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Part-Time Lady...
Full Time Queen

Part 2 of the interview with Minette.

There is something eternal about Minette, the

child performer in vaudeville who wasn't happy

until she was a professional female impersonator.

She starred in underground drag films by Ava-Graph

Studio and was the subject of a biography, Recollec-

tions of a Part-Time Lady. When we met her she

hadn't performed in 20 years. In the last issue of

LadyLike we followed Minette's career from Phila-

delphia to Providence through bars, clubs, show-

rooms and carnival midways. This installment is all

New York tales and the names in it are more familiar

to LadyLike readers.

After moving to New York Minette's circle grew

to include some of Manhattan's more influential

gender interpreters. Of course, she continued to

work with professional impersonators, like Harvey

Lee and Pudgy Roberts. But being in New York in the

1960's brought her to the cutting edge of avant-

garde gender expression and film working with

Andy Warhol "superstars" like Jackie Curtis, and in

films by jack Smith and Avery Willard. Jack Smith

was the producer/director of Flaming Creatures

(1963), a magnificent celluloid transvestite party,

staring Minette's friend Mario Montez. When Flam-

ing Creatures was revived in San Francisco at the

Pacific Film Archive, j. Hoberman, preeminent film

critic for the Village Voice, flew to town to pay

homage by introducing this masterpiece of camp.

The greatest surprise in our interview was Minette's

close relationship with Charles Ludlam and Ethyl

Eichelberger, goddesses ofqueer theater. After Ethyl's

death in August, 1990, New York Times theater

critic Mel Gussow proclaimed, "His impact on

experimental theater was indisputable... As an actor

and playwright, he diminished sexual barriers and

punctured pretension. Above all, he always retained

his sense of the ridiculous." This latter statement,

besides being true, is a not-so veiled reference to the

Ridiculous Theatrical Company, where Ethyl was a

performer and Charles Ludlam one of the founders.

In the introduction to Ludlam's collected plays

Steven Samuels writes that, "Not since Moliere have

we been blessed with such a playwright, and it may

be several centuries more before we see his like

again."The Ridiculous was reestablished a few years

ago by Everett Quinton, Ludlam's long-time lover

and co-star. The Ridiculous' current production of

Ludlam's The Mystery of Irma Vep is sold out for

months in advance.

To us Minette is legendary. And what becomes a

legend most? Being with other legends. Minette has

an eternal quality, illustrated by an incident years

after she stopped performing: "One time a boy

comes up to me and says, 'Weren't you Minette?'

And I said, 'I still am.'"

Ms Bob: Tell me about the biography, Recollec-

tions ofa Part-Time Lady. When was it published?

Minette: They had the publication party the 20th
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of May '79 at Ridiculous Theatrical Company at Number

One Sheridan Square. Charles Ludlam and Ethyl

Eichelberger were fabulous people. They changed my life,

especially Ludlam. Oh my goodness, Queen Ethyl, I went

to her funeral (at) St. John the Divine. Someone else you

should talk to is Agosto Machado. Agosto Machado worked

in a lot of shows with the late Queen Ethyl and worked with

Jackie Curtis and Jack Smith. I worked with Jack Smith.

B: Were you in any of his movies

?

M: Yes, The Borrowed Tambourine. I didn't work with

him too much because he tried to murder me! He tried to

strangle me to death. The thing that saved my life was that

he grabbed a piece of knitwear. Now knitwear gives; it

stretches; that's what saved me from being murdered. So

afterwards I said, "Why did you do that?" And he accused

me of stealing something from his loft. I think it was a pearl

ring. "There was nobody there butyou," says he. And I says,

"What about the little Japanese girl? She was on the settee

asleep." And he strikes his hand to his forehead and says,

"Oh my God, I forgot about her!" He had a murderous soul.

Jackie Curtis beat him up once.

B: So, when did you write the book?

M: Well, Steve Watson, who was a psychiatrist, is the

writer. He said he wanted to write a book about me. I

always thought it was a dumb idea. I said, "I'm out of the

business for years. It won't make any money." But the more

he heard about me the more he wanted to write this book.

It was the first book he ever wrote. I could have done it

much better. He got a lot of things mixed up you see.

B: Don't you like the book the way it is?

M: There's a lot of things that are poorly stated, a lot of

things left out that would be interesting, a lot of fabulous

pictures.

B: Is it generally accurate?

M: Yes, generally accurate, but this guy (Steve Watson)

didn't have a good command of the English language, not

that I do, but this guy went to college! He didn't have the

writer's flair. A fellow wanted to re-do my book and I said,

"Forget it; it's already done." You know what I mean?

B: It's written in the first person, so it sounds like you

talking.

M: Yes, that's right. He did what he wanted to. The books

were made on a Xerox machine. It was a cheap thing. They

say a lot were sold in Europe, but we never got paid for it.

They just copied them. Anybody could do it.

B: When you say "a lot" what do you mean. 500?

1 ,000 ?

M: Something like that. 500 anyway. They sold most of

them at the publication party at Number One Sheridan

Square and through the mail.

B: Tell me about the publication party.

M: I asked Charles Ludlam, "Do you think Stephen

Brecht would have the party at his house?" His father was

Bertold Brecht. They own a whole house on Washington

Street. Charles said, "Why don't you have it at the theater?"

Never thought to ask. We sent out 200 invitations. A

thousand people showed up. It was fabulous. They were

putting on Camille and all these people are waiting quietly

in the lobby for Camille to finish the death scene, (laughs)

continued next page
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It was a wonderful production. Miss Ludlam and Everett

Quinton were marvelous.

(D. Brockmeyer) & Black-Eyed Susan out on Staten Island.

I saw Queen Ethyl at least once at Lincoln Center. One of

those theaters. She did Abe Lincoln and Mrs. Lincoln.

Marvelous. But the piano player was terrible. I thinkthetea

is probably ready.

(Later as Minette serves us tea and hospitality.) I don't

usually have tea or coffee. I'm on a macrobiotic diet for

many years. The whole Ridiculous Theatrical Company

wenton a macrobioticdietwhen they weredoing Bluebeard

(1 970). Ludlam got them on it. I saw what it did for their

work. They had lessons. I never had lessons. I just asked

questions. I stay on it because it does so much for me. They

all went on it, but they all slipped off.

B: Yes. So how did you meet Charles Ludlam?

M: Through Mario Montez. Mario Montez, I met (when)

we worked in a show together called Mindblow USA in '67.

The producer was The Llawless Sabrina from Philadelphia,

the queen of poor trash. She was not flawless. She put on this

show at Town Hall and her original cast walked out on her.

So that's how I got into the show. I was one of the six feature

acts. There was Robin Rogers and Mai Michles, formerly

Tempera, and the whole chorus from the Jewel Box Revue.

Mario Montez was one of the feature acts and we met. They

kept bringing us to rehearsals. My God! What did I need all

those rehearsals for!
1

I did a couple numbers, that was it.

Anyway, we were doing this big production number in

one of the Ava-Graph films. We all played taxi-dancers. You

know what a taxi dancer is? The men used to buy dances from

B: Sounds like Ludlam and

Ethyl were very aware of female

impersonation history.

M: Well, they learned a lot of

it from me!

B: Pudgy Roberts talks about

going to an Ethyl Eichelberger

show and Ethyl practically

stopped the show to announce

that Pudgy Roberts had arrived.

M: Yes, well, she used to do it

with me. "Oh, there's Minette!"

This and that and the other and

start talking to me. She was mar-

velous. She'd just work it in. Oh,

she was terrific. I miss her very

much. She lived with Big John
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these girls for ten cents a dance. And that's a taxi dancer.

Jackie Curtis' grandmother, mother and Aunt Josie did this

work years before Jackie was born, back in the 1 930's. You

would have enjoyed Jackie Curtis. She put on some good

shows. She did wonderful impressions of people.

So, Mario Montez brought the Ridiculous Theatrical

Company to the Ava-Gaph Studio to be in this number. My

dancing partner was Lola Pashal inski in a red zoot suit and

a pork pie hat. Ludlam was in drag and he was dancing with

this guy dressed as a sailor. Ludlam was wearing pearl drop

earrings and he had the guy try to bite the pearl drop

flva - Graft's

The Last 0p The. LJort^inofons

"

B: How long were you at the

Crazy Horse?

M : A few months. The boss was

not good at paying, that's why I

left. I said, "Who needs it?" I could

do horizontal entertainment and I

didn't have to take a subway to

New York. In those days the sub-

ways worked well at night. You

didn't have to worry about waiting

and waiting. So I quit. The ones who stayed never did get

their money.

B: How did you meet filmmaker Avery Willard?

M: Avery Willard. I met him when I was a "stitch bitch"

at the dress shop on Bleeker. You probably heard of

Colleen Duhurst? She was in an off-off-Broadway show

called The Eagle Has Two Heads around the corner on 7th

Avenue at the Actors' Playhouse. She wore this gown, circa

1 867, in blue vellum and my boss made it. So I was at the

continued next page

earrings off. He was so inventive.

We worked all night long on one

number.

B: So you were still performing

in the '60's?

M: I was working at the Crazy

Horse. That's how I met Pudgy

Roberts. Very interesting person.

Talented and she draws beauti-

fully. I can tell you a lot of marvel-

ous stories. Her husband, Johnny,

would be standing in the wings

and out of the side of her mouth

she's talking to Johnny while she

performed. The audience never

saw. (laughs) And she trained

Johnny to do her act. That's right,

because sometime she'd have an-

other booking and he would do

her act. And it was a fabulous act.

Funniest comedy strip I've ever

seen in my life. She wanted to be a

star and Johnny said, "I'll make a

star of you." And he did a pretty

good job.
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theater and I met Avery's wife Tommy (Davidson). Avery

had taken the photos of the stars in the show. Avery was an

important photographer. He photographed Mae West,

Louis Iordan, Peggy Lee, Andy Griffith, Marlena Deitrich,

Anna Magnani, Lillian and Dorothy Gish.

B: So that's why he started making the films. He had

experience as a photographer.

M: The films were done with an 8mm camera. And I met

George Schroeders and we put together this underground

movie in 1957 (Speakeasy Queen). Avery shot it. Billy

Richards, did you ever hear of Billy Richards? She's been

dead for years now. She'd been in silent films and really

knew how to move her face. So she was wonderful. But she

used to drink and she'd fall under the bar. (laughs gently)

And she made beautiful wardrobe. Gorgeous. I met Billy

Richards in Pittsburgh in 1 953. She was living in a rooming

house. It was all queens living in this rooming house. She

was in the first two Ava-graph films. (Speakeasy Queen,

1957, and Fashions of the Twenties, 1958.)

B: Who came up with the idea of making the films

?

M: Avery's wife invited me to their home, Halloween

'55. "Come in drag," she said. "Come in drag." And I wore

a black beaded dress from the '20's. And Avery, when he

saw me, oh, did I get photographed. We did a lot of stills.

Avery was on 56th Street, three flights up (28 West 56th

Street). It's a block that has a lot of photographers there. And

all of a sudden he realized that I was just more than a stitch

bitch. In the meantime he met George, a player piano. So

the three of us cooked up the idea, the first Ava-graph film,

Speakeasy Queen. It was mostly made at George's house

on 1 2th Street. All together I was in about ten movies. Not

all Ava-graph films, I did other movies, too. But, the Ava-

graph were the only ones I had big parts. I did Ava-graph

films from '57 to '67.

B: Why didA very ask Harvey Lee to be in The Last of the

Worthingtons? (1961) Harvey was living on the West

Coast in San Francisco.

M: Yea, well, she'd come back from Frisco. How'd she

get roped into that? Oh, she was so impossible. Oh, god,

she couldn't screw on her earrings. I had to do it for her.

B: Was she too drunk, too upset, too confused? What

?

M: She just wanted attention. She'd drive you nuts. She

was such an ego maniac. She was a Leo. She said she'd sue

Avery if she wasn't billed over me. Now she played the

mother and I was the young girl from the country who was

really the star of the show. So Avery gave us co-billing,

(laughs) Anyway, after that I didn't bother much with her.

B: Where were the films shown

?

M: He showed them at his home. He could have maybe

about 35 people for a screening. He showed them in bars,

too. With only 8mm he couldn't show them in a regular

theater. The projector wouldn't go that far and there was

worry about getting raided.

B: For just showing a drag film?

M: Yes. One showing at the Ava-graph Studio, a little

studio on 12th Street between 3rd and 4th Avenues (109

East 1 2th Street) did get raided in 1 958. 1 was in jail for two

days. I was there in drag selling the tickets, but the thing was

finally thrown out of court. (At that time being in drag was

illegal in New York.)

Minette is still full of stories. Her rich life is a treasury of

tales and talent. No wonder she inspired Avery Willard's

films and a book of her Reflections. Next year we'll be

visiting her again for a field trip to photographer Avery

Willard, who's living in a Veteran's retirement home in the

Bronx. And though the drive may be long, Minette will fill

the time with charming, theatrical tales.

We would like to thank Liz McGherity, Dan Nicoletta

and Matt Wood for their cooperation in arranging this

interview.

Ms Bob is a collector of gender related books, maga-

zines and ephemera. She is always interested in comparing

collections, buying, selling or trading. Several times a year

she distributes a list of items she has available. You can

contact her c/o LadyLike or <msbob@tgforum.com>. If

there is any subject or person you'd be interested in seeing

in "Flash Back," LadyLike' s history column, please drop us

a note and we will try to oblige.

Carol Kleinmaier is a founding member of Transgen-

dered Nation. Foroveradecadeshe has been an activistt’or

both gender and AIDS issues.
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