
One night at a party 40 years ago, Lindsy 
van Gelder met a woman she’d been 
crushing on for years. Her name was 

Pamela Brandt. Then a budding journalist,  
van Gelder had been a fan of the Deadly 
Nightshade, Brandt’s feminist folk-rock band, 
long before the two met. All the band members 
were lesbians, though not all openly so. Here 
was the band’s raspy-voiced ringleader in the 
flesh, a woman with sunburst-red hair and 
lime-green fingernails. Her outfit was nothing 
to sneeze at, either: hot pink snakeskin boots, 

a beer holster, jewelry made from grizzly bear 
claws. “Pam was gorgeous,” van Gelder tells me 
one day in March. “She didn’t look like anyone 
else I knew.” 

As the night wore on, van Gelder discovered 
they were both Jersey girls. They joked about  
the garishly unsophisticated recipes they had  
to wean themselves off as they settled in  
New York. These were recipes from backs of 
boxes you’d find at Shop-Rite, like Ritz Cracker 
Pie, Nabisco Famous Chocolate Wafer Icebox 
Cake, casseroles made from cans of Campbell’s 
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Cream of Mushroom Soup. (Brandt would later 
joke on stage that it was much easier to come 
out as queer than admit you were from Jersey.) 

Brandt, the band’s bass player who shared 
vocal duties with her bandmates, was to the 
Deadly Nightshade what Susanna Hoffs was to 
the Bangles or Belinda Carlisle to the Go-Go’s, 
her charisma so full-bodied that it left most 
onlookers in her thrall. But her queerness may 
explain, somewhat, why Brandt hasn’t entered the 
same arcana as these certified great women of 
rock. The Deadly Nightshade found themselves 
wedged in a difficult spot in the musical universe 
of the ’70s, their outlaw sensibilities often 
neutered at the hands of rock and roll’s powers 
that be. If rock was never exactly a friendly 
place for women, this was doubly true for queer 
women like Brandt and her bandmates. The 
band’s record label, RCA, worked hard to keep 
the women’s queerness a secret, reminding them 
how Dusty Springfield’s admission that she was 
bisexual torpedoed her career. Though the band 
recorded two albums, the recording process 
resulted in a dilution of the feminist and quietly 
queer voice that distinguished them.

Brandt, one of the early female pioneers  
of American rock, drifted in and out of music 
until she died suddenly of a heart attack at 
age 68, alone in her Miami apartment, in the 
summer of 2015. The fulfillment that had evaded 
her throughout her singing career, though, she 
had found through another creative outlet 
completely: writing about food.

Born in New York in 1947, Pamela Robin Brandt 
was raised in the affluent New Jersey suburb of 
Montclair. She was a lesbian; both of her brothers 
were gay. This bit of genetic serendipity didn’t 
give their parents much choice to be displeased 
with their kids’ queerness. 

From an early age, Brandt wanted to be 
a journalist, though she was insistent on not 
wanting to write about music. She decided 
she’d much rather play it. It was her early way 
of knowing that two divergent passions existed 
in the same body, and she needed to find a 
way to reconcile them. Brandt edited her high 
school newspaper, but as an undergrad at Mount 
Holyoke in the late '60s, she felt the pull towards 
music. She found a number of like-minded 
women who formed her first group, a rock band 
called The Moppets, which later evolved into 
a five-member called Ariel. They went through 
many members, including her girlfriend Helen 
Hooke, a blonde girl who played the fiddle.

Gigs were slow-going. As Ariel made the 
rounds looking for a label, they’d get casually 
sexist responses from male executives, a 
common experience of that era. “Hey, Eddie, 
don’t sign an all-girl band, you’ll only have to 
pay for their abortions,” one producer shouted 
of them in a meeting. Others, like the men at 
Columbia Records, would say that they already 
had a girl band in their portfolio (bands of boys 
were just bands, of course). 

When Ariel did find themselves performing, 
some men would approach them and ask for 
business cards following performances, but they 
were clearly trying to hit on the women. As an 
elaborate prank, Brandt decided they’d all make 
fake business cards with dreamt-up band names 
and mock phone numbers. One of those names 
was the Deadly Nightshade. It stuck, becoming 
the name of the new band formed by guitarist 
Anne Bowne, Hooke, and Brandt in 1972. It was 
an accidental metaphor of sorts: Sewn into the 
band’s very DNA was a middle finger to horny 
heteros of rock and roll.  

With the Deadly Nightshade, Brandt enjoyed 
successes she hadn’t seen in the band’s prior 
iterations, in part because, by 1972, there was 
considerably less corporate hesitation about 
signing an all-female band. Otherwise bullish 
male executives were also willing to concede that 
audiences were responsive to the band’s music 
when they went to perform in New York City 
nightclubs to rapturous crowds. This talent could 
be monetized.

In 1974, the Deadly Nightshade signed with 
Phantom, a custom label of RCA, making them 
one of the first all-female bands to work with 
a major record label. They became very visible 
very quickly. In 1975, during a benefit in Detroit 
for Joan Little, the black female prisoner who 
killed the white prison guard she accused of 
sexually assaulting her, the band played backup 
to Florence Ballard, a former member of the 
Supremes. That same year, after a producer came 
to see the band at a performance in New York, 
they scored a spot on an episode of Sesame 
Street, where they sang their own, sped-up 
version of the Carter Family’s “Keep on the 
Sunnyside.” The band gained such celebrity that, 
the next year, they toured with Billy Joel  
as the opening act for his national “New York 
State of Mind” tour.

But RCA had no idea how to market the 
band. Though their contract stipulated that the 
women had full control over their advertising—a 
unique clause at the time, designed to give them 
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control over their packaging and keep the band 
true to its feminist roots—the Deadly Nightshade 
still found themselves woefully mismanaged. They 
were told they couldn’t write explicitly feminist, 
let alone queer, songs. This resulted in the band's 
existing in an uneasy midpoint between their 
radical desires and the palatable mainstream 
grotto RCA vouchsafed them into. For every song 
like “Ain’t I a Woman,” a song of anthemic charge 
derived from a speech by African-American 
abolitionist Sojourner Truth, there were a number 
of nondescript honky-tonk tunes that made the 
women sound like members of any other garden-
variety country band, their 
sound engineered to appeal 
to, in Brandt’s own words, 
little old men from Omaha. 

The band’s two albums, 
The Deadly Nightshade 
(1975) and Funky & Western 
(1976), were received  
well enough critically,  
but they were monetarily 
disappointing for RCA. The 
Deadly Nightshade’s most 
famous song, and the only 
to chart on Billboard, was a 
cheeky, upbeat bop cover 
of the Mary Hartman, Mary 
Hartman theme in 1976. Still, for every success, 
more barriers arose; the meager payoff wasn’t 
enough to justify remaining in a world that didn’t 
let them sing the songs they wanted. The band 
broke up in 1977, a year after their second album. 
Bowen was tired of a life on the road, and Brandt 
and Hooke’s romance dissolved. The three went 
their separate ways. 

“The food world seemed far less homophobic 
than a lot of what Pam had dealt with in the past,” 
van Gelder says. “I personally felt I was more of 
a liability to her because I don’t eat meat than 
because I was her female partner.” 

Van Gelder and Brandt began dating in 1978, a 
year after they met at that party. Brandt spent the 
next decade migrating from rock to food writing, 
though she did play music occasionally in the 
early ’80s, even forming a gay and lesbian rock 
band called Lowlife with prominent AIDS activist 
Michael Callen. Brandt decided to collaborate 
with Callen shortly after his AIDS diagnosis in 
1982, back when the disease was still referred to 
as GRID, or gay-related immune deficiency. She 
responded to an ad he put out in June of that 
year in the Village Voice saying he wanted to put 

together a rock band of gay men and women. 
This mission was attractive to Brandt; she had long 
harbored fantasies of unity between gay men and 
lesbians, two groups whom she thought ought to 
learn from one another. 

The band performed sporadically, frequenting 
benefits for New York’s queer community.  
They had little in the way of success—they never 
released any singles, just a recorded tape they 
used for auditions—but performing together  
was a labor of love.

The band broke up in 1986, and as the decade 
wore on, Brandt turned her focus more intently to 

her journalism. Brandt wrote 
intermittently for the New 
York Times, Gourmet, and Ms. 
under a byline that included 
her middle name. Eventually, 
she and van Gelder, herself a 
lifestyle writer for Allure and Ms., 
landed a book deal for a tome 
on lesbian travel in Europe. Are 
You Two...Together? (1991) was 
the first book of its kind, derived 
from the couple’s travels across  
the continent. 

Brandt’s travels awoke her 
epicurean instincts. She was 
enthralled by the cuisines of 

France, Italy, and the other European destinations 
she and van Gelder traveled to together. Brandt 
could be at a restaurant on the Côte d’Azur, say, 
slurping her first soupe de poissons and naming 
what she imagined the chef must have put in  
it. Fennel, saffron, a splash of Pernod? She  
was a quick study, with an uncanny knack for  
identifying ingredients.

The couple moved to Miami in 1993. The  
city was a queer oasis. It gave Brandt an openness 
to express her sexuality, free of judgment. She 
was one in a sea of queers. Brandt and van Gelder 
followed Are You Two...Together? with The  
Girls Next Door (1996), an exegesis on lesbian 
communities in America. Neither book was a 
commercial success. Blame this, in part, on  
the fact that they received little press in 
mainstream trades. This was an America where 
Ellen DeGeneres wasn’t yet out on television. 

Later that decade, Brandt became a food  
critic for Miami New Times, where her writing 
flourished. She was perceptive and knowledgeable, 
and her prose was fast and loose, with an 
undercurrent of generosity; she could flip registers 
quickly, wry and knowing in the space of a single 
column. One of her most lively reviews was about 

The food world 
seemed far less 
homophobic 

than a lot of what 
Pam had dealt 

with in the past.
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the Miamian tradition of flocking to restaurants  
in the event of natural disasters just before the 
storm hits, or what she referred to as “’cane 
cuisine.” In it, she would rank eateries based 
on her own judgment about whether they 
constituted “fashionable waterfront hurricane 
dining” before the storm. In another piece, Brandt, 
upon learning that a nominally Indian eatery, 
Taste of Bombay, was set to expand its already 
unusually large repertoire of Indian, Thai, Filipino, 
and Italian foods, she quipped: “Recent months 
have seen the addition of sushi and Filipino food, 
and so it became clear that further resistance  
was futile.” 

Brandt balked at restaurants she perceived  
as unadventurous, boring, or compliant to 
accepted standards of what constituted “fine 
dining” in the popular imagination, rules she 
considered arbitrary. This gravitation towards the 
playful and experimental soaked into her writing 
(“Inside every food critic, it’s said, beats the trans 
fat–packed heart of a fast food junkie,” she wrote, 
gearing up for a local burger bash). During her 
tenure as the Miami New Times’ restaurant critic, 
Brandt, her brother Robert tells me, would coin 
her own term for this beat: “intelligent fluff.”  
The label was her way of acknowledging that  
the baseline goal of food, like any art, was to 
please people, to provide a salve to life’s daily 
wounds, but that it was possible to write about 
food with rigor. 

Brandt’s reviews reveal a skeptical, sarcastic 
voice much like the one she had on stage. It  
was the same voice, really, in a different register, 
in an environment that nurtured rather than 
suffocated her. “Maybe her approach to food 
writing was influenced by her identity as a queer 
woman,” Robert guesses. “She tried to use her 
influence to affirm people’s dreams and create 
opportunity for diverse and free expression.” 

If you could retrofit a queer sensibility to 
Brandt’s restaurant criticism, it was this: the  
desire to champion people she felt weren’t getting 
their due. “Totally trashing an eatery is generally 
neither fun nor fair,” Brandt would declare in 2006, 
in one of her rare negative reviews of a restaurant 
(this one didn’t serve half of its stated menu).  

“But one thing that does justify joyful decimation 
is when a restaurant undeniably demonstrates 
deliberate disrespect for diners.” Over the years, 
Brandt developed a staunch principle that she 
wouldn’t write about a restaurant she didn’t like. 
She was privy to the fact that a review could  
make or break a chef’s work, and she took this 
mandate seriously.

Van Gelder and Brandt broke up in 2003, and 
Dindy Yokel tells me the breakup left Brandt 
devastated. Yokel opened her own PR agency in 
Miami Beach in the late ’90s, when she first met 
Brandt, who reviewed Yokel’s restaurant clients. 
The Deadly Nightshade had been Yokel’s first 
exposure to an all-female band. Yokel, a New York 
native fifteen years Brandt’s junior, was too young 
to go to concerts in the band’s heyday, so Brandt 
existed as a legend in Yokel’s mind. 

Her image was commensurate with the 
legend. The way Yokel remembers her, Brandt 
would always wear her hair covering her eyes, 
and her hair color itself was unpredictable, 
ranging from firebrush red to charred black 
depending on her mood. She wore vests above 
Hawaiian button-down shirts, jeans, and boots. 
These markedly Northeastern sartorial decisions 
made Brandt stand out in Miami, where most 
people were nearly naked.

But the woman Yokel met was different from 
the idol she’d imagined, shyer than her outspoken 
writing and music suggested, closeted about 
personal details. “She fully expressed herself 
through writing and music,” Yokel says to me. 

“And unless you were in a very small group of 
intimate friends, she was not talkative.” Brandt 
spent the later years of her life avoiding romantic 
relationships altogether, her way of dodging 
heartbreak, burrowing herself in writing. It’d been 
a lonely few years without van Gelder. Brandt  
and Yokel spent nights smoking together on 
street corners and frequenting bars, where they’d 
bond over their sorrows: Yokel’s divorce from her 
husband, Brandt’s separation from the love  
of her life. 

In 2009, though, Brandt was itching to play 
music again. So she rallied the Deadly  
Nightshade back together and recorded a few 
singles, along with a third album, Never Never 
Gonna Stop, released in 2012. Though she’d  
been singing for fifty years, Brandt didn’t come  
out through song until she was nearing her  
mid-60s. “People everywhere I see / Don’t 
want she to marry she,” she would sing of her 
aggressors in “Don’t the Lovers Ever Win?,” the 
band’s catchy screed against homophobia from 
the album. “They’re telling us to give it up / 
They’re telling us that our love sucks.” It was the 
kind of song Brandt had always wanted to write 
when the band was famous but never got to, 
queer without apology. Her voice had changed 
a little since the ’70s, now edged with notes of 
anguish, but she sang the words like a statement. 
She just wanted to be heard. ///  
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