Marion ‘Bill’ Edwards video transcript

Bill: G’day there. The name’s William Ernest Edwards, but you can call me –

Narrator: Marion Edwards

Bill: Nah, nah, Bill. Call me Bill. Trust me. 

Entertainer. Criminal. Celebrity. 

Narrator: Marion Bill Edwards, born 19 March 1874, to Welsh parents John and Margaret. 

Bill: Ah, Wales. Beautiful part of the world. I’ll always remember the rolling countryside.

Narrator: Marion was the fourth child of John and Margaret, born in the village Murchison in regional Victoria.

Bill: No, no – we came to Australia in 1885, when I was but four years old. 

Narrator: Marion Bill Edwards, born 19 March 1874, to Welsh parents John and Margaret.

Bill: Yes, well – a lady never reveals her age anyway! (winks)

Narrator: During their teenage years, Marion experimented with “masculinity” and dressing as a man, but around 1896, moved to Melbourne and began dressing solely in men’s clothes and presenting as a male. 

Bill: I tried my hand at waitressing, I worked on my uncle’s farm on the Goulburn River, but I felt the city calling me. And besides, there wasn’t much around for a girl – you didn’t have many rights and if you married, they were given to your husband anyway.

“They have the same tiresome graft, day after day; the same tucker (what the old man and the kids can't eat!); the same interests (washing the baby often;. and getting the keep of six people out of the wages of one !) ; and no amusements. That sort of thing would have killed me if I'd fallen into it.”

Good fortune, being a bloke – I earned three times what I would have as a woman. Who’d say no to that?

“A man is decent to a man—he most be, or he might get hurt. But with a woman a man seldom plays a fair deal.”

So I got myself a fair deal. In Melbourne, I was Bill. Only Bill.

Narrator: On New Year’s Day in 1900, Bill married widow Lucy Minehan who ran a small boarding house. 

Bill: Yes well, I wooed many women in my day, but that Lucy was something else. She was smitten with me and I her. 

Narrator: Lucy and Bill both described it as a marriage of convenience. 

Bill: Now hang on a minute, you’re playing fast and loose with the truth there.

Lucy and I were… conveniently happy together, for a time. But I couldn’t be tied down forever. 

Narrator: One night in April 1905, Bill was caught in a Collingwood hotel at 3am and arrested for burglary.

Bill: Now look here, I was catching a prowler – I saw him sneak in and followed him, I was being a bloody hero, then that bugger scampered off and I’m apparently caught ‘red-handed’. 

Narrator: When wife Lucy posted bail, Bill fled Melbourne, fearing their assigned sex would be outed to the world.

Bill: I laid low in Brisbane for as long as I could, earned a pretty penny as a barman, but I was picked up by the police eventually. 

Narrator: Wanted by Victoria Police and sent back to Melbourne, Marion’s sex was finally revealed to the press. Marion became something of a sensation!

Large crowds gathered at the courthouse in Brisbane and at the wharf as they were taken off to Melbourne – and larger crowds still at the Melbourne docks.

Bill: "...the unusual sight... of respectably-dressed women jostling with men and boys, in their endeavour to get a glimpse of the notorious female. 
The corridors likewise were the scene of a surging mass of people, who maintained a constant pressure towards the courtroom doorways, through which only a fortunate few had an opportunity of witnessing the proceedings inside. On the side veranda men scrambled on to the window sills, and the railings, determined not to be baffled in their curiosity." (The Week, 12 October 1906)

Yep, I was something of a celebrity.

Narrator: Bill took to fame like a duck to water, becoming a sharpshooter at exhibition matches. Bill even had a statue on display at Bourke Street Wax Museum.

‘The Far-famed Male Impersonator' – a sensation at the circus. 

Bill: But the newspapers always got the story wrong. I decided it was best I tell the story from now on and set the record straight. 

Narrator: And so Bill wrote a memoir entitled ‘The Life and Adventures of Marion Bill Edwards – ‘

Bill: “The Most Celebrated Man-Woman of Modern Times”

Narrator: (continued from previous): Exciting Incidents, Strange Sensations, Told in the Graphic Manner by –

Bill: Herself.

Narrator: Not much has been written or published about Marion Bill Edwards beyond the salacious memoir, in which Bill makes some truly spectacular claims.

Bill: I’m not sure I’d say spectacular. Heroic, maybe. Who’s to say it didn’t happen? 

Narrator: You were a female impersonator who entertained the troops in Africa during the Boer War?

Bill: We all have our part to play during times of war.

Narrator: And delivered horses to India?

Bill: I have always been good with the nags, that’s not disputed. And I did always like to be around horses if I could. And not only because it meant I could place a bet easily. 

Narrator: Marion Bill Edwards was a pioneering figure of public queerness, of both notorious and widely celebrated fame as a male impersonator, though they were only ever being exactly who they were. 

Both a ladies man and manly lady, Bill could not begin to know their special place in the history of queer public life in Australia.

But they always managed to find their place. 

Bill: Who’s to say if I’m a man-woman? Perhaps I’m a woman-man. A she to you but he to me – what a place to be. 

In my experience, the distinction matters only to the people at the other end of the table. It doesn’t matter to me. And once you make them laugh, they don’t care much either. They’re mostly there for the show.

"Anyhow, I don't think the world's much of a place for most women.” So I’ll stick with this one I’ve made. It’s alright here.

