


[image: frn_fig_006.png]


Acknowledgments

So many thanks. A mountain of gratitude.

To Maggie Schreiner, manager of Archives and Special Collections at the Brooklyn Historical Society, and Reference Associate Adrienne Long. Both were gracious and accommodating and retrieved a treasure trove of information about Margaret Dumont’s young life.

To John Calhoun, lead researcher in the Billy Rose Theatre Division at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, who kindly provided rarely seen documents and photographs of Margaret’s early days on Broadway.

To Kenneth Thomas with the Society of Georgia Archivists, who was instrumental with the investigation into Margaret’s connection, or lack thereof, with author Joel Harris.

To Clark Bernat, culture and museums manager for the city of Niagara Falls; Elizabeth Smyth, professor of Curriculum, Teaching, and Learning, University of Toronto; and Julie Denovan, administrative assistant at the IBVM leadership office in Toronto, who provided valuable details about Margaret’s upbringing and education.

To B. Keith Williams, fact checker extraordinaire, for helping to verify dates, places, names, and attribution of quotes.

And finally, to executive editor Rick Rinehart for agreeing to publish a book about Margaret’s life and times with the Marx Brothers. Thank you for your kindness and for being accommodating.




CHAPTER ONE


[image: chpt_fig_001.png]


On Stage with Daisy Dumont

The Palace Theatre in Chicago was filled to capacity with enthusiastic ticket buyers, all there to see the Marx Brothers. It was July 25, 1936, when the cast of the film, yet to be shot and entitled A Day at the Races, gathered to try out the stage version of the motion picture. The eager audience sat comfortably in the French Renaissance–style playhouse where some of the most popular stars of vaudeville had performed. Well-dressed ushers had handed audience members preview cards and a pencil, which they were to use to jot down comments concerning the comedy. The Marx Brothers had employed this method of testing the laughs and action with their film A Night at the Opera, and the result made for a successful movie.1

Among the actors supporting the Marx Brothers on stage were Harry Stockwell, Lorraine Bridges, Leonard Cooley, Ester Muir, and Margaret Dumont. Having played opposite the brothers in four of their previous comedies, Dumont was the most well-known of the supporting ensemble. She was the stately, always proper foil for Groucho and the others. Some people achieve fame by accident; others by long struggle; and others by being a straight lady to the Marx Brothers.

The cast for A Day at the Races had performed the show more than twenty times in Duluth and Minneapolis, Minnesota, before traveling to Chicago. The actors were well acquainted with the structure and dialogue of the play, but nothing was written in stone. All was subject to change depending on the laughs. Seasoned professionals had to be able to follow where Groucho, Chico, and Harpo decided to lead the gags. Some of the funniest moments in the motion picture were developed on stage. After so many years working with the comics, Margaret Dumont had learned to be flexible. There were times when following along with the brothers’ gags proved to be physically dangerous. Such was the case at the July 25 performance.2

The scream-lines musical comedy A Day at the Races is the story of a veterinarian posing as a doctor and racehorse owner and his friends who are struggling to help keep a sanitarium open with the help of a misfit racehorse. Groucho Marx plays the veterinarian; Chico, an employee of the sanitarium; Harpo, an out-of-work jockey; and Dumont, a wealthy socialite named Mrs. Upjohn. In one scene of the play, Groucho’s character must prove he is a doctor that treats humans by demonstrating to the legitimate physicians at the sanitarium how Mrs. Upjohn could have “double blood pressure.” Mrs. Upjohn must undergo an examination for all the doctors to witness.

Dumont’s character is stretched out on a hospital table in the scene. After strapping Mrs. Upjohn to the table, Groucho and his medical assistants, Chico and Harpo, poke, prod, push, and pinch Dumont to provoke a response from both her and the audience. On opening night in Chicago, the brothers three decided the scene needed an even bigger laugh and took to spinning the wheeled table around as fast as they could. The more Dumont objected to the shenanigans and her character squealed that she now had “triple blood pressure,” the more the audience howled with laughter. If that behavior weren’t enough, the brothers then lined up behind the hospital table and pushed it as fast as they could toward the audience. Just as the table reached the footlights and it appeared Dumont’s Mrs. Upjohn would be launched into the cackling theater patrons, the three men jerked the table to a stop.3
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Shaken, she quickly tried to climb off the wheeled contraption, but Chico stopped her before her feet touched the ground. He pushed Margaret back down on the table and started vigorously massaging her head. Not to be outdone, Harpo fell across her body, slid off the side, grabbed her hand, and commenced to giving her a manicure. He polished her nails with his sleeve and pretended to trim her cuticles by biting them. By this time, Groucho was at her feet polishing her shoes with the tail of the medical smock he was wearing. The audience was doubled over with laughter. Margaret struggled against the antics, but to no avail. Chico had seized some of the props from the scene and was pretending to give her a shave. Both Harpo and Groucho rushed to assist. Theatregoers could not control their laughter. They were still chortling when the curtains closed.4

The Marx Brothers were pleased the performance was well received. A bruised and disheveled Margaret Dumont also appreciated the audience’s enthusiasm, while at the same time fully recognizing the extreme lengths the boys would always go to get a laugh.

Dumont was a willing victim for both the Marx Brothers’ physical comedy and the setting up of the trio to deliver a cavalcade of witticisms. The jokes and witty exchanges were scrutinized as much as, if not more so than the pratfalls, faux fights, and other pranks offered to the audience. For it all to work, there had to be a competent actor to set up the jokes. Margaret was exceptional at her job and was one of the many aspects of the Marx Brothers’ shows that could not be easily replicated. Never was that fact more recognized than when the Marx Brothers were touring the country rehearsing A Day at the Races.

In the summer of 1936, the gags presented in the stage version of the screen vehicle were being hijacked by writers for various radio shows. Al Boasberg, a writer of routines for the Marx Brothers, told reporters for the Chicago newspapers that he was aware of the problem but that not much could be done about it. The advantages of building motion picture material behind the footlights were considered vital by the studio. The process was deemed so important they were willing to risk the best jokes being stolen, broadcast, performed on stage, and even printed in books before A Day at the Races ever reached the screen.5

“Joke thieves are like in-laws,” Boasberg remarked. “You just gotta put up with them. Threats to sue don’t do any good. Actual suits are difficult to win and seldom bring commensurate damages. A punch in the nose may have a salutary effect, but you can’t punch everybody.

“These pirates go to all the shows and jot down all the gags and sell ’em. You can’t stop it. The radio is the toughest of all because nobody has decided who’s responsible—the performer or the broadcasting company.6

“Remember that gag about the contract in the last Marx picture? A man is looking over a contract and asks what the last clause is about. The other guy says it’s a sanity clause. The first man says, ‘You can’t fool me; there ain’t no Santy Clause.’ Well, that gag was stolen and was all over the world before the picture was released.

“The gags for this show will be stolen like that. But by the time A Day at the Races is filmed, some of those jokes will be thrown out, some will be changed, and a lot will be forgotten by the people who heard ’em. And no one can deliver gags like the Marx Brothers or take ’em like Margaret Dumont. You can’t hijack their talent.”7

A review of the Marx Brothers’ stage production from the July 20, 1936, edition of the Star Tribune echoed Boasberg’s sentiment. “Miss Margaret Dumont, for years the punching bag for Groucho’s well-planned insults, is wondrously helpful in the sketches. The Marx Brothers act would be greatly diminished without her.”8

Newspaper and magazine articles about Margaret Dumont from the late 1920s and throughout the 1930s all note how surprising it was that such a stately actress ended up in the Marx’s company. She looked and spoke like someone who should have been performing Shakespeare at the Cambridge Theater in London. She was polished, regal, and dignified. It was hard for anyone to imagine a person like her being a part of a troupe of comics some referred to as “maniacs.”9

Margaret Dumont was born Daisy Juliette Baker in Brooklyn, New York, on October 20, 1882. Her father, a yacht captain from Rhode Island, was named William F. Baker, and her mother was Harriet Ann Harvey, a French woman who taught music. Her parents were not married at the time of her birth, and she was raised by her mother.10

Daisy was born into scandal. Her father was married to a woman named Katherine Friend, and he and Harriet began having an affair in 1880. Katherine learned William was involved with another woman after coming across a name on a house on Willoughby Street in Brooklyn that read “Mrs. William Baker.” Upon further investigation, Katherine found out who the woman was and that she and William had a child. William and Harriet’s affair was made public in 1885 when Katherine filed for divorce. An article about the divorce case and the fact that Daisy was born out of wedlock appeared in the June 27, 1885, edition of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle.11

“The suit for absolute divorce brought by Mrs. Kate Baker against Captain William Baker came up in Special Term, City Court, this morning on motion for alimony and counsel fees,” the article read. “Captain Baker is master of a private steam yacht and was married to his wife, Kate, by the Rev. Dr. William Ruud, May 15, 1869. In October 1880, Mrs. Baker alleges her husband abandoned her and has since been living in good style at No. 34 Willoughby Street with one Harriet Irving, who has assumed the name Baker and practices medicine as ‘Mrs. Dr. Baker.’”12

The newspaper article inaccurately reported that Harriet was a “doctor of medicine.” She referred to herself as a “doctor of music” in the advertisements she posted to attract students who wanted voice training.13

Harriet and William married shortly after the divorce from Katherine was finalized in late 1885. The pair had a second daughter, Lillian (also known as Dorothy) in 1887. Numerous articles written about Margaret Dumont list the year she was born as 1890. Her mother cited that year on the child’s school enrollment forms as well. The stigma associated with having an illegitimate child was great. To protect her daughter from gossip and reprisals, Harriet altered the date.14

The Bakers divorced in late 1888, and Harriet married a scenic artist named John Robert Levison on September 23, 1889. Levison painted scenery for theatrical shows. Harriet began teaching music to her daughters when they were young. Both had good voices, especially Daisy. By the time she was eight years old, Daisy was performing on stage. One of the first shows in which she appeared was at Doris’ Eighth Avenue Museum. Daisy was one of the vocalists who entertained, along with the comedy troupe McDowell and Stevens Company and actress Nellie Clifford.15

In late summer 1891, Daisy’s father passed away at the age of forty-three. That fall Harriet registered Daisy at the Loretto Academy in Niagara Falls, Ontario. She chose to send her daughter away to school to further ensure the truth about the marital status of her parents when she was born was kept a secret.16

By the spring of 1895, Daisy was back home in New York preparing to take part in a melodrama called Under the Gaslight. Her stepfather had created the special effects for the play to be presented at the Palace Theatre in Boston. Thirteen-year-old Daisy sang a ballad during the olio of the show. Audiences enjoyed her soprano voice and “delightful personality.”17

After several weeks at the Palace, Daisy was scheduled to appear at the Detroit Opera House. Billed as “Little Daisy Dumont,” she performed on the same stage where celebrated actress Sarah Bernhardt had appeared a few years prior.

From the Detroit Opera House, she played the Lyceum Theatre in Boston in an opera called Girofle-Girofla. Set in thirteenth-century Spain, the story centered around twin brides kidnapped by pirates.18

Daisy returned to school in the fall of 1896, where she remained until the spring of 1898. She wasn’t quite sixteen when she left school behind for good to continue pursuing a stage career.19

Between April 1896 and May 1900, Daisy traveled about the East Coast perfecting her craft, serenading audiences, and acting in a variety of plays. Her sister, Dorothy, performed with her at times. The two were billed as the Dumont Sisters. Reviews of their work at the Bijou Theatre in New Jersey were glowing. The May 30, 1900, edition of the News noted that their “singing is elegant.” The article pointed out how much more Daisy impressed the audience with her solos. “Miss Daisy Dumont has a phenomenal voice and certainly knows how to use it,” the report read. “Their act [the Dumont Sisters] was encored again and again.”20

By 1901, Daisy was not only sharing the stage with her sister in their song and dance routines and performing a single act in a variety of shows from New York to Michigan, Washington, D.C. to Maryland, she was also honing her comedic skills in vaudeville routines. A news article in the September 1, 1901, edition of the Boston Globe referred to her as a “talented comedienne.”21 The September 3, 1901, edition of the same paper called her a “comedienne whose voice, looks, and magnetism make her a sure-fire hit.”22 An article in the October 12, 1901, edition of the Baltimore Sun informed readers that Daisy was “charming, funny, and possesses
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Selective Filmography





	1929
	The Cocoanuts (with the Marx Brothers)



	1930
	Animal Crackers (with the Marx Brothers)



	1931
	The Girl Habit



	1933
	Duck Soup (with the Marx Brothers)



	1934
	Fifteen Wives



	Gridiron Flash



	Kentucky Kernels



	1935
	Gypsy Sweetheart



	A Night at the Opera (with the Marx Brothers)



	1936
	Anything Goes



	Song and Dance Man



	Arbor Day



	1937
	A Day at the Races (with the Marx Brothers)



	The Life of the Party



	Youth on Parole



	High Flyers



	Wise Girl



	1938
	Dramatic School



	1939
	The Women



	At the Circus (with the Marx Brothers)



	1941
	The Big Store (with the Marx Brothers)



	Never Give a Sucker an Even Break



	1942
	Born to Sing



	Sing Your Worries Away



	About Face



	Rhythm Parade



	1943
	The Dancing Masters



	1944
	Up in Arms



	Seven Days Ashore



	Bathing Beauty



	1945
	The Horn Blows at Midnight



	Diamond Horseshoe



	Sunset in El Dorado



	1946
	Little Giant



	Susie Steps Out



	1951-1952
	The Stu Erwin Show (TV Series)



	1952
	Three for Bedroom C



	Stop, You’re Killing Me



	Chevron Theatre (TV Series)



	1953
	Hollywood Opening Night (TV Series)



	My Friend Irma (TV Series)



	1956
	Studio 57 (TV Series)



	Shake, Rattle & Rock!



	1958
	Schlitz Playhouse (TV Series)



	Auntie Mame



	1959
	The Donna Reed Show (TV Series)



	I960
	The Dinah Shore Chevy Show (TV Series)



	1962
	Zotz!



	1964
	What a Way to Go!
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