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Preface

DURING THE 1930s and 1940s there were many performing sisters who made movies. Oscar winners Olivia de Havilland and Joan Fontaine had separate but equally stellar screen careers. Loretta Young was an Academy Award and Emmy Award winner who appeared with her sisters Polly Ann Young and Sally Blane and half-sister Georgiana Young in one film, The Story of Alexander Graham Bell (Twentieth Century–Fox, 1939). Constance, Joan, and Barbara Bennett descended from a long line of actors. While Constance was successful on stage and screen and Joan on stage, screen, and television, Barbara never became a star and was best remembered as the mother of talk show host Morton Downey, Jr. The Andrews Sisters, the Boswell Sisters, and the King Sisters mostly did specialties in movies and were better known for their singing careers on stage, radio, and records than their screen work.

The Lane Sisters were a unique show business phenomenon. Together and separately, the quartet of siblings from Indianola, Iowa conquered stage, screen, and radio, winning fans around the world. Fifth sister Martha didn’t pursue a career in show business, but followed her own literary path. As writer Damon Runyon observed in 1939, “Outside of the Barrymores, we do not know of another family in which talent runs so much in bunches.”1

Leota and Lola were the first to be billed as the Lane Sisters, appearing on Broadway and in Vaudeville in the 1920s. Rosemary and Priscilla adopted the name in the 1930s when they sang with Fred Waring and his Pennsylvanians, winning acclaim on stage, on the radio, and in the film Varsity Show (Warner Bros., 1937). Lola, Priscilla, and Rosemary were the Lane Sisters of the screen, acting together in four Warner Bros. dramas. Audiences were so touched with their portrayal of the musical Lemp family in Four Daughters (Warner Bros., 1938) that they demanded two sequels and an unrelated film that reunited ten members of the cast. Although Leota tested for the role of the fourth Lemp daughter on screen, she was not cast; however, in 1939 she joined her sisters in a radio adaptation of Four Daughters.

But the Lanes weren’t just a sister act. In many ways, they were typical starlets. The novelty was that, in addition to successfully working together, each was an individual with a separate and diverse career.

Although Leota made several film shorts, she was best known for her stage performances. She appeared in nightclubs and concert halls, on Broadway, and in opera, thrilling audiences with her lyric soprano voice. Despite the fact that she was classically trained at The Juilliard School of Music, she was not afraid to poke affectionate fun of opera singers during her comic appearances at Los Angeles’ legendary Turnabout Theatre in the 1940s and 1950s.

Lola was the first Lane to conquer Hollywood and the most complex of the sisters. From 1929 to 1946, she played a variety of roles in musicals, comedies, dramas, westerns, and film noir. Whether she was vamping her way across the screen, portraying a persistent reporter, playing a hard-boiled B-girl, or making headlines in her personal life, Lola always attracted attention. Her name alone lives on in various forms.

Rosemary was the natural beauty with the lilting soprano voice. She first gained popularity on the radio with her romantic ballads. Unfortunately, by the time she came to Hollywood, she was under contract to Warner Bros., a studio better known at that time for its social and crime dramas than its musicals. She made twenty films with stars like Humphrey Bogart, James Cagney, Ronald Reagan, and George Reeves, often catching them at their worst. She had the unique distinction of working with comic actor Ted Healy and The Three Stooges in separate movies. Eventually she took her vocal skills to Broadway, winning acclaim in the musical Best Foot Forward.

Priscilla was everyone’s favorite girl next door. Cute, blonde, and sincere, she was considered the best actress in the family and projected warmth and empathy on screen that the other sisters didn’t. She appeared in classic films like The Roaring Twenties (Warner Bros., 1939) with James Cagney and Humphrey Bogart, Alfred Hitchcock’s Saboteur (Universal, 1942), and Arsenic and Old Lace (Warner Bros., 1944) with Cary Grant. Although she often told reporters that she didn’t take her career seriously, she was the first sister to study acting and the only one who went on suspension because she disliked a script.

The Lanes came across as down-to-earth and approachable, not only in their screen roles, but in the interviews that they gave to newspapers and movie magazines at the height of their careers. They even touched Anne Frank. A magazine photo of Priscilla and Rosemary hung on the wall of the annex where the Frank family hid from the Nazis and Anne wrote a short story about befriending and visiting them.

Like most sisters, the Lanes didn’t get along 100% of the time. However, through the years, they supported one another by attending their sisters’ stage performances and radio broadcasts, testifying in court cases, being attendants at weddings, and opening their homes when the need arose. More importantly, in times of trouble, they usually came together—and if anyone dared to attack one sister, he or she could expect the wrath of the others.

Sister Act is divided into two volumes which showcase the many facets of show business that the Lanes pursued and the twists and turns in their personal lives. The first volume covers their early years and rise to fame. The second picks up after Rosemary and Lola left Warner Bros., chronicling the Lanes’ activities during World War II, two of Priscilla’s best-known films, and the sisters’ post-career activities. Volume two also includes three appendices. Appendix I lists the Lanes’ films in order of release, along with the characters they played. Appendix II describes magazine and rotogravure covers on which the Lanes appeared, showing their popularity all over the world. Appendix III features song sheets and songbooks pertaining to the Lanes.

In many cases, movie reviews from obscure newspapers are quoted because they commented on the Lanes’ performances while larger papers only listed them as cast members when describing the plots. Sometimes reviews were repeated in numerous newspapers, either because they were syndicated or because they were provided in the film’s pressbook.

Sources disagree on release dates. For consistency, dates were taken from the American Film Institute’s data found in the book American Film Institute Catalog of Motion Pictures Produced in the United States and the web site https://aficatalog.afi.com/.

Misspellings and misinformation from quotes are marked with [sic]. Unless noted, all photos are from this author’s collection.


Chapter one: The Early Years

Small towns? I love them. They’re the heart of America. They are the best place in the world to bring up children. Because that taste of country life keeps them more natural, keeps them from being brittle, affected.

Cora Lane    

May 13, 19392

THE LANE SISTERS’ roots were in the mid-western United States, just as moviegoers would expect of actresses that the press portrayed as typical, wholesome girls next door. Their hometown was Indianola, Iowa, a farming community fourteen miles south of Des Moines. Founded in 1849 as the county seat of Warren County, Indianola was most famous for Simpson College, a private liberal arts college associated with the Methodist Church, and the Hughes Broom Factory, which opened in 1903. Until the early 1960s, Indianola served as a terminal point for a branch line of the Chicago, Burlington and Quincy Railroad. There also was a depot for the Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific Railroad in Indianola. It was in this small-town, religious atmosphere that the Lanes grew up as the Mullican sisters in the early part of the twentieth century.

Although the press stressed their Indianola roots, the daughters of Lorenzo and Cora Mullican traced their lineage from Ohio and Indiana. Both of their parents came from strict, religious families. According to Who’s Who in Los Angeles County, 1951–1952, the Lanes were descendents of historian Charles Beard and William Hicks of the Hicksite Quakers, early Quaker settlers on Long Island, New York.

The Lanes’ father, Lorenzo Alverado “Len” Mullican, was born September 16 on a farm in Miami County, Indiana, near the town of Macy. There is conflicting information about his birth year. His great granddaughter Miranda Pinckert said that he was born in 1870. Len’s grave marker said that he was born in 1872. His September 12, 1918 World War I draft registration card listed his birth year as 1874 and his age as forty-three. However, most census records, including the 1900 Federal Census which spelled out birth month and year, said that he was born in September 1873. Given that one of his sisters was born in October 1874, it was impossible for him to be born in September of that year. It is assumed that he lied on his draft registration card because the cut-off for registering was being born on September 13, 1873, just three days before his birth, and he wanted to be younger so that he would remain eligible for military service.

Sources also vary on the spelling of Len’s first and middle names, with a few, including his Northwestern University yearbook, calling him Lorenza and many listing his middle name as Alverdo. His death certificate said that his middle name was Alfredo and his birth year was 1874, reaffirming that a source is only as good as the informant, which, in this case, was his second wife. His name was spelled Lorenzo Alverado on his World War I draft registration card and, since he signed it, it is assumed that it was correct, despite the suspicious birth year. Often, newspaper articles and documents simply called him L.A. Mullican, the name on his grave marker.

Len was the fourth of Isaac and Catherine Mullican’s eight children. Len’s father, Isaac Beyer Mullican, was born December 15, 1841 in Defiance County in northwest Ohio, the eldest of Conrad and Mary (née Gordon) Mullican’s seven children. Conrad was born in Ohio and Mary in Pennsylvania. Although many articles mentioned the family’s Irish roots, it is not known when their ancestors immigrated to the United States.

On July 3, 1864, Isaac married Emilie Riek. Three months after the marriage, Emilie died of typhoid fever. Her brother Henry served in the Civil War in Isaac’s place so that Isaac could care for her. Almost two years later, on May 31, 1866, Isaac married Catherine Dickman. Catherine, who was born in Wooster, Ohio on May 2, 1845, was a first generation American whose parents came from Germany. It was from this marriage that the Lane Sisters descended.

Sometime before the 1869 birth of Len’s sister Emily, the Mullicans moved to Indiana, where Isaac was a farmer. According to genealogists, Len’s siblings were John (1867–1910), Emily (1869– 1870), George (1870–1873), Ada (1874–1967), Carrie (1877–1894), Charles (1881–1957), and Benjamin (1883–1957). John and his wife, Mary Neff, lived in Indiana and had a son and two daughters. He worked as a farmer and day laborer. Ada married a dentist, Dr. George W. Darnell, and had three daughters and two sons. They lived in Sumner and Clear Lake, Iowa. Charles and his wife, Luretta Caulk, lived in Indiana and had three daughters. He worked as a piano salesman, mail carrier, and hotel clerk. Ben and his wife, Mary Bell, lived in Indiana and had two daughters. He worked as a farmer, a salesman for a medicine company, inspector for the highway department, and park superintendent. Little is known about Carrie, who died when she was seventeen.
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Len with his parents and siblings. Back row: Len, Ada, and Carrie. Front row: John, Charles, father Isaac, Ben, and mother Catherine.

Len was the most educated member of his family. He attended high school in Macy, Indiana and graduated from the Peru Normal School, now known as Peru State College, which is located in Peru, Nebraska. In 1865, the public college was founded by members of the Methodist Episcopal Church. It was the first institution of higher education in Nebraska. Following his graduation, Len taught in the rural schools in Miami County, Indiana. Eventually, Len and his parents moved to Westgate, Iowa, where he taught and farmed for a year. Deciding to pursue a career in dentistry, Len attended Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee for a year then, in 1900, transferred to Northwestern University Dental School in Evanston, Illinois. It is assumed that he became interested in dentistry through his brother-in-law, Dr. George W. Darnell, since Dr. Darnell married Len’s sister Ada on February 15, 1899, the same year that Len began his training. In 1902, Len received his degree and that summer he worked in Dr. Darnell’s dental office in Sumner, Iowa. By that time, his parents moved back to Macy.

In August 1902, Len settled in Indianola. He bought the fixtures of the late Dr. William Wilson Loring and established a dental practice in the center of town on the second floor of the bank building. An article in the December 4, 1902 issue of The Advocate–Tribune (Indianola, Iowa) said that Len was thorough and knowledgeable about the latest procedures. It even described his dental chair, which adjusted to fit patients of all shapes and sizes, including children.

The Lanes’ paternal grandparents did not live long enough to see them go into show business. On August 20, 1918, Isaac died of a heart attack at the age of seventy-six while trying to chase a heifer out of his cornfield. Three days later, Isaac was buried in the Independent Order of Odd Fellows (I.O.O.F.) Cemetery in Macy. His obituary noted that, for many years, he had been a member of the Methodist Episcopal Church, as well as the Independent Order of Odd Fellows fraternal order in Macy. Survivors included his wife, sons Charles, Len, and Ben, daughter Ada, and fifteen grandchildren. On January 18, 1925, Catherine died of hardening of the arteries at the age of seventy-nine at the Macy home of her son Charles. The funeral was held at the Macy United Brethren Church. She was buried in Plainview Cemetery in Macy. She was survived by her four children, thirteen grandchildren, and one great-grandchild.

~

The Lanes’ mother, Cora Belle (spelled Bell in some sources) Hicks, was a second-generation citizen of Miami County, Indiana. She was born in Macy on June 11, 1881. Her maternal grandparents, Thomas and Martha Clark, came from England in 1848, settling on a farm in southern Miami County. They had seven children, including Cora’s mother, Hannah (sometimes listed as Anna) Sophia Clark, who was born May 20, 1849 in Miami County. On November 9, 1864, Hannah married William Hicks, a farmer who was nine years her senior. William’s parents hailed from Indiana and Virginia. Hannah and William had five children: George (1865–1954), Martha (1867–1886), Clara (1870–1930), Cora (1881–1952), and Earl (1886–1972).

For two years before her marriage, Cora was a proofreader and assistant editor of the town newspaper Macy Monitor. A 1939 article in The Bergen Evening Record (Hackensack, New Jersey) mentioned that the Lanes had the front page of the April 2, 1902 issue of the Macy Monitor hanging in a frame above their mantel. Under the masthead, the front page listed Cora Hicks as assistant. Priscilla rescued it from the trash when Cora was cleaning out an old trunk. After Priscilla asked what it was, Cora explained that it was the first issue that she helped edit, which led to Priscilla giving it a place of honor. According to an article in Classic Images, Cora had show business ambitions, but was thwarted by the strict religious beliefs of her parents who frowned on any form of public entertainment.

[image: Image]
Cora, around age four. From the Joseph Lawrence Howard collection.

Cora’s siblings had more traditional jobs and all remained in Indiana. George married Loral Callaway and had two sons and two daughters. After graduating from Butler University in Indianapolis, Indiana, he became a Christian minister, and was onetime Superintendent of the Indiana Anti-Saloon League. Martha never married and died at age nineteen. Inexplicably, her gravestone listed her year of death as 1888 while most family trees and an obituary in the Rochester Sentinel (Rochester, Indiana) listed it as 1886. It is assumed that the engraver made a mistake and it was too expensive to correct, a common practice in the 1800s. Clara married George Clamp, a farmer, and had three daughters and a son. Earl and his wife Margaret had three daughters and two sons. He worked as an English teacher, a music salesman, and an auto supply salesman.

The Lanes’ maternal grandparents also didn’t live to see their granddaughters on screen. According to William Hicks’ death certificate, he died on February 9, 1909 at age sixty-nine from “diseases peculiar to old age and an enlarged prostate.”3 Hannah continued to live in Macy, where she was a well-respected member of the community and very active with the Macy Christian Church. On November 1, 1927, she died at the age of seventy-eight after a long battle with heart trouble. Her obituary said, “She reared her children in the Christian faith, and in her intercourse with her neighbors and friends she always manifested a Christian spirit. She was loved and respected by all who knew her. Her life was a true manifestation of right living.”4 [Author’s note: In this era, intercourse referred to communication rather than anything sexual.] Following a service at the Christian Church in Macy, she was buried between her husband and daughter Martha in the cemetery adjacent to Macy’s Mud Lake Chapel.

Through the 1920s, Len, Cora, and their daughters frequently visited their families in Miami County, Indiana, usually for several weeks at a time. Sometimes the entire family went; other times it was Len or Cora with a daughter or two. They also visited Len’s sister Ada in Iowa. During the Lane Sisters’ film careers, there were some vague references in the press to relatives in Indianola; however, movie magazines seldom mentioned any Hicks or Mullican aunts, uncles, or cousins in Indiana, aside from Cora’s brother George, who sometimes visited the Lanes in California. While Rosemary was in South Bend, Indiana for the premiere of Knute Rockne, All American (Warner Bros., 1940), she recalled that, until she was twelve, she spent every summer in South Bend, visiting her uncle, George Hicks. Fulton County, Indiana newspapers regularly reported on the girls with the local connections to Len’s brothers Ben and Charles.

It is not known when or where Len Mullican and Cora Hicks met, but it is presumed that it was while the Mullicans were residing in Macy, either before he studied dentistry or during a summer break, and that much of their courtship was done long distance.

In 1902, Len went to Macy to visit his family for the Christmas holidays. While he was there, he married Cora on December 24. Cora’s brother, the Reverend George Hicks, officiated at Cora’s parents’ home in Piety Hill in the northeast part of Macy. Len’s brother Charles was his best man; Cora’s friend Meda Lichty was maid of honor. The Indianola Herald quoted an article from the December 25, 1902 issue of the Macy Monitor which described the “very pretty wedding The home was modestly, though artistically decorated and only the near relatives of the contracting parties witnessed the nuptials. The bride was beautifully attired in a costume of grenadine over white satin, in which simple attire she presented a picture of genuine loveliness. The groom wore the conventional black. After the ceremony, which occurred at six o’clock, the company sat down to a sumptuous wedding supper.”5 The article said that Cora could handle any emergency, as she had been running the newspaper for the past year.

On January 7, 1903, the newlyweds returned to Indianola, renting rooms in the home of J.S. Martin on North Howard Street. A 1903 article about the Mullicans’ marriage said that it was a shock to Len’s friends in Indianola when he returned with a bride. In February 1903, Len and Cora rented a house on South Third Street.

[image: Image]
Lorenzo Mullican and Cora Hicks around the time of their marriage. Lorenzo from the Miranda Pinckert collection and Cora from the Judith Howard Paine collection.

Margaret Dorothy “Bo” Smith spent many summers with her maternal grandparents in Indianola and was a close friend of the elder Mullican girls. Under her married name of Dorothy Daniel, she later was Managing Editor of the Pittsburgh Sun–Telegraph (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania), City Editor of the New York Daily Mirror (New York, New York), Managing Editor of the Boston Daily Advertiser (Boston, Massachusetts), and, with her husband Royal, published the Quitman Free Press (Quitman, Georgia). In 1959, she published a book about her years in Iowa, Circle ’Round the Square. In a review in The Record–Herald and Indianola Tribune, the critic said that the book wasn’t 100% accurate, reminding readers that most of the incidents took place forty to fifty years earlier and that Daniel worked from memory. Daniel also admitted that there were some errors. For that reason, every effort has been made to provide information from other sources when it conflicted with Daniel’s book.

According to Dorothy Daniel, because Len was an outspoken Democrat in a town populated by staunch Republicans, his dental practice didn’t do much business. However, he didn’t let popular opinion alter his political views. Refusing to compromise on his beliefs, he was active in Democratic politics from the get-go. During Len’s residence in Indianola, he served as a delegate to every state political convention but one. In 1908, he attended the national convention in Denver, Colorado as a spectator when William Jennings Bryan was nominated for President for the third time. For almost twenty-five years, Len was chairman of the County Central Committee. He was a committeeman in his precinct and, at different times, served as treasurer and secretary. In 1926, he unsuccessfully ran for the Indianola school board. In 1928, he ran against Boyd Reed for State Representative, but lost. In 1932, Len was elected Chairman of the Sixth District Caucus at the Des Moines convention. Former neighbor and longtime family friend Alice Thomas Wynne Quinn remembered a poster endorsing 1928 Democratic Presidential candidate Al Smith being displayed prominently in the Mullicans’ window, despite disapproval from their neighbors. Iowa native Herbert Hoover was the Republican candidate and eventual President.

Dorothy Daniel claimed that Len spent more time arguing politics with her grandfather than treating teeth. She also said that he filled the teeth of Democrats for free, but charged Republicans regular rates. Daniel recalled that Len was known as a sympathetic touch, letting his patients pay their bills when they could afford it, even if his own family needed money. The 1915 Iowa State Census (taken before Priscilla was born) said that he earned $1,500 in 1914 (now about $46,058), above the poverty level for a family of six. One article claimed that Len was doing well enough in the fall of 1906 that the family was able to hire a girl to help Cora with the housework. Several articles described Len as kind and genial. Myron Criswell, a life-long Indianola resident about six years younger than Priscilla, said that Len also had the reputation of being a heavy drinker.

The first three Mullican children arrived in quick succession. Leota Belle was born October 25, 1903 in Indianola, ten months and one day after her parents’ wedding. She was named after Len’s late sister Carrie’s middle name and Cora’s middle name. Martha Millicent, named after Cora’s late sister and Cora’s maternal grandmother, arrived on March 30, 1905 in Indianola. Dorothy Ann, later known as Lola, came into the world in Macy on May 21, 1906, weighing nine-and-a-half pounds. Three children in less than three years and Dorothy’s size probably convinced Cora that the family was complete.

The Mullican girls’ early years were spent shuttling back and forth between Iowa and Indiana, due to family obligations. In December 1905, Cora’s brother George and his friend Tott Ewer purchased the Macy Monitor from Martin Lewis “Lew” Enyart. Founded in 1885, this was the same newspaper where Cora worked before her marriage. The partners had trouble taking possession of the paper and took the matter to court. During her brother’s brief ownership, Cora moved back to Indiana with Leota and Martha and served as a proofreader on the Monitor. On May 1, 1906, George sold the newspaper to Henry Myers and, after Dorothy’s birth later that month, Cora returned to Iowa.

Cora was a modern woman who refused to let three small children tie her down. According to Movie Mirror, she put a gate on the playroom, then set the trio inside with their toys and went to her clubs and teas, “as carefree as any childless mother in town.”6 But serenity didn’t last. Cora recalled, “It was no time at all before Lola, the youngest of the three, had the strength to climb the gate and take the other two with her.”7 She would continue to blaze trails for her sisters throughout her life.

Early on, the girls harmonized together. On September 4, 1908, Leota and Martha played Bluebells in Red Riding Hood’s Rescue, a juvenile operetta put on by members of the Methodist Episcopal Church at Spray’s Opera House, presented under the auspices of the Ladies Aid Society. On August 6, 1920, Leota, Martha, and Dorothy sang in a musical program at a Dickman family reunion in Sumner, Iowa. The three oldest Mullican girls also performed in the annual Junior Chautauqua in Indianola. The church-oriented event included concerts, lectures, and poetry readings and was meant to educate, as well as entertain.
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The first three Mullican daughters, top to bottom: Leota, Martha, and Dorothy. From the Miranda Pinckert collection.

According to many sources, Cora missed the excitement of the newspaper business and transferred her ambitions to her daughters. She encouraged their interests in show business, risking the wrath of her Methodist neighbors who frowned on professional dancing and performing. Martha’s granddaughter Miranda Pinckert explained, “Cora was energetic and got things accomplished and championed education for all her girls. She did not like Indianola.”8 Miranda continued, “[Len] was more of a small town guy and Cora wanted to explore the world.”9 Rosemary’s daughter Bridget Westmore Park called Cora “the typical stage mother, from hearing my mother talk and hearing Lola talk.”10

The second batch of Mullican sisters came along when Dorothy was almost seven. Rosemary Jane Mullican was born on April 4, 1913. Priscilla followed on June 12, 1915, one day after Cora’s thirty-fourth birthday. Both girls were born in Indianola. Although neither Rosemary’s daughter Bridget nor Priscilla’s son Joseph Lawrence “Larry” Howard ever heard middle names for their mothers, the 1925 Iowa State Census listed Rosemary’s middle initial as J.

In 1941, at the height of Priscilla’s movie career, there were rumors that she was the cousin of Lola and Rosemary, rather than their sister. Cora was quick to insist that Priscilla was indeed her youngest daughter, claiming that Priscilla weighed twelve pounds and the home birth nearly killed both of them. Later, it became difficult to prove the facts about Priscilla’s birth. By 1941, the courthouse that held the records burned down and E.L. Baker, the doctor who delivered Priscilla, and Mrs. Job, his nurse, both died. When the brouhaha erupted in the movie magazines, Indianola friends, who had known Priscilla all of her life, wrote to defend her. Priscilla even offered $50,000 (now over $1 million) to anyone who could prove that she wasn’t Cora’s daughter. Priscilla’s son Larry confirmed that she weighed twelve pounds at birth, with a large head, large mouth, and large eyes.

Cora also took the modern approach with the younger Mullicans, letting Leota, Martha, and Dorothy play with their baby sisters. Cora said that she saw no reason to worry. “That doesn’t mean that I neglected them. It merely means that I didn’t fuss over them,” she explained.11 Her modern ways included how she dressed her children. Like most women at the time, Cora made her daughters’ clothes. Rosemary was sent home from school when she wore the first divided skirt in Indianola. Cora thought that it would be comfortable, but Rosemary’s teacher said it was indecent.

According to the pressbook for Daughters Courageous, Cora called her youngest daughters “the shoebin girls.”12 She explained that, when the girls were small, they would disappear for hours, especially when they’d been up to mischief. Many years later she learned that they’d been hiding in a shoebin in an upstairs closet.
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Baby Priscilla. From the Joseph Lawrence Howard collection.

The 1910 Federal Census listed the Mullicans’ residence as 307 North B Street. When Priscilla was less than a month old, the family moved to a sixteen-room house at 405 West Ashland that was built in 1895 by Dr. Charles Eldred Shelton, President of Simpson College from 1899 to 1910. According to Dorothy Daniel, Simpson College owned the house. She recalled that, because of Len’s sympathetic policy toward his patients, he often was behind with the rent. Once a year, Simpson officials contacted him about the back rent and Len promised to pay as soon as he had the money. Daniel’s story contradicted the 1920 and 1930 Federal Census and the 1925 Iowa State Census, all of which said that the Mullicans not only owned the house, valued at $8,000 (now over $140,000) in 1925, but had no mortgage. It is not known whether the Mullicans lied to census takers or if Daniel was perpetuating movie magazine stories that discredited Len’s accomplishments.
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The Mullican home at 405 West Ashland in Indianola in 2023. Photo by Andrea Parker.

Dorothy Daniel claimed that Cora thought that success was synonymous with wealth, which probably contributed to the Mullicans’ eventual marital troubles. Although Len was not as financially successful as Cora wanted, he was a well-rounded individual who cared about the community. In addition to his political accomplishments, he served on the library board for twelve years, even acting as Chairman for three or four years. He also was a member of the Indianola Chamber of Commerce. Like his father, he was a member of the fraternal organization the Independent Order of Odd Fellows. According to Len’s obituary in The Indianola Tribune, he was well read, especially in history and biography. It said, “[He] was regarded as one of the best posted men in Indianola. His wit and humor were interesting features of an interesting personality.”13 One of his hobbies was hunting and he often shared his bounty with families who had less than the Mullicans.

In an era when many believed that women did not need an education, Len and Cora made sure that most of their daughters went to high school and college. Additionally, Len encouraged their spiritual education. For several years, he was a leading member of the Smith Bible Class at the Methodist Church.

To help with finances, Cora rented rooms to female students at Simpson College. The extra money helped pay for bicycles for the girls, a trapeze in the back yard, and music lessons. It was thanks to Leota that the family had a piano. Cora said that her oldest daughter went all over town gathering coupons for a mail-order house and won the instrument. According to an August 3, 1911 article in The Advocate–Tribune (Indianola, Iowa), seven-yearold Leota won first prize in an eight-month contest sponsored by Trimble & Badley’s Shoe Store and Sam Cheshire’s Clothing Store where children collected votes from the community.

Despite being a close family, the Mullican girls had different interests and personalities. Cora encouraged them to rise to their potential and take advantage of their individuality.

Leota’s vocal talents were recognized early. By the time she was four, she was singing solos in Sunday school at the First Methodist Church. Cora recalled that Leota was always the perfect lady, dignified to the end. Cora told Movie Mirror:

I remember one time when there was some sort of entertainment at the old opera house. Leota was only four at the time but she could sing and speak pieces so she was given a part in the chorus. Since she was the smallest girl[,] she was given a place at the end of the line as they marched upon the stage. How proud she was, her little gold head held high, her feet simply prancing; and then— she stumbled and fell. It was funny and everyone laughed, but not Leota. She picked herself up, gathered up her scattered dignity and marched right on, her head still held high; but, as she sang, I noticed a little hand slip up and brush away a tear. She wasn’t hurt, but her pride was.14

Blonde and petite with a natural gift for singing, when Leota was twelve, she won first prize in the state Eisteddfod competition, a Welsh festival that held contests in music and poetry. In 1918, she won again with a duet of “The Sweetest Story Ever Told,” sung with Clara Phillips. A born teacher, Leota coached preschoolers Rosemary and Priscilla to sing “Silent Night” for the church Christmas program. When the girls got stage fright, Leota joined them and magically waved her hands like a conductor, encouraging her sisters to give a stellar performance.

During Leota’s freshman year at Indianola High School, she was asked to be contralto soloist with the Simpson College Conservatory Quartette. This was the first time a non-student was involved in one of the school’s musical groups. Her voice coach, Professor Bernhardt Bronson, discovered that Leota’s contralto would mature as a soprano and he urged her to follow a stage career. In a 1934 interview, Leota recalled, “I was lucky in being studiously inclined and eager to take advantage of opportunities as they came along. While still a freshman in high school I was asked to sing leading roles in the college entertainments, so when I entered college I was ready to step ahead of my grades.”15

Leota participated in many community, church, and school performances. Additionally, during World War I, she sang for soldiers at Camp Dodge in Johnston, Iowa, along with other students.

Leota also sang as part of a double quartet at the First Methodist Church. The double quartet included Harriet Henderson, who later sang soprano roles with the Metropolitan Opera as Harriet Henders, and Dorothy Daniel, a self-confessed non-singer. Because Daniel was a friend of the other seven girls, they urged her to join their choir. However, after two or three Sundays, Leota diplomatically took Daniel aside and told her that, while she didn’t want to hurt her friend’s feelings, Daniel did not have a trained voice and she was throwing the other singers off-key. Leota suggested that Daniel hold the hymnal and move her mouth—and Daniel had a grand time.

In addition to Leota’s vocal and diplomatic talents, she was an exceptional seamstress. Dorothy Daniel recalled an outfit that Leota fashioned from a striped awning fabric that resembled the latest Paris creations. She not only made her own clothes, but costumes for the Glee Club and for the school productions in which she starred. Daniel said that Leota “looked like Marguerite in Faust—all the time,” implying an angelic innocence.16 But despite her looks and talent, Daniel found Leota very down-to-earth. “The charming thing about Leota’s being so spectacular was that she was so nice about it,” Daniel insisted.17

But not everyone in Indianola felt the same way. Some thought that Leota was spoiled and received preferential treatment in the family. According to Frances Chapman McClymond, another neighbor who was a friend of Dorothy Mullican, Leota was “queen of the household.” McClymond said, “She had beautiful golden hair & light complexion & was the recipient of everything she wanted. She had a beautiful voice (somewhat operatic), and was asked to sing many places in town. She had a winning way because she was so favored in her household.”18
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This grainy clipping of the Mullican family, circa 1918, is the only picture that this author has ever seen of Len with his daughters. Left to right: Dorothy, Martha, Leota, Rosemary, Priscilla, Cora, and Len.

Martha was the family poet. Frances McClymond described her as “quiet & not a musician.”19 Although most sources said that Martha did not play piano or sing like her sisters, her granddaughter Miranda insisted, “The three oldest often performed and sang and were educated in music and dancing growing up.”20 Indianola newspapers confirmed this, reporting on Martha performing in Women’s Club shows and piano recitals.

Although Miranda said that Martha was particularly close to her father, she inherited Cora’s writing talents. In sixth grade, Martha came in third for her grade in a writing contest associated with the Warren County Fair. On April 17, 1917, a paper that she wrote on the history of Indianola was printed in both The Indianola Herald and The Advocate–Tribune. According to some sources, Martha was selling poetry verses to magazines while she was still in high school.

While Dorothy and Rosemary naturally resembled, as did Leota and Priscilla, in most photos, Martha didn’t really look like any of her sisters. Dorothy Daniel described her as having “a slightly commonplace look that always manages to give [her] an almost total anonymity in any company numbering more than six.”21

~

Frances McClymond called Dorothy Mullican the family workhorse, helping Cora scrub, clean, wash, and cook. Through the years, many articles mentioned Dorothy’s flair for cooking and how she often prepared meals for the family, both in Indianola and California.

Christine Lane, an alleged cousin three times removed, described Dorothy as “the ringleader.” Christine recalled the time that they both fell in a neighbor’s fish pond, wearing their Sunday best, five minutes before Dorothy was to give a concert at the Epworth League, a Methodist Church youth organization. “Little rivulets of water dripped from her dress on the platform all through a Beethoven sonata!” Christine laughed.22

Helen Corbett Felton, a school friend of Priscilla, called Dorothy “the wild one.”23 Dorothy had a reputation for numerous reasons. At ten, she reportedly eloped with a neighboring fourteen-yearold boy. Although she sang in the church choir, Dorothy nearly scandalized Indianola by dancing the Charleston in front of the church to express her independence. It also caused an uproar in Indianola when she began wearing lipstick. But despite her reputation, Dorothy Daniel made it clear that no teenage girl knew about sex in those days, “not even Dorothy Mullican, who bragged so much.”24 In December 1931, Dorothy told Screenland that she was the only female child in an Indianola school to be whipped with a rubber hose. It wasn’t so much that she was a bad girl, but, like many middle children, she wanted to be noticed.

According to Frances McClymond, Dorothy was “the tomboy of the family” and “the worker.”25 She also remembered Dorothy being very fond of boys, always urging McClymond to help her get a date with Frances’ brother Deane, who was two years older than Dorothy.

Dorothy was determined to improve her life and, without her persistence, along with Cora’s pushing, the Lane Sisters probably would have remained Mullicans and stayed in Indianola. With two older sisters, Dorothy was forced to wear many hand-medowns. Frances McClymond recalled that Dorothy once begged to borrow McClymond’s new winter coat to wear to school one day. McClymond loaned the coat and Dorothy was delighted. Dorothy Daniel described the middle Mullican’s philosophy differently: “Money wasn’t everything to Dorothy, it was simply the most important thing.”26

Bitten by the show business bug early on, in a 1929 interview, Dorothy recalled imitating a guest’s piano style when she played the hymn “Lead Kindly Light” at the age of four. Although Len encouraged her to play religious tunes, her taste leaned more toward popular music. She had natural musical talent and played by ear. When she was twelve, she began playing piano at Indianola’s Empress Theatre, accompanying the silent films for a dollar a night (now about $20). Dorothy alternated the job with the sister of her friend Opal Hendrickson. Dorothy let Rosemary and Priscilla sneak in and join her on the piano bench or settle in the front row, where she could keep a watchful eye on them. She always remembered Empress Theatre manager Will H. Eddy, who gave Dorothy her first job. When he died in 1956, among his keepsakes was an autographed photo of Dorothy from her days as a movie star, inscribed “To Will Eddy, My First Boss.”27 Frances McClymond admitted, “I don’t think any of us ever thought when she was pounding the piano at the movies that she’d ever be in theatre.”28

Former brother-in-law Max Edwards described Dorothy as “a very likeable and very talented person.” Although she did not have the formal musical training that Leota had, Max said that Dorothy had a “naturally good voice.”29 Frances McClymond recalled that Dorothy had a “good voice” and that it blended beautifully with Leota’s.30 In addition to Dorothy’s piano playing, in 1921, she appeared in a home talent circus at the Warren County Fair, riding on a white pony behind her friend Ralph McIntire in the parade, singing “On the Alamo,” and dancing. Leota, Martha, and Rosemary also sang in the art hall program at the fair.

In August 1922, Dorothy performed in the three-day Warren County Burlesque Circus in Indianola. The Indianola Record noted, “Miss Dorothy Mullican, in Pierrot costume, appeared next in ‘Dancing Fool,’ supported by a clever chorus of men and girls. Miss Mullican’s voice was especially pleasing and she took her part with a zest that was very effective.”31 The newspaper also commented on Dorothy’s other number: “Perhaps the most effective chorus work done during the performance was done in the song and specialty dance ‘Alamo’ sung by Miss Dorothy Mullican in spanish [sic] garb. The chorus of men and girls in spanish [sic] costumes made a very pleasing background for the singer, in a clever dance, where they used their tambourines to good effect. Miss Mullican is to be commended on both her singing and acting in this number.”32 Dorothy also appeared with the entire cast in the finale “So Long Everybody.” In another Burlesque Circus, she won acclaim with her rendition of “Mammy,” the 1918 song popularized by entertainer Al Jolson.
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A school play featuring Dorothy (front row with light-colored shoes).

Dorothy Daniel recalled casually chatting with friends, including the Mullicans, about what they would be when they were grown. “Leota would be an opera singer,” Daniel said. “Martha would be a librarian or a writer. Dorothy could only be an actress, unless she married well in the meantime.”33

~

Cora called Rosemary the most impulsive and daring of her daughters. While visiting a lake for the first time, Rosemary waded in without hesitation—then had to be rescued when she went under the water. When she was three, she noticed a new house being built across the street from the Mullican home. Unafraid, she climbed up a ladder and refused to come down. Neighbor Frank Henderson had to rescue her. While Cora and Len were at the County Fair in Indianola, four-year-old Rosemary and a neighbor boy went there un-chaperoned and ran around the horses and cattle, wildly flinging whips at any animals in sight. Luckily, they weren’t hurt. The Mullicans were horrified by their behavior and Len had to borrow a bicycle to take the naughty children home. Punishment didn’t cure Rosemary of her curiosity. While playing with another neighbor boy, she built a fire under one of the beds in his home. No one was hurt, but the bed went up in flames. Rosemary also was outspoken. Cora remembered an incident involving a visiting neighbor. Rosemary noticed a box of candy on the table and selected a piece. After tasting it, she made a face, declaring, “Oh, mother, when we have company, you ought to have better candy.”34 The guest was quite embarrassed, for she brought the chocolates.

Cora often described Rosemary as the game-getter-upper. She loved sports and was very outgoing. Her childhood nickname was Raspberry and, even after she entered the movies, friends from Indianola continued to call her that. According to a 1935 article, her first job was checking golf clubs at a miniature golf course for 50¢ a day. Her age was unclear.

When Rosemary was young, she also was the family romantic. In the second grade, she fell in love with a classmate and decided to do something about it. She wrote him a note, telling him matter-of-factly that she loved him and that, when they grew up, she was going to marry him. The fireworks began when he showed the note to his mother. Dorothy Daniel recalled that Rosemary often copied her sister Dorothy’s savvy. “If there was anybody who knew exactly what she was doing it was Rosemary,” Daniel observed.35

Rosemary and Priscilla were close when they were young and shared a double bed. Rosemary admitted that she often took up more than her half. One evening around midnight, Priscilla shook her sister awake. “Rosemary, you are making sleep impossible for me,” Priscilla announced, “so what I have decided to do is to draw an imaginary line down this bed so that each of us has her half. Any time that you shove any part of yourself over this line, I am going to conk you on the head with a pillow. If that does no good, I’m going to use a shoe.”36 That cured Rosemary of hogging the bed.

Priscilla looked up to Rosemary. However, Cora recalled that Rosemary once let down her younger sister. Rosemary was acting in a play and devoted Priscilla made all of her friends buy tickets. When Rosemary’s mind wandered mid-act, she forgot her lines. Always creative, Rosemary covered herself by saying, “I must see what time it is” and escaping offstage to be prompted. The audience was none the wiser, but Priscilla was disappointed, realizing that her idol wasn’t perfect.37
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Rosemary (left) and Priscilla (right) were born twenty-six months apart. Growing up, they were very close.

While Rosemary and Dorothy shared a physical resemblance, Priscilla was a miniature version of big sister Leota. But the resemblance stopped with the blonde hair, blue eyes, and delicate features for, while Leota was feminine and motherly, young Priscilla was even more of a tomboy than Dorothy.

Early on, Priscilla became known as Pat because little Rosemary had trouble pronouncing her name. The nickname was appropriate, as Rosemary noted that her sister wasn’t “prissy Priscilla-ish” at all.38 One of Priscilla’s favorite childhood memories was riding in a brown soapbox wagon while her sisters took turns pulling her around the yard. The youngest Mullican reportedly spent a lot of time climbing trees, laying clues for treasure hunts, flying on the trapeze, and dusting the roof of the Methodist Church. Once, she fell off the roof and cracked her head.

Priscilla and four friends had a gang that used the level space behind the steeple as a meeting place since no one could see it from the street. They used to sneak into the church when music students were practicing on the pipe organ and hide under the pews, moaning, dropping hymnals, and rattling the hymnal boxes on the back of the seats. Eventually, the organist caught them and they had to find a new place to meet.

Despite Priscilla’s reputation as a tomboy, Frances McClymond claimed that the youngest Mullican was a clotheshorse when she was a child. McClymond recalled, “I can remember Dorothy telling me that Priscilla was so particular about her clothes, if her socks didn’t match her dress, she would scream & holler.”39 Priscilla told a reporter about a phase that she went through after seeing a picture of a dressed-up little French girl. Wanting to emulate the girl in the photo, Priscilla began changing her dress two or three times a day and never wearing the same outfit to school in the afternoon that she wore in the morning. Alice Quinn, who was a grade behind Rosemary and a grade ahead of Priscilla, only remembered Priscilla dressing in jeans and sportswear. However, Alice’s family didn’t move to Indianola until after her mother’s death in 1926. It’s probable that, by that time, Priscilla outgrew her wardrobe phase.
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Longtime family friend Alice Quinn and Priscilla when they lived in Indianola. Alice said that Priscilla loved to hike. From the Alice Quinn collection.

Priscilla belonged to the Camp Fire Girls and loved to hike. She dreamed of being a cowgirl and, when Cora decided to send her youngest daughter to Camp Fire Girls’ camp, Priscilla fought going because they didn’t rope steers. However, she had so much fun that, when it was time to go home, she didn’t want to leave. Priscilla said that the experience taught her not to make up her mind about something before she knew what it was.

Priscilla also had a penchant for mischief. While the Mullicans’ next-door neighbors were away, Priscilla and her friends decided that the locked-up house was haunted. They crawled in through a window and rearranged all the furniture. The linens and dishes were packed as, unbeknownst to Priscilla, the neighbors were preparing to move. The kids not only unpacked them, but set the table. “I was merely playing house in a big way,” Priscilla explained in a 1940 interview. “I was too young to understand what an awful thing I was doing, but doing it thoroughly just the same.”40 A neighbor girl saw Priscilla going in and out to retrieve a broom and dust cloth from the Mullicans’ home. The little girl told her mother, who called the Mayor instead of Cora. Priscilla peeked out and saw the Mayor on the Mullicans’ doorstep, realizing that she was in trouble. She said that the experience taught her to respect other people’s possessions. She also learned revenge. When she saw the girl who tattled making mud pies, Priscilla and her friends threw the girl’s own mud pies at her, threatening her further if she told who threw them. After the break-in, Priscilla and her friends weren’t permitted to speak to each other for a week.

When Priscilla was fourteen, one of Rosemary’s friends drove down from Des Moines to visit. Priscilla and her girlfriend took the car for a ride without asking for permission. Thinking the car had been stolen, Cora called the sheriff and unknowingly had the law chasing her own daughter.

Helen Felton remembered Priscilla as a sweet person with a lot of friends. During their junior high years, both were active in the Epworth League. Priscilla’s favorite school subjects were gym, English, and Latin. She ruled herself hopeless in domestic science, especially after she dropped the peach pie intended for a faculty dinner. Rosemary, who was a stellar student, said that Priscilla’s grades were fair.

In 1940, Priscilla reminisced about her days in Indianola.

We had such good times. We had a big, rambling 22-room [sic] home which we used to try to keep filled with roomers. It was always open house for our friends. And we used to go on wiener and marshmallow roasts, and in the winter have oyster stew at home, after sleighrides [sic].

We had a big tree in our yard, and I used to climb away [sic] up high in it, tying notes and “clues” to the branches. I’d hide clues all over the house, too, and each one would give instructions for one step in finding treasure—little trinkets I had buried. We still find some of those clues in our old books.

I haven’t been back for years, but I understand Simpson college [sic] has taken over the house and made it into an apartment building. I’ll bet if they’d look around they’d find some of my buried treasures all over the yard.41

On Saturday mornings, each of the Mullicans had chores. Leota polished the furniture, Dorothy mopped the kitchen floor, Rosemary cleaned the halls, and Priscilla ran errands while Cora made a large pot of soup, baked cakes, and made roly-polys for her daughters out of the leftover batter. Numerous articles mentioned Cora’s fudge cake. One of Priscilla’s favorite memories was the family gathering around the fireplace to roast hot dogs or pop popcorn.

On Saturday afternoons, Priscilla, Rosemary, and their friends went to the Wild West show at the theater where Dorothy once played piano. They’d spend 10¢ for admission and 5¢ for candy (now about $1.75 and 88¢). If they decided that they needed more money for candy, some of the group would pay admission and sneak the others in by the side door when no one was looking.

Cora was against spanking. “I believed in listening to my girls’ side of any matter as well as to the other side, and reasoning things out with them,” she explained. “I tried to hide the iron hand in the velvet glove.”42 Her daughters recalled kitchen conferences where all five talked things over with Cora.

In a 1938 interview, Rosemary discussed the family dynamics. “When we were youngsters[,] we were all very loyal and devoted to each other,” she recalled. “When a neighbor child picked on any one of us[,] the others ‘ganged up,’ if I may use the phrase, on him. We have always been ‘One for all and all for one.’”43 That’s not to say that they got along 100% of the time. Priscilla once bopped Rosemary on the head with a tennis racket.

Cora encouraged the girls to bring their friends home. Since the house on West Ashland was always filled with music and good things to eat, it soon became a gathering place for the Indianola youth. She urged the girls to date in groups, a practice that Rosemary and Priscilla continued well into the late 1930s.

The sisters often performed together in church, community, and school shows, as well as recitals. Additionally, the girls put on their own performances at Hopper Gym, a facility that opened at Simpson College in 1912. They charged pennies to the rich children and sewing pins to the poor ones. After the plays, they would buy a sack of candy with their profits and ride off with their friends in a neighbor’s car. They also had a tradition where each sister would take a turn performing for the family after dinner, receiving appropriate applause or boos.

Dorothy and Leota worked up a harmony act, with both sisters singing and Dorothy playing piano. Before long, they were performing at social occasions in Indianola and Des Moines. According to an article in The Davenport Democrat and Leader, sometime in the early 1920s they made their professional debut at a banquet at the Blackhawk Hotel in Davenport, Iowa, where each earned $25 (now about $450). Later, they sang on the radio over Des Moines’ WHO. While Leota was a trained soprano, Dorothy Daniel said that Dorothy Mullican’s voice “was like her piano playing—lusty, untrained, undisciplined, strident, tireless, effortless, compelling.”44

~

In 1921, Leota graduated from Indianola High School. On May 24 and 25, she played the title role in the senior play The Maneuvers of Jane. That fall, she entered Simpson College where she majored in Music and minored in Languages. During her freshman year, she was one of four first sopranos with the Ladies’ Glee Club. Beginning April 19, 1922, the sixteen-member ensemble performed all over Iowa as part of their annual Easter vacation tour. At Simpson, Leota studied with Professor Arthur Boardman, a world famous tenor. For four years, she also studied with Professor Bernhardt Bronson, a former music teacher at the Simpson Conservatory. Leota belonged to the Zetalethean Literary Society and Les Beaux Esprits, a group for those with gifted minds. She also appeared in Katcha-Koo, described as “an Oriental-American fantastique.”45 The play was produced by the Women’s Club and starred Leota and Harriet Henderson in leading roles.

During the summer, Leota sang with a Mixed Quartet, a group of male and female singers, with tenor Hollis Butterfield, contralto Alice McIntire, and baritone Ralph McIntire, Alice’s older brother. In addition to performances in church, at a country club, and at a funeral, on July 14, 1922, they appeared on Des Moines radio station WGF.

During the 1922–1923 school year, Leota was even busier. She sang with the Mixed Quartet and continued as one of three first sopranos in the Ladies’ Glee Club. The annual Easter vacation tour began on March 26, 1923 and the club gave fifteen concerts in seventeen days, a grueling schedule that would prepare Leota for her future career. She also continued her membership in the Zetalethean Literary Society, acting as first consul during the second semester and serving on the membership committee. Leota was elected to Mu Phi Epsilon, a national music sorority, and, on November 16, 1922, she helped found the sorority Beta IX. She remained active with Mu Phi Epsilon throughout her life, in both New York and Los Angeles.
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Leota and the Mixed Quartet. Left to right: Hollis Butterfield, Leota, Alice McIntire, and Ralph McIntire.

As a junior, Leota continued her vocal studies. Her extracurricular activities included dramatic club, hockey, soccer, and opera. In December 1923, she starred as Mabel in the college production of W.S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan’s 1879 comic opera The Pirates of Penzance. The college newspaper, The Simpsonian, said, “Leota Mullican in the feminine lead part was perhaps the hit of the show. Her characterization of Mabel was good although it was not a particularly heavy part to carry. But it was in her solos that Miss Mullican swept the crowd. Bird-like runs, impassioned passages and easily carried the high notes combined to draw appreciative applause from the audience after all of her solos.”46

On April 16, 1924, the Ladies’ Glee Club began its annual tour, traveling to larger cities along the Northwestern part of Iowa. Leota continued as one of the three first sopranos. She belonged to Beta XI and Mu Phi Epsilon, as well as the Zetalethean Literary Society. On May 13, 1924, she gave a recital at the First Methodist Church. A preview of the recital said that she had “an exceptional voice” and noted that she sang many solos during the girls’ glee club’s spring tour, garnering flattering press notices.47 At her recital, she sang “Hark! ‘Tis the Linnet,” “En Avril,” “Vieille Chanson,” “Arietta,” “Nymphes et Sylvans,” “Gavotte” from Jules Massenet’s 1884 opera Manon, “Night Wind,” “To Sevilla,” “A Swan,” “Solveig’s Song,” and “Spring’s Singing.” The Simpsonian observed, “Miss Leota Mullican appeared Tuesday evening in a decidedly brilliant and exceptional voice recital, given at the Methodist church to a large audience. Miss Mullican sang in a manner which met all previous successes of former appearances and far surpassed the highest exceptions of her audiences. The program which Miss Mullican used was best suited to her type of voice, giving opportunity to use its lyric quality to best advantage. An added feature of the program was the song used by Miss Mullican which had been composed by Mr. Vernon Sheffield, who accompanied her.”48 The 1925 Zenith, the college yearbook for the 1923–1924 school year, described her as “a vivacious talented girl with a pleasong [sic] personality and a charming appearance, one of Simpson’s most talented song birds.”49

During Leota’s senior year, she starred as Juliet in Simpson’s production of William Shakespeare’s tragic play Romeo and Juliet. Because of a shortage of males, several actors played dual roles and female students acted some of the male parts. Although an orchestra led by Robert McGrew played music secured from New York, the production could not afford adequate scenery. The Simpsonian claimed “. . . anyone at all familiar with the play was too busy following the story to notice this.”50 The college newspaper was impressed with Leota’s performance, noting, “Leota Mullican, in the role of Juliet, demonstrated her theatrical ability. She acted the part well, was acquainted with her lines and caused many young men in the audience to gasp at her beauty.”51

Nine-year-old Priscilla was particularly impressed with Leota’s performance and asked to borrow the wooden dagger that her sister used in the show. A few days later, the family found Priscilla in the backyard, lying on an ironing board covered with curtains. She held the dagger toward her breast and sighed, “Dagger, this is thy sheath,” repeating Juliet’s line from the play.52

Leota
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Beta XI photo from The 1924 Zenith showing members from the 1922–1923 school year. Leota is top left and Martha is bottom right.
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