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“In my long and colorful career, one thing stands out: I have been misunderstood.”
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The West Family; John, Mae, and Beverly with her husband, Vladimir
“Bobby” Baikoff, 1934.

No one seems to have bothered about Mae as she really is. They all write about how hard-boiled she is. They write about what they think must be her real life, based on what they know of her stage life. And they are far from the truth. Why don’t they write about how Mae is up every morning at nine, working like a slave all day? Why don’t they tell how she works until long past midnight studying her characters and writing plays and books with authentic backgrounds? A lot of people censure Mae for wearing the extreme clothes she does. The idea of wearing extreme clothes was mother’s. She was French and had worked as a stylist, so she naturally believed in dressing originally. Mae was always voluptuous looking, even as a little girl, so mother told her to wear clothes that showed off her figure. Long before European styles became fashionable over here, mother brought Paris clothes for Mae. It’s strange what ideas clothes will give people. The fact that Mae wore extreme fashions gave them the idea that she was fast. I suppose mother knew this and that’s why she kept an eagle eye on Mae all the time. She didn’t have to, though, for Mae’s whole life centered about mother and mother’s wishes. About three years ago, mother died. If those who think Mae is hardboiled could have seen her then, they would have changed their minds. She forgot all about her career. She dropped all of her plans for tours throughout the country and came rushing back to New York to be with mother. That’s a side of Mae that no one outside of the family has seen. It’s a side she keeps jealously hidden from the public. She doesn’t believe in disillusioning them.

Beverly West. The New Movie Magazine, May, 1933
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Mae West on stage during her personal appearance tour in 1938.
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Mae in Diamond Lil, 1928/29.


The Making of a Myth

“I have given six life stories, but I can always give another.”

Mae West’s movie stardom seemed assured. Beginning with her shocking, star-making role in the self-penned play Sex in 1927, she proved herself to be a power to be reckoned with on Broadway. Her first appearance on the movie screen in Night After Night, five years later, was electrifying. She Done Him Wrong, Mae’s film adaptation of her legendary, record-breaking play, Diamond Lil, opened in February, 1933, to critical acclaim. The film broke box office records, earned an Oscar nomination for “Best Picture,” and generated nearly three million dollars – saving Paramount Studios, which was on the brink of bankruptcy. I’m No Angel premiered in October, 1933, and guaranteed Mae a place in film history. Movie goers couldn’t get enough of her. Variety wrote, “Mae West’s films have made her the biggest conversation-provoker, free-space grabber, and all-around box-office bet in the country.”

Stardom brought fame and fortune, but it also fostered a culture based on gossip and speculation. The Golden Age of movie magazines was born with the advent of silent movies. One of the first such magazines was Photoplay, which was published from 1911 until 1980. During the 1930s, countless fan magazines were published worldwide. These publications brought the stars into the readers’ homes. The mostly female readership aspired to be like the glamorous actresses and be romanced by the handsome actors who peopled the pages.

Movie magazines were tools, effectively used by motion picture studios, to promote their films and contract stars, and provide a counter weight to any negative or invasive press from independent journalists and periodicals. Each studio had a powerful publicity department with “in-house” writers and lawyers keeping a watchful eye on print and broadcast media. Movie magazines worked closely with the studios to present their stars in a positive light. As long as a magazine or writer cooperated with the studio, they were allowed “inside” – and usually exclusive – access to the biggest stars in Hollywood. When an interview was granted, the draft of the article was presented to the star (or publicist) for approval. They reserved the right to “red pencil edit” the copy before the piece was printed. The studio, and sometimes the star, often reserved the right to review – and reject – photographs. If a magazine printed an unflattering story, the publisher and writer risked being banned. All further interview requests would be denied.

These magazines were used to brand a star, and provided a forum, and enormous potential market for stars to promote themselves, and to promote products. In Mae’s case, she was paid to advertise Lux Soap and Old Gold cigarettes in magazine advertisements. She even used the magazines to sell her own “name” product – Mae West Perfume – at the height of her movie stardom. Magazines also promoted fan contests, and provided the studio mailing address for stars, and encouraged readers to write fan mail.
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Through the years, editors and publishers exercised more and more independence. During the heyday of movie magazines, the publications would best be described as “fluff.” Hollywood muck-raking was more often found in newspapers. The very conservative publisher William Randolph Hearst, who had a personal grudge against Mae West, directed his many papers and magazines to not so much as print her name!

At the beginning of her movie career, Mae accommodated many requests from journalists for interviews. In 1933, a Hollywood journalist name Ruth Biery interviewed the actress and her manager, James Timony. Biery’s revealing interview was serialized for Movie Classic. The first of four parts appeared in the January, 1934, issue of the best-selling publication. Mae and her manager (who would never again agree to another extensive interview about his stellar client) were candid. As Mae’s stardom quickly grew, she retreated from such invasive interviews, and rarely spoke about her young life and early career – prior to her Broadways hits – in public.

Mae based her decades-long career on a character she created – an emancipated female in the person of “Diamond Lil” – who reversed sexual roles, and who became synonymous with the “real” Mae West. She so convincingly nurtured “Diamond Lil,” that her own identity slowly disappeared behind the shadow of Lil’s hourglass (albeit padded) figure.

At that time, it was easy to deny one’s past. And it was easy to reinvent it. Studios carefully protected their money-makers, and encouraged them to live the mythical life of a movie star. Mae West was ahead of the game. For several years she had lived a public life of omission, denial, and reinvention. Biery’s feature article about Mae West was an honest attempt at revealing the diminutive lady behind the statuesque movie star. Mae was at once revealing and cagey.

Mae’s deception about her past began with her description of her parents. She claimed her father was a “prize-fighter” of renown, a “special policeman,” a chiropractor, and later the owner of a private detective agency. John (Jack) Patrick West was a not a “prize-fighter,” but a “bare-fisted street fighter.” He was never a policeman or chiropractor, nor did he operate a private detective agency. John West was a “collection man” for neighborhood bosses, and low level gangsters. Mae said that her mother, Matilda Delker, was a Paris-born corset model. Matilda, affectionately known as “Tillie,” actually immigrated to the United States from the German state of Bavaria in 1886. During Mae’s formative years, Tillie managed the infamous Hastings Hotel in New York City – a well-known gangster hangout, and speakeasy – and introduced her daughter to members of the mob, including Owney “The Killer” Madden (proprietor of Harlem’s Cotton Club), who would later help Mae finance her play, Diamond Lil, and promote her career.

Jack and Tillie married on January 18. 1889. Their first child, a daughter named Katie, died in infancy. Mary Jane (Mae) was born on August 17, 1893. Tillie was especially caring of Mae, perhaps because she was so heartbroken by the loss of her first daughter. Two other children followed; Mildred Katherine West, known as “Beverly,” was born on December 8, 1898, and John Edwin West II was born on February 11, 1900. Mae was favored by her mother – the controlling parent at home – and her siblings lived in Mae’s shadow for the rest of their lives.

Mae lived and worked with a small circle of loyalists. Like their mistress, their personal lives were shrouded in mystery so completely, that their names were often changed in public discourse. Not unlike many actresses, Mae convincingly lied about her age for many years, until her 1911 “secret” marriage was discovered by accident by a court clerk in 1935, and leaked to the press. “Marriage is a fine institution,” she often said, “but I’m not ready for an institution.” At first, she denied ever being married and any knowledge of her “husband,” but the scandalous and damaging revelation, which resulted in years-long legal proceedings during the zenith of her film career, was embarrassing to the star. It’s not known if she was more angered by the revelation of a “meaningless” marriage – counter to the public image she had created as that of a strong, independent woman – or the revelation of her real age.

When the censors moved in on Mae’s creative control of her films in 1934, she became more guarded in how she spoke to the press. The embarrassing revelation of her Milwaukee marriage – which had never been legally dissolved – and her actual age, hastened her retreat from the press. She had given numerous interviews about her early life, and each article varied on many salient points. She refused to answer questions about her marriage deception in interviews, and laughed at the claims of her husband, Frank Wallace. In a short time, she would only agree to interviews when the questions were submitted to her in advance, and she did not allow the audio recording of her voice or answers. She shrugged off questions about her early performing years in vaudeville and burlesque, and ignored any professional failures she suffered in her years before arriving in Hollywood.

Rather than addressing “hard” questions about her past, she crafted articles, and controlled movie magazine profiles and interviews to provide her with a platform to espouse her strong feelings about feminism, and the way in which women worked in Hollywood and were represented on the screen. Her demand that women be treated fairly and on an equal par with men made her the darling of her female fans and Progressives, and the enemy of the patriarchal establishment.
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“Civilization is just another word for repression,” Mae West.

Her feminist riffs became an extension of her screen characterization of “Diamond Lil” – a character she carefully crafted, legally guarded, personified, and ultimately hid behind for the rest of her long and successful life.

Critics, analysts and international journalists sang her many praises. F. Scott Fitzgerald called her, “the only Hollywood actress with an ironic and comic spark.” English writer Hugh Walpole wrote, “Only Charlie Chaplin and Mae West in Hollywood dare to directly attack with their mockery the fraying morals and manners of a dreary world.”

Mae’s celluloid image – that of a zaftig, feathered blond bomb-shell – was explosive and trend-setting, but it was her outspoken and progressive thoughts about women and sexuality that shocked and seduced the public, drew her into legendary battles with film censors, got her banned from national radio, and imprisoned for corrupting the morals of an “innocent” public. Although her thoughts on sex, which were woven into her plays, novels, and screenplays, and expressed in magazine interviews are considered tame today, in the 1930s she was not only considered scandalous, but by many, positively dangerous. In a 1934 interview she said, “Some people say I have brought sex too much into the open. I agree that I have given a little more honest presentation than is usually given. I’ve been studying for many a year to be able to do just that in the same manner that a painter works at his art for twenty-five years in order to paint a masterpiece in twenty-five days. I have come to one conclusion. The worst thing about the whole business of sex is the hypocrisy. If only people would treat it more casually! In Europe, at least, sex is treated as a matter of fact, but here we are ashamed of it, though it is the most beautiful thing Nature has given us. We can no more eliminate the primary emotion of sex-hunger (the biological urge) from our birthright than we can remove our hearts!

“The biggest mistake that most people make is in thinking of sex as only something physical. The truth is; sex includes all the creative instincts of the race. We should have no writers, painters, musicians, no artists of any sort, but for the sex urge. I don’t mind telling you, I’m about as fed up on this pseudo-frigidity in women as a lot of men are. It all started a few hundred years ago with some religious fanatics who decided that because the religious leaders had been supernaturally conceived, it naturally followed that any expression of sex through the human body must be sinful. Bosh!”

In a male dominated industry, Mae stood alone. She not only acted in movies, but she wrote her plays and screenplays, valiantly battled censors, worked closely with her directors (often dominating them), consulted with the costume designers, set designers, and musicians, and approved of her co-stars and leading men. She spent thousands of her own dollars purchasing carefully placed print advertising to promote her work, and thoughtfully begged off party invitations from her Hollywood peers, to lend to her mystique. As distinctive as her professional life was, no other leading lady was imprisoned for corrupting the morals of the citizens of New York City, wrote scandalous best-selling novels, hid a secret teenage marriage, presided over her own Hollywood real estate investment company, managed professional boxers, owned and stabled prizewinning race horses, was robbed at gunpoint of cash and diamonds, and testified against known gangsters in spite of being threatened with physical harm, and politely turned down an invitation to put her hand and foot prints in cement at the fabled Chinese Theater on Hollywood Boulevard.

The groundbreaking, French novelist/journalist Colette was a Mae West fan. She wrote about the star, “She alone, out of an enormous and dull catalogue of heroines, does not get married at the end of the film, does not gaze sadly at her declining youth in a silver-framed mirror in the worst possible taste; and she alone does not experience the bitterness of the abandoned ‘older woman.’ She alone has no parents, no children, no husband. This impudent woman is, in her style, as solitary as Charlie Chaplin used to be. Can you honestly name another artist, male or female, in the cinema whose comic acting equals that of this ample blonde who undulates, whose eye is pale and hard, whose throat swells with the coos of a professional dove.”

Collected here, for the first time, are some of the most informative, revealing, complicated, amusing and manipulative movie magazine features covering Mae’s ten-year career in motion pictures. The photographs, many rarely seen before, are from the collection of Tim Malachosky, Mae’s personal assistant during her final years.

Mae West said, “To most people I am offstage what I am on, a deep-dyed hussy without a moral in the world. As a matter of fact I live quite a decent, quiet, moral life. I am a showman and I know that the public wants sex in their entertainment, and I give it to ‘em.”
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Mae on the move.


“Ten Days and Five Hundred Dollars, The Experiences of a Broadway Star in Jail” by Mae West. Liberty Magazine, August 10, 1927

Editor’s Note: After eleven months of success on Broadway, authorities closed Mae’s self-penned drama, Sex, in which she starred. She and two producers were found guilty of presenting an “obscene” work on the stage and sentenced to pay fines and serve short terms in jail. Mae was hired by Liberty Magazine to write about her experiences as an inmate of the Workhouse on Welfare Island. She was paid $1,000, which she donated to the prison to create a library for the women behind bars.

The court attendant leaned toward me and said, “Are you feeling all right, Miss West?

I replied, “Quite all right.”

He then escorted me to the side of the courtroom, through a cage effect, then out a door, where there were a few steps leading down to another door. That door was opened and two gentlemen who stood there said, “Right this way, Miss West.”

They were most courteous; they didn’t want anything to happen to me before I got to Welfare Island, I guess. I was ushered into a waiting room. There was a colored woman, with a gold badge, in charge.

She was intelligent, and during my half-hour wait I talked with her, asking her various questions regarding Welfare Island. I like to know something about a place I intend to visit.

Later, five women were brought into the room; the first a woman who appeared to be about sixty-five years of age. Later, I learned she was only forty-one. She claimed she had lived alone for twenty years, without relatives or friends, and she was homeless and penniless. Her clothes were old and torn.

Number two was a colored woman wearing a black knitted cap. She had a very deep voice and a comedy personality, with Bert Williams’ speech and delivery. I learned later that she was a drug addict.

Number three was a tall, thin woman with gray hair, a spinster type, with a long scar on the side of her face and her neck that looked like a burn. She spoke with an Irish accent. She had been sentenced to ten days for stealing a $3.89 pair of shoes at a sale.

Number four was another colored woman – rather young and healthy-looking. I was surprised to learn that she was also a drug addict.

Number five was the most pitiful of all: a woman about five feet five, weighing not more than seventy pounds. Her eyes were sunken; her face long and narrow – just skin and bones. A drug addict in the last stages of tuberculosis; a mental and physical wreck.

I had to turn my head away several times. The poor unfortunate! God – what a sight!

They all sat before me – one, two, there, four, five! All glaring at me; all filthy, dirty, tattered and torn; human derelicts. I forgot about myself completely. I forgot I was there. Their eyes were upon me with a sort of bewildered expression, and I sat there waiting for something to happen: for one of them to speak to me; for one of them to move. But not a word, not a move.

Then the door opened and a husky fellow in a driver’s cap and a dark blue flannel shirt appeared. He was quite good-looking, and seemed to be in his early twenties. He pulled a few wise cracks to the five women and then took them out.

I figured that he must be the man with the Little Black Wagon.

He talked to another chap a few moments, and then added, “I’m coming back; I’m going to make a special trip.” He glanced at me.

I was alone now with Mrs. Campbell, the colored woman with the gold badge. By this time all the newspaper reporters and photographers and various other people flocked outside the door. I could hear their voices crying: “I must see Miss West! I want to see Miss West! I must see her!”

The Lady of the Gold Badge answered, “I’m sorry, you can’t see her; you can’t come in. You will have to get a pass.”

In a very short time the fellow with the cap and the flannel shirt returned. He was all ready for that special trip; yes, a special trip – for Mae West, star of SEX fame.

Why not? She was entitled to it! That was the least they could do for a beautiful star like Mae West – an actress who could sing, dance, write, and act a great play like SEX, that passed the play jury in June of 1926 – then was closed down after they had let it run for more than eleven months.

Why did they close it down – after eleven months?

Why did they ask for a jail sentence – after they got a conviction? A court attendant informed me that the fellow with the cap was there to take me to the city prison, and I asked him whether I could arrange to go there by taxi or in my own car.

The fellow with the cap spoke up very earnestly: “You will be private; nobody else with you. This will be a special trip.”

Of course, having a good sense of humor, I smiled. The attendant got the comedy angle of it; he also smiled, and started for the door, saying, “I’ll see what I can do.” My friend with the cap was disappointed; his feelings were hurt.
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The court attendant returned, only to inform me that the court official who could have arranged for me to take the trip in a taxi was at a luncheon and would not return for an hour, but he had arranged for the Little Black Wagon to be brought into the yard, away from spectators and cameramen.

It seems strange how many times I’ve watched that wagon pass, and thought how thrilling it would be to sit in it – and now I had the opportunity and didn’t appreciate it! Which only goes to show that when we get what we want, we don’t want it.

I then thought, “Come on, let’s get it over with.” So my husky friend escorted me down to the yard.

There stood the Little Black Wagon.

I sat in a small compartment up front, near the driver. We were off – and we had the right of way all the way. Traffic stopped, east and west, at each and every crossing.

What a demon speed he was! He certainly did his stuff! It was very thrilling.

I stayed at the city prison all that night, in a very small room with bars in front and an iron cot with springs only. But the matrons were quite nice to me. They gave me new sheets, a pillow, and a few blankets.

I was rather tired, as I had gotten up quite early that morning, and thought I would sleep immediately. But the other inmates were so enthusiastic and elated over my being there – not that they felt I deserved being there – they meant to become friendly and make me comfortable.

They continued to shout my name, asked me how I liked the place, and repeated different lines from my show, SEX, in order to let me know they had seen it. They sang for me and told some jokes.

They really meant to make it as nice as they possibly could for me; but the matron thought I was being bored, so they were ordered to their cells and locked in for the night.

At 7 o’clock Wednesday morning I was awakened. The iron cot had not agreed with me at all. I had pains and aches all over, and the rough unbleached muslin sheets irritated my skin. They offered me a breakfast consisting of coffee and cereal with milk.

No, I didn’t care for any breakfast; the iron cot and the rough sheets were quite enough for me. Besides, 7 a.m. was much too early, and the coffee and cereal did not look so good. I dressed for my next trip – over the Queensborough Bridge at 59th Street.

In the center of that bridge there is a huge elevator that lowers automobiles – including the Little Black Wagon – down to the island.

Stepping out of the land-gondola on wheels, I saw this marvelous, gorgeous stone structure most attractively decorated with big sheet-iron doors and plenty of bar-work. The doors opened and I made my grand entrance.

Upon entering the reception room, I saw several matrons. Number one took my purse, my valuables, and my pedigree.

I was met by the second matron, who said, “Strip!”

I said, “What? I thought this was a respectable place.”

She smiled and said, “I am sorry, Miss West, but I will have to divest you of all your civilian attire.”

And there and then she took everything but my enviable reputation, at the same time displaying a piece of blue and white checked material that looked like two aprons sewed together, front and back, with two holes for the arms.

I didn’t like it at all; no lines to it. I was then ushered into a long passageway. I was handed the underwear. It was very coarse material, almost like canvas. This was getting to be a little too much for me! Then came the cotton stockings and the flat slippers that were too large. Oh, those terrible shoes! Something must be done about it! So I turned to one of the four matrons who were prowling around me – the one who had impressed me the most.

She was a tall, well built, fine-looking woman, with wavy dark-brown hair, drawn back over the ears to a loose knot. She had a round, full face, with keen but kindly gray-blue eyes, and I learned later that she was Mrs. McConnell, the head matron. She arranged for me to meet Warden Henry O. Schleth.
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Mae and her Sex co-star Barry O’Neill at the Jefferson Market Courthouse in 1927.

Well, the warden is a very distinguished-looking gentleman, of medium height and good build, with a military carriage. He wears a small mustache and goatee. His voice is resonant – a voice you can never forget – and his big smile shows a lot of strong teeth. In fact, his entire personality denotes strength – and yet, despite all this, I did not like that dress and underwear, and those shoes.

The warden agreed that they were not very attractive, and that they were far from being what I was accustomed to – but what could a poor warden do?

I dropped the subject and began to find fault with the place. I asked to be sent back to Jefferson Market Court. The warden registered surprise at my request, and said that I would like his place better, because the air was healthier and his beds were so much softer.

Well, he finally sold me on the idea of staying there.

It was now around noon. The warden assigned me to dusting the library – I may add it wasn’t much of a library – as he had more than enough help in the laundry and in the mopping brigade, and an oversupply of cooks. Furthermore, I would have been of little use to him in those duties, never having had any experience. I guess the warden realized that.

He told the head matron to take me to lunch. Much to my surprise, it was in the warden’s home. There were six women prisoners working in his place. This, I understand, is quite a privilege – for them to cook and do housework for the warden. And so I guess it was also a great honor to dust the warden’s library.

The six girls who were there with me were rather timid about talking to me, as though they thought I would resent it. At first I thought it was one of the rules that they weren’t allowed to speak.

I was curious to know why they were there. So I said, “What’s a rule!” and they opened the conversation. All six started to talk at once.

Three of them were colored, and three were white. The cook, and a good cook, I must say, named Marie, was a very likeable colored girl from Puerto Rico. She spoke with a Spanish accent. She had wonderful flashing black eyes.

I learned she was quite a race-horse fan, and she appeared to be a girl who was in the habit of handling a lot of money. She claimed that was one reason she was there.

She said that when she left the place she would open a restaurant, as her experience of a year in the workhouse as a cook had made her competent to run one.

Another colored girl, Mary F., was a drug addict and had just taken the narcosan cure. Her daily task was ironing. She was a quiet girl.

Lulu, the third of the colored women, was a tall, slim person, between thirty-five and forty years old. She was conservative in her statements about herself, although it was whispered that Lulu was a “stick-up” woman. However, I liked Lulu very much, for it requires a lot of nerve to “stick-up” a man.

Of course, there are a lot of nicer ways of taking everything a man’s got – although I must admit Lulu’s way was a quicker way of getting results.

Adele was a dainty, little white girl with auburn hair, who acted as a waitress. She was in the fur business – she often picked up good furs at less than nothing. She carried on her business in all the exclusive Fifth Avenue shops.

I talked with Adele and she confided in me her professional technique as a shoplifter. Adele had been successful for the last six years. During the coat season in the fall, Adele used to take a girl with her who had “collateral” on; meaning she was well-dressed and wore diamonds – one who would look like a real purchaser of expensive garments. She would thus encourage the salespeople of the exclusive shops to bring out the most expensive pieces of fur, such as silver foxes, sable coats, mink, ermine – the finest quality.

They would look at several fine fur pieces. Then the girl with the “collateral” would try on the coats while Adele would comment and suggest what would look well on her.

Adele would wear a plaited skirt and a pair of loose and very full silk bloomers. The plaited skirt and the bloomers were attached together at the waist on one elastic, which had to be of a very strong quality and fairly wide.

They would make a suggestion as to a certain style of garment, and while the saleslady was getting it out of stock, Adele would take a coat or fur piece and thrust it down into the full bloomers, the bulk of the stolen piece being effectively hidden by a flaring coat.

My second day on the island I received a request from a matron to visit the sick-wards. She told me that the patients were anxious to see me, many of them having cut my picture out of the newspapers. They were becoming excited and noisy, the matron said.

At first I disliked the idea of being on exhibition; but then I felt that if I could bring a little cheer to those unfortunates in the sick-ward, it would be rendering at least a small service to a part of the public that I am unable to serve on the stage.

I was escorted to the sick-wards by two matrons and the warden. On the way, we passed the tiers of cells in the main prison. Suddenly there was a great uproar. Someone had passed the word along that I was coming through. Faces appeared at the barred doors and they shouted wildly in greeting.

“Here comes Mae!” they yelled, and, “How do you like the dress, Mae? How do you like the shoes?”

The warden was forced to smile at the hubbub my appearance caused. He said, “Can you imagine what it would be like if I had put you over here? The place would be a madhouse instead of a workhouse!”

I saw, then, that the warden, aside from his kindness in assigning me to his home, had the discipline of his prison in mind. It was all very amusing.

I went through the various sick-wards, where the occupants all gave me a great welcome.

In one ward I noticed that the girls were quite gay and didn’t look a bit ill, so I was prompted to ask why they were there, since they were all up, walking around.

One of them laughingly answered – well, never mind what; it was a line I had used in SEX.

While the line was humorous, still it was tragic. One of the nurses whispered, “This is the venereal ward.” Then I understood, and the girl’s remark ceased to be humorous; and I felt a deep pity for them.
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Mae following her release from the Welfare Island prison in April, 1927.

I also paid a visit to the narcotic ward. The inmates were women of all ages and all types. I talked with some. Each told a pitiful tale.

There was a young girl of eighteen whose father was Chinese and whose mother was a white woman. At the age of nine the girl was made to bring the opium pipe to her father when he wanted it. Curiosity urged her to try it.

When I saw her she had used all kinds of drugs. She was a physical wreck, and her body was all spotted where the poison of the drugs was coming to the surface.

These are not happy thoughts or sights, but they were vividly impressed upon me, who had never been brought into close contact with such unfortunates before. It was a unique but very horrifying experience, I assure you.

There was also the case of a fifteen-year-old girl who had come up from Savannah as a stowaway on a boat. When she landed in New York she had no money, and so she was picked up for vagrancy. She was brought to Welfare Island and placed in the venereal ward.

A girl drug addict hung herself in her cell the night after she received her sentence. She took the sheet off the bed and hung herself on the cell door – a girl who, it was said, came from a wealthy family.

Not a very pleasant picture, that. But it’s life – and I was where I was because I had dared to show the public a true slice of life.

I’m not crabbing, though. The experience was worth the ten days. If I had ever wanted to get local color, I sure got it there. I’m going on writing and acting plays, you know.

Yes, there was all of a certain side of life bundled into that prison. In the narcotic room there was every sort of woman, from debutantes down to street-women. Many give themselves up willingly to take the cure.

I was informed that some of the girls in for prostitution and drug addiction were there because, when they were out on probation, they had been seen with someone of a bad character and had been picked up and sent back.

Many times, when they are taken in this manner, they are unaware that the person they happen to be with has a bad reputation.

Many, when they are freed, have nothing more than carfare. They prowl the streets, with no place to sleep, perhaps snatching a few minutes’ rest in some hallway or upon some flight of steps. Then, in the end, they go back to the old life to keep body and soul together.

One girl, of twenty, had been in jail five times for prostitution. Asked why she did not get a job when she was free, she said she had looked for jobs and no one would take her because of her shabby appearance. Thus she was forced to tramp the streets until hunger drove her to seek food by any means.

The last time, a man had accosted her while she stood in a street, and offered to buy her food. She went with him. After he bought her a dinner, he took her down to a police station. He was a detective.

These girls are willing to work, but how can they when the law is always ready to pounce upon them and send them back to the workhouse? In the name of charity, there ought to be some organization formed to aid these poor unfortunates to find jobs. These especially.

Everything, however, wasn’t black. Here’s a song the girls sang with much enthusiasm. It was original with them. It’s called “Farewell Welfare Isle”:

As I was walking down the street, Detective Flynn I chanced to meet. He took me down to Jefferson Jail, and there they kept me without bail. Next morning at eight o’clock they took us down to Twenty-Sixth Street dock, Miss Mulry next to us on the other side. When I saw the Workhouse I nearly died. They marched us in to Slattery, where she took our history; they gave us a dress the color of blue and a pair of shoes, size sixty-two. We have a matron by the name of Vaughn; all she says is, “Keep on goin’, get your pail and scrub the floor, or I’ll lock you up in eighty-four”. We got a matron by the name of Mack – you’ll see her in the bums’ room when you get back. She sits behind the desk in a little wooden chair, and all she says is, “Quiet there!” We got a matron, name of Smith; she takes everything she catches you with; she locks you up in a coal-black cell. I wish the old bird was in hell. Bootleg in the morning, bootleg at night, Beans on Sunday and them out of sight; they serve ‘em in a little tin dish. Friday you get potatoes and fish. Ten more days and I’ll be free from this place of misery – no more lock-up, no more mail, no more scrubbin’ in the iron pail.

And them waz my sentiments too, when the big sheet-iron doors swung open and God’s big blue sky smiled down and I was free! Well, just use your imagination!

The warden appeared to be sorry that I was leaving. He smiled wistfully. I thanked him for his kindness and he said, “Come and see us again, sometime.”

And I said, “Thanks, I will, but not via the Little Black Wagon.”

He said, “Oh, I know, but I just wanted to make sure.”

The doors closed behind me. That’s my story.
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Mae was released from Welfare Island on April 27. Pictured here, Warden Harry Schleth bids the actress goodbye. She was met by her mother, brother and sister. “I was the one who brought out censorship,” she said.


“Flaming Mae West Sears Old Records of Stage Milky Way”. The International Police Bugle, Vol. XLVI – No. 41144, Detroit, Michigan, June 2, 1929
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On January 20, 1929, Diamond Lil, starring Mae, opened at Shubert’s newly renovated Apollo Theater in Chicago. Critics were very receptive, and the drama enjoyed packed houses for sixteen weeks.

What – who is this flamboyant meteor that flames across the theatrical firmament eclipsing by her ruddy effulgence all former beacons of stage achievement?

What – who is this roaring tornado that has leveled all known conventions of the world of make-believe?

What – who is this seismic force that has given society a bigger jolt than the ‘Frisco Shiver of ’06?

Mae West!

Mae West and “Diamond Lil,” for the creator of the Du Barry of the Bowery, both in fiction and in the flesh, are as indissolubly fettered in the public mind as ham and eggs or bootlegging and Prohibition.

Not within the history of the American theatre has a star cast her brilliance with a suddenness that marked the advent of Mae West to the forefront of stage favorites. As an author and actress her debut in Sex created a storm of controversy such as had never before marked theatricals.

Passionate protagonists in her behalf cudgeled those who caviled at her merit as an author and art as an actress. The flames of dispute served to heighten the steam of interest and Sex prospered for one of the longest runs Broadway had ever known until the constabulary, in a sudden fit of piety, declared its crimson effluvia too pungent for the delicate olfactory nerves of Gotham.

Then Mae West wrote and produced Diamond Lil. Still specializing in her delineation of the hetaerae her opus was hailed with well nigh universal encomiums from the critics while the public flocked to view the crimson picture of life as it was lived in the Chatham Square littoral a generation or more ago.

Even Westian partisans admitted that Sex was a trifle crude as to dramatic technique, but her most caustic critics grudgingly conceded that Diamond Lil was not only an excellently constructed piece of playwriting, but that the star’s rendition of the title role contributed one of the gems of histrionic history.

After many months of solvent tenancy of the Royale Theatre in New York, “Diamond Lil” and her entourage of East Side types moved to Chicago. Here the Gotham vogue was repeated.

Prior to Sex Miss West was, to be sure, not entirely unknown. Some of the burghers of Manhattan and associated boroughs had knowledge of her abilities from her past performances in vaudeville and musical revues. In the former she had even made pretensions toward headlining; but she was certainly not as wide known as a performer as, say, Belle Baker, Rae Samuels or the late Nora Bayes.

Previous to her precipitate emergence in Sex, Miss West had as recommendation the qualifications of Brooklyn nativity, apprenticeship as a child actress in that borough with Hal Clarendon’s stock company, and the aforementioned experience in vaudeville and musical shows. She takes some little pride in the fact that during the variety era, two young men were associated with her as pianists who have since done fairly well on their own. One of them was Harry Richman, who became a somebody in the night clubs and in the last Scandals, and the other was Jack Smith, whose claim to fame is that he combines the simultaneous accomplishments of whispering and singing baritone. Among the song-and-dance pieces which boasted the blond actress’ services were Sometime with Ed Wynn and several Shubert extravaganzas. The rumor will not down that in one of these latter she was the shimmying Cleopatra of a song called, “Shakespeare’s Garden of Love,” which Marc Connelly, among others, can – and will – still sing for you.

As to her success as an author, La West has no illusions. She writes plays – or rather she makes them up – with both eyes on the box office and with the intention of giving her public just what it wants.

“Some of the papers called my earlier plays garbage,” she candidly remarked not long ago, “but that sort of garbage was what my patrons want and I gave it to them. And, besides, Ibsen’s Ghosts and Sappho were called garbage and worse names than that when they were produced, and look at them now. Ghosts is a classic, and maybe ten years from now they’ll want to see Sex again and call it a classic.”

She does not compose her plays in the usual fashion – in fact; she seems to do nothing in the usual fashion. She simply makes them up as she goes along, often at rehearsals. Sometimes she has a complete scenario in mind – usually she has not and takes up each act as she comes to it.

Diamond Lil, her new vehicle in which she is now appearing, seems to have found a place for itself among the newer successes, and was evolved in just this fashion. The second act, she said, had several different climaxes, and it was with the laudable purpose of giving herself more to do that she hit upon the one now in use. But then Miss West always takes care of herself. A phenomenon of Broadway, she realizes that she is the one the audiences come to see, and accordingly she tried to give them their money’s worth.

The period of Diamond Lil – the Bowery of thirty years ago – interested her and started her upon a play. An hour’s conversation with a police captain who served in the Bowery at the time was, she claims, sufficient to give her the background she needed. And then someone told her that there had been a counterpart of her chief character in those faintly halcyon days who might even have been named “Diamond Lil” – it was either that or “Diamond Dora.” Seeking a title for the play, Miss West hit upon Diamond Lil, scorning the more alliterative cognomen, and thus, insofar as she is concerned, the whole thing has turned out to be just a slice of life.


“Mae West, Broadway’s Most Daring Actress Drops Into Hollywood” by Madge Tennant. Movie Classic, September, 1932
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On June 16, 1932, after cancelling a scheduled Chicago engagement in her play, The Constant Sinner, Mae left New York bound for Los Angeles. After a decades-long career of hits and misses on the stage, she accepted a lucrative movie contract offer from Paramount Studios. Earlier that month, she had signed a contract with the Macauley Company to publish her second novel, Diamond Lil, based on her 1929 hit play. She was accompanied on the train by her manager/lawyer James Timony, her maid Libby Taylor, and her secretary Larry Lee.

To thousands of people who love to be shocked, the name of Mae West stands for plays and novels that portray gilded and sexy sin. Every new Mae West production on Broadway brings a new gasp, thrill, blush, shudder, shock or shiver, according to the nature of the theatergoer. And now this blonde author-actress, whose plays abound with seductive sinners, effeminate men, Diamond Lils and gigolos, has come to the capital of sex. You will see her in Night After Night, with Nancy Carroll and George Raft. And if the public likes her in this picture, you will probably see more of her.

“Divine,” says Mae of Hollywood. But she didn’t look especially happy when we saw her at the Legion boxing matches the other night, with her manager. She looked about her, frowning, and few people noticed her.

“Oh, it’s divine not to be recognized,” Mae insists. “I’m so happy to be able to go about without being followed by crowds.”

Her manager adds, “I have refused a thousand dollars a night just to have Miss West visit a nightclub so that they can advertise that she has been there. Despite popular opinion – probably because of the sensational nature of her plays – Miss West does not indulge in night life after the theatre. She doesn’t drink, and she doesn’t smoke. But she often sits up to three in the morning in her apartment, writing plays, novels, songs.”

If, as is claimed for her, Mae West is only thirty-one years old, she must have worked hard and fast to produce the enormous volume of Broadway successes, books, vaudeville acts, skits, and popular songs that have appeared under her name. Unkind gossipers who hint that she must have a ghost writer for some of her work are given the lie by her manager.

“Most people only talk about what they’re going to do when they get the time,” he says. “Miss West makes the time. She’s the hardest-working little gal in the country. She has been on the stage since she was a child.”

In her colorful history, there are several trips to jail after her plays were raided by the police. But, undaunted, she simply wrote another, even hotter, for the next season.

Mae thinks that several of her plays would make good motion pictures, particularly Diamond Lil. Hollywood, having seen pictures of Mae as the bosomy “Lil,” was hardly prepared for the lis-some little blonde who stepped off the train. “And I haven’t dieted, either,” she avers. “I never was fat. I never weighed an ounce over a hundred and nineteen. That was padding.”

Hollywood wonders if she will be a sensation in Hollywood, where sex is a trade mark and not a novelty. Time – and Mae, herself – will tell.


“Up in Mae West’s Room” by Martin Sommers. News Syndicate Co. Inc. 1933

Editor’s Note: Although Mae was living comfortably in Hollywood at the time this story was printed the interview was conducted in her New York apartment.

Step into Mae West’s boudoir, please. Let’s visit!

You can’t miss the bed. It’s so big, three people could sleep in it at once, and the one on the extreme left would never find out about the one on the extreme right unless they corresponded. It’s mounted on a dais. You have to step from the straight and narrow hallway across and ankle-deep rug and up two steps in order to reach the place where Mae lies flat on her back (authority of Mr. Sidney Skolsky, the mole hunter) when she turns out the light and goes to sleep.

Mae is a specialist in beds. This one, in the spacious, old-fashioned apartment at 72nd Street and West End Avenue in Manhattan where she now lives with her sister, Beverly, is one of her masterpieces. Its massive dignity is screened by a Venetian canopy of soft green, shot with gold. The canopy rises into a large, six-point coronet over the head of the bed. Around the base the interlocking wings of prostrate swans are carved in wood. Directly opposite the foot is a huge mirror surmounted by a Mae West crest, designed by the unrepentant, unrelenting sinner supreme of the screen herself.

The borders of the crest, a ribbon-in-the-wind effect, are inscribed: “MAE WEST” “SEX” “DIAMOND LIL.”

So Mae West, artiste who has given the public a new movie type – a vivacious, murderous, dominant bawd, who destroys men without surcease until the end and manages to profit by it – sleeps with the symbol of the character she has created. It is no more than fair, when you consider with what a roar of acclaim the movie public has welcomed Mae’s “Diamond Lil” – or “Lady Lou”, as “Lil” was renamed as a gesture to Will Hays, grand high chaperon of the movies.
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Mae with her sister Beverly in her New York apartment, mid-1920s.

Visiting, we may find billowy Miss West devouring a man’s size breakfast in bed at 9:00 A.M. Or we may find her springing from tumbled sheets and velvet coverlings, in one of her flimsy black lace nightgowns, as early as 7:00 A.M. – it’s terrible what that Hollywood sunshine will do to a gal who once was a charter member of the Broadway Sun Dodgers, Inc.

While we’re both here, let’s ask Mae a few personal questions. They’re in order if she’s to become part of film history, as the girl who gave the movie public an entirely new type, when the public was crying for one, but didn’t know what it wanted.

What about boy friends? It’s funny, you know, that Mae, of Sex, of Diamond Lil, of She Done Him Wrong, and of Night After Night, never once has been reported engaged here or in Hollywood. None of those lynx-eyed Hollywood columnists ever has gone so far as to say that Antonio Whatsis or Brian Tweetleberry now is dancing attendance on Mae West. So what about boyfriends, Mae?

“Love ‘em all and always have, you know that,” she murmurs, sinking those large white teeth of hers in a small steak. “My favorite now? Say, when did you ever hear of me tellin’ on myself, huh? I’ve been smart that way.”

What about food?

“I like my meat raw,” says Mae, and chuckles. “I mean rare.

“Rare steaks, rare roast beef, and stuff like that. Once a week I eat raw steak chopped up, you know what I mean? Funny, but I love it. Once in a while a bottle of beer, but never hard liquor. Never did drink.

“Sure I’m crazy about sweets. Like a lotta home-made pastries and other stuff, though I know I shouldn’t eat it.”

Clothes?

“Well, you know my stuff on the stage and screen, low necks and smart and tight and all that,” Mae relates.

“In the street I always wear smart conservatives. Stick to brown and blacks in the winter. Pastel shades in the summer.”

Mae has one neat dressing trick that’s unique, incidentally. She first puts on her shoes and stockings. She combs her hair and puts on her hat. Only then does she put on her dress. All her dresses are made with special slits to enable her to do this trick. Almost all are very low cut in the neck. The experts say her shoulders are the most beautiful in these parts.

What about music, Miss West?

“Really I don’t have much time for music on the side, with all my stage and movie work, and all the singin’ o’ my own songs, know what I mean? Not much time left – y’know right today I’d be doin’ five shows a day.”

Books?

“B’ographies – that’s what I like best. I like everything that is true, I mean. Everything that’s happened, otherwise I’m not interested. If I wanna read fiction, somepin’ that isn’t true, I can dream it myself if I want.”

Because she was a child actress or baby vamp in one show or another from the age of six – when she impersonated Eva Tanguay – the book learnin’ Mae received was pretty much catch-as-catch-can. As a result there are great gaps in her knowledge, as is the case with most self-educated people. Although she has Al Smith’s gift for analyzing the character of a casual acquaintance in two minutes of conversation, or sizing up an audience in a split second and giving it the proper stuff for a smash hit, Mae’s had no time for researches into the classics.

They tell the story of the time one of her shows lagged along, as shows will at certain seasons. The press agent had the idea that he could stimulate public interest and attract clamor if Miss West played Lady Macbeth, in Macbeth, at special Tuesday and Thursday matinees. The budding Phineas Taylor Barnum mentioned the project to the star.

“Okay,” Mae is quoted as answering. “Do you think you can get me a script?”

What kind of jewels does Miss West like best?

“Diamonds,” says Mae huskily, and with passion. “Crazy about ‘em. Mad about ‘em. Always was since a kid. Do anything for ‘em – well, I mean, almost anything.”

Her ambition?

“My ambition is to be juz what I am – a dramatic star,” says Mae. “I’ve got my public now, you know. Nothin’ better than one show after another. Yeah, I think I’ll stay on in the movies. After all, it’s the thing now, you know.”

And what does she think of California?

“Geez, that’s livin’ (huskily). Lots of sunshine. Gets you up at 7 in the morning. I love it. Want to live there always, sometime. It’s livin’, I tell yuy.”
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Mae with Boris Petroff. The Russian émigré was a ballet master and former vaudevillian. He produced Mae’s in-person revue, “Knights of Love,” at the Paramount Theater in Manhattan in February, 1933. The popular stage show was presented during the premiere of She Done Him Wrong. Mae was impressed with Petroff, and talked the studio into bringing him to Los Angeles as her “advisor” and “drama coach.” The poker-faced Petroff accompanied Mae in public and on the set. He shared an apartment with James Timony in the Ravenswood building, paid for by the star.


“Look Out! Here’s Mae West!” by Leonard Hall. Photoplay, January, 1933
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After four miserably hot days on the train, Mae and her entourage arrived in Pasadena, California on June, 20, 1932. She was met by Paramount representatives, her William Morris agent Murray Feil, and the curious and rabid press. Before being driven to her new residence at the Ravenswood in Hollywood (where she would live until her death in 1980), she fielded questions, and playfully warned, “I’m not a little girl from a little town making good in a big town. I’m a big girl from a big town making good in a little town.”

The talkies, perfected and petted, were getting just too refined and genteel!

Human passions, on the screaming screen, were being swathed in elegant velvet and piped down to mere whims. Movie actors were giving exquisite imitations of ladies and gentlemen.

And suddenly, without the faintest peep of warning – boom!

There was a terrific explosion. A blonde bomb had gone off in a cream-puff factory. When we fans had dusted ourselves off, and the smoke had cleared away – there was Mae West!

Mae West as the indestructible “Maudie” in Night After Night. Blonde, buxom, rowdy Mae – slithering across the scene in a span-gled, sausage-skin gown! Yanking our eyes from Georgie Raft and Connie Cummings! Battling for the scene with that magnificent veteran trouper, Alison Skipworth!

Heigho and hi-de-hi! Broadway has shipped us a lot of things – crooners, mildewing stars of the legit, tap-dancers, four hundred pound radio
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