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Broadway Bound

Nestled high in the Rocky Mountains, with picture-postcard views and healing hot springs, the Hotel Colorado attracted a rich and famous clientele from the day it opened in 1893. More than a half-century later, when Broadway star Ethel Merman needed a break in July 1949 from belting “There’s No Business Like Show Business” in the long-running show Annie Get Your Gun, she chose this isolated spot. Accompanied by newspaper executive husband Robert Levitt and their two young children, she convinced playwright Howard Lindsay and his actress wife Dorothy Stickney to join them.

Merman had starred in two musicals created by Lindsay and his writing partner Russel Crouse (Anything Goes in 1934 and Red, Hot, and Blue two years later). These members of Broadway royalty hoped to join forces again, but the Rocky Mountain sojourn wasn’t meant to be a working vacation, just a chance to relax nearly two thousand miles from Manhattan’s autograph seekers.

However, inspiration doesn’t punch a time clock. Sitting by the pool that July, catching up on his reading, Lindsay picked up a several-months-old copy of Time magazine featuring a cover story about Perle Mesta, the Washington party giver who counted President Harry Truman among her closest friends. Anointing Perle Mesta “the capital’s No. 1 hostess,” the March 14 Time solemnly stated, “Washington society persists chiefly because the capital is one of the world’s most boring cities.”

The article included gossipy tales chronicling Perle Mesta’s unlikely rise from a Wild West Texas childhood with a “brash” father who dabbled in real estate, struck oil, and built the largest hotel in Oklahoma City, to her marriage to a self-made Italian Pittsburgh steel magnate, and, after his untimely death, her reinvention as a social-climbing widow who conquered stuffy Newport, Rhode Island, and set her sights on Washington. The nouveau riche hostess changed the spelling of her given name—from Pearl to Perle—because it sounded more sophisticated. She had a knack for ingratiating herself with up-and-coming politicians, befriending Truman when he was a Missouri senator and Dwight Eisenhower as an Army major.

By accumulating the “right” guests, a Washington hostess could invisibly pull the strings: whisper useful information into a senator’s ear, help an underling gain a promotion through fortuitous seating, or put legislative opponents together in a congenial setting where, aided by copious champagne, they could forge compromises.

Perle Mesta was treated by Time with patronizing amusement, mocked for her weight (“her figure requires stern corseting”) and sense of self-importance. “Not even her warmest admirers, who like her liveliness, would credit her with overwhelming charm or notable wit,” the story declared.

By the time Howard Lindsay got around to reading the several-months-old magazine in July, Perle had become an even more controversial and polarizing figure. Just a few weeks earlier, Harry Truman had named her as the American envoy to Luxembourg, only the third woman to hold such a high State Department diplomatic post. With a population of 300,000 and situated on 998 square miles, Luxembourg was tiny, but since the country was bordered by Germany, France, and Belgium and with the Cold War reaching an alarming stage, it held tremendous strategic importance.

Truman was excoriated for picking a woman who didn’t even have a college degree rather than a seasoned Ivy League–educated man. Naysayers jeered over Perle Mesta’s lack of diplomatic experience, treated her as a punch line to a national joke, and cautioned that she would prove to be an embarrassment.

Small wonder that Howard Lindsay, leafing through that dated issue of Time, had a brainstorm. Perle’s saga—from Western rube to European ambassador—had fabulous comic possibilities. Ethel Merman, with her booming voice, mischievous laugh, and brilliant comic timing, specialized in portraying larger-than-life characters. Lindsay put down Time magazine and told Merman, “I’ve got an idea for a show. A show about Perle Mesta. How would you like to play Perle Mesta?” The actress was game.

He sketched out the idea to his writing partner, Russel Crouse, who immediately grasped the potential. Crouse wrote in his journal on July 21: “A letter from L. with an idea for a new musical… Merman—Madam Ambassadress. Which cheers me and gives me new life.”

The coauthors pitched the notion to Irving Berlin over a New York dinner, asking him to pen the music and lyrics. “We tell him our idea and he never has heard of P. Mesta… but he warms up later,” Crouse wrote on August 22. “I. Berlin calls almost as soon as I’m awake—and now he has found out about Mesta and is very excited.”

At that moment, Irving Berlin may have been one of the few Americans unaware of the rollicking life and times of Perle Mesta. A friend to presidents in both parties, a Republican turned Democrat, ardent feminist and supporter of the Equal Rights Amendment, this blue-eyed, brown-haired matron adorned in Paris couture was the darling of political and society columnists. During the first nine months of 1949, her name appeared in more than five thousand articles in American newspapers.

Even as Howard Lindsey, Russel Crouse, and Irving Berlin were plotting their theatrical spoof based on Perle Mesta, the real Perle Mesta had not started her new job yet. She was on the high seas, traveling to France on the America, queen of the United States Lines. As Perle gazed at the Atlantic Ocean, she was trying to come to terms with the bewildering mixture of vicious vitriol and enthusiastic hurrahs showered upon her in recent weeks.

She was called “a political turncoat” and cruelly described in a newspaper as “a plain-appearing dumpty wren-like woman.” When Perle took a friend to lunch at Washington’s exclusive Sulgrave Club to celebrate her nomination, one diner insulted Perle to her face and other women jeered in tones that could be overheard, “payback” and “nauseating.” When she was a young woman, Perle had trained as an opera singer and knew how to put on a performance. The hurtful blows landed even if Perle did not let her feelings show.

But in contrast, what to make of the lovefest when the Senate voted on her nomination, with only one dissenter? One senator after another, most of whom had been guests at her home, rose to sing her praises. In a sign of Perle’s White House clout, First Lady Bess Truman took the train to Manhattan to see the new envoy off. At a shipboard farewell lunch, Supreme Court chief justice Fred Vinson toasted Perle as “a friend to many and a person with many friends.”

What a confusing mix of life-affirming praise and mean-spirited scorn.

Before accepting the post, Perle had expressed doubts to confidants, who reassured her that she had the moxie and people skills to succeed. But now Perle feared letting Truman down and proving her critics right. Her wildcatting father had bluffed his way to success, carrying on even when his business empire was crumbling. She would have to follow his example. With so few women in high government jobs, she would inevitably be viewed as a role model. All eyes would be upon her.

PERLE WAS STUNNED to learn several months later about the Broadway show, after newspaper items appeared and a friend mentioned it to her over a meal. “I was so upset by this news I could hardly go on with my lunch,” Perle later recalled.

The creators were not being coy about their inspiration. Irving Berlin told the Associated Press, “It will portray the experiences of an American hostess in Washington who is appointed minister to a mythical duchy.” Asked if Perle Mesta was aware of the musical, Berlin shrugged and laughed. “I don’t know. She’ll know soon enough.”

His comments amped up Perle’s anxiety. Would she be lampooned as a laughingstock? How closely would this fictionalized saga stick to her actual life, and what would be embellished? Would the musical hurt her standing as a diplomat and her ability to do her job?

A MERE FOURTEEN months after Perle Mesta arrived in Luxembourg as the new American envoy, Call Me Madam opened in Manhattan on October 12, 1950, to ecstatic reviews and $1 million in advance sales, the largest in theater history. To avoid claims of libel or defamation, the theater program disingenuously stated: “Neither the character of Mrs. Sally Adams, nor Miss Ethel Merman, resembles any other person, alive or dead.”

Virtually all the reviews cited Perle as the show’s inspiration. New York Times reviewer Brooks Atkinson wrote, “Since Miss Merman instinctively plays the part like a combination of a brass band and female wrestler, the semblance to Mrs. Mesta is not wholly exact. But there is no reason why Mrs. Mesta should feel piqued. For the character… is a winning one. She is frank, hospitable, generous and human and willing to learn.”

State Department officials had discouraged Perle from seeing Call Me Madam, but now she felt compelled to attend. President Truman gave his permission and encouraged her to take his wife and daughter. On October 25, the three women slipped into fifth-row orchestra seats at the darkened Imperial Theatre for the matinee.

As the orchestra struck the opening chords, Perle was thrust back in time. Some of the events portrayed were real, and some were fictional, evoking a mélange of memories. The composers had a good laugh at her expense, riffing off her experiences.

Perle had carefully curated her public image, creating myths about her past and editing out unflattering details.

In truth, her life hadn’t always been easy or as carefree as the effervescent Ethel Merman made it seem as she pranced across the stage.
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A Texas/Oklahoma Upbringing


I was born on a thousand acres of Oklahoma land

Nothing grew on the thousand acres for it was gravel and sand

One day father starting digging in a field

Hoping to find some soil

He dug and he dug and what do you think?

Oil, oil, oil

The money rolled in and I rolled out with a fortune piled so high

Washington was my destination

And now who am I?

—“THE HOSTESS WITH THE MOSTES’ ON THE BALL” BY IRVING BERLIN


William Balser Skirvin did not strike oil while digging on an Oklahoma farm, and his heiress daughter did not roll directly to Washington. The true story was more convoluted. Skirvin was a likable schemer and dreamer who took big risks and was constantly searching for the next score. His firstborn, christened Pearl, idolized her father and his can-do spirit, often citing his motto: “Only busy people are happy.”

Born in 1860 on a farm in Sturgis, Michigan, as a young man, the ambitious traveling salesman lived out the cliché—he married a pretty Kansas farmer’s daughter. Harriet “Hattie” Reid, one of eleven children, played the piano and told intimates that she studied elocution at the University of Kansas. A devout Presbyterian, she was charmed by the loquacious five-foot-four farm implement salesman.

Hattie Skirvin gave birth to Pearl Reid Skirvin on October 12, 1882, while visiting her in-laws in Sturgis. In the Kansas State census in March 1885, Pearl was listed as two years old. (Throughout her life, she lied about her age, and it would be many decades before she renamed herself Perle.) William Skirvin started a real estate business in Kansas City, but then an irresistible opportunity lured him South: the Oklahoma land rush.

In a scandalous theft of land previously promised to Native American tribes, the federal government opened up two million Oklahoma acres for settlement by whites. After President Benjamin Harrison set the start date of April 22, 1889, for settlers to claim land, more than fifty thousand people gathered at Oklahoma’s borders, patrolled by soldiers to keep the unruly mob from jumping the gun.

Skirvin and his brother-in-law Orrin Shepherd grabbed valuable acres in Guthrie. After filing claims with the Federal Land Office, they headed for the thriving Texas port city of Galveston. Cotton and grain warehouses lined the waterfront and the sophisticated island boasted a wealthy colony of shippers and merchants.

Skirvin and Shepherd’s new real estate business thrived. Hattie and Pearl remained in Kansas City with relatives, but the family reunited in Galveston in early 1892. Daughter Marguerite Adelaide was born the following year.

Taking a look at his rapidly populating city—an island—Skirvin realized the surrounding areas were undervalued. He bought 320 rural acres about seventeen miles inland from Galveston with a $5,400 promissory note. Plagued by mosquitoes and nine-foot rattlesnakes, the location nonetheless had possibilities. The Santa Fe railroad operated a depot so supplies could be shipped in and out. A newly drilled artesian well opened up agricultural possibilities.

Skirvin established the grandly named Alta Loma Investment and Improvement Company (alta loma in Spanish means “high ground”). He sent for his father and two half brothers, and they sold fifteen-acre lots, advertising the area in pamphlets as “located in the very heart of the Gulf Coast Magnificent Fruit Belt,” where pears, oranges, and strawberries could be grown. Nellie Kitchel Skirvin, wife of William Skirvin’s half brother Clifton, wrote in a memoir: “These pamphlets were bringing men from the far North as well as Kansas, Missouri and Northern Texas.”

Skirvin built a two-story white Victorian home for his family in Alta Loma with a barn for horses, cows, and chickens. Son Orren William Skirvin was born in 1897. Pearl’s life during that period was later conjured up by a Time correspondent who conducted interviews in Alta Loma in 1949 for the magazine’s cover story. The reporter wrote of William Skirvin:


He sold vast tracks of undrained and previously worthless land at eighty dollars an acre and became a wealthy man… Alta Loma became a gay small town, much favored by Galvestonians escaping smothering heat and haze of the gulf coast. There were many parties, a literary club, a small private school for young ladies run by Miss Clark Norris and a First Baptist Church just across from the Skirvin residence. Billy Skirvin, under the prompting of his wife (who is remembered as being very pretty but unwell) joined the Baptist Church.



Pearl grew up a tomboy, trailing her father as he taught her to ride and throw horseshoes. Her father encouraged her to speak her mind. “When his temper rose, the others were usually a little scared of him,” she wrote in her autobiography. “But I always stood my ground… he spoiled me and made discipline very difficult for Mother. She always said I was the worst child… I would use every trick to get what I wanted.”

With a high forehead, blue eyes, and wavy dark hair, Pearl was an attractive girl who made friends easily, although she could be bossy. In the church choir, her lovely soprano voice made her a standout. Her little sister Marguerite was a beautiful sprite with delicate features and shiny blond hair. Eleven years younger, seemingly demure but with a rebellious streak, Marguerite looked up to her big sister. Pearl would spend a lifetime hearing people gush about Marguerite’s exquisite appearance. The sisters were close, but there were inevitable undercurrents in their relationship.

The sociable Pearl gave her first party at age eleven, inviting friends over and serving bitter-tasting sandwiches that she concocted from nasturtium flowers, bread, and mayonnaise. Her menus would improve a great deal through the years.

She described her childhood as happy, but in truth her parents had a troubled marriage. The patriarch was often out of town or out on the town. There were rumors about the usual vices: alcohol and women. Hattie finally took the children and went to Michigan to live with her in-laws. In the 1900 census, seventeen-year-old Pearl and her siblings were listed as residing in Burr Oak, Michigan.

On September 8, 1900, a terrifying hurricane swept through Galveston and Alta Loma with winds of more than 140 miles an hour. An estimated ten thousand people died from being hit by debris or drowning in the fifteen-foot surge of water. Alta Loma was decimated. “People have no money and their property is destroyed,” wrote the New York Times. “In the neighborhood 100 houses existed; forty are destroyed and about twenty are untenantable.”

Skirvin heroically rode out the storm in the Galveston railroad depot. “His family was away at the time but he was there and assisted in the rescue work of people who, but for his efforts, might have been victims of that flood,” according to Chronicles of Oklahoma. “On several occasions in this effort he all but lost his life. The home in which he lived was washed off its foundations.”

Hattie and the children returned to the area just as a plague of mosquitoes caused an outbreak of dengue fever. The seriously ill Hattie spent weeks in the local hospital and then went to the Battle Creek, Michigan, sanatorium run by cereal pioneer John Harvey Kellogg. She recovered, but her health remained fragile.

Faced with the devastation of his real estate empire, William Skirvin searched for a new source of income. When persistent drillers at the Spindletop field, near Beaumont, hit the jackpot on January 10, 1901, with an oil well that shuddered high into the sky, Skirvin raced to the rural area, a hundred miles away.

“Within twenty-four hours after that fact had set Texas wild with speculative fever, Skirvin was on the ground buying everything he could buy—on twenty four hours credit,” according to the Wichita Weekly Eagle. “From a sleepy country village of five thousand people, Beaumont grew to a population of thirty thousand hustling, hurrying plungers in days: Skirvin got in and got in without a dollar. He hurried back to Galveston, got friends out from under their loads of grief and trouble and by sheer enthusiasm got the money to make good on his trades.”

The money did indeed roll in for the Skirvin family, as Irving Berlin wrote in Call Me Madam. How much money William Skirvin was worth—at any point in his life—is impossible to ascertain since his dealings were private and complex. But he had enough to indulge in the finer things in life and was referred to as a millionaire at a time when a million dollars was serious money.

Eighteen years old at the time and fascinated by her father’s tales of derring-do, Pearl might have been trained to run his business ventures had it been a different era. But her parents retained traditional values, and her younger brother O.W. was deputized for that role. Instead Pearl followed a timeworn female path—she was drawn to romantic involvements with men resembling her father.

“I was always fascinated by older men. They were doing things in the world while the young men my own age were still floundering around,” she wrote in her autobiography. But aware of her father’s infidelities, she was in no rush to tie the knot. Independent, with the kind of confidence that comes with family money, she was willing to chart her own course.

IN THE YEARS following the Oklahoma land rush, the state’s population soared. In 1906, the Senate approved steps to allow Oklahoma to become the forty-sixth state. William Skirvin promptly relocated with his family to Oklahoma City, chasing new riches. He established the American Oil and Refining Company, selling shares to finance exploration on leased land, and began buying up city real estate.

The Skirvins moved into a redbrick home with eleven rooms, adorned with stained-glass windows and a wraparound porch, at 700 Northwest 16th Street. The upscale neighborhood had wide streets and ample lawns. The Skirvin property, on a large corner lot, included a stable. Pearl cared for her horse, Rex; brother O.W. tended to monkeys, hound dogs, and even raccoons; while Marguerite coddled her poodles. (The handsome house is still standing, and the neighborhood has been renamed Mesta Park, in honor of the most famous resident.)

“It was a little country town,” Pearl reminisced years later to the Oklahoma Historical Society. “I used to ride horseback all over the city.” She embraced Oklahoma as if she was a native daughter. For the rest of her life, she rarely mentioned her Texas upbringing and even told people she spent her childhood in Oklahoma, although she was twenty-four when she moved to the state. She felt her life truly began in the Sooner State. But she didn’t initially stay long.

With aspirations for a career as an opera singer, she took the train to Chicago in 1907 to attend the Sherwood Music School. Founded in 1897 by pianist William Sherwood, the school offered classes in music theory, piano, vocal technique and interpretation. The school catalog promised that graduates would be “fully capable of teaching others.”

The mezzo-soprano realized that she didn’t have the talent to be an opera singer but still hoped for a performing career. She auditioned for John Philip Sousa’s traveling band as a vocalist and told friends she won the position but turned it down. Her mother’s health was iffy, and her parents wanted her home. In 1907, the Oklahoma City directory listed Pearl R. Skirvin as a music teacher.

She was regularly featured in the Oklahoma City Daily society columns. “She was attractive, a splendid dresser,” Oscar Dietz, the head of a wholesale grocery house, recalled. “She was dominating but definitely took the lead in activities.” An accomplished bridge player, Pearl joined friends at the Mistletoe Dancing Club, the ten-cent silent movies, and the races at Delmar Gardens. Pearl often sang at friends’ weddings with renditions of such songs as “I Love You Truly.”

Oklahoma dressmaker Josephine Rue got to know her during this period. “Pearl is very emotional, tender hearted, and kind,” the dressmaker recalled. “She is lavish with big things, close with small things. She loves parties and talking; she likes men better than women. She is a good bridge player but would rather talk to men than play bridge with women.”

Beneath her cheerful façade, Pearl worried constantly about her mother. When Hattie Skirvin came down with the flu and pneumonia, Pearl stayed by her side. Her mother told her, “It doesn’t look as I’m going to be here much longer, dear. When I go, I want you to look after Marguerite and William and your father.” After a two-week illness, Hattie died on March 13, 1908. Pearl tried so hard to follow her mother’s request that after a while, family members began to affectionately refer to her as “the general” for ordering them around.

William Skirvin distracted himself from grief by pouring his energies into work, focusing on his real estate ventures. A year later, a buyer offered to buy his property near the Rock Island Depot. After learning that the purchasers planned to build a hotel there, Skirvin quashed the deal and seized on the idea as his own.

He had never built a major structure before, but he had big plans. Skirvin wanted his hotel to be the center of Oklahoma City’s business and cultural life and to attract politicians, business travelers, and local couples for romantic evenings. The modest initial design turned into a towering ten stories with a convention ballroom and banquet hall, costing more than $500,000, roughly $13 million today.

With construction underway, he sent his youngest daughter Marguerite to an exclusive boarding school, the National Park Seminary in suburban Washington, DC. Unbeknownst to her father, Marguerite had set her sights on becoming an actress. “She was the leading spirit in all the playlets given at the school and penned a few vaudeville sketches,” according to the Washington Post. Marguerite convinced her father to let her to transfer to Miss Gardner’s School for Girls in New York City, under the ruse of stronger Greek and Latin departments. The real draw: taking drama classes at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts. The move to Manhattan proved to be a turning point, in many ways.

Skirvin hired a chaperone, Nan Wickersham, to keep an eye on his daughter. When Marguerite contracted a lingering case of pneumonia, Wickersham suggested an unconventional remedy. “The chaperone suggested why not go to a Christian Scientist practitioner and see if she could heal her,” according to Marguerite’s daughter Betty Ellis, in an unpublished memoir. “Mother did get well and was so impressed with Christian Science that she decided to become one.”

Founded by New England widow and divorcée Mary Baker Eddy, by the time Eddy died in 1910, the Christian Science church was estimated to have more than 300,000 worshippers. The religion’s central premise: with belief in God and one’s own mental power, prayer can cure sickness and sin. Rather than consult a doctor, members are encouraged to bring in a Christian Science practitioner to lead them in prayer.

Pearl eventually embraced the religion, too. An optimist by nature, the positive-thinking aspects of Christian Science were a good fit with her personality. “It’s very important to mention what a big role that Christian Science played in Aunt Pearl’s life,” says Linda Picasso, Pearl’s great-niece. “She never drank any alcohol, even though she served it at all her parties. Whenever she was sick, she would always call a practitioner to pray for her, rather than go to a doctor.”

AFTER GRADUATING FROM high school in June 1911, Marguerite turned up at the office of Manhattan theatrical producer Henry Savage. She was pretty and bold enough to land an interview. The producer inquired, “What experience have you had?” Her cheeky reply: “I played a maid’s part in stock in Oklahoma City.” Marguerite wasn’t entirely lying—she had occasionally cleaned her room at home. Acing a follow-up audition, Marguerite landed the ingénue role in a long-running Broadway comedy, Rupert Hughes’s Excuse Me.

Only after signing the contract did she tell her father. He sent her a telegram: “Cut it out.” But after father and daughter met in New York, he agreed to let her pursue the bright lights, with one caveat. Skirvin told reporters that his daughter would require a chaperone, and he had just the right person in mind: “Miss Skirvin’s sister should always travel with her, for the expense of which there is money from home.”

This was not the future Pearl envisioned: watching from the wings as Marguerite took center stage. Her feelings about the situation can be intuited by the fact that Pearl never acknowledged the four years she spent as Marguerite’s traveling aide. Her reward at that time was to be treated dismissively in newspaper items as her sister’s also-ran. In her 1960 autobiography, Pearl erased this entire experience as if it never happened.

Young Marguerite blazed a bright path. The story of the rebellious society girl–turned–actress made national headlines: “Success as Actress… Braves her Father’s Wrath,” wrote the Washington Evening Star. Marguerite performed in plays in Philadelphia; Bridgeport, Connecticut; Kansas City; and Memphis, with Pearl by her side.

In the meantime, their father completed his Oklahoma City edifice in September 1911. Leading with his ego, he named the 225-room hotel after himself: the Skirvin. Even a century later, the lobby is stunning, with high ceilings, Murano glass chandeliers, and nine Gothic-style wood-paneled pillars topped with carved gargoyle likenesses of Dionysus, the God of winemaking. That was Skirvin’s personal joke, since Oklahoma was a dry state. The 1907 constitution banned the sale of alcohol for twenty-one years, unless it was sold for medicinal purposes. The accommodating owner and staff were happy to supply hotel guests with “medicine.”

Skirvin hired a bookkeeper from Muskogee, Mabel Luty, who became his most trusted employee. Harlow’s Weekly credited her with many of William Skirvin’s successes: “Happily for him, Miss Luty has the inherent gift of handling details and of operating people. She is who executes his plans and dreams.” Luty would work for him for three decades.

In between their travels for theater gigs, the Skirvin sisters joined their father and brother at the Skirvin Hotel in a five-room suite. For Pearl, people watching in the lobby became a source of education and entertainment. Her Republican father donated a suite as headquarters for the local GOP. Pearl recalled, “I got my first interest in politics from eavesdropping on the lobby conversations.”

She was curious about how the hotel’s operations worked. Native Americans were welcomed as guests. Black people were hired to work at the hotel, but by state law, they couldn’t rent rooms. The Oklahoma legislature mandated segregation in housing, train waiting rooms, hospitals, restaurants, and cemeteries—even public pay phone booths.

Pearl chatted up the hotel staff about working conditions and tried to sweet-talk her father on their behalf. As she later recalled, “My father used to say, ‘Sometimes I hate to see you coming, you’re always stirring up the help.’”

LIKE MANY SELF-MADE wealthy men of the era, William Skirvin wanted to give his children cultural polish, so he sent his daughters to Paris in 1913. Marguerite took a break from acting while the sisters spent four months studying voice and French. This was the Belle Époque, the last gasp of the Art Nouveau movement: the stunning Galeries-Lafayette store had just opened, and the Paris Opera featured daring new work. Pearl and Marguerite became enamored of all things French—couture clothing, antique furniture, china, and silver. When it came time to decorate their own homes, only Louis XIV and pedigreed antiques would do.

When their boat, the Mauretania, docked in New York, Marguerite insisted to reporters that she had been hard at work. “I can assure you it was no holiday,” Marguerite said. “I have been using every minute of my time from 8:30 in the morning until 9 or 10 every night in fitting myself for the most difficult roles in musical comedy.”

With Pearl by her side, Marguerite toured the country in The Fascinating Widow, a controversial song-and-dance show with stops in Tulane, New Orleans, Kansas City, Memphis, Muskogee, Milwaukee, Oklahoma City, and San Francisco. The show starred female impersonator Julian Eltinge. (“Once over the initial unpleasantness of the idea of female impersonation…” the New York Times wrote, “He looks remarkably well in women’s togs.”) Marguerite played an ingénue whose mother dislikes her suitor—Eltinge—so he dresses in drag as a “widow” to secretly court her.

Marguerite made the leap into silent movies in 1914, playing the love of an American adventurer in The Port of Missing Men. Marguerite’s assumption that acting in a movie would be easy was “rudely shattered after my first scene,” she told a reporter. “I was taken to Jay Gould’s estate in Lakewood, N.J. and told to dress in an evening gown of light material. The scene was supposed to be in the summer and with a basket on my arm and a pair of shears I strolled out through a garden clipping flowers while a cold raging wind howled as only wind can howl in New Jersey and in the month of February.”

Her next silent film—Aristocracy, with co-star Tyrone Power Sr.—turned Marguerite into a national star. Reviewers praised her as “a ravishing beauty and a clever actress,” and fan magazines requested her beauty tips. Columnists quoted Marguerite’s witty remarks, such as “The height of chivalry is the act of a man who remembers a girl’s birthday but forgets her age.”

Her hometown paper, the Daily Oklahoman, proudly noted that Marguerite, “who has enjoyed one of the most meteoric theatrical careers which ever startled Broadway, has risen in two years from an Unknown Oklahoma girl to leading lady in some of the biggest productions.”

When Marguerite announced plans to return to Broadway in the play Rolling Stone in 1915, Town and Country ran a full-page photo. Dressed in an elaborate costume with a fur collar, she lowered her eyes demurely, giving a sweet but knowing smile.

Now that Marguerite was a twenty-two-year-old adult with a successful career, Pearl decided it was time to break up the sister act. After traveling all over the country, she rejected the idea of returning to provincial Oklahoma and informed her father that she planned to move to Manhattan. Grateful for her lengthy chaperone duty, he gave his blessing.
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