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Over 100 years ago, three young people were the most famous girls on the planet Earth. Everybody recognized them. At the beginning, no one knew their names. They were there just after the birth of the movies. All these years later, we too might wonder who they were, what early movie-making was like, and how they happened to be part of it.
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The Birth Of The Movies

This story begins with two sisters, their names Dorothy and Lillian. Dorothy was the younger. Lillian was the older. They were born in Ohio.
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One morning at sunrise, Father Gish, a candy salesman, left early for work. Dorothy and Lillian watched him go, their noses pressed against the window. “Father has such a nice soft, red beard,” said Lillian. “And he brings home candy samples,” added Dorothy.

That night, Mother Gish sat at the table with her two daughters. At last she spoke. “If he does not come home, we must love each other more.” Father Gish hadn’t finished paying for the furniture. It was $3 every week. One day some men tried to take it away.
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The Sisters At Play

“NOT THE PIANO!” Mother Gish cried. “The girls dance when I play music!” The two girls looked at each other.

Lillian lay down on the hard floor. “I am a princess, killed by a dragon!”

Then Dorothy performed some cartwheels. “Look, I’m a windmill in Holland!” And the men fled out the door.
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Once Mother Gish had been an actress. It was a way to earn money. Soon she got a job again in the theater. At the afternoon shows the sisters crept from the dressing room to watch her.

“I could do that,” whispered Lillian.

Then Dorothy nodded. “So —I can too! We won’t have to go to school!”

“The stage is educational,” Lillian decided.
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Mother Gish On Stage

Lillian was carrying a book about a horse called Black Beauty. She wanted to learn the difficult words. Dorothy wasn’t interested. She said: “There are no pictures!”

Mother Gish found them acting jobs. Both sisters were eager to act. However, it was no fun to stand near very, very hot footlights. Dorothy first appeared in a play as Little Willie —a pitiful newsboy who becomes lost in a blizzard of fake snow.

The whole family traveled together, one night here. And one night there. Lillian, although the older girl, was small for her age. As Baby Lillian, she was tossed into a cage with real lions Teddy and Jenny. She was not in danger. A wire net was hidden from the audience.

A brave hero rushed in to save Baby Lillian. The crowd always gave loud cheers. Between the acts the girls, with long poles, fed raw meat to hungry lions. One day Dorothy pulled Teddy’s tail.

“Oh Sister!” cried Lillian. “You mustn’t do that!”
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Often to get some rest they lay on stiff wood benches in railway waiting rooms. Or on jiggly seats aboard trains. They stayed in noisy hotels or in drafty boarding houses where rain dripped down dark walls.

One evening, Mother Gish was heating a can of soup at the radiator. Dorothy broke old bread to feed squeaky mice. Lillian jumped high on the tabletop in tears.
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Mother Gish Cooks

When they played Boston, Mother Gish took them to Plymouth Rock to tell them about the Pilgrims. Each week a new town, new things to learn. Often the girls took separate jobs.

Mother Gish would go with one of them, while someone they knew went with the other. 

Lillian might write to her sister from Biloxi, and Dorothy in Chattanooga wrote to Aunt Emily in Ohio, whose garden had lots of elephant ears and hollyhocks and zinnias. Lillian said in her prayers, “Please God! Let us go to Ohio!”
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One season in New York the three Gishes shared a flat with a girl named Gladys Smith, her sister Lottie, brother Jack and their mother. The Smiths came from Canada. Gladys’ curls were more golden than Lillian’s. “So?” said Dorothy. “You are prettier.”

Lillian knew it was true, but Gladys got the better parts. And she wore new shoes. Late one afternoon, Gladys had a fine new coat with a fox collar. “Here is my contract. It’s from the famous stage producer, Mr. Belasco.”
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Gladys, holding rabbit should have Golden-Blonde hair.

Then she pulled out something from underneath the coat. “See—he gave me a rabbit.”

“A contract from David Belasco!” murmured Lillian. “A rabbit!” sighed Dorothy.

That Christmas, actors brought a tree loaded with popcorn balls and candy canes. Each girl got a doll. Gladys pretended to be a mother. Lillian scolded her doll. And Dorothy grumbled, “I’d rather have an air rifle.”
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A long, hard, deep winter. Still, at offices of the agents, the Gish girls put on sweet smiles. They tried to look warm. Remembering to speak clearly. Yet Spring arrived without new work. Mother Gish opened a candy stand inside an amusement park at Fort George. She hired a man to pull Taffy.

One night Dorothy went missing. Mother Gish hunted with Lillian. Finally, they found her at Lady Jane the Snake Charmer’s booth. Dorothy held a little python in her arms. “Mother, Lillian! Meet Herman!”
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The Carnival Burns

When mother and daughters returned, the taffy man sat asleep. The booth lay in flames. They were too late to save it. “We are still one family,” insisted Mother Gish.

“I prefer butter potatoes anyway!” decided Lillian. The three held hands all the way home.
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Between engagements, the next summer they took a journey back to Ohio. The Gishes stayed with Aunt Emily and Uncle Frank in Massillon. Mother Gish repaired worn dresses and coats.

Aunt Emily reminded them: “Don’t let folks around here know you are from the theater! They think it’s not very respectable!” So, in Ohio, the Gishes learned to keep a big secret.
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The Mayor Asks Lillian For A Dance

One morning, stuffing her skirt inside her bloomers, tomboy Dorothy climbed up on a rose trellis and skinned her knee. Lillian, who was watching, fainted away. Mother Gish carried Lillian inside and Aunt Emily put a bandage on the high climber.

At a social ball held in Massillon, Lillian was asked to dance by the Mayor—a large man wearing white whiskers. During the waltz Spring and Summer, she told him, “YOU are Winter and I am Spring.”
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The year was 1912. The girls had become teenagers. At Baltimore, Maryland, each one had a nickel for the Nickelodeon. It was just a room, very narrow, with folding chairs, an upright piano and a white sheet.

They saw a 13-minute movie whose title was Lena and the Geese (1912). Lena wore masses of golden curls - she was their best friend, Gladys Smith. Dorothy and Lillian nearly leaped out of their seats.
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The Family Recognizes Gladys

Between them they had one nickel, enough to buy a bag of peanuts to feed the squirrels. Shivering on a park bench, in a loud and gray wind, both huddled together.

Both girls sat and sat, lost in thought. Neither one spoke about Gladys and her success. Instead, at last Dorothy wanted to know, “Do you miss Pa?”

“I do.”

Now Lillian had not told her sister the night before she had a nightmare in which she saw Father Gish standing at the foot of the bed. For a long moment Lillian didn’t answer. Then she said simply, “Time for the theater.”
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