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I wish I’d lived a profound life, been able to produce great and wonderful things to advance the state of man. But I haven’t. Not many people’s lives are very profound. And perhaps those whose lives we look upon as profound don’t realize it themselves.

—SALLY RAND




October 19, 2019

I FOLLOWED JOHN RUSSICK OF THE CHICAGO HISTORY MUSEUM DOWN into the basement of the building. I had been going upstairs to the archives for some time, poring over the sixty-one boxes of Sally Rand’s papers. Like a coal miner trying to find a diamond in the dark, I had become fatigued with the letters, the articles, the suits, the divorces, the detritus of any life that has been lived fully. This would take me out of Western Union telegrams, cursive diatribes, and onionskin missives into something tangible. I was going to see Sally Rand’s ostrich feather fans from the World’s Fair of 1933.

They were in a deep freeze in the bowels of the Chicago History Museum, a department store–size refrigerator that kept the oxidation at bay and slowed chemical decomposition. John assured me the fans were still in good shape as we went down the polished steps and through several doors, walking down a long corridor past boxes and large plastic-sheeted, rolling closets full of clothes, costumes, uniforms from people who had lived a hundred years before. Down here in the basement of the Chicago History Museum, history had been frozen and the fight against time and circumstance was being waged.

Finally, we approached a large silver door not unlike that of a meat locker. John grabbed a handle and pulled back the door. We were now in the largest refrigerator I had ever seen. Hallways of items stretched down before me, all kept at low temperatures to freeze microbes in place. John, the curator of the museum, approached a long white box and pulled off the lid.

“Here they are,” he announced.

I leaned over the seven-pound fans and took some photos with my phone. Then I just stared. They were still white but had curled inward and were fixed in place. The four-foot ostrich feathers that Sally Rand had waved at the World’s Fair of 1933 after she crashed the opening night and become world famous now resembled giant moles of fluff. John moved the feathers and showed me the handles Sally would have grasped, moving the feathers fast enough to keep herself covered. The feathers were not impressive, really. The wingspan that had lifted a twenty-nine-year-old girl from the Ozarks into the bright light of worldwide fame was gone.

There was a slight whirring of the refrigeration pumps. The creak of time. John pointed out Nathan Leopold’s glasses from the Leopold and Loeb murder case in Chicago, where Clarence Darrow defended the two murderers. The glasses had been left at the scene of the crime and sealed their fate. The tortoiseshell rims looked like something an accountant might wear. I took a few more pictures, and then John sealed the box and we went back out into the warmer air. We walked up the stairs back to the fast world of 2019. Ostrich feathers. Eyeglasses. It is the conundrum of history . . . how a butterfly’s wing can create such a breeze.

The butterflies wing of Sally Rand’s life is problematic. Her life was a frenetic arc that left behind the boxes of newspaper clippings, telegrams, letters, lawsuits, the detritus of a life lived. Somewhere in this intersection of newspaper articles, recollections, diaries, letters, interviews, is the life of one Sally Rand. The reason there are so literally different versions of the same event is that Sally Rand was a master of illusion. She made her living off a sleight of hand, luring people into another world for about eight minutes with lighting, giant ostrich feathers, and the lure of a body that might or might not be nude. So why should the records of her life be any less opaque? She habitually made up her own past as she was in show business from age fourteen.

So that leaves us with only the story. Facts will be a match of putting letters against recollections against official documents. He said. She said. But verisimilitude (that which is most true) is not established by finding a letter in a trunk in an attic. It is established by the life lived, and this we do know: there is a life here. A big life. The life of Sally Rand is large, and the big events match up and the arc is there. It is the journey and not the destination, for even her feathers in the basement of the Chicago History Museum are surrounded by doubt. The museum had supposedly turned her down decades before when she wanted to donate them. Another story is that her donation of the fans was part of a publicity stunt surrounding a show, and she bought new ones to donate. Frankly, who knows, and does it matter?

Sally Rand’s life was wide and varied, and it would take a much larger book than this to catalog all her shows, all her lawsuits, depositions, business ventures, interviews, court proceedings, arrests, bankruptcies, accidents, and the very jazzed-up world that was her life in show business ever since she was fourteen. She lived to be seventy-five and so that would be sixty-one years on the road. So, really, I chose to focus on what turned Helen Beck into Sally Rand, and then how that life played out in the cultural zeitgeist of America in the twentieth century. Born in the year 1904, she came of age as did the country in that American Century.

What really matters is that Sally Rand is a rags-to-riches Prohibition-era story that transcended her time. She became a star in the worst year of the Great Depression by riding a white horse into the middle of the 1933 Chicago World’s Fair. She lived large in the early and middle decades of the American Century and was one of the first to become famous for being famous. And in death she left us all wondering who exactly she was. Just as she did in her life. It is fitting for a woman who made her living off of an illusion that the story of her life will be a sleight of hand as well. The Rand may be quicker than the eye as she often said, but even a glimmer of stardust will come to earth eventually.

Let’s go find her.




Prologue

1933

SALLY RAND STEPPED INTO THE SPEEDBOAT BUMPING THE DOCK OUTside the World’s Fair of 1933 in Chicago. The Century of Progress had ended for the year. The five-foot, 125-pound blond had single-handedly made the fair profitable and now she had to get up to the north side of Chicago, and the fastest way to do it was by boat. Lake Michigan was calm, but it was dark, and fall was in the air. She stepped down into the back of the boat, and it roared into the September night.

The country was in the fourth year of the Great Depression, and some said it was the worst yet. A third of the banks in Chicago had failed. People were starving and living in tents outside the city. The city was broke. Al Capone had been hustled off to jail in 1931, but his soup kitchens had fed many all over Chicago when the city didn’t have a dime to help people. But there had been the fair, and it had been a shining light in a coal mine of darkness.

It was the second fair after the Columbian Exposition of 1893 and could not have been more different. As I wrote in Al Capone and the 1933 World’s Fair, “Forty years after the Columbian Exposition and Dr. H. H. Holmes’s macabre, psychopathic murders of many young women in 1893, Chicago decided it was time to have another world’s fair. The times and the reasons differed, though. Orville and Wilber Wright had left the earth for twelve seconds in Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, in 1903. The Titanic had met black ice in the Atlantic and had already been resting on the bottom of the ocean for two decades. The beaux arts tradition of 1893 had been left in the dust for a modernist vision of the world promoted by industry, architecture, and advertising.”1

Sally Rand sat in the boat with the wind smoothing back her hair. She looked toward the city glittering in the third decade of the American Century and felt her pulse rise. The boat veered suddenly, and Sally was catapulted out of the back into the depths of Lake Michigan. She bobbed up and saw the boat still barreling toward the North Shore.

And now. Now the famous starlet of Cecil B. DeMille films, the trapeze artist, the David Sennett stuntwoman, the nationally famous fan dancer of the Chicago World’s Fair found herself alone in the dark lake that was still warm from a hot summer. She stared at Chicago glittering along the lakefront. She could hear the bell from the lighthouse station but that was all. She was simply alone now, and for a girl who had come from nothing, a hillbilly from the Ozarks who had conquered the world and become famous, this was nothing short of amazing.

And what a perfect metaphor. Tossed out of a speeding boat after her triumphant run at the Chicago World’s Fair, she could stare at the city that she had triumphed over. One cannot consider the life of Sally Rand without considering that other character of equal importance in her life, the Chicago World’s Fair of 1933. It is the perfect storm of Sally Rand’s intersection with this singular event that produced the synthesis of time, circumstance, place, and personality that created the iconic symbol of hope handed down to us as Sally Rand. It is the combustion of her interaction with the phenomenon that was the Chicago World’s Fair of 1933 that made her a star and set the course of her life. The World’s Fair years gave her a platform that would run for forty years, and one could make a case that the glimmer of the fair, the fairy dust sprinkled upon her began to slowly erode after she left Chicago, until eventually, it was all gone.

The Chicago Daily News on August 16, 1933, would later cover her rescue from the lake with an explanation of why she was leaving the fair. “Her descent into the waves came dramatically a few moments after Sally had left A Century of Progress Exposition following a farewell performance, having, it was reported, demanded a considerable raise in monetary emoluments for the dance. . . . having definitely concluded her appearances in the Streets of Paris, Sally dressed and boarded a speedboat for a hurried run to a north side night club.”2 The accompanying photo would show a waterlogged Sally wrapped in a blanket, looking like a wet teenager though she was touching thirty. The Columbian Exposition of 1893 had really set her up. As Cheryl Ganz wrote in The 1933 Chicago World’s Fair, “The 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition had served as one of Chicago’s springboards for this transformation of public entertainment. Novelty ruled the day and the public loved it. Throngs packed the fair’s beer gardens, thrilled to the Ferris Wheel, and gaped at the belly dancer Fahreda Mahzar—also known as Little Egypt, who gyrated in ways never witnessed by middle-class Americans.”3

And so, the cooch dance was added to burlesque shows, and promoters learned from the 1893 fair that a good burlesque added to the coffers of any fair. Farm towns were deserted as old and young all over the Midwest went to see the “hoochie coochie,” which often involved the dancer going topless. “The dancers appeared as part of the freak show attractions and in burlesque, providing an exhibition of direct, wordless, female eroticism and exoticism.”4

But really, we have to go back further. To the evolving urban, commercial-driven consumer culture that would make a section of the fair known as the Midway phenomenally successful. Charles Dawes, who would finance the fair, reminded his brother Rufus, who was the president of the World’s Fair Association, “What is going to draw your crowds is not museums or scientific charts or similar museum exhibits . . . people come to see a show, the great surviving memory of the Chicago World’s Fair being the Midway.”5 People came to see the oddities, breathe the caramel popcorn–scented air, and duck into darkened tents to watch nude women dance or to watch a young blond dance behind two seven-foot ostrich feathers.

America was in transition. “The commercialization of popular amusements earlier in the century had signaled the rise of a new expressive urban culture . . . A Century of Progress opened during the peak of the Great Depression, and though expendable resources were few to none, many fairgoers still sought ways to satisfy their new taste for thrills.”6 The World’s Fair of 1933 was a creature born in the worst times with many different purposes. It was to be a fair of science, of the future, a fair to jump-start the economy. “Not unlike Roosevelt’s New Deal programs, a fair would, the planners predicted, counter the Depression’s insidious economic and psychological impact by giving Chicago and its labor force a shot in the arm . . . the fair would be a privately organized New Deal.”7

When twenty-eight-year-old Sally Rand is finally fished out of Lake Michigan, she is sitting in a Coast Guard station in a Chicago Tribune photo and we see the girl next door with stringy wet hair. Where did all that sex go? If you watch her comeback film, The Sunset Murder Case, you see the same daughter of America. There is a Judy Garland quality about her. She has that vulnerability. She is a bad actress in a very bad film. Her delivery is all wrong. The actors around her are B actors at best. The story is hackneyed, but there is something there that makes you root for Sally Rand if not fall in love with her. There is a determination, a spirit, a hope, an optimism, that transcends sex, that transcends the feather dance. Sally Rand is nothing short of the hope of the early twentieth century in the worst of times wrapped up in a five-foot bundle of energy that will not stop until she draws her last chain-smoking breath in 1979.

The sixty-one boxes at the Chicago History Museum of Sally Rand’s papers are crumbling letters, yellowed newspaper articles, fragile Western Union telegrams, onionskin letters, faded cursive letters, long judgments, tax liens, car titles, brochures, baby manuals. One goes through these tan boxes looking for clues, and it can be frustrating for there is no hard answer as to why Sally Rand become famous when others did not. The dancer Faith Bacon had performed the fan dance years before Sally did. Others were better dancers, better strippers, actresses, more beautiful, more intelligent. But we don’t know their names.

Who then is Sally Rand? She is like the changing, silky Lake Michigan water that she was floating around in, wondering if anyone would rescue her. This is where she marveled at her rise as she stared at those glittering buildings in the night. Maybe she could hear the traffic. Maybe an approaching boat, a seagull. She had been literally sleeping in alleys just a few years before, and now she was a star who could write her own ticket.

Like Sally Rand, the World’s Fair of 1933 was a bet against logic. “When the Great Depression came crashing down, many thought people would never spend money on a fair in the bleakest times America had ever known. In 1933, when the fair opened, 15 million people were unemployed, and one-third of the banks had failed.”8 It was really based on hope. Hope that times will get better. Hope that the country will get through the Great Depression. Hope that a dream can become a reality. Hope that a hillbilly from the Ozarks could become rich and famous. And like any cultural force, we really can only define a person by their life. Anything else will be false.

So, the young girl in the water will wait to be rescued while we look for a life that began almost thirty years before. Helen Beck was all of three years old when Teddy Roosevelt held her in his lap and she looked up at the man who had charged up San Juan Hill. She remembered he smelled like a cigar. Like the audacious young country that would eventually rule the twentieth century, Sally Rand changed her life by sheer will, using the only assets she had: her body, a white horse, a boat, and sheer guts.




CHAPTER ONE

Crashing the Chicago World’s Fair

May 27, 1933

SHE IS GLIDING TOWARD DESTINY. SHE IS GLIDING THROUGH THE COOLing night air toward a group of Chicago’s well-to-do on the night before the opening of the World’s Fair of 1933. Sally Rand’s story begins here. Her life begins here. This is where Sally Rand will become the Sally Rand the world knows. On a boat on a white horse with nothing between her and the world except some flesh paint, a cape, an ankle bracelet, a wig. There is a scent of dead fish. The slightly swampy smell of Lake Michigan at night. The brooding lament of the lighthouse and a chiming from the halyards slapping the masts of moored sailboats along Chicago’s lake-front. The music from the piece of land that would eventually be called Northerly Island reaches her ears faintly. The smell of the horse reminds her of her home in the Ozarks. That was a million years ago.

Now she is cold and goose bumped as the rumrunner makes its way toward the backside of the Chicago World’s Fair. Sally Rand feels the blond wig ride up from her shoulders as she holds the horse’s bridle. She has nothing on except a blond wig, body paint, and, we must assume, but maybe not, a G-string. Let’s assume there is no G-string. Sally liked to wear nothing, and she did it often. The twenty-nine-year-old chugging toward the yacht landing of the fair was about to crash the biggest party in Chicago, riding a white horse with (maybe) nothing on except a cape and a blond wig.

Four decades after the Columbian Exposition of 1893, Chicago was doing it again with the 1933 World’s Fair glibly named The Century of Progress. It was faintly comic coming during the worst year of the Great Depression, but fair president Rufus Dawes dedicated the moment: “We pledge ourselves to the use of this land for the enjoyment, education, and entertainment of the people of the world. The exposition will fittingly portray the history of Chicago and be worthy of the city’s proud position among the cities of the world.”1

Chicago had built a fair during the worst times in the history of the United States if not the world. Producer Herman Shumlin described a New York City scene for Studs Terkel’s Hard Times: An Oral History of the Great Depression: “Two or three blocks along Times Square, you’d see these men, silent, shuffling along in line. Getting this handout of coffee and doughnuts, dealt out from great trucks, Hearst’s New York Evening Journal, in large letters, painted on the sides. Shabby clothes, but you could see they had been pretty good clothes. Their faces, I’d stand and watch their faces and I’d see that flat, opaque, expressionless look which spelled for me human disaster.”2

In Chicago 120,000 people were out of work. Churches ran soup kitchens, but they were small and ineffectual. Except for one thriving soup kitchen at 935 South State, which was feeding 2,200 men three times a day at a cost of $300 a day. Women in aprons served men at tables of eight. Soup and coffee and doughnuts were available around the clock, and the word was Al Capone was responsible. People would credit the gangster with saving their lives.

But tonight was a dinner for the top-drawer crowd of Chicagoans at a hundred dollars a plate held in the ballroom at the fair. “Inside the Streets of Paris concession, Chicago’s elite enjoyed the fair’s glitzy Parisian-themed opening extravaganza. It was quite a show. Everyone who mattered was there, laughing and dancing and enjoying lovely food at the Café de la Paix.”3 The star Arcturus, which forty years before had beamed its pinpoint of light at the earth, would open the World’s Fair officially. Starlight striking a photoelectric cell would race through Western Union lines toward Chicago and then close a relay that would fire up a generator and light up the Chicago World’s Fair of 1933. Of course, it didn’t work, but they threw the switch anyway, and the fair was on.

Sally was heading for the Midway: the part of the fair where fairgoers could see bawdy acts and strange human oddities. “For those seeking an escape from the Depression’s doldrums, the Midway was pure magic. Concessions included entertainment other than fan dancers and peep shows.”4 But it was May 27, 1933, and a respectable crowd of the upper crust of Chicago cheered and celebrated their own good fortune when many slept in tents outside the city limits.

The woman sitting astride the snow-white horse heard the cheer and watched the colored lights shoot up into the heavens. She pulled the white velvet cape around her and felt the wind pass over her loins and breasts. Sally Rand, aka Helen Gould Beck from Missouri, was staring at the dock coming closer. There were no fences walling off Lake Michigan, and so, like an army approaching by sea, she was floating directly toward the main fairgrounds that led to the Streets of Paris, where the party was taking place. Sally thought about the possibility of her falling off the horse, but now was not the time to worry. Now was the time to show the world who Sally Rand was.

Eddie, her boss at the Paramount Club, jumped out of the boat as the bow bumped the yacht landing. Then he snugged the boat close to the dock. A man on the dock stood openmouthed as Sally jammed her bare heels into the sides of the horse and galloped into the cooling night of the World’s Fair.

Sally Rand could hear the commotion as she guided the horse through the Streets of Paris, instinctively homing in on the center of the celebration. This was her moment. She would either be thrown in jail or become famous. Maybe both. “The horse galloped through the warm night with the smell of rich food cooking and a soft breeze of perfume, cologne, and cigars. Her long blonde hair flew back as the white horse clattered down the cobblestone lanes of Paris.”5 Sally Rand’s heart thumped in her chest as she heard people shouting. She saw a policeman raise his hand and shout, and then she hit the stage with the iron horseshoes on wood as the photographers’ bulbs flashed her into infamy.




CHAPTER TWO

The Lap of Teddy Roosevelt

1904

A HILLBILLY HAD JUST TUMBLED INTO THE EARLY YEARS OF THE CENtury. The nineteenth century was still an echo in 1904, when Helen Gould Beck was born on Easter Sunday, April 4, at eleven a.m. in Elkton, Missouri, in the Ozark Mountains. The year she was born, Teddy Roosevelt won his first election after inheriting the presidency following William McKinley’s assassination. She would later tell Studs Terkel, “I was born in the last naïve moment America was ever to enjoy, between the Spanish American War and the First World War.”1 Sally ended up in Roosevelt’s lap at a social after a conference to which her father was invited due to his riding with the big man up San Juan Hill. It would seem fate had marked her for greatness. Her mother, Mary Annette Grove, was a teacher; her friends called her Nettie.

A Pennsylvania Dutch Quaker, Nettie had a lively mind and liked to discuss the politics of the day. She was pretty, with high cheekbones and blond hair. In later pictures with her famous daughter, they would mirror each other. She had met Corporal William Beck in Elkton, Missouri, and they had married. Beck, a West Point graduate and just back from the Spanish-American War, probably had the restlessness that Teddy Roosevelt demanded of his men. After riding up the hills of San Juan, settling down to family life was hard, and he didn’t take the time to get to know his new daughter, Helen.

Her father had followed Teddy Roosevelt in Cuba and charged up San Juan Hill in 1898. He had been alongside Roosevelt and was close enough to inhale the reflected glory of the man who one day would be president. William Beck had been born in Illinois, and after a stint as a tailor he joined the army and shipped out for Cuba with the Rough Riders. He seemed to crave the discipline and order of army life. A pencil-thin scar slashed across his forehead and chin were testament to his years in Cuba. This was clearly the high point of William Beck’s life. The dust and the blood, the heat, and, of course, the undaunted fearless man with thick glasses charging up San Juan Hill changed his life forever and gave the rest of it the patina of gentle rain after the fierce storm of TR’s war. Like many men of his time, Beck, along with Roosevelt, believed a man lived large in battle, and when the young post office clerk met Mary Annette Grove at a party, he was still unsettled from the great adventure of his life.

Mary had just moved to Elkton from Kansas City to be a teacher. Seventeen and pretty, she was taken with square-jawed William Beck, who exuded military command even though at 5 foot 6 he was four inches shorter than Mary. They married in 1903. A violent temper showed the road not taken was eating up young William, and a strange religiosity combined with a hard-edged asceticism put the former cavalry man at odds with his more cultured wife, who bore him another child, a son, Harold Lawton, in 1908.

Helen and Harold would spend time swimming in a nearby river, Plumly Tar. A radio interview years later painted a picture of the farm years as idyllic. Sally “talked as tenderly and lyrically as any poet about the sudden pink of apple blossoms in the Missouri spring, summer nights in the country when you can hear a rhythmical insect chorus through the murmurous dark, the supper time fragrance of hickory smoked ham and browning potatoes.”2

The family scrimped along, staying with Grandpa Beck on the family farm. Eventually, all the Becks would become dependent financially on the blond girl with blue eyes and curly golden hair who ran around barefoot. For now, they were a family in the lean years of the early century in the hardscrabble world of the Ozarks. Sally Rand’s hickish accent combined with a lisp would betray her hillbilly roots and ruin her Hollywood career in later years, but for now she adored her father and mother.

In 1910 Colonel Beck moved his family to Kansas City. It would not last. Sally attended the Greenwood Grammar Russian Ballerina School while the family stayed temporarily at the Savoy Hotel. The same year Anna Pavlova started on her first tour of the United States, which would pass through Kansas City. The young Russian ballerina would put Helen Beck on a course that would take her to Hollywood, Chicago, and beyond. Sally Rand’s feather dance is Anna Pavlova’s The Dying Swan. The story conveyed by the Russian ballerina in four minutes tells the story of a swan’s last moments; the struggle against death. Anna Pavlova would perform The Dying Swan four thousand times in her lifetime and on her deathbed would call for her Swan costume. Mikhail Fokine designed the dance when Pavlova wanted a solo for a 1905 concert. The young ballerina first presented it in St. Petersburg, Russia. She based her inspiration on swans she had seen in public parks and Lord Tennyson’s poem “The Dying Swan.”

Fokine gave her a dance that changed her life and the world. “It was revolutionary then and illustrated admirably the transition between the old and the new . . . it is a dance of the whole body and not of the limbs only; it appeals not merely to the eye but to the emotions and the imagination.”3 Pavlova then went on a tour of the United States, and in Missouri a ten-year-old saw her dance. The little girl fell in love with performing. Helen managed to see dancing, get books, watch nickelodeons . . . anything to glimpse the bigger world. Horatio Alger novels of the rags-to-riches variety were not known to her, but they had seeped into American culture, and if America grew anything in abundance during the early part of the twentieth century, big dreams were the mightiest crop.

What she saw in The Dying Swan was beauty, tragedy, the coming to life of the blue herons Helen had seen on the river close to her home. French critic Andre Levinson summed up the dance that Sally Rand would later emulate: “Arms folded, on tiptoe, she dreamily and slowly circles the stage. By even, gliding motions of the hands, returning to the background from whence she emerged, she seems to strive toward the horizon, as though a moment more and she will fly—exploring the confines of space with her soul. The tension gradually relaxes, and she sinks to the earth, arms waving faintly as in pain. Then tattering with irregular steps toward the edge of the stage—leg bones quiver like the strings of a harp—by one swift forward gliding motion of the right foot to earth, she sinks on her left knee—the aerial creature struggling against the earthly bonds, and there transfixed by pain, she dies.”4

Sally Rand’s ambition was to become a ballerina. She later told Studs Terkel, “I sat up and wept uncontrollably. At that moment, there was born this true knowledge: I was going to be a dancer, a ballerina.”5 Sally watched Pavlova’s four-minute dance and cemented her soul to the freeing beauty of the dying swan taking final flight.

The family returned to Elkton. William Beck took a job at the post office and found himself restless. Maybe it was the domesticity that did not sit well with Beck. Trouble had found him early when at the age of sixteen a bully knocked him down in the street in 1890. “My head was swimming. I kept blacking out, my eyes wouldn’t focus. I could only see him dimly. Just as he got hold of me, I went backwards, he on top of me and the gun went off.”6 The armed Beck had shot and killed Tommy Mashburn, a man twice his weight. He was tried and sent to prison before being let out a year later, pardoned after it was determined he was only acting in self-defense. The violence of the Ozarks would follow him into two major wars.

The last glorious war won by men on horseback must have haunted him at night while he was listening to his wife and children breathing in the Missouri night. Buried. All glory behind him, he needed to reconnect with the warrior heart or at least the wandering heart. A conference hosted by President Teddy Roosevelt rescued him from his angst-ridden soul. The man. Teddy Roosevelt was within his reach again, and he and Helen were heading to reaffirm that, yes, he had been part of something bigger than being a clerk or a tailor.

In 1910, Theodore Roosevelt had visited Kansas City to give a Memorial Day address, and 100,000 people crowded into Union Street Plaza to hear the popular ex-president. This was more than enough to get Beck on a train to the event, and maybe it was here he began to think that the military life might be a way out. Seeing the old comrades, smoking the cigars, the bigger world of Kansas City in a hotel where the world beyond called him. And then, of course, there was Roosevelt. Fresh out of the presidency after handing it over to his handpicked successor, William Taft, the man just radiated energy. Some would later call him radioactive, and to a man like Beck, saddled with a wife and children, this was a balm to his frustrated ambitions.

And then the little girl, his daughter, clung to him until there was a social after the conference. Beck probably felt restrained, in awe of the man whom he had seen charge up a hill under a hail of Mauser bullets and win the day while so many others died, and then had become president. Now Beck was sitting in front of Theodore Roosevelt with a cigar in hand with his portly stomach pushing out on his vest and Hattie was falling asleep, and Beck wasn’t sure how the president came to be holding his daughter, who was suddenly sitting in the big man’s lap, but Roosevelt was known to love children and promptly swept her up into his lap.

And there our future Sally Rand fell asleep in Teddy Roosevelt’s lap. She looked much younger than six, small for her age, and would later say she recalled the scent of Roosevelt’s cigar and a gray tweed coat. And then she just slept while the ex-president held court with that rapid-fast intellect firing out to his rapt audience transfixed by this human dynamo. He was a man who had built the Panama Canal, sent a White Fleet around the world, and set America on a course to become the superpower of the twentieth century.

Roosevelt was all action. William Beck could see that now. Action. It would become his daughter’s credo. Do something. Make it happen. Charge the hill. Charge through the fair and take what is yours. This cross-pollination is a strange one. A president and a woman who would become famous though sheer will and ostrich feathers. But they were both products of an early century enthusiasm, a rush for glory, a rush toward the big American Century. How long Helen Beck slept in Roosevelt’s lap is unknown, but we can imagine William Beck eventually taking her back to his hotel room and sitting up long after, smoking a last cigar, knowing then that his destiny lay elsewhere.

The marriage did not hold together. In 1912 Helen Beck’s parents separated. Years later Sally told Lloyd Shearer, “When I was a child of eight my father, a colonel in the US Army, in the Cavalry no less, walked out on his family. He left me and mother and a brother—it was a simple case of desertion. I never thought Father rejected Mother. Never that. It was always, Father has rejected me. It left me with the idea that no man would ever want me.”7 If there is a clue to the way Sally Rand would conduct her own relationships, it begins here. Unrequited love is written all over her psychological DNA.

There was no divorce yet, but the guns of 1917 would give William Beck the release he so craved. Like many men who went to World War I, Beck saw it as a second chance. He might die but at the very least he was back in the place where the world made sense, the military. In 1917, America went to war and Beck joined the National Guard. The forty-three-year-old Beck would be given the commission of captain in the Quartermaster Corps immediately. His orders were to leave for France right away. As he said his good-byes to his family, Beck must have felt a great relief as his ship steamed out of New York Harbor bound for the Old World and the hell of trench warfare. It is hard to say how many men greeted this dance with death as freedom. William Beck had left behind his wife, son, and daughter and would never return. Helen was left with her mother and brother, and with the strict cavalry captain gone she began to see another world. Her nap in Teddy Roosevelt’s lap would become part of family lore. The Rough Rider and the Feather Dancer could not have been more different and yet both characters would inflame the imaginations of millions.

Her mother struggled to find her dance lessons while Helen took out books on dance and watched nickelodeons in Kansas City. Helen Beck was determined to find the beauty of that four-minute dance in her own life . . . not knowing The Dying Swan would reappear in a very different way in Chicago twenty-one years later.

Sally’s father wrote a letter home from France in 1918 the day after Christmas. “There is very little snow in this part of France and seldom any ice. It’s mostly rain. The Seine River which flows through here and on through Paris is out of its banks and on the lowlands. I spent the day yesterday very quietly. . . . we had a nice dinner, not turkey but roast pork and apple sauce and many nice things including pumpkin pie.”8 Then another letter came in 1919. The war had ended, and her father was not coming back. William Beck filed for divorce and married Marie Louis Delamazure. Her mother cried. A divorce was granted June 16, 1922, with William Beck to pay fifty dollars per month for child support. To the children, their father had simply vanished.

Sally would later establish a relationship with her father and send him Christmas gifts in 1923, though he would return them with a letter saying, “I am sorry that I could not have anything to send you but a card, but that card bears a love message from all of us.”9 In 1925 he would write his daughter from New York explaining his situation and giving his show business daughter some advice. It is a strange and conniving letter of a father trying to justify his actions and at the same time complaining about the fifty-dollar child support. But he does give her credit for her early success with a pep talk of sorts. “If you win, it will be YOU WHO WON and no credit to anyone else.”10 He then complained to Sally about his financial situation and “that your mother had retained a lawyer to annoy and harass me with threatening letters . . . I know and a lot of others know that at a tender age both of you children were led to believe that your father was a very bad man . . . sometime you will both know differently.”11

This was all in the future. But her mother managed to give her dancing lessons, and she performed in the chorus at the Empress Theatre in Kansas City. A reviewer from the Kansas City Journal mentioned her. Sally Rand would never finish high school. Her schooling in Kansas City was sporadic at best. She would later write, “The summer of 1919, after having spent my first year of high school at Central in Kansas City, Mama started talking to me about boarding school for my second year of High School.”12 Sally would eventually be enrolled at Georgia Brown’s School of Drama and Dance and then the boarding school Christian College. Sally stayed there several years, running away to greet her father in New Orleans, who was returning from overseas. Sally would write later of her father coming down the gangplank, “he did notice me right away and looked utterly stunned . . . I told him how terrible it was for Mama and how sad she had been and how she had cried and cried and could never get over it and what were brother and I going to do without a father . . . he dried my eyes with his clean handkerchief and said things parents usually do—kids just don’t understand parent’s problems.”13

Sally returned to high school and was almost expelled. She went home for Christmas and never returned. The family was now living on grandfather Beck’s farm. Sally didn’t forget her early theater performances. She would later say the applause was magical. She wanted the bright lights of the distant cities. Chicago, New York, Los Angeles. There was something out there and that was the bigger world. Like many young women of the twentieth century, she yearned for the bright lights that would lead to fame and fortune. Blind ambition was already pushing the young girl along, goading her, when a circus came to town. Sally Rand saw a way out as the tent poles broke the Missouri sky.

There is a part of American lore that entails a young person running away with the circus. “She ran away with the circus” is almost comical and conjures up someone with a weatherbeaten suitcase hitching a ride on the back of a circus wagon. But the circus gives the adventurer a mode of transportation, a way to escape the dreary confines of bourgeois middle-class life or working-class or farm life. This is part of the Horatio Alger ethos in America. That a person can leave her surroundings, remake herself, and escape to a faraway place where all is possible. The circus is a vagabond’s trade of ne’er-do-wells who make their living off of entertaining the masses. The dusty tents and popcorn and hot dogs float in the twilight as Sally Rand, all of fifteen, makes her way toward the manager.

Escape. It is a theme of America. Escape from Europe. Escape from the Old World to the New World. Escape to the bright lights of fame and fortune, if not destiny. So, Helen Beck saw her escape during a warm summer when the circus came to town. A local paper described the arrival of the circus, which was a major event in early twentieth-century America. “A crowd of several thousand persons gathered yesterday afternoon at the circus grounds . . . to watch the unloading of the first of four trains of the Ringling Brothers Barnum and Bailey Circus.”14

The carnival had set up among some birch trees outside of town. Helen had told no one of her mission and when she found the manager, she pled her case. We can imagine the man sitting in a chair outside a tent puffing on a cigar while this child, this fifteen-year-old, dances and sings. Small-town America lived for the circus pulling up outside of town to bring the exotic world to farm communities in the early twentieth century.

The circus could be dangerous as well, especially for a young girl. Were there lascivious designs at play as the manager asked her what she could do? Probably. The young girl then did some ballet steps she had learned. The circus manager was not impressed and quizzed her on her age. Sixteen, she proclaimed. So in in the year 1919, a young girl lies about her age and then creates a story saying she had to earn money because her father had left. The manager finally says she can come along and hoped she was a quick learner.

So, there it was. The girl who would be on the road into her seventies begins with a circus, and it is the beginning of the great climb for America. Women are on the move. The vote will arrive in a few years. But the girl knows none of this as she hurriedly packs the night before the carnival is leaving town. And then we have the heartbreaking scene of a young person leaving home, leaving her parent for the bigger world. Holly Knox, who interviewed Sally Rand, later paints the scene.

“Helen had supper with the family and went to the bedroom after the dishes were done. Her mother noticed a nervousness about her that was unusual. She dropped a frying pan and broke a glass while putting them in the cupboard.” So, her mother checks up on her
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