

Bimini Bon Boulash



A DRAG QUEEN’S GUIDE TO LIFE

[image: Penguin Random House]



PENGUIN BOOKS

A Drag Queen’s Guide to Life

‘MAGIC! A fun, fierce, honest origin story of how to drag yourself up out of trouble and become an icon’  Katherine Ryan

‘Eye-opening, intelligent and thoughtful as well as sassy and surprising – a must-read’  Lorraine Kelly

‘This book does many things: it educates, explains, describes and shares personal experiences, but all of that goodness is wrapped up in a beautiful layer of genuine kindness and care for the reader, who is possibly young, coming out and in some way or another exploring gender. Full of wit, wisdom and warmth’  Juno Roche, author of Trans Power and Queer Sex

‘Seeing Bimini take the world by storm with their authenticity, power and brilliance is truly a delight to see. A Drag Queen’s Guide to Life is quintessential Bimini, hitting the nail on the head with their irreverent wit and infectious personality. Ms Boulash, you’re definitely in the history books now!’  Jamie Windust, author of In Their Shoes

‘Bimini has written a book that mixes the personal, political, humour and glamour that surrounds them. A triumph for UK queer culture, this book welcomes their new audience into the queer present and past, with a clear argument for a gender-fluid future. It felt like it was part diary entry, part history lecture and part recording from a real good chat in a smoking area in east London – the best combination for a book!’  Travis Alabanza, award-winning writer, performer and theatre-maker

‘Bimini is absolutely brilliant in the way they are able to deliver such importantly crucial lessons about sexuality and gender in such a relatable and understanding way. A Drag Queen’s Guide to Life is a very important read for so many of us out there who struggle with sexuality, gender and anything in between!’ Gottmik

‘A beautifully vulnerable and heartfelt journey from this down-to-earth high femme them. Bimini’s radically real personal story reminds me to stay in my truth. This is a friendly reminder of self-love, and that your greatest gift to this world is to be yourself’  Fox Fisher, artist, film-maker, campaigner and author of Trans Teen Survival Guide

‘The Queen has spoken and here are their Ten Queer Commandments. Radical, life-affirming and utterly important for this time. Bimini’s wisdom and fresh outlook on gender identity and societal constraints are tackled with humanity and hilarity. A must-read for all Queers and those who care about them’  Riyadh Khalaf

‘With the generosity of spirit, wit and hilarity that we came to love from Bimini on Drag Race, their book is a triumphant celebration of living authentically – deftly combining the personal and the political, Bimini paints a picture of the world where we can all live freely. I enjoyed it immensely’  Amrou Al-Kadhi, author of Life as a Unicorn

‘It’s easy to see why Bimini inspires so many people, injecting positivity where we need it. This book is Ru Paul’s mantra “If you don’t love yourself, how in the hell you gonna love somebody else?” updated and expanded upon for a new generation’  Amelia Abraham, author of Queer Intentions and We Can Do Better Than This

‘… and the next literary superstar is … Bimini Bon Boulash!!! Like the queen themselves – witty, hilarious, empowering – you will fall in love with A Drag Queen’s Guide to Life!’ Charlie Craggs, author of To My Trans Sisters




I’d like to dedicate this book to my mum. When I told you I was going to become a drag queen instead of using my degree in journalism you thought I was bonkers. Well, I’ve written a book with Penguin and I looked glamorous while I did it. I told you it was going to be worth it! I love you. Thank you for everything you’ve done, even when I was being a nightmare. X




INTRODUCTION:

Not a Joke, Just a Fact

Bimini Bon Book Author? You’d better bloody believe it, babes.

If you’ve picked this book up and started reading, you probably already know who I am (or maybe you’re just a pervert with the hots for the bad bitch on the cover …).

You might have sat front row at one of my drag performances at The Glory in the early days, or watched me being crowned Miss Sink The Pink, or more likely you saw me strutting down the catwalk on RuPaul’s Drag Race Season 2 dressed as a slutty Norwich City football player, in a suit covered in acne, or in the guise of an amoeba. Never say I don’t have range.

This book is an absolute ‘don’t wake me if I’m dreaming’ moment for me. I realised after being on a mainstream TV show that it was crucial for me to use my new platform to speak up and shine a light on topics and political issues that were really important to me, both inside and outside of the LGBTQ+ community. Now here I am, a couple months later, with a book deal from Penguin Books (pinch me) and the incredible opportunity to write something that I wish I’d had in my hands growing up as a confused, gender nonconforming, queer kid in a small English seaside town.
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Self-help books don’t usually cater for people like me – they’re usually written with a certain reader in mind, and that reader ain’t queer, non-binary or working class. They’re also very prescriptive – stick to this diet, order your pants drawer this way, fit into this box and people will love you. I’ve written this book as an antidote to all that. Think of it as an anti-self-help book – a radical and affirming self-love manifesto based on ten transformative life lessons that I have learned through the art of drag.

My aim with this book is to encourage the celebration of nonconformity in all of its senses, to give you the confidence to flip order and convention on their heads in your own life, and teach you how to live outside of society’s definition of ‘normal’ (whatever the fuck that is!). Ultimately, if you feel like you don’t fit in, this book has been written to empower you and encourage you to always be kind to yourself – no matter what.

So, that’s why I’m writing – in the hope that this book opens up the minds of readers across the gender spectrum, inspires kindness and helps any queers out there – young and old – who are struggling with their identity. Drag gave me the confidence to get up on stage, perform and do the things I’d always dreamed of doing. It was an empowering gateway into the exploration of my own gender identity. Hopefully, the valuable lessons I have learned from drag over the years will help everyone reading this book to live the life they want to lead – no matter who they are. Nothing is out of reach!

After coming out as non-binary on TV in an open and light-hearted conversation with UK drag legend Ginny Lemon about gender and nonconformity, I was overwhelmed and inspired by the support and kindness in the responses online and in the media. Topics like this very rarely receive any kind of thoughtful coverage in the mainstream media. We had managed to break through the cis-tem just a little bit and shatter some of the misconceptions about being non-binary and gender nonconforming (and even inspired some people to come out to their friends and family – incredible!). A Drag Queen’s Guide to Life is my way of sharing the joy, power and strength that is to be found in not conforming – in the broadest sense possible. The life-changing magic of dragging up is very real and it’s for everyone.

In the following pages I share stories from my own life and personal struggles with gender and identity, as well as the stories of many of the wonderful nonconformist, convention-breaking icons that have inspired and helped to create the Bimini Bon Boulash that you see on the cover – from fellow drag queens and kings, to musicians, gender theorists, fashion designers and more.

These ten lessons will guide you through everything I’ve learned from my experience of drag and applied to my own life, from how to embrace the femme, dismantle the patriarchy and be a cis-tem offender, to the importance of knowing your her-story; how to navigate the worlds of fashion and fitness as an outsider; how to develop a positive mental attitude and, most importantly, how to love yourself – he, she or them. Class is in session!

When you put this book down, I hope you come away with the confidence to be your authentic self, to challenge nonsensical norms and binaries, to not conform, to celebrate difference, and to live outside of society’s bizarre boxes. It’s okay to mess up, we’re all human and we’re definitely not all perfect. Take it from me, the best art comes from fucking up, learning to laugh at yourself and going against the grain. We’ll all get there, eventually!
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SOMEONE DO A DEATH DROP OR SOMETHING




So to all of the nonconformists, gender benders and cis-tem offenders out there, to anyone reading this book who feels like they don’t fit in – this is for you.

It’s time to release the beast.

*Death drop*
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The life – changing MAGIC of DRAGGING UP is very REAL and it’s for EVERYONE!
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LIFE LESSON 1:

Don’t Be Scared to Embrace the Femme

The idea of drag fascinated me the moment I first saw it. I viewed it as an expression and celebration of femininity (or masculinity for drag kings, although the two aren’t mutually exclusive – I’ll be explaining more about all this later on), which wasn’t something I had been able to celebrate in my previous life without feeling shame or guilt. There was an intrinsic confidence that I longed for.

Perhaps naively, I saw all the good in drag immediately and ignored the issues with some parts of the drag world that shouldn’t be ignored: like the fact that some forms of drag can be misogynistic – something I hope to tackle head-on in this book. But back then the 18-year-old queer kid who knew deep down that a strict gender binary didn’t resonate with my own experience saw drag as a gateway to the exploration of my own gender identity.

Despite being labelled a boy when I was born, I was always drawn to femininity. My earliest memories all have women playing the starring roles. If my early life were a movie, men were mere extras while women took the lead, the supporting roles, and were directing and producing too. Women ran shit in the world I grew up in. My babysitter and her daughter, my mum’s best friends’ children, my friends at playgroup, my mother, my grandmother, my auntie – the list could go on. I was always around female energy.

I was also what you might call an attention seeker. I remember getting Remi, my mum’s friend’s daughter, to cover me head-to-toe in gloss paint while I paraded around completely nude, like I was an art installation at the V&A. Our mums found it hilarious, although they did tell us both off so that we wouldn’t do it again. We wasted an entire pot making my skin glow like I’d just been on a photoshoot in Hunger magazine. I think people warmed to the idea that I was an attention seeker very early on. It was cute because I was young, but as I got older, I became more socially aware, knowing that expressing femininity as a boy would earn me ridicule.

One of the things I would do was create a rota at playgroup so that I could get my way of being in charge of who wore the pearl necklace and the dress that day. I was not only an attention seeker, but a boss bitch from a young age. Nobody could tell me what I was doing was wrong, although my mum tells me the playgroup staff found themselves immersed in controversy when parents would come to pick up their children and be outraged at Tommy, aged three, looking drop-dead gorgeous in a purple velvet dress. My mum always supported the idea, thankfully, because it obviously made me happy. That’s what parents ultimately want, right? A smile on their child’s face. When you’re young and you’re developing, your environment is a key factor but I think it’s important to not look for reasons why a child is gender nonconforming – looking for a reason suggests there’s something wrong. Some kids just are, and that’s fine.

My mum has also had a huge influence on my understanding of femininity, as well as strength and resilience. When I was very young she was a single mother, working her arse off to provide a better life for me. I grew up with a mum who was an incredibly independent woman. She didn’t want to ever have to rely on a man because she knew she could rely on herself. Her work ethic is unparalleled and, as I grew up, I understood this. I’m eternally thankful for what she sacrificed to provide for me and, even better, she’d be doing it all in a heel. I always viewed my mum as glam, gorgeous and a go-getter. She’s the strongest person I know, male, female, or somewhere in between.

Femininity can be powerful. I walked into Season 2 of RuPaul’s Drag Race UK wearing a hot pink, faux leather dominatrix-inspired outfit with ‘vegan bitch’ studded on the front panels, paired with pink diamante nipples. I wore it with big, voluminous blonde hair and knee-high marble pink stripper boots (by an iconic East London designer called Natasha Marrow) and I had one goal in mind – for people to write me off as a serious competitor because of how I looked. I played up to stereotypical views of femininity and manufactured the idea that I would just be a bimbo for the viewers watching and for my fellow competitors. This was all part of a cunning plan to make people underestimate me – just as femininity is hugely underestimated. Drag Race was the city of Troy and my bimbo persona was a Trojan Horse; once I infiltrated the city borders (the workroom), I wanted to destroy all the preconceived ideas people had about me and my talents. Turns out I was capable of more than looking a little bit blonde and a whole lot of sexy.
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Let’s just consider the bimbo stereotype for a moment, shall we? A bimbo traditionally means a woman that has nothing much else of value beyond her sexy looks. Depending on who you ask, ‘bimbo’ can be seen as a neutral description or a nasty insult. But who gets to define who or what a bimbo is?

In fact, the word bimbo actually comes from the Italian word ‘bambino’ which means male baby. The feminine version would be ‘bimba’. Originally a bimbo referred to a foolish or insignificant man, but rapidly changed to mean a woman in the latter half of the twentieth century. That shift says a lot, right? How come a term with a negative connotation about masculinity got passed on and instead became associated with femininity? Misogyny, probably.
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Hollywood movies in the 1950s and 1960s developed the bimbo stereotype into the form we know today. You can trace the evolution of the bimbo in Julie Holliday’s performance in Born Yesterday and, famously, in the work of Marilyn Monroe. Bimbo film characters were often referred to as simple or treated like babies with their high-pitched, breathy voices. In these movies quite often the bimbo’s high standards of sexuality were unobtainable, or difficult for other women to live up to. The bimbo would be above other women in her sex appeal but the pay-off was that she was beneath other women in her intellect.

In the 1980s and 1990s, the term bimbo was commonly used in descriptions of scandals involving politicians or public figures. The Baltimore Sun published an article titled ‘Lewinsky being branded a Bimbo’ in reference to the political scandal of her affair with Bill Clinton. Naturally, in these headlines it was always the women that were assigned the term bimbo over the men, although they were most likely victims of powerful men (the patriarchy, duh).

I’ve grown up socially conscious but with a finger on the pulse of pop culture and have been intrigued by how men and the media (which is mostly run by men) treat famous women, and how even different language is used to describe men and women. It’s always interested me how some women in the public eye will play up to the male gaze by using the persona of a bimbo even when it is plain to see that they are both intelligent and self-aware.

Is it cold in here or is it just my nipples? Even the queen of the tabloids, the Pricey, started her career by feeding into the male gaze, all while going on to become a hugely successful businesswoman with ventures in almost every avenue possible. Katie spoke to BBC2 for its 2020 documentary Celebrity: A 21st-Century Story and on camera she explained this has always been intentional: ‘What I am is shrewd. I act stupid, but I know what’s going on.’

This was what I wanted to do. I wanted to be underestimated so that I could prove people wrong. I knew what was going on; nobody else did.

On the show my bimbo persona almost didn’t work because I nearly went home (imagine!) in episode one, but in the long run it bagged me a book deal with Penguin Books. Now I’m lying here on a writer’s retreat in Margate, eating vegan croissants and drinking freshly squeezed orange juice, looking out at the sun glinting on the sea. I won.
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IS IT COLD IN HERE …

… OR IS IT JUST MY NIPPLES?




I’ve always admired women who were both their own version of feminine and strong-minded, and bosses in a male-dominated world (my mother being a great example of a working-class woman who went on to own two businesses). A lot of celebrities have played into this idea of femininity over the years. Dolly Parton, who has a song titled ‘Dumb Blonde’ where she pokes fun at the bimbo persona, famously spoke on the subject in a 1977 interview with Barbara Walters. When asked about her outlandish outfits she said, ‘I just decided that I would do something that would at least get the attention … once they got past the shock of the ridiculous way I looked they would see there were parts of me to be appreciated … I know they make fun of me. All these years people have thought the joke was on me but actually the joke was on the public. Because I know exactly what I’m doing and I can change it at any time’. For me this is nothing short of iconic. Queen Dolly has been manipulating the public since the 1970s and she’s still popping today. All hail Dolly Parton. She basically funded one of the COVID-19 vaccines as well. Love that for her.

Thanks to the young kids making waves on TikTok, a lot of videos have been pushing a similar agenda to my own idea, which is about reclaiming femininity outside of the male gaze. If you haven’t heard of it before, the ‘male gaze’ is a concept first suggested by the English art critic John Berger in 1972 in his landmark BBC film series Ways of Seeing and then popularised by the feminist film critic Laura Mulvey. Basically, the idea is that for centuries women have only ever been depicted in art, literature and film as objects for the pleasure of a heterosexual male viewer. TikTok content creators like Chrissy Chlapecka are part of a new wave of women subverting that male gaze by playing up to the bimbo stereotype on camera while asserting their own feminist politics. Chlapecka has said ‘the bimbo is pro-choice, pro-sex work, pro-BLM and she, he, or they likes to look pretty. We like to look pretty while we’re doing it.’ Too bloody right! GOD SAVE THE BIMBO!

Growing up in a small seaside town as male presenting, expectations for how I wanted to live didn’t always meet reality. Much to the dismay of the other children, I knew I had the ability to fulfil all five roles of the Spice Girls without the need for extras. Unfortunately I did have to allow extras into the scenario, which meant I would often end up starring in the role of Ginger. My fiery red hair being the perfect colour co-ord to play the character. As the only boy in the lineup, I took it upon myself to show everyone else up. This was often met with snide remarks from teachers but I didn’t care, I believed I was destined to be in a girl group but I was unaware of the restraints I would face by what was between my legs. In the fantasy of my blossoming pop career, I was never Ed Sheeran. The world pictured me in a different way than I viewed myself. The comments about my hair colour were irrelevant when parents would refer to me as the gay one *does camp hand gesture* way before I even knew what that meant. It’s tricky understanding adults when you’re finding it difficult to know where you’re going wrong. I realise now I wasn’t going wrong, everyone else was playing the role that had been assigned to them. Society tried to repress this innate femininity but it didn’t work. I think this forced me to become aware early on that I was different. I thought maybe I was gonna be a witch.
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CIS-TEM OFFENDER

SPRA PAIN

CIS-TEM OFFENDER




Throughout history, children tagged as male who identified with femininity were thought to be delusional or disturbed. Obviously, we are hopefully moving into a time where most people realise that mental illness has absolutely nothing to do with it. Reading fashion magazines and being infatuated with feminine silhouettes didn’t mean I was mentally ill or disturbed. If we lived in a society where gender constraints on children didn’t exist, we would push further as a society towards true equality. Femininity is widely criticised as a weakness; to be feminine as a boy you’re subject to ridicule, which only proves that femininity is seen as weaker than masculinity.

In my first look on Drag Race, I embraced the view of femininity that is widely recognised to be attractive to the straight man, so that I could then go on to subvert gender stereotypes by showing the fluidity of gender and expression of sexual identity. In my second look in that premiere episode, I stepped out on to the runway wearing a high-rise Norwich City Football Club leotard with 10-inch thigh-highs and a rugged blonde mullet, looking not unlike the club’s former star striker Darren Huckerby.

I was playing into both masculinity and femininity here, inspired by the football hooliganism that is typically associated with macho, violent, working-class culture but adding hyper-feminine elements to it, completely flipping the script. Wearing an outfit that shouldn’t be worn on the main stage of Drag Race was an attempt to subvert gender ideals. I would go to football matches as a teenager during a time when I was trying to fit in with the masculine standards of those around me. I was trying to fit in, okay! I was ginger with acne and braces; I couldn’t be a rampantly gender nonconforming 14-year-old as well! Jokes aside, that Norwich City outfit was slept on at the time and I still stand by it. If you don’t want to take my word for it, they’re only putting it on exhibition in an actual museum in Norwich. It was ahead of its time, I promise!
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Earlier on I spoke about drag queens creating looks using femininity and drag kings doing the same using masculinity, although neither are exclusive to one another. As that Norwich City look showed, you can still be a drag queen and play with the aesthetics of masculinity. However, I am sure that there will be plenty of people reading – of all gender identities – who just don’t feel femininity resonates with them at all, or even makes them personally feel uncomfortable – and that’s totally valid too! Processing our own relationship to gender isn’t always easy and all our experiences can be different. This is where the idea of gender being a spectrum comes in. Someone who is crushing the cis-tem on mainstream television is RuPaul’s Drag Race Season 13 contestant Gottmik. What Mik is doing for gender nonconformity is incredible. He’s a trans man who is also playing around with the full spectrum of gender by showcasing femininity and androgyny as a drag queen. It’s pretty incredible and I’m sure it’d be mind-blowing for some gammon-faced types who don’t really understand transness or queerness. Mik is completely flipping the script on gender nonconformity in the most punk rock way, and it’s inspiring.

As someone who has watched the queer scene in East London change pretty rapidly, I am thankful that I’ve always been part of a world where gender was never questioned; where what’s between your legs was no one else’s business. The Glory in East London is where my drag was birthed, as well as an array of alternative queer talent. There no one bats a cheap, clumpy fake eyelash. I’m lucky enough to have found my home in a community where gender binaries are challenged, not reinforced.
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NORWICH

WHETHER YOU’RE HE, SHE OR THEM!!!

#TRANSRIGHTS




When I ask my family members what their idea of drag is, they automatically picture a drag queen, and that drag queen is always viewed as a man in a wig. It’s often seen as comedic and a stereotype when, in fact, the drag I’ve been surrounded by in East London is all about pushing boundaries and fighting those stereotypes. Drag kings and other gender nonconforming artists within the East London circuit that I’ve had the pleasure of working with such as Chiyo, Adam All, Prinx Silver and Beau Jangles all use their performance style to push a message of their own struggles, pain, identity and sexuality. There is no box that drag can be fit into anymore. We’re ever evolving!

The point is that gender IS a spectrum. I’m going to try and break down what I mean by that in as simple a way as I can. I believe masculinity and femininity are fluid. I believe there are levels and varying degrees of both. What are the key stereotypes of masculinity and femininity? On a basic level, masculinity is strength, leadership, assertiveness. Femininity is nurturing, emotional, sensitive. When associated with their assigned gender roles, society thinks it’s fine, but when you flip them there becomes an issue. A woman that is seen as strong threatens a man. A man that is seen as sensitive is viewed as weak. After unleashing a ferocious verse on Kanye’s ‘Monster’ where, and god forbid, three men were out-rapped by a FEMALE, Nicki Minaj, wearing a Marge Simpson-esque pink wig said: ‘When a man is assertive, he’s called a boss; when I’m assertive I’m called a bitch!’ These double standards leak out into the rest of society.
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There is no BOX that drag can be fit into anymore

WE’RE EVER EVOLVING!




I’m gonna dive in even deeper. Get ready …

Let’s think about sex assignment at birth. When you’re born, a box is ticked for you saying whether you are going to grow up to be male or female. You’re then dressed in a pink or blue towel and your family pretends you’re the cutest thing that’s ever blessed this planet when in fact we all look like shrivelled grapes. You are expected to keep on living your life from this point on under the pretence that you are a number and not an individual. People often don’t quite grasp the difference between sex and gender. It’s tricky, I get it. It doesn’t help that they’re often used interchangeably, despite having different meanings. So let’s give it a go.

‘Sex’ refers to a cluster of biological attributes in humans. Things like our reproductive/sexual anatomy, chromosomes and hormones. This is where we’re categorised as ‘female’ or ‘male’. But there can be
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