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Violet and Daisy, early 1920s. (Author’s collection)


One

THE BRIGHTON UNITED TWINS

Kate was having a hard labor. The contractions were coming so close together that the pain from one never completely subsided before the next one started. It had been going on since before dawn on the morning of February 5, 1908. Fourteen hours later, the sun had set and the small second-floor room overlooking Riley Street was dimly illumined by lanterns.

Kate was twenty-one and unmarried. She was striking in appearance with softly waving cinnamon-colored hair, sad green eyes, and a complexion so pale her face almost appeared to be emitting light. She was tall and of slender frame, but she had become huge in pregnancy.

She clenched her teeth and fixed her eyes with each contraction, fearing her middle was going to tear open. Sometimes she screamed so loudly from the pain that the tenants in the adjoining row houses banged on the walls.

It was dank and cold, but because Katie complained of breathing trouble, the room’s single window had been thrown open, letting in salty sea air and the stench of horse droppings and garbage from the street below.

Sitting on Kate’s bed, holding her hand and talking soothingly, was her mother, Mary Ann Skinner, and although the chamber was scarcely large enough for the bed, it was occupied not just by Kate and her mother, but also, Mary Hilton, a midwife, and her daughter, Edith Emily Hilton. Two of Kate’s sisters, Maggie, fifteen, and Winnifred, nine, came and went as the evening wore on.

Maggie had known before anyone that this was going to be the day that Kate was going to deliver. It was 5 A.M. and still dark when she woke up in the bed she shared with Kate and discovered that the bed clothes were sopping. Soon after, Kate’s contractions started. They were mild at first and widely spaced, but by midmorning they had become violent and kept coming without interruption.

Kate resided with her family in Brighton, England’s most popular seaside resort. But the Skinners lived nowhere near the grand hotels, posh music halls, glittery arcades, and shooting galleries that were clustered along the famous boardwalk. Their row house was in the Bear Hill section of the city, which was not a part of town that tourists visited. Even the ocean breezes seemed to avoid Bear Hill. It was a slum, an almost impenetrable fortress of tightly clustered, badly drained, and appallingly over-crowded brick and mortar dwellings.

Mary Hilton was the best known midwife in Bear Hill. Over more than thirty years, she had presided at the births of hundreds of babies. She was in her fifty-fifth year. Some of the babies she was now delivering were the children or grandchildren of girls who, decades earlier, she had also brought into the world. But for all her experience at midwifery, as the hours passed in Kate’s bedroom, Mary was becoming increasingly concerned.

In appearance, Mary Hilton was a woman without any sharp corners. She was plump with waist-length chestnut-colored hair that she wound, piled, and pinned into thick coils on top of her head. Kate knew her not just as a midwife, but also as an employer. Mary and her husband Henry, along with their daughter Edith Emily, operated a pub in Brighton, the Queen’s Arms. It was a place known by the locals not so much for the quality of its food, but for the continual coming and going of barmaids with pregnant bellies, none of whom was paid. They worked at the Queen’s Arms in exchange for Mary’s promise that she would deliver their babies.
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The twins’ mother, Kate Skinner. (Author’s collection)

When unmarried young women in Kate’s circumstances became pregnant, they rarely sought the services of doctors. Usually they gave birth in their own beds, often with a midwife in attendance. Kate’s pregnancy had been complicated. She had complained of bleeding and unusual pain six months into her term. It’s impossible to know what the nature of her problems were, but her concerns were serious enough that she was also placed under the care of a doctor. The medical attention Kate required took most of her skimpy earnings as a grocery store clerk. Because her pregnancy forced her to give up her job, she was unable to pay room and board and could do nothing to ease the family’s financial strains.

Her father, Charles Laker Skinner, worked as a butcher’s assistant. Besides Kate and Maggie, there was another child in the family, a younger brother, Charles Jr., and all were living in the narrow row house at 15 Riley Street.

Fourteen or fifteen hours had passed since Kate’s labor had begun. Although Kate was widely dilated and her contractions were strong, Mary Hilton still didn’t see any signs of movement by a baby. She told Mary Ann, Kate’s mother, it was likely the infant would be stillborn. It was time to summon a doctor. She left the Skinner residence to find a public telephone.

The physician whom Kate had been seeing was James Augustus Rooth, a member of London’s Royal College of Surgeons and a highly regarded doctor not just in Brighton, but the entire county of Sussex. Rooth lived in Hove, a community bordering Brighton to the west. He was home when Mary Hilton’s call came in. The nurse reported that something was wrong, that although Kate had been in labor since the predawn hours, she still had not delivered. Soon he was seated in the rear of a horse-drawn hansom, rolling toward the Skinner residence.

Rooth wore a mustache that was so fastidiously maintained it appeared to have exactly as many hairs on the left side as on the right. He was tall and lean and seemed to be implanted with some leveling device that kept him absolutely perpendicular to the ground. When he entered a room, most people felt inclined to stand at attention. Rooth had been a medical officer during the Boer War in Africa, and had never lost his military bearing.1

It was Kate’s father who received Rooth at the door. He told the physician that only minutes earlier, his daughter had finally delivered, and that although he himself hadn’t been in the birthing chamber, he thought Kate may have delivered twins. Rooth could hear the squalling of two babies the moment he entered the house. What was immediately more disconcerting to Rooth was Kate’s hysterical shrieking. He bounded up the stairs to her bedroom.

Even the doctor was startled by the scene: Kate, lying atop bed-clothes that were soaked in blood, her legs drawn up to her chest, was maniacally throwing her body from side to side and still screaming. Mary Hilton and her daughter Edith Emily were struggling with Kate, trying to restrain her. Maggie Skinner had her hands tightly pressed to her ears, trying to muffle her sister’s chilling cries.

Lying beside Kate, still sticky with blood and vernix, were two bawling girls. Rooth reached down for the infants and then drew them to eye level to make his appraisal. They were large for twins, probably weighing about six pounds each. The lower leg of one of the babies was slightly twisted, but each girl had all her fingers and toes and appeared to be well-formed, at least on first examination. And because of the twins’ lusty crying, it was also apparent they had strong lungs. But the midwife had been right. There was something wrong with the infants, something terrible. Of the hundreds of births at which Rooth had been present, he had never seen babies like these. They were fused together. In the language of medical science, they were pygopagus babies, twins whose bodies were joined back-to-back by a bond of flesh and bone at their lower spines

The doctor tried to calm Kate. He attempted to place the babies in her arms but she only screamed more. Her face was turned away from her children. She was too terrified to take another look at them. Kate now believed she knew why her pregnancy had been such a difficult one: The hideously fused babies were a sure sign that God had found her adultery to be deserving of the severest punishment. She wouldn’t—she couldn’t—bear to touch them. Even the medical world of the day used the term “monsters” to refer to human beings of such anomalous forms.

It was Mary Hilton who cleaned the twins of their afterbirth, wrapped them in swaddling clothes, and gently rubbed their backs and cooed to them softly.

Before leaving her, Dr. Rooth told Kate that while he knew of a few cases of conjoined twins, the odds were never good for their survival. He said that God had a way of sparing such creatures lives of wretchedness. While Kate’s babies looked to be strong and robust, something was likely to change in their condition soon, the physician predicted. First one would die followed quickly by the other.

But what if the infants did survive? That is what Charles Laker Skinner wanted to know. He was barely able to put enough food on the table as it was. Now, in an instant, the number of mouths in the household jumped from seven to nine. He shouldn’t have been surprised that Kate delivered twins, because they ran on the Skinner side of his family. His own mother had borne four sets of twins. He himself was a twin, as was Kate herself, although her sister Maggie had died at one year.2

After two or three days there was still no change in Kate’s feelings toward her babies. She refused to hold them and screamed when her mother or Maggie brought them to her. Because Kate refused to suckle the twins, Dr. Rooth put them on a diet of diluted cow’s milk.3 Kate’s mother and sister mostly carried out the bottle feedings with Mary Hilton and her daughter Edith Emily helping during their periodic visits to the Skinner house.

It angered Kate that day after day, the twins did not seem to be getting weaker, as Dr. Rooth had predicted, but stronger. When were they going to die? She had no desire to bond with them, but her mother insisted that Kate give the girls names. There was something almost poignant about the choices she made. She named one child Daisy, the other, Violet. Daisies and violets were among the first flowers to bloom in the window boxes of Brighton after the gray and gloomy winters. They were also the flowers that Kate regularly sold at the green grocery. By conferring the names of these common but cheerful flowers on the babies, was she hoping that if they did survive, they might triumph over their illegitimacy, poverty, and deformity, and bloom into creatures of hardiness and gaiety? She may have been prescient in choosing the names, or so the passage of time would seem to have shown. As the twins grew older and their personalities began to develop, Daisy would show herself to be the sister with the warmer, sunnier disposition. Violet’s temperament, on the other hand, tended to be cooler, darker, and more mysterious.

In the days immediately following the birth, Mary Hilton and her daughter Edith Emily Hilton were the only visitors to the Skinner household. Whether it was because of a desire to protect their daughter or their shame at what she had produced, the Skinners tried to keep their neighbors from knowing that Kate had brought forth Siamese twins. When the fish wives living around the Skinner row house hadn’t seen anything of Kate for a week or so, however, they started asking questions. Soon it was known everywhere on Bear Hill that there were freak babies under the Skinners’ roof.

Who had fathered the twins? In the streets and local pubs, people whispered that the babies had been the result of an incestuous relationship between Kate and her father or perhaps between Kate and Ernest Skinner, the fifty-eight-year-old unmarried uncle who worked as a carpenter and boarded with the family. Such suspicions were understandable in the British Isles at a time when intermarriages within the royal families had produced their share of physically and mentally challenged children. While the possibility that Daisy and Violet were born of an incestuous relationship cannot be ruled out absolutely, such an explanation for their anomaly is improbable. Nowhere in the medical literature is there a single documented case of conjoined twins who were born to biologically related parents. As historically rare as conjoined twins are, they are not caused by hereditary factors. Such children can result only because a single fertilized egg has divided imperfectly.

Daisy and Violet, years later, would make the claim that their father had been a military officer, a “Captain Hilton.” In the slim autobiography they produced, The Intimate Lives and Loves of the Hilton Sisters, World Famous Siamese Twins, they summed up their father in just four sentences: “He married our mother in Texas. She ran away from him after we were born. We were unable even to learn our father’s first name. Our father … died in action during World War I.”4

Like much else in the twins’ memoir, the sketch of their father appears to be entirely fabricated. As a lowly green grocer’s assistant, Kate Skinner never had the means to travel outside Sussex County, much less a quarter of the way around the world to Texas. As for the twins’ assertion that their father’s surname was Hilton, this was clearly a concoction. The name Hilton came not from the man from whose seed Daisy and Violet sprang, but rather from Mary Hilton, the midwife who attended their birth.

The only known document providing a clue to the identity of the twins’ father is a handwritten note from 1921 by Mary Ann Skinner, their grandmother. The note names a Frederick Andress as the father of Daisy and Violet and is now in the hands of Jill Grove of Eastborn, Sussex, England, a niece of Daisy and Violet, who has maintained a small collection of mementos relating to them, including photographs, newspaper clippings, genealogical charts, and some legal documents.

According to the city’s census records, only one Frederick Andress resided in Brighton in the year of the twins’ birth.5 He was a hairdresser who maintained a salon at 5 Brighton Place. Frederick Andress was thirty, nine years older than Kate, the son of Edward and Sarah Andress. Edward Andress was a man of wealth and prominence in Brighton. He was the publisher of a weekly newspaper, the Brighton Times, and also operated a printing company.6

The postulation that Kate became pregnant by a scion of one of Brighton’s wealthiest and more powerful community leaders was given even more support by Jim Moore, a close and nearly life-long confidant of the twins. Moore seemed not to know or remember the name of their father, but the details he provided about their conception sounded perfectly credible. “Their mother [Kate] was a serving girl of some capacity in one of the great homes of Brighton.… The father was one of … the younger children of the family … [Kate] was in disgrace. [The father] wouldn’t have anything to do with her after she became pregnant, so [Daisy and Violet] were born out of wedlock.”7

While the birth certificates identified their mother as a “greengrocer’s assistant,” it is known that Kate had been employed by a Brighton family as a maidservant before taking work as a vegetable vender. It’s reasonable to believe that Edward and Sarah Andress would have fired Kate had they learned she had become pregnant by their son. As one of Brighton’s social pillars, Edward Andress surely would have gone to great lengths to prevent a scandal.

Whomever the father was, it is almost certain the twins’ progenitor was already married when he impregnated Kate, or so it is believed by Joseph Haestier, a nephew of Daisy and Violet. Haestier’s mother was Kate Skinner’s younger sister Maggie who was present in the birthing chamber when the twins were born. “My mum had always been devoted to her sister Kate,” said Haestier of Kent, England. “Maybe her devotion had something to do with the fact that Kate was six years older than her. It was probably a kind of hero worship or something.… I used to ask my mum why Kate never married the father of Daisy and Violet. She always answered that Kate couldn’t marry the twins’ father because he already was married. As I understood it, Kate had a long-term affair with this man.”8

Kate never married, but according to Haestier, she would have two more illegitimate children after the birth of the twins, both by the same man who fathered Daisy and Violet.9

Whether she was listening to a pub patron pouring out his woes or coaching a young unwed mother through her first labor, Mary Hilton could affect an empathetic, motherly manner. But Kate knew from the months she worked for Mary at the Queen’s Arms that her outward appearance of benignity masked a woman with a cold and judgmental temperament. Even in the late stages of Kate’s pregnancy, Mary insisted that Kate work long nights scrubbing kettles and waiting tables. When Kate protested, Mary told her she was free to go home, but if she did so, she would have to arrange to find another midwife.

Mary Hilton was no less reproving of Kate after the twins were born. Over and over, she told Kate that her monster babies were the result of loose morals.

As scolding as she could be to Kate, Mary doted on the newborns. She reported to the Skinner row house almost daily, usually accompanied by Edith Emily. Sometimes, in fact, she showed up two or three times a day to help feed and bathe the twins as Kate refused to suckle, bathe, or even take them in her arms.

The diet of diluted cow’s milk that Dr. Rooth prescribed seemed to present no problem for the infants. Daisy and Violet weighed about twelve pounds at birth and, within just a few days, pushed the scale at thirteen pounds. But soon after coming into the world, the twins broke out with eczema. As Dr. Rooth would later write, the skin condition was a result of the fleshy and cartilaginous bond at the twins’ backs. The sisters were so tightly joined at their buttocks, he observed, that Mary Hilton was presented with “an extreme difficulty in keeping them both dry and clean.”10

Kate spent her days and nights shut inside her bedroom. Each morning, she hoped her mother would appear at her bedside and tell her that the twins had taken a bad turn and had died or were dying. But all she ever heard from her mother was that the babies were showing healthy appetites, that they had slept through the night without fussing, and that they appeared to be growing ever more robust. Mary Ann Skinner was a gentle woman. She sometimes thought that maybe her daughter would begin having maternal feeling for the babies if she placed them in a crib and left them with Kate in the bedroom. At the same time, she worried that if Kate were left alone with the newborns, she might try to smother them.

There is no way of knowing whether Kate might have tried to kill her daughters, but she herself seemed to have lost the will to go on living. She refused to eat the food her mother brought to her bedside on a tray. Growing weaker each day, all Kate could think about was the bleakness that lay ahead if the twins were to survive. Because of the rope of flesh knotting Daisy and Violet together, they would never be able to appear in public without attracting attention. And Kate was sure that if she kept the children, she would never be able to go anywhere without being mocked and pointed at as an example of how God had punished the most sinful of his flock.

Even before she gave birth to her extraordinary daughters, Kate had wondered how, as a single mother, she was going to support even one child. Attitudes toward illegitimate children were anything but enlightened in England in the early twentieth century. Unlawfully begotten children of the poor were an affront to public morality. Under British law, in fact, such a child was regarded as filius nullius: a child with no name, no parents, no kin, and no right to inherit.

There were orphanages for foundlings and the children of the destitute, but Kate was not assured that any of them would take her offspring. Many kept their doors closed to illegitimate children in the belief that such children inherited the moral weaknesses of their parents and would contaminate the minds and morals of their lawfully begotten wards. Another option for an unmarried mother was to send her offspring to a so-called baby farm. Under such an arrangement, the mother would pay a lump sum to the baby “farmer” for the child’s long-term maintenance. Only the most desperate mothers gave up their children to baby farms. The newspapers regularly ran exposés of baby farmers who practiced infanticide outright or let their charges die of starvation and neglect. In 1896, for example, a Mrs. Dyer of Reading was hanged after being found guilty of strangling the babies that had been entrusted to her and throwing their bodies into the Thames. She became the subject of a sardonic ballad, Mrs. Dyer, the Baby Farmer, which had this refrain:


The old baby farmer ’as been executed,

It’s quite time she was put out of the way,

She was a bad woman, it isn’t disputed,

Not a word in her favor can anyone say.



Unaccountably to Kate, Mary Hilton’s attitude toward her began to change four or five days after the twins’ birth. Mary no longer reproached her for refusing to feed and care for the twins. Instead, she seemed solicitous and unusually sympathetic. Her feelings toward the twins, Mary told Kate, were special. She took great joy in bottle-feeding and bathing the babies and in holding them in her arms until they drifted off to sleep. Always before she left the Skinner home, Mary visited with Kate in her bedroom. Sometimes for hours at a time, she held Kate’s hand and listened as the new mother talked through her sobs about the fears she had for her daughters and herself. Kate was always soothed by Mary’s visits.

As she had done almost daily since the twins were born, Mary Hilton called at the Skinner household when the twins were three weeks old. As sympathetic toward her as Mary had gradually become, Kate found the saloon matron and midwife to be even more tender on this occasion. After seating herself on the bed, Mary took Kate’s hand and reassured the frightened young mother that there was no need to worry about what might become of her and the babies. Mary explained that after long discussions about the twins with her husband, Henry, and her daughter, Edith Emily, they were united in their desire to adopt Daisy and Violet. They were eager to give the girls a good and loving home.

Kate was silent for several seconds, at first not comprehending what she had heard. Then her lips began to quiver. In a moment, all the pain and terror welled up inside her and broke through. She threw her arms around Mary and, sobbing and shaking convulsively, held on tightly. Between gasps she blurted out her gratefulness. “Take my babies and care for them as a mother,” she begged. “Tell them you are their aunt and never let them know who their real mother is.”11

Adoptions were common enough in England in 1908, but they were usually carried out privately, with no filing of records. Britain had no laws governing the adoption of children, which meant that if a mother gave up her baby for one year and then wanted to reclaim it, the adoptive parents would have no legal right to the child.

For all her seeming guilelessness, Mary was cunning. Before telling Kate that she was prepared to adopt the twins, she had visited a lawyer to see if some legal instrument could be drawn up that would discourage, if not prevent, Kate from ever trying to get the twins back. The lawyer, J. G. Bramhall of Brighton, brilliantly devised such a document. Under the terms of the agreement he drafted, if Kate ever tried to regain custody of the children, she would be legally obligated to pay Mary and Henry Hilton ten shillings a week for every week the twins had been in their care. The document read as follows:


Memorandum of Agreement made this twenty-fifth day of February one-thousand nine hundred and eight Between Kate Skinner of No 18 Riley Road Brighton in the County of Sussex, a single woman of the one part, and Mary Hilton of No 8 George Street Brighton, aforesaid the Wife of Henry Hilton of the other parts

Whereas the said Kate Skinner on the Fifth day of February one thousand nine hundred and eight gave birth to twin girls joined together at the hips and named Daisy Hilton Skinner and Violet Hilton Skinner and the said Mary Hilton attended her in her confinement and has since taken care of the said children and it has been agreed between the parties hereto that she shall hereafter have the custody and control of the said children on the terms hereinafter expressed

Now it is hereby agreed as follows:

1. The said Mary Hilton hereby undertakes the sole care, custody and control of the said children and agrees that she will hereafter at her own expense make all necessary and proper provision for their clothing, maintenance, support and education and will at all times hereafter keep the said Kate Skinner indemnified from and against all expense and liability of every kind in relation to the said children.

2. In consideration of the understanding and agreement in clause 1, the said Kate Skinner hereby relinquishes all claim to the said children and irrevocably appoints the said Mary Hilton to be their guardian and the said Kate Skinner agrees that she will not at any time hereafter seek in any way by legal proceedings or otherwise to regain the care, custody or control of the said children and also that she will not at any time hereafter molest or in any way annoy the said Mary Hilton or make any claim whatever against her in respect of the said children.

3. The said Kate Skinner agrees that if at any time hereafter she shall do anything contrary to the provisions of this agreement she will pay to the said Mary Hilton as liquidated damages and not by way of penalty, the sum of ten shillings for every week which the said Mary Hilton shall have had the care, custody and control of the children.

As witness the hand of the said parties the day and year first above written.



The document was signed by Kate Skinner and Mary Hilton and bore the signatures of two witnesses, those of Kate’s mother, Mary Ann Skinner, and F. Webb, an employee, most likely a secretary, of the law firm of J. G. Bramhall.

If, as some evidence suggests, it was Edward Andress’s son, Frederick, who fathered the twins, then his father’s newspaper, the Brighton Times, should have had the inside track on the story. In fact, it was another newspaper, the Brighton Herald, that broke the news. The Herald’s account could hardly be viewed as a scoop. The twins were already six weeks old when the Herald’s front page story appeared on March 22, 1908. To the relief of the Skinner family, the account did not refer to Kate by name but instead referred to the mother only as a “servant girl.” The papers report appeared under a two-tiered headline:


BRIGHTON’S “SIAMESE TWINS”
An Extraordinary Birth!



An extraordinary freak of nature has just seen the light at Brighton. A servant girl has given birth to twins who are united at the hips by an indissoluble bond of flesh and bone. The twins are girls. The lower parts of their backbones are grown together so that just behind the hips, the two otherwise independent bodies are one. The union is all the more complete since, between them, the two children have but one set of certain vital organs. In other respects, the children are quite normal. In fact, they are a very healthy lusty young pair, and seemed possessed of uncommonly vigorous life.…

From Dr. James Rooth, who was kind enough to answer the questions of our representative, we learn that the two children obviously possess entirely distinct individualities. One has been noticed to be crying while the other is asleep; one has had certain infantile troubles at a time when the other was unaffected.…

Whether they can be separated or not is a matter at present of grave doubt. Separation would almost certainly mean that one would have to be sacrificed. At present, both youngsters are full of life; and it cannot be said that one is more vigorous than the other.

We understood from the doctor that the case is one of an entirely exceptional kind, and is arousing intense interest in the medical profession. Before long the infants will be photographed under the X-rays so that doctors can see exactly how the union has been effected.

The children have been adopted by Mrs. Hilton, the motherly lady who helped bring them into the world; and one found her keenly excited and solicitous over the welfare of her extraordinary foster children. In all her wide experience, she has never known of such a thing; and she confesses that her emotions were very perturbed when she saw what had come into the world. But she never saw finer babies, and could not wish to have them doing better than they are now.…



In a sense, Daisy and Violet were adopted not just by Mary and Henry Hilton, but by all of Brighton. As word of the “extraordinary birth” spread, people began appearing at the Queen’s Arms to drop off such items as hand-knit booties, quilts, and dolls. Brightonians were beginning to take pride in the notoriety their town was attracting as the birthplace of genuine Siamese twins. There was a tradition in Europe of celebrating human oddities, among them Chang and Eng, the original Siamese twins; General Tom Thumb, the twenty-eight-inch-tall midget; Millie-Christine, the Two-Headed Nightingale; and John Merrick, the Elephant Man. They were embraced by royalty and lionized by the press. Whenever such “celebrities” appeared anywhere in public, they were swarmed by crowds who did not see themselves as being unusually rude or snoopy. They were simply uninhibited in their fascination.

Mary had arranged for the baptism of Daisy and Violet to take place on the evening of March 24, 1908. She was mindful of the harm that could come to the seven-week-old babies from overly enthusiastic curiosity seekers. She plotted the details of the christening with the secrecy of a military general planning a sneak attack.

Minutes before the ceremony, a horse-drawn cab rolled up in front of the Countess of Huntington Church, a large and imposing stone edifice on North Street, and disgorged Mary, Henry, and Edith Emily Hilton, Kate Skinner, and the twins. The party avoided the church’s main entrance into which others were streaming for an evening service. Instead, with Edith carrying the twins cocooned in a blanket, the baptism celebrants walked briskly to the vestry at the rear of the church.12

Mary Hilton may have been fearful about the babies being mobbed in public, but she had no reservations about gaining more publicity for her new charges. She had alerted the Brighton Herald of the christening and a reporter was already on hand when the group entered the vestry.

Daisy and Violet were dressed in white christening gowns with silk ties at the cuffs. Mary fussed with the infants in the moments before the ceremony began, removing the white woolen shawls that covered their heads. The Herald correspondent was love-struck at the sight of them. He ravished them with this line: “They are, as far as is known, the most wonderful couple in the world.”

The christening was presided over by the Reverend F. J. Gould, a visiting minister from the Lewes Road Congregational Church. Violet slept throughout the entire ceremony. Daisy was not so blasé. She gazed up at the minister, while sucking on a pacifier, with what the Herald called “a volley of smack, smack, smacks.”13 The reporter did not have any compunction about declaring which twin would be the hands-down victor in any beauty contest in which the two were the finalists. “Were they older,” the writer observed, “one would hesitate to draw comparisons, but Daisy is undoubtedly the prettier of the two. She has a better forehead and her features are better moulded. She is indeed quite a charming little baby. Violet is not so well favoured. Still … she is quite a winsome and appealing little lady.”14 The Herald piece may have ranked with the fullest accounts of any baptism ever recorded. The story ran almost two full columns. The reporter even recorded the twins’ passing of gas.

[image: ]

The newborn sisters in their pram, 1908. Already sensing an income opportunity, Mary Hilton sold this two-penny postcard to visitors at the Queen’s Arms and later at the Evening Star pub. (Author’s collection)

Following the baptism, Gould took Kate Skinner aside. In what the newspaper called “the kindliest words,” the minister assured her that she was showing great love for the children by surrendering them to a family that would be able to take care of their special needs and provide them with a caring home.

Before leaving the clergyman, Mary reached into her purse and pulled out a deck of postcards that carried a photograph of Daisy and Violet in a buggy. The cards were printed with the a title, “Brighton’s United Twins.” She presented one of the postcards to the minister as a memento of what the Herald called “the most extraordinary christening he is ever likely to perform.”

Gould was not alone in seeing Mrs. Hilton as a saint for adopting a pair of wretches that might otherwise have ended up in an institution. As word spread that the pub hostess and midwife had taken the children into her own home, there were those who believed that she was deserving of canonization. Soon, however, some of her neighbors and patrons began to suspect that maybe Mary had not adopted the twins entirely out of pureness of heart, but rather because she felt it might be good for business. Day and night, people queued at the Queen’s Arms’ door, waiting for a chance to see “Brighton’s United Twins.” It had also become apparent why Mary had invited a newspaper reporter to observe the christenings. She was hoping for some free advertising. The Brighton Herald obliged. It concluded one of its stories about Daisy and Violet with this plug:


Brighton’s United Twins are thriving abundantly, as persons interested may ascertain for themselves on giving Mrs. Hilton a call any day between eleven and seven at the Queen’s Arms at 8 George Street. The twins are not really on public view, but Mrs. Hilton is prepared to let interested persons see them. And they can bring away a souvenir in the form of a photograph of them as they lie in their perambulator all in readiness for one of their periodic airings.15




Two

A SURPRISING GIFT FOR SHOWMANSHIP

The grown-together babies swiftly became a cause célèbre not just in Brighton, but in all of England. Within days after the Brighton Herald reported on “Brighton’s Siamese Twins—An Extraordinary Birth,” the story was picked up by other regional newspapers, including the Yorkshire Observer, the Leicester Daily Post, and the Leeds Mercury. These accounts were retold by other papers, and, in turn, reprinted by still others.

The Queen’s Arms came to be regarded as a national shrine of sorts, with Mrs. Mary Hilton its presiding saint-in-residence. Callers from every part of England flocked to the pub, a handsome two-story white stucco building with a bowed, mullioned window overlooking George Street. Many of the visitors were tourists already in the resort town for a holiday. But others, as though on a religious pilgrimage, came to Brighton expressly to see the freak sisters and the remarkable woman who had taken them into her care.

As long as the callers were willing to drop some coins into her tin, Mary was happy to interrupt her saloon work and lead them to the family living quarters where Daisy and Violet were always on view. Their naps were often disturbed as Mary lifted their gowns and pulled down their diapers to show the curious how the children were joined. It is impossible to know if these public barings caused psychological stress to the sisters during their infancy, of course. But by the time they reached the toddler stage, Daisy and Violet would reveal years later, they suffered shame each time their backsides were exposed to strangers:

[image: ]

Violet and Daisy in their christening gowns, 1908. (Author’s collection)


Our earliest and only recollections are the penetrating smell of brown ale, cigars and pipes, and the movements of the visitors hands which were forever lifting our baby clothes to see just how we were attached to each other. The customers could not be convinced that it was no fake, and they often lifted the baby clothes in order to find out whether or not there was some trick about our odd condition. This exhibition lasted for years and years.… It is little wonder that we can remember … so deeply is the memory of it impressed on our minds.”1



Mary encouraged every visitor to take a souvenir, a two-penny picture postcard showing the United Brighton Twins in their pram. The coins that the curious plinked into Mary’s tin added up to sizable sums by the end of each day, but that was just one reason for the rise in her fortunes. The Queen’s Arms was now always swarming with new customers.

In addition to her newfound source of income, Mary Hilton was now widely regarded as a bona fide saint. In their Sunday sermons, Brighton’s ministers referred to Mary as a heavenly helper, a selfless spirit of virtue, humility, and piety. The newspapers were equally adoring. They characterized her as an innocent who was on a crusade to wipe out human misery wherever she found it. Who else but a saint, after all, could be so sacrificing and great-hearted that she would take such untouchables into her home and life?

Mary was perfect at assuming the new role as a martyr. She reminded interviewers that even though she was not a young woman and had health problems of her own, including severe arthritis in her legs and hands, she wouldn’t have been able to live with herself if, after bringing Daisy and Violet into the world, she had allowed them to be warehoused in an orphanage for the crippled, diseased, blind, deaf, and dumb. Besides, she said, the grown-together girls were such angelically beautiful babies, so pert and lively even at the instant of their births, that she couldn’t help losing her heart to them. “I fell in love directly I saw them,” she said.2

From all accounts, Mary was a poorly educated, simple woman. After becoming foster mother to the twins, she revealed a surprising gift for showmanship. Indeed, her natural instincts for show business seem to have revealed themselves the instant the twins emerged from the womb. While their terrified mother saw the babes as a curse from God, Mary seems to have immediately sized them up as cash cows. And certainly she recognized that there was no better place than Brighton for exploiting them.

From Easter to late October, Brighton was a kind of Babylon, a place of raffish gaiety overrun with tourists. Trains rolled into the seaside resort from London at the rate of one every ten minutes. Many tourists headed directly for the Palace of Pleasures on Palace Pier where they could take in a flea circus or feed coins into the hand-cranked peep shows that featured such offerings as “What the Butler Saw” and “A Night of Love.” Others fanned out for the new motion picture houses, the racetrack, the theaters, the football stadium, and the Aquarium. Brighton also drew hordes of health-seekers who believed they could detoxify their bodies and regain the vigor of their youth by dipping into the salty waters lapping at the town’s chalky cliffs. The beaches were always full. Young, pale females—shop girls, office clerks, and domestic workers—occupied most of the deck chairs that could be rented for a tuppence. They placed themselves on display for the young men who roved in pairs and threes and fours, shopping for love.

There was nothing original about Mary’s idea of showcasing the Brighton United Twins in a saloon. Tattooed ladies, dog-faced boys, midgets, living skeletons, and other human oddities had been putting themselves on display at least since the mid-eighteenth century in England’s public houses. These itinerants had found Brighton to be an especially fertile ground for enthusiastic and free-spending audiences. Indeed, it is likely that Chang and Eng Bunker, the eponymous Siamese twins, made appearances in Brighton’s taverns years earlier. The Thai-born Bunkers, who for a time were represented by P. T. Barnum, made two tours of the British Isles, one of them extending fifteen months in 1829 and 1830, and the other lasting six months in 1869.

Business so boomed at the Queen’s Arms after Mary placed the twins on exhibit that by March of 1909, a month after Daisy and Violet’s first birthday, the family relocated into an even larger tippling house, the Evening Star at 56 Surrey Street.3

Daisy’s lower right leg was twisted slightly outward at birth, the apparent result of crowding inside the womb. Several times a day, over a period that would turn into years, Mary and Edith Emily took turns kneading the leg.4 As gentle as they tried to be when manipulating the limb, the sessions always brought on great wailing from Daisy, and, thus, they were carried out when the pub was closed. After several years, Mary and Edith Emily were gradually able to reshape the limb to a correct alignment with the thighbone.

The fleshy, cartilaginous bond that kept the twins pinned back-to-back in their first months of infancy began to stretch as they became more active. By the time the sisters were eighteen months old, the short tether had become so elastic that Daisy and Violet could position themselves side-by-side. It was about then when they started to crawl. Their ability to move as one provided the Evening Star’s patrons with a fresh spectacle, but the sight may have made all but the most jaded customers squirm in discomfort. Daisy and Violet provided this account of their earliest attempts at moving together:


When we were turned loose on the floor to crawl, we seemed to move without too much effort because we propelled each other. There seemed to be only a short time before we gained speed and direction. Then something happened. We discovered to our dismay that we could not pass when the leg of the bed or table was between us.… We cried and tried again and again to pass the table leg and bed post.…5



Mary kept the twins clothed in the most beautiful of baby gowns and always saw to it that they were scrubbed and scented with talcum powder. And whenever she exhibited her charges, she presented herself as a warm and doting foster mother. For all her public displays at being affectionate, Mary was cold to Daisy and Violet, or so the twins would claim years later. They insisted that Mary Hilton never showed the slightest maternal tenderness toward them, but only valued them as chattel. “She never petted or kissed us or even smiled,” Violet once said. “She only talked.”6

When the twins began forming their first words, Mary taught them to address her not as Mama or Mum, but rather as “Auntie.” Among Daisy and Violet’s earliest memories of their warder was a short speech she recited daily, like a mantra: “I am not your mother. Your mother was afraid when you were born, and gave you to me.… You must always do just as I say.”7 By reminding the sisters over and over that their biological mother had rejected them out of fear and revulsion, Mary seemed intent on preventing Daisy and Violet from developing any sense of self-worth. This was likely unconscious as Mary was hardly sophisticated enough for such an intimate psychological insight. But conscious or not, her cruelty did not end there. The twins had this recollection of “Auntie” from those early years: “About her waist was always a wide leather belt, fastened with a large metal buckle. And it took only a little jerk to release the buckle.… When we displeased her, she whipped our backs and shoulders with the buckle end of that same wide belt.”8

As much as Daisy and Violet feared their adoptive mother, there were others who struck even greater terror in them. These were the medical men from near and far who called regularly at the Hiltons’ pub to examine the children. “We were punched and pinched and probed until we were almost crazy—and we always screamed, scratched, and kicked,” the twins recalled. “When the doctors and scientists left, Auntie would often whip us and call us ungrateful little brats.”9

The doctors maintained that the twins belonged to science and that in the interests of medicine, Mary should consent to their wishes to surgically separate the pair. Although there had never been a successful operation in parting conjoined twins, the surgeons offering their services apparently had no concern about the grave consequences that almost certainly would have resulted. They were opportunists who looked upon the conjoined sisters as guinea pigs who, if they did happen to survive the surgery, would bring the doctors everlasting distinction in the medical annals.

The question of separating Daisy and Violet had in fact already been raised at a meeting of the Sussex Medico-Chirurgical Society. After examining X-rays of the twins’ fused lower spines and “the internal arrangements of the viscera and blood vessels,” it was unanimously concluded that an operation “would certainly result in the death of one child and probably of both.”10 Dr. Rooth, himself a member of the physicians’ society, told his colleagues that he whole-heartedly agreed with their conclusion.


Three

NOWHERE ELSE UNDER THE SUN

Mary Hilton loved the look of amazement that appeared on the faces of visitors to the Evening Star when she ushered them into the tavern’s back room to see the United Brighton Twins. “Yes, ladies and gentlemen,” she would say, “you’re getting a first-hand look at a marvel that all future ages will contemplate. You’re seeing an absolutely unique manifestation of God’s handiwork that is to be found nowhere else under the sun.”

After lifting the twins’ gowns and revealing the thick rope of flesh that tied the pair together just above their backsides, she would explain that the connection was a conduit through which the blood circulated from one child to the other. By tickling and sometimes lightly pinching the ligament, she also demonstrated how the children simultaneously responded to sensation. Mary invited the curious to touch the fleshy connection if they wished. Few ever accepted the offer.

Because of the constant influx of new tourists to Brighton, there seemed to be no end to the twins’ pulling power. Even after two years, people were still coming to the pub in droves and the money continued to roll in for the Hilton family. But Mary was no longer content with the status quo. At the time she adopted the sisters, she could not have imagined they would produce a steady income for her. But as the earnings began to accumulate, she started to think about places outside Brighton where the crowds could be even greater and where, at the end of each day, her purses would be even bigger. She began thinking like a true impresario.

By the late spring of 1910, when Daisy and Violet had just turned two, Mary, along with Edith Emily, took the girls on the road. The twins’ earliest engagements outside Brighton were in saloons, small circuses and carnivals, and street fairs. Because the appearances went unadvertised, no records survive of exactly where Daisy and Violet were exhibited. Typically, the babies were presented in “pit shows,” deep holes that had been dug into the earth at the fairgrounds or pens fenced with waist-high canvas around which the ticket holders circulated.

The foursome traveled the provinces by hitching rides with the small tramp circuses, carnivals, and fairs that criss-crossed the countryside in horse-drawn wagons. Mary found plenty of opportunities to exhibit her monster girls. During the warm weather months there were pleasure fairs all over Great Britain that mostly featured such common fare as fire-eaters, sword-swallowers, and dancing bears. Siamese twins had always been viewed as the true royals in any sideshow, the rarest of all human oddities. Daisy and Violet were a major sensation wherever they traveled, especially since the British press had already made them known everywhere in the country.

By late October or early November of 1910, when the first snows began feathering the countryside, England’s outdoor season ended, and the circus and carnival wagon trains returned to their winter quarters. Winters were brutal for sideshow freaks, especially if they had not been able to salt away their earnings from the summer season. There were few employment opportunities for them beyond the sideshow tents. Most holed up for the winter in cheap boarding houses and tried to hang on until April or May. The skin of an illustrated man could become so loose from weight loss over a winter that by the time he was called back to work, his tattoos of Da Vinci’s The Last Supper and Mona Lisa looked like scribblings on a crumpled napkin, and a professional fat lady could lose so much weight between November and May that she was no longer employable.

Thanks to a combination of generous press coverage and word-of-mouth advertising, Mary felt no need to return to Brighton when the outdoor fair season ended. There were permanent, year-round venues elsewhere in the United Kingdom that were eager to engage the girls. In Edinburgh, Scotland, the twins appeared for two weeks before turnaway crowds at Stewart’s Waxworks, a large hall filled with life-size, life-like mannequins of such subjects as Henry VIII and his six wives, Mary, Queen of Scots, and Jack the Ripper.1 The four next traveled to Glasgow where the twins were given star billing at Pickard’s Waxworks.2

In an era before motion picture theaters began proliferating, the wax museums were among the most popular of England’s amusement centers. London alone had at least a half-dozen waxworks at the turn of the century, and most of the provincial cities boasted at least one such establishment. At the scruffier museums, the wax figures often bore little resemblance to the notables they were supposed to represent. At Pickard’s, however, visitors always marveled at how much the effigies resembled their subjects. But even at the better waxworks like Pickard’s, there were limits to how many times a customer could be enticed to view the same kings, queens, serial killers, and baby butchers. To keep people coming back, the proprietors had to offer other allurements, including freaks, palmists, snake charmers, and strong men.

Daisy and Violet were the headliners at Pickard’s when the museum was visited by the famous Harry Houdini, the American escapologist who had been appearing at the Glasgow Coliseum.3 Houdini and the Hilton sisters could hardly have been separated by more distance in the caste system of popular entertainment. Houdini by this time was one of the world’s biggest stage attractions, an entertainer who packed in crowds wherever he appeared, whether in New York, London, St. Petersburg, Paris, or Berlin. Daisy and Violet, by contrast, were still identified with the lowliest of venues.

Perhaps no one in the world was more admiring of freaks than Harry Houdini. Whether a fellow human soul had been born with no legs or three, he believed that such distinctions deserved to be celebrated in the same way that the public might honor a gifted athlete, like a runner who blazed a mile in less than four minutes. His fondness for freaks dated back to the 1890s when, as a newly-fledged professional magician, he performed twenty or so shows a day in twelve-hour shifts in the dime museums. Not only did Houdini share the cramped stages of the “dimes” with all manner of human oddities, he developed lasting friendships with many of them. Houdini once recalled the complex seating arrangements that were involved when he and his fellow attractions at Huber’s Dime Museum in New York entered an eatery. “I have often sat at the table with [Carl] Unthan, the Armless Wonder, who would pass me the sugar [with his feet], and Big Alice, the fat lady, who would obligingly sit at the edge of the table so as to give poor little Emma Shaller, the Ossified Girl, plenty of room.”

Long after Houdini graduated from the dimes to such entertainment cathedrals as the Palace in New York, the Hippodrome in London, and the Wintergarten in Berlin, he continued to haunt the lowly venues that featured freaks. Dr. Morris Young, one of the world’s most respected authorities on Houdini, offered this view on why the escapologist felt such empathy for them:


He himself always felt like an outsider, somebody who didn’t quite fit in society. His feelings of ‘otherness’ resulted from the way the world viewed him. Maybe the public didn’t look at him as being a freak, but people did view him as somebody who was not quite of the world. He was, in the eyes of the public, a superman, somebody who could walk through brick walls or escape from the most tightly secured prison cells. He was thought to be a mystical stranger in their midst. He himself worked hard at maintaining his persona of a mystic, a being with supernatural powers. He couldn’t, even for a day, let down his guard and act as though he was just another man on the street. Had he done that, he would have lost his place in the popular imagination as the world’s greatest mystifier.4



Extensive tours throughout the United States and Europe afforded Houdini many opportunities to seek out freaks and phenoms. In fact, he may have encountered more human oddities than any other person of his time. Even so, he was wonderstruck when he entered Pickard’s Waxwork and saw Daisy and Violet Hilton. Not only were they the most amazing human oddities he had ever seen, but the blue-eyed, curly-haired moppets were also just about the most beautiful children he had seen anywhere, period. The girls appeared to be almost ethereal, otherworldly, like putti in a Raphael painting. Houdini’s excitement at his discovery was heightened by his knowledge that in just days, he would be able to bring the twins to the attention of Ike Rose, an American talent scout who had not only launched the escapologist into the big-time, but also such entertainment eminences as W. C. Fields, Isadora Duncan, and Will Rogers.5

Several hundred Scots were waiting on the platform when the train carrying Ike Rose arrived at Glasgow’s Central Station. It was not the famed talent scout that drew the crowd. The Glaswegians, most of them men and boys, were hoping to get a glimpse of the celebrities with whom Rose was traveling, the world-famous Siamese twins, Josefa and Rosa Blazek, and Rosa’s eight-month-old son, Franzel.6

Excitement over the Blazek sisters had been building for weeks in Glasgow. There was hardly a wooden fence or an outhouse that was not emblazoned with colorful posters ballyhooing the sisters’ scheduled appearances at the Coliseum. The lurid advertisements depicted the Blazek sisters in ballooning, see-through pantaloons. Their sequined bras were so overfilled they seemed on the verge of bursting. When Rosa and Josefa stepped awkwardly off the train, they bore absolutely no resemblance to their poster idealizations as tall, willowy temptresses. They were, in fact, short, dumpy, and gnome-like.

Rosa and Josefa were joined back-to-back by a thick mass of flesh-covered cartilage and bone that started just above their shoulder blades and continued to their rumps. The grotesque hump, which was fully forty inches in circumference, kept their heads so distanced from one another that, as a reporter once oddly observed, it was only “by severely twisting their necks [that] they can kiss each other.”7 Sometime before the Blazek girls had entered adolescence, their lower extremities had taken extended vacations from growing. By the time they reached adulthood, their normal-sized trunks were mismatched to what seemed to be the legs of ten-year-old girls. Rosa and Josefa were charming in disposition, but besides being cursed with fat, stubby little legs and the huge mass of flesh between them, they had the faces of gargoyles.

The sisters had been the subject of crude and cruel jokes from the time they entered puberty. Signor Saltarino, a turn of the century circus authority, wryly commented, “Their future groom will have … two wives—and only one mother-in-law.”8 Some observed in print that one sister or the other would be a perfect mate for the man with a particularly ravenous carnal appetite since he could lawfully bed down with two women each night. In fact, physicians reported that the sisters had but one vagina and one rectum between them, although each had a uterus. The jokes about them became even more brutal after April 16, 1910, when Rosa, at age thirty-two, gave birth to a nine-pound boy, Franzel. Her new motherhood provoked barroom discussions about the complex acrobatics that must have taken place between the father and the sisters at the moment of conception. After becoming a mother, Rosa variously assumed the names of Mrs. Vorschek or Mrs. Franz Dvorak. Her claims to having a husband were contradicted by official record. A baptismal certificate, recorded at the Apollinarus Catholic Church in Prague three days after Franzel’s birth, listed her by her maiden name and stated that Franzel was illegitimate.

After Franzel’s birth, Ike Rose immediately started billing the trio as a quintet: “A Mother, Sister, Son, Aunt and Nephew in the Strangest Family Group the World Has Ever Seen!” The pay he offered the Blazeks was generous for the time. He signed them for a reported “$10,000 yearly, plus all the postcards they could sell.”9

Houdini met with Rose for dinner after the showman had spirited the Blazeks away from the train depot and seen them safely settled at a hotel. Rose could not remember another occasion when Harry had seemed any more excited. Houdini told his ex-manager that as great a draw as the Blazek sisters might be, he had discovered another pair of Siamese twins that had the potential to be a far bigger attraction. Their names were Daisy and Violet Hilton, they were just tots and, as luck would have it, they were presently appearing in Glasgow.

There was nothing about Rose’s appearance that hinted at his wealth or eminence in the stage world. Altogether he had the appearance of an old prize fighter whose numbers had been much higher in the right column than in the left. His nose was mashed and, like his eyes, mouth, cheeks, and the other facial features, seemed to have been moved some centimeters from where it had originally been placed. He had thinning, tin-colored hair, was short and fat, and wore suits that looked cheaply made.

Not one to miss an opportunity to scout for a new freak attraction, especially one that came recommended by so highly regarded a judge as Houdini, Rose ventured out that same evening on the Trongate, a stretch notorious in Glasgow for its penny arcades, tattoo parlors, pawnshops, and vice houses. He found Pickard’s Waxworks and entered. In the words of one profiler, Rose was absolutely besotted at the sight of “two of the prettiest children he ever saw …, two-year-old Daisy and Violet Hilton, born in Brighton, England.”10 He felt the rush of excitement he had experienced years earlier when he first discovered Harry Houdini and Isadora Duncan.

Rose’s talent for looking over armies of unknown dancers, singers, comedians, and magicians and plucking out the rare performers who had true star potential seemed unerring. One of his successes was with an Australian-born dancer Clarissa Campbell. He had spotted her for the first time in 1894, in a New York burlesque production of “The Night Owls.”11 Miss Campbell was a startling beauty with long legs, waist-length red hair, and green eyes that made men suddenly anxious to propagate their species. Except for the fact that, in Rose’s word’s, Clarissa was able to immediately seize every audience member’s attention “by suddenly appearing … as though shot out of a cannon,” at the time, she was just another hoofer of the high-kicking, ten-dollar-a-week variety. Rose was sure he could change that. He met with the dancer and her mother the next day and got them to sign a contract naming him as agent. A few months later, he got Clarissa to sign another agreement, a marriage contract. She was sixteen, he was thirty-two.

Rose rechoreographed her routine, discarding her cheerleader kicks and bounds and replacing them with the slow and seductive moves of Salome. He also threw out trunks of costumes, reducing her wardrobe to a few filmy veils that she could easily transport in a purse. Finally, he christened his bride with a new stage name, Saharet. Within a few years, she was playing London and Berlin and commanding $1,000 a week. She was also getting star billing in such New York musical comedies as The Merry Widow and The Belle of New York.

Over and over, Rose repeated this knack for plucking unknown performers from obscurity and transforming them into headliners. While visiting backstage at a theater in Vienna around 1903, Rose was approached by the famous American clown Billy Burke, who told him that he had a seventeen-year-old daughter who was a talented singer, actress, and comedienne.12 After auditioning the young woman, Rose concluded that she did indeed possess exceptional stage gifts, but that her name, Mary William Ethelbert Appleton Burke, would require some tinkering to have marquee pizzazz. He got the carrot-haired, freckle-faced ingenue her first major booking. The world soon came to know the young star as Billie Burke until 1914, when she became Mrs. Florenz Ziegfeld.

Rose was eager to represent Daisy and Violet from the moment he saw them. He sat down with Mary Hilton and told her the Brighton United Twins were far too remarkable to be appearing in lowly wax museums and traveling fairs. Because of his connections in the show world, he boasted, he could get bookings for them in important theaters everywhere on the Continent and in England. Mary may have been impressed, but to Rose’s dismay, she refused his offer. She explained that because her husband, Henry, was no longer in the best of health, she couldn’t continue touring with the twins and had to return to Brighton.

Before leaving Glasgow, Mary did accept Rose’s invitation to take Daisy and Violet to see Rosa and Josefa perform at the Coliseum. The Blazek twins danced with something approaching the gracefulness of two yoked oxen. They also sang, played violins, and, according to a newspaper account, performed a “spirited duet on the xylophone.” Mary must have been impressed with the Blazeks and was shrewd enough to recognize that if the Brighton United Twins were ever to amount to anything more than a sideshow attraction, it was important that they develop some stage talents. On returning to Brighton, she immediately engaged a German music teacher to start instructing three-year-old Daisy and Violet in various performing arts, including voice training, dancing, and a variety of musical instruments. Daisy recalled years later that “Auntie” had ordered their music teacher not to make any allowances for either the sisters’ youth or their handicap. “Teach the girls the hard way, professor,” Mary instructed. “They’re strong and tough, old for their years. Teach Violet to play the piano; Daisy, the violin.”13

Ike
































OEBPS/images/Jens_9780307814777_epub_L04_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Jens_9780307814777_epub_L03_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Jens_9780307814777_epub_L02_r1.jpg









OEBPS/images/Jens_9780307814777_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Jens_9780307814777_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Jens_9780307814777_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Jens_9780307814777_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Jens_9780307814777_epub_tp_r1.jpg
The Lives and Loves of

DAISY ANDNIOLET

HILTON

<A True Seory of Conjoined Tivins






OEBPS/images/Jens_9780307814777_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Jens_9780307814777_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THE LIVES AND
LOVES OF
DAISY AND

VIOLET HILTON

A True Story of
Conjomed Twins

, Dean Jensen





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





