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From the time I established Miss Vera’s Finishing School for Boys Who Want to Be Girls, the world’s first male-to-female cross-dressing academy, my pink Princess phone began to ring incessantly At the other end of the line were the often nervous, usually husky, sometimes breathy, mostly polite and always excited voices of the men—the Stephanies and Jennifers, Denises and JoAnns the prospective students, all of whom wanted to explore what they felt as their feminine side. They felt her like children feel an imaginary friend. Often, she had been with them since childhood. Some could look in the mirror and see her in their eyes. In reading about the academy they felt they had found someone who believed in her too. Most callers asked me if the school was for real. Could I actually help them to “pass” as female? When I answered, “Yes,” it was as if someone had confirmed the existence of Santa Claus or, as I prefer to think of myself, Cinderfella’s fairy godmother.
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Cinderfella’s fairy godmother. Eric Kroll



I quickly felt myself riding the crest of a wave of success, uplifted on the broad shoulders of a sea of grateful men in skirts. Not only had I put my well-manicured finger on the pulse of every cross-dresser’s dream but I had tapped into the rich mother lode of the male psyche. Having gone through my own process of woman’s liberation, I understood my students as the flip side of the feminist movement. When women felt the need for balance in their lives, to share more in the male experience—to move from the home to the workplace, from the bedroom to the boardroom, to be financially independent, and sexually autonomous—we created the women’s movement. Men, too, have this need for balance, to share more in what they view as the most desirable aspects of the female experience: to be pampered and protected, to be glamorous and sexually desirable, and, yes, even to do housework—many of the “privileges” that we women saw as confining. Cross-dressers are more fortunate than most men because their affinity for the clothing gives them access to these feelings of Venus Envy. The academy offers a mode of action. For every woman who burned her bra, there is a man ready to wear one.

The academy is my own private laboratory. With the matriculation of more than 500 on-campus students, I have been able to witness the positive aspects of this unique form of behavior modification. Contrary to what many assume, the student is not “finished” when he puts on a dress and learns to carry himself like a debutante, but rather when he can take the lessons and insights of his femmeself and integrate them into his male persona.

Robert is a student who came to the academy every six weeks. One of our early classes consisted of a field trip during which Robert and I visited a tiny lingerie shop in Chelsea. With the help of the shop’s proprietress, we chose some frilly bra and pantie sets and lacy nighties for Robert to try on in the shop’s private dressing room. Our plan was to leave the store with our purchases, to have dinner together, and then return to the academy where with the aid of cosmetics and prosthetics Robert would become Roberta and model her new finery.

During dinner I was aghast as I watched Robert eat. He hunched over his plate and shoveled the food into his mouth. “Roberta will need lessons in table manners,” I told him. Robert explained that his professional life as a doctor left him no time for table manners. Eating for him was just something he needed to accomplish in order to go on cutting people up. He proceeded to tell me that his schedule was overbooked, that he did not know how to say “no” to people, and that he feared for his health as he learned of colleagues who had heart attacks at an early age. Here was a man who wanted to dress in soft delicate clothes but was still imprisoned in a tough male hide.
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Our breakthrough ad campaign created by Jeff Griffith and Joe Lovering. (photo: Jim Salzano)



But clothes alone do not make the woman. As I tell every student: Understand that when you dress there may be things that you also need to address. I saw very clearly that Roberta, the femmeself, could, through lessons in etiquette and table manners at the academy, learn to eat more slowly and with more appreciation for the nourishing pleasure of food. Robert would thus be led to a longer and happier life. As the butterfly Roberta emerged from her cocoon, she lessened Robert’s chances of dropping like a fly. I am sure that her lessons with the knife and fork improved his skill with a scalpel.

Such success stories are the goal of Miss Vera’s Finishing School. Are we encouraging a band of defectors? Undermining the male power structure? I prefer to think that we are responding to a need. The tremendous popularity of the academy attests to the fact that people want to believe that there is a place where men can learn to be more like women. This is an idea whose time has come.

In those other academic circles, gender is a discipline; in publishing, it’s a genre; in cyberspace, an option; in show business, it’s a gimmick. The topic has captured the international zeitgeist. Now more than ever there is great awareness that gender roles are in a state of flux. Witness the popularity of megastars like David Bowie and Michael Jackson, whose phenomenal success is deeply rooted in their fascinating androgeny, and drag artists such as Barry Humphries aka Dame Edna Everage; John Epperson, who is Lypsinka, John Kelly’s Joni Mitchell, writer/actress Charles Busch. Mr. Television, Milton Berle, spent lots of time in skirts. Theater, from Shakespeare to Broadway and the movies, has provided steady employment for the male cross-dresser. The stories of transformation are as timeless as Cinderella and as up-to-the-minute as RuPaul. On a visit to the academy, you will find our pretty pink walls lined with photos of Jack Lemmon and Tony Curtis as Daphne and Josephine in Some Like It Hot; Flip Wilson’s feisty Geraldine; Dustin Hoffman’s Tootsie; Robin Williams’ Mrs. Doubtfire, and Tim Curry’s Dr. Frank-N-Furter from The Rocky Horror Picture Show, as well as portraits of our students. In 1993, Tony—make that Antoinette Perry—Award winners for best musical, Kiss of the Spider Woman, and best play, Angels in America: Millennium Approaches, relied heavily on cross-dressed males. Most recently, we have Julie Andrews swinging the other way in Victor/Victoria and before that there was La Cage aux Folles and then The Birdcage. Male actors seem to almost fly into those heels and hose: witness Terence Stamp and the traveling girls in The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert; that pretty trio of beefcake cum cheesecake—Patrick Swayze, Wesley Snipes, and John Leguizamo in To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar; and the movie that has come closest to portraying an academy girl, Just Like a Woman, starring Adrian Pasdar and Julie Walters. Perversely, even the psychoseamstress of Silence of the Lambs is further proof that transvestites have come of age. If a minority is strong enough to withstand such a vicious and malicious characterization, it is a sign that reality is well understood. But it was the phenomenal success of Neil Jordan’s film The Crying Game that really struck at the heart of the matter. In The Crying Game the macho warrior is debunked as he is despunked by a cross-dressed lover, proving that the sword melts at the touch of the lipstick wand.

All of this reflects the public’s fascination and awareness of the current SNAFU (or Situation Normal, All Frocked Up). It is the male role, in particular, that is held up to the mirror as Pentagon generals grudgingly acknowledge the contributions of gay men in the military; Robert Bly scores a huge best-seller with Iron John, in which men are encouraged to beat the bush and find their origins in Mother Nature; and authors such as Warren Farrell, Ph.D., question The Myth of Male Power.
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Miss Vera and student in typical drab. Abe Frajndlich



When headlines shrieked the scandal of “nannygate” because the woman whom President Clinton had nominated for the position of Attorney General had illegally employed a housekeeper, I viewed the situation from my own academic perspective. More than a hundred years after suffragettes fought for women’s rights and planted the seeds of the feminist movement, women were still plagued with baby-sitter problems, yet I was house-mother to a unique sir-ority, many of whom envied the fifties’ housewife and yearned to be in her place. At Miss Vera’s Finishing School for Boys Who Want to Be Girls, we do our best to iron out the nation’s domestic problems.

Students of the academy, most of whom identify as heterosexual, are not Broadway babies or drag queens, though that is the level of expertise to which many aspire. The great drag performer Divine is one of the academy’s patron saints. Drag queens, who are usually gay, work it every day. They constantly perfect their performance personae. Students of the academy do not. They are often married and well established in their occupations. But as cross-dressers, they have been touched with a heavy dose of the same magic that inspires the drag queen and made the shamans dance, the power of the combined masculine and feminine energies alive within each of us.

Cross-dressers were recognized in society long before theater evolved. From earliest times, the North American Plains Indians identified men who dressed as women as berdaches. Among the Aztecs and Incas, they were called bardage; in Tahiti, mahoos and Brazil cudinas. Cross-dressing and the androgynous spirit it celebrates have long been part of harvest and fertility rituals. In his book Dressing Up, Peter Ackroyd, citing early Roman sources, reports that on the island of Cyprus, male priests dressed as women and honored a bearded Aphrodite. From ancient through modern times, god or the forces of creation and chaos have been represented by a man in a dress.

The ubiquitous presence of crossdressers on talk shows during the ratings months attests to the fact that this practice can still draw faithful audiences to the altar. In fact, when the media learned of the existence of the academy, we practically had to fend off the talk show hosts with a stick. Television seemed to offer little real information to people, though it deserves credit for increasing public awareness to some degree and, in some cases, even saving people’s lives, as evinced by a cross-dresser in the recent documentary from Cajun Films, All Dressed Up and No Where to Go. Still, I was reluctant to submit myself or my students to the process, unless I could refer them to my book for the real story.

This book is my attempt to bring Miss Vera’s Finishing School for Boys Who Want to Be Girls directly to you with the same care and style we devote to each lucky neophyte who finds his way to our door, and I want to share this exciting tale. In essence, this is our academy textbook. Perhaps you are a man who identifies as our students do. Like thousands of men, you may have been dressed in girls’ clothes when you were a child and those early experiences have inspired the creation of your female persona—or as we call that amalgam of feelings and needs—your femmeself. You want to know more about her. Take a look at her. Help her to be the best she that a he can be. This book will show you how to do that. Maybe you are the wife or partner of a male cross-dresser and would like to be more informed for the purpose of enhancing your emotional and sexual life. This book will help you to do that, too.

I want to enable more women—g.g.’s, or genetic girls, as we call ourselves at the academy—to understand and appreciate male cross-dressers. I and the other deans find ourselves the objects of schoolgirl crushes from a whole group of very eligible bachelorettes and we want to share the wealth.

Perhaps you are a man who is simply curious to see how the other half lives. Even a man who has never had the desire to see himself in a skirt can benefit from the lessons of our academy. In the process he will come to understand not only the ways in which men differ from women but the ways in which we are similar.

A former boyfriend who did not cross-dress once said to me, “I wish I could be a woman for a while. If I were, I’d be able to wrap men around my little finger.” I have heard other men make similar claims. Usually they are convinced that, given the right equipment, they could be femmes fatales. Here, we welcome all who want the chance to prove it.

Cross-dressing is an act that offers new options. Why not discuss business over tea rather than beers or martinis? (It could definitely help in those deals with the Orient, and, while strengthening the bottom line, preserve the waistline.) Academy students learn to accommodate their shoes and take a rest from the rat race. They discover how lipstick can color their lives. Do not forget that while it is the clothing of the female that is being adopted, in many ways the clothing is merely a prop. This book dares the student to allow his male ego to be miss-taken and miss-guided.

It has been suggested that men like to cross-dress because it helps to relieve stress. This far too simplistic explanation supports the myth of the dominant male and grossly underestimates female potency. Think about which values the female or mother has supported compared to that of the male or father. Traditionally, Father represents strict adherence to rules of performance; Mother represents unconditional love. On the other hand, men know how to work; women know how to play. And Miss Vera knows how to play very well. Having grown up in the era of “Father Knows Best,” I sing out that “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” One way to define the academy is to say that our business is education and re-creation. We teach people to have fun.

What you will find here is a step-by-step guide to a male-to-female transformation. Ours is the holistic approach. We emphasize the physical changes, but do not dismiss the underlying feelings—pay attention to nylons and crinolines, but do not overlook the Freudian slips. Students spend several hours at a time with us, or several days. Courses include makeup application, herstory, girl talk, flirting fundamentals, ballet one and tutu, etiquette, home economics, field trips (Our girls go everywhere!)…Most of these are excellent subjects for any man to know, no matter what his fashion statement.

I am very proud of our students. They offer us the uplifting support of a tightly laced corset. They are our mainstays. You will meet some of them in these pages and follow them in their miss-adventures, as well as be introduced to the academy’s deans…For Miss Vera’s Finishing School for Boys Who Want to Be Girls is not all brick and concrete, not even all lipstick and lace, but a living, breathing reality that rests in the hearts and high-heeled souls of its students and teachers.

The revelation that the late FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover spent considerable leisure time in ball gowns is one example of many that men in high positions like to dress up. But crossdressers cross societal borders. Students of the academy, when not dressed in female clothes, lead very traditional lives. Many are family men with mainstream jobs. They come from all walks of life: professionals and proletarians, young and old, married and single. They come in all body types, and bring to the academy different-sized endowments.

The femmeself, as a creature of the imagination, is born to be uninhibited emotionally and sexually. How far the invisible woman goes when she becomes a material girl depends on the man. Some of our students entertain the idea that they might live full time as a female, but for the great majority this is only a fantasy. A defining characteristic of transsexuals is that they are people who feel they have been born into the wrong body and want to change it. Recent scientific advances have made it possible for the transsexual to choose better living through chemistry, i.e., hormones and surgery. Christine Jorgensen, whose sex change operation made headlines in the fifties, and tennis pro Dr. Richard Raskind, who became Renee Richards, are two of the best-known transsexuals. Cross-dressers or transvestites, who comprise the majority of our students, want only to change their clothes. We help them with their outfits and their attitudes.

Our goal at the academy is to bring out the female persona for the purpose of learning from her. Listen to her voice. What does she have to say? What does she like to do? How does she feel? What does she need—and where will she shop for it? We put the clothes in the closet and let the girl out.

For a long time, I have lived my life as a student, taking in information. Now that I am the teacher, I find that I still learn from my students. One of the things they have taught me is an appreciation of the power and passion of the female. Miss Vera’s Finishing School for Boys Who Want to Be Girls has also helped to balance my energies. Assuming my role of Dean of Students has given me more creative outlets, more assurance, more financial security than I have ever known. Putting men in dresses has enabled me to wear the pants in my own life.

What has it done for the men? Often, even after the orientation interview, a student arrives for his first class and makeover with his face very tight in a grimace of nerves. How gratifying it is to see that same student emerge with a grin that spreads from earring to earring. He has taken a brave step. Most of our students have never shared this side of themselves with anyone. It is a privilege for us to be with a student at that moment when he is literally facing his greatest desire and his greatest fear in the mirror and to help him see that she is beautiful.

An academy transformation is not merely about putting on a dress or learning to walk in a different way. It is about diving headfirst into the experience. It is about learning to trust yourself in a scary situation, “feeling the fear and doing it anyway.” Ours is an empiric study that offers new options and choices and can lead to personal evolution, growth, and empowerment.

For years the man who enjoyed “feminine pursuits” has been labeled a “sissy.” At the academy, we believe in sissy power. Our students’ determination to liberate themselves and their feelings helps to liberate us all. In his quest to expand the idea of what it is to be masculine by embracing, celebrating, and surrendering to the feminine influence, each student helps to expand the idea of who we are as humans. As we step boldly toward the new millennium, I am glad to know that many more of us will be doing it in high heels.
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How the Academy Came to Be

How does a person become Dean of Students at a cross-dressing academy? It is not a career choice listed by high school guidance counselors. But then, the single most important lesson that life has taught me is to forget about the woman that I am supposed to be and be the woman I am. That is why I am the perfect person to guide others in the process of female liberation.

Every one of us goes through her or his own personal evolution. For me, as for many of our students, the adventure began early on, and with a pair of panties. I literally got in touch with my self the day I put my fingers in my underpants and felt those first moments of heavenly bliss. I ran to my mother, for I was eager to announce my thrilling discovery. Clearly not sharing my enthusiasm, she stopped me in my tracks with the words “God does not like that.” With the wisdom of a child, I knew that something did not ring true. My mother tried to speak with authority, but I saw fear in her eyes. I had not gone looking for trouble. If I was not supposed to touch that spot why did it feel so inviting? Motivated by my natural curiosity, a healthy libido, and the innate knowledge that I was essentially good, I determined that I would find my own answers. Outwardly, I accepted my mother’s decree and hung my head in shame; subconsciously, I stamped my Mary Janes in protest, flung my baloney curls to the wind, and set out on a quest to discover my sexual identity and validate my independence. This journey of the body and the soul would occupy my life; take me, literally and figuratively, all around the world; and be the research that prepared me for teaching.
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Most students cross-dressed in early childhood (Jennifer James). ad: Griffith/Lovering (photo: Jim Salzano)


There were some signposts along the way, but it is only now that I can look back and recognize them as such. At ten, I squeezed into my mother’s lap, and proudly confided my plans for the future. First, I would be chosen queen of the May procession, the highlight of our church’s calendar. Each spring, during an evening high mass, all of the boys and girls in St. Elizabeth’s Roman Catholic grammar school marched down the church aisle in their best suits and frocks. There were other processions throughout the year, but this was the only one in which the girls had boy partners, and it was the only one that took place at night, which contributed an exciting air of romance. Sometimes our outfits would be color coordinated: fourth-grade girls, all in pink; fifth-grade girls in blue…but only one girl wore white. She floated down the aisle at the very end of the procession, wearing a dress that looked like a wedding gown. We all wore flowered wreaths, but this girl wore the coveted rhinestone tiara and—though she was on her way to crown the statue of the Blessed Virgin Queen of May—we all knew the real queen was the girl in the wedding gown. What could be a more worthy goal than to crown the queen: I could be glamorous and good at the very same time.

As my lofty speech was designed to persuade my parents to continue financing my dancing school lessons, which were in jeopardy due to my supposed lack of enthusiasm, I continued to prophesy that following lifelong lessons in tap, toe, and ballet, in which I would excel, and upon being graduated from college, I would become a famous ballerina, and when I was too old to dance, I would be the seamstress who embroidered vestments for the priests. I waited, expecting that, at any moment, my mother would clutch me to her bosom, thrilled with my impressive choices. Instead, she looked me square in the eyes and said that at my age, I could not be sure what my future would be. If there had been a musical accompaniment to that moment, Doris Day would have warbled it over the radio: “Que sera, sera…Whatever will be will be…” My mother was more right than she could have ever imagined—and so was I. Ballet, brides, and ball gowns all figured in my future. I never did learn to sew, but I have put a lot of men in dresses and crowned more than my share of queens.
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Mary Veronica and little sister Connie. Antonakos Family Archives



The ambition about which I grew most serious was to be a writer—to smoke a pipe and live in a house in Connecticut—but what the world seemed to want was for me to be a typist. In the early seventies, as the National Organization for Women was being formed, the first question still asked of female college graduates was, “How fast can you type?” I was a Dean’s List student who had edited my high school and college newspapers, a member of what was termed by our teachers “the intelligentsia,” but a mediocre typist, so I wound up in Wall Street where I learned to trade over-the-counter stocks.

My mentor was Crazy Norman, a cross between his idol comedian Don Rickles and Emperor Napoleon. Crazy Norman’s schtick—a loud, rapid-fire, hopping-up-and-down, song and dance delivered via telephone in which he pleaded for additional eighths and quarters in one moment (“C’mon…It’s my birthday”) and punctured his target with withering insults the next (“Sold to you, you old douche bag!”)—was my first encounter with performance art. On Wall Street, I met a cast of characters worthy of another book, learned lessons of supply and demand that I had never learned in school, and became acquainted with some of the inner workings of the male power establishment.

My next foray into the world of finance was in the Fifth Avenue office of petroleum engineer Bob Albrecht, a real straight-arrow guy who taught me the meaning of those words. Billie Bob (as he was called very briefly in those days) and I traveled to Utah where I helped him set up an office and learned how to fish. Our prime quarry was not the trout at the end of the lines, but the ranchers who fished beside us holding poles in one hand and in the other dangling leases for land which we hoped to acquire for Billie Bob and his partners’ independent oil company. We hooked lots of fish. As a result of his brains, charm, and professional expertise, Billie Bob’s company made money for everyone and true to his word, he gave me a share. I had financial security, but something was missing.

Many times a student’s first visit to our academy coincides with a particular trauma: divorce, a life-threatening illness, the death of a loved one. The student gets a taste of mortality and decides to explore this part of himself that seems to have been with him forever and does not look as if it is going away. My own wake-up call came in the middle of the sky, in a tiny twin-engine plane over Utah, when the radio squawked my name and announced that I must call home. My beloved mom had died just one day prior to my scheduled return home. Her heart gave out during an act of love: She had been joyfully cleaning the house for my homecoming. Dad discovered her slumped over the Electrolux and the Dustbuster. (Like cowboys who die with their boots on, it is not uncommon for a woman to die while vacuuming.)

Faced with the fact that I would not live forever, I decided to write or forget my fantasy to be a writer. My mother had always encouraged my writing; ironically, the subject I chose to write about was the only one that she feared. The sole person I knew who was making her living as a writer was editing a sex magazine. Her name is V.K. McCarty and she still edits Penthouse Variations. V.K. and I met during the late seventies, the swinging years of Plato’s Retreat, the infamous orgy club, and the miracle of birth control pills. As a New York bachelorette, freed from the constraints of living with my family, I was quite actively exploring my sexuality. V.K. and I had partied together and she knew that I was pretty uninhibited. She invited me to try writing for Variations. I knew that sex was important in my life, so I thought, “Why not learn to write about it?” What I did not know was that with this very first assignment a whole world would open for me. Sex became my field of research, my language, my favorite method of communication, my yellow brick road, and the path on which I would meet little Mary, the girl I left behind.

My childhood Mary Janes grew to “come-hither” pumps. For over a dozen years I explored the elysian fields of sexual research. Unlike other academicians, I pursued my studies not in theories, but in practice. As a sex journalist, I wrote about my own sex life and interviewed other people about theirs: commercial sex workers, booth babies in peep shows, expensive call girls, strippers, love acts who did it on stage—five times a day—fetishists, s/m aficionados, swingers, and transgenderists, as well as clergymen, college students, construction workers…the fields of my research spanned from orgy to temple. Many of the articles were done in collaboration with Annie Sprinkle, who was well on her way to being a blue movie legend when we became bosom buddies. Annie womanned the camera in what we dubbed our high-heeled journalist team. Presaging Nike by about a dozen years, sex goddess Annie advised, “Never let anyone talk you into doing something that you do not want to do, but if there is something you really want to do, just do it!”

My previous ventures in the business world had left me with some capital. I could pick and choose what I wanted to do. So I did it with the best, people who explored sex with a passion and an artistic point of view. In collaboration with Robert Mapplethorpe, I created images of my body that grace the walls of international museums and galleries. Gerard “Deep Throat” Damiano directed my first X-rated performance in a quasi-documentary entitled Consenting Adults. I was not supposed to perform sex in the movie, but one day I just jumped into a scene. It was a very liberating experience. Given my religious upbringing, life as a nun might have seemed more appropriate. Instead, repression inspired my exhibitionism. Eventually I understood that the person I most wanted to expose myself to was me.
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Annie Sprinkle & Veronica Vera, bosom buddies. Zorro



My personal quest was political, and my goal was to support information over ignorance. I became a sex rights activist, testifying in Washington for freedom of expression before a Senate Judiciary Committee chaired by Arlen Specter. I campaigned for the decriminalization of prostitution, helped to reorganize PONY (Prostitutes of New York), and lectured at other institutions of higher learning like Yale and Dartmouth.

I traveled. First to France—where I lived for six months and returned often, because every writer has to live in Paris—but then all over the globe. With my friend Robert Maxwell, I traveled around the world in eighty days: to Rio, Johannesburg, Nairobi, Katmandu, Bangkok, Perth, Singapore, Manila, Hong Kong, Tokyo, and India. “Max” collected objets, I acquired fabrics and costumes so that I could better identify with the women of those lands. In India we visited the erotic temples of Khajuraho and learned of the Tantric yogis and their reverence for sexual energy.

Human sexuality is a fun and fascinating subject, but it was all the more interesting because of the women who became my teachers, my friends, and my colleagues. In the early eighties, at a show of rubber fashions at Annie’s home, the Sprinkle Salon, I met the designer Jeanette Luther aka Mistress Antoinette. During a summer internship at her lovely home in Southern California, Antoinette taught me the importance of clothing as a prop to the psyche and introduced me to the complexities of dominant/submissive behavior. The world of dominance and submission, with its emphasis on ritual, power, and permission, was the perfect complement to my religious background. Antoinette and her husband Dick, a well-known physician also known as the photographer “Zorro,” had created Reflections: The Magazine for the Exotic Life. Through the magazine and the video company that followed they discovered an enthusiastic market for the fetish fashon designs that were Antoinette’s forte. The company Versatile Fashions was aptly named because while Jeanette had begun designing clothing for herself and other women, she was soon deluged with orders from cross-dressers. Her clientele expanded along with her size chart. They welcomed an enthusiastic assistant in what I termed their kinky conglomerate, but what Zorro liked to call “a mom and pop operation.” In exchange for my summer apprenticeship, Antoinette, Zorro, and their transvestite office manager, Reb Stout aka Rebecca H. Heels, gave me a crash course in exotica that helped to make me the glamour girl that I am.

Antoinette was also the person who encouraged me to “come out” to my dad and let him know that I had chosen human sexuality as my field of research. “I love you,” he said, his voice quivering, “just be careful.” Up until that time I had told my dad that I was writing and being published but I had never shown him a thing I had written. He was not thrilled with my choice of subjects—to say he was “terrified” would not be exaggerating—but he was relieved that we were finally communicating on an honest level. Dad feared I would be exploited by men, but it was always the women, bold pioneers, who most powerfully influenced me.


Artist and sex educator Betty Dodson taught me the personal and political ramifications of self-love. We were already friends by the time I took her famous “Bodysex” workshop in which a group of women lie naked in Betty’s loft, “the temple of the goddess,” share personal stories, examine their own and one another’s genitals or femalia, learn to give themselves pleasure and in these ways reclaim not only their sexual selves but their lives. Nearly a dozen years before, in 1973, at the first sexuality conference sponsored by the National Organization for Women, which was then in its infancy, Betty had presented a slide show from one of her first Bodysex workshops. One thousand women saw photos of the femalia of fifteen workshop participants, up close and personal, and one thousand women stood and cheered Betty and this varied bouquet. She has continued to educate women in this simple, fun, honest, and powerful style ever since. Betty understands the words “political body” in every sense. Guilt, shame, or ignorance around the body can silence the voice and cause political impotence. I admired Betty’s directness and was inspired to not beat around the bush.


[image: ][image: ]


Club 90 (left to right: Annie Sprinkle, Gloria Leonard, Veronica Vera, Candida Royalle, Veronica Hart). Michele Capozzi



Religion, sexuality, and art all came together for me the summer Annie Sprinkle and I spent in residence with performance artist Linda Montano at her Art/Life Institute in Kingston, New York. Linda, who had almost been a nun, called the internship “summer saint camp.” There were many highpoints of our stay, even the quiet moments. Linda’s credo is “Life Is Art” and it is that feeling, that belief, that this Mother Superior looks to inculcate in each of her novices. Each day was devoted to meditation, fasting, and performances. One of the most significant performances was when Linda baptized me and Annie as artists. Accepting myself as an artist put everything in perspective.

Since 1983, I have been part of the support group Club 90, which consists of five former adult movie stars. Besides myself, they are Jane Hamilton aka Veronica Hart, who successfully balances a career as a producer/director in adult entertainment with a beautiful family—a devoted husband and two fine sons; Gloria Leonard, a savvy businesswoman and “stand-up constitutionalist,” who traveled the lecture circuit on First Amendment issues and now lives comfortably in Hawaii enjoying her new granddaughter and helping to raise another generation of women; Candida Royalle, who took the world by storm when she created Femme, Inc., the groundbreaking, intelligent, and passionate line of erotic videos from the women’s point of view; and Annie Sprinkle, internationally acclaimed performance artist and educator. Like these bold women, I understood that my reputation as an uninhibited sexual explorer left me to choose whether I was pariah or paragon. Like them, I opted for the higher path and, ten years later, when I created the academy I was determined my students in their journey of femmeself discovery would learn to do the same.

Founding Our School

Necessity is the mother of invention. I began to feel the need to write a book to communicate what I had learned about human nature through my sexual periscope. The academy was a direct result of my need to support myself while I worked on that book.

As any freelance artist knows, in order to survive, you must learn to be versatile. So when my friend JoLynne approached me with a business proposition, I listened. JoLynne White—who wrote a column for Transgender, the journal published by the Massachusetts-based International Foundation for Gender Education—had established a reputation as a fashion consultant to cross-dressers. It might surprise you to learn that this has become a professional specialty, but it would not surprise any Mary Kay or Merle Norman rep, or the proprietress of your favorite lingerie shop, all of whom have for years been doing a healthy business with transvestites. (Now you know Victoria’s secret!) An out-of-town client of JoLynne’s wanted to come to New York and spend the weekend dressed as a female. At the time, JoLynne was preparing to move out of the state and did not feel she could commit to organizing this weekend, so, knowing that I had a lot of ideas and connections in the real world of make-believe, JoLynne asked me if I wanted to speak to her client and perhaps, guide him.

Jack was a thirty-eight-year-old attorney within whom dwelt a twenty-one-year-old “bimbo airhead” he identified as Sally Sissyribbons. Jack and I established a rapport via telephone. I knew there was an event coming up called the Dressing for Pleasure Ball, an annual convention of people who enjoy cross-dressing and wearing leather and rubber clothes, corsets, very, very high heels, and other fetish attire. DFP weekend consists of workshops, boutiques, a fashion show, and a dinner dance. “Why not come to town for this event?” I suggested to Jack. “I will organize a fabulous weekend for you with the ball as the focal point.” I had one stipulation: In order to take on the responsibility of making his dream come true, I would need to hire a staff to help me—a makeup artist, photographer—and be paid a substantial fee myself. To his credit, Jack went for it.

He stayed dressed en femme for the entire weekend. I took him to be waxed for the removal of his body hair. We went to the ball, and all of the events associated with it, and on the last day of his stay I organized a photo shoot with the multitalented Annie Sprinkle, photographer, and my friend Leslie Lowe as makeup artist in which we turned Sally into a centerfold star.


Schedule of Miss Sally Sissyribbons:

Friday


8 A.M.         Leg and chest wax at Bonnie Brandt’s salon. Arrive as Jack, leave as sissy boy Sally in short pants.

10 A.M.       Breakfast Chez Vera (pre-academy designation).

11 A.M.       Bubble bath for Sally. Dress in hose and short pants for shopping.

Noon          Lunch at Old Homestead restaurant.

1–4 P.M.    Shopping at Lee’s Mardi Gras for Sally’s wardrobe.

4:30 P.M.   Sally’s diary writing. Relaxation.

6:30 P.M.   Dinner in. Miss Vera, Miss Viqui, and Sally.

8 P.M.          Theater, Charles Busch, The Lady in Question.

10:30 P.M.Makeup removal.

Midnight    Beauty sleep for all.



Saturday


9 A.M.         Breakfast and bubble bath.

10 A.M.       Sally’s makeover by Anthony McAulay.

12:30 P.M.Miss Vera and Sally attend Dressing for Pleasure fashion show accompanied by Anthony.

4 P.M.          Lunch at La Taza d’Oro. Miss Vera, Sally, and Anthony.

6 P.M.         Makeup for Sally. New look.

7 P.M.         Miss Vera’s friend Judy arrives to join our party.

8 P.M.          All depart for Dressing for Pleasure dinner dance.

1 A.M.          Club hopping.

3 A.M.         Sweet dreams, Sally.



Sunday


11 A.M.        Breakfast and bubble bath.

12:30 P.M.Photo shoot at Sprinkle Salon. Makeup by Leslie.

6 P.M.          Dinner at Blue Hen.

7 P.M.          Miss Vera attends political meeting.

8 P.M.          Sally writes in journal and relaxes.

Midnight     Bedtime.



Monday


11 A.M.        Late breakfast. Chez Vera. Cleanup by Sally Sissyribbons. Packing.

2 P.M.          Farewell, Sally!






From Sally’s diary:

I am sitting here looking my prettiest. Right now I feel as though I have the right dress, the right makeup, the right hair, the right shoes, gloves, stockings, and accessories, and I am very happy and excited. From now on I’m not going to speak unless spoken to. I will do exactly what Miss Vera tells me to do because I want to be her little girl. I am a gay sissy transvestite, and I love it! (punctuation and emphasis Sally’s)

Sally Sissyribbons

…As regards last night, I really enjoyed making my entrance as a little pink girl. I want to go further next time. Once I got over my initial nervousness I really began to enjoy being as girlish and fem as possible. I also enjoyed the looks and comments from other people upon greeting me, as if in confirmation that I am a little sissy entirely and everyone knowing it. Perhaps I can use this as a way of finding a new form of self-expression, complete surrender to lace and sissydom for Sally





This was, quite frankly, Veronica, the most exciting experience I have had.

Thank you,

Sally Sissyribbons




Dear Sally,

It was a pleasure to help make your dreams come true. Remember to thank Jack for working so hard and for letting you have this very special weekend. Anthony, Annie, Leslie, Judy, Viqui, and all agree that you are a sweet, beautiful girl. You made me very proud of you.

Here are some things that I want you to remember:

1.    A warm, sweet-smelling bubble bath will always calm you down and help you to enjoy each moment.

2.    A lady wiggles her hips, not her shoulders.

3.    Always remember to say “please” and “thank you.”

4.    Seamed stockings must always be straight.

5.    Good food is just as important as makeup.

6.    Miss Vera knows best.



Love and sweet sissy kisses,
Miss V.







By the end of the weekend, I knew I enjoyed working with cross-dressers and that I was good at it, and so did JoLynne. When she eventually moved away, I agreed to let JoLynne refer some of her clients to me. For two years I saw only referrals from JoLynne. Since she had already begun to cut back on her clientele, this consisted of about a half dozen persons. I continued to write articles for Adam, Penthouse Forum, and other adult magazines. I also continued to be welcomed in the art world. The urge to write a book stayed with me, so I left New York for the summer and joined pioneer feminist Kate Millett at her tree farm/art colony in Poughkeepsie, New York, where I learned that with patience and persistence I could create something from nothing. I underwent my own butch training, learning to lay a hardwood floor, transform a chicken coop into an artist’s studio, and, with my last gasps, managed to put together a book outline and proposal. My sister artists were fascinated by the stories of my cross-dressing students and agreed that we could use a few transvestite maids to lighten the work load at the colony where we considered ourselves slaves to art. (It could have been worse. Had I been there at the beginning of the summer and not at the end, my duties would have been out in the fields pruning the dreaded Christmas trees, where instead of a hammered thumb, the chief occupational hazard was poison ivy.) The women, many of whom were lesbians, were intrigued both by my ingenuity and by the outfits. By the end of summer, I was carting wigs and fetish frocks to Millett farm so the younger dykes could dress up for the closing ceremonies.

Back in the city, I immersed myself in the luxury of writing an autobiography, and relished the time to slip deep into my feelings and reveries without the pressure of a deadline. I was also enjoying my work with cross-dressers, so, with an eye to expanding my business, I decided to place an ad in a magazine called The Transvestian, a racy, poorly printed tabloid with a national distribution of approximately ten thousand, and its sister publication, Feminin, which the publisher, Tania Volen, referred
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