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TO
Agnes, Arlene, Bette, Billie, Billie, Brigitte, Cobina, Cornelia, Diana, Diana, Elsie, Ethel, Ethel, Ethel, Eva, Fanny, Frances, Gertrude, Gertrude, Grace, Gracie, Gladys, Gypsy, Hedda, Helen, Ilka, Ingrid, Irene, Jeanette, Joan, June, Kate, Katherine, Laurette, Lillian, Loretta, Louella, Mae, Marilyn, Marlene, Mary, Mary, Mary, Natasha, Norma, Olivia, Osa, Pauline, Pearl, Ruth, Ruth, Sheilah, Shirley, Sophie, Tallulah, Wendy, Yvonne, Zsa Zsa and those whose life stories will follow

PRAISE FOR Little Me


“Whimsical, waggish, and wickedly clever. In every respect an enormously funny book.” —NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW
“Witty, mischievous, sly, sometimes savage, always clever. I would like to think that it is a shaft plunged straight into the quivering heart of the ‘as told to’ show biz biog. It’s all devilishly clever pokerface fun.” —JOHN BARKHAM, SATURDAY REVIEW SYNDICATE
“Skillful in handling every device of satire from sly parody and brash burlesque through the more mordant forms of irony and wit, Dennis is endlessly inventive . . . A special bow must go to the photos which crowd virtually every page of Little Me.” —VARIETY
“A masterpiece of parody . . . Dennis has come up with a winner that compares, technically, with the similar technical achievements of Cervantes and Fielding.” —THE NEW REPUBLIC
“A clever piece of work and fun to read. The pictures by Cris Alexander are something to write home about, or, maybe not, depending on your home.” —MIAMI HERALD
“Wonderfully funny.” —NEW YORK POST
“Little Me is one of the most outlandish collections of narrative and photographic nonsense ever put between hard covers. Only Patrick Dennis of Auntie Mame could have done it.” —CHICAGO TRIBUNE
“This is by far the funniest book of the year—and perhaps of many years. The as-told-to story to end all as-told-to stories.” —LOS ANGELES TIMES
“A hilarious take-off on the typical movie biography . . . Here is a most entertaining spoof, in which text and pictures combine into one continuous guffaw.” —PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER
“A bawdy, slapstick take-off of all the memoirs ever written by female entertainers and lady actresses.” —ASSOCIATED PRESS

FOREWORD
by Charles Busch
WHAT IS THIS? A book filled with old photographs? Who is this blonde lady on the cover? Is it one of the Gabors? Belle Poitrine? Who is that? Could this possibly be the autobiography of a movie star that I somehow never heard of?
These are some of the questions that many of us pondered when we first laid eyes on Little Me, Patrick Dennis’s brilliant literary parody of self-reverential celebrity autobiographies. I stumbled across this sacred volume during my childhood in the early sixties. One day, like a magic talisman, it appeared on the nightstand in my parents’ bedroom. It came into my life around the same time that my father brought home the recordings of Lenny Bruce and Vaughan Meader’s parody album of the Kennedys, The First Family. It was during this period that I also discovered, to my eternal fascination, that the twitchy but strangely beautiful lady singing and wrestling with the microphone cord on television was actually Dorothy grown up.
All of the artists above set a deliciously perverse tone during the early sixties, a worldly sophistication and wit that were an enemy to sham but self-mocking as well. Perhaps as a reaction to the irreverent glamour of the new presidency, anarchic comedy found its commercial voice. Among the forms of humor that flourished was that queer, bastard child known as “camp.” Volumes have been written analyzing this cultural phenomenon. Purveyor that I am of this frequently abused and misunderstood form of artistic expression, I’d present Little Me in court as exhibit A. It defines camp at its most delirious and finely tuned.
If Patrick Dennis’s best-known novel, Auntie Mame, had provided Eisenhower America with a crash course in camp humor, then Little Me was its master’s degree. To my way of thinking, camp is both a celebration and a satiric comment on the mad excesses of popular culture, particularly those involving feminine images. And with that last sentence, I’ve already betrayed one of camp’s chief dictums: Any statement that smacks of pretension must immediately be followed by a cheap laugh, preferably at one’s own expense. Much camp humor derives from the dropping of a mask, the revelation that what was thought to be grand is, underneath, really rather lowdown and dirty. The literary voice of Little Me, Belle Poitrine, is always that of a great lady. But reading between the lines and scanning the photographs illustrating her memoir, we see that she’s still Belle Schlumpfert at heart, a denizen of Drifters’ Row. Like Auntie Mame, who escaped from Buffalo to be the belle of avantgarde New York, this Belle also continually reinvents herself as she climbs the ladder of success wrong by wrong. However, Belle Poitrine is the anti–Auntie Mame. She is not above the most unscrupulous of methods of achieving her goals—murder among them. She may share Mame’s “Live! Live! Live!” philosophy, but adds to it “and be damn sure nobody gets in your way.”
Little Me is a Chinese box of reinvention and disguise. Even its author’s identity is a complex one. This is the autobiography of a fictional star as told to Patrick Dennis, who also never existed—he was himself the nom de plume of Edward Everett Tanner III. “Pat,” as Tanner was known to his friends, was the author of sixteen books, many of them bestsellers. Some of them were published under yet another nom de plume, that of Virginia Rowans. Rabid Patrick Dennis fans can debate till the next millennium which of his books was his masterpiece. For some it’s Genius, for others it’s The Joyous Season. For little me it’s Little Me.
This faux memoir of a deluded but determinedly optimistic grade-Z movie star is a forerunner of the “mockumentary” that is more and more becoming a staple of American film comedy. This Is Spinal Tap and the films of Christopher Guest such as Waiting for Guffman and  Best in Show owe much of their deadpan and meticulously accurate tone to this seminal work by Patrick Dennis and his brilliant collaborator, the photographer Cris Alexander. Little Me can be enjoyed as an outrageous comic novel but also as a history of Broadway and Hollywood through the first half of the twentieth century. Patrick Dennis and Cris Alexander never falter in creating the illusion that Belle Poitrine is a real person in a very real world. This is one of the few works of fiction that would satisfy the nitpickings of the most finicky theater and film historians. The line between fact and fiction is so deftly blurred in Little  Me that it’s easy to think of the characters as real show-biz figures. Belle Poitrine and Jeri Archer, the remarkable actress/model who plays her in the book, are forever one.
It’s been my privilege to get to know a number of the friends of Patrick Dennis who posed for the photographs in the book. I met my first  Little Me alumnus about fifteen years ago. I was attending a very grand transvestite ball at the Waldorf-Astoria, “Night of a Thousand Gowns,” and, leaning across the bar in a spectacular white crepe Adrian knock-off originally created for Katharine Hepburn, I began chatting with a handsome, white-haired gentleman named Kurt Bieber. Having a bit of Belle Poitrine’s delusions of grandeur myself, I sought to impress Mr. Bieber with my status as a self-described drag legend. Rather shyly, he confessed that he had once been something of a cult figure himself. As soon as he mentioned the novel  Little Me, I recognized him at once. I was conversing with the one and only Mr. Letch Feeley, Belle Poitrine’s leading man in such fictional movieland epics as Papaya Paradise, Tarzan’s Other Wife, and Nights on the Nile! I was as speechless as if I had bumped into George Brent or Cesar Romero.
Years later, my partner Eric Myers wrote a biography of Patrick Dennis entitled Uncle Mame. During the two years that he worked on the book, Eric and I got to know so many members of Patrick Dennis’s circle. His late wife, the scintillating Louise Tanner, who was photographed in  Little Me as Pixie Portnoy, and his two children, Michael and Betsy, all became friends. We’ve dined at the home of adorable Elaine Adam, the model for Belle’s arch-rival Magdalena Montezuma, and have enjoyed the divine compay of nonagenarian Hervey Jolin, who played, among other rôles, Mrs. Palmer Potter. No book on Patrick Dennis could have been written without the participation of his dear friends Shaun O’Brien and Cris Alexander. Shaun, the great character dancer of the New York City Ballet, was the stunningly handsome Mr. George Musgrove. Cris not only took the photographs for  Little Me but played Belle’s first husband, Fred Poitrine, and the Dowager Countess of Baughdie. (In Groucho Marx nose and glasses, he was also the Elated Nurse who announces the birth of Belle’s child.) When Eric and I spent the night at Cris and Shaun’s beautiful, eccentric Victorian home in Saratoga Springs, they put us in the Russian-themed “Prince Yussupov Room.” Fans of this book will understand our heart-stopping thrill at sleeping in the very bed shared by Belle Poitrine and her third husband, Morris Buchsbaum.
Flipping through the pages of this book, I always imagined that the making of it must have been so much fun. Apparently it was indeed a hoot. For all of us, Little Me is a bit like looking through a scrapbook of photographs of the greatest house party of all time. One of the major achievements of this madcap tome is that it doesn’t make us feel excluded—instead, we’re deliciously in on the joke. For far too long, we fans of Belle Poitrine have had to nervously lend our precious copies of her memoirs to our closest friends with the most severe warnings to return them unharmed. How divine that this new edition is now available to be given as gifts to those we love—and to corrupt a new generation of children who will stumble across Little Me on their parents’ bookshelves. As Belle herself would exclaim, “Youth will be served!”

PREFACE
by Cris Alexander
HOW DID ALL THIS COME ABOUT? Wellllllll, better go back to 1954. . . . If, as an actor, I hadn’t been in Wonderful Town at the Winter Garden Theatre with the even more wonderful Rosalind Russell, I wouldn’t have been in AuntieMame (the 1956 play based on the 1955 novel) and most probably would never have met up with Patrick Dennis—outside of hardcovers.
My first vision of this bearded dandy was at the read-through of  Auntie Mame on the bare stage of the Broadhurst Theatre where he appeared, uninvited, to the dismay of the entire cast, the producers (Fryer and Carr), the playwright/adapters (Lawrence and Lee), and especially Miss Russell. He had come to give us his blessing, after which he just disappeared, “brolly” furled, as suddenly as Mary Poppins—but out the stage door, not straight up into the wings.
It wasn’t until he took to materializing at the Philadelphia tryouts that I began to know and marvel at this amazingly sensitive and kind man. We would gravitate to the same bar after performances and soon found that we shared enthusiasms for many more things than vodka. So by the time his fabulous Auntie hit Broadway, we’d gotten to know each other pretty well and he had also become interested in my being a professional photographer, which he thought very sensible. When I boasted that I had shot a number of no-slouch authors such as Christopher Isherwood, William Styron, and Georges Simenon, he was relieved that I didn’t just snap animals or weddings. It wasn’t long after the gala opening of Auntie Mame that he began popping in at my Fifty-seventh Street studio.
Whereas my studio walls were formally adorned with such clangers as Vivien Leigh, Ethel Merman, Judy Holliday, Gloria Vanderbilt, Martha Graham, Lenny Bernstein, etc., the powder room was hung helter-skelter with various greeting cards, stills from semiridiculous 8mm movies I had made, and altered Hollywood stills (my favorite was a dreamy close-up of Garbo in the embrace of not John Gilbert but Marlene Dietrich). There were a few cut-outs from magazines too irresistible not to include, such as Wanda Landowska tenderly stroking a crocodile on her lap, or Mary, the world’s fattest mouse. Sitters often took a long time washing their hands.
So, back to the question: How did all this come about? Ah, Patrick’s first visit to my studio turned out to be the trigger. The master had insightful observations on all the famous faces—except Gladys Cooper, about which he said, “What a beautiful picture of Danny Kaye!” It took a beat for my leg to realize it was being pulled. Spotting a likely door, he shyly asked, “Is that it?” This was my first indicaton that this unusual person ever urinated. Even before the flush I could hear him chuckling. The door flew open. “Get in here and explain all this, if you can!”
One photo had particularly tickled him: Grand old Queen Mary strolling proudly out of Whitehall accompanied by two dowdy duchesses and being ogled by a pair of Liverpool librarians.
“Oh, that was a Christmas card. The message inside was ‘Greetings, You Buggers!’ ”
“Hmm, I see.” Patrick lowered the toilet lid, sat down, crossed his legs, and bade me make myself comfortable on the wash basin. “A notion has been rolling round up here about an autobiography . . .”
“Why ever not?” I ventured. “You’re famous enough already and . . .”
“An autobiography of this famous movie actress—not like Bette or Katie or Pola—but a really rotten one, on screen and off. And now I’m beginning to see it!”
So it could be said that Little Me’s conception took place in my studio loo!
Well, a merry three years rolled by before that notion resurfaced. Five novels had been published: Guestward Ho!, The Loving Couple, The Pink Hotel, Around the World with Auntie Mame, and Love and Mrs. Sargent. During those years a lasting friendship developed. He also met and admired my mate, Shaun O’Brien, who was then on his way to becoming a highlight of the New York City Ballet. I met and adored his equally witty wife, Louise, a successful author in her own right. And  they soon became super simpatico.
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From left to right, Carl Reynolds, Herbey Jolin, Mrs. Geo. Windsor, Shaun O’Brien, and Yours Truly. Circa 1952. We had all been in London together that summer. One of these Christmas cards got passed along by an English friend of ours to Ernest Thesiger (Dr. Pretorious in “The Bride of Frankenstein”) who was a long-time tatting companion and gossip monger to the Queen Mother. Unlike Victoria Regina, she was much amused and acquisitively propped it upon her wig stand. That document may still be in the  Royal Archives.
When it came to light that I was a painter as well as a photographer, they put me to all sorts of projects. Portrait of her, portrait of him. Murals in the baroque dining room of their posh Ninety-first Street townhouse. On such occasions I got referred to as “Fra Lippo Lipschitz.” I especially relished doing a study of their two young children sheltered under an umbrella with their formidable and funny governess and “general everything,” Corry Salley.
Michael and Betsy were the only children I have ever been crazy about. I have been accused of pedaphobia, but they were the exception. The first time I met Michael he was standing at the top of the two-story flight of stairs in their apartment. Forty years ago it was my habit to zoom up two stairs at a time. As Pat introduced us, Michael extended a hand and said in one breath: “My, Mr. Alexander, you came up those stairs with the speed of light. I understand you don’t like children.” He was all of four years old at the time.
We were all enjoying those rarefied times in Manhattan, and somehow the idea of writing the confessions of a movie star was rekindled. Patrick may have chanced upon one of the many Hollywood memoirs that proliferated in the late fifties, but whatever the reason, we were back on track. “If I write you a bunch of pictures, would you take them?” “Are Johnny Ray’s feet wet?” We agreed to give it a try.
“Firstly, dear boy,” he said, “we need a beautiful blonde model who would be willing to do anything . . .”
“Have I got the babe for you! A beautiful actress who is often blonde and not only would, but does do practically anything.” He cocked a large ear.
Now, here we go back again . . . 1938. Picture this. As a stage-struck teenager going up in an elevator with a fellow hopeful to the “prestigious” Feagin School of Dramatic Art in the newly risen Rockefeller Center, I was introduced to the most stunning (I think is the word) creature I had ever seen off the silver screen—statuesque to parody, in full slap at nine A.M., draped and turbanned in purple jersey. My companion, with as straight a face as he could make, introduced this creature as “My chum, Herman Beulahfield.” Herman seared me with rolling eyes and, in a foggy baritone, purred, “I just know we’re going to be special friends, darling.” She had obviously been bitten by Tallulah Bankhead. In fact, she claimed to actually have been. But as she’d predicted, we did soon become good friends. She was more fun than a barrel full of Thelma Todds and, surprisingly, not a drag queen. “Herman,” by the way, was her camp name, Gladys Tinfow was her real name, and Jeri Archer was her stage name, God bless her.
Now, Patrick had recently been advised by his accountant, honest Abe Badian, to incorporate—which just wasn’t the sort of thing he could manage too solemnly, so he designed a logo for the newly formed “Lancelot Leopard” to satirize the procedure. I was to make a line drawing of a nude, helmetted Patrick holding a quill and sitting astride (what else?) a leopard. Abe was never quite comfortable with this, but it definitely left an impression.
It just so happened that Herman (Jeri) had been posing for a nude I was painting that Hugh Hefner might be interested in acquiring, or so she claimed. So I scheduled a meeting between her and Patrick just after my next session with her. It worked like magic. He came. He saw. He chortled and offered my odalisque a generous contract on the spot. We were off!
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Jeri Archer and Patrick Dennis during the making of “Little Me” 
Before I could finish reading Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa’s  The Leopard, Pat tossed a detailed list of fifty pictures in my lap. These were to chronicle our heroine’s rise and fall and rise, and were scrupulously limited to those occasions that would conceivably have been photographed—this would remain our criterion (stretched a little, maybe). An adamant censor, in that respect at least, Pat vetoed several tantalizing comeuppances where a photographer could not possibly have been lurking.
Pat had surrounded our star with so many other fascinating characters that I feared we might end up with a cast of thousands. Where were we going to find all these people? When we actually sorted it out, we realized there would be no need to pamper professional models; between us, we numbered more than enough highly photogenic friends to people a production of Max Reinhardt’s The Eternal Road.
So we began in our backyards, so to speak. Louise would make the perkiest Pixie Portnoy—she had great legs and wouldn’t flinch at hanging by her teeth from a trapeze. Michael and Betsy were to be stripped of their dignity and encouraged to let go in “Steerage” (page 105), for which “Honest Abe” Badian consented to display his stomach. Corry Salley could Hattie McDaniel it as Mademoiselle. Elaine Adam, to whom (along with Vivian Kardaris) Auntie Mame was dedicated, had all the fiery spunk to ignite the vicious Magdalena Montezuma.
Shaun O’Brien not only cavorted as wily George Jerome Musgrove but contributed many a choice idea and brought along a number of worthies from the New York City Ballet—Deni Lamont, Sara Letton, Col. Edward Bigelow, Roland Vazquez, Ducky Copeland (the wardrobe master), and Vincent Warren as Lance Leopard. Now, Ross Hunter may have discovered Rock Hudson, but I discovered Kurt Bieber during a summer package of  On the Town (Pittsburgh, ’58). These two gentlemen, Shaun and Kurt, generated an unprecedented amount of fan mail, all sent to the publisher’s office.
Hervey Jolin and Carl Reynolds, who were the Duchesses in the Christmas card in my studio loo, became, respectively, Morris Buchsbaum and the seducer, Mr. Hopper. All five of my best pals from shows past rallied. The divine Alice Pearce braved jail as Winnie. Dody Goodman became Belle’s gorgeous stand-in, Helen Highwater. Peggy Cass distributed donuts to our boys as part of the war effort. Kaye Ballard and Jan Sterling starred at Metronome, and Kaye even let us misuse her grandmother. Dickie Morris, whose UnsinkableMolly Brown was enjoying mega-hit status, was also under contract. Edgar Daniels, from Finian’s Rainbow, was monumentally helpful as Carstairs Bagley. And Wally Mohr put his stamp on many stills; he and I had become such silly cohorts during Auntie Mame that Rosalind Russell sometimes referred to us as Bunny Bixler and Muriel Puce. Even Patrick himself lowered his uppers as Cedie. As for myself, I turned into his wizened mother and Fred Poitrine and the Happy Nurse. We didn’t have to search for Momma. Our star accommodatingly spread herself out over all four generations.
When we first thought about costuming all these characters, the prospect didn’t seem too daunting. Many of the movie stills would be of scantily clad people anyway, and between us all we had quite a stash of finery. Pat owned every known article of male attire, Jeri Archer claimed to have thrown away nothing since kindergarten, and my studio closets were overloaded with thrift-shop treasures. Pat came to refer to this mess of costumes as “Central Drag.” Useful as all this was, we realized we fell far short of authentic couture spanning the decades from 1900 to 1960.
Salvation came with an introduction to Bob Reilly, then curator of the fabulous collection of designer dresses at the Brooklyn Museum. Luckily, he was intrigued with our project and let us set up shop there for the duration. We could have our pick of creations by the likes of the Boué Soeurs, Natasha Rambova, Erté, Schiaparelli, and Valentina. Some of them fit, but most were either clothes-pinned or open in the back.
Many of the pictures were taken against a blank wall and then superimposed onto an appropriate background. The images I used for these backgrounds mostly came from a remarkable and friendly shop, now closed, called Brown Bros., where one could climb a ladder and find, stacked deep on dusty shelves, photographs of nearly anything taken since the invention of the camera. I miss them.
Of course we did still need to go on location all over town. Much use was made of the Tanner townhouse, as well as of our top-floor apartment on East Sixty-first Street. One particularly “Feydeau” afternoon there was especially productive. First we staged “J’Accuse!” which involved Jeri, Shaun, Pat, and me—so Hervey Jolin, who on the previous day had been Mrs. Palmer Potter at a colleague’s belter showplace on Gramercy Park, obligingly clicked my shutter. Now, as Mr. Buchsbaum, he ripped off his shirt and jumped into bed with Belle as soon as Mr. Musgrove (Shaun) had leaped out, and we shot “An Evening with Morris.” Then we worked our way up front to wrap up pages 75 and 77. There I broke in the Baughdie Diamonds for the first time.
Those priceless jewels were the icing on the whole affair. Diamonds had often been literally close to Pat’s heart. Every year he was in the habit of wearing Louise’s magnificent heirloom necklace down to Gimbel’s for its scheduled cleaning by their expert. “Safer than carrying it in a paper bag!” he always said. But this time, when we took a jaunt, it wasn’t to Gimbel’s or to Forty-seventh Street, but to Forty-second.
Now, at a store called Nate’s, as we were being bedazzled by pounds of glittering rings, bracelets, brooches, necklaces, earrings, even tiaras (but no stomachers), Pat began softly humming “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend.” None of the other browsers seemed to notice, so I began to harmonize with him. Soon a few lyrics would slip out as we succumbed to trying on a few baubles:
PAT: “A kiss on the ——— may be quite continental.”
 CRIS: “But a dildo is a girl’s best friend.”
I’d like to say we were greeted with a round of applause but everybody just straggled out. We came away with a sackful of sparklers that would have chagrined even Peggy Hopkins Joyce. (I shall not reveal their current repository lest some unprincipled person mistake them for real and slit my throat.)
That afternoon in the Times Square diamond mines was probably the beginning of an act that we would be doing at forthcoming booksellers’ conventions after we had put all the pieces together and gone to press. Dressed all Savile Row, we would mount a piano top, Pat playing himself and me playing a reporter asking the author about his formula for turning out bestsellers. We would toss in a few appropriate songs and make fools of ourselves altogether. Pat’s voice was surprisingly musical and the act was a smash on the book circuit. Our farewell performance was at the Waldorf-Astoria, where young Michael was in the audience, aglow with pride.
How long was Little Me in the making? Well, a bit longer than it takes to make a baby yet not as long as it takes to make a camel. Given the choice, I’d still settle for Belle. Our pace was leisurely. A week would go by and everybody concerned would be elsewhere. Remember, those were the days before computers had taken over—before your mouse could sink the Titanic—so I spent much of that time in the darkroom. Before we staged the first pictures, the whole scenario was complete, but as soon as we actually got into gear, the fifty photos we’d originally planned on soon doubled and eventually tripled. A voice from Dutton, Little Me’s original publisher, suggested that 150 would certainly suffice, but nonetheless we wound up with 165. Only two of these were rejected: one of Belle and Letch sharing a pair of pajamas and one of a filmstrip of Belle with the Hoolighan brothers (which was returned with this simple comment: “Taste?”).
Patrick did indeed “write” every photograph, save one—I sneaked in “Luncheoning with Roz.” He was right there for almost every session (they weren’t called “shoots” yet) and was the most cheerful and efficient assistant/ grip/prop-man imaginable. Just occasionally he would toss in a subtle suggestion to our actors, such as “Belle, you’re looking too intelligent!” or “No method, please, Letch. Your motivation is just What the fuck?” All very helpful.
Making Little Me didn’t seem to take nearly as long as it actually did. Often when creative people have too jolly a time collaborating, the “oeuvre” seems apt to sag. But, I do believe, in spite of a prevailing party atmosphere, we did manage to pull this one off. Reviews were great. We enjoyed nine months on the New York Times bestseller list, an unlikely serialization in Sports Illustrated, and got snatched up by Neil Simon for Broadway. However, our most rewarding accolade came from a real live movie star of the silent era—Anita Loos gave a first edition of Little Me to Mae Murray (the bee-stung seductress of D. W. Griffith’s Intolerance), who said she remembered Belle well but confessed that she never liked her!
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Belle and Letch sharing a pair of pajamas
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Overleaf: Editorially rejected with one comment: “Taste?” 
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Momma at 25

CHAPTER ONE
A STAR IS BORN
1900–1914
Early days in Venezuela, Illinois • The father I never knew • Momma’s genealogy
Momma’s business career • School days • Momma’s friend, the Professor, introduces me to music
My flair for the arts • The nickelodeon • My patron • Lessons in dramatical attitudes

THE SUN WAS JUST SMILING its first shy gleam over the Illinois River when I made my debut into the world—a red, wrinkled, writhing baby girl.
“What day is it?” Momma murmured.
“Why, it’s May Day, Miss Schlumpfert,” the midwife said. “The first of May.”
“Then we’ll call her Maybelle,” Momma said and drifted off to sleep.
I was a rosy, happy, healthy little thing with bobbing curls and an insatiable curiosity. Everyone who saw me toddling along the dusty streets of Venezuela, Illinois (population—then—9,000) stopped to admire me and it was evident to even the most obtuse that I was going to be a great beauty. But beauty wasn’t enough in a hidebound little provincial backwash like Venezuela. “Family” mattered a great deal in the town and, alas, of family I had only dear Momma. I never knew my father. When I was old enough to ask about him, Momma would become very vague and, looking off in the distance, she would answer simply, “He was a traveling man, Belle.” Perhaps it was from him that I inherited my lifelong wanderlust.
And, oh! how I longed to wander away from narrow-minded little Venezuela, never to return again. Or—even better—to return as a rich and famous woman, to buy the biggest, finest house on “The Bluff,” overlooking the river, and to snub the haute bourgeoisie of Venezuela just as they had once snubbed little Belle Schlumpfert. For tiny Venezuela was divided into three classes. First there were the rich old families who lived in big, beautiful houses with stained-glass windows,  portes cochères, turrets and towers and ornamental iron statues up on “The Bluff.” They were the rulers of the town—the Hobans, the Kerrs, the Hollisters, the Williamses with their seven talented daughters. They were the families with “hired girls” and their own buggies, the cream of Venezuela who thought nothing of going to Peoria, or even to Chicago, to do their shopping! Mary Elizabeth Hoban had even visited New York and travelled to Staten Island! Little Belle Schlumpfert was beneath  their haughty gaze!
In the lower town were the businessmen and shopkeepers—the clannish middle classes of the community who formed the second stratum of society.
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They noticed me, all right, but always with contempt. For I lived beyond the Rock Island tracks in Drifters’ Row and, even worse, Momma was a career woman—something unheard of in those days.
Drifters’ Row was the “shanty town” of Venezuela, peopled by railway men, by the foreign element, by the poor, by those whom life had treated more harshly than the denizens of “The Bluff.” Those who lived there had not been in Venezuela for long and presumably did not intend to stay. Hence the name. All of us were looked down upon by the older families of Venezuela. We were the “dregs.”
I resented this. I wanted to say “My family is as good as yours—even better. Come and see how we live! Although our house is humble from without, the interior is a thing of beauty.” And it was. Momma had exquisite taste and a natural knack for making any place homey, attractive and inviting. In fact, it is from her side of the family that I inherit my own taste—often remarked upon—and my artistic flair. Although our tiny little house had but two small rooms, Momma had made the most of them. She had turned the sitting room into a veritable conversation piece by bringing together her large collection of seashells, the gay Kewpie dolls and souvenirs from her many travels. Almost every inch of wall space was hung with artistic reproductions, pictures of her lovely southern friends and of the distinguished-looking gentlemen she had received. On the center table stood a huge bouquet of bead flowers which Momma had fashioned herself during slow periods at her place of business. A lovely bead and bamboo curtain separated this room from Momma’s bedroom. A lamp with a big red silk shade in the front window cast its rosy glow over the entire room.
Nor would Momma ever allow herself to be seen in house dress and apron like the other women of Venezuela. True, in the mornings Momma lolled about in the Morris chair in deshabille—a Japanese kimono, a pink velveteen wrapper trimmed with maribou or her lovely mauve satin with bead fringe (another product of Momma’s busy needle). But every day at noon Momma put on one of her beautiful evening gowns and went off to pursue her career as breadwinner for herself and little me. “It’s a tradition in our family, Belle,” she used to say proudly.
True, Momma was a newcomer to Venezuela, but she had come from something far finer. Momma was a southern aristocrat whose family had been ruined by the Civil War and the depredations of the “carpetbaggers.” She never liked to talk much about the past. She told me only that she had come to Venezuela from the finest house in New Orleans. When I asked her why, she said simply, “New Orleans was unhealthy for me. Now run along.” Although Momma always seemed a pillar of strength to me, I guess she was just a delicate southern flower underneath.
Although it was on Drifters’ Row, Momma’s place of employment was one of the most beautiful establishments in Venezuela. Momma had accepted a position with Madam Louise, another New Orleans belle, who had opened a sort of gentlemen’s hotel and social club near the depot. Madam Louise catered mostly to lonely travelling salesmen who needed cheering up in a strange town, and even a few gentlemen from the families on “The Bluff” would drop in for a glass of wine, a bit of music and some stimulating conversation after their tasks of the day were done. Evenings, Saturday afternoons and Sundays were especially busy. In order to keep her thriving establishment going, Madam Louise employed Momma and three or four of the better conversationalists among the ladies of Drifters’ Row. Although Madam Louise did not often permit me to enter her place of business, the few times I was permitted into the parlor were to little me like visits to a veritable fairy land. It was an intimate room with red damask walls, deep red sofas, potted palms, a statue of Venus and a magnificent gas chandelier with rose shades. On a draped table were plush-bound albums containing photographs of Madam Louise’s hostesses, which Momma never permitted me to see. In an alcove there was a “Turkish corner” with a divan covered by a red Oriental rug and many “whatnots” filled with the most amazing collection of curios. Against some exquisite Spanish shawls stood a lovely black and gold upright piano where Madam Louise’s distinguished friend the Professor played such grand old songs as “In the Good Old Summertime,” “Meet Me in St. Louis, Louis” and “There’s No Place Like Home.” If it was from Momma and Madam Louise that I first learned about visual beauty, it was from the Professor—that kindly old gentleman strumming the keyboard in Madam Louise’s stunning parlor— that I acquired my lifelong appreciation of music.
I am told that the bedrooms upstairs were every bit as tasteful and luxuriously furnished, but I was never privileged to see them.
Because she was French and not of Venezuela, Madam Louise was not “received” by the grandes dames who lived up on “The Bluff,” nor by the housewives in the lower town. But you could easily tell that the women of the town felt a great respect for her as she was the only woman in Venezeula to be called Madam.
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Madam Louise’s girls
Of course there was a school in Venezuela and of course I was sent to it. Naturally quick and bright, I paid little attention to what the teachers were saying. True, I had a God-given gift for literature and the arts, but I was prone to daydreams and although little Belle Schlumpfert’s body may have been in that musty, drab schoolroom, her heart was not. Because of my attitude, several teachers were prejudiced against me and I was often held back to repeat a grade. But I didn’t mind. Madam Louise had once said to me, “Belle, honey” (she always called me “Honey”), “as soon as you’ve developed, you can come to work here.” I didn’t quite understand what she meant. Knowing that the ladies who worked for Madam Louise were all brilliant conversationalists, I practiced talking quite a lot at school, which, I am afraid, the teachers did not appreciate. But that made no difference to me. I dreamed only of the day when I would be “developed” enough to leave school forever and work with Momma in Madam Louise’s beautiful, beautiful establishment.
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Madonna and child and “Rowdy”
In my spare time I was very much the lonely dreamer, disdaining the childish games of my classmates (who, by the time I was twelve, were all much younger than I was) to revel in my make-believe world of fantasy. Much of the time was spent in Momma’s gracious little drawing room daydreaming over the well-thumbed pages of mail order catalogues from Sears, Roebuck and Montgomery Ward or surreptitiously trying on Momma’s many dazzling evening gowns and posing as a grown-up lady in front of the cheval glass. Although I was only twelve, I noticed that I was different from the other girls in school for already I was becoming endowed with tantalizing curves and swellings which Momma’s décolleté creations did nothing to conceal. With a bit of cochineal on my lips and cheeks, with my langorous eyes outlined by a burnt match and my face liberally dusted with poudre de riz, I felt that I could pass as a young woman of eighteen or so. And this must have been true, because even in my prim little school dresses visiting “drummers” would give me the “onceover” as I walked along the quiet streets of the town.
But what really opened my eyes was the opening of the Argosy Nickelodeon right in the heart of Venezuela in 1911. There for the first time I witnessed the magic of what was locally known as “shifting pictures.” Every time I came into a nickel—and I am afraid that I will have to admit that sometimes I even “raided” Momma’s purse—I would run down to the nickelodeon and sit spellbound at such grand films as The Great Train Robbery, The Reception, UncleTom’s Cabin and other “thrillers” of that ilk. I knew right then and there what Fate had intended me to be—a great dramatic actress. From that moment on I had but one aim in life—to perform, to bring joy and laughter, heartache and tears to the American public. But I knew that some sort of training in the art of the drama would be essential to bring out my natural endowments as an actress, and where, oh where, would I find the necessary money for my training?
Then, as if by magic, it came to me, right in the Argosy Nickelodeon. Sitting there in the darkened auditorium one evening I suddenly felt a hand on my knee. Out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of my neighbor. To my surprise it was none other than kindly old Mr. Caruthers, the leading citizen of Venezuela. Mr. Caruthers owned not only the box factory and the pickle bottling works, but also much Venezuela real estate, including all of Drifters’ Row. He was chairman of the board of the local bank and had vast holdings in farmland throughout Marshall, Woodford, La Salle and Putnam counties. Not only the richest man in town, Mr. Caruthers was also the most respectable—a true civic leader. He was a deacon of the church and an outspoken crusader against any form of vice. (He had even gone so far as to hint that Madam Louise’s lovely home was a “blot on the escutcheon” of Venezuela!) In fact, he had been so vehement against the very existence of the Argosy Nickelodeon that I was amazed to find him sitting next to me.
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Joy
In addition to his many good works on behalf of the underprivileged, Mr. Caruthers was widely known for his interest in young people. Only the year before he had been most active in organizing the town’s first Boy Scout troop and a group of Campfire Girls (into which, by some oversight, I had not been invited), and on almost any balmy afternoon he could be found at the abandoned quarry watching the young blades of the town disporting themselves in the “ole swimmin’ hole.” I could sense now that Mr. Caruthers was beginning to take a deep interest in little me. “Perhaps,” I thought, “just perhaps . . .”
At the end of the reel a sign was flashed on the screen. “Ladies,” it read, “If Annoyed While Here, Please Inform the Management.” Screwing up my courage, I turned to my neighbor and said, “Please, Mr. Caruthers, would you read that to me? I’m only eleven.” (In point of fact I was thirteen, but I have never had a “head for figures.”) I have never seen a gentleman quite so excited. Over a strawberry soda in Guernsey’s Ice Cream Emporium, I poured out my little heart to kindly old Mr. Caruthers. I told him of my hopes and dreams, my desire to receive dramatic coaching, and mentioned once or twice how very surprised I had been to find him sitting right next to little me at a place like the Argosy. By the end of the evening we had worked out an arrangement concerning my future that was to bring profit and pleasure to both of us. As Mr. Caruthers found it necessary to journey to nearby Ottawa on business twice each week, it was agreed that I would accompany him to take instruction in elocution and dramatical attitudes from a Miss Neida Anderson who taught there, returning on the late train to Venezuela with Mr. Caruthers.
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Sorrow
Thus it was that Mr. Caruthers became a sort of “patron of the arts,” and for the next year that affectionate old gentleman and I travelled to and fro on the Rock Island Line. I was on my way to fame and fortune in the theatre!
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