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Death of J R~;~~~R 
drag queen 
Hoboken's celebrated Malcolm "Marsha" 
Michaels drowns under mysterious circumstances 

By Andy Newman 
Reporter staff writer 

For over a dozen years in Hoboken, 
Malcolm Micha!ls Jr. led a quiet, 
anonymous life. But across the Hud-

son river, in whose water.; Michaels' bloated 
body was found floating -:m July 6, Michaels 
was Marsha P. Johnson: tramvestite, pan­
handler, career prostitute, pioneering acllvist 
and legendary figure ir, New York's gay 
community. 

1be circumstances surrounding Michaels' 
death seem every bit as bizarre and mysteri­
ous as his life. 1be medical examiner lists the 
cause of death as suicide. Some gay rights 
groups, noting that Mi,;:haels was spotted 
soon before his death on a Christopher Street 
comer where a gay man was assaulted sev­
eral hours later, believe be may have been 
murdered. 

Michaels' longtime housemate in Hobo­
ken, Randy Wicker, says that if Michaels' 
death was not a murder, it was an "accide~al 
drowning." Wicker says that Michaels had a 
history of mental illness and may have at­
tempted to follow ~ hallucination into the 
water. But two weeks after Michaels' death, 
as the trail grows cold, it seems increasingly 
unlikely that the cause will ever be known 
for sure. 

Queen of the scene 
Born in Elizabeth 46 years ago, Michaels 

came to New York in the mid-1960s and 
quickly rose to notoriety. He played a higWy 
visible role in the 1969 Stonewall Rebellion, 
the watershed of the fledgling gay liberation 
movement. He modeled for an Andy Warhol 

silkscreen portrait. He starred in the Hot 
Peaches Revue. He was famous for being 
famous. 

But those who knew him remember Mar­
sha as an erratic but endlessly loving and 
caring person: 

Wicker, a journalist and one of the first 
gay activists in the country (he hosted a radio 
show on WBAI in 1962) called Marsha a 
"national treasure." 

"Marsha rose above being male or female, 
black or white, straight or gay," Wicker said. 
"She transcended all boundaries." 

Marge Pease, a Hoboken resident and vol­
unteer for FAITH Services, an AIDS support 
organization, got to know Michaels wbile 
both of them helped care for Wicker's lover, 
who died of AIDS in 1990. "Marsha helped 
me make the transition from being some­
what restricted in my vision to seeing a much 
bigger world," said Pease. "I feel like a real 
spade bas gone out." 

In addition to his other pursuits, Marsha 
also sold his body tirelessly for nearly 30 
years. Wicker describes him as "the only 
hooker I ever met- male or female - who 
actually enjoyed his work." About four years 
ago, however, Michaels tested positive for 
the AIDS virus. Although Wicker admits 
that Marsha continued to hustle (albeit at a 
fraction of his former pace), be insists that 
Marsha was extremely conscientious about 
practicing safe sex. But his potentially lethal 
behavior remains a troubling contradiction 
to the picture of a thoughtful, caring person 
painted by surviving friends and family. 
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The late Malcolm "Marsha" lllkhael• po9n wtth an Andy Warhol portrait of hlmlh«Mlf. 

Free spirit 
In 1980, on a cold winter night, Wicker's 

adopted son Willie asked if Marsha could 
come over and sleep on the floor of Wicker's 
Marine View Plaza apartment. Initially sus­
picious but unable to say no, Wicker as­
sented. 

Though he horrifotd Wicker's "straight" 
middle-class gay friends, Marsha quickly 
became the unofficial house mother to 
Wicker's extended household. "Letting 

Marsha into my home was one of the turning 
points in my life," Wicker said. "He was the 
most generous person I ever knew." 

Wicker said that just about all he asked of 
his permanent guest was that Michaels not 
leave the building in drag, so as not to attract 
negative attention, and that he do the laundry 
every Thursday. 

But one of Wicker's neighbors, Annette 
~ lllin&__said that Marsha still found ways to 

make trouble.;ee MARSHA page 10 
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"A while ago," Il li og recalle d, "one of the previ­ous supers wa s on a ramp age about people subletting illeg all y. One day he saw someone go into the laundry roo m , and he foll owed the person in. and sai
d , 'Who are you and where do you live?' It was 

Marsha in a blond wig and drag and he said, 'I's the maid from 1 OE.
' 

The m an was so shocked he couldn't do anything .  He just left." Aside from neighbors and friends, the only Hobokeni tes who knew abou t Michae ls' alter-ego were the volunte e rs who run the St. Mary Hospital T hri ft Shop on Garden Street, where Michaels bought m any of his most memorable outfits. Shirl ey Hatc hett re member
ed "the fella that us ed to b uy all the gowns" as a "won derful, sweet per­

so
n." As she looked through a stack of snapshots of Marsha decked out in his St. Mary finest , sh e adde d, 

"He had good ta ste in clo
thin

g, 
t
oo

. H
e 

reall
y knew his colors and his fabrics." "I can't ge t over h im ," Hatc hett' s colleague Millie Desio said. "He was so ni ce . He used to come in and see a gown and sa y

, 'Ob b
, I /rav e  to 

ge
t 

th
at.

"' 

A turn for the worse 
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Marsha leadlng the charge In an outf it from the 
St. Mary HoapHal ThrHt Shop.

Unfortunatel y, Wick e r said, Marsha also had the disturbing tendency to "go mental" f
r
om time to time. He ha d had se veral breakdowns over the course of the last 30 years, and he seemed to be having another o n the weeken d of July Fourth that, one wa y or another

, 
pr obab

ly c on
trib

u ted t o  his downfall. July 2 was a Th ursda
y , a w ashday. Wicker says that Marsh a, who had been acting weird for a while, seemed particular

l
y disturbed that morning, display­ing wha t Wicke

r call
e

d "the excessive religiosity that ha d been the harbing
er o f 

pre
v i ou s p

sy chotic episodes." 
After handing out bouquets of flowers to friends and family and dis pos ing o f 

perso
nal bel

on

gin

gs
, 

Marsha left the apartment. H e never returned. 
When Michaels' seriously decomposed bod

y washed up the following Monday, Wicker assumed 
Marsha had died the day he left Hobo ken. But after a Village-wide appeal for information, a man came 
forwar d who said he had spoken to Marsh after 
Saturday's Fourth of July fireworks. The man said 
Marsha had seemed disoriented and paranoid, com

� plaining "the Mafia is after me" and "they 're puttin
g AIDS in the_food." He was the las t  acquaintance to 

confirm having seen Marsha alive. W icker say
s that 

during Marsha's last breakdown in 1991, be re­ported seeing his long-dead father in the wat er on the bottom o f the river. Thou�h Wicker thinks foul 
play is still a "50-50 possibility," he also believes 

Marsha may have bad a hallucinat ion last week like 
the one he had last year and simply walked out onto 
the river to 

join hi
s 

lo ved ones. 

Whatever the cause of death, Wicker feels ,;ertain 
that Marsha was "absolutely incapable ofintmtion­
ally destroying herself." Despite the medic al 
examiner's finding, the p<?lice investigation into.t he  
death is continuing. Wicker talked to the medi

cal 
examiner on Thursday, and said she off

ered t o
change the cause of death from suicide to "un­
known" if the evidence warrants it. 

Next Sunday, July 26, there will be a memorial 
service for Marsha at Duane Methodist Church on 
13th Street in the Village. The Big Apple Band will 
lead a parade, and Wicker expects hundreds if n ot
thousands of people to at tend and share thei1 mem­
o

ri
es. Aft

erwards, h
alf of 

M
arsha's ashes 

will be 
scattered in the Huds on off the Cluistopher Street pier. 

_ 
· 

The following Sunday, Wicker plan s to scatter the 

remainde r  of the ashes in the river o n  the Hoboken 
side

. "Marsha really lived in both places," be said. 
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MARSHA from page 3 

"A while ago," Illiog recalled, "one of the previ­ous supers was on a rampage about people subletting illegally. One day he saw someone go into the laundry room, and he followed the person in. and said, 'Who are you and where do you live?' It was Marsha in a blond wig and drag and he said, 'I's the maid from 1 OE.' The man was so shocked he couldn't do anything. He just left." 
Aside from neighbors and friends, the only Hobokenites who knew about Michaels' alter-ego were the volunteers who run the St. Mary Hospital Thrift Shop on Garden Street, where Michaels bought many of his most memorable outfits. Shirley Hatchett remembered "the fella that used to buy all the gowns" as a "wonderful, sweet per­son." As she looked through a stack of snapshots of Marsha decked out in his St. Mary finest, she added, "He had good taste in clothing, too. He really knew his colors and his fabrics." 

"I can't get over him," Hatchett' s colleague Millie Desio said. "He was so nice. He used to come in and see a gown and say, 'Obb, I /rave to get that."' 
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Marsha leadlng the charge In an outfit from the St. Mary HoapHal ThrHt Shop. 

Unfortunately, Wicker said, Marsha also had the disturbing tendency to "go mental" from time to time. He had had several breakdowns over the course of the last 30 years, and he seemed to be having another on the weekend of July Fourth that, one way or another, probably contributed to his downfall. 
July 2 was a Thursday, a washday. Wicker says that Marsha, who had been acting weird for a while, seemed particularly disturbed that morning, display­ing what Wicker called "the excessive religiosity that had been the harbinger of previous psychotic episodes." 

After handing out bouquets of flowers to friends and family and disposing of personal belongings, 

Marsha left the apartment. He never returned. When Michaels' seriously decomposed body washed up the following Monday, Wicker assumed Marsha had died the day he left Hoboken. But after a Village-wide appeal for information, a man came forward who said he had spoken to Marsh after Saturday's Fourth of July fireworks. The man said Marsha had seemed disoriented and paranoid, com~ plaining "the Mafia is after me" and "they 're putting AIDS in the_food." He was the last acquaintance to confirm having seen Marsha alive.Wicker says that during Marsha's last breakdown in 1991, be re­ported seeing his long-dead father in the water on the bottom of the river. Thou~h Wicker thinks foul play is still a "50-50 possibility," he also believes Marsha may have bad a hallucination last week like the one he had last year and simply walked out onto the river to join his loved ones. 

Whatever the cause of death, Wicker feels ,;ertain that Marsha was "absolutely incapable ofintmtion­ally destroying herself." Despite the medical examiner's finding, the p<?lice investigation into.the death is continuing. Wicker talked to the medical examiner on Thursday, and said she offered to change the cause of death from suicide to "un­known" if the evidence warrants it. 
Next Sunday, July 26, there will be a memorial service for Marsha at Duane Methodist Church on 13th Street in the Village. The Big Apple Band will lead a parade, and Wicker expects hundreds if not thousands of people to attend and share thei1 mem­ories. Afterwards, half of Marsha's ashes will be scattered in the Hudson off the Cluistopher Street pier. _ · 

The following Sunday, Wicker plans to scatter the remainder of the ashes in the river on the Hoboken side. "Marsha really lived in both places," be said. □ 

FOOTNOTE, IT IS WITH GREAT PLEASURE THAT I MAKE THIS REPRINT OF THIS MOST BEAUTIFUL ARTICLE AVAILABLE TO ALL OF MARSHA'S FRIENDS. IT BRILLANTL CAPTURES THE WAY MARSHA INTERACTED WITH OUR H0METOWN HOBOKEN NEIGHBORS & WON THEIR HEARTS AS SHE WON THE HEARTS OF PEOPLE EVERYWHERE. 

RANDY WICKER 
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