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“The truth is that movie making, though offering a small
tax on the mind, is of all human endeavors, the most
dangerous to the nervous system.”
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Foreword

by Lawrence Schulman

With over forty biographies about her in English by such distinguished authors as Christopher Finch, Gerald Clarke, Gerald Frank, Anne Edwards and Scott Schechter, a half dozen original biographies in French, Italian, Swedish, and German, book-size studies of such films as The Wizard of Oz (1939) authored by Salman Rushdie, Meet Me in St. Louis (1944), Summer Stock (1950) and A Star Is Born (1955) written by Ronald Haver, CD liner notes by Emily Coleman and Ron O’Brien, LGBTQ studies by Camille Paglia in The New York Times and by Richard Dyer in his book Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society, numerous memoirs including ones by Sid Luft, John Meyer, Mickey Deans, Mel Tormé and Stevie Phillips, a handful of plays and three films based on her life, several non-fiction works around her, published collections of her interviews, writings and articles about her, poems, songs, a disco “The Man That Got Away” remix based on her 1961 Carnegie Hall performance, to which an entire book by Manuel Betancourt was devoted and which was reperformed in its entirety by Rufus Wainwright in 2006 at Carnegie Hall, in-depth television documentaries on the BBC, PBS, A&E and Showtime, exhibits about her at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts at Lincoln Center, London’s Museum of the Moving Image and Los Angeles’ Wilshire Ebell Theatre, posthumous duets with Lorna Luft and Barry Manilow, and over a score of CDs, high-resolution downloads and Blu-rays to mark what would have been her 100th birthday in 2022, Judy Garland’s (1922-1969) life is, at this point in time, perhaps “overexamined,” as The New York Times put it in 2000. But is it?

Judy Garland lived her life in the 20th century, but what does she mean in the 21st? A product of the golden era of classic American pop, and a pillar of the Great American Songbook, Garland sold sincerity and vulnerability in an age when such commodities were appreciable. Today, when celebrity and its self-promotion are the motors of an entertainment industry more and more interested in the bottom line, Garland would seem to be an anachronism. She would have loved to fill stadiums (and often did) on multi-city tours in the way Paul McCartney or The Rolling Stones do today, but her short-lived career was marked by artistic striving, and not economic success. Judy died broke and couldn’t even cover her own funeral expenses. Although she was able to rent a house in London at the time of her death, she lived a life of a wanderer, sometimes able to own homes, sometimes able to stay in hotels, but often – especially near the end of her life – a houseguest of others. Indeed, at the end, she had to count on the kindness of friends, lovers, and strangers just to avoid the street. Homelessness is not a word one associates with celebrity, but Judy, had it not been for her reputation, would have been on the street towards the end. This incongruous situation is sad, and incomprehensible to most, but has meaning in the 21st century, when success is measured by millions in a bank account. No longer a part of the Hollywood machine, and unreliable to the extreme insofar as whether or not she could even show up for a booking, Garland’s vagabond spirit is as much a part of her biography as The Wizard of Oz, A Star Is Born, or Carnegie Hall. It is strange to see her with Duke Ellington, Count Basie or Ray Bolger towards the end of her life because, although once part of the Hollywood elite, she was part of it no more, and very much diminished while on the arm of such famous colleagues and cohorts. On the decline, hooked on prescription drugs, an outcast from the industry, she was barely hanging on. Is this the Judy Garland one wants to know about? How could it be? The success of the Tony-nominated play End of the Rainbow and the Oscar-winning film Judy depicts the ravages time had inflicted on the once jubilant Judy Garland, but in some quarters microscoping the distasteful end of Garland’s life is the equivalent of examining squalor, something better left under the rug. Is squalor open to discussion? Is a wandering soul open to discussion? These are not glamorous discussions, nor are they easy. Like the plague, they are to be avoided. Judy Garland makes people uncomfortable. How could such a talent have wasted away so young? Such wealth squandered? Such innocence wizened? Garland, in the 21st century, attracts us because she doesn’t fit the model of success – certainly not financial – as we know it.

Judy Garland did not fit in the mold of 20th-century celebrity either. 20th-century celebrities died in Beverly Hills, not on toilet seats in modest cottages in London. Had it not been for mismanagement, drug addiction, and wanderlust, Garland might very well have continued to function. But she spent herself in a short life that was a long suicide. This is hardly success. Certainly, artistically, Garland in her brief time captured a longing and vulnerability that few entertainers achieve. Her disheveled success makes Judy Garland a heroic, modern, Don Quixotic hero of some kind of story gone wrong. A story where the happy ending is interrupted by forces beyond the hero’s control. But “the end” is not unhappy either. For, Garland thrived on disorder. Only in disorder was she in her element. She mocked it, tempted it. Whether things happened to her or she brought them on becomes moot: this was her life. She would have had it no other way. Hers was a life in ruins that, for her, was right as the rain. No comfy fade-to-black for her. She went her way, by herself, alone. She thumbed her nose at convention and turned her back to the world if and when she wanted. She wrote the rules. As life galloped out of control, she enjoyed the ride. However the world perceived her was the world’s problem. She was a misfit, and proud of it. Such a personality is the stuff that makes us want to learn more about her in the new century.

Intensity is another word that could be applied to Garland throughout her life and career. On screen, on record, or in the concert hall, her voice was like an arrow that broke your heart, or made you rejoice you had one. This direct emotion was far from cool. It was disturbing. It jolted you from the day-to-day into a realm of hyper-emotion, life at its fullest. This hyper-emotion fit mid-century American pop, which spoke from the heart in tunes one could hum. This hyper-emotion is too raw for comfort in the 21st century, wherein “I love you” is a common everyday pronouncement that has come to mean nothing. When Garland sang of love and longing, it made you pause. The faster pace of modern life is just the opposite of that pause that Garland gives you. We are stopped in our tracks when listening to her, and this stopping of time is out of sync with the 21st century. And that is why today we pay attention – surely more than at the time of her death – to Garland. Our fast pace stops as Garland’s old-world intensity invades us, and we realize that her soaring voice can stop time itself. We recognize her today for her remarkable difference. Who would even use the word intensity today to describe a mere “entertainer”? Again, Garland is out of step. She was so in the 20th century and is even more so in the 21st. We are drawn to her even more today than yesterday because her intense inner life is something few today would dare to live. Judy Garland reminds us we are alive.

Finally, we in the 21st century are attracted to Garland because she was more than an entertainer. Today, people need to be entertained. They need to be amused. What they fail to see is that Garland was not a wind-up doll who could entertain you, and make you get happy. Garland spoke to the soul. She scared you by the power of her artistry. She was not simple. Garland can indeed be admired for her ability to take our minds off things, but she can also be admired for her ability to speak of the human condition through the songs she interpreted. That today she is still attracting new listeners is the sign that she has something to say, something complex that speaks to the complex 21st century.

To know anything about Judy Garland requires one to know everything about Judy Garland. This is what the French biography by Bertrand Tessier in your hands attempts to do, succinctly and without pretention. It is not yet another encyclopedic exegesis of her life and career that attempts to explain Judy Garland. Because Judy Garland, a complex cultural character if ever there were one, cannot be explained. As Tessier has stated: “I must say that the originality of the book is to be a European biography. In comparison to the American biographies, which are remarkable works of precision that accumulate details and archives, I preferred a precise book, historically irrefutable, but which seeks above all to give an impression of the character I am treating. A kind of intimate inquiry allowing us to discover the inner truth beyond the career. In a certain way, it is a bit like a novel, or rather, since the term novel would leave one to believe that passages are invented, like a biopic for the movies which is scrupulous with reality. That is what I try to do through my books, whether they be devoted to Judy Garland, Steve McQueen, Grace Kelly, Jean-Pierre Melville, etc.: make the character palpable by taking the essential of his or her career in order to give it flesh and life…” Revisiting works by Mozart, Beethoven, or Bruckner is an essential endeavor to getting at their musical truth. Revisiting Judy Garland is an essential endeavor to getting at the heart of a musical enigma and an infinitely bewildering life. What cannot be easily explained can never be overly examined.



Prologue

New York, an apartment with a panoramic view of Central Park. Stevie Philips is a legend of American show business. She was one of the first women to become an agent. She worked with Liza Minnelli, Robert Redford, Al Pacino, Bob Fosse and David Bowie, who owe her a part of their careers.

Stevie began as a simple assistant at the CMA agency at the beginning of the 1960s. In the Manhattan of the Mad Men era, she, by default, was assigned Judy Garland. “She needed someone to take care of her twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. My bosses didn’t have the time for that. They gave me this role. I became her shadow.”

At the time, the former queen of the Hollywood musical had just succeeded in making a spectacular comeback. She had become the superstar of American song, giving concerts one after the other. Her show at Carnegie Hall in April 1961 became the stuff of legend: “I have never seen such an impressive concert,” remembers Stevie Philips. “Onstage, she was always magnificent; but, on that night, she was more so than usual. After each song, the crowd gave her a standing ovation, in total communion with her. It was exalting.”

Stevie Philips discovered the other side, the hellish side, of Judy Garland, icon of an America which had seen her grow up on screen and recognized itself in her combat to exist. “During her shows, she didn’t cheat. She gave 100%. But, as soon as she left the stage, 98% of her disappeared. She only truly existed when she was practicing her art.”

Stevie Philips doesn’t beat about the bush. For years, she kept quiet. Today, since she is talking, it is best to tell the truth, however disturbing. She evokes Judy’s suicide attempts, which were cries for help. She remembers a woman who was weak. She recalls the loneliness of a star surrounded by flatterers, but also and above all by profiteers whose only thought was to exploit her sick need to be loved. “It was horrible to see.”

Starting from her MGM years, Judy Garland was addicted to medications – amphetamines to keep her thin, sleeping pills to sleep. She never managed to escape this self-destructive spiral. “I had a little black book where were noted all the doctors who could prescribe her tranquilizers, stimulants, and other barbiturates she needed at any hour of the day or night,” recalls Stevie Philips. “I wasn’t comfortable doing it, but each time I tried to persuade her to give them up, she refused to talk about it. In her eyes, I became the enemy. She believed herself to be invulnerable, which was of course a tragic error.”

Without her pills, Judy Garland could behave unreasonably, to say the least. Stevie Philips never forgot the aftermath of a concert at the Sahara Hotel in Las Vegas. Back in her room, tottering due to the mix of alcohol and pills, the star collapsed, hurting herself on a corner of a coffee table. Blood flowed from her gashed eyebrow. She lay on the floor, not moving. Stevie Philips called for a doctor, who tried to be reassuring: “She isn’t unconscious, she’s sleeping. There is only one thing to do: wait for her to come to.” Then, seeing dozens of capsules and pills on her night table, he took the initiative of confiscating them. A few hours later, she awoke. She looked around the suite, looking for her pills, before barging into Stevie Philips room. “She had a knife in her hand and threatened to kill me…”

Film is the art of illusion. In her films, Judy Garland forever embodied carefreeness, lightness, the joy of life. But, behind the legend, the backyard was rarely glorious. Deprived of her childhood, crushed by Hollywood, exploited by all, Judy Garland accumulated disasters. Ten times, a hundred times, she fell. She always picked herself up. But one can’t live on a high wire with impunity, a tightrope walker balancing one’s imbalances. Her demons got the best of her: on June 22, 1969, at the age of 47, she died of an overdose of barbiturates, in a sordid house in the suburbs of London. Wasted by life, physically destroyed, psychologically broken, financially ruined, dramatically alone, despite a final marriage that was as derisory as it was pathetic.


If her life had been a novel or film, one would have said: enough is enough. But, as Mark Twain said, “Truth is always more surprising than fiction, for fiction must seem possible, whereas truth doesn’t have this obligation.”



1.

Papa’s Movie Theater

A village far from everything, amidst lakes and forests, bears and wolves, near the source of the Mississippi River, midway between the Canadian frontier and Minneapolis. Summers were hot, winters harsh, with unending snowstorms – the famous blizzards. Grand Rapids was a small town like thousands of others in the United States. One could be in Fargo, the small town of neighboring North Dakota, popularized by the Coen brothers’ film.

Grand Rapids counted barely three thousand residents when Judy Garland was born there on June 10, 1922. On her birth certificate, she was named Frances Ethel Gumm. Her parents had hoped for a boy – they already had two daughters – and had planned on naming him Frank Jr. They had to improvise a first name at the last minute. In fact, they always called her “Baby.”

Frank and Ethel Gumm had met ten years earlier. Frank was born into a family of five children in the heart of Tennessee, in Murfreesboro, home to five thousand residents, half of whom were Niggers – at the time, no one was bothered in using the “N word.” His father lived off the fortune of his handicapped wife. Frank was nine when she died. Money was in short supply, and it was the town’s richest man who paid for his education in an Episcopalian college. Two years later, he interrupted his studies to take care of his family. Endowed with a beautiful voice, he sang in church, then in a quartet, before joining a group of traveling entertainers who crisscrossed rural America by playing in vaudeville, a mix of theater, burlesque, and musical comedy — an American specialty. In Cloquet, in Minnesota, he bought a theater he eventually sold to his older brother and returned to his life as an entertainer, before being hired in Superior, Wisconsin in a picture house, as they then called movie theaters. Between reels he sang songs of the day.

It was there tha nt he met Ethel Milne: she was the cashier and accompanied films on the piano. Born near Lake Superior, of Canadian parents originally from Scotland, she was the oldest in a family of eight children who lived in Michigamme, a small village of six hundred residents in Michigan. Her father participated in the construction of the railroad, which was the great adventure of the late 19th century. An amateur violinist, he transmitted his taste for music to Ethel. She decided to make it her career.



Frank Gumm and Ethel Gumm in undated photos.

He was tall, elegant, with dark hair, blue eyes. She was small, stocky, lively, strong-willed. From the start, he was fascinated by her dark brown eyes, almost black; she reveled in a constant smile that crossed her rounded face. They went out together, but just when she was already envisaging a ring on her finger, he disappeared: he went back on the road to play in vaudeville.

One year later, after having traveled to thirty-eight states, he was back in Superior, where he again found Ethel. They picked up their relation where it had last ended. She was stubborn: in January 1914, they got married before an Episcopalian priest. He was 27, she 20. After Frances’ birth, Ethel took three years off her date of birth.

Together, they gave shows in the north under the name of “Jack and Virginia Lee, Sweet Southern Singers.” He sang and played the ukulele, she accompanied him on the piano. Without a doubt, he would have preferred to play in bigger cities, such as Chicago, or even New York, but when three months later he was offered a fixed salary to manage the New Grand, one of the two movie theaters in Grand Rapids, he didn’t hesitate. He had to be reasonable. Ethel accompanied the films on piano and provided the sound effects, an essential role at the time of silent movies. He continued to sing songs during the intermission. The public rushed to the New Grand to applaud them, and the box office of the competing theater, the Gem, eventually declined.



Jack and Virginia Lee, Sweet Southern Singers.


In September 1915, their first daughter was born, Mary Jane, whom they called Susie. In July 1917, their second daughter, Dorothy Virginia, nicknamed Jimmie, was born. On their days off, in order to increase their income, but also because they truly loved to perform, they gave shows in nearby towns. Ethel directed amateur musicals and played in a jazz quartet. Frank became the local correspondent for the weekly Itasca County Independent. People were happy to give him news tidbits; to thank them, he sang. His debonaire manner and perpetual joviality made him a local figure who was unanimously appreciated. He had a contagious laugh.

In the Fall of 1921, Ethel was again pregnant. Neither Frank nor Ethel wanted a third child. In order to abort, Ethel swallowed a large amount of castor oil and asked Frank to drive at high speed on the bumpy roads nearby. It didn’t work. Frank then contacted a Minneapolis medical student, Marc Rabinowitz, whose father ran a movie theater in the county. Would he help Ethel abort? The young man refused. Too dangerous. Too risky.

As they euphemistically say, Judy Garland was an unwanted child.



The baby Frances Ethel Gumm.




The house at 2727 S. Pokegama Avenue, Grand Rapids, Minnesota where the Gumm family lived between 1922 and 1926. Still standing, it is today the Judy Garland Museum.



The New Grand’s marquee can be seen on the lower right of this undated photo found at the Itasca County Historical Society. It is the only known photo of the Grand Rapids theater, which was owned by Frank Gumm.


“The first few years of my life were incredibly happy,” she recalled years later in talking about her early youth in Grand Rapids. She, who mainly lived her life in Los Angeles and New York, would even romanticize this uneventful small town in the country. Everything seems bigger and more beautiful when one is a child. She saw this period of her life as paradise lost, a time of childlike innocence that was taken from her early on.

“It was the only time I saw my parents happy,” she added. Frank and Ethel got used to her birth. Ethel made dresses and took care of her frequent ear infections by covering her ears with socks full of hot salt. During the day, while her sisters were at school, Frank took her with him in his activities around town, putting her in the front seat of his Ford. Each evening at bedtime, he went by her bedroom to sing songs to her. Lullabies, but also gospels. She was his little princess.



An early publicity still of The Gumm Sisters.


In Grand Rapids, her two sisters sang and danced on the New Grand stage. They adopted a number from Uncle Tom’s Cabin by the Duncan Sisters, who were vaudeville stars. Thereon in, it wasn’t a question of knowing if, one day, Baby would sing at the New Grand, but when. On December 26, 1924, before a showing of Through the Back Door with Mary Pickford, the three Gumm daughters took the stage together for the first time: Frances, 2-years old, Virginia, 7, and Mary Jane, 9. After accompanying her two older sisters for the opening number, Frances sang a solo of “Jingle Bells.” After a roaring reception, she reprised the song several times. Her mother had to intervene and lead her backstage. She already had an inborn sense of show business.

With her two sisters, little Frances became the new attraction. They were called the “Gumdrops.” But, between Frank and his wife, their love was slowly dying. Ethel took off more and more to visit her family in Minnesota, and that suited Frank just fine. He had no desire to divorce in that he wanted to stay close to his daughters. For his part, he led his own life. He was often seen with the high school’s basketball star. They often went for walks, but no one was bothered. On the other hand, when an employee at the New Grand let it be known that Frank had made advances to him, the situation became embarrassing.

In Grand Rapids, this lost community in the middle of the vast expanses of Minnesota, people didn’t like scandals. People preferred to resolve problems between themselves. All the more so in that, at heart, everyone liked Frank. They thus let him know they would ignore the whole issue. On condition that he leave town.



Everyone had dreams of the west. Since the gold rush, the American west had become a preoccupation. The poor, outcasts, pariahs, adventurers, everyone headed towards the Pacific looking for better times.

In June 1926, the Gumms also headed towards Los Angeles. Marc Rabinowitz, who had shortened his name to Rabin, worked in one of the city’s hospitals. It was he who advised them to move to the film capital. The city instantly pleased them. They discovered the sandy beaches parched by the sun, the jacarandas and their mauve flowers, the flamboyant sunsets that went from orange to violet… But Frank soon became disillusioned: his savings weren’t enough to buy a movie theater and he was forced to conclude that he would have to distance himself from Los Angeles.

In Lancaster, forty miles to the north, on the other side of the San Gabriel Mountains, on the outskirts of the Mojave Desert, he was able to find a 500-seat theater, the Valley Theatre, whose lease was available. In impeccable condition, the leather seats were like new. A good deal: it was the only movie theater in the Antelope Valley and the town was in full expansion, doubling in population every two years. But, for he who had tasted Los Angeles, it was like an exile. Founded near the Southern Pacific railway, Lancaster was in the middle of nowhere. A crossing point in the mountains that joined the Red Rock Canyon, its reddish cliffs and dried water beds already had served as the natural decors of westerns made in Hollywood. Sometimes, real cowboys came through and spent some time in the bars of the town: fiction and reality intertwined like a crossfade.



The Valley Theatre, with The Gumm Sisters on the marquee, in Lancaster, California in 1934, the year the film Limehouse Blues was released.

Frank had hardly taken possession of the theater before all the sisters sang, played, and danced onstage. Why change a winning act? The slogan was the same as at the New Grand: “It’s our pleasure to please you.” Soon enough, no occasion could take place in the county without the presence of the sisters. Frank knew how to ingratiate himself. A year after their arrival, the Gumms had awakened local life. They integrated so well into the town that “they are one of the assets of the town,” wrote The Antelope Valley Ledger Gazette, the local daily newspaper.

The more she grew up, the more Frances became the principal attraction. Her voice had a little something extra. Every evening, the three girls appeared onstage at 9 P.M., and Frank congratulated all three. Ever fair play, he couldn’t help showing his preference for Frances. But he wasn’t presumptuous and knew better than anyone what his daughters brought to the Valley Theatre. He liked the town, which had adopted him, and didn’t ask for anything more.



The house at 44665 Cedar Avenue, Lancaster, California, where the Gumm family lived between 1927 and 1934.

On the other hand, Ethel, who accompanied her daughters every night on the piano, quickly understood all the advantages she could get out of the situation. Los Angeles wasn’t so far, and she knew well that it was there that everything happened. In August 1928, upon learning that the station KFI was organizing an audition for its Wednesday afternoon children’s program, The Kiddies Hour, she enrolled her offspring. Big Brother Ken, the show’s host, was captivated and hired them for a once-a-week appearance. Every week, Ethel brought them there in her Buick, speeding on Interstate 14. She liked what went fast. And things soon took off.

Baby had just turned six, and her voice was already resounding on the radios of all of southern California.



In Los Angeles, Ethel became close to another Ethel: Ethel Meglin. A former showgirl in the Ziegfeld Follies in New York, she had just founded a dance school with the backing of the king of comedy and slapstick, Mack Sennett, who allowed her to use the locale.



An early publicity still of Frances Gumm.


As for singing lessons, the mother of the “Gumms” could be in charge. But, as for dancing, she knew her limits. To allow her daughters to move up a notch, she enrolled them in her new friend’s classes. From then on, each weekend would be devoted to their new apprenticeship: departure Saturday morning at daybreak, night in a hotel in West Hollywood, return home late Sunday afternoon. To finance the operation, Ethel played the piano during the courses. Between school, her appearances on the stage of the Valley Theatre, and her roundtrips to Los Angeles, little Frances barely had the time to frequent the Jazz Candy Shop, her favorite in Lancaster. She who delighted in candy!

For Christmas, Ethel Meglin organized at the Slate Theatre, one of the most beautiful ones downtown, a show which brought together a hundred “Meglin Kiddies,” as she called her students. In a few weeks, the Gumm Sisters had made lightening progress at dancing. They made a strong impression.

Hollywood was at the time in full upheaval. No one believed in the arrival of talkies when Vitaphone presented its new process. But, the success of The Jazz Singer, released on October 6, 1927, was a game changer. When Al Jolson cried out: “Wait a minute, wait a minute, I tell yer, you ain’t heard nothin’ yet,” he didn’t know the half of it. In a few months, the entire film industry took to talkies. Howard Hughes, who had spent a fortune making Hell’s Angels, decided to redo all the dialogued scenes, even if he had to change the lead actress!

To respond to the demand, studios, big and small, were not satisfied with filming musical spectacles. Everything that sang and danced was worth filming. The Hollywood musical was being born, almost despite itself. From the 11th to the 13th of June 1929, Mayfair Pictures Corporation made a short at the Tec-Art Studio with the best elements of the Meglin Kiddies. The three Gumm Sisters of course were part of the adventure, interpreting “That’s the Good Old Sunny South” in top hat and black-and-white miniskirt. What is most striking today is the contrast between Mary Jane and Virginia, the eldest girls, who seem hardworking, almost maladroit, and the ease and natural of small Frances.


In the following months, the Gumm Sisters followed up with three other shorts. Filmed on a theater stage, now demolished, all three Vitaphone soundtracks for A Holiday in Storyland, The Wedding of Jack and Jill, and Bubbles today survive, although Bubbles, filmed in Technicolor, survives in a black-and-white print only. In A Holiday in Storyland, Frances sang her first solo, “Blue Butterfly.” But rather than make a career plan, Ethel wanted to make money. As soon as a contract was in view, she accepted. She cared little about the theater, only the fee counted. One could thus applaud the Gumm Sisters in Santa Barbara or San Diego, but also in such small towns as Tehachapi, north of Lancaster.



“Baby Gumm” on the Warner Bros./First National Studios backlot, circa 1929, with John Perri.

Since the stock market crash of 1929, America was in crisis; but the crisis never affected the Gumm Sisters. The more their notoriety grew, the more they were in demand. Each time, the presence of Babe, as even the public called her, was required. “Without her, the show would have been rather mediocre,” commented the producer Maurice Kusell. She was growing up, and her irresistible innocence could have diminished. Not only did she continue to thrill the public with her spontaneity, but she was becoming an entertainer who was more and more a trooper and whose voice never stopped blossoming.

She had a small supplement that made all the difference: a gift.



Frances Gumm in 1931.



2.

The Child with an Adult’s Voice

“When I was a child, I wanted to be loved by my parents more than anything,” said Judy Garland later in life.



Frank Gumm.

On her father’s side, she had no trouble getting his love. Frank adored her. He knew how to reassure her, console her, flatter her, cuddle her, spoil her, encourage her. He was like a mother. Ethel, on the other hand, was distant and cold. Never were there any compliments, kind words, signs of affection, even less any tenderness. She was demanding, obsessed, finicky. With her daughters, and in particular with Babe, she always found something to criticize. She was the queen of “don’t do this, don’t do that”!


In Lancaster, little Frances wanted to be a kid like any other. But other kids kept their distances from her: they were too afraid of having Ethel on their backs, this mother they wanted nothing to do with! It was impossible for Frances to play children’s games in which one risked scratching an ankle: Ethel was always afraid she would hurt herself. Even for Halloween, disguised as a witch, she wasn’t allowed to ring neighbors’ doorbells to get candy.

In fact, Ethel behaved less like a mother and more like a manager. She devoted all her energy to her daughters’ success. In the evening, after having put the girls to bed, Frank would reproach her for putting pressure on them, after which she would storm into
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