give you no ideas, John! I don’t
got no teeth to eat it—1I only got five teeth!”
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en, Susan “Heather” Murphy, even wore a complete Roman Catholic nun’s hab-
it to court, but an irate judge ordered a hasty costume change.

The Hanafi Muslim women, very similar to the Manson girls in their robot
worship of a dominant male leader, got my vote as the best-dressed cultists of
the year. Each of the women wore a different floral-print tunic top over match-
ing pants, with color-coordinated, waist-length veils completely covering their
heads. It didn’t matter that they could barely see; they looked great. The men,
on the other hand, were a vision of terror. When the lockup door would swing
open to reveal Hamaas Abdul Khaalis and his eleven male followers, the spec-
tators trembled. Dressed in butch prison garb, they scowled at the spectators,
laughed at their court-appointed lawyers, and smiled at their followers. You got
the sickening impression that at any moment Abdul would mouth a silent
“Now!” and the Hanafi kamikazes would start throwing bombs. The presence
of twelve burly cops, each rising and sitting with the defendant he guarded, only
added to the climate of fear in the courtroom. They were, however, the only de-
fendants in recent crime history whom I would not like to have the pleasure of
meeting—religious fanatics are usually so dull.

The MOVE group from Philadelphia also knew how to dress for court.
Sporting the most extreme dreadlock hairdos, these six women and five men
militant back-to-nature zealots were chained together and dragged into court to
answer charges that they murdered a policeman in a shootout outside their com-
mune. MOVE stands for absolutely nothing and they admit their leader, “John
Africa,” may be fictitious. They act as their own attorneys and collectively use
the surname “Africa,” so the judge must snap, “Now sit down, Miss Africa,” or
“Do you have any questions, Mr. Africa?” The women carry handbags embroi-
dered with the slogan “I Live in Africa,” referring to their state of mind rather
than the continent. Their crackpot theories only enhance their style. They don’t
let soap touch their bodies but somehow manage to look incredibly clean. They
constantly nibble on garlic in the courtroom, which prompted some reporters
to bring air fresheners. They don’t allow their children to wear clothes lest they
become “cursed by fashion.” They throw their garbage out the window because
“the rats have to eat too.” The city of Philadelphia spent millions of dollars to
hassle these trend-setters only because they refused to take baths. They made
such a handsome picture, [ can’t imagine why Women’s Wear Daily hasn’t put
them on the cover. I wish MOVE would relocate in Baltimore right next door
to me.

Being a trial buff opens up lots of outside possibilities. If you can’t afford
traveling to local hot spots, or if you balk at the idea of standing in line for twelve
hours, there are loads of related activities to pursue in your spare time. Collect
federal wanted posters. They're easy to swipe from post offices and you can
trade them like bubble-gum cards with other crime buffs. Just think how valu-
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“You gave this man money?” the wife of the Hollywood executive who had just
given the green light to my film asked incredulously after she listened to Shock
Value on audiotape in her car. “I knew you were in trouble when you were young
but I had no idea it was this bad,” gulped my mother after reading the original
galleys of the book. Later, when she saw the finished project she shook her head
and wondered, “You had control over the photos and allowed that hideous pic-
ture of yourself on page 69 to be printed?” Even Delta, the first publisher, was
appalled when they read the manuscript, but my editor Sandra Choron fought
hard not to soften it. Much to Delta’s surprise, Shock Value, almost in spite of it-
self, went through eight editions and stayed in print for fourteen years. Can
trash ever become respectable?

Shock Value was written between 1978 and 1980, and while I didn’t realize
it at the time, the book was just about my final position paper on the shock/
underground period of my career. “You once said in your book . . . ,” journal-
ists always throw out to me now, and [ laugh as I wonder what quote they’ve dug
up this time. True, “If someone vomits watching one of my films, it’s like getting
astanding ovation,”is not exactly the way I pitched Serial Mom to the Hollywood
studios. But I did include a nausea-producing scene from Blood Feast in my last
picture more than a decade after writing about it in these pages. The Buddy Deane
Show; the Baltimore teen-dance TV party that [ was obsessed with in my early
years and which later inspired Hairspray, is first written about in Shock Value, and
then in more detail in my next book, Crackpot. Even Faster, Pussycat! Kill! Kill! fi-
nally became a hit in movie theaters in 1995 after [ gushed about it way too early
in Chapter 11 when nobody seemed to agree.

Only Pink Flamingos never seems to mellow. Like the baddest of children,
my “exercise in bad taste” still gets busted. A few years ago, a Florida family
waltzed into a video shop and decided since they loved Hairspray why not rent
another John Waters film? Uh-oh. In later court testimony they claimed to get
“half-way through it” before calling the authorities. I guess they meant the
singing-asshole scene. Why can’t they just turn it off like I do when I hate a
video? Ooh, nooo—they have to call the cops! I'm glad T ruined these people’s
night. The movie is obscene, but in a very joyous wayj it’s just a hard thing to
prove legally. Ata midnight screening or while watching a video at home, view-
ers have the freedom to laugh at bad taste. But out of context in a courtroom,
no jury can roar at a chicken fuck or a flasher with blue pubic hair and a turkey
neck tied to his penis. The jurors have just met each other, it’s 9:00 AM, they’re
doing their civic duty, and irony is not exactly in the air. Someone has to pay the
price. It’s usually yours truly, and the fine is §5,000.

Brigid Berlin, the best of the Warhol superstars, recently commented to
me, “How can you be ‘bad” in your fifties?” and she’s dead right—you can’t. Tak-
ing drugs when you're young can be mind expanding if it doesn’t kill you, but if

viii






index-127_1.jpg
Shock Velue

All my trials

end of a Pinto into a courtroom where, in the Ford Motor Company negligence
trial, for the first time a car was actually charged with reckless homicide. Patty
Hearst, however, was always a letdown, looking so plain in her sensible shoes
and private-school outfits. “This is Patty Hearst?” I kept thinking. No wonder
no one ever recognized her on her cross-country jaunts. She never looked at the
spectators (her lawyer’s orders), and she started getting bad word of mouth
from her fans a few days after the trial began.

The Manson girls, however, did just the opposite. These starlets were out
to grab headlines and no press agent was necessary. They weren't interested in
crummy little mentions in Earl Wilson’s column. They wanted to go big time—
page one every night and three minutes on Walter Cronkite. They even timed
some of their antics for late afternoon, guaranteeing further exposure on the late
news if it had been a boring day. One of the killers referred to the trial as “this
play,” and it was obvious from the start that they were out to get sensational re-
views. The girls would first make sure the photographers got a scary shot of
them as they made their split-second transfer from police van to courtroom
lockup. They’d then walk down the corridor, giggling and mugging for their fans
as they sang Charlie’s songs. (Yes, there’s a Manson album, Lie, featuring the
Family singing “Garbage Dump” and Charlie’s other fave-rave hits. I'm proud
to own it.) As they entered the courtroom, they always flirted with the specta-
tors and after a few days began to wave to me. I'd wave back, but a mean police
matron with a blond beehive hairdo would bark, “No personal communica-
tion!” and I'd slump back in my seat.

Manson gave great impersonations of the Devil. Always entering last, as a
true star should, he would flash his Zife magazine eyes and strut to his seat, talk-
ing in a tongue that was intelligible only to his girls. Old women would gasp,
teen-age girls would squeal, and the sickies would quiver in ecstasy.

It was unfortunate that there were no breathtaking entrances at the Wa-
tergate trial. Mitchell, Haldeman, and Ehrlichman were all out on bail at the
time of their trials, so we were robbed of any spectacular handcuffed arrivals.
The defendants would occasionally hang around the courtroom corridor, vainly
trying to elicit sympathy from the cynical press. Their plain-Jane wives always
seemed to be in the background, looking all-American and lending moral sup-
port. One couldn’t help wishing that something truly exciting would happen. As
the tapes dragged along in their sometimes unintelligible drone, I longed for
Maureen Dean to make an appearance, in the hope that the Watergate wives
would forget their good breeding and hurl foul epithets at her while trying to rip
out her hair by its bleached-blond roots.

Sometimes local trials that command less media attention can be just as
much fun as the biggies. Just pick up your newspaper. There is always some hid-
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John Waters has blood on his hands.

He has succeeded, almost single-handedly, in poisoning the hearts and minds
of an entire generation. Using the medium of film, Mr. Waters has besmirched and
befouled the snow-white purity of youth with his smelly characters and their
ghastly dialogue. His early movies in particular have had a disastrous impact on
all those who have had the misfortune to view them. This generation of pathetic
freaks—my generation, I might add—now suffers from a unique syndrome: I call
it Watershausen’s-by-proxy.

The symptoms of this disease are very similar to Tourette’s Syndrome: The
Watershausen’s sufferer is unable to function without spontaneously spewing
obscenities. Here is an example of a typical Watershausen’s outburst:

“I hate you! Fuck you!

Fuck you both, you horrible people!
You're not my parents! I hate you!

I hate this house and I hate Christmas!”

Random hostilities and non sequiturs fly from patients’ lips at the slightest
provocation:

“Look at these disgusting trees, stealing my oxygen!”
“I told you I wanted cha-cha heels! Black ones!”
“We rarely eat any form of noodle, Dawn.”

Unlike Tourette s Syndrome, Watershausen’s-by-proxy has very specific ver-
biage. Yes, you guessed it, these hateful and fetid words are lines from Mr. Waters’s
vermin-riddled and perverted movies, repeated with feverish compulsion by the
afflicted whenever they happen to feel like it!

With Watershausen’s there is invariably an unsavory sexual undertone, as in,
“Children would only get in the way of our erotic lifestyle,” or, “Please, not a kiss.
1 swear I'll gag. Mount me if you must, but not a kiss!”

However, the impact of these so-called movies on the life of the average
Watershausen’s sufferer goes way beyond his or her “erotic lifestyle.” The typical
patient is unable to perform even the simplest of daily tasks, e.g., putting on her mas-
cara, without saying things like, “Shoot me up with some liquid eyeliner! Mr. Donald
Dasher!!!” and then adding, for good measure, “Feel it in your blood, caressing your
corpuscles, the wonders of liquid eyeliner. Say it, say LIQUID EYELINER!™

The above examples represent the kind of verbal outbursts that occur when
the afflicted individual is in a relatively good mood. If a Watershausen’s sufferer
becomes ticked-off, then watch out. Don’t be surprised if you hear phrases such
as, “Kill everyone now! Condone first-degree murder! Advocate cannibalism!”

When not eating one another’s flesh, Waters devotees are usually to be found
committing a broad range of criminal acts, or at least talking about having done so:

“You're looking at crime personified and don't you
forget it! 1 framed Leslie Bacon! I called the heroin
hotline on Abbie Hoffman! I bought the gun that
Bremer used to shoot Wallace! I had an affair with
Juan Corona! I blew Richard Speck! And I'm so
fucking beautiful, I can't stand it myself!”
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eous case unfolding in your neighborhood, and attendance at the trial is free. Just
trot on down and tune in to your own personal soap opera.

One local case that had me mesmerized for a while was never picked up
by the wire services. A ten-year-old boy named Billy was kidnapped while doing
his paper route. It should be noted that the same paper that had employed him
went on to exploit him every night by running huge headlines about the case and
then had the gall to tack up a Paperboy Wanted—Call Us Now sign at the same
corner where he had been kidnapped.

Billy was quite cute; he was from a nice family and had attended a private
school, so he fit the role of perfect victim. Every night the TV news carried his
picture along with pleas for information. An alert housewife notified police
when she saw Billy and his abductor apply for a window-cleaning job. Billy was
reunited with his family in front of the local news teams and the public sighed
in relief. But his nightmare was far from over, for there remained the most ago-
nizing part of his adventure—the trial. Needless to say, I was there.

Billy’s abductor, Freddie Goode, was as perfect a villain as Billy was a vic-
tim. Even though he had a lot of pimples, there were some of us who thought
Freddie quite dashing. A twenty-year-old chicken snuff queen who was already
wanted in Florida on a similar charge, Freddie appeared to be the perfect model
to stir up Anita Bryant’s gay paranoia. He had been treated and released from
countless mental institutions, and his sexual peculiarities had long been on police
record. Freddie had force Billy to go with him to Virginia, where he kidnapped
a child and raped and murdered the victim while Billy watched. After his arrest
Freddie claimed, “Billy really wanted to stay with me but he won't tell anybody
that now.” For a second, my mind’s eye saw the exciting possibility of another
Patty Hearst—kidnap victim turned bad—and I raced to the courtroom hours
too early, even beating the cleaning crew.

As the testimony began, I realized that the courtroom was not even full.
“What’s the matter with the general public?” I thought. “Don’t they see the hor-
ror in this case?” An empty seat is an affront to my trial aesthetics.

Finally, little Billy took the stand with his back to the courtroom, tactfully
avoiding the peering eyes of the trial ghouls. He described the horrors of the case
very articulately, faltering only on the sexual details, since he was quite unsure
as to how to describe the acts. Later, Freddie Goode gazed lovingly at Billy and
blurted out “I love you, Billy” as he tossed a candy cane in the boy’s lap. Billy’s
mortified parents quickly hustled the puzzled child out of the courtroom as the
spectators gawked.

When Freddie took the stand, even his own lawyer clucked in distaste.
Freddie loved the attention and testified, “If I ever see a sexy young boy walking
home, I guarantee he’ll never make it alive.” He really stopped the show by ad-
mitting that “the only thing I regret is that I didn’t get a chance to cook and eat
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Edith Massey, the egg lady

and even though children taunt her with cries of “Witch! Witch!” I think she is
the most fashionable trend-setter in town. Edith first noticed Jean as she pan-
handled spare change on the corner with an especially obnoxious pack of bums.
When Edith heard that Jean lived in an abandoned building nearby, she offered
to give Jean a job in return for room and board. Jean first moved into the back
of Edith’s thrift shop and slept in a bin of old clothes. At first Edith locked her
in at night, but once Jean proved her responsibility, Edith allowed her to move
at will and set up a makeshift room for her in an old storage area. Edith soon
realized that Jean’s personal habits were as peculiar as her appearance. Jean has
a horror of water and washes her hair and body daily in rubbing alcohol. She
drinks coffee by the vat and chain-smokes Pall Malls. “It gets expensive!” Edith
complained after loading up on a week’s supply of rubbing alcohol and ciga-
rettes. “I just went to the drugstore to get Jean her cigarettes and I don’t know
the brands, so I got mixed up and asked for a pack of Palmolive. ‘That’s soap,
stupid,” the sales clerk told me. How do I know? [ don’t smoke.”

After Jean proved herself by working in the shop, she moved into Edith’s
apartment, and whenever [ visit, [ notice Jean and Edith both watching the same
TV show on separate sets in adjoining rooms. They bicker constantly, but Jean
is really invaluable in helping Edith with her business. Jean always attends the
social gatherings and dresses to the teeth, but I've never been able to convince
her to take on any parts in my films besides being an extra. “Nah,” she snorts,
“I'm not interested.”

Edie’s life story (documented in Bob Maier’s short film Love Letter to Edie)
is one that still boggles my mind. Raised in an orphanage until she was sent out
to be a maid at the age of fifteen, Edie finally got fed up and ran away, but was
captured by the police and put in a reformatory. After serving her “sentence,”
she hitchhiked to L.A. and started “selling pencils and combs.” She ended up
working as a tap dancer in a strip-tease place, got bored, and hopped a freight
train to San Francisco and became a B-girl. She says she repeatedly tried to get
into show business but always had the problem of being heavy. “I tried to get
into ‘The Beef Trust,” which was Vaudeville—a lot of great big women tap danc-
ing, but the owners told me my arms were too skinny.”

In 1946 Edie married a soldier in Reno and claims it was the happiest day
of her life, despite the fact that “he went to the movies by himselfright after the
ceremony and I went to the gambling casino alone.” The marriage lasted about
five years and Edie left him because she got “restless.” “I hitchhiked to all dif-
ferent places and worked in the bars—Arizona, Oklahoma, Florida, Wisconsin,
Seattle. I also sold pillow cases, dolls, and jewelry,” she says. She then went to
Chicago and became a madam in “a little hot dog place. They’d come in and get
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Mr. Waters, as you will discover when you read the utterly horrid autobio-
graphical tome that you are now holding in your hands, is no stranger to the crim-
inal justice system. His obsession with felons drove him to attend many of the
sleaziest and nastiest trials of the twentieth century. His fixation with sleazeballs,
psychos, and shit-kickers is probably one of the most disturbing aspects of Shock
Value. Not only does he glorify crime, he actually espouses, via his characters, the
incendiary notion that crime is somehow related to physical beauty: “We have a
theory that crime enhances one’s beauty. The worse the crime gets the more rav-
ishing one becomes.”

It is not surprising that Mr. Waters’s appalling movies have spawned a num-
ber of cults. One of the most despicable is a group of people known as the Taffy
Queens. These are men—yes, I said men!—who enjoy a delusional identification
with Dawn Davenport’s daughter Taffy in the movie Female Trouble.

The typical Taffy Queen has a really hard time integrating him/herself into
society. This is because he is prone, apropos of nothing, to repeating the following
phrase: “I wouldn’t suck your lousy dick if I was suffocating and there was oxy-
gen in your balls!”

Genitalia notwithstanding, Taffy Queens focus mostly on the contentious rela-
tionship between mother Dawn (Divine) and daughter Taffy (Mink Stole). Much of
the tension centers on the issue of retardation, more specifically, Taffy’s retardation:

TAFFY: | am NOT retarded!

pAawN: Oh yes you are, Taffy. I had you tested
when you were a little girl. A staff of doctors
examined you and maybe the reason you
don’t remember is that they told me you are
most definitely retarded.

Dawn, played by Divine, insists that Taffy’s annoying retardation is so great
that it has actually manifested itself in her looks, or lack thereof: “Look in the mir-
ror Taffy. For fourteen you don’t look so good. It’s because you’ve been such a brat
all your life, that now all that bratishness is showing in your face, the face of a
retarded brat.”

In fairness to Mr. Waters, there are moments of humanity and tenderness in
his films. Dawn Davenport’s heartbreaking divorce from her husband Gator in
Female Trouble is one such highpoint:

DAWN: I've thrown Gator out and started divorce
proceedings. [ don’t want to seem overly bit-
ter but I'd appreciate it if you would destroy
all of his belongings.

Ultimately this entire book is rather poignant. It provides the reader with a
murky window into the sad, sick, and disgusting early years of a man who just
happens to be my favorite filmmaker, Mr. John Waters.

Yes, you guessed it, I too am a victim of Watershausen’s-by-proxy, and, fur-
thermore, I am a proud Taffy Queen! And I love his films, especially the nasty early
ones! And I love liquid eyeliner and I love this dirty book, every stnky, smutty
page of it! Because, just like Babs Johnson (Divine) in Pink Flamingos, “filth are
my politics and filth is my life!” And, if you don’t like it, you can just follow Babs’s
final edict and “EAT SHIT!”

»
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me and would casually toss in bon mots such as “I love it when Russ gets hard,

because he’s such a creative genius.” “Pass the salt, please,” I'd stammer, ex-

cited beyond words at being with the ultimate of old-time Hollywood couples.
At last, we had a chance to talk:

John Waters: Russ, lately your films are being shown in museums and other
classy institutions. How do you react to those who still call your films
“trash”? Does it offend you?

Russ Meyer: Yes, it offends me. Then I decide I'm going to go along with it. 1
admit to all the things they'd prefer I didn’t—it takes all the sting away.
I exploit women, 'm a dirty old man, I take advantage, I make my living
from this and I do it with zeal and gusto. I am a pornographer, but a class
pornographer.

W: Your film Faster, Pussycar is my all-time favorite. I've been obsessed by it for
), ) Y
years. How much did it cost to make?

RM: About sixty-one thousand dollars. I couldn’t afford color at the time. Motor
Psycho, which preceded Pussycat, was really the catalyst. 1 had made a picture
with three tough guys and then [ made one with three tough girls.

JW: Pussycat has a lot of lesbian overtones. Were they supposed to be obvious
dykes?

RM: [ didn’t really know that much about so-called dykes. A lot of people who
are inclined that way like the film very much. I had an aversion to wanting
to know too much about that because it wasn’t really Boy Scout, macho-
male. Tura, as far as [ know, is very much unlike that in real life.

JW: Who wrote the film?

RM: Jack Moran. He was the child-star prodigy in the Flash Gordon serial. He
was in The Best Years of Our Lives. He made a lot of pictures and I ran into
him through an Army friend. Moran tried to do a little writing and it was
brought to my attention. First he did some narration for a picture of mine
called Heavenly Bodies. Then he wrote Pussycat and then Good Morning and
Goodbye. Lovely guy, we really got along famously.

JW: How did you meet Tura Satana?

RM: Through Haji. I had used Haji in Motor Psycho and she brought Tura to me.
Haji had just had her nose fixed. They both were strippers.

JW: How about Lori Williams? She was great in it.
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helps if you film them in direct sunlight.” Van’s only beauty hints are a lack of
sleep, alcoholism, or drug addiction, and he stresses, “Most importantly it helps
if the actor has embraced misery as a lifestyle.”

Divine’s look is totally Van Smith’s creation. After working with Divine for
so many years, Van has the drag process down to a science. He uses huge por-
tions of my film budgets to buy an endless supply of disposable razors to shave
Divine’s entire body. Even Divine’s hairline has been severely trimmed in order
to leave more room for eye makeup. Van swears by the cheapest cosmetics
bought from dime stores and is heartbroken that his favorite brand (Maybelline
Black Velvet eye liner) has been taken off the market. He even found a special
fixative that saves Divine’s face from running when she starts sweating under the
hot movie lights. He’s experimented with all sorts of fake tits—everything from
socks to rags, foam rubber, and a bra filled with lentils. Van thought the lentils
were the best because they moved with Divine, but the bra was so heavy Divine
started getting poor posture and Van discontinued its use. He was the first to
recommend a ‘“‘cheater” for Divine’s more intimate scenes, and he patiently
sewed on the stage hair himself to make sure the fake vagina looked realistic.
When I complained that Divine’s wig wasn’t dry and brittle enough for one film,
Van boiled it in a big pot and beamed: “There! Is it matted enough for you now?”

Van has always been ahead of his time. The same mock-poor-taste outfits
he designs for my films seem to end up on the Paris runways years after he’s al-
ready been bored by the style. Audiences hooted Divine’s fishtail evening gown
and groaned when they saw her one-shouldered dress with a sleeve extended to
include a gloved claw with fake nails, but this look could be considered fashion-
able today. He complains that when beauty czars interview him for jobs, they
recoil in horror when they see his portfolio, and models scream, “God, I don’t
want to look like this!” (Even the seamstress for all my films, Mary at Bal
Masque, asked Divine and Van to come in for fittings when the shop was closed
to avoid scaring her usual clientele of hard-boiled strippers.)

After Divine, Van’s biggest “beauty” challenge was turning Susan Lowe
into the hideous bull-dyke character, Mole, for Desperate Living. Susan was quite
attractive in real life, and when [ offered her the part, I explained the drawbacks.
She would have to chop off her long beautiful hair, bleach it out, and have it
styled into a very masculine flattop. Van also wanted her to grow back her finely
plucked eyebrows and never shave her legs. Sue liked the challenge of the role
and agreed to the make-over. She tried to gently break the news to her boyfriend
and children and they took it in stride, never imagining how far we’d go. Van at-
tached fake warts and moles to her face and added a single hair to each. To top
off this startling vision, he modeled together a wardrobe from clothes found in
trash bins outside the Salvation Army. When Sue’s own children saw Mommy’s
new look, they ran from her in fear, and her boyfriend took a leave of absence.
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start wearing it backward. Instead of blending in with her straight fellow-work-
ers, she looked like a Puerto Rican hooker and was never invited to a single of-
fice party.

David seemed never to have a job. Walking down the street with shoulder-
length blue hair was hassle enough for him: Truck drivers would whistle, wait-
resses would ignore him, policemen laughed, and hillbillies tried to pick
fistfights. He complained that he could never quite blend in with society and be
anonymous.

And of course Divine could never step out of the house. Everyone agreed
the outside world was out of the question except in emergency situations, which,
for Divine, meant eating. With a five o’clock shadow from head to toe, he looked
even more bizarre out of drag than he did in costume. His hairline was shaved
back to his crown and his eyebrows were just a memory. What was left of his
hair was dyed a hideous shade of yellow and used as a launching pad for a rather
ratty wig, dyed to match. His heavy lipstick seemed never to come completely
off, so his lips and face were permanently stained a faint pink. Having little in-
terest in his everyday male attire, he wore baggy one-piece white worksuits off
the set, giving him the appearance of a demented, rather feminine garbage man.

How he thought he could get away with shoplifting was beyond me. Ha-
rassed by a vicious welfare worker who forced him to work one day for the state
on a sanitation truck that picked up bloodstained sheets from a local welfare
hospital, he understandably walked off the job and made a beeline for the Lex-
ington Market to eat his daily lunch of two dozen chicken gizzards. On the way
home he went momentarily insane and walked brazenly into a furniture store
next door to his apartment and stole two canvas director’s chair seat covers out
of the window. He didn’t even have a director’s chair at home. I'm convinced
that he was not a kleptomaniac, as some suggested, but was merely trying out
the Method technique in acting, since he had a shoplifting scene coming up in
the script later in the week.

Some busybody in the street saw the blatant “crime” take place and no-
tified the cop on the beat. Instantly recognizing the description of the suspect,
the cop marched right to Divine’s door and knocked. David Lochary answered
the door and feigned ignorance as Divine hid on the roof. The cop barged in,
searched the place, found Divine, and arrested him without incident. Luckily for
the cop, the suspect did not put up a struggle.

Released on his own recognizance, Divine returned home at a loss to ex-
plain his behavior. Two weeks later the same thing happened, only this time it
was steaks, the very thing he had stolen in the scene we had just filmed. This
time the cops were much meaner to him.

Chained to some black drag-queen hookers, Divine was dragged from the
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paddy wagon to the Baltimore city jail. Hardened criminals gawked as they saw
Divine make his rather splashy entrance.

“Hey, fat mama!” they yelled.

The Own Recognizance staff arched their eyebrows and explained to Di-
vine the difficulty of letting him out after being arrested again on the same
charges. After countless phone calls a bail bondsman was located and Divine re-
turned home visibly shaken, vowing never to steal again.

Somehow he managed to fit his trial appearance into his movie shooting
schedule. Ridiculously disguised as a man, Divine stood mortified in his badly
fitting sport coat and man’s wig as he heard his own lawyer tell the judge, “You
should see what my client really looks like!

“That’s a wig!” he said, pointing toward Divine’s reddening face. “He has
yellow hair and no eyebrows!” he bellowed as the judge looked faintly nause-
ated.

It was as if the lawyer were pleading not guilty by reason of insanity but
had neglected to tell his own client of his defense strategy.

“Probation,” spit out the impatient judge, eager to get on with his heavy
work load of prostitution cases.

Divine rushed home, shed his ridiculous masculine disguise, and immedi-
ately started getting into drag for a scene to be filmed that afternoon.

“T'll never pay that lawyer,” he snarled as he wiggled his way into his red-
sequined fishtail evening gown.

But Divine never did steal again.

“Jail is a deterrent,” commented Divine years later, remembering the in-

cident as he packed his gowns for a personal appearance in Paris.

The big day had arrived.

Divine picked up the dogshitand put it in her mouth. She chewed it, flicked
it off her teeth with her tongue, gagged slightly, and gave a shit-eating grin to the
camera. Presto—cinema history! A first and a last in the annals of exploitation
and a finale to one of the cheapest feature-length movies ever made.

It was hardly an improvised scene. Divine and I had been planning it for
over a year. So when the day finally came to shoot it, it all seemed vaguely anti-
climactic.

“Would you eat some dogshit for real in the next film?” I had asked Divine
one lazy San Francisco afternoon. “Sure,” he said without missing a beat as he
nibbled a doughnut and lit what must have been his fifticth joint of the day.

It was the first scene I had thought up for Pink Flamingos. I knew I had only
$10,000 to work with, so I figured I had to give the audiences something no oth-
er studio could dare give them even with multimillion-dollar budgets. Something
to leave them gagging in the aisles. Something they could never forget.
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sitter, I had to convince my friends with kids that there would be no danger of
suffocation. I'd get the cameras rolling, somebody would put the child in the
fridge, and I'd call “Action!” Liz Renay, who played the mother, would rush in,
open the door, and snatch the child to safety. An old friend agreed to let me use
her son and she personally placed him on the top shelf behind some milk bottles,
gave him a few words of encouragement, and closed the door. The first take was
a near disaster, because the baby panicked and grabbed the egg shelves on the
inside of the door and was almost hurled to the ground when Liz yanked it open.
The mother seemed nervous when I called for a second take but realized the
show must go on. This time the kid just sat there and looked horrified, and I got
a perfect take. Even though some reviewers have suggested this scene may have
been traumatic for the child, I doubt he’ll even remember it. [ hardly think he’ll
grow up and only be able to have sex in refrigerators.

A few final words of advice to the aspiring actor on the ugly circuit. Forget
the casting couch—directors want to film you, not fuck you. Never take offense
when jealous idiots look down on your unique physical appearance. Just remem-
ber that you will be working long after the so-called beauty queens are washed
up. If you look fabulously unattractive, you will usually be cast as the villain and
those are always the best parts. Audiences will remember you long after their
impression of the hero has faded. Your special glamour is also much more rec-
ognizable on the street, so it’s easier to become famous. No matter how self-
confident you become, use caution. If you are trying out for a part and the
director is getting upset for any reason, get out while you can. At a recent au-
dition in Detroit for a play, the director bludgeoned to death the actress. One
can only assume her reading was less than spectacular.

Once my films have been cast, I turn the “talent” over to Van Smith. He
gives them a once-over and mentally plans how to bring out their worst features.
Ilike to keep Van on his toes by hiring ugly people to play beauties and vice versa.
He totally understands the look of “inner rot” I demand and could come up with
the perfect look for each character without my ever having to say a word. Van
claims: “I like to start with a freshly scrubbed face. First, I apply pimples made
out of eyelash glue, and if they have any natural glow, I throw dirt on their face
as a good base. I then draw on blackheads, pencil in any age lines, shadow severe
bags under their eyes, and crack their entire complexion by letting egg white dry
on their skin. If the script calls for it, I can whip up some snot to cake in their
nostrils or apply scars made out of latex. Whenever I know they have a close-
up, I'll smear small dabs of paint on their teeth to give an overly decayed appear-
ance and recommend they eat a bag of potato chips so they’ll have plaque. It
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Divine opens one of her birthday presents in Pink Flamingos. (Photograph by
Lawrence Irvine, © New Line Cinema)
The cast of Pink Flamingos. Left to right, Divine, Mary Vivian Pearce, Mink
Stole, Danny Mills, John Waters, Edith Massey, David Lochary. (Photograph by
Lawrence Irvine, © New Line Cinema)
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Van Smith, “The Ugly Expert,” at work. (Photograph by Bruce Moore, © New Line
Cinema)
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Mink in her “straight” disguise. (John Fritzlen)
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HGL: I'm sure the crew would love to have ripped her apart.
JW: She was difficult?

HGL: Very. She never knew a line. Not ever. Nor could she ever be on the set

on time.
JW: Did she make films for other directors?
HGL: No. Good heavens, no.

'W: Why did you hire her again for Tivo Thousand Maniacs if she gave you so much
g g gave)
trouble? Did she have a gore following after Blood Feast?

HGL: She had a following of David Friedman. What we did in Tivo Thousand Ma-
niacs was to pull about two thirds of her lines in order to finish on time.
I've often felt if one took the key out of Connie’s back, she’d simply stand
in place. Acting was simply not one of her talents.

JW: Blood Feast was a huge hit right from the start, wasn’t it?
HGL: Oh, yes, we opened the film in Peoria and really crocked them.
JW: Was it reviewed?

HGL: Heavily. Time. Newsweek. Much to our consternation. Frankly we were em-
barrassed. We ourselves felt it was pretty schlocky.

JW: It played for years, but it’s hard to find today.

HGL: Any play of Blood Feast today is a point ofhistory. It’s gone. In a sense, it’s
unstatesmanlike to anticipate film rentals from pictures that old.* Those
pictures owe me nothing.

JW: Where did you shoot Tiwo Thousand Maniacs?

HGL: In a town called St. Cloud, Florida. The citizens were stunned. The mayor
didn’t know or care that it was a gore film—he found the whole thing de-
lightful. The budget was about twenty-eight thousand dollars and the en-

tire town is in it.

JW: You’ve made so many films that are almost impossible to see today. You
have the best titles in the world. I'd like to go through some of them and
get a short description.

HGL: Sure. Sorry to be so esoteric.

*I certainly disagree.—J.W.
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Meet Divine. (Photograph by Lawrence Irvine, © New Line Cinema)
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The Prince of Puke meets the King of Gore. (Ken Berg)
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If you're ugly, it’s much easier to break into the movies these days. By ugly I
mean noticeably hideous, not just run-of-the-mill unattractive. If you weigh
eight hundred pounds or happen to be without a limb, you have a much better
chance of being noticed by a casting agent. Nobody cares if you have a Farrah
smile or a Burt Reynolds chest—these are a dime a dozen! Look at all the sup-
posedly good-looking actors that litter the Hollywood unemployment lines.
Who goes to the movies to see average good looks?

To me, beauty is looks you can never forget. A face should jolt, not soothe.
A lack of teeth can be quite charming, and severe acne is always a plus. The fat
liberationists are always griping that “fat is not funny” but they are sadly mis-
taken. Audiences adore overweight actors, and any director will tell you that you
get twice as much for your money when you hire a fat person—they take up
more room on the screen and save money by cutting down on your set expenses.

If you think you're creatively ugly and want to break into the silver screen,
how do you go about it? Sending a résumé is the first step, but don’t bother listing
all the tired one-act plays in which you starred. Concentrate on the glossy eight-
by-ten that will catch the casting agent’s eye. My casting agent, Pat Moran, who
knows ugly when she sees it, always looks for “special talent” that we can utilize.
One applicant, an aspiring actor of sixteen, listed only one credit in his career—
he played the Easter Bunny in his grade-school play and had the nerve to admit
it. Pat roared with laughter, but it got her attention and she continued to read
his résumé. She noticed that he had listed under “physical description” the fact
that he had only one leg. Since amputees are ideal for dismemberment scenes
(just put on a fake leg and hack it off), she raced to the phone to offer him a job.
He seemed quite eager, but his parents grabbed the receiver, gave us a lot of
abuse, and vetoed the idea. We could only wonder what had happened to the
good old pushy stage-mother of yesteryear.

Another pointer for the would-be ugly is to be aggressive. Deluge the cast-
ing agent with atrocious shots, and if you don’t get a response, send even more.
One actress from The Bronx sent me repeated packages of self-promotion and
when I noticed a snapshot of what appeared to be her beating her own children,
[ really got interested. In her letter, she claimed that she weighed over two hun-
dred fifty pounds and was willing to gain more. Since I never trust professional
head shots, I was intrigued by all the everyday shots she enclosed. Here she was
ironing her clothes, watching TV, smiling in front of the Christmas tree. She
even called me in the middle of the night to ask if I could use her. I got the im-
pression she would have showed up on the set anyway, even if I had told her no.

Try to meet the director’s friends and badger them to push your “talents”
when casting time rolls around. Through the grapevine, I heard of a young actor
with a talent that fascinated me—he had a trick asshole that he could open to
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home even tackier and cheaper than the ones I had seen, I would have the perfect
setting for Divine and family. Finding this trailer and its setting was easier said
than done.

Vincent Peranio, the art director for all my films, who was dubbed “the
genius of junk” by the press, understands perfectly the shabby look I love. We
began searching for the ideal trailer, but only had one hundred dollars to spend,
which severely limited the selection. We finally located one we could afford—
amere shell of a mobile home that had been burned to a crisp in a fire. Excitedly
I imagined that people had died in this very trailer. It only had three charred
walls, one half of a roof and four singed tires, but Vince thought he could fix it
up nicely. The salesman laughed in our faces and took our hundred dollars.

A good friend, Bob Adams, known in Baltimore as the Psychedelic Pig,
lived in a commune of draft dodgers, drug dealers, and homosexuals in a decay-
ing country mansion and gave me permission to build the trailer st on the prop-
erty, back in the woods, away from the prying eyes of his rather snooty
neighbors. A narrow path was hacked through the mud and underbrush from the
house to the future location, and we began clearing a site in the woods in which
to put the trailer. We rented a giant machine that ground up small trees, bushes,
and any animals’ nests that might get in our way. But getting the wobbly, burnt-
out trailer from its grave in the junkyard to stage center in the woods proved a
near impossibility.

A disgusted and rude tow-truck driver abandoned the wreck at the begin-
ning of the mile-long path through the woods and refused even to attempt to tow
it any farther. After many frantic phone calls, an amused farmer agreed to come
with his tow truck and try to help us out. Halfway up the treacherous path, the
trailer tipped over and sank in the mud. The farmer was sympathetic but left
quickly. After much pleading, another, more adventurous farmer showed up
with a tractor. With as much manpower as I could muster from the commune
members, the trailer was finally uprighted and dragged by the tractor from the
mudhole to its final destination in the woods. Covered in mud and rust, it looked
as good to me as any Cecil B. De Mille set, and a cheer of joy rang out from all
the sleaze mavens who had worked so hard on getting it there. The farmer sud-
denly looked nervous, excused himself politely, and beat a hasty retreat back to
the safety of rural Maryland.

Vince went to work on it immediately. The walls and ceiling were re-
stored, sometimes only with cardboard, but once the charcoal-gray and pink
paint went on, who could tell? Every lousy thrift shop and white-trash furniture
showroom was thoroughly searched for their ugliest items. Leopard-skin con-
tact paper and a “God Bless Our Mobile Home” wall plaque completed the
trashy interior. A blue gazing ball and a few pink-flamingo statues placed on the
lawn added to the perfect setting for the home of “the filthiest people alive.”
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JW: How many shooting days in Blood Feast?

HGL: Blood Feast had four days of principal photography. We filmed mostly in
the Suez Motel in North Miami Beach. I started to say this was our head-
quarters; actually it was the hindquarters. Every Saturday night, the Suez
Motel had entertainment for its guests, and we had an exterior night scene
schedule and I went to the owner and asked, “Can we shoot on your
beach?”” and he said “Sure. You can do anything if you do it on Saturday
night. You’ll be our entertainment.” So we shot on the beach and that was
the scene where the lunatic rips the brains out of the girl’s head.

JW: Do you remember the girl’s name who had her tongue ripped out?

HGL: Yes. Astrid Olsen. How could I forget that name? She came from the Mi-
ami Playboy Club. David Friedman envisioned himself as a talent scout in
the old Hollywood tradition. We needed a girl with a big mouth. Astrid
came to the room in the motel and here she was going to be in show busi-
ness. We stuffed the sheep’s tongue in her mouth, put in the cranberry
juice, our special stage blood, gelatin, and the other goodies and pulled out
the tongue and her head lolled to one side and she gagged. It worked out
very nicely. That was her part. One take only because it messed up her
face. Our one big problem with stage blood was it would not come out of
clothing. Axion in its original formulation was great, but strangely enough
they changed it so it wasn’t as good. When we were shooting She Devils on
Wheels, we had a scene in which the girls are escaping and a man is chasing
them and they string a wire across a road, neck high, and he comes by on
his motorcycle and it cuts his head off. We had a slow-motion scene when
the head goes through the air and comes right at the camera. I had a cam-
eraman who was afraid of that, so I said, “Gimme that camera!” The head
came down nicely, but it hit me right in the crotch. Not painfully, but
bloodily. I boiled my pants—white Levis I had just bought. I tried bleach,
I tried everything. Axion had just come out and I dipped them in it and im-
mediately the blood disappeared. Eureka! What a blessing!

JW: Where did you find your first star, Connie Mason [Blood Feast, Tiwo Thousand

Maniacs]?

HGL: Under a rock. Dave and I had a dichotomy of opinion on Connie Mason’s
talent. Whatever talent she had didn’t lie in acting.

JW: She never got cut up in your films. She was the only one who never got it,
so I guess your audiences thought of her as “the girl you'd love to rip
apart.”
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One of Herschell Gordon Lewis’s masterworks. (Courtesy Herschell Gordon
Lewis)
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tics and gripe about our lack of feeling for the victims in the case, but they forget
that we didn’t commit the crime. We just want to be part of the drama. The
press gets equally pissed off, invariably beginning the description of a mob out-
side a courtroom with, “For reasons of their own . . .” It would seem that the
root of their complaints lies in the fact that we are doing the same job as they
are, only we do it for free. Anyway, the next time you want to buy a copy of True
Detective, don’t sneak up to the newsstand and pretend to look at People. Hold
your head high and buy a whole stack of crime magazines. Come out of the clos-
et—tell your parents and friends about your courtroom addiction. Encourage
closet crime groupies to attend trials with you, and join crime fan clubs with oth-
er trial buffs. There is never a need to be distressed at crime news. Cheer up.
You never know—maybe something awful will happen tomorrow.
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deliver on what he promised—that’s why he got in trouble.” Roger Ebert gave
me some contacts in Chicago, Herschell’s hometown, but when 1 called his past
associates, I was met with open hostility. “I'm no fan of Lewis,” one snapped.
“If it wasn’t for him, they’d be making better pictures today.” Finally I learned
he had a brother in Chicago and I located him. “I'm not in touch with Her-
schell,” he told me icily, “but I do have a P.O. box and you might be able to reach
him through that.” I dashed off a letter and Mr. Lewis called several days later
and agreed to let me interview him. He explained that he was living in Minne-
apolis but was moving to Fort Lauderdale in a few months, so I could take my
pick. Naturally, I chose visiting him in Fort Lauderdale.

Herschell Gordon Lewis is anything but sleazy. He is handsome, refined,
intelligent, and possesses a great sense of humor about himself. He is the most
unpretentious of all directors. He lives with his second wife, Margo, in a large
apartment and looks much younger than his fifty-four years. He greeted me
warmly and explained that he had seen Pink Flamingos when it played at one of
his theaters in Chicago. “I heard complaints about the picture, so I wanted to
watch it. After seeing it, I thought, here’s someone who’s gone one up on me.”
I showed him the book The Golden Turkey Awards, which lists him as one of the all-
time worst directors, and he laughed as he read.

John Waters: Have you always been called the King of Gore?

Herschell Gordon Lewis: Since 1963, when Blood Feast first burst on the horizon.
Since nobody was in the field at the time, I was King, Crown Prince, Court
Jester.

JW: I was crowned the King of Puke, 50 it’s good we meet.

HGL: The difference is simply that in your films people eat defecation, in mine
the audience is simply exposed to it.

JW: What made you initially do gore?

HGL: At that time I had a producer, David Friedman, and we fell into the gore
aspect purely by accident. I had made a black and white picture called Liv-
ing Venus and 1 had a terrible time getting a respectable type of stage blood.
‘We went into a cosmetics lab in Florida (I still remember the name—
Barfred Laboratories) to make some stage blood. We wound up with a gal-
lon of the stuff and we only used two eyedroppers of it in the film we were
shooting. And the conversation of what we were going to do with the stuff
led to Blood Feast, which was the first great gore film. There were no films
that had the monstrous effects Blood Feast had. It doesn’t sound like much
of an achievement, but we were the first with that kind of nonsense.
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Each night dozens of huge black women waddled into my apartment to audition,
and [ know my doorman must have wondered, God, what’s he into now? Most
were either terrible actresses, self-conscious about their weight, or simply not
fat enough. One got quite hostile when I gently explained that she just didn’t have
the necessary tonnage. Another brought her sister along as a bodyguard, fearing
she was being lured into a snuff film. When I mentioned the fact that a little nu-
dity was required, there was a stampede for the door. One opened the interview
with “I'm a very religious woman” and was immediately sent home. Pat Moran
eliminated the others with a tactful, “I'm sorry, you're just too pretty for the
part.” In desperation I asked a black actor friend if he knew of anyone to fit the
bill, and he recommended Jean Hill, a five-foot-one black actress who was just
a few pounds shy of one fifth of a ton. We set up an audition. Nervously awaiting
her arrival, I prayed she would be the special one. The doorbell rang, [ opened
the door, and there she was—my dream-come-true, four hundred pounds of
raw talent. I carefully invited Jean in, and the first thing she did was goose me
to totally unnerve me. She asked for a drink and got it. She laughed and said she
had no objection to nudity (“I've got a lot to show, honey™), would certainly dye
her hair blond (“Big deal. I've had blond hair twice before”), and asked for a spe-
cial chair that wouldn’t break when she sat on it. After listening to her give a hi-
larious reading from the script, we went over the contract, I gave her an advance
on her salary, and it was settled.

Ialso love to cast children in my movies and have found that most parents
are quite eager to volunteer their kids. My first child star was a ten-year-old girl
named Lizzie, who played the Virgin Mary’s assistant in Mondo Trasho. Since my
first star, Maelcum, had been her governess, [ figured Lizzie would not be ner-
vous around all the strange characters. Lizzie’s father always accompanied her
to the set and was quite proud to have his daughter in my film. Lizzie’s big scene
is when she appears to Divine in a pigpen after Divine has crawled, bleeding and
dying, through pig shit. I renamed the child Lizzy Temple Black, and she came
to the opening, but I saw her less and less as the years passed. I still see her on
the street, grown into a seemingly very serious young lady, but she never says
hello. I wonder if she has fond memories of that marvelous day in the pigpen?

For Multiple Maniacs, I needed a small boy to play the Infant of Prague, my
favorite Catholic saint. The kid that got the part hated his costume but loved Di-
vine and announced, “When I grow up I'm gonna be a drag queen and call myself
Shelly London.” Cookie Mueller volunteered her newborn son Max to play the
baby being sold to a lesbian couple in Pink Flamingos, and to this day Max proudly
announces to his grade-school chums, “I'm a movie star.”

The most difficult child role to cast was the baby in Desperate Living. Since
the infant was supposed to be locked in a refrigerator by a drug-crazed baby-
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her lines, and toss off a cheery “Hi” to a startled Fred whenever he would dare
enter the trailer. Because of the freezing weather and Edie’s scanty costume of
girdle and bra, assistants would wrap her in blankets between takes, realizing
that even her ample flesh was not sufficient protection from the cold. On espe-
cially freezing days Edith would give Fred a coy smile, giggle, and whine in her
wonderfully nasal voice, “Oh, Fred, could you rub my feet?” Fred blanched, but
how could he gracefully say no?

Fred’s concerned wife started showing up uninvited on the set, nosing
around, nagging him to quit, and acting as if she had just stumbled upon My Lai.
She glanced nervously at the knives and guns the actors fondly caressed in their
roles and broke into a cold sweat when she heard lines such as: “We have your
address, you know. We might be in the mood for a barbecue! Get what I mean?
A human barbecue!”

The more perplexed and angry I became at Fred’s insufficient technical ex-
pertise, the more horrified he became at the scenes he felt he was being forced
to witness. I think he forgot that movies are only make-believe.

In one scene Divine and her tamily are horrified to receive a turd in the
mail. Divine, always the professional, had shit in a box the night before and gift-
wrapped it, unselfishly easing the work load of the prop department. Fred did
a double take when he heard us discussing it and, for the first time, openly
clucked in distaste.

“Oh, my God. Someone has sent me a bowel movement,” Divine shrieked
as she opened the gift in a perfect one-take shot. Fred began gagging, which real-
ly rubbed me the wrong way. Maybe if we had been on schedule we would have
had time to keep it on ice or something. But no, due to his camera, which kept
freezing and eating film like there was no tomorrow, we were constantly behind
schedule. Where the hell did he think he was anyway—Hollywood? Fred’s days
on the set were numbered.

The “chicken-fuck scene” seemed to be the final straw for Fred. Even my
cult audiences think this scene was a little much. To this day I can’t figure out
the fuss. Two characters in the film (Danny Mills, Cookie Mueller) are having
fake sex with a live chicken between their bodies. Somehow the chicken’s head
gets cut off and, not surprisingly, the chicken dies. Before you run off to report
me to the ASPCA, let me inform you that the cast cooked and ate this same
chicken immediately after the filming, therefore making it, well, morally ethical,
if you like. Didn’t Fred eat chicken? Don’t most of the people who are horrified
at this scene eat chicken? How do they think it gets to their plates? The chickens
don’t have heart attacks, for Godsake! I got this chicken ata “freshly killed poul-
try” store, so actually  gave it a reprieve from death row. Not only did the chick-
en get “fucked,” so to speak, it also got famous in a movie to boot. We actually
made this chicken’s life better. After all, animals are born to be eaten—that’s
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Kitten. (Courtesy Russ Meyer)
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the natural order of things. I would never want to eat any food that didn’t give
up its life for me.

Fred’s moral objections to the script and his broken-down camera finally
proved too much for me. He couldn’t have been happier when he was told he

was fired.

No matter how bizarre the script seemed, the filming itself was quite con-
ventional. Nothing was improvised. We rehearsed each scene from photocopies
of the longhand script for several weeks before shooting it so we could zip right
through it. Many of the scenes were done in one or two takes, much to the relief
of the shivering actors. Shooting usually began at 8:00 A. M. and could last as late
as midnight. The lunches were few and far between, and the dinners nonexis-
tent. Hundreds of thousands of cigarettes were consumed. The set was always
closed—no friends or hangers-on to distract us. And because of the remote lo-
cation, only a few startled hunters ever accidentally stumbled upon the setting.
Yet all involved remained highly professional. No one threw a star fit, everyone
was always on time, and the cast and technical crew (after Fred) seemed to get
along well.

Some audiences seem to think the actors were actually just playing them-
selves—a great compliment, but ridiculous. We would all be in jail if this were
true. No dope or liquor was allowed on the set, even though I heard in later years
that some of the cast would sneak a joint or inhale a little cleaning fluid behind
my back. Everyone involved was deadly serious about making Pink Flamingos. We
were a dedicated group, overanxious and driven to share our trashy vision with
the world.

Once new camera owners and technical advisors were hired, things
seemed to get back on schedule. A complete stranger named Hank joined the
film gang with a camera “borrowed” from a local TV station. An old friend
named Steve also showed up with some equipment I never even asked where he
got. Even the weather seemed to let up: On some days the temperature would
actually climb to freezing and we would feel like we were filming on location
in Bermuda. But if things seemed easier before the cameras, real life on the out-
side was becoming another problem.

Since shooting was only once a week over a six-month period, the actors
had to live their daily lives with some rather telltale signs of their “other life.”
This caused real problems. David Lochary and Mink Stole stripped their hair of
its natural color (whatever that was) with painful bleaches and dyed it blue and
red respectively. David used blue Magic Marker and Mink used red ink. It would
rub off on their collars, and their sheets and pillowcases were always stained.
Mink had a straight job sometimes, so I bought her a wig to wear to work. It
never seemed to fit right and, for some reason, David Lochary suggested she
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his cock against me. Sometimes I pose for pictures with the guys and they
request for me to sit on their laps and one time I did and this guy shot a
load. I smelled it, you know. He came all over his leg and I went and told
Russ about it.

RM: [Laughing] Yeah, this guy blew his load.
JW: God! Kitten, had you seen Russ’s films before you met him?

K: Yes. I never thought in my wildest dreams I'd meet him. I used to find him
very attractive—I was turned on to him. And his movies. I just thought,
if this man could make such erotic films, he must be erotic. In truth, I had
to show him how to be erotic in human life. They were just his fantasies.
I taught him how to eat pussy, how to fuck me in the ass. [Giggles].

RM: I owe her everything. My sex was always kind of like football scrimmage.
It wasn’t all that erotic—mnone of that sensitive shit.

If Russ Meyer was the good old boy of exploitation films, Herschell Gor-
don Lewis was definitely the black sheep. Mr. Lewis premiered the gore film,
and laugh as you may, his influence is still being felt today. Without his early ef-
forts there would never be a George Romero, a Dawn of the Dead, or a Friday the
13th. With titles such as The Gore-Gore Girls, Wizard of Gore, and The Gruesome Two-
some, his films are impossible to defend; thus, he automatically becomes one of
the all-time great directors in film history.

Realizing the nudie film was a dead-end street, Mr. Lewis decided to ap-
peal to the lowest common denominator in the least-discriminating audiences’
taste—blood lust. Instead of nudity, his following paid to see tongues being
ripped out, eyeballs being squashed, and various other forms of creative muti-
lation. 1 discovered his monstrous trilogy, Blood Feast, Tivo Thousand Maniacs, and
Color Me Blood Red -at my local drive-in, and when I saw teen-age couples hopping
from their cars to vomit, I knew I had found a director after my own heart. 1
even ripped him off by calling one of my films Multiple Maniacs in homage to Tivo
Thousand Maniacs, and years later exhibitors playing Pink Flamingos copied his idea
of giving ticket buyers vomit bags when they entered the theater.

Herschell Gordon Lewis made thirty-five movies in almost eleven years.
Besides being a director, he owned movie theaters, headed an advertising agency,
taught college classes, wrote textbooks on advertising, and raised a family. Al-
though some say he also served time in prison for mail fraud, he denies it.

Lewis is quite difficult to locate today. Even his longtime early producer
David Friedman (once head of the Adult Filmmakers Association of America)
had no idea where he could be found. “Herschell probably has a new identity,”
he told me when I contacted him. “He had great ideas but sometimes couldn’t
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an unheard-of diameter and then snap it closed, giving the appearance of a sing-
ing asshole. I thought this sounded perfect for one of the “acts” at Divine’s birth-
day party in Pink Flamingos and got word to him that I wanted a demonstration.
He showed up at my door, and I tried to be tactful. “I hear you have something
I might be interested in.” He nodded his head and suggested we go up to my stu-
dio. Without batting an eyelash, he whipped off his pants, threw his legs in the
air, and began auditioning his anal opening. | was totally speechless—a star was
born! He got the part immediately, and audiences have been thrilled by his ass-
hole all over the world. On one particular showing of the film in New York, his
cult fans leaped to the stage and began opening and closing their assholes at the

same time. To me, this was the ultimate in audience participation.

Become such an outrageous character in real life that a director will have
to notice you. In Pink Flamingos I needed an actress who could shock David Lo-
chary’s character as he flashed young women in the park. I immediately thought
of a very special friend, Elizabeth Coffey. Elizabeth was quite attractive, halfway
through a sex change, and I knew she had a wonderful sense of humor about her
many operations. Audiences laugh when she flashes her breasts to David, but
they really go crazy when she slips open her dress and exposes her penis. Eliz-
abeth called me from the hospital the day the doctor finally cut it off, because
she knew I wanted to hear every gory detail. She admitted that it “hurt like hell”
but was glad it was gone, because “it ruined the line of my pants.” [ was espe-
cially delighted to hear that she had the first sex change in Maryland that was
paid for by welfare. At last, my tax money was being put to a good use. She had
to pay for her own breasts, but the state picked up the tab for her vagina. She
became quite a celebrity as a result of this short scene in Pink Flamingos and was
a big help in promoting the film in her hometown of Philadelphia, where it had
one of its most successful runs in the country. For Female Trouble | wanted to give
her a meatier part as a real woman, so she played Divine’s hillbilly prison girl
friend, Earnestine. Neither of us could resist giving the audience a brief glimpse
of the results of her successful operation. In a later film, Desperate Living, 1 want-
ed to give her the part of a nudist on a pogo stick, but she had to take a rain-
check—one of her tits had shifted and she was scheduled for minor surgery. I'm
still in touch with Elizabeth and always am amazed at how well she has adjusted
to her gender switch—she currently heads an all-male traveling construction
crew and seems pleased as punch with her new life.

Another time, I was looking for a black actress who weighed four hundred
pounds to play the killer maid in Desperate Living. Want ads in Show Business and
Back Stage only produced chunky rejects from local productions of Porgy and Bess.
The Washington Post refused to run my ads (“‘Wanted—400-pound black ac-
tress”), claiming that they were discriminatory, but the Baltimore Sun obliged.
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For the home of the Marbles, the villains of the film, I decided to use my
own house exactly the way it was. It seemed to fit. A normal row house on the
outermost boundaries of the nicest neighborhood in Baltimore, it faced a
semighetto neighborhood, and I knew the neighbors already thought we were
crazy, so they could be counted on to ignore us once the filming began. The lapd~
lord lived nearby but seemed nice enough. He had an idea of what I did but luck-
ily had never come into the house since I had rented it. He also had a 58 Cadillac
I thought he would let us use for the film.

The interior of the three-story house was appropriately bizarre. Lined with
posters for critically panned movies (I a Woman Part Tiwo; Boom; Inga), it contained
some ridiculous furniture, ornate religious statues, and enough electrical current
to support all the movie lights that always seemed to be blowing the fuses wher-
ever we filmed.

Sharing the house with me was an old friend and gifted actress, Miss Mink
Stole. Her real name was Nancy Stole, but she wisely changed it to Mink in order
to escape her socially correct background. Since she was playing the part of
wicked Connie Marble and had overtheatrical decorating tastes similar to mine,
it seemed natural to use her part of the house as Connie’s chambers in the film.

Making a color, feature-length costume drama on $10,000 proved a near
impossibility. Fred, the man who was hired to supply the camera and sound
equipment, had cold feet right from the start. The temperature at the trailer site
was generally 25 degrees: You could always see the actors’ freezing breath as
they mouthed their lines. There was only one movie light with a mile-long ex-
tension cord running to the house. The newsreel-type camera, a single-system
Auricon belonging to Fred, kept freezing and the film would jam or come back
from the lab hopelessly scratched. I would practically start crying and Fred, em-
barrassed, would agree to work a make-up day without pay for his faulty tech-
nical equipment.

The cast was friendly but seemed to make Fred nervous. Especially Divine.
Watching her in a revealing dress rehearsing the line “I'm all dressed up and
ready to fall in love” made Fred pale beyond belief.

Divine is a beautiful three-hundred-pound man who usually plays wom-
en’s parts in my celluloid atrocities. I think of him as “he” when he’s out of cos-
tume and as ‘“she” when he’s in drag. Divine prefers “shim,” but this is
grammatically awkward. Divine loves tight, revealing clothes, large-size high-
heeled shoes, and thinks nothing of dyeing his hair or shaving it off for purely
stylish reasons.

Edith Massey, my favorite character actress, playing Mama Edie, the re-
tarded egg worshiper, also seemed to unnerve Fred. Friendly to the point of
goofiness, Edie would look up from her playpen, where she sat all day rehearsing
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RM: She was a showgirl from Vegas, I recall. Then she married a wealthy, well-
established businessman in a small town in Pennsylvania.

JW: I've been looking for the record “Faster, Pussycat” by the Bostweeds all my
life. Did it ever come out?

RM: No. They were a group up in Oakland, California. You know how some-
times a group will sit in a bar and they’ll never go any further? That was
them.

JW: Are your parents alive?

RM: No, my mother passed away last year. My mother had seen my films. She
enjoyed them—anything 1did, it didn’t matter. When [ was shooting pin-
ups after World War Two, I'd develop them in the bathroom and she’d
say, “My, doesn’t that girl look lovely.” The question always arises: “Did
your mother have a big bust?” Yes. When I was nineteen, I went into the
service and learned the basic rudiments of sex—I went to a whorehouse
and that was it.

JW: Who does the makeup for your films?
RM: Everybody just does their own.

JW:Iread an article where Erica Gavin said you forced her to wear those weird
eyebrows in Russ Meyer’s Vixen.

RM: No, it’s not true. Erica is prone to make a lot of statements about what 1
forced her to do. I'm very indebted to her for what she did for that film,
but hell, I don’t know anything about makeup!

JW: When you did Beyond the Valley of the Dolls at Fox, was the studio looking
down your neck?

RM: No, but the film made money in spite of the lack of enthusiasm on the part
of Twentieth Century-Fox. They’ve always been ashamed of that film.
Even today. If Brown and Zanuck even make any reference to the films
they made at Fox, that’s never mentioned. The two films they avoid are
mine and Myra Breckenridge. They have not made prints for years and they
do not want to pursue the film. It’s a big lament. Roger Ebert and I did a
sequel to the film. It concerned Elvis Presley, who was losing his sex drive.
He discovers the rejuvenation of his sex glands, and it comes from the pi-
tuitary glands of the female beaver. We had an agent and it was finally
down to the wire with the head of Fox, and he said in front of the agent,
“Fox wants no more of Ebert and Meyer!”
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JW: Is it true that in your new film, Beneath the Valley of the Ultravixens, all the
sounds of sexual penetration were actually your farting dubbed in?

RM: Yes. It’s all farts. I fart a lot.

JW: What happened to the Sex Pistols movie [Who Killed Bambi?] you were sup-
posed to direct?

RM: The failure can be attributed to their manager, Malcum McLaren. Totally.
It would have been a good movie. I had admired Johnny Rotten and liked
his style.

JW: Wouldn'’t the Pistols have been hard to direct?

RM: They were real bright. 1, at least, had their confidence. Rotten didn’t like
me, but he didn’t like any Americans. I don’t profess to know the Sex Pis-
tols, but they wanted to make the film. We tried to think of all ways to out-
smart the Pistols—like my living with them in a trailer, so they couldn’t
get away. Sure, Sid Vicious was a junkie, but he was a very bright guy.

JW: Was Nancy Spungen, the girl Sid was accused of murdering, around?

RM: Yeah, she’d come up during the readings. She always wore dirty gabardine
raincoats. She was very quiet. Vicious never once introduced her to me.

JW: Are you planning a new film?

RM: Yes, The Jaws of Vixen. It’s autobiographical. I'm going to do a thing with Kit-
ten. I'll be eating her from one way and then shoot it from a different angle.
The film will not be what I did, but more my frailties, my shortcomings.
I'm going to have parodies of famous sex scenes—Ilike Women in Love—
two big nude guys with big dicks wrestling out in the desert. Then a wom-
an runs in to try to give them head, but they just ignore her.

JW: How did you meet Kitten?

RM: Through Sherri Eubank, who was in Supervixens. They had worked together
at the Classic Cat. She had told me about Kitten, and I went down to see

1

her. Sherri said, “You think I got a great pair of tits, wait ’til you see her!
gota great p; bt
JW: Kitten, after Beneath opened, how did the men in the audience react to you?

K: Some of them would hug me so tight. I mean, I like to be nice and I'm af-
fectionate and I put my arms around them. But this one guy kept kissing
me and kissing me and holding me tight and he had horrible bad breath and
Russ finally said, “All right, let her go!”” but he wouldn’t and he tried to rub
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JW: B-O-I-N-N-N-G?
HGL: B-0-I-N-N-N-G was about two guys who made a nudie film.
JW: Scum of the Earth? I think I saw that one.

HGL: It’s about an older guy who runs a teen-age pornography ring. Not really
a gore film, but there is murder—somebody sticks a gun in their mouth.
We did something right out of Hell’s Angels—stained two of the frames
red.

JW: Goldilocks and the Three Bears? Was that kind of like Cinderella and the Golden
Bra?

HGL: I shot that picture, but I didn’t own it—sexploitation.
JW: Monster A Go Go? Talk about an obscure one!

HGL: I'll tell you that story. I had had some dissatisfaction with film distributors
because of how they split the funds for a double feature. The nature of dis-
tribution is well known. Those people are monsters, yet they are your
friends. I felt I should control both halves of the double feature. I had one
film I had just shot called Moonshine Mountain—a pretty good little picture,
half mountain music, half gore. I needed a second picture to go with it. A
fellow I know had filmed something called Terror at Half Bay—he shot
eighty thousand feet of film and had no picture. As often happens, he ran
out of money. We shot some other footage and bought his uncut negative.
Out of his eighty thousand feet, there was no action at all. He had hired
the tallest man in the world, Henry Height, who just died last year. Henry
was a real sweetheart. He was so big that his ankles cracked—he was sim-
ply too big for his ankles. Henry played an astronaut who went to outer
space and came back doubled in size. They put some pizza or something
on his face to give him a strange look. I shot a couple of thousand more
feet of film—close-ups of hands holding telegrams, feet walking, anything
to make it come out—there was no sense to it.

JW: Did it turn out to be a success?
HGL: Oh, yes. Mostly in the South.
JW: Did you make those films for a redneck audience?

HGL: It turned out that way, but that wasn’t the intention. Redneck is not quite
the word—*gorehound” is probably better.

JW: Did you have trouble collecting rental from the theaters when you were dis-
tributing those films?
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fectly. They made a great coming attraction for the film, wisely eliminating any
shocking footage and concentrating on the reactions of a stunned audience leav-
ing a screening. They picked the best art theaters in each city and nursed the film
along until it attracted a loyal cult following. They convinced some of the most
prestigious universities to show the film and sent Divine and me on promotional
visits to many cities. They screened it at the Cannes Film Festival in 1976 to in-
terest foreign sleaze buffs and sold the rights to England, Australia, France, Ger-
many, Switzerland, and Canada. The Museum of Modern Art added the final
touch of respectability by including it in its Bicentennial Salute to American Hu-
mor. Most important, New Line paid me honestly, something rare in the film
business, and to this day the main actors and production people who helped
make this film successful and stuck with me on future projects receive twenty-
five percent of the profits of the film.

I know I'll never make a sequel to Pink Flamingos because it would have to
end with Divine taking a shit and the dog eating it.
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have always reacted with considerable goodwill, considering their distaste for
my work. Posters and handout sheets were designed featuring a shot of Divine
in her fishtail gown and pointing a gun with the catch line “The Filthiest People
Alive! Their Loves, Their Hates and Their Unquenchable Thirst for Notoriety!”
Laundromat bulletin boards became our billboards, and street corners and bars
took the place of TV talk show personal appearances. Pat Moran came up with
the hard-sell technique she called “the plate job,” which consisted of thrusting
a handout bill at patrons in restaurants as they ate their meals.

Opening night was packed. Most of the stars showed up in ludicrous out-
fits, stoned out of their minds, extremely proud of their accomplishment but
worried sick that the audience might turn hostile. Even the dog who was about
to become infamous made a star entrance wearing a jeweled collar bought es-
pecially for the occasion. I hid in the projection room, pacing back and forth and
chain-smoking Kools.

But as soon as the film began, 1 knew I had a hit. The audience roared with
laughter in the right places and shrieked in horror in others. Shaking their heads
in disbelief, they gave the film a standing ovation when the final credits appeared.
The stars were mobbed with fans and the press was suddenly very interested.
The underground papers praised the film, and one of the more notorious local
publications, Harry, put me on the cover with the banner “Man of the Year.” The
picture they used had been taken at the premiere, and I looked like a terminally
ill junkie in the leopard shirt Divine had made for me to wear to the opening.
The more established papers with a family audience shied away from describing
the plot of the film and concentrated on the nine sellout shows, the crazed au-
dience, the fashions, and the “meaning” of this underground event.

I knew the film would work on a national level, but I had to convince a dis-
tributor that the film could make money. I contacted New Line Cinema, a New
York firm that had previously turned down one of my earlier films but had en-
couraged me to come back when I had something “more polished.” I had fol-
lowed New Line’s history in Variety and liked the oftbeat selection of films they
distributed. I sent them the film and waited nervously. Bob Shaye, the president,
called and said he liked the film and to come to New York but “don’t bring your
friends.” I think he thought we’d eat shit in his office or something.

New Line agreed to take on the film but was unsure of how to market it.
They tried it in a gay porno house in Boston, which made all the cast furious.
David Lochary went to spy and reported that “there was more action in the
bathrooms than in the theater.” I pleaded for an art-film—type theater to attract
the right audiences. New Line was unsure and held it on the shelf for a year.

Divine and I were holed up in our friend David Spencer’s apartment in San
Francisco, waiting for the film to become a success. I pessimistically confided
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back of a garbage truck. He held court on the beach daily and word spread that
you just had to see Divine in a string bikini. He danced nightly in the Hollywood
hot spots and confused the press by telling them: “Gay? Are you kidding? I've got
a wife and two kids back in Omaha.” He schemed how to getinvited to the man-
sions of Bel-Air and could only be happy if he was lounging around a private
swimming pool. Sometimes he would crash the most fashionable parties, but as
soon as the host recognized the infamous drag, another door was opened. Big
stars began to notice and whisper and some, like Ann-Margret, could only do a
double take and blurt: “What the . . . 122 My God, hideous!”

After we filmed Female Trouble in Baltimore, Divine moved back to New
York and launched his stage career. His first big hit was Women Behind Bars,
which ran for a year off-Broadway before going to London for another success-
ful run on the West End. Proving he was no theatrical flash-in-the-pan, he fol-
lowed with another stage hit, The Neon Woman, which played to sellout crowds
in New York, San Francisco, Chicago, and Provincetown. He’s recorded an as
yet unreleased single, “Cheap,” and hopes to become a singer and nightclub en-
tertainer to boot. He’s paid to appear at openings in Paris, London, and Cannes
and is forever running off for a college appearance. Today, high school jock types
from the suburbs beg for a kiss outside his dressing room, and Divine, remem-
bering the hostile reactions of his fellow high school students, can only laugh and
comment, “Times certainly have changed.”

Underneath all this cockeyed glamour lives a serious actor who wants
nothing more than to work every day. If getting publicity can result ina job offer,
Divine is certainly game. If hired, he will give you his all without any moral ob-
jections to the script. He’s eaten dog turds, crawled through pigshit, mainlined
eyeliner, eaten guts, and risked arrest by appearing in my films, but I've never
once seen him throw a star fit.

Divine is certainly no transvestite. He says he sometimes dreads getting in
drag but realizes these flamboyant outfits are his “work clothes.” The only time
he goes through the drag ordeal is for a play, movie, or personal appearance.
Thank God, he is also not a female impersonator—I can hardly imagine him
making people suffer through Judy Garland or Carol Channing imitations. Di-
vine is simply an actor who usually is cast as a woman. He seems comfortable
living his “interpretation of a man” and says he is quite satisfied with his natural
“plumbing.” He recognizes the limitations of his illusion and tries to solve all his
drag headaches before they become a producer’s problem. After the heels of his
spikes had crumbled under his weight for the umpteenth time, he decided to
have an unbreakable steel pair made for him by special order. Unfortunately,
when they arrived, he slipped them on and discovered they weighed over twenty
pounds each and he could barely lift his leg to walk.
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to Divine that “I guess the film is never going to come out, and all our work is
down the drain.” Depressed and broke, I moved to New Orleans with Mary Viv-
ian Pearce and Danny Mills, and we rented the worst dump I've ever seen. Lo-
cated directly across from an all-night supermarket, we could never escape the
twenty-four-hour public-address system that constantly shrieked, “Miss So-
and-so, your groceries are ready at aisle three.” A horrible dog that lived next
door constantly tried to bite us. Mary Vivian worked in a bar, and Danny and
I ate nothing but beans and rice to survive.

After many frantic fraudulent credit-card phone calls to New Line, I con-
vinced them to open it at midnight at the Elgin Theater, the most popular film-
buff hangout in Manhattan. The Elgin agreed to show it one night at midnight
with no advertising. They even had the title wrong on the marquee—Pink Fla-
mingo. [ hopped in my car, drove through a blizzard and arrived at David Lo-
chary’s New York loft. We called every person we knew in New York and
begged them to attend. None of my previous films had ever played in New York.
Opening night was the coldest night of the winter of 1973, but we managed to
half-fill the theater. The reaction was great, and the Elgin agreed to try it one
more time the next weekend.

As I nervously approached the Elgin the following weekend, I was startled
and thrilled to see a huge line wrapped around the block. “Hey, I think you’ve
got a hit,” said the surprised distributor, Bob Shaye. Word of mouth did it all.
Without any advertising, except a small announcement in The Village Voice, Pink
Flamingos started playing midnights two nights a week, then three, four, and fi-
nally seven. James Brady of New York magazine started the ball rolling by calling
it “the nearest American film to Bufiuel’s Andalusian Dog,” and Fran Lebowitz,
then a film reviewer for Andy Warhol’s Interview magazine, cinched its success
by describing it as “one of the sickest movies ever made. And one of the fun-
niest.” The big critics had to wait in line to putit down, and even Vincent Canby
panned it, not once, but twice, on the first page of The New York Times’s Sunday
Entertainment section. Variety didn’t review this film for over a year, finally giv-

ing in and headlining in bold print:

DREGS OF HUMAN PERVERSITY
DRAWS WEIRDO ELEMENT.
MONSTROUS.

The reviewer went on to call it “‘surely one of the most vile, stupid and re-
pulsive films ever made” and called the shit-eating scene ““the most nauseating
capper in film history.” My own favorite review came from the Detroit Free Press:
“Like a septic tank explosion, it has to be seen to be believed.”

Once New Line encountered the audience for the film, they handled it per-
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a light. Waters’ characters are not simply hideous, they affront the soul. They
exude the aroma of outside toilets. They achieve a grotesqueness for which the
adjective ‘repulsive’ leaves something to be desired. Yet Baltimoreans flocked to
see the film and I don’t doubt the same thing will happen in New York. The
question is ‘Why?" ”

New Line decided to open Desperate Living in two theaters in Manhattan—
the Quad in the Village and the D. W. Griffith uptown. I bet D. W. Griffith rolled
over in his grave. Since we had decided to use the rat-on-the-plate image from
the credits in the ads, and didn’t have a still shot, Peter Hujar, friend and pho-
tographer, was hired to re-create this slice of life. I filled him in on how to cook
arat and, mercifully, he decided he could handle the task without my assistance.
Once the poster announcing the New York opening was ready, New Line hired
students to “wild-post” and plaster the town with this sickening image. Unfor-
tunately, some of those hired were a little too ambitious and succeeded in in-
furiating half of lower Manhattan by gluing the posters to private homes and
shop windows. Restaurant owners seemed especially enraged to discover a pho-
to of a rat on a plate stuck on the front of their eating establishments. The New
York Times added to the hassle by rejecting the ads three days before the film
opened on the grounds that rats were “offensive to New York Times’ readers.” |
thought this odd, especially since they had run the ads for Food of the Gods, which
showed a rat eating a person. I guess it was okay for a rat to eat a human, but
not vice versa. When The New York Times accepted the hastily redone ad campaign
featuring Liz Renay, half nude, screaming in revulsion, I gathered the advertising
editors assumed their readers would not be offended by tits.

Sara Risher of New Line Cinema knocked herself out planning the invi-
tational screening for critics, celebrities, and New York opinion makers. As an
added ironic touch, she hired a formal chamber music trio to play while the
guests guzzled champagne and discussed the film. The critics from Good House-
keeping walked out during the first ten minutes, but otherwise it was a receptive
audience. The New York Times dismissed it with a short review saying, “This one
takes the cake”; Variety hated it, and Archer Winston said something to the effect
that if you like this film, you need a psychiatrist. But other critics gave me raves:
Playboy said it **had to be seen to be believed,” and Tom Allen in The Village Voice
gave it a big boost: “I dare anyone not to take John Waters seriously after Des-
perate Living. This film is a triumphant example of the most vital bad taste in
America.” Incredibly, he added, “Waters is an austerely economical director
who is figuratively comparable to Bresson™! The film magazine Take One also
was enthusiastic in its review by George Morris: “Desperate Living is an astound-
ing accomplishment, a superior work. There are few if any releases of 1977 that
can equal this film.” The very best review I ever got, a long, serious, but unpre-
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been looking forward to the coverage, but never imagined in her wildest night-
mares she would meet the newsman as a special effects man attached a fake pe-
nis, ugly scars, and dried blood between her legs.

My phobia and fear of all animals has never been more apparent than it
was during the shooting of Desperate Living. In one scene Mink and Jean are
speeding through the country in their Mercedes as Mink bitches about how
much she hates nature: “Look at those disgusting trees stealing my oxygen! 1
can’t stand this scenery another minute! ALL NATURAL FORESTS SHOULD
BE TURNED INTO HOUSING DEVELOPMENTS! I WANT CEMENT COV-
ERING EVERY BLADE OF GRASS IN THIS NATION! DON'T WE TAXPAY -
ERS HAVE A VOICE ANYMORE???” At this point she is supposed to run over
a dead dog in the street. Being humane, I naturally didn’t kill a dog, but asked
Vincent to get a dead dog from a veterinary hospital where they did experiments.
The only problem was that the dog came frozen, but Susan Lowe was kind
enough to let it thaw in her backyard. On the day of shooting, I picked it up, put
it in the trunk of my car, and drove to the location. Vince artfully placed the dog
corpse in the road, and Mink tried to run it over, but kept missing. When she
finally connected, the dog was sucked up under the car and it didn’t “read” on
film, so we had to pry the mess off and try again. After I finally got the shot, I
put the bloody remains in a trash bag and drove around, looking for a place to
dump it. [ felt like one of the Moors Murderers and was worried a cop would
see me disposing of the “body,” spot blood in my trunk, and start asking a lot
of nosey questions.

Mink and Jean seemed especially nervous about one scene in the script
where they are forced by the demented Queen Carlotta to eat cockroaches.
“You don’t expect us to do this for real?” Mink haughtj]y asked.

“No,” I explained, “I guess in my old age I've gotten more conservative.
The roaches will be real in the close-ups, but when you eat them, I'll use a long
shot and substitute raisins.” Mink gave a sigh of relief, happy we weren’t going
to have to argue the point.

Beyond a doubt, the most disgusting task in the making of Desperate Living
was cooking the rat for the credit sequence. I wanted the film to open with an
overhead shot of a very formal table setting. You'd see a maid’s arms put down
the napkin and serve a boiled rat, complete with garnish. Another pair of hands
would season this gourmet delight, cut into it, and take an offscreen bite. The
sequence would end with the unseen diner daintily depositing a rat bone on the
plate. I asked everyone I knew, but no one would allow me to cook the rat in
their oven. “Cook it in your own oven!” they yelled. I'solved the problem by sug-
gesting to Vince that he and Alan Rose, the designer of all my title sequences,
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sneak into one of our enemies’ houses and cook the rat when he wasn’t home.
They managed to pull it off without getting caught and could only comment,
“Boy, did it stink.” Being involved in show business these days isn’t as glamorous
as some people may think.

Charles Roggero and I spent ten weeks locked in the cellar of his home,
editing Desperate Living to the mandatory ninety-minute running time. I decided
the film needed some original music, so I hired two classical music buffs, Chris
Lobingier and Alan Yarus, to compose and record a “Cheesy Dr. Zhivago-type
score.” Once again, the University of Baltimore allowed me to rent their large
auditorium, and another “sneak world premiere” was on its way. The Sunday
Magazine section of the Baltimore Sun created great advance interest in the film
by putting a group shot of the entire cast and crew on the cover and running an
article on the making of the film, written by Henry Scarupa, who said: “Waters
cultivates sleaze like a rare orchid. He is to Baltimore what Ingmar Bergman was
to Sweden.” Posters and fliers with the catch line “It isn’t very pretty . . .” were
circulated around town, and I took out a few small newspaper ads advertising
the “gala.” I heard that some of the local feminists were furious that a man had
made a movie about lesbians and then had the nerve to rip off the title Desperate
Living from a now defunct lesbian newsletter. First of all, I wondered, what
makes lesbians immune from satire? I didn’t notice them bitching about my oth-
er films, where I made fun of gay men, drag queens, heterosexual families, and
even grandmothers. Everybody knows that all people look terrible in my films;
I'm not prejudiced against any single groups. Second, what kind of name was
Desperate Living for a gay newsletter? It seemed an odd choice of words to pro-
mote a life-style, and the very title seemed to invite lampooning. I secretly hoped
hundreds of feminist pickets would show up and get us some free TV coverage,
but alas, those women were smart and stayed away in droves.

The 1977 opening was packed. Baltimore’s audience response is most im-
portant to me, because these are the people who discovered me in the first place,
and taken as a whole, they give a perfect sampling of how mainstream audiences
outside of New York will react. The two leading local critics at the time, who
had given up on getting rid of me years ago, came through with just the kind of
review [ love to get. Lou Cedrone of The Evening Sun: “Waters is a little bent. No,
he’s twisted, maybe even broken. If you are amused by vomit, blood, cannibal-
ism, cruelty to children, and rats served as dinner, you may want to see the film.
It would be fun as low-low camp if it wasn’t so sick.” R. H. Gardner of The Sun
was even better: “Personally the most charming and inoffensive of men, John
Waters specializes in works of an unbelievably gross and offensive nature. No
other contemporary filmmaker has presented the human race in so disgusting
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Casting

If I had a million dollars to spend on a film, the first thing I would do is
hire a dream cast—Anita Ekberg, now that she’s fat, and Victor Mature, if 1
could coax him out of retirement. I'd still use some of my repertory group be-
cause [ think the contrast would be amusing and entertaining. Film students al-
ways make the mistake of caring only about the technique of their films rather
than the stars. I've never heard an audience rave, “Wow, did you see those great
reversal shots?” No, filmgoers want a good narrative script and interesting peo-
ple. Technique even killed the underground film movement of the mid-sixties.
At that time underground movies were the big new thing and audiences were
more than willing to give them a chance. But when they were bored to tears by
abstract experimental films featuring colors jumping around, they gave up and
went back to the safety of commercial theaters.

I used to think anybody could act, but after a few disappointments I've
changed my mind. I rehearse every scene with the actors for weeks before we
shoot, so there will be no surprises when we step before the cameras. Some ac-
tors hate the way I direct because I act out the scene for them exactly as I want
it done and expect them to imitate me. [ encourage overacting, and the hammier
the performance, the better I like it.

My advice to young film makers is always to include plenty of violence in
your films—it’s an inexpensive effect, can disguise the fact you don’t have big
stars, and it always gets a reaction. | have a special “‘gore man” 1 visit to get my
intestines, livers, and guts for my films. I've been going to him for so many years
that I feel like he’s an old friend. He has a butcher stall in a ghetto market and
always smiles when he sees me coming and pulls out some especially unappe-
tizing cow parts and holds them up with a leer. “Look what I've got for you to-
day,” he whispers. He’s also quite helpful on Valentine’s Day, when I get real
animal hearts to give to special friends in honor of this holiday.

Another good special effect is vomit. I first included a vomit scene in 1969
as a humorous imitation of the gritty realism in the popular Swedish films of that
period (Dear John; My Sister, My Love). Ingmar Bergman really influenced me by
his dramatic use of realistic regurgitation. Puke scenes proved so popular with
my audiences that I went on to include one in all my later pictures. I pride myself
on being quite an authority on the history of vomit in the cinema and condemn
films such as An Unmarried Woman for including vomit scenes that are patently
unauthentic.

All you need to make realistic puke is a can of creamed corn, some ketch-
up, a little water, and presto, you have an instantly horrifying effect. Once I tried
to film real vomit, but the results were disastrous. A nurse was on the set and
fed Divine a half bottle of Ipecak, a medicine used in hospitals to induce vom-
iting. As the entire film crew stood by silently, waiting to get the shot, Divine
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Rear view of Queen Carlotta’s castle. (Photograph by Steve Yeager, © New Line
Cinema)

Queen Carlotta’s castle. (Photograph by Steve Yeager, © New Line Cinema)
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The filthiest people alive

the viewfinder of my camera and heard the film noisily rushing past the shutter.

As Divine dove down and began munching, Danny and Mary Vivian started
laughing so uncontrollably that they had to turn their heads and run from the
scene. | was shaking so much that I worried that the hand-held camera shots
would be even worse than usual.

“Give me that shit-eating grin,” | begged. Divine smiled lasciviously and
gagged twice.

“Cut,” I finally yelled to the much relieved star. I rushed over and gave her
a congratulatory kiss, but I'm not sure if it was on the lips.

“Now I know I'm insane,” declared Divine flatly as she spit out the last
of the shit and made a mad dash for some mouthwash. I staggered back to my
car, ecstatic. | had gotten the most difficult shot and finally finished the film—
one month over schedule and $2,000 over budget.

That night at the wrap party, the cast and crew sat around drinking beer
and laughing about the day’s big scene.

“I think you can get sick from eating shit,” piped some smart aleck.

Divine, out of drag and makeup, seemed to pale noticeably at the sugges-
tion and grabbed the phone to call the emergency ward of the local hospital. As-
suming the voice of a suburban housewife, he tried tactfully to pose the question
to the confused nurse on the other end.

“Yes . .. my son ate some dog feces and I'm wondering if he can get sick?”
From Divine’s annoyed expression, we could tell the nurse was starting to ask
nosey questions. “Well . .. you see, he’s sort of retarded,” Divine tried to ex-
plain. The whole room exploded in laughter, but Divine silenced us with a hos-
tile glare. “I see. I see. Thank you,” said a visibly distraught Divine as he hung
up the phone.

“She said he’ll probably be okay, but it’s a possibility he could get the white
worm.”

“WHITE WORM?” the cast yelled out in hysterical disbelief as Divine
melodramatically grabbed his gut.

For months afterward Divine had an hysterical case of the white worm,
but he survived without even a single day of bad health.

Was this day magic? Maybe so. Even though I think I've directed and writ-
ten much funnier scenes, and Divine has given much better “performances,” this
particular image, conceived as a negative publicity stunt, is more famous than
anything I've ever done. For eight years Divine has been trying to live it down.

And for eight years I've been trying to live up to it.

Even though Pink Flamingos has a self-imposed X rating, it is hardly a sex
movie. The “raincoat brigade” always stomps out of the theater when they dis-
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Susan Lowe before . . . (Dewey Hentges)

. . Susan Lowe after. (Photograph by Steve Yeager, © New Line Cinema)
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the nudist volunteers stripped off their clothes and started playing volleyball and
hopping around on pogo sticks. As soon as I'd yell “Cut,” assistants would run
to the actors and wrap them in blankets to keep them warm. Only one pseudo-
nudist, an old geezer named Ralph, refused the offer—he seemed quite happy
to stand around all afternoon exposing his body to the anything-but-interested
female members of the production team.

All the interiors of Mortville were constructed by Vince and his assistant,
Dolores Deluxe, in a huge warehouse rented in downtown Baltimore. After
soundprooﬁng the building, they began buﬂding each individual set: Flipper’sles-
bian bar, Queen Carlotta’s throne room, the royal bedroom, Princess Coo-
Coo’s chambers, Mole and Muffy’s living room, their bedroom, and the shack
that Peggy and Grizelda rent. The production crew spent so many hours locked
away from the rest of the world in this soundproofed, windowless vacuum that
Desperate Living began to describe our own lives as much as the characters’. As
winter progressed, and the temperatures dropped, I rented a huge kerosine heat-
er to improve morale. The shivering actresses would gather around it, always
worrying that a spark would fly out and ignite the cheap material of their cos-
tumes. There was only one toilet and it usually didn’t work. There seemed to
be dried fake blood and guts everywhere. Since the plot had to do with rabies,
we had obtained a number of rats, and these were placed in cages around the
studio. It really used to unnerve the cast when they strolled past the cages, and
the rats would hurl themselves at the bars trying to attack. Liz Renay caught a
horrible cold and began chug-a-lugging cough syrup a doctor had prescribed, so
she managed to stay in a pretty cheery mood, but this didn’t stop her from gag-
ging when Mole (Susan) had to pick up a dead rat and begin cooking it for dinner.
Liz’s stomach also got weak in the scene where Mary Vivian Pearce is foaming
at the mouth from rabies. As we put the Alka-Seltzer tablet and green food
coloring in Mary’s mouth and told her to start sucking up a mouthful of slop,
Liz began to tremble with real-life nausea.

The shooting schedule was so relentless that the cast started falling apart,
and some would break into tears for no apparent reason. Jean Hill became so
out of her mind with fatigue that she picked up an actor, threw him against a
wall, and knocked him unconscious in a fight scene that was supposed to be sim-
ulated. Mink Stole was quite professional about shooting her nude love scene
with Jean, but you could tell she was extremely worried that the four-hundred-
pound actress would get carried away and suffocate her to death on film. Susan
Lowe, beginning to crack after living her life as Mole for such an extended pe-
riod, really seemed upset when the Sunpapers’ reporter showed up to do a story
on the making of the film. Since this was Susan’s first big starring role, she had
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cover the X is for hideousness rather than dirtiness. Children love the film, be-
cause to them the sex is always ludicrous. There’s a sixty-nine “shrimp” (toe
sucking) scene, rape by forced artificial insemination, and exhibitionism with a
turkey neck tied to a penis, but the missionary position is never once shown. I
would never want to film hard-core pornography, because it always looks like
open-heart surgery to me.

One scene I guess you could call erotic, especially if you're a “chubby-
chaser,” featured Divine sashaying down a crowded Baltimore street in the dead
of winter, dressed only in a clinging cocktail dress and full makeup. None of the
real-life shoppers realized a film was being shot, because the hidden camera si-
lently tracked Divine from a moving car. All they saw was a huge, scantily
dressed “woman,” oblivious to the weather, undulating her way down the street
with the confidence of a fashion model on the runway. Blowing kisses and smil-
ing to dumbfounded strangers, Divine was unveiling his “look” for the world to
see. Heads swirled and people did double takes. We left a cop on the corner to-
tally agape. When the crowd would start screaming and laughing and seemed on
the verge of a disturbance, Divine would leap into the car, we’d drive to another
crowded unsuspecting block, deposit her, and start the cameras rolling once
again.

Shooting in my house always seemed like a luxury. There were central
heating, adequate electrical outlets, and real bathrooms, so the cast was always
relieved to hear we’d be shooting a scene at the “Marble residence.” I love the
idea of living on a movie set. Getting up and realizing that your everyday reality
is about to become someone else’s fantasy is almost magical.

True, there were drawbacks. For one of the scenes, all the furniture had
to be ripped apart and converted into special-effects furniture—furniture that
“rejected” you. Divine and Crackers have broken into the Marbles’ house and
cursed them by licking all the furniture. The Marbles return home and every
time they try to relax, the cushions fly up from the sofas and throw them to the
floor. This effect was easily accomplished by ripping out all the springs and in-
sides of the furniture and replacing them with one Vincent Peranio, the set de-
signer, who would shove up the cushions on cue. Why Hollywood studios waste
so much money on special effects is beyond me.

Everyone in my neighborhood seemed most cooperative when I was
searching for needed locations. I found the best way to get a location was just
to walk in and boldly ask if I could film. If the people were not used to this re-
quest, they generally would stammer a confused “When?” and I would tell them,
“Right now.” They generally said yes, thinking it would be interesting and give
them something to talk about. Once they saw the actors in costume and began
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Van’s version of high fashion. (Photograph by Bruce Moore, © New Line Cinema)
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Vince Peranio building Mortville. (Bob Adams)
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- - . Pat Moran after. (Photograph by Steve Yeager, © New Line Cinema)
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I wanted it to be complete with turrets, flags, and drawbridge and hoped it
would end up looking like a cheesy version of Disneyland. Vince decided this was
one building that couldn’t be made out of garbage, so he constructed the fake
front to this three-story monument out of plywood and propped the whole thing
up with two-by-fours. When Susan Lowe gave her freedom speech to the citi-
zens of Mortville from the castle window, she was actually standing, precarious-
ly balanced, on a ladder behind the set and we were all terrified thata strong gust
of wind would topple the whole illusion.

Once filming began, Pat Moran had the added headache of coming up with
about fifty extras a day to play the poor, pitiful souls of Mortville. To make sure
fifty would show up, Pat would ask a hundred and tell them to report in at 6:00
A.M. outside of Edith’s Shopping Bag, where a rented school bus (the Mortville
Express) would whisk them off to the country setting. I was against the Mortville
extras providing their own transportation because I knew that if they had their
own cars they would escape before I had finished shooting for the day. Since I
wanted some really seedy characters, Pat asked all lowlifes she saw on the street
if they wanted to be in a movie. With the help of Bill Platt, one of the backers,
who also brought a busload of undesireables, an extremely motley collection of
character actors were gathered, and [ think they contributed greatly to the fan-
tasy look of the film.

Most of the stars refused to ride out on the broken-down school bus with
the extras when they heard tales of old men guzzling from brown paper bags,
bums pissing in their pants, and the rampant drug consumption of some of the
younger actors. Even the bus driver dropped the actors off at the set and sped
away, successfuﬂy stranding fifty people without a ride home. Liz Renay, how-
ever, made a special attempt to befriend some of the older gentlemen and used
to sign autographs and discuss acting with them. The extras were so dedicated
and pleasant to work with that they didn’t even complain when served lunches
prepared by some of the Dreamland women, who are notoriously bad cooks. Liz
Renay took a mouthful of what was being passed off as soup and commented,
“Itell you, I'm not a complainer, but the food in Terminal Island Prison was bet-
ter than this.”

To further add to the distressing conditions on the Mortville set, the tem-
perature was never much higher than 40 degrees. The farmhouse was off-limits
to all except the stars, so the extras had to find shelter from the cold between
scenes by huddling together on the parked school bus. Van would always inter-
rupt their few idle moments by throwing dirt on them to make them appear ug-
lier. When the day came to film the nudist camp scene, we prayed for warm
weather, but since it was November, nobody had much faith our prayers would
be answered. Luckily, the temperature did climb to the mid-30s that day, and

169






index-25_1.jpg
Shock Velue

The filthiest people alive

It couldn’t be fake. It had to be one continuous shot, turd-to-mouth, so to
speak. No cutaway reaction shot to give me a chance to replace the real shit with
some special-effects ripoff. No sirree, you'd see the dog shit, she’d pick it up and
eat it right before your very eyes. My audience demanded as much. I realized
filmgoers would have trouble believing it even without a cut. No actor could be
that dedicated to cinema “art” to eat dogshit, dressed in drag, solely for the au-
dience’s amusement and entertainment. But no one realized what a trouper Di-
vine really was.

We fed the dog continuously for three days without letting it out for a
walk. The dog’s name was Nazzi and I had been told by its owner, Pat Moran,
my longtime assistant director, that the dog was not exactly “shit-shy.” I loaded
the camera as Divine shaved off the last stubble from his chest and strapped on
his fake tits. He struggled into his cheater, a rather moldy fake pubic area, as Van
Smith, the makeup genius and “ugly expert,” painted on the last of the elaborate
and startling eye makeup. He touched up Divine’s lipstick, realizing the focal
point of the upcoming scene. Divine wedged his ample body into the skintight
dress and placed the hideous yellow wig on top of his nearly bald head. He
slipped into his battered gold Spring-O-Lators and paused to reflect on his
shocking image in the mirror. “I'm ready,” she said nervously, as she vainly tried
to conjure up some “motivation” for this big scene.

We hit the streets. Present were Divine, myself, Mary Vivian Pearce and
Danny Mills, and an extra to walk the dog. No one said a word. We let the dog
choose her own course around downtown Baltimore. Shoppers and passersby
glared at Divine in horror, but we bravely ignored them, concentrating only on
the “big take.” Little did the shoppers realize how lucky they were to be con-
fronted only with Divine’s bizarre appearance. Divine was prepared to dive
down and eat the shit whenever the dog was ready and would have done it even
if strangers had been watching.

But no, the dog was being temperamental. I guess she realized she was now
a film star; this can sometimes bring on obnoxious attitudes. Every once in a
while she would stop, nose around, and piss, and we would let out a collective
moan. This went on for nearly an hour, and I was losing light and beginning to
panic. Someone suggested an enema, and an assistant came up with a hair-dye
applicator bottle filled with warm water. The dog wasn't thrilled, but luckily this
was a nonunion movie, so she didn’t have much of a choice. With this rather un-
pleasant task completed, we continued our silent vigil.

Finally the moment of truth. The camera was running and the dog lifted
her leg and a rather disappointing turd fell out.

“Go!” [ yelled.

“That little one?”” Divine moaned, not looking forward to a second take.

“Yes. God! Action!” I screeched, practically collapsing as I looked through
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The most beautiful woman in the world

Of all the Dreamlanders, Divine wanted to be famous the most. As a child, he
worshiped Elizabeth Taylor and vowed to someday be a star. Harassed viciously
be fellow schoolmates, he realized early this goal wasn’t going to be easy to
achieve. Deep down, he knew he was the most beautiful woman in the world,
but how could he convince the rest of the blind fools on this earth? He had to
be known, and if some of the titles he received along the way (the Hog Princess,
the Filthiest Person Alive) were a little curious, so what? It was a start. Divine
has never been satisfied with being a cult film star: He wants it all—the Oscar,
the Emmy, the Tony—and to this day dreams of a life filled with limousines,
swimming pools, and servants.

Curiously, Divine never believed his career was going anywhere until the
press outside of Baltimore began to notice the early films. As soon as he tasted
publicity, he found himself. Good-bye, Glenn. Hello, Divine. The girl can’t help
it. No wonder he hates being reminded of his real name, Glenn—that boy has
been dead and buried for years.

As soon as he could, Divine headed straight for Hollywood, went out every
night, and eventually got his picture in Time magazine in full drag. To further
flame the heat of his ambition, he used to drive around Beverly Hills at night and
turn green with envy as he spotted the large amounts of neatly wrapped garbage
at the foot of driveways. “Look at how much trash they have,” he’d jealously
marvel. “You can always tell how rich people are by the amount of garbage they
have.”

Divine spent a lot of time in San Francisco in the early 1970s, doing stage
productions at the Palace Theater with titles such as Divine and Her Stimulating
Studs, Divine Saves the World, and Vice Palace. After Pink Flamingos opened in
New York, favorable reviews began to filter back and Divine went crazy because
he was stuck in San Francisco and the film wasn’t set to open on the West Coast
for months. Ravaged by a desire for write-ups, he used to go down to Wool-
worth’s and try to cause a scene. Since the cable cars turned around in front of
the store, tourists gathered daily to take Instamatic photos, and Divine became
another tourist sight, even though the crowds had no idea who he was at the
time. Bored with-these fake personal appearances and eager to reap the benefits
of the Pink Flamingos notoriety, he moved to New York, lock, stock, and barrel,
and stayed in a succession of friends’ apartments. Since we had long ago discov-
ered the promotion value of grass roots appearances, Divine dressed in full drag
similar to her look in the film and we walked the streets and rode the subways
of Manhattan. We wanted to be sure the word spread—the most beautiful
woman in the world had arrived in New York and was available for interviews
and magazine profiles.

When Divine heard Pink Flamingos was opening in Los Angeles, he quickly
relocated to a beach house in Santa Monica and arrived at the premiere on the
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food, because Liz was scared she’d really hurt the actress, so it always ended up
looking fake. “Just shove my face in it!” the weary girl pleaded after wiping the
dog food from her face for the umpteenth time.

This fifty-two-year-old ingenue claimed she had never done nudity in a
film before, but I think she still had a streak of exhibitionism in her. Sometimes,
after a long shooting day, we’d stop at a restaurant for dinner on the way home.
An exhausted Liz thought nothing of entering the dining room dressed ina night-
gown, fuzzy bedroom slippers, and full stage makeup. More than once she star-
tled the crew by parading around the set in nothing but a pair of heels, bikini
panties, and a leopard push-up bra. “Good morning, boys,” she’d cheerfully call
out on her way to the makeup room. During rehearsals she’d always rip off her
clothes, and Mink would say, “Liz, you don’t have to take off your clothes now,
it’s only a rehearsal,” but Liz would explain, “I can get into the part better if [
do it this way.” She even volunteered her own breasts when we needed a pair
to stick through the twin glory holes in the lesbian bathroom scene. “Mine are
the biggest so they’ll get the best reaction,” she said, always the model of pro-
fessionalism.

Most important, Liz never balked at the script. Nothing seemed to faze
her—even the scene in which live cockroaches crawl over her nude body. Liz
disrobed, arranged herself seductively on the bed, and beamed, “I'm ready.” Ed-
die Peranio took the cap off the jar containing the frisky little creatures and
dumped the contents on her and raced out of camera sight. I called for action
and the roaches scattered over Liz’s backside in a perfect one-take shot. Liz
wasn’t the slightest bit perplexed—that’s entertainment—and we quickly
moved along to another scene.

Only once did Liz object, and this was over one single line of dialogue. 1
found it quite curious that she could find offense in a few words when she hadn’t
even raised an eyebrow over the scene preceding this line, a scene more outra-
geous than any in the film. Mole (Susan) has returned home to show Muffy (Liz)
her new penis transplant. Muffy is horrified Mole has gotten a sex change and
vomits at the sight of the new organ. As Mole weeps, Muffy begs her to cut it
off and finally Mole picks up a pair of garden shears, hacks it off, throws it out
the front door and a dog eats it. Liz begins sewing up the bleeding crotch as Mole
moaning in agony, begs for reassurance. “Will you be able to love my oper-
ation?” she pleads, and Liz was supposed to answer, “Oh, I'll love it, Mole. ru
love it, feel it, and eat it just like old times.”

“I can’t say ‘eat,’ " Liz informed me.

“Why not?” I demanded.

“I just can’t say I'll eat it! [ remember in prison some girls would let the
lesbians . . . you know . . . but none of them would do it to them!”
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The Marbles (David Lochary and Mink Stole) get ready to commit arson in
Pink Flamingos. (Photograph by Lawrence Irvine, © New Line Cinema)

The big fire. (Photograph by Lawrence Irvine, © New Line Cinema)
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“You have to say you'll eat it,” I told her. “Come on, it will be so awful,
people will laugh.”

Liz finally gave in and said she would eat it, but I can still tell every time
I watch this scene that she is mortified.

With Desperate Living I got a little closer to my dream of making a film en-
tirely in a studio. I hate reality, and if I could have my way, everything I captured
on screen would be fake—the buildings, the trees, the grass, even the horizon.
Very few locations were used in Desperate Living—most of the action took place
on two massive sets that Vincent Peranio designed and built on a ridiculously
small budget.

The first was Mortville, a small village that was supposed to be the worst
possible place you could live. I wanted it to make Tobacco Road look like Bev-
erly Hills by comparison. Mortville was not supposed to be a “city of the dead”
as some critics have gathered, but a town filled with citizens who were mortified
at their daily existence. Vince and I began looking for a sympathetic property
owner who would allow us to begin building the exteriors of this nightmare vi-
sion. Finally two old friends, Peter Koper and Laurel Douglas, agreed to let us
begin construction on the grounds of their isolated farmhouse located in Hamp-
stead, Maryland, forty miles outside of Baltimore, if we agreed that every trace
of Mortville would vanish when the filming was completed. They realized, as it
was designed, they would have to drive right through the main street of Mortville
to get to their own house on top of the hill, and they wanted a guarantee that
this would only be a temporary situation.

Mortville was made almost entirely out of garbage. Vincent and I began
canvassing the junkyards for scrap material to use, but soon found it was harder
than we thought to gain access to the wonderful world of refuse. It’s not only
the dogs in junkyards that are mean; the owners can also get quite hostile. “Get
out of here!” one snarled as he caught us loading some broken windows into the
truck. “You two aren’t professional garbage people!” Hurt that the trash magnates
were so unsympathetic to our plight, Vince and I reduced ourselves to screeching
the truck to a halt whenever we spotted people tearing something down and beg-
ging them to let us haul away their rubble.

Little by little, Mortville began to take shape. The “street” was paved, the
fake fronts of the characters’ shabby homes were raised, decaying dead animals
we found in the woods were hung from trees as decorations, and volunteers be-
gan showing up with their trash to further litter the grounds and add atmo-
sphere. It was quite satisfying to mar this idyllic country setting by creating such
a terrible eyesore.

The final crowning glory to the set was the wicked Queen Carlotta’s castle.
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icked. One whole hour of subplots had to be removed, since I believe no movie
should run longer than ninety minutes. Some of the more obscure scenes were
hacked: The Divine family murdering Cookie, the Marbles’ spy; the Marbles es-
calating the “battle of filth” by hanging a tire swing in Divine’s trailer with a note
reading, “Swing on this awhile, baboon!”; and the victorious Divine family skip-
ping and singing “We Are the Filthiest People Alive” in pig latin.

I had always hoped to get one of my idols, Mr. Ray, as the narrator. Mr.
Ray owned a wig shop in Baltimore called Worldwide Hair and Beauty. He did
his own promotion and was a showman. In one of the thickest Baltimore accents
imaginable, he relentlessly hawked his wigs daily from the black rhythm-and-
blues radio stations. His promotional gimmicks were legendary, especially his
“New York City, Here I Come” contest featuring, as the prize, an all-expense-
paid trip to New York from Baltimore via Greyhound bus. He would send ““sales
representatives” to your home to show you their freshly done hair weaves. He
always ended his ad with a berserk plea—*“Come in today! You'll be glad you
did!” I did. I wasn’t.

I entered his store on pins and needles, knowing I was about to face one
of my all-time heroes. And there he was—I recognized him immediately, even
though I had only heard his voice. Fat and bejeweled with pinky rings, he looked
nasty as he sorted wigs.

“Excuse me, Mr. Ray. My name is John Waters and I'm making . . . well,
a horror film. I was wondering if you would be the narrator. I love your ads on
the radio and—"

“Absolutely not,” he interrupted in that famous voice that almost made me
go crazy seeing it actually come out of his mouth.

“It would only take a few hours,” I stammered. “I. . . I would pay you for
your time.”

“Unequivocally no,” he stated flatly, impatiently eying customers he sus-
pected of shoplifﬁng. Without so much as a good-bye, he turned his back on me
and began giving his sales pitch to the nearest customer.

I hesitated and made the mistake of trying to talk him into it. He cut me
off with a curt “You should leave now.” I guess he was just touchy about his
voilce.

Crushed, I returned home and solved the problem the only way I could.
I did all the narration myself (“Hello, Moviegoers!”), imitating his voice quite re-
alistically and calling myself Mr. Jay, in homage to my idol, the real Mr. Ray.

The world premiere of Pink Flamingos was scheduled at the University of
Baltimore in late 1972, and we planned on a real gala. Press releases describing
the film as “an exercise in poor taste” were distributed to local film critics, who






index-149_1.jpg
Gohn Weters

Casting

turned greener and greener, but could never quite “get it up.” The technicians
started feeling queasy, and, in desperation, I asked Divine to try sticking his fin-
ger down his throat, which he did with glee. But, horror of horrors, still no re-
sults! Finally, when I came to the shocking realization that Divine was somehow
“puke shy,” I went back to the old standby, creamed corn. I apologize to my au-
dience for never giving them an unsimulated puke shot, but you can’t say I didn’t

try.
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to get paranoid, it was too late. We’d film immediately, before they changed
their minds, and get out. Hit and run.

For one scene the local post office allowed us to set up all the equipment
during business hours and even volunteered the clerk on duty to play himself. I
doubt whether he realized the package he was filmed receiving from David Lo-
chary and Mink Stole contained a turd, but he didn’t seem to ask any questions.
I still buy all my stamps from this branch, even though I long ago moved from
the neighborhood.

The doctor who lived next door was also nice. He never once mentioned
the screaming rehearsals or the bloodcurdling murder scenes his patients could
surely hear during office hours. One night as we rehearsed a particularly appall-
ing scene with dialogue such as “We impregnate the girls and sell the babies to
lesbian couples,” I heard a timid knock on my door. When [ answered it, an ash-
en-faced girl was backing down the walkway, mumbling, “Is this the doctor’s
office?” She fled before I could explain he was located next door.

The landlord came through and was nice enough to let me use his ’58 Cad-
illac Coupe de Ville for Divine’s car in the film, but I still needed a much more
ostentatious vehicle for the Marbles to show their lack of understatement in the
“battle of filth.” Divine and I were on our way to the movies to see Gina Lol-
lobrigida in Plucked when we noticed a beautiful black ’59 Eldorado limousine
being driven by a black man with an orange conk hairdo. We followed him,
honking the horn until he finally pulled over. Relieved we weren’t plainclothes
cops, he agreed to rent us his car, with the stipulation that he always be present
on filming days. I soon learned that this was not out of concern for the care of
his car but a way to make sure he and his white girl friend had a safe, warm place
to shoot up for the day. I liked him and think I made him feel right at home. I
even used him in a scene that was later cut—Mink is looking in the mirror, ask-
ing, “Who is the filthiest person alive?” and his face appears in allits ravaged glo-
ry saying: “You are! You are the filthiest person alive!” I never saw him again
after I finished filming his limousine. Maybe he moved.

With the film nearly completed, a few cast members rebelled and refused
to do some scenes I had written, out of fear for their lives. Looking back on it,
I guess they were right, although I couldn’t understand their concern at the time.
Cookie Mueller, who always plays hard-boiled sluts in my films, refused to
smash in a TV screen with a hammer while the set was turned on. She called
every TV repair shop in the phone book and explained the scene, and they all told
her it would explode. I thought that would be a beautiful shot, but she drew the
line. The scene that was supposed to contain this shot was later cut from the film
anyway, and I guess it would have been silly to take the chance.

Mink Stole had originally agreed to set her hair on fire but got cold feet as
the shooting day approached. She never seemed to want to discuss it. She was
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supposed to be brushing her dyed red hair and, because it was just so red, I want-
ed it to burst into flames. She kept asking how I planned to do this, and I sheep-
ishly replied, “I guess we’ll just put lots of hair spray on it and someone will light
it.” ] tried to explain that an assistant would be right there off camera with a
bucket of water to throw on her, in case the fire got out of hand, but when the
day arrived to shoot the scene, she flatly refused. I think, even today, Mink would
have to admit that it would have been a smashing shot.

One fire that did go on schedule was the burning of the entire trailer set.
I had no fire trucks on hand, because I knew I could never get permission to set
a huge fire in the middle of the woods during a very dry winter. My token fire-
safety precaution was a single fire extinguisher supplied by my understandably
apprehensive brother. The neighbors were notified not to be nervous if they saw
smoke, since we would be burning some “garbage” that day. David Lochary and
Mink Stole doused the entire interior of the trailer with gas as the cameras
whirled. A terrified Mink lit the torch, and you can see her surprised expression
in the film as her cheap costume almost catches fire. As the fire raged out of con-
trol and the skies were filled with thick black smoke, I kept on filming, vaguely
picturing the entire woods on fire with burnt squirrels and deer running out, &
la Bambi. Divine, Danny, and Mary Vivian bravely did their lines next to the blaz-
ing trailer before it collapsed in a burning heap of rubble. Everyone was ex-
tremely relieved, especially the owners of the property, that the trailer had
burned itself out without incident, even if it did smolder for several days after-
ward.

Even today, nearly ten years later, I still make occasional, nostalgic pil-
grimages to the trailer sight. The commune has long since scattered, its house
empty and ravaged by its own fire. The mile-long path is completely overgrown,
and you have to fight your way through sticker bushes, but the burnt-out trailer
is still there, completely camouflaged by the surrounding woods.

My house, where I filmed, is also empty, but still standing in good shape.
I have no idea why it can’t be rented. My only souvenir is the street-number sign
that Mink Stole swiped from the lawn on Greenmount Avenue years later and

had mounted as my birthday gift.

L edited the film in the attic of my house with the most pitiful tools imag-
inable. There was no work print; the easily scratched original was run through
a projector every time [ wanted to watch a cut. There were no A and B rolls to
hide the splices. The extra sound was recorded directly onto a magnetic projec-
tor that sometimes worked. I spent many hours alone with that footage and I
almost lost my mind.

Once the film was finally put together, it ran two and a half hours. I pan-
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the movies.” And the woman, thinking this was oh-so-precious said, “To see
what?” Without blinking an eye, the little horror buff blurted out, “The Bloody
Pit of Horror,” and the woman almost collapsed as we trotted off down the street.

I had a children’s birthday party for Greer and her friends, and I showed
an early film monstrosity I made called Multiple Maniacs. All the little kids had
ice cream and party hats and laughed and cheered at the movie like it was Punch
and Judy. Later, when I mentioned to my mother how nice the kids’ party had
turned out, she snorted, “I'm glad none of my kids were there.” In disbelief I re-
minded her, “But, Mother, one of your kids made the movie and gave the party.”

I couldn’t wait to be a teen-ager so I could get pimples. I craved braces for
my teeth, but the uncooperative dentist insisted to my parents that I didn’t need
them. Undaunted, I unbent paper clips and wrapped them around my teeth and
felt much better.

Iloved rock 'n’ roll and was always insanely jealous of the teen-agers who
could attend rock *n’ roll riots. I wanted an Elvis Presley haircut more than any-
thing, but my parents insisted on taking me to a horrible barber shop filled with
Field and Stream magazines where no one understood the “drape” look I so fe-
verishly desired. Ignoring my elaborate instructions, the barber would give me
acrew cutand Id rush home and try to turn it into a flattop with the aid of Butch
Stick hair wax, but somehow it never seemed to work.

When [ entered junior high, I received the thrill of my life. Actual girl ju-
venile delinquents were in my class, and, to my astonishment, they got into cat-
fights. I immediately lost interest in the school’s curriculum and concentrated
completely on every move of these cheap girls. [ had never seen anything like it.
Dressed in black, straight skirts, white “angel blouses,” and pointy-toed “fruit
boots,” they hung in packs, combing their Debra Paget bangs and discoloring
their lips with pimple medicine. They never did their homework and were proud
of it. They were only “wasting time” until they could legally quit school, run
away, and become full-time “skags.”

My favorite “skagette” was Debbie Sue, a ﬁfteen—year—old seventh grader
who loved to terrorize substitute teachers by grabbing their pocketbooks and
throwing them out the window. This girl really hated school and even the other
mean girls were scared of her. I always tried to sit near her, and although we
never spoke, I think she knew I was her fan. She wore the whitest lipstick, the
tightest skirt, and had the biggest fake-leather pocketbook, monogrammed
“D.S.” in huge gold letters. She used this bag as her deadly weapon.

On the day of the school election, Debbie Sue was in a sour mood. She
waited outside the student government association office, and when the goody-
goody girl candidate emerged victorious, Debbie Sue sprang into action.
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The closest I ever got to an Elvis Presley haircut.






index-194_1.jpg
Edith as Queen Carlo’tta. (Photograph by Steve Yeager, © New Line Cinema)
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passes through her head when we are driving down the highway—"“Red car . . .
telephone pole . . . Dunkin’ Donuts . . . pretty lady,” she’ll say and laugh, “Don’t
mind me, John, I'm just a chatterbox.” At her first college lecture date—North-
western University in Evanston, Hlinois—Edith panicked because she had to fly
for the first time by herself. When she returned, she called to give me the details
of her successful trip, but mentioned, “I got airsick.”  asked her if she used the
bag the airline provided and she seemed puzzled. “I didn’t know they had such
a thing. I just used my handkerchief.”

“But Edie,” I wondered, “what did the person next to you do?”

“Nothing,” she said, “I had told her about being the Egg Lady and she was
real nice.”

When Edith and I flew to Atlanta to promote Desperate Living, 1 was wor-
ried she’d get sick again, but she said, “Just let me talk and [ won’t think about
it,” and she was right. We made it without incident. I love being in airports with
Edie, because I realize everyone thinks she’s my mother. Edith waves and says
“Hi” to every single person who glances at her, and it’s like being on Candid Cam-
era. “Edith, not everybody has seen the films,” I explain, but since she never for-
gets she has a percentage of all my film’s profits, she giggles, “Yes, but maybe
I can get them to notice me, and they’ll get interested and buy a ticket.”

Between films Edith has managed to get together a singing career for her-
self. Her first venture was a musical revue backed by a notoriously butch female
combo called Jan and the Rockajets. Edith wowed them with such numbers as
“Big Girls Don’t Cry™ and all of Connie Francis’s hits. When punk first came
out, I suggested to Edith she adopt this look for novelty reasons. Edith is about
as far from punk as you can get, but she realized it was a good gimmick and
would make good copy for journalists who were always searching for a new an-
gle to write about her. She retrieved her old leather S and M outfit that she wore
in Female Trouble from mothballs, glued a spider on her face, collected some
original musical material, and began to tour the country as the Queen of Punk.
When she played her hometown of San Francisco, many of her old chums whom
she hadn’t seen in twenty years showed up to cheer her on with the rest of the
sellout audiences. Since Edith is the first to admit she can’t sing a note, her show
had the appeal of a Mrs. Miller—Florence Foster Jenkins goes punk. I advised her
to take the money and run.

Today Edith still runs the thrift shop and has adopted an incredibly weird
and beautiful woman named Jean as her roommate. Some refer to Jean as
Edith’s “slave” but I imagine they’d both bristle at the term. Jean is of under-
termined age, has the wildest, bushiest long gray hair, and draws on eyebrows
so thickly that I can only imagine she uses an industrial Magic Marker. Her uni-
form of Capri pants and pointy-toed flats only adds to her stunning appearance,
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blushed and flashed the saleslady a toothless grin. Imagining all sorts of kinky be-
havior on our part, the woman showed us different girdles and bras, and I picked
out a few that caught my eye. As Edith headed for the dressing room to try them
on, she gently reassured the saleslady, “Don’t worry, hon, [ got on panties.”
Edith seemed to take forever getting into the girdle and left the saleslady and my-
self in embarrassed silence. Finally giving up, Edith called out in desperation,
“Miss, you’re going to have to help me get this thing on.” The color seemed to
drain from the clerk’s face, but she bravely entered the dressing room and [
could hear the sound of stretching elastic over Edith’s groans. Finally dressed,
the star stepped from behind the curtains and caused quite a sensation by openly
modeling the girdle and bra for me. [ nodded approval and the highly agitated
saleslady ran for her salesbook in hopes of getting us out of the store as quickly
as possible.

After Pink Flamingos became a success, Edith hit the publicity trail with gus-
to. Since Edith was so completely unaffected, she seemed to charm even the
most cynical reporters and, to my knowledge, not one mean word has ever been
written about her. Totally unfamiliar with the big names in New York, she could
be counted on to act exactly the same, no matter if she was talking to The New
York Times or a high school film critic. When Warhol had a screening of Pink Fla-
mingos at the Factory, Edith chattered away to all the guests. Even Andy seemed
impressed and took me aside and whispered, “Where did you find her!” After we
left, Edith innocently asked, “Well, which one was Mr. Warhol?” She had been
talking to him all night, posing for his Polaroids, and had absolutely no idea who
he was. Curious, | asked Edie, “If you could meet any celebrity in the world, who
would it be?”” Without missing a beat, she answered, “Bob Barker.”

For Female Trouble, 1 wanted to pull an image switch and have Edith play
a mean role. She allowed us to dye her hair a hideous blond, and even though
she hated her skintight, peek-a-boo leather costume, she never complained. She
spent many weeks rehearsing her dialogue and was quite convincing as the jeal-
ous fag-hag who throws acid in Divine’s face. She really brings down the house
when she tells her heterosexual nephew in the film, “Oh, honey, I'd be so happy
if you turned nellie.” When he grouchily answers: “Ain’t no way! I'm straight,
Aunt Ida—I like women,” Edith moans: “But you could change! Queers are just
better. I'd be so proud if you was a fag and had a nice beautician boyfriend. rd
never have to worry. [ worry you’ll work in an office, have children, celebrate
wedding anniversaries. The world of a heterosexual is a sick and boring life!” 1
can conduct market research by the audience’s reaction to those lines: Gay peo-
ple always applaud and the sexual preference breakdown of the audience be-
comes apparent.

During Female Trouble Edith proved the cliché that movie making is not
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child fanatic. As my heart pounded a mile a minute, I would clutch my little toy
tow truck and give him a crooked smile. He would shrug, laugh in our faces, and
walk away, shaking his head.

My mother, not wanting to interfere with my fantasies, was decent enough
to let me explore the junkyard alone. I was in total awe. My favorite sight was
cars that had overturned. You could always tell by the dented roof. I also loved
broken windshields and the thoughts of the people who might have gone through
them. Once I saw bloodstains on the seats and this I still treasure as my happiest
childhood memory.

Another childhood obsession related to violence in my mind was amuse-
ment parks. I've always loved scary rides and, to this day, I'll drive hundreds of
miles to go on a roller coaster if I've read that someone has recently been killed
while riding it. If I could pick my own death, it would be on a roller coaster that
jumps the tracks and careens into a packed crowd at a cotton candy stand at a
state fair.

I used to beg my father to take me on the most hair-raising rides possible.
For a while he would give in, but he always hated the rides and would turn green
from nausea. If he wasn’t available, I would force my younger brother to go on
rides that would terrify him to the point that the attendant would have to stop
the ride and let him off. Once, as a child, I either saw or had as a fantasy—I can’t
remember which anymore—a seat fly off a ride and land on the roof of a nearby
building. Ever since, it has been one of my favorite rides, and I still goonitevery
chance I get. Another time, on the Wild Mouse, a high-speed minicoaster, my
car started up the first hill, but the chain pulling the car broke and we slid back
down to the bottom. Other riders fled in panic, but I stayed put as the attendant
just rehooked the chain under the car and I started up the hill again. I remember
it being quite a thrill.  also used to watch the ride called the Roundup for hours,
because nothing holds you except centrifugal force, and I always wanted to see,
if someone got sick, whether the vomit would fly back in his face.

When amusement parks ceased to provide violent fantasies, I went even
further and thought up my own ride, which I would draw over and over in my
school classes instead of paying attention to the boring teachers. It was called the
Crush, and was based on the Ferris wheel. Instead of cars, you were strapped
to a giant wheel. The wheel was about ten feet off the ground and it would go
around and you’d be terrified when you'd be at the top upside down. After the
wheel turned for a while, it would start getting lower to the ground until you
were at last crushed to death on the final spin. My drawings always had terrified
riders on one half of the wheel and bloody pulps on the other half. Luckily, my
teachers and classmates never saw my little sketches.

Another childhood obsession was hurricanes. I loved them and always
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glamorous but an endless schedule of “hurry up and wait.” In one scene Edith
is supposed to be locked in a giant birdcage and wrapped in a surprise package.
Since we had only one set of gift wrapping for the cage, Edith had to sit fully
wrapped for about five hours while we shot the beginning of the scene. Every
once in a while some concerned actor would yell: “Are you okay inside there,
Edith? Can you breathe?”” and we’d hear a muffled rep]y, “Yes, but God, when
does she unwrap me?”

Edith can also drive me crazy. If she flubs a line she gets “flusterated,” as
she puts it, and continues to make the same mistake over and over. In one scene
she had to say the words “the V of my crotch,” but for some reason kept re-
peating “the V of my crouch.” “Crotch!” I'd scream, but every time the cameras
would roll, she’d say “crouch” and I'd go nuts. After about ten takes of
“crouch” she succeeded in making me lose my composure. “My mouth is dry,”
she tried to explain. “It’s gonna be bleeding in a minute!” I snarled. As the
shocked crew disapprovingly glared at me, I felt like a complete fool and realized
that pulling an Otto Preminger was the worst possible way to geta performance
out of Edith.

Edith has often said, “Making the movies is no fun, it’s afterwards that I
like.”” She can be counted on to show up whenever the film plays in Baltimore
and I joke they ought to send her in a can along with the print. She used to startle
members of the audience by hanging around in the lobby and saying “Hi" as they
entered, but I explained it would be better to wait until after they had seen the
film so they’d recognize her. Accepting the fact that she’d have to sit through the
film for the hundredth time, Edith resigned herself to laughing and wildly ap-
plauding throughout the screening before making personal appearances and can-
vassing for new fans.

For Desperate Living Edith seemed relieved to be cast as Queen Carlotta be-
cause she realized she wouldn’t have to wear any revealing costumes. The only
scene that bothered her was the sex scene with one of the “goons.” Even though
she knew the actor (Eddie Peranio) well and didn’t have to disrobe, she was a
little embarrassed to have him leap on her and start pumping. After rehearsing
the scene for hours in my apartment, I heard her mumble to herself, “What a
life!” When it came time to shoot the scene, I realized Edith would have to ad-
lib a little to give more time for the actor to remove his clothes. I was shocked
at her improvisation: “Whip it out and show it hard! Come on, daddy, fuck me!”
Edith noticed my surprise and laughed, “Well, that’s the kind of bullshit you
want, isn’t it?”

I love to travel with Edie because even if I'm in a sour mood, her constant
stream of chatter always cheers me up. Since the sound of silence seems most
offensive to Edith, she amuses herself by saying out loud every thought that
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prayed one would hit our community. Once, one did—Hurricane Hazel—and
[ will always remember it fondly. The high winds uprooted trees on our lawn,
and I sat for hours and looked lovingly at the damage. But the best sight was right
up the street where a giant tree had fallen into a neighbor’s house; you could see
right into their bedroom from the street, and I would sometimes take my lunch
up to the corner so I could look at the damage while I ate. I remember being
heartbroken when the workers came to finally make repairs.

Fires also fascinated me as a kid, and this was one fixation my father
seemed to understand. Whenever we’d hear the siren that alerted the local vol-
unteer firemen, we’d drop what we were doing, race to the car, and speed for
the firchouse just in time to follow the fire trucks to the local blaze. “It’s a good
one,” my father would whisper if the flames were raging out of control. I always
felt closest to my father when we stood together and watched a neighbor’s house
burn to the ground.

Another thing my parents could never understand was my hatred for
sports. Knowing I loved violence, they incorrectly figured that sports would be
a healthier outlet for my interests than my little games of destruction. But vio-
lence in sports always seemed so pointless, because everyone was prepared, so
what fun could it possibly be?

My father always dragged me to football games, and I would be disap-
pointed to see that the players actually wore special costumes designed to pro-
tect them from injury. [ noticed ambulances waiting on the side of the field, so
what was the big danger? Bored to tears, I fantasized the stadium bleachers col-
lapsing, all the while thinking of the famous photo of the Indianapolis 500 trag-
edy that I had secretly clipped and hidden under my bed. Gazing intently at one
section of screaming fans, I would imagine them falling to their deaths so my fa-
ther and I could experience some real excitement.

Baseball games were even worse. Grown men chasing balls for no appar-
ent reason held little interest for me. I only hoped that a fly ball would conk some
spectator on the head and knock him unconscious for being stupid enough to sit
there in the first place. Unfortunately, this happened rarely, so I had to content
myself with eating junk food and praying the game would end so I could rush
home and concentrate on some imagined disasters.

In grade school I was forced to participate in sports, but was always the
last chosen when teams were picked. This was a relief rather than a trauma, be-
cause at least my fellow teammates accepted my attitude and didn’t expect the
slightest effort on my part. I would always be relieved to be assigned to the po-

sition of right field because no balls ever came there unless a powerful left-hand-
ed hitter was at bat.
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Although Divine has become the ultimate glamour figure in my films, Edith
Massey remains the most lovable. She is the one character I use who never
threatens the audience no matter how bizarre her role. Edith never tires of meet-
ing and greeting her public, always answers her fan mail, and encourages ticket
buyers to hang around her thrift shop (Edith’s Shopping Bag, 726 South Broad-
way, Baltimore, Maryland 21231). She’s become a slightly crazy mother figure
who can accept any aberration in people except cruelty. She takes in stray ani-
mals, listens to personal problems, and at the same time capitalizes on her highly
visible position in the community. She knows the value of publicity and has taken
whatever fame the movies have given her and run with it. Edith may be a little
goofy but she is anything but stupid. She gets so much ink in Baltimore, you'd
think she was the next H. L. Mencken. She will appear anywhere she is asked,
from Santa Claus Anonymous fund raisers to the Gay Pride Street Fair. She sells
posters and postcards of herself and keeps her thrift shop open until midnight
so she can socialize with the night-owl customers. Even the Rand McNally tour
guide listed her shop as a place to visit when in Baltimore. Every customer who
enters the shop is given a complete verbal schedule of all the upcoming Dream-
land-related films, concerts, or plays. Edith even has a birthday party and
charges five dollars to get invited. Customers just stand there in disbelief as Edith
piles up fliers or press releases in their arms, but they can’t help talking about
her when they leave. “Don’t be strangers” is Edith’s standard line as they exit.

When I first was introduced to Edith in 1968, I immediately recognized her
star potential and asked her to play two roles in Multiple Maniacs—herself and
Jesus Christ’s mother. Edith loved the idea, but explained, “I'm no actress.”
After seeing her in the bar, charming every type from drunken sailor to nodding
junkie, I knew she was wrong. She worried about memorizing lines but solved
the problem by writing her dialogue over and over until she knew it by heart.
She’d sit for hours with pen in hand and I kept thinking of school detention,
where you’d have to write “I must not talk in class” as punishment. Sometimes
she had studied the script so meticulously that she would include the written di-
rection in her reading: “Oh, yes, Officer, I've got your money for you. Edith
reaches in pocket and gives cop a bill.” I would explain that the words in paren-
theses were not part of her dialogue, and Edith gradually became comfortable
before the cameras.

For Pink Flamingos.1 wanted to give Edith a big part and cast her as Divine’s
mother, Mama Edie, a retarded grandmother whossits in a playpen, talking about
eggs and pining over her love, the Egg Man (Paul Swift). Edith was bashful about
her costume of girdle and bra, but went with me to Lane Bryant to pick it out.
The saleslady looked nervous when she saw us coming but really seemed ap-
palled when I stated, “Yes, I would like a girdle and bra for this woman.” Edith
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I'm hardly what you'd call a mellow person. When audiences see my movies,
they always seem appalled that I find such humor in the violence I lovingly de-
pict. “How could you think of such awful things?” liberal critics always ask.
“How else could I possibly amuse myself?”” I always wonder. I tremble to think
how boring my life would be without the throbbing excitement of violence al-
ways surrounding me. It makes the newspapers worth the quarter, perks up lo-
cal news shows, helps the economy, and can even make a mundane walk to the
store exciting, if you're lucky enough to see a mugging or a car accident.

It’s not that I want to harm anyone—I’ve never initiated physical violence
in my life—but thinking about violence seems to relax me and give me comfort.
Even when violence is directed at me personally, I've managed to keep a cheery
attitude. Recently mugged in New York and given a serious concussion, I man-
aged to stagger to a rather snobby friend’s apartment. As she opened the door
and saw me covered in blood, I'm told I blurted out, “I've just killed five people
and I’ve come to involve you.” Life is nothing without a good sense of humor.

Even as a toddler, violence intrigued me, and I've always identified with
that Diane Arbus photo of a child holding a toy hand grenade and grimacing in
mock terror. My parents claim they suspected something was wrong with me
from the beginning, and my childhood obsession with car accidents seemed to
confirm their worst fears. While other kids were out playing cowboys and In-
dians, I was lost in fantasies of crunching metal and people screaming for help.
I would sweet-talk unsuspecting relatives into buying me toy cars—any kind, as
long as they were new and shiny. As soon as I was alone, 1 would rush out to
my favorite place, a tree stump surrounded by mud, located in an obscure sec-
tion of the woods near our house. Here was my own little fantasy world—a
child’s version of an auto collision center. I would take two cars and pretend they
were driving on a secluded country road until one would swerve and crash into
the other. I would become quite excited and start smashing the car with a ham-
mer, all the while shouting, “Oh, my God, there’s been a terrible accident!” I
would linger over the destruction for a while until finally I would take my little
toy tow truck (the only one that was never damaged) and tow the wrecks into
my play junkyard, which was filled with smashed cars from other days’ games.

My parents, not knowing what to make of my creative play, threw up their
hands in despair and agreed to take me to a REAL junkyard filled with REAL
LIVE AUTO WRECKS! It was quite embarrassing for my mother. We’d pull up
to a local junkyard and some oil-covered grease monkey would approach us. My
mother, trying to be very proper, would try to explain: “Uh ... myson...uh

.. would like to look around at some of the wrecked cars.” The junkyard man
would look at her like some kind of a leper and glance down into the face of a
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tentious essay on my work by David Chute of The Boston Phoenix, ended with this
supreme compliment: “In Desperate Living Waters comes close to creating a
work of true trash art.”

Desperate Living went on to open in most American cities and did the best
business at the Four Star Theater in San Francisco and at the Orson Welles Cine-
ma in Boston. New Line sold it to Australia, England, the Netherlands, Canada,
and Germany. In Italy it was dubbed, heavily censored, and renamed Punk Story,
even though this new title had nothing to do with the script. My favorite inter-
national comment came from the official censor in London, who wrote to the
English distributors, “We do not know how to deal with the subject of inten-
tional bad taste.”
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Why I love violence

Nightly, thousands of drunken fans would cause traffic jams, take up parking
places, and become human eyesores, decked out in obvious fashion violations.
If your hometown team is ever unfortunate enough to be included in the World
Series, cross-country idiots will pour into your city, filling up hotel rooms that
otherwise might have been rented by interesting people. They hog bar conver-
sations and insist ““the game” blare from every TV set. If your team ever wins,
a dangerous celebration takes place where crazed enthusiasts hoist one another
on their shoulders and stagger around drunkenly, waving flags, starting danger-
ous bonfires, and pissing on your lawn. If they should lose, the entire city be-
comes morose and seemingly normal sales clerks become hostile if you don’t
seem properly devastated by the outcome of the game.

God, I'd like to bomb that stadium! I silently curse it every time I drive
past. But once, and only once, did something wonderful happen there. An entire
scout troup was caten by a berserk escalator on “Scout Day.” The escalator was
packed with baseball-crazed scouts (some of whom probably even carried base-
ball cards) when the escalator suddenly speeded up to five times its normal rate
and began grinding up the little sports fans. Maybe next time their parents will
send them to the movies, where they belong.

Despite sports I had a happy childhood. Naturally I loved horror movies
or any kind of movie that had good villains. The Wizard of Oz is still my all-time
favorite movie and, even as a child, I rooted for the Wicked Witch. To hell with
Dorothy. The Witch had pretty green skin, a beautiful castle and all those won-
derful winged monkeys. Dorothy just had a dull home in Kansas, dreary farmer
aunt and uncle, and an ugly little dog that bothered the neighbors. [ even tried
dressing up like the Witch to terrify my neighborhood friends, but succeeded
only in raising a few eyebrows.

Another favorite villain was the Wicked Stepmother in Walt Disney’s Cin-
derella. 1 used to gaze for hours at her picture in the sound-track album story-
book and play her entrance line over and over until the record wore out and
started to skip. “Cinderellal” I'd hear again, knowing every inflection of her
wonderful voice. I'd repeat this line over and over, shivering in appreciation and
glowing in childhood happiness.

Cyril Ritchard’s portrayal of Captain Hook in Peter Pan also obsessed me
for years. I went through entire years of my childhood convinced I was Captain
Hook. Every day I'd awake in the suburbs, block it out, and pretend I was on
a pirate ship. From my vast collection of childhood props, I'd choose an espe-
cially nasty-looking hook made from a bent coat-hanger, scrunch up my arm and
insert the hook in my coat sleeve. Trying to imitate Captain Hook’s long hair,
I’d swipe my father’s neckties and tape them to the crown of my head. Finally
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Why 1 love violence

dressed, I would nod a silent approval in the mirror and stalk out of the house,
feeling quite evil.

Once, our fat maid Clara discovered me deep in fantasy, dressed in com-
plete Captain Hook drag. Talking to myself and cackling away, I was in seventh
heaven. She stopped in her tracks, tried to comprehend, and burst out laughing.
Instead of being embarrassed, I sneered at her in my best Captain Hook fashion.
She quit soon afterward.

As villain-worship took up more and more of my time as a child, I decided
to design “horror houses” in the family garage and charged a nickel admission.
Kids would enter the pitch dark through fake spider webs and risk breaking their
necks on little traps I had set all through a maze. After selling a ticket, I'd sneak
back into the horror house and wait at the exit. As annoyed customers groped
their way to the door, I'd leap out and spray them with a fire extinguisher that
made a horrible noise and shot forth an icy thick smoke. Pretty soon parents be-
gan forbidding their children to enter and my little business was forced to close.

1 also started giving puppet shows and became good enough to be hired by
parents for their children’s birthday parties. I earned as much as twenty dollars
a show and sometimes had three or four a week. The show consisted of Cinder-
ella and a more violent version of Punch and Judy that ended with both Punch and
Judy being eaten by my favorite dragon puppet. After this abrupt ending I would
come out from behind the stage and let the dragon puppet bite the children’s
hands for ““good luck.” Sometimes I'd chase the few terrified children who had
refused until they finally gave up and let the dragon have his way.

At about the same time, I discovered William Castle movies, and they
quickly became a fetish. Especially the ones that included gimmicks such as plas-
tic skeletons flying out into the audience (“Emergo”) and electric buzzers going
off under the seats (“Percepto™). I tried to jazz up my puppet shows by using
some of those very same gimmicks and spent hours trying to rig up the appa-
ratus, but unfortunately the kids were never too impressed. When I started using
fake blood, the parents began to get alarmed and word spread throughout the
ice-cream-and-cake circuit that the shows were getting “too sick,” so I grace-
fully retired while I was still ahead.

Today, I'am lucky enough to have friends like Pat Moran and her husband,
Chuck, who allow me to take their daughter to any horror event I choose. | really
identify with little Greer. She is only six, but she loves violent films and hates
kids” movies. She even wanted to walk out of Superman halfway through, saying
in disbelief, “You mean we’re going to sit through the whole thing?”

One day Greer and [ were walking down the street on our way to the local
downtown theater when a neighborhood busybody stopped us and said, in her
worst cutesy voice, “And where are you going, honey?” Greer wearily said, “To
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From my scrapbook: the Indianapolis 500 tragedy. (Wide World Photos)
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“] DARE ANYONE NOT TO TAKE
JOHN WATERS SERIOUSLY AFTER
‘DESPERATE LIVING’'’. He remains
the visionary of camp and the den

mother of the bizarre... This film is a
triumphant example of the most vital
bad taste in America.” om Allen! VILLAGE VOICE

JOHN WATERS'

It isn’t very pretty.....

LIZ RENAY - MINK STOLE - SUSAN LOWE + EDITH MASSEY - MARY VIVIAN PEARCE - JEAN HILL
Ffrom NEW LINE CINEMA

. . in favor of this one. (New Line Cinema)
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Why 1 love violence

Happily making up weird little stories to myself, I would always be startled
if the dreaded ball ended up anywhere near me and would make no attempt to
catch it. Or pick it up. Or do anything with it. My teammates would be scream-
ing “Waters! Waters!” as the opposing team’s players raced around the bases;
but I never paid much attention, figuring it was their problem.

If ever [ was unlucky enough to be called to bat, [ would just stand there,
refusing to swing and hoping the pitcher would strike me out quickly and quietly.
The few times [ was “walked” to a base, I panicked at actually having to be in-
volved in the stupidity of the game and tried to make conversation with the dis-
interested, wildly competitive first baseman.

“Did you see Dagmar on TV last might?”” I'd ask, trying to be friendly.

“No!” he’d growl, furious that I was paying absolutely no attention to the
game.

“She was real good,” I'd continue, forgetting that you were supposed to
keep one foot firmly planted on the base.

Suddenly everyone started yelling as if there was a national emergency and
someone threw the ball to the first baseman and he lunged at me with it and the
umpire screamed, “Out!”

“Thanks,” I mumbled in all honesty as he scowled in my face, unable to
comprehend my eagerness to get out of the hot sun and sit back comfortably on
the bench.

To this day I'm a confirmed sports bigot and even the mention of sports
riles me up uncontrollably. “How about those Birds?” some ignorant cabdriver
will ask, referring to the Baltimore Orioles and trying to be friendly. “I hate
sports,” [ state flatly, ending the conversation with a dud. Just because I'm a
man, why does he assume that I want to talk about sports? It’s as ridiculous as
if I got in the cab, slapped the driver on the back, and screamed: “How about
Fassbinder’s latest movie? Wasn’t it a knockout?”

Whenever I hear a friend casually mention an interest in a sporting event,
[ immediately reconsider our friendship. After all, I argue, sports are responsible
for lowering college academic standards and ruining holidays by dominating ev-
ery family get-together with a loud and obnoxious TV “big game.” All sports are
contemptible. Basketball: freakish giants with midget IQs “dunking” balls in
macrame baskets that are the exact height of the players. Football: fat hogs
knocking each other down and huddling to tell secrets that no one in his right
mind would care to repeat. Boxing: ugly, notoriously underprivileged men beat-
ing each other up without the thrill of breaking the law. And skiing: eager-beaver
masochists in polyester outfits anxious to break a leg in the name of fitness.

Unfortunately, as an adult in Baltimore, I used to live near Memorial Sta-
dium—+*the Atrocity Center”—and my memories are anything but pleasant.
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Screaming like a banshee, she lunged at the new class president, slapped her
across the face, stabbed her with her rattail comb, and hit her over the head with
her pocketbook. Soon after, Debbie Sue was expelled, but on her last day of
school she winked at me and handed me a Lucky Strike cigarette before throw-
ing her books in the trash can. I watched in total admiration as she sulked her
way across the schoolyard for the last time. I think Debbie Sue was my first real
heroine.

Another girl who fascinated me was Vikki. She didn’t fight, but God, this
girl was trash personified. I remembered her fondly from the seventh grade, so
when the teacher called her name on the first day of the school year, I was
thrilled to learn she would be in my class: I could watch her all the more closely.
Craning my head, eager to see Vikki’s version of the “back to school” look, I was
disappointed to learn that she was absent. Later that day I found out why.

After school I hitchhiked to the state fair to go to the freak shows. The Fat
Lady was my favorite, and every day I would pay my quarter and enter the tent
to gawk at her seven hundred pounds poured into a polka dot housedress. Pre-
cariously balanced on a specially built chair, she’d look up from the peach she
invariably ate and scowl in my face, never once giving me a nod of recognition.
Refusing to leave until I had gotten my money’s worth, I'd stare right back,
memorizing every detail of the tent, her old pocketbook, the cigarette butts she
threw to the ground, and the soggy coffee cups that littered her makeshift table.

Finally moving on to my second-favorite attraction, the Octopus Man, I
was momentarily distracted by the sight of my truant classmate, Vikki, as she
brazenly flirted with some lecherous midway workers. I was overwhelmingly
impressed when 1 realized she had hooked the very first day of school, and
shocked by her outfit—skintight short-shorts that exposed her scabby, mosqui-
to-bitten legs and a see-through blouse over a stiff white pointy-cupped bra. Her
hair was a peroxided rat’s nest. began following her, all the while imagining
how appalled her parents must be and praying that she would come back to
school to horrify the teachers. I later learned that she eloped with the Ferris
wheel man, which really impressed me, since running off with the carnival is, be-
yond a doubt, the trashiest thing you can do with your life. 'm really sorry we
didn’t get to become friends.

Since all my favorite girls quit school or were expelled, I started imagining
fantasy ones. Instead of doing my homework, I'd draw monstrous teen-age
brats, give them fictitious names, and jot down autobiographical horror stories
on the backs of the drawings. I'd amuse myself by sorting through my collection
and recalling the grisly stories of their lives in much the same way that normal
kids linger over batting averages on the backs of baseball cards.

There was Big Leslie, fifteen and pregnant, charging boys quarters to feel
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The most beautiful woman in the world

D: I told them. We had a big falling out and they moved to Florida. It took about
eight or nine years to work it out. They go see the films now.

JW: Is it true your mother now signs autographs?

D: Once she did. I think she signed it “Divine’s mother, Frances.” She wouldn’t
put her last name. She had gone to this theater to see Female Trouble and
she had an argument outside the ticket booth with the manager. He said,
“Look, lady, you don’t want to see this film,” and she said, “I do, too—
Divine is my son.” Everybody went, “WHAT!” and they asked her for her
autograph. She loved it.

JW: Did she enjoy the film?

D: The only thing she didn’t like was the fake shit stains on the shorts. She
thought that was too much.

JW: How do you feel when you slip on a “cheater”?

D: Cheated!

JW: Did you ever want to have a sex change?

D: No. I thought about it at one point a long time ago when we were making
Pink Flamingos. 1 thought about having hormone injections so I could have
big breasts. But then I talked to Van, who has always been one of my dear-
est friends, and he said, “It’s just unnatural and people die from it.” It
wasn’t worth dying so I could wear a low-cut dress. I got over it.

JW: T know how weird it is to travel with you—when airport security opens
your suitcase and sees your cheater and fake tits.

D: I'still put all that stuff on top when I travel abroad. They open my bags and
see two tits staring up at them and they slam it closed. You could smuggle
heroin in there. Lately, coming into America, the customs people know
me. They say, “I'm not gonna look through your luggage—just give me an
autographed photo.”

JW: Why do you think you are popular?

D: When you think of a bombshell, you think of Monroe or Mansfield, you don’t
think of a three-hundred-pound man. People like to be shocked.

JW: Since being overweight is part of your appeal, can you give us some pointers
on gaining weight?

D: God, well . .. Tlove sodas. Spaghetti, candy, anything starchy.

JW: What's the most you’ve ever eaten at one sitting?
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The hillbilly ripoffs

from our house, so, in a sense, he really was the girl next door. I had never met
anyone like Glenn, and after the immediate shock wore off, I became intrigued
by the hostile reactions he got just because he acted like a girl.

I soon met Glenn’s best friend, David Lochary, a high school dropout who
had long dyed silver hair, seemed quite worldly, and was having a hard time ad-
justing to beauty school. His girl friend Roxanne was really a shock. She teased
her long hair straight up in the air, sprayed it, and just left it like that. She wore
a uniform of black stretch slacks topped with two dresses and a skirt at the same
time and always wore her favorite red tennis shoes flopping open without the
laces. A glob of Nair hair remover usually rimmed her upper lip, and she rarely
wiped it off, even for formal occasions. The only time she walked into my par-
ents” house, my mother jumped back in fright and broke into tears when she saw
her.

Ialso met, and quickly became friends with, Pat Moran and her boyfriend
Tom. Pat, a recent divorcee, had been liberated from her suburban life by a pack
of male hairdressers and, at the time, was prone to wearing op-art outfits and
painting pop-art tears on her cheeks. I was jealous to learn that Pat and
Glenn/Divine had received lots of publicity by being the prime suspects for a day
or two in the murder of their friend Sally. Needless to say, they didn’t do it and
were never charged with the crime, but the papers were full of the “hairdressing
party mystery.” The case was never solved and, to this day, no one knows who
waited on the victim’s window ledge for Glenn and Pat to leave, broke into the
apartment, smothered the girl with her girdle, and raped her anally.

Pat’s boyfriend Tom had long hair before anyone else in the sixties and was
rumored to be involved in marijuana. All three of us became quite close and, to
this day, Pat has remained my closest friend. Besides having her work with me
as the top assistant in all my films, I've been through all her romances and mar-
riages with her; even her longtime husband Chuck accepts the fact that | goalong
with the deal. He even sends me candy for Valentine’s Day. Pat and I are like
Siamese twins.

Pat introduced me to Maelcum Soul, and I realized I had met my first real
star. Maelcum Soul was her real name, and I was in total awe of her, until she
dropped dead of old age in her twenty-seventh year, in 1968. Maelcum was the
most astonishing bohemian I’ve ever known, and she influenced my twisted vi-
sion of how women should look more than any film, book, or painting. She was
Baltimore’s top artist’s model and hostess/barmaid in the best bar in town—
Martick’s. Maelcum’s everyday life was a self-promoted confrontation with the
world. She’d walk down the street, and a riot would break out. She had maroon
hair, wore chalk-white face powder, ten pairs of fake eyelashes, and more eye
makeup than any girl has ever worn anywhere in the United States. Her trade-
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Chinese Embassy . . . well . . . that’s where you-know-who took that huge
chandelier—I heard it came crashing to the floor.

JW: Why did you have such a wild case of party fever during your youth?

D: I always liked to entertain. Remember that party I had at the Hilton? Twenty-
two people for cocktails, hors d’oeuvres, a sit-down dinner, and after-din-
ner drinks. The Hilton staff photographer said, “Can we photograph this
for the brochure?”” and I said, ““Sure,” *cause it looked real pretty. He start-
ed clicking away and the guests screamed, “Aghhhn!” and hit the plates.
Everybody was wanted by the police or on parole or in trouble with their
parents.

JW: What did your parents think? You were a real good kid before you went bad,
weren’t you?

D: Yes, I never went out of the house. I was with my parents always. Always.
Until I was fifteen years old I was constantly with my mummy and daddy.
They weren’t too pleased with my new friends.

JW: You were even a gangster moll at one point?

D: I did live with a gangster. [ finally had to escape from him. He just wanted
to have me around and in return he’d get me as high as I could be. He had
suitcases of hash buried all over the lawn. For making him laugh, he sup-
plied a place to live, a huge house, and [ didn’t have to do anything. There
was always food there. Finally I told him, “I've got to get out, I want to
go to the movies.” | got to the theater and called my father and said,
“Please come get me.” When the gangster came to pick me up after the
movies, | was gone. A friend called and said, “Something horrible has hap-
pened, you have to come back right away.” The gangster had my friend at
gunpoint, making him trick me. I got there and that’s when he pistol-
whipped me. He told me he was going to have my face messed up. I lived
in fear of him for many years.

JW: Were you ever involved in the political riots of the sixties?

D: No, I couldn’t run as fast as you all could. I remember my father was dis-
appointed that 1 didn’t go. “If I was your age, I'd be out there breaking win-
dows,” he told me.

JW: Did you think your career was getting serious after Mondo Trasho?

D: Oh, no, not for a long time, not until I made that personal appearance in San
Francisco and flipped over into another world.

152






index-162_1.jpg
Shock Velue

The most beautiful woman in the world

JW: When we started making Multiple Maniacs you met Vince, Sue Lowe, Cook-
ie, and all the new people in Dreamland. What did you think?

D:1 thought ... God, what a sleazy crew they are. Everybody liked living in pov-
erty and filth. No one I knew lived like that. I was still stuck in a middle-
class mentality—my thinking wasn’t up to par. I had a very sheltered life
and I didn’t realize it was chic to be filthy then.

JW: What did you think when you met Edith?

D: There are no words. David Lochary told me: “You know why he hired her,
don’t you? He thinks she looks like you!”

JW: In Multiple Maniacs did the violence bother you? Ripping people’s guts out?
D: No, I just did it. But I remember thinking, God, should I do all this stuff?
JW: Was Pink Flamingos the first one that seemed like a real movie to you?

D: It was exciting. We’d all get together once a week and go up to your attic and
watch rushes. It was while filming that movie that everybody thought you
beat me up. I couldn’t get the lines right and I started crying. We walked
out of the trailer set and all the cast saw my tears and I told David, “He
hit me!” and you started yelling: “What? You believe that?”” David loved
any contention and I told him, “I'm just kidding,” but he started scream-
ing: “Oh, no. John hit her!”

JW: I think you gave the best performance in Female Trouble.

D: I was thinking about that one the other day—another torturous role. I had
to switch from a man’s role to a woman’s in one day. [ had to shave so
quickly I was a bloody mess.

JW: Did you enjoy promoting the films?

D: Yeah, that time in Philadelphia when the film had been playing for a year and
I had to jump out of a cake. That’s when some fan gave me a whole big
box of different colored turds wrapped in tissue paper. It was all shit, but
it was very pretty. | remember you used to drag me to the University of
Maryland for appearances and we’d have to have dinner with those pro-
fessors and their families. I'd be sitting there in drag—ecight feet tall—and
their kids would be horrified. But I trusted you completely. When you told
me to do things, it worked. To this day I don’t understand why. I walk on
stage with you and abuse the audience with words and they love to hear
it.

JW: When did your parents finally find out you were in the movies?
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JW: Did your parents find out you went in drag?

D: I think so. My father was always distressed about drag; he was never too
pleased.

JW: You were a hairdresser. Why?

D: So I'd have practice for when I became the most beautiful woman in the
world. My mother thought it was so I could do her hair day in and day out.
I couldn’t use the car unless I did her hair. My specialty was big curls and
teased heads, which was glamorous until women started abusing the
style—big curls with slacks! That was a nighttime do!

JW: I first heard about you in that murder case.
D: Oh, yeah. I was up for murder. It was front page.
JW: The cops took you in?

D: Oh, yeah. Right from the beauty parlor. They came to work, flashed badges,
handcuffed me, and took me in. My boss was hysterical. One cop asked
me, “Why did you kill Sally?”” and I said, “WHAT! I didn’t kill her—I saw
her last night—TI did her hair!” They told me she was dead. I didn’t even
have time to react. They wouldn’t let me call anyone. They did this whole
thing with this psychiatrist—he told me how pretty I was. He said,
“You’re almost too pretty to be a man,” and I jumped up and ran out of
the room and told the cops that the shrink was gay and trying to put the
make on me. Then I had to take a lie detector test. I was with the cops for
thirty-six hours without a break. By then my parents had found out I had
been taken in for murder and my mother passed out. My father was a
wreck. The doctor was already at my parents’ house, shooting up my
mother with some tranquilizer.

JW: Did your parents think you did it?

D: That’s what they asked when they picked me up at the police station—*Did
you do it?”

JW: They never caught the killer. Did you do it?

D: No! I was scared to go out of the house afterward.

JW: When did we meet? | can’t remember exactly.

D: There was a bunch of you out in the woods somewhere, drinking beer—you,
Bonnie . . . and Bob was opening beer bottles with his teeth. Another time,
Carol Wernig and I came to meet you on some golf course to drink beer.
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That was one of the first times I got in trouble, because I told my parents
I was over at someone’s house studying and they drove by and saw us to-
gether.

JW: Then you started going to D.C.?

D: Yeah, the bars—the Chicken Hut was the first. Then drag balls—they were
given by a drag queen named Black Pearl, usually in the Bollweevil Ball-

room.
JW: You were fairly serious about drag then?

D: Well, I wanted to look good. After a while I saw the others were ridiculous
and I couldn’t getinto it, so I decided to have fun. That’s when I got comic
and they really hated it *cause they thought I was making fun of them.
Some queen threw a beer bottle at me one time and a huge fight broke out.
Before you knew it, wigs were ﬂying—we had to run.

JW: What did you think when we made Roman Candles?

D: I didn’t know what to think. My fantasy was to be a movie star, but I had nev-
er done anything—I played a beaver in a play in second grade.

JW: A beaver?
D: Yeah. You know, with a tail.
JW: How did you get into drugs?

D: T used to put it down at first. I thought if you smoked grass you were a junkie.
But then I tried it and it was a whole other ball game.

JW: That’s when we all started shoplifting together.
D: Yeah, we were good. I had forty cashmere sweaters.
JW: What was the most audacious shoplifting adventure you remember?

D: The time I walked out of a hardware store with a chainsaw in one hand and
an electric drill in the other. I used to go in there every day and take stuff.
I thought I was invisible then. I don’t know why 1 did those things.

JW: Is there any truth that you . . . or people you know robbed the Chinese Em-
bassy in Washington?

D:1...1did not do this. People that I know did do this. You remember that
apartment we used to go to—all those things. Antique furniture with big
chains hanging off the back with tiles from some wall still attached. In the
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Parents should worry if their children haven’t been arrested by the time they
turn sixteen. Being a juvenile delinquent is a birthright and as much a part of
healthy adolescence as smoking cigarettes or getting pimples. If your kid is class
president or an eager beaver in extracurricular activities, beware. These over-
achievers usually reach their peak in high school, and from the day they graduate,
it’s downbhill. If your kid is a terror and refuses to go along with any authority,
he will be forced to hang around with social outcasts and learn early to sort out
the exciting and original people from all the idiots. I'd never trust anyone who
hadn’t spent at least one night of his youth in the local jail. The more hell you
raise as a teen-ager, the sweeter your memories will be.

As soon as | entered high school, I decided I was a beatnik and began wear-
ing jeans with elaborate bleach stains and sandals that wrapped up to my knees.
I never washed my hair and bleached the front of it a sickly orange. I sneaked
into coffee houses and actually owned a pair of bongos. I created wild modern
“art” that even the garbage man refused and began writing embarrassing poetry.
None of this was done out of any deep social conviction, but in homage to my
favorite beatnik TV character, Maynard G. Krebbs, on The Dobie Gillis Show.

Naturally, none of this went over too well with the Christian Brothers at
my Catholic high school. They forced me to cut my hair and dye it back to its
natural color before I could attend classes. I went to great lengths to get revenge.
Sneaking into the office files, I found out the real name and birthday of one of
my teachers. I spread his real name all over the class and organized a mock
child’s birthday party in his honor. As he entered the classroom on this special
day, the more nervy members of my class broke into a chorus of “Happy Birth-
day” and watched in terror as he spotted the pile of gaily wrapped children’s
birthday gifts on his desk. He realized his real name had been exposed to the en-
tire class and went berserk. He looked directly into my eyes, knew I was respon-
sible, and charged over to my desk and started beating me up with a rolled-up
Holiday magazine.

You could really get the Brothers wild if you ever doubted their prepos-
terous religious teachings. Once, my religion teacher told us with a straight face
that it actually “rained bread,” which, he explained, was “manna from heaven,”
or some such nonsense. Unable to control my laughter, I blurted out, “Oh, sure,
I can hear the weather report now: partly cloudy with brief showers of bread,”
and the teacher lunged at me as if he had just discovered Martin Luther nailing
his ninety-five points to the classroom door.

The brothers were really fanatics about sex. Every year our entire class
was dragged off on an isolated religious retreat so they could brainwash us on
this sticky subject. As soon as we arrived, we were forced to go to confession

to cleanse ourselves of all sin, so our souls would be spotless for communion the
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JW: Did the other kids hassle you in grade school?

D: No, that didn’t start until late junior high, early high school. They used to wait
for me after school to beat me up—I was black and blue. One day I had
to go to the nurse for something else and she made me take off my shirt
and I didn’t want to because she’d see the bruises. She was horrified and
made me tell her what happened. So they called my parents and they came
in and all the kids were suspended from school. That made it worse. When
the kids came back, they really got me. That’s when I had to be picked up
by a police car and taken home from school every day. I had a police escort
at a very early age.

JW: What about the teachers in school?

D: They hated me. I had a science teacher and I liked science, so | went to him
and said, “I have this problem,” and he said, “My heart bleeds for you.”

JW: When did you meet David Lochary?

D: I'was playing cards over at Carol Wernig’s house and this girl came in—Rox-
anne. She was holding the headlights of her car in her hand—she had just
had an accident. Behind her was this guy—David. I knew something there
was strange. He was very amusing, but I knew something was odd about
him.

JW: Didn’t you have a girl friend?

D: A couple of them. Donna is the one you remember.

JW: Didn’t you go in drag when you picked her up for a date?

D: Yes, | had a party at my Uncle Tommy’s cocktail lounge in Towson.

JW: What did her parents think?

D: They were real nice. Now that I think about it, I guess they probably thought

- . . strange.
JW: Did David Lochary encourage you with drag?

D: Yeah, with everything. David and I just hit it off from the start. I had never
even heard the word “drag” before David. He did my makeup and the wig.
[ wore. . . let me see, God was it ugly! A blue dress that belonged to some-
body—it had a balloon skirt.

JW: Was the guest list to the party school friends?

D: School friends . .. and David Lochary and my new friends. All the school
friends left and my new friends stayed and we had a ball.
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next morning. The brothers warned us that since we were away from all temp-
tation, the only possible sin we could commit during the night would be mas-
turbation. Each classmate was given a religious scapular to wear around his
waist, underneath his clothing. If you were ever tempted to masturbate, the
saint’s face would repel your hands when you reached down in much the same
way that the ruby slippers gave off sparks when the Wicked Witch tried to get them
off Dorothy’s feet in The Wizard of Oz.

[ soon stopped paying attention to anything the teachers said and learned
to hook schooi. My father would drop me off in the morning and I'd watch him
drive away and then hitchhike downtown, approach any woman in her early
twenties (I soon learned that hairdressers were the best), and asked her to call
the school and impersonate my mother. They always seemed to get a kick out
of helping a kid hook school, and the principal always fell for the fake sick-call.
Id then run off and spend a happy day catching up on all the trashy films I had
missed, carefully noting the running times so I could return home on schedule
and not be caught.

On the days I attended classes, I tried my best to disrupt them. Many of
the teachers gave up and agreed to give me the lowest possible passing grade if
I’d just sit there and shut up. This sounded like a fair deal to me; I could finally
do some interesting reading. Anything published by Grove Press was a must. In-
stead of boring biology and trigonometry lessons I could read the entire works
of de Sade, William Burroughs, and Genet, and the Christian Brothers would
never bother me.  moved on to all Freud’s case histories of abnormal psychology
and The Erotic Minorities and got through the school year with far less trouble.

[ was never very close with my fellow classmates. They never hassled me
but seemed to keep their distance. My real friends were from my own neigh-
borhood and wanted to be just as rotten as I did.

My oldest friend is Mary Vivian Pearce, but she never uses her real name
except in the credits of my films. Everyone has always called her Bonnie, and
we’ve known each other ever since we were born. Bonnie’s parents and my par-
ents were best friends—until we started hanging around together as teen-agers;
then they stopped speaking to each other until recently.

Bonnie loved to bleach her hair and hang around with the guys. She had
been expelled from countless private schools and all she wanted to do was ride
horses and gamble. We found all sorts of ways to entertain ourselves—doing an
obscene dance called the “bodie green” at our local Catholic Youth Organiza-
tion, barging into restaurants and unnerving the customers by “watching them

»

eat,” or stealing pocketbooks in after-school hangouts. We especially loved
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Divine has been so convincing on film that some of the public assume the
offscreen Divine to be the same as his onscreen personality. This is, I suppose,
a compliment to Divine’s acting ability, but after all, [ don’t make documen-
taries. If Divine really was like the characters he portrays, he would have been
locked away in a mental institution years ago.

Today, Divine lives quietly ina Manhattan penthouse off Fifth Avenue with
his longtime roommate, Phillip. Divine still goes out to all the parties, but he re-
alizes this is really just another aspect of “work.” In private, he much prefers a
pound of grass and a small circle of old friends. He still gives occasional big par-
ties but usually just serves champagne and chocolates. Rarely does his old Jayne
Mansfield, publicity-hungry behavior surface; but when it does, it's more subtle.
When he attended Harvey Milk’s funeral in San Francisco, he purposely sat di-
rectly behind Governor Brown and made the national news; but at least he
hadn’t crashed: He had been a friend of Harvey’s. Divine is similar to many of
the old-time movie stars in that he spends all his money immediately, and we
joke that if he made a million dollars this week, he’d be broke the next. His drag
fever has almost vanished, and I keep trying to convince him that the best pos-
sible offscreen look for him would be a well-tailored black wool men’s suit,
white shirt, and black tie.

I talk to Divine:

John Waters: How does it feel to be the most beautiful woman in the world?

Divine: I tell you, it’s pretty disillusioning at times. It’s not all limousines and em-
erald earrings. 1 know why people in show business have breakdowns.

JW: Let’s start at the beginning. When you were a kid, did you use to getin drag?

D: I didn’t have any brothers or sisters, so | used to play with this imaginary per-
son, Jim. We just talked all the time; I would get dressed up and talk to
him. I only had about an hour and a half alone when I got home from
school before my parents came home. Once I got caught by my grand-
mother—I had on a slip and a big hat and she chased me across the lawn.

JW: Where did your parents live?

D: A big old Victorian house with thirty acres outside of Baltimore. E Scott Fitz-
gerald had lived there when Zelda was in the mental hospital nearby. She
set the third floor on fire once—you could see part of the roof was much
newer than the other half.

JW: When you were in grade school, did you realize you were . ... special?

D: I was always strange in some ways. I don’t necessarily think I was that ef-
feminate when I was young.
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Why I love violence

her bra straps. Placed in the “special ed” section for slow learners, she eventu-
ally burned down the school.

And Bobbi and Betty, twins—one evil, the other good. I'd draw the same
face but apply completely different hair and makeup and imagine the hell of their
home life. Bobbi would try to study, but Betty would punch her and force her,
at knifepoint, to fill in all the wrong answers on her homework.

As long as I was alone, I had a million friends.

Luckily enough, I also had a career in mind. The nuns at Catholic Sunday school
initially interested me in forbidden films, and I thank God for pointing me to-
ward my vocation so early in life. Each week at our religious brainwashing ses-
sions, Sister Mary Something-or-other would begin the lessons with the rosary.
“Hail Mary,” we'd chant over and over until she felt we were sufficiently
blanked out and dizzy. We’d then sit in rapt attention as she read us the list of
comdemned movies. “You will definitely go to hell if you see these movies,”
she’d state infallibly, and for once I paid attention. It was always such a thrill to
see her flinch over some of the titles. “And God Created Woman . . . The Naked
Night ... Mom and Dad . . . Love Is My Profession . . . The Bed.”” She’d spit out each
title as if she were being forced to utter the vilest obscenity.

But Baby Doll was the worst. If you saw Baby Doll it was worse than killing
the pope. The nun even used visual aids to convince us to stay away from this
film. “See this picture?” she’d challenge us, holding up a photo of a huge crowd
outside the theater playing The Ten Commandments. “Now, look at this,” she’d
sneer as she held up another photo of a theater playing Baby Doll, with not one
person waiting in line. “See?”” she’d beam triumphantly, and we all got the mes-
sage. | immediately sneaked downtown to see Baby Doll and made a point, from
then on, to see every condemned film I could.

I started getting Variety in my early teens and was thrilled to see ads for
movies even the nuns hadn’t warned us about. Violent ones, like Poor White Trash,
The Mole People, I Spit on Your Grave. It was a whole new world opening up, and
I devoted all my time to the exploration of cinematic garbage. I’d sneak to a hill
near our home where'l could see the distant drive-in screen and watch all the
“adults only” gore and horror films through binoculars. I'd pore over the local
entertainment pages, clipping and collecting the most violent movie ads. I'd pre-
tend I owned a movie theater and book the most notorious films, redesigning
their ad campaigns in a much more sensational manner and imagining the out-
rage it would cause in the religious community. At last I had a goal in life—I

wanted to make the trashiest motion pictures in cinema history.
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would give them to her mother, who would dutifully sign them and fork over
the necessary expenses. My funds came from a settlement I received from Kor-
vettes department store. Mona and I had been stealing records and I realized a
store detective had seen me in the act. Since I knew he couldn’t bust me until
I left the store, I put the records back, but the store detective didn’t see that.
When he grabbed me, empty-handed, in the parking lot, I threw a fit and sued.

We’d either hitchhike to New York or hop the bus. On one trip, Mona hor-
rified one fellow passenger by piercing my ear right on the Greyhound bus. As
nauscated passengers stared in disbelief, Mona froze my ear lobe with an ice
cube, heated a sewing needle over a match and jabbed it through my ear. I felt
quite avant-garde arriving in New York with a stupid earring hanging from my
ear, even if it was caked with blood.

Once we’d get to Greenwich Village, we’d boldly approach strangers on
the street and ask for a place to stay. We met all sorts of interesting characters
this way. Underground movies had just come out and Film Culture magazine was
our bible. We saw them all—Kenneth Anger’s Scorpio Rising; the Kuchar broth-
ers’ Sins of the Fleshapoids, Hold Me While I'm Naked, and Teenage Rumpots; Jack
Smith’s Flaming Creatures and Blond Cobra; and early Warhol—Couch, Blow Job,
and Empire. We also attended the most experimental “happenings™ on the Lower
East Side and always made a shoplifting visit to the newest boutiques for new
outfits for Mona.

The first few times we went to New York, Mona’s best friend, Raven,
came with us. Raven was fourteen and had just given up an eight-inch bechive
hairdo for long straight beatnik hair, black nylons, and Cleopatra eye makeup.
Unfortunately for Raven she met a boyfriend in New York, had sex for the first
time, and became pregnant. Her appalled suburban Baltimore parents quickly
sent her off to an unwed mothers’ home. After her return Raven loved to tell
us horror stories about her stay. I was so intrigued, I ghost-wrote her story, ex-
of unwed mothers’ homes to

20

aggerating it ridiculously, and sold my “exposé
Fact magazine under the alias of Jane Wiemo. I was quite thrilled to find that I
could live off my “talent” as a writer, rather than having to search for some dis-

mal summer job.

Since my grandmother knew that [ was a movie fan, she gave me an 8-mm
Brownie movie camera for my seventeenth birthday. I guess she figured it would
keep me out of trouble, and since I was such a show-off, she might as well en-
courage my career in show business.

Mona had a job in a photo supply store, so she stole all the film [ needed
to make my first 8-mm black and white “underground” film, Hag in a Black
Leather Jacket. It’s only fifteen minutes long and is basically about a black man
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and white girl’s (Mona) wedding on the roof of my parent’s home. He courts her
by carrying her around in a trash can and chooses a Ku Klux Klansman to per-
form the wedding ceremony. The wedding guests are played by boring school
acquaintances dressed in early-pop-influenced costumes such as American flags
and tinfoil. One especially straight jock-type was in drag. It’s a terrible film—
whole sections are overexposed and every foot of film shot is included in the
mercifully short running time. The only good part is the ending: Bonnie, a.k.a.
Mary Vivian Pearce, dons one of my mother’s cocktail dresses, applies sluttish
eye makeup, teases her hair in a ridiculous French roll, and does a wild rendition
of the “bodie green,” the lewd dance that got us kicked out of our local chapter
of the Catholic Youth Organization. The final image of the film is a piece of pa-
per with “The End” written on it, flushing down the toilet.

I talked a local coffeehouse manager into letting me use his place for the
“world premiere,” which turned out to be the only showing the film ever had.
parents refused to let

IED

All my beatnik friends came, but most of the “actors
their kids even come to downtown Baltimore, much less to a beatnik coffee-
house. The audience liked it well enough and I made about thirty dollars, which
is all the film cost in the first place.

With “showmanship” throbbing in my veins, I sent ridiculous Variety-type
ads (““Hag in a Black Leather Jacket! Sold Out! Book It Today!”) to the local theaters
and drive-ins, not realizing the impossibility of any such booking. Mr. Peep, the
same columnist for the Baltimore Sun who had unknowingly already given me
a write-up about the snowball attack, wrote a whole column describing the
making of the film, but that was about it. Hag in a Black Leather Jacket remains
in my closet, where it belongs.

One day as | walked home from school, daydreaming about how 1 could
make another movie and clutching a report card filled with failing grades, I saw
a girl who would change my life. Her name was Carol Wernig, and her family
had just moved in up the street. She was mowing the lawn and [ was immedi-
ately drawn to her bleached white bubble hairdo, turned green from chlorine in
swimming pools, and to her pimples, which were thickly covered with green
medicine. She looked great. I introduced myself, and we immediately hit it off,
s0 she introduced me to her eccentric circle of friends, who later became the nu-
cleus of the Dreamland repertory group I use in all my films. I was thrilled to
meet them. I was sick of being a bad influence on others and craved people that
could be a bad influence on me.

There was Glenn (whom I later named Divine), an extremely effeminate
boy who idolized Liz Taylor, was constantly hassled in school, and loved to gam-
ble with Carol with her pimple makeup as the stakes. He lived right up the street
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throwing snowballs at cars and became so notorious that a local columnist, Mr.
Peep of the Baltimore Sun, gave us our first review:

Boys Will Be Boys and Girls Will Be Girls*

A young lady schoolteacher [ know was briefly terrified by two strangers in
Towson the other day. As she prepared to drive her station wagon away
from a filling station near York Road and Pennsylvania Avenue, a youth
accompanied by a girl pelted the machine with snowballs. Alone in her
vehicle, the schoolteacher considered this a harmless, though slightly
malicious tradition. The boy and the girl appeared “nice.” But then the
youth walked up to the car, opened the driver’s door and poised to throw a
firmly packed snowball into her face from a distant of about two feet. “Let
her have it!” the moll behind him cried, utterly without humor. Neither of
these charming children attends the school at which the teacher teaches
Manners, as well as English.

We loved the article and clipped it for our scrapbook, but couldn’t help wishing
the columnist had known the rest of the story—he could have done a great fol-
low-up article.

On the days when there was no snow, we’d buy boxes of Dot candies and
throw these at cars instead. We called it “‘going Dotting.” Since these little pel-
lets were much smaller than snowballs and made a louder noise on impact, they
actually were more effective in causing irate reactions from motorists.

Bonnie and I also loved to party, and once we discovered liquor, our social
lives really took off. We’d crash every party we'd hear about, even if we had nev-
er laid eyes on the host. Usually these parties consisted of twenty or thirty teen-
age dates packed into a basement with nervous parents blinking on the lights to
stifle any “making out.” We'd barge right in and head straight for the parents’
liquor cabinet and start guzzling. We’d always steal the best records, and some-
times we’d vomit. It didn’t take long for word to spread on the teen-age party
circuit that we were bad news as guests.

Once we were blackballed from social gatherings, Bonnie would take
baby-sitting jobs so we’d have a place to run wild. The unsuspecting parents
would carefully explain to Bonnie all the instructions for the evening as | hid on
the lawn, waiting for them to leave. As soon as their car pulled out of the drive-
way, I'd invade the house and we’d drain the liquor supply and start snooping
through their personal belongings. Sometimes we’d make random obscene
phone calls to the operator so she’d cut off the phone. Then we’d eat all the food
and sometimes pass out. If the parents ever came home unsuspectedly, [ would
just run out the front door. Needless to say, Bonnie’s baby-sitting career was
short-lived.

*John Goodspeed, “Boys Will Be Boys and Girls Will Be Girls,” Baltimore Evening Sun, 1961.
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By now word was getting back to our parents that we were a deadly duo.
Her parents thought I was a bad influence and mine thought the same of her.
We were forbidden to see each other, but that didn’t stop us. Bonnie would ac-
cept straight dates so she could at least get out of the house. I would be waiting
up the street at the stop sign, and when Bonnie and her “date” approached, she’d
leap out of the car and jump into mine, and we’d pull away, leaving a very con-
fused and disappointed young man idling in his car.

My other best friend was Bob, and even though he could get along with the
high school jocks and fraternity boys, he much preferred hanging out with Bon-
nie and me. Bob looked very normal, but underneath it all lurked a closet psy-
chotic. Even my mother and father liked him until he and some of his friends
were arrested for burning down one of my parents’ best friends’ house and got
a lot of publicity.

Bob and I used to double-date, and he took special delight in horrifying his
blind dates. As the timid teen-age girl would get into the car and wait to be in-
troduced, Bob would throw his legs in the air, fart, and light it. A huge flame
would shoot out as the appalled girl sat speechless in mortification. You could
always count on Bob to perk up a dull evening.

My favorite girl friend was Mona, a fifteen-year-old completely corrupted
by Vogue magazine. Mona had a severe, one-sided Sassoon haircut and wore the
most outrageous high fashion to her ninth-grade class. Her schoolmates were
utterly confused by her. She hooked school so much that she was eventually sus-
pended from the entire Baltimore County School System.

We were the best shoplifting team operating. We’d walk right out of the
store with the stuff in our hands and nobody would say anything. We’d charge
luxury items in the best department stores to random names from the phone
book when we discovered you didn’t even need your parents’ charge plate. We
stole all the best hardback books and felt quite up-to-date on everything. We es-
pecially liked to steal signed pop-art pieces, even if we had to rip them out of
the frames and fold the originals to get them under our coats.

Once, Mona got caught in a fancy department store and called me at my
parents’ house from the office where she was being held by an army of irate
store detectives. They had discovered expensive cosmetics in her school note-
book and layers of haute couture underneath her schoolgirl disguise. She pre-
tended I was her psychiatrist. Quickly getting the message, I asked to speak to
the head of security and gravely explained Mona’s delicate psychiatric problems
and the mental harm of an arrest. After considering the medical advice, the de-
tectives let her go with a stern lecture. Mona sobbed effectively, thanked them,
hailed a cab, and, once home, ran from the driver without paying.

Mona and I Joved to go to New York. To finance these trips, I'd type elab-
orate permission slips for nonexistent weekend sorority field trips, and Mona
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breathtaking blond showgirl wig and silver-lamé trench coat. As we walked to
the baggage claim area, I noticed businessmen stopping in their tracks to stare—
eyes bulging and tongues hanging out of their mouths. “It’s Zsa Zsa Gabor,”
some fool yelled. It was the closest I ever got to walking down the street with
Jayne Mansfield.

After a pleasant dinner, I took Liz back to her newly rented apartment and
gave her a complete reading of the script with myself playing every single char-
acter. She laughed all the way through, but commented at the end, “God, I didn’t
realize it was going to be so fetishy.”

Liz was a dream to work with. After getting over the initial shock of meet-
ing her fellow players, she realized that their appearances were only Van Smith’s
handiwork and began to relax. She decorated her apartment with her wigs and
the dust jackets from the different international editions of her autobiography
and seemed never to go out except to do a little Christmas shopping for her fam-
ily. She was here to work and that’s exactly what she did. Since Van had asked
Liz to send her every possible measurement months in advance, I think she was
a little disappointed when she saw her screen wardrobe. Expecting fancy glit-
tering theatrical costumes, I'm sure she was appalled to see her outfits were
made entirely from dish towels, rags and ripped-up shower curtains, but she did
admit that the look fit the character.

Liz immediately made friends with the cast and we soon realized she could
even outchatter Edith. Van claims he saw Edith and Liz both talking about them-
selves to each other at the same time without listening to what the other was
saying. Liz entertained us with stories of prison, the Mafia, show business, and
plans for a sequel to her autobiography entitled My Ass for the World to Kiss. She
really got all the women’s attention by explaining how to go about getting free
face-lifts, but since this is part of her new book, I won’t reveal the method.

One day I noticed that Liz seemed upset and asked her what the problem
was. “Oh, some jerk in Los Angeles is threatening to sell all my stuff in storage
because [ haven’t paid him yet. 'm going to call my friend Big Al and he’ll take
care of this jerk!”

I could tell Liz meant business, and the next day I asked her what hap-
pened. Liz gave me a big smile and giggled: “No problem. Big Al took care of
it.” I always wondered if Liz had this pesky creditor’s legs broken, but never got
up the nerve to ask.

For all Liz’s rumored reputation with tough guys, she seemed extremely
gentle, even romantic. “My kind of guy is Italian and wears shiny suits,” she con-
fided to me one day. “Everybody thinks it’s so awful I've been married seven
times, but they don’t realize I marry all my love affairs.”

Whenever there was violence in a scene, Liz seemed especially timid. I had
to do six or seven takes of Liz forcing the baby-sitter’s face into a bowl of dog
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after stripping down to a G-string, she’d take off the silver spikes and the other
would slip them on before continuing the act. I approached Liz during the break
between shows and asked her if she would be interested in making a film with
me. She had never heard of my productions, but gave me her pink business card
(Liz Renay—Actress, Model, Artist) and suggested I contact her in Los Angeles
to discuss it further.

Right before my next trip to LA., I sent Liz a publicity package with re-
views and articles about all my films. She responded with a phone call expressing
renewed interest and sent a package of all her write-ups. I decided our initial
business meeting should be a perfect Hollywood cliché and invited her to lunch
at the Brown Derby. As I nervously looked for a place to park outside the res-
taurant, I spotted Liz pulling up in her beat-up Karmann Ghia and watched in
awe as she stepped out of it dressed in a pink floor-length evening gown and wig-
gled her way up the street while male passersby did double takes. Her face was
incredibly beautiful, and her cleavage was mind-boggling. I knew right then and
there that any woman who would wear such a fabulous getup for a lunch date
had to be trustworthy. Liz and I met inside the restaurant, shook hands, and the
first thing she discussed was her salary demands. 1 immediately agreed to her
terms and Liz relaxed and began entertaining me with stories of her life. She ex-
plained she was marrying her seventh husband and moving to Las Vegas, but was
sure she could get away to do the movie. Pausing for effect and resting her
breasts on the table as if they were just too heavy to support, Liz went on to ex-
plain that she would NOT do sex acts on film. I quickly explained that it was
not a porn movie but was deliberately vague about the plot, since I wasn’t sure
yet about her sense of humor. Relieved that I wasn’t a hard-core enthusiast, she
agreed to do the part based on the skimpy outline of the story I gave her, and
I signed her up in what I thought was my best Hollywood tradition.

All the cast was nervous about Liz’s arrival on the set. What would it be
like to work with an outsider? Would she be standoffish? Would she throw star
fits? Would we end up hating her at the end of the production? Since the budget
would only allow for Liz to be in Baltimore for three weeks, I shot around the
star and rehearsed the entire picture without her. Susan Lowe, now living her
life as Mole and feeling like a human monster, was especially anxious over Liz’s
absence, since she was playing her girl friend and they hadn’t even met.

I had avoided giving Liz the script before she arrived because I was afraid
that either she or her new husband might get cold feet. I had casually mentioned
to Liz on the phone that she was going to play a lesbian in the film, and, from
the nervous silence on the other end of the line, I figured I'd better wait until she
arrived in Baltimore to fill her in on the details.

Pat Moran and I picked her up at the airport, and greeted her with red
roses and a kiss. “Well, we're off to a good start,” she said as I marveled at her
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David Lochary shortly before his death. (Richard Heitmanek)

The cast of Desperate Living. Left to right, Eddie Peranio, Mink Stole, Marina
Melin, Susan Lowe, Mary Vivian Pearce, John Waters, Sharon Niesp, Liz
Renay, Edith Massey, Cookie Mueller. Jean Hill sits in the forefront.
(Photograph by Steve Yeager, © New Line Cinema)
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Liz Renay was my idea of total glamour. Pat Moran had discovered Liz’s
autobiography, My Face for the World to See, and she had given it to me for my
birthday. As soon as I finished the book, I knew I wanted to star her in a film.
Iloved the ads for the book, especially the copy line that referred to Liz as “‘per-
haps the most beautiful woman of our time.” Perhaps was the key word here—
at least the press agents were humble enough to leave this startling statement
open for debate.

Liz’s life was filled with adventure and insanity and read like a script from
one of my own films. Born in Arizona and raised by fanatical religious parents,
Liz ran away to become the winner of a Marilyn Monroe lookalike contest. She
advanced her career to V-girl during the war, showgirl, and Hollywood starlet,
and eventually became gangster Mickey Cohen’s girl friend and soon built a rep-
utation as a trusted Mafia moll. Refusing to cooperate with authorities in pros-
ecuting such gangland figures as Anthony “Trigger Mike” Coppolla, Liz was
found guilty of perjury in 1961 and sentenced to three years in Terminal Island
Prison in California. Before she began serving her sentence, she cashed in on her
tabloid notoriety by selling her paintings for up to five thousand dollars each and
recording and broadcasting her poetry readings.

In jail Liz fought off the lesbians and began writing her autobiography,
originally titled Headlines and Heartaches. Once she was released from prison and
the retitled My Face for the World to See became a big seller, Liz was back in the
welcome glare of publicity and became a burlesque queen. To promote her new
career, she ran completely nude at the age of forty-seven down Hollywood Bou-
levard at the height of the “streaking” fad in 1974. As three thousand amused
onlookers cheered her nude arrest, Liz commented to the press, “I've often
thought if I was born ugly I could have devoted myself to art and been famous
already.” The case received so much publicity that the irate judge issued a gag
order forbidding Liz to give interviews. When the eight-man, four-woman jury
found her not guilty of the indecent exposure charge after requesting to review
the taped account of her streak, Liz emerged victorious and resumed her bur-
lesque career with some fresh publicity (“The Streaking Grandmother”!).

I rushed from Provincetown to Boston as soon as [ heard Liz was stripping
in a nightclub located in the honky-tonk Combat Zone. I couldn’t wait to see her
in the flesh and became more intrigued when I discovered her act was being
billed as the first mother-daughter strip routine. Always aware of a fresh pub-
licity angle, Liz had talked her twenty-seven-year-old daughter Brenda into fol-
lowing in mother’s footsteps and sharing the limelight. After watching the show,
I was more convinced than ever that Liz could make a fabulous addition to my
cast. | especially loved the fact that this mother-daughter team obviously owned
only one pair of show “heels” between them. When one would leave the stage
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Mary Vivian Pearce as Princess Coo-coo. (Photograph by Steve Yeager, © New Line
Cinema)

The Desperate Living crew. (Photograph by Steve Yeager, © New Line Cinema)
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to being production manager on my later films. Dave Insley, another alumnus
from Female Trouble, did the lighting, and Tom Loizeaux, a new member, served
as director of photography. Kevin Webber and Richard Ellsberry rounded out
the crew, and with all this help I felt like I was on the set of Cleopatra.

It seemed the trauma of becoming “adults” coupled with the notoriety of
the films had forced the Dreamlanders to scatter around the country. We still
kept in touch like demented relatives, but the ones who were serious about ad-
vancing their show-biz careers moved to New York or California. Not everyone
involved shared my fanatical love for Baltimore, and while they agreed you could
live anywhere and be a film director, they pointed out it was much harder for
an actress or actor. Being in my films either got them other parts immediately
or discouraged producers from even considering them for roles.

The entire repertory group went through a profound shock when David
Lochary died in New York from complications of an angel dust overdose. David
had never had a drug problem until he discovered “dust,” and for some reason
he lost control. To this day I'm in favor of busting dealers who sell this crap. So
if you’re on the stuff, don’t come around me, because I might call the police. Da-
vid’s death stunned Dreamland and made us realize a whole era in our lives had
abruptly ended. At his wake we discussed the major influence David had had on
our style and attitudes, and I knew that without my favorite leading man I had
no choice but to make a film with all women stars.

To add further to the already spooky atmosphere surrounding the produc-
tion of Desperate Living, 1 also learned that Divine would not be in the film. Since
he had signed long-term contracts with the producers of Women Behind Bars, he
had to continue touring with this stage production and bowed out of Desperate
Living with regrets. [ had a hunch this might happen, so when I wrote the script,
[ kept in mind that someone other than Divine might have to play the part of
Mole, the bull-dyke heroine of the film. I immediately offered the role to Susan
Lowe, because I knew she would wholeheartedly throw herself into the char-
acter. It also was in her favor that she was not a lesbian in real life, since I love
to cast heterosexual people as homosexuals and vice versa. Susan accepted the
part with glee, and the rest of the Dreamland girls, Mink Stole, Mary Vivian
Pearce, Edith Massey, Cookie Mueller, Marina Melin, and a strikingly handsome
new actress, Sharon Niesp, all agreed to their respective roles of fascist sympa-
thizers or lesbian revolutionaries. To further round out the cast, Jean Hill was
cast as the four-hundred-pound killer maid, Grizelda. I really went wild when
I received word that Liz Renay, one of my all-time favorite media celebrities,
had agreed to come from Las Vegas to Baltimore to portray Mole’s fleshpot girl
friend, Muffy St. Jacques.
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After Female Trouble, 1 decided what I really wanted to do was make an X-rated
movie without any sex or violence. But since I had already used sacrilege and
scatology as themes and figured that crippling diseases such as polio might turn
audiences off, I decided to play it safe by making a lesbian melodrama about rev-
olution. Desperate Living is a monstrous fairy-tale comedy dealing with mental
anguish, penis envy, and political corruption. Its target audience is very neurotic
adults with the mentalities of eight-year-olds.

The plot of Desperate Living is quite simple. Peggy Gravel (Mink Stole), an
upper-middle-class hysteric, is released from the mental hospital, only to taunt
her cloddish husband (George Stover) and abuse her terrified children. Her four-
hundred-pound maid, Grizelda (Jean Hill), sympathizes with her and kills Peg-
gy’s husband by sitting on him and squashing him to death. Peggy and Grizelda
flee Baltimore, but are held captive by an oddball motorcycle cop (Turkey Joe)
with a lingerie fetish who tells them about Mortville, a fantasy town where
criminals can exist as long as they submit to the humiliating living conditions de-
manded by the Idi Amin—worshiping tyrant Queen Carlotta (Edith Massey) and
her gang of male goons.

Arriving in Mortville to seek criminal amnesty, Peggy and Grizelda rent a
room from Mole McHenry (Susan Lowe), a supermasculine lady wrestler, and
her fifty-year-old girl friend, Muffy St. Jacques (Liz Renay), an oversexed mur-
deress accused of smothering her baby-sitter in a bowl of dog food. Meanwhile,
the wicked Queen Carlotta is on a rampage, trying to stop her rebel daughter,
Princess Coo-Coo (Mary Vivian Pearce), from having an affair with Herbert
(George Figgs), a janitor in the local nudist camp. After Grizelda s killed in a ka-
rate fight with the fascist goons, Peggy panics and defects to the queen’s side.
Hoping for political power, she goes along with the queen’s demented plan to
infect everyone in Mortville with rabies.

Mole wins the Maryland lottery and then sneaks off to Baltimore to buy
guns and get a sex change. Upon her return, Muffy and the other women of
Mortville plot a coup d’etat, seize power, cook and eat the Queen, and turn
Mortville from a hellhole of a hamlet into a living American city.

Desperate Living was my first film that technically was not a Dreamland
production. Since the $65,000 budget was much higher than that of any of my
previous films, I raised the money through a limited partnership aptly called
Charm City Productions. Besides myself, the backers were Bill Platt, a onetime
camp counselor of mine who was now an eccentric environmental activist; Jim
McKenzie, a University of Maryland movie fanatic whose film series was even-
tually shut down by the Maryland Censor Board; and David Spencer, my old
friend from California. For once we had some decent equipment and the crew
was headed by Bob Maier, sound man from Female Trouble, who has advanced
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D: I guess two pies, a quart of ice cream, and a gallon of milk. I got sick. I was
5o afraid someone would get a piece of the pie that I had to eat it all.

JW: How do you stand politically?

D: I'd like to run for office in San Francisco and campaign for drag queen rights.
I want a coronation. I want to be Queen of the World!

JW: The Village Voice listed you as one of the most eligible gay bachelors. What
would you want in a man?

D: Money! Lots of it!

JW: Could you find happiness with another drag queen?
D: No! Absolutely not! I don’t know any.

JW: Did you have an affair with Elton John?

D: No. I wouldn't tell anyone if I did. Elton is a good friend. I did his show with
him as backup at Madison Square Garden.

JW: Liz Taylor has always been your idol. Have you ever met her?

D: No. I was at her birthday party at Studio 54 and I could see her, but I was
afraid to go over to her because I was scared I'd be disappointed. One time
Elton John invited me to fly to Chicago with him, but I couldn’t go because
the producers of my play wouldn’t give me time off. The next day I went
to Elton’s suite at the Sherry Netherland and he showed me all these Po-
laroids of Liz Taylor, and I said, “Where were these taken?” and he said,
“Last night on the plane.” It was going to be my treat—I would have got-
ten on the plane and there she would be—just sitting there where she
couldn’t get away from me.

JW: Have you ever had a big star be rude to you?

D: Yeah. Cher. I was at this party in LA. for Three Dog Night. I was in drag
in a white cocktail dress. So this photographer said, “Come on, Cher’s
here—go over and stand with her so I can get a picture.” Cher said: “Wait
a minute! Wait a minute! What are these pictures for?”” and the photog-
rapher said, “Italian Vogue,” and Cher said: “Oh, come on. I might have
been born yesterday, but it wasn’t in Poland!” and she dismissed me with
a wave of her hand. I just looked at her and wanted to snap her nails off.

JW: What do you think you'd be doing today if you weren’t in show business?

D: I never gave it a thought. I want to continue doing what I do until I drop dead
or somebody shoots me.
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marks were the eight-point star she drew on her cheek and the gobs of glue she
used to fasten her spit curls to her face. Her clothes were the most theatrical
imaginable, and she looked like this every day, every hour. She was a woman fe-
male impersonator. Only twice did I see her without her “look” and that was
deep in the private bowels of her home. I was shocked to see how normal she
looked underneath this incredible disguise.

Stories about Maelcum are many—my favorite being that she had an erot-
ic encounter with Jack Kerouac in the buffalo pits of the Baltimore City Zoo.
Sometimes she’d go downtown to shop, dressed entirely in blue—blue dress,
blue shoes, blue gloves, and a blue face. Irate store managers would kick her out
as shoppers gawked and went wild. Her parties were legendary, and she’d some-
times make her entrance by hopping from a coffin. She organized “sick-nics”:
outdoor picnics in public parks. Straight families would run when they saw us
coming. The guest list was mostly male, many of whom specialized in stealing
antiques for their private collections. The girls outdid each other in coming up
with bizarre new looks, and everybody usually got drunk. We’d then cook lots
of meat over an illegal bonfire and then stagger around the park, scaring people.
Sometimes the cops came, but we always made a quick getaway.

In 1964 drugs entered my life and it wasa special new thrill that only added
to my alienation from high school. None of my friends were experienced with
drugs yet, so when a member of the student government offered me marijuana,
[ jumped at the chance and quickly got all my friends to try it. Since there was
no talk of marijuana then, it seemed especially wicked, and we all became over-
night potheads. I also got my hands on some LSD before it was even declared
illegal and began tripping regularly with my friends, many of whom did LSD be-
fore they had a chance to try marijuana.

But thrilled as I was with my altered mind, reality soon reared its ugly
head, and I had to go away to college. The Christian Brothers refused to let me
graduate on the stage, but somehow NYU accepted me after a year of good
grades at the University of Baltimore. I figured that if T was going to be forced
to continue this charade of education, I might as well be in Greenwich Village.
I was supposed to be taking ﬁlm~making courses, but after attending a few
classes and realizing that we’d have to watch the Odessa Steps sequence from
Potemkin until it came out our ears, immediately decided never to attend an-
other class. Instead, I spent my days stealing textbooks from the university book-
shop and selling them back as used books to finance endless trips to underground
and exploitation movie houses. Sometimes I saw four movies a day and got a
much better perspective on films than I would have got in the classroom.

At night my newly found New York drug buddies and I would retire to our
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Maelcum Soul in The Roman Candles. (Dreamland Productions)
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A very early Divine in drag.
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dred twenty pounds. He was so old that he didn’t remember how many times
you came in to refill your prescription, and you could always give him a fake
name for billing. All I did that summer was talk. To anyone. To myself. To tele-
phone poles. I supported myself by selling diet pills and shoplifting. My specialty
was a Navy surplus store, popular with all the tourists in town. I'd go into the
store dressed in shorts and a T-shirt and put on layers of clothes without hiding
anything and go apply for a job dressed in the stolen clothes. The manager never
expected that anyone would have the nerve to shoplift and apply for a job at the
same time. We got so chummy that [ almost got the job, which really panicked
me.

Mona’s parents started nagging, so she was forced to cut her summer va-
cation short and go home. I met a girl from Baltimore nicknamed Sique and
moved into her incredible apartment. Sique’s sister Nancy was also there, and
even though she still looked normal at the time, I could tell she was itching to
break bad at any moment. Nancy later became Mink Stole, one of the most tal-
ented members of my film repertory group. A good-looking New Yorker named
Alan also lived with us and he gave the girls valuable beauty training and helped
them plan strange high-fashion outfits for the evening’s parties.

It was like living with a lunatic Swiss Family Robinson. Part of the apart-
ment was made out of a submarine, and trees grew right up through the living
room. There was no running water, but it was an incredibly beautiful place. The
only real problem was that when it rained, it was like being outside. The only
appliance that came with the apartment was a Mighty Moe heater. It was huge
and you poured gas into it and flames shot out. It could dry out a drenched mat-
tress in twenty minutes. There was no rent. You just had to be liked by the in-
credibly eccentric landlord, Prescott Townsden, a notorious seventy-year-old
gay liberationist who drove around on a motor scooter and ate nothing but hot
dogs. At one time Mink was engaged to him, but he died and the town officials
immediately tore down his wonderful house.

Mink and I decided to move to New York. We got an apartment on Hud-
son Street, and Mink went to work at a straight job. I decided to continue with
what I knew best—shoplifting. I was scared of all the sophisticated security in
New York stores, so I came up with a new scam—*the tennis shoe ripoff.”” Ev-
ery day I’d put on my Sperry Top Sider tennis shoes with a big rip in them and
head for any good department store that had an escalator. I'd storm into the
complaint department and throw a fit in front of the very skeptical store em-
ployees.

“Look at my tennis shoe!” I'd weep. “They got caught on your escalator
and ripped.”

48






index-61_1.jpg
Shock Velue ——

The hillbilly ripoffs

The complaint people would send me from one office to another, and I'd
get louder and louder until they finally gave me fifteen dollars for a new pair.
Thc_v never once believed me, and 1 really had to go crazy to get the money, so
I decided to call it quits while I was ahead. Mink and I moved back to Baltimore,
and I got my first real job and started making my first real movie.

I worked in a Doubleday bookstore and had a wonderful boss who stood
up for me when customers would look at my long hair and scream, “Ecchhh!
I'd never let anyone like YOU wait on me!”

Heavily influenced by The Chelsea Girls, 1 began to shoot my own teen-age
suburban shocker, Roman Candles. 1 thought up the name Dreamland Studios,
which was nothing more than my bedroom in my parents’ home, where many
of the scenes were filmed. I borrowed a new 8mm camera and lights and, once
again, Mona stole all the film for me. This time she got color. I shot about one
hundred minutes of film and showed all three reels side by side with a sound
track of obnoxious radio advertisements, rock 'n’ roll, and press conferences
with Lee Harvey Oswald’s mother.

For the first time I had real stars, and Mink Stole and Divine got their new
names officially. Maelcum Soul, however, was the main attraction. She got
dressed up like a nun and passionately made out with her boyfriend, Dudley,
who was dressed as a priest. In between kisses they’d gulp beers and tease cach
other with rosaries. David Lochary read her The Wizard of Oz as she had star fits.
She also did a brief nude shot and played hide-and-go-seck with Divine, at the
time a mere starlet who didn’t even get billing in the ads.

Mona modeled her stolen clothes for the camera and did a very mild sim-
ulated sex scene with Bob and a new blond discovery, Mark Isherwood. Mink
Stole stripped her hair and wore a homemade silver miniskirt and got spanked
by Pat Moran. Pat did an S and M version of “These Boots Are Made for Walk-
ing” with her old boyfriend, who was tied up. An NYU scandal buddy shot up
on film for real. Bob attacked Bonnie with an electric fan. A three-hundred-
pound fag hag ate a bowl of fruit. To top it all off, I threw in some newsreel foot-
age of the pope.

The world premiere was much better than the movie. A liberal friend had
introduced me to a slightly eccentric reverend at the Emmanuel Church, and 1
talked him into letting me use the hall for the opening. Since it was centrally lo-
cated downtown, I wanted to tie it in with the Flower Mart, a local downtown
celebration that was heavily covered by the media and always attracted a
weirdo-arty crowd. Every year all the girls I knew would try to upstage each oth-
er by causing a scandal and getting written up in the newspapers. Maelcum al-
ways got the most publicity, and the police usually asked her to leave.
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dormitory rooms and get high on marijuana and appall our assigned roommates,
who were trying to study. Every student ever assigned to my room immediately
put in a request for a room change when he realized the kind of life I was living.
The head of the dorm tried to punish me by assigning to my room an exchange
student who could barely speak English. He really hated me, and I began my
campaign to get him to move out by constantly picking up the phone when it
wasn’t ringing and saying: “Hello? Hold on. It’s for you.” He'd fall for it every
time and start cursing me out in some foreign tongue as he grabbed the phone
and heard the ever-present dial tone.

Lonly lasted three months before I was kicked out. Seven of us were called
separately into the dean’s office and told that they knew we smoked marijuana
and that we had to leave immediately; our parents were on the way to get us.
I blanched as I thought of my parents sitting home in Baltimore and receiving
a phone call to “come and get your son NOW; he’s been expelled for dope.” We
were told to never tell anyone what had happened, and guards were placed out-
side our dorm rooms so we couldn’t flee before our parents arrived. I immedi-
ately called the Daily News, because I knew it would severely embarrass the
school to be involved in a drug scandal. Reporters jumped at the story and it be-
came big news—*Pot Bust at NYU.” It even became part of a book entitled
Drugs on Campus by Richard Goldstein.* Parents had to cover their faces as they
came to pick up their kids and photographers leaped out of nowhere to try to
get pictures.

My school career had finally come to an end. I did get the last laugh,
though. An NYU student group invited me back in 1978 and gave me what
seemed like a fortune to lecture and show two of my films. At least I got some
of my tuition money back.

[ eagerly came back to Baltimore and started tripping more than ever. The
NYU staff had recommended to my parents that I undergo “extensive psychi-
atric treatment,” so I put up with a psychiatrist, figuring I could at least beat the
draft. When | finally got my induction papers, I showed them to the shrink and
asked him to write me a note to get out of it. He smiled and said, “John, I think
the Army would be the best thing in the world for you.” I never went back to
that quack.

Ihad absolutely no intention of going into the Army. I couldn’t picture my-
self in green Army fatigues, bouncing along in the back of a jeep in Vietnam. As
soon as I saw the forms they wanted me to fill out, I knew they’d never take me.
I checked every box imaginable—alcoholic, junkie, homosexual, bed wetter—

*Richard Goldstein, One in Seven: Drugs on Campus (New York: Walker and Co., 1966).
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and waited in line with the other recruits. When I finally reached the head ser-
geant, [ handed him the forms and held my breath.

“Is this all true?” he growled as his face turned beet red.

“Yes,” I smiled.

[ didn’t even have to take the physical. I was dragged off to a paraplegic
psychiatrist who sat in a wheelchair and panted in his most suggestive voice,
“What do you like to do in bed?”

They sent me home in less than two hours. I was probably too skinny any-
way.

The LSD sessions really got wild. Bob, Mona, Bonnie, David, Pat, Divine,
and 1, plus many other oddballs, would all meet at our friend Howard’s apart-
ment and prepare to blast off for the weekend. The LSD was original Sandoz
acid, and sometimes it was stolen from a hospital. It was so strong that you could
barely get out of your chair for the first ten hours. You didn’t even know what
a chair was. Later in the trip, Divine would wrap a dish towel around his head
for hair and do lengthy Dionne Warwick impersonations. His best was “Once
in a Lifetime.” | never had a bad trip, and neither did any of my friends. Once
we started to come down we’d all go out and prowl around the neighborhood,
still hallucinating. Once Mona and I saw a guy get shot outside a bar, and it had
absolutely no effect on us.

“That guy just got shot,” [ said.

“I know,” said Mona as we walked along in chemical bliss.

If we weren’t tripping, we were getting ready for one of Divine’s “illegal”
parties. He'd rent the biggest banquet halls at the best hotels and have huge sit-
down dinners. You’d arrive at the hotel, wondering what fake name Divine had
given so you could ask for the proper party room. There was always an open bar
and huge bouquets of flowers stolen from cemeteries. Once the staff saw the
guest list, they’d immediately become suspicious. “Are you folksingers?” a ner-
vous maid would ask. Everybody would get completely ripped. “Servant! Ser-
vant!” drunken party guests would scream before passing outat the table. Divine
always gave the hotel management a bad check or charged the entire party to
his unsuspecting parents. His father really went wild when he discovered his
credit rating was bad; Divine had intercepted all the bills in the mail and de-
stroyed them.

Mona and I decided to hitchhike to Provincetown in 1966, because we had
heard it was a “weird place.” I immediately located a doctor in this tiny resort
town who would give anyone “black beauties”—the strongest diet pills, Biphe-
tamine 20. It didn’t seem to matter that I was six feet one and weighed one hun-
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family.” The first floor of our building was occupied by a plumber’s school, and
to get to our apartment, you had to walk through their office. The student
plumbers would really gawk as Divine or David Lochary waltzed through their
classroom on the way to pay us a visit, sometimes dressed in their costumes for
the film.

Divine had become a hairdresser, and his specialty was exaggerated, ridic-
ulously complicated bouffant hairdos. He always rented the most luxurious
apartments and had them staffed with servants. He gave the fanciest, wildest
parties and usually dressed in drag for the occasion. Once the hired butlers and
maid saw him making his “entrance,” and they immediately stole all the liquor
and ran out the door. The parties usually ended with everyone tripping and plan-
ning audacious antique burglaries. Divine even talked one party guest into being
lowered by his feet outside the seventh-story window to break into the apart-
ment directly below.

Since Divine had no way of affording this extravagant life-style, he was al-
ways one step ahead of irate husbands of maids, landlords, bill collectors, and
police. He moved constantly, but this gave him even more reason to plan yet oth-
er “‘housewarming” parties, and each one had to top the last. Divine had become
consumed with a chronic case of party fever and finally had to move in with Da-
vid Lochary and Howard to hide out from his creditors. He quit his job and be-
gan to eat vast amounts of food and really put on the weight. He got so lethargic
that when the toilet broke, he shit in the tub and beat the turd down the drain
with a stick. He really needed show biz to pull him out of this depression.

[ bought a 16-mm silent camera and began to shoot Eat Your Makeup. 1 got
the title from an advertising slogan for candy lipsticks—*The makeup you eat
up.” The film starred Maelcum Soul as a deranged governess who, with the help
of her shabbily elegant boyfriend (David Lochary), kidnapped young models and
forced them to model themselves to death in front of their crazed friends. Ma-
rina played the top kidnapped model, costumed in all her favorite pop-art
minidresses, and gave a great tortured performance. Mona and Bonnie played
the other victim-models. Divine played one of the lunatic party guests who
kicked and screamed at the models until they collapsed from fashion exhaustion.
Most of the film was shot on my parents’ front lawn—or “the Dreamland lot”
as we called it.

While [ was editing the film, the star, Marina Melin, went a little crazy and
entered a private hospital for a rest. LSD, speed, and fashion pressure all con-
tributed to her breakdown, but I think the sound track to Eat Your Makeup was
most responsible. Every day I'd try to synchronize the tape sound track with the
finished picture, but this was almost an impossibility. I played the opening seg-
ment all day for two weeks straight, trying to get it right, and the monotony of
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I printed up flyers and press releases that described the film as “a trash
epic,” which seemed to really get people’s attention in 1966. All the stars went
to the Flower Mart dressed in their most outlandish fashions and handed out fly-
ers to the crowds. I wore a white suit that my parents had bought me for the
occasion. All three shows were sold out. Many people seemed horrified that a
group of suburban kids were laughing about homosexuality, drugs, and religion.
the Baltimore Sun did a huge feature article on it, and the local reviewer covered
it, giving us the first of his many really good bad reviews.

Everybody involved was thrilled at the scandal we had caused, and we
went back to our everyday lives convinced we were movie celebrities. I tried to
make my next film, Dorothy, the Kansas City Pothead, but it never really got off the
ground. Pat Moran played Dorothy, and Maelcum was the Witch, but I soon
learned that it was impossible to make a lip-sync sound film with only a camera
and tape recorder. I sent out press releases anyway and got a big article in the
Baltimore Sunpapers headlined, “The Wizard of Oz Goes to Pot.” The reporter
never suspected that there wasn’t even any film in my camera when he covered
“the making of the film.”

I raced back to Provincetown with Mona and got a job in a clothing bou-
tique, but was immediately fired for telling customers that “it’s really not you”
whenever they’d try on the fashions. I really wanted to work in the bookstore
owned by Molly Malone Cook, a wonderfully gruff woman who allowed her
help to be rude to obnoxious tourist customers. I nagged her for a job until she
finally gave in and let me work “when it rained” to take care of all the tourists
who flocked in from the beach.

Mona and I became friends with Marina Melin, a beautifully voluptuous
ex-painter from Sweden who loved to wear the scantiest outfits. Sometimes this
worked to her disadvantage. Marina wore a practically frontless minidress (we
called it her Story of O dress) to the Provincetown carnival, and all the carny
workers went wild ogling her and refused to let her off the Ferris wheel until
they all had a chance to get a look. Marina begged and pleaded to be let off and
finally got sick all over herself from the half-hour ride. [ asked Marina to be my
new star and she came back to Baltimore with me to make Eat Your Makeup.

In the fall of 1967 I finally moved out of my parents” house and got my own
apartment. Bob, Marina, and I rented a downtown slum duplex that became the
new Dreamland Studios. Bob and I stole furniture and antiques from the lawns
of the wealthiest homes in town and began to decorate. Marina’s room looked
like something out of an Antonioni film, and her bed, draped in strange fabrics,
reminded me of Snow White’s coffin. Sometimes the heat would go off, but I
always scared the landlord into fixing it by telling him, “We know where you
live, and since we don’t have any heat, we’ll be there tonight to stay with your
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