
Ri6~1d·S.·F. Drag QueertStiH·Stlutti.ng 
Gay C()~'11urtity potriarchhos always been·'out'·.:..:. 1,~'H•lead N.Y. StoneYlaH parade 

• • • By Tara Shioya 
' . Chronlcle StaJfWrtter 

Gay is good.: That's the .gospei Jose Sar- • 
ria has been preaching since the late 
1940s, when he began performing camp 
versions of well-mown operas every Sun
day at the legendacy Black Cat bar·in " 
North Beach. • 

-At 8ge 70, "Jose (The Widow Norton) 
Sarria is proqably San Francisco's·oldest 
f ema:le impersonatpr; Straight audlences 
know him from his performances at the • 
Cat, and later at Finpcchio's and other 1 

venues. Yet to many in the gay communi
:iy lie is much more. A pioneer and politi
cal;be ts~ faih~r _figqr~ in a commu~ity 
where traditipnal notion~ of,moni and dad 
don't ahvays' apply. He sings. ·He tells sto-

.• ries. Bµt'abov.e all; he is defi:qitely out. 
Andattomorrow's Stonewall. celebrations 
iuNew York, he will be at tlie front of lne , 
parade. • , •• 

The only closet in'Sarria's life is tJ}e 
one he hangs his dresses in. Froni his Nob 
Hill apart~e~t, be talks ab~ut hjs p~st,.the 
Widow Norto_n and the message of open~ : 
ness he has trie,d top~ al'ong. "Be proud . 
ofwbat you are,'·' says Sarria, ·wrapped in 
a royal .. blue housecoat that trails to the 
£ic,or. "Look in t1',e minor and aec,ept 

what you see-, and hot what you'd liketo 
.see." Sarria 's roie in gay history includes 
sever.al.significant firsts. Well before Har
vey ,Milk, Sarria was the first openly gay . 
person to campaign for public office in 

• ' ' 

'The cross-dresse,:s, !'/ .• 
put it bluntly, we're the ·~ ~ 
ones who had the balls • 

• ', ... t 

to say, Look-l'm_(layl' 

San Francisco, -tunning' f,or supervisor in 
• 1001. He was unsuccessful. But he did win 
• nearly'7,000·vetes. ·: « • 

Three y'ears'later, he est~J:>llshed-the 
nation;s first '".court system/' a· ~ie:rarchy- : 
of honorary royalty-witll Empress and , 
Emperor ~•ti~ top, which beeame a major 
factor in'San Francisco'~ gay community . · • 
and one of tlie first gay charitable organi
zations in the country. Other cit,~ have • 
since set up their own court systems~ and • 
Sarria has been in.wide demand as an . 

. h~norary guest at cpronations in cities • 

from Vancouver, Briti&h Colqmbia, to , .. : 
Buffalo, New York over the past two ·. 
years. 

• Soon after the Black Cat closed in 1963, 
the Widow Norton was born. !aspired by 
.Joshua Norton, the self-proclaimed "Em
peror of the United States and Protector 
Qf Mexico," who died in 1880, Sarria took 
the name of-Norton's widow. Usually 
dressed· in black taffeta, with matching 
gloves and a bustle, the Widow Norton be
came a fairly familiar sight at AIDS bene
fits and:oihe~ g~ ~ommunity events~ 
• Most recently, the Widow was spo,tted 

. wearing flowered.bloomers and full , , 

. makeup at last weekend's ~'The Differ- : • 
ence is Divine: A Queer Cabaret,,_,. at Yer-

• ba Buena Gardens, where he and:fellow · 
• entert~Jn,er }4innie Pearl's Necklace per-· 
formed Right Sed.Frei:l's dlsco tune "I'm • · 
TO<i Sexy." Their way, of'course. - • 
' Though at Jimes his style has been un-· 

conventional, Sarria's motives have been· 
cons~tent. To. get his poirit across, h~ l).as . 
often resorted to outrageous mea,sures. • 
, One of the first San Francisco bars to 
w·elcome gay customers, the Black Cat 
drew,many .gay patron~. But upon seeing. 
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• Sarria outside tbe bar semu refu&. • 
Dd 10 even·acknowtedge Sarr1a►a 
preeenct\ lor fear of being asaocl-
ated with a gay ;place. ·. . 

01 would-scream until they 
tumed, around, ind then I'd curt
sey /t Sarria recalls, his eye.s 1w1n 
kDDI Jlke the tUamond M.d ear
ring& bewll!lr.a. f•Juat to let them 
loow I honey, that they weren't 
fooling anybody.And~- weren't 
fooling me!• , 
•• ~nia isonJ,of 25 peopJecbo-. 
sen bY the Stoaewall ceJebratlon 
comm.tnee who wtll lea'd mn,01'-
row~s- pu"d.O In Ntw York, "" and 
the others wW. be honored tor . 
their CCJ1trJ'b11tlons to gay· life in • 
• America at1 •emony followJDg 
lhe r 8&1Jvttlee. Sarrta aays be ls 
,glad lb.at nnnors I hat Ute 2& people 
cbei:ien would not tncludecraM• • 
~rser, proved untrue. 

~'Tl\e ~r-OflMlreaser-. to pac It 
blun~, we'rethu one11 who bad 
the baits tosay,, 1ook-I'm Aa)'f' .. 
beaays ... We're the 1leader1 ot the 
l)INldb,'1 

Former Black t'al patronutill 
remember Swta•s ttgranO opetat. 
lc~amlcide1.U ,as one writer put it, 
through tbe. Jll&Os and •GOs, Some 
200 to 300 peoplo wouJd pack the 
PJtnall 'Montgomery Street •aioon w 
watch Sar.r1a, perform opera etas.. • 
slcu·uch·as ''Carmen" aod "Ma· . 
dBDle Buttertly" Ills way. 

Weartna Kabukkiyte wbtte• 
face and a gown, a kimono or 
wllatever costume •tb• role called 
tor. Sarria would slnale-b&ffdedl)' 
sinB both male and female part& 
Words in tarnw, at1u were re. 
written with a distinctly gay top.f!t 
mcludlng llilhtly rib11d referenc• 
es to gay lite. At the end ol each 
pertnrmanee, Sarria wollld lead 
the audience in singing uaod Save 
Vs NelUe Qt.loons." (to tho tune of 
0 My Counb"y 'TJlotTbee.,), a ktnd 
of rallying balthtery for the then
auei'!nt ~Y movement. 

Stanford Stevenaoa remem• 
bcrs Sarrla'I BlactCnt day1~ 11He. 
was-4 sort or c:aialyat tbat v. .. , eJ .. 
tremely important In brtnctng tbe 

the events of Junt 2& 1069. 
~~newall was.not tbe be&lll· 

rung of &he gay·movement In Ute 
OaHedStar,es. saysSarrta, tap 
ping a well-mantcured finger on 
lbe table tor emphasis. 0Stoilewall 
was the beglnniffl ot natlonal rec
ognltfoo tJatpys 1n. the United 
States exJsted- lbat they could 
well b~ your next-door nelpbor~ 
NObOd)' ev~ UIOURbtabout that 
~orai•· • 

Whlle \b,lslalu&.at 1aya and les
bian& ln .Ametloo l1as tmpro-v,.rt 
greatly ·stnce then .. Sarria says 
thertt ix still mucll to he done, Ke 
aayahe iS l·rusuaied by dlVtstons 
within the gay eammunft.y over 
names and titlest preferrJ11g to use , gay comuurnlty to.a:tUaer fn San 

Francisca_" says Stevenson, 63 . • the catclH.11 term t1aay ." 
.. People would, ~ell 11nd r;crNm 
and laugb. The peopJe wko hung 
out at tht Oat knew be was doing 
.tt0metbing very speclaL He was 
very out and v:eryproud at a tbne 
wr,(~n It wasn'lsafeto&e," 

Sama remembers the day, 
wben anybody wearlng white 
jea,.DI Wat fUSPOOted Of being• bo,. 
mosenaI. harassed, even arrested 
by police. Now. cross-dreNtog ts a 
common sight on Sui ft'aDdsco -
streets, aad many San Fnnclaoo 

. pnUce ornoer,ue openly gay and 
Jeablan. Serr~ acbowledges the 
sJgnifleanceot Stonewall, but be· 
pointsout that tbeatrnggletor gay 
riabti Jn &an Francisco predates 

tte ftndt tbe word "'3Jleor~~ of• 
leulve, and Its oonn.ot1Uon11 pro. 

• f oundJY negatlv.e. He calls lbe d► 
bate over the naming ot latt 
week•• L~blan/Gay Freedom pa
rade an u.nner.•ary d!verston 
Irorn the real struggle for r1pts. 

SanJa says ht hopes that Ule 
gay eommuntty Will come lOltther • 
over a untty of purpose. and that 
debates over wbat aay people-call 
themselves and their parade will 
cease. • • 

~0ne day ma}'be rll • It. lt'II 
be a human right& clay celebra· 
tlon. • Sarria saya. muling a llttlo. • 
"Because the rfgb.ts that we fJght 
for are buir.ally human rlgh&a." 


