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For Dr. Che Gossett, who has guided me toward the light my whole life long. Your profound dedication not only made this book possible, but also created a world where all can bask in a deeper understanding of Marsha’s beauty.

And for all who travel the path that Marsha P. Johnson paved with her life, thank you for carrying forward the gift of her legacy.






The times of the Village, from 14th Street to Christopher Street. The memories. People should never forget where they came from.

—Egyptt LaBeija, Atlantic Is a Sea of Bones

With all the negative attitudes and anti-us people in this world, we need to remember that we are unique and wonderful! We are the creative souls of humankind.

—Miss Major, Dear Glamour Girls!
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Introduction

In June 2020, during a global racial reckoning and a pivotal moment in the movement declaring Black Lives Matter, an estimated fifteen thousand people wearing white and brandishing colorful protest signs flooded the streets of Brooklyn to declare that Black Trans Lives Matter. The “size and intensity stunned bystanders, participants, and the organizers themselves,” according to The New York Times. What began as a shared dream between Brooklyn drag queen West Dakota and West’s mentor, Merrie Cherry, quickly grew into a powerful organizing moment named Brooklyn Liberation: A March for Black Trans Lives. With initial support from activists Eliel Cruz and Fran Tirado, a dedicated team soon formed. This included seasoned organizers like Raquel Willis, Ianne Fields Stewart, Kalaya’an Mendoza, Peyton Dix, and Robyn Ayers. Mohammed Fayaz, a member of the iconic nightlife group Papi Juice, designed the flyer. A hundred volunteers supported the massive amount of work leading up to and on the day of the march. Black-led organizations such as Black Trans Travel Fund, The Okra Project, Marsha P. Johnson Institute, GLITS, For the Gworls, and Black Trans Femmes in the Arts Collective played a pivotal role prior to and during the rally and march. From atop the Brooklyn Museum the performer Junior Mintt, artist and activist Joshua Obawole Allen, and movement elder Ceyenne Doroshow spoke and conveyed to the crowd the pride that we as Black trans people deserve to feel.
 
At the time, I lived within walking distance of the Brooklyn Museum. I’ll never forget stepping down from my stoop in Bed-Stuy that day and seeing dozens—soon hundreds—of people moving down the street in unison, all dressed in white, heading to the museum in a powerful collective affirmation of lives like mine. What felt especially moving was that I could still remember back in 2006 stepping off the train outside the Brooklyn Museum facing down anti-trans harassment. It happened frequently. Now these same streets where I’d once felt isolated in moments of fear were being transformed into a space for healing and safety. That day in June Raquel Willis’s voice carried for blocks in Brooklyn as she told thousands of people, “I believe in Black Trans Power!” I felt so overcome with emotion, as if the community I had long dreamed about and worked to create was coming alive all around me. This wasn’t an isolated moment either. The movement continued through the following year with the activist and costume designer Qween Jean, who rightly names herself as one of Marsha P. Johnson’s spiritual daughters, leading the crowd in a chant from atop the Brooklyn Museum during the second annual Brooklyn Liberation rally.

This unprecedented attention on Black life in the United States was catalyzed from a painful phenomenon: the ongoing epidemic of police brutality against Black people, wherein police terrorize and kill Black Americans with impunity. June 2020’s Black Trans Lives Matter march honored Layleen Polanco, a twenty-seven-year-old Black trans woman who died in a solitary confinement cell on Rikers Island in June 2019. Polanco suffered an epileptic seizure; surveillance footage recovered a year later showed that Rikers guards failed to seek lifesaving medical intervention for her. Polanco was being held at Rikers on $500 bail for a sex work charge.

History repeats itself. In spite of making some strides in trans representation, we have not yet come as far as we deserve. Black trans people continue to navigate precarity, but the mainstream is finally asking what can be done about it.

Exactly fifty years before Polanco’s death, another Black trans sex worker was at the forefront of the fight against the police brutality inflicted upon poor, Black, and queer people. That icon was Marsha P. Johnson. Telling Marsha’s story is imperative in this cultural moment: a moment when the world is finally ready to listen, to honor her life and legacy, and to connect today’s fight for Black lives with the same glorious fight that began decades ago.

On a hot, incendiary night in June 1969, Marsha famously stood at the vanguard of the Stonewall Riots, a weeks-long uprising now widely recognized as the birth of the modern gay liberation movement. In 1960s New York City, countless bars and restaurants refused to serve gay patrons, and those that did were continually raided by police. At the time, the New York Police Department repeatedly harassed queer bargoers under the guise of enforcing cruel “three articles” laws, wherein a person was legally required to wear three articles of clothing that conformed to the sex doctors assigned them at birth. Flaunting their style and flouting the law, drag queens like Marsha went out loudly and proudly for the evening dressed in slinky skirts, rhinestone-covered tops, costume jewelry, and colorful heels. Their very presence was an act of resistance against anti-cross-dressing laws, a resistance they were brutally punished for.

The Stonewall Inn, a rowdy gay bar in New York’s Greenwich Village, had only recently begun allowing queens like Marsha inside. That night, the police sauntered in like they had so many times before—except this time they declared that they would be shutting down the bar for good. They began roughing up the femmes and butches and queens inside, aggressively patting them down to the point of sexual assault, pushing them against liquor-stained walls and belittling their transgressive attire.

Suddenly, like a match falling into a pool of gasoline, the scene exploded. Bar patrons resisted the police, with queens wildly swinging their purses to deflect punches and butches fighting off handcuffs. Gays and lesbians linked arms outside, screaming at the police to leave their beloved sanctuary alone, with chants of “Fag Power” and “Liberate the bar!” bouncing off the cobblestone streets. Young queers on surrounding blocks ran over to join the mayhem, lighting trash cans on fire, kissing their lovers, and freeing their friends from police constraints.

Much folklore and swirling legend surround Marsha’s role in the riots: stories of her throwing a shot glass and screaming “I GOT MY CIVIL RIGHTS!” when cops demanded that she show them her ID; of her climbing a lamppost to drop a bag of bricks on a police car windshield, shattering it; of her fixing her makeup in a broken mirror fragment picked up off the ground, murmuring, “Thank God the revolution has begun, honey.”

No one knows exactly what happened on the nights of these raucous, wild clashes, but every historian of this period of LGBTQIA+ history agrees: Marsha P. Johnson was integral to the fiery resistance that took hold, and the movement wouldn’t have galvanized without her. The collective memory remains in dispute, but Marsha herself recalled vivid details, including the specific song playing from the jukebox in the Stonewall’s back room—Marvin Gaye’s “I Heard It Through the Grapevine”—just as the police arrived. Marsha stood up amid a backdrop of camaraderie, defiance, and chaos, and she embodied the spirit of resistance by challenging the police’s authority and sparking a collective action that would mark the beginning of a new era. Every year thereafter, the LGBTQIA+ community has celebrated Pride in June, honoring the legacy of those nights.

It is because of Marsha’s legacy that decades later thousands of people screamed “BLACK TRANS LIVES MATTER” in unison on the street, rallying together in joy and mourning. It is because of Marsha’s life—because of the revolution that she sparked, which sparked the modern LGBTQIA+ rights movement—that it was recently made illegal in America for a workplace to fire a person because they are trans. And it is also Marsha’s groundbreaking commitment to queer glamour and performance that paved the way for Black gender-bending, sexually transgressive superstars like Prince and RuPaul and all the pop stars who utilize Black queer and trans culture today.

But Marsha does not resemble most other civil-rights activists of the era. Like Polanco, and so many other Black trans women today who continue to be criminalized for the way they live, Marsha was a street-based sex worker who was constantly harassed by police. She was unruly and unstoppable, and she was disinterested entirely in respectability and assimilation.

Instead, Marsha’s deepest commitment was to showing up as the most fully alive version of herself. People recognized her everywhere she went, and her unique flair was simply unforgettable: She favored bright pinks, reds, greens, and blues, and donned silky party dresses and fur coats. Her cheeks were brushed with rosy blush, her eyeshadow had a sparkly pink pop, and her wide, radiant smile was lacquered in a deep, glossy red shine. Always strapped for cash, Marsha often did her makeup at department store counters, and nearly every look was topped off with her signature accessories: shiny beaded costume jewelry and a crown made of faux craft-style flowers that formed a halo on her head, offering her an air of otherworldly saintliness.

Marsha was also uniquely and unconditionally loving. She dedicated her life to her community and was called “Saint Marsha” by friends and chosen family because of her profound generosity of spirit and her religious commitment to finding God in everyone around her. She cared for friends when no one else cared if they lived or died. Later in life she became a caregiver to friends living with AIDS, and she herself lived with HIV.

One of Marsha’s most beloved sisters was Sylvia Rivera, a loud, blunt, and unapologetic Latina street queen and sex worker. After Stonewall, Marsha and Sylvia founded STAR—Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries—a grassroots organization dedicated to advocating for young trans people facing homelessness and police violence. Together, they opened STAR House on New York’s Lower East Side, which housed, fed, and clothed trans friends in need, and paid the rent through their own sex working and hustling.

At nearly the same time Marsha created STAR, she began her life as a performer with the off-off-Broadway theatrical troupes the Hot Peaches and the Angels of Light. Performing onstage in over thirty productions, she connected with the heart of audiences. In one memorable performance, she took the stage adorned in a radiant dress with pinned plastic flowers, symbolizing both the ephemeral beauty of marginalized lives and the enduring strength of those deemed disposable by society. This performance, held in a cramped downtown New York venue, a momentary sanctuary for the queer community, challenged the audience to see the beauty in the discarded, mirroring how Marsha herself found beauty and purpose in the struggles of her life. Her ability to transform the stage into a platform for social commentary and self-actualization illustrated her belief in the power of art as a tool for change. Through her performances, Marsha not only captivated audiences but also invited them to question societal norms and embrace a greater sense of freedom for the LGBTQIA+ community.

Marsha’s talent captured the attention of her era’s icons. Performances with Angels of Light and the Hot Peaches drew figures including Andy Warhol, Stevie Wonder, and members of the Beatles. She was a muse for many, including Warhol, who later immortalized her in multiple portraits, and Earth, Wind & Fire, when she graced one of their album covers. She even boldly approached MGM Studios while in Hollywood, declaring her stardom and desire to act on film. For Marsha, the street and the stage were equally her canvas, and she continued to captivate the collective imagination of her audiences.
 
Marsha’s unique blend of performance art and activism shone brightly during the darkest days of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Her involvement with the Hot Peaches theater group was not merely as a stage for her artistic expression; it was also a powerful medium for raising awareness about the crisis engulfing her community. Marsha frequently performed in AIDS hospices and hospital wards, covered in glitter, dedicating her art as an homage to those she lost. She used her artwork as care work, and she sought to be as close to her community as possible in a moment when government neglect was escalating the epidemic. Through her art, Marsha not only entertained but educated, using her platform to highlight the devastating impact of AIDS on the LGBTQIA+ community and the need for compassion, support, and action. This act of blending activism with artistry showed Marsha’s multifaceted approach to advocacy, leaving an indelible mark on both the artistic world and the fight against HIV/AIDS.

This book honors Marsha’s life and will explore its entirety: from her religious upbringing in Elizabeth, New Jersey, to turning tricks in Times Square, to holding séances to keep her sisters safe, to hurling shot glasses at Stonewall, to caring for those dying from AIDS, to mentoring young trans women. And there would have been many more stories to tell if her sequins had sparkled longer.

In July 1992, joggers running along the East River witnessed the body of Marsha P. Johnson in its currents. The circumstances around her death presented a mystery that reflected the violence faced by many in the queer and trans communities. The NYPD could not be bothered and hastily labeled it a suicide. Friends of Marsha, knowing the precarity of Black queer and trans people, pushed back. They were steadfast in their belief that her death, just like her life, deserved the kind of care beyond the NYPD’s business as usual. They rallied for justice, challenging the police’s initial ruling of suicide. The NYPD based this hasty assessment on information from a few short phone calls she had made to her loved ones. Marsha’s family and friends demanded more consideration be given to her death. Their activism, an ongoing demonstration of Marsha’s enduring impact, prompted a reconsideration of her death to “undetermined causes,” a small but significant victory against a system quick to dismiss the lives of queer and trans people of color. Years later, in 2012, the persistence of trans activists prompted the NYPD to revisit her case, though a veil of mystery remains largely intact today.

My journey into Marsha P. Johnson’s story began in the vibrant early mornings on Christopher Street, the very place where Marsha’s legacy was cemented into history. I had started college at Columbia University in 2002, and I would regularly take the subway downtown to the Christopher Street stop. In the early 2000s, this street was a sanctuary for young queer and trans people of color like myself, buzzing with an electrifying joy. Despite the police’s efforts to enforce curfews and shut down our gatherings, we thrived. No one could take our joy. My friends didn’t have cell phones, and smartphones had not yet arrived, so we took photos of each other with disposable cameras and archived these moments mostly in our memories.

I joined the activist group FIERCE, which advocated for young queer and trans people of color and our right to be ourselves in any space. I also took a job at the community drop-in center The Door, doing outreach on Christopher Street about The Door’s sexual health services and other free programs. My whole life revolved around this small section of the West Village. This neighborhood felt larger than any place I’d been before, because I didn’t have to shrink or hide my identity there. Finally, I was invited to embody my full self, and all aspects of my identity were welcomed and activated there. I faced danger there as well, just as Marsha had in her day, and I remember running through New York City streets to evade physical harm from transphobic people who wanted to hurt my friends and me. And in other moments I remembered us fighting back.

Amid my work, a personal battle waged on—a struggle with my own queerness and the acceptance of my trans identity, amplified by the lack of representation of Black trans women. As I built community in her old neighborhood, Marsha’s name began to surface. Whispered tales of her resilience and spirit slowly pieced together an image of a Black trans woman who defied the world with her authenticity.

A pivotal moment for me came when I discovered Black trans elders like Miss Major, who shared bonds of friendship and activism with Marsha P. Johnson during the 1960s, particularly in the fight against police and prison violence. When I learned about Miss Major and Marsha, their stories taught me that I was not isolated in my struggles. Instead, I was part of a continuum of resilient individuals who have navigated life’s challenges with courage and determination.

I decided to learn more about Marsha, and I soon found myself becoming one of the leading archivists of her story. I reached out to her friends, and they shared with me stories, photos, and video recordings that captured her life. I sourced VHS tapes from her friends and posted films of her speaking online. I digitized articles that were gathering dust in library boxes. I wrote about her, talked about her, cried about her, and communed with her. In following her story, I began my own interior transformation, led by Marsha, away from shame. I had endured transphobic hate and violence, and her light guided me back to a feeling of self-worth and empowerment.
 
As I found more material, I started to wonder why so few people knew about Marsha. I realized that her life had been deemed unimportant and unworthy of documenting by historians. The historical erasure of Black trans life means so many of us are disconnected from the legacies of trans women before us, denied access to stories about ourselves, in our own voices. So it became increasingly important for me to not just find out more about Marsha but to share every bit of what I learned through my blog, writing, and community organizing work. I knew that we needed to reclaim and to be nourished by our history.

I joined up with filmmaker Sasha Wortzel to codirect a film about Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera called Happy Birthday, Marsha! We did archival research, conducted interviews, and collected oral histories. We then filmed over two years, casting Mya Taylor, who rose to acclaim as the lead of the award-winning film Tangerine, to play Marsha P. Johnson. We hired hundreds of actors and crew members to transform Gay Street, the Stonewall Inn, Sheridan Square Park, and more into their 1969 versions, renting vintage NYPD cars and filling the streets with period costumes and action. We built sets of hourly hotels and Marsha’s apartment to transport us back in time. I felt like we were on a critical path that Marsha had laid out for us, like I was living my purpose by sharing her story with the world. Ultimately, it premiered at Outfest in Los Angeles, winning Special Mention, and later screened at the British Film Institute’s Flare film festival. You can now stream the film on Amazon Prime.

There have been other keepers of the Marsha flame who came before me. In 1996, Leslie Feinberg published her book Transgender Warriors, in which she writes about many transgender figures, including brief yet powerful writing about Marsha. Feinberg even dedicated the book to her.

Randy Wicker, a dear friend of Marsha’s, her roommate for ten years, and a key organizer of the Justice for Marsha campaign following her death, held most of the photos and videotape of Marsha in addition to writing about her at the time in his yearly Christmas newsletter. He also helped produce the 2012 Marsha documentary Pay It No Mind.

The Oscar-nominated musician Anohni named her band, Anohni and the Johnsons, after Marsha and has written songs about her. She met Marsha right before her passing and organized a funeral march soon after Marsha’s body was found. She has been a key source of information and support for this book, keeping safe some of the few video interviews that exist of Marsha.

The luminary downtown performer Agosto Machado had forged a thirty-year friendship with Marsha. Agosto created a living shrine to Marsha and the stars of her time, and the art piece has been acquired by the Museum of Modern Art in New York City.

Marsha’s nephew Al was DJing in the 1980s when he first saw Marsha on an Earth, Wind & Fire album cover. Al and Marsha’s siblings and extended family have advocated for her recognition through storytelling and organizing, and they have brought more people into knowing the beauty of Marsha’s full story.

As a result of my efforts and theirs, Marsha began to enter the public record—slowly at first, and then seemingly all at once. Over the past few years, The New York Times and other newspapers have written obituaries honoring Marsha’s life. She’s been the subject of films, both of my own making and by others. She’s graced murals and billboards, she’s been cited as fashion inspiration at the Met Gala, and she’s been invoked multiple times by both President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris.

In August 2020, on what would have been her seventy-fifth birthday, lawmakers in Marsha’s hometown of Elizabeth, New Jersey, partnered with her family and announced plans to erect a monument in her honor. That same month New York governor Andrew Cuomo announced that the East River State Park would be renamed in her honor, making it the first state park in the nation named for an LGBTQIA+ person.

After languishing in obscurity for decades, Marsha’s image is now encountered constantly: on social media, in articles, on protest signs, and even on government property.

And yet, the definitive record of her life—of who she really was—had yet to be written. I wrote Marsha because she deserves a joyful, inspiring, and accessible biography that honors the fullness of her life. It is my desire that this book will give this remarkable figure her rightful place in history. In her rapid journey from obscurity to counterculture symbol, many of her most fascinating and salacious stories have been lost along the way. It is time to tell the full story of Marsha P. Johnson in all its messy, infinite, beautiful glory.

It is my dream that every reader of Marsha’s story will take away from it the permission to be their whole self. No matter the setting—a court hearing, a Times Square corner, a welfare office, or a lover’s apartment—Marsha didn’t alter herself or her values for anybody. She was always her fullest, truest, and unruliest self. Indeed, the “P” in her name stood for “Pay It No Mind,” the standard response she offered whenever someone asked about her gender, a cheeky way of saying that who she was was no one’s business but her own.

Marsha’s biography embodies the beauty of deviance. She understood the power of aesthetic resistance; she knew that in a world where cross-dressing was illegal, wearing a bold lip color or twirling in a hot pink skirt was a political choice that held the power to change everything.

Today, as society teeters between acceptance and suppression, Marsha’s spirit reminds us of the strength of the Black trans and queer community. While she “crossed the River Jordan” in 1992, as she would have put it, her legacy is evidence of the resilience and brilliance of Black trans individuals. Her spirit, as vast as the dreams she had, remains a beacon for many, guiding them toward self-worth and larger-than-life aspirations. She has never been more alive.

The pages that follow explore the depths of Marsha’s life, from her origins in Elizabeth to the hustling and bustling Times Square to the riotous West Village. The book brings to life the community care she offered through her performances, AIDS home care, and mothering. It shows her impact, and how she became a symbol for an entire community. Contemporary icons like Janet Mock, Raquel Willis, Aaron Rose Philip, and the living legend Miss Major all shape this biography through their appreciations and memories of Marsha. This is not just the story of Marsha P. Johnson, but a constellation of all the lives she touched and the enduring legacy she didn’t just leave behind but continues to live through.

Marsha was not merely an activist—she was an artist and a performer, a lover and a mentor, a mischievous and transgressive Virgo queen paving the way for all of the beauty, pleasure, and freedom that queer people are able to access today.

The way Marsha lived her life shows us that we don’t have to conform to neat boxes or outside expectations: her story will embolden the closeted gay college student to wear nail polish for the first time in public, the middle-aged parent to transition later in life, and the teenage girl to work up the courage to ask her same-gender crush to prom. But Marsha’s story will travel far beyond a queer readership: it has the power to touch everyone, because everyone suffers from the social pressure to fit in and take the “normal,” pre-approved path in life. Marsha didn’t wait for the world to tell her she could be free; she told the world she already was free, and that they’d better catch up.

Marsha paved the way for fellow trailblazing queer icons and art like Lil Nas X, Madonna, Lady Gaga, Beyoncé’s Act I: Renaissance album, and RuPaul’s Drag Race to charm the world—she was a global icon making her own way out of no way, ahead of her time, on the cutting edge of a heady mixture of politics, seduction, jubilation, and deviance.

This book won’t only educate readers about Black trans beauty, art, and survival; it will also allow them to apply the pleasure and excitement of their freedom in their own lives. Marsha isn’t special because she had something special inside of her—it was her proximity to her inner truth and her ability to live it authentically that made her so special. Every reader inherently has that inner truth inside them.

Heroism is embodied when you’re living your truth. How free are we going to let ourselves be? The gift of Marsha’s life provides an answer to this question, and every reader will get to carry that gift with them, giving themselves permission to be their most free, unruly, fabulous selves.

This book will join the definitive public record of Marsha’s life, death, and legacy.

Pay it some mind.








CHAPTER 1 Marsha, the Jersey Kid

On a rainy day in early June 1992 Marsha sat in the cozy kitchen of a West Village apartment surrounded by an eclectic group of friends from across her artistic circle. The kitchen, small and unassuming, buzzed with a mix of anticipatory laughter and the kind of quiet intimacy of friends trading memories.

Tony “Fish” Nunziata, Marsha’s friend from the theater, hovers over his stove filling the room with the aroma of meatloaf and soup, darting back and forth to Marsha to make sure she’s well-fed. Earlier that month Tony organized some of his friends to start a documentary centering the beauty and power of Marsha P. Johnson.

As Tony crafts a cappuccino for Marsha, Rick Morrison—another downtown New York luminary and friend of Marsha’s—lights a cigarette, and the filmmaker Mike Kasino, who met Marsha for the first time that night, sets up his camera, ready to document the evening’s narratives. The room is charged with an electric energy, especially from Tony, who views Marsha with deep admiration. Despite her weariness from walking miles in the rain during the AIDS Walk a day earlier, Marsha’s spirit is undiminished, her readiness to share her story as vibrant as ever.

Adorned in a green dress with a palm tree motif, pants peeking from underneath, and a neon magenta sequin hat, Marsha radiates charisma. Her sandy brown hair, gold sequin headband, and stud earrings complement her animated storytelling. The conversation turns to her childhood and her mother’s humorous dating advice, sparking giggles with Marsha’s playful realization of its falsehood:

“My mother said, ‘Don’t worry, you’ll meet a millionaire daddy who will take care of you!’ Lies! Nowadays, you can’t fool children. Children catch on very fast.”

Marsha then reflects on the censored television programming of her youth, with observations that draw hearty laughter from her friends as she traces her childhood naivety back to the innocent portrayals of family life she saw on television.
 
“Honey, when I was a child, there was no such thing as homosexuals on TV! It was all about I Love Lucy and The Brady Bunch, all these decent, respectable families.”

As the evening unfolds and the camera rolls on Marsha, the kitchen transforms into a sanctuary of history, hope, and storytelling.

It was during moments like these that Marsha often found herself reflecting on the journey from her childhood in Elizabeth to the vibrant heart of Greenwich Village. It was a journey marked not only by the challenges she faced but also by the love and lessons from those who had shaped her earliest days, especially her mother.

Marsha’s mother, Alberta Claiborne, was from Elizabeth, and her father, Malcolm Michaels Sr., had moved from Virginia to Linden, New Jersey, as part of the Great Migration. They married and settled in Elizabeth, a largely working-class Black and Italian town. They had six children: Alfred, Charles, Bob, Jeannie, Norma, and Marsha, then known to her family as Malcolm Michaels Jr., and affectionately as Mikey.

Elizabeth at the time of Marsha’s birth was a racially segregated city, and the Michaels family, as a Black household navigating systemic racism, offered each other support and care. Within their neighborhood, there were many different nationalities and there was a feeling of safety from anti-Black racism. At the same time, there were distinct white Italian sections in Elizabeth where Black people were not welcomed.

During the time of Marsha’s childhood, the city of Elizabeth was already on the cusp of becoming a center for civil rights activism. Shortly after Marsha turned two, Elizabeth emerged as a battleground for civil rights. In 1947, a significant moment unfolded as Granville Nesbitt, a key NAACP leader and a pillar in Elizabeth’s African American community, joined forces with Stephen Sampson, a determined Black veteran. Together, they launched a pivotal protest against the discriminatory practices of a local Howard Johnson’s restaurant and hotel. With a demand for equality, their protest mobilized approximately one hundred people to encircle the venue in a powerful demonstration. This act of defiance not only challenged the status quo but also laid the groundwork for the Civil Rights Movement in Elizabeth, igniting a spark of activism that future generations would continue to carry forward. Years later, Marsha, having been shaped by this early activism, chose to adopt “Johnson” from Howard Johnson’s as her new surname.

Stephen Sampson would later found a barbershop four minutes from Marsha’s home, which Marsha’s nephew Al recalls as a neighborhood fixture. Inside he built a library of African American history and made a rule that to get a haircut at his barbershop you first needed to learn how to operate a voting machine. This level of civic engagement in Elizabeth cultivated in Marsha a deep sense of justice.

The legacy of the Black freedom movement in Elizabeth, New Jersey, continued through the 1960s. Blatant racial discrimination in employment spurred waves of civil rights activism. The exclusion was starkly visible when African American workers were overlooked for jobs in the Union County Courthouse construction. Local labor unions, steeped in racial and gender biases of the times, opened their doors only to white men, often those with familial ties within the union. This racist exclusion ignited fierce demonstrations in 1964, culminating on August 11 in a significant revolt that echoed through Elizabeth and mirrored upheavals in Paterson, New Jersey. Fueled by a deep-seated frustration over police violence, housing disparities, and economic sidelining, these protests forcefully demanded change, including calls for better housing and fair rent practices. This wave of activism didn’t just challenge existing inequalities; it set the stage for a broader dialogue on civil rights, housing justice, and economic inclusion.

During Marsha’s childhood, social life for LGBTQIA+ people in New Jersey happened largely underground. After Prohibition ended, New Jersey established the Division of Alcoholic Beverage Control (ABC), giving its director the power to set rules for alcohol consumption. This meant that liquor license holders were expected to follow state guidelines. Bar owners faced penalties if they allowed patrons who did not conform to traditional gender expectations, violating ABC’s Rules 4 and 5. These rules related to how licensees should conduct themselves and use their premises. ABC agents, upon observing individuals they believed were openly expressing nontraditional gender identities, would report on their clothing, body language, and voice pitch. These reports could lead to accusations of “female impersonation” or “male impersonation.” Such charges, sometimes along with other violations or even just the presence of individuals perceived as queer, could result in legal actions and fines against the bar owners. The New York Times reported an instance from 1939 when a tavern in Newark was temporarily shut down after serving a man who presented himself in makeup and spoke in a notably feminine tone. The ABC commissioner wrote, “It is clear that homosexuals may well have a harmful effect on some members of the public. Furthermore, where they congregate and conduct themselves in the manner hereinbefore related, they are a threat to the safety and morals of the public.”

In Marsha’s hometown of Elizabeth, there were at least five bars catering to LGBTQIA+ customers, including trans and gender nonconforming individuals, with Billy’s Tavern being among the most famous for its drag shows. Located at 1060 Magnolia Avenue, Billy’s Tavern was especially notable for displaying photos of drag performers on its walls. This visibility, however, led ABC agents to repeatedly suspend its liquor license, citing the presence of trans and gender nonconforming patrons as justification.

Despite their actions against these establishments, the reports filed by ABC agents on places like Billy’s Tavern inadvertently provided a window into the thriving LGBTQIA+ underground social scene in Elizabeth. On one occasion, January 2, 1961, undercover ABC agents entered Billy’s Tavern, having been informed by the bartender of a scheduled drag show that evening.
 
Their accounts of the event are detailed and vivid. Upon arrival, they positioned themselves at a table in the back room to watch. The bar was bustling with about twenty-five patrons of various genders. One report specifically highlighted a group of “female impersonators” whose extravagant attire caught their attention: one in a pink dress and earrings, another in a gold blouse and bullfighter-style pants adorned with long earrings and a blond streak in their hair, a third in a string skirt, with additional accessories like earrings, a chest cloth, a bracelet, and a leg flower, and another in women’s shorts, shoes, and sweater. Each had makeup, lipstick, and hair styled in a feminine way.
 
The show began shortly after, with one of the drag queens, Sally Mitchell, taking the stage to host and perform. Sally’s performance mixed sexy dance moves with humorous commentary on the audience. According to one agent, Sally executed a series of suggestive dances that culminated with her lying on the floor in a provocative manner, which the crowd enthusiastically applauded. Following this, the ABC suspended Billy’s Tavern’s license for 190 days, claiming the venue permitted “lewdness, immoral activity, and foul, filthy, and obscene conduct,” and accused it of tolerating “female impersonators” on the premises.

The vibrant but underground LGBTQIA+ scene in Elizabeth, including the events and characters within spaces like Billy’s Tavern, formed a backdrop to many stories of identity and community. This environment, ripe with both joy and violence, provides a historical context to the early life of one of the most iconic figures in LGBTQIA+ history. As the ABC agents documented their observations, little did they know they were also capturing fragments of a world that nurtured individuals like Marsha P. Johnson.

Marsha was raised amid these shifting social norms and expectations. In a society with predefined paths based on race and gender, the script for Marsha’s life seemed already written from the day she was born: to embody the role of a respectable Black man who followed a traditional path of education, employment, and family life. However, Marsha’s journey would diverge significantly from these expectations, driven by an inner conviction to live loudly and authentically. Marsha was not interested in conforming to the societal expectations of her time, and soon she would stop identifying with the gender assigned to her at birth.

The first time Marsha cross-dressed was at age five. “I started doing drag when I was just a little kid running around the house,” she said. She felt alive and filled with wonder, playing in her sister’s clothes, sneaking her mother’s makeup, and wobbling around the house in her mother’s too-big heels, barely able to balance, giggling with delight. Her family chastised her quickly: Little boys don’t dress that way; go take that off and stop messing around. She was confused, and though she didn’t understand why it was bad to dress in the feminine clothes she adored, she stopped, afraid of getting into trouble. Later in her life, Marsha lamented, “It’s hard to get your parents to understand you as a gay person, and especially if you’re a transvestite.” Back then, though, she didn’t even have the words for who she was—she just knew that who she was had somehow been deemed unacceptable, someone who she should hide.

Both she and her brother Bob Michaels recall playing dress-up as children, but for Marsha it was a part of how she was coming to understand her emergent gender and sexual difference. As she became an adolescent, she would have consensual sexual experiences with her next-door neighbors. But she still felt really naive about the world of sexuality, even believing that the stork brought children. “I thought God just picked out the children and that they were angels. And he just picked out one and sent one at a time and then picked out another one and sent them like, ‘Boy, girl, boy, girl, that one should have a boy, that one should have a girl.’ Because my whole childhood, I just lived in dreamland.” Without a road map to understand who she was, or models to look to for different kinds of love, Marsha came to think of sex as something unreal—a dream, a whisper, a faraway fantasy.

Even though her mother, Alberta, never allowed Marsha to wear girls’ clothing, Marsha still revered her, later naming her mother as one of her role models for living life as a woman. When Marsha was a child, Alberta found employment as a domestic worker, and she knew how to make every resource count, sewing clothes for the entire family. “I could always do things that women do because I was raised by my mother,” Marsha explained. “Like, I could wash, I could iron, I could cook, I could sew. My mother was poor, she had to do it all herself.” None of Marsha’s siblings were interested in learning sewing skills, so Marsha was her mother’s lone pupil. Domestic work was and largely still is considered gendered work, and while her mother may have taught Marsha these skills because they could not afford otherwise, Marsha understood them as lessons on how to become a woman. She lovingly reminisced about those times together learning the careful practice of domestic labor, and she would carry on this labor as a form of care work for her community in the decades to come. Marsha centered her understanding of the role of class in shaping domestic life, telling her friends that although some could hire domestic help or buy new clothes, her mother couldn’t.

Marsha describes her mother as doing it all herself because Alberta had separated from her husband, Malcolm Michaels Sr., when Marsha was three years old. Marsha’s father moved back to neighboring Linden, where he lived with his mother and worked at the General Motors plant. He still maintained a central role in his children’s lives. An excellent cook, he would make Sunday night dinners to host his children.

Marsha’s family, which comprised her mother and seven siblings, including Harold, a sibling from Alberta’s first marriage, resided in a quaint house on Washington Avenue in the vibrant center of Elizabeth. Their mornings began with the rural sounds of chickens from a neighbor’s yard and were accompanied by the inviting aroma of fresh bread from the bakery next door. Reflecting on those days, Marsha humorously remembered the simplicity and the hardships, including the use of woodstoves for heating. Marsha recalls it well, saying, “We had to go outside for wood and my mother used to send me out for wood in the snow, saying, ‘Honey we gotta have wood for that fire!’ I mean, people don’t know how lucky we are these days.”

Marsha first glimpsed a world beyond Elizabeth in the dim lights of her local movie theaters. With several venues within reach, she and her siblings would embark on cinematic adventures at the Little Theater, where twenty-five cents unlocked a triple feature of second-run films. On luckier days, gathering thirty-five cents meant they could immerse themselves in the latest blockbuster. It was within these transporting spaces that Marsha’s dreams began to take shape, dreams of one day shining as brightly as the stars on the screen. Among her cherished films was The Ten Commandments, but in the end it was not Charlton Heston who influenced her the most but the actress Billie Burke. Although most known for her role as the Good Witch in The Wizard of Oz, Burke popularized the trope of the “ditzy bimbo” in previous films, filling the roles with hidden depth and becoming a role model for Marsha. This inspiration came to life in Marsha’s performances, especially when performing Christmas carols with her siblings, which showcased Marsha’s flair and the subtle genius she admired in Burke.

Marsha’s spiritual journey took root in the church, at the Mount Teman African Methodist Episcopal Church in Elizabeth. Established in 1830, the church was recognized as the oldest Black church in the city. At Mount Teman Marsha started engaging in personal dialogues with God, linking her birth to a period of positive transformation after a world war conflict. “There’s something about the war and me,” Marsha said. “I was one of the heart children, born during World War II to come along and make people laugh! That’s just something Jesus told me to say because we are always talking.”

Marsha loved church, especially her conversations with God. “I went to church every Sunday, honey, because I wanted to learn about Jesus,” she said. The drive for all kinds of learning, about God, about gay life, and about herself, fueled her coming of age. She later joked that God made her gay to punish her mother for making fun of gay people. Even though church can have a repressive influence on many young queer people, something else happened for Marsha: she took in the beauty of devotion and prayer.

Through church, she learned about lighting candles for saints, building altars, and the idea of worship. Though her brand of devotion would eventually look very different—a glittery altar with nude photos of trans lovers and friends, covered in flowers and colorful candles and spiritual beads—its roots were instilled in her during this early, formative period. Even at such a young age, Marsha was able to see the beauty glinting through the cracks in otherwise oppressive structures designed to keep her out.

It was also inside the historic Mount Teman AME Church that Marsha learned the gravity of her mortality and a key lesson she would take with her for the rest of her life: “Nobody is promised tomorrow,” a phrase she would share with her friends and family to emphasize how important being your full authentic self was. “Don’t wait!” she’d say. “Because tomorrow isn’t promised to anyone.” She frequently said this during the AIDS crisis, explaining, “Honey, everybody goes sooner or later. I learned that when I was five years old and I’ve never forgotten it, so every day counts.”

During those years, Marsha was especially close with her sister Jeannie Michaels, who recalls church life with Marsha. “We went to church together, we went to Sunday school together, we did everything in church. It felt good! We had a lot of friends in Sunday school and we’d be in different programs. We were always close; all of us were close in church.”

Marsha’s earliest experience performing onstage was inside the church for the Christmas program. Another was going door-to-door with her siblings singing Christmas carols. They went caroling and used the tips to buy their parents Christmas gifts. Marsha’s sister Norma Michaels recalls the experience of singing door-to-door with Marsha, who sang completely off-key, like she would later with the Hot Peaches. As soon as a neighbor would open the door to the seven Michaels children, Marsha would begin belting an off-key “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” before her siblings could yell for her to stop. The neighbors, though, Norma recalls, found Marsha to be really cute and would give them all a dollar or fifty cents. “She couldn’t sing at all!” Jeannie tells me years later.

What might have been driving her off-key performances? The coins that she would get for making people laugh. Basing her persona off Billie Burke’s perfected bimbo image, Marsha knew exactly how to get money from her audience, even as a child. “I realize a lot of things, but I just don’t talk about it. I like people to think I’m just a dumb little stupid blonde. So that I can work them out of all their money!” Marsha explained.

From a young age, the streets of Elizabeth were Marsha’s stage, largely thanks to a community organizer, Mrs. MacDougal. “That was when parades were big! Elizabeth used to be loaded with people,” Marsha’s brother explains. Town parades stretched for miles from South Broad Street to North Broad Street, regularly transforming downtown Elizabeth into a vibrant spectacle. At the time, Mrs. MacDougal recognized Marsha’s flair for the dramatic and potential to dazzle, and so she cast her as the drum major for the school’s marching band. This was a role Marsha embraced with her characteristic enthusiasm.

Marsha’s nephew Al Michaels fondly remembers these parades. Dressed impeccably, her uniform’s buttons gleaming, baton in hand, Marsha commanded attention. As she led the band, her presence was a preview of her later prominent roles in Pride marches in Manhattan.

The community eagerly awaited Marsha’s appearance at these parades. Her sister Norma, reflecting on those times, remarked how Marsha loved being in the front of the parades, the sound of trumpets announcing her approach down Elizabeth Avenue. “[Marsha] was always at the front line, always! Always up front.” “[Marsha] would come down Elizabeth Avenue and you’d hear the trumpets buuuuup buuuuup. [Marsha] did a beautiful job,” Norma emphasizes.

Marsha’s leadership was not just about leading the band; it was a performance that captivated the whole town, a beautiful job that foreshadowed her impactful activism and visibility in the LGBTQIA+ community and beyond.

When it came to exploring her sexuality, Marsha described her upbringing in Elizabeth in sometimes-contradictory ways. She would claim naivety about sex, even while she was a sexually active teenager. This was an innocent perspective she maintained throughout her life. She humorously noted how television shows like I Love Lucy would depict childbirth through the myth of stork delivery, avoiding the reality of how children are conceived and later born. This shaped her early understandings of life, including her perceptions of sexuality and relationships. Marsha admitted, “I was brought up so naive . . . I never thought people actually had sex. I believed children were divine gifts from God, each one an angel. The concept of gayness seemed like a fantastical notion to me, something people might speak of but never truly engage in.” Her reflections reveal a blend of innocence and wonder at the world, as well as a critique of the era’s conservative approach to discussing natural life processes and sexuality.

She tried to find different avenues to explore a life beyond Elizabeth, even briefly considering a military career. While still in high school, on December 4, 1962, she joined the United States Naval Reserve and went to Chicago for naval drills and military training. At one point, a man grabbed her butt and she punched him, prompting her to be honorably discharged from the Naval Reserve. Explaining her mindset while in the Navy, Marsha said, “I still didn’t believe men had sex with men.”

After being sexually assaulted in Chicago in the Naval Reserve and returning to Elizabeth, Marsha recalled a conversation with Jesus: “I told him that if he just gave me the opportunity to grow up and finish high school I’d go into the gay community and I’d find out what was happening with gay people. Because there were so many different lies told about gay people when I was a child, I just didn’t know what gay life was all about.”

She found scarce acceptance in Elizabeth when she tried to express who she was. Some teenagers in Marsha’s neighborhood heard rumors that she would cross-dress, though she stopped playing dress-up when a thirteen-year-old neighbor sexually assaulted her. She attributed his boundary-crossing to her wearing women’s clothes. But she didn’t stop having a desire to figure out what being gay or doing drag meant for her. At the time, words like queen, transvestite, female impersonator, and drag queen were often used interchangeably.

There were few ways for a teenage Marsha to make sense of queer and trans life in Elizabeth, as it was actively suppressed by local and federal law enforcement. Still, Marsha and Jeannie recalled their mom watching drag performances at Billy’s Tavern. These shows continued even though Billy’s Tavern and other venues were frequently targeted and shut down by police under charges of obscene conduct and “female impersonation.
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