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		CHAPTER 1
Ethel and Frank

		He came from a little town in the South, and his smile was as spacious as summer’s sun. She came from an even smaller town in the far North, and her eyes, so dark that they were almost black, were as sharp as winter’s wind. But for both of them, the home of the heart was neither north nor south, nor in any other direction the compass pointed. It was a simple wooden platform, and it could be anywhere, any size, any shape: no stage was ever too mean or insignificant for Frank and Ethel Gumm.

		They had grown up to the sound of applause, and they met, in late 1911 or at the beginning of 1912, at the Orpheum Theater—a “picture house,” as such places were then called—in Superior, Wisconsin, a rowdy, lively port at the western end of Lake Superior. The city, which still retained much of its frontier exuberance, boasted many such establishments, and the creaky wooden sidewalks of its main street, Tower Avenue, were crowded with people just like them, all eager to break into the big-time world of vaudeville.

		Ethel pounded out the background music for the films that flickered on the Orpheum’s screen. Frank sang the songs of the day while the reels were being changed. Far from his home in Tennessee, he rented a room from her parents, John and Eva Milne, and romance blossomed. It died when he suddenly upped and left, then unexpectedly sprang to life again when he returned many months later, in the late summer or the fall of 1913. He took a job at the Parlor Theater, she played the piano at the Lyric, which was across Tower Avenue, and they picked up where they had left off.

		This time Frank did not bolt, and on December 31, 1913, they were issued a marriage license by the Douglas County clerk. There was apparently still some reluctance to take the final step, however, and Frank carried that weighty document around in his pocket for more than three weeks. But at five o’clock on the afternoon of Thursday, January 22, 1914, their roller-coaster courtship ended at last. Standing before a newly ordained Episcopalian priest, they exchanged vows in the parlor of the Milnes’ house on Banks Avenue. Ethel wore a gown of ivory silk and carried a bouquet of roses. Her younger sister, Mary, was her maid of honor, while Alfred Street, Jr., who was often seen at the Superior theaters, stood up as best man for Frank.

		After the bridal dinner, the little wedding party bundled up against biting winds and temperatures that hovered just a few degrees above zero—winter is a serious affair in that part of the world—and crossed the St. Louis River to the neighboring city of Duluth, Minnesota. There the festivities continued in a box Ethel’s father had reserved at Duluth’s leading vaudeville house. Topping the bill that night was one of the era’s most popular singers, Ernest R. Ball, whose best-known song might have been written for the occasion—“Love Me and the World Is Mine,” it was titled. With its sweet lyrics still humming in their ears, the young couple—she was twenty and he was twenty-seven—said their good-byes and boarded a train for their honeymoon in Minneapolis and Chicago.

		The motion-picture era was just starting, but one scenario was already a screen standard: boy meets girl, boy and girl part, boy and girl are reunited for a happy ending. And that familiar script, observed the Superior Evening Telegram, was the one that had been followed so faithfully by the happy bride and groom. Their romance, said the paper, had rivaled some of the melodramas shown in the theaters in which they worked: fate, which is the “arch enemy of the god of love,” had separated them; but they had found their way back to each other, allowing Cupid to triumph in the end, “as he always does in good moving picture plots.” But good moving picture plots never tell everything. So it was with the sentimental scenario the newspaper had sketched for Frank and Ethel: their story, then and later, was not what it appeared to be.
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		After leaving Tennessee, sometime between the end of 1910 and the first part of 1911, Frank had traveled through several states before arriving, in the fall of 1911, at the Head of the Lakes, as the Duluth-Superior area was called by its boosters. He was to travel through many more states before he returned in 1913. Ethel, by contrast, had never ventured far from the often turbulent waters of Lake Superior, the largest of all the Great Lakes, near which she had been born, had grown up, and now had married.

		Her parents were Canadian. Her father, John Milne (Milne was pronounced with one syllable and rhymed with “kiln”), was the son of Scottish immigrants. Born in Hamilton, Ontario, in 1865, he was a rail-roadman, as his father had been, and he had crossed the border in 1888 to take a job with the Duluth, South Shore & Atlantic Railway, whose trains ran along the south shore of Lake Superior. Ethel’s mother, Eva Fitzpatrick Milne, most likely had also been born in Ontario, in the town of Cornwall in 1864. But her family—her father was a shoemaker—apparently moved to Massena, New York, across the St. Lawrence River, when she was a child. It was most likely in Marquette, Michigan, a busy lake port like Superior, that John and Eva met. It was there that they married in 1890, and it was also there that Ethel, the first of their eight children, was born on November 17, 1893.

		John Milne remained with the South Shore line for many years, advancing from fireman to engineer, from a job that had him shoveling coal into the locomotive boiler to one that had him actually driving the train. The Milnes lived in several towns in Marquette County, but it was Michigamme, where they lived from 1903 or 1904 until the late summer of 1910, that Ethel knew best. With no more than six hundred inhabitants, Michigamme provided few obvious amenities. Sanitation meant backyard outhouses—even the school relied on such uncouth facilities—and winters were so bitter that money was made by hacking ice, sometimes as much as two and a half feet thick, from Lake Michigamme and shipping it to cities that lacked such natural refrigeration.

		Yet if life in Michigamme could be harsh and forbidding, it also could be remarkably congenial. Amusements were all homemade. People in Michigamme did not pay to be entertained; they made their own fun. Most nights during the winter there was a dance, a basketball game, or a meeting of one club or another. When the snow melted in the spring, doors burst open and the residents rushed outside, like prisoners released from jail. On Independence Day the South Shore Line lowered its fares, and people from all over the county converged on Michigamme, which was famous for the enthusiasm with which it celebrated the nation’s birthday.

		Energetic and outgoing, the Milnes had a prominent role in the life of the town, particularly its musical life. Both John and Eva sang and played instruments—he, the violin; she, the piano—and in the early years of their marriage, they occasionally toured those northern precincts with their own medicine show, drawing the curious with their music, then coaxing them to buy an evil-tasting laxative that was derived from the bark of the cascara tree.

		Some parents impart to their children a love of reading or of sports, and their offspring become writers or athletes. John and Eva taught a love of music, and their sons and daughters became singers and pianists. Performing was like breathing, and almost as soon as they began walking and talking the Milne children were singing, dancing or practicing on a keyboard. There was scarcely a waking hour when a chord was not sounded or a note was not struck in their house on Railroad Street. They may have lived in the backwoods, far from opera, symphony or vaudeville, but no family anywhere was more eager to please an audience than the Milnes of Michigamme.

		The first to follow in their parents’ footsteps were Ethel and her younger brother, Jack. Teaming up to play, sing and dance at school parties, they left such a vivid impression that they rated a special mention in the town’s centennial book, which was written more than sixty years after they had left. Ethel was not the most gifted of the musical Milnes—Jack, Mary and Norma vied for that honor—but she was the most versatile. She could sing, play the piano, dance, even write songs; indeed, when it came to music, she could do almost anything passably well.

		In an age of faith and piety, John Milne was a proud and vocal agnostic. He went so far as to name his third son after Robert Ingersoll, the late-nineteenth-century thinker who toured the country lecturing against orthodox religion. Just as Ingersoll delighted in making it hot for “the dear old stupid theologians,” as he once phrased it, so John, who was perhaps too fond of the bottle, seemed to enjoy making it hot for his dear old Episcopalian wife. Possessed of an equally strong will, Eva matched him insult for insult. Their bickering never stopped, and despite all the music, there was not much harmony in the Milne house.

		Ethel had inherited her parents’ strength and obstinacy, as well as their love of music. Tirelessly energetic, unconquerable in spirit, she relentlessly pursued what she wanted, keeping to the chase no matter how long it took. None of the other children had anything like her force, and her relationship with her parents, Eva most particularly, was never easy. She and her mother argued and fought, yet were closer, paradoxically, than more compatible pairings, constitutionally incapable, it seemed, of being apart for very long. If he did not know it then, Frank was soon to discover that he was not just marrying one of the Milne daughters, he was marrying the entire clan.

		“Pretty Miss Milne,” the Superior newspaper had called Ethel. But that was the flattery accorded all young women on the day of their wedding. Neither pretty nor ugly, she belonged to the great majority, the plain. Her face was unremarkable except for her eyes, which were not only unusually dark, but also slightly crossed. She was short, no more than five feet tall, and somewhat stout, like all the other Milne women. At twenty she already had a matronly figure. All in all, her marital prospects had appeared so dim that Maude Ayres, a soprano who also worked at the Orpheum, was amazed when she announced her marriage to Frank, who was considered something of a catch.

		Ethel was lucky to get him, was Ayres’s opinion, and who would have disputed her? Everyone who knew Frank in those days said that he was good-looking—some thought him handsome. A little above average in height, about five feet nine inches tall, he had dark hair, blue eyes and a round, open, pleasant face. What most people recalled, however, was not his looks, but his captivating manner. He could bring more cheer to a gloomy afternoon than the best Tennessee bourbon. Decades after he had left the South, people there could still picture, as vividly as if he were standing there before them, the young man with the songs and the smiles. “Always happy, laughing” was how one woman remembered him, adding that “when Frank dropped around, the music began.” One fact can be stated at the beginning: no one ever disliked Frank Gumm.
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		His Tennessee roots ran strong and deep. Both the Gumms and the Baughs, his mother’s family, had lived there since the beginning of the nineteenth century, when it was still pioneer country. That was when John and Mary Baugh were born, and they were already middle-aged—Mary was in her early forties and John was over fifty—when Frank’s mother, Clemmie, was born in 1857. Clemmie was the last of the Baughs’ six children, and the fact that Mary Baugh was past the ordinary time for childbearing may have contributed to her daughter’s lifelong infirmity: Clemmie was an invalid from infancy.

		By contrast, John and Martha Gum—some, even some in the same family, spelled the name with one “m”—were young when Frank’s father, William Techumseh Gumm, the first of their seven children, was born in 1854. Will married Clemmie in 1877, but instead of taking her away to a home of their own, as most husbands do, he moved into the Baughs’ large and handsome house in Murfreesboro, on East Main Street, the address of most of the town’s gentlefolk. Built in the Federal style, with thick brick walls, a fourteen-foot-wide central hall, and ceilings twelve feet high, the house had enough room for Clemmie and her new husband, as well as for the three boarders Mary Baugh was forced to take in after John Baugh died in 1870.

		During the years to come, it was also to be home to the five Gumm children. Invalid though she was, Clemmie gave birth once every three years. Mary, the only girl, came first in 1880; then Robert in 1883; Frank in 1886 (March 20, to be exact); William in 1889; and finally Allie in 1892. Although money was scarce, life on East Main Street seems to have been pleasant enough. The five children were apparently close, and one relative remembered a parlor that reverberated with song. Like the Milnes, the Gumms were devoted to music.

		Situated in the geographic heart of Tennessee, astride a vital rail line, Murfreesboro had been a strategic, much contested prize during the Civil War. Though it never regained the wealth it had enjoyed before the cyclone of war whirled through, it was, when Frank was growing up, a pleasant place to live nonetheless. With a population of only five thousand, half of which was black, it was small enough to retain a village flavor—pigs and cows wandered freely through the streets—yet large enough to offer such urban pleasures as a theater.

		Many traced their ancestry back to Virginia, and they liked to think that they also retained the refined manners of the Old Dominion. Conversation was the common currency, and by universal custom, houses were built close to the street so that residents, sitting on their porches, could gossip with passersby. Everyone knew who was up, who was down, and whose husband was sneaking off for some illicit pleasure in Mink Slide, the red light district. People were allowed few secrets in Murfreesboro.

		Money was admired but not venerated, and the Gumms remained people of respectable standing even as their financial situation descended from bad to desperate. Two years after Mary Baugh’s death in 1892, her big house was sold, and Will and Clemmie had to move their brood into a cramped brick cottage nearby, one of three or four dwellings Clemmie had been left by her mother. Worse followed. Clemmie herself died in October 1895, when she was only thirty-eight. Then, three months later, fire partially destroyed the overcrowded brick cottage. With no home, no money and no prospects, Will asked the Rutherford County Chancery Court to give him permission to use most of his children’s slim inheritance to buy a larger and more comfortable house four blocks away on Maney’s Avenue.

		This was only one of several trips Will made to the court, which officially pronounced him insolvent. His children’s sole support was the tiny income that Clemmie’s properties brought in. Court records make no mention of an illness or handicap that would explain Will’s inability to hold a job—he testified only that he could not find one—and it seems likely that he had been dependent on his wife’s family from the day they were married. Whatever the reason for his fecklessness, it caused hardship for his children. He did not have money to educate them beyond public school, and after using up most of their legacy to give them more space in the new house, he was forced to crowd them together again to make room for a paying boarder, a young doctor from Mississippi.
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		For Frank, rescue came, as if by divine intervention, from the richest man in town, George M. Darrow. Darrow and his wife, Tempe, lived in the town’s finest house, Oak Manor, a graceful Italianate villa in which they entertained with lavish seven-course dinners. Tempe, whose family owned plantations in Alabama and Mississippi, had always been rich; it was her money that had bought Oak Manor and that paid for all those fancy dinners. But George had grown up poor in Nebraska, and he liked helping young people who were in the position he himself had been in.

		Armed with Tempe’s money and his own determination, Darrow, whose nickname was “the Boss,” always got what he went after. When he could not find American workmen who could restore Oak Manor the way he wanted, he imported craftsmen from Europe. When he could not find a church of his own Episcopalian faith in Murfreesboro, he proceeded to establish one. Its modest frame building on South Spring Street looked downright puny by comparison with the stately structures of the long-dominant Baptists, Methodists and Presbyterians, but St. Paul’s had something the others could envy: it had Frank Gumm, whose voice had so captivated the Boss that he had recruited him to sing in his choir. Darrow’s church could not match the attendance numbers of its bigger rivals; but with Frank singing solo, his boy’s soprano as pure and sweet as childhood itself, it surpassed them all in its musical devotions.

		Just two years younger than Will Gumm, Darrow became Frank’s godfather, a role he fulfilled, as he did all others, with unrestrained vigor. In June 1899, three months after Frank’s thirteenth birthday, Darrow plucked him out of poor Will’s beleaguered household and sent him off to an Episcopalian boys’ school, the junior adjunct of the University of the South, or Sewanee, as it was usually called. Frank’s voice had been his deliverance, and Darrow had procured him a scholarship to sing in the Sewanee choir. “I am sure neither you, or any of those interested will ever have cause to regret helping this bright boy along,” Darrow wrote the school’s head, Lawton Wiggins. “He knows that he is taken for his services in the choir, and that he must be ever anxious to render service to his benefactors.” On the morning of June 13, a few days before the start of the summer term, godfather and godson journeyed by train to Sewanee, which was about sixty miles southeast of Murfreesboro. Darrow personally presented his young charge to his new benefactors, thus beginning what Frank was later to call “six of the happiest, the most beautiful years of my life.”

		Not much known outside the South in those years, Sewanee inspired the fanatical devotion of all those associated with it. Set high on the Cumberland Plateau, about eighteen hundred feet above sea level and often referred to simply as “the Mountain,” it was an academic aerie that had little to do with the troubles of the world below. It was set “in the middle of woods, on top of a bastion of mountains crenelated with blue coves,” wrote Frank’s friend and schoolmate William Alexander Percy, in his richly brocaded autobiography, Lanterns on the Levee. “It is so beautiful that people who have once been there always, one way or another, come back. For such as can detect apple green in an evening sky, it is Arcadia.”

		Along with a rigorous dose of the classics, Sewanee taught manners and style, how a gentleman behaves. Small and friendly, it was, as Percy noted, “a place to be hopelessly sentimental about and to unfit one for anything except the good life.” It suited Frank exactly, and he suited it exactly, doing what Darrow had promised he would do—he filled the chapel with glorious song, in a voice that eventually matured into a brilliant tenor. Writing of the Easter services of 1900, the student newspaper, the Purple, said that such beautiful music had never before been heard at Sewanee, and it singled out Frank’s solo for its purity of tone.
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		“Hurrah! Hurrah! Sewanee boys are we” went the words to the college song. “Away with melancholy and let care and trouble flee, while we are at Sewanee.” But at the end of 1904, his second year in college, Frank’s carefree youth ended abruptly. With two years left to go before graduation, he ended his academic career and returned to Murfreesboro, probably to help support his impoverished family. Will Gumm died in 1906, and for the next four years Frank worked as a stenographer and court reporter by day and at night performed at a theater owned by an uncle, Walter D. Fox.

		In 1909 he left those familiar surroundings for the town of Tulla-homa, a resort and health spa about forty miles to the southeast. His uncle Walter, who was the state secretary of a fraternal organization called the Knights of Pythias, was building a home there for the widows and orphans of deceased Knights. Ovoca, he named it, and he took Frank along as his secretary. Joining Frank in Tullahoma were his sister Mary, who was still unmarried at twenty-nine, and his sixteen-year-old brother Allie. All three lived in a small frame house on East Lincoln Street, half a block from St. Barnabas’s Episcopal Church. In this new setting Frank’s voice once again opened doors. He sang in the church choir, he joined a quartet that was much in demand for parties and weddings, and before long he was associating, as one prominent Tulla-homian said, “with our best people.” Universally admired, he seemed to have as bright a future as any young man in Tennessee. But by the end of 1910, or possibly the first part of 1911, he was gone—gone from Tullahoma, gone from Tennessee, gone from the South itself.

		In those days most American towns had at least one theater that offered live entertainment. In all probability Frank traveled from stage to stage, along a third-string vaudeville circuit. By September 1911, the date of his next documented appearance, he knew the business well enough, in any event, to buy his own small theaters. In the most unlikely of spots, the logging town of Cloquet, Minnesota, he became a show-business entrepreneur, purchasing both the Bijou and the Diamond. “Mr. Gumm impresses one as a very capable young man in his line of endeavor and most desirous of pleasing the theatre-going public of Cloquet,” said the Cloquet Pine Knot. Yet weeks after he had taken them over, this very capable young man inexplicably handed over his Cloquet theaters to his older brother, Bob, and moved twenty miles east—to Superior, the Orpheum Theater and Ethel Milne.
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		Frank and Ethel first approached the altar in 1912, not long after they had met. Ethel was so certain that they were getting married that she boldly—and rashly—invited Frank’s singing partner, Maude Ayres, to a between-shows engagement supper on the Orpheum stage. Ethel had an enviable knack for making a little seem like a lot, and she transformed a card table into a festive board, covering it with a crisp white tablecloth on which she placed fried chicken, salad, rolls, glasses of champagne, even a wedding cake. With no other company than the rows of empty seats staring at them from the darkness below, the three of them toasted their friendship and peered happily into the future. But Ethel had celebrated too soon. Before they could make their vows official, Frank had skidded off, leaving Superior as abruptly as he had left Tullahoma and Cloquet.

		By his own count, Frank visited twenty-eight states during the months that followed, once again, it seems likely, traveling the vaudeville circuit and performing in out-of-the-way towns like Cloquet and in theaters like the Bijou and the Diamond. Eventually he landed in Portland, Oregon, where, for a year or more, he managed the Crystal on Killingsworth Avenue. But Portland, which was then a bustling, rambunctious port city much like Superior, did not keep him, either. By the autumn of 1913 he was back in Superior, singing at the Parlor on Tower Avenue and resuming his romance with Ethel, whose determination to marry him apparently had never wavered during the many months he had been away.

		Since leaving Tennessee, Frank had moved around the country at a dizzying pace, like a bullet that had missed its mark and now ricocheted aimlessly. At times his behavior—his sudden departure from Cloquet, for example, which was followed by an equally hasty exit from Superior—seemed bizarrely erratic. But Frank was not crazy, and actions that appeared irrational were in fact eminently sane. For Frank had a secret that explained everything: he was basically homosexual, and his advances to young men and teenage boys sometimes made him unwelcome in the towns in which he took up residence. Cloquet was one of the places he had been forced to leave. “He was accused of being a pervert and he had to skip town and get out fast,” said Ayres.

		When the news reached Superior, he found it expedient to leave there as well. “Everybody in Superior was talking about it,” said Ayres. “I was shocked because I had had no idea that there was anything like that going on.” What Ethel thought, no one can know, but when Frank returned at last in the fall of 1913, she was ready to say yes to his proposal. Their wedding on that cold afternoon in January was indeed a victory for the god of love, just as the Superior newspaper had said it was. What the paper did not say—what it did not know—was just how impressive little Cupid’s triumph had been.
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		Frank’s days of frantic zigzagging were over, and for a decade and more he and Ethel seemed likely to conclude their story with a happy ending. As if adhering to the newspaper’s hopeful script, they left Superior soon after their honeymoon for one of those star-spangled, all-American towns that movie studios would later go to elaborate efforts to reproduce on Hollywood back lots. There, in Grand Rapids, Minnesota, surrounded by lakes and forests and all the bounty of a generous nature, they made their home. And there they begat three daughters who followed them onto the stage as soon as they were out of diapers. All three had talent. One, the youngest, possessed genius.

		This new life began on March 5, 1914, when the newlyweds were hired to run the New Grand, one of Grand Rapids’ two theaters. Frank was the manager and singer; Ethel was the piano player, providing sound effects for the silent pictures, as she had done in Superior. The team of Gumm & Gumm was an instant success—“Frank Gumm continues to please his audiences by that rich Southern brogue,” the Grand Rapids Herald-Review was soon to say—and their arrival quickly spelled the doom of the New Grand’s only competitor, the Gem. Frank and Ethel had found their niche in show business, small though it was.

		At the beginning they probably did not think of Grand Rapids, which was just eighty miles northwest of Superior, as much more than a temporary stop, a way station at the start of a long journey. Like all other young performers, they nursed ambitions to play on bigger stages in bigger cities: Minneapolis, St. Louis, Chicago, someday perhaps even New York. During their months together, they had worked up an act, and they were eager to try it out on the circuit. Jack and Virginia Lee, Sweet Southern Singers, they called themselves. “Gumm” was not a name that danced across theater marquees.

		Jack and Virginia may have sung sweetly, but Frank and Ethel did not want to give up the security of steady jobs in Grand Rapids on the mere hope of success. They therefore asked the New Grand’s owners, James Barlow and Fred Bentz, to let them go for the winter, then come back in the spring. Bending the truth to suit the need, they said that they wanted to spend the winter in Florida with Frank’s parents, both of whom were permanent residents of a cemetery in Murfreesboro. To make it easier for the owners to say yes, they recruited two of Ethel’s siblings, Jack and Mary Milne, to fill in for them while they were gone. Barlow and Bentz agreed, and in the middle of December 1914, Frank and Ethel set out to make it in vaudeville.

		Their first stop, which was not so far away, was Cloquet, where Frank’s indiscretion of three years before was overlooked, if not forgotten. Their second was Superior. Florida may indeed have been their eventual destination, but both their trip and their dream ended in Chicago, where Ethel came down with such a severe case of the flu—it bordered on pneumonia—that she could not rise from her bed for three weeks, and then only to exchange it for another one in her parents’ house in Superior. On February 20, 1915, two months after they had left, the Gumms were back in Minnesota, their visions of bright lights reduced to just one, the solitary lamp that hung over Grand Rapids’ main intersection, the only streetlight in the entire village. Yet Ethel’s illness may have been a blessing. Talented as they were, their act had more spirit than polish, by all accounts, and Jack and Virginia Lee almost certainly would not have risen to the top, or anywhere near it. A case of the flu had probably saved them from years of futile struggle and a succession of dreary, third-rate hotels.

		If they felt defeated at being back in Grand Rapids—and so soon—they did not admit it. Whatever disappointment they experienced was lightened, in any event, by the record crowd that greeted them their first night at the New Grand. He had seen a large number of towns, Frank told the Herald-Review, but “not one of them looked any better to him than Grand Rapids and that the chances are that he will hereafter be content to remain here.”

		And so for many years he was. Pokegama Avenue may not have been as glamorous as Broadway, or even Tower Avenue in Superior, but audiences clapped just as loudly at the New Grand as they did at any of the other theaters in which Jack and Virginia Lee had hoped to appear. Grand Rapids, moreover, had at least one advantage over the perilous vaudeville trail: it was a good place to raise a family. Suddenly that was a matter of concern, for Ethel was pregnant, and probably had been even when they were in Chicago. Perhaps luck, which seemed to have conspired against them then, had been on their side all along.
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		Their future decided at last, the Gumms did not waste time settling down, and in mid-March, three weeks after their return, Frank purchased a half-ownership in the New Grand. No longer were he and Ethel show-business gypsies, and on September 1, 1915, after nearly twenty months of living in hotels and rooms, they rented a house on Kindred Avenue. They had scarcely unpacked when Ethel gave birth to an eight-and-a-half-pound girl. Born on September 24, she was named Mary Jane.

		As far as outsiders’ eyes and ears could tell, the next few years were happy, almost halcyon ones for Frank and Ethel. Since both had grown up in small towns, they had no trouble adjusting to Grand Rapids, which had a population of no more than three thousand, not counting wayward deer, wolves and bears. For those who did not mind the Siberian winters, it was a spot of natural enchantment. Adorning the landscape in every direction were dozens of lakes—not oversized ponds pretending to be lakes, but real lakes, sparkling sheets of sapphire blue, four within the village itself. As if they did not provide enough of a watery vista, flowing through the middle of town was the Mississippi River, which began its long journey not far to the west, in the chilly depths of Lake Itasca.

		Timber gave Grand Rapids its start, and although the dense pine forests that had once covered Itasca County had largely disappeared by the time the Gumms arrived, the manufacture of wood products was still the major local industry. Business was generally good. If few in Grand Rapids were rich, few were poor, either. Just about everybody could afford the ten or fifteen cents it cost to get into the New Grand, which, under Frank’s direction, was not just a place of entertainment but a social center. “The public likes Mr. Gumm because he not only insists upon an entertaining but also a clean performance,” said the Herald-Review, and the theater’s Thursday afternoon matinees became a childhood ritual in Grand Rapids.

		Though they had banished their hopes of becoming vaudeville stars, Frank and Ethel had not given up the stage. Jack and Virginia Lee were never to play the big cities, but they did play Bigfork, Bemidji, Hibbing, Taconite, Warba, Floodwood, Coleraine and Deer River. As if working at the New Grand and touring with Frank were not enough, the indefatigable Ethel also directed amateur musicals and joined a jazz quartet. “Just one busy lady,” was how one frequent visitor described her, always noisily rushing up or down the stairs, singing at the top of her lungs.

		Frank moved at a slower, Southern pace, but he was no less active. Half-ownership of the New Grand had not made him rich, and to supplement his income, he took a part-time job as a reporter for the Itasca County Independent. Most of his information he gathered walking around town and stopping off, as he did most mornings, for a dish of ice cream and a song at the confectionery store. “We had a piano in the store,” said Mabel MacAdam, who was the manager. “He’d come in early to get the news and sometimes we’d play the piano and sing for half an hour or so.” Seen here, there and everywhere, Frank and Ethel were as well-liked as any couple in town—an ideal pair, as far as outsiders could judge.

		So life progressed for the Gumms, in a steady, unsurprising way. They rented several different houses before at last buying a simple frame house at the corner of Hoffman Avenue and West Fourth Street, a short walk from the New Grand. They often visited Ethel’s relatives in Superior and in Duluth, and they were visited even more often by the Milnes, who joined them in their favorite pastime, singing and playing: a grand piano sat in the living room, and atop the piano sat a violin. The Southern Gumms, Frank’s sister, Mary, and his brothers Bob and Will, dropped in for a week or two, and twice Frank drove his own family down South. “I always liked his little wife,” said one of his aunts. “But, you know, she was a Northern girl.”

		On July 4, 1917, Ethel gave birth to a second daughter, Virginia, and both girls eventually made their debuts, singing and dancing, on the stage of the New Grand. As far as Ethel was concerned, two children were enough, however, and when she became pregnant again in the fall of 1921, she did everything she could to induce a miscarriage, swallowing strong doses of castor oil and sitting through stomach-churning car rides over bumpy roads. Nothing worked, and in November Frank drove to Minneapolis to ask the assistance of a young friend, Marcus Rabinowitz, a second-year medical student at the University of Minnesota whose father ran a theater much like Frank’s in a little town northeast of Grand Rapids.

		“Marc, I’m in trouble,” Frank told Rabinowitz. “I’ve got to talk to you. You know, we don’t have much money and we’re just getting along decently. We’ve got the two little girls and Ethel’s pregnant. We cannot have another baby.” Could Rabinowitz help with an abortion? The answer was a loud and emphatic no. “Frank, it can cost Ethel her life,” replied Rabinowitz. “You can’t do this. I will not permit you to. It’s impossible. I want you to go back and tell Ethel that I personally guarantee that she will think that it was the luckiest day of her life when she didn’t do it, and that she will have the happiest baby in the world.”

		Convinced or not, Ethel now had no choice in the matter. Preparations were made, friends were told—“the Gumms are expecting another stick,” went the joke—and a name, Frank Junior, was selected: after two girls, a boy was expected. Nature had other plans, and on June 10, 1922, Ethel gave birth to her third child, a seven-pound girl. Not giving up entirely, the disappointed parents gave her the first name of Frances. For her second name they chose Ethel. Thus, in name as well as body, she was a combination of both of them: Frances Ethel. But she was rarely called that. As she was the youngest, she was known as Baby, and Baby was the name to which she answered.
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		“The beginning of my life was terribly happy,” she was later to say, and in the years to come the woman who had been Baby Gumm looked upon Grand Rapids as her own lost Eden, a place of peace and serenity hidden amid the lakes and forests of that northern latitude. The prism of memory transformed an ordinary Midwestern community into “a magnificent-looking town” and exalted a plain house, whose only visible attraction was a purple honeysuckle bush next to the front door, into “everything that represents family: clean, old-fashioned, beautiful, not frightening, and a gay, good house.” What she really remembered—and what made a homely house beautiful—was the contentment she had known there, a contentment shared, so she thought, by everyone around her. “That’s the only time I ever saw my mother and father happy,” she said, “in that wonderful town.”

		That wonderful town provided the kinds of innocent pleasures that can be recalled today only with a twinge of nostalgia. In the summer there were family excursions to nearby lakes, secret forays to steal cherries from a farmer’s orchard, walks to the blacksmith’s shop to watch the sparks shooting from his anvil, and tearful burials of the unfortunate birds that ended their lives in the Gumm backyard. Parked across the street was the candy wagon, a never-ending delight for a little girl with a sweet tooth. A cheerful contraption with a bright red body and yellow wheels, it sold everything good: popcorn, chocolate, caramel apples and ice cream.

		Winter meant the snow that was to symbolize the unsullied simplicity of those years. Highlight of the season was Christmas Eve, when Frank left work early to help his daughters make angels in the snow. Falling backward into that thick blanket, they waved their arms and legs, then jumped up, leaving behind the impressions of angels, complete with wings and gowns. All four then rushed inside to marvel at their handiwork from an upstairs window and to warm themselves with the cups of hot malted milk Ethel had waiting in the kitchen. Almost every night, winter and summer, Frank brought home a treasure from the box office, a sack of pennies for their trips to the candy wagon.

		The only dark spot on that agreeable picture—the only blotch that Baby saw, anyway—was illness. Frequent ear infections required her to endure painful lancings, followed by hours in which her ears were covered by socks filled with hot salt. More serious was a stomach ailment, most probably acute acidosis, that threatened her life in September 1925. Frank and Ethel rushed her to a specialist in Duluth, where she was hospitalized for nearly a week. Neither of her sisters had suffered such afflictions, and Baby was all but smothered with attention, as sickly children often are. As much as she had been unwanted in the fall of 1921, so was she wanted—spoiled, pampered and petted—in subsequent years.

		No one could have accused Ethel, who made Baby’s dresses, filled the socks with hot salt and sat by her bed in the hospital, of being an inattentive mother. But Frank was more than attentive. He worshipped her, and Baby reciprocated with all the ardor of a small but passionate heart. “At night before he went to the theater,” she said, “I used to crawl up into his lap in a white flannelette night suit while he sang ‘Danny Boy’ and ‘Nobody Knows de Trouble I’ve Seen’ for me. It was a bedtime ritual in our house for Daddy to get me ready for sleep, and it was one I loved.” The older girls spent their days in classrooms, while Baby sat beside her father as he drove around town. No princess on her throne could have looked prouder than did the little girl on the front seat of Frank’s Ford.

		By 1924 Mary Jane and Virginia—Jimmie was her nickname—were appearing regularly at the New Grand. No one asked whether Baby would join them; everyone knew that she would. The only question was when. The hint of an answer came in August. Ethel was in Duluth for a goiter operation, and to cheer them up, Frank took his daughters to see the newest act at the New Grand, the Blue Sisters, three girls who ranged in age from five to eleven. Baby, who was only two months past her second birthday, was all but uncontrollable with excitement, humming when the sisters sang, bouncing up and down when they danced. When the youngest sang a solo, she suddenly became quiet, as if transfixed. Only at the end did she break her silence. “Can I do that, Daddy?” she asked.

		She had seen her future and she liked it, in the following weeks badgering both parents for permission to go onstage with her own sisters. “Later, not yet, honey,” they said. “Wait a bit.” Finally, toward the end of the year, Ethel started rehearsing her for her debut. Eva Milne made plans to come from Superior, and a date—December 26, the night after Christmas—was announced in the Independent: “Added attraction for Friday evening: The three Gumm girls will entertain in songs and dances featuring Baby Frances, two years old, Virginia seven and Mary Jane 9. The little girls will appear between the shows at 9 o’clock.”

		There are several versions of what happened between nine and nine-twenty that night, but Jimmie’s version is probably the most reliable. As Jimmie told the story, the curtains opened to reveal the two older sisters. They were midway through their newest song, “When My Sugar Walks Down the Street,” when a third voice was heard and they made room for a tiny figure with huge dark eyes who had been hidden behind them. After two more numbers, Baby was left alone to sing “Jingle Bells,” which she punctuated by jingling a real dinner bell. Laughter filled the theater, and Baby was so thrilled that instead of bowing off at the end, she sang all the verses again—and again and again. As delighted as everyone else in the audience, Frank at last motioned to Eva, who emerged from the wings and carried her granddaughter off. If she cried at such an undignified exit, Baby’s tears soon gave way to the rapture of for the first time hearing applause meant only for her, the most beautiful music in the world, she was later to say. Not only had she seen the future, she had heard it: she was, at the age of two and a half, an entertainer.

		From that time on the Gumm sisters were a trio—the Gumdrops, they were sometimes called. It cannot be said that Baby immediately outshone her older sisters. But her talent grew as she did, and gradually it became clear that she was indeed the star. No one knew it better than her mother. When they visited the Milne relatives, Ethel carried in the car a small portable stage, a folding table with short legs. Out it would come at some point during the stay, and Baby would be told to jump up and do a couple of tap dances. She had been performing constantly since the age of two, she later said, and in no way was she exaggerating: her mother had packed a stage next to her dresses and dolls.
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		Sunlit years they had seemed, but it is doubtful that the marriage of Frank and Ethel was ever as blissful as it had appeared. If they were never heard to argue, it was because Frank always did what he was told. Theirs was not a relationship of equals. “A Northern girl,” Frank’s aunt from Murfreesboro had called Ethel, which may have been a Southerner’s way of saying that she was pushy. But Northerners, her own relatives included, also found Ethel bossy and overbearing. “We referred to her as Gabby,” recalled her nephew, James Milne. “‘Be quiet! I’m talking!’ she would say.”

		Love can be expressed in many ways, but one thing is constant: people in love long to be together. That could never have been said of Frank and Ethel. Early on, at a time when most brides can scarcely be torn from their husbands, Ethel had formed the habit of spending several weeks each year with her relatives in Superior and Duluth. Frank and Ethel, it became clear, were as happy apart as together. Yet even when they were together, they seemed to be uncomfortable without the company of other adults. The bonds that joined them, ties of affection and common interest, were genuine enough, but they were those of performing partners rather than husband and wife. Theirs was a singular, decidedly odd marriage. For a long time it seemed to suit both of them, however. Frank did not complain about constant visits by Ethel’s family, and Ethel did not object to her arid sex life—she later talked to Marc Rabinowitz’s wife about Frank’s failures in bed. What she doubtless did object to, however, was his behavior in other beds. After seven apparently tranquil years, Frank was behaving recklessly again.

		He was no longer the slim, good-looking young man who had turned heads in Murfreesboro—those daily stops at the confectionery shop had rounded his face and added several inches to his waistline—but Frank still had the magician’s gift for making those around him feel good, for transforming frowns into smiles. If, during the first few years of his marriage, he had engaged in homosexual activity of the kind that had sent him scurrying from Cloquet, he had been discreet about it. That he delighted in the company of younger men was obvious, but not something that worried anyone. But all that changed in the early twenties.

		For many months in 1923 and 1924 the chief object of his esteem was the high school basketball star, with whom he often journeyed to other towns, sometimes with Ethel and the boy’s parents, sometimes alone. On at least one occasion Frank and his athletic companion spent a night by themselves in Minneapolis. Apparently nobody, including the boy’s parents, thought there was anything odd about such a curious friendship, but as the months passed, Frank became increasingly careless, as if he wanted to set off alarm bells. When two of the New Grand’s ushers reported that he had made sexual advances to them, the bells did ring. Frank’s actions could no longer be ignored. Measures had to be taken. Though nobody in Grand Rapids wanted to hurt amiable Frank, much less his family, with a public fuss, those in charge made it clear to him that he was no longer welcome. The Gumms would have to find a home elsewhere.
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		Forced to move, Frank and Ethel, like thousands of other Midwestern-ers in that decade after World War I, looked west, to Southern California. Marc Rabinowitz—Marc Rabwin, he now called himself—was a doctor at Los Angeles County Hospital, and he suggested that they consider California: they would love it, he assured them. They took his advice, and on June 8,1926, two days before Baby’s fourth birthday, the five Gumms boarded a train and began their journey to the Pacific.

		In no hurry to get there, they followed a roundabout northern route, defraying some of their expenses by entertaining in such colorful spots as Devils Lake, North Dakota, and Whitefish, Montana. In Los Angeles, where Marc Rabwin’s parents opened their house to them, they picnicked on the beach, attended a concert at the Hollywood Bowl and toured no fewer than four movie studios. To get into one of the biggest, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Frank boldly stood in front of the entrance and stopped a convertible driven by Fred Thomson, the studio’s cowboy hero. “My kids have been dying to meet you!” he shouted, to which Thomson responded by escorting them inside.

		Their inspection trip had been a success, and the Gumms returned to Grand Rapids on July 18 only to pack. A buyer was found for the New Grand, and in October, as the trees glowed with the dazzling reds and yellows of a Minnesota autumn, their friends gave the Gumms a series of good-bye parties. Most of the valedictions were for Ethel. The farewells to Frank, who had done so much for Grand Rapids for so many years, seemed muted, scarcely even perfunctory. By the end of the month the Gumms were gone, and a new family had moved into the house on Hoffman Avenue.
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		When they thought of California, Frank and Ethel were thinking of the Los Angeles they had visited in July, a place of sandy beaches, Hollywood glamour and perpetual spring, where the sting of winter and the sullen weight of summer were equally unknown. What disappointment, then, they and their children must have experienced when their California turned out to be not that Camelot by the Pacific, but a dull and dusty, decidedly unglamorous town in the Mojave Desert—hot in the summer, cold in the winter, and windy all year round.

		Frank had hoped to buy a theater in or near Los Angeles, and for several months the Gumms lived in West Hollywood while he searched. No theater could be found, however—none at a price he could afford, anyway—and Marc Rabwin persuaded him to take a look at Lancaster, a little desert community he had discovered on his medical rounds. About forty-five miles northeast of downtown Los Angeles, a two-to two-and-a-half-hour drive across the San Gabriel Mountains, it not only had a theater but had the only one for miles around, the only one in the entire Antelope Valley. As luck had it, the owner was eager to be freed of his obligation, and at the end of May 1927 Frank became proprietor of a five-hundred-seat theater, so new—it had been open only since Christmas—that its upholstered leather seats were as smooth and shiny as the day they were unpacked.

		Thus it was that the Gumms, who had come from a land of blue waters and green forests, found themselves surrounded, except where man had intervened, by an endless dun-colored expanse shaded only by sagebrush, greasewood and an occasional yucca tree. Movie cowboys galloped through Red Rock Canyon—the area was a favorite location for Hollywood westerns—and real cowboys still came into town for supplies and a good time, tying their horses to the hitching posts along Antelope Avenue, where Frank’s new theater was located.

		Situated in what was called the high desert—it was 2,350 feet above sea level—Lancaster never got quite as hot as towns in the low desert to the south. Nor was it entirely barren. After a wet winter, flame-red poppies would suddenly burst forth in March or April—miles and miles of them, dancing in the wind and setting the hills ablaze with their fragrant fire. Given enough water, the Antelope Valley could grow almost anything, and well water had, in fact, transformed hundreds of acres of sunbaked earth, hard as pottery, into fertile and productive soil: fields of alfalfa, wheat and barley; orchards of pears, peaches, apples and apricots. A rapidly expanding Los Angeles had an insatiable appetite for such produce, and the twenties were boom years for Lancaster, whose population almost quadrupled, from four hundred in 1920 to more than fifteen hundred in 1930.

		“It Pleases Us to Please You,” which had been the motto of the New Grand, became Frank’s slogan in Lancaster as well, and he worked hard to ingratiate himself with his new neighbors, lowering prices for children and installing the town’s first neon sign atop the entrance. Red and blue and fifteen feet high, it lit up that drab and colorless downtown like a fireworks display on the Fourth of July.

		The Valley Theater’s biggest draw was something brighter than that flashy sign, however. It was Frank’s own family, which he wasted no time in introducing to the plainspoken people of the desert. He signed his lease on Saturday, May 21, and on May 22 and 23 he was onstage with Ethel and the girls. They were an instant hit. “Gumm Family Wins Lancaster Approval” read the headline in the next edition of the Antelope Valley Ledger-Gazette. “Mr. and Mrs. Gumm are accomplished musicians and gave two very pleasing songs,” said the paper, “while the little daughters completely won the hearts of the audience with their songs and dances.” Separately and together, the Gumms were soon performing throughout the Valley, at everything from Kiwanis Club meetings to teachers’ conventions; no major gathering could be called a success, it seemed, without a Gumm in attendance.

		Rarely has a family had such an immediate impact on a town as the Gumms had on Lancaster. By the end of 1927, seven months after their arrival, they had become an indispensable part of life in the Valley. “One of the finest assets of the community” was how the Ledger-Gazette characterized Frank’s theater. Entertainment is not usually put on the list of civic resources, but a town without joy might as well be bankrupt. The Gumms had given Lancaster something it did not even know it was missing: they had put a smile on its weather-beaten face.
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		During their first year the Gumms lived on the outskirts of town, east of the railroad tracks. In May 1928 they relocated nearer the center, to a large house on Cedar Avenue, in what was considered one of the best parts of town; Bankers Row, it was sometimes called. Three years later they moved to the even larger house next door, on the southwest corner of Twelfth Street, directly across from the grammar school. Both houses were so central—and Lancaster was so small—that Frank had only to stand outside and whistle when he wanted his daughters. Wherever they were, they could hear him.

		Like the land around them, the denizens of the desert were capable of pleasant surprises. Beneath their sometimes gruff exteriors they were naturally friendly, and it was not long before all five Gumms had settled in. Frank and Ethel joined what passed for the fast set, meaning those who played cards and gave parties, and their girls quickly made friends of their own. For the most part, however, Baby, or Babe as she was known in Lancaster, spent her time with just one friend, an athletic tomboy who was two years older but ideally matched in size and temperament. Ina Mary Ming was her name—Ming was Scotch, not Chinese—but nobody ever called her anything but Muggsey.

		During summer vacation, the girls could be found every afternoon at the high school’s outdoor swimming pool, the only cool place in town. Frank often visited for a few minutes, causing a scramble of upturned bottoms when he threw a handful of the theater’s pennies into the water. When they were not in the water, Babe and Muggsey were usually on their bikes, endlessly cruising those dusty streets or riding a mile out past Marble’s Dairy for a picnic lunch in the grudging shade of a sagebrush.

		They also made frequent stops at the Jazz Candy Shop, a few doors from the Valley Theater. Babe always seemed to be eating—“she was forever with a candy bar in her hand,” recalled Muggsey’s brother Wilber—but never seemed to gain weight. Most people remembered her as downright skinny, with a tiny body connected to long, outsized arms and legs. As far as anyone in Lancaster could see, Babe had a conventional, normal childhood, unremarkable in every respect but one. That single exception made all the difference. She may have been an ordinary girl, but her voice had been touched by magic.

		[image: ]

		Patrons of the New Grand had been the first witnesses to that magic, small and embryonic as it then had been, and now the citizens of Lancaster saw it as well. Despite the fact that she was so much younger than her sisters, everyone knew that Babe was the chief attraction of the Valley Theater. “All three of them were talented,” said Henry Ivan Dorsett, the young man who distributed the theater’s handbills. “But little Frances was beginning to shine like a star. She had a voice that just boomed over the others. That tiny gal opened her mouth and, boy, her voice carried all over that theater.” So brightly did she shine and so far did that voice carry that her parents worried that the older girls would suffer from the comparison. “We didn’t want this to happen,” Frank told Dorsett. “Baby is getting all the attention.”

		The girls performed at nine o’clock, before the second show. When they finished, they rushed to their father, who was waiting on a couch in the empty lobby. Mary Jane and Jimmie anxiously sought his approval. “Well, Daddy, did I do all right? Was I okay?” they would ask. Always careful to give equal praise, Frank hugged all three and invariably exclaimed: “Good show! It was great again!” But the only way he could have made them equal onstage was to have put a gag over Babe’s mouth. Settling down on her father’s lap, Babe alone neither showed any anxiety nor inquired how she had done. “She knew that she had done well—and that was it,” said Dorsett. “Every word and every action seemed to say, ‘I know it was good. It had to be good because I did it.’”

		Her mother, who played the piano for those performances, also knew that she was good. Ethel began to look beyond the Valley Theater, to Los Angeles and its schools of song and dance, its big variety houses and, ultimately, its movie studios. Most people in the Antelope Valley journeyed across the San Gabriel Mountains to Los Angeles perhaps two or three times a year. “Down Below,” they called it. But if those squat and ugly hills had been the High Sierras, they would not have deterred Ethel, who careered through the twists and turns of the Mint Canyon Highway with brake-burning speed. “The girls and I used to say that it was like a roller coaster,” said Dorothy Walsh, a next-door neighbor who sometimes went along for the ride. “We had to hold on to something in the backseat. But Ethel was fast in everything she did. She wanted action, action, action!”
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		Action was what Ethel got, and her shrewd dark eyes searched restlessly for an opening through which she could propel her daughters into show business. Never too proud or too shy, she pushed every door, hoping to find one unlocked. In August 1928, she finally succeeded. Learning that Los Angeles radio station KFI was planning to hold auditions for its Wednesday afternoon children’s show, The Kiddies Hour, she promptly presented her daughters to Big Brother Ken, the show’s host. That was the moment she had prepared them for, and they did so well that Ken gave them a regular spot. Once a week she drove them to the station, and every Wednesday afternoon at five the voices of the Gumm sisters could be heard all over Southern California.

		Shortly after her arrival in California, Ethel had become friendly with another indefatigable Ethel, Ethel Meglin, who ran a well-known children’s dance school. Months later, Ethel Gumm enrolled her daughters in her friend’s school; early every Saturday morning, she would drive them to Hollywood for Saturday and Sunday classes, all four spending Saturday night at a nearby hotel. At four o’clock Sunday afternoon, she would start up the Gumm Buick again and put them back on the roller coaster to Lancaster.
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			Kute, Klever and Kunning: Mary Jane, Jimmie and Judy

		

		“A compact woman with glistening eyes” was the way Shirley Temple, one of Meglin’s pupils, was later to describe Ethel Meglin, and Meglin’s astute training and promotion made her students—Meglin Kiddies, they were called—much sought after by both the movie studios and vaudeville houses. At Christmastime the Loew’s State Theater in downtown Los Angeles usually booked the entire troupe for a week. “One Hundred Meglin Wonder Kiddies … Kute … Klever and Kunning!” read the theater’s ad in 1928, the year the Gumm sisters joined the contingent. Among the wonderful one hundred who appeared on the Loew’s stage that year, only one stood out, however—the skinny six-year-old with the booming voice. “I’ll Get By,” Babe sang, with a voice that, in the words of one listener, “cut straight through to your heart. The audience went crazy. She had many, many encores.”

		Together with other Meglin Kiddies, the Gumm girls did at last break into the movies, in a one-reel short, The Big Revue, that was filmed during the summer of 1929. Set in a glossy nightclub, it has a chorus line of not-so-buxom nine-year-olds, an all-boy orchestra, and the three Gumms—the only ones given their own spot—who sing a song called “In the Sunny South.” Mary Jane and Jimmie look nervous, their eyes wandering up and down, left and right, everywhere, in fact, but straight ahead. Babe alone has stage—or, in this case, camera—presence. She not only looks into the camera; she pierces it, transfixes it with her eyes. The camera, that most human of all mechanical instruments, is, in turn, so mesmerized that she might as well be by herself, because she is the only one it seems to notice.

		Some managers have a clear plan for their clients’ careers, turning down those jobs that fall outside their guidelines. Incapable of distinguishing between the big and the small, the important and the unimportant, Ethel, by contrast, had no plan at all. As a result, her girls frantically juggled performances in Lancaster with trips to Los Angeles and other, more distant spots like San Diego and Santa Barbara. A big night at the Loew’s State or the Wilshire-Ebell might be followed, for instance, by an appearance before the Eastern Star Lodge in little Tehachapi, an hour or so north of Lancaster. At one tiny theater outside Los Angeles, rowdy teenagers caused a nauseating stench on stage by squashing garlic on the hot footlights, then hurled a half-eaten salami sandwich at Mary Jane. That was too much even for Ethel. “We’re going home,” she declared and promptly drove her brood back to Lancaster.
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		More and more, bookers and managers were asking not for three Gumms, but just one—the youngest. “Without Babe, the act would have been very mediocre,” said Maurice Kusell, who produced the “Stars of Tomorrow” variety shows for the Wilshire-Ebell. “Babe was the whole thing, really, even as a young kid of eight years old.” As she grew older, Babe’s voice leaped ahead of her body, developing remarkable timbre, resonance and richness. She thought, acted and looked like a small girl, but she sounded, increasingly and ever more astonishingly, like a woman. In the winter and spring of 1932, she was twice invited to sing at perhaps the last place a chanteuse of nine might have been expected—the Cocoanut Grove, one of the movie colony’s favorite hangouts.

		The songs that Hollywood applauded also drew audiences to the Valley Theater, which, like most other businesses, needed all the help it could get in the Depression years of the thirties. “Baby Gumm will feature popular numbers between shows,” announced one of the theater’s ads. No longer could Frank, or anyone else, maintain the fiction that all three sisters were equal.

		The reaction of Mary Jane and Jimmie was not what might have been anticipated, however, and neither showed a glimmer of envy. “Mary Jane and Jimmie were sick of the whole show-business thing,” said Dorothy Walsh. “They worked under protest most of the time. They thought: if Babe can do it, wonderful! They wanted to quit.” The sisters would continue to perform as a trio, but from now on the main burden would be on Babe. In the cheers and applause for her, Mary Jane and Jimmie heard their salvation, as the fury of their mother’s ambition was turned on the youngest, smallest and most vulnerable, the child she had not even wanted.
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				Judy and Ethel on a visit to
Grand Rapids in 1938

			

		

	
		CHAPTER 2
A Meager Stream—and a Love Like Niagara

		When I was a child,” Babe was later to say, “more than anything else I wanted to be loved by my parents.” But she was really speaking of just one parent, her mother. She did not have to seek her father’s love. He gave it without being asked, in a torrent, a soaking, drenching waterfall of care and devotion. Those same warm waters also showered Mary Jane and Jimmie—of Frank’s affection there was never a shortage—but his feelings for Babe had a singular intensity. “Boy, did he adore her!” exclaimed Glen Settle, a young Lancastrian who listened again and again to Frank’s recitation of her accomplishments. “Adore,” indeed, was the word everyone used to describe the bond between father and daughter. “She adored her father, absolutely adored him!” said Dorothy Walsh. “And he adored her. There was a love affair.”

		A long list of other words, a whole dictionary of them, could have been used to describe the far more complicated relationship she had with her mother. Her own Milne relations had thought Ethel a nag, and where her daughters were concerned, nothing that could be seen by the eye or heard by the ear escaped her notice and possible correction. “She was somehow just too fussy with those girls,” said Grace Pickus, who worked in the Valley Theater box office. “She was always combing their hair, or straightening their collars, as if she couldn’t wait to get them just right so that she could take them off somewhere.” Yet as much as she fussed with Mary Jane and Jimmie, she fussed that much more with Babe.

		There are many stories of her vigilance, but one is enough to illustrate the sharpness of her eye, the tightness of her grip. Behind the Gilmore house on Twelfth Street, there was a sloping stretch of ground on which Muggsey’s brother Wilber had set up a rope slide. With ingenuity Tom Sawyer would have admired, Wilber and a friend had tied one end of a rope to a cottonwood tree at the top of the slope, the other end to a tree at the bottom, a hundred feet away. Holding on to a sling attached to a pulley, the boys would then launch themselves from the high end and slide down the rope, flying between the two trees like Tarzan through the jungle. Since their descent never actually took them more than ten feet off the ground, the chance of injury was slight, and girls also took rides on Wilber’s rope.

		Babe was not to be one of them. Visiting the Gilmores with her mother, she wandered out to play and, with Wilber’s help, eagerly prepared to take her first flight. She was climbing a ladder to reach the sling when Ethel burst out of the Gilmore house, crying hysterically—a sight that no one in Lancaster had ever seen or had ever expected to see. “No! No! No! No! No! Don’t take a chance!” she screamed. “Babe wanted to be a regular kid” was Irma Story’s sad commentary, “but her mother didn’t give her a chance. She didn’t really have a free kid’s life like the rest of us.”

		Ethel also tried, with less success, to curb some of the kids who were free—Irma, Muggsey and just about everyone else who came into contact with her daughter. If they included Babe in their Halloween plans, for instance, her friends knew that they would have to abide by her mother’s rules, which meant spending the evening safely inside the Gumm house rather than walking the streets, knocking on doors and making minor mischief, as they preferred. If they failed to include Babe and went their own way, on the other hand, they knew that Ethel would call their parents the next day and inquire why, then invite them to a party that would make them all feel guilty.

		Such tactics usually backfired, and Babe, the unwitting victim of her mother’s clumsy machinations, was frequently excluded from group activities. Ignorant of her friends’ feelings, she was later to express her resentment, claiming that there had been a bias against her in Lancaster because she had come from a show-business family. What she did not know was that her friends were only doing what she herself could not or would not do: they were rebelling against Ethel. “Everybody wanted to be Babe’s friend,” said Story. “But we didn’t want to be bossed by her mother. I wouldn’t say that I disliked Mrs. Gumm. But I was glad she wasn’t my mother.”

		Many others felt the same way. Despite her care, her concern and her watchfulness—despite all the things she did—an essential ingredient was missing from Ethel’s notion of motherhood. Perhaps it was something as simple as tenderness. Not once in all the years the Gumms lived in Lancaster did Babe’s young companions see Ethel open her arms to hold or to hug her, as Frank so often did. Not once did they witness an open display of affection. If Frank’s love was like Niagara, unending and unstoppable, Ethel’s could be compared to the flow that comes out of a faucet: a meager stream that she could turn on, and turn off.

		Was it, in fact, love Ethel felt? Babe herself was uncertain, but some of her Lancaster friends believed that they knew the answer. To their skeptical and unblinking eyes, Ethel seemed to regard Babe as an asset to be exploited, rather than as a child to be cherished. This was a harsh but probably accurate judgment. The fact of the matter was that Ethel did seem to look at Babe with chilling detachment, more like a manager studying a promising talent than a mother looking at her own flesh and blood.

		“Drive, drive, drive! That’s the way Ethel was,” said Dorothy Walsh, and Ethel drove Babe
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