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    Foreword


    


    For over a dozen years we’ve seen the magazine covers, talk show appearances, the heartbreaks, the through-the-roof ratings and the launching of careers. Well, fans of Dancing With the Stars — and all fans of the dance, the time has come to unveil both the underlying story of this ABC-TV juggernaut and a gold nugget of American dance history.


    “What’s behind this worldwide ballroom dance phenomenon?”


    Cameras may take us into studios, observing rehearsals, dance-couple dialogues, fittings and finally DWTS contestants’ performances, but the true story that sparked these contemporary miniature dramas actually took place many years ago. The real — and enduring — story is about an American dance legend named Maxine Barrat.


    It all began with a World War I dance craze, propelled by Vernon and Irene Castle, America’s high priest and priestess of dance. As Americans took to the dance floor between the wars, along came Maxine Barrat and Don Loper, “artistic heirs to the Castles” (Look, June 2, 1942). Their timing was perfect. It was the height of the Hollywood M-G-M musical extravaganza and the golden age of supper clubs, when the elite and influential could gather to socialize over cocktails, dine on fine cuisine, dance to the strains of legendary bands and be entertained by all the top acts of the day. Loper &Barrat’s big break came at the world-famous Copacabana nightclub, where they set foot onto the dance floor as a fledgling act and were fast-tracked into the annals of entertainment history. Now this bold spirit, female trailblazer and true-to-life legend, Maxine Barrat, is unwittingly at the center of today’s dance buzz. Behind the scenes she still turns heads as she did when her name was headline news years ago — a pop culture star of old made new again. She is at once the megastar and the professional dancer celebrated via Dancing With the Stars and So You Think You Can Dance, which features brilliant young dancers working their hearts out to make it as professionals in their field.


    Her story is the stuff of dreams — riveting, exotic, passionate — from fracturing her back as a child in a dance recital fall that put her in a full body cast for almost half a year, to sneaking into Radio City Music Hall as a teenager to watch her idol Ginger Rogers on the silver screen; to dancing in the arms of Gene Kelly in her first Broadway show; to appearing in a second Broadway production costumed in yards and yards of flowing white silk in a winter gown and ermine-lined hood, specially designed for her by renowned Vincente Minnelli, who was still working on Broadway and had not yet made a name for himself as a great film director.


    A stint at the glamorous Copacabana catapulted Loper & Barrat to international stardom: ocean voyages to Rio and Europe; a special performance for the King of Denmark; and an M-G-M film contract to star with Kathryn Grayson, Mickey Rooney, Gene Kelly, Judy Garland, Eleanor Powell, Lucille Ball, Red Skelton, Lena Horne, Donna Reed and more, in what has been called “M-G-M at its Best,” Thousands Cheer.


    “Will you dance with me in my next film?” Fred Astaire asked Maxine, and she flew to Hollywood for a screen test with him. She reinvented herself as a nightclub singer, donated her time and talents to the war effort and continued her stellar career in the world of fashion. Then a phone call from a DuMont Television Network exec, “How would you like your own TV show?” and it was back to New York and a new career in the up-and-coming medium of television. Maxine’s sensational life is interlaced with those of the stars she befriended, from Katharine Hepburn and Ginger Rogers, to those with whom she danced and romanced — from admiring South American caballeros, Hollywood moguls and stars, to a one-and-a-half-year affair with Gone with the Wind matinee idol Clark Gable.


    Maxine Barrat is a performing arts legend who holds a vital key to the American dance story. She is the real star.


    It’s time to put Maxine Barrat back on the dance floor.
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      Vernon and Irene Castle.
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      Pianist Carmen Cavallaro plays for a delighted Maxine Barrat.
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      Maxine visits with Ginger Rogers on her ranch.

    

  


  
    Introduction


    


    I first came across the name Loper and Barrat in 2006 while doing research on the history of the Copacabana. It wasn’t long before I realized that this team was not only one of the premier ballroom dance acts of the day but arguably the force that turned the then-struggling nightclub into a world-famous phenomenon. Much to my delight, I discovered that Maxine Barrat was not only alive, well and living in Florida — but she was presenting a one-woman show and still modeling. Any trepidation in reaching out to an individual, who has earned a place in the pantheon of ballroom dance, was immediately dispelled by her warm, engaging and self-effacing phone presence — a strikingly down-to-earth demeanor for someone of her stature, I thought. This delightful lady responded to my request for some photos with a note and four pictures:


    


    Dear Kris,


    What a splendid idea, to do a story about the “Copa” AND Thank you for asking Don & me to be a part of it.


    The picture of us is one I think you will be pleased with. The picture in the lilac outfit is me now at 91 & still modeling in fashion shows.


    I also do a show called “Chocolate Bars to Caviar” in which I show pictures & tell stories about the Copa. The picture of me signing autographs — they have just seen “Chocolate Bars to Caviar,” and loved it.


    I included the picture with Ginger Rogers because she came to see Don & me at the Copa. She invited us to her table after the show — that’s how we met — she and I remained friends for over 30 years.


    Just “ring my chimes” if you need any more info.


    


    Great good luck.


    [signed] Maxine


    


    I had an opportunity to meet this engaging former Copa superstar when she accepted my invitation to participate in a Copacabana book-signing reunion at New York City in October 2007. She was every bit as genuine in person as she had seemed over the phone. Utterly charming, full of life and fun — yet strikingly humble.


    She invited me back to her hotel room to look through memorabilia that she had brought from her Bonita Springs home. Over dinner at Sardi’s, where we sat at the same table once reserved for her and Don Loper at the height of their theater and nightclub career in New York, we discussed writing her life story.


    Some time passed. My attitude toward her story slowly evolved from mere interest to fascination; I was hooked. I realized that hers was not only a wonderful story — about the mid-20th-century American dance scene, the golden age of nightclubs, the spectacular Broadway and over-the-top Hollywood musicals, early television and its expansion in Florida and more — but one that unveils a preeminent female American performing artist who has significantly impacted our cultural history.


    But no trumpets blaring here, no need — Maxine’s glorious story speaks for itself, from the heart — filled with humility, kindness and passion.


    It is the real deal. It is Maxine Barrat.
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      Maxine today.

    

  


  
     


    


    PART I


    The Streets of New York

  


  
    Chapter One


    Audition Lessons in a Broadway Theater Balcony


    


    Freezing, thought the men on the breadline. A bone-chilling dampness of a Manhattan holiday season. It was midday. The country was in the midst of the Great Depression and yet there was a steady murmur of automobiles, shuffling feet and the ubiquitous bustle in Times Square. Groups of men and women desperately seeking work gathered in front of employment agency offices. Some men stood in the streets, sullen and hollow-eyed, wondering how they were going to feed their families; others banged hopelessly on door after door of warehouses and businesses that had managed to survive the market crash. Still others ended up standing on street corners, selling apples for a nickel. Out of work along with professional people, lawyers, doctors and engineers, were hundreds of theater people, actors, stagehands and ushers, whose jobs were cut as Broadway producers trimmed expenses amid unprecedented economic turmoil. With increasing difficulty producers such as Lee and J.J. Shubert, Sam Harris and Max Gordon continued to present a number of acclaimed musicals and more sophisticated revues, but the number of productions declined dramatically as the Depression deepened.


    While the cost for even a one-dollar balcony seat was beyond the means of many citizens, the theatrical amusements of the Great White Way still parted the clouds of the Great Depression for those less financially scathed and held out hope of cultural opportunities in the future for those less fortunate. In the famous playhouses west of Broadway, the Broadhurst, Shubert, Morosco and Music Box, among them, theater people lucky enough to still have jobs were eager to sate audiences hungry to put their daily woes far away.


    It was to these august side-street theaters off 44th Street that the legitimate shows had relocated when they were driven out of Times Square itself by motion pictures, a burgeoning medium that took a huge percentage of Broadway talent during these hard times. The heart of this venerable theater district was the famed Shubert Alley, which divides the block between Eighth Avenue and Broadway from 44th to 45th Street. It was here that actors and chorus girls and boys eagerly queued up when shows were being cast.


    There was a creative energy, an inextinguishable vibrancy, in spite of the bleak climate of the 1931-1932 Broadway show season. Enthusiastic young men and women, high on hopes of theatrical glory, dashed excitedly along the city sidewalks, hurrying to casting calls or dress rehearsals, in and out of stage door entrances. Their thoughts were a world away from the desolation that lay just outside the magnificent Manhattan playhouse walls.


    At the time there was one play in particular that captured the imagination of a very special teenaged girl, who waited eagerly for the November 29, 1932 opening night of Cole Porter’s Gay Divorce at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre. Or maybe it was the buzz surrounding the show’s leading actor that piqued her curiosity. A celebrated Hollywood hero of that era, debonair Fred Astaire, had been cast to perform for the first and only time on stage without his principal partner and sister Adele. It was a leading role that required singing and acting in addition to the fancy footwork for which he was famous. While gossip columnists opined about his ability to handle these challenges, the inquisitive teenager pondered, “what would it be like to dance with Fred Astaire?”


    The following year Fred Astaire would team up with Ginger Rogers, an idol of many young female dance hopefuls — and especially this one teenaged girl, who watched the famed dance duo again and again at Radio City Music Hall. But for now the girl’s interest was held by Astaire only in the role of Guy in Gay Divorce.


    Tryouts and rehearsals went on as usual for other popular shows of the day, Dinner at Eight, Flying Colors, Music in the Air, Of Thee I Sing and The Dubarry. Young women toting round hatboxes filled with dancing attire dashed to and fro, occasionally bumping into one another at theater side doors, laughing, apologetic and giddy with anticipation. Young men engaged in lively conversation, jostling one another on the steps or in the doorways, as eager to speak with one of the beautiful girls as to land a role in a show. Amid the constant stir it was difficult at times to tell who was coming and going at the stage doors. No one seemed to notice if anyone managed to sneak in or out. Nobody seemed to care.


    One day, as a young female performer hurried to an audition, she was unaware that the same pretty teenaged girl who had dreamed of dancing with Fred Astaire was following close behind her. When the young female performer passed through the stage door, the teenaged girl darted in right behind her, unobserved.


    Once inside the theater, the teenager quickly dropped back. She smiled reticently, pleased with herself for slipping by unnoticed. The bold plan that she had dreamed up had worked. She had managed to sneak into the theater for the auditions scheduled for that day.


    She stood quietly at the side and took in her surroundings. The theater was dark except for a work light illuminating a small area directly over the stage and spilling into four or five rows of seats. Fixed within the beam of light was a single performer, poised and ready to audition. The teenager noticed other young women in rehearsal clothes standing to the side, waiting their turns. Suddenly, she panicked, thinking, “If they ask me to audition, I’m in trouble!


    I better make myself scarce.”


    She retreated swiftly further into the backstage area to hide and plan her next move. Even though she was a naturally gifted dancer with many years of classical ballet training, she was naive about trying out for a part. She didn’t have the faintest idea of how to audition. It was the missing rung in her climb toward a professional dance career.


    She needed to find out.


    Edging ever so stealthily, she made her way to a side door, passed through it and was back outside. She walked swiftly along the exterior of the building, found another door a few yards away and re-entered the theater at the main floor in front of the stage. Crouching down so no one would see her, she took in her surroundings and got her bearings. She dropped down onto her hands and knees and started to crawl slowly up the lushly carpeted aisle, from the front row of rich, maroon, velvet-upholstered seats all the way to the back of the pitch-black theater.


    Cautiously she pushed open one of the double swinging doors leading from the rear of the orchestra section into a lobby that dazzled with rich woodwork and ornate chandeliers. The lobby was deserted. She dashed across to the grand staircase leading to the first mezzanine on the opposite side. Taking the steps two at a time, she climbed two flights of stairs and reached the second floor of the theater. She traversed the dark, wide hallway, gently swung open one of the double doors and entered the rear of the balcony section. Groping her way in the darkness down to the front row, heart pounding, she sank deeply into one of the plush cushioned seats.


    With her gaze intent on the proceedings below, she sat silently, mesmerized, her forearms crossed over the balcony railing. All afternoon she watched one performer after another come out on stage to audition.


    From her secluded perch in a Broadway theater balcony, a passionately determined 17-year-old named Maxine Boura observed, listened and learned what to do, what to wear and how to act for an audition.


    Now she was ready.
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      Fred Astaire and Claire Luce in Gay Divorce, 1932.

    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Discovering Ballet


    


    “My parents would peek out at me dancing on the porch and say, ‘There she goes again’!” Maxine vividly remembers. Even as a child Maxine’s strong, innate will to dance would spring to life at the least provocation:


    


    They’d be playing music and I would start to dance. There wasn’t enough room in the house, so I started dancing on the porch. It was like a stage for me.


    I remember the house — and the porch, which went all the way around. I used to dance all the way around the house.


    


    The two-and-a-half story, wood-framed home purchased post-World War I by her railroad ticket-agent father, Hippolyte Boura, was situated on a double lot on the north side of East 235th Street. It stood in one of the scattered residential neighborhoods of the northeastern part of the Bronx known as Wakefield. Along the front of the Boura property at number 670 was a darkly colored wood picket fence, which echoed the pattern of similarly hued columns and balusters of the wrap-around porch, where Maxine danced with such joy and abandon.


    Most of the frame houses and cottages on 235th Street were privately owned, painted various colors, fenced in and gated. There was an absence of driveways and an abundance of open curb space, as automobiles did not become a common family possession until after World War II. Tall deciduous trees between the sidewalk and curb provided shade as well as a country ambiance to the tranquil neighborhood. The modest, well-kept homes were the realizations of dreams for many of the middle-class residents, who took pride in their tidy lawns, flowerbeds and neat gravel walkways. Their leisure hours often were spent enjoying wooden platform swings, hammocks and front-porch rocking chairs that were popular neighborhood fixtures at the time.


    The Boura home between Carpenter Avenue and White Plains Road, the area’s main shopping area, was conveniently located and within close proximity to many neighborhood amenities. The nearest public elementary school, P.S. 16, was within easy walking distance at East 240th Street and Carpenter Avenue. The Wakefield Casino, popular among local families for its clambakes and picnics — and among the men for thirst-quenching cold lagers — was located at East 239th Street and White Plains Road. The nearest police station was the 27th Precinct (now the 47th Precinct), located south of East 230th Street, next door to the 63rd Engine Company firehouse.


    While Maxine was enjoying typical childhood pastimes in her own little world of Wakefield, free-spirited girls known as flappers were dancing the Charleston, frequenting speakeasies and nightclubs, shredding Victorian restraint and redefining modern womanhood. She and her family attended movies at the Wakefield Theatre, which opened in 1928 at East 234th Street and White Plains Road, less than two blocks from the Boura home. The Laconia Theatre at East 224th Street and White Plains Road opened in 1926, and two years later the Burke Theatre opened on nearby Burke Avenue. With the release in October 1927 of the first feature-length movie presented as a sound picture, The Jazz Singer, talking pictures or “talkies” became all the rage. Motion picture houses flourished.


    Flappers, who embodied the modern spirit and new dance styles of the Jazz Age, now fueled a general enthusiasm for dancing that had begun at the turn of the century. Society’s fashionable, elaborate cotillion had waned in favor of the waltz and two-step, which in turn yielded to more intimate modern steps like the turkey trot, the tango and the foxtrot. In 1926, a new frenzy began with “I’d Rather Charleston,” written for and introduced by the brother-sister dance team of Fred and Adele Astaire in the London production of Lady, Be Good! Everyone was dancing the Charleston. The stage was set for Maxine to take ballroom dancing to new heights in just a few years.


    Once called “the beautiful Bronx” by area residents, it was an exciting place to live during the boom years following World War I. Newly extended subway easily accessible from Manhattan. Maxine’s home was only two blocks from the 233rd Street station of the IRT (Interborough Rapid Transit Company) subway line that still exists today and runs from the Bronx to Brooklyn. As it was an overhead — or elevated train — in this section of the Bronx, it was commonly called the “el” and often referred to by its last stop, the 241st Street and White Plains Road line:


    


    My father worked for a railroad company that ran a line up to Westchester. This is how we happened to move to this area. They [her parents] felt that the country was a better place to bring up a child. My dad kept saying: “It’s so beautiful up there. It will be a nice place for the girls to stretch their legs and play tennis.”


    


    Prior to moving to the Bronx, the Bouras had resided in a large shingled single-family home at 274 West 131st Street in Manhattan. Its colonnaded front porch wrapped partially around one side, serving as the impetuous very young Maxine’s en plein air dance stage. The larger front porch at their new home in the Bronx provided a bigger expanse for Maxine to express herself through dance.


    From its 19th-century rural beginnings, the Bronx grew rapidly into a thriving suburban community. Millions of hard-working, culturally diverse, middle-class men and women left the crowded streets of New York City to make a better life for themselves and their children in the fresh air, wooded acres and tree-lined avenues of the Bronx, once part of Westchester County. The Daily Argus newspaper, published in the Westchester city of Mount Vernon just to the north, was subscribed to by many Wakefield residents as it covered the news of their nearby section of the Bronx.


    The Wakefield populace was once largely German, mostly truck farmers, and later shopkeepers, as well as employees in the area’s thriving piano industry. After the turn of the century the ethnic population began to shift as many of the German families moved away and the Irish, then Italians, moved in. These cultural changes were reflected in some of the local religious institutions. St. John’s Methodist-Episcopal Church on Richardson Avenue became a Lutheran Church and circa 1917 became St. Anthony’s Roman Catholic Church, with services conducted in Italian. The cultural base expanded further during the unprecedented growth and prosperity of the Roaring Twenties, when an influx of newly transplanted Manhattan tenement and apartment dwellers brought new cultures and traditions to the northernmost reaches of New York City, now linked and easily accessible by IRT and IND (Independent Subway System) subway lines. Families settled side-by-side into villages called neighborhoods, each with its own dominant ethnic identity representing every face of the borough’s ever-expanding population of Germans and Irish, Italians, Russian and Polish Jews, blacks and others.


    Born on February 28, 1915, Maxine inherited from her lovely North Carolina-born mother, Monica (neé Kennan), a warm, gentle spirit and open-minded religious values:


    


    My mother had a poor background; my dad, too; but she had the most beautiful outlook on life. Even though she was brought up in a convent and my dad was an altar boy — so naturally, they were very good Catholics — my mother did something unusual in the Catholic religion. She did not baptize my sister or me. She believed that we should explore life and it’s meaning for ourselves and make our own decisions. She knew there was more than she had been taught and she wanted us to find out for ourselves. She felt that other religions had a lot to offer — she would never change hers, she would die a Catholic — but she wanted us to have a choice. If I had a Presbyterian friend, I went with her to a Presbyterian church; and if I had a Jewish friend, I went to the synagogue on Saturday. I acquired a respect for all religions.


    


    Her mother, a practical nurse, also instilled in Maxine an appreciation for music and artistic expression. While blessed with a beautiful soprano voice, Monica Boura never sang professionally, but Maxine fondly recalls her mother’s singing for her friends at church and parties, bedtime serenades of Irish folk tunes and Broadway melodies and sunrise reveilles:


    


    She would start to sing and we knew it was time to get up. She’d wake us up with her beautiful natural voice. What a way to wake up! It was wonderful. Some operas, some popular music — her voice could carry and handle both.


    My mother loved opera. She had recordings that she could listen to and she’d go to the opera once in a while. They didn’t have the kind of money that they could go whenever they pleased, so it was a treat for them, when they would go.


    


    Interestingly, one of the most highly regarded opera singers of the 19th century once had lived only a quarter of a mile from the Boura residence. At 4718 Matilda Avenue between 241st and 242nd Streets was the family home of famed coloratura soprano Adelina Patti for whom “Sweet Adeline” was written. Today Adelina Patti (1843-1919) is probably best known as the great-grand aunt of Broadway actress, singer — and namesake — Patti Lupone.


    From both her parents Maxine acquired a love of theater:


    


    They took me to theater from the time I can remember, and that’s where, I guess, I opened my eyes to what was happening around me.


    Sometimes I would go to the ballet by myself, when I was around the age of 11, 12. I couldn’t afford an orchestra seat, so I would buy a seat up in the boondocks, then sneak down, wait until the show started, see an empty seat and take it so I could be up front to watch. I never got caught!


    I loved theater, and I just wanted to see the ballet dancers so much.


    At that point, I thought, “I have to have a ballet career.”


    


    Mirrors, mirrors and more mirrors. The local dance studio walls were covered with mirrors. A young Maxine, trying to perfect a classical ballet position while poised on barre in front of one of the mirrors, frequently stopped momentarily to smile slightly at another girl who was watching, admiring her. Maxine’s innate talent was evident from the very beginning. Other children in her ballet class often tried to emulate the beautiful lines, arcs and balance in her moves:


    


    I didn’t know that it was a gift, really. You don’t know that at that age. I just loved to dance. I was dancing all over the place. At the slightest provocation, I was making all sorts of ballet gestures. I guess I was just a natural.


    


    Initially Maxine’s parents believed that Maxine’s desire to dance to music was nothing more than a childhood whim. It seemed innocent enough — and conventional especially for little girls — to let their daughter take lessons, so the Bouras readily agreed:


    


    My parents thought it was just a childhood thing. They would say, “She has talent. She can dance and move well and she is having fun.” So that was great…up until they knew that I was getting serious. That was a different story.


    


    Unlike so many of the little girls who took ballet and then moved on to sports, musical instruments or boyfriends, Maxine was one of the few whose love of ballet only grew over time. A passion for dance soon consumed all her time and energy. As she became more and more involved with her dance classwork, engaging her heart and soul in her assiduous study of ballet and perfection of technique, her mother fretted about her passion for dancing. She urged Maxine to broaden her horizons:


    


    My mother said, “Come on. You have to learn more than just dancing. You must learn to play the piano, like your sister.” My sister, Marie, played the piano beautifully. She was a concert pianist at 15. We had a piano at home and we both took lessons, but I wasn’t very good at it. It wasn’t my forte at all, but she played like a dream.


    


    While ballet lessons had been a part of her life from the time she can remember, Maxine’s recollections of her earliest experiences are vague:


    


    There was a small studio. I think it was a private family, someone in the neighborhood who gave ballet lessons. It seemed to be a very small room in a private home. It was a small ballet group, only four or five children.


    


    In this small private setting, the foundations for her training were laid. As a very young child, Maxine learned the importance of a good, slow warm-up as a safe start to ballet practice. She and the other youngsters most likely would have giggled in amusement as they stretched, practiced good posture and worked to increase the strength and flexibility of their small, growing muscles. They did exercises, like sitting on the floor with necks and back straight, stomachs in, feet together and pushing their knees down to learn “frogs” to help them turn their legs out.


    After the family’s move to Wakefield, Maxine continued her ballet lessons in a more structured, formal atmosphere:


    


    By then I was in a studio with good trainers in regular dance classes. I took ballet, tap and some modern as well. I was thin — all arms and legs. I had the body of a dancer.


    


    Maxine excelled. Her strong, lean legs, arching neck, lengthy taut arms, exquisite hands and long fingers and finely modeled torso were ideal for a dancer. Her body moved with a power, grace and fluidity that made even the most difficult techniques seem easy. She perfected her body alignment and balance and became adept at coordinating the visual with the physical elements of dance, training her eye and her body.


    With practice she developed an ability to bring together the correct look with the feeling within her body. By recognizing this association she was able to master a sense of correct placement — proper posture with lines projecting from the body in proper alignment.


    Her intermediate and advanced classes always began with long, slow handrail or barre exercises, arduous and monotonous, but a fundamental necessity to avoid injury. Warming up before dancing is always one of the hardest rules for exuberant young students to learn; but it is a discipline that is the foundation to meet the ballet’s physical challenges and help to facilitate longevity as a dancer. Outfitted in leotards, tights and ballet shoes, hair neatly pulled away from the face and neck, secured with hairpins or pinned up in braids or a bun, Maxine and the other girls would take their places at the barre and begin warming up. As they worked on placement, they patiently and thoroughly prepared their bodies for the hard work to follow. Legs and feet turned out sideways, she and the others would practice the five positions from which the circular and linear combinations and all the movements in ballet are derived. Simple steps, harder steps, combinations of which became sequences — or enchaînements — would be woven together to make increasingly complex and interesting dances.


    The highlight of each dance school season was the annual, end-of-season recital. Students of all ages worked tirelessly for weeks and weeks, preparing to go on stage and put on a show in front of an audience. Routines and complicated steps that can take months or even years to master were practiced over and over again. Fourteen-year-old Maxine Boura, the school’s star pupil, was prepared to give the most stunning performance of her young lifetime.


    What happened instead almost ended her dance career forever:


    


    We were doing a sort of dance-play. We were on this beautiful stage with an Oriental setting. There was a stairway that went up quite high in the middle of it, and a high priest was at the top of this flight of stairs.


    I was supposed to run up this stairway and talk to the high priest because I had been a naughty girl. He was supposed to forgive me, but he didn’t like my story, so he stabbed me. I would turn and twirl and fall. A young man would be there to catch me and we would do our dance routine.


    During rehearsals, he caught me very nicely. But one time, I ran up those steps, the high priest stabbed me, and I twirled — but nobody was there. I fell and hurt my back severely.


    An ambulance came and took me to the hospital, and they put me in a cast from my shoulders to my hips.


    


    Maxine had suffered a serious hairline fracture of her spine. The body cast limited all movement, and she was restricted to lying on her back on a flat board — not even a bed — at all times for months.


    After a few months passed by, Maxine asked, “Well, is it happening? Is it healing?”


    She was assured that her back was healing; she had to be patient. Then she overheard a conversation between her mother and the doctor that spurred her into action:


    


    I overheard the doctor talking to my mother. I guess I wasn’t supposed to hear, but I did.


    “We took x-rays, and they’re not very good,” he said. “Now don’t be surprised if she can’t walk again. She may be able to walk, but she’ll never dance. That was a pretty bad fall.” He was very emphatic.


    I froze. Not dance? What does he mean? I have to dance! It’s my life. It’s everything in this world I ever wanted to do. From that moment on, I decided, I better get to work here.


    So I started to work my feet, making small circles, trying to use my leg muscles. I put weights on my feet and moved them up and down so they wouldn’t get weak. I would move my legs and if it hurt my back, I’d stop. As the days went by, I started to use them more.


    Then a physical therapist said, “Maxine, you seem to be doing very well.”


    “I feel great,” I said. “Why can’t they take off the cast?”


    “Don’t be impatient because you’ll end up on your back again,” he told me. “You have to let it heal properly.”


    In the meantime, he gave me a rod to hold in my hand so I could do exercises with my arms. So then I was doing exercises with my feet and my arms and trying to keep my legs and arms strong. This helped enormously.


    One day, after about four months, I thought, I’ve had enough of this. I’m going to get up. I tried to get up, and I fell right back down. I couldn’t get up.


    Finally they took the cast off about a month later. To my surprise, my legs could carry me and my back was pretty good. It was painful, naturally, because it was still healing. Gradually, gradually, I started to move, and walk, and then do little dance steps. And the first thing you know, I was dancing. I was so grateful to be able to move again. And I went on with my dancing.


    


    Maxine’s urge to be a professional dancer grew stronger: “At some point, I said to my mother and dad that I thought I wanted to be a professional dancer. My father went into orbit. ‘No daughter of mine is going to go into theater,’ he told me.”


    Hippolyte Boura was adamant. In those days decent folk frowned upon the idea of a nice girl going into theater. The Bouras were dead set against a dance career for their daughter. It was unacceptable. They would not tolerate it. They cut off the allowance money that Maxine had been using to pay for dance school.


    But Maxine was determined to continue her lessons. She had to find another way to pursue her passion.
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      Maxine’s childhood home. Courtesy of NYC Municipal Archives
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      The Jazz Singer opening at Warners Theatre.
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      Adelina Patti
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      Maxine with her best friend Beatrice.
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