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An illuminating look at a controversial icon,
the Playboy Bunny


The Bunny Years


“We were young women on the move, out there pushing a new frontier. We were like sisters learning together how to take charge of our own lives.”


—Lauren Hutton, supermodel and actress


“When I look back at it, I’m glad I had the experience. . . . So much of life goes by with a sameness, but the experience of being a Bunny has a sharp, electric blue kind of color. The same color as my costume.”


—Susan Sullivan, actress


“Being a Bunny involved a rare combination for a woman in the workplace—beauty, femininity, sexuality, and at the same time, ambition and intelligence. . . . Bunnies were the Playboy Club.”


—Deborah Harry, musician


“I didn’t have a lot of options when I started out. Nobody did. . . . Working at the Club gave me the opportunity to do something I had always dreamed of doing, which would probably not have happened otherwise.”


—Barbara Bosson, actress
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Foreword



I didn’t meet Kathryn Leigh Scott when she worked as a Bunny in the New York Playboy Club in 1963. By then, we had Clubs in Chicago, New Orleans and Miami, and the array of young women who had donned the ears and cottontail numbered, in the roughest of estimates, at least 1,000. I pride myself on my ability to remember names and faces—female ones, at least—but even I could never hope to know all the Bunnies.


By the time Kathryn and I met in 1997, she was not just a former Bunny but also an accomplished actress and writer, and was well into her reserach for the labor of love that would become this book. I was hardly surprised to hear that a Bunny had gone on to do great things—you may already know that Lauren Hutton, Susan Sullivan and Deborah Harry (of the rock group Blondie) had been Bunnies. Kathryn had already interviewed more than 200 former Bunnies, including some of the original Chicago Bunnies, who had lived with me in the Mansion, and others who had worked as Jet Bunnies aboard my DC9-30, the Big Bunny. Among other former Bunnies, there were doctors, lawyers, teachers, entrepreneurs—and to a woman, they all saw their own Bunny years as crucial to their personal and professional development.


Was I surprised at the Bunnies’ success? No. Was I proud of them? You bet.


I knew I had to give Kathryn access to my personal library of Playboyalia to continue her research, and I did. I don’t do that for just anyone.


The result was The Bunny Years, Kathryn Leigh Scott’s true, behind-the-scenes stories of life in the Club that embodied the sexual revolution, and the women who led the way. Donning the iconic Bunny costume meant not only appearing beautiful and desired; it also meant being confident and daring. For many Bunnies, working at the Playboy Club was the first step to financial independence—in a job where a girl fresh out of high school could earn as much as her father, while attending college or even starting a business of her own. Bunnies learned to handle their money and handle men. A Bunny was always a lady and never a plaything. In the following pages, you’ll meet famous actresses, rock stars, restaurateurs and scientists, and you’ll get an inside look at how working as a Playboy Bunny prepared hundreds of young women to enter a dramatically challenging world.


I am happy to say that the Playboy Clubs are still going today. After 25 years in hibernation, the Bunnies are back in a Playboy Club at the Palms Casino in Las Vegas. The Playboy Club is once again the hottest ticket in town. We’ve expanded our operations to Cancún, Macao and London (and along the way celebrated the Bunny’s fiftieth anniversary) and everywhere we go people are as crazy about the Bunnies now as they were when they first appeared in the original club in Chicago on February 29, 1960. And just as Bunnies were featured in Playboy After Dark, the late-night television series I hosted in the 1960s, the Bunnies are back in an NBC prime-time series, The Playboy Club.


In a world where you can get just about any sort of thrill you want, whether in real life or online, it becomes ever more clear that a Bunny is more than just a desirable girl in a flattering outfit. Playboy has always stood for the very best, whether in food, fashion or music. Every man lucky enough to be a Playboy Club Keyholder knew that behind those doors was a world others only hoped to enter. Even today, the timeless glamour of the Playboy Club still sets the standards for sophisticated entertainment.


I hope you’ll consider The Bunny Years your personal VIP invitation to sit back, enjoy a cocktail, and experience its irresistible allure for yourself.
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Introduction



THE STEINEM CONNECTION
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“Bunny Marie,” 1963.


You’re . . .” said Gloria Steinem, with one of those give-me-a-second palms-up gestures.


“Oh, you won’t remember me,” I said.


It had been nearly 30 years since we worked together. I hadn’t even expected to see her at the well-populated party launching a publisher’s Fall List, which included Steinem’s much-anticipated book, The Revolution Within. But as I threaded my way through the crowded room, Steinem had emerged from a group of booksellers right in front of me. When our eyes met, I thought I caught a vague flicker of recognition.


“I was Bunny Kay,” I continued. “We worked together at the Playboy Club in New York.”


“Oh, dear,” she muttered. The sentence trailed off as she began backing away. To fill an awkward pause she added, “Are you doing anything now?”


“Yes,” I answered. “I have my own publishing company.”


As the gap between us widened, she ventured, “Oh, well, I guess there is life after Bunnydom.”


“I never doubted it,” I replied.


She was quickly inundated by a throng of admirers who had come to see America’s foremost feminist. I turned away, astonished by the feelings the encounter provoked in me. Part of me wanted to reach out, catch her arm and say, “Wait a minute! Did you really think that the rest of us would stay on to work as Bunnies all our lives?” On the other hand, why hadn’t I just congratulated her on the book and told her I couldn’t wait to read it?


I was surprised to see how anxious she was to distance herself from even the slightest memory of the women like myself she had written about in her now-fabled piece, “A Bunny’s Tale,” for Show magazine in 1963 when she had secretly taken a job as a Playboy Bunny in order to do an exposé on the newly opened Club. Could it be a vestigial pang of guilt even now for deceiving her coworkers? Probably not. But I was just as surprised by my own reaction: As one of the Bunnies she had portrayed in the article, I still harbored after all these years a mild residue of resentment over what had seemed at the time a kind of betrayal.


Gloria Steinem and I had become Bunnies for very different reasons. Many of the girls, teenagers like myself, were aspiring actresses or models and college students. Some were single mothers. Most of us who stood in line and waited to fill out job applications wanted the job because of the convenient hours, the flexible schedules and the money, which was unheard-of at the time for women. The 1960s brought with them a dawn of change in America—economically, technologically, socially. It was the time of Camelot in the White House, of the optimism of youth, of a country and a culture emerging from a period when families concentrated primarily on just getting ahead, when hard work and education were the best means of forgetting the dark, stultifying cloud left in the wake of the Cold War and The Bomb. The country now boasted the Peace Corps, the Space Race, Hula Hoops—and The Pill. But the social revolution that engulfed the 1960s had yet to trickle down to women. For the first time, daughters were graduating in almost equal numbers from college with sons. But what was waiting in the real world was in reality not terribly different from what their mothers had faced. There was no clear-cut path from a four-year university to Wall Street or corporate America. Talk of the so-called glass ceiling was still a few years away. In 1962, there was just a ceiling, period.


Now, suddenly, there was this opportunity for many of us to earn more money than our fathers, in what was essentially an interim job, while exploring a range of options that would otherwise have been beyond our financial means. Here was an opportunity for a young woman to pay for a college education independently or stockpile funds to start a business, invest in real estate, travel the world or realize any number of other dreams. There were also those attracted by the showbizzy glamour of working in the daring new Club where men could experience firsthand the good life advertised and promulgated in the pages of Hugh Hefner’s infamous men’s magazine (which everyone, of course, claimed to read strictly for the articles and cartoons). Beautiful, scantily clad young women dressed up as Bunnies who personally served martinis and Manhattans in the dark, cushy confines of a sophisticated men’s-only sanctuary was as close as many a man or woman would ever get to the fantasy world epitomized by the magazine. Talk about your New Frontier. Even President Kennedy was a Playboy fan.


But the odd Bunny out was undercover reporter Bunny Marie. That was the pseudonym Steinem, a 28-year-old fledgling journalist, used when she applied for her job as a Playboy Club Bunny at the just-opened and highly anticipated New York sister Club to the famous Chicago Club. Steinem knew a good story when she saw one. Other young female reporters had been unsuccessful in their attempts to get hired as Bunnies, but Steinem, attractive, leggy and exceedingly smart, succeeded. So “Marie Ochs” was fitted for a costume in January 1963, about six weeks after the New York Club opened. She began as a Door Bunny, greeting Key-holders in the entrance lobby of the seven-story Club. In quick succession, she graduated to Hatcheck Bunny and then to Table Bunny, serving cocktails and food.


None of us, her coworkers, ever singled “Bunny Marie” out as particularly unusual; there was a vast range of different types among the 150 or so women working as Bunnies at the time Gloria was hired. By law, only those women over the age of 21 could work at night, and among the older Bunnies there were many with college degrees and work experience that went beyond cocktail waitressing. Certainly no one I knew suspected that she was keeping a daily diary of the presumably hellish days and nights she worked at the Club with the intent of publishing these notes.


She struck me, personally, as someone I’d like to know better. We had met in Bunny training class and then worked together a few times. I was flattered when Bunny Marie sat down beside me at dinner one evening in the employees’ lounge. She was older, more elegant and sophisticated. She told me she was a college graduate and had traveled in Europe. In fact, she was pretty much what I had wanted to be. When she asked me about myself, I eagerly told her that I’d come from Minnesota a few months earlier to study acting in New York and that I was a full-time scholarship student at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. But Bunny Marie was gone before I ever had a chance to know her.


In fact, Steinem’s career at the Club was virtually nonexistent. After about a week, she took a leave of absence on a trumped-up story of illness in the family. Less than a week later, she was back to clean out her locker and resign formally. Because the Club was short of Bunnies, she was persuaded to work the Playmate Bar for two more nights. Her agreement wasn’t entirely altruistic. “Might I learn something new?” she wrote hopefully in her diary. For the truth was, as appealing as the job was made to sound, the reality was that it was like any job: hard work, long hours. In her diary she griped, Where was the “glamour” the recruitment ads had promised? The celebrities? The top money?


But for Steinem, nothing had changed. Same old grind. Bumptious customers. Crass jokes. Sore feet. Dumb Bunnies. One wonders what she had expected. Erudite discussions in the dressing room? New York’s intelligentsia convening in the Playmate Bar?


After working a total of 11 days, she concluded there was nothing more to learn. She went off to fine-hone her article, which appeared as a two-parter in the May and June 1963 issues of Show magazine published by Huntington Hartford—perhaps not coincidentally, the liveliest rival of another Hefner venture, Show Business Illustrated.


The reaction of Steinem’s coworkers at the Club to her exaggerated “insider” exposé was more or less “Good for her.” After all, we couldn’t quibble with her portrayal of the work as strenuous, the hours long and the costumes tight. But on a personal level, there was a feeling of betrayal, even hurt. How could Steinem, posing as a Bunny, talk to us, work among us, observe us and then profile us in such a condescending manner? A good many of her coworkers were every bit as ambitious as she was to get on with their careers. None of the women I knew anticipated collecting her first Social Security check upon mothballing her Bunny costume.


The characterization of Bunnies as naive, hapless victims who spent all their time complaining was not only clichéd and predictable, but also insultingly inaccurate. (In the course of time, Bunnies did, after all, negotiate benefits and effect a good many changes in working conditions.) I know that I, personally, felt ambivalent about the article. Working at the Club had been a job, both good and bad, like all jobs. Looking back on it, there was, if anything, the nostalgia of having been a part of an icon of the ’60s. It had hardly been the kind of exploitative experience Steinem had managed to transform into a cornerstone of feminist folklore.


Our chance meeting at the publisher’s party reminded me of the bad feelings I’d had at the time reading her article and the even more negative feelings I had in 1984 when “A Bunny’s Tale” was made into a TV movie-of-the-week starring Kirstie Alley. Steinem was one of the producers of the movie, which was made a good 21 years after she wrote the piece. Bunnies seemed to be stuck in some kind of Steinem time warp.


I began to wonder if maybe I had remembered only the good times at the Playboy Club, the quirky encounters with customers, the funny anecdotes? I rummaged through the cache of old diaries and scrapbooks I had stored away to see if memory had betrayed me. At the bottom of a hatbox, I discovered the long-forgotten pair of pink satin Bunny ears I had packed away. I slipped them over my head, to see if they still fit. I rifled through the weathered memorabilia and came across a snapshot of myself as a Bunny, taken in the service area of the Living Room soon after I had completed my Bunny training. I was wearing a beehive hairdo, of course.


Tucked in the back of a scrapbook was my Bunny Manual, still in the brown plastic folder, and stuck between its pages was the examination paper and my answers to the 61 questions. Sitting in my office 28 years later wearing my pink satin Bunny ears, I also found copies of Show with “A Bunny’s Tale” by Steinem. I reread the article and yes, there I was, “the pretty brunette who never took off her coat.” Steinem’s description of me during the first afternoon of our Bunny training together reminded me that underneath my yellow polo coat, I was wearing decidedly unglamorous Academy school clothes. I was a student, after all, working to earn money for room and board.


And I remembered again our dinner together in the employees’ lounge that night when she had confided her fear that friends or acquaintances might come to the Club and recognize her.


“What would they think of me?” she asked, almost terrified.


Her anxiety baffled me. An actor friend had just visited the Club to see me, bringing with him one of my acting teachers at the Academy. As it turned out, the two men were, if anything, in awe of the “bacchanalian” surroundings. I realized with some amusement that they looked upon me as a sort of demi-celebrity. It was a heady new feeling for me, a shy and, I thought, gawky kid from the Midwest. Even more, I realized with hindsight, it was deliciously empowering. Over time, other Bunnies proudly introduced me to boyfriends, parents and acquaintances who made their way into the Club. It never struck any of us as something to be ashamed of. If anything, though we were perhaps only vaguely aware of it on a conscious level, we were part of the novelty and publicity of a revolutionary sexual change in post-World War II society. But far more important than any such highfalutin concepts was the almost giddy realization that we had scored an unparalleled opportunity to earn great sums of money for what amounted to very basic waitressing work.


I had friends at the Academy working part-time as salesgirls, temporary secretaries, file clerks and waitresses who made only a fifth of what I was making. As easy as it is to exploit youth and inexperience, I was aware even then that I was better protected by a rigidly enforced code of behavior in my exotic waitress job than were many of my friends in their more traditional jobs that earned them only a minimum wage.


The fact was, Gloria Steinem couldn’t identify with the rest of us and didn’t care to. At that point in her life, she would never have considered working as a waitress, let alone a waitress with Bunny ears, except as research for an article. Her viewpoint was that of a journalist—or more to the point, a privileged professional.


Ironically, in some sense, she may have been the least liberated of all of us. Among the many young women there looking to become something different from Donna Reed—or even Madame Curie—Gloria was the least open to change, to experiencing the crazy, giddy, exhilarating age of experimentation when a woman, quite possibly, could do anything she damn well pleased. We flouted our beehive hairdos, padded our bosoms, wore false eyelashes, and defied convention in our daring satin outfits.


I remember something secretly divine about shedding the polo coat and loafers in the dressing room and stepping into the sexy satin Bunny costume and high-heeled shoes. In fact, a good number of us remember fellow Bunny-turned-actress Lauren Hutton, bawdy and always fun, arriving for work stark naked under her trench coat and wisecracking to us in the dressing room that it hardly made sense to put clothes on to come to the Club only to have to take them off again. It was the ultimate rush to leave the schoolgirl behind in the locker and strut around in a revealing costume for a few hours to the sounds of cool jazz and easy banter. For me, it was pure escape—as much from the altogether new pressures of adjusting to the big city as from my Midwestern background—and a brazen way of thumbing my nose at the establishment.


As for the men: Well, this was the early ’60s. They wore suits, and most were businessmen who indulged in the then-proverbial three-martini lunch. We had our regular customers who confided in us, treated us like pals, teased us, yearned after us and talked with us. They were, on the whole, very pleasant. I blossomed from the attention. I gained confidence and authority. I learned how to handle myself in an adult world of easy intimacy and establish my own boundaries. I developed skills for deflecting unwanted attention, rather than becoming the victim of harassment. It was all part of the job. Part of the job that all the Bunnies accepted.


In a 1984 New York Times profile, Steinem referred to her brief stint at the Club. “It was a turning point,” she said, “but not the turning point.” Yet, for many of the young women at the Club, their brief stints as Bunnies did represent a real turning point in their lives. We were very much in the vanguard of the sexual revolution that presaged the women’s lib era.


After rereading Steinem’s Show magazine piece, I did the unthinkable. I called home and asked my mother if she really had saved all those letters I had written to her. “Yes,” she said, “but you don’t really want to read them, do you?” Memories had been stirred and I was unstoppable. “Send them,” I said.


One of my brothers called to warn me: “Brace yourself. It can make your skin crawl to think you once wrote that stuff.”


When I began to read the letters, I knew what he meant. The dreams. The idealism. The naive, unbridled curiosity . . . the convoluted syntax. How often I talked about “The World.” I arrived in New York shortly before the Cuban Missile Crisis. President Kennedy was assassinated a little over a year later. A boy I went to school with and who played Billy in the senior class production of Carousel was killed in Vietnam. I was devastated to read in the newspaper that a girl from my hometown, someone I’d hero-worshiped in high school, had died of a drug overdose in New York just as her acting career was taking off. It was all in those letters.


I was a virgin. And then I wasn’t. That was not in those letters.


I realized that the dates of my letters corresponded to the dates in Gloria Steinem’s diary. We indeed had observed things from two radically different perspectives. My outlook reflected the bright-eyed, carefree teenager that I was then. To the general public, Gloria’s bleaker viewpoint had become the Gospel of the Way Things Were.


On numerous occasions over the years, I had come across other women I had once worked with at the Playboy Club. No one ever bolted in embarrassment. I remembered, for example, seeing the reflection of a tall, striking brunette in the mirror during a strenuous jazz class in a Hollywood dance studio several years ago. After class, she tapped me on the shoulder. “Hi, Bunny Kay. Remember me?” “Oh, God! Jorjana! What’re you doing out here?” I asked, thrilled to see her again. “I’m a film editor.” Her hair was salt-and-pepper. She looked radiant. It had been 20 years since we’d worked at the New York Club together.


A year or so later my theatrical agent sent me to meet the producers of a television pilot. The casting director brought me into an office where several men and a woman were seated. I had barely settled into a chair facing them before the woman, who was vaguely familiar to me, grinned and said, “Hi, Bunny Kay.” The co-creator and executive producer of the television pilot was Judith Allison, a stunning, 6-foot-tall former Bunny I’d worked with in the early days of the New York Club. My surprised reaction at seeing Judith after so many years was completely eclipsed by the stir she had caused among the men in the room, who were astonished by her revelation.


The fascination with Bunnies, even 25 years later, surprised me. Even more so because of that unmistakable flicker of surprise whenever a coworker, a friend, a fellow member of the PTA would learn you had been a Playboy Bunny. There seemed to be that unspoken assumption even among the well-meaning that somehow Bunnies would just be Bunnies forever. So I began my own rabbit hunt, as it were, to find out just exactly what did happen to all those girls, poised on the dawn of an unexplored New Era, bedecked in satin ears and eager to explore.


What I found surprised even me. I began with the names and telephone numbers of two old friends from my Bunny years, who each passed along the names of other former Bunnies. Soon, I was calling complete strangers, but, happily, there was invariably an immediate bond, an assumption of shared sensibilities, when I introduced myself as a former Bunny.


Before I was finished, the list included such former Bunnies as actress, supermodel Lauren Hutton, who also designs her own line of eyeglasses; Teddy Howard, now Elaine Trebek Kares, an author, talk-show hostess and owner of a multimillion-dollar advertising agency specializing in fragrances; Jill Graves, now Linda Durham, owner of the Durham Art Gallery in Galisteo, New Mexico; rock singer and actress Deborah Harry; TV and film actress Susan Sullivan (Dharma & Greg, My Best Friend’s Wedding); actress-producer Barbara Bosson (Hill Street Blues, Murder One); entrepreneur Monica Schaller Evans; former actress, congressional candidate and attorney Sabrina Scharf Schiller; and the National Institutes of Health’s distinguished immunologist Dr. Polly Matzinger. In addition, there is a CEO of a New York Stock Exchange company, an architect, an opera singer, several attorneys, a book publisher, a restaurateur, a television director, a stock broker, a racehorse breeder, a real-estate tycoon, three psychologists, an award-winning hat designer, a nurse, several schoolteachers and a vast number of moms. I came across casualties, too, among our mutual friends—alcohol and drug problems, disastrous marriages, career meltdowns, ill health. This book in no way chronicles anyone’s entire life story, my own included, but instead focuses on the lives of the women interviewed in terms of their experiences as Bunnies. Not surprisingly (at least to me), their stories mirror the struggle and enterprise of women throughout this tumultuous era.


Each had her own unique tale to tell, a piece of that long-ago forgotten Magic Time of the 1960s, when President John F. Kennedy was in the White House, the Moon was just a rocket shot away, and every woman had her dream that someday she could attain more than her mom, or even her dad, and still be sexy. Dumb Bunnies? Hardly. They were women with dreams, ideals and goals to achieve. Just like Gloria Steinem.





With Love, Bunny Kay



MY TALE
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“Bunny Kay,” 1963.


I arrived in New York City lugging a big suitcase full of clothes my mother had made for me and even bigger dreams of becoming an actress—the quintessential Small-Town Girl with Big-City dreams, straight off the turnip truck from Robbinsdale, Minnesota. Two months earlier, I had been doing summer stock associated with the liberal arts college I attended in Minnesota when one of the company’s professional New York actors, Marty Davidson, told me about the American Academy of Dramatic Arts.


“If you wanna be an actress,” the actor set me straight, “ya gotta go to New York.”


I immediately sent off an application to the Academy. No more wasting time in the boondocks for me. I was accepted a month later as a full-time student and, on September 6, 1962, booked a seat on a red-eye to New York. Marty picked me up at Idlewild at dawn in the middle of a thunderstorm. I was turned out in the loving-hands-at-home red suit and the high heels I’d worn when I won the Minnesota State Declamation contest the year before. It was my good-luck outfit. Besides, I heard everyone in New York dressed up.


Marty drove me into the city and dropped me off at Ferguson House, a dormitory-style residence in a converted mansion on 68th Street near Madison Avenue on the Upper East Side. He informed me that we were four blocks from where Breakfast at Tiffany’s was filmed and only two blocks from Paul Newman’s home. The Ferguson was pure Old New York, complete with a grilled elevator, small window balconies and ornate fireplaces. The rent was $30 a week and included two meals a day, six days a week. Sundays you had to fend for yourself. With any luck, you were able to get a date.


“New York is so exciting” I wrote home that first week, after I had packed away my mother’s homemade red wool suit.


It was as if I had gotten off the plane and walked on to the setting of Stage Door. My fellow Ferguson House residents included two girls attending a fashion design institute, an opera student, two ballet students, a Peruvian art student and another AADA student who came from Wyoming. As luck would have it, out of all the would-be models, dancers, actresses and singers, I was roomed with Madge, who sold greeting cards in a shop on Lexington Avenue. Madge had no show-business aspirations herself, but she loved the theatre and was a devotée of the latest Broadway gossip. I couldn’t afford to attend plays with her, but I pored over the Playbills she brought home.


The first piece of business I had to attend to was money. Specifically, how to get it. I had to stretch every dollar I made to absurd lengths. I ate all my evening meals at Ferguson House. I walked everywhere, saving the few cents I would have had to lavish on a subway token. Cabs, of course, were out of the question.


Today, I wrote home, I walked from 68th to 37th and back and stopped to eat at an Automat on the way—three nickels in a slot for a cheese sandwich on a plate. On Sunday I bought a hard roll and Danish soft cheese at Cushman’s—20 cents for a whole meal and very European, I think.


It was Madge who sent me to Bloomingdale’s to find a part-time job. Bloomie’s hired me at $1.40 an hour to work in the Customer Service Department of third-floor Better Dresses, Thursday nights and all day Saturdays. I made $21 a week. The best thing about the job was the employee cafeteria, which served incredibly cheap food. It was such a good deal that even on my days off, I ate there.


By then, I had started classes at the AADA. I went to school until 1 o’clock and then spent the afternoons and evenings rehearsing scenes and taking dance classes. In October, I moved out of the Ferguson to a five-floor walk-up in Yorktown near the East River on 81st Street with Sheila McGrath, an AADA classmate from Newfoundland.


It’s so much cheaper than Ferguson House, even with the bus ride to the Academy, I wrote back to Minnesota.


Even with the Bloomie’s job, I carefully rationed myself to one 23-cent can of tuna fish a day; I took the bus only if it was pouring outside. As the holidays approached, they gave me extra hours at the store selling gift certificates. I tried not to think about spending my first Christmas away from my family. Instead, I made an inedible Christmas dinner for Marty (discovering you should first remove the little plastic pouch containing the neck, heart, liver and God-Knows-What-Else before roasting a chicken) and faced the bleak days before New Year’s buried in the Returns cubicle in third-floor Better Dresses.
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Kelly Collins, the “Perfect Bunny.”


Calamity struck when Bloomingdale’s laid me off during the first sloppy days of January. Now how was I going to come up with the $55-a-month rent?


A few days later, I spotted an ad in the newspaper, announcing that the just-opened New York Playboy Club was auditioning for “Bunnies.” Marty dared me to audition. What the heck, I thought.


But I knew what a Playboy Bunny was and how the ideal Bunny was meant to look. I had seen a photograph of the Perfect Bunny, Kelly Collins, a breathtaking brunette posed in the classic Bunny stance: come hither look over a bare shoulder, well-rounded left hip thrust out, full breasts spilling tantalizingly over the cups of the tight-fitting, strapless top. I thought I could handle the over-the-shoulder look, even the thrust hip. But I had no hope of coming even close to fulfilling the upper-story requirements. I was a stick, with little hope of filling out on one can of tuna a day. A glamorous hitch as Miss Robbinsdale, Minnesota, the year before did not deceive me.


Until the age of 17, I was tall, skinny, with lank brown hair and crooked teeth. The one thing I had going for me was no pimples. But during the summer after I graduated from high school, some sort of miracle occurred and my body took on the beginnings of a shape. Not much, but enough to distinguish me from the neighborhood boys I’d spent most of my youth beating up.


That summer, it had turned out that the Junior Chamber of Commerce was one girl short for the Whizbang Days festivities. I was asked to fill in. When the mayor of Robbinsdale, Red Sahacki (who acted as the gym teacher in between banging his mayoral gavel), marched down the football field past 17 other girls—including former Robbinsdale High cheerleaders—and stopped in front of me, holding before him the coveted Whizbang Days rhinestone tiara, I thought he had made a mistake. To my shock, he placed it upon my head. I spent the next year fulfilling my obligations as Miss Robbinsdale, juggling freshman college classes with weekend stints perched upon the backs of various Chevy convertibles, waving and blowing kisses in one farm-town parade after another throughout Minnesota. But even during the big parade down the main street of Robbinsdale (population 15,000), never once did I entertain the slightest delusion that I was a great beauty on the ramp to fame and fortune. (I once told Marty I’d been a Miss Robbinsdale, but only on the sworn blood oath he would not tell anyone.)


It turned out that Marty never thought I would take him up on his dare. In fact, as he confessed at the last minute, he did not think I had an ice cube’s chance in hell of making the Playboy cut. But from my perspective, the Playboy job would solve all my problems. I could work at night, so it would not interfere with my acting classes. The job had a fair amount of glitz, enough to pretend you were at least on the fringes of show business. And most importantly, it paid well, especially with the tips. Despite Marty’s less-than-ringing vote of confidence, I accepted the dare.


At the appointed time, I showed up at the open-call audition at the Playboy Club on 59th Street—and so did 500 other girls. Wearing a dance leotard, I had my picture taken and sat for a short interview. My prospects did not look promising—but not, surprisingly enough, because I couldn’t measure up to the Bunny costume. The man who interviewed me seemed eager to hire me, but the sticking point turned out to be the work schedule. Since I had classes until 1 o’clock, I wasn’t available to work the lunch shift, and because I was under 21, I wouldn’t be allowed to work the evening shift. There seemed to be no solution. Dejected, I headed for the elevator with another girl my age, Mary Hutton, who apparently had been rejected for a similar reason. A good-looking man joined us in the elevator and on the ride down asked why we both looked so forlorn. We told him our problems. He said he thought he might have some pull and took us back upstairs.


Indeed, he wasn’t exaggerating. He was Keith Hefner, Hugh’s brother, and he was in charge of Bunny hiring and training. As a compromise, he arranged for me to be a Cigarette Bunny. I would work in the afternoon as soon as my classes ended, staying on the floor with my tray of cigars and cigarettes until 5:30 p.m. Keith found a spot for Mary Hutton working the king crab counter in the Playmate Bar. When she discovered there were already three other Bunnies named Mary, she took the name Lauren. She, too, was an aspiring actress, and the two of us became friends. As appointments were made for us to be fitted for costumes, we grinned at each other. We’d pulled it off! We were Bunnies.
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Bunny Kay, 1963.


On January 11, 1963, I wrote an eight-page letter home announcing my great news to my poor parents: I’ve been hired to work as a Bunny! I’m told that out of some 3,000 girls who have applied since last summer, I am one of about 100 new girls selected. I’ll be earning about $150 a week for four days’ work—which sure beats Bloomingdale’s! Bunnies also do guest appearances and promotional work, so that’s good experience for me.


I can’t help but think about your reaction. You’ll worry that I’m working in a nightclub atmosphere—but don’t. The place is elegant, clean, serves good food and has excellent entertainment. The Club is located in the most fashionable part of Manhattan. The girls wear bathing-suit-type satin outfits with black hose, high heels, white collars and cuffs, and cottontails. We work as waitresses and the tips are unbelievable. Incidentally, there’s nothing cheap about being a Bunny. The girls are carefully screened and trained, and the Bunnies have an excellent reputation. I don’t think the job has the same connotation in Minneapolis that it does in New York—I don’t think Mrs. H would understand, for one. By the way, I checked with the school, and this job in no way breaks Academy regulations. I think the registrar was actually amused.


Because Bloomingdale’s discharged me without notice, I’m a little short on money and I need to buy dyed-to-match satin shoes for the pink costume . . . Could you possibly send $25?


With love,


“Bunny Kay”


The response from my mother was immediate. She sent me a money order for $40 and wrote that if things didn’t work out, I could always come home.


My miraculous transformation from schoolgirl beanpole to stacked Bunny was largely the work of Betty Dozier Tate, a one-time singer and dancer, who was the seamstress in charge of fitting Bunny costumes. Her sanctuary was a cramped space immediately to the right of the dressing-room entrance, and only 10 steps from the dreaded “Bunny Mother’s” domain. Once the business of interviews and filling out applications was over, it was Betty’s job to uncover that Bunny Image. (Later I would be sent to a fashionable hairdressing and beauty salon at Playboy’s expense to have a facial, makeup instruction and hairstyling.)


I walked into Betty’s costume department. Tiny and fierce-looking, sitting hunched over her sewing machine, she gave me the once-over and then asked me how the hell she was supposed to tell what I looked like with my coat on. Her husky, warm voice made me laugh. She was tart and sassy with a shrewd eye, and she looked like nobody I’d ever seen before. But my fate was now in her hands, and I figured she would take care of me. In fact, Betty left the impression that she would always be on your side no matter what. I stripped down to bikini panties and was zippered into a discarded Bunny costume in my approximate size to see if I had “it.”
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THE WOMAN BEHIND THE COTTONTAIL
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Look pretty.” “Wear lipstick!” “Be a lady!” “You’re a star!” Words of wisdom pasted to the bathroom walls of the New York Playboy Club by the unofficial spiritual head of the Bunnies, Elizabeth Dozier Tate, the longtime seamstress and wardrobe mistress for the Club. Known to one and all as Betty, she was the cheerleader behind those paste-on smiles that Bunnies, sometimes dragging a world full of problems behind them, were forced to assume for the Keyholders.


“Be a star!” she’d exhort. “You know, honey, I was once a star myself.”


Indeed, she was. As “Chinkie” Grimes, a singer and show dancer, Betty knew and worked with all the big stars of her time: Dizzy Gillespie, Lena Horne, Count Basie, Art Tatum, Ella Fitzgerald and Louis Armstrong. She was born in Georgia, one of 12 children, and made her way to New York as a teenager. While working as a housekeeper and cook for actor Orson Welles and his family, Betty entered an amateur contest at Harlem’s Apollo Theatre and sang “I’m Gonna Sit Right Down and Write Myself a Letter.”


She won third prize and a job in the chorus. She started out as a singer and tap dancer. “My oriental cheekbones and eyes (my father had Japanese blood) attracted a lot of attention along with my dance, and I came to be known as ‘Chinkie.’” She was featured on Broadway, appeared in the movie Stormy Weather with Lena Horne and Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, and while married to Tiny Grimes, guitarist with Art Tatum for many years, she toured the country.


“All this time I was designing and making costumes for myself and others,” Betty recalls. In 1962, when the New York Club was opening, Betty’s current husband, Robert Tate, was working for Playboy in key sales. “He heard they were having a hard time fitting the Bunny costumes, so I came in,” Betty says, “and ended up spending the next 26 years there.”
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Rosemary Costello and Elizabeth Dozier Tate.


In fact, it lead to a guest spot on What’s My Line? in 1964 (“I fit the Bunny costumes at the New York Playboy Club.”). But that was not what Betty’s job ultimately meant to her: “I do much more than just make and fit Bunny costumes. The Bunnies are my girls, and I love them all. I mother them. I’ve taught them how to sit, how to walk and how to act like ladies.” In 1994, she was honored at the National Tap Dance Day salute sponsored by the New York State Black Film Archives.


She let me know that it was only for me that she would go to so much trouble to find a ready-made costume that would make me look like the right stuff. I slipped on a red number and looked at myself in the long mirror. I was amazed. Even in stocking feet and without the transforming collars and cuffs, I thought I could make the grade. It was nothing short of a miracle.


“You’re looking good, sugar. You tell ’em I said so,” Betty growled.


I padded down to the Bunny Mother’s office for an inspection. Claudia Burgess, a pretty blonde in her mid-20s and a former Bunny herself, told me to go ahead and get fitted. I would start work immediately as a Cigarette Bunny. I could take my Bunny training later.
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Betty fits a Bunny’s costume, 1962.


I leaned against the counter with a blonde girl named Cheryl while I waited for Lauren Hutton to be fitted in a blue costume. There were long steel poles hung with satin costumes in dry cleaning bags and stacks of new costume shells with muslin linings. As I stood there waiting, I watched the steady stream of girls hurrying in and out of the dressing room as Eva Shephard, Betty’s cousin, handed out collars and cuffs and made sure the girls signed for the black mesh stockings. The $5 charge for hose would be deducted from their paychecks. The space was cramped, cluttered and intoxicating. Multicolored satin trims lay discarded on the floor. Bags of cottontails and satin ears rested in corners. High-pitched chatter, raucous laughter. It was “backstage.” I was nervous and very excited.


Betty determined what color costume you got, based on what was available in your size from the stacks of prefabs and her determination to keep a rainbow of colors fairly balanced. I was told all the night-shift Bunnies wanted black costumes, “but only Bunny China refuses to wear anything but black.” When I later met China Lee (who eventually married political satirist Mort Sahl), I discovered that her entire wardrobe—on and off the job—consisted of black or white clothing.


A pink costume was selected for me. (I eventually was given three costumes: red, gold and pink.) The prefab corset was shiny and stiff with raw edges and no side seams. I tucked my breasts into the cups and held the top in place while Betty pinned the sides together. Then swiftly, with a pinch here and there, the costume started to take shape. Not necessarily my shape, but I wasn’t going to complain. Betty identified a hipbone and then snipped and tucked her way to my crotch.


“If I left it any wider, baby, the fabric would cut into you,” she said.


“Yes, it would,” I thought, and who’s complaining? Grommets would be stamped in later to string the corset laces. Now my tummy was flat, my legs were looking longer than I believed possible and, for the first time in my life, I had hips. As my mother delicately put it while fitting me for a skirt, I hadn’t quite “filled out” yet. In high school, I had once worn Bermuda shorts under a straight skirt to give the appearance of a figure. In those days I was even willing to settle for looking lumpy as long as I didn’t look like a stick. I was indeed a late bloomer; I was still growing and would add another inch to my height before I turned 21.


The streamlined Bunny costume was clearly an improvement. The black mesh hose and the high-heeled shoes made even mediocre legs look better. The tail and ears were just plain silly. But something about the collar and cuffs actually made me feel like I was wearing a shirt. Still, there was the top problem. But Betty was not ready to raise the white flag. She bunched together a handful of plastic dry cleaning bags and told me to stuff them under my breasts.


“But don’t use those all the time, baby; it’ll make you sweat and you’ll lose what you got,” she added, hinting that I should look for more conventional help.


As it turned out, living up to the Kelly Collins ideal was a problem I shared with a lot of the girls, most of whom, it seemed, were content to stuff themselves with whatever came to hand, including gym socks and old Bunny tails.


While Betty finished my costume, I was sent back to the Bunny Mother for a hurried version of Bunny boot camp. As it turned out, I was to start immediately—with or without the dyed-to-match shoes. Miss Burgess was all business. She assigned me a locker and told me to leave nothing valuable in it. Girls pin their rings inside their costumes, I was told. Furthermore, she instructed, we weren’t allowed to wear any personal jewelry, not even the tiny gold posts for pierced earrings that I was wearing. Just a white linen collar with a bow tie and cuffs with Bunny cuff links.


“And remember, the Bunnies have to be kissing,” she warned. As I quickly learned, that meant that when you held your wrists together, the Bunny logos had to be facing each other—or you would be given demerits. There were also demerits for not keeping your Bunny tail white and fluffy. In fact, there were demerits for a wide variety of things. The Merit/Demerit System could have been a Parker Bros. board game. Demerits were what you got for absenteeism, tardiness, improper appearance, chewing gum or eating in front of customers. Accumulate 100 of those and you were out of a job. Merits canceled out demerits and could be earned by, among other things, working on your day off or doing unpaid promotional work for Playboy. At events where Bunnies were sent to promote Playboy, the girls wore remarkably chaste cheerleader-type outfits: black sweaters with a logo, white pleated skirts to the knee and black high-heeled shoes.


Miss Burgess informed me of the rules—and the dire consequences should they be broken—in a solemn, matter-of-fact tone. Of course, the ridiculous marine drill instructor façade was funny, even funnier delivered deadpan. But I was too afraid at the moment to laugh. I made a mental note to make sure my Bunnies would always be kissing. Miss Burgess then gave me a brown folder with a thick Bunny Manual to take home and study. I wouldn’t take the Bunny training necessary to serve food and beverages for another week or more.


And so began the daily race from the Academy at 52nd Street and Broadway to the Club at 59th Street and Fifth. I flew down the stairs after class, jumped into a taxi, wriggled into the black stockings, glued on eyelashes, leapt out of the cab, ran up the stairs to the Bunny dressing room, grabbed my costume, changed clothes, hurled myself down to the gift shop to get my cigarette tray and began my parade through the Club by 1:30 p.m. As far as I was concerned, the Cigarette Bunny had the best job in the Club. Each pack of cigars and cigarettes was sold with a black-enamel lighter for $1.50. The lighter with the white Bunny logo and the cigar or cigarettes cost me 55 cents. I was allowed to keep the difference. Almost everyone bought cigarettes to get the lighter as a souvenir, and I was invariably asked to “keep the change” from $2 and, very often, from $5, $10 and $20 bills.


That first night after I returned home, my roommate, Sheila McGrath, sat with me at our kitchen table, smoothing out the crumpled dollar-bill tips I’d stuffed into my costume. After one day on the job, I’d earned $45—more money than I made in two weeks of working at Bloomingdale’s. Sheila, who eventually abandoned her theatrical aspirations for a 25-year career as executive administrator at The New Yorker, was amazed. That night, I peeled off my new and expensive false eyelashes and left them perched on the bathroom sink. Sheila awoke bright and early the next morning. Entering the bathroom, she mistook the eyelashes for cockroaches and slapped them down the drain. Clearly, the fast lane was going to take a little time getting used to.


I continued to write home several times a week, breezily informing my parents and two younger brothers of the worldly life I had been adopted into in New York. The letters must have struck them as news bulletins from Pluto.


I will need my birth certificate immediately for the cabaret license—it seems strange that I have to have a “performing artist” license to wait tables! Because I’m 19, state law prohibits me from working past 10 p.m. and I’ll be off the floor before 7 p.m. Therefore, it will interfere less with school than Bloomingdale’s did.


I won’t really be a short-order girl. We have busboys who do most of the lifting and carrying. We pay them out of our tips. The training is excel-lent—we really will have classes on exotic and gourmet foods and wines. I was told that Bunnies are supposed to be as elegant and knowledgeable as a “garçon” in an expensive French restaurant.
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Cigarette Bunny Kay, 1963.


As a Cigarette Bunny, I would wander throughout the Club, roaming into every room on every level. I walked to the beat of the music—an endless loop of jazz and easy listening. I lingered wherever I found a customer who caught my interest and wanted to talk. Whenever I sensed there was a business discussion or private meeting, I smiled and moved on. The best part was the anonymity. I could perch anywhere, put a smile on my face and watch. Bunny Kay had no last name, if indeed that was her first name. I could have called myself Phôebe or Salomé. I could play any role I wanted to invent, or be myself. And it was all part of the job.


I made friends among the Bunnies, bartenders and busboys. Bunnies were free to stop and chat with anyone on a break. I soon discovered that the Club was full of young women just like me. We came from places like Baltimore, Seattle, Tampa, Laramie, Green Bay, Mason City, Newark and Butte. We all needed bread-and-butter jobs to tide us over until we finished school or figured out what else we wanted to do.


I confided in Lauren Hutton, who was stationed at the end of the Playmate Bar serving king crab, which was displayed on a bed of cracked ice. For $1.50, Bunny Lauren handed out a plate of king crab and was almost always told to “keep the change.” Two 19-year-old acting students really did have the best jobs in the Club. The worst jobs, we figured, were Gift Shop Bunny (no tips) and Door Bunny (no tips and you had to stand in the draft). The job to be avoided at all costs was Hatcheck Bunny (drafty, boring, strenuous, no chance to sit or perch and you couldn’t keep the tips). My one great fear was that someone would find out how much money I was making and take my job away from me. I didn’t dare miss a day of work.
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“The Bunny mystique lives on.” —Chicago Tribune

A PROVOCATIVE AND INSIGHTFUL PORTRAIT OF
THE BEAUTIFUL, FREE-SPIRITED, AND SURPRISINGLY
INDEPENDENT WOMEN OF THE ICONIC PLAYBOY CLUBS

‘The 1960s were a time of change in America, an era when safely guarded innocence
gave way to explosive social revolution. For Kathryn Leigh Scort, or Bunny Kay as
she was known in the New York City Playboy Club, and the more than 250 former
Bunnies she interviewed for this book, donning satin ears and a fuzzy cottontail was
an act of liberation—a chance to bridge the gap between being girls and becoming
women, to carn more money than their own mothers ever fathomed, and to find their
way in a world that would never be the same. Lauren Hutton was a Bunny. Deborah
Harry was too. Bunnies went on to become doctors, lawyers, stockbrokers, real estate

tycoons, nurses, scientists, entreprencurs, and teachers.

Called “a smart oral history” by Esguire and “entertaining” by Entertainment Weekly
The Bunny Years goes beyond Gloria Steinems infamous magazine exposé, “A Bunny's
Tale,” beyond detailed instructions for perfecting the “Bunny Dip” and providing
Keyholders with “cfficient, friendly, personalized service,” to explore, in the words of

the remarkable women themselves, what it really meant to be a Bunny.

“Just plain lots of fun.” —BookPage

FEATURES HUNDREDS OF PHOTOS FROM INSIDE
THE UNFORGETTABLE PLAYBOY CLUBS!

and London.
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KATHRYN LEIGH SCOTT worked in the New York City Playboy Club

from 1963 to 1966. An actress, author, and publisher, she lives in Los Angeles
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“A revealing yet nostalgic memoir of a hare-raising bygone era.” —People
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