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ran for the Boai~d of Supervisors'. A:dqress-· o· . n the ·:s~n~e : ~1ght :th.at: ingtheupcoming,elect.ions,Anun_ian@cluip-
,.. , · ,glamovo~s actressKirnNovak , • ped, '·'If lam e{,e-{·eiected Pr~sicle0t oU h~· 

·, ·, , gr.aced. the 'Castro with a· per- · " :<.! United States. • be \ iery , cost-
, , '' , sonal ·'appearance ' at ,the local ' effective,, since wn first lady!" 

• theater, ' fanious . drag.stress· , •• · ~ • ot . aP,pea/ in 
Jose Sarrj~ (the:Widpw Norton) _ap.peared ~in_ Pi 1,.' hav!ng ju~t 
person3n a l0c,ilchurch. . . . . . ·e · tion in Toron-
. As a fuHd-raii,er for Castro Area Planning 1t . out ilil ~ lo~eiy 
+ Action (CAPA), organizers.featured an in-. . Japmiles .•. . K . . mia,no ·1txplaine'd thcit 
tervi~w of veteran gay .activist and founder _ 9arria .is very f<?mous in Jap.l'I'l / s<~ he wa,s 
of the Imperial Court System, Jose -Sarria, · wearing " this • beaut iful scl'lple1.ta." A.np. 
conducted by Superv.isor Tom Amrniano- s'peaki , • , Sarria said·foat wa back 

' at ·Metropolitan · Community Churcfi 01:1 • i 'his coh.or~s f. 
Oct 18. : • : : : • : • : . • : ~ . rig 1n1 l:ieaut , 

"We are comrnitt,ed to shaping the frJtqre. . • jz~s "tf1a.~ i~ t 
of Ot.).r neighbqrhood \hr_ough plann~rtg and . fa Iacy ever'." ay youth might tvant to _take 
action, ,ci.nd building relationships with other a lesson from the gay . young-at,.h~ar~. , : 
f.le~ghborhoods and our city government,''. 
saxs <;:APA' s mission statement. ''Working- • 

, 'together as residents and merchants, we will 
honor the integrity of the Castro and· pro-· 
mote, respect; diversity, · history, · pride, 
rights, and responsibilities within our coin'-: 
m~n_ity1." It was only fitting a_nd proper that 
kmgtjme San Francis,;::an and first gay to rent 
im. :th'~ . Castro, Jose Sarria, speak . of the, 

, his:tory and, pri9-e : of pre-gay lib homo 
society.. . , 

','This is the third in our Fall series · of 
presentations concerning gay history," ex_; 
plained Lintcsm ~tables oCCAP A. ,, 'W_e ~re 
prnu,d to haye a former cand1_da_te _for super
visor and c!- ctiU'.r.ent su per:visor on' 011r stage.'' ' 

, Stables then •introduced Supervisor Am- . 
' rnianp, w~o introduced Sarria, who ·omce . 

BLACK CAT CATECH~SM ,, ' 

When Ammiarm questioned Sarria,abo~t , 
the' history of the in:fa:rtious Black Cat oar,, the 
reriownRd dra·" opera v,l'ho , 
nightly w9we e of, times 
when w_ell-kno d public 9.f-
{icia-ls would ~ . ,ck Cat, be 
spotted by Jose I out again. 

·' '-'They ½;,er~ petrified I,w~s going to iqentify • 
them and they might lpse their po?itiq'l)s/ ' ·, 
said Sarria. "They knew I was ·a fruitcake, 

• but I netcer ex osed them,,altrkm h I alwa s· 
• , 'l0ld . ,p proud , 

• a.rt ze:" ·, •• • 
· , • . . . . , tfy in the 'f 
' writing. an au,to~iogt~phy a_nd ac~ordingly 

comm~nted, '.'There ~ea l0~ of queen,s ~om 



the Black Cat days who are very upset about 
this, but that's the spice of life, isn't it?" She 

,then giggled a·nd made a delightfully evil 
face. 

Sarria said the bar was very bohemian and 
cutting-edge for its time, with liberated 
women in pants smoking cigarettes and 
svdalizing with each other,' while bold m.en 
in all sorts of outfits danced with' each other. 
This was Sarria' s stage; ·where he would' per
form various opera£· in his , tenor-trained 
voice all d9lled up in various high drag. ''I 
could reach high-C without even crossing 
my legs," he joked. 

But during those dark days l:iefore gay 
liberation, ·it was illegal to-d<> drag except for 
Hallmveen. '' And at the sti:oke.of midnight ' 
those Cinderellas had.better be off the ~treets 
or they we'.r.tt right to · jail," Sarria ~aici. , 

POLITICAL ASPIRATIONS 

The Black Cat closed its doors h1 1961 
because, according to the Widow, they 
simply got tired of fighting to stay open. 
ShorUy after that Sarria ran for SF Super
v.isor, ''because the Queen Bee no longer 
had a t~rone [ at tli\e Black C.at']. '' He said he 
campaigned m order to IhakP a public state
ment during a time when gay , people 
thought they were secondary citizens, but 
he always maintained pride in who he was 
and had a deep desire to help others feel 
proud of their proclivities. "I didn't win, but 
I gavethem a good nm fortheu:;money,'' he 
said, sp,eaking of the '7,000 voting gay peo
ple' and his other sti:aight supporters. "The 
·gay vote has been heavily ' n:mrted ever 
since, '' he boasted. 

TI1e Widow Norton has always been ir1 the 
forefront of gay movements. He summed up 
the formation of the Tavern Guild in 1964 as 
"32 ambitious, money-seeking queens all 
wanting to be the leaders of San Francisco; 
but I thought to myself--over my dead 
body!" 

'ONE DEAD EMPEROR 
AND :A VERY MUCH ALIVE EMPRESS 

Shortly after that in 1965, Sarria declared 
himsel{ the widO\:v of an historical, 
hysterical, legendary character of early Bar
bary Coast times, a lovable lunatic who 
decided he wa~ Emperor of the United 
Stat@s and Protector of Mexico in 1854. 

. Emperor Joshua NprtOI) ceased ruling his, 
monarchy in January 1880, when he sud
denly collapsed dead while strolling down 
Kearny Street. The entire city went into 
mourning, flying its flags half-mast in 
genuine sorrow over the end of their king 's 
twenty-six-year reign .. But then, about as 

many years ago, Sarria ceremonjously sto('>d 
at the Colma gravesite of Norton in black 
mourning veils, proclaiming himself the 
widow of Norton, rightful holder of the ti
tle Empress I of San Francisco. And from 
that declaration sprahg the .impr~ssive inter
national court sy.stem as •we know it too.9y. 

• n TAKES BALLS to GO TO BALLS 

Sarri~ disclosed· a poor drag queen's sar
torial secret: years ago he would go to ritzy 
shops such as I. Magnin' sand purchase an 
expensive designer gown with a charge a~
count, saying he was buying it for .his sister;' 
he \v0uld temporarily line the _collar and , 
wrists so as not to St)il the frock with n).ake
up, and the next ·day_ return the· dress 
without having to pay for it. He vwre one 'of 
these fancy-schmaf.lcy numbers t() a'ba11 }n 
his honor, but , the f1t~ending drag queens 
had to share a banquet ropm with mourners 
attending a Chinese wake. He said he and 
his fellow nellie fellas looked so elegant in 
their gorgeous gowns that the Chinese 
fodies flocked around the~ and prc1ctically 
ignored their husbands. A.pparently this is 
the power Gt ai1 extrava~ant _o,utfit. . . 

Naturally, not eyery nigh\ was an o~c~s1\m 
to dress to the nines and feel like the belle 
of the baH. But he said that even on the worst 
of days he would always force himself· to 
"stand in front of my mirror and say, 'Good 
morning, Mary, how are you?' and then 
take a man's razor .and shave." 

"I do not believe I've ever done anything 
to hurt the gay cop1inun1.ty,'' he prnfessed, 
'' Anq the gay . con1munity has bee,n very 
good to me." He illustrated his point by 
defending the drag queens who are chas
tised by S(HT\e critics for improperly 
represe11ting the gay community. "The 
dress-up queens have been called a disgrace 
to the hurhan race, but let me tell vou that 
it was tl)o~e nellie queens that ~ad ,tl~e baUs 
to get out there andfight,fo,r our rights,'' he 
said, recoHeding the days of the Stone\vall 
Riots and even before that historical homo 
rebellion . 

"Song has always united a people as they 
march for their cause," said Sarria. ' 'I choose 
to sing ana skip for my cause." And. then to 
close the evening's visit with the Widow 
No1tqn, Sarria took 'the a,uqienc\:' back to the. 
c;iays ,of the Black ·Cat wher, ·the bar was, 
abcmt to dose, or ,when someone got busted 
for being ,a homosexirnl-aiJld the patrons 
stood up tall to proudly sing theh: homo 
hymn to

0

the tune of "My Country 'Tis of 
Thee." Sarria led the captivatrd CAPA 
crowd in the very same rousing anthem, 
"Cod Save Us Nellie Queens." 'Y 
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