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  For the beautiful men and women of burlesque who shared their lives with me. I am a better, richer person for it. You have changed my life. This book is dedicated to you.
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  A rare photo of Lili St. Cyr

  


  Foreword

  I started in burlesque in the 1940s. For more than thirty years I lived and breathed it. I wrote my biography years ago, but Leslie Zemeckis’s Behind the Burly Q is the only flat-out absolute history of burlesque that is told by the performers themselves: from the straight men and comics, singers, musicians, and, of course, us strippers. I was never ashamed to say I took my clothes off, but not all the girls felt that way. Leslie persuaded many who had been embarrassed and ashamed to talk about their life in burlesque. Behind the Burly Q finally sets the record straight.

  First in the film and now in print, Behind the Burly Q captures life in the theatres and clubs and offers an over-the-footlights perspective of not only what a burlesque show was, but also what life was like backstage. The book is filled with funny, sad, and downright tragic stories. With a passion and fearlessness to dig deep, Leslie uncovers the truth. It seems that until Leslie came along, no one cared to ask many of us what it had been like. No one ever asked us what we thought about burlesque. Behind the Burly Q is about our accomplishments, our love lives, and our heartaches. It is truthful, accurate, and fascinating.

  From the moment we exchanged photos and I sold Leslie a couple of my handmade dresses, she has been a friend. It is obvious from the intimate details she writes that she has become a friend to many past performers who trusted her with the stories of their lives. Yet she never lets that friendship interfere with the truth. She has done her homework and brings insight and an encyclopedic knowledge to her storytelling. I was proud to share my story with Leslie.

  Once I started talking to her, I couldn’t stop. I told her about traveling on the road for years and performing in clubs across the country. I loved it and wouldn’t trade my experiences for anything. Behind the Burly Q brought back those memories for me and the dozens of others whom she interviewed; those recollections are presented in this book with compassion and an eye for detail.

  How was I viewed as a stripper? Some thought I was no good. But I knew better. Many of us were just using the assets God gave us. And I don’t mean just body—brains and creativity, too. And the audiences loved us. I always used humor in my act. What else would you call making my boob look like it was blowing out a candle? Burlesque had its place. Like I said in my book, “The men need strippers. . . . They need to fantasize.” I had them packed into my club, the Two O’Clock Club in Baltimore.

  Leslie has a true understanding of the subject and has painstakingly researched burlesque, from its beginnings through its Golden Age in the ‘30s to its demise. I stopped in the ‘70s because it got too rough. Leslie sets right many misconceptions about burlesque and all the performers. We were not hookers or second-rate artists. I had a well-thought-out act in which my couch burst into flames. Where but in a burlesque show could I do something like that? A burlesque show was all that and more, not just a simple strip tease.

  Burlesque provided an opportunity to many girls, like me, to escape poverty. I come from the rural hills of West Virginia. My daddy had black lung. We were lucky to get a new pair of shoes once a year. But burlesque got me out of the hills and I saw things most girls will never see. I met presidents and governors. I made a lot of money and I loved it. I made real good friends with the other performers, like Val Valentine. She’s been my friend for decades. Leslie captures all the friendships and intrigues, the petty jealousies (yes, there were fights), and also the love we had for what we did and each other. There was plenty of romance and danger, too, and Leslie tells it like it was. Relationships were nearly impossible to keep when we were working most weeks of the year.

  I have never seen this world so lovingly and authentically recreated as Leslie has made it in Behind the Burly Q. For someone born long after burlesque died, Leslie has brought together history and personal storytelling that covers all aspects of burlesque. This isn’t my story alone; it belongs to many performers with very different stories. As one critic said of Leslie’s film, it is “a veritable who’s who of the grande dames of the burlesque stage.” And what dames we were.

  In Behind the Burly Q, Leslie has meticulously and interestingly separated facts from rumor and myth. By choosing to tell our stories, in our own words, Leslie has captured a lost American art that I was proud to be a part of.

  Blaze Starr

  West Virginia, 2013


  Note from the Author

  The idea for my documentary Behind the Burly Q came in 2006, as these things are wont to do, by sheer happenstance. For several years I had been performing a one-woman burlesque-inspired show. My research began with curiosity: Just what exactly was a burlesque show? Was it just women getting up and taking off their clothes?

  This first question led me to several former strippers, eager to relate their varied experiences “taking it off” in theatres and clubs across America during the 1930s through 1960s. Not only did they relate what it was like on stage, but they also shared what their lives were like backstage—the gossip, the camaraderie, the temptations, and the hardships.

  I became fascinated by these tales of traveling the “wheel” (performers traveled from town to town, playing a set of theatres in rotation, thus the term “wheel”). I dove into books, magazines, and newspaper archives, and I watched numerous documentaries. Some of the films focused on the more famous strippers’ acts, but revealed nothing about how they got into the business and what happened to them when burlesque died. Some documentaries highlighted the rise of many comedians we honor today—Phil Silvers, Red Skelton, Jackie Gleason—but I could find nothing that broke the façade of baggy pants and tassel twirlers.

  There were plenty of articles and some old footage of star Lili St. Cyr’s bathtub act. But nothing about who she was, or what happened to her, until author Kelly DiNardo wrote Gilded Lili. I didn’t read anything that provided me with details regarding the struggles these women may have incurred raising kids while on the road for much of the year, leaving younger ones with neighbors or relatives, at best. How did that impact the children? I interviewed sons and daughters; the stories were often heartbreaking.

  Where did the men and women in these “naughty”—for surely that’s what they were—shows come from? What did their families think of their chosen profession? Was it even entertainment? Surely the “nice” girls weren’t strippers. Or were they?

  The more I spoke with these former burlesquers, the more I felt compelled to chronicle their pasts, and in turn honor a piece of the American entertainment history that, until now, has been severely overlooked and misunderstood.

  The performers were surprisingly forthright, generous, and open-hearted. They took me into their homes and presented me with photographs, scrapbooks, and ephemera of a bygone era, much of which has made its way into my collection. Their stories were enthralling, personal, poignant, hilarious, and most importantly, for many of them, never before told.

  I became so fervent about preserving this little-documented bit of history that I decided to shoot a film. To begin, I sponsored a “reunion” of more than fifty former burlesque performers in Las Vegas at the Stardust, shortly before it was blown up. Along with my dear friend, co-producer and camera person Sheri Hellard, I spent a long weekend interviewing former performers one-on-one, watching a handful sing and strip. That weekend grew into two years crisscrossing the country interviewing everyone I could find that had worked in a burly show. With more than one hundred hours of interviews, I gathered so many great stories and I knew they wouldn’t all fit into a ninety-minute film.

  This book is the history and evolution of burlesque as told through the performers’ voices. Their stories are what is important to capture before it is all gone; how they felt and how they behaved and how they lived.

  Here, then, are their memories with all the lapses that result from recalling details from decades ago. Most discrepancies were minor and not worth pointing out. (One performer referred to Lilly Christine as the “Cat Woman,” when she was actually billed as “Cat Girl.”) Through four years of filmmaking, I double and tripled checked facts where I could. But these are personal recollections and opinions, and some facts were elusive.

  I searched books, articles, and old girlie magazines gathering names of those who had worked in burlesque, matching stories, dates, and places. I was privy to many unpublished writings and spent hours in libraries big and small from New York to Los Angeles and Texas to San Diego.

  It took a bit of detective work to track down former performers. A few I pursued for close to half a year, writing letters, emailing, calling, and sending cards. Please talk to me. I wrote about myself, told them about my kids. I used names of other performers I had already interviewed. After the first few interviews, things got easier. One performer would let someone else know I was OK, the real thing. They would then introduce me to a dozen more performers. I assured them I didn’t want to exploit their past; I simply wanted to let them voice their stories.

  Calls started pouring in from across the country. Sheri and I traveled from Florida to New York, to a decimated post-Katrina Mississippi, up to the San Francisco area, to the projects in New Jersey, and all points in between—for much of it, I was heavily pregnant.

  I was warmly embraced by this community of forgotten performers and I was showered with memorabilia, trust, and ultimately their love. I was privileged to interview musicians, comedians, costumers, historians, authors, strippers, and families of those that had passed on. Old trunks were opened, glossy photos handed over. (All photographs included in the book are from my collection, unless otherwise noted.)

  But strippers were only one element of the show I was seeking. I wanted to know about the straight men, the novelty acts, the emcees, and, of course, the comedians.

  Listening to their recollections, I could smell the cigarette smoke and stale food backstage. I could feel the women’s nerves and anxieties as they relived what it was like to strip for the first time. They told me about the fights and the feuds, the Stage Door Johnnies and the Mafia, and the ups and downs of working show after show with never a day off.

  The resulting documentary, Behind the Burly Q, focused mainly on the women, as very few of the men were still alive. Their struggles touched me deeply. They had seen amazing things in the span of their lives. Some were barely hanging on, like Kitty West in Bay St. Louis, who had been completely wiped out in Katrina and living in a FEMA trailer when we filmed her.

  As I continued my interviews, the “revival” of burlesque through neo-burlesque troupes was expanding in cities like New York, Los Angeles, and Boston. Some troupes had been in place for years, only now a wider audience had taken hold. Housewives were flocking to pole-dancing classes. Suddenly people wanted to know who these legendary strippers were.

  “They knew me. They really knew me,” explained ninety-seven-year-old Mimi Reed about her fame. She sat in her garden, grieving after the death of her partner of sixty years. I fell in love with Mimi. She had been a stunningly beautiful acrobatic dancer. I was fortunate to spend time with her throughout the last few months of her life. Ultimately I attended her memorial and the memorials of several others.

  Sadly, many of the performers have since passed away, making mine their last and oftentimes only recorded history of their life in burlesque. I became pen pals with many, like Lee Stuart—straight man, singer, devoted family man. We exchanged emails up until his death. In one of his last emails, he wrote me: “I am getting in poor health with a new pacemaker and all the ailments that go along with a person my age. I find myself living in the past and missing old friends who have passed on to the big Burlesque stage wherever it may be. I am sure they are getting lots of laughs.” I am sure Mr. Stuart is, too.

  Eventually I amassed a large and varied collection of memorabilia. The collection includes dresses from Betty Rowland, Sherry Britton, and Blaze Starr (all three huge stars of burlesque in three different eras; the ’30s, ’40s, and ’50s, respectively). I have been given boxes of photos, old comedy scripts, pasties, gloves, tiaras, and a purse. I have a cigarette holder of Blaze Starr’s, a trunk Gypsy used to travel with, a lace parasol Rose La Rose used. I am in possession of props, personal affects, magazines, G-strings, and furs. Some of my collection, along with clips from the documentary, was part of a successful burlesque exhibit at The Museum of Sex in New York City in 2011.

  At times, this project threatened to overwhelm me—so many details, so much information, dates and names and facts. But I kept returning to what the men and women had to say themselves. I kept returning to their voices. What they had to say about their experience in burlesque was history that hadn’t yet been exposed. I wanted their voices to narrate the book.

  Behind the Burly Q received rave reviews and was critics’ pick, with a dazzling premiere at MoMA in New York hosted by Sharon Stone, Robert Zemeckis, and Alan Alda. But accolades from the press weren’t the most important thing to me—it was the performers themselves who saw the film and who thanked me for telling their stories.

  Burlesque thrived in its day and even though its time has passed, its influence is everywhere—in television, film, and music today. We owe much to the art form.

  I hope in some small way to change the many misconceptions of burlesque and of the performers themselves—men and women who spent their careers marginalized, dismissed, and stigmatized.

  The spirit of these performers is best summed up by Kitty West, who told me, “I’m seventy-seven, and . . . I can still kick ass.” Yes, you can, Kitty. This is for you and those who were courageous enough to share their extraordinary lives with me. You all are an inspiration. I love you all.


  Cast of Characters

  The following is a list of performers mentioned in the book. Those names in bold I personally interviewed. Some dates are approximate, as records were often inaccurate or missing and the performers themselves often lied about their ages.

  Bud Abbott (1895–1974)—Arguably the most famous straight man in burlesque.

  Robert Alda (1914–1986)—A handsome “tit singer” and a straight man.

  Alexandra the Great “48”—Gerri Weise, named for her breast size by her mentor Rose La Rose.

  Joan Arline (1932–2011)—Joanie Connery, a stripper who worked the Schuster circuit. She performed with two white Russian wolfhounds and was an elder in her church.

  Beverly Anderson Traube (1930–2007)—Born with rheumatoid arthritis, as a struggling actress she couldn’t be a “waitress or be a typist,” so she covered her crippled hands with long gloves and became a stripper.

  Faith Bacon (1910–1956)—Born Faith Yvonne Bacon, she was the self-proclaimed originator of the fan dance. Hers was not a happy ending.

  Al Baker Livingston, Jr. (1934–2012)—Best known as Al Baker Jr. a convicted mob money launderer. A former burlesque theatre owner and son of comedian Al Baker Sr.

  Candy Barr (1935–2005)—Juanita Slusher, a Texas native, served prison time for possession of a minor amount of marijuana, basically ending her career as a stripper.

  Helen Bingler—A showgirl who worked with Abbott and Costello, who named her “Bingo.”

  Nat Bodian (1930–2010)—A journalist who wrote and saw burlesque at the Empire in Newark in the 1930s.

  Maria Bradley—A chorus girl and stripper who affirms working in burlesque was the best time of her life.

  Sherry Britton (1918?–2008)—Homeless at fourteen and married at fifteen, this gorgeous stripper became one of the hottest acts in Burlesque. Wooed by everyone from Sinatra to Rex Harrison, Gig Young and David Susskind.

  Earl Carroll (1893–1948) A theatrical producer most famous for his Broadway shows Earl Carroll’s Vanities.

  Ann Corio (d. 1999)—A stripper famous with the ladies who loved to see her perform at her favorite theatre in Boston, The Old Howard.

  Lou Costello (1906–1959)—Funny man to Bud Abbott.

  Candy Cotton—Carol Fox, a stripper who chose her name because of her hair style.

  Ricki Covette—Irena Jewell, who topped out at six feet eight inches tall.

  Sunny Dare (d. 2008)—Roberta Bauman, known as “Sunny Dare of the Blue Hair,” got stiffed by Sally Rand on the road and had to strip to make enough money to get home.

  Dixie Evans (b. 1926)—née Mary Lee Evans. She was the Marilyn Monroe of Burlesque.

  Carrie Finnell (d. 1963)—Famous for her breasts, which she could make pop in and out of her gown. She often stripped even though she was an impressive three hundred pounds.

  White Fury—Painted herself with buckets of paint and lit her tassels on fire.

  Mara Gaye (1920–2005)—A former Rockette, she stripped from the ’40s to the ’60s and was an avowed nudist.

  Rita Grable—Stripper who married singer and Sinatra contemporary Jerry Vale.

  Nils T. Granlund (1890–1957)—Producer who discovered Lili St. Cyr among many others.

  Leroy Griffith—Owner of burlesque theatres who employed Tempest Storm and paid her thousands.

  Margie Hart (1913–2000)—Supposedly she is the stripper that caused Mayor LaGuardia to close burlesque in New York because she “flashed.”

  Daisy and Violet Hilton—Siamese twins who found themselves in burlesque when vaudeville died.

  Mike Iannucci (d. 2007)—Star stripper Ann Corio’s husband, the producer of This Was Burlesque, which ran for decades.

  Christine Jorgensen (1926–1989)—Born as George, Christine underwent one of the first sex change operations. She stripped after getting out of military service.

  Sally Keith—She is thought to be the first tassel twirler who performed at Boston’s Old Howard in the 1940s and ’50s.

  Tiny Kline (1891?–1964)—This Hungarian-born performer started in the circus. She became Disneyland’s first Tinkerbell.

  Fiorella LaGuardia—Three-time mayor of New York, he kicked burlesque and the name “Minsky” out of New York.

  Daphne Lake—Got her start in the carnival.

  La Savona—Svelta Goode, a Hungarian-born stripper.

  Gypsy Rose Lee (1911?–1970)—Born Ellen June Hovick, her name is synonymous with burlesque.

  Jennie Lee (d. 1990)—The “Bazoom Girl” who started collecting stripper memorabilia.

  Lorraine Lee—Lorraine Gluck used to dance for Bonnie and Clyde and Pretty Boy Floyd and “earned a quarter.” She was married to comedian Dick Richards.

  Pinky Lee (1907–1933)—The “original” Pee-wee Herman, before the comedian with his own children’s television show in the 1950s.

  Joe E. Lewis—Singer turned burlesque funny man after the mob sliced his throat and cut out part of his tongue. He was a frequent headliner on the bill with Lili St. Cyr in Las Vegas at the El Rancho.

  Eddie Lloyd—A top second banana who performed from the 1920s to the ’50s.

  April March (b. 1935)—Stripper born Velma FernWorden. She was known as the First Lady of Burlesque because of her resemblance to Jacqueline Kennedy.

  Lady Midnight—Born Benita Kirkland, her father was famed comic Monkey Kirkland. She got her first job stripping at her father’s club.

  Tony Midnight—Drag performer and costumer.

  Dardy Minsky (b. 1926)—Performed as Dardy Orlando, Lili St. Cyr’s sister, once married to famed burlesque impresario Harold Minsky.

  Harold Minsky (1915–1977)—The youngest and most famous of the famous burlesque family, Harold produced burlesque shows in all the major burlesque cities in America.

  Terry Mixon (d. 2008)—Born Gaby Olah, she had a problem with drinking that she blamed on lonely nights in the theatre.

  Renny von Muchow—An acrobatic performer, he was part of Renald and Rudy, a novelty act that played for twenty-five years.

  Vicki O’Day—born Westlin, she was lucky to live after a run in with the mob.

  Taffy O’Neil—Born Idella Holmes, she performed at night and took her young son, stricken with polio, for treatment every day.

  John Perilli—Drummer in the mid-1950s who worked with Irving Benson, Joe Dorita, Lili St. Cyr, and Rose La Rose at the Empire and the Adams theatre.

  Sheila Rae (d. 2010)—Stripper.

  Rags Ragland (1905–1946)—John Lee Morgan Beauregard, a loveable alcoholic, former boxer, and comedian.

  Sally Rand (1904–1979)—Known for her fan dance and her “bubble” dance. Sally worked into her seventies.

  Tee Tee Red—Protégé of Zorita.

  Mimi Reed (d. 2007)—A straight woman who was ninety-seven years old when I interviewed her. She told me her biggest regret was “not being a stripper. I would have made a fortune.”

  Carmela Rickman (d. 2008)—The Sophia Loren of Burlesque.

  Billy Rose (1896–1966)—Producer, married burlesque performer Fanny Brice.

  Lily Ann Rose (b. 1933)—She started stripping when she was fourteen in Boston. Her mother and aunt both worked burlesque.

  Rose La Rose (1919–1972)—Considered the “bad girl” of burlesque, Rose was a stripper who ended up owning her own theatres in Ohio, where she mentored many young girls.

  Betty Rowland (b. 1916)—She was one of three sisters, who all went into burlesque in the 1930s. Dian Rowland died of a heart condition when she was in her twenties. Her other sister, Roz Elle, married a Belgian millionaire, the Baron d’Empain. Betty has never talked in-depth about Roz Elle, whose home was overtaken by the Nazis, who shot and ate her beloved pet dogs during WWII.

  Jack Ruby (1911–1967)—Jacob Rubenstein owned the Carousel Club in Dallas. Strippers in his club were rumored to be prostitutes. He is best remembered for shooting Lee Harvey Oswald, the man believed to be John F. Kennedy’s assassin.

  Sequin—Donaelle Tamburello was a stripper who married a pianist and was the vocal coach to Tony Bennett and Judy Garland.

  Georgia Sothern—Born as Hazel Anderson, she started stripping at fourteen. Known as a “fast strip,” she would fling her body around the stage.

  Blaze Starr (b. 1932)—née Fannie Belle Fleming, she was raised dirt poor but became one of the biggest acts in burlesque.

  Lee Stuart (d. 2007)—Straight man from Kentucky.

  Lili St. Cyr (1917–1999)—The highest-grossing stripper of the 1950s.

  Tempest Storm (b. 1928)—Still stripping into her late seventies, Annie Blanche Banks achieved star stripper status in the 1950s. Gang raped as a teenager, she speaks about her affairs with Kennedy and Elvis, among others.

  Joni Taylor—Joni DiRando, talking woman and chorus girl. By the time she was sixteen, she was supporting three children.

  Lydia Thompson—In 1868, she brought a bevy of beauties to America and scandalized New Yorkers with her female cast all dressed in tights.

  Mike Todd (1909–1958)—Theatre impresario and boyfriend of Gypsy Rose Lee. He produced Star and Garter, starring many burlesque talents.

  Noel Toy (1909–1958) née Ngun Yee. The female performer Sally Rand and one of the only ethnic “exotics” to make it big in burlesque.

  Val Valentine—Carole Licata, often billed as “Cupid’s Cutie.”

  Abe Weinstein (1907–2000)—Owned the famous Colony Club in Dallas. He was punched by Jack Ruby the night Kennedy was shot.

  Kitty West (1930)—Born Abbie Jewel Slawson, a New Orleans favorite in the 1950s, she was known as Evangeline the Oyster Girl. Her home and most of her possessions were wiped out in Hurricane Katrina.

  Zorita (1915–2001)—Began working stag shows before she came up with the gimmick of dancing with snakes.


  Introduction

  Although its origins derive from France, Britain, and Greece, burlesque became a wildly popular American art form that thrived in the early to middle part of the twentieth century. When exactly it died, if ever, is a hotly contested point among connoisseurs. Burlesque has been a stigmatized, much maligned piece of theatrical history that has largely and deliberately been left out of the history books.

  Aristophanes is widely credited as being the first burlesque writer, scribbling out parodies in 5 BC. However, this is clearly not burlesque as we think of it today, with strippers, pasties, drum rolls, and baggy-pant comedians with putty noses.

  A “burlesque” of the 1800s was a play that made fun of popular “legitimate” plays of the time. There were no chorus lines, comedians, or exotic dancers. In 1931, author Bernard Sobel wrote that a particularly poor 1811 performance of Hamlet "originated what was to be called legitimate burlesque." From 1840 on, the term burlesque was applied to a wide range of comic plays that entertained the lower and middle classes in Great Britain.

  In America, burlesque evolved from the European tradition into grand productions performed by scantily clad women—burlesque was still poking fun at the upper classes, at sex, and at what people were willing to do in the pursuit of obtaining it. It appealed to the masses of working-class people who packed theatres every week to see troops like The British Blondes, a bevy of beauties dressed in tights that shocked New Yorkers with the sight of their exposed limbs.

  In 1869, former minstrel-show performer M. B. Leavitt took Lydia’s Blondes and fused their show with the style of the minstrel shows popular at the time, consisting of gags, song, and dance performed mainly by white performers in black face. This new show followed a three-act formula that was to become the signature burlesque show we know today—an opening with a lavish song-and-dance number, a second act of variety performers, a third-act skit or send-up of a popular play, and, finally, a grand finale by the entire company. (Leavitt’s Rentz-Santly Burlesque Company was composed of women only, quite a deviation from the predominantly male minstrel casts.)

  By the 1920s, the striptease was introduced to offer audiences something that vaudeville, radio, and film did not. The striptease let burlesque escape the same fate as vaudeville.

  During the Great Depression, a man could pay a single dime and fall into a big, raucous, sexy show and forget he had no work and was unlikely to find any. Former stripper Dixie Evans, known as the Marilyn Monroe of Burlesque, said that “people in that era were so depressed and there was no hope. The masses were just out of work and out of money, but for those few small pennies, it was worth it to see one of these great shows. [They were] mostly for the American public that had nothing.”

  The shows grew increasingly daring until 1937 when, fueled by public outrage, New York City Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia banned burlesque in his city. Burlesque’s response was to slip across the river to New Jersey.

  Eventually, comedians and musicians were expunged from shows as the strippers took over. By the 1960s, however, hardcore porn was widely available and burlesque was done. The best of the comedians went into radio, film, and television.

  But what happened to the strippers and the thousands of performers who had worked in burlesque their entire lives?
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  On stage at the burlesque show

  “There’s a burlesque theatre where the gang loves to go

  To see Queenie the cutie of the burlesque show . . .”

  “Strip Polka” by Johnny Mercer
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  On stage


  CHAPTER ONE

  Welcome to the Burly Show

  “Audiences—it was always full. Always.”

  —Mimi Reed

  “They were there to have fun.”

  —Maria Bradley on burlesque audiences
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  Chorus girls on the burlesque stage

  It’s been called a variety of names: a girlie show, burly show, tab show, vaudeville, medicine show, strip show, etc. But what was it? Its performers, numbering in the thousands, are now forgotten, anonymous men and women who lived, breathed, and died for it. At its height in the 1930s, there were fourteen shows running on Broadway simultaneously. Some considered it an art form—to others it was second-rate entertainment. It was a burlesque show.

  Merriam-Webster gives us this definition: “theatrical entertainment of a broadly humorous often earthy character consisting of short turns, comic skits, and sometimes [emphasis added] striptease acts.” Burlesque has been around at least as far back as the Byzantine era. The Greek-born Theodora, who later became Empress of the Roman Empire, began on the stage as a dancer and comedienne “who delights the audience by letting herself be cuffed and slapped on the cheeks, and makes them guffaw by raising her skirts.” She was known for disrobing on stage before her audience and reclining naked but for a girdle encircling her nether regions. She was quite controversial in her time. It was rumored she worked in a brothel or two. (The same charges are often made against our modern exotic dancers. Like the “skirt raising” actresses of bygone days, strippers have long been equated with prostitutes.)
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  Stripper Val Valentine

  Theodora was, perhaps predictably, also the victim of rumors about her voracious appetite for sexual intercourse. In my interviews I found that burlesquers were also frequently accused by the public of being sexually deviant. Was it the nature of the women’s costumes—or lack thereof—or the erotic nature of the tease itself?

  Former stripper Val Valentine told me, “Everyone thought we were preoccupied with sex. Most of the time when you were on stage, you were thinking, ‘Oh, I hope there’s a good restaurant in town.’”

  Burlesque, as we remember it, was truly an American art form, even though it borrowed much from France’s dance halls and Italy’s Commedia dell’arte in the sixteenth century. In Paris, beautiful women danced the can-can—flinging their ruffled skirts over their heads, causing a sensation at the Moulin Rouge and other cabarets of the 1830s. The rumor was the girls didn’t wear underwear, but there is no evidence of this.

  On the London stage, popular shows and operas were “burlesqued,” meaning they were mocked or made fun of. This form of entertainment was brought to America in 1866 with The Black Crook, a musical variety show consisting of skits, funny songs, and risqué situations with the women wearing skin-colored tights. It was a huge hit and had a record-breaking run on Broadway. It was a five-and-a-half-hour show and was purported to have brought in around $750,000 during its run. Audiences, both men and women, middle and upper class, loved the one hundred dancers, scantily dressed, parading across the stage. Burlesque had arrived.

  Next, in 1868, came actress Lydia Thompson from England with her British Blondes, who introduced New Yorkers to tights and stockings as they sang, danced, exposed themselves, and cross-dressed. The show included parodies of current events, risqué jokes, song and dance, and variety acts. They featured beautiful performers galore and many shows sold out. New York was hooked.

  Lydia’s planned six-month tour of America turned into a six-year run. Before Lydia Thompson, there “were no big American stars” in burlesque, according to Rachel Shteir, author of Striptease.

  Founded in 1870, Madame Rentz’s Female Minstrels performed in pink tights to sold out crowds. M. B. Leavitt wrote “decency” into all his ads to get around the stigma swirling around burlesque. The shows became must-see events.

  Twenty years later, in 1893, a Syrian dancer Farida Mazar Spyropoulos with the stage name of Fatima (who would later claim to be the original Little Egypt), introduced the hoochee-coochee dance at the Chicago World’s Fair. The hoochee-coochee was something like a belly dance, only America hadn’t yet coined that specific term. Fatima performed again in Chicago at the Century of Progress International Exposition in 1933, at the age of sixty-two. (This reminds me of the burlesquers I’d interviewed. Most didn’t want to give up performing, no matter their age. In fact, one seventy-something who did a strip at the reunion asked me for the tape because she wanted to shop it around for a job.)

  The first Little Egypt might have been Fatima, but because several dancers used the moniker, there has been great confusion as to who danced where and when. Fatima would eventually file suit against MGM for using “her” name in the film The Great Ziegfeld. (Ashea Wabe, another “original” Little Egypt, died by gas asphyxiation in 1908.) In any event, Little Egypt’s dance became synonymous with exotic dancing, prestriptease. Clothes weren’t removed during the performance at this point.

  Another early star was Broadway impresario Flo Ziegfeld’s future common-law wife, Anna Held, who in 1905 molted to a number entitled “I’d Like to See a Little More of You.” Because of her association with Ziegfeld, she would become “legitimized” despite her scandalous displays of leg.

  As the more popular female sensations appeared on the stage, showing a little here and a little more there, louder became the protests from church groups and other do-gooders, which had the effect of making the burlesque shows—and the women stars—even more popular.

  The element of taking off one’s clothes on the stage was added, accidentally some claim, by a performer who removed a pair of cuffs because they were dirty. Mary Dawson went by the moniker Mademoiselle Fifi (no doubt hoping the French name not only made her appear “regal,” but also disguised her true identity). This was sometime in 1925. The audience went wild; from then on, strip teasing was in demand. Burlesque had changed—many would say for the better, some would argue otherwise—again.

  Another woman rumored to be the first “accidental” striptease was a Boston dancer whose strap broke during a show—and when her panties (or culottes or what have you), fell around her ankles, the audience howled their approval.

  However stripping was introduced, and by whomever, once the striptease shimmied across the stage, it quickly became the lure that packed the houses. Burlesque had changed once again, evolving into what we now think of as a burly show.

  Renny von Muchow, who performed with his partner Rudy for twenty-five years in burlesque as a novelty act, called the shows a “variety act with a little more spice.” Former journalist, historian of burlesque theatres, and longtime resident of Newark, New Jersey, Nat Bodian said: “Burlesque was essentially a vaudeville show with strippers. They added the strippers to keep the men from going to the movies.”

  As a society, we like to judge others by what they do and often where they come from. As Dixie Evans articulated about her fellow dancers, “It’s actually who you are. It’s not what you do. It’s how you conduct your life and yourself and your values.” That’s how the strippers, in particular, and all those that worked burlesque should be judged.

  The women I interviewed were survivors. They escaped many things—poverty, abuse, and limited opportunities, including the limitations that prejudice against their own good looks brought on. In response to these, they turned stripping into an opportunity.

  Some stumbled into burlesque after a friend or boyfriend suggested it. Some, like Lady Midnight, said, “I just knew I was gonna be a famous movie star.” And when that didn’t work out, burlesque offered the closest thing to celebrity.

  “It was a job,” Lorraine Lee said, in reference to stripping as a career. As a young girl whose father had abandoned the family, Lorraine had danced “for a dime or a quarter” with her sister at her mother’s boarding house in Texas. Her mother sold beer and Lorraine danced for Bonnie and Clyde and Pretty Boy Floyd. “You can be a lady where you want to be a lady,” her mother once told her.

  “We didn’t have books,” Blaze Starr said of growing up poor. “We lived in the wilderness. No neighbors that read had any books.” Education, let alone material comforts, was not an option for many of these young girls.

  Chorus girl Helen “Bingo” Bingler was raised by a “wicked” stepmother. She had four teeth knocked out by a broom handle,” explained her daughter Helen Imbrugia. “She was a showgirl. And she had an act herself where she bent over backwards on a chair and would drink water. When she worked with Abbott and Costello, they nicknamed her Bingo. I think what she wanted to do was marry and have children. But it was mainly to get out of the poor situation she was in.”

  Many of the strippers made something of their lives, earning more than they could have as a secretary or waitress. They traveled, met new people, learned to take care of themselves, and provided for their families. From the beginning, even though they knew they may eventually benefit from being in burlesque shows, the first time they stripped on stage was seldom easy.

  “But you get used to it,” Lady Midnight told me. She had had an abusive husband she needed to get away from. Her grandfather had been a black-face comedian, her mom was a singer and dancer, and her father a top banana of note. Her father offered her a job working in his club to escape her situation.

  “Because I worked in black light,” Candy Cotton laughed, “I really truly believed they couldn’t see me.” She said she “clothed” herself in darkness.

  Lorraine Lee added, “I really didn’t show anything.”

  It didn’t matter.

  For the audience, a burlesque show was a place to forget one’s troubles during the Depression and an escape for the troops that packed houses during World War II.
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  Lady Midnight started stripping at her father’s club

  Like any industry, though, burlesque was economically driven. “It was a time where people couldn’t get work anywhere else,” Alan Alda explained. His father was Robert Alda, a popular straight man and singer.

  Most performers worked hard, but seldom grew rich. Some headliners (the star strippers) like Lili St. Cyr commanded as much as $5,000 a week in 1950 (before dying broke and in obscurity). But the majority never earned anywhere near that.

  Still stripping in her seventies, Tempest Storm boasted that burlesque brought her the ability to travel and a lifetime of “minks, sables, big homes, big cars, Rolls Royces. I have no complaints.” She was still able to earn thousands of dollars performing when I interviewed her in 2006.

  “It was called the poor man’s musical comedy,” producer of This Was Burlesque Mike Iannucci told me, fresh off dialysis. I interviewed Mike in the New Jersey apartment that he had shared with his late wife and legendary burly queen Ann Corio.

  Mike was my toughest interview. He was very ill in 2006, but had graciously agreed to speak with me. I later discovered Mike was a controversial producer—some vehemently despised him, claiming he took advantage of the performers in his show. There was no denying, however, that he was an expert on burlesque and that he loved and missed his “Annie.” During our conversation, he would sometimes stare longingly toward a portrait of his wife by Alberto Vargas, the Peruvian “pinup painter.” Mike died two years after our interview.
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  Two comedians backstage

  “During the ’20s, ’30s, and ’40s burlesque was king,” said Mike. “At its height, burlesque was the most popular form of entertainment offered across the country. Men and women went to the shows. During the Depression, there was no other affordable entertainment for working-class people.”

  “It was a clean show,” Mike emphasized. Burlesque employed thousands, entertained more, and brought in enough money to keep Broadway alive. When I asked Betty Rowland, the “Ball of Fire,” former stripper, and one of the last surviving “Queens,” if there had been a stigma when she worked, she said “No. Because everyone was working in it.”

  “It was fabulous, . . . gaudy,” said Dixie Evans. When the average man went to a burly show, “he could laugh. And let me tell you, there was nothing to laugh about in the ’30s. But to fall into one of those shows . . .”

  Alexandra the Great “48,” a stripper, said, “There was a time when you could fill an opera house with two thousand people, beautifully dressed.” Couples and women alone went to the burly houses. Dixie recalled Wednesday afternoons when the strippers had to serve tea to the ladies in the audience.

  “Early burlesque was a family entertainment. That’s hard to believe, but it was,” recalled Alan Alda.

  In the 1930s, burlesque branched out into nightclubs and cafés “because of the shutdown [by LaGuardia],” said Rachel Shteir.

  Shows were filled with an extravaganza of beauties, fresh-faced showgirls in barely-there costumes. They featured excellent singers, talented comedians, specialty acts, an emcee, and musicians. The large casts sometimes performed as many as four shows a day, seven days a week. “I don’t remember a day off,” said Alexandra the Great.

  “If we have a day off, we’re washing our costumes,” Betty Rowland added.

  They were a group of entertainers who spent the majority of the year traveling together by train. “They were a bunch of people who loved trooping around with each other and making people laugh, making one another laugh,” said Alda.

  What did a burlesque show consist of? Everyone told me a little bit different version, but the main elements were as follows:

  There was an opening act. Usually around fifteen chorus girls of all different shapes and sizes. And there was a “tit singer.”

  “And that was an official title,” Robert Alda’s son told me. “I don’t know if you had to get a special degree for that or what. But he would sing while the chorus girls would come out, usually with not too many clothes on.”

  After that, a comic and a straight man would come on.

  Then the first stripteaser came on. And mixed in would be novelty acts.

  Then another skit by the comedian and straight man, possibly with a talking woman (usually one of the chorus girls making a couple extra bucks).

  Then a song or a dance number.

  Then there was the middle production, which they called the Picture Act. This was another huge number that lasted ten minutes.

  And then the co-feature (another stripper) came on.

  And “if there was a chorus line, they usually did a nice build up for the feature,” former stripper and talking woman Joni Taylor told me.

  Then the headliner or star stripper came out. These were the Betty Rowlands, the Tempest Storms, and the Sherry Brittons—the names that had men and women alike lined up outside the theatre before the doors even opened.

  And then there was the finale with most of the cast.

  The entire show lasted about an hour and a half.

  “It was essentially a dressed-up vaudeville show with bare bosoms and a chorus,” said Nat Bodian. “It was a pleasant afternoon.” He smiled.

  As America changed, so did the format of the shows. Hollywood films showed more and women’s hemlines rose. To compete, the burlesque houses kept adding more strippers and the stars demanded bigger salaries. To save costs, owners cut back on musicians and comedians until eventually they canned music and featured one tired, old, baggy-pants comedian barely making it through his routine, with shouts of “bring on the girls” hurled at him. What had started out as a family show had degenerated into a show for mostly working-class men who came for the nudity, as much of it as could be gotten away with. The women “danced erotically to arouse the men. And the men got aroused, right there in the front row,” said Alda.

  Beautiful dancer Sherry Britton, who started as a stripper in her teens and rose to the top of the marquee, spoke of looking out at the audience as the men masturbated behind their newspapers. “I was a part of that,” she said with shame and disdain.

  Did things get out of hand in the audience? Rarely. “Guys would be jerking off in the balcony and girls would say ‘watch out for the guy with the hat and the over coat.’ You expected some seediness,” explained Dixie Evans.

  By the time musician John Perilli got a call from a conductor friend begging him to fill in for a recently fired drummer, burlesque was not well thought of. The musicians were looked down upon. “It wasn’t considered a great art form,” said Perilli.

  As Alda mentioned, he suspected the men weren’t there “to see the comedians” or hear the band. It was girls, and legs, and bosoms. The audience wanted to see how far and how much the girls dared to show. And some dared a lot.

  Once known as a burlesque performer, it was not so easy to get out, move on, or move up to a more “respected” role in show business. A lot of the comedians could move from burlesque into radio, film, and television. There were no young comedians coming up from the ranks to replace them. The old baggy-pants were getting older and began to die out, or were pushed out as the audience demanded more girls.

  Expectations placed on the dancers changed, also. In the clubs, they were required to sit with the clients and drink. They had champagne quotas to make. Many developed problems with alcohol.

  The quality of the dances changed, as well. There were fewer “acts.” The women simply came on stage, stripped as much as they could get away with, and then left. The tease vanished. Stripping no longer poked fun at sex; it was now about sex. Women in bikinis were showing up on beaches. Playboy Magazine launched. A burly show was no longer the only place to see naked women.

  When burlesque died, it cast out thousands of performers with no place to go. Most of them drifted away, abandoning stage names, covering up their past. Many of the men and women couldn’t cross over into “legitimate” entertainment. They got into whatever work they could find—factory work, real estate, sales.

  Performers down on their luck packed up their G-strings and their sequins, or their worn, tired sketches and props, and went back to “real” names and found whatever kind of jobs they could. For many, nothing would be as fulfilling as being on the stage. Others tried to forget burlesque; many denied it. Some buried their pasts so well that husbands and children never knew their mothers had stripped or danced in the chorus. Some had a hard time and never found “anything else to get interested in,” recalled Renny von Muchow.

  Why is burlesque still misunderstood? Is it because we don’t have the original shows on tape to analyze, enjoy, and dissect? Is it because the performers themselves didn’t continue talk about it?

  “I don’t usually tell people I was in the business,” said Alexandra the Great.

  “I was more embarrassed—I have a son—I didn’t brag about it,” recalled former stripper Maria Bradley.

  Burlesque saw a huge number of talented performers come and go through its ranks. There was Fanny Brice, Jimmy Durante, Milton Berle, Jackie Gleason, Bert Lahr (the Cowardly Lion), and hundreds more.

  Our comedy today came out of burlesque. Early radio shows consisted of performers such as Abbott and Costello, Red Skelton, Jack Benny, and Fred Allen, all recreating the same skits they had performed and refined hundreds of times on the burlesque circuit. Remember Bob Hope and all the beautiful women and comedians that flew across the world to entertain the troops? Pure burlesque. Variety shows followed the burlesque format with singing, beautiful women, sketches, and parodies of current topics and politics.

  As the men and women of the burly show shared with me their memories, the stories were often contradictory. It was clean; it was naughty. There were kids backstage; there was never any family around. It was fun; it was degrading. You never really showed anything; women were flashing their “lower regions” all the time. The comedians were the worst and couldn’t get jobs anywhere else; the comedians were brilliant. It was a hard living; it was the best time of their lives.

  Sherry Britton said, “I was the only one who ever admitted they hated burlesque.”

  Some have argued that the burlesque strippers were early feminists. We perceive them as such and call them pioneers. We say they were women who used their sexuality as empowerment. It’s a false viewing. Generally, they got into burlesque because it was sometimes the only thing they could do. Not one woman I interviewed spoke of trying to prove a point or of being empowered by their sexuality.

  Author Kelly DiNardo comments: “I don’t think people know where to put strippers in their own mind. Are these women that we should respect and admire for what they can do? Or are these women the dregs of society, or are they something in between? And I think when you don’t know the answers to those questions, it’s really easy to misunderstand their motivations [for] what they’re doing. And the only [one] who can speak to their motivations are the women themselves.”

  These, then, are their stories.


  CHAPTER TWO

  The Reunion

  “My mother found out I was working the burlesque theatre, told them I was fourteen. They let me go.”

  —Joni Taylor

  “I’m not gonna do too long, because I know everyone wants to go out and get a drink.”

  —Sunny Dare
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  (from left to right) April March, unidentified woman, Alexandra the Great “48”, Leslie Zemeckis, Val Valentine (seated) and Sunny Dare at the Stardust in Las Vegas for a burlesque reunion in 2006

  May 2006, Las Vegas, Nevada. The Stardust Resort and Casino.

  What we thought would be a long weekend interviewing former burlesque performers turned into a four-year journey. Grabbing our video camera, Sheri and I headed to Vegas.

  I wasn’t sure what to expect. I had financed the reunion, but another woman had coordinated the event, inviting the former performers, securing the rooms, etc. The individuals that showed up were by and large former strippers, but there was also a straight man, chorus girls, several talking women, a costumer—about seventy-five performers in all. Many brought along their children and spouses.

  For the sake of simplicity for the reader, I will refer to the performers by their stage names. On the second day of the Reunion, back in the convention room, we were treated to our own burlesque show with a rousing burlesque-styled band, various singers—including Sequin, singing from her wheelchair, and Sunny Dare, in the early stages of Alzheimer’s—and a handful of the women stripped.

  There was much camaraderie between the performers, most of whom had never met but knew of each other. The feature performers did not work together—they followed each other on the circuit. However, some of the performers, like April March and Alexandra the Great “48,” had been friends for decades. Burlesque had been an insular world. The performers stuck together, traveling on trains, piling into hotel rooms near the theatres, drinking at the local bars—year after year.

  “Most of us were not too catty. And supportive,” former stripper Vicki O’Day explained about the past. “We don’t all look great, but there’s a common bond and a friendship.”

  True, most did not look like their former glossy photos; many looked like they were probably grandmothers.

  One afternoon, former stripper and talking woman Joni Taylor led an enthusiastic “pass the mic” in which the ladies and men introduced themselves and gave short summaries of their time in burlesque. As performer after performer spoke into the microphone, I became increasingly more intrigued.

  Stripper Lorraine Lee “broke into show business in 1937.” She was sixteen. Her mom worked with legendary performers such as Sophie Tucker and Al Jolson. Her father was an organist. “I went to a theatre and asked people there . . . if I could go to work. They said sure. I worked first week for nothing, second made fifty cents. I was making ten dollars a week after a while. I couldn’t go home for lunch or dinner. I’d take tickets, sold popcorn, and helped paint the set,” she said. She finally quit school. “I was falling asleep in class” with the schedule of four shows a week in addition to all the behind-the-scenes work, she said. She would earn her GED thirty years later.

  Lady Midnight told the group, “My stepmother said, ‘Go to the Follies and introduce yourself and he’ll put you to work.’ I went there with my daughter under one arm and my sewing machine under the other arm.”

  “I started in a chorus line in [the] carnival. I was on All American Carnival for two years. Started at 18,” related Candy Cotton. “[The chorus girls] thought they were going to the fair to be on a big stage.” Needless to say, when they got a look at it, it wasn’t what they expected—small and cramped. “A couple broke down and cried, but they put their feathers on and danced.”

  Sunny Dare told the group, “I was born on the carnival. My mother took care of snakes and my father broke horses so I sorta fell into this business very easily. I worked all over the world.”

  “I started in the carnival. I ran away from home and joined the circus. I did that when I was sixteen. Worked for a sideshow for four years, started out as a knife thrower’s target, quit after a week when I got nicked and I realized the knife thrower had a bit of a drinking problem,” said former stripper Daphne Lake.

  “We rehearsed between shows Saturday and all day Sunday. We hated it.” Joni Taylor said, while discussing work with the chorus.

  After three days of interviews, Sheri and I realized we had much more to cover. The stories were so rich, these oral histories so untapped—we couldn’t stop after a weekend. And so began our mission to recover every living memory of burlesque that we could.


  CHAPTER THREE

  Six Feet of Spice

  “I was embarrassed and humiliated about my past.”

  “If I had a daughter in burlesque, I’d be upset.”

  —Beverly Anderson
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  Stripper Beverly Arlynne

  Beverly Anderson was in her mid-seventies when I met her in May of 2006—a beautiful, statuesque redhead with long legs, a forthright manner, and gorgeous alabaster skin. She was running a theatrical talent agency, booking actors gigs out of a small office in Midtown Manhattan. It had taken some time to set up the interview through her son Fred, as he told me that her health was precarious.

  The interview was set for a Saturday, so the phones were quiet, the hallways deserted. On her wall was a huge, poster-sized photo of her younger self—looking not much different from the woman seated before me, tastefully dressed in pants and a simple green turtleneck, her green eyes bright, her laugh quick and easy. Beverly was impeccably made up. If she was ill, she didn’t look it.

  In the photo above us, she wore elbow-length gloves, a modest bikini top, and a skimpy G-string with a sheer panel flowing from it. Later she told me she had the bikini top painted in because she had been self-conscious about her clients seeing her covering her breasts with only her gloved hands. Not many of her actors ever made the connection between the stripper in the photo and their agent sitting behind the desk.

  She quit stripping when she was thirty years old and decided she needed the poster, which was originally pasted to the wall of a theatre in Canada, as a memento. “I saw what happened to the girls. Rough life. I wanted a poster as a reminder it would be fun later in life.” She asked someone to soak it off the wall of the theatre. She rolled it up. At customs they “demanded I unroll it.” Her semi-nude picture was “embarrassing” and seemed to amuse the customs officers.

  And here, in her office, hung the same poster, a copy of which now hangs on my wall at home.

  Beverly Anderson had been born in the “waspy, upper-middle-class town of Burlingame, California,” outside of San Francisco. She came from a “careful,” conservative household. From an early age, Beverly was determined to get into show business; her eye was on the stage. Like so many others before her, she wanted to be a star.

  Since childhood, Beverly had suffered from rheumatoid arthritis. Her fingers were bent and twisted. “Most struggling actresses,” she said, “worked as waitresses, or typists, while they were trying to get [an acting] job. I could do neither. But I could wear gloves and shoes and work as a stripper.” This was a very interesting conclusion for a well-to-do small town girl who had never seen a strip show or traveled outside of California.

  Beverly started as a showgirl working in the chorus line, dancing for Harold Minsky in Chicago. Harold was the adopted son of famed theatre owner Abe Minsky, who, along with his three brothers, essentially monopolized the burlesque world, owning and running various theatres. It didn’t take long for Beverly to decide she wanted out of the chorus line—she wanted to be a headliner. She knew she had the looks and the determination to succeed.

  While learning her trade in the chorus line and to earn an extra fifteen dollars, Beverly used to “catch the wardrobe” of famous stripper Georgia Sothern. She’d stand behind the curtains at the theatre and, as Georgia stripped, Beverly caught her clothes as they were flung through the curtains and hung them up. Georgia had been stripping since she was thirteen (for another Minsky brother named Billy). Her act was fast paced as she flung her body forward and back to the popular ragtime tune “Hold that Tiger.” The act was electric. Georgia was a big star when Beverly worked with her, and to deter other strippers from seeing her act and stealing it, Georgia had the curtains pinned together, allowing only enough room for the gown to slip through.

  “I peeked,” Beverly said about watching Georgia. And “eventually I stole her act.” By watching Georgia night after night, along with the other headliners, the young girl from Burlingame learned how to disrobe elegantly. Beverly would sing during her strip act. She admitted she “wasn’t a very good dancer.” And she had “a terrible voice,” but “if they wanted to see my body, they had to listen to me,” she laughed.

  On the road, Beverly went out as the first or second strip, not the feature (the star given the final strip of the show). Her first night in a small Ohio town, Beverly read the local newspaper advertising her act alongside “Barbara with her boa constrictor.” The two would be expected to share a dressing room, “and I thought, my God, I’m petrified of snakes,” she said.

  But then something happened to Barbara. She was bitten by her snake and was in the hospital. The little old lady who was the theatre owner told Beverly, “You have to be the star.” Beverly readily accepted the role. “I was glad because I didn’t want to dress with a snake,” she said.

  As the “star,” the little old lady informed Beverly that she would be expected to “flash.” To flash was a burlesque term for showing a woman’s “bottom region,” Beverly explained. “The farmers in Ohio would come at six, seven, eight in the morning [to the theatre] and stand in line because the star would flash.”

  Beverly was upset when the theatre owner gave her the assignment. “I’d never done that,” she said. Being told to flash was devastating to her. “I thought that’s just terrible. My mother would have a stroke. She didn’t know what I was doing anyway.” But it was Ohio and her mother was in California, so what choice did she have?

  Beverly went back to her hotel. Next to the hotel was a fur shop. Hanging in the window were second-hand fur jackets and coats. A red fox-fur jacket caught her eye. She went into the little fur shop and explained she couldn’t afford much. “I said, ‘Do you have any little pieces of fur that I could buy?’ They sold me a little fur piece.” Red fox fur.

  Back in her room, she sewed it into a triangle and put it on invisible elastic. “All the while I was thinking, ‘Well, it’s gonna get a big laugh, and everyone’s gonna think it’s funny.’” She was certain she would be fired, but at least she’d go out with a laugh.

  She did her number. And there was a blackout. And a drum roll. The lights came on. A pin spot hit the fur piece. “There was deathly silence for about two minutes. And then there were screams and howls and yells,” Beverly recalled. From offstage, she could see the comics backstage laughing. From their vantage point, they could see her “flash” was nothing but a fake. But to the audience, the fur piece looked completely real. There were resounding cheers bouncing around the theatre. “Bravo!” the men yelled. Beverly left the stage and climbed the stairs, crying, waiting to be fired.

  Pretty soon the little old lady came running up to Beverly and said, “Honey, that’s the best flash I’ve ever seen, but can you trim yourself down a little?”

  Once she’d become a headliner, Beverly gave herself the stage name Beverly Arlynne—spelled variously as Arlene, Arline and Arlenne. (Combing through numerous scrapbooks, archives, and newspapers, it’s astonishing how the spelling of the strippers’ monikers varied from publication to publication—either club owners were lazy or newspapers were careless.) Beverly chose the name Arlynne because she loved 1950s film star Arlene Dahl. Later, Dahl actually became a client of Beverly’s at her agency. Beverly never told her she’d been the inspiration for her stripper name.

  Beverly was also variously billed as “Six Feet of Spice,” “Towering Spice,” and “Spicy Towers.” She eventually worked with other burlesque greats, including Blaze Starr and Lili St. Cyr, and was good friends with Dixie Evans. Making friends with the other girls was a rarity for Beverly. The women, she admitted, were women she wouldn’t have befriended back home in California. Most of them were into drugs and alcohol. “It was depressing,” she said. She added that, to her, those habits were not a good way to make a living. “I saw too many of the women going down the hill.” Beverly looked off, sad. She admitted it was a less than desirable existence.

  “It was a seedy life,” she said, admitting that there were many times when she was on stage and was able to see “guys jerkin’ off in the balcony.” In addition to the men from town, Beverly also recalled various male celebrities stopping in to see the show as there were “dark little hideaways” where it was easy for the men to come and drink with the girls.

  “After a while it eats you up. I wasn’t meant to be eaten up by burlesque,” she said. She knew she had to quit.

  Sitting in her office, I marveled at Beverly Anderson, the innocent girl from an upper-class family. She had come a long way and had performed in many venues, as a showgirl in “legit” shows and vaudeville-type shows with comedians Smith and Dale. Her name was even listed on the same bill as Judy Garland at the Palace Theatre. Out of burlesque, she became the youngest female theatrical agent in New York, representing two Tony winners and an Academy Award nominee. “I bet I’m the only stripper who became an agent,” she said proudly.

  Was there a stigma attached? It was a question I asked everyone. “Definitely,” she said. “I knew I’d come to no good end if I continued in it.” And so she got out. She didn’t want to be a stripper at thirty.

  Later on, I asked her about this resurgence with neo-burlesque troops all over, especially in New York. She said it was “tacky” and she was “shocked people would be interested. If I had a daughter in burlesque I’d be upset.” Her family never knew she was a stripper. Her mother died, never suspecting. “My husband only found out the week before we were married.”

  Her then-fiancé, Leonard Traube, was a press agent for Broadway shows and films and went to the papers to have them write a story on Beverly, who by then was a theatrical agent. The angle of the story would be how a former Latin Quarter showgirl became the youngest female agent in New York. Leonard approached the Daily News.

  The reporter at the Daily News told her unsuspecting fiancé that he knew who Beverly was. She was “the one who used to be a stripper,” the reporter said.

  Her shocked fiancé could only say, “What?” She said he was surprised because she was so “straight-laced.” Apparently it didn’t deter Leonard from marrying her and having two sons with her.

  She didn’t tell her sons until they were 41 and 38, the year before I interviewed her. “I was ashamed of my background. . . . It was a tawdry way to earn a living,” she said. However, she admitted that the industry and the experiences taught her a lot. Coming from a cloistered, sheltered existence, she saw parts of the world she wouldn’t otherwise have seen. What she had known about New York back then, she had only read about in books.

  Not all memories were painful. She had fond memories of the comedian and Johnny Carson regular Don Rickles who worked the burlesque houses. “They used to throw pennies at him,” Beverly recalled. He was afraid the audience was going to blind him.

  One night, the two were sharing the bill in Louisville, Kentucky, during the Kentucky Derby. “It was a hot, hot time.” The nightclub was small and the tables were crammed tightly together, practically on top of one another, very close to the stage. She was doing a jungle act. She was backstage, running late, and heard the overture warning her she was about to go on. Because of the deformity of her hands caused by the arthritis, she “always wore gloves. I was the only stripper who never took off her gloves.”

  It was difficult to get the gloves on because the heat made her sweat, which made her bent fingers uncooperative. That night, she ran on stage, gloveless, and did her act. A man from the audience later went up to the owner and complained. “How dare you hire a crippled stripper,” he said. She was immediately fired without pay.

  With no money and clearly “desperate” for any help she could get, Don Rickles lent her enough money for airfare back to New York. Later, she went to The American Guild of Variety Artists (AGVA), the union for nightclub and variety performers, and got her money.

  But that night, she was devastated. “I remember standing in the airport waiting for the plane to take me away and looking up at the sky and thinking, ‘Gee, is there anyone for me? Is anyone on my side?’ I was crushed. What’s gonna become of me? I’ve got crippled hands. What the hell am I gonna do?” she said.

  Ironically, Beverly Anderson’s first job after she quit stripping was playing a stripper on the 1950s sitcom The Phil Silvers Show. Eventually, Beverly came to peace with her past. She no longer regretted her early career choice; it no longer hurt her to think about or discuss. She was no longer a scared and lonely girl, self-conscious about her crippled hands. She’d married a man she loved and had two children. I think she got a kick out of knowing she’d had a “scandalous” start.

  As Beverly looked back at her time in burlesque, there was a light in her eyes that I’ll remember always. “I think it was a great adventure,” she said. “Thank God I survived. I don’t remember the pain as much as I remember the good times.”


  CHAPTER FOUR

  Don’t Tell Mama (or the Kids)

  “Even my husband . . . when I said one time to someone I was a stripper, he said, ‘You weren’t a stripper, you were in burlesque.’ I said, ‘Well, honey, what do you think I did in burlesque? I mean, I didn’t play the piano.’”

  —Joan Arline

  “My mother always wished that I had taken up some other form of work.”

  —Candy Cotton

  For many strippers, there was reluctance, if not an outright avoidance, to tell their parents what they had gotten into. The stigma associated with burlesque was hard to overcome.

  Kitty West, the stripper who’d lost almost everything due to Hurricane Katrina, told me her mother and baby brother had seen her perform. “Mother thought it was beautiful and saw that I wasn’t doing anything wrong, and she came to grips with herself,” she said.

  Though April March’s daughter knew how her mother made a living, she was proud of her mother. April would not allow her daughter to watch her performances, as April did “strip all the way, most places.”

  For many who had a relative already in burlesque, life was admittedly easier. Former stripper Val Valentine grew up backstage. She, like a few others, slid easily into burlesque with nothing to hide. Her mother’s best friend had been a stripper and eventually would teach Val the ropes.

  Lily Ann Rose, who got into stripping when she was fourteen, said she had forgotten all about her burlesque career and never talked about it with her children until one day, fifty years after quitting, she opened an old trunk and all the memories came flooding back.

  Rita Grable, a buxom blonde from Brooklyn, invited her father to her show. She thought, “How am I gonna tell him what I’m doing?” She had been working in New Jersey, there were ads in the papers, and she was on the cover of many magazines. One day, she decided to just tell him. “‘I’m working in New Jersey and would you like to see me?’ He came. I didn’t think I was gonna get through it. He said, ‘You know you were the best one there.’ I was so thrilled that he didn’t reprimand me,” she said. She was one of the lucky few.

  Sequin, the former stripper, said her family never mentioned anything to her about her stripping. They knew, “but they never saw it either.” She would send them cast off costumes and jewelry. “They’d brag about me,” she said.

  The performers weren’t immune to the judgment of others. “You knew about the stigma,” Dixie Evans said, shrugging, “but we’re in a group all by ourselves. We were considered celebrities.” Local places were thrilled to have the traveling headliners, even if they did stay in “third-rate places.” And, because the women had money and spent it on minks and Cadillacs, “people would look at you and know you were in burlesque,” she said.

  When they stepped out of their circle, it was a different story. The women would get dirty looks, especially if they still wore their stage makeup and false eyelashes, as Dixie Evans often did. “At Saks we’d get humiliated. They meant to put you down,” she said.

  Though a lot of the women got into burlesque wanting to be “stars” and hoping it was a stepping stone to legitimate careers, it was not.

  Lili St. Cyr, (lovingly and ironically pronounced sincere) one of the highest-grossing strippers ever, spent years trying to legitimize herself and her career, but when she was cast in movies, it was only ever as a variation of herself. She stripped in Naked and the Dead and performed her Dance of the Seven Veils in Sinbad. In Runaway Girl, her last film, she played a runaway stripper. She was in her forties.

  A vast majority of the women got into burlesque as a means to feed themselves. Only a handful that I interviewed said they had dreamed of being in the business. But as Val Valentine wanted to make clear, “[they] didn’t all come from bad backgrounds.”
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