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THE PURPLE ONION
By Michael Kirby


I regularly visited the Purple Onion in early 1969 with my handsome new Dutch partner, Johan.  Nearly 40 years later we are still together.  We were then 29.  As I write this he is driving to Canberra to accompany me to a reception at Government Hose given by the Governor General.  What a study in life’s contrasts!  

The Purple Onion in 1969 was a glitzy cabaret, with a glamorous crowd, lots of smoking, a packed dance floor, strobe lights and a twice nightly “show” that changed every few months.  


The performance we remember most clearly is “Carmen”.  The leading role of the Diva was played by David Williams, who was as spontaneous and witty as he was plump and unreal in the guise of the heroine of Bizet’s opera.  With a carnation clenched between his teeth, he almost throttled the gorgeous Don José – played by a slight but exquisite Latin-looking dancer, with whom the entire audience fell (temporarily) in love.  

Carmen, Don José and the other members of the cast mimed a recording made at a top operatic performance which we immediately rushed out to buy.  We still have it.  David Williams was extremely quick with repartee.  One Sunday night Johan and I were a little late for the show.  We then received the Edna Everidge treatment:


DW: 
Why are you late for my show?  


MK: 
I forget.  


DW: 
You forget?  But you’re not old.  How old are you, 



handsome?  


MK: 
69.  


DW: 
69.  That’s not an age.  That’s a dirty habit!  

Little did we know that we would still be together, now approaching 69.  But, of course, still no dirty habits.  


The Purple Onion ‘show’ was gloriously costumed, with brilliant choreography on a tiny stage, despite the unlikely eye-lashed David Williams and the tight panted Don José.  It was great fun and a respite from the oppression that went on outside the doors.  The dance floor was busy between the acts.  Sir Robert Helpmann and other notables were often there, dancing with us patrons.    


Johan and I had lunch with David Williams and ‘Kandy’ Johnson a couple of years back.  We thanked them for keeping up our spirits in dark times.  David told us of the problems he had with the police but said he did not pay ‘hush money’.  The beautiful Don José was reported as married with children and living in Perth.  The performances were so good that the fame of the Onion spread far and wide.  It attracted packed houses every Saturday and Sunday.  The crowd comprised GLBT people and their friends and supporters.  The place was magical, intimate and democratic.  If only we could reverse the time machine and go back to those delicious nights.  
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