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Come in. boys. Don’t mind the 2-watt bulbs. Your
eyes will get used to it. I think it shows the flat off
better, don't you? My friend Crazy Arthur says.
“Minette. if your flat was a movie, it would be called
‘Dust Be My Destiny.”"" I used to say that I was more
decorative than practical, but I can’t really even say
that anymore. Let's go into the front parlor. And I’il
tell you about the queens.

Queens are not a new thing, honey. Impersonators
have been around as long as there has been a theater.
Until the Restoration in 1660, all female roles on the
English stage were played by impersonators. Of
course, I don't go back that far. My pictures of the
queens go back to the turn of the century — they adorn
my sheet music covers. It was a high point in
American popular music. and I love playing those
pieces here in this parlor, on that piano you see.
Yesterday I washed the keys with milk so my fingers
feel gorgeous making music. There on the music rack
is Julian Eltinge. greatest of all.

Julian Eltinge was a huge vaudeville, movie and
“uptown Broadway star from about 1904 to 1930. Her
vaudeville salary was second only to Eva Tanguay,
and Pickford. America's Sweetheart, once played a
supporting role to la Eltinge. She had everything,
honey. A Julian Eltinge magazine, a Julian Eltinge
cosmetics line, and the beautiful Eltinge Theater on
42nd Street with the Eltinge penthouse on top. It later
became the Laff Movie. but in its day it was glamour.




Miss Eltinge had a high voice —- not falsetto — and
she conducted herselt about the stage in the most
genteel manner. Then, in the middle of the show, she
would pull off her wig and flex her muscles and
challenge any hecklers to a bout of fisticuffs in the
alley. The publicity was that Miss Eltinge was
straight, because I don’t think the average person
knew what ‘‘gay’’ was. A lot of fellows had a chance to
fool around, but they didn’t talk, see. And there was no
common culture then, no boob tube, so people just
knew their own circles.

Julian Eltinge retired around 1930 and made a
comeback engagement in 1941 at the Copacabana. She

died in the midgle of the run




| Second only to Miss Eltinge in fame was Karyl
. Normand, a Kieth’s headliner who co-authored hit
songs like ‘‘Nobody Lied When They said I Cried Over
You,” in 1922. My sister Tommy Bishop worked with
her once, and said that she was a very high-minded
lady. They worked together at the Frontenac In
Detroit, a posh supperclub: Miss Norman was the big
time. They had tables with cloths that went all the way
to the floor. Tommy would sometimes save time by
taking care of business under the table. And Miss
Norman didn’t approve of that. ‘‘“Tommy, Tommy,
you're a lovely thing, but you can’t do that. This is not

. the Vieux Carre.”
| I'll get out my photograph album to remind me of the
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what's in it, except that passionflower is the headliner
and there’s a little Support from ginger ang pepper-
mint. It’s tepid but it's wet. and have some other teg.
too. This is a red-gold tea from Colombia. I call jt my
Strawberry Blonde. Teatime usually waits until sun-
down, but when it's time to look at the album, it's time
for tea.

Most of my early pictures are gone, so I'll bring you

up to dragtime days without much photographic
accompaniment. |

Backstage Youth

I was born Jacques Minette and my parents were
French. “‘Minette’’ means many things: ‘‘pussycat."
“pussy,” or ‘‘suck me.” [t isn’t too easy to translate,
and it’s not a word used in polite company I've heard.
but I think it sounds gay. It's me, especially without
the “‘Jacques.” My mother painted landscapes and
still lifes. My father was a commercial artist but he
got arthritis in his hand and couldn’t paint anymore.
He went through the first world war, with all that
dampness. It got to him later. First he had a nervous
breakdown that went into shingles that became neu-
ritis that became arthritis and finally a dropsical
condition. So my father was sick for years, always
going to anyone that claimed a cure. I went to work to
help pay the bills.
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This is a real woman, not a queen, my aunt. She w.is
he house singer for a two-a-day burlesque. Elegant

surlesque, with a supper matinee and a dinner

qatinee. She was the one that got me started in show

susiness when I was three, partly to keep me out ot
‘rouble and out of her makeup Kkit. So I became a show

yusiness Kid.

[ never minded any of the problems of growing up as
- show business kid. Everybody else worried about it
nd worried about me. People used to say, “‘Isn’t that
errible, a small child in shows, with no parents to
watch out for him?”’ I'say: ‘‘Look, you got one mother:
[ got fifteen.”

My aunt would help me with my acts. I did
mpressions and songs that were big at the time. I did
N0 West with a cigarette holder and a Meri Widow
nat. and Belle Baker doing ‘‘All of Me' and Ethel
‘Waters doing ‘‘Am I Blue.”’ Ethel Waters introduced 1t
n a talky and I almost wore a hole in the record
learning that — we had the heavy tone arms then.



[ used to do impressions of Ruth Etting. Sophie
Tucker. Eddie Cantor, Kate Smith., and Maurice
Chicvalier, and 1 would have done the Boswell Sisters.
but I only had one head. One of my favorite numbers
was "Brother Can You Spare a Dime.”” Thev dressed
me up in an outsized derby like Little K.O. from the
Moon Mullins comie strip and put me on the runway
with a little tin cup. I made extra monev on that
nuinber.

on't get me wrong - I wasn't pushed into this show
business. | got into it myself. I would much rather
work than go to school. To me, school was prison. I had
a generation gap with all the kids that were my own
age. I thought T was an adult trapped in a child’'s body.
There were sort of meanie-like teachers and I was
different from any of the other kids. I was a princess
and thev were just common kids. I didn’t know I was
a princess then. Fortunately. my first lover protected
me and I could run well.

I quit show business when I was six, for one vear.
But nobodv was working in the family, so I went back
to work. I nearly got expelled from school. We had this
little show at the end ot the vear. "We can't use him.”
the school said. ""He's professional.” They weren't so

hip — they called me **him."" But they let me anyway
cven though I was a professional; when the piano
plaver tried me out it was fine. But when I did
“Irankie and Johnny™ for the teachers they were
shocked. I used to end up “Frankie and Johnny’ by



saving. ~"Why don't vou come up and see me some-
time”? [ got etchings. On the ceiling.” A Mae West
routine. That's all I said. but oh it really upset them.
For once my mother stood up for me. She said. “If you
think that's filthy. vou've got a dirty mind." Y eah.

[ didn't really understand what it meant to say,
“Whyv don’t you come up and see me sometime?’’ I
might have known it was sexual. but I didn't really
know what sexual ™ was.

When I was a kid. I used to think of myself as a little
girl. When I was particularly feminine, my aunt would
sav. D.D.G.”" That meant. “*delicate, dainty girl.”" I
saw impersonators, but I didn’t know what they were.



I thought they were another type, like a soubrette or an
ingenue. I just thought they were these extraordinary
women. When my aunt would talk about a fairy, she
would always say, **Oh, he’s so artistic.”’ So I thought
tairies were these certain people who were born with
genius. and when I saw someone acting swishy 1
thought he was a genius and a fairy. I always wondered
why Franklyn Pangborn wasn't a star.

(zoing to school was bearable for me only because of
Camillo. my first and most faithful lover. Sex at SIX
has no climax. but plentv of experience. Camillo was
valiant and protected me from plenty of gay kno cks.
Wonderful, sweet Camillo died young. and I blame
myselt tor that.

It happened when we were teenagers, and all these
people thought T was a fairy and I had to be carefyl
because people wanted to seduce me. And they would
tell me all these tall tales about gay people. “‘“They
can't hold their vegetables,” they used to tell me.
“Their bowels are loose, they can't hold anything in
there.” I never became a browning queen — for good
reason — but all this scared me at the time. Right
atter this Camillo said to me that people were talking
about us. I got scared and ran away from Camillo. And
that was the last I saw of him. He was drinking and got
killed in this automobile accident. It's not so traumatic
now. but it was then.

And it turned out Camillo was right. I was one of
those people. I was a fairy.



But I'm getting ahead of myself. For most of my
childhood I had this double career — showbusiness and
<chool. But I became more and more disenchanted
with school and vearned to be a grade school dropout.
The school felt the same wayv about me. The principal
decided 1 was “too nervous. a code word for gay at
that time. I was sent to a psychiatrist and this
headshrinker was an amiable voung woman. At the
end of our meetings together she said to me that I
would one dav become a female impersonator. I didn't
pav much attention at the time — I was far too elated
with her decision that I didn't have to go to school
anymaore.




And then I got to be a teenager. And honey, it was a
great help to me to be a teenager in show business. If
I was a teenager in staid normal Boston culture, I
would have committed suicide or gotten murdered.
But I could always get away from the so-called ‘‘real
world.”” T had all these campy, campy people around
me. I knew only campy old people — and there were
other old people who were not so campy. But show
people were always campy, because, see. when I was
growing up, show people were like drag queens. They
used to have signs in rooming houses: NO SHOW
PIOPLE. The whole spirit of showbusiness — at least
the lesser type show people — was a camaraderie
svstem: the customers were the marks and the show
pcople were your buddies. This system has long been
on the wane but the carnival people still hold onto it.
very traditional with a carnie code of honor.

Show people were my family and I was always the
baby. always the youngest. and then all of 3 sudden I
was the oldest and it seemed to happen overnight.

When I was 14 they passed a law that said vou had to
be 16 to work public shows. so I quit vaudeville to go
Into clubs where [ was a bov crooner. But I was never
very comtortable working as a boy. After the first
number. I would alwavs undo the first button. becase I
telt choked by the collar. For a while I was too
uncomtfortable and thought about leaving show busi-
ness to design dresses.



'When I came back. it was in a dress. I was 16 and it
caused a regular separation among my friends. Among
my agents. see. I was working cheap-time because I
was working drag. and they could have gotten more
money from me in other ways. But I felt so liberated,
finally, working in drag. To be me, to be feminine. It
felt gorgeous.




Boston and Sailors

Most of these album pictures are from 1949 to 1954 It
was tabulous showtime for queens. Lots of sailors
during the Korean War. cheap booze, and lots of
shows. Everything that was Important, you know. A
very campy time.

Scully Square in Boston was the center of things, like
Times Square years ago. with clubs and theaters. I
remember one club that was a redo of one of the
burlesque theaters when it burned. It was a whole
mass of bars, and they covered the place in a snake-
like network, so wherever you were there was a
bartender at your disposal. So you'd drink more. See,
Boston had no cover — no minimum. And there was 3
tradition then of big spenders. People would come into
a bar and buy everybody a drink. So liquor was cheap
in these huge barny places that needed decoration for
the last fifteen years. Dingy looking places. but lots of
acts and cheap booze. It was a good showtime, and the
common people supported nightclubs. It wasn't the
Coconut Grove they went to. but clubs like the Rex and
the Showtime.

I opened one night at the Showtime when the Navy
had just gotten paid. I wasn't used to the Showtime and
I got scared to death. The Showtime waslike they were



all Marines, even though they were mostly sailors. I
had to follow this real pig of an act, a real woman. a
fat woman. ‘“Peggy O’Day’’ was her name. Every-
thing about Peggy O’'Day was real pig-like. She
couldn’t sing and she was vulgar, but she wasn’t funny.
She was just dirty. As roaring drunk as the Navy was.
they hated her. They threw beer bottles at her. And she
cursed the Navy right back. So there it was:
‘““pbastards,’’ and beer bottles and ‘‘sons of bitches' " and
worse stuff — Peggy O’Day knew them all. And I had
to follow that.

The band tortured out this unrecognizable version of
““International Rag’ in the key of Z. But I belted it
anyway and those boys were kind to me. Nevertheless.
there were several free-for-alls between songs and 1
made that my last night at the Showtime.



In the clubs I mostly sang regular songs, but I also
wrote lots of gay parody songs that I'd sing when 1
could get away with it. I']] sing you one called **Dodle

Doo Doo.”” “‘Doodle Doo Doo’’ was a popular number
in the twenties.,

I know a belle who loves to raise hell

With doodle doo doo, doodle doo doo.

I know a dyke that says that she likes

Her dooddle doo doo, doodle doo doo.

She’s his big brother, he’s her little sister,
Disowned by their mother, but I'll tell you mister
Wherever they cruise, they know how to choose
Doodle doo doodle doo doo.

One night they came home, but they weren’t alone
‘Twas doodle doo doo, doodle doo doo.

Their parents weren’t wise when they rolled their
eyes

At doodle doo doo, dooddle doo doo.

Now mama is butch, her morals are scanty

Papa’s turned too and he’s an old auntie

The family’s gone mad, they sure got it bad

'Bout doodle doo doodle doo d




Here I am with the Navy at the College Inn. I still
love seafood, seafood’s still my favorite. There were a
lot of inexperienced ones, and they'd say, “‘Oh. I ve
never done this before.”” But they did it so well. And
they some of them would be more honest: **Oh. we do
it with each other on the ship, but when we get to port
we look for real queens.”’ Nowadays, they re ashamed

to wear their uniforms and I don’t blame them.



These sailors in the picture were lovely boys too. |
went with one and Dixie Gordon went with the other
and the one on the end passed out. I had them take me
L0 a nice restaurant. Nothing too much — I didn't want
to break these boys — they were good for about $20.
They’re probably old farts by now, but they werc
handsome young shieks at the time.

Dixie Gordon once brought two sailors home at once.
to her boudoir. She left these two sailors to prepare in
her bathroom, and when she came back they were
going at each other. Dixie came running down the hall
to me. ““Oh, Minette, what am I going to do? They're
doing it to each other.”” “Don’t complain,’’ I told her.
“You already got the money.’”” “‘But I was sort of in the

mood,”’ she said, ‘‘and they were such nice boys.™
. v el W \ % -y

o

Dixie Gordon comes from Cincinatti and ran away
from home to work as a stripper when she was fifteen.



The manager raped her, found out it wasn’t real, and
didn’t care. And her father finally found out and came
and pulled her off the stage. She did five years in the
penitentiary for armed robbery during the last Depres-
sion. Miss Gordon said the first year in the cellblock
was terrible, but after that she began to get privileges.
She was the mistress of one of the top guards, and the
other prisoners would wait on her, like a princess In
prison. When they had a show, she would borrow the
wardrobe of the warden’s wife — they were the same
size — and she’d look capital. In drag there was no one
like Dixie Gordon. When she got out she lived in drag.
So, honey, if you think I've got campy tales . . .



There was always a little heat from working at the
College Inn because drag was against the law and the
Navy banned the sailors from coming in toward the
end, afraid they might get subverted. The sailors came
anyway, without their uniforms.

And, as for the law against impersonating a woman,
it was fun seeing how we could push it. Boston was a
semi-drag city. We could wear women'’s blouses and
makeup, but we had to wear trousers. I wore ‘‘patio
pajamas,” now known as ‘‘culottes.”” I wore French
high-heeled shoes and said, ‘‘These are men’s shoes
from the time of Louis XIV.”” And if they looked in the
encyclopedia there was something to back me up. I
had a woman'’s blouse from the last Depression and I
told them it was a man’s shirt from the time of George
Washington. Rene Lewis used to take the paper
serviettes from restaurants and she made tits out of
them. She had a special way with paper tits so that if
the cops walked by she could crush them just like that.

When queens started coming into the clubs it wasn’t
as rough. Honey, gay life wasn’'t like Christopher
Street. The queens then were like ladies, and if they
didn’t act like ladies they got called ‘‘faggots.”’” See,
that’s why I object to being called a faggot. To me, the
faggots were the lowest common denominator, the
real scuffy ones, the tearoom types.

One of the best places was the Silver Dollar. Now the
Silver Dollar was a little bit of everything. They had
fairies, and prostitutes, and straight people, and lots of



sailors. It was called the longest bar in the world and
it ran all the way from Washington Street back to
Playland. On the stage they had a real woman that
looked like a female impersonator, sort of a Margaret
Dumont type of woman, with a campy name like
Velma. She played the organ gorgeous. and it used to
get real loud. We used to say. “*You know. evervone
thinks they're having such a good time at the Silver
Dollar because the music's so loud they can never get
lonely.”" That was the theory.

This i1s Murry Pickford and her Royal Canadian
Doves. They were really white pigeons. but she




insisted you call them doves. ‘““‘Doves.” she said.
Murry was a deaf and dumb queen and when they
closed Boston down to all the queens, Murry went to
the officials and said: ‘‘Drag is the only way I can
make a living, you know. I'm deaf and dumb. " So thev
gave her a special card from the liquor board that said
she could work in drag, and Murry was the only queen
in all of Beantown that could work in drag. She was
born deaf and dumb so she talked funny and couldn't
hear anything. But she could read lips like crazy. She
used to read them in the mirror when we were in the
dressing room, only it would come out backwards and
she thought everyone was dishing her. If you said she
was terrific, it would come out you were dishing her.
I worked with her when I was a little kid and then
much later on. She had a lot of mileage by this time
and she was hard to work with, although she kept on
working until she died a couple years ago.

Her act was that she used to dance to ‘‘Beautiful
Lady’’ or anything else that the band would play in the
same tempo. She could feel the tempo in her body. But
the band would play all kinds of crazy things. as long
as it was in the same tempo, and Murry wouldn't
know, so she’d come out to dance to ‘‘Beautiful Lady "
and the band would be playing “‘I'll Be Glad When
You're Dead, You Rascal You, in waltz time.



Closing Beantown

I was working a club in Springfield, Massachusetts.
with some of my sisters and we'd drive all the way
back to Boston after the show. We got back at three
one morning: the hotel lobby was filled with trunke
and fairies in traveling wardrobes. I said ‘“What's
happening?’’ and they showed me the front page of the
paper. The Archbishop had written this editoria.
calling us the lowest crawling creatures of the earth
and he said something to do with worms. ‘‘Archie the
Terrible”” we called him. He later became Cardina!
Cushing, and he got ill but he didn’t die. We put the
bitch’s curse on him. He just suffered for many years.
and that broken old man who sounded like a Bower?
hum that officiated at Kennedy's funeral: that wa:
what was left of him.

When they closed Beantown, they closed it. It wasn'!
just the impersonators, it was the strippers, too. The
strippers weren’t allowed to take their clothes ott. s¢
they’d have to come out with nothing on except the bra
and pasties and a g-string. And they had to wear
fringe. They did what was called ‘‘an exotic’ but they
were showing practically everything through the
whole act, which is the worst. When they closed up the
town you couldn’t do anything you couldn't do on
television. You couldn’t even do a hula on a nightclub

stage.
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bookings. Oh, didn’t I have the nerve. So I inherited
everybody’s johns, and I was on my way to making a
fortune before the tip-off. There was a police station
around the corner, but this waitress friend of mine
that worked across the street overheard a conversa-
tion. The cops had my room number, but they had
Dixie Gordon’s name. The hotel told them Dixie
Gordon had checked out, and that threw them off for a
while.

I stopped sitting in the lobby like I had been, sitting
in the lobby in drag after one o’clock in the evening.
The night clerk was a pal of mine, an ex-hooker. When
she would see someone that looked like 2 prospective
customer, she’s say, very genteel, ““Minette, Minette,
would you show this man to his room?’’ And then she’d
give him room 69. I got the message. Room 69 was
actually a graduated dog act.

After 1 a.m. the night clerk would lower the lighting,
so it was nice soft lighting, and I'd sit down in the
lobby. They’d have these real ones sitting there, too, $5
girls. I was $10 and up. And so men would try to get me
down. ‘‘Oh, we can get a real women for $5.7" 1 said,

“‘Of course you can get a real woman for $5. I'm a rare

thing. I'm a queen. In Beantown. After Archie. I'm
damn rare. To compare me with a real woman is like
comparing a diamond to a rhinestone.”’




On the Road

After we got run out of Boston after Archie the
lerrible we ended up in the town of Fonda. halfway
between Albany and Utica in a real log cabin. We
arrived in the middle of a blizzard, so Renee Roberts
decided to become Stormy Weather and that's who she
was while we were in Fonda. The only thing going ncar
f'onda was the Beechnut Chewing Gum Factory. &
the emcee, Renee, says, ‘‘The motto is: Stick it whei
vou stuck it last night. Beechnut Chewing Gum. " Thes

wouldn’t let her say one without the other.
By

-
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Vicky Jordan stripped, Renee was actually a ballet
dancer but she stripped. I sang and Louella sang and
danced but didn’t strip. Louella was a lovely person
but she died young. She was taking hormones and
something went wrong. We had three big production
numbers, quick changes and all. I don’t know how we
did it. The opening number was ‘‘Here We Are. the
Beauties of the Town.”’ It was from a Mae West movie.
“Belle of the Nineties.”” And here we are doing the
“Goodnight Sweetheart”” finale. We would sashay
around with the night vessel and the douche bag. like
we were getting ready to go to bed. It was like 3 pretty
girl finale, but campy.

It was a slow place, Fonda. We only played weekends
S0 we weren’t getting paid much. but we got room and
board, and it was good board. Honey, we ate well. And
there a was nothing else to do in the country. so I got
a little plump. It looked nice; plumpness looks good in
an impersonator. But this boss was SO conservative.
We got along like a Quaker and 2 parrot. He kept
saying they had gotten complaints, so I finally said. **If
I clean up my act any more, they'll book me in a
Sunday school.”’



Finally it got so that the queens couldn’t bar-
relhouse, and then we all had to sit at one table. One
night these state troopers came in and I said,
“*Louella, here we go.”

I worked a lot of tank towns during the McCarthy
era, always on the road, in New York and Pennsylva-
nia. Harrisburg, Darby, York, Allentown, Meadville,
Spring City. To these people we were Broadway stars,
tamous actresses. Here’s a couple of my admirers.

e 5 -J‘g

This boy was in high school in a real tank town, and
nis mother would come to see the queens. He was too
young to come into the club, but he met me and was
just crazy about me so started a fan club for me in the
high school. This was a real tank town, Bridgeport,
Pennsylvania. He sold postcards for me like crazy, and
[ encouraged him because he was selling all these
postcards, but it was a little close for comfort.

And this is a lezzie that wrote me love letters for
vears until I met him and found out he wasn’t a man.
[ had thought it was a fella. She worked carnival and



got my address from a friend and wrote all these love
letters. And I couldn’t tell from the pictures that it was
a real woman and so I'd write back. There was nothing
else to do in the country.

It wasn’t just Boston that was drag queen crazy, see.
It was the small town clubs, too. They loved fairies,
and they could book us cheap, and we brought
business.

At the C-Note in J ohnstown, Rhode Island, the
reason they brought us in was because they couldn’t
get a bottle of beer on credit. So they hired us and that
was sensational in 1951. “Too much for television,”
was the phrase that was going around. The audiences
at the C-Note had never seen much of female
impersonators, and they’d say, “‘Oh my god, they look
So real. And they're talented, too!’’ So the C-Note did
huge business. To save a business they’d bring in the
fairies.

The only thing that could follow the fairies were the
Beef Trusts. And they took up too much room. I guess
they fascinated the crowd at the C-Note because they
were something strange, something weird. The big fat
girls. They’'d kick and all and all that flesh would be
shaking. When you're fat and all, you have to do
something besides just look pretty. You better have an
act.

When I was working at the C-Note, I picked up the
patter of our emcee Day Sheri. It was a panic. It was




old when Day Sheri used it and I used it myself, years
later at the Crazy Horse. A perfect routine because I
could stop anywhere if the laughter started to wane,

and break into a song.
Here’s Day Sheri’s patter:

Hello, I just got in town yesterday and what a day it
was. There I was standing on the corner, minding my
own business. Business was lousy. When up pulls a

man in a long shiny limousine a half a block long. He
says to me, ‘“‘Little girl, how would you like to go for a
drive with me?”’ ‘‘Paleeeeze! What kind of girl do you
think I am?”’

S0 as we were motoring out to the woods, the car
broke down. We both got out and he pushed and I
pushed. I pushed and he pushed. He pushed and I
pushed. Do you know, while we were both pushing,
somebody stole the car!



Well, T found my way back to the highway, and
flagged down a passing trolley. ““Mr. Conductor.”’ I
said, “*Mr. Conductor, please tell me do I pay now
when I enter or later when I get off?”’ *“You pay when
you enter, " says he. ‘Ooooooh,’’ says I. ‘It’s the same
in my business.”

When I got back to town, I decided to check into a
hotel and there was a big electric sign flashing on and
off: Tarantula Arms. That sounds different, so I
checked in and the bell boy grabbed my bags.
Ooooooh! I was left flat-chested.

He shows me ito a small room with no windows and
no furniture. “‘I don’t care for this room at all,”’ I says.
To which he replies, *“Why you damn fool, this is the
elevator.™

When we got to my floor, the door opened and I
alighted. The bridal suite door was ajar and I just
sneaked a look. They had twin beds. Over her bed there
was a plaque reading, ‘I Need Thee Every Hour.”
Over his bed there was another plaque reading, “God
Give Me Strength.”

I tollowed the bellhop down the hall and he showed
me into a nice little chamber overlooking a waste-
paper basket. After all the events of the day, I was
rather fatigued, so I decided to turn in. I was just
oozing off to sleep, when there came a loud knock at
the door. “Who is it?" says I. ““It’s the house




detective,” he replies. ‘‘Have you got a man in there?”
*Goodness gracious no,” says I. So he pushes in a
sailor. What a progressive place that was.

Atter the sailor left again, I was just ooooooozing off
to sleep, when a loud bell rang and I heard the sounds
of running feet outside. I opened the door to the
corridor and stopped a woman passing and said.
“Madam.” ““Don’t call me Madame, I'm just one of
the girls.” ““Very well, Girlie,” says I, ‘‘but please tell
me why is that bell ringing and why is everyone
running through the halls?”” ““It’s 4 a.m.,”" she said.
“That’'s when everybody goes back to their own
room. "’

Well. at last I did get to sleep, and the next day when
[ awoke I decided to do what every young girl should
do. and take a bath. As I was filling the tub, I noticed
it was leaking out the bottom. I picked up the
telephone and said, ‘‘Mr. Manager, Mr. Manager, I
wish to report I got a leak in the bathtub.” ‘‘Gotta leak
in the bathtub?”’ says he. ‘“That’s all right, lady, the
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customer is always right.







That man in front is Wacko, the best boss I ever had.
No strings. No strings at all. He was just crazy about
me. He said, ‘‘Minette, you da queen o’ the queens.”
And I'd say back to him, ‘‘Wacko, if I'm the queen of
the queens, you're the king of the queens.” So
everytime we'd meet someone, he’d always say,
**Baby, tell 'em who the king of the queens is, baby."
And I'd say, ‘“Why, that’s you, Wacko. Tell them who
the queen of the queens is.” And he’d always say,
“Why, that’s you, baby.”” He never got tired of that
routine.

He'd take me to this elegant Italian restaurant for
breakfast — well, it is true I got up in the atternoon —
and the waiter would be all dressed up in a tuxedo and
he had a real linen serviette over the arm and the table
was in this special little room, and they had 110
different sauces on the bill of fare. I usually ordered a
mushroom omelette.

Wacko was an ex-runner during Prohibition. This
was Providence, right on the water and all, so it
worked out gorgeous. He was well known among the
underworld. and very well loved. And I could see why.



He told me to bring my own show in and Wacko said,

“You don’t work no seven nights for me, baby. No
seven nights.”” He was a terrific boss and we worked
harder for him than anyone.

I brought in Jerry Whiting, a whiz crack p1ano
player. And she could talk. People would come and she
would get an idea and Say something and make it all
rhyme. Just like that. Even at the height of im-
personators, there was no one quite like Jerry Whiting.
She was extreme and campy. Of course she was a
benny head, too, so she’s probably not with us.

We were working Wacko’s the Fourth of July
weekend, 1951, when we got run out of Providence. I
was lucky — I was working in the city limits in a jazz
room, and there is a law that the state police can't
come into the city limits in Providence. But they went
In anyway, and took all the female impersonators and
put them in manacles and kept moving them from one
different jail to another, and Wacko had these two
ditferent lawyers trying to get us out. The state police
brought all these queens in chains to the Park Hotel
and said they were looking for pot. We couldn’t get any
— I would have loved to have had some, but we
couldn’t get any in 1951. And the state police stole my
jewel case, all gorgeous costume jewelry with a few
real things, too. On top of this. a queen stole my
Scarlet O'Hara dress and went east with the geese. All
this gay gay costume jewelry gone. That broke my
heart.




My Sister Tommy

I've had some troubles, but I haven’t been lynched,
like 12 impersonators were in Texas, and I haven't
been through as many scrapes as my sister Tommy
Bishop.

Miss Bishop grew up in New Orleans and her
grandmother ran a bordello, so Tommy learned
Southern hospitality at an early age. Tommy was very
outgoing, a real Elsa Maxwell at a party, and she was
like this gypsy adventuress that was always traveling
everywhere, all over the world, and always generous.
Mostly she worked B-drinks in Dixie. A B-drink was
where you got johns to buy you a drink, only B-drinks
were phony booze so the bar would make money. You
just collected the muddlers — the drink sticks — and
at the end of the evening you turned them in and split
the money with the bartender. Tommy was big in
Phenix City, Alabama. It was a wide open city, like the
whole world is today.

One time in Phenix City, the boss told her they
needed a special kind of act, so Miss Bishop thought,
“Oh, I'll do a snake act.”” Snake acts were very
popular at that time. Only she’d never done one
before. She bought a snake — it was probably a water
mocassin instead of a boa constrictor — they were
more available in Phenix City. So Miss Bishop begins
her snake dance and she brings the snake up to give it
a gay kiss on the mouth. Only the snake bites her.
Tommy threw the snake right in a customer’s lap.




Fivervthing happened to that queen. Once she was
working bar maid in Miami, and she was waiting for a
bus in full face and semi-drag. This guy drove up in a
white roadster and says, “*Hello, little girl, where are

Vou going?"" I might be going with you, who knows?""
she savs. So Miss Bishop went with him. and he takes
her out to a cypress forest as night was falling. He

wants a blow job, so she's going down on him and feels
this cold steel at the back of her neck. See. he had
different kind of gun. She realized that when he came
he was going to blow her brains out. ‘‘Oh Daddy. I have
to take a wee-wee.”” He keeps on holding to her by the
belt. so she undid the belt and gave a lunge. He was left
holding the belt, and he's shooting away while she's
hiding behind a cypress tree all night until he finally
lett at dawn. Miss Bishop emerged from that swamp,
all covered in Spanish moss, walked to the highway.
and got a ride from some farmer. Honey, she must
have been a sight on the side of the road. The next
week. she found out he had escaped from a peni-
tentiary and he had murdered four women in Georgia.
It was front page material.

Another time, Miss Bishop was out over Centra]
Park West hanging on a tlag pole. without clothes. and
her john was cutting the cord. She climbed down the
rope to the floor below and they let her in. This was
before topless and bottomless. You couldn't work
without nets in burlesque and here is Miss Bishop
hanging out over Central Park West without anything.




Tommy just says, ‘“‘Oh, I'm so outgoing.”
Well, you can get a little too outgoing. But everyone
loved Miss Bishop, from the gypsies downstairs to the

lumberjacks

She worked in a lumber camp way outside of Seattle.
and they had her trapped up there. Well, there was no
real women up there so she looked like Gloria Swanson
to them, or maybe Ann Sheridan. Mary, they were all
getting into Miss Bishop, and she’s cooking, because
she cooks gay. And when she got tired of that she



escaped. It was spring camp and she went down the
rapids on a log or something. When she got to Seattle
she took a boat up to Alaska because that's where the
Seabees were landing. She's very resourceful, Miss
Bishop, so she took up with the police chief in
Fairbanks and he set Tommy and another queen up in
a little house. It was a little hut with a red light on a
sled. That's how they do it in Alaska.

And my sister Tommy has grace and manners. too.
and that's what makes her a beautiful queen. Miss
Bishop is not the dainty tvpe but evervthing she
handles like a Mae Marsh. I remember when I first
met Tommy at this meal with the Jewish Madonna.
Jackie Philman, and some other queens. Jackie had
all these sound effects when she was eating. Terrible
sound ettects. Rumblings coming up from down below.
Well, I looked up at Miss Bishop and there was this
immediate camaraderie. We had manners. I still sce
my sister Tommy all the time when she's not around
the world.




That’s a real blackmail photograph of Nicky Gordon.
Mickey Cortez, Rayleen, Bobby Clark and myself. We
were in a show together in Spring City, Pennsylvania,
that started as a two-week stint and we stayed six
months. There was a little heat of course — this was
the country. Bobby Clark went and blew someone in
the parking lot and it got around. So Rayleen said.
**Oh, none of us are homosexuals, you know. This is
just our profession.”” So Rayleen made her husband
into a cousin. She changed cousins several times that
job.



Rayleen did quite an unusual strip. She pranced
around in a goose-step-like fashion and then at the end
she threw bumps like a gatling gun. More bumps per
minute — boom boom boom boom boom boom —just
like that. It was not the most sensual of strips — she
came off stage with her bony. hipless body wet wth
sweat — but it was certainly the most energetic.

Rayleen became paranoid and sometimes she was
not exactly the berries to work with. Finally, Raeleen
gave up her show business career for shoplitting. and
show business said, **Thank vou. honey."




Bobby Clark was the one I roomed with. They had
her on the wagon because she would get trade-happy
when she was drunk. Bobby Clark was **The Double-
Voiced Sensation.”” She'd do duets with herself 1n a
male voice and a female voice. I think she's still
working in the Powder Puff Revue.

[ ran into Micky Cortez years later. when thev were
still having drag Thanksgiving balls in Harlem. And
<he had this little button nose. She'd had it bobbed.
“I'm out of show business,” Mickey said. ‘'That
heautiful new nose and now you don’t want to work
drag?’ I said. **That's crazy!" She said, “'It's funny.
«n't it. Minette? But I'm doing something else that s
making better money. You know how it is, Minette.
1 know how it 18, honey.” I said. 'I don’t want to he
on the road, either. And it's a snake pit working in the
('lub 82. with all those bennie-heads.”



This is Yvette Dare, the only act of its kind in the
world. Honey, that was a $3500 act, which would be
$10,000 today. I toured with Yvette — the whole act
was Yvette Dare and the Daring Dolls — all through
Dixie. They were so dumb in Dixie they thought a
temale impersonator was a woman doing impersona-
tions and they couldn’t figure out what I was doing

impersonations of.




Vvette wasn't an impersonator, but this was 4
fabulous act. The parrots would strip her. and she
worked places where no stripper could work. Those
two parrots are Lippy and Finstein. They look like
twins to me. macaw parrots with a yard-wide wing
spread. Yvette wore a sarong of white crepe tied
together. all knots. and then Lippy or Einstein would
fly down from the gallery and strip her. Lippy got his
name because he used to talk during the act. Yvette
was half Indian and she couldn't drink or her mouth
would start going. Lippy didn't like that. So. in the
middle of the act. Lippy would start saying. “"Fuck
vou. Yvette. Fuck you. Yvette.”” Oh, vou couldn’t do
that in those days. So that’s how Lippy got his name.
and Yvette brought in Einstein. He kept his mouth
shut. That's why he was called Einstein.

I remember when I first met Billy Richards out of
Pittsburg in 1953. I had motored across that state with
LaVerne Martin, a carnie snake dancer, in a blizzard.
over the mountains. I held a flashlight out the window
to spotlight the beginning of the precipice. We didn't
go over the edge, so we started playing our club dates.
And there was Billy Richards, ‘‘the most adorable girl
in show business.”




Billy had been working in the wardrobe departmen
of Valentino Studios as 2 teenager, and about 1930 s
did toe dancing at Bebe's Cellar, a Hollywood drag
club. Nils Astor, one of the top movie sheiks of the dav
saw her at Beebe's and became smitten. Mr. Astor
discreetly sent in his chauffer to pick her up and bring
her to him. That began domestic bliss for Billy in :
mansion. Until one day, when Nils was on location.
Billy invited some other impersonators over for
birthday party. Gussie Gordon hit the antique can
delabras and dripped wax all over the baby grand ir
the drawing room. Miss Richards got the heave ho




Most of the queens at Bebe’s Cellar were extras in
movies. There was a regulation that no real woman
was to work so many feet above the sound stage. All
those lovely girls hanging from chandeliers in Busby
Berkely productions: all drag queens. So Miss Rich-
ards hit her stride in ‘‘Golddiggers ot 1933."

It was twenty years later when I met Billy Richards
and she still had a marvelous countenance. She toured
the small towns and after the show closed in Spring
City. Pennsylvania, Billy Richards took a rest. She
went to live in a country farmhouse with a local queen
named Una Hale, who had started out as a spiritualist
and now worked as Whoreintal dancer. There was no
electric in that farmhouse, and ‘‘the most adorable
girl in show business’’ sat in that house day after day.
sewing patches and fake antique Pennsylvania Dutch
calico birds and drinking. There was nothing else to
do. She became quite an alcoholic.

Here, I am going to give you some of the patches
Billy made. She gave them to me many years ago.
before she died in a nursing home. Now they are part
of Minette’s Free Store. These patches would make a
gay pillow for your setee, a little memory of ‘‘the most
adorable girl in show business.”
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Cooching Up a Storm

One of my road tours was with a carnival in 1954, We
did split-weeks in Kentucky and Tennessee, half the
week in one town and the weekend in the next town.
But I had fun. Because I couldn’t really take it
seriously — it was such a low-leve] show business and
no matter what 1 did it was glamorous, it was
fabulous, and they had me talking. They loved me
because I could talk real carnie. Like the barker was
the talker, and a townie was a “mark’’ and a big ‘“‘Hey,
Rube” was a fight. But I learned that Just from being
a queen in Greenwich Village. Around the late *40s,
just before the McCarthy era, all the queens were
talking carnie in Greenwich Village.

So they had me talking in the carnival] — that means

I was the barker and I worked as a real woman. Yoy
never worked as an impersonator in the carnival, you

always worked as a real woman. If they were in a
girlie show, the impersonators didn’t strip down — but
they did a cooch dance. The cooch was a kind of belly
dance that Little Egypt made popular at the World’s
Fair of 1893. The closest thing to being an im-
personator was a hermaphrodite in the side show.
Usually if you did a hermaphrodite or half and half you
got 25 cents extra which was called the blowoff money.
See, it was two bits extra to see the hermaphrodite —
that’s why they went in anyway — and the queen would
get the blowoff for herself.




When I was in the carnival, all the queens Were mad
for Peggy Yule. She was magic and they always talked
about her. She left home in 1875 when she was 15 and
ran away with the carnival. She traveled in a covered
wagon. Peggy lived in drag and became a real woman
1s much as she could, not so easy then. She probably
used the depilatory wax. And she had long hair, so long
she could sit on it, dyed red. Oh, it was gorgeous from
what the queens said, and she worked right up to the
end. She lived to be 106, and she could hardly walk at
the end. But she had a boa constrictor this big around,
and she would pull herself up on the boa constrictor
and she could cooch up a storm. She could hardly move
her feet but she could cooch up a storm, and she was 96
or 98 then. The last few years she couldn’t pull up and
cooch anymore, so she worked on a chaise lounge and
did fortunes.

Peggy always had a place in the show because she
was very well loved. Peggy was always willing to
stake people and she was very faithful, so there were
people she knew in her old age that were ride boys
when she met them and now owned the show. When
she finally retired they couldn't get Peggy into the
house — I suppose the central heating would get to her
__ 5o she lived out back in a truck. She was a legend
among the queens, Peggy Yule.

Carnivals and clubs were two different seasons — in
the summer you'd work carnival and in the winter




you'd work clubs. But a lot of the carnival queens did
not like working clubs — it was the difference between
outdoor daytime entertainment and working evenings.
The real regular old carnies, if they’d done it a long
time, were so used to the routine with certain people.
They kept going on to different towns but you’d still be
In the same trailer and still be with the same people,
and you'd always have to carry water, unless you could
get someone to carry it for you.

Here's Robbi Del Mar, sort of 3 subdued Carmen
Miranda, half-Spanish, half-Hungarian. See the
almond eyes. They used to bill her as *‘the boy with the
longest hair in Providence.’’ This was in 1951, see, they
didn’t have the hippies yet. She was very bright and
went to college and she had her whole tamily working
the carnival with her. See her poster here, ‘‘Front
’age People” — that’s Robbi and her family. Her
sister married a Naval officer. and they were natural-




ly well-bred, but from what I heard it was not her
father's side of the family that made her well-bred.

And here's Talla Rae. She’s dead now, I think. She
was a circus queen and had never worked clubs betore.
And she put her lipstick on by applying it to a spool and
putting it on her mouth with a spool instead of using a

lip brush.



New York and Films

When I left Fonda on one of those road trips I didn't
have any boy’s wardrobe left, so I went to New York
and became Rose Revere, Real Woman. I lived in drag
tor about two months

I didn’t know New York as well as Boston, of course,
but it was very conservative. The only cabaret left on
the Bowery was Sammy’s Bowery Follies, and prices
for queens were low and going down. It was the
summer of 1949 the prices went right down. My sisters
used to hustle in Washington Square and business got
bad, so they went to 42nd Street — that’s where the
johns were. Then the Puerto Rican queens came in —
when a queen would ask for $5, one of the Puerto Rican
queens would raise a hand behind her, and someone
else would make a lower offer behind her. In a
fortnight, business was shot to hell. They should have
had a gay hookers’ union.




Here's Chris Scarlet and my sister
Sammy'’s Bowery Follies, along with some johns. The
headliner at Sammy’s was Dora Pollitier, who cut
down at the end of her life to weekends and kept
working at Sammy’s until she was 96. She’'d always
close her act dancing a cake walk to the last chorus ot
“Waitin’ For the Robert E. Lee.”

And that’s Chris Scarlett on the right with some
john. When I first met Chris, she was the male partner

of The Dancing Wallaces. They were teenagers and

they won the national jitterbugging contest. The
families made them get married because they were
teenagers and this was Lowell. Mass. So the Dancing
Wallaces jitterbugged all over the countrv and then
they came back and did what was left of vaudeville.
His wife started getting dates with all these johns. 80
Chris said, ‘‘Well, if she can do it. 1 can do it.”" So the



juvenile make-up became a little more pronounced.
the cheeks a little 1 osier, and she started getting johns
and she and her wife split up. They had a little child
Little Robin. Of course, Little Robin is a grown up man

now. Little Robin.
Here’s Chris Scarlett in one transformation. doing

the fan dance.




The queen clubs in New York in the late forties and
early fifties were Phil’s 111, and the Moroccan Village,
and the 181. But Phil never paid his help so the 111
closed and the 181 closed in 1950 and became the Club
82. until it closed in 1972, and now it’'s reopened as a
salsa dance parlor. The Club 181 was a sort of Jewel
Box Revue with not as much sparkle but a lot of talent.
A lot of benny heads, too.

One of the big names at the 82 was Titanic. Titanic
was a beautiful queen and she could come out on stage
with this gravelly voice and just dish and the audience
would love her. Real corny material. She'd pick out

- —



someone In the audience and say, ““Oh. I wish I had
your picture, I have a perfect frame for it. A toilef
seat.”” But Titanic could always pull that material off.
because Titanic was something special. She used to do
Carol Channing’'s numbers from “‘Gentlemen Prefer
Blonds™ — my favorite musical since “"Anything
Goes” — and had her hair cut like Channing. Carol
Channing would come down to the club all the time.
and she loved the queens. She was just like one of the
queens: six feet tall. a camp. And she's still going
strong. honey.

And before the legend that drag queens oppress
women came along, the lezzies and the queens used to
mix at Tony Pastor’s. See. it wasn't the lezzies that
were angry about the queens — it was a group called
the Faggot Effeminists, one of the lesser lights of gav
liberation. One of them said to me. **Minette. do Vou
know that drag queens oppress women”"" And | said.
““Honev. I was alwavs under the impression that vou
can't oppress someone unless vou have power over
them. When vou get in drag. vou oppress women. When
I get in drag. I glorify them. »

The lezzies used to mix with the drag queens. The
tairies and the lezzies didn't mix. but the queens did
because we all used to hustle at Tony Pastor’s on West
3rd Street. The johns would come in looking for
something kinky or to try to convert a lezzie. If a lezzie




was looking to make it with a man, she wouldn’t be a
lezzie. right? Well, that was what was so rare about
those johns. So after a few drinks, the lezzies would
turn them over to us and the john would end up with a
queen. The queens looked so much prettier anyway.
cause we tried. We used to put on a face that was like
juvenile makeup onstage. We used Magic Touch. this
powder and pancake combined so you could put it on
like face powder but it had more body. We did look
good, we were young then, we were pretty. Sometimes
vou'd get a john. I'll sing you a song I used to do. It was
a parody of a song called ‘‘The Lady in Red."" I called

it “The Lezzie in Red.”



The lezzie in red, that's right folks, it's lezzie,

Not Lizzie, I said. Her sex life is dizzy

She’s busy getting all the girls in bed.

Oh the lezzie in redis driving her taxi

When the town should be dead.

Though she’s not a man, some few chicks sure can
Fill her pencil wth lead.

Just like a fairy, she likes her vice versa,

She’s a pansy without a stem.

If you will tarry, she’d love to rehearse ya,

If you don’t belong to the sex known as men.

Oh the lezzie in red’s one fish who don’t swish

She likes the women instead

So to straight girls I say ‘‘stay away”’

From the lezzie in red.

This is my ol beau Rob Roy. He’s got a campy tale
— he became the Baron von Lichtenstein. And he was




a sheik, even though this picture looks like a rogue’s
gallery shot. Lichtenstein is this tiny country, and
right after World War II Rob Roy was in Lichtenstein
in the black market. He met someone in Lichtenstein
— a prince or a duke or something like that — and he
made Rob Roy the Baron von Lichtenstein He didn't
call himself the Baron von Lichtenstein very much. It
would have been a little ridiculous, this poor guy in
Philadelphia starving most of the time — the ‘*Baron
von Lichtenstein.”” He was a hotel clerk when I met
him in 1954. and he played piano in a gay bar. Him and
I were pals more than lovers. I really did love him and
he did love me. but there were just too many other
things going on. I wonder what happened to him.
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I've done a lot of things since I came back to New
York besides being a chanteuse. I'd take work as a
stitch bitch in off-times, and in 1957 I was discovered
by the celluloid medium. It wasn't MGM, it was Avery
Willard and his Avegraph Films. They were silent
movies, mostly eight millimeter, with lots of queens in
these campy tales. On one of my last tilms, Avegraph
introduced Avetone, the poor man’s Vitaphone. Once
in a blue moon the Avetone would get together with the
picture in synch, but usually the dancer would come
out and the singer would start, or I would start talking
and a low man’s voice would come out. After a while,
Avery started filming the leather boys, so he could no
longer get me to work for him. |




One of the best parts of my Avegraph film career
was meeting my friends from the Ridiculous Theatri-
cal Company on the set of the last film. My Riduculous
friends and I were supposed to be a Ten Cents a Dance
place, and the Avegraph cinematographer brought
back some Moroccan hashish. Honey, nobody wanted
for nothing that night.

I was dancing with Lola Pashalinski — she was twice
her size today — in a red zoot suit and Charles Ludlam
was wearing earrings that this sailor was trying to eat
off. Lola is fabulous — a diesel dyke at heart but she
can play a soubrette or sing opera without lessons. and
Charles is brilliant. I owe a lot to my Ridiculous
friends, because they taught me how to eat right. Even
though it sometimes gets dear, I always eat the right
food — as organic as possible. |

I've just finished a part in a silent movie Charles
Ludlam has made with all the Ridiculous people and
Crazy Arthur, “The  Sorrows of Dolores.”

It was I who introduced Crazy Arthur to the
Ridiculous company and they re-introduced him to
show business. As a kid he’d been a burlesque comic
that worked the Loew’s circuit and now he was
Orgone, the hunchback pin-headed sex maniac in
Turds in Hell, one of the great Ridiculous productions.
[ told Crazy Arthur to come today, but I think he
wanted you to interview him lying down in bed. You
just tell him, ‘“‘Mother, it’s not nice to talk with your
mouth full.”



F Besides my Avegraph career, I was used for the

| soundtrack of the movie ‘““The Queen.”’ I sang ‘““‘Am I
Blue.”’ I started with that song at three years old and
there I was still singing it.

The Queen’s producer, Flawless Sabrina, came up to
me at the Crazy Horse where I was working. Flawless
Sabrina was actually very unflawless, sort of like a
World War 1II record, which would crack if you
looked at it. ‘‘One night, $50,”” she says, so I said okay.
It turned out the band was Sam the Man Taylor, who I
had played with a few years before in Hazelton,
Pennsylvania, so that was gay. But the Flawless
Sabrina was another story. She thought she had
removed all the professional impersonators from the
film, but little did they know that Mario Montez was a
protessional. She was in the classic, ‘‘Flaming
Creatures,” and all those Andy Warhol films. In this
show of Flawless Sabrina’s, they brought her down in
a wrinkled lame dress in a bathtub, and they had her in
greasepaint without any powder over, so she looked
like a grease ball. I later taught Mario how to use
powder. A fabulous queen. But you know how much
Miss Montez has been paid for all the films she did for
Andy Warhol? A total of $110. That is usury.

But back to another usurer, the Flawless Sabrina.
She said it was a sold out house and we couldn’t even
get any comps. When I looked through the curtains,
about a fifth of the orchestra was filled, so I quick
asked the secretary how we were going to get paid. ‘‘In




checks.”’ she said. Well, I went to my sisters from the
Jewel Box Revue and said, ¢ Girls, this looks serious.
They re going to pay us in checks.”” Fortunately, we
demanded on the spot cash from the Flawless Sabrina.
Mario has still never been paid a cent for that show.
By 1965, after my celluloid career, I had had a
nervous stomach for a dozen years, mostly because I
was in show business. Where was I going to work next?
Where was the money going to come from? I was going
to emigrate to Morocco with my friend the Professor.

We thought we could both live off his GI bill. And then
I took acid.

I was sitting here in the parlor with a couple boys
like you and in came a man I knew who was a real sad
sack, a non compes mentis, ‘‘the worst thing on
Christopher Street,”” he is now called. But on this day,
his lowness came in and his eyes were all lit up and
he’s so vivacious. ‘I took LSD 25,”” he said. ‘“Lead me
to it I said. ““If it can do that for you, it can make me
a genius.” .

So I took a trip and my nervous stomach cleared up.
On that trip I said to myself, ‘“‘Kid, all your life jobs
have been dying out from under you. Burlesque.
Vaudeville. Nightclubs. Everything died out.”” And I
said, ‘“Why go to Morocco? Morocco has come to me."”’
See, you'd go over to the Casbah — that’s what I call
the section of Tompkins Square — and you'd think you
were in Morocco. All these hippies and these freaky
fabulous people.



That was 1965 and to me, honey, the hippies were a
Renaissance. There was never anything in my ex-
perience like them — it was the only period that I lived
through that I identify with good art. I felt like all my
life I had been waiting for the hippies to come along. It
was the only time I was ever in style — I had always
been 10 years ahead and 20 years behind.

Gay Liberation

It was Billy Bike that first told me about the Gay
Liberation Front. He said, **You must come.”’ Another
friend of mine said, “‘Oh, don't go there — there's
nothing but dirty old men: they want it for nothing.™
Well, there were a few dirty young men, but very few
old ones. There were more lezzies mixed in with the
tairies in the GLF than any other group. It was lovely.
I never went to the meetings much — I could never
figure out when to talk and I was always out of turn.

That wasn’t so true in the GLF as it was in GAA.
When GAA took over, Mary, gay liberation started
getting very straight, talking about Robert’s Rules of
Order . I remember Sylvia Rivera who founded STAR
— Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries. She was
always trying to say things — the same kinds of things
Marcia P. Johnson says in a sweeter way — and they
treated ' her like garbage. If that’s what ‘‘order’ is.

haven’t we had enough?




Gay liberation was natural for me because I was a
hippy. It was much tougher for the ribbon clerks, the
straight life ones, because they had to live a double
life. But, after acid and after the hippies, it was easy
for me.

I joined a gay consciousness-raising group and I was
very lucky because my CR group was all radical young
hippies. I was the oldest one of all of them, but I
always had a generation gap with my own generation
so that didn’t make any difference. We'd take a
subject apart and we would relate our own experiences
so I could see my own life as more than just a personal
thing. I saw it in a better context. That was the crux ot
a good consciousness-raising group.

I got involved with Communitas, a gay liberation
group in Brooklyn, and they wanted me to put together
a show for them. The place was out in God's country.
beyond Flatbush, at the end of the subway line, so it
was cursed before it started, but I decided to give it a
try. And I got all these singers and dancers and all but
I had to get a stripper. You gotta have a stripper to
make it look professional, you know. And it couldn’t be
an amateur. “‘It’s got to be graceful. it's got to be done
right,”” I told them. And about that time Taffy Titz
rang me up. ‘‘Titz with a Z,”” she always said. And I
had my stripper.




I met Tatty when he was a teenager named Clyde.
and 1t was at one of Frannie's soirees. Franny — she’s
the queen that still runs The Opulent Era on Christ-
opher Street — used to have these soirees and then
she'd stop them in the middle and show people how
lovely her shop things were. That was the only soiree
['d been to that had a commercial break. I met Tafty
there before she was in drag. and she'd always call me
up asking advice on this and that. And Tafty started
getting in the business. Her specialty was a tassel
dance. A tassel dancer has tassels attached to the end
of the tit cups and usually on the ass. and gets them all
going at once, sometimes In opposite directions. It
takes enormous skill to.do well.

When Tatty rang me up. she said. ""Oh. I just gave
away my wardrobe a few months ago and I'm out of
drag now." So I pulled together things from my Free
Store. The Free Store was lettovers from rummage
sales and things I get from my sisters. and from the
street. I said to Tafty. ""Look at this beaded top. Tatty.
yvou could make a bra out of that, and this chitffon skirt
could make gorgeous panels. and if vou need any help
with the stitches. I'm an experienced stitch bitenh.”” So
Tafty returned to the business.

[ arrived late for the show. I was in semi-drag in the
pouring rain, climbing over a fence. my curls coming
down, my shoes soggy. with a full face on. running
down. The first halt was over. but Taftfy was yet to




come. And I will sav. she was lovelv. like a Theda Bara
with her dark hair And she kept her mouth shut. so her
routine was fabulous. She was so graceful she tore e
house down.

Atter the first show they asked me to put together
other shows. Thev had the Hot Peaches, and Mario
Viontez and Alexis Del Lago (the male Marlene
Dietrich, star of “Shanghai Local™), and James
\iofogin. and of course Taffy Titz. But Taffy couldn t
stav graceful forever. She was supposed to be glam-
orous. but she had to be campy. So we put this show 1n
a church. Can vou imagine. they built a special runway
tor Tatfyv. and she came out with industrial house
numbers on her ass. There she is. on the church
runwav, flashing 69 on her ass. Tatty was a punk
betore her time.

This is the Gav Dayv Be-In of 1972 — looks like i ve
cot <ome campy thought buzzing around up there. That
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gav button I'm wearing was designed by Spin Star. I
met Spin in a picket line in front of a homophobic
bookstore on Fifth Avenue — I onlv picket in the best
areas. I guess Spin and I were sort of lovers, until we
started living together. This was the only Gay Day I
ever marched in — I usually just showed up at the end
rallies — and that was because of Spin and because he
worked day and night for Gay Day.
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Here I am at the benefit the Hot Peaches did for
WBAI 1n 1977. It was my last public performance. until
now anyway. It was a gorgeous show and the Peaches
were at their peachiest. I sang the *'St. Louis Blues™
parody, which starts out ‘I hate to see my little son go
down.””




At Home in the New Depression

- Making money is a difficult thing to do during this
Depression. My last steady job was at the Crazy Horse
in 1967. and then it got so that I could make more
money staying home on a weekend doing horizontal,
entertainment than I could make working all week

long at the Crazy Horse. I had johns then, before they
all got “liberated.™

[ remember one I picked up about 15 vears ago on the
wav to the Brooklvn Navy Yard. which is gone now. He
was sort of shot, had an awtul lot to drink. and a lot of
mileage. but he started calling me "*Baby' " and holding
my hand. He was only a $10 trick. but he was a darling
bov. and a marvelous lover, He was only a $10 trick,
but whenever he'd come into town he'd call me up. and
he'd really treat my like a ladv. I last saw him about
six vears ago. That last time he gave me $15.

Most of these guvs in recent vears — well. they re
weirdos. What's a weirdo? I don't know. Use vour
Imagination. I just used to add $5 for anything new
they wanted to do. Between the Depression and my
age — I'm not sweet sixteen anymore and they always
want youth and they don't make many two-watt
lightbulbs — it doesn’t make much sense to do johns
anymore. Maybe I'll become a telephonic Madame.




I keep my hand in a lot of things and make the money
to stay alive. I have this transie I see once in a while.
Julia Child. My job is to put him in drag and give him
tips on being a woman and escort him. I play the male
escort. Isn’t that a camp? He’s 6’2" and he walks like
a country rube, all hunched over. And he hunches over
his food, asking me if he should take his gloves off
while he’s eating. If he gets to be too much for me. I

say “‘Grace and beauty!’’ and he straightens up.
- And of course I have my music lessons. Even if your
fingers feel like toes when you tickie the ivories. my
new improved music lessons (at no rise in price) will
do the trick. I love turning on my friends to old tunes.

But you boys came to hear about the art of female
impersonation, and this has more to do with the art of
staying alive.

Well, I guess we’ve run out of pictures. So many of
those people are gone. Lots from drinking — it's easy
tor a queen to become an alcoholic, always working
around drinks. And of course there were the benny-
heads that were very very brilliant for a short time
and then eventually got evil and died. The hormone
girls — I've known several where the operation was
not a success. So they're gone and here I am, still a
young flapper.




When I took my first acid trip, I saw so much, and
I've become more of a recluse. I no longer have the
desire to be the life of the party, to be an Elsa
Maxwell. like my sister Tommy. I have lovely things
around me here, even if this isn't such a campy
neighborhood. See, most of these things I have had tor
a long time. They're old, so the material is good. And
I've lived with them for a long time. When I first
moved here it was middle class. That was 1955. 1
thought I would stay a short time. Now it's 24 years
later. and the neighborhood is bombed-out looking, and
I'm still here. Isn’t that a camp?

Sometimes, it’s not so campy. The slumlord down-
stairs has this hyperactive child and they feed it sugar
all day so it runs around — boom da boom boom boom.
All sugar. Look out the window — all black faces —
oops! There’s a white face. Must be a cop in drag.
Here. let’s close these shutters — we're not putting on
4 free show for those bums. Nobody's paying.

But it’s hard to beat a five-room flat for $32, even if
the walls are Niagara when it rains. And I have my
piano. I play every day, mostly rags, especially the
master, Scott Joplin. There's one song I've been
looking for all my life. “I'm the Hostess of a Bum
Cabaret.”” I never found it, though.
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My friend Crazy Arthur contacts spirits and he says
one of them helps me play the piano. His name is Bob
and he lived here from 1895 to 1905 and he played piano
in one of the theaters. He was 3 straight man that
wanted to come out, but didn’t, all those years before
gay liberation. Bob’s crazy about me. And Crazy
Arthur says that when I relax enough Bob can get into
my body and play.‘ So I'll just relax and sit up real
straight and say, ‘“‘Bob, do your stuff!"’

I'm glad I'm not a young queen today, honey. I think
it’s very sad and tough, especially since the demise of
gay liberation. Things are going in the opposite
direction, back to the fifties. It’s like they won. The
punks.

I hate to see the hippy style go. All those fabulous
clothes. Gone. I have a friend, when I met him he had
frizzed hair down to his asshole and glitter on his face.
He was a parody of a hippy. Now he’s a parody of a
straight person. If he dressed any straighter you'd
mistake him for a Chinese waiter. It’s so altered. I
definitely have a generation gap with this post hippy
generation.

Times have been hard, of course, and they will be
hard again, but that doesn’'t mean you have to
immediately get dark and ugly. No wonder straight
people are worried about gay liberation. Now. not only
do they think we are going to suck their son’s cock.
they think we are going to bite it off. The only way to




get out of darkness is to want to be liberated and try
for something beautiful. If you do things ugly, people

treat you ugly. |
That’s all the campy tales for today, boys. I feel so

lit up on that bit of tea. I guess it’s talking about all
these gay times. If you want to go to the bathroom
before you leave, take matches and light the candle
over the toilet. The slumlord won’t fix the plumbing
and there’s no electricity in there. It looks best in
candlelight anyway. But be sure and blow it out when
you're finished, because my sister Double John isn't
working for the church where she liberated those
candles from. Not anymore.

Take some tea for the road, boys, and make that
subway ride gorgeous.




If you would like another copy
of this book, please‘contact:
Ray Dobbins

57 Second Avenue

New York 10003
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t of an underground show business circuit—
hy nightclubs—told by

A raucous, moving accoun

from vaudeville to burlesque to carnivals to raunc

its wisest doyenne.

~An important historical document.”
—Doris Lunden

-] was fascinated by this book. It tells all and worse than all about a way

of life that many people—even the gay ones—have never known. Read-

ing it. I felt my own autobiography was conservative, almost stuffy.”
—Quentin Crisp.
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