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INTRODUCTION


In Search of a Mystery


At midnight on May 15, 1867, Mark Twain was lounging at the entrance of the New York Hotel shooting the breeze with the desk clerk. The Civil War was over and news was sparse. Twain, a newcomer to the city, was employed as a freelancer by the West Coast newspapers that knew him mainly for his reporting in the gold fields. A tall, gaunt man of military bearing, accompanied by a couple of aides, arrived and checked in. Twain recognized him as Jefferson Davis. No one in the lobby cared that he was the fallen chief of the Confederacy. As Twain reported to the Alta California, “the man whose arrival in New York a year or two ago would have set the city wild with excitement had ceased to rank as a sensation, and went to his hotel [room] unheralded and unobserved.”


The incident set Twain to wondering what had become of Davis’s “limitless celebrity.” Next day the local papers barely mentioned Davis, described by Twain as the “head, and heart, and soul of the mightiest rebellion of modern times.” Mark Twain had already discarded his birth name of Samuel Clemens, which belonged to a reckless fellow who sought a bonanza in the golden West. Now he was after respectability as a writer—indeed, fame. But what good was renown, even infamy, if Jeff Davis, who had been so widely loved and loathed, could be so quickly forgotten?


Mark Twain’s story dispatched to California contained an item of equal length on Adah Isaacs Menken, the glamorous thirty-two-year-old American actress who was the scandale of Paris. Twain called her “the poor woman who has got so much money, but not any clothes.” He was joshing about Adah’s outsized income and her being dubbed “the Naked Lady” by the press. A mutual friend of theirs, the humorist Charles Henry Webb, had showed Twain a pair of photos sent to him by Adah. These private images of her cozying up to the King of Romance, corpy Alexandre Dumas père, had been duplicated and sold by the Parisian photographer. They caused a sensation among tout le monde. A tidal wave of gossip swept London and was on its way to New York. Once again the boudoir antics of La Menken were front-page news.


Twain described the images for his readers:




In one of them Dumas is sitting down, with head thrown back, and great, gross face rippled with smiles, and Adah is leaning on his shoulder . . . beaming on him with the expression of a moon that is no better than it ought to be. In another picture, the eminent mulatto is in his shirtsleeves, and Adah has her head on his breast, and arms clasping his neck, and this time she is beaming up at him in a way which is destructive of all moral principle. On the backs of these photographs is written, in French: “To my dearest love, A. DUMAS.” And Menken’s note [to Webb] accompanying the pictures betrays that she is extravagantly well pleased with the photographer for publishing and selling thousands and thousands of these pictures to the Parisian public. She knows the value of keeping herself before the world in new and startling situations.





Twain claimed to be unnerved by Adah’s disdain for her reputation. Years earlier, he had overlooked that failing when, as a cub reporter who fancied himself a ladies’ man, he had courted the star in booming Virginia City, Nevada, where the audience threw bags of gold dust on stage. When he covered Adah’s 1863 opening at the Opera House in San Francisco, the theater packed, crowds outside, Twain wrote: “I went to see her play Mazeppa. She appeared to me to have but one garment on—a thin tight white linen one, of unimportant dimensions. I forget the name of the article, but it is indispensable to infants of tender age.” Punning, Twain dubbed Adah “The Great Bare.”


While Twain may have been crude in his description of the elder Dumas, who boasted of his African heritage, he keenly noted Adah’s ability to scandalize both press and public. From her triumphal parade through the capitals of the world, he learned the importance of publicity and of the photographic image to attract a legion of fans. The Mark Twain that resulted, a fashion plate who we can still appreciate in artfully posed stills, was as thorough an invention as the Naked Lady, the Royal Bengal Tiger, or other tags hung on Adah Menken.


“Before Marilyn Monroe or Liz Taylor commanded first-name intimacy with the public details of their private lives, Menken carefully and cleverly cultivated her reputation,” noted U.S. News & World Report. Adah’s daring photos “foreshadow the Vanity Fair cover that propelled a naked, pregnant Demi Moore to new levels of celebrity.” But this biracial waif from the wild side of New Orleans became more than a celebrity. Adah’s brief life was a shooting star, which went dark slightly more than a year after Mark Twain fretted about her morals.


Adah Menken was the original superstar, both notorious and serious. In the mid-nineteenth century, she revolutionized show business with a modern flair for action, scandal, and unpopular causes, especially that of the Jewish people. It was a time like ours, when revolutionary new technologies such as the telegraph, railroad, and steamboat knit America and the Western world into a cohesive whole. The twopenny dailies captured a mass market, and the photographic album had a place in every middle-class parlor. Adah seized on these developments to become a world-class star.


She could sing, dance, and was a wonderful comic. These talents were brushed aside by the attention given to a sexy, daredevil act that threatened her life. So Adah became the Civil War pinup of fighting men, North and South. For a time, she was the ticket on Broadway, the darling of San Francisco, the talk of London, and the toast of Paris. A compact woman, curvy, hair dark and curly, she was fond of gambling the night away dressed in men’s evening clothes. She rode horses astride, took and discarded lovers, and wore revealing sheath dresses in an age of hoop skirts. Ultimately, Adah confused fame with notoriety and paid dearly for success.


“Nekkid, Nekkid, Nekkid!” screams a chapter on Menken in Texas Bad Girls, a bawdy history of Lone Star women. Clad in a sheer body stocking, Adah was never “nekkid” on stage. But in the melodrama Mazeppa, lashed to a runaway steed climbing a mountain, she looked naked to rapt audiences. Today, collectors seek her “nekkid” photos, historians write articles on Adah’s transgressive behavior, and her confessional poetry is gaining well-deserved respect. Her torrid love life is yet to be fully revealed: “She married repeatedly and made time for a few women as well,” claims the gay and lesbian website, Gay Gate. That’s putting it mildly!


Reference sources continue to disagree on the origins of this mystery woman. For example, The American Jewish Historical Society holds that “America’s first glamour girl” was born in the Jewish faith. Yet the New York Public Library has reproduced Menken’s book of poems, Infelicia, under the heading “African American Women Writers.” Another reconstruction of Adah’s childhood describes her as an unalloyed Irish-American beauty! Francophone, conversant with Latin and Hebrew, an actress who in one sketch could play nine different roles, Adah seemed to toy with identity. Beneath her disguises, did there beat the heart of one real woman?
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We first met Adah Menken in the window of a rare books dealer near the British Museum. She graced in mezzotint an oversized postcard from London’s Theater Museum: young, beautiful, bound to a stallion rearing up at the edge of an abyss. She wore only “a little end of a dimity nothing fastened at the waist,” as advertised. This showed off her finely formed thighs and legs that would become famous.


On this evening of a gloomy, drizzly day, Londoners wrapped in mackintoshes hurried home, moving in and out of the light cast by street lamps. Occasionally a face would appear and vanish into the mist like an apparition from a Sherlock Holmes tale. In contrast, the bookstore was inviting, and we could just make out the caption on the postcard: ADAH ISAACS MENKEN IN HER EXTRAORDINARY EQUESTRIAN ACT.


We entered and examined the card. The reverse side informed us that it portrayed a scene from the 1831 melodrama by Henry Milner, Mazeppa, or the Wild Horse of Tartary. The historical hero Prince Mazeppa was an eighteenth-century Ukrainian freedom fighter who battled against Russian rule. In the picture, the prince has been stripped bare by his enemies, tied to the back of a fiery, untamed steed, and driven into the wilds to perish. In the text, he is pursued by a pack of hungry wolves. The horse, on the rim of a precipice, has nowhere to turn. But in the illustration, its rider—definitely she—looks at the audience in a come-hither way.


Mazeppa’s legend made its way into the arts. The French Romantics painted it and Tchaikovsky wrote an opera. However, Milner’s play, relying on a poem by Lord Byron, turned the warrior into a heroic lover. The bookseller, lowering his voice, explained to us that Byron’s version was based on the poet’s adulterous affair with an Italian noblewoman and her husband’s revenge. “If you’re interested in the Naked Lady,” he hissed, “I have special pictures in which she poses not only naked, but in action.”


We had a look. But these Victorian versions of French postcards were faked: Adah’s head was pasted onto another woman’s flabby body. We bought the original card, thanked the man, and left. Experienced biographers, we briefly resisted the familiar sensation of being drawn into another life. But we were already hooked. We were driven to investigate the life of an American actress who reminded us of Lady Godiva with an attitude.


Milner’s Mazeppa ran well into the twentieth century. This show had legs! Before Adah took over the prince’s role, it was played by a man. To avoid harming him, a dummy was attached to a trained horse. In the climactic scene, horse and dummy trotted up the ramps of a stage mountain built of timbers and painted canvas. The orchestra played bravely but audience response was tepid.


In contrast, Adah made Mazeppa into the Victorian sensation. After she was stripped down to sheer, pink tights and tied onto a horse, she galloped up the mountain in the flesh. Mazeppa played to sold-out houses and introduced the practice of advance sales. Meanwhile, the mountain grew in height until it reached four stories. Accompanying thunder and lightning rattled the theater as Adah appeared to leap chasms and climb peaks. At the top, horse and rider exited through the flies—the gallery behind the proscenium arch.


Adah, playing a prince tied to a horse, presented a charged image: male and female, captive and free. Her posture, strapped on the bare back of the steed, legs spread apart, was more suggestive than any actress had previously dared. That she was Jewish made her exotic; that she was rumored to be a woman of color, more alluring.


Part of the electricity generated by the star’s performance was the possibility of seeing her destroyed. Several times Adah fell from her horse and was severely injured. We wondered: What was she trying to prove? Courtesy of the British Library, we consulted the standard reference books. We found stale absurdities and so-called facts that contradicted each other. As we graduated to memoirs by Adah’s contemporaries and to full-length biographies, we became still less certain. No other significant figure is as poorly served by encyclopedias, histories, and biographies. “Nothing is known about her but lies!” bemoaned her friend Joaquin Miller, cowboy poet and teller of tall tales.


Soon we turned up a second illustrated card, scandal of the ’60s, which showed a mounted, warlike Adah brandishing a sword. After claiming that she rode the horse completely naked, the text concluded, “Menken went to London, where she conquered the public and became the spoiled darling of genius and royalty.” On the side, she burned through five husbands in a dozen years. In reverse order, they were a Rhett Butler–style gambler, a literary editor, a heavyweight boxing champion, a musician, and a minstrel-show performer. In Victorian London she went gunning for bigger game.


At the Westminster Palace Hotel, Adah held a literary salon. Artist and poet Dante Gabriel Rossetti came, and so did “bad boy” Algernon Swinburne and his buddy Sir Richard Burton, the explorer of exotic sexual customs. The poet laureate-to-be Alfred Tennyson made an appearance. Charles Dickens was a periodic guest, as he and Adah planned to go onstage together. The upper crust ate Menken’s caviar and drank her champagne, as did down-at-the-heels former Confederates and the notorious spy, Belle Boyd.


We were most intrigued by Adah’s personal, untold story. Since she next performed in Paris, we continued our investigations there. In the City of Light her social triumphs equaled those onstage. Friends included top journalists and writers such as George Sand, whose crossdressing and free love life outraged the reactionary morals of the Second Empire. Adah was escorted by a handsome German king and played to enthusiastic audiences, and, at a gala, before the Emperor Napoleon and Empress Eugénie. Yet her correspondence reveals she was depressed and humiliated by French anti-Semitism, which ridiculed her accomplishments.


In reaction, Adah plunged into an affair with the broken-down musketeer, the elder Alexandre Dumas. The pair was seen together everywhere in Paris, and after they were photographed, their image was seen all over the world. For Adah, this meant asserting her heritage as a woman of color. But the resulting scandal, while it revivified Dumas’s career, damaged Adah’s. Returning to London, she sought out a liaison with Swinburne, the darling of rebellious youth. Once again the affair boosted her lover, but not Menken. It inspired Swinburne’s poem “Dolores,” an anthem to sadomasochistic love. Perhaps, that midnight in New York, a rising Mark Twain sensed Adah’s downward spiral.


We returned to New York, as Adah did briefly, to triumph on Broadway. The athletic nature of her performance attracted increasing numbers of women, especially at matinees. However, New York was the scene of Adah’s past, disastrous marriage to John Heenan, the bare-knuckle champion. The prizefighter had left her pregnant and penniless, leading her to attempt suicide in 1860. This time, despite her stage success, Adah failed to reunite with her last husband, now a Wall Street speculator. Once again she grew melodramatic and had to be placed unconscious on a steamer to Le Havre.


Adah dreamed she would die in Paris. Gravely ill, she held on, waiting for her collected verse to be published. Henry Longfellow, by her sickbed, improvised a poem that concluded: “’Tis Love, fond Love that awakens the strain!” But Adah had gone to sleep. Mazeppa would ride no more. Her book, Infelicia—The Unlucky One—arrived one week too late.


Adah Menken’s remains lie under a monument in the Jewish section of the cemetery at Montparnasse. The stone reads: THOU KNOWEST.


In order to learn more about this intriguing character, we continued our search into the places and persons that shaped her. In New York, Boston, San Francisco, and Dallas, we were delighted to discover a treasure trove of portraits of Adah by Napoleon Sarony, the Rembrandt of the Camera. This Broadway photographer, who hunted down celebrities to record them on glass plates, caught Adah’s varied moods and guises. Whether playing a fine lady in a gown, a femme fatale on a tiger skin, or a poker player in men’s drag, Adah speaks to us through the portraits taken by the original paparazzo.


For thirty-three years Adah lived full out. For an encore, she became a popular ghost at séances, then and now. Novelists have always loved her, but the best fiction is a miniature portrait by Arthur Conan Doyle in his story, “A Scandal in Bohemia.” Here she becomes the mysterious Irene Adler, and Sherlock Holmes falls for her. “To Holmes,” declares Dr. Watson, “she is always the woman. In his eyes, she eclipses and predominates the whole of her sex.” Irene—or Adah—is the most intriguing woman in the Holmes canon, and she even outwits the master sleuth.


In the mid-twentieth century, Stella Adler played Adah, “the divine Jewess,” for the Group Theater. Jerome Kern collected Menkeniana, and Billy Rose wrote a column about this “lollapalooza who rates with Helen of Troy, Cleopatra, and other standouts in the cuddle-up sweepstakes.” Among recent pieces, a prize-winning essay in The Drama Review praises “Menken’s voluptuous physique and dramatic, charismatic sexuality.”


If Adah Menken is not a household name, the fault may be Marilyn Monroe’s. In 1953 Marilyn, then unknown, was offered a break playing Adah in Darryl Zanuck’s The Girl in Pink Tights. At the last moment she backed out. The story, about an actress forced by poverty to become a stripper in a low saloon on the Bowery, resembles Adah’s darkest period. Although Marilyn never played Adah, she followed in her footsteps. Their eerily parallel lives epitomize the curse of superstardom: over-the-top success cut short by premature death.


In 1960 the director George Cukor turned a Louis L’Amour novel, based on Adah’s triumphant 1863–64 tour of California and Nevada, into Heller in Pink Tights, a riproaring Western. The curvaceous beauty Sophia Loren played Menken. Cukor was well acquainted with his subject’s life and times. To suit Loren’s accent, he called her Angela Rossini. But, says Cukor’s biographer, “The flirtatious Rossini was inspired by the real-life actress Adah Menken.” The movie has become a cult classic.


Although the great Menken biopic has yet to be made, one can occasionally see her on television. Ruth Roman played the Naked Lady in one of the best Bonanza episodes. “A Scandal in Bohemia” is one of the episodes in The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, which runs frequently. In a logical sequel to the Conan Doyle story, the movie Sherlock Holmes in New York stars Sir Roger Moore as the master detective and Charlotte Rampling as Irene/Adah. Here, she and Sherlock marry and have a child. In real life Adah had a boy, who, although she cherished him, died in infancy. The most recent incarnation of the Irene/Adah character is in the big screen Sherlock Holmes, where her athletic, daring side is brought out by Rachel McAdams.


Adah Menken, naughtiest of Victorians, has come to represent sexual liberation for men and women. In her time, she fought racial, religious, and gender oppression. In our time, women have found freedom in everything from athletics to the current revival of burlesque. Those young, very slightly dressed women vying for the Golden Pasties awards at New York’s annual Burlesque Festival are the Naked Lady’s godchildren, equally with the French model in a designer tux playing roulette at Monte Carlo, and again, with the crimson-haired punk in torn jeans reading her poetry in a San Francisco coffeehouse. Adah’s bright star still glows like a beacon.




PART ONE
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A COLORED GIRL FROM NEW ORLEANS





Who were her parents? Where was she born? What was her name?


—JOHN S. KENDALL







CHAPTER ONE:


NAKED


On the penultimate evening of 1860, twenty-five-year-old Adah Isaacs Menken-Heenan sat alone in her shabby, furnished room in Jersey City. Betrayed by John Carmel Heenan, the prizefighter husband who had ruined her reputation, Adah stared at mementos of a once-promising theatrical career. A playbill on the wall from Wood’s Theater in Ohio proclaimed her “The Accomplished Actress and Startling Tragedienne.” Tonight she planned to visit friends in Manhattan, and so she wore her best dress, of royal blue satin with lace cuffs, mended here and there. But she had lost hope. She saw no way out of a descending spiral of scandal.


In April in a field outside of London, her handsome Benicia Boy (Heenan’s moniker in the ring) had fought the British champ for the world heavyweight crown. Preparations for the illegal match obsessed sporting men from both countries, and at times elbowed Abe Lincoln’s presidential campaign off the front page. A large crowd that included the press, members of Parliament, and notables such as Charles Dickens flocked to watch the battle for the championship. After thirty-seven brutal, bare-knuckle rounds, the mob invaded the ring, but the Irish American and the Briton stumbled on to a bloody draw. Each was awarded a championship belt.


Basking in glory, Heenan delayed his return to New York. He refused to answer his wife’s letters. Adah, pregnant, was growing desperate. On the advice of Frank Queen, publisher of The Clipper, the leading entertainment weekly, she billed herself as Mrs. John C. Heenan on a tour featuring musical and comic pieces, including the appropriate An Unprotected Female. Playing before packed houses from Providence to Philadelphia, Adah concluded at New York’s Old Bowery Theatre. Here she played her benefit night in a double-entendre farce, Heenan Has Come! Taking curtain call after curtain call, Adah felt on top of the world, but she would soon find herself caught in a grim, real-life drama.


Adah awaited the birth of her child and the return of her errant husband. But when the Benicia Boy landed at the Battery in August, he was parading a fashionable English mistress. To the public, America’s first world champion could do no wrong. At Jones’s Wood, where Adah and John had lovingly picnicked, she was sighted by a sharp-eyed reporter on the fringe of a crowd of 50,000 that cheered on the hometown hero. She could fight her way no closer to the father of her baby boy, who had died a few days earlier.


Adah’s troubles grew worse. Heenan’s manager, a promoter with a shady past, falsely tipped off the press that the Boy had never married Adah; she was taking advantage of Heenan’s famous name. Then Adah’s previous husband, Alexander Isaac Menken, scion of a wealthy Jewish family in Cincinnati, denounced her in the press as “an adventuress.” Alex claimed she had neglected to divorce him before remarrying and was therefore a bigamist. He had instituted divorce proceedings to rid himself of “this incubus and disgrace.”


Newspapers across the country played up the scandal in lurid copy. Because she had left her husband, the presumption of guilt fell on Adah. When she told her side of the story to a curious crowd at Broadway’s Hope Chapel, the papers denounced her as immodest for speaking about her private life. Heenan’s lawyers struck, claiming in court that she was a common prostitute. In an interview, Heenan delivered the knockout blow, calling Adah “the most dangerous woman in the world.”


No legitimate theater would book her by any name. She was forced to perform song-and-dance routines in a saloon damned by the New York Post as “a portico to the brothel.” Even in this dive the drunken patrons hooted at her. Adah, whose dreams had known no bounds, felt herself a miserable outcast. To earn a meager living she posed in the nude for a Victorian version of French postcards. On the verge of a new year, Adah felt disgraced before the few friends who had stayed loyal.
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On the Manhattan side of the Hudson River at Broadway and Bleecker Street, Adah’s companions were among the crowd that packed Pfaff’s basement restaurant, home to the nightly meetings of Bohemians. This gathering of journalists, poets, and performers had its own long table in the “cave” below the Broadway sidewalk. Proprietor Charlie Pfaff, a Swiss émigré, welcomed one and all. Walt Whitman—vilified by preachers for his “sex poems”—frequented the place. In his prime, wearing a flannel shirt and red bandanna, trousers tucked inside workman’s boots, Walt’s glance caught, in his words, “the bright eyes of beautiful young men.” Because Charlie welcomed single women, fairhaired Ada Clare, the Queen of Bohemia, held court. Accustomed to captivating the crowd, she was not thinking about Adah.


Amid the haze, the clank of mugs, and smell of tobacco, one of the listeners grew uneasy. He was sensitive to Adah and became concerned about her absence. A slender man who, although a performer, was self-effacing, he took his derby hat and made his way to the door. Outside in the cold, he ignored the holiday sightseers and shook off the ladies of the night. He was headed for the Jersey ferry. He could hardly guess that church bells, tolling in anticipation of the year 1861, were sounding the death knell of the American Union—and its first Bohemia. Artists and writers, including habitués of Pfaff’s, would find their separate ways to Civil War battlefields, some to an early grave.


Adah, shivering in her room, found the courage she needed. She added fuel to the charcoal-burning stove and turned the flue higher. Removing a fringed shawl, she methodically unhooked the back of her dress. Released from the constraint, she went to her desk, strewn with poems in progress and a Hebrew Bible. By the light from an oil lamp, she gazed at her image in a cracked mirror. Perhaps she was beautiful, but disappointment had drawn lines beneath her eyes and hardened her smile to a frown. She was looking at a stranger.


Each winter, many of the poor of New York died from the fumes of cheap, charcoal stoves. Her face glowing with warmth, Adah took up paper, pen, and ink and began to write in an unsteady hand an apology for taking her life. Meanwhile, the gentleman on the ferry, gazing at the fast-flowing Hudson, was, in Whitman’s words, one of “hundreds and hundreds that cross, returning home.” The ferry plied the river among “the numberless masts of ships and the thick-stemmed pipes of steamboats” that made up the waterborne traffic of the metropolis. As the boat docked in Jersey City, the man hurried toward a rooming house in this riverfront neighborhood. He felt a loving tie to the woman who, slipping off her dress, struggled to write. Her crinoline with all its petticoats made a pile at her feet.


Adah’s suicide note is a powerful indictment of John Heenan. In it she accuses him of being a seducer who “drank out all my life—absorbed all of good and beauty, and left me alone, desolate, to die.” Still, she invokes God’s blessing on him. And she begs God to “forgive those who hate me . . . a poor reckless loving woman who cast her soul out upon the broad ocean of human love.” Since she cannot absolve herself of a deed held by her religion to be unpardonable, she offers the excuse: “Because I am homeless, poor and friendless, and so unloved, I leave this world.”


Adah’s letter is written on cheap blue paper headlined “12 Mo. 29th D., Jersey City.” Observed under a magnifying glass, the paper is marked by what appear to be tear stains. Her handwriting, instead of being bold as usual, is hesitant. Adah had become the butt of jokes in the press and the subject of off-color stories in barrooms. Her life in tatters, she had suffered more than she could bear. She believed death would prove the depth of her love for the Benicia Boy.


Adah undid her corset and slipped off her undergarments. Naked as at birth, she was free of the oppressive clothes designed to constrict her womanhood. Flushed, giddy from the stove’s fumes, she might have succumbed from suffocation. But that was too passive for this willful woman. Instead, she chose poison—a lethal, easily available opiate. Adah held the vial in her hand, not quite ready to bid adieu to the face in the mirror.


In 1881 Adah’s confidant, the colorful scamp Edwin James, wrote a biographical sketch of his late friend. James, formerly a Member of Parliament, had fled England in 1860 to avoid arrest. Aside from embezzlement, he had been caught making love to a nobleman’s wife. Brash New York was to his liking, and he became an influential sports-writer and publicist. Adah grew to think of him as her brother. “But for one solitary friend still living [she] might have followed her child to the grave,” wrote James.


Adah lifted the vial of poison to her lips. Her mysterious savior rushed upstairs to the door. He found her naked on the floor, conscious but with labored breath. He confiscated the vial and threw open the window. In what might have been a scene from a melodrama, he reached Adah’s side just in time. Because of the fumes she had inhaled, or because she had swallowed some of the poison, she would be gravely ill for a while. The man put her to bed and stayed to nurse her. James, for whatever reason, would not name him, and biographers have debated his identity ever since.


Adah came within a hair’s breadth of self-annihilation. Ironically, her passage through the gates of hell gave her the strength to make her dreams of fame and fortune come true. Royalty would bow before her, generals admire her, celebrated men and women court her. Death, always lurking in the wings, waited until 1868, after Adah had conquered Paris. That year, on hearing the news in distant San Francisco, a lithographer named Billy Low published the Menken Memorial, a tribute to her numerous stage roles and actual lovers, which circle her Byronic head in the style of a thangka, an oriental painting that celebrates the deeds of a god or goddess. One moment the Menken wields a sword, and the next she reclines scantily clad, or she poses in midair on a rearing steed. Her husbands occupy a corner or two of the portrait. The actress, who could quick-change into nine characters in one sketch, was also a transformation artist in life.


Each Menken persona succeeded and obliterated the last. For a time she lived as a Romantic poet, a female Byron. Briefly, she made a good Jewish wife in the Midwest, before becoming the consort of an Irish boxing champ among the gangs of New York. Down and out, she presently became the rage of San Francisco, throwing over her wimpy fourth husband for a gambler who may have been a Confederate agent. In the capitals of Europe Adah achieved spectacular success and was both worshipped and vilified. The public needs a goddess, if only to sacrifice.


The transition from one of Adah’s selves to the next could be violent. Suppose that her friend had arrived too late to prevent her suicide. The Jersey City police would have had to identify a nude body found in a tawdry room, suspecting foul play. The coroner would have demanded the vital statistics—the deceased’s name, her date and place of birth. But no one living, including Adah’s closest confidant, could have answered the question: Who was she?


Wolf Mankowitz, a colorful 1980s biographer, complained of “a woman whose identity for the first half of her life is, in terms of verifiable facts, virtually unknown.” To know Adah, we must listen carefully to her. At times she lied about her origins, burying the truth under a mound of fantasies as though disposing of a telltale corpse. Yet as Mankowitz recognized, those very lies “hit a significant bell-note in [her] extravagant personality.” To lay bare the woman’s secrets, we need to investigate with the rigor of a detective. We need also to let our imaginations penetrate the artifice of invention created by a superstar who demanded to be both famous and mysterious.




CHAPTER TWO:


TALES OF ADAH


From the Naked Lady’s pinnacle of fame in the Victorian era to the present day, biographers, journalists, and scholars have searched for her actual date and place of birth, and especially her lineage. Yet these remain contentious. Three conflicting tales of Adah’s origins compete for credibility: the Irish, African-American, and Jewish. In books and articles, proponents of each ethnic identity continue to further their apparently irreconcilable views. And these individuals represent constituencies vital to American cultural life.


Immediately after the actress’s death in August, 1868, a pamphletsized “life” was rushed out by George Barclay, a comedian from Philadelphia. He dedicated his Life and Remarkable Career of Adah Isaacs Menken to her staunch ally Frank Queen, a Philadelphian who became publisher of The New York Clipper, the equivalent of today’s Variety. Barclay stated that Adah was born in Milneburg, Louisiana, on June 15, 1835, “the eldest of three children, there being a boy and another girl.” Her father was the Irishman James McCord, “a merchant of eminent standing” who went broke and died seven years later. Significantly, Barclay failed to name or describe Adah’s mother.


Barclay’s story was seconded by Adah’s intimate friend, Edwin James. Originally a London actor, this colorful character became an attorney, charged enormous fees, and was elected to the British Parliament. Unfortunately, James had a habit of helping himself to other men’s money, along with their wives. He admitted that he was the model for Charles Dickens’s Stryver, the womanizing barrister in A Tale of Two Cities who takes credit for the brilliant work done by his clerk, the self-sacrificing Sidney Carton. Dickens describes Stryver in unflattering terms: “Stout, loud, red, bluff, and free from any drawback of delicacy, he had a pushing way of shouldering himself (morally and physically) into companies and conversations, that argued well for his shouldering his way up in life.”


On the contrary, by 1860 Ed James was facing charges that could have sent him to prison. He fled from London to New York, where he became associate editor on The Clipper and promoted sports events. He was one of New York’s first publicists, then a profession without a name. James became friendly with John Heenan, and eventually he turned his attention to Adah, the champion’s neglected wife. When she rebuffed his advances, he settled for the role of “brother.” Ed grew to be Adah’s confidant, the recipient of her most candid letters. Long after she was gone, he treasured her memory.


In 1880, at the age of seventy, James quit journalism to write a series of biographies of sports and theatrical personalities. In his pamphlet on Menken, he confirmed Barclay’s vital statistics but stated that Adah was born Adelaide McCord. Again, her father had died in 1842, and her mother (still unnamed) remarried a Dr. J. C. Campbell, an army surgeon at the barracks at Baton Rouge. After this gentleman died, Adelaide, aged fourteen, needed to earn the family living. A trained dancer, she and her younger sister Josephine (Annie for short) went onstage at the French Opera House in New Orleans. They were a hit, and engagements in Texas, Cuba, and Mexico followed. When in 1856 Adelaide married Alexander Isaac Menken, she converted to Judaism and changed her name. “Menken was not born a Jewess,” James insisted, though he admitted she had the “large lustrous eyes” of one.


Early biographies of Adah tend to rely on her word—either publicity interviews she granted to reporters, or confidences she whispered to well-placed intimates. But Adah, who spent some of her formative years on the Texas frontier, told tall tales with the best of them. Scrambling up the ladder of success, she talked to her advantage: Settled in the wealthy, Jewish Menken family in Cincinnati, she was a Zionist. Moving to New York, living among an Irish-American sporting crowd, she became Irish. In anti-Semitic, aristocratic France, Adah permitted her infant son to be baptized. We learned to listen to Adah’s words, but also to weigh them carefully. More important, we watched the acts she performed over a lifetime.


Attempts at identifying Adah through objective means, such as birth records, have led up a blind alley. Mark Twain once quipped that figures don’t lie, but liars do figure. In antebellum America, census takers were unreliable political appointees who set down individuals as white, black, or mulatto according to how they perceived the shade of their skin. These officials could be bought. In New Orleans thousands of persons of color were legally free but lived under crushing social and economic disadvantages. As a result, many free persons of color transfigured themselves into whites in the shadowy phenomenon known as “passing.”


In They Seek a City (1945), Arna Bontemps and Jack Conroy point out that 10,000 free people of color disappeared from the New Orleans census in the decade prior to the Civil War. That was a decrease in this group’s numbers by half. Bontemps and Conroy cite Adah Menken as a famous example of one who was born colored but decided to pass for white. “Obviously,” they claimed, “she was at least a quadroon.” Although such terms are arbitrary and antiquated, this means one of Adah’s grandparents was of African descent. In the South all persons of color were treated legally as black. Among other restrictions, they could not marry whites.


The work of Bontemps and Conroy served as a basis for the statement by James Ivy, editor of the NAACP’s monthly The Crisis, that Adah was “a colored girl from New Orleans.” In a 1961 letter to Dr. Stanley Chyet, editor of American Jewish Archives, Ivy playfully recalled these lines from a Creole song about les gens de couleur libres:




All you mulatresses there


Are passing for white,


With your white men


You go to the French Opera


But they throw you out.





The Louisiana Creoles, who originated from interracial liaisons under French rule, have perpetuated their “third caste” and francophone culture up until the present. Their complexions range from pale white to tan. The women are famous for their beauty and appeal. In many of her photos, Adah looks Creole, with pale skin, dark, curly hair, violet eyes, a slightly wide nose, and a sensuous mouth. Free people of color had a standing in New Orleans and a proud history of accomplishments, but restrictions on them grew tighter leading up to the Civil War. They responded by passing.


An individual who embarked on this “invisible migration” would do her utmost to destroy her past identity. Scholar Renée Sentilles, who investigated the “high yellow” world, writes that people of color “deliberately misrepresented themselves to sustain a sense of autonomy and anonymity.” Put bluntly, at the cathedral on Jackson Square, antebellum birth records had as many deliberately punched holes as player-piano rolls. Early on, Adah learned to lie about her origins and to internalize the lie.


The argument that Adah was of African-American heritage was first made by John S. Kendall in a 1938 article, “The World’s Delight.” Kendall was a regional historian who had written a history of the New Orleans theater. He understood the society into which Adah, as a woman of color, would have been born, and her motives and conflict in concealing that birth. Kendall discovered the marriage contract dated April 3, 1856, in which a certain Ada Berthe Theodore agreed to marry Alexander Isaac Menken. After taking her husband’s name, our subject added an “s” to Isaac, which is often done by French speakers for a more graceful sound.


Kendall also verified that “the Theodore sisters” danced at the French Opera House when Ed James said they did. Kendall proceeded to search the records for a free man of color named Théodore, which he identified as Adah’s name at birth. In 1943, Leo Shpall, a writer on Jewish themes, turned up additional evidence to support the Théodore identity. He wrote of an acrostic penned by Adah’s admiring brother-in-law Jacob, in which the first letter of each poetic line, if read downward, spells out “Adaberthamenken.” By 1980 Wolf Mankowitz had found a Texas certificate from an earlier marriage in 1855, in which “Miss Adda Theodore” entered into matrimony with N. H. Kneass. The signature is unmistakably Adah’s. Ada Berthe Theodore is almost certainly our subject’s name at birth, the name she used to begin her string of marriages, and her original stage name.


Allen Lesser believed that in his 1947 biography Enchanting Rebel he had proved that “Adah Isaacs Menken was born a true daughter of Israel.” He insisted that the family name Theodore, accented or not, was Jewish. Adah’s poetry, he claimed, “reveals an untamableness of spirit, a messianic zeal, and an unutterable yearning for sublimity that is unmistakenly Hebrew. It is therefore almost inconceivable to suppose that a convert to Judaism . . . could possibly have captured so profoundly . . . the very essence of what would necessarily have been an alien and ancient tradition.”


Lesser underestimates the possible zeal of a convert. More to the point is a lengthy interview Adah gave a reporter from The New York Illustrated News on March 17, 1860, at a time when she was packing in the crowds at the Old Bowery Theatre. After reading the first installment of the article, she complained about its “light and flippant tone.” She denied the reporter’s assertion that she had “embraced the Jewish religion.” Instead, she insisted: “I was born in that faith, and have adhered to it through all my erratic career. Through that pure and simple religion, I have found the greatest comfort and blessing.” Then she added, “My first name is spelt ‘Adah’ and is a Hebrew name.”


Lesser gave much of his life to the study of Adah’s. He established the basic chronology of her appearances, publications, and husbands. During World War II he served as an intelligence officer in the struggle against Nazism. It is understandable that he would focus on Adah’s Jewish identity, her affirmation of it, and her unceasing opposition to prejudice, tyranny, and censorship. He was correct to emphasize her knowledge of Hebrew, her public worship at synagogues, and her refusal to perform on high holidays, though it cost her considerable money.


Unfortunately, Lesser, like other previous biographers, made the mistake of obsessively searching for Adah’s father. But in the Hebrew tradition, and in the family reality of New Orleans Creoles, a child’s name and identity stemmed from her mother. This serves to emphasize James Ivy’s remark that if we assume “Adah was a colored girl of New Orleans, many of the parts of her story which have hitherto been perplexing are inclined to fall into place.” Keeping in mind that her family unit was matriarchal, we can ask the question: What was it like to be Adah as a child?


[image: image]


Long ago there lived a Jewish clothing merchant who kept a shop in Newcastle Street, London, near the Strand. He employed an assistant named James McCord, a young Irishman who was handsome but poor and who hoped to better himself. In 1837 James sailed for New Orleans, which had a small but growing Irish population. He set up as keeper of a general store in Chartrain, which was in the parish (county) of New Orleans but less costly than the center of town. Later called Milneburg, the village was the terminus of the Chartrain railroad line and a resort on the south shore of Lake Pontchartrain. Once James became established, he looked around for a wife.


The merchant cast his eye on Marie Théodore, a French-speaking widow who had been washed up on this lakeshore when her husband—if the man was her legal husband—had died of consumption (tuberculosis), leaving her with a two-year-old daughter. Adah later described her mother as “beautiful, refined and lovable.” Marie was a pious woman of “amiable character and cultivated spirit.” Because it is unclear if the name Théodore was her maiden name, or her late husband’s, we can’t be certain if Marie was born Jewish or converted because of Adah’s father.


New Orleans had a number of Théodores resident during the 1830s and ’40s. The “City that Care Forgot” may have been officially segregated, but it was multicultural under the sheets. So some Théodores were listed by city directories as white, but others as fmc—free man (or woman) of color. Adah is definite about growing up in a family that was small and close: her mother, one sister, and one brother. In a poetic essay she wrote for The Israelite, while living in Cincinnati, she described her New Orleans home as a “cottage . . . almost buried in trees and creeping vines.” Here she “first learnt the blessing of a dear mother’s love; first knew the sweet influence of an only sister’s confidence and affection; first felt the holy spell of a brother’s consolation and encouragement.” This idealized version of Adah’s family is verified by scanty but available information about her brother and sister. We also know something about “Adah’s too-numerous stepfathers,” as the historian Kendall put it.


However, in Adah’s successive tales, her natural father is a dreamlike invention. He grows ever more heroic and high-toned, until, in her posthumously published “Notes of My Life,” he becomes Richard Irving Spenser, “a splendid specimen of manhood, strong, healthy, and handsome.” Spenser is the scion of a wealthy, slave-owning family that fought for independence in South Carolina during the American Revolution. Adah has created the father she wished for.


This tall tale was presented by Adah in 1862 to her journalist friend Augustin Daly, in the hope he would develop it into a biography. Daly put the material aside. Afterward, when Adah’s death was in the news, he forwarded her “Notes” to The New York Times, which published them on September 6, 1868. Finally, Adah names her mother: Marie Josephine Rachel de Vere de Laliette, daughter to a French family of royal blood. Daly, already a successful playwright, included a disclaimer that he did not believe Adah’s “Notes” in a literal sense. Instead, he thought they were valuable as an honest revelation of her own feelings.


The “Notes,” which have a psychological validity, offer intriguing clues. The author depicts herself as “a wonderful and eccentric child,” determined to get her way in all things but very affectionate. She describes a girl neglected by her parents but shown too much of the world by a dissolute uncle. “I wanted Love,” she proclaims. She may have experienced it too early in a physical sense.


Adah’s imagined family seems ill-fated. Her mother Marie is improbably depicted as a blue-eyed blonde twin, whose brunette sister “is drowned at seventeen in Lake Killarney [Ireland].” The family moves to New Orleans where Marie, at death’s door, is rescued by “Love, the never-failing messenger of Life,” in the person of her husband-to-be, the patrician Spenser. But, with a dose of reality, Adah’s father dies of consumption when she is two. Then she and her mother are again rescued, this time by kindly Dr. J. C. Campbell. Her stepfather sees to Adah’s education.


Throughout Adah’s life, her natural father remained a figure of fantasy, and her relations with men were colored by this image. In contrast, her mother was an actual parent who taught her daughter manners, morals, and French, and without whom she could not have become a beautiful and desirable woman. Robert Roden, who had access to Ed James’s collection of Adah’s private letters, wrote: “Her mother, who . . . spent most of her life in the ‘Faubourg,’ New Orleans [the French Quarter], survived at least three husbands, one of whom was a man of low estate named McCord, and another a respectable army surgeon, named Campbell.” Adah’s love for Marie was deep, but she needed to keep her mother hidden.


Marie was a woman of color—the dark twin her daughter tried to obliterate. In Adah’s fantasies there lurks a shadowy side, which is really her other, repressed self. In antebellum New Orleans, with its widespread but concealed racial mixing, the possibility that a white mother would give birth to a black child, thus advertising her relations with a black man, or her own strain of African blood, was an unnerving fear. “In white American society, historically,” writes a black historian, “the discovery of black blood meant sudden reversal of fortune, social exclusion, or banishment.”


In Adah’s “Notes,” her dissipated uncle, in whose charge she was left, married his housekeeper—euphemistically termed “a woman of low origin.” In time, “a miserable, black-looking baby became his heir.” Adah is confessing to a buried African strain in her family. Throughout her life, especially to intimates, she dropped hints of her mixed heritage. According to the biographer Barclay, Adah told her fourth husband, Robert Newell, “I cannot, as the daughter of an octoroon, sympathize with the cause of the Confederacy.” Yet, as a woman, she did sympathize with the South, so openly that she would be arrested as a Confederate agent.


The idyllic view that Adah presented of her youth in New Orleans was laced with an inner conflict. As she matured, everyday life painfully reminded her of her position in society. In the French Quarter, she was intrigued by Choctaw squaws at the market, peddling file for gumbo. Hefting their babies on their backs, they would casually take them down and give them a breast to suck. She saw French-speaking bankers in cutaway coats stroll into Antoine’s for a three-hour lunch, and she watched tobacco-chewing Anglo planters in their slouch hats bidding for human beings, sold like cattle, guarded by overseers with whip and pistol at the ready. She was fascinated by the fancy women of Gallatin Street, the light-skinned Creole beauties. Supposedly free, their slavery was to be kept and traded by rich, uncaring white men. When the young dancer walked along Royal Street on her way to the Opera House, passing by the absinthe houses, sharply dressed men called offers to her sotto voce.


But Adah was different. The most intriguing Theodore listed as living in New Orleans during Adah’s youth was a certain “Madame Theodore,” who resided at the Orleans theater and gave her occupation as a comedienne. The census counted her as white, and she may have been Adah’s aunt. If Adah came from a theatrical family, it would explain how at fourteen she and her younger sister appeared as dancers at the French Opera House. Here is a matriarchy at work, of mixed blood but with Jewish values—birthing, raising, and instructing the Theodore sisters. Adah never knew her natural father, and she may not have known his identity.


When the merchant James McCord set up house with the widow Marie Théodore, he did not marry her. Miscegenation was illegal. No matter; they could act as if they were husband and wife, and two-year-old Adah Berthe was their daughter. They had a son, who supposedly died young, and a second daughter. Unfortunately, James McCord was a poor businessman, and by 1840 his general store had failed. Biographers kill him off in 1842, when they also award a new man to the still-attractive Marie. This would be Dr. Campbell, the surgeon, though Lesser nominated a lawyer named Josephs, because Adah’s younger sister performed as Annie Josephs.


Clearly, an important influence led Adah toward learning. She spoke English, French, and Spanish. She achieved the fundamentals of a classical education by learning Hebrew, enough Latin to translate Horace and Catullus, and, so she claimed, sufficient Greek to translate Homer’s Iliad from its native tongue into French. Beginning in her teens in Texas, Adah showed a remarkable ability to hold her own with men of reputation and intellect. This was unusual for a female in the Deep South, even for those from the best families. The schools available to young women were too rudimentary to account for Adah’s education. Dr. Campbell must have taken an interest and homeschooled her. Indeed, she called him “a true and loving father in all [things].”


James McCord was a defeated man, but to once again echo Mark Twain, reports of his demise were greatly exaggerated. He simply leaves no trace for a time. However, in 1849, Adah’s second stepfather, Dr. Campbell, passed away. Forced by poverty, the Theodore sisters took to the stage. Shortly thereafter the family moved to Texas, where James McCord was again reported to be the pater familias. Adah became a circus performer and earned a good living for the family. Her less than respectable youth was another secret she covered up with tales of an aristocratic pedigree.


From McCord, Adah first learned how to play cards, “the good and bad points about horses [and] the mystery of betting.” The well-meaning but debauched uncle into whose hands she falls in her “Notes” is a surrogate for her stepfather, and the exact nature of their relationship remains in the dark. In any case, Adah was an apt pupil. “Fickle, wild, and restless,” she wrote of herself in 1862, “she still clings to horses, dogs and her Southern home.”


Scarlett O’Hara couldn’t have said it better. But there was more to Adah than pretense, not least a destiny that would make her famous across half the world. At New Orleans’s Cabildo—the old Spanish courthouse on Jackson Square—there hangs an 1858 painting in which Adah is portrayed as a glowing, starry-eyed Romantic with long tresses. She perfectly personifies a genuine American beauty. But to become this lovely woman, Adah would have to pass through an adventurous adolescence. What a fascinating backdrop for the adventure was frontier Texas, with its traces of Spanish culture, its Rangers, Indians, big men, and dreamers—all of them attracted to our budding star!




CHAPTER THREE:


A DAUGHTER OF TEXAS


Fulton Oursler Sr., best remembered for The Greatest Story Ever Told, begins his 1936 novel, The World’s Delight, on the plains of East Texas. The Draconi circus has finished its matinee just outside of town. A Yankee impresario named Jones from Columbus, Ohio, has caught the act of an eighteen-year-old bareback rider named Dolores McCord, and, like many to follow, he is captivated by her beauty. “Her dark hair was luxuriant and gleaming with life, her black eyes flashed and glistened with an impetuous vitality, and she seemed as high-spirited, mettlesome, and tameless as the young horse she had ridden in the arena.” Aside from mistaking the color of her eyes, which are usually described as violet or slate blue, Oursler has artfully portrayed the young woman who is our subject. He has caught that certain something that sets this performer apart from other beauties.


Oursler’s Dolores McCord is an adolescent version of the woman who will become the international superstar, Adah Isaacs Menken. Incongruously, the novelist has her engaged to a clown. This fellow Buddy is rude to Jones, and Dolores is too preoccupied with mending the clown’s underwear to pay attention to the impresario’s offer of an engagement in the bigger, if not big, time. The scenario is unlikely. At no point was the overly serious Adah attracted to clowns. The men who caught her interest were self-important types—“big men,” she called them. At seventeen, Adah’s own ambitions in legitimate theater were already stirring.


But in 1853 the young woman could find no better opportunity than to join Frenchman Victor Franconi’s Imperial Hippodrome, an actual circus that toured Texas during that steamy summer. According to the usually reliable Richard Northcott, a researcher and biographer of the theatrical world, “the ringmaster, Rodney Cullen, instructed her in the business of haute-école.” Adah, a quick study who had steady nerves, mastered the art of trick riding, which one day would be the making of her.


Bareback riders are artistes. They have to perform their poses with ease on the back of a galloping horse. Nineteenth-century circus man Frank Melville remarked of his training, “As a bareback rider I was required to take all sorts of dancing lessons. I had to walk just so, to hold my hands gracefully.” Here is the secret of Adah’s carriage and her grace in action.


There is an excellent eyewitness account to an even earlier daredevil act by Dolores/Adah. In 1926 Camilla G. Davis, then ninety-two, recalled that “in the year 1850 I was taken to Galveston, Texas, being then seven years of age. The news came to my cousin’s home, where my mother and I were visiting, that Adah Bertha Theodore (her actress name) would give a performance on the tightrope. I was all interest and I and my little cousin demanded that we be taken to see this wonderful show!”


Adah, a precocious fifteen, had some renown. “This was my first performance at a theater and to see Adah Bertha accompanied by her sister, Josephine!” continued Camilla Davis. “Josephine assisted, I think, in a dance. Adah acquitted herself with much glory in pink tights on a wire, balancing her lovely form in mid-air on same. . .. I do not know where they went from Galveston. I heard something said about their being accompanied by their parents, Mr. and Mrs. McCord, into Texas towns.”


These are recollections made three-quarters of a century after the fact, but they have the ring of accuracy. Young Camilla, in Texas, was thrilled to attend the theater. It is not surprising she remembered the event her whole life. The most interesting feature of her description is that Adah wore her trademark pink tights. When and where she learned to walk the tightrope remains obscure.


Adah’s mother, alive and well, was traveling with her daughters—but what about James McCord? The consensus opinion has McCord killed off when Adah was eight. Here, evidence suggests he was living when she was fifteen, as Camilla had “heard something said” about him. It was unusual for a Victorian father or stepfather to permit his adolescent daughter to earn the family living, especially in a circus. That is, unless the man had failed at his own retail trade and the family had fallen on hard times. Adah’s McCord (Irish) identity is verifiable, but remains as shadowy as her Jewish and black heritage.


We know how Adah looked when she was a daring young performer. The copy of an ambrotype has been authenticated as her image. She is beautiful, vibrant, hopeful, with a mop of dark, curly hair. The ambrotype process was invented in the early 1850s and patented in 1854. It was a photograph on glass and occupied a technological niche midway between the daguerreotype and the photo on treated paper. It was really a negative that, when placed against a black background, appeared as a positive. The process grew popular, but it gave way to the familiar photo on paper. In the ambrotype of Adah, taken in her eighteenth year, she retains the look and spirit of innocence.


Yet Adah had already given her heart, and probably her body, to her first lover, the Cuban poet Juan Clemente Zenea. Her journey to Havana in 1852 is substantiated by third-party sources. According to her own “Notes of My Life”: “The Montplaisir troupe came [to New Orleans], and Adah joined them and went to the Tacón theater in Havana. There she attracted great attention. . .. On the Grand Plaza, Adah was known as the Queen of the Plaza.” The Montplaisir company was popular in both New Orleans and Havana, cities which shared a Latin culture built on the peculiar institution of slavery. However, Adah, just budding, was still in the chorus, and in her recollection she blew up an inconsequential appearance to suit her personal myth. In an instance of poetic justice that took one hundred years to unfold, Queen of the Plaza became the title of Adah’s most widely read, defamatory, and unreliable biography, by Noel Gerson.


In his day, Gerson, who used several pen names, hastily wrote some two hundred works of pulp fiction and an occasional fictionalized biography. Queen of the Plaza, written under the name of Paul Lewis, is based on an intimate diary of Adah’s that Gerson claimed to have found at the Harvard Theatre Collection. Actually, he fabricated the diary. For years, Harvard archivists were bedeviled by requests for a document they couldn’t locate and feared they had lost. In bad taste, Gerson interpreted “queen” to mean prostitute, and Adah’s so-called diary is a record of tricks turned and the prices she got.


Gerson’s scenario is that Adah was seduced and abandoned by a roué who brought her to Havana. Turned out of her hotel, she went the rounds of the theaters, looking for work. The managers turned her down, and, walking the streets hungry and broke, she accepted her first customer. “Without a qualm she became a professional prostitute.” According to Gerson, Adah enjoyed practicing the world’s oldest profession and graduated from finding clients on the streets to fashionable restaurants. Finally, Adah became queen of Havana’s whores. We repeat this nonsensical story because Gerson’s Queen, which is shoddy fiction, has been drawn upon by writers and educators who ought to know better.


Had Adah been abandoned in Havana, or any place on Earth, her bag of circus tricks (witnessed by Camilla Davis) could have provided her a living. She had no need to sell herself as a streetwalker. A little research might have shown Gerson that his fairy tale was impossible. There were no white-skinned streetwalkers in Havana under the colonial regime, which lasted until the Spanish-American War of 1898. In Havana, as in Adah’s New Orleans, slavery structured social and sexual mores. A well-dressed, apparently white woman could not walk the streets for any reason.


Cuban historian Miguel Fernandez writes:




Sexual relations between the races and consequent mixed-race offspring were accepted, but only as long as they did not take place between dark-skinned men and white (especially upper-class) women. Restrictive codes [were] applied to female behavior based on gender, class and color.


When foreigners visited nineteenth-century Havana, they had to come to terms with the local customs concerning females on the street. . .. Any women who tried to break the rules of social conduct would face condemnation and even insult. Visitors . . . would almost never meet an upper-class lady on foot. It was totally against the mores.
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