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DEDICATION

This is dedicated to Ray Bourbon, the “Dame of Drag,” whose uncouth music hall dame, brash and blowsy, delivered truth and reality couched in crude comedy. The “Queen of Sex,” Mae West, was an important muse to Ray. Her brazen, self-assured sexuality, closer to comedy than lust, became both script and pattern for a host of impersonators, including the inimitable Ray Bourbon.
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WHAT’S IN A NAME?

The spelling of Ray Bourbon’s first name is a conundrum “wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma,” to paraphrase a quotation of Winston Churchill. “But perhaps there is a key.”

He vacillated between Ray and Rae for the better part of his adult life. The media, the acting craft, and the impersonation community spelled his name both ways. It is impossible to ascertain a distinct timeline when one spelling was used over another. He used both interchangeably.

He was asked repeatedly about his alleged and well-publicized sex reassignment. Once, he answered, “Some background to the stories circulating about my ‘change’ may be in order. When asked by friends about my new existence, I hardly know where to begin ….” His answer had nothing to do with his gender identity, gender expression, or sex.

When asked about the difference between the spellings, he said in one interview, “They are both simply names … Ray was my given name and one I used for many years … Rae is really my stage name.” Still, there is evidence that both he and the industry applied either without any steadfast rule.

To clarify, he was asked, “Do you mean the Rae character, or the person Ray?”

“It is complex, the Ray is the person you are interviewing now, the Rae is the name that makes my living. Rae doesn’t really exist … if so I might be committed to a mental hospital … What I do onstage, to make people laugh, is not the person you would see in private life. My stage persona is a joke. So many critics cannot seem to get past the gowns, wigs, and makeup.”

Our hope is that readers, too, may “get past the gowns, wigs, and makeup.”

We also invite you to be open-minded and compassionate as you follow the lifelong struggle for success, acceptance, and accolade, of two long-time friends, who also happen, as it turns out, to be two of our nation’s treasures. One, iconic the world over, Mae West; the other, in and out of fame and popular in a certain era and in selected markets like Kansas City, the performer and renowned female impersonator sometimes known as Rae Bourbon.

Don’t be confused or fooled by a name, or how it “mae” be spelled.

David W. Jackson

May 2017


INTRODUCTION

“Mae West is a man!” This was something I often heard in the early 1960s. Some still hold to that bizarre notion. The autopsy of the octogenarian film and stage icon in 1980 seemed to dispel the rumor, at least at that time.

From an early age, I was totally in the thrall of this contradictory comedienne, as was my Irish immigrant father. My father’s mother, Mary Morgan, had danced in the music hall in Dublin before World War I. His tales of the discord that Grandma’s theatrical career spread among his conservative relatives piqued my curiosity about women on the stage.

When he later described to me the impact Mae West had made on him during the Great Depression, I wanted to see for myself just what all the excitement was about. Unfortunately, there was no way for me in the very early 1950s to experience Mae on a movie screen. She had not appeared in a film since the ill-fated, The Heat’s On (1943), one year after I was born. Television was in its infancy. Needless to say, there were no VHS, DVD, or DVR players.

The best examples I remember of the magic of Mae were my dad’s stories. My father was a superb mimic, easily recreating the voices of Mae and W. C. Fields. While my friends were daffy over cartoon ducks and mice, I wanted more than anything to see this woman who invited men to “Come on up.”

Television finally gave me the opportunity to witness the sensation that was Mae West. As the numbers of channels expanded, late night movies began to fill the hours after midnight. Mae could be frequently seen in glorious black-and-white, sashaying across the screen, seductively tossing out delicious dialogue tidbits like, “When I am good, I am very good; but, when I am bad, I’m better.”

Playing up her image as a sexual predator, she would run her eyes up and down a man’s body, sampling his bulging biceps as she purred, “A thrill a day keeps the chill away.”

Her often garish style, honking Brooklyn accent, and self-written dialogue titillated millions of moviegoers and horrified the pious across the country. In fact, her films were so successful during the Great Depression of the 1930s, she is credited with saving the failing fortunes of Paramount Publix Corporation.

Unfortunately, her ribald humor and casual treatment of the male sex often fell victim to the onerous Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA) and their Production Code, headed by their President, Will B. Hays. Despite their best efforts, Mae frequently got around their strict film standards with cleverly-written double entendres.

During my late teen years in the 1960s, when I was first captured by Mae West, I was just beginning my education as a cosmetologist. The idea of me following this profession upset my father. Having come to America with $50 in his only pair of pants, and the vague promise of job in a bakery, he placed great value on higher education and the opportunities that the resultant parchment promised. Sheer sweat and gritty determination were his only tools, along with a glib personality and an eye on the prize. Ultimately, he became master of his destiny. A place in business—any business—was what he was sure I must have.

Nothing could have interested me less. I had a vague idea of my life’s role, something that involved art, glamour, and the opportunity to meet a cross-section of humanity. Cosmetology school seemed to promise all of this, at least in their glitzy brochures I collected in the search for my niche.

To me, it seemed the logical answer for a newly “out” gay man, who had tried the traditional venues of private school and Catholic college, with their narrow outlooks. This certainly included the gay lifestyle, and all that it encompassed.

In close proximity to my family home in Kansas City, Missouri, was a certain hair academy, attractive for a pay-as-you-go plan, excellent facilities, and instructors, and a loose attendance code for those who had to work nights or Saturdays. There was also the knowledge that many of the male students were of my same persuasion, which would allow me to relax and be myself, rather than pretending I was an eternal altar boy.

I quickly gained several fine friends, who would remain such for a good period of my life. My new circle of “hair fairies” soon introduced me to a district of our city that housed several gay bars and night clubs. Troost Avenue was the perfect entertainment strip. Like a faded, jaded old hooker, it promised an exciting and affordable night on the town.

Kansas City’s notorious Troost Avenue, running between 31st Street and Armour Boulevard, was breathing a last gasp in the 1960s. These five blocks contained a diverse and colorful collection of businesses and clubs. On the South end was a rundown movie house, a faded relic of the Art Deco period. Across the street was a complex of apartments that contained a dimly lit strip joint. Its main feature was a revolving bar, where the inebriated could ogle the dubious charms of a chorus of small-time strippers.

Daytime along the Avenue was filled with ordinary citizens going about their business. As the day dimmed and the street lamps came on, another sort of citizenry stepped out of the shadows. This was a seedy mix of streetwalkers, pimps, and junkies. The most colorful component of those that plied their trade on the corners and dark alleyways were the “street queens,” or transvestites. These tough and tacky cross-dressers often competed with prostitutes for a “John.” The dangers involved in this profession often ended in violence, or worse.

Running to the North along Troost Avenue was a hodgepodge of greasy diners, barbeque vendors, and several gay bars.

Interspersed were a few straight watering holes. Outstanding among these was the Golden Horseshoe. This was a stylish jazz club, which managed to attract an equally stylish clientele. Their regular roster of famous jazz artists included the legendary Betty and Milt Abel. They were world-class artists with a devoted following. The Horseshoe also managed to keep out the less desirable denizens of the street with a hefty cover charge. Weekends at the Golden Horseshoe were very popular with the sheltered suburbanites, who imagined they were being more than a little daring by even patronizing such a risqué neighborhood. This certainly wasn’t a place they would talk about at the church social.

Emboldened by a parade of cocktails during the two-hour Golden Horseshoe show, a large portion of the patrons would pay their bill and head out the door. Rather than seeking the safety of their giant Continentals and Cadillacs parked along the Avenue, they would turn right, nervously quickening their steps in the direction of another entertainment venue. Their destination was a notorious night club where, “Anything goes,” or, so they had heard.

Their destination was the notorious Jewel Box Lounge, housed in an unremarkable two-story brick building. The bland façade had been altered over the decades. The once businesslike structure now featured a giant marquee flashing the club name in neon lights. The outside walls had been inlaid with 1940-style glass bricks. On either side of the entrance were large black-and-white photographs of the club’s entertainers, opulently gowned singers and dancers posing coquettishly and swathed in feathers and furs.

As the parade of the Golden Horseshoe patrons passed through the red, leather-padded, double doors of the Jewel Box, they entered a totally alien world. On the right of the show room ran a long, curving bar lined with ornate mirrors. Dimly reflected in these were the images of what appeared to be a number of dramatically coiffed, over made-up women. To the left of the bar were twenty round tables grouped together facing a large stage that was surmounted by a gold proscenium. In the orchestra pit sat a battered upright piano that proudly wore the scars of decades of cigarette burns and spilled cocktails, and a nondescript drum set.

A rotund man in a shiny sharkskin suit effusively greeted the customers and guided them to their seats. This was the last show of the night, the “red hot” midnight show. The match books on each table promised “K.C.’s Most Unusual Show.” At a given signal—an arpeggio on the slightly out-of-tune piano—the glamorous group that lined the south wall slid off the battered bar stools and filed to the dressing rooms behind the stage.

One mid-week evening, my fellow schoolmates decided we should take in this famous drag club, a place known more as a “straight” club, where the heterosexuals could safely jeer and cheer the drag queens from a comfortable distance. We combined our meager tips for the day with what our perpetually empty pockets held and boarded the bus for the thirty-minute trip down Troost Avenue.

As always, we were hungry, and, as always, we were broke. With an hour remaining before the show began, we decided to split an order of soggy fries and a large scorched burger from the barbeque joint, Bob’s Meat Market, opposite the Jewel Box. Everyone dug deep in their pockets to scrape up the tab. Our remaining funds were combined on the faded Formica table, with just enough left over to buy one drink each at the club. It was a week night, and the cover charge rule applied only to the weekend shows.

We nursed our soft drinks until it was almost time for the drag revue to begin, ignoring the brusque remarks from the frazzled haired waitress, who kept returning to our table in an effort to empty our booth.

Fifteen minutes before show time, we crossed the busy Avenue, dodging the traffic and giving the finger in response to an insult hurled from a passing car. Apparently we looked like what we were, a gaggle of giddy queens hell-bent for an evening of fun. For us, it was the, “Swinging 60s,” and life could not have been better. We burst through the doors as if we owned the place, enjoying the startled stares of the mostly heterosexual crowd.

A member of our group, Jaimie F., had a romantic connection with one of the bartenders and inveigled a table in front for our party; but, not before making a noisy scene for the benefit of the gaping tourists. Always vying for attention, this very vocal flamer relished any chance for a confrontation. When it looked like Jaimie might incite an ugly response from one of the men seated at a nearby table, we managed to quickly drag him away.

The watered down drinks arrived and the house lights dimmed. What I was about to see that evening would forever transform my thinking about the art of female impersonation.

The clattery piano accompanied by a long drum roll momentarily hushed the audience. A short, stocky, red head parted the curtains. A voice somewhere between a frog and a tenor welcomed, “All you mothers to the world famous Jewel Box.”

Many years later, I would have my memory jolted, when I recognized this same dizzy drag, Mr. Butch Ellis, in the Academy Award nominated film, The Rose (1979). His appearance in this Bette Midler movie was brief. Butch played the greeter at a colorful drag bar; but, his personality came across as strongly as I had remembered him from years before. Butch was aptly named, as he possessed the compact and muscular frame of a wrestler. His manner was abrupt, and his walk left little doubt as to his gender.

A well-oiled heckler greeted Butch’s entrance with a slurred insult, only to be shot down with, “Honey, I’m twice the man you’ll ever be, and more woman than you could hope to handle.” As the thoroughly embarrassed heckler slid lower in his seat, Butch flipped the hem of his sparkly, red cocktail dress, kicked-up his six-inch-heel, and invited everyone to enjoy the show.

First to step from behind the slightly tattered gold curtain was a tiny Oriental. This petit drag appeared to be a mini turquoise tornado, swirling in endless yards of chiffon. At first, all that was visible were two very gracefully jeweled hands. A credible striptease followed, as layers of fabric floated to the floor. Underneath was a wasp waist and shapely legs. The kicker was a glittering g-string that showed no signs of male genitals beneath. Finally, the dancer turned defiantly toward the rear of the stage, dropping the g-string, as the drummer pounded out a staccato beat. As the last veil dropped, the dancer revealed a tight female bottom. Turning quickly around, with a hand deftly covering the pubic area, the stripper took a deep bow.

Conversations overheard from the surrounding tables hotly debated the performer’s gender. The program listed a “Mr. Salome.”

As the night progressed, so did the intensity of the crowd’s reaction, particularly that of the men. They were unbelieving at first that any member of their own sex could appear so sexy and desirable. The removal of a wig, or the discovery of a hairy chest, when just before there had been what appeared to be a bountiful bosom, quickly deflated their fantasy of a luscious woman. It also presented a threat to a less than secure male.

Act followed act. Some were beautiful and only slighted talented, some marginally attractive but gifted. There was the stunning brunette, Mr. Terry Lee, a dead ringer for the then popular film siren, Gina Lollobrigida.

Just prior to the star of the show was a remarkable operatic voice, Mr. Carrie Davis, who sang in a shimmering falsetto soprano. The applause for Carrie was interrupted with a loud drum-roll and a sweeping piano arpeggio accompanying the voice of the mistress of ceremonies: “Ladies and gentlemen, the Jewel Box proudly announces the world-renowned Mr. Rae Bourbon.”

From the wings swayed a tall, buxom, and somewhat elderly vision in a long, silver gown, dragging a rather moth-eaten white fox stole in one hand and a bar stool in the other. Clamped in what were obviously ill-fitting and impossibly white false teeth, was a long rhinestone cigarette holder. Large droopy ear lobes were adorned with the longest chandelier earrings I had ever seen. Framing a pleasant but well-worn face was a carefully waved and curled silver wig that matched the color of the gown. I suddenly realized that the hair was a dead ringer for the style that Mae West favored in so many of her films, a retro “do” from the 1930s.

The makeup, too, resembled something from a bygone era: a gash of Chinese red lipstick fully outlining pendulous lips; carefully drawn eyebrows that bore no resemblance to anything human; and, eyelashes that were so long they touched the upper reaches of the penciled brows. All of this maquillage spoke of a vision of feminine glamour that was now only a faded memory.

Nothing prepared me for the voice, a startling baritone at the bottom, a nasal buzz in the middle, and a flapping soprano at the top. All of this was punctuated with a laugh best described as a chicken’s cackle. I can’t help but think that Phyllis Diller must have seen Ray Bourbon at some point in her career.

This unique vision carefully sat on the high stool, crossed a somewhat shapely leg, and launched into a non-stop dialogue. The audience was soon eating out of the palms of those long, silver, satin evening gloves, the kind designed to camouflage a flabby arm.

Ray regaled the audience for half-an-hour with tales of arrest by the vice squad in Chicago for impersonating a woman; hiding inside a church organ during a gay wedding; and, hilarious vignettes of the time he entertained the Duke and the Duchess of Windsor at Fort Belvedere, Surrey, England.

Barely bolstered by the watery gin martini I had nursed through the hour-long show, I finally summoned the courage to approach Ray as he returned to the club’s smoky bar following his well-received act. The room was now nearly empty, as I nervously straddled the bar stool next to him.

I began the conversation by asking for his autograph on a cocktail napkin, and then lapsed into silence. I could tell he was wondering what this skinny young queen was up to. The one thought in my slightly gin-flavored brain was how much he reminded me of Mae West. Thoughts became words, as I spilled out my fascination for this legend from another era. To my utter surprise, he informed me he knew Mae, had worked with her, and they were, indeed, very good friends. That was all I needed.

During the months that followed, I returned many times to the Jewel Box, always making sure the bartender sent Ray a drink on-stage. If none were forthcoming, he’d signal for the pianist to stop.

“Send mother another teeny one,” he’d growl in the direction of the bar. The libation would quickly arrive with the tiny flame-haired waitress, who would stand on tip toe as Bourbon reached down from the stage’s edge. He’d stir it with a well-manicured finger and hammer it back in one silent slurp. Licking his digit, he would hand back the glass and continue, “God, I needed that! What a bitch of a day I had,” and he’d spin out another hilarious tale of his misadventures at the then chic cocktail lounge of Kansas City’s Hotel Muehlebach. Much of it was raunchy fantasy, such as bending over to straighten his garter, which resulted in his Tampax® shooting a patron in the eye. Some of it was truth-based, such as his brief incarceration for propositioning the wrong man, an undercover vice cop. He had moments during his monologue when he veered very close to self-awareness.

“I suppose I have always been rather odd to look at, from a beauty expert’s point of view, but, then, cosmetic queen, Helena Rubenstein, was no prize. I have a sort of untidy elegance like a tall thin bird. Helena, on the other hand, looks like an old squaw that was left in the sun too long.”

If Ray was really in his cups, he might coyly confess to cruising around the bus station in his ancient convertible. The story always ended with a graphic and boisterous description of a tryst with some hustler, told so cleverly that it hid the inherent danger of this behavior. At the time, I could not have guessed the catastrophic consequences that this foolhardy habit would bring to the aged and defenseless entertainer.

All I knew then was I was hooked on the strange and outrageous pictures Ray painted of his long career as a comedian, chorus boy, drag artist, movie extra, and finally, a stage actor. In particular, I never tired of the tales of his work with Mae West. None of this came in any sort of order, and at times seemed to contradict a previous story. No doubt, the doubles of straight vodka fueled some of the mix.

What follows are my memories of these tales, and my efforts to fill-in the sometimes-glaring gaps with as much research as possible.

Ray, I later learned, was renowned for his colorful depictions of his life as he wanted everyone to see it. The picture I hope to convey is painted with recollections, both personal and re-counted, from many sources within the wonderful world of impersonators, those unique artists who take on the difficult challenge of portraying the opposite sex.

Patrick Byrne

May 2016


1

OUT OF THE MOUTHS OF BABES

August 17, 1893, dawned as a sultry morning in what had already been a sweltering week in Bushwick, New York. This residential section of the North Brooklyn borough was an average middle-class neighborhood. The avenues were wide, lined with neat tree shaded homes. Children played in the streets, dodging the occasional horse-drawn rig. The automobile was still a bit of a rarity. The sidewalks were swept daily, and small gardens blossomed with the care of work worn hands. Most of the residents embodied the strict German work ethic, tidy and tireless, carried from the old country.

Inside one of these modest but well-tended two-story brick homes, there was an unusual amount of activity. Already the temperature inside was rapidly climbing. By mid-morning, all the windows and doors had been thrown open in an attempt to bring some relief to a stifling upstairs bedroom. Up and down the narrow staircase was a steady stream of women in long dresses and starched aprons. They carried basins of cold water and muslin cloths to soothe the sweaty brow of the occupant of the first room at the top of the landing. In addition there were icy pitchers of water and tea offered, but the object of this care was having none of it.

Propped up on mounds of snow-white pillows was a very pregnant and very nervous Matilda West. “Tillie,” as she was known to most of her friends, was the center of all this attention.

The midwife clucked and nodded, hustling the room full of neighbors and family out to allow the mother to-be a moment of rest. This portly, pleasant woman with a visage like a Hummel figurine was convinced the blessed arrival was due at any moment.

Matilda West was a handsome and full-figured young woman of twenty-three. She had abundant honey-colored hair, blue eyes, and that bisque complexion peculiar to those from Bavaria, her birthplace.

At sixteen, she had made the long and arduous voyage to America, along with her parents, three sisters, and two brothers. Her family had settled in Brooklyn. Brooklyn was the home of her cousin, Peter Doegler, a prosperous brewery owner, who opened the doors of opportunity to Matilda’s father. In a short time, Matilda’s family, too, enjoyed the comforts of the middle-class.

Matilda thought of those earlier years, as she waited for the arrival of her child. She had been very pretty and popular, and quite headstrong—so headstrong that she had defied her conservative parents and chosen to love and marry a man they felt was beneath her.

Jack West had easily won romantic Tillie’s heart. He was a muscular and ruggedly handsome fellow. His father was from Newfoundland and his mother an Irish immigrant. His tough roots gave him a chip on the shoulder and a lightning-fast temper. Bouts of heavy drinking inevitably led to wild scraps in the local pubs, ending with triumphant Jack standing over his recumbent challenger.

In those days, boxing was an extremely popular sport, and none were better at it than “Battling Jack West.” He never turned down a wager to test his pugilistic skills, and frequently returned home with a wad of cash in his pockets. All this came to an end after Tillie agreed to become Mrs. Jack West. He would have to settle down and provide a steady income. No more fighting, for he was soon to become a father. He agreed, hoping he would have a boy to teach the art of boxing.

Jack’s hoped for son turned out to be a beautiful daughter. Tragedy struck soon after, carrying away the infant during an influenza epidemic. Tillie sadly remembered that Jack quickly returned to his old habits.

His dreams of success in business took him from one scheme to another: a stable of horses for hire, real estate, and finally a detective agency. All of this was made more difficult by Jack’s return to drinking. Still mourning the death of that tiny daughter, Tillie was particularly anxious about her present condition. Perhaps another child could tame some of Jack’s demons.

Late that night, the temperature outside began to drop. Through the fluttering lace curtains, Tillie could see the street lamps down the avenue come on one by one. Within hours, she would deliver a tow-headed and decidedly vocal baby girl.

The parents had decided, if the child was female, to name her Mary Jane West. Somehow this girl child would not answer to Mary Jane as she grew from childhood. Mae was an appellation that was to stick to her early on.

Mary Jane brings to mind sweetness, curls, and patent leather shoes, something that Mae West was never accused of, not even as a child.

Exactly one year earlier, on another hot August morning in Hudspeth County, Texas, a chubby baby boy had entered the world.

This was a far less safe and gentle world than Bushwick, New York. Hudspeth was a desolate and hard place, where homesteaders fought dust, drought, and debilitating heat.

This was a place through which travelers quickly passed on the way to another destination. That isn’t to say there wasn’t a rugged sort of beauty to the region. Mountains on the horizon and stands of Yucca could make a memorable impression on the occasional visitor. Locals liked to brag that they had a “forest of Yucca” nearby. It was a standing joke in those parts of West Texas that five or more trees-per-acre qualified as a forest. Visitors seldom lingered very long.

One visitor did linger that year for a few months. This was a mysterious and beautiful visitor, a dark-skinned young woman with black eyes, and an equally dark past. She was rumored to be of Mediterranean descent, possibly a Spaniard. Her sudden appearance in the tiny town of Sierra Blanca sparked a flurry of rumors.

Wizened old gossips whispered through toothless mouths about the past of this obviously pregnant new resident. She had come without a spouse. It was tattled that she was a recent widow who had fled from France. Others repeated a tale of an innocent convent girl from Paris, seduced by an older man who held a royal title. In the years that followed, a bizarre tale of lineage to the royal House of Bourbon spread among the locals.

What was repeated as certain truth was the tale of a pregnant young girl from of a French convent, cast into the street by the goodly and Christian nuns. They may have fancied themselves “the brides of Christ,” but there was certainly no room at the inn for an unmarried girl heavy with child. Without mother or father to turn to for succor, she desperately sought the help of one of her convent mates, a wealthy young nun who had relatives in Texas.

This angel of mercy, defying the strict dictates of the merciless Mother Superior, contacted her distant American cousins. Paying from her own resources, the friend saw to it that her hapless friend, in her final month, could cross the ocean. From there, she would make her way to the home of Mr. and Mrs. Frank Waddell in Sierra Blanca, Hudspeth County, Texas.

The first part of the journey involved a lengthy sea voyage in the belly of a rusty old ocean liner, in steerage class. This was assigned to those with the most meager of resources. Cramped quarters, poor food, and the violent rolling of the ship quickly drained the strength of the mother to be.

The second part of the travel was a three-day train journey across the United States. Sleep was impossible in the hard wooden coach seats. The lack of ventilation turned the train coaches into an oven, and there was little offered in the way of food or drink.

As she stepped off the train, weak and unsteady, it was obvious to the family who had come for her that she was a very sick young woman. Her strength never returned during the remainder of her difficult pregnancy. The intense heat of West Texas and her fragile condition led to her death soon after the successful delivery of her baby.

The concerned and kindly Waddell’s were suddenly confronted with a situation that required a decision. The deceased mother had absolutely no relatives or friends that they knew of. The nun who had sent her was not a candidate to accept a bastard child. The plan had been for the Waddell’s to take the mother into their employ, possibly as a housekeeper, and they would allow her to raise her child in their household.

Frank Waddell quickly decided to assume the responsibility for the poor orphaned baby boy. Adoption would be the Christian thing to do, and the assumption of the family name would give the child a fresh start in life.

At the baptism, the minister doused the head of the screaming baby clutched in Mr. Waddell’s strong arms. Little Ray Waddell had found a home.

Frank Waddell had made something of his life, and was looked up to by many of the locals. By sheer grit, he had managed to forge a comfortable life from the difficult landscape. Cattle and horses had brought him a good living, and he was proud of the large comfortable ranch home he had helped to build with his own hands. It quickly occurred to him that a son would be a great help, extra hands to work and lift, and muscles to swing a rope.

Frank Waddell, rancher, cowboy, and all-around Texas he-man, could not have possibly imagined that the pudgy hands of his new son gripping his sun-burned fingers would one day be used to lift nothing heavier than a mascara wand, or a lipstick tube. Rather than swinging a cattle rope from the back of a galloping steed, Ray Waddell would swing a rope of pearls on stages across the world. He would become known on stage as Rae Bourbon, one of the best-known female impersonators of the twentieth century.
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A DAME OF DRAG

Ray’s first years as a citizen of Texas remain somewhat clouded, much like the dust storms that bedeviled this part of the Lone Star State.

Sierra Blanca sprang up from the dry Texas soil as a result of the arrival of the Southern Pacific and Texas and Pacific railroads in 1881. Many homesteaders moved to the area around Sierra Blanca only to fight the lack of water, endless dust, and several scarlet fever epidemics. Many were defeated and fled. This was not to be the way of Ray’s adoptive father, Frank Waddell. By the time Ray was born, the Waddell’s resided in a fine, two-story ranch home, with adjacent cattle acreage, and an impressive herd of horses.

Ray learned from a very early age to ride a horse, and how to care for the animals on the farm. In particular, he lavished attention on a pair of lop-eared hound dogs that stood guard on the porch of the Waddell house. It was here that his lifelong love of all animals was fostered.

He attended the local school, but preferred the freedom of the ranch while galloping across the plains at breakneck speed on a handsome steed. What he didn’t like was the work that was part of this lifestyle. Lifting and laboring seemed pointless to him. That was the job of the strong hired hands that slept in the top of the barn and the tiny bunk house.

He was fascinated by these men who drifted in and out of the Waddell’s employ. At the end of the day, he sat crossed legged, listening raptly as they spun yarns far too adult for young ears. He never entertained any ideas of being like them, but realized as he got older that he had a strange attraction to their home-spun masculinity.

There were several Mexican workers on the Waddell ranch, who were dark-haired, black-eyed men with compact, muscular bodies. Ray was captivated with their look and the Spanish language, trying to absorb what he could of the worker’s conversations.

Noting the young boy’s interest in their language, one of the hands decided to teach Ray a folk song in Spanish. The song was a particularly dirty version of an old bar tune. Ray’s parrot-like reproduction of the scurrilous lyrics brought gales of laughter.

In September, the one-room school that Ray attended announced the yearly open house for all the parents. As part of the activities, those children who wished could participate in a school talent program. Ray proudly announced he would perform. His contribution would be a Spanish folk song, accompanied by a dance.

On the day of the event, Ray went hand-in-hand with his parents to the school, carrying a brown paper bag with the costume he had created for his number. A makeshift stage had been erected at the back of building. Ray waited his turn, as a parade of tots performed for their proud parents.

At last, his named was called. He went to the adjacent out house and changed into his costume. The good folk of Sierra Blanca were startled to see a gawky figure emerge from the toilet dressed in one of his mother’s pink underskirts, an embroidered towel wrapped around his head. A striped tablecloth served as a shawl. As Ray approached the stage, he sensed the silence of the crowd, until he began to sing. Those in the audience who understood Spanish sat with open mouth. The others only heard a child’s voice singing in a pretty language. When it was over, there was a round of applause and several very shocked faces. Unfortunately, Ray’s father was fluent in Spanish. He would have been even more disturbed had he realized that his son had unwittingly opened a Pandora’s Box.

The applause his son had received for his little performance would act like a narcotic on his impressionable mind. Like the little blonde back in Bushwick, Ray would become hooked on performing.

When Ray was eight-years-old, the untroubled security of his life was shattered by the sudden death of his father. Immediately following Mr. Wadell’s funeral, his foster mother noticed a marked change in Ray’s behavior. He spent less and less time around the house and wandered off for hours alone. Often, he forlornly followed one of the hired men on his daily tasks. He received failing grades in school and became belligerent when chastised for his poor marks.

After a respectable time of mourning, Elizabeth began to receive the attention of several of the local men. She had been a widow for four years with a considerable dowry, and needed another strong man to help in the running of the ranch. Her eventual marriage to a neighboring rancher, Mr. Hughes, isolated Ray even more from his mother. He did not consider this interloper a father.

Unlike Frank Waddell, a practical man of simple tastes, Elizabeth’s new husband liked to attend any and all social events within driving distance. He took pleasure in showing off his pretty wife and the things her inheritance now afforded him. It was during these long evenings alone that Ray discovered a new hobby.

His mother had a number of large trunks in the attic. Rummaging through the contents of a dusty box one evening, he came upon a garment that was unlike any he had ever seen Elizabeth wear. A full-length, crimson-colored dress trimmed in shiny black fringe was the sort of garment women in this part of Texas didn’t wear, at least none that Ray had ever seen. Holding the gauzy red dress to his shoulders, he walked to a long antique dressing mirror. He carefully draped it against his tall frame and looked at the image reflected in the dirty glass. He liked what he saw. He had watched folks dance to the fiddle players at local barn dances. Imitating these movements, he slowly began to turn about the room, imagining that he was the center of attention. The sheer gown billowed and shimmered as he twirled.

He didn’t realize it, but looking into that cracked mirror was a reflection of his future. One day he would step through the looking glass and into a wonderland not even Alice could ever have imagined.

One searing August afternoon, Mr. and Mrs. Hughes went to town to do some shopping. Rather than return to the safety of the attic, which by now was 20° hotter than the broiling outside, Ray looked around the parlor for something he could use to play his wonderful new dress-up games. Over a battered upright piano in the parlor was draped a vibrant Mexican shawl. On top of the shawl were silver-framed tin type pictures of distant family members.

Ray carefully laid the photographs on the piano bench and began to wrap his hips in the silky yards of the shawl. He soon fashioned a long skirt, which had ample fabric to toss and flip, as he danced an imaginary dance such as he had seen done by the local Mexican laborers.

“Spaniiiiish!” Ray wailed in his high, thin, prepubescent tremolo. Already the budding performer was composing songs. He continued:

“Now talk of your wild senoritas

Clavitas, papitas, Lolitas

I make ‘em all look quite gentle

When I grow sentimental

I can out Spanish the locals

I’ll banish the yokels

My nature is so damned temperamental

Oh Spaniiiiish!

I’m wicked and wiry
Spanish

I’m fickle and fiery

Pin a tamale or rose on me

Let some toreador shake his dagger at me ….”

Oblivious to the fact that the parlor had several long windows with drawn-back curtains, he continued to stamp his feet at an ever faster pace, clicking his fingers in an imitation of the clattery castanets that accompanied the dance.

The tempo increased and Ray whirled ever faster, until he nearly stumbled into the piano. With a start, he realized that there was someone standing in front of one of the windows, staring at this strange exhibition with a wide, toothy grin. It was the foreman, George, a man that Ray greatly respected and admired. Dropping the shawl, he rushed upstairs and slammed his bedroom door.

Would the foreman report this strange behavior to his mother? Would he tell the other hands of this? For days, Ray refused to have any contact with the workers, and often refused to come down to dinner, provoking the anger of his mother and her husband. Finally, he realized that no person on the ranch gave any hint they knew his secret. Perhaps the foreman had not spread the tale of the strange sight in the parlor.

Timidly, Ray approached the foreman one afternoon, offering to help with a minor task he was doing in the stable. Little conversation ensued, but Ray sensed that somehow his secret was safe. As he would soon learn, so many things in life have a price, and keeping his secret carried a heavy one.

Several days later, lulled into the sense that his secret was safe, Ray was again alone with the foreman. This time, he found himself the object of the man’s intense stare. He thought he knew what was coming, but what happened caught him completely off guard.

To his shock, he was drug to the back of the stable and roughly thrown to the floor. Within seconds, his trousers were ripped open and pulled to his knees. A large hand was placed across his mouth as the foreman forced him into a pile of hay. He felt a shattering pain as he became aware that he was being raped by the burly cowboy. Ray lay gasping, his faced buried in the scratchy hay.

This scene would be repeated many times, although never with the violence that had occurred at the onset. Ray began to resist less and less, though no words ever passed between them. George had only to give Ray a certain look and they would meet at day’s end in an abandoned storage shed near the windmill.

One afternoon, something occurred there that would change everything. A ranch hand came upon the two of them just as the foreman was pulling his clothing together. An ugly argument turned physical. Blows were exchanged and the foreman was temporarily knocked out. His assailant ran toward the house.

That evening at dinner, Ray sensed that the household was aware of what had happened in the stable. Prepared for the worst, he was surprised nothing was discussed for the next several days. Afraid to inquire as to the whereabouts of the now missing foreman, he later learned that George had been found murdered in a nearby town. He was never to learn the circumstances surrounding his death, but he carried an unshakeable guilt for many years.

This tragic chain of events was the impetus for a dramatic change in the direction of Ray’s future. He was now almost thirteen. At the supper table one evening, his mother approached him with an offer to send him abroad to further his education. Elizabeth’s husband seemed particularly keen to see that Ray continued his life away from their home. Mr. Hughes had a good friend in London, England, who was a headmaster at a boarding school for problem boys. The school had agreed to accept Ray on a one-year trial basis.

Ray immediately accepted the offer with a barely disguised smile. England, so far away, seemed like a perfect answer … a way to gain some independence and perhaps find a new life. He wasn’t sure just what he had in mind, but he knew that frontier life would never again be part of it.


3

THE QUEEN OF SEX

Back in Bushwick, twelve eventful years in Mary Jane West’s young life had passed since her arrival. Mother Tillie had presented Jack with another daughter, Mildred, and a son, John Edwin. From the time of her birth, Tillie had lavished all her attention on the tow-headed May.

Her marriage had entered a rough period, with her husband going on and off the wagon. In addition to his drinking, Jack West had fallen in with a dangerous crowd of thugs and extortionists. This risky game increased the West bank account considerably, but took him away from home most of the time.

Tillie saw in the beautiful girl child a chance to help mold the future she had once wanted for herself. She had dreamt of being on the stage as a singer or actress. Inspired by the theatrics she had seen in the theatre and Vaudeville, she had approached her parents when she was young, with a hope that they might encourage her ambitions. Her rather straight-laced family made it clear that the stage was not a proper place for a well brought up young lady.

By the time May was entering her pre-teen years, Vaudeville had become more of a family entertainment. Tillie took the child as often as possible to this evening of mixed performances.

Vaudeville at that time consisted of acts as varied as contortionists, trapeze artists, jugglers, trained dogs, seals and birds, roller skating, and comedians of every ethnicity.

The two things that captured baby May’s attention were the song and dance acts, in particular the single woman act. These ladies were usually attired in eye-catching gowns that sparkled under the spot lights. They sang torchy songs, some about love and heartbreak, or a comedy song. May noticed that comedy garnered the biggest applause.

After one of these theatre evenings, riding home in the family carriage, May informed her mother that she, too, would be a stage star someday. With a dramatic gesture, she pointed to a theatre marquee and said that someday her name, “Mae” West, would be up there in lights. When Tillie corrected her spelling of her Christian name, the bold child turned an angelic face to her mother and said, “E is up and Y is down.” Never in her remarkable life would she admit to a downer.

That was all it took to solidify her mother’s ambition to see that her little girl find a place in show business. Upon returning home that evening, Tillie announced to Jack that May was going to be enrolled in dancing and theatrical school the very next day.

True to her word, Tillie enrolled her daughter at The Studio of the Dance, run by Professor Watts. Mae took to his directions with gusto, displaying a maturity far beyond her youth.

May quickly absorbed the Professor’s entire curriculum and began to demand more. The harried teacher had given May all the classes he felt appropriate for a student her age. Never satisfied to return home when her lessons were finished, she sat on the sidelines and watched the older girls go through their routines.

Emboldened by her mother’s constant praise, May informed the Professor she was ready to join the line-up of older chorines. Despite the teacher’s protestations, the precocious student was added to the class the next day.

May continued to attend as much live theatre as possible, finding a gesture or bit of stage business at each performance that she would incorporate into her act. Full of confidence, she informed her mother she was now ready to show the world just what she could do. Tillie saw to it that May was entered in the little shows staged by neighborhood churches and her local social clubs.

This was not enough to satisfy the budding thespian. She knew that the Professor worked with the local Elks Club to stage amateur night contests that followed the regular Vaudeville acts at the Royal Theatre. Her constant pestering of her teacher soon paid off. Baby May would be added to the next Elk’s amateur night. Despite her protests, she was encouraged to continue with the infantile “Baby May” stage name. She silently swore to rid herself of that mousey moniker as soon as possible.

At home, May constantly performed her song and dance routine for any and all who would listen. This included her sister, Mildred, who, by now, had become increasingly jealous of all the attention lavished on her precocious sibling.

Later in life, Mildred would adopt the name “Beverly,” thinking it more glamorous than her birth name. To add to the child’s jealousy was the sad fact she had been born with a club foot. May’s brother, John, was her favorite. He enjoyed life in much the same manner as May, and constantly delighted her with bright sayings and decidedly off-color stories.

Tillie, who excelled at sewing, quickly concocted a frothy satin frock in floral colors, festooned with sparkling sequins, that was a perfect ensemble to showcase May’s creamy complexion. From her own closet, she contributed a very large lace picture hat, to which she attached a veritable garden of tiny rosebuds and flowers.

May rehearsed in her new costume in front of a full-length mirror. She wanted to judge the effect her finery would have, but soon discovered that the adult hat, far too large for her child’s head, wobbled about as she gyrated.

Rather than give up the fine chapeau, she created a novel movement: with one tiny hand on her hip, and using the other at the back of her head to secure the headpiece, she undulated suggestively like the vamps she had seen on stage. (This bit of stage business, which at first had grown out of necessity, was later to become an integral part of the Mae West persona. In later years, as her fame grew, most of her costumes would grow increasingly elaborate, topped by outlandish head ornaments. She would frequently clash with costume designers over the amount of embellishments that rose to startling heights from her glossy blonde head. She often appeared to be sporting a virtual aviary; such were the number of exotic feathers attached to her hats and head pieces.)

For the much anticipated debut night, May and Tillie arrived early at the Royal Theatre. They wanted to see the Vaudeville show first and get a feel for the mood of the audience. The theatre was full and the patrons very receptive to the show.

When the professionals finished their performances, they exited to a roll of the drums and a trumpet chord. A dapper mustachioed announcer stepped on stage. With a broad gesture, he bowed and welcomed the audience. In a stentorian voice, he encouraged the audience to give the amateurs a great big hand. There was not only applause but a few cat calls mixed in.

Vaudeville audiences were notorious for openly verbalizing their opinions, and amateurs in particular could be the target of some vociferous booing. This didn’t bother May at all. She was confident that when they heard and saw what she had to offer, they’d be screaming for more.

That night at the Elk’s show at the Royal Theatre, May had her first taste of a professional stage. The theatre was very large. There were two balconies and ornate boxes lining the walls. What she liked the best was the twelve-piece orchestra. It made her feel like one of those songstresses she admired, a star with an orchestra to place her front and center.

She danced and sang in a style that was adult in manner and innuendo. Her voice had a certain edge to it that suggested emotions usually alien to one so young. Her body, moving sinuously to the beat of the drum, confirmed what the audience suspected … this was a child woman. She basked in the waves of applause, and walked off with the first prize in the contest. May had tasted the forbidden apple, and there was no turning back.

The amateur night was often a starting point for new performers. Some budding artists would go for years before they finally landed a professional spot. Just about anyone with an act, and a lot of nerve, could get onstage on amateur night.

The prizes were usually in the form of cash, ranging from $1 to $10. Almost all contestants received a token payment of about 50¢. Some made a living by going from contest to contest every night, as there were as many amateur contests as there were Vaudeville theatres, and that was a very big number. They could earn as much as $5 a week, the cost of feeding a family in those days.

One of the customs at these contests was to throw coins on-stage, if the audience liked the performer. From the beginning, precocious May was showered with these tokens of appreciation. She bowed deeply at the end of the act, and unlike the others who scooped up all the tossed coins, she allowed her father or brother to retrieve the loot.

With her powerful vocal tones, she radiated maturity. She soon learned to give another meaning to the lyrics, however innocent they might appear on the sheet music.

One evening there was a gentlemen in the audience who thought this child prodigy had something unlike anything he had ever seen. After the performance, he approached May’s parents with an offer to include her in his touring stock company. He told them his group traveled locally, staging famous plays that frequently included parts for a child.

Both May and Tillie immediately accepted the offer. May would soon sharpen her stage skills playing a variety of characters, but always with a style that was purely her own.

At this time, nature intervened and May began to blossom—literally—into the spectacular hour glass figure that was to become her stock in trade. Her bosom expanded almost overnight, and her hips and bottom filled out in equal measure. She was still not officially a teenager, but what others saw in the eye-catching figure was a mature female form divine.

Unfortunately, this seemed to get in the way of the child roles she was still playing. Despite Tillie’s best sartorial efforts to reign in her daughter’s assets, May frequently burst forth from her constrictive costumes to the amusement of the audience.

May’s services with the touring company were terminated. She returned to her parent’s home, where she began to fill her idle time with a new interest … boys.
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REHEARSAL

As May took a brief hiatus from her stage career, Ray Waddell had settled into his new life as a pupil in a boy’s boarding school on the edge of London. He stood out as an American, particularly with his decidedly Texan drawl. He became the center of attention because of his unique persona, attention that was not always welcome.

A boy’s boarding school can be a cruel experience for any boy that does not fit in. Teachers at such institutions seldom have time to take into account the character of a student who is somehow different than the others.

Several of Ray’s classmates delighted in tattling on him to the professors with imagined infractions of the school’s strict code of conduct. One particular teacher, the athletic director, frequently administered corporal punishment to Ray. Ray had trouble hiding his feminine side and was naturally awkward at any sport. He was alternately teased or ignored by the other boys.

The second half of the school year, Ray struck an unlikely friendship with a new teacher. Sensing that this gawky newcomer was lonely and unhappy, the kind man made it a point to speak to Ray and inquire as to his hobbies and interests. Ray told him he was interested in music and the theatre. He admitted he had never seen a play or stage entertainment, but was fascinated by what he read in newspapers. The teacher suggested they take in some of the local entertainment over the weekend.

Their first outing was to a music hall, a form of entertainment peculiar to England. These were similar to the American Vaudeville, but with a much older history. Music halls represented a decades-long parade of talent and tradition. It began somewhere in the long past Commedia dell’arte. It evolved into the anarchy, noise, and hilarity that made it the most popular entertainment in England. The mixture of the bawdy and sentimental endeared it to millions. The specialty acts, the jugglers, comedy pianists, magicians, and impersonators both male and female, were but a small portion of the music hall repertoire.

England had seen the true beginnings of the music hall fifty years prior to the first real American Vaudeville and it outlasted Vaudeville by decades. The English prized traditions in the theatre, and were unwavering in their loyalty to their favorite artists. Age was seldom a factor. In America, you were applauded as long as you were a hit. Take a misstep, and both the impresarios and the public promptly ran mindlessly to the next new thing.

What Ray saw that first night in the music hall was beyond anything he could have imagined. There were singers in outlandish costumes, some beautiful and others purposely ridiculous. Comedians were interspersed with dancers and acrobats. He was amazed at a tiny 4-foot 6-inch fellow named Little Tich. He performed a routine called “Big Boots” (1889). He stood on point, like a grotesque ballerina, on a pair of 28-inch 2x4 boards attached to the sides of his shoes like skis.

It was on that same stage that Ray witnessed for the first time the British tradition of cross-dressing. Unique was the act of Max Walden, a classically-trained ballet dancer. At first, he tripped lightly onstage, in a parody of ballet, all the while yodeling to the music. He changed in minutes to a Spanish dancer, and then to a scantily clad French danseur. His finale was a traditional ballerina doing Swan Lake.

Next came “The Best Boy,” a woman dressed neatly in the men’s fashion of the time: silk top hat; starched shirt and tie; black tail coat; and gold-headed cane. This manly vision sang in a deep contralto voice of the pleasures of courting pretty young women and imbibing with the lads at the local pub. She even smoked a cigar as she sang “All the Nice Girls Love a Sailor” (from Ship Ahoy, 1909) and “She Never Had Her Ticket Punched Before” (Victorian Music Hall ballad).

Ray was astounded that the audience responded positively to this gender-bending performance. What fascinated him even more—and would soon set him on the path he would follow the rest of his life—was “The Dame.”

“The Dame” is a classic part of the music hall tradition, a man dressed in drag, a man playing a woman, fully accepted, and even cheered, by a boisterous audience. Ray’s companion could see the look of wonder on his student’s face as he watched a middle-aged man, elaborately gowned and wigged, prance about the stage in a comic parody of a chorine. He explained that this was something he would see in every music hall across England.

In the following months, Ray attended many music halls around London, usually with his professor. They would meet outside the theatre, the professor with a pair of tickets already in hand. After the performance, Ray was treated to a sandwich and a cider at a local pub. Whether this bond ripened into a more fruitful relationship was never revealed.

It was during one of these delightful evenings on the town that Ray began to form an idea of what he wanted to do for the rest of his life. He loved the songs of the music hall, mixtures of sentiment and comic bawdiness that audiences found so appealing. The whole atmosphere was a sort of mad and lively evening, almost an organized anarchy. He wanted very much to entertain, to be clever, and most of all to be accepted.

The renowned dame, Harry Randall, served as the impetus for Ray to give voice to his ambition. Randall had begun his career at the age of eleven. He modeled himself after a previous impersonator, Dan Leno. They both specialized in patter songs, a sort of sung-spoken comedic routine that did not require professionally trained voices. The night Ray saw Randall, he was in his most famous role, Old Mother Hubbard (1893). The audience frequently interrupted the performance with outbursts of applause and laughter.

For Ray, this was an inspiration. At the interval, he broached the subject with his professor of a theatrical future. Rather than the cautionary warning he had expected, Ray was surprised with words of encouragement and an offer to help in any way possible.

After the performance, Ray was taken backstage to meet some of the performers. The professor was on a friendly basis with one of the stage managers, and through him began a life-changing turn of events.

The manager arranged an audition for Ray the next Monday. He was disappointed to learn there was no opening for a cross-dressing part, but he was being auditioned as a member of the chorus. This was a chance to set foot on stage. The audition consisted of a series of simple dance steps demonstrated by the director, which Ray had no trouble repeating. Next was the song. Rather than handing Ray a song sheet to follow, the director told him to pick any song he knew and sing unaccompanied. Without thinking, he blurted out the name of a song that he was very fond, “An Old Man’s Darling” (1903). He then realized he had chosen a song written for the opposite sex. Gathering up his courage and his imaginary skirts, he began:

“Some girls when they think of marriage, fancy a nice young man.
But I’m not so inclined, for none of these things I crave,
I’d rather be an old man’s darling than be
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