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			To all the past, present, and future 
female make-up artists everywhere 
who fought to break the glass ceiling. 
You are the heart and soul of this industry.
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			Introduction

			by Meredith Ponedel

			It wasn’t easy for a skinny five-year-old to push that heavy box down the hall. I somehow managed to get it off the shelf and onto the floor and was now tugging and pushing it across the hall carpet to my aunt’s room.

			“DOTTIE!” I called out between huffs and puffs.

			“WHATEE?” came the expected reply.

			“I’m bringing you a box!” I yelled out excitedly. I was getting closer to her room and realized I had to maneuver her walker out of the way so I could get the box in. As she struggled to pull herself up in bed, I saw her glance down at me and my “find.” A slow smile crept across her face as she saw what I had. I opened the box and looked breathlessly at the gorgeous face that now beamed up at me. 

			“Dottie, Dottie!” I exclaimed. “Who is this?”

			Her smile got even bigger as she looked down at me. “Well, I’ll tell you,” she said. “Let’s see who you’ve got there.” She only needed the briefest of glances to identify her old friend. “Oh, that’s Carole Lombard.”

			 I took the picture back from her and studied it for a moment, taking in the blondest of blonde hair, the shadows that identified the cheeks, the faintest trace of a smile on her perfectly formed lips, and the lone long curl of hair that hung down teasingly from behind her ear. Then it was on to the next one.

			I pulled out picture after picture, each one more gorgeous than the last. Not only the faces, but the costumes, the hair, the jewelry. I had never seen pictures like this before. These were not snapshots; they had absolutely nothing in common with the family photographs I was used to seeing. These were large, luscious pieces of photographic paper that were heavy and light at the same time. They were smooth to the touch and yet the photographic detail was so fantastic that the complexions stood out in grainy detail. They were rich and vivid and alive in my hands.

			Another moment of examination as I studied another blonde lady, this one decidedly different from the first. She was wearing men’s clothes which I found completely intriguing. A white fedora angled steeply over one eye gave her a rather mystical look. Her chin rested in the palm of her hand and she looked as though she knew I was looking back at her. A lady in men’s clothes—wow. 

			“Who’s this, Dot?”

			“That’s Marlene Dietrich.”

			I picked up another photo.

			“Who’s this, Dot?”

			“That’s Helen Hayes.”

			This lady was not at all like the other two fireballs I had just been introduced to. Helen joined Marlene and Carole in the growing pile on the floor.

			“Who’s this, Dot?”

			“That’s Mae West.”

			Holy cow—what a lady! Dressed in a gown with circles of white fur draped from her neck to her waist, with the remainder of the shimmering cloth arranged in a swirling pattern down to the floor and then another grand circle of white fur, this amazing person was leaning carelessly against a bannister staring straight at me and just daring me to say something. I was flabbergasted! Not as “nice” as the other ladies, I decided, but definitely interesting. I put her down and went for the next one. 

			“Who’s this, Dot?”

			“That’s Paulette Goddard.”

			Everything about this lady was as fresh as a daisy in May. Her skin, her beautiful smile, the wide-brimmed straw hat she wore, the scarf tied jauntily around her neck—I decided that I really liked her! 

			“Who’s this, Dot?” Again and again, all through the afternoon, I asked my aunt the same question. And again and again, she responded. More Lombard and Dietrich. More West and Goddard. Colbert, Gable, Cooper, Clara Bow, Maurice Chevalier, Lillian Roth, Henry Fonda, Joan Blondell, Gilbert Roland, Gladys Swarthout, Gail Patrick, and, best of all, Judy Garland. 

			There were also pictures of Dot in this amazing collection. Dot on horseback, Dot in a hula costume. Dot as an Indian. Dot in all sorts of amazing outfits and circumstances. And Dot was also in a lot of the pictures with the pretty ladies. Some showed Dot standing over them as they sat at a mirrored table and Dot was putting stuff on their faces. 

			I pulled out a heavy wooden scrapbook from the box that was bursting with newspaper articles. Dot said they were stories about her and the ladies. 

			When I had seen all of the incredible items in the box, I was nearly speechless. 

			“But Dottie, who are these people?” I demanded. “How do you know them?”

			She carefully lowered herself into a more comfortable position in her bed. “Put all the pictures back in the box nice and neat. Then I’ll tell you.”

			Little did I know that she would spend the next 20 years telling me her story—and I would spend the same 20 years eagerly listening. 

			“I rolled in on the old Sante Fe.”

			No matter how many times she told it, she loved to start her story this way…

		


		
			1.

			“I Rolled in on the 
Old Santa Fe…”

			I rolled in on the old Santa Fe in 1920, cross-country from Chicago. Landed in Los Angeles with my mother and no job. Three hundred dollars between the two of us in a land we knew nothing about. 

			First thing, we had to find a place to live. We started hunting and found a small apartment on Lake Street opposite Westlake Park. It was $37.50 a month, furnished.

			The next thing was, where to get a job? I didn’t know where to go or what to do but I stopped to talk with a milkman and he told me about a Van de Kamp’s Bakery for sale opposite Westlake Park on Seventh Street. There were a couple of bids for it but I offered a hundred dollars more than they did—our whole savings—and I got it.

			Van de Kamp’s would do the baking and bring the baked goods into the store at six in the morning. Mother and I worked on consignment; the more we sold, the more money we made.

			The bakery happened to be in a lucky spot, right next to the bus stop where people could run in, get some pies, cakes, cookies and what-have-you, and run out to catch the next bus. Well, my mother was in seventh heaven because making a buck was all she cared about. And talk about selling bread! All the big mucky-mucks who came from the east sat in Westlake Park to pass the time away and fed the pigeons and ducks—and that took a lot of bread!
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			In those days, there was no smog in Los Angeles and the stars in the sky were as big as your fist. It seemed like you could reach up and pick one out of the sky. The air was perfumed with orange trees and lemons and every kind of fruit you could think of—even bean fields which were close by. I remember the time I drove up Wilshire Boulevard and dug up a couple of wild rosebushes and took them home to my own backyard. Nobody would say anything. 

			I found myself getting up at 5:30 in the morning to hit the bakery by six. It was wonderful walking through the park at that time of day. Everything was great as long as we could make a dollar.

			One morning at about 7:30, I noticed that a bunch of trucks loaded with movie equipment were parked outside our little shop. Some of the men came in for donuts and one of them noticed me standing behind the counter. We started talking and he asked me if I wanted to make five bucks as an extra. All I had to do was walk back and forth in front of the camera. I agreed right away, asked my mother to mind the shop, and spent the rest of the day on a movie set, walking back and forth, just as the guy had said. From there, I went to an old, tumble-down shack in Hollywood which was the casting office. This shack supplied all the studios with extras. I started going there whenever I could and got a lot of work. We earned from five to seven-fifty a day.

			One day, when I was in the shack collecting my pay for a day’s work, I noticed a native girl from the islands. I started talking to her and she told me she was an expert at the hula. She said she could teach me if I had any rhythm.
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			I turned out to be the best dancer on the west coast! Director Tod Browning was making a picture called Under Two Flags (1922) with Priscilla Dean. Well, I was hired as the knife dancer in the desert in that film! After that, everyone wanted me. Mabel Normand was a top star on the Mack Sennett lot and she was also his sweetheart. One night we were all working on a Mabel Normand picture and she was supposed to do a Mexican Hat Dance. I ended up doubling for her dancing, jumping in and out of this big Mexican hat. Of course, Mabel got the close-ups but my feet got a couple of close-ups, too. Everybody had such a wonderful time that day. We had so much to eat and drink, it was like a big fiesta. Later that night, Mabel and Mack had a huge fight in her dressing room. I really thought they were going to come to blows. Everybody pretended they didn’t hear anything but it was plenty loud. 

			The next day, there was a big commotion on the lot. Nobody could find the film that was shot the night before. Mabel, to get even with Mack, broke into the cutting room and stole the film and stashed it in milk bottles. She put the bottles in a box on her windowsill so you could only see the tops of the bottles. Nobody would ever dream of looking for the missing film there. 

			They searched that studio from top to bottom. Finally, Mack said they’d have to shoot the scenes all over again. By that time, Mabel had quieted down and was pretty calm and realized what she had done. She called the prop man and confessed. She had just wanted to get even with Mack.

			Mack Sennett studio was over in Edendale right across the street from Clara Kimball Young’s studio which we would often visit. We had so much fun on the Sennett lot with the Mack Sennett Bathing Beauties and the Keystone Cops, Charlie Chaplin, Harry Langdon, Wally Beery, and many more I could name. 
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			I remember the time I was tied to a railroad track and the train was supposed to go over me but never touched me. I used to jump off barns into haystacks and they would run the hand cars all over the lot with the Keystone Cops after us.

			At that time, Carole Lombard was one of the Mack Sennett Bathing Beauties. Gloria Swanson was there and Ben Turpin who could cross his eyes any time and Snuff Pollard who was one of the Keystone Cops who would run around with his pants hanging down. This was about the time that Carole Lombard had a bad automobile accident. Years later, I made her face up for the camera at Paramount Studios. Carole was noted for that high forehead of hers and I never tried to change it like I did for other stars that needed it. The scar that went from her left nostril into her cheek was never noticed because I would fill it before I made her up. 

			Soon there wasn’t a star in Hollywood that I didn’t double for in dancing. I did every country, folk dance, Egyptian dance—any dance you can think of, I did. And the funny part of it was, except for my brief hula training, I never had a lesson in my life. And I always got an extra check from the director and the casting office for having the fire that it took to please the camera.

			I remember doing a Spanish dance for the Greta Garbo movie Torrent (1926), and every colored flower that was in the Spanish shawl I was wearing was printed on my skin from the sweat! They had me dancing all day until Lew Cody, if you remember him, said, “Give that girl a rest before she falls on her face.” That didn’t mean a thing to me because I knew I was going to get an extra check for being such a good fake. With most of the dances I did, I never knew what my feet were going to do exactly, but it always came out great. And if they ever asked me to do it again, I could never do the same thing since I didn’t really know what I was doing.
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			I remember back then I had a big REO car and I used to pick up five or six of us and go from studio to studio. Gilbert Roland was one of the gang. When we would hit the old Lasky Studios on Vine Street, I would see Mervyn LeRoy looking for extra work there, too, and, of course, he later became one of the giants of our industry. Gilbert Roland sure made it, too, because the women stars were crazy about him.

			I remember once at the old Thomas Ince Studio, they had a black band and a white one. They had been rehearsing with a dance for several days with those two bands but the director wasn’t satisfied with the dancer so he told his assistant, “Get me Dottie Ponedel!” When I heard this, I was worried that I wouldn’t measure up but Danny, the assistant, assured me of getting a nice bit of money if I did. When I got there and into the costume and out on the set, I was scared out of my wits. And when they asked me which band I wanted, I said, “Let both bands double their time and play as loud as they can go ‘cause I don’t know where I’m gonna land!”

			As soon as the take was done, the director yelled to Danny, “Why didn’t you get me this ball of fire in the first place?” He came down and thanked me and asked me if I would like to have dinner with him. I knew what that meant and my knees started to hit each other. I felt something warm trickle down my leg. I looked down at the floor and behold! I had done it. I rushed to take the costume off and Danny put me in a limousine and sent me home because the assistant directors who knew me knew I was a good girl, but the directors didn’t. After doing those dances, they thought I was a sure pushover but I wasn’t.

			I remember working with Rudolph Valentino on The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921). At that time, he was married to a little girl who played extra with us. Her name was Jean Acker. That was his first wife and she was just full of fun. When they got a divorce, Jean would always say, “I was his first wife, he was my first husband, and nobody can take that away from me.”

			I also worked with Valentino on The Sheik (1921). Vilma Banky was his leading lady then. She was a very beautiful girl. That picture was done on the old Lasky lot which was later Paramount Studios. We had about two weeks’ work on that picture as they used a lot of extras. That was about the time that Jesse Lasky imported Pola Negri from Europe. He ordered a big shindig in her honor and told everybody they had to be there in full dress. He had two bands playing. It was the biggest party Hollywood had ever seen and at that time Gloria Swanson was the pet of the lot. Everybody catered to her and when she was told to appear at this dinner for this big foreign star, it didn’t go so good with her and she never appeared. But with the entertainment and the good food, I don’t think anybody missed her. I could see those love glances between Valentino and Negri, I knew something was going to happen there. They became buddy-buddy because they were always seen together. In The Four Horsemen, his leading lady was Alice Terry. Now Alice Terry and Rex Ingram, the director of the picture, were married. Rex Ingram was tall, handsome, and he should have been a star in his own right. 

			I even did a dance on a table once for D.W. Griffith, doubling for Lupe Velez, who later committed suicide. Yeah, I know what you’re thinking—what am I
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One of Dottie Ponedel’s first head shots from the early

19205 as she was starting out in the movies.
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Dottie’s mother, Ann, in their Van de Kamp’s Bakery in Westlake Park.
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Dottie doing one of her specialty dances
in the early 1920s.
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147 N, Willaman Drive
Beverly Lills, Cdlif,
February 23, 1942

Make-Up Artists Local Union #706, = &L
1627 N, Cahuenga ave. .
Hollywood, Calif, Attention: lr. E. Westmoore,

Gentlemen:

Agein I have been informed that there is a movement
Yo oust me from the Union for the crime of being a Woman.
This certainly is not in keeping with the’ideals and
purposes ror wnich the unions have been formed and operated.

For thirteen years 1 have been employed in this work,
end for a like numher of yesrs I have been a member in good
stending, and have paid my regular dues to the Union.

That my work has been of the very highest calibre can be
attested by the fact thet I have always worked for salaries
gbove the minimum scale, and tret many of the leading stars
have had clauses inserted in their contracts insisting

upon my services. however, not withstanding this, * have at
a1l times 1noisted Lumb w wuke-up man oe emoloyed on any
set where I have worked, as well as a body make-up girl
where there was any of that work to be done.

¥y conduet, my workmanship, snd my reputation, both as
2 lady and an artist, is, and has always been above reproach
and 15 a matter of record. In all my contacts * have acted
in a menner that would reflect nothing but credit to the
proffesion and the Union. ly efforts have been untiring

in making women make-up consions, especially so in the
hoving Picture industry where my efforts are well known.

Uhis is the second time this ouster movement has been.
instituted, and I am sure all fair minded members of the Union
can see tne un-fairness of the action. Kor thirteen years
I have devoted my 1ife to this art, with ability, enterprise,
and diligence. The very base of our democrabic bype of
government, the 3111 Of Rights, grants every person the rignt
to pursue gainful employment, and to stop me now would be Lo
deprive me of my means of 1ivelihood.

In a1l fairness, Gentlemen, and for the good of the Union
ang the roffesion, I ask that thts action be premenantiy
withirawn, and permit me to earn a 1iving peacefully.

Yours truly,

Though at the top of her craft, Dottie Ponedel had to fight discrimination

throughout her career. Here is Dot’s impassioned letter to the

Make-up Artists Local 706 after yet another attempt to oust her

from the ranks because of the simple fact that she was a woman.
Ponedel broke ground for all the women who came after her.
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Dottie dancing the hula in one of her early film appearances in the1920s.





