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In my life, I’ve known many women who got what they needed through unconventional means.

Of these,

TONI

LIZ

ALISON

SERRINA

LISA

SONJA

MAREN

CASSANDRA

… were just the worst.

Thank you so much for all you taught me.
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Most of the women in these profiles lived around the turn of the twentieth century. Terms we may find offensive today were commonly used in the primary documents my researched is based on. I apply those terms only where they are historically integral.
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INTRODUCTION
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UPON FINDING ONESELF TO BE PLAIN, CRANKY, A BIT SELF-ABSORBED, AND A TAD SLUTTY









    My friend, when I tell you that you’re ugly, I say it with only compassion in my heart.

Now, don’t get emotional. You’re so temperamental. Loud, even. That’s not desirable, either. I just thought you should hear it from someone who cares.

Hear what exactly? Well, you know.

You don’t fit. Aside from your multitude of physical shortcomings and social blunderings, you’ve got weird hobbies, unsavory companions, and… well, forgive my bluntness, but the way you’re tilting your head just now makes you look like an absolute whore. I’m sorry. If there were a gentler word, I’d use it.

You’re not the woman you ought to be.

But you already knew that.

You’ve known that since you were a child, when a shampoo commercial made you understand that your hair was not even close to ebullient. You probably hadn’t even known that your hair was required to exist as a joyous singularity, but I bet you’ve never forgotten. You’ve been compiling your near-constant failures as a woman ever since.

You know what a woman is supposed to be.

She:


	TAKES UP JUST THE RIGHT AMOUNT OF SPACE. Small is best. You need to prove yourself worthy of the molecules you displace, madam.

	IS PRETTY. You’ve a bit of luck, here! Twenty-first-century America has opened the definition of pretty wider than ever before! You can be pretty no matter your (flawlessly smooth) skin tone, and you can now have one of two different breast sizes and still be fashionable! (Cheekbone rise, eye shape and spacing, lip plumpness, and neck length remain nonnegotiable, however. Also, stop aging; it’s a degrading habit.)

	DOESN’T TALK TOO MUCH. And when she does so, we’d prefer she use the upspeak of a teenage girl asking for an extension on a school essay. Using a childlike tone makes your ideas more palatable for others to hear. So, if you must speak, do so thusly: “Because sometimes? Like, I think it would be a good idea? To put fire extinguishers on all floors of the building? But only if, like,… you guys are cool with that?”

	DON’T SEEK UNSEEMLY PLEASURES, like alcohol, sex, or notoriety.

	DON’T BE A FRUMPY KILLJOY, ruining anyone else’s chance to enjoy alcohol, sex, or notoriety.

	BE VERY SEXY BUT PRETEND YOU DON’T KNOW IT. Then stop, because you’re being needy. Okay, now start again; it’s fashionable this month to be sexually progressive. Wait… no, that one music video awards performance took it too far; you need to stop again. But any minute now an influencer will show a quarter inch of under-butt cellulite on TikTok and be called “brave,” so you best keep some thongs handy.



Tired, yet? You should be because the rules are exhausting.

You’re living in the most permissive and progressive era this planet has ever known. Imagine the rules for “good women” as they existed 150 years ago.

Now, imagine being the kind of woman who ignored those rules while pursuing marvelous things.

Imagine being plain, cranky, a little bit self-absorbed, and a tad slutty at the turn of the twentieth century.

Go ahead! It oughtn’t be hard! “Plain, cranky, selfish sluts” describes most people to some degree! In fact, we could just shorthand “plain cranky selfish sluts” to “humans,” if we wanted.

It’s odd that history has had so little to say about women with an over-abundance of humanity. There is limited space for Women in History, and most of it has gone to silent beauties, righteous over-achievers, and literal saints.

Because, at the risk of invalidating thousands of bumper stickers, the truth is: well-behaved women almost exclusively make history. Women from Cleopatra to Ruth Bader Ginsburg found their place in history by doing what was expected and allowed—just doing it extremely well.

We’ve let history misplace so many fascinating stories. Achievements and adventures belonging to women who were not beautiful or mythically competent. Amazing, and utterly unsuitable American women.

I found a large deposit of these chipped and dusty diamonds dwelling in the mid-nineteenth to early twentieth centuries. This is a time when Americans had the most leisure, education, and money they’d ever known. As a result, women began to leave the homestead and look for things to do. Many of those things were considered “unladylike.”

So, one “human” to another, let me introduce you to a few fabulous women whom history didn’t much care for.

What follows are the stories of eighteen unique women. Women who had no virtue—or so much virtue that they decided to shove their excess down other people’s throats. Women who were selfish—or so selfless it bordered on a psychological condition. Women who stuck their powdered noses into men’s affairs and gummed up entire industries, changing them forever. Women who did magnificent things but who were really weird in their personal lives.

They were unbecoming as women; and they changed forever what women could become.
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1. MAKING A SPECTACLE OF ONESELF
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DARING DRAMA QUEENS OF DUBIOUS RENOWN









    Without social media, if a lady of latter days wanted to be lauded for her charms, she would take to the stage. As with social media, audiences often found those attention-seeking ladies obnoxious. Cathartically so. A person can take a lot of comfort in feeling quietly superior to show-offs.

In this chapter we meet performers who were especially disreputable for their time and place. They desired attention more than anything else, and they were willing to sacrifice privacy, decorum, and perhaps a smidgeon of personal dignity to get it. They lived out of suitcases, kept disreputable company, were harassed and jeered at. They were also paid. These women put a whole new spin on the question of exploitation in the performative arts. Who is the real unfortunate soul—the strutting shameless peahen, or… the fella who hands that hen his paycheck just for the pleasure of watching her preen?
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CELESTA GEYER


Whether skinny or near immobile from your girth, you’ve got to honor your time on this earth.



As a child, Celesta was her father’s darling, and she went with him to his popular German pub nearly every day. She bounded between tables of friendly customers, being rewarded with food for her cuteness. The scientific term for Celesta’s making such early psychological connections among food, making people laugh, and happiness is known as, “Oh, Girl, I See Where This Is Going.” (Check the DSM-5 on that, but I’m pretty sure you’ll find it.)

At age six, in 1907, she started school. There, she learned the most important lesson of her life. She was fat, and that was bad.

For the next forty years people would remind her constantly and viciously of her size, and how it symbolized a greater failure. There’s a special sort of anger humans have toward people who won’t blend in, especially if they think it’s by choice.
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Dolly at eight years old



Fat or thin, Celesta was never, ever meant to blend in. She wasn’t made for a passive life. She loved people, new experiences, and challenges. She also happened to love food.

Celesta quit school at sixteen, after having to sit at the front of the classroom in a special extended desk. Being up front proved too much of a distraction; since they could see her, the other students, and some teachers, tortured her all day. She went to work instead.

Celesta did the factory work that was common for girls of the era; she packed chocolates or soap. She even tried to work at the telephone company, but at 255 pounds she was told she wouldn’t be able to sit on the switchboard stools all day. She left the safe circle of her family and began the adventure of youth; she became a successful Miami beautician and makeup model. Her face was large, but very pretty, and the cosmetics sellers thought her dimensions highlighted how their products could flatter.

She made friends, though she admitted many were a bit seedy. Her fatness made her seedy, too. She explored Tijuana with part-time prostitutes and “bad boys” who smuggled 1910s era “la ma-ri-huan-a” across the border.

Celesta enjoyed being alive, even if it was in a body the world didn’t think deserved that privilege. Celesta won prizes at costume balls, she joyrided in cars (which is significantly more daring when you remember cars had been invented the previous decade), she rode horses despite not fitting the saddle. She turned down quite a few offers of sex work—something she’d keep doing most of her life.

By her early twenties she wanted to go back to her family and build a calmer existence. But the thing about “calm” is that it tends to be boring.

Well, one part of it wasn’t boring. She found real love in a man named Frank Geyer, though she was suspicious of that love. She didn’t know why he was marrying a 300-pound pariah. She made Frank procure a home, furniture, a good job, and a ring before she’d marry him, simultaneously proving she actually valued herself while giving him incentive to quit her. It didn’t work. He loved her, and they were married happily until his death in 1967.

There wasn’t much love for Celesta outside her warm family circle, however. Every time she left her house, Celesta had to be prepared for an assault of sniggers, stares, and screamed insults. It wasn’t worth it. She stayed put and grew larger.

One day, as the Great Depression put the squeeze on her and Frank’s finances, the couple went out to a near-empty local carnival. The barker in front of the Fat Lady tent called out to her. She cringed, but she had learned that when the world keeps screaming about how fat your butt is, sometimes you have to turn around and invite them to kiss it.

She wrote, “My courage dropped and my heart sank… but I took hold of myself and when we were within a few feet of him I boomed out, ‘Do you want to see a real 338 pounds fat lady? I’ll bet I’m a lot fatter than the one you have.’ ”

The barker laughed and waved the couple through the tent. Inside, Celesta met the 700-pound woman who would become her mentor, Jolly Pearl Stanley.

Jolly Pearl put voice to the truth that Celesta’s life had centered on.
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Dolly’s advert in Billboard magazine



“You know, honey, everyone laughs at you now. Don’t you think it would be a good idea to make them pay for their fun?”

It was a very good idea. Celesta became Dolly Dimples, “The World’s Most Beautiful Fat Lady.” She and Frank rode out the worst of the Depression in private Pullman cars, touring Hawaii, spending summers in a well-appointed tent in the center of the carnival’s community. Celesta wore the satiny costumes she’d always loved, danced, sang, and sass-mouthed—and people laughed.

They were laughing at her, make no mistake. Just like they always had. She could not prevent that. The difference was that now they were giving up their Depression-era cash to do it. They were in Dolly’s house, now.

This was illustrated by an incident she describes in her autobiography, Diet or Die, when a particularly rude lady asked: “How can your husband possibly make love to you?”

Dolly tossed off: “Why, honey, he waits until I go to the bathroom and then he follows the stream to the exact spot.”

Celesta insists, “I wasn’t proud of this answer [oh, she totally was], so in reply to the same question in Mobile, Alabama,… I was a bit more discreet. ‘Mother gave my husband a blueprint of my body as a wedding present.’ ”

In the off-season, Celesta didn’t rest on her ever-growing laurels. (She was 4 feet 11 inches and around 500 pounds when in her forties.) She and Frank bought a gas station in Florida, she put out her shingle as a psychic, and she became “Madame Celeste.”

[image: Image]
Painting on the side of the Dolly Dimples Show tent, designed by Celesta herself



Celesta didn’t believe she was psychic. But she had honed a useful skill that is often found in people who live lives wary of harm from others. Empathy. The ability to read humans.

Psychic translated into backwoods 1940s language as psychiatrist. She listened carefully, watched body language, used common sense, and helped. People flooded to her with problems ranging from picking lotto numbers to healing deaf children. Her largest clientele was African Americans, which is worth mentioning because the year was 1940, and the place was rural Florida. If you wanted to go any deeper into the racist South, you’d need a submarine. Celesta’s mind didn’t work that way, though. She spent her life being treated lousy for how her body looked, and she wasn’t eager to transfer the bigotry to skin color.

Celesta had figured out how to thrive as a fat lady. But that didn’t change the fact that her fat friends kept dying. Even when trying not to be fat. She and her sister-in-law had tried diet pills, and the only ones that worked appeared to have been mail-order military-grade methamphetamine. Both women lost weight. Her sister-in-law was quite svelte the day those pills blew out two valves of her heart and killed her. Dolly stopped taking them, barely in time to survive the kidney failure she’d thought was water retention.

Her mentor, Jolly Pearl, had well hidden the fact her carnival perch was a specially designed toilet she couldn’t be moved from without help. Pearl had a heart attack and died while performing on a bright sunny day. She was buried in a rough wooden box, since no coffin could hold her, and she was driven to her grave on a flat-bottomed truck. Her death and demeaning burial were a trauma for Celesta.

When Celesta Geyer/Dolly Dimples/Madame Celeste was fifty and weighed 555 pounds, she also had a heart attack.

Her doctor told her she could diet, or she could die. Those were her choices.

Celesta believed him.

She lost 440 pounds in a little over a year, entering the Guinness Book of World Records for the feat. She didn’t use diet pills, which terrified her. She didn’t have surgery. She restricted herself to 800 calories a day.

It was horrible. She hurt, she felt starved, and she was depressed.

But she did it. And the depression lessened, the cravings were checked, and she did not gain the weight back. Ever.

Reams of scientific studies, as well as the personal experience of billions of women who have dieted, agree: that’s not something very many people can do. Especially the “keep it off” part. But Celesta bucked the status quo once again.
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Celesta, age fifty-seven, advertising her diet plan



No longer a viable circus fat lady, Celesta became a diet guru and talk-show celebrity, pitching a (sort of) sensible calorie-restriction diet. She died in 1982, at age eighty-one, at a reported 121 pounds.

Celesta didn’t lose that weight to be sexy, popular, or even normal, since she’d made herself a life she loved as Dolly Dimples and Madame Celeste. She lost it because it was threatening to take away something she valued above all else.

Celesta Geyer loved LIFE. Not just “being alive”; any sad sack can manage that. She loved what life is made of: going places, doing hard things, navigating new people, being surprised, taking chances. She sacrificed and fought to keep all that. Fat and thin, Celesta Geyer honored life as few people can.


e9781982199715/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781982199715/fonts/VastShadow-Regular.ttf


e9781982199715/images/f0006-01.jpg





e9781982199715/images/f0012-01.jpg





e9781982199715/images/f0014-01.jpg
JOLLY DOLLY GEYER

ENTERTAINING FAT GIRL

o™

Home Addvase

BILLBOARD 444 DAYTON ST,
Cincinnati, Ohio Cincinnati, Ohio






e9781982199715/images/f0016-01.jpg





e9781982199715/images/f0018-01.jpg





e9781982199715/images/f0010-01.jpg





e9781982199715/fonts/Roboto-Medium.ttf


e9781982199715/images/f0001-01.jpg





e9781982199715/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Introduction


		Chapter 1: Making a Spectacle of Oneself

		Celesta Geyer


		Aida Overton Walker


		The Cherry Sisters






		Chapter 2: Ballbusters

		Hetty Green


		Poker Alice Stubbs


		Reindeer Mary Antisarlook






		Chapter 3: That’s Sissy Stuff

		Lena Himmelstein Bryant Malsin


		Winifred Sweet Black Bonfils


		Lillian Gilbreth






		Chapter 4: The Righteous Sisters

		Ellen G. White


		Aimee Semple McPherson


		Carrie Nation






		Chapter 5: Running Her Mouth

		Elizabeth Packard


		Mary “Mother” Jones


		Ida B. Wells






		Chapter 6: Too Far, Too Soon

		Martha (Mattie) Hughes Cannon


		Mary Edwards Walker


		Victoria Woodhull






		Conclusion


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Further Reading


		Works Consulted


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Author’s Note


		Introduction


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Further Reading


		Index








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245








e9781982199715/images/f0007-01.jpg





e9781982199715/images/f00ii-01.jpg





e9781982199715/images/common01.jpg





e9781982199715/images/common02.jpg





e9781982199715/images/9781982199715.jpg
* Kk K Kk K * k % % %

THE FORGOTTEN SLUTS
AND SHREWS WHO
SHAPED AMERICA






e9781982199715/images/f00ix-01.jpg





e9781982199715/images/title.jpg
THE FORGOTTEN SLUTS AND
SHREWS WHO SHAPED AMERICA

THERESE ONEILL

ILLUSTRATIONS BY LISA JONTE

SIMON ELEMENT
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





e9781982199715/fonts/MarkaziText-Bold.ttf


e9781982199715/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


