
Jane and Joan Ryba, Rice Cheerleaders

This narrative came about when the Owen
Wister Literary Society alumnae group asked
me to do a program at their monthly meeting,

detailing what Jane and I did after we graduated from
Rice. Initially, I was reluctant to do it because my
husband Don Gillis and I were doing a lot of travelling
and I am the one who plans the trips.This project
would take a great deal of time since I needed to tell
the story with pictures and that entailed going through
hundreds of slides and having prints made. In addition,
I would need to look for clippings in scrapbooks and
boxes.

The weekend in 2007 that Don’s Southwest
Conference championship football team was honored at
Homecoming, a lady approached us in the R Room at
the Rice Stadium and gave me an article she had
written about the Lamar High School anniversary. She
had mentioned in it that Jane and I had graduated from
Lamar and said she would like to get together to discuss
my years in LasVegas.When I had assembled the poster
boards for my talk to the O.W.L.S., I called her to see if
she would like to come by my house and see the Las
Vegas photos after the program. Instead she said she
would like to come hear the talk. From that came the

Continued on page 3
Joan and Jane Ryba, Desert Inn Hotel, LasVegas, circa 1963

Editor’s Note:The following article is a summary of a talk
that Joan Ryba Gillis gave to the Rice Historical Society on
October 4, 2008. It was so well received that several audience
members suggested she write down her remarks and publish
them in a future issue of The Cornerstone. Joan and Jane
Ryba attended Rice in the fifties; they were identical twins,
cheerleaders, perennial favorites and beauties, and members of
Phi Beta Kappa!
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The glamorous Ryba twins, Jane and Joan
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Rice Cheerleaders to LasVegas Showgirls:
The Odyssey of Joan and Jane Ryba

When Bud Adams and Lamar Hunt founded the
American Football League, Bud called us and offered
us a job in the promotion department as the “Oiler
Twins.” In addition to making appearances, he had us
call on the large corporations to tell them about pro
football and the new AFL in the hope they would buy
season tickets. Jane and I would get very discouraged,
but Bud was pleased with the job we were doing.As a
matter of fact, Lamar Hunt, the owner of the Dallas
Texans (now the Kansas City Chiefs), brought us to
Dallas to talk to his promotion department about our
progress. Lamar was a gracious host and even picked us
up at the airport.

The Oilers had blue suits made for us with a
discreet logo on the pocket.We wore these to
appearances and games.We got to go on all the road
trips where we did television and radio interviews. It
was a first-year assignment and the greatest job two
girls could have had at that time.

(Comment: Rice Coach Jess Neely thought it was
a betrayal that Jane and I went to work for the Oilers!)

Our mother loved LasVegas and she would take us
there on our summer vacations One year, when we
were staying at the El RanchoVegas, we played around
the pool with Gloria Dehaven and John Payne’s
children. Of course, we could not go into the casinos
since we were underage and had to stay on the
perimeter while Mama played the slot machines!

As those who went to LasVegas in that era
remember, one could go to the first shows and have
dinner and see performances by Gisele McKenzie,
Steve Lawrence
and Edie Gorme,
Rosemary
Clooney, all for the
price of dinner.

One summer
we met a dancer/
showgirl and were
enthralled; so when
we heard of a
contest to select
Texas Copa Girls
for the Sands
Hotel, we entered.
The actual

article in the Chronicle that many RHS members saw
and mentioned to me.

While Jane and I were students at Rice we were
flown to NewYork to be on “Two for the Money,”
hosted by Herb Shriner. It was a lot of fun and we
won some money on the show.

Another Rice anecdote: when we, as cheerleaders,
went with the football team to play Kentucky, Bill
Whitmore arranged for us to go to Calumet Farms for
a personalized tour. It was so very interesting seeing all
the racehorses.

We were most fortunate to be the cheerleaders
when Rice played Alabama in the Cotton Bowl in
1954.We were right there when Alabama’s Tommy
Lewis came from the bench to tackle Rice’s Dickie
Maegle, one of college football’s most infamous plays.
When Lewis came back and hid among his teammates,
Jane and I screamed,“HE did it!” as we pointed at the
attacker.That quote was in all the newspapers and the
footage of the event showed us pointing at the
Alabama bench.

Bill Harrison, Sander Frindell, John Gibbs (top row)
Jane Ryba, CarolynThomas, Joan Ryba (bottom row)

Jane and Joan promoting the
Houston Oilers



selection was at a time when Jane and I could not
attend so Charlie Evans, the columnist for the Chronicle
(a local sponsor of the contest), had us meet the Sands
producer, Jack Entratter, the night before and we were
selected at that time. Mr. Entratter was at the
Copacabana in NewYork and was brought to the
Sands as show producer. Because Jakie Friedman, one
of the Sands owners, was from Texas, it was thought
that having “Texas Copa Girls” would lure big-time
Texas gamblers to the Sands.

I went out to LasVegas before Jane did and
roomed with two other Houston girls.There were girls
from other Texas cities: Dallas, Fort Worth, San
Antonio, El Paso, and Midland. Our first number was
“Here Comes another Song about Texas—Pass the
Cotton.”We wore gold cowboy hats, boots, and gold
holsters with cap pistols. In the second number our
costumes were trimmed with white fox fur and we had
fur muffs.

The hotels there were so much smaller than they
are now and the celebrities were not bothered by
autograph seekers. Men wore suits and ties and the
ladies dressed up; it was a very glamorous time.

The headliners we worked with were the Rat
Pack: Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Joey Bishop, Sammy
Davis, and Peter Lawford.Also there was Johnny
Mathis, Nat King Cole, Lena Horne, Red Skelton and
Rowan and Martin (before they were on “Laugh In”).
Stars from the shows at other hotels would come to
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the Sands after their
performances, people like
Andy Williams, Eddie Fisher,
and the Crosby brothers.

Our costumes were made
by a designer in NewYork.At
our first fitting in LasVegas the
wardrobe lady (Pauline) would
take them up as needed. Our
shoes were dyed to match as
were the fishnet hose we wore.
If there was ever a tear or pull
in those stockings, we were
required to rush them to
Pauline for repairs or
replacement.

Rehearsals were on the
showroom stage and usually
lasted three to four hours for
ten days. In the evening we
would be doing two shows a
night: at 8:15 and midnight,

getting off work at 2:30 a.m., so it made a long day.We
had a pianist for regular rehearsals, but the dress
rehearsal—in costume with full orchestra—was very
inspiring!

Jane and I had had four years of tap dancing and
two years of ballet.We had the same tap teacher as
Tommy Tune so we got to know him. Much later, he
was in a show at the MGM Grand.After the show,
backstage, he told us he remembered a recital that Jane
and I and another girl from our class (who danced
between us) were in. He said at the time,“Why don’t
you just let the Rybas do the routine?”Already he was
a choreographer!

Jane and I were in the Frontier Fiesta at the
University of Houston when we were seniors at
Lamar. Our act was very clever; it was based on a
routine where the audience thought there was only
one tap dancer when there were actually two identical
twins. One night Rory Calhoun, our favorite movie
star, was in the audience and appeared entranced by
the act.Through a friend, much later, we met him and
his wife Lita Baron in LasVegas, and we mentioned
our performance and he professed to remember it.

We danced also for Donn Arden at the Desert Inn
for eight months until the showroom was closed for
remodeling. Stars we worked with there included
Danny Kaye and Jimmy Durante. One night we got a
note backstage from Audie Murphy asking us to meet
him for a drink between shows. Some mutual friends
suggested this when they knew he was going to Las

Texas Copa Girls at the Sands Hotel, LasVegas (Joan is 4th from the left)
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Vegas.While we were at the Desert Inn Glenn
McCarthy saw our show. He called us when he
returned to Houston and asked us to put on the show
at the Cork Club.We declined since that would have
been a huge undertaking with choreographing
routines, hiring dancers, and all that goes with it.

Dean Martin could tell us apart by our noses.We
did not know there was any difference but in profile
the tips were slightly different. Once, when Jack
Lemmon was at the Sands, Jane told Dean she would

like to meet him. He introduced them so there was
Jane, between shows, having a drink with Jack.

Sammy Davis called us Miss Ryba since he could
not tell us apart. One night in a very crowded casino,
as we were getting off work with another showgirl,
Sammy came up and asked Jane and me to go to the
Don Rickles show at the Sahara along with other
members of the Rat Pack.At first we declined, but our
friend insisted so we did go. It caused quite a stir when
all of us came into Rickles’ lounge show. In the big
booth Jane and I were seated on each side of Frank
Sinatra with Dean Martin on Jane’s left and Sammy on
my right. Sinatra said to us “Great set of cufflinks!”
Leave it to him to come up an original! We had always
heard bookends but never cufflinks!

My favorite of the group was Joey Bishop. Our
mother had always loved him on television and here
we were working with him.When she came out to
visit, we introduced her to him and he put her in the
audience and would direct his jokes to “Hazel.” He
came to Houston once when we were in town and
took us to dinner at Sonny Look’s and to the

Metropolitan to
see a movie.The
manager saw us
in line to buy
tickets and he
comped Joey!

The movie,
They Came to
Cordura, was
being filmed in
St. George, Utah,
but the cast stayed at the Sands: Gary Cooper,Van
Heflin, Richard Conte,Tab Hunter, Rita Hayworth,
and DickYork.We were invited along with another
showgirl to visit the set; at 5:00 a.m., DickYork drove
us in his limo and, that night after the filming was
finished, we left in time to get back to LasVegas to
work.We rode back with Gary Cooper,Van Heflin, and
DickYork.A very long day for us but most eventful!

Other famous people we met in LasVegas were
Keely Smith, Florence Henderson, James Garner, Betty
Grable (Jane played golf with her), Bud Wilkinson,
Bear Bryant, Pat Boone, Connie Stevens, Robert
Wagner, David Janssen, Cyd Charisse,Tony Martin,
Van Johnson, and Judy Garland. I was dating a pro
golfer who was a friend of Cyd and Tony and when
we had dinner with them, they taught me how to eat
caviar.We went water skiing with Hugh O’Brian and
Anthony Quinn at different times on Lake Mead. Jane

Frank Sinatra with Joan on the far right

Jane, Dean Martin,
Joan, Sands Hotel
LasVegas, circa
1961

DannyThomas with Joan on his right



double dated with Elvis Presley and he
told her he was a twin, too.When we
were the Thunderbird Twins at the
Thunderbird Hotel, we greeted Jack
Benny upon his arrival. He said he
wanted to play the slots and we
took him to a machine where we
had won $5.When he lost $10 right
away we apologized and said they
must have fixed the machine. It
bothered us because he had a
reputation for frugality but he was
very nice about it.

When Marilyn Monroe saw our
show at the Sands, she was ringside.
She was so focused on watching our
routine and the whole showroom was
looking at her!

Jane and I did photo assignments
for the LasVegas News Bureau and
were co-queens of the Ladies’ PGA
Golf Tournament and the
Celebrity/Amateur Golf
Tournament in Lake Tahoe.

When the Broadway cast of A
Funny Thing Happened on the Way
to the Forum came to the Riviera
Hotel, we got the twin parts as
they had not used real twins in
NewYork, just look-alikes.The
producer George Abbot was at
the first cast meeting as were
the principals: Dick Shawn,
Jack Gilford, and John Carradine.We had rehearsals for
two weeks and the stage manager almost made us wish
we had not gotten the part. Fortunately, when the
show opened, all settled down and we could avoid
him.The play had a four-month run.We also did this
play at the Arena Theater in Houston.We were living
in Los Angeles and got a call for it. It was a good
opportunity to visit our mother. Mickey Rooney was
the star and was a lot of fun to work with.

While living in Los Angeles, we did a movie at
Paramount called Gunn with Craig Stevens who did
the TV series.The call was for six sets of twins and,
after two callbacks, both of us were hired.What fun it
was working on the Paramount lot.When we went for
costume fittings we passed Robert Redford on a
narrow walkway and he spoke to us; we swooned but
not in his presence! Henry Mancini, who did the
music for Gunn, was on the set as he was the pianist
for the movie. Blake Edwards, the director, was so nice
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and patient.When the movie was
coming out they asked us to go on
the road to promote it for six

weeks. Unfortunately, we were
going to San Juan, Puerto
Rico, to be in the Barry Ashton

revue at the Americana Hotel for
six months (it actually ran for one
year). Rehearsals were in Los
Angeles and then the cast flew in
a group to San Juan. (Jane and I
had agreed we would not take
this job if there was any
quarantine in Puerto Rico for
our cat and there was not.) Our
picture in a costume for the
show was on the cover of one of
the entertainment magazines and
friends who lived there saw it
and came to the opening.They
made sure we saw the island on
our days off and also ensured
we visited St.Thomas and St.
Croix.There was such great
shopping at those two locations
at that time and we got gold
jewelry for very reasonable
prices.While in San Juan, we
lived in a room of a house that
was within walking distance to
the hotel.

In Houston, we modeled at
Sakowitz, Battelstein’s, and

Foley’s, both in-store and runway. In LasVegas we did
the same for Joseph Magnin.We did one fashion show
for them at the Stardust showroom where we were
lowered from the ceiling on discs.We had seen that at
the Stardust production Lido de Paris and had marveled
at the routine and here we did it, too.We modeled for
Mr. Blackwell when he had a line of very elegant
dresses and he was so nice, not at all what you would
expect from someone who compiled a Ten Worst-
Dressed list.

In Chicago, where we lived for twenty-six years,
we worked trade shows and conventions. Since we
lived in a high rise just off State Street, we could get to
work at Navy Pier and McCormick Place, even in a
snow storm.We booked a lot of our shows directly
although we did work through several agencies. One of
our clients was Orange Julius and we were the Orange
Julius devils.They had costumes made for us—red with
horns, tail, and cape.They exhibited at the big

Jane and Joan Ryba, Los Angeles



Jane got her first symptoms of cerebeller ataxia in
1992 and after two visits to the Mayo Clinic in
Rochester, Minnesota, we got the diagnosis. She
gradually lost all motor skills, going from a walker to a
wheel chair and becoming a quadriplegic with a
feeding tube. By that time, I had had to move us from
Chicago to our house in Houston while I still could. I
took care of her at home to the end. She passed away
January 12, 2001.When Don Gillis, who was living in
Corpus Christi, heard about it ten months after the
fact, he came to Houston to take me out for
Thanksgiving dinner and we married the next year.

Jane and Joan,Thunderbird Hotel, LasVegas

Joan and Jane appear on “Two for the Money”
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International Council of Shopping Centers show
annually as well as regional shows.We passed out their
great drink to all the appreciative attendees.

Ray Walston, who was in town for DamnYankees,
was staying in an apartment hotel across the street. I
met him at the comer drugstore and he invited us to
his play.We rode out with him in his limo and then he
took us to dinner.We got to be good friends during
his “gig” in Chicago. Later he was in “My Favorite
Martian.”

When we had once worked for a client in
Chicago, it would frequently lead to assignments in
other cities.We went to all the big convention centers:
NewYork, San Francisco,Atlanta, Dallas, LasVegas, Los
Angeles, New Orleans, Miami, St. Louis, Philadelphia,
Phoenix, and Detroit.We really enjoyed these times
when both of us were hires since there was someone
to go to dinner with.

We were on “What’s my Line?” with the panel of
Dorothy Kilgallen,Arlene Francis, and Bennett Cerf.
The mystery guests were the Smothers Brothers, and
when we met them backstage before the show started,
they asked us to go to dinner.We went to P J Clark’s
and, as the four of us entered, Dickie and Tommy told
everyone in the restaurant that Jane and I had just
appeared on “What’s my Line?” as if we were the
famous ones, not them. Oh, yes, they did not guess our
“line” (selling barbells—two of the original Oilers had
started a barbell company and we had done trade
shows for them).

Turn the page to see more photos
of Joan and Jane Ryba…
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Clockwise, from upper left:

LasVegas Dressing Room

Texas Restaurant AssociationTrade
Show; Jane and Joan representing
Wade Caves Packing Company

Joan and Jane as Orange Julius
Devils

Jane and Joan Ryba, Sands Hotel,
LasVegas, circa 1961,Texas Copa
Girls

Jane and Joan flanking Gar Nilson,
the production singer at the Sands
Dinner Show

Photo Gallery of Joan and Jane Ryba


