Miss Ribena
“Exhibitionism is a drug…. You get hooked….. I’m now taking doses that would kill a beginner.” – Quentin Crisp
When it comes to the entertainment business and the Drag side of the scene, there’s no-one more ostentatious – and more popular – than the legendary Miss Ribena. Yet one of the reasons she’s so likeable is that she’s refreshingly down to earth. At thirty-nine years old, this drag queen extraordinaire, that knocks about in jeans and jandals during the day, is revered by those years younger, and honoured in the industry by her peers and fans - those who’ve been around to tell the tales. 

The path she’s had to go down, both as Kevin and Ribena, was always going to be a difficult one – and I’ve seen plenty go through it. If you come out (sorry!) the other side: you’re stronger. So for Kevin, the realisation of his sexuality and the introduction into this world was probably always going to be rough going but, as it turns out, one with some amazing and defining moments all the same. 

Sadly, but typically, he followed the same formulaic pattern as so many do. Creating the ‘pretend girlfriend’ alongside everyday feelings of denial, sin and guilt, he tells me with relish about the excitement he felt from secret acts such as trying on his mother’s shoes at nine years old. And family, of course, are always a sticking point with any kid confused about their sexuality. Kevin’s staunchly religious background, which basically framed the entire foundation of the family, meant that he was in a constant state of confusion and flux. 

But things soon changed – for the better, really – when he qualified as a chef and left Hamilton (home) one night, bound for Auckland and its bright lights, namely to “The Staircase”, the venue for his 18th birthday. With his mate Chris and another girl, he experienced a genuine gay bar for the first time, and all she could say was “Wow, I’m finally home”. 

It was this encounter that he propelled himself into that altered his life forever. ‘Everyone knew about the Staircase.  Even I did!  These two amazing drag queens came up to me and it was fabulous.  I walked into it and I was like wow, the music.  People were free and fun: yeah, fabulous.’ 
But then it was back to the grimy confines of Hamilton: it all sounds sad and small for a character as big as this.

‘I’d always go and sit in my little car in front of the gay nightclub in Hamilton in Frankton, the Next Door Bar, but I’d never go in.  Too shy.  People knew.’
So, this terrible mixture of sort of knowing but not acting went on in Kevin’s head which, when you add the whole homosexuality-is-sinful thing from his upbringing meant that when he finally ended up doing what he felt was right, it was still all conflict and confusion.

‘My first experience was in the spa pool at Les Mills gym when I was 20.  It was with a married man.  I’d seen him there for weeks and weeks. Finally he just said, “you know,” and, well, it was only a bit of a touch under the old water.’
Instead of relief, all Kevin felt was shame.

‘I drove literally from Les Mills in the city here back to Glenfield where I lived and showered, showered, showered, washed, cleaned.  The whole thing of gayness, naughty, Jesus says this.  Guilt.’
His first “proper” experience brought up similar feelings. Going home with a guy from the gay Sauna, Countryman’s, Kevin says ‘the whole time we were doing things it was “oh God, shit”.  I was really nervous.  “Oh dear, this is naughty.”  I mean, I’d signed the Homosexual Law Reform bill.  When we walked into church we had to sign it.  So there was all that guilt.  So from basically 20-27 I was really in the gay scene but it was as Kevin.’
So it was quite a step, a no doubt high-heeled one too, I bet, when Miss Ribena made her first debut in drag at the Hero Parade in 1996. ‘Getting on that costume, it’s theatre, it’s acting.  It was wonderful.  And my first outfit was lime and orange and pink!’ 

But the buzz from such a significant event was stripped from him – and all because of a mole. Seriously. A distinctive birthmark, a simple mole on his face was the reason his sexuality was revealed to his family. His sister saw him in Metro magazine in 1998 after being snapped in the Hero Parade and effectively outed Kevin. 
‘That’s when it all came out.  Dad rang me and said “Kevin, there’s something we need to talk to you about”.  So I went down to Hamilton and his exact words were “Kevin, you lead a homosexual life don’t you?” So that went on for about an hour.  Homosexual, A=B, woman was made for man, all of that. Just me and Dad.’
Kevin’s parents were “born again,” anti-abortion, anti-smoking, anti-drugs and, obviously, anti-gay.

‘Oh yeah. Homosexuality is a sin.  All that. Then an hour later Dad says “you also cross dress, we’ve heard you cross dress?” and I said “no Dad, it’s actually drag”.  They didn’t understand it.’
It could’ve been terrible –and in some ways it was, but also, there was a sense that perhaps it was a necessity if Ribena was to be true to herself. A weird twist of fate? It was obviously meant to be on one level but what ensued opened up a whole new can of worms. Yet another defining moment in a life full of them.
Deciding that Kevin’s sexuality was a sinful thing, his adopted father believed that Maori feminine spirits had appeared over him and that meeting his real birth mother may give some clues into why. But he was very wrong:
‘She was exactly like me!’ The mother Kevin met for the first time at twenty-seven years was ‘the real night tripper goer of 70s clubs and bars’ and the exact replica of him, or, at least, of Miss Ribena. 

‘She was wearing Dolce and Gabbana shoes, platforms.  She was wearing a linen suit with huge long scarf, lime, orange, purple; a retro scarf.  Hair coloured. Big jewellery. Not proper jewellery, though, but diamonds, jewels, glam, darling.  Exactly like me.’ 

That was the irony. Kevin’s adoptive parents would hope the meeting would “cure” him: instead it confirmed what he already knew.
‘Really the reasoning to meet her was because of the whole drag, gay, cross-dressing lifestyle.  My parents thought it would help me to find out who I was.  As soon as I met her there was no hope for me.  It sealed my fate.  It was totally genetic.’
Yet secrecy seemed to prevail with her birth mother. “It was all so closeted,” he says, without irony. Just as his anti-abortion, anti-smoking and anti-drinking parents never discussed his adoption (at two days old) it was also his birth mother’s secrets that forced Kevin to put a stake in the ground, too. Unable to reveal the true identity of his birth father interspersed with a host of stories that changed like the wind, communication ceased. 
Through all that Kevin is still full of love for his adoptive parents:
‘Mum and Dad were always Mum and Dad and they are fabulous still. It’s just a shame that they miss out on so much of what I do because I have such a fabulous life! They know everything, of course: They’ve seen me in magazines, in the newspaper, on TV a couple of weeks ago.  They see it all, how could they not?  They know it all but they don’t want to know.  So when I go down and see them in Hamilton it’s all “hi Mum and Dad, how are you?”  We talk about the garden, the weather.’
So if defining moments are to be addressed and glued together to form your own life timeline, there are loads of those for Miss Ribena. Firstly, coming out, her first drag foray, meeting her birth mother –and then her birth family, (‘the connection, the colours, the flamboyancy, the mannerisms!’)  And then turning the way she is, into a blossoming career. 

‘I travel NZ as an entertainer and it’s entertainment that I do. I don’t look at the sex industry, prostitution, as a quickie for $200.  It’s actually a career.  If you’re a clever guy or girl in this industry, this is a job in the sex industry.  Drag is a job.  This is what people know as an entertainer.  Throughout New Zealand, when it comes to drag, everyone thinks of me.’ 
If this seems like a brave call, do a quick ask-around of any of your work colleagues and see if they’ve been to a 40th, 21st, or work bash at Caluzzi on Auckland’s K-Rd. Chances are they’ll say yes. Ribena and her cohorts have turned this restaurant into the acceptable face of drag where even mums and dads and cardy-wearing council workers can have a drink and some good food (she’s a chef by trade, remember!) and although some get a bit uncomfortable, have their eyes opened to a whole new world. And that’s only one of many strands of Ribena’s life.
So how does this work? Kevin constitutes his success to refraining from drugs or alcohol, a code of conduct his very first Madame, Chanel reinforced. “You take money from men, you don’t give it.  You don’t put a needle in your arm, you put their money in your purse”.  Plus the fact I think you have to have your finger on the pulse because people want you to be sharp.  They want you to be who they think they are in their imaginary world’. 
The avowed non-drinker and non drug user Carmen also inspired Ribena to stay away from the trappings of an industry that bring so many people down.

‘Carmen said to me, “Kevin, you don’t do drugs and you don’t do alcohol”.  That’s my other defining thing, I’ve never got fucked up on those substances. A drag queen once called me “boring”; she was off her face when she said that. She goes “ah, you’re fucking boring Ribena.  You don’t hang out with any of us because you don’t do drugs and you don’t come around to our house and smoke up with us and you don’t get pissed on a Sunday”.  I always look back at that person and that person now has given up drag, they don’t even live in New Zealand and they had to go into rehab.’
Carmen and Kevin had a wonderful relationship, ever since their introduction in the mid-90s.
‘I met her in 1996 properly and we took photos together and then we just hit it from then.  I’d go to Sydney and we’d go out and always have roast dinner on Oxford Street or Aunt Betty’s Soup Kitchen, which is soup and bangers and mash.  We’d have that until about 7.45 and then a couple of us would all go out to Stonewater and we’d stay there and get a cab at 10.00pm at night.  On the Monday we’d have a day off and then Tuesday we’d all go out and have a cup of tea together.  She told me a lot of things about what she got up to. Then in the last seven years our friendship got really strong. I’d ring her every 3-4 weeks and when I’d go to Sydney we’d go out.’
Kevin sadly watched her deteriorate in her latter years, and can’t help but express some distrust towards those who wanted a part of the legend when she died.

‘Carmen slowed down.  I noticed in the last two years of going out with her she was a bit slower and she’d sit down. In her later years we’d go out and I’d help her into the cab and I noticed her hip.  Then I’d say “no, no, no, Carmen I’m going home with you and walking you into your house, making sure you get home and then I’ll go back to the nightclub”.  I was really monitoring.

‘But, you know, the whole time she was in hospital there was probably fifteen people who would go and see her regularly, that’s it.  That’s it.  When she died, the two days before her funeral, all these people turned up, and I’d known Carmen since 1996 and I thought, I’ve never seen any of you.  Tagger oners.’
This is the closest Ribena will come to the bitchiness she so hates in the drag scene. Her other words of wisdom are much more upbeat.
 ‘Be polite at all times and listen – like a counsellor – to  break- ups and redundancy.’ And: 

 ‘You’ve got to be up, happy, positive, that’s what it’s about really in this industry, because it’s a hard thing doing drag.” But do drag she must! ‘Oh yeah, it is totally in your genes, it’s in your genes.’

Genes or not, there’s often another side to performers who often choose to lay low when the curtain comes down. As Ribena, she’s keen to stipulate that ‘out of drag I’m quite quiet; I lead a quiet a personal life. Drag is entertainment.  It’s not that I run around in a dress on K Road being a street trannie or hooking it on the street.  I don’t.  During the day, I live as a guy.  Jeans, boardies, jandals, runners.’
I figure most people would find that quite amazing.

‘I had two Police officers on Saturday night [at the Family Bar] saying “Miss Ribena, do you have a day time job as well?” and I’m like “I used to be a qualified chef.  I was from Hamilton originally, went through to seventh form, qualified, don’t do drugs, rarely drink.  Live in West Auckland, drive a car, got a passport, haven’t been to prison”. Wow!.  People are fascinated and a lot of people are quite fascinated when they meet you out of drag.  If I go to something as a boy I’ll dress quite glam.  A lot of people say “wow, you’re so different out of drag”.  I tell them I used to play rugby and used to swim.’
But aside from the law-abiding citizen it’s hugely obvious it’s the colour, diversity, passion, vigour and charisma that Miss Ribena brings to the table that has boosted her forward. She loves giving as much as her fans and the crowd love her. 

‘I love doing drag because it’s entertainment.  I’m a chef but I gave it up because with the drag I’m so busy.  My drag is really more … I’ve hit the straight world.  Straight people hire me all the time because I’m comedy, I ‘m witty, I’m fast and, well, my costuming.  I can cross over to the straight world.’

She’s marred with sadness over her family having missed out in the fun of the scene. But what you see is what you get. She’s hugely proud of her lifestyle and what she’s achieved with stints in magazines, newspapers and television and all expenses paid trips around the world to San Francisco, Tonga, Argentina and throughout New Zealand. Let’s not forget, this is work and, despite the ability to lay low at home out of the Ribena persona, mostly when Kevin’s out, he’s on.
‘I probably dealt with 3,000 people in the weekend through the club. Walking down K Road to see you today I banged into three people, “Hi Miss Ribena.” You’ve always got to be polite, “Hi, how are you gorgeous, nice to see you”.  If you’re not, it’s “oh she’s a bitch tonight” and that’s the hard persona in the gay scene.  You’ve got to always be up.’ 
I guess you’re always working. But this is all said good-naturedly and just seems to be “part of the job”.
Miss Ribena loves her life and everything in it. Why shouldn’t she? She’s achieved vast amounts and there’s more to come. Her injection of glitz and glamour is second to none as one of the longest standing drag queens in the country. While she envisages being on the drag circuit for another ten years, she says, ‘I’m just going to keep plugging on and keep doing it’. 

It’s not rocket science to understand why it’s her calling and, really, always has been. 
‘Do you know what the joyous thing is about this industry of using drag, and the club scene, the type of entertainment I do? I think all of this stuff makes the world so much more diverse.  It adds colour.  If I can make one person smile, that’s what it’s all about.’
Long may she reign.  
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