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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening! (applause) Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber. I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. As all of you know, my goal here at the Library is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful to make it levitate. After my conversation with John Waters, which will last about as long as a psychoanalytical session if your shrink is generous, (laughter) you will have the opportunity of asking good questions. (laughter) There will be a mike right here so that you can look John Waters in the eye. 

Now, without further ado, let me introduce John Waters, who, as you know, was described by William Burroughs as the “Pope of Trash.”

(applause)
JOHN WATERS: Thank you very much. This book, I’m going to read one chapter, but I kind of want to put it in context a little bit. The book is obviously about hitchhiking, and the first chapter of the book is fiction, where I imagine the very fifteen best rides that I could imagine and then I do the very fifteen worst rides, which ends in my murder, and then the last third is when I do the trip for real, which is twenty-one rides. This is a good ride, but one of my assistants said to me, “I can’t tell the difference between the good and the bad.” (laughter) This is good ride number 9, Bernice. And I’m halfway through the trip.

The sun is coming up and there’s no such thing as rush-hour traffic in this part of the country but, yet again (!), the very first car that approaches pulls over. The problem is, how do I get in? The entire vehicle, a beat-up yellow eighties Chevy Citation, is completely filled with books—every kind imaginable—hardbacks, trade paperbacks, but especially mass-market editions, some missing their covers. The passenger seat is piled so high I can’t even see who’s behind the wheel. Slowly, like a jigsaw puzzle being assembled in reverse, I see a face as she throws the books in the back, under the seats, even in her lap. “Sorry,” the rather haggard-looking woman in her late sixties, with the weakest chin I’ve ever seen in my life, mutters, “I like to read.”
(laughter)
“I can see that,” I answer good-naturedly as I jump in, pick books off my seat, and then pile them back in my lap. “I like to read, too,” I say, taking a gander at the eye-popping cover art of the vintage sex paperback Teen Girls Who Are Assaulted by Animals. (laughter) “This one is amazing,” I say, wondering what the editorial meeting at the publisher could have been like (laughter) to green-light this title. Here’s a niche audience I hadn’t imagined. “All books are amazing,” she corrects me with a passion. “Are you a librarian?” I ask cheerfully, knowing, after being the keynote speaker for several of their conferences, how wild librarians can be. (laughter) “Not officially . . . ,” she answers with practiced bravery. “I was . . . ,” she confides, “and then something happened and I wasn’t.” (laughter) Oh. “I’m John,” I introduce myself, trying to change the subject away from her obviously painful past. “They call me Bernice,” she answers without fanfare, “and I read your last book. I loved the chapter ‘Bookworm,’ but you’re too ‘literarily correct’ for my tastes.”
Before I can stick up for my published reading recommendations, she suddenly brakes for a car that swerves around some tire rubble on the highway, and a huge pile of cheap paperbacks stacked pack-rat style in the backseat collapses on top of me. I pick off Saddle Shoe Sex Kitten, (laughter) Some Like It Hard, (laughter) and Freakout on Sunset Strip, with the amazing politically incorrect subtitle Fags, Freaks and the Famous Turn the Street into a Hippy Hell. 
(laughter)
“They’re not for me,” she explains as she pulls off I-70 onto a rural road; “they’re for my book club readers.” Before I can protest that I can’t go off the interstate, she tells me, “Don’t worry, I’ll take you back to the highway.” We cut back into an even less traveled country road, turn the corner, and see a Tobacco Road–style hut constructed entirely out of paperback books missing their front covers. The owner has shellacked the books to make them semi-weatherproof, but the elements have not been kind—the volumes, soaked through many times from rain, are swollen, tattered, and can’t offer much in way of protection. “Publishers don’t want cheap paperbacks returned when they don’t sell,” Bernice explains. “The newsstand managers are supposed to rip off the covers and turn those in to get their refund. The retail outlets are expected to then just throw away the books, but I rescue them from this biblioclasm and redistribute the volumes to alternative readers at the lowest end of the used-book market. I know it’s hard to imagine, but a few very dedicated collectors only want books with torn-off covers. It’s these specialized readers I serve. I am not alone. Flea-market vendors, paper-recycling workers, relatives of deceased dirty-book collectors, we are united in a mission to do what libraries cannot: bring the customer the lowest of the low in literature.” 
(laughter)

“Ah, there’s Cash,” she says as a skinny, grubby fortyish-year-old white guy with a potbelly and a Prince Valiant haircut comes out of his self-styled reading room. I quickly realize by “Cash” she means her customer’s name, not actual money. Her books are, of course, free. “Cash is a very specific customer,” she explains. “His books must be soft-core and pre-porn, with a missing cover done by a collectible artist. He then actually reads these smutty volumes, writes endless critiques of the writer’s style, which he never allows anyone else to read, and then uses the ‘read’ book as a building block for another room in his shantytown abode.”

“Hi, Bernice,” shouts Cash in some sort of regional accent too obscure for me to identify. “Hello, sir,” she says with a literary grin, “this is my friend John.” Cash completely ignores me, so Bernice just goes into her routine. “I got some good ones for you today,” she promises as Cash’s eyes light up and he licks his lips in anticipation. “Here you go,” she says, “She’ll Get Hers by John Plunkett.” “With a missing cover by Rafael de Soto,” Cash yells back with postmodern literary enthusiasm. “I remember that one, Cash,” Bernice reminisces like the true pro that she is; “that was great pulp art but it’s gone now!” “Who wants to go to an art gallery?! I want to read!” yells Cash as he grabs the volume and hugs it to his chest in literary fetishism. “How about this one?” tempts Bernice, holding up a yellow paperback with both the front and the back binding ripped off. “Remember the pulp jacket with the sexy lady on the couch clutching the pillow like her lover?” she quizzes. “Restless by Greg Hamilton,” Cash shouts back like he’s on a quiz show, “with cover art by Paul Rader. And I’m glad the cover is gone. (laughter) I read these books, Bernice, I don’t look at them! I read every word until I understand perfectly what the author was saying just to me, the last reader these volumes will ever have.” Bernice hands him the damaged volume and he grabs it with scary gratitude. “See you next Thursday, Cash,” Bernice promises, and with that, we’re back in the car and off to the next outsider reader.

“I’m no judge of what people read as long as they read,” explains Bernice once we’re on the road. “Are all your books dirty ones?” I ask with great curatorial respect. “No,” she answers, “I’ve got true crime ones, too. A lot of libraries won’t carry the really gruesome ones. Just like bookstores, they discriminate—putting the true crime sections way in the back of the store. Hidden. Near the gay section.” (laughter) Before I can agree she gives me a sudden look of traumatic desperation that stops me in my tracks. “Believe me,” she whispers sadly as we suddenly pull into the driveway of a suburban ranch house, “I know about censorship.”

Out comes Mrs. Adderly, a most unlikely matron true crime reader still dressed in her housecoat. “Hi, Bernice. I’m glad you’re here. I got in a fight down at the library just yesterday. They take my taxes, why can’t I have a say in what books the library buys?” “Hi, I’m John,” I butt in. “I thought the library had to get you a book if you ask for it.” “Oh, they say they do,” Mrs. Adderly answers without missing a beat, “but they lie! I happen to be obsessed with ‘womb raiders.’ Are you familiar with that genre?” (laughter) she asks me point-blank. “You mean women who tell their husbands they’re pregnant when they’re not and then follow real pregnant ones, kill them, cut out their babies and take them home claiming they’ve just given birth?” I reply. “That’s the ones,” acknowledges Bernice, (laughter) impressed I’m so well-informed by this specialized field. “Well, I read Lullaby and Goodnight by D. T. Hughes,” Mrs. Adderly continues, “but there’s another one I want. Hush Little Baby, by Jim Carrier, where the ‘raider’ cuts out the baby with her mother’s car keys and the baby actually lives! Well, this literary snob of a librarian says to me when I ask if she has that book, ‘There’s no need to know about something that ugly.’”

“Yes, there is!” I yell in outrage, completely agreeing with Mrs. Adderly’s anger. “The public needs to know,” I rant, “that when you’re pregnant, strangers are following your every step, ready to jump out and cut out your baby with car keys! (laughter) Womb raiders are everywhere.” “Exactly!” agrees Mrs. Adderly, thrilled to have someone else in her corner. Bernice gets a sly grin on her face and whips out a mint-condition bound galley of this very title and hands it over. “Oh, Bernice,” Mrs. Adderly gushes, “you know how to make a true crime buff happy. Thank you from the bottom of my black little heart.”

We’re off. I’m impressed. Bernice turns on the radio and we hear that delightful little country song “Swingin’ Down the Lane” by Jerry Wallace and merrily sing along, harmonizing over the instrumental bridge between the verses. I continue picking through the books on the floor by my feet and laugh at One Hole Town, a hilariously titled soft-core vintage gay stroke book. “You want that one?” she asks with generosity. “Sure,” I say, mentally adding this rare title to my collection of cheesy gay-sex paperbacks. “It would go right along with my ‘chicken’ volumes,” I tell her. “You mean titles with the word chicken in them?” she asks immediately, understanding my oddball bibliophile specialty. “Yes, I’ve got Uncle’s Little Chicken, Trickin’ the Chicken, Chicken for Hardhat, even Chain Gang Chicken.” (laughter) “I know them well,” she announces with bibliographic respect.

“And you, Bernice,” I gently pry, “what kind of terrible books do you collect?” She freezes, suddenly protective of her most private scholarly taste, but then seems eager to have someone to whom she can confide. “The novelization of porn parody movies,” she admits with great pride. (laughter) “It’s a small genre, but one that is growing in importance,” she explains with deep knowledge of her field. “I tried to introduce these specialized volumes to the general public when I was head librarian in my hometown of Eagle. But Colorado is such a backward state! Trouble started as soon as I displayed Splendor in the Ass (laughter) and Homo Alone with the covers out instead of spine in. Busybody little prudes noticed and made a big deal out of it, but I stood against censorship. Porn parody titles need to be discovered and celebrated. I was vilified in both the local and national press, but I didn’t care! I fought back! I passed out valuable, extremely rare copies of Clitty Clitty Bang Bang (laughter) to any high school reader in the library who asked for it. Satire needs to be taught! These youngsters loved Clitty but I was fired! I called the Kids’ Rights to Read and the National Coalition Against Censorship organizations, but they wouldn’t help me. I became a scapegoat for the humor-impaired.”
Before I can offer my unbridled support, she pulls her car over to the I-70W entrance ramp and we are buried in sliding paperback books. With great concern and kindness she asks gently, “Do you have the Twelve Inches series?” “Yes,” I murmur in excitement, trying to stack Bernice’s volumes back up in some kind of order. “I’ve got Twelve Inches, Twelve Inches with a Vengeance, and Twelve Inches Around the World.” (laughter) “But do you have Twelve Inches in Peril?” she demands with excitement, whipping the title out from inside her glove compartment and holding it up like the Holy Grail. “No!” I shout with rabid delight, quivering in literary excitement. We look at each other in our love of disreputable books and she hands it over, completing my collection. “Thank you, Bernice,” I say in heartfelt appreciation, caressing this title like a sexual partner. “You must go now, John,” she says with sudden concern. “I can’t be exposed. My readers will continue to hide me. They know. They know I’m the best damn alternative librarian in the country.” “You should be proud, Bernice,” I say as I get out, bow in respect, and blow her a kiss good-bye. “Run,” she says with urgency; “run to read!” (laughter)

Thank you.

(applause)

Thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What a pleasure.

JOHN WATERS: Thank you. I own all those books for real. They’re all real books.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But tell me, since you’re talking about owning books, what are some of the more unknown objects in your collection that you could reveal?

JOHN WATERS: Well, I have things. People give me great stuff. I have the guest list to Rock Hudson’s funeral with everyone’s address.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Of what use is that?

JOHN WATERS: Private excitement. (laughter) I have Ike Turner’s will. (laughter) I have a lot of good stuff. I collect the novelization of movies, I collect—which is really a despised genre. But there are certain stores now. There’s a great one in San Francisco called KAYO Books that is beautifully curated and they collect uncollectable books. They have books about flight attendants. No, stewardesses books. You know, which you’re never allowed to say that word anymore. And so I don’t know, I collect books that most people wouldn’t have. But I collect regular books, too, but I have special sections, let’s say.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you have special places in the various homes you have where you put books.

JOHN WATERS: Yeah, I know where everything is, sort of. Yeah. But it’s filled everywhere. It is like I’m a hoarder. But they’re in shelves, it’s not like they’re piled up. Well, in some places they’re piled up.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re a hoarder or more a collector?

JOHN WATERS: Well, a collector, but there’s a thin line as we know when it goes into insanity, right. But I still read all the books I buy, I don’t buy them and not read them. The porn title ones I keep out for art. It’s just the covers, you know, I like looking at them. And I have ridiculous, in the guest rooms, book by your bed might be a book called Single and Pregnant.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And do you think you do that to elicit in your guests a desire to leave?

JOHN WATERS: Yes. (laughter) My nieces and nephews have said to me, when we have a family get-together and they come from out of town, “We’re not staying in your house.” (laughter) They refuse to stay up in the scary room they call it. In my guest rooms I have my most alarming items, yeah, to discourage guests. My mother always said, “Guests and fish smell after three days.”

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Libraries should, I mean from what I understand from this chapter you chose, should collect everything.

JOHN WATERS: They are, you know, people that collect these books are complaining now. There’s a store in San Francisco called Magazine and these people that do, there’s Bolerium books, it’s amazing, they only collect left-wing, revolution, and gay books. So it’s really quite an odd selection. That’s the only thing they have really. But you can say, “Oh, I was at a riot there with the Yippies in 1968 at this corner,” and they have the flyer. It’s amazing, really, so this kind of stuff, but what they’re a lot telling me, is that the universities, because of political correction, when the people—the real collectors of this die they can’t accept it, because of political correctness and all sorts of things about. Which, I understand the political correctness thing. But because some of these are so politically incorrect.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But do you really?

JOHN WATERS: I get it from both—no, I believe they should be able to take these books. If they were new printed like that maybe but these are showing a time before all this happened. You know, I have a book that I can’t believe has ever come out, and it’s just called The Love of a Fag. (laughter) You know, and I love that title, I’m really happy I have that book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It inspires.

JOHN WATERS: It’s in one of the guest rooms, because it makes me laugh every time I see it. (laughter) Or another one with this pitiful guy that says Enter from the Rear. (laughter) Yeah, I think these books need to be preserved. Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We showed—just before coming down here we took you to the special collections to show you—

JOHN WATERS: The dirty stuff, right? 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah.

JOHN WATERS: It wasn’t that dirty.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It wasn’t that dirty, it was pretty—

JOHN WATERS: There was a fart joke, which was good.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It was pretty tame in some ways. What did it inspire?

JOHN WATERS: It inspires to know that there’s always been this and people have always collected this. I did a show at the Warhol Museum called Andy’s Porn and they couldn’t wait to show me Andy’s real collection under the bed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And they knew how to find it very quickly.

JOHN WATERS: They all knew where it all was, yeah. (laughter) But mostly they hide this in every collection. So you know I think it’s good to celebrate and to see people’s personal things they kept and everything. I know when I’m dead and all the people that work for me know where the porn is and to throw it out. Yeah. You should always tell people that. If you have that. Yeah. Or your parents have to go through it.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What is your single favorite book you have? Or maybe not single. You know what?

JOHN WATERS: That would be a tough one.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay, give me three.

JOHN WATERS: A children’s book called Dad’s in Prison. I kind of like that.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You say it with a lot of sentiment.

JOHN WATERS: I have another one that just says Is Killing Wrong? (laughter) I like that theological debate, right?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, yeah, yeah.

JOHN WATERS: Teens and the Death Penalty. That has a good cover.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The three books you’ve chosen all have a thematic kind of connection.

JOHN WATERS: They’re all on the same table. I’m just thinking—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Famously, you said, “If you go home with somebody and they don’t have books, don’t fuck ’em.” Do you follow that advice?

JOHN WATERS: I’m a liar. (laughter) You know. I’d never get laid in Baltimore. (laughter) Mostly. I believe that spiritually. (laughter) But you know they have that thing in bars, everybody’s cute at last call. It’s similar. And, you know, I don’t always want to sleep with intellectuals. They’re so boring. I know enough smart people. I want to sleep with funny people. Who feels like talking about Alain Robbe-Grillet in bed, you know?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, I sometimes—Well, I was just imagining what it would feel like to speak about—

JOHN WATERS: “Have you read The New French Novel?” It’s not the kind of thing that really gets you horny, I don’t think.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No. I sometimes wonder with the changes now that are occurring and everything coming onto e-books what will happen. I mean, will the nature of dating change?

JOHN WATERS: It already has.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Will you be able to tell people, “Come and look at my iPad?”
JOHN WATERS: I guess, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean—

JOHN WATERS: It’s the same thing I mean, with, I think it’s more healthy now. Kids go out in packs, they don’t go out on dates, they go out with twenty people and see what happens. I think that’s a lot better than what I had to go through. But it’s weird to me, the sexual habits of kids, you know, everybody’s saying now in eighth grade girls perform oral sex on guys. And when I was young that was a home run, you know, not first base, you know, things have changed. And boys don’t have to do anything back. What happened to feminism? You know. (laughter) Girls are trade now? You know, I’m trying to figure it out, the sexual patterns of teenagers and the electric chair.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Your only real job was working in a bookshop.

JOHN WATERS: In bookshops. I worked at the Doubleday Bookshops and I ran the Provincetown Bookshop for many years. It was the greatest job. They let me have any books I wanted for free as long as I read them so I sold books all the time. They encouraged me to tell books to the customers and everything and it’s still a great bookshop, it’s still there, one of the owners, Joel Newman, is still there, he’s ninety-two years old.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know when we had Keith Richards here at the library, one of the most surprising facts about him is that when he was a child he wanted to be a librarian.

JOHN WATERS: Really?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He said there were two institutions that mattered to him growing up: “The church, which belongs to God, and the library, which belongs to the people.” Isn’t that incredibly surprising? When you were a child what do you think you wanted—

JOHN WATERS: No, I didn’t read, because they made me read such boring books. I’d have to do book reports on The Life of Benjamin Franklin. (laughter) I rebelled from reading. I wanted to read Street Rod, that was the first book I ever really wanted.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now you have to tell me what that is.

JOHN WATERS: And Hot Rod. That was like about juvenile delinquents. They were for young reader. But it was Street Rod, I think it was called. But when, in school, I didn’t start reading. Grove Press got me to read. Grove Press completely turned me into a reader. (applause) Completely. When I read Genet, I thought, “Okay, I want to read.” When I read The Life of Benjamin Franklin, I didn’t want to read.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you started reading—

JOHN WATERS: I read like Grove Press, you know, and I would read City of Night and Last Exit to Brooklyn and all that kind of stuff which it just made me crazy I loved it so much and I became a radical reader and a shoplifter of new books.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s so interesting. What were some of the first books you stole?

JOHN WATERS: All of them, you know—
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And this after working in a bookshop. Or before, no.

JOHN WATERS: I didn’t steal when I worked in a bookshop. No. Because they were so great they gave them to me for free. No—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They knew what they were doing.

JOHN WATERS: Once, but I didn’t steal, but once I stole once records, and I saw the store detective seeing me do it, so I put them back, and she didn’t see me put them back, and then she arrested me, and I sued and got five thousand dollars. (laughter/applause)
That was terrible. I feel guilty about that, you know. 
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I can tell.

JOHN WATERS: I don’t feel that guilty. Because all those records that I stole I ended up later paying thirty-five thousand each to put them in the soundtracks of my movies, so they got their money back, yeah.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But do you remember some of the early books you stole that gave you a thrill?

JOHN WATERS: Yeah, City of Night, I think John Rechy, certainly Last Exit to Brooklyn, those early books by Grove Press.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How old were you?

JOHN WATERS: Oh, a teenager and but I just—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Fifteen, sixteen?

JOHN WATERS: Yeah, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Where did you put the books?

JOHN WATERS: Inside my coat. Not like Divine, I didn’t put them between my legs like in Pink Flamingos. No. I had a special coat, actually. But I don’t believe in stealing books today, I’m against it because bookstores are having so much trouble. I think we should you know take our books and put them back in after we’ve paid for them. I think that would be a good thing to do.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the chapter you read, you know, obviously reading is so important and I wonder if you agree with Werner Herzog, when he gives classes in film studies at the Rogue Film School he has, when he’s asked what his students should do, he says, “Read, read, read, read, read, read, read.”

JOHN WATERS: I agree and that if you’re making films, watch every movie and keep the sound off, you can tell how they’re made, then. See bad movies, too, because see why they’re bad. But I don’t really think you should read bad books. I wrote a whole chapter in my last book about the kind of books that I like. They should be hard, it shouldn’t be easy. You know, I don’t understand when people say, “You know, I just want a light book for summer that makes me feel good.” Well, don’t you feel good anyway? Why should the author’s problem be you?
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So the books should be—

JOHN WATERS: Hard to read. Like, you know, or give you a kick. I love a feel-bad book.

(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Such as.

JOHN WATERS: Well, they don’t make feel bad. You know, let me think. What’s a feel-bad book?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, no, what is a feel—

JOHN WATERS: Well, I’m reading that book My Struggle now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Karl Ove Knausgaard, who’s coming here on Friday. And you know, it’s amazing, I mean, this Norwegian writer.

JOHN WATERS: And it’s on the best seller list this week, too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, it’s just extraordinary. I invited him about five, six months ago and people didn’t know who I was talking about. I probably didn’t pronounce his name right. Now I can say Karl Ove Knausgaard and people know exactly—but it’s extraordinary to witness how somebody becomes famous.

JOHN WATERS: Well, the articles were pretty amazing and also one out of ten people in his country read the book. The other book I really loved recently I read was Can’t and Won’t by what’s her name, you know, the woman that writes very short ones. I’m just going blank on her name.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It doesn’t matter. The woman who writes short books.

AUDIENCE: Lydia Davis.

JOHN WATERS: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Who’s that?

JOHN WATERS: Lydia Davis?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Lydia Davis.

JOHN WATERS: Yeah, she’s and I just read her—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I have not read her.

JOHN WATERS: She’s great. She’s really, really smart. The smartest book I’ve read in a long time, actually. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why?

JOHN WATERS: Because she’s just brilliant and funny and some of her stories are three sentences long and boy, you know, talk about good editing, right?
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know the line I’ve always loved of Pascal, who said, “If I had had more time, I would have made it shorter.”

JOHN WATERS: That’s true. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s right.

JOHN WATERS: If you ever think you should cut something out, cut it out.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: One more line by Herzog before we move on. Another piece of advice. I know we both admire him. Another piece of advice he gives is, “Go out to where the real world is. Go work as a bouncer in a sex club, a warden in a lunatic asylum, or in a slaughterhouse. Walk on foot, learn languages, learn a craft or trade that has nothing to do with the cinema. Filmmaking must have experience of life as its foundation.”

JOHN WATERS: I agree with most of that. I don’t think you have to get a job as a warden. (laughter) Maybe I’m not quite as extreme as Werner. But I think I don’t trust anybody that hasn’t been in jail one night. It’s part of life. You gotta get busted once. Have you been arrested? Hate to put you on the spot.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Moving—no, but I know what I need to do next. Now, as you all noticed at the very beginning, I didn’t really give an introduction to John Waters. No need for one. But over the years I’ve asked my guests—for the last six or seven years, I’ve asked my guests to give me kind of a biography of themselves in seven words, a haiku of sorts, or if you’re very modern a tweet, and John, you gave me these seven words, which maybe you can help us unpack a little bit. “John Waters was once a children’s puppeteer.”

JOHN WATERS: Well, it’s true. And that’s the beginning. That’s the first job I ever had in show business, and it went well. I was twelve years old, and I had maybe three puppet shows a week for twenty-five bucks each, and that was pretty good in 1954. And so I was hooked early. I always knew what I wanted to do. So I’m lucky. You go to school to figure out what you want to be. I knew what I wanted to be, always. And my parents were horrified by what I wanted to be. But they knew it was that or prison, I think they thought. (laughter) So they encouraged me to do that, and even when I made films that mortified them and nobody said were good for ten years at least, they were there for me. Even though they were embarrassed. They didn’t know how to take it or anything. Well, what parent would be thrilled to say, “I heard about the new film your son made where a drag queen eats dogshit. Congratulations.” (laughter) I don’t blame my parents for being uptight.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But they supported you very much.

JOHN WATERS: My father paid for that movie.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know.
(laughter)
JOHN WATERS: And never saw it. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He never saw it?

JOHN WATERS: Never saw it. And I paid him back all the money with interest, which he was shocked. And when he died I found the little things that he had saved in his safe deposit box, which was very moving to me that he saved the hundred dollars here, two hundred, three hundred, when I would go around the country with the prints in the trunk of my car and show them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But he must have been proud that you could pay him back, in some way, you know.

JOHN WATERS: Yes, that was about it. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In some way, no?

JOHN WATERS: And also his name was John Waters, too, which was especially mortifying, right? (laughter) If you’re going to name your son Junior, think about it.
(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Quickly, though. Puppeteer. How did puppeteer come about?

JOHN WATERS: Puppeteer. So many film directors become puppeteers and actors say, “We’re not your puppets, you know.” But they are.

(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I want to talk about something that comes up in Carsick quite often, is the notion of impersonification. You say, “Once I climb in, will they believe it’s me, even if they know who I am, or think I’m just a John Waters impersonator, which I am in a way every day, only older.”
JOHN WATERS: Yeah, I’m impersonating him right now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But what does that mean about you?

JOHN WATERS: It means that I can play myself when I have to. Which I’m doing right now. It’s what I do for my living. But it is the real me. I’m no different in real life. But when I get in a car, when I was hitchhiking a lot of people later told me, they thought it was me but then they drove by, “Why would he be hitchhiking by an entrance ramp in Kansas?” And then they come back and stop and open the door and like staring at me like this and they’d say, “Where are you from?” And I’d say, “Baltimore.” They’d go “Aahahayah.” You know. (laughter)
But most people thought I was a homeless man. People came over to give me money a lot. Which was—shocked me the first time. This farmer tried to give me—I didn’t take it but one woman she wasn’t even in a car at a rest area, you know, I had a sign and I looked like an old man hitchhiking, I looked like a homeless guy, and she would come over and try to give me thirty dollars, or twenty dollars, she had kids, and I said, “No, I really don’t need this. I’m writing a book. I’m a film director.” And they look at you like, “You’re off your meds. (laughter) What kind of film are you making out here hitchhiking?” 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or you may be taking the medication but the dosage is off.

JOHN WATERS: Yeah. But even I had real friends. I had one friend that called my office when it went online and the story kind of went viral because a rock-and-roll band called Here We Go Magic picked me up.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, you wrote about that.

JOHN WATERS: And my friend wrote and said, “Well, if John is having a breakdown. I know that something’s wrong and wherever he is in the country I’ll come get him and take him home.” And it was very touching. They thought I really had lost it, and was wandering the country. (laughter) Which I was! Yeah. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Willfully.

JOHN WATERS: Willfully. Yeah, and I thought I’d lost my mind too after about day three.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But it’s interesting, no, a little bit more about this notion of impersonator. Because, you know, it’s just an interesting phenomenon that we sort of stage ourselves. You know, there’s this—

JOHN WATERS: Well, you go to work, you are impersonating yourself.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re playing—

JOHN WATERS: You’re playing your public self.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, you’re playing, yeah, it’s kind of the notion a Canadian sociologist who once called this “staged authenticity.”
JOHN WATERS: I guess. That’s too intellectual for me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, this is supposed to be a little bit intellectual. 

JOHN WATERS: Yeah, I know.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m playing at being an intellectual for the moment.

JOHN WATERS: I play that too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know, so let’s play at that. I mean, there’s a notion—

JOHN WATERS: Staged—what did you say—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ll say it again. My lisp doesn’t help. Staged authenticity.

JOHN WATERS: What do you mean staged? You’re either authentic or you’re not, I’d say.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Ah, no, no, no, but this is the whole problem. To impersonate also means there’s a kind of an imposter syndrome, there’s, you know—

JOHN WATERS: I wish I could go that far and say, “You know, actually, I’m lip-synching right now.” (laughter) That would be great.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That would be great, yeah. Okay. (laughter) Moving—the structure of your book you mentioned it a little bit earlier. The best, the worst, and the real. And much of a trip taken such as this one has in it the seeds of anticipation of what you imagine the journey to be. Before coming onstage tonight, what did you imagine would be the best or the worst scenario?
JOHN WATERS: I guess the worst you’d come out there would be three people and no one spoke English, (laughter) and you didn’t show up and I had to just stand here. But I could have just kept talking. I could have handled that.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, I would imagine that.

(laughter)
JOHN WATERS: So the best is—we’re having the best. This is the best.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’re having the best—it’s just fantastic, (applause) yeah, we’re doing— You know, the book is so much about the notion of anticipation of what you will be living, what and the journey you’re taking here in Carsick. You have imagined it.

JOHN WATERS: The first part I wrote before I left, I could have never written it after I’d done the trip, the first part, and it was fiction, which I’ve only really written in movies before, because I’ve written all my movies, which are of course fiction. So this was imagining the best I could think of, which was meeting characters like that librarian. Or I have sex in a car in a demolition derby. (laughter) I don’t think that’s really going to happen but I like the idea of it. I would.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me a little bit about this fantasy, the demolition derby.

JOHN WATERS: I’m not saying that’s my fantasy.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, but it isn’t mine.

JOHN WATERS: I’m trying to write a humorous book, so the sex scenes in it I hope are humorous, too, even the terrible ones when I’m entrapped in a bathroom in Kansas for just taking a pee, but you know in Kansas sodomy for straight or gay is still illegal, so I get taken to this terrible jail by these horrible homophobic cops, but it’s so ridiculous that I hope it’s funny.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Right.

JOHN WATERS: The sex in here is ridiculous, too. Having sex in the middle of a demolition derby and then I go home with a guy and he says, “You wanna watch some porn?” and takes out like pictures of cars crashing, (laughter) only it’s a demolition derby where they go forwards, you know, which you can’t do, so it’s devil kind of demolition derby. So is that my real fantasy? No. But I like demolition derbies, and I do think some of the people there look pretty great. They don’t realize it, which makes it better always. They have a certain chic that you know. If you had a club in New York that was, you know, working-class chic, it would be faux working class. It would be for fashion, really, it would be a style thing. This really, they’re not really aware of that world, but yet they look more handsome than anybody in a way because it’s effortlessly cool. 
And they love demolition derbies. I saw a family there, they go at this demolition derby, before it starts, they take a new car, it’s like an amusement park ride, and you pay five dollars and you go in and you and your dad, it usually is, get to just smash the car with a hammer for five minutes. And I thought, “Isn’t that peculiar? Like quality wrecking time with your father.” (laughter) And they’d say, “Go ahead, son, get the rear-view mirror, knock it off.” And at the end it was just this car left completely beaten to death by the families. It was really nice, I thought.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What did you imagine the trip to be before you took it?

JOHN WATERS: Well, I imagined the best. You know, the worst is I get murdered, you know, I get picked up by a sports fanatic that will never shut up. I start smoking in it again. That’s the worst thing. I’d rather be murdered than smoke again. It’d be harder. It’s harder to quit smoking than die. It is. (laughter) So I had all these fears. Not really, everybody else made me afraid. I wasn’t afraid, but as it got closer everybody was saying, “Well, are you sure you don’t want to have somebody follow you?” So I just let my imagination go, with everything, the best and the worst, and then when I did it for real it was never that extreme. But the people were great. What I didn’t imagine was the endless time alongside the road where no one picks you up and you stand there for ten hours. And believe me ten hours alongside the road with that Kansas wind hitting you in the face is tough.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s a long time.

JOHN WATERS: I looked pretty ugly. I looked like a Walker Evans photograph.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you also talk about hitchhiking as inspiring optimism in some way.

JOHN WATERS: This inspired optimism, because every person that picked me up. I had a trucker, a cop, a coal miner, frackers, they all were so optimistic, and some were Republican, some were Democrat, but they all were open-minded, they all wanted to talk. They all talked about how much they loved their wives. All the straight men talked about how smart and beautiful their wives were. They were all upbeat. They all had survived something. They all were—people that pick up hitchhikers are good people.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love this line about men who love their wives. “And yep, here’s yet one more heterosexual man who loves his wife. I’m telling you. It’s a trend. Women I know who are always complaining they can never meet a good straight man. Maybe you’re living in the wrong part of the country. Maybe you need to hitchhike. Route 70 West could be a path to a great marriage. Go ahead, stick out your thumb for romance.”

(laughter)

JOHN WATERS: Well, but then as somebody else pointed out to me, but if they’re all happily married, where are you going to go? You got to get there early. (laughter) And I believe these were all second wives, because—And they weren’t trophy wives, it wasn’t that, they were the same age, they were just, they married up in intelligence. I think when they were younger, they had maybe substance problems, or I don’t know, they had problems, right? And they had survived that and gone on to the next step. And I love people that have survived problems. It’s much more interesting to never have—If you have no problems, you’re just the cheerleader in high school the day you graduate it’s downhill. You know, you gotta have something to overcome or fight for.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I have to ask you, John, of course, the why of hitchhiking. You know when I found out a couple of years ago I think when you were here last that you were going to write a book about hitchhiking and about your hitchhiking journey, I immediately said, you know, this has to happen, I have to talk to you partly because in my own family history, as I told you, when I was growing up, my father, he used the word, he’s alive and ninety-six years old, but he used the word that it was immoral for me to travel in any other way than hitchhiking—

JOHN WATERS: Wow.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: —until I turned twenty-one. My mother didn’t agree at all. But my father said it’s the best way of traveling. It’s the only way in which you actually learn to talk to complete strangers. You also exchange for the rides stories, you learn how to lie very well. You learn all kinds of good things. So why at the age of—

JOHN WATERS: Sixty-six when I did it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you did it. I was hesitant.

JOHN WATERS: My midlife crisis, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, so it’s your midlife crisis.

JOHN WATERS: Sure it was. My life is controlled, it’s scheduled. You know, so I was like, “What would it be like to give all that up and go out on the road? And let’s see what happens. I don’t know what’s going to happen.” You can’t be a control freak if you’re a hitchhiker. You really can’t. It’s impossible. You know and I never, I thought I would be a backseat driver, like, “Slow down! Oh my God!” I never did that once. I never saw one car accident the whole way. I saw a lot of fires, but I never saw car accidents. We were never stopped by the police. The police saw me hitchhiking. One cop gave me a ride. And I had a little fame kit my assistant made up, which I loved, you pull out, “Excuse me, here’s my Academy of Arts and Science card. Like, ‘I vote for the Oscars, can I get out of jail?’” You know? It worked!

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me, what was in the fame kit? 

JOHN WATERS: The fame kit was just my Directors’ Guild of America card, my Academy of Arts and Science card, and I think a clipping about Hairspray or something very mainstream, you know. And the cop is great, he looked through the whole thing and he said, “Doesn’t say anything on here about being a professional hitchhiker.” (laughter) I knew he was joking with me, I said, “will you give me a ride?” He said, “Yeah, hop in.” And he gave me a ride and then he dropped me off, and I was in this place and he said, “I’ll come back and check on you later,” and he did, and I still hadn’t gotten a ride, it was like five hours later. And he said, “What’s the matter with you? Shake the sign! God!” (laughter) It was humiliating. To get a bad hitchhiking review from a cop.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me about the heydays of hitchhiking. Were there days earlier when you hitchhiked?

JOHN WATERS: Well, when I was young, you had sex more when you hitchhiked, you know. You either said yes or no. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You had more sex.

JOHN WATERS: I said either. Depended on the person. But everybody that hitchhikes has to admit that people do come on to you. And sometimes you say yes and sometimes you say no, at least in my experience. It did not happen much when you’re sixty-six.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Library or no library.

JOHN WATERS: Yeah, yeah. The lechery really calms down. I didn’t have any gerontophiliacs. That’s a sexual attraction to older people.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Coming back to the earlier days. Take me back.

JOHN WATERS: In the sixties, everybody hitchhiked. You know, and you’d be in like New Haven, there would be so many hitchhikers. That was a great hitchhiking spot.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And your parents were fine—

JOHN WATERS: My parents weren’t against hitchhiking. And I know they didn’t know that perverts picked you up. But also you didn’t come home and say to your mom, “Hey, good one today!” And I guess there were serial killers then. There was all that kind of stuff going on.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It just was less written about or spoken about maybe.

JOHN WATERS: And there weren’t so many movies, The Hitcher, and Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and all the movies where the hitchhiking always ends badly, including the movies I made always had bad things happen to hitchhikers. Nothing ever happened to me bad. It happened to some people I know, though. There are certainly horror stories. But nothing ever bad happened to me. Maybe that’s just luck but I believe in goodness of people. Sort of.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Interestingly. So how many days did you hitchhike?

JOHN WATERS: It took only nine days. Twenty-one rides.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So do you feel that you hitchhiked I mean nearly hitchhiked for hitchhike’s sake?
JOHN WATERS: I hitchhiked for an adventure. I hitchhiked at first because I had a book advance. I didn’t spend one penny of it in case I chickened out halfway there. I didn’t spend any of it until I got there. Because I’d be too embarrassed to chicken out. You know and I forgot it rains all the time in spring so I would be standing there in the pouring rain in this poncho and I learned early that you can’t have a hitchhiking sign and an umbrella. You can’t hold them right. And I really looked like a junkie Mary Poppins. (laughter) You know, my sign it was really a bad look, really and I stupidly—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And look mattered.

JOHN WATERS: Look matters. And I had this baseball hat which always makes me look like Ed Gein anyway and it said “Scum of the Earth,” which was a movie I liked, but it was a really dumb choice to wear when you’re hitchhiking, when you’re in a rest stop looking around, you have a hat on that says “Scum of the Earth.” It doesn’t inspire, “Hop in!”
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But nine days is short. What I mean to say is also you wanted to get there.

JOHN WATERS: The worst book would have happened if the first ride somebody stops and, “I’m going all the way to San Francisco, get in!” It would have been terrible if that happened. I would have had to jump out. That would have been good. Escape a ride. I never had to do that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But still it’s a quick trip.

JOHN WATERS: It maybe sounds quick but I tell you it wasn’t. I was—it was quicker because the first, I call him the Corvette Kid, the kid that was a Republican elected official who picked me up in Western Maryland going to his lunch at the Subway and he didn’t know who I was or anything, and he took me to Ohio, he just kept talking, his parents were freaking out. Then he kept texting me and he drove forty-eight hours at eighty miles an hour without me knowing to catch up to me in Denver, which was great. You know, and we had a real adventure, we did. But people were horrified because I would check in a hotel with a twenty-year-old boy, and people would go, “Christ, John.” Swingers were trying to—texting him that we’d meet in rest areas, saying, “Let’s hook up in Vegas.” Oh my God. So we had an adventure. It was fun and we did bond. It was a very nice trip. But he came back and then I got out and gave him the keys to my San Francisco apartment and said, “Just go stay there. Let me get some more rides.”
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like to read a small passage of you being picked up by a truck driver. You say, “I’ve never felt gayer as I climb up those three steps.”
(laughter)
JOHN WATERS: Oh, that’s true. That is true. Into a 90,000-pound truck. Where he’s like, “Come on!” I thought, “Oh my God, I’m getting in this truck.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let me start again. “I’ve never felt gayer as I climb up those three steps on the passenger side of the eighty-thousand-pound Kenworth and jump inside. Eureka! A trucker has actually picked up a hitchhiker! ‘The book needed this!’”—that I find very interesting—“’The book needed this!’ I explain right away to the handsome fifty-year-old driver, who seems to take it all in stride despite, I could tell, having never heard of me when I introduced myself.” 

It’s so important. Well, first of all. “The book needed it.” You needed certain experiences for—

JOHN WATERS: Well, the trucker is a cliché of hitchhiking. And today no truckers almost stop because the companies are so strict now. They have two drivers. The trucks never stop. One sleeps in the back and one drives. So they’re never going to pick you up. None of them are ever allowed to pick you up. They all have chips in them. They can only drive so much a day. Up in those trucks it’s modern now, they wear these kind of—they look like Madonna up there, you know, (laughter) and there’s computers and everything. They’re fancy. It’s not like some truck stop. The one I wrote about in the best chapter. That’s the one I want to go to. Fumbelina.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Can you tell a little bit about that? Because that is a fantastic scene.

JOHN WATERS: Well, thank you. It’s an outlaw truck stop. And they still do have them, but they’re more in the South and they’re off the forbidden highways. Yeah, they’re real things where drugs and liquor and strippers. I wanted to go to one of them. But they don’t have any of them on Route 70. No.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Would you read one page from it?
JOHN WATERS: If I can find it. Let me look here.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s so delicious. See if you can find it. It’s worth the wait, I promise you.

JOHN WATERS: I don’t know what part I’m going to read in it. Hold on. I’ll give you a little explanation of it. All right.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s just so good. 

JOHN WATERS: Gumdrop leads me to a bar and orders me a free vodka without even asking what I drink. He just knows. He gets gin for himself and guzzles it down in one gulp and burps out the sound of a busted truck muffler with amazing realism. He drags me through the partying drivers, many of whom are dancing recklessly with other scary women. I see a red-hot dancer who looks like a gal in a Russ Meyer movie undulating with precision in a bikini on top and a micro-miniskirt. Gumdrop races ahead and stuffs a $20 bill down her cleavage. On cue, she retrieves the bill from between her giant tits, pretends to drop it, spreads her legs in a practiced stance, and bends over to pick it up. She is, of course, wearing no underpants. Knowing the routine, Gumdrop leans his head over between her legs and looks up to Cupid’s cave. Fumbelina—that’s her name—purrs, “Smile, you’re on Candid Camera” and “takes a picture” with the expert muscle control that can only come from years of training. I have never seen a man look happier than Gumdrop does at that moment. He fumbles for another double sawbuck and in between her knockers it goes. Once again, she pretends to be all thumbs as she retrieves it and “drops” the twenty and slowly . . . very slowly bends over to pick it up. “Take two,” Fumbelina chuckles as Gumdrop takes his place below and says, “Say cheese.” Again she snaps his “photo” with vaginal precision. I can see Gumdrop’s eyes beaming in gratitude. “Fumbelina, this is John Waters,” he says politely, poking me in the side to let me know I, too, should give her a twenty. “Nice to meetcha,” she says as I slide a bill inside her supervixen breasts, and Gumdrop slaps me on the back in approval. Fumbelina “fumbles” the bill, drops it in choreographed clumsiness, bends over to pick it up. I hesitate, knowing what is expected. “Don’t worry, I’ll retouch the picture,” she says with a giggle, and I take a place between her legs looking up into the natural lens. “Hold still for focus,” she orders, and I do. Click! Yikes, a snatchshot! I feel like Lee Miller as she modeled for Man Ray’s first solarized photography, the “rayograph.”
(laughter/applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you.

JOHN WATERS: I can picture Fumbelina. I would really like. That would be a good strip act where she always pretends to drop something. And I like strip joints. I like I always feel comfortable in them. I’ve said this before, I wish everybody in the world was a stripper but me.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What I found also interesting in the last passage I read, I could tell, about the truck driver having never heard of me when I introduced myself. There is something that happens often again and again in Carsick which is your desire, I mean, you you go between the desire—

JOHN WATERS: Not wanting it and wanting it. When I’m alongside the road and I can’t get a ride, I pray I’m recognized. When I get in I don’t care if they do or not because it doesn’t make it better. It makes it better if they don’t because they tell me more stuff and I can find out more about them. But when I’ve been standing there for ten hours I’m practically, “That’s me!” I didn’t get so bad to have a sign that said, “Help! I made Hairspray!” (laughter) Close, close.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s interesting because you’re between fame and unfame as you want to be recognized, you don’t want to be recognized.

JOHN WATERS: But the people—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But the notion of fame also is so important.

JOHN WATERS: Well, it’s part of it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, yeah.

JOHN WATERS: But the people. What’s interesting, the people that were in mid-America that picked me up. Even when they knew who I was, they didn’t ask any celebrity questions about other people. They don’t care about that. They don’t care. It was refreshing. Nobody ever said to me, “What’s this movie star like?” Or “Have you ever met this person?” They never asked that. They just talked about fertilizer and stuff that was really interesting to me. Like if you give a baby pig M&Ms it will follow you forever and remember you. (laughter) I like knowing that. My friends don’t know that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I have to tell you, I don’t know that.

JOHN WATERS: Well, you do now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now I do.

JOHN WATERS: Just carry some with you in case you ever run across a little pig.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But it is interesting. This notion of fame also is interesting because you, there was something also during this trip that made you want to be recognized.

JOHN WATERS: No, you’re wrong.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No? Am I wrong?

JOHN WATERS: It made me want to see how far that could take me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Take you quite literally yes.

JOHN WATERS: I wanted to see if it could help or hurt or was it different, how far would this go? You know when I’m standing on some side of a road, it really didn’t go far because even if they recognize you, they don’t think it’s you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re an impersonator.

JOHN WATERS: You’re not in the right. You’re out of context. You know if they see you on a television show it’s very different than seeing you in the gas station of, you know, Taco Bell while I was like washing my face like Crackers in Pink Flamingos. You know, I made that joke in Pink Flamingos, “Let’s live in gas station lavatories.” It wasn’t so funny when I had to. (laughter) Yeah. I never thought that would come to the truth.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But that’s interesting also in terms of the structure of the book which is that the third part, which is the real McCoy, whoever McCoy was, I mean, there’s a whole debate about how the real McCoy is, which I think is partly interesting. Is that reality is quite different from what we imagine.

JOHN WATERS: It’s not as extreme in some ways but at the same time—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s a little more tame. 

JOHN WATERS: It was the opposite of my last book, Role Models, which was people that had extreme lives that I admired. This was about people that probably the real people did not have extreme lives, but I admired them just as much for how open-minded they really were about things which is against the cliché of what people think about mid- America.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And coming back to the notion of fame I’m wondering if this trip was also an experiment in seeing what happens when you become unfamous.

JOHN WATERS: Yes, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What happens when you become unfamous, but you know this comment that I’ve always loved by a poet named Rainer Maria Rilke, who said that “fame is but the collection of misunderstandings that gather around a new name.” And there’s something about this urge to be known.

JOHN WATERS: But you know, my dreams have already been fulfilled years ago, more stuff has already happened to me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Really?

JOHN WATERS: Oh, yeah, everything I ever wanted to be as a kid has happened to me. I’m lucky, are you kidding? This is crazy, everything else. I never thought that—I wanted to make hit midnight movies, that was it. And it went a lot further than that, so the fame thing to me is—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So would that mean that you’re satisfied?
JOHN WATERS: Yes. I’m understood, certainly, by the public. I don’t feel like I’m some tragic person that has never been understood. No. I think I’m completely understood and it’s been amazing to me how far I’ve gotten to tell you the truth. That I ended up an insider. That’s the most perverse thing of all. 

(laughter/applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The interesting thing there is I’m wondering if I can twist that a little bit and say, would one of your fantasies perhaps be to have a quarter of yourself, or a part of yourself, a private part of yourself—

JOHN WATERS: No.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That might be an outsider, that would not—

JOHN WATERS: No, I want to be like—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You want to be mainstream?

JOHN WATERS: No, what I want the best is that you work your whole life so you can be like Justin Bieber so you can never leave your house you’re so famous.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You love Justin Bieber.

JOHN WATERS: I do especially now that he’s Bizzle. Oh, I love it when he’s black.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me what you love about Justin Bieber. You know, I read that and I was going to play some Justin Bieber but then I just decided I wouldn’t but rather ask you why you have such a love affair—

JOHN WATERS: Well, he is talented, if you look at that documentary that first one, when he was singing when he was eight years old playing pots and pans. You know, he doesn’t do anything that bad. You know, they said that he went home with a girl fan and performed cunnilingus for an hour without taking his hat off. Well, he’s a feminist, that means, actually. (laughter) Who’s complaining? Right? And then he was busted for drag-racing in a Ferrari going over sixty miles an hour. I didn’t think they went that slowly. (laughter) You know, it’s hard to be a billionaire when you’re nineteen, you know. I just, I’m for him still, I’m for him. I went to see his documentary alone on Christmas Eve day (laughter) and I felt like I was in an episode of To Catch a Predator, (laughter) which I wanted to do with him the day before he turned eighteen, a special Christmas version. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What would the plot be?

JOHN WATERS: Just move to each town. Put him on a park bench, bust ’em. Move to the next one. Bust ’em, bust ’em, bust ’em.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think. Hopefully it can still be made.

JOHN WATERS: No, he’s over eighteen now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay. There’s a soundtrack to this.

JOHN WATERS: Yeah, I have a sound list, a playlist, in each fantasy chapter I have a song come on the radio about hitchhiking. And I love obscure country music and most song about hitchhiking are about country, always. Well, there’s “Hitch Hike,” the great Marvin Gaye song. But most are about loneliness and country/western songs. And I would guarantee that most of you have never heard most of the songs on there. I hadn’t a lot of them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, let’s listen to the first one, which some of you will have heard and you can say something about it.

[“Witch Doctor” by the Alvin and the Chipmunks plays.]

JOHN WATERS: But in this song we’re huffing nitrous gas. (laughter) That’s what we’re listening to when this is playing. And the Chipmunks are great for that, really. If you’re on nitrous, they really are the right soundtrack. Yeah. And I love the Chipmunks. I did like the Squirrels better, they’re the rip-off of the Chipmunks. The Chipmunks wanna-bes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The second one.

[“V-A-C-A-T-I-O-N” by Connie Francis plays]

JOHN WATERS: I don’t want to give too much away but I have a fantasy chapter where Connie Francis picks me up, (laughter) and I have just been raped by a space alien and something odd happens between us. 
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay, I think we’ll leave it at that.

JOHN WATERS: Yeah, we’ll leave it at that. It’s fiction.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s fiction. But after our conversation and after your good questions John will sign his book and then you can go back tonight and find out what this fantasy was all about. You’re recognized in various ways throughout your trip for your cameo in Chucky, for your appearance in The Creep, but you’re also misrecognized.

JOHN WATERS: Well, it’s a joke, but that’s an old thing that they always think I’m Steve Buscemi. It’s the oldest joke and I tell Steve Buscemi this and he says, “They think I’m Don Knotts.” (laughter) But that’s an old joke, really. But I’ve had flight attendants—one leaned down to me and said, “I know who you are. You’re Ed Wood.” I thought, “Ed Wood!” (laughter) Because they got mixed up. They knew Johnny Depp was in my movie and blah-blah-blah, but my favorite, this happened recently, I’m on a plane, this woman’s staring at me kind of the whole way and finally she says, “Are you a magician?” (laughter) I wanted to go “There’s your boarding pass. What happened to your boarding pass?” 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: She was right in some way.

JOHN WATERS: Well, thank you, but that one made me laugh out loud. Right. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you think you—when you’re not hitchhiking and you’re trying to be anonymous, do you like being recognized?

JOHN WATERS: It’s part of my job, you know, if you’re out, you’re at work. Do I like—do I feel like posing for every cell phone picture? That’s the curse, that every day—I do, of course! They bought me my house, why would I say I wouldn’t take a picture with them. I don’t understand that. Tonight when I sign books, I’ll take a picture with every person, sit down next to me, as long as you know how to work your camera, give it to somebody who will take it. No, I don’t mind that, that’s part of my job is to do that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Not every filmmaker, writer, feels that way.

JOHN WATERS: Well, not every filmmaker, writer, has a standup comedy act, either.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s true.
(laughter)
JOHN WATERS: I mean, you know, I push that, that’s how I make my living. In a way, if you have a book signing, why wouldn’t you be nice to the people who are buying your book. The famous story one girl pulled out her Tampax once and slapped it down at a book signing and asked me to sign it. I went, “She bought the book, sure.”
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love the fact that you said the famous story. I didn’t know that one but it’s fantastic.

JOHN WATERS: I’ve told that one a lot. It’s famous in some circles, right? (laughter)
And it was my first unsafe autograph. Well, I held the pencil up high. Please don’t do that tonight.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re giving them some ideas.

JOHN WATERS: No, no, no, that’s why I try not to tell that story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the book you say the following: “I go outside to take a phone call from my office and update them on my whereabouts. They are happy I’m with The Kid and inform me that the Kansas Couple have Facebooked pictures from our ride and now these have gone viral, too. I quickly check my Google Alerts and am both horrified and, I guess, flattered to see some company has already manufactured and offered for sale for $19.99 a ‘hitchhiking bull denim tote bag’ with my END OF 70 WEST sign pirated from the Facebook picture. Jesus.”

JOHN WATERS: In one day. I know. It was shocking. I was impressed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Horrified or flattered?

JOHN WATERS: Both. But God, they ripped me off that quickly. They put my sign on a bag to sell it? But then I thought, “Well, what do you care?” that certainly is nice they noticed. You know then I realized how far the story had gone that that would happen. It’s really hard. You can’t even see your e-mails on the side of the road with that Kansas wind blowing, you know. It was just shocking to me that it happened. I thought it was funny. I didn’t buy one and they didn’t send me one. They should have sent me one.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You stayed in touch with your office a lot.

JOHN WATERS: I whined to them heavily. That was their job. To listen to me whining.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why did you whine?

JOHN WATERS: Because it was cold—One day I had to stand there for ten hours. I didn’t have any water and that’s the day I said to my assistant, “It’s the day I’m going to have to drink my own urine.” (laughter) She tried to be humorous. She saved on her answering machine the most pitiful message I left that she still torments me with by playing it. “Susan, call back, ooooh.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But it’s interesting because you in a way you hitchhiked, you exposed yourself and remained vulnerable to the elements more than a usual hitchhiker.

JOHN WATERS: No, I probably had it easier, because technically I had a credit card, I could call a helicopter to come get me if I wanted, (laughter) but I didn’t do that. I almost—I didn’t spend a night in the woods, but I almost did. I had to Dumpster-dive to get cardboard signs. I was soaking wet. People were mean to me in the Holiday Inn. You know, stuff did happen, it was real, it was not a luxury trip, but now that it’s over it’s hard for me to remember the terrible parts because I know I made it and I’m here tonight and I have a book. It was all worth it, certainly.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s so interesting this notion of anticipation and retrospective looking. You know, there’s this line I’ve always loved of Susan Sontag where she says about traveling, “Just wait until now becomes then, you’ll see how happy we were.”

JOHN WATERS: That’s sort of true. Well, I’m always happy, kind of. You know, I don’t think that youth was better than my age, I don’t look back and say, “My generation had more fun.” You know, I get, the people at Occupation, you know, that movement, had just as much fun as I did in the riots in the sixties. It’s fun to be bad when you’re young. But as I say in the book, Brigid Berlin, the great Warhol star, said to me, “How can we be bad at seventy?” What a great line, because how can you be bad at seventy? If you’re trying it’s rather pitiful, right? So this was as close as I could get to be bad was to hitchhike across America.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love the radical animal lovers and human haters.

JOHN WATERS: Well, that is true. Some real animal fanatics hate people. I’m scared of animals, but I don’t hate them. I think they should be loose, biting people.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This passage is fantastic. “I think all dogs should be off leashes. That’s what they want to be doing, running in packs, like the wild canis I saw in Bucharest that seemed so happy to attack you, snarling and yapping when you get out of a cab. Dogs don’t want to be home with their owners stuck in some sort of sick S&M relationship” (laughter)—I mean, I love this—“sentenced to a lifetime of human caresses. How would you like to take a shit with someone following you around waiting to pick it up with a plastic newspaper bag? (laughter) Talk about humiliating. Also, I hate to tell you this, but can’t you see your cat hates you?” (laughter) Fantastic passage.

JOHN WATERS: That’s true, yeah. Another thing, I say this in my spoken-word act. Don’t be talking about riding on dolphins with your bullshit spirituality. Do you think they want your fat ass on them? Get the fuck off them!
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s a Wonderful Life comes up a few times.

JOHN WATERS: Just once, it’s a movie that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Without giving it away, it’s a movie that you—

JOHN WATERS: No, that is giving it away.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Give it a bit away, I mean people are going to get the—

JOHN WATERS: At the end, I get killed and I try to imagine what hell is like. And that movie is playing. Yeah. (laughter) For eternity.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The Corvette Kid. Tell us something about him.

JOHN WATERS: Well, I did, I talked about him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Talk about him a little bit more, yeah.

JOHN WATERS: He was great, he was a kid that wanted an adventure. He was a Young Republican elected official but we didn’t talk about politics that much.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did you keep away from speaking about politics?

JOHN WATERS: No, but he said to me once, you know, “I’m a town councilman, I deal in potholes. That’s not exactly Republican or Democratic really argument.” Although it is, about how much you pay to fill them. I don’t know it was sort of like he just had a crazy great time. It was like a vacation, and it was thrilling for me to see through his eyes going through the Rockies and seeing the whole country and everything. And we were just in on a joke because everybody thought it was insane we were together. His friends were writing to him saying, “Way to go, you’re with a gay man in a hotel. What are you thinking?” 
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And his mother was so worried.

JOHN WATERS: His mother, poor mother, I tried to talk to her, he wouldn’t let me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: His mother was googling you.

JOHN WATERS: Well, it’s not good to google me. Comes up, you know, fighting for the Manson family parole, (laughter) just got a gay award, eats dogshit. You know, it’s not a refreshing thing for a parent.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No.

JOHN WATERS: And then they said, how do you know it’s even me, it could be just a crazy person. But why would they say they were me? You know, they could say somebody a little more upscale.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The book is less about America and the countryside because one doesn’t get really a sense from reading the book about the countryside.

JOHN WATERS: Because it’s the same now everywhere because of the Internet and everything. Local color is vanishing and that’s good and bad but everywhere kind of is the same, the geography isn’t, and there is about geography anyway. I saw fires everywhere and Kansas and the bleakness and I loved Kansas in a way because it’s so minimalist and so far and so brutal, I can’t even imagine what it’s like to live there in the winter. And so that was fascinating to me. But other than that, the products, the stores, they’re all the same everywhere, the whole world.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I want actually to bring this to a close by asking you to give me some Yelp reviews of these various places. You mention a lot of motels you’ve been, and so if you could say something about your experience. You know, the reviews you read online.

JOHN WATERS: You mean of the motels? Days Inn is the best because they have good lighting.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Lighting is an obsession for you.

JOHN WATERS: Well, because you can’t read. The Holiday Inn, I’m telling you, I felt like Stevie Wonder when I was in there, (laughter) you know, it’s like, you can’t, it’s the worst. They all have terrible breakfast rooms. They have the worst possible food.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah you talk about—

JOHN WATERS: Really bad. And another thing they don’t have newspapers, even USA Today they didn’t have, they didn’t have any newspapers, which makes me crazy, right?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So Days Inn.

JOHN WATERS: I felt snobby. They don’t have room service. Now, that sounds snobby. I thought you could get a pizza delivered, or a hamburger, but you can’t, really. You just have this free breakfast room where people sit staring at the television, (laughter) no eye contact, eating the most repellent fake eggs and a frozen bagel that no New Yorker could ever swallow.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Sounds bad.

JOHN WATERS: And I always thought I’d go in my breakfast room with my sign and say, “Oh, hi,” and maybe I’d get a ride. People would just look away from it. Nobody would make eye contact. And you don’t really want to drink a lot of tea or coffee or even eat because elimination is a problem when you’re hitchhiking. You can’t say, “Pull over!” “Again? Get out!”

(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: La Quinta Inn.

JOHN WATERS: Oh, they were all right, except I stayed at La Quinta Inn and then I went to the movies, and then these people recognized me and gave me a ride back to the La Quinta but they took me to the wrong one. (laughter) I panicked, I thought, “Is this where I’m staying? No, it’s not!” And then the guy felt sorry for me and took me in the courtesy van all alone at midnight back to the right La Quinta Inn, (laughter) where I had to do laundry, and that’s really depressing, because I didn’t realize, they don’t have Laundromats, they have one little room with a washer and dryer in it with no change machine, no soap, or anything and of course as soon as I put all my laundry in with soap it stopped and wouldn’t work. I had to go downstairs. The woman had to come up with a credit card trying to hit the quarter. Oh, it was quite an ordeal.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This was John Waters discovers part of America in some way.

JOHN WATERS: Well, it was, it was, yeah, it was hard traveling you know. But it was fine. Not even, I don’t mind going to the Laundromat. I go to the Laundromat in Provincetown all the time. I actually like Laundromats. I used to—I filmed—my old movies, we always filmed in them because they had strong lighting.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Your experience at the Walmart.

JOHN WATERS: The Walmart, I had never been in a Walmart and my sister gives me shit about that all the time. “You are such a snob, you’ve never been to the Walmart.” Well, I realized why. I don’t buy in bulk. You know, I don’t go and say, “I’ll have a thousand potatoes,” (laughter) you know, and they have no help, there’s no one, you can’t ask anybody. They’re as large as like the Newark bus station, you go in, and I thought, “Oh, they have a supermarket, they have everything here,” but they had so much stuff that I was overwhelmed. But it was in a Marine base neighborhood so it was like the Porno Walmart and it was all soldiers in outfits, and I really tried to look up but it was like being in a porn, I couldn’t watch or anything. It was very weird.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Maybe a couple more. Ruby’s Tuesday and Applebee’s, your experiences.

JOHN WATERS: Ruby Tuesday’s was all right, I lost my credit card there and they mailed it back to me, so that was okay. Oh, Applebee’s was filthy, (laughter) and it was after church, too, and the people were filthy that were coming from church. (laughter) They left the men’s room a pigsty, I’m telling you, I didn’t care for that, no.

(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: From this experience, this nine-day experience, what was the most surprising moment, the moment that somehow—
JOHN WATERS: When the Corvette Kid came back, when he drove all the way back, and I he maybe was just screwing with me on the computer sitting at his parents’ house, you never know. And when I saw him there, I thought, “you really did this, you came back, so thank you.” That was the most surprising—I knew then that the rest of the trip was going to be okay. You know, hat one morning I didn’t care where I spent the night. I didn’t have to be at the right exit ramp and everything where I was going to get—I had a ride before I woke up. And that was the worst every morning to wake up and think, “You are really crazy. You’re doing this again, you gotta go stand out there.” And every morning. It was hard—no one ever picked me up in the morning, it always took a while and I don’t know why.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you feel that in some way doing this trip made you go back in time?
JOHN WATERS: No, I think it brought me up to date to realize that if I have to now I can always hitchhike, if I miss a flight, rather than stay in that horrible hotel they put you in, I’m hitchhiking, right, with those little vouchers where you have to wait in line for eight hours to go stay in some horrible hotel.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Your answer makes me really think about again to bring up my own father. My mother was very ill recently and my father, aged ninety-four, two years ago, was visiting my mother a lot in the hospital, they live in Belgium, in Brussels, it was January. It was snowing, no public transportation, there were no taxis, and I came to visit him and he said, “You know, it’s just amazing, I mean, I do not know how people manage who don’t hitchhike.”

JOHN WATERS: Oh, he hitchhiked there?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He hitchhiked home at age—he said, “How do they manage, how do they walk, I mean, they might hurt themselves falling,” so this ninety-four-year-old man hitchhiked, people looked at him and took—

JOHN WATERS: Wow, he’s braver than I am.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But, in a sense I don’t think it was in order to capture his youth as much as to know that he could do it.

JOHN WATERS: Because he could have taken a cab, right?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Maybe, but there was so much snow that it was like Doctor Zhivago in the middle of the snow. I mean it was very hard. The first, the opening chapter there’s a kind of a fantasy of you being completely funded.

JOHN WATERS: Well, yeah, the ride picks me up and then they back my whole movie, and we dig it up on their farm, they say, “Oh, you don’t have to pay it back, and we don’t give notes, make whatever kind of movie you want.” And they own a corrupt FedEx place, that is everybody who works there look like they’re kind of Whole Food jail escapees.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Does this mean we might get to see Fruitcake?

JOHN WATERS: Oh, who knows? You know. No. Do I think I’m going to meet somebody who’s going to say, here, here’s five million dollars in cash, take it home. No, I kind of doubt that will happen. Although, friendly drug dealers did help me in the beginning. They’re always good backers. Pot, I wasn’t like, you know, heroin based.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I remember the first time we spoke. I’ll never forget. You spoke to me about poppers.

JOHN WATERS: Oh yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I had no idea what you were talking about.

JOHN WATERS: Really?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, I mean, since then I’ve educated myself. (laughter) But might we—

JOHN WATERS: I have poppers in the book. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You do! You do!

JOHN WATERS: I get a ride from a policeman who’s doing poppers singing songs from Hairspray the Musical and so we’ll see. Maybe that will happen.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Maybe a movie will come?

JOHN WATERS: Who knows? I’ve pitched it. I still have meetings about it. Who knows?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You say, “I’d love to write a novel.” 

JOHN WATERS: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me.

JOHN WATERS: Well, I might. Who knows? You know because really all the movies are novels in a way, they’re just written as a screenplay. But that’s the scary thing. I don’t know that I will, but it’s the only thing really left I haven’t done that I’d like to.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me something about what it might—

JOHN WATERS: No. No.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No?

JOHN WATERS: You know, if you’re trying to get pregnant, do you tell people?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No. 
JOHN WATERS: Okay.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much.

(applause)
JOHN WATERS: thank you very much. That was great fun.

(applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now we have time for some very good questions. And absolutely no time for bad ones, so please come up to the mike.

JOHN WATERS: Oh, you can ask a bad one, it’s all right.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay, ask a bad one. Let’s begin with a bad one please, could you come up to the mike?
JOHN WATERS: No one, you see.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Nobody’s coming? Okay, a medium good one?

JOHN WATERS: See, there’s one, just yell it out. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, just.

JOHN WATERS: You can come up.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Come quickly.

JOHN WATERS: Come quickly.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, come slowly. Here.

Q: I just want to know, are you ever going to be a guest judge on RuPaul’s Drag Race?

JOHN WATERS: I am! Maybe this summer. We’re working it out right now.
(applause)
Q: What kind of stuff did you travel with when you were hitchhiking? Did you have a duffel bag or did you have a stick with a handkerchief? A backpack?
JOHN WATERS: No, a duffel bag is not really me. I had a fake crocodile bag that I got as a gift at the Spirit Awards, but I was panicked because it looks like it would cost a million dollars, but it was plastic. I had five pair of underpants, and I took my worst underwear so I could throw away a pair every day, shed weight. I had one Issy Miyake jacket that looked like I was homeless. Only I knew it was fashion.
(laughter)
Q: I used to work at Issy Miyake.

JOHN WATERS: A good pair of boots from a store called is it REI, I had never been in there in my life, it was so humiliating, because they have a little rock you’re supposed to climb up, (laughter) and my assistants were laughing, and said, “You have to climb up there to see if they fit.” I thought, “I’m not climbing any rocks when I’m hitchhiking.” (laughter) But those shoes worked when I was in the rain. A poncho, some little toiletries, little ones, one credit card, one ID, my fame kit, and very little. I just wanted—and my signs, I had different signs.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s fantastic how you describe cutting up those signs was really hard for you.

JOHN WATERS: I couldn’t do that, I’m really bad at tearing cardboard correctly. Things that most people can really do I can’t. But I carried very light because you don’t want to be lugging stuff, you know, you want to be able to run and get in a car and also if you have to run away from somebody you want to be able to carry it.
(laughter)
Q: Thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A wonderful cover by the way where you can see the bag. Good. I like how people are running to—This is really good, getting some exercise, too.

Q: John. I read in an old book of yours once that you hated sports and you hated when cabbies would ask you how the Os were doing or this or that. I was wondering if maybe that’s softened a bit with age, if you get a little civic pride.

JOHN WATERS: No. There’s a chapter in here where I get picked up by a person that drives me crazy about talking about sports and they won’t stop it until they drive me crazy and make me smoke a cigarette I’m going so insane. So I don’t mind sports. I think people have the right to enjoy sports, I’m not completely a sports bigot. I try to watch it and I just can’t. When I played it as a kid I always was in right field, of course. And no balls ever came there but ones that did, I would just look at it. (laughter) People would be screaming, “Pick it up!” people are running around the bases, “Waters! Waters!” “You pick it up.”

Q: Thanks, John.

JOHN WATERS: Yeah. But I turned that into a career because they asked when in Baltimore this one channel had a new sports announcer coming and they had all supposedly celebrities saying stuff, and they asked me and I said, “I hate sports,” and they said, “Well, say that.” I said, “You’re kidding.” So they paid me to say that, and it became a hit. Housewives and women in stores would yell, “I hate them too!” (laughter) I became the spokesman for it and they had to double my pay to get me to come back and say, “I still hate sports,” (laughter) so I turned that into a career.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: John Waters! Thank you very much!
JOHN WATERS: Thank you!
(applause)
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