Fishy Fun Comes To Coney--

The 19th Annual Coney Island Mermaid Parade

By RICK PALLEY

Question: Why did the mermaid cross the street?

Answer: To bribe the judges in the Mermaid Parade.

That’s right, Brooklynites--it’s time for our very own Mardi gras of mayhem, that annual cavalcade of kitsch and celebration of summer solstice known as the Coney Island Mermaid Parade. 

For those of you who have missed it, the parade is a wacky, anything-goes hodgepodge of marching bands, antique cars, and sea-themed costume extravaganza, with a little nudity and cross-dressing thrown in for good measure.

And after all, what better place than Coney to blend nostalgic, All-American lets-make-a-parade spirit with sideshow seediness leaning a bit towards decadence?

Speaking of decadence, it’s common knowledge that the picking of contest winners for best costume, float, and other categories is anything but fair.

“The judges are inept, corrupt, and inebriated. They always make the wrong choice, and do accept bribes,” said Dick D. Zigun, parade founder and spokesman, with a chuckle.

Zigun and a couple of fellow Yale graduates (Zigun got his MFA in Drama there) cooked up the idea for a parade 19 years ago as a calling card for their non-profit organization, Coney Island, USA. 

“We were obsessed with defending the honor of American culture, and where else in New York would you do that but Coney Island?” said Zigun. 

At the time, the famed Parachute Jump was in danger of being torn down, and Steeplechase Park, hallowed ground to Zigun and company, was only a memory marked by the sad junkyard remains of a later, lesser, amusement park.

But a lot has changed since then.

The Parachute Jump is now a fully restored landmark, and KeySpan Park, the spiffy new $35 million home of the Brooklyn Cyclones, stands on the previous site of Steeplechase Park.

Zigun remembers, in the not-so-good-old-days, his mother sweeping up broken glass on that very spot so that tires of antique cars in earlier parades wouldn’t go flat. 

The Mermaid Parade, which will start around 2 PM on Saturday, June 30, will be the first special event to take place in the new 6,500-seat stadium. Judging of costumes, cars, and bands, previously held at a small reviewing stand at West 12th Street, will now be in the stadium, as will the opening festivities. 

That should make a big difference, according to Zigun, giving everyone a great view of what’s going on.

For those who don’t want to pony up the $10 stadium admission, you can still join in the fun when the parade leaves the stadium and enters Surf Avenue at 16th Street. Marchers will eventually wind up at Astroland’s midway; the antique cars will end up in front of the Cyclone Roller Coaster on West 10th Street.

The parade traditionally attracts a cross-section of city residents, rich to poor, black to white (last year police estimated attendance at 750,000). 

There are families who dress up small children, hip artsy-types clad in black, quite a few drag queens, and the occasional topless woman really diving into the mermaid ethic. 

But the elaborate costumes of mermaids and other sea creatures are what draw the big crowds.

“We give out trophies for best mermaid, best King Neptune, best home-made float, best marching band, and there are sub-categories like littlest mermaid

and littlest King Neptune. There’s an incredible amount of creativity,” said Zigun.

His own favorite costume to date was the MetroCard mermaid.

She had collected hundreds of used MetroCards, punched holes in them, and linked them together with metal chains, creating the effect of an expensive designer evening gown.

The irony of a mermaid “parade” isn’t lost on Zigun. After all, mermaids have fins, not feet, so the seeming impossibility of them marching in a parade has had people laughing from the first.

But with every possible mermaid variation on display here, from mermaids from Mars to mermaids from Hell, who pays attention to little details like feet versus fins?

The Mermaid Parade will take place on Saturday, June 30, starting around 2 PM, rain or shine, at KeySpan Park. For more information, call (718) 372-5159, or visit www.coneyisland.com.

