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For DIANE, who has done more for me than any other person in my life, and for the late ANNIE [Annette Funicello], who was my pre-teen girlfriend in 1955.

For Floomerfelt, Leibniz, Asta, and my late daughter Syny, whose unconditional, feline love is far beyond the Greek concept of sophrosyne, the Navajo goal of hozro, and the fragile feelings humans are capable of expressing on rare occasions.

“The unexamined life is not worth living.”

Plato, Timaeus ca. 360 B.C.




Publisher's Note

This book is an updated, expanded version of Confessions of an Accidental Mouseketeer, published over five years ago.

For this second edition, Lonnie added new content throughout the book, as well as a brand-new chapter to bring his life story through 2013.

As you read The Accidental Mouseketeer, you’ll be entertained, educated, perhaps even outraged. Lonnie is brutally honest about his life before, during, and after the Mouseketeers. His story is an important page in the chronicle of American pop culture.

Bob McLain
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Chapter One


Under the Dining Room Table

Over sixty years agobefore I acted in films with Elvis, Dustin Hoffman, and Jack Lemmon; before I danced and sang with Ginger Rogers, Sammy Davis, and Carol Channing; before I directed and took over the lead in my first produced play, received an award for my poetry, reviewed theatre and film for magazines and newspapers, signed my first published book; before I performed on Broadway with Robert Preston and Bernadette Peters; before I was directed by Spielberg and choreographed and directed by Bob Fosse and Gower Champion; before I became a permanent part of the Smithsonian Museum of American Music, Sports and Entertainment; before I received my high school diploma six days after turning fifteen and my M.A. at nineteen; before I had sex with a hooker in Paris on a Disney expense account at eighteen; before I attempted to take my life at twentyI accidentally became a permanent part of pop culture.

I am certainly not a legend, nor a David Copperfield hero of my life, but I have been lumbered with brobdingnagian, pop-iconic EARS since the age of eleven when I became one of the four boy Mouseketeers who lasted the entire filming of the original Mickey Mouse Club (1955-59), which has now run for nearly six decades in America and in over twenty countries, including Russia, Japan, and France, and has been translated into five other languages.

Thus, I foreshadowed Warhol’s cynical, hackneyed quote about everyone having his or her fifteen minutes of fame, except my allegedly fleeting celebrity has lasted over six decades and will inevitably dominate my obituary, ending not with a whimper but with a mouseka-squeak.

The very first time I wore a claustrophobic, smelly, woolen bear suit with chafing muslin padding, peering out from the bear’s nostrils as best I could while sweating profusely and dancing to “The Humphrey Hop” in take after take as Mouseketeer Lonnie on Stage 1 (which in 2013 became the Annette Funicello Stage) of the Disney Studios in Burbank, California, we were filming the first season of the instantly popular Mickey Mouse Club in 1955. I had just turned twelve.

Our show premiered later that year on October 3, 1955, the same day as Captain Kangaroo, and we promptly booted Howdy Doody off the air. The approximately 360 black-and-white episodes have somehow been resurrected in the ’60s, ’70s, ’80s, and from 1997-2002, bringing forth two new versions and making it to CDs and DVDs. There is even a showbiz rumor of a fourth version of the MMC. Disney has both Spin and Marty and Annette Funicello’s own serial on DVD; perhaps they will reissue the entire original MMC one year at a time.

My career in entertainment, however, had started at a much younger age, and included performing for an ailing Eddie Cantor on the stage of the El Capitan Theatre (now ironically owned by Disney), just north of Hollywood on Vine.

In over ten episodes of this kinescoped TV variety show, I exchanged punch lines with Bob Hope, Martin and Lewis, and Ed Wynn, who reminded me I had guested in 1952 on his earlier television show, and I danced with Donald O’Connor. But the majority of my shows were with Eddie Cantor.

My professional showbiz debut was actually earlier, at age five in 1948 with a live performance of my song/dance/imitations act. I also played multiple roles on a local Altadena, California, radio show for kids, and I danced with my adagio partner on local television in Pasadena.

The producer, writer, and director of a children’s radio show called The Enchanted Lady (she also played the ladyand she really thought she was enchanted) cast me in such roles as Buster the Beetle, Prince Charming, and the evil, laughing frog; even a kid knows these are very different guys. This began my long career as a “character man” though I was still only a boy. On the same medium, I was later the “Oh boy, Chef Boy-ar-dee!” commercial spokes-kid for two years, became Tiny Tim on the radio version of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol nationally on Stars Over Hollywood, and maintained the child lead, Chris Martin, for about a hundred broadcasts on the NBC radio soap opera Dr. Paul, which aired live at NBC’s West Coast Radio City at Sunset and Vine, now long gone.

I moved on to national TV, film, and theatre as an actor and occasional song-and-dance guy in 1949. I rode a horse with the Lone Ranger, Clayton Moore, whom I never saw as a child, nor later as an adult, without his face covered, to sell Cheerios. I was a mock minister marrying two other kids on a television segment (“The Minister’s Son” of The Roy Rogers Show with Dale, Roy, and Trigger (pre-taxidermy), and I did my own riding in my first guest star TV lead as the eponymous character The Holy Terror in 1951, at eight years old, on an episode of The Range Rider. We were on location in Lone Pine, California, and for close-ups I was shot on the bed of a speeding pickup truck riding the back of the series star, Jock Mahoney, a former stunt man and Sally Field’s stepdad, who was on his hands and knees as I gripped the reins and appeared to gallop feverishly to escape kidnappers.

In the last scene of the episode, I am a reformed holy terror and very polite to my dad, played by veteran character actor Lyle Talbot, and everyone else. As a result, I wear a gift from the Range Rider: a buckskin, with fringe shirt and pants just like hisvery cool at eight. My only problem on the shoot was covering a fire with a blanket to signal where I was after being kidnapped, a trick the Rider had taught me earlier. The smoke kept getting in my eyes, which watered, and my nose, which sneezed, and the smoke made my face black after every take, so the makeup had to be taken off and put on again from scratch. I finally got it on the fourth take. I have never taken up smoke signaling again.


	[image: On location with Roy Rogers while filming The Minister’s Son (1951)]
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My only Space Patrol gig was another cereal commercial, this one shot live, and my only recurring role before The Mickey Mouse Club was on one of the first TV sitcoms, The Ruggles, starring character actor Charlie Ruggles. I played Oliver Quimby, the snooty, snotty next-door neighbor as a foil for the “real” boy/girl twins in the Ruggles' home. This show was filmed on the West Coast and led the way for television to move there from the East Coast.

Cecil B. de Mille directed me in the Oscar-winning film The Greatest Show on Earth, which starred Jimmy Stewart, Betty Hutton, Charlton Heston, and a cast of thousand thereabouts. Burgeoning auteur Joseph Losey used me in the U.S. remake of M, the German film that made Peter Lorre a star. The frequently incorrect internet has it that I was a victim, which is patently false since the victims were all girls. I did a scene early in the film that is viewed from the interior of a barber shop with kids playing as they crossed the street and who were overheard by the denizens of the haircut hangout.

I played war-hero-turned-actor Lon McAllister’s son in my first film, Yank in Korea, shot in 1950 and released in 1951, and I was the only person in Hans Christian Andersen who was directly related to the Danish storyteller, which occasioned publicity shots in period costume with the star, Danny Kaye. My second film, Queen for A Day, was actually three melodramatic, fictional episodes of the melodramatic, popular daytime television show. It was also the adult screen debut of Leonard Nimoy, which I learned much later as we chatted at the opening night party in Milwaukee of his one-man show on Van Gogh, in which he played Vincent’s brother Theo.

My first theatre role was at the Pasadena Playhouse, when I was six, and my third play there, at eight, was my first stage lead in The Strawberry Circle. I never ran into Charles Bronson nor Gene Hackman, both of whom also did some early work at the Playhouse. So did Dustin Hoffman, with whom I appeared as a fierce, peg-legged pirate in the movie Hook.


	[image: I grew a feather on my head for The Strawberry Circle, my third play and first stage lead at the Pasadena Playhouse. 1952.]
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There were many other radio, film, theatre, and TV roles, as well as commercials, modeling, and live performances before I signed a seven-year contract with Disney in 1955.

But my very first dramatic act was in 1946, the year I turned three, and I recall it much more vividly than all of the preceding.

On a visit to my grandparent’s furniture store, I became mesmerized by a miniature cactus plant and so I latched onto its myriad, tantalizing stickers. As abundant shafts of pain were tweezed from my tiny hand amidst cacophonous wailing and a plethora of tears, I learned a lesson: all that glisters is not gold. I add to Chaucer’s moral that it is usually not even fool’s gold, and that is more true in showbiz than it is in actual life.

Howard A. Babin and Dorothy Doloris Burr met in a small Kentucky town and turned their young love and fabulous dancing ability into a relationship and a career. They toured from 1936 to 1941, finally marrying in 1939, from Detroit to Bridgeport, New Jersey to Ohio, from Niagara’s Cataract House to the Hi-De-Ho Club, as the dance team Dot and Dash. They made a living, barely, were very, very good but did not prove a viable threat to Fred and Adele Astaire, even though they headlined over a youthful Doris Von Kappelhoff, who hailed from nearby Cincinnati, Ohio, and later became a star as Doris Day.

My mom Dot was tossed around a lot which is silently assumed by the female in such endeavors, although it is never mentioned in the job description: “ADAGIO PARTNER SOUGHT (masochist preferred)”. She sustained sundry injuries culminating in Dash dad impaling Dot mom’s cranium on a pointed chandelier hanging precariously over the dance floor. Dorothy, from whence Dot, thence Dot and Dash, finished the number smiling bravely while drops of blood trickled down her pate. She was rewarded by the audience with a slightly more than average hand.


	[image: The very elegant team of Dot and Dash in a 1934 publicity photo.]
	The very elegant team of Dot and Dash in a 1934 publicity photo.



Mom insisted that she and Howard retire to less dangerous pursuits. Mom’s wounds healed, and the former pros danced only for their own pleasure. Dot had two years of business college after high school, the most education in the family, and performed related duties as a secretary.

I think it was during this period that my dad Dash decided to be a jockey. Mom was not thrilled, but at least she was not in danger. Dad trained with the later famous champion Eddie Arcaro, and during Dad’s riding a fellow trainee fell from his horse and a following equine stepped on his head, squashing it as Dad passed. Then Dad stopped wanting to be a jockey. He had not quite finished high school but had training from his dad in lathe work and as a machinist, so he machined.

During the years they were no longer pros, the former Dot and Dash inseminated with gusto, or so I assume, and within two years they became producers of a slash (the literate actually call this a virgule): Leonard Burr Babin. The equation reads . + - = / and occurred on May 31, 1943, in Dayton, Kentucky, a town much smaller than and at some distance from Dayton, Ohio.


	[image: Slash (me), Dot, and Dash, who is already keeping his distance in early 1945.]
	Slash (me), Dot, and Dash, who is already keeping his distance in early 1945.



Muhammad Ali, Abe Lincoln, and I are all sons of ’ol Kaintuck, but I absconded with more alacrity than Abe & Ali, at age three, due to my mother’s resolve to vicariously seek fame and fortune in the glittering streets of Californ-I-A. Of course, she would never have stated it like this, for it was all done for the benefit of her brilliant, multi-talented, three-year-old son.

As my parents sought to kidnap me on the morning of our departure from all the blue lawns of Kentucky that I recall as green or covered with snow, I threw myself in highest dudgeon under my grandparents’ dining room table. I refused to be abducted and the normally “perfect” Lonnie child vented a startling tantrum. It seemed to me, at three, to be the most effective hiding place since it made it very sticky for adults to access, and shoes scurrying about never glower, shout, nor slap. John Updike confessed to the same ploy as a child in his memoir, but neither the august author nor I were correct.

I believe that my fear, flight, and concealment were motivated by the terror of leaving what I had accepted as my entire three-year-old world. I was having order destroyed by chaos. I most certainly would miss my gramma who was always preoccupied with my well being and was the source of the most and best presents and treats.

“Oh, pleeeeeaaaassssseee, Dorth, don’t hit him!” Gram was my knightly defender. My deracination brings up an extremely youthful trauma of betrayal. I have had a fear of betrayal for much of my life and it has less to do with paranoia than it does with reality. This dining room havoc in my third year may have also begun my personal theory of chaosall life is chaos and I must do everything I can to prevent the inevitable disaster, failure, tragedy, or snafu.

My grandparents, Glade and John, were integral to Mom and me; Howard would have preferred they stay away permanently. John and Glade were the only financial success and security in my mom’s family, from prior to my birth to their retirement. My dad’s familyI later assumed it was because he had married a non-Catholicwas absent all of my life except for one of his brothers and his wife making two visits to California when I was quite young. To my knowledge, none of them were even close to being as well off as the Burrs.

The Grands had a bigger than mom-and-pop furniture store at this time on the Cincinnati, Ohio, side of the Ohio River, directly across from Covington, Kentucky. It was inside amidst these homey groupings that the cruelly didactic cactus lurked.

My actual recollections of these first years are few and vagueno rosebuds in May; forcing a smile and hiding fear in a photo of me jauntily posed astride a pony that seemed to me a Clydesdale out of Lemuel Gulliver’s meanderings; laughing and peeing on my grandfather’s lap for which, as best I was able to judge, he never forgave me; the roiling, threatening Ohio River outside the store; being bundled up like an arachnid’s prey for winter with only my eyes and nose exposed as I was pulled on a red sled not named Rosebud through the numbing white winter landscape which was curiously outlined in blue.


	[image: Riding Lemuel Gulliver’s horse and acting unafraid. 1946.]
	Riding Lemuel Gulliver’s horse and acting unafraid. 1946.



Whether in front of a house, drinking and dining in a night club or restaurant, or posing as Dot and Dash, my mom and dad, like most young couples, appear to be an attractive, snappy duo who are having a ball, the future clearly theirs, even though this did not prove to be the case. I recognize them instantly from ancient, yellowed, grainy photos before I was born, even though I never do remember seeing them look quite that way. Without these visual props I cannot conjure up an image of them other than in their thirties, after we began living in California and I trudged toward my fourth year.

Dorothy was very attractive and frequently exposed excellent teeth that complemented her hazel eyes and auburn hair that later magically turned blonde on occasion. She was only 4'11" yet joyfully lied, declaring it “eleven and three quarters, just shy of five feet”. Her very shapely figure, more Monroe than either Hepburn, was accented by stylish clothes; high French heels, the higher the better; and hair worn up for dressy occasions and decorated by tasteful gewgaws, a penchant of the era. She died of a pulmonary embolism at 89 in 2003.

Howard, who only divulged his hated middle name, Ambrose, to me when I was almost twenty, was a sharp dresser and maintained an extremely trim, well defined, 5'6" frame until withering from pancreatic cancer before his death at 64 in 1980. His dark hair was always neatly slicked straight back and his look of dapper unpredictability never left him. He brought me my French and, to a lesser degree, German genes.

Gladys Olga Nethersole Andersen Burr, Gram, was about 5'4" and pleasantly portly. She had an olive complexion, dark hair, and a quite broad nose that led me later to hidden speculations about miscegenation, since her grandparents had owned slaves. Her grandfather was Danish sea captain Karl Eimer Andersen, third cousin to Hans Christian Andersen, and it was he who emigrated to America and brought me my Danish blood. I was the first blond in the family due to these roots.


	[image: Here I am in costume with Danny Kaye for Hans Christian Andersen (1952).]
	Here I am in costume with Danny Kaye for Hans Christian Andersen (1952).



There was also some Scots/Irish from this side of the family, perhaps the DNA of Gram’s fiery temper and strong opinions which never ceased to explode at anyone disagreeing with her about anything. She was 105 when she died, but if I had ever mentioned my speculation about sexual interaction with a slave before her birth, she probably would not have seen 55.

“Leonard” Burr Babin was arbitrarily designated as my name by Mom and Gram and came from my grandfather John Leonard Burr. I did not find out that he had adopted Dorothy, making him my step-grandfather, until I was in my late 50s and he had been dead almost twenty-five years. My family’s secrets never aspired to Sophocles, Ibsen, nor O’Neill, but they were sealed just as tightly. The family history was solidly behind the myth that this English Burr fellow led me directly to Aaron Burr and Benjamin and William Henry Harrison as progenitors. I believed it and all the family acted as if they did, but I felt no loss when the triad disappeared as kin on later revelation.

Gram was divorced and Mom was about seven when Gram somehow hooked the young John Burr scofflaw and renegade. She transformed him into the strictness of her lifestyle from his youth as a gambler and womanizer around “sporting houses”. He could hold three dice and throw only two, and as a teenager became known as “The Deacon with the Wicked Wrist”. He did manage to hold onto smoking, betting the ponies, and holiday imbibing, after he was reformed by marriage. He quit smoking in his sixties.

Coming from a different gene pool, John was the only tall member of the family, at six-feet plus. He limped as the result of losing two toes while hopping freights as a wild young vagabond and almost broke his back when he turned his Indian motorcycle upside down on railroad tracks in his early teens. He only completed sixth grade, the same as Glade, as Gladys was called. She never appeared to notice that he took his loss of freedom out on everyone else, smirking and needling us at every chance offered, although he was cautious not to disparage Glade. She would say he meant nothing by his joshing, it was just his “dry, English wit”.

Lacking a full, formal education, this couple, particularly Gram, were very business savvy and more than diligent, working sixteen-, sometimes eighteen-hour days, seven days a week, before and during the Depression, even though they had no boss to blame for their lack of sleep.

They did lose everything in the early 1930s due to listening to their friend the banker, but through industrious work they became even more successful and stable in America long before meaningless pixels made billionaires of some and millionaires of fortunate hangers-on and investors with either insight or luck. Few if any of Glade and John Burr’s achievements had to do with luck.

My meager reflections and recalls of my three years of evolving before growing up in southern California are impressionistic: the chilling snow, the hot piss, the cactus-clenching pain, my panic under the table. Otherwise, this part of my life is a tabula rasa from gurgling and crawling to babbling and toddling.

Between the facts and the fables of memory there exists this paradox: wherein lies the truth?

There will always be some discrepancies even when using the most disciplined objectivity and total honesty. This is true for the historian, the journalist, the biographer, the witness, and all other professionals and nonprofessionals. The court reporter makes mistakes just recording objectively with no interpretation whatsoever.

Our lives are frustratingly obscure to us because of our emotions and doubts, fallibilities and beliefs, perceptions and dreams, insights and recalled images. Almost no one desires to be regarded as evil. Even most sociopaths make an attempt to establish the rightness, logic, and veracity of their actions, words, emotions, and/or their dialectic.

The human view of reality is, at best, an amalgam of recalled incidents, sometimes dubious notes or photos or newsprint or mental pictures rather than quiddity, the thing in itself. It is more like a series of episodes and contradictory, sometimes confusing paradigms that captureif we are perceptive, persistent, and fortunatethe essence of what was, as opposed to the exactness of who we are and were, what we say and said, how we act and acted, what we do and did, and more abstrusely, why we do or did things the way we do and did.

Like a murky Expressionist stage set or film scene, events in our lives are more supra-real than real, more extended and rounded than precise and angular, more hidden in shadows than illuminated by bare, bright actuality.

I write this more or less chronological series of events, insights, and experiences, sometimes fast forwarding, sometimes regressing, of eclectic personal interactions and feelings in my life as genuinely as I am capable.

Have I ever acted badly? Of course, but it is a relatively rare occurrence, and I assiduously try to avoid acting in negative, hurtful ways. Have I ever done something for which I feel or felt shame? Of course, but these occur even more rarely. Am I a cruel, misanthropic person? No, absolutely not. I confess to being difficult and capable of anger mitigated by the words “on some occasions”. I do have problems with depression which started sometime before I became a teenager and were not clinically discovered until I was in my twenties.

Do I ask for understanding or forgiveness? No. A little indulgence, though, would be appreciated.

Although I believe myself to be what Richard III pretends to be, “a marvelous, proper man”, neither a Machiavellian devil nor a saint, I struggle and quite often succeed in being ethical and moral and principled. I appear to do this more than most I have encountered, without the crutch of a deity, while far too many belie their sanctimonious hypocrisy by merely mouthing words and acting as they please. I read or hear about my superiors in this arena, not knowing what knowledge is accurate rather than fictional. Mother Teresa and her ilk seem to me like a foreign species, however laudable and beatified, of which I am not a member nor could I ever be a member.

The kindest, most understanding, most selfless person, including Aquinas, Donne, and former President Carter, who apparently was guilty of more than one instance of mental sexual hijinks, has struggled with evil thoughts and desires and urges. It is only in the denial of inherent evil potential that all humans confront and carve out whatever identity, happiness, and peace that they are capable of achieving in their unique lives.

Since I first discovered and devoured Kant in my late teens, I have been convinced of his posit that humans have no choice in prejudging things, for that is how the human mind functions. Bigotry, as opposed to prejudice, is learned, not inherent, and can be corrected or at least held in abeyance. For that matter, one can succeed and change prejudgingat least to some degreeand one can change ingrained bigotry.

I am sometimes confused. I am sometimes confounded. I sometimes fail. I do maintain, however, a sense of right and wrong, despite battles as a puerile idealist lost quite early on to decades of intellectual and emotional cynicism as well as skepticism that I still maintain.

“Do the others speak of me mockingly, maliciously?” is the title of a Delmore Schwartz poem in which he finds, as have I, that they do. Delmore and I have also found that we do the same to them. I only add that we must try to be successful in suppressing what we feel like doing, and it is an ongoing struggle. This is an unpleasant part of the human psyche. As opposed to a glib aphorism about caring, there is something wrong with this human condition and other innate human foibles, and there is something we can do about it. I have worked on achieving this for many years and I have been fairly efficacious much of the time, but certainly not always.

More important, all of the above does not escape absurdity and humor, two of the essentials of life, my saints being Ionesco, Groucho Marx (but not his brothers, nor Karl), Mort Sahl, Peter Sellers, George Carlin, and of course, Mel Brooks.

So, here is Lonnie Burr, although my name is neither Lonnie nor Burr.


Chapter Two


Baby Lon in Babylon

In an aging, two-door Austin, at least as I remember it mentioned, the now forgotten American car not the British sports car, the three pilgrims BabinDorothy, Howard, and Leonard, a name unknown to me until I was six and never used by anyone, for I was always and will always be Lonnieset off to seek fame and fortune. We were mashed in with necessities, odds and ends, clothes, one small piece of furniture Mom could not part with, and a few sundry food products. We must have resembled an upscale version of Grapes of Wrath migrants.

In 2003, I actually played Steinbeck’s Granpa Joad, more than twenty years my senior, in the stage version of the film at Ford’s Theatre in Washington, D.C. We did lack Henry Fonda, who played the grandson in the movie, and whose reputation for moody ill will I found absent when we had a casual, one-on-one, ten-minute-or-so exchange about single malts and other scotches during his opening night in the Broadway-bound play The First Monday in October at the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C. It was his last stage performance and he displayed the same thoughtfulness as he did in his films, which is not always the way things go.

Fonda was wearing his costume of a judge’s black, floor-length robe. I dislike crowds and went to the farthest bar set-up and he joined me. No one else but the bartender was around, and we did not introduce ourselves. I wisely said nothing about his long career, his very good work that night, my childhood celebrity, nor show business. I did comment on the low level of choices at such events. We exchanged as two veteran scotch drinkers with no knowledge of each other at an anonymous bar. Both of us were not in favor of a heavy peat taste and found that we both liked a less well-known single malt called Dalwhinneysmooooooooth.)

Anyway, the Babin’s arduous six-or-seven-day crossing of the states by auto is shadowy to me vis-à-vis my only partially successful avoidance of the car’s jump seat, which opened via a pull-up chrome handle from the auto’s rear, and which I feared would swallow me whole as if I were a petite Jonah. This might have been the inception of my claustrophobia. I renounce vagina dentata since I was born via caesarian section, the most awful and painful experience in my mother’s life, and of which I was reminded unceasingly for the entirety of her years. The often visited tortuous event was categorically and imperatively my fault, as the satanic embryo, at least in this instance, that I proved to be.

If we saw the Grand Canyon or any other noteworthy Americana I do not recollect it. I only recall extreme boredom, dingy little rooms in motels, and greasy meals on greasy tables in greasy cafes.

Dorothy and her mom thought my affinity for dancing and singing to any music from the radio, player piano, or even whistling was swell. Mom swore until her death that a few months after uttering my first sentences I asked for dance classes. She noted gleefully that I was really drawn to getting attention and laughs.

Voila! She had a new dream. Rarely sharing her thoughts with anyone unless airing a grievance against them, I am sure that Dot decided that if she could not make it in THE showbiz then her son would. Her goal in the gaudy, gold-paved nirvana of LaLaland was to make Lon a star.

Ham, the nickname everyone called my dad but which never made any sense to me, had given up his dancing for a nine-to-five job and family life. It became clear to me as an adult that he furtively held this against his wife AND me. Things could only deteriorate further when I eclipsed him in earning power in my twelfth year and became famous. The year I turned sixty a distant Babin family member made contact with me and it was explained, finally, that Ham was a contraction of Howard and Ambrose. This seems ridiculously simple but it had never been broached to me by any family member before.

Throughout Ham’s life he excelled at dancing with a partner, but his unvoiced dreams obviously disappeared. He was not going to be like George Raft, a dancer turned actor whom many said he resembled. I like to think he reconciled himself to being forever successful socially, on a dance floor, with any lady he chose. At that he was only excelled by Mr. Astaire, who stated that he practiced perpetually while Dad practiced as little as possible.

Eventually, we seemed to somehow miss Hollywood and disembarked instead in Highland Park, a small town in southern California’s San Gabriel Valley just east of the San Fernando Valley and adjacent to Pasadena, which is heralded for its Rose Parade, Rose Bowl, and little old ladies. Highland Park is not heralded for anything of which I have ever heard. My parents rented a room in the small home of a couple and we shared their one bathroom and kitchen, a practice not uncommon at the time. World War II had ended the year before and the subsequent prosperity and glow had not yet become obvious.

Our bungalow was about fifty feet from the Arroyo Seco, the very first freeway in California, and, to my knowledge, the world. This budding smog factory was begun in 1925, with construction halted during the Depression then continued and completed after World War II. In 1946, it snaked from Pasadena to downtown Los Angeles, where hardly anyone ventured unless, like Ham, they worked there.

I loved sitting on the small front porch and eye-balling the automobiles as they whizzed by at up to 45 MILES AN HOUR! It seemed like multi-hued lightning. The transition from Eastern provincialism to the auto-as-male-identity state was a snap for me.

The gruff and strict married renters became my bugbears. Having been warned copiously about not breaking their rules, I was sure a violation would garner me a tossing onto the freeway in front of a huge, speeding Packard. If I survived, I would face my mom’s formidable temper, inherited from Gram, and my dad’s more formidable wrath.

Thus, one morning I emerged early to play on the front porch when “somehow” a milk bottle got knocked over. They still delivered things to your door in 1947, although I was more partial to the smells emanating from the Helm’s Bakery truck and the treasures of the Good Humor Man.

The crash of breaking glass and the glug-glug-glug of the flooding milk terrorized me thoroughly. In hindsight, I may have felt some connection to my later discovery that I was allergic to milk, hence, this accident was some kind of Jungian foreshadowing, THEREFORE, unavoidable and NOT MY FAULT.

I fled up the street. Realizing relatively soon that I was not being chased by a mob with torches and pitchforks, I slowed to a walk and began speculating about a grilled cheese sandwich on white bread dipped in catsup, accompanied by a tart dill pickle, fries with more catsup, and a cherry phosphate, all favorites. I planned to stop at the first soda fountain I encountered. How I was to pay for these delicacies in my penniless abandon never occurred to me, nor slaked my mounting desire.

The street stopped, making a T at a cross street, so I turned right as opposed to left towards the dangerous Arroyo Seco, and began climbing a hill that I recalled from a car ride led to downtown Highland Park and food. I did not notice a two-toned car pull ahead of me and park. A strangely clad man got out and slowly ambled over to greet me. His pants, shirt, socks, shoes, tie, the entire ensemble, was monochrome black highlighted by a shiny metal badge and a thick, black leather belt which held a weapon much larger than the cowboy cap pistol I had recently discovered and coveted.

I had been warned to avoid nefarious strangers, but this guy was unthreatening and smiled broadly. He squatted down to my level and instantly became my buddy. Since this singular early experience I have found it highly unlikely for anyone dressed in this monistic fashion to show any endearing equanimity except in very unusual instances.

His concern for my safety and my grieving parents allowed him access to my precocity, and I gave him my address. I jumped at the opportunity to ride in his shiny, black-and-white vehicle with the two neat chrome searchlights by the cozy wings.

The visible ire of Dot and Dash on our arrival prompted my bud to calm them to prevent a virgule thrashing. Perhaps his parents had the temper of tragedians, too. He complimented my excellent memory and polite behavior which seemed to pacify them and extracted exculpatory smiles, but the instant he left Ham gave a fierce growl about whomping my bare bottom as veins ebbed and flowed freely throughout his body.

I was made airborne and whisked off to the privacy of our bedroom. Dad unbuckled his belt to set about strapping me as I cried and cowered; Dickens would have loved it. My mom decried this version when I mentioned it as a mature adult. She insisted he did nothing with the belt, using only his hand to whack my nude behind. I capitulated to her memory but thought to myself, “Why then, pray tell, did he take the belt off? A compulsive surge of gas, perchance?” Family legend has it that he merely thwacked my bum with his calloused palm for a short period of time, which seemed rather long to me, when Mom grabbed me up and shouted that if he ever laid one digit on me again she would abandon him.

In hindsight, this classical father-son battle is a categorical victory, and I won the lady. I wailed louder in what I would like to think was a bravado-taunting fashion. To my dismay, I could not hold, nor did I yet own, a football to spike. Ham bellowed profanely at us and screeched off in the Austin.

However much this schism may have appealed to Ham, he reconsidered. In this separation scenario, he would lose access to my mom’s body, his main squeeze and best dancing partner ever, as well as the moola my grandparents gave us. He had no family, nor friends, in California, and no encouraging prospects back in Kentucky.

 He had already begun his job, which he quickly settled into, as a short-haul, home-nightly trucker for an L.A. metallurgy company. After rejecting being a machinist because of the “cooped up inside” nature of the chores, he enjoyed being outside, daily, on the road, and he continued doing it for over thirty-five years, despite earning less than a machinist and almost everyone else who was not a day laborer.

He returned a few hours later redolent of what I would learn to identify as bourbon. He never rampaged my rear end again but he abandoned both of us regularly, for periods of anywhere from one to three weeks, and from one to three times a year, after any substantive argument versus daily hostile exchanges with Dot.

He did engage in frequent recriminations of me. For instance, he would snarl at me for mixing my vegetables with the potatoes or meat, which he believed normal people did not do, and making noises while chewing, which I did not do but he did. His absences lasted until my parents divorced in celebration of my fifteenth birthday and my almost simultaneous high school graduation.

From this moment forward I began suspecting that Howard Ambrose Babin had decided that Dorothy’s threats, nagging, and absorption with me, herself, and my career, along with John and Glade’s undisguised contempt and meddling and controlling through their money, were enough grounds for divorce. So, with no official documents, no swelling orchestra, no pompous declaration, Ham got a divorce, in effect, long before I was fifteen, from me, his son Lonnie. There were to be no visitation rights.

We escaped further coughing à la Arroyo Seco and acrimony from the rentees by renting, as always with Gram’s help, a larger, separate “apartment” in a much bigger, two-story house a few miles north but still in Highland Park. We had a larger bedroom, a living/dining area, a separate bedroom for me, and a tiny kitchenette of our own; in addition, we could use the downstairs common area, which included a large living room, dining room, and the biggest kitchen in any of my dwellings. The large, upstairs bathroom was shared with other tenants on the second floor; there was a second full bath downstairs. This arrangement was in a nicer section of Highland Park, a negligible distinction at best.

The front door was reached by a set of concrete steps from the sidewalk to the wooden steps of the wide porch that ran along the entire front of the house. There was a large fireplace in the living room, which is useless in California except for one or two moody days a year, but it appealed to my vague recollections of home- and hearth-warmth from Kentucky.

The large backyard had an unusual series of six connected single-car garages used more for storage than for General Motors products. A wonderful, densely foliated area in the center of the yard afforded a great place to hide and chase wild or imagined beasties. There was a big incinerator, for everyone burned most of their trash until much later when incinerators were banned since they fouled the air, a process done much more efficiently by automobiles and large money-making plants owned by human corporations.

One Sunday afternoon this was the setting of a neighborhood brouhaha when an ill-advised opossum, looking to me like King Kong’s pet rat, sought sanctity in the thicket, and when spotted and chased somehow escaped and squeezed into the basement through the two exterior wood doors. The renters and nearby others stopped pasting Green Stamps into their books to save money on things and soon became an audience that acted as if a lion or at least a pinko-commie-bastard was holed up in there.

The tension and drama went on for about an hour until, much to the dismay of the women, kids, and most particularly the opossum, it was resolved in a typically human fit of violence. I learned that fear of marsupials is a greatly overrated pastime and that seemingly friendly humans are very dangerous.

Outside the kitchen overlooking the backyard we had a screened porch from which I watched for birds or occasional critters. Back in our main room I lounged on the floor in front of the large, freestanding radio and listened to Burns and Allen, Amos ‘n’ Andy, Gangbusters, and Inner Sanctum, which scared the hell out of me even though I did a good imitation of the eerily creaking door. Dad drank beer and farted; Mom knitted. In the comfort of our not yet global era, we all still believed that there was something to this imagination business. We still made our own pictures in our minds and were not hypnotized by image manipulators on larger-than-life film screens and lesser-than-life TVs. In one century we moved from faces as big as a bus on the silver screen to those smaller than a cockroach on an iPad.

One unpleasant activity that troubled me as a kid was napping. The first time it came to a crisis level was at this location. I was forced to do it, and it became nearly impossible after about four years of age. I do not believe I can blame it on nightmares, despite having some that were dillies; some came from my imagination and others were suggested by outside sources.

Mom did a number of unusual things as a loving parent. I distinctly remember scary images from one movie. I tracked down the title much later, as an adult: The Beast With Five Fingers. In this horror flick, a disembodied hand walks upstairs to strangle someone, and it scared the beejeesus out of me. What parents would take a little tyke of four or five to such a movie? It is bad enough that Bambi’s mom got killed, but lethal hands without a body are quite a bit more graphic and terrifying.

In all candor, this was a rare instance, and I also discovered Fred Astaire when I saw the film Three Little Words. The movie had little substance but I did not notice. I was fascinated by Fred and he was, as always, absolutely spectacular. I was sold on his dancing, suave style, and excellent haberdashery choices. Plus, you did not have to look like Cary Grant to get the girl.

Finally, in my thirties, I forced myself to catch a few winks due to an exhausting schedule. I was playing my second version of the musical George M! in Vegas, which means a “tab” versionno intermission, some songs and much of the dialogue excised, running time about ninety minutes. We performed two shows a night, six nights a week, and finished at about 2:30 a.m. Since it has always been difficult for me to relax right after stage work, I did not get to sleep until early in the morning, in this 1980 run.


	[image: Tapping in front of the chorus in the twice nightly, six nights a week Las Vegas production of George M!. 1980.]
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A further complication was added when I had to fly on the earliest flight out of Vegas to the Disney Studios in Burbank. Our original filming of The Mickey Mouse Club 25th Anniversary Special on NBC was stopped after rehearsal but before we started camera by the 1980 SAG strike. As soon as the issues with management were resolved Disney wanted to shoot, so I had to be there. My casting in the musical was subsequent to the strike beginning and the show halting production.

 This double workfest ran for about ten days and I was managing only three to four hours of sleep a night working two jobs that involved physicality, dancing, and singing, as well as acting. Catching up on shut eye was mandatory, so I found a way of adapting Pavlov to my sleep habits without all the salivating.

 I managed to sleep with my cheek on my hand so I could keep from screwing up my fine, blond hair which after rehearsing, doing a show, playing tennis, riding in a convertible, almost anything, would then require washing, drying, combing, and spraying. The alternative to this whole process was that my hair was a total mess, and I do not enjoy looking disheveled.

My hair was an asset but too much work all of my life, until my 60s, when I began shaving my head. Like most blond males, my hair was thinning on the top and I was not about to do a comb-over and look like Zero Mostel, nor wear a hair helmet like Shatner. I save a bundle on hair stylists and sundry products and shave every 7-10 days in about 10 minutes. I no longer have stiff, blond hair that had a slightly sweet smell, despite my finding the most effective “no scent” hair spray. It was also a mite sticky to the touch.

My worst wrangles about napping as a kid were with my grandmother, which was atypical since she pretty much let me get away with a lot. Within a year of our departure from Kentucky, my grandparents moved to California. They sold their house, furniture store, and other properties, for my grandmother could not take the separation. John was less thrilled, but where Glade went he went. They would see their darling grandson and their beautiful, misused daughter weekly if not daily. They did their best to ignore Dot’s husband, or “Buzz”.

My grandfather had nicknames of his own for everyoneexcept Glade. Our cousin Billy was “Doc” because he read a lot and imperiously let all know that he knew the answer to almost everything. I did not get “Buzz” for Dad until I was told that it was short for buzzard. Talk about your fun in-laws.

They lived with us for a desperate few months, which brought forth the napping scrapping, until they bought a house in Altadena, just north of Pasadena. They then acquired a store on Colorado Boulevard and began stocking their new furniture emporium. Dorothy and Glade vied for ascendance over the three-male roost. As they bickered, we three generations of males tried to remain safe and not take sides. It was a haven for anyone seeking high blood pressure.
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The two combatants for the throne acquired a surly, petulant, well-clawed, adult Siamese cat with whom I had instantaneous and urgent issues. Being of an inquiring young mind and disliking the snarling, hissing, scratching feline, I sought to verify the laws of physics that dictate that the puss always lands on its paws and right side up. Avoiding its treacherous rapiers, I threw the snarling nasty as high as I could into the air, and, lo and behold, she landed on all fours. Her weapons neutralized by disorientation, I tried twice more, to insure the verity of the experiment. The noise adversely alerted the ladies of the fiefdom away from their preoccupation with over-cooking and over-salting food in the Southern tradition.

Running in from the kitchen like crazed Assyrians, they were horrified by my torture of the poor, yowling grey beast with black shadings. I was excoriated as a minion of Beelzebub. I felt as if my nascent science research should have been lauded as the workings of a mind that might emulate Einstein or at least Edison. With dignity I gathered my four-year-old fury and declared I would not suffer ignominious treatment furtherI was moving out!

I tromped upstairs, followed by the ladies, packed a small bag and journeyed back down to the foyer. They appeared to be holding back tears or something at my bold venture. I found nothing unusual in a four-year-old running away from home; after all, I had tried to do so at three, after the spilt milk.

I gave a final glower and with a little effort opened the oversized front door and slammed it behind me. Like Candide and Balso Snell, I was off on a great adventure to make my way in the world.

The world greeted me unkindly in the form of a huge, ferocious dog barking feverishly, his tail as erect as the hairs on his back, as I descended the wooden steps to the concrete landing, while he claimed the sidewalk. I was afraid he would attack even though he may have been angry at someone else or possibly just rolled in some starch.

I quickly returned to the porch and edged slowly to a rocker and sat, dropping my valise at my feet. The canine added saliva slinging to his savage repertoire. I flashed on scary accounts of mad dogs and the excruciatingly painful SERIES of shots IN THE STOMACH if you were ravaged by such a beast as it ripped and gnashed away at your flesh. I was not distracted by the cries of hysterical concern for my well-being from Mom and Gram, now observing at the window next to the front door.

I reasoned that this feral, surely diseased Cerberus, having left two of his heads at the ferry, was not going away, nor would he be distracted by a squirrel, a cat, nor even a siren blaring the way for a fire engine. So, I edged toward the front door dragging my bag and re-entered. I was met by the glassy, red eyes of the women as they worked to hide their overwhelming sorrow at my horrid misadventure. They were damn near incoherent.

They averred they would accept me back with the proviso that I never toss kittums ceiling-ward again. I agreed, but only if they accepted my proviso to not acquire other felines, and certainly not a dog, without my consultation.

Upstairs I unpacked my things and carefully put them away. I may have been mean to a cat but I was neat, goldarn it. Besides, if I had succeeded in leaving and married a beautiful heiress before being elected President, I would have missed my first dancing lessons.


Chapter Three


The Charles Dickens School of Dance

In 1947, streetcars still clanged and clickety-clacked in the streets of southern California, the metal tracks making car tires slide careening hither and yon when changing lanes, so my mom drove carefully in downtown Highland Park to Mrs. Burke’s School of Dance. The last remnants of the homey streetcars disappeared in 1963.

Despite the facts that Dot and Dash, James Cagney, and most vaudevillians learned by watching and doing rather than by taking dance classes, Mom resolved that it was time for my formal dance training. We parked for free, no greedy meters cluttering all the sidewalks yet, and entered the rear of a building to climb steep wooden steps straight up to the second floor. We then walked down a long hallway, in which I later practiced a tour jeté, slipped, and almost broke my nose.

Like my dad, I did not like to rehearse, and my mother was always at me to keep at it. I argued that if I knew the exercises, steps, and dances, why did I have to keep repeating them. A year after beginning classes she had me doing a tour jeté over and over when I slipped and bloodied my small proboscis. I reasoned that if I had not been forced to rehearse, the accident would not have occurred. She became less strict about my practice since I retained things quickly and well, and she did not want to pay for a nose job. Later, as an adult, I naturally rehearsed, but I am still not a stickler about it.

The hall ended at an open door and we found a large room devoid of furniture except for a few wooden chairs. The floor was shiny, and I assumed the wood had been polished since the word vinyl was not yet part of the language. A door back up the hallway opened to a smaller room used for tap dance, its floor also polished but scuffed with black marks, taps being harder on floors than ballet slippers. Both rooms had tall mirrors covering one wall and wooden hand rails on the opposite wall. I learned the rails were called barres and used by shaky, grasping little, or large, hands to help support weak ankles and often stubbed toes.

Each room had an area to hold a record player for 78-rpm records and other musical paraphernalia. The tap room had no windows and was lit only by overhead lighting. The ballet room had very large windows with glass transoms that were opened or closed by a long stick with a hook on the end. I sometimes worried prematurely about “getting the hook”.

It is impossible to make a living by teaching dance to adults unless you focus only on the rod-up-your-tookus, pixilated world of ballroom dance. So, one must mostly teach children in order to make the endeavor economically viable. This requires the patience of a saint, the focus of a lapidary, and the zeal of a myopic Pointillist. Dance teachers, like musicians, are usually a little off center.

The proprietress, Mrs. Elsie Burke, who was never ever addressed other than as Mrs. Burke, was a Dickensian type rather than a person. She was a squat, densely packed martinet who brooked neither humor nor individuality. Her white-grey hair was wrapped very tightly in a chignon on all occasions and was set off by her pinkish, almost translucent skin. She struck me as a petite, pale version of George Washington, with the addition of large, matronly breasts that might make Gilbert Stuart peeved.

Our agon began.

This solemn, five-foot tyrant, probably the age of my grandmother, was inevitably clad in a leotard, fishnet stockings, ballet shoes, a pastel tutu, and a finely woven, unbuttoned sweater with a chain and clasps below her throat to keep the top in place. I figured she had no other attire until our first recital because she never changed, except for a different scarf about once a month.

Her minatory wood cane came to above her waist and left her free only to grasp for necessities like changing a record or blowing her nose in a ladylike fashion. This made her always at port arms to SMARTLY strike a child’s limbs or rear when he or she talked, erred, or in some other way garnered her disfavor. She did not, of course, beat the crap out of kids as in Oliver Twist, but she did not spare the rod, and the era allowed for errant children to be disciplined rather than buying them ammo for their Uzis. When Mrs. Burke shouted, “Diaphragm in, behind under, back straight!”, everyone scurried to obey.

Mr. Burke, who got no billing anywhere, was named Fred and effected a hair style and outfits that emulated the other Fred, Astaire, sometimes even wearing a handkerchief loosely tied about his neck. He was older than the Mrs. and taught tap but was actually better at “eccentric dance”, the peculiar, humorous, limber movements used to best effect by Ray Bolger and, once in a while, by Buddy Ebsen before and after becoming the sullen star I encountered while filming the Beverly Hillbillies sitcom. He was less sullen when he and Fess Parker guested on The Mickey Mouse Club earlier.

The rail-thin Fred was a standup comedian compared to his wife, but he was easily bemused. He persisted in calling me LEnnie even after both my mom and I corrected him for weeks before giving way to his capabilities. If he had encountered me later, IF he recognized me, he would still call me LEnnie Burr, if he even knew I had a last name.

Back in ballet class we learned to stand properly, point our toes arching the ankle, move our arms precisely, keep our diaphragm in and butt under, and the five positions for feet, arms, legs, and all the body. These were innovatively titled the first, second, third, fourth, and fifth positions. We learned exercises at the barre and those done in the center of the room, which precariously left nothing to hold onto, nor fall against, save ourselves, other little people, or the floor. This became problematic and fearfully embarrassing, not to mention a tad painful, to many tykes.

After we warmed up our extremities and got the blood flowing, we then would work on steps, thence to combinations of steps: pas de bourrée, changement, changement, glissade, assemblé, and so on. This falderal confused everyone, including me, although I am of 35 or 40+% French descent. A smidgen of pidgin Français is mandatory in figuring out what in the hell was going on in this dance form and, significantly, to translate prior to any cane “touches”.

Ballet is formal and precise; it does not allow for much innovation nor any improvisation. If I forgot a step in a solo tap routine when we made live appearances as Mouseketeers, I would just make something up and no one, except other Mice who remembered my routine, would have an inkling that things were different. Ballet, however, is an extremely disciplined discipline and, ironically, unbending.

Ever the innate individualist, one of the tenets of being American in my opine, I insisted as child, teen, and adult on thinking for myself and finding my own way. I found ballet a bit like dancing in a cell. The minute anyone coerces me to do things ONLY one way I resist and find another way to do it. Ballet was not my style.

Contrarily, American tap came from the street in the late 19th century, although it may have precedents in European clogging, and moved onstage in minstrel shows, then vaudeville and thence to burlesque. It is much more informal and a boon for individual thinkers and creators. It is the height of existentialism; ergo, I really took to it.

Tap does not demand the same precise control of the body, and most “hoofers”, the term for tappers although it is used by many to mean all dancers, do very little with their arms and torso. They concentrate solely on their feet and the percussive beats they punch out to and with the music, or as they accent or syncopate against the music. The separate beats of tap rely heavily on the absence of sound too, silence becoming a substantive change from so many of the double, triple, and occasionally quadruple clicks we clack out.

It is quite like drumming with your feet.

Astaire changed all of that with his graceful style. Then Gene Kelly took tap more into the world of athletics. These two innovators were the best, the most distinctive, tappers and dancers, and they epitomized the use of the entire body instead of just the heels and toes and sometimes the side of the foot. They are the sine qua non of tapping. This does not mean that Gregory Hines was not a great hoofer, nor that Baryshnikov, surprisingly, was not fantastic but okay as a hoofer in the film White Nights.

The freedom and unique sounds of tap are akin to the insouciance of jazz versus the unerring precision of classical symphony or the exacting stiffness of ballet. Both are aesthetically fulfilling and we all have our own world of preferences. I could not watch an entire ballet performance if I was paid to do it, in spite of taking classes for six years and understanding it more than most people. I managed to see Nureyev on a backstage TV while doing my second run in West Side Story just south of San Francisco and he, like Baryshnikov, was great.

My early facility and ease with tap dancing might explain why I was “into” jazz before and during my teen years in the ’50s, while everyone else was consumed by rock ’n’ roll. I thought Little Richard, Elvis, and Chuck Berry were great for dancing fast with girls, and Johnny Mathis and Sinatra for pressing important matters with young ladies, but that was all. Jazz and classical were what I preferred, Miles Davis, Dave Brubeck, and Stan Kenton to Debussy, Ravel, and Beethoven.

If you have an intrinsic feel for rhythm, tap is second nature, which is why many drummers unschooled in dance can tap with not much effort, from Buddy Rich on Carson’s Tonight Show to Cubby O’Brien on the MMC. Rich’s riffs and moves were much more intricate and effective than the soft shoe improvs that George Burns or Bob Hope picked up from their vaudeville years.

I took ballet classes but was one-on-one with Fred Burke in private classes for my flaps, shuffles, and heel digs before moving on to cramp rolls, riffs, time steps, trenches, tap turns, and sundry combinations of all the moves associated with a craft which, like acting, can ascend to art. My best and last teacher, for after a time you really do not learn much but invent by yourself, was Dee Blacker, who started her classes with a short routine to loosen up the ankles, feet, and legs. There was no half hour or longer warm up that is required by ballet or jazz dance.

Mr. Burke and I moved quickly into creating rhapsodic, intricate combos of sounds and moves. The steps are linked musically by “breaks”, the fourth variant of a step that leads to the next step combination and ends a musical phrase. I used my ballet arm moves even though my teacher let his arms hang at his sides most of the time just as Louis DaPron did. I soon had my first tap routine, while in ballet, I was learning mostly more exercises in sequence. I did start doing adagio, combinations of ballet steps, with little girls, and that was more interesting, but I was not a patient child and tap was much more fulfilling. I was also later not a patient young man, and it has taken me some adult decades to be much more even-tempered, although I am sure I could find someone who would disagree with this statement.

The formidable Burke woman, with my mom as her ally, wanted me to wear what the other two boys in the mostly girl class wore: TIGHTS!

Using the blackest of black materials and a Lone Ranger mask, this little fellow was never going to be seen, even in the privacy of an upstairs classroom, in such an outfit anywhere, ever. The onus of males dancing, even social dancing with girl partners, even square dancing, let alone the unspeakable ballet, was still occupation non grata for the testosterone-driven guys of the ’40s and ’50s.

Tights would have exacerbated the problem beyond comprehension. I had enough trouble with my blond, wavy hair and “peaches and cream” complexion and the women who consistently commented on them much too loudly in public. The unmanly adjectives beautiful and pretty came up far too often in relationship to my burgeoning male ego.

My firm convictions sufficed, and by managing a compromise I sidestepped the girlie appearance that seemed not to bother the two other guys. I wore a T-shirt, boxer bathing trunks with no pattern, black socks, and ballet shoes. It might have appeared bizarre to most, but this tiny individualist did not care.

Along with the two other guys there were almost a dozen little girls, and I found this off-putting at first, but I do not link it to my early, recurring nightmares about being kidnapped to a jungle and ravaged sexually by scantily clad, very large-breasted Amazon women. I readily perceived the upside
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