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      SIDONIA DE BARCSY
 – The Bearded Baroness


      Unlike many of her bearded lady contemporaries, the Baroness Sidonia de Barcsy was a genuine member of a royal family. Sidonia

      was born whisker-free on May 1, 1866 in Hungary. She remained sans mane until she gave birth to her son at the age of 19. Her son, Nicu, was a dwarf and was destined to stand less than three feet in height. The Baroness, meanwhile, began to sprout facial hair and in a few short months, Sidonia possessed a full beard measuring nearly 9 inches in length.


      Sidonia’s husband, Baron Antonio de Barcsy, was quite fond of the bushy beard. He took great pride in the unique appearance of his beloved wife and he relished the celebrity status she drew to the family. The Baron knew there was a fortune and actively cultivated a career for Sidonia and his son in exhibition and sideshow. In the pursuit of fortune and fame, the Baron moved his family to Western Europe in the the 1890′s and the ‘De Barcsy Troupe’ began to actively tour to great success. The Troupe was certainly unique as it completely consisted of royal family members and was self-contained. With a blue-blood Bearded Lady as well as a dwarf on display, the Baron himself rounded out the troupe. At a weight of nearly 400 pounds, the Baron made for a rather respectable Fat Man and he displayed himself as such.


      In 1903, the troupe travelled to America and found even greater fame than the Ringling Bros. and Campbell Bros. circuses. In 1912, while wintering in Oklahoma, the Baron became stricken with illness and passed away. Sidonia continued touring America until she died on October 19, 1925 due to complications associated with diabetes. Despite having remarried, Sidonia asked that her ashes be laid to rest next to the Baron.


      The last member of the family, Nicu, continued to exhibit himself and perform in America. Adopting the title of ‘Baron’ following the death of his father. Baron Nicu was perhaps best known for performing at Coney Island as a magician and escape artist. Ironically, having lost the title to his family estate in a fire, Nicu was never able to return to Hungary to claim his royal title officially.


      Nicu eventually retired in Enid, Oklahoma in 1932. There he was well-known and liked by the locals for his card tricks, his doves and his faithful dog. Nicu passed away in August of 1976 at the age of 91, the last member of a most remarkable family.


      ••


      ANNIE JONES 
 – The Esau Woman


      Shortly after she was born in Virginia on July 14, 1865, the hirsute Annie Jones began her career in exhibition. Purportedly born with a chin covered with fine hair, Annie’s average parents were horrified by her appearance. It wasn’t long, however, before the monetary benefits of their prodigious daughter dawn on the Jones family and word of her unique appearance came to the attention of elite showman P. T. Barnum.


      When she was little more than a year in age, Annie was brought to New York City to be featured in Barnum’s museum as ‘The Infant Esau’. The name ‘Esau’ was often applied to hirsute wonders and was in reference to the biblical grandson of Abraham, brother of Jacob. Esau’s name in Hebrew means ‘hairy’ and, according to Genesis 25:25, it is a reference to his hairiness at birth.


      After an initial short but highly successful run, Barnum offered Annie’s mother a three year contract, allotting Annie a weekly salary of $150 a week. Mrs. Jones accepted the offer which was exorbitant for the era, and took up permanent residence with her daughter in New York. However, within the first year of the contract, a family emergency called Mrs. Jones back to Virginia and she left Annie in the care of a Barnum appointed Nanny. During this time, Annie was kidnapped by a local phrenologist who attempted to exhibit Anne privately. Luckily, Annie was soon located in upstate New York, the kidnapper dealt with and Annie was quickly back in the custody of Mrs. Jones – who forevermore stayed in close proximity to her daughter during her career. Annie’s career spanned thirty-six years.


      During her long career, Jones travelled not only with Barnum’s Greatest Show on Earth, but also worked in numerous dime

      museums. Annie’s stage name changed to reflect her age during her career. She was known as the Esau Child and later as the Esau Lady and visually not only did Annie sport a full and long beard, she also grew out the hair on her head to over six feet in length. Annie also expanded her talents as well, as she was not content to simply be stared at. She came to be known for her musical skills and gracious etiquette as much as her facial hair.


      At sixteen, Jones married Richard Elliot – a professional sideshow bally talker. The couple divorced after fifteen years. Jones then married another talker, William Donovan. Together, the newlyweds struck out on their own and toured Europe with Annie as an independent feature attraction and William as a vocal agent. Unfortunately, the marriage was short as William died without warning. Annie, not knowing what else to do, quickly rejoined Barnum’s Greatest Show on Earth.


      In 1902, Annie fell ill while visiting her mother in Brooklyn and on October 22, she passed away at age thirty-seven. Annie Jones was the most celebrated bearded lady of her era.


      ••


      JEAN CAROLL
 – Love Hurts


      In her time, Jean Carroll was a popular bearded lady. More importantly, Carroll was the real deal. Born in 1910 in Schenectady, New York, Jean Carroll possessed the genuine foundation of a

      fine silken beard at the age of ten when she joined the Hagenbeck-Wallace Circus. As she aged, that foundation of follicles flourished and soon provided Carroll with a stable career in carnival exhibition.


      As a young lady, Carroll met a charming young Ohio man and quickly fell in love. The object of her affection was John Carson. Carson was a charming and handsome man. He was a contortionist and sideshow talker and he was actually quite taken by the sweet-hearted bearded girl. He was certainly attracted to Carroll but the beard was simply too much for him to overcome. While he continued to be friendly with Carroll, he pushed aside any romantic aspirations and focused on friendship.


      For fifteen years, the two saw each other almost daily. As Carson got to know Carroll as the woman she was, behind the whiskers, he fell deeply in love with her. Carroll saw that love in him and it pained her. She knew he would never be able to accept the beard and she, in turn, could not give up her source of livelihood and her home in the carnival. As she cried one night, sword swallower Alec Linton suggested a painful solution – “Shave the beard and become a tattooed woman.”


      Soon, the beard was gone and in its place were over 700 intricate designs by famed tattooist Charlie Wagner. The pain involved in the process was likely excruciating but the investment was wise. John Carson was completely smitten, apparently having no problems with illustration over facial hair, and the two wed almost immediately following the ‘close shave’.


      They remained with the carnival. John continued on in his old job as a charming sideshow talker and Jean Carroll exhibited her new tattoos quite thoroughly, as a burlesque dancer. The two remained inseparable until John passed away in 1951.


      ••


      PERCILLA 
 – The Monkey Girl


      The case of Julia Pastrana has long been held as a tragic example of exploitation. The remarkable bearded prodigy lived a life of manipulation and after death her body was abused and disgraced by callous souls and ignorance. The life of her contemporary could have easily followed the same shadowed path, however her story is of true love, inner beauty and respect.


      During her long life, Percilla Lauther was known by many names. Originally, she was descriptively dubbed ‘the hairy little girl’ and later as ‘the monkey girl’, but it is quite likely that she will forever be remembered by those dear to her as Percilla Bejano – loving wife of Emmitt, the Alligator-Skinned Man.


      The hirsute Percilla was born on April 26 of 1911 in the Puerto Rican town of Bayamon. Percilla had been born with hypertrichosis, she possessed two rows of teeth and drew immediate attention from the public and the medical community. Percilla’s father was a native of Spain and he did not know what to do of his hairy daughter initially. Percilla’s parents travelled to New York City seeking answers from American doctors and there they remained there for seven months until Percilla’s father developed the idea of exhibiting his daughter for profit.


      Percilla’s father was not a greedy man. He merely saw an opportunity to make the most of the situation nature had thrust upon his daughter. However his limited knowledge of English and business made promoting Percilla difficult and he approached showman Karl. L. Lauther for assistance. Lauther was an accomplished promoter and he owned and operated several shows during his lifetime. He took an instant interest in Percilla and hired her on the spot. Lauther also hired an assistant to help Percilla’s father care for the child after his wife returned to Puerto Rico. That arrangement was short lived however, as Percilla’s father was shot and killed in Gainesville. Upon his death, and according to his final wish, Lauther adopted young Percilla as his own daughter.


      Percilla never said anything ill of her adoptive father, thus one may assume that he was a compassionate and loving man. In fact, all evidence indicates that despite exhibiting Percilla for profit, Lauther was extremely sensitive to the public perception of his adoptive daughter. Lauther disliked the fact that the public took to calling Percilla a ‘monkey girl’ and verbally lashed out at anyone bold enough to call her a ‘freak’. But the ‘monkey girl’ moniker stuck and Lauther gave in and began to publicly pair Percilla with a trained chimpanzee named Josephine. He may have had the last laugh, however, as the two attractions were juxtaposed. Percilla would warmly and graciously welcome guests to her exhibit while Josephine would rudely smoke cigarettes and spit.


      In the late 1930′s, while performing with the Johnny J. Jones Exposition, Percilla met fellow marvel Emmitt Bejano,

      the Alligator-Skinned Man. Despite her heavy beard and his ichthyosis, a sweet romance blossomed between the unique couple. The pair saw past their physical differences. Emmitt was a man with calloused skin who spent performance intermissions submerged in vats of ice water because he could not sweat. Emmitt was quite literally ‘thick skinned’ and he had a ‘hard shell to crack’ but beneath he was a compassionate, gentle, charming and passionate man. Percilla, despite looking more beast than beauty, was elegant, eloquent and possessed an enchanting singing voice. Before long Percilla realised that the gentle Emmitt was the love of her life and the two eloped in 1938.


      A year later, the couple welcomed a daughter, Francine, into their family. Unfortunately, pneumonia extinguished her life after a scant four months.


      When Emmitt and Percilla returned to exhibition, they were promoted as the World’s Strangest Married Couple. Percilla and Emmitt shared the stage and most notably worked for Ringling Brothers and other shows successfully for over a decade. They appeared together in the 1980 film Carny opposite Jodie Foster and Gary Busey. Eventually, the couple grew tired of life in the public eye, opted to retire to a private life in Gibsonton, Florida. There the two remained madly in love for many more years. Their union ended with Emmitt’s passing in 1995.


      Percilla carried on, clean shaven for the first time in her life, and briefly appeared in various documentaries and on the Jerry Springer show where she charmed the audience with stories of her beloved Emmitt and by shyly singing his favourite song ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’. Percilla herself passed away in her sleep in February of 2001. She is dearly missed by all who knew her.


      ••


      Julia Pastrana
 – The Nondescript


      The prodigious Julia Pastrana was known by many monikers during her life and perhaps just as many names in death. Both her life and her death are rather sad tales, but they hold a very special place in sideshow history because, for a time, she was not considered a member of the human race.


      Julia’s origins are shrouded in mystery. It is believed that she was born in 1834 to a tribe of ‘Root Digger’ Indians in the western slopes of Mexico. However, what is highly obvious is that Julia had appearance unlike any before her on record. In addition to excessive hair over her body – predominately in the face – Julia also possessed a jutting jaw and swollen gums. In odd juxtaposition to her ape like features, Julia possessed great poise, and a well developed buxom and a half foot figure.


      Her documented career began in 1854 as she was exhibited in New York at the Gothic Hall on Broadway as ‘The Marvellous Hybrid or Bear Woman’. Her ‘handler’ was one M. Rates who allegedly discovered the young Julia as a servant girl to the governor of Sinaloa, Mexico. While in New York, Julia attracted the attention of many scientific minds and media moguls. One newspaper described her as ‘terrifically hideous’ and possessing a ‘harmonious voice’, which gives evidence that she sang during her exhibition. One of the members of Medical society to examine her was

      Dr. Alexander Mott who declared her the most extraordinary beings of the present day and a hybrid between human and orangutan.


      Julia then moved on to Cleveland with a new promoter J. W. Beach, and it was there that Dr. S. Brainerd declared her a ‘distinct species’. That analysis was, of course, quickly added to all subsequent promotional materials.


      Julia impressed many with her charm and grace. When invited to attend a military gala, she waltzed with many of the braver men there and, while in Boston billed as the Hybrid Indian: The Misnomered Bear Woman, Julia again impressed with her grace and singing voice so much so that she was put on exhibition by both the Horticultural Society and the Boston History Society.


      Julia was preceded in London, England by impressive newspaper announcements touting her as ‘a Grand and Novel Attraction’. And going by the epithet ‘The Nondescript’ – a term that in this era mean something unexplainable – Julia was now being shown by one Mr. Theodore Lent and was a rousing success. In fact, the bulk of the documentation on Julia comes from this time period, when London reporter could not stop debating her origins and describing her appearance in lengthy articles. In these articles, Julia is described as being very civilised and domestic. In addition to her native language, she also spoke Spanish and English quite well. She loved to travel, cook and sew. She willingly gave herself to medical examination and was said to have thirst for knowledge. These articles also seemed to emphasise that she was both happy and content with her situation and she did not covet wealth though her ‘handler’ Mr. Lent surely did. During her performances in London, Julia sang romances in both Spanish and English and danced what are described as ‘fancy dances’, likely traditional Spanish numbers.


      After London, Mr. Lent secured a tour of Berlin and in Leipzig, Julia played the leading role in a play called Der curierte Meyer. In the play, a young German boy falls in love with a woman who always wears a veil. When the young man was not on stage, Julia would lift her veil to the great amusement of the audience. The play ends with the young man finally seeing his beloved and being cured of his infatuation. Following the play, the weekly magazine Gartenlaube published an extensive interview with Julia – an article published with a fantastic life sketch by the artist H. Konig. The article consisted of Julia speaking on her tours of America and London and of the numerous marriage proposals she had received. She claimed to have turned down over twenty admirers because they were not rich enough. That was a response that the reporter suspected Mr. Lent had coached – in the hope of attracting a rich suitor.


      That notion was short lived and Mr. Lent, wary of loosing his investment in Julia to rivals, married her in 1857. While there was evidence that Julia was infatuated with her husband, Mr. Lent was not a kind man. While in Vienna, he forced Julia to undergo sensitive physical examinations and barred her from leaving their apartment during daylight. As their tour through Poland and Moscow continued, Mr. Lent became more and more controlling. In late 1859, while in Moscow, it was discovered that Julia was pregnant. The doctors feared a difficult childbirth due to Julia’s stature and narrow hips; however Julia was more concerned that the baby should take after its father. On March 20, 1860 her fears were confirmed when she gave birth to a hair covered newborn boy. The child lived only thirty-five hours. And Julia died five days later.


      During her lifetime Julia, though treated little more than an object by her promoters, did meet many influential people. She was visited by P.T. Barnum himself and even Charles Darwin acknowledged her in his book The Variation of Animal and Plants under Domestication with the words – ‘Julia Pastrana, a Spanish dancer, was a remarkably fine woman. She had a thick and masculine beard.’ Her condition at the time was unknown, yet given all the evidence: excessive hair, melodic voice, dental deformations and a child born with excessive hair – it was likely that she suffered from a form of hypertrichosis lanuginosa. All of her interviews and personal anecdotes promote the idea that she was a happy and content woman pleased with her lot in life. Yet, one is left with a sour feeling when reflecting on the events of her life. However, that is nothing compared to the feeling one suffers when recounting her afterlife.


      Shortly after her death, Mr. Lent continued his commercial aspirations with Julia. He sold her corpse, as well as the body of his son, to Professor Sukolov of Moscow University. The Professor took the bodies to his Anatomical Institute, dissected them, and then using unknown embalming techniques mummified the bodies of Julia and her son. The entire process took six months and the results, while macabre, were impressive. Unlike the mummies of ancient Egypt, these mummified remains retained their colour, texture and form and appeared very lifelike. Sukolov placed the mummies in the anatomical museum of the University where they attracted great crowds.


      When Mr. Lent heard of the profit his wife and child were earning after death, he went about legal proceedings to reclaim them. He presented his marriage certificate to the American consul and Sukolov was forced to release the remains. Lent tried to put the mummies on display in Russia but the authorities refused as they were outside the confines of a scientific institute. Thus, in February 1862, Lent returned to England to show Julia Pastrana again. The price was only a shilling and, with the added attraction of the mummified infant, the exhibit was packed with onlookers. Inside it was said that the ‘Embalmed Nondescript’ stood dressed in one of her many dancing costumes while her son stood to her left, atop a small pedestal and dressed in a sailor suit.


      When the popularity of the exhibit began to fade, Lent rented the mummies to an English travelling museum of curiosities. In 1864, they were taken on a tour of Sweden. Most unbelievably, during that same time, Lent met a young lady with a condition very similar to Julia. In fact, unbelievably, the two looked so much alike that Lent married her as well and began touring her as Zenora Pastrana – Julia’s sister. The mummy rejoined Lent for a time and the four of them toured together, however Lent rented the mummies to a Vienna museum and began to claim that Zenora and Julia were one and the same.


      Lent and Zenora retired to St. Petersburg in the early 1880’s and purchased a small waxworks museum. Lent was quite wealthy by the time, however he was unable to enjoy his wealth as, shortly after retirement, he experienced a mental breakdown and disappeared behind the walls of a sanitarium. It was assumed that he died shortly thereafter.


      Zenora left Russia for Munich in 1888 where she reclaimed the mummies and toured with them – this time to prove that she was not Julia. In 1889, Zenora gave the mummies to an anthropological exhibit in Munich run by a man named J. B. Gassner before she retired again and remarried to a much younger man.


      Gassner took the mummies to various German fairs and in 1895, he took them to a large circus convention in Vienna and sold them to the highest bidder. In the next twenty-five years, the mummies changed hands several times and showed up again in 1921 when a Mr. Lund bought them for his Norwegian ‘chamber of horrors’. At this point, it is unclear if Lund knew these mummies were real as the medical community considered them lost.


      In 1943, during the German occupation, the chamber of horrors collection was ordered to be destroyed, however Lund was able to convince authorities that a tour of the ‘Apewoman’ as Julia was called would prove beneficial to the treasury of the Third Reich. For several years, Julia and her son toured German occupied territories.


      In 1953, Lund stored his chamber of horrors collection including the mummies in a large warehouse just outside of Oslo. For several years, rumours spread that the warehouse was occupied by a strange ape-like creature and one night in the mid 50’s teens broke into the warehouse and Julia terrified them – some 80 years after her death. The experience and rumours that followed grew so popular that Lund’s son Hans (Lund had since passed away) took the chamber out of storage and back on popular display until the mid 60’s. Still, no one truly realised that these mummies were actual human beings.


      That changed in 1969 when Judge Hofheinz, a very wealthy American collector of the unusual hired a small team of detectives to track down the mummies of Julia and her child. It was a circus director named Rhodin who eventually tracked down some pamphlets and posters and made contact with Hans. Aware of the priceless relic he possessed, Hans instigated a bidding war only to decline all offers and put the mummies back on exhibit himself. The press picked up the story of Julia and the exhibit proved so popular that it toured Sweden and Norway in 1970. In 1971, they made their way back to the United States – over one hundred years after the living Julia began her career there. The tour was cut short in America due to public outcry and when Hans attempted to return to Norway, he was denied exhibition rights. Undeterred, Hans rented the mummies to a Swedish travelling show until good taste arrived and the exhibition was banned there as well. Defeated, Hans placed the mummies in storage in 1973.


      In August of 1976, the storage facility was broken and the mummies vandalised. The child was badly damaged as its jaw and arm were torn off. His remains were thrown in a ditch outside and before it could be located, it was almost entirely eaten by mice – only scraps remained. Julia then stood alone. In 1979, the storage facility was again broken and that time Julia was stolen. It was presumed that it too was destroyed.


      Then in February of 1990, a Norwegian journalist discovered the mummy in the basement of the Institute of Forensic Medicine in Oslo. In 1979, police responded to a call involving some children who found an arm in a ditch. A search of the area revealed the mummified body of Julia, badly mangled. Unsure of what to do or even what it was, the police brought the mummy to the institute where it remained limbo – no one really paid any attention.


      Apparently it is still there – tucked away in some corner covered with a dusty blanket.


      ••


      MILLIE-CHRISTINE 
 – The Two-Headed Nightingale


      Millie and Christine were born into slavery on July 11, 1851 in the town of Welches Creek, North Carolina. The girls were joined at the spine and their owner, a blacksmith named Jabez McKay, was not sure what to do with the girls. Their parents, Monimia and Jacob, had previously sired seven children but clearly the twins would be of little use to McKay due to their bizarre appearance and sickly constitution. Eventually, McKay opted to sell the eight-month-old girls and their mother to Carolinian showman John Pervis for $1000.


      Pervis began exhibiting Millie and Christine immediately but within four years the girls were sold to showmen Joseph Pearson Smith and Brower and then kidnapped. The kidnappers exhibited the twins privately, mostly to members of the medical community for over three years while Smith and Brower frantically searched for their investment. They eventually located Millie and Christine while they were on exhibit in Birmingham, England. The law became involved in the situation and, as slavery was illegal in England, the girls were released into the custody of their mother. She, however, had no idea how to proceed with the girls in a foreign country and as a result she gave custody and ownership back to Smith.


      While Smith continued to exhibit Mille and Christine, he found the public was not very interested. At the time, the anatomical novelty of conjoined twins simply was not enough to capture public attention. Smith decided to develop Millie and Christine as a performing act. Furthermore, he endeavoured to make the girls as extraordinary in skill as they were in appearance. To that end, he and his wife tutored the girls in music and languages. Millie and Christine were taught etiquette, social graces and were given music lessons. The girls developed impressive singing abilities and their singing prowess soon became the focal point of their careers. As ‘The Two-Headed Nightingale’ the conjoined girls started to gain a remarkable reputation. While Millie was a contralto and Christine a soprano, the girls were able to blend and harmonise their voices in incredibly appealing ways. By 1860, Millie and Christine were on the cusp of stardom.


      In 1862 Smith died. The girls were willed to his son Joseph Jr. and it was Joseph who catapulted the girls to stardom by using a clever bit of showmanship.


      Throughout their life, Millie and Christine were often considered one person. Due to their shared body, it was often unclear if the girls were legally and physically a single being or individuals. The girls themselves often referred to themselves in the singular, using ‘I’ in the place of ‘we’. Joseph Jr. saw opportunity in this confusion and opted to advertise the girls from a new perspective. The girls became Millie-Christine, a girl with two heads, four arms and four legs.


      The concept of such an incredible phenomenon drew immediate crowds and Millie-Christine enjoyed immediate and worldwide popularity. Furthermore, it was the singing of ‘The Two-Headed Nightingale’ that quickly gained predominance over appearance and Millie-Christine eventually performed for European royalty, including the Prince of Wales and Queen Victoria. Mille-Christine became renowned for singing, playing the guitar and piano in unison and dancing the waltz in front of thousands of people in the greatest halls and venues of the world. Soon, the Emancipation Proclamation came into effect and Millie-Christine was free. During the course of her career, Millie-Christine earned more than $250,000.


      Millie-Christine preformed until the age of fifty-eight. Once retired, Millie-Christine became Millie and Christine once again. The sisters built a home in Columbus, North Carolina where they lived quietly till their death on October 8, 1912. Millie went first, succumbing to tuberculosis, and her sister followed seventeen hours later. They were sixty-one, the oldest conjoined twins on record.


      ••


      ROSA & JOSEPHA BLAZEK 
 – The Bohemian Twins


      The conjoined sisters Rosa and Josepha Blazek were born in Skrejsov, Bohemia on January 20, 1878. The two were pygopagus – joined at the posterior. They shared tissue and cartilage but were also joined at a thoracic vertebra. It was that delicate fusion that negated any possibility of separation and when their mother took them to Paris at the age of thirteen, doctors told her just that.


      It was in Paris where the twins began their career in professional exhibition. Depending what story you believe, until that point their mother was either adamantly against displaying her daughters for profit or limited their publicity to local fairs. But the twins themselves saw Paris as an opportunity to get out of their tiny village. They found a manager, learned to sing and play the xylophone, and began drawing crowds.


      Like many conjoined performers, much was made of their differences in personality and tastes. Rosa was considered the sharper of the two. She was witty and talkative while Josepha was introvert. Physically Rosa was the more dominant of the two sisters. Josepha was slightly more deformed than her sister, with her left leg being substantially shorter than her right. In matters of promotion, the pair was heavily sexualised and posters for their appearance at the Theatre Imperial de la Gaiete featured with bared midriffs and tight corsets. As a result the public conjectured on their sexual activity and the complications their physical condition posed.


      The Blazek sisters were famous in the 1890’s as they toured Europe. They eventually become quite skilled on the violin and stunned crowds with their enthusiastic duets. But, by the turn of the twentieth century, their popularity quickly evaporated due to poor management and overexposure. Their obscurity was shattered in 1909 when Rosa claimed to be pregnant. Controversy spread like wildfire and rekindled their celebrity.


      To the public, the idea of such a liaison was bewildering. Although the twins had separate vaginae, their physical proximity seemingly made any tryst a ménage à trois. The newspapers filled with rumour laced articles. Some believed the twins were sex crazed harlots; others depicted Josepha as an unwilling victim. Rosa claimed she had intercourse only once and she refused to name the father. There was much speculation that their manager was the father and he paid the duo to keep quiet. Regardless of the paternity, on April 16 1910 ‘Little Franz’ entered the picture.


      As Franz grew, he joined the twins’ travelling show as ‘The Son of Two Mothers’ and with their newfound celebrity the three of them left Europe and appeared in the united states, previously only visiting America during the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago. The twins set their sights on vaudeville and established a base in Chicago but their dream of the American stage was cut short when Rosa fell ill with influenza. As Rosa recovered, Josepha became sick and her illness soon overcame her. Doctors were uncertain of the diagnosis and shortly after being admitted into Chicago’s West End Hospital on March 22, 1922, Rosa fell into a coma.


      A brother, Frank, appeared out of nowhere and once Rosa also succumbed to a coma, Frank spoke for the sisters. Newspapers disagree on the final days of the Blazek twins. Some claim Frank would not allow any attempt at surgical separation and others claimed Rosa was adamant about remaining joined or just as adamant about being separated. All newspapers agreed that Frank was a gold digger who only had his eye on their fortune.


      Josepha Blazek died on March 30, 1922. Rosa followed her twelve minutes later. With their death, another media frenzy began around who was entitled to their fortune. Soon after they were laid to rest, the matter was a moot point. It was discovered that the pair only had a savings of $400 between them.


      Even today, much controversy exists regarding the origins of Franz. Many historians and authors believe that the boy was nothing more than a well timed publicity stunt. While an autopsy confirmed that the two had separate uteri, it fails to mention any evidence of pregnancy. In fact, any evidence points to the contrary.


      In addition, stories of the paternity of Franz changed during the time the boy toured. At one point it was claimed that the baby boy was named after his father, a soldier named Franz Dvorak. It was claimed that Rosa married the soldier shortly before his death in 1917. But there is no record of the marriage, nor did the man ever appear publicly with his family. It was likely a story engineered to evoke sympathy and further attendance.


      It is known that Franz did spend time in an orphanage, and some believe that is where the boy originated from in the first place. The fate of Franz is currently unknown as he disappeared into history following the death of the Blazek twins.


      ••


      RADICA & DOODICA 
 – The Indian Siamese Twins


      The term ‘Siamese twin’ is synonymous with the medical condition of conjoined twins. This term is due to the mid 19th century popularity of Chang and Eng Bunker, joined twins who originally hailed from Siam. The brothers were so popular that their billing as Siamese twins came to represent their condition and not their nationality, even though the depth of their intermingled connectivity was not overly impressive compared to conjoined twins like the Tocci Brothers. The Bunker brothers were primarily joined at the chest by only a band of cartilage.


      In 1888 in Orissa, India twin girls were born connected in a similar manner. While the birth of conjoined twins was often viewed as highly unusual, the superstitious residents of their village saw the girls as ‘symbols of divine wrath’ and lobbied for their expulsion. Their father, distraught by the appearance of his daughters, moved to physically separate the girls by his own hand but local officials rescued the infants and the monks of a local temple took over their care. The monks named the girls Radica and Doodica.


      In 1893, Radica and Doodica were sold to London showman Captain Colman. The sisters began a career exhibiting themselves across Europe often paired with another Colman prodigy, a dwarf billed as the smallest man in the world, Peter the Small. It has been said that Colman treated the girls as an adoptive father and not exclusively as an exploitive promoter. The girls seemed happy and they had each other, until Doodica developed tuberculosis in 1902.


      In Paris, Dr. Eugene-Louis Doyen separated the sisters in an effort to save Radica. Doyen was a pioneering medical filmmaker and filmed the twins’ surgery as La Separation de Doodica-Radica.


      The operation was considered a success initially and Doodica passed shortly afterward from tuberculosis. However, the separation came too late as Radica contracted tuberculosis from her sister and died in 1903. She spent the last year of her life in a Paris sanatorium, alone.


      Sections of Doyen’s separation surgery were last shown in the UK documentary series The Last Machine in 1995. Previously, the film was often shown in grindhouse styled sideshows spliced into exploitation ‘freak’ films.


      ••


      THE TOCCI TWINS 
 – The Blended Brothers


      Giacomo and Giovanni Batista Tocci are something of a strange enigma. Despite being enormously popular with both the public and the medical community during their career, little is actually know about the joined siblings. Furthermore, what is known is often confusing and contradicted by various sources.


      What is certain is that the brothers were born in Locana, Italy. However sources cannot agree on the date of their birth. It is safe to assume that the boys were born in early October, 1877. Their mother was only 19 at the time of their birth, her first child (children). Since the boys were tiny, the birth was apparently an easy one. Reports indicate that the Tocci family welcomed a total of nine children, all average except the twins.


      The only other thing certain about the brothers is that they were dicephalus twins joined at the sixth rib. Their abdomen consisted of separate hearts and organs and each of the brothers had two functional arms. However, the two were as one below the point of fusion and shared intestines, a pair of legs and one set of genitalia.


      The brothers had great difficulty walking. Each brother controlled one leg and many believe they lacked the co-ordination required to walk. Again, some believe that this was not the reason for their difficulty as subsequent dicephalus twins have mastered bipedal walking. Giacomo had a clubfoot and many attribute this to their lack of mobility. Regardless of the reason, instead of walking, the brothers used their arms for locomotion. Their mode of transport was once described as ‘spider-like’.


      From birth the brothers were exhibited around Europe with their father as manager, which eventually led to a very influential tour of the United States in 1891. During their visit, author Mark Twain was so inspired by their appearance that he used them as the basis for his short story Those Extraordinary Twins. It was also in the United States that the brother adopted their most famous moniker, ‘The Blended Brothers’. In 1892, the twins performed in New York and in a bit of showmanship their billing claimed that one boy spoke only German and the other only French. For the performance, which was preceded that evening by Jo-Jo ‘The Dog-Faced Boy’, they obliged. The brothers spoke several European languages.


      Throughout their life, the twins were the subject of intense medical examination. Their first complete examination was performed one month after their birth. They first appeared in medical literature, Lyon Medical Magazine, following an 1878 examination in Paris. While touring Vienna in 1881, they were touted by the medical community as ‘The Greatest Wonder in the World’. The twins were subject to illustration and photography, including a nude set.


      The intelligence of the boys continues to be the subject of much debate as many articles refer to Giacomo being ‘somewhat idiotic’ when compared to his brother. However, those observations were made during infancy and later reports make no mention of any discernable intellectual deficiency. In fact, later reports hail Giacomo as being the more artistically creative of the two.


      In 1897, at the age of 20, the boys decided to retire. Together, they had made a great fortune for themselves and their family. During their peak, they made more that $1000 a week. But the boys never really cared for the fame thrust upon them. They purchased a high walled villa near Venice. In 1904, the boys married two seperate women. It appeared in the media and caused a great controversy. The knowledge of their shared genitalia was public knowledge and their wives were labelled as vulgar.


      ••


      The Hilton Sisters 
 –Chained for Life


      Contrary to popular belief, outright exploitation was not very common in sideshow. The majority of human wonders displayed themselves for their own reasons and quite often reaped massive financial and personal rewards for doing so. However, of the few performers who were exploited against their will, the tale of Daisy and Violet Hilton ranks as one of the worst.


      Daisy and Violet were conjoined twins born in Brighton, England on February 5, 1908. The sisters were born pygopagi, joined at the posterior. The sisters shared no internal organs and all that was truly uniting them was bone, muscle and skin.


      Their birth name was Skinner, however their impoverished and unmarried mother, Kate could not fathom the responsibilities involved in raising a pair of girls joined. She sold the twins to her boss and midwife Mary Hilton. Williams instantly saw potential profit in the twins.


      According to many sources, including the autobiography written by the Hilton sisters in 1942, Mary Hilton was a strict, physically abusive, exploitive and corrupt human being. The twins were ‘trained’ and ‘groomed’ to sing and dance in the vaudeville tradition. While this training was in progress, the horrific abuse and dehumanising continued. When the girls finally began touring, they were seen as little more than possessions by the Hiltons.


      The twins proved to be hugely successful and the toured extensively beginning at the age of three. On stage, the pair looked like dolls, their blonde hair in curls and bows on their shoes. Violet played the piano while Daisy played the violin.


      Billed as ‘The United Twins’, their tours of Germany, Australia and the USA often saw record crowds. The twin brought in enormous amounts of money. Mary Hilton kept every penny.


      When Mary finally died in Birmingham, Alabama, the guardianship of the twins fell to Mary’s daughter Edith and Edith’s husband, Meyer Meyers. They were even worse than Mary as they controlled every movement the twins made. They also proved to be poor agents as they insisted on keeping the girls ‘dolled up’ as little girl well past the age it was acceptable. Critics took notice and the twins were allowed to grow up, but only a little.


      The mistreatment and corruption continued under the dictatorship of Edith. Edith purchased a mansion in San Antonio with the money the twins earned. The twins spent much of the 1920’s touring the United States on vaudeville circuits. It was on these circuits that they met Bob Hope and their dear friend Harry Houdini. Their popularity, at this point was near its peak and as a result they became subject to scandal.


      The twins had befriended their advance agent, William Oliver. Oliver’s wife Mildred was suspicious of the relationship and accused William of improper acts. A postcard from the twins signed to William ‘with love’ prompted Mildred to file for divorce and sue the twins for $250,000. Oddly enough, this frivolous lawsuit was the catalyst for the Hilton’s freedom.


      During a visit to San Antonio lawyer, Martin J. Arnold, the truth came out. As the Meyer’s were out of the room, the Hilton sisters told the lawyer of their life of abuse and captivity. The lawyer was flabbergasted and immediately took on the twins’ case. He took the twins into protective custody.


      In April of 1931, Judge W.W. McCrory awarded a large sum of money – some reports say as much as $100,000 to the sisters and granted the pair their freedom. The girls had spent 21 years in abject slavery.


      Daisy and Violet became citizens of the United States and returned to show business. They hosted their own show, ‘The Hilton Sisters’ Revue’.


      Everything seemed to be perfect in the life of the Hilton sisters; however, the pair soon began to self destruct. Due to too many years of solitude, suppression and deprivation, the girl wallowed in excess. They had numerous affairs, legal problems, clashes with that media and a couple of short publicity marriages. Their popularity nosedived. In 1950, the sisters appeared in their final film ‘Chained for Life’. It flopped and the pair further failed in an attempted food franchise. By the 1960’s the pair were nearly penniless.


      The Hiltons’ last public appearance was at a drive-in movie theatre in Charlotte, North Carolina in 1962. Their tour manager abandoned them there, as the tour was a failure and he was tired of losing money. He left them without any money or transportation and the twins simply decided to settle in Charlotte. A kind grocery store manager hired the sisters to work in his shop, where they checked and bagged groceries.


      On January 6, 1969, the twins failed to report for work and were found dead in their pious home. They had no surviving family.


      Despite the sad end to their lives, the memory of the Hilton sisters still lives on. In 1997, a Broadway musical loosely based on the sisters’ lives, Side Show, with lyrics by Bill Russell and music by Henry Krieger, received four Tony nominations.


      ••
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