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Fancy Ray McCloney and I are watching a rather robust 
topless dancer perform at Augie’s Bourbon Street Cab-

aret in downtown Minneapolis. Although to describe what 
she’s doing as “performance” is sort of like Augie’s billing 
itself as a New Orleans-style cabaret (aside from the bare 
breasts, nothing about the small, black-lit gentleman’s club 
even whispers “!e Big Easy”). 

!e showgirl is really just shu"ing about like a bored 
cheerleader. Were it not for the brass pole supporting her am-
ple frame, she would likely lie down onstage and take a nap. 
In an e#ort to jumpstart the party, the DJ/bartender plays 
some pu#ed-up hip-hop at a level that can best be described 
as “strip club-loud.” But the topless shu"er is unfazed and 
continues swaying to the beat of her own drowsy drum. It’s 4 
p.m. on a Wednesday and—save for Fancy Ray and me, and 
a couple old-timers at the bar ge%ing worked on by women 
in g-strings and &shnet bodysuits—Augie’s is empty. 

It’s not the most inspirational scene, so you can’t blame 
the entertainment for lacking pizzazz. But Fancy Ray 
doesn’t seem bothered. He’s a one-man pizzazz machine, 
a'er all, a bombastically outrageous pitchman and co-
median who lights up rooms for a living. Upon further 
contemplating the heavyweight dancer, he leans over and 
deadpans: “If she gained 25, 30 pounds, she’d be just my 
type.” !en he grins, throws back his jheri-curled cranium 
and emits a James Brown-like “Ha!”—and for one glorious 
(ash, Augie’s lights up like a slot machine.

Fancy Ray lives for moments like this. But you know that 
already because you most certainly know him. Even if you 
don’t recognize his name, you’ve seen his face—endorsing 
porn shops and used car lots on late-night TV; mugging 
onstage at comedy clubs and nationally televised talent 
shows (an unusually lucid David Hasselho#  once buzzed 
him o# of America’s Got Talent); smiling ear to ear atop his 
towering “penny-farthing” bicycle, which he pedals around 
Lake Calhoun. Remember that cat who ran for Minnesota 
governor in 1998 under the “People’s Champion” ban-
ner? !at was Fancy Ray. How about the colossally-coi#ed  
cable access king from the 1990s? My man.

It’s tempting to play the “famous for being famous” card 
when explaining Fancy Ray’s ubiquity, but to do so would 
imply that he’s talentless, which is hardly the case. He’s a 
born salesman (“I could sell sand in Saudi Arabia!”), a bril-
liant self-promoter (it’s no coincidence that he rides an  
extraordinarily tall bike) and a decorated standup who 
once opened for Richard Pryor at the State !eater. But 
his true gi' to the world is his carefully cra'ed persona—a 
post-modern mash-up of Li%le Richard’s wigged-out an-
drogyny, Muhammad Ali’s jive-poetry and James Brown’s 
horny energy. Add a few Henny Youngman-style one-liners 
and the primping arrogance of Morris Day in Purple Rain, 
and you get the man who, in a past commercial he wrote 
and produced for a used car lot, crowed, “Deals so good, 
I could kiss myself !” (And yes, he followed that line by 
smooching himself on the hand.)

In a stroke of genius, he plays his naughty alter ego with 
goofy, winking innocence, á la Benny Hill or Pee Wee Her-
man. Once, in a spot for local sex shop Lickety Split, he 
parodied !e Crocodile Hunter, running around the store 
in khaki shorts yelling “racks and racks of adult videos!” in 
an awful Australian accent. He made the dildo dealer look 
about as harmless as a candy shop. !is ability to so'en 
life’s seedier edges with campy joie de vivre makes Fancy 
Ray the Twin Cities’ cult hero number one. Folks yell out 
his name when they see him in the streets. Businesses 
rely on his huge personality to push product. Magazines 
can’t help but write stories about him. Fancy Ray isn’t fa-
mous for being famous; he’s famous for being Fancy Ray. 
     A'er bidding our sleepy showgirl adieu, Fancy Ray and 
I retire to the club’s dressing room. A stack of lockers, pre-
sumably for the dancers’ personal e#ects, leans against the 
back wall; opposite that sits a long makeup table and a mir-
ror framed in fat, yellow light bulbs. Curiously, there are 
no chairs. “We used to have seats in here, but the dancers 
would just sit around and waste time,” explains the manager 
of Augie’s as he wheels in two o)ce chairs. 

Fancy Ray is a prodigious town-painter (he claims to go 
clubbing &ve nights a week), so when I set up our interview, I 
asked that we meet at his favorite late-night haunt. Augie’s is 
a &%ing choice. It’s a long-time client of his—he writes, pro-
duces and stars in its delightfully low-brow commercials—
and for him to schedule a press interview here just makes 
good business sense. A less jaded explanation for our locale: 
A strip-club dressing room is the perfect place to interrogate 
a guy who loves the ladies almost as much as he loves himself.   
(continued on page 46)
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!e self-proclaimed “best-looking man in com-
edy” is decked out in dress slacks, a billowy black 
bu%on-down and a gold star necklace. He has a pen-
cil ’stache and wispy eyebrows, both of which are ac-
tually ta%oos (he’s a fan of unique body art: the “As 
Seen on TV” logo is inked onto his right arm). Like 
his tu%i fru%iest idol, Fancy Ray prefers his hair big 
and his eyeliner plentiful. “Pre%iest-looking man in 
comedy” might be a more apt moniker. 

As if on cue, he hops out of his chair, gazes lov-
ingly at himself in the mirror and delivers a boister-
ous monologue: “ME, ME, ME, 24 HOURS A DAY, 
SEVEN DAYS A WEEK! I AM THE BEST-LOOK-
ING MAN IN COMEDY, THE WORLD’S MOST 
FLAMBOYANT COMEDIAN, ONE OF A KIND, 
I’LL BLOW YOUR MIND!” !en, as if trying to 
gauge the tenor of the interview, he sits down and 
dials back. “What’s up?” he says, his voice slow and 
steady, suddenly free of its signature preacher’s bark. 
And in this way he preemptively answers my open-
ing question: No, he’s not always Fancy. Like the best 
performers, he can (ip the “on” switch at will.

Just plain Ray is a thoughtful and decidedly un-Fan-
cy man in his mid-40s, a lover of philosophy, which 
he studied brie(y at a small Texas college, and Jayne 
Mans&eld memorabilia. “She’s over the top and cre-
ated what she became,” he says of the iconic blonde. “I 
identify with that.” Ray is also an avid weightli'er and 
shares a passion for unicycles with his 14-year-old 
son, Trevón. He’s never been married, and, naturally, 
he has a joke about that: “I’ll get married when they 
change ‘I do’ to ‘I’ll try.’” When asked if he has a spe-
cial lady in his life, he grows coy: “I have friends.”

Just then, a topless dancer walks in and covers her 
mouth in embarrassment. “Sorry, I’m naked,” she 
says, which is a funny remark for a stripper to make. 
“Oh, you don’t have to apologize,” responds Fancy 
Ray, snapping back into character like a champ. 

Once upon a time, there was a semi-pro boxer and 
basketball player named Fancy Wade. Fancy Wade 
was whip-smart, a sharp dresser and cool with the 
ladies. He loved to dance and socialize, and was the 

life of the party. When Fancy Wade passed, his teen-
age grandson, Ray, carried on his beloved grandpa’s 
legacy by wearing nice suits and walking with swag-
ger. In the ultimate tip of the hat, he popped “Fancy” 
onto his name. One day, Fancy Ray was (ipping 
through Fancy Wade’s old music collection and 
found some tapes by a singer named Li%le Rich-
ard. He was mesmerized by the wild-looking dude 
on those album covers and by the wild-ass music 
on those tapes. Someday, he thought, I’m going to 
touch people the same way that Li%le Richard and 
Fancy Wade touched me.  

So goes our subject’s creation myth. In the early 

1980s, Fancy Ray gave his new persona a test-run in 
downtown Minneapolis’s bustling club scene. Retro-
kitsch was the aesthetic of the day, and it didn’t take 
long for a Li%le Richard look-a-like like Fancy Ray, 
then in his early 20s, to become a nightlife celebrity. 
On a whim, he began entering lip-sync contests (all 
the rage at the time) and discovered that he was not 
only great at mouthing the words to his favorite tunes, 
but he could caricature a singer like no other. 
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“There are two kinds of people in the 
world: Fancy Ray and everyone else.”
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“I stepped onstage and something magical hap-
pened,” he says of those contests. “!at’s when I knew 
I needed to perform.” Word got out about his unique 
skill, and one night he found himself in Hollywood, lip-
syncing Screamin’ Jay Hawkins’ “I Put a Spell on You” 
on the nationally televised talent show Pu"in’ on the 
Hits. YouTube “Fancy Ray + Screamin’ Jay,” and you’ll 
witness a devilish character in a cape and bald-cap stag-
gering around the stage like a man possessed. He’s Béla 
Lugosi meets black Elvis, and the crowd eats it up. 

Fancy Ray gained even more exposure when he re-
counted his Hollywood adventures on a local cable ac-
cess show. “I said, ‘man, there’s something to this cable 
access thing. People watch it!’” In 1989 he premiered 
his own show, Get Down With It!, on the Minneapo-
lis Television Network. It featured short skits, Jerry 
Springer-style bits and chats with local and national 
celebrities, everyone from Weird Al to Al Green.

For a professional narcissist, Fancy Ray was a sur-
prisingly a"entive host. “I could go from wild and cra-
zy, but then I could sit down and get these celebrities 
to open up and be themselves,” he explains. “!ey were 
comforted by my crazy.” Exhibit A: his interview with 
funk legend Bootsy Collins, in which the two of them 
gab and giggle like old friends (they’d just met). His 
show was delirious fun, but it also had a conscience, 
as evidenced by his nuanced discussions with the late 
Brian Coyle, Minneapolis’s #rst openly gay City Coun-
cilman, and gang leader Sharif Williams. 

Get Down with It! was a massive cult hit. When !e 
Maury Povich Show did a segment about America’s 
best cable access programming, guess who appeared 
as a guest? (At one point in the 1997 interview, Fancy 
Ray blurts out, “Maury, you are my hero. Why? Two 
words: Connie Chung!”) 

Get Down with It!, which aired until 1999, gave 
Fancy Ray the con#dence to throw himself into other 
a"ention-grabbing pursuits, including politics (he 
didn’t go far in that ’98 election, but an equally adept 
showman named Jessie Ventura did); TV advertising 
(he runs an ad agency called Chocolate Orchid Pro-

ductions); and comedy, one of his true loves.
His early standup sets consisted mainly of Li"le 

Richard impersonations, but over the years he’s de-
veloped a silly, self-deprecating comedic voice of his 
own. A favorite joke of his: “People look at me some-
times and say, ‘When did Oprah get a sex-change?’” 
He credits his comedic evolution to studying famous  
funnymen like Redd Foxx, Richard Pryor and Eddie 
Murphy. 

Toni McCloney isn’t surprised by her son’s schol-
arly approach to joke-telling, pointing out his inborn 
ambition and hunger for knowledge. “He was a nerdy 
kid,” says Toni, who reared Ray and his two brothers 
on her own in North Minneapolis. “He would go to 
the library all day just so he could #nd out how every-
thing worked.” She remembers giving Ray a ventrilo-
quist dummy when he was in second grade, and soon 
he was performing with it at church and even toured 
his act with Billy Graham’s traveling evangelist circus.

Fancy Ray’s brother Joe is more perplexed by his 
sibling’s stardom, recalling, “He wasn’t much of an en-
tertainer when we were kids. He didn’t joke that much. 
He was pre"y serious.” Which sounds like further 
proof that Fancy Ray, like his beloved Jayne Mans#eld, 
worked damn hard to create what he became. !e man 
of the hour concurs: “I’m a student of showbiz. My  
heroes are multi-faceted entertainers like Liberace. A 
lot of comedians say, ‘You’re a crowd-pleaser.’ Call it 
what you want, but I set out to entertain, and people 
get their money’s worth.”

As our interview winds down, Fancy Ray mentions 
that he and his hero Li"le Richard are friends, a fact I 
#nd cosmically beautiful. !e two met in typical Fancy 
fashion: While performing at Mystic Lake Casino ten 
years ago, Li"le Richard noticed someone imperson-
ating him in the front row. He invited Fancy Ray on-
stage for a duet, and the two have been tight ever since. 
Fancy Ray describes the rock ’n’ roll peacock as a spirit-
ual advisor of sorts. !ey’ve a"ended church together, 
and Li"le Richard leaves him inspirational voicemails, 
spouting things like, “God bless!” and “Keep on keepin’ 
on.”

Spirituality is important to Ray. When he moved 
to L.A. a few years back to make it big, he discovered 
Religious Science, a sort of all-inclusive, non-dogmatic 
school of religious thought. He didn’t exactly become 
a star (although he had some memorable moments on 
America’s Got Talent and !e Tonight Show with Jay 
Leno), but when he moved back to Minneapolis last 
year, he says his soul felt refreshed.

He’s working on a new joke that re$ects his group-
hug spirituality: “!e Bible says homosexuality is an 
abomination, but it also says that eating shell#sh is an 
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abomination. What if we got it backwards? What if 
God’s up in heaven going, ‘I don’t care who you sleep 
with; put the damn lobster tail down.’” OK, it’s rough, 
but it’s still funny. 

Is he worried about how his secular fans will re-
spond to the God jokes? “I’m loved by all,” he says. “I 
can do a tranny joke one minute and talk about God 
the next. !at’s the yin and yang of Fancy Ray.” 

But just how long will his yin and yang hold our at-
tention? In some ways, Fancy Ray is a relic of the ’80s 
and early ’90s, which is arguably when he achieved the 
height of his fame. Back then, a true original like him-
self could get his 15 minutes and then some without 
much competition. Fancy Ray never le"—he’s still 
hustling, still making gonzo TV ads and doing stand-
up—but these days, true originals clamor for your at-
tention every second online. But maybe the YouTube 
Era is the right time for a Fancy Ray renaissance. He’s 
de$nitely taking advantage of it, spreading his shine all 
over the popular video site—not to mention MySpace, 
Facebook and Twi%er (unedited sample Tweet: “I’m 
Sweet, Sexxy, Sensual, Sweaty, Salty, Scrumptious and 
sometimes Sassy!!!”).  

Whatever he does to stay visible—Fancy Ray the 
Movie? Fancy Ray action $gures?—you can bet he’ll do 
it with incomparable funky &are. It’s like he says as we’re 
leaving Augie’s that night: “!ere are two kinds of peo-
ple in the world: Fancy Ray and everyone else.” +

To achieve a murder conviction in a U.S. court, 
the prosecution must prove both actus reus, or the 
“guilty act,” as well as mens rea, the “guilty mind.” But 
a sleepwalker is not conscious of his actions: no in-
tent, no mens rea, not guilty. In 1987, a Toronto man 
named Ken Parks drove 14 miles in his car, stabbed his 
mother-in-law to death and a%empted to strangle his 
father-in-law before driving to the police station to turn 
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