
Cora Witherspoon: A Life on Stage and 
Screen
 Novel

 Axel Nissen

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/dpazQ/Cora-Witherspoon-A-Life-on-Stage-and-Screen
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/dpazQ/Cora-Witherspoon-A-Life-on-Stage-and-Screen
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/dpazQ/Cora-Witherspoon-A-Life-on-Stage-and-Screen
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/dpazQ/Cora-Witherspoon-A-Life-on-Stage-and-Screen
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/dpazQ/Cora-Witherspoon-A-Life-on-Stage-and-Screen


Born into an upper-crust family in New Orleans, Cora Bell Witherspoon (1890-1957) was an
orphan by the age of 10 and a professional actress by 15. She was seen on Broadway from
1910 till 1946 in 36 productions and was a popular character actress in Hollywood between
1931 and 1954. On stage she played roles like Sallie McBride in Daddy Long Legs, Josephine
Trent in The Awful Truth, Martha Culver in The Constant Wife, Prudence in Camille, and Mrs.
Grant in The Front Page. Like many Hollywood supporting players, her screen time was limited.
She made the most of it, whether as W.C. Fields's shrewish wife in The Bank Dick, Bette Davis's
fair weather friend Carrie in Dark Victory, the earthy, amorous maid Patty in Quality Street, or the
overbearing dowager Mrs. Williamson in The Mating Season. On both stage and screen,
Witherspoon portrayed a range of stereotypes of older women. In the end, though, she created
her own type, incarnating the fashionable, frivolous, flighty, and fawning society woman, often
with a thinly veiled libidinous quality.In addition to a detailed account of Witherspoon's theater
and film career, this groundbreaking biography reveals her upbringing and family background
and discusses her struggle with substance abuse, which resulted in two highly publicized arrests
and one conviction.
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of a character actress.”1Alex Barris once described her as a “gawky tree full of birds.” David
Ragan observed that “her face was made for gossiping.” Walter Winchell wrote at the height of
her career that her “actressing on the New York stages and in the cinema studios is big time.”2
Tennessee Williams portrayed her in his Memoirs as the denizen of a New York hotel for women
of a certain age and limited prospects where he ran the elevator at night. He also outed her as a
morphine addict. Born into a prominent family in New Orleans in 1890, Cora Bell Witherspoon
was an orphan by the age of ten and a professional actress by 15. She appeared on Broadway
between 1910 and 1946 and in Hollywood films between 1931 and 1954. After a smattering of
roles in television in the 1950s, she retired to Las Cruces, New Mexico, and died there in 1957.
She never married.Witherspoon’s career spanned 50 years and six decades from the era of the
Gibson Girl to that of the Sweater Girl. During her -half-century on the stage and the screen, she
supported a breathtaking number and variety of stars from Laura Nelson Hall in 1905 to Judy
Holliday in 1954; from Henrietta Crosman, born in 1861, to Natalie Wood, born in 1938. In
between, and in chronological order, she worked with stars like Amelia Bingham, Ruth
Chatterton, Jessie Bonstelle, Grace George, Marie Doro, Ina Claire, Ruth Gordon, Ethel
Barrymore, Fay Compton, June Walker, Tallulah Bankhead (on stage and screen), Lillian Gish,
Francine Larrimore, Miriam Hopkins, Spring Byington, Myrna Loy, Ann Sothern, Madeleine
Carroll, Jean Harlow, Katharine Hepburn, Gloria Stuart, Gladys George, Maureen O’Sullivan,
Norma Shearer, Shirley Temple, Bette Davis, Vera Zorina, Gertrude Lawrence, Martha Scott,
Mary Martin, Sylvia Sidney, ZaSu Pitts, Irene Dunne, Rosalind Russell, Jane Russell, Fay
Emerson, Gene Tierney, Barbara Hale, Joan Evans, Betty Field, Nancy Kelly, Ann Harding,



Miriam Hopkins, Teresa Wright, Frances Dee, Mary Astor, Nina Foch, and Arlene
Dahl.Witherspoon also supported male stars like Leo Ditrichstein (for ten years), Henry Miller,
Fredric March, Glenn Hunter, Harry Ellerbe, George M. Cohan, Wheeler and Woolsey, Harry
Richman, Bob Hope, Roland Young, Robert Montgomery, William Powell, Dick Powell, Robert
Taylor, Harold Lloyd, Frank Morgan, Wallace Beery, Sidney Toler, W.C. Fields, Charles Coburn,
John Lund, Robert Cummings, Bing Crosby, Franchot Tone, Hurd Hatfield, and Basil Rathbone.
And those are just the more familiar names…Witherspoon was first and foremost a top tier
Broadway character actress. Two of my previous subjects, Beulah Bondi and Agnes Moorehead,
had more spectacular screen careers, but they had nothing on her as far as their stage careers
were concerned. Witherspoon appeared regularly on the “Great White Way” for 25 years
between 1910 and 1936 and made a comeback there in 1941, after the main phase of her film
career was over. In the end, she had appeared in 36 Broadway shows and had created 31 roles.
Witherspoon played characters like Sallie McBride in Daddy Long Legs, Josephine Trent in The
Awful Truth, Martha Culver in The Constant Wife, Prudence in Camille, and Mrs. Grant in The
Front Page. Only twice, Russet Mantle in 1936 and Ramshackle Inn in 1944, did she come in as
a replacement.Witherspoon trickled into films on the East Coast in the early 1930s, did two films
at RKO in 1931, and then, in 1936, the trickle became a gush when MGM brought her to
Hollywood for a showy role in Piccadilly Jim. Like many supporting actresses, her screen time
was limited, but she made the most of it, whether waiting on Tallulah Bankhead in her first film,
Tarnished Lady, or fawning over Judy Holliday in her last, It Should Happen to You.Witherspoon
was W.C. Fields’ shrewish wife Agatha Sousé in The Bank Dick; Bette Davis’s fair weather friend
Carrie in Dark Victory; the frowsy maid Patty in Quality Street, paired off with Eric Blore; and, in
one of her finest screen performances, she was the overbearing dowager Mrs. Williamson in
The Mating Season.Both in the theater and in films, Witherspoon portrayed a comprehensive
range of stereotypes of older women: the termagant wife, the snobbish society woman, the -
viper-tongued gossip, the lovelorn spinster, the flibbertigibbet or a combination of these types.
She was unique in her striking portrayals of libidinous older women, who by the standards of the
day were not attractive. In the end, she became her own type.Witherspoon appears to have
been the -real-life embodiment of a Helen E. Hokinson cartoon woman. In an interview with the
Brooklyn Daily Eagle in 1935, though, she reflected on the disparity between her characters and
herself:“Playing silly women has nothing to do with my character,” she says, with the raising of
the eyebrows, as they might be raised by a spoiled child who is compelled to do something she
doesn’t want to do…. “Because of my nose that turns up, because I have a naturally gay
character and a voice that breaks, I may fit these parts,” she agrees. But she is convinced that
the roles she plays best are those she never plays, the dramatic roles. “The roles you play,” she
protests, “affect your reputation. If you play a lovely woman, off stage you are taken for a lovely
woman. And if you play silly women all the time…”As if to underscore the contrast between
Witherspoon in real life and many of her characters, the interviewer remarks that “her pleasant
personality immediately makes me feel less formal. She smiles. And when she smiles she smiles



all over her face.” Two years later, Witherspoon observed: “I like simple direct people who think
clearly and are unaffected. I’ve been accused of affectation myself but not by anyone who knew
me…. What appears to be an affectation may be natural. Only people who think clearly are
capable of insight that reveals a difference.”3While most classic Hollywood character actresses
lived quiet, uneventful, and -well-regulated lives, Witherspoon was the exception to the rule.
Though scant evidence remains, it is sufficient to tell us that life for her was difficult at times.
During the years of her Hollywood heyday, possibly long before then, and probably long after,
she was addicted to morphine, which she -self-administered with a hypodermic needle. This
substance abuse problem was known to some of her friends and associates and became public
knowledge in September 1940, when she was charged with “possessing hypodermic equipment
suitable for use in narcotic injections” and narcotics addiction. She was arrested again in July
1951 for public drunkenness, when out walking her dog. The Los Angeles Times carried the
story on page two with a picture of a disheveled, indignant Witherspoon and an even larger
picture of her dog. The Associated Press broadcast the story to the world.Thus Witherspoon
was publicly outed in 1940 as a drug addict and in 1951 as a possible alcoholic as well. Her
financial insolvency was also a topic in the newspaper columns. It is painful to consider the
public shaming she was subject to on several occasions; a “bad press” that has no parallel in the
life story of any other character actress I can think of. Yet Witherspoon soldiered on, as if nothing
had happened. Clearly, she was a functioning addict, working the hardest during the years we
know for certain that she was addicted. Fortunately, this scandalous press focus did not impact
negatively on her professional life; in fact, it may even have served to remind producers that she
was still available at a point when her screen career was on the wane.A Boston Globe staff writer
observed in 1976, in connection with the publication of a book on Norma Shearer, that “if these
‘Films of…’ books continue someone will be coming up with the definitive book on Cora
Witherspoon.”4 Well, it has taken 46 years, but that book is now in your hands. This is a -full-
scale biography, though, not just a “Films of” type book. It covers Witherspoon’s family
background and personal life but is primarily a detailed account of her entire acting career and
the contribution she made to the American entertainment industry in the first half of the twentieth
century. This is a book about an actress and the women she played.When I think of the many
hours of pleasure my research into Hollywood character actresses has given me, I am grateful to
these women for their strength and resilience, their infinite talent, and their inspirational lives. I
try to honor them by being honest and forthright about their strengths and weaknesses. I am
neither a hagiographer nor a muckraker, but I do have a camp perspective on life, which I
consider to be a useful quality in dealing with subjects whose importance is not universally
acknowledged.For assistance in various matters relating to this book, I would like to thank Ron
Bowers, Howard Mandelbaum, Fredrick Tucker, and Amanda Woolard. I have dedicated this
volume to my teacher, colleague, and friend Chester P. Sadowy, who died all too soon of a
massive heart attack in 1999. He would have turned 50 that year. I remember thinking when
Chester died that it would never be as fun at work again. Unfortunately, I was right. Chester



supported me at a time when I did not feel supported by many colleagues. I think he rather
enjoyed having an “in your face,” openly gay man in the department. I will miss Chester as long
as I live.Note: The abbreviation NYPL refers to the Cora Witherspoon clipping file, Billy Rose
Theatre Division, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. Unless otherwise stated,
production dates for films are taken from the AFI catalogue at aficatalogue.afi.com.1. “Veteran
Actress Recalls Visit to Cousin Here 27 Years Ago,” Quincy Patriot Ledger (August 18, 1941), p.
9.2. Alex Barris, Hollywood’s Other Women (South Brunswick and New York: A.S. Barnes,
1975), p. 111; David Ragan, Who’s Who in Hollywood 1900–1976 (New Rochelle, NY: Arlington
House, 1977), p. 836; Walter Winchell, “Walter Winchell on Broadway,” Burlington Daily News
(January 27, 1937), p. 6.3. Nina Vecchi, “They Judge You by Your Roles,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle
(September 29, 1935), p. 2C; H.H. Niemeyer, “Any Role, Any Studio,” St. Louis -Post-Dispatch
(April 2, 1937), p. 3F.4. George McKinnon, “Marquee: Rep Homecoming a Theater Event,”
Boston Globe (October 22, 1976), p. 30.1Cousin CoraEarly Life and CareerMiss Witherspoon is
highly connected in New Orleans, being related to the Denis, Bell and Witherspoon families.1In
the usual, -hyped-up terms of the studio press release, Cora Witherspoon’s father was once
described as “a -well-known lawyer” and her mother as “one of the social leaders of the
picturesque Louisiana city.”2 The truth was less spectacular and more interesting. As the
epigraph from 1907 indicates, Witherspoon belonged to the upper echelons of New Orleans
society. It fails to mention, though, that she was a poor relation and, from the age of ten, an
orphan. Her father Henry never amounted to much, and her mother Cora did not live long
enough either to make much of an impact on her youngest child. Unlike nearly all their female
relatives, married and single, Cora and her sister Maude worked and supported themselves their
entire lives.Henry Edgeworth Witherspoon was born in Greensboro, Alabama, on April 6, 1844,
as the youngest of the four children of Daniel McCalla Witherspoon (1805–55) and Mary Jane
Casey Witherspoon (1815–69). The family moved to Mobile soon after Henry’s birth, where his
father died when Henry was ten.3 A slave schedule from 1860 shows that Henry’s widowed
mother Mary owned six slaves: five men between 40 and 70 and a woman of 26.4 Like his two
older brothers, Henry Witherspoon fought in the Civil War on the Confederate side. On May 1,
1862, when he was only 18, he was appointed -aide-de-camp to General Danville Leadbetter
(1811–66), a career general who had also been chief engineer of the state of Alabama. That
month, Leadbetter was given command of the 1st Brigade in the District of East Tennessee.
Henry resigned on July 22.5 He moved to New Orleans in 1865, when he was 21.6H.E.
Witherspoon, as he was known, lived for nearly 54 years on this planet and left few traces of
worldly success or other achievements. Rather than being a lawyer, “-well-known” or not, I have
only found evidence that he worked as railway agent and a clerk. This is how he appears in a
handful of news items; in the 1880 U.S. census, the year he turned 36; and in two voter
registration records from the 1890s, towards the end of his life. Judging from the modest home
his surviving family members were still occupying in 1900, two years after his death, he did not
leave his widow and two daughters well provided for.One could claim that Henry’s main



achievement in life was to have married the daughters of two rich and powerful men. On
December 16, 1868, he wed Priscilla McDowell Withers at her home in Conti Street in Mobile,
Alabama. “Sylla” Withers was one of the ten children of General Jones Mitchell Withers (1814–
90), a rich lawyer, cotton broker, U.S. and later Confederate army officer, newspaper editor, and -
one-time mayor of Mobile. Henry was 24 and Sylla was 23.7 Several news items in New Orleans
newspapers in 1869 give us some idea of Henry’s interests and activities. He was involved in
charitable work; was a member of the Crescent City Yacht Club and competed in regattas; and
was a velocipede enthusiast, the velocipede being a forerunner of the modern bicycle.8 All this
sounds very much like the activities of a gentleman of leisure. The young couple were only
married between two and three years, before Sylla died in 1871 and was laid to rest in the
Withers family plot in Mobile’s Magnolia Cemetery.9Fast forward nine years. When the census
was taken in Baltimore on June 8, 1880, we find Henry living with his widowed sister Leslie
Frick, her four children, and a cook at 20 McMechen St., which was razed to make way for the
Jones Falls Expressway. Henry is 35, widowed, and employed as a clerk.10 He was not to be
single much longer, though, nor was he to remain in Baltimore. On August 24, 1880, he was
married to Cora S. Bell, aged 30 according to the record, in Chicago’s Grace Church, which was
then located on S. Wabash Ave. between 14th and 15th St., but has since been razed. The Rev.
W.E. Phillips officiated.11As it happened, Miss Bell was actually 34, and, furthermore, she was
not a “miss.” She was born Cora Slocomb Bell in New Orleans in December 1845, the daughter
of a prominent merchant in the city called Samuel Bell (1800–76) and his wife Caroline Matilda
Headington Bell (1816–74).12 Cora was the couple’s seventh child and fifth daughter and was
named after the wife of her father’s friend and business associate, the philanthropist Cora Ann
Cox Slocomb (1811–84).13 I mention this, because our Cora Witherspoon was also, indirectly,
named for this woman, whom she never knew.As it turns out, Mrs. Slocomb had a
granddaughter who was also named after her: Mary Cora Urquhart. This child, born in New
Orleans in 1857, grew into a major, international stage star of her day under her married name:
Cora Urquhart -Brown-Potter. She was one of the first American society women to become a
stage actress. Having a similar background, but born 33 years later, the way for our Cora to be
able to pursue a stage career without losing caste and burning her bridges was no doubt paved
by the pioneering career of her namesake and fellow Orleanian Cora Urquhart -Brown-Potter. -
Brown-Potter made her debut in Brighton, England, in 1887 and spent most of her career in
London and on tour around the world, while New York society snubbed her on her few
appearances there. She retired to Guernsey in 1912 and died in France in 1936.14To return to
Witherspoon’s mother. Both her parents were dead by the time she married Henry Witherspoon
in 1880, but she had a large extended family consisting of seven surviving siblings and their
families, all living in New Orleans. Henry and Cora may well have known each other, or at least
known of each other, for quite some time before tying the knot in 1880. One of my more
interesting discoveries in researching Witherspoon’s family background was that her father’s
older brother John married her mother’s older sister Caroline in 1867, so that her Uncle John



and Aunt Carrie were doubly so, both by blood and by marriage.15 Two brothers married two
sisters, in other words.When the census was taken on June 9, 1880, “Cora S. Bell” was living
with John and Carrie Witherspoon at 275 Indiana St. in Chicago.16 In just a few months, she
would be married to John’s brother Henry, a marriage which was the second for both parties.
Henry was widowed in 1871, as we have seen, and Cora was actually a divorced woman, having
contracted an -ill-conceived early marriage in 1865, when she was 19. Henry must have known
of this “mésalliance,” which lasted until 1877.The man in question was Charles Vincent, who
hailed from Norfolk, Virginia, “his family having been counted among the leaders of society
Norfolk in years agone.”17 The young couple were married by “Rev. Mr. Beckwith” in New
Orleans on August 3, 1865, the same year Henry Witherspoon moved to the Crescent City.
Because Cora Bell was a minor, according to the statutes of Louisiana she had to have her
father’s written consent to the marriage. In a further twist, Cora’s brother William A. Bell had to be
a witness to the fact that was he “well acquainted” with his coming -brother-in-law Charles
Vincent and swear that he was “above the age of -twenty-one years.” Bell even had to provide a
surety for Vincent’s debt of one thousand dollars to the state of Louisiana, that would only be
rendered null and void after two years, if “it should not appear that there existed at the time of
granting such License any legal impediment to such marriage.”18Charles and Cora Vincent had
two children, Carrie and Robert. Carrie was born in New Orleans in 1868 and her brother was
born about a year later. I have discovered that Carrie Vincent died at 202 Dearborn Ave. in the
Chicago “Loop” on May 15, 1881, thus about nine months after Henry and Cora married. She
was 13 years old and was buried in Graceland Cemetery.19 What happened to the boy, I do not
know for certain. There is reason to believe that he died sometime between 1870 and 1880. He
and his sister were living with their mother in their maternal grandparents’ home in New Orleans
when the census was taken on June 25, 1870. Their father was not living there. Eighteen
seventy was the year the couple separated. By 1880, Cora only had her then -12-year-old
daughter with her when she shared a home with John and Carrie Witherspoon in Chicago.20
Robert would have been ten or eleven had he been alive.By the time the -Bell-Vincent marriage
was over, and Charles had gone to the unusual step of divorcing Cora, they had been living
apart for seven years. On January 18, 1877, an article appeared on the front page of the
National Republican newspaper, published in Washington, D.C., lampooning the Vincents’ rocky
relationship under the title “She Would Not Remain: Why Did She Leave Him Alone and
Forsaken.” This anonymous, satirical piece explains that Charles Vincent found himself in New
Orleans at the close of the Civil War. “He had long heard of the beauty of the girls of the
Crescent City, and withstood all their bewitching flatteries and attractions until he met Cora Bell,
and then he surrendered almost immediately.” The article gives the correct date of their nuptials
and even notes that they were married by “Rev. Mr. Beckwith, now bishop of Georgia.” The
account goes on to relate that “it was smooth sailing for five years, and in the interim one child
came to brighten their lives and cement the ties existing between them.” As we have seen, there
were two children born during this period. Then, in 1870, the article states, when they were



sojourning in Norfolk, Virginia, “a change passed over the little family, and discord put up its first
milestone, many more of which were rapidly added.” Cora, “who had always been a woman of
impulse, suddenly resolved to deny herself Charles’ company in the future, and seek the roof of
her parent, Samuel Bell, who still resided in New Orleans”: “she packed her baggage and went
south by the next train without condescending to bid her husband -good-bye or inform him of her
intention of abandoning his roof and protection for all time to come.” The article concluded: “Now
he asks the court to grant him a divorce.”21Charles Vincent was granted a divorce from Cora
Vincent by Judge Wylie in Washington on June 7, 1877.22 Not only was divorce rare at this time,
but it was even rarer for a husband to divorce his wife. As it happens, Charles had a motivating
factor in his desire to marry again. Like Henry, he would prove to have a talent for courting and
marrying the daughters of rich, powerful men, but in Charles’s case the -fortune-hunter
tendencies were more pronounced. Now he had an even bigger fish to fry than Cora Bell. On
June 16, 1877, nine days after he obtained his divorce, he married heiress Rosa Postell Steele
(1847–1920) in Washington, D.C., though one newspaper claimed the couple had eloped to
Baltimore.23 Rosa was the daughter of Franklin Steele (1813–80), an immensely rich lumber
baron, industrialist, and early settler of Minneapolis. Charles and Rosa Vincent had three
children: Rosa C. Vincent Potter (1879–1965), Frederick Steele Vincent (1880–1916), and Maud
Vincent Garnett (1883–1969). The couple was divorced in October 1884, after two rounds in
court.24 Charles Vincent died in obscurity in the nation’s capital in late 1897. In his death record,
he is listed as a “laborer” and “widowed.” He is also listed as being 52, which means he was born
in 1845. This also means he was a minor and married Cora Bell illegally back in 1865.25Henry
and Cora Witherspoon welcomed their first child, Maude Lillian, in Chicago on March 16, 1882,
after about a year and a half of marriage.26 In June 1884, the year he turned 40, Henry was
struck by a serious illness and was described as “very ill” in the New Orleans -Times-Picayune.
He was then working as “Southern Passenger Agent of the Gulf Coast line,” a railroad line. In
August that same year, he is described as “Passenger and Ticket agent of the New Orleans and
Washington through line” in a news item about his “entirely renovated and repaired as well as
handsomely decorated” new office at 102 Canal St. Maude’s 1970 obituary states that she
moved to New Orleans from the city of her birth in 1886, but clearly the move happened before
then.27The main event, which all this has been leading up to, did not take place till January 5,
1890. On that day our subject, Cora Bell Witherspoon, entered the world in New Orleans,
Louisiana. There is no question about her date of birth, which is consistent in the records.28
Witherspoon is unusual among the actress class for never trying to make herself younger than
she was. The only time I have discovered her less than accurate about her age, she made
herself out to be older.29This is the earliest known photograph of Witherspoon, taken in a studio
with her doll when she was about a year old. Witherspoon would remain cute as a button for
quite some time, despite going through a rough patch during her teenage years, as so many of
us do. She was born into a large, wealthy, and -well-connected family in New Orleans in 1890,
though her father appears not to have had much career success. He died in 1898 and her



mother two years later. Thus Witherspoon found herself an orphan at the age of ten and was
raised by her mother’s unmarried sister Sophie and brother Samuel Bell (Billy Rose Theatre
Division, The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts).Little Cora was in many ways a
belated child. Her mother and namesake was in her 44th year when Cora was born, and her
father was a year older. Not only that, Cora was the -last-born first cousin on both sides of her
family. Because she was born at a time when most of her aunts and uncles were becoming
grandparents, not parents, many of her cousins were substantially older than her. In fact,
Witherspoon was closer in age to their children, her first cousins once removed. She never knew
any of her grandparents, who all died long before she was born; and five of her uncles and one
aunt had passed on before she arrived on the scene.Despite these losses, many remained who
could claim kinship with Cora Witherspoon, the most famous, and at times the most infamous,
member of the extended Bell and Witherspoon families: Aunts and uncles, first cousins, second
cousins, first cousins once removed, and cousins by marriage. She had relatives coming out of
her ears. What she did not have, though, for long, was what was considered a traditional,
nuclear family. She was an orphan by the age of ten, though she was far from abandoned. She
would always have her older sister Maude as the one constant in her life; and, until their deaths,
her mother’s brother Samuel and sister Sophie would act in loco parentis.Witherspoon’s
ancestry was Southern on both sides and through several generations. The notable exception
was her thrifty and industrious maternal grandfather Samuel Bell, who was born in Belfast in
1800. Samuel immigrated to the United States in 1816 and settled in Louisville, Kentucky, the
year his future wife Caroline Matilda Headington was born there. The couple married in 1834,
when she was 18 and he 34. Witherspoon’s maternal grandparents settled in New Orleans in
about 1838, where Samuel Bell built a thriving business as a merchant and later a banker. He
died of cerebral embolism in 1876, two and a half years after his wife.30While the descendants
of Samuel and Carrie Bell were remarkably unified and stable in their tendency to live in New
Orleans all their lives, the Witherspoons were more peripatetic and geographically spread. As
we have seen, Cora’s father Henry moved away from Alabama when he was 21 and spent the
last 33 years of his life mainly in New Orleans, but also in Baltimore and Chicago. His three older
siblings also spent their lives away from their native state. Henry’s oldest brother, Thomas Casey
Witherspoon (1836–1917), was a cotton dealer and raised his family in Natchez, Mississippi,
before moving to St. Louis in 1878.31 He and his wife Mary Ann Conner Witherspoon (1843–97)
had two sons: Thomas Casey Witherspoon II (1868–1957) and William Conner Witherspoon
(1872–1951). Cousin Thomas was an eminent surgeon, who spent his career in St. Louis and
Butte, Montana. Cousin William worked as a salesman. His descendants still live in St. Louis.
Both brothers were involved in scandalous divorces, remarried much younger women, and
ended their lives in California.Henry’s other brother, John M. Witherspoon (1837–1888), who
married Cora Witherspoon’s maternal aunt Caroline M. Bell (1841–1925), was a banker and
lived in Chicago until his death from sciatic rheumatism at 51.32 Uncle John and Aunt Carrie
had three children: Grace Witherspoon (1869–1949) was an unmarried sometime school



teacher, John M. Witherspoon (1872–1928) was an unmarried architect and engineer, and
Leslie Witherspoon (1876–1922) was married and worked as a salesman and was later vice
president of a construction company. Grace and Leslie lived in Los Angeles, while John lived in
Arizona.Henry’s only sister, Leslie Witherspoon Frick (1840–1917), spent her adult life in
Baltimore, where she had married a scion of the socially prominent Frick family, William Frick,
Jr., a civil engineer and machinist, in 1864.33 He died between 1875 and 1880, leaving her with
four children to raise on her own. Leslie would name the youngest of them after her brother:
Henry Edgeworth Frick (1875–1960). I initially thought this aunt was an uncle! Leslie appears as
a male in no less than three U.S. censuses: 1850, 1860, and 1910.34 Leslie and her older
brother Thomas died within two weeks of each other in 1917.35Witherspoon’s New Orleans
childhood would have been dominated by her mother’s large and socially prominent family, who
nearly all lived either on St. Charles Ave. or at most two or three blocks north or south of that
fashionable thoroughfare, in the Garden District, Touro, and the Fourteenth Ward. Cora
Witherspoon, Sr., had seven siblings who lived to adulthood and a sister who died young.36 In
order of birth, the nine brothers and sisters Bell were Maria Winn Bell Norton (formerly Wisdom;
1835–99), William Alexander Bell (1836–84), Mary Ann Bell (1839–49), Caroline M. Bell
Witherspoon (1841–1925), Arabella Harlan Bell Denis (c. 1843–1918), Samuel H. Bell (1844–
1923), Cora Slocomb Bell Witherspoon (1845–1900), Sophie J. Bell (1847–1915), and Mary
Elizabeth Bell Renshaw (1852–1941). These aunts and uncles and their spouses produced 20
cousins who lived to maturity between 1854 and 1887. In turn, these 20 first cousins only
produced 15 first cousins once removed over the course of the more than half a century
between 1882 and 1933.Witherspoon was undoubtedly closest to her mother’s unmarried
brother Samuel and unmarried sister Sophie. Sophie moved in with her sister Cora and her
daughters, probably after Henry’s death in 1898. During the years between her sister’s death in
1900 and her own death in 1915, Aunt Sophie was niece Cora’s loyal supporter, chaperone, and
friend, who made it possible for an innocent, privileged, and protected teenage girl to embark on
an acting career involving extensive travel and exposure to potential dangers and risks.Still
wearing her hair down and in short skirts, Witherspoon (far right) is on the cusp of womanhood
in this undated family photograph. She was always a “big girl”; not overweight, but big boned,
broad shouldered, and tall. I am almost certain that the woman next to her is her beloved aunt
Sophie Bell, her mother’s younger sister, who cared for her after her mother died in 1900 and
chaperoned her during the first ten years of her acting career, until Sophie’s death in 1915.
Unfortunately, I have not been able to identify the three other adults and the child. My guess,
though, would be that the elderly woman is another of Witherspoon’s maternal aunts, while the -
middle-aged woman may be an older cousin with her husband and child. In a curious
coincidence: Witherspoon was the youngest first cousin on both sides of her large extended
family, just as my previous subject, Beulah Bondi, was (Billy Rose Theatre Division, The New
York Public Library for the Performing Arts).Samuel H. Bell was a man of some distinction in New
Orleans. “The man who did more than any individual to found and organize Metairie Cemetery,”



he was the cemetery’s manager and guiding spirit from its inception in 1872. In his obituary, he
was also described as a “swamp lands rescuer, landscape gardener and Confederate
veteran.”37 Samuel spent the last 33 years of his life in a domestic partnership with a cotton
merchant called Ernest Cucullu, born in New Orleans in 1835 and thus nine years his senior.
They had met during the Civil War and lived for decades in a rambling Victorian house, which
still stands at 1422 N. Rampart St., only a few blocks north of Witherspoon’s childhood home at
no. 1014.38 Uncle Samuel, who had no children of his own, no doubt helped finance his niece’s
education. As we shall see, he also gave her encouragement and material assistance when she
decided to become an actor.Her sister Maude, who was 18 when their mother died and eight
years older than Cora, might also have been a source of emotional support for her.
Unfortunately, there is evidence that Maude was not always a positive influence in her sister’s life
as she was growing up. Maude looked down on her sister for being, in her opinion, physically
unattractive and did not support her decision to go on the stage.39 Fortunately, the sisters would
grow closer in later life and ended up living on the same property in Las Cruces, New Mexico.
This was after Maude had lost her life partner, Annie Miller.Information about Cora
Witherspoon’s early life is limited but varied. What follows are a few vignettes about her and her
family, that I have gleaned from the columns of New Orleans newspapers and from archival
sources. They cover the first 15 years of her life, up until her professional stage debut in 1905.
First of all, in a voter registration record dated August 22, 1891, we find H.E. Witherspoon, a -
self-employed clerk from Alabama born in 1844, who has lived in New Orleans since 1865,
residing at 238 N. Rampart St. He has lived in the Sixth Ward for seven years, which means that
his daughter Cora was possibly born at this address, at the corner of Bienville Street on the edge
of the French Quarter. The site is now a parking lot. The family was still living at this address in
October 1896. Henry was still working as a -self-employed clerk.40Apart from the marriages of
two older male cousins, Frank Frick for the first time at 33 and Mortimer Norton Wisdom for the
third time at 44, the notable family event of 1898 was the death of Witherspoon’s father. Henry
Edgeworth Witherspoon expired at six o’clock in the morning of Saturday, February 26. He was
53 years old. There were no obituaries in the local papers, only the following death notice:
“WITHERSPOON—On Saturday, February 26, 1898, at 6 o’clock a.m., H.E. Witherspoon, aged
53 years, a native of Greensboro, Ala. The funeral will take place from his late residence, 1014
N. Rampart St., on Sunday, Feb. 27, at 2 o’clock p.m. Interment private.” Henry was the first to be
laid to rest in the plot his -brother-in-law Samuel Bell had secured for his and his family’s use in
Metairie Cemetery.41 Cora Witherspoon would be buried there nearly 60 years later. We note
that by the time of Henry Witherspoon’s death, the family had moved seven and a half blocks
north on Rampart St., near the corner of St. Philip St.Mrs. H.E. Witherspoon, Cora’s mother,
made a rare appearance in the newspaper columns on May 27, 1899, when she was awarded a
medal and first prize for “best rag dolls” at the Louisiana state fair. The author of the article noted
that only three women had won awards at the fair and that all three were “New Orleans women,
born and bred” and “-self-made women in the same sense that we speak of the successful -self-



made man.”42 It is tempting to speculate that the widowed Cora Witherspoon, Sr., was
augmenting the family income through the making and selling of these fine rag dolls, a ladylike
activity that might bring in some needed extra cash. Two weeks earlier, Mrs. Witherspoon’s
eldest sister, Maria Winn Bell Norton, had died in New Orleans at the age of 64.43 She was the
first of Cora Senior’s six sisters to pass away, apart from Mary Ann, who had died as a child half
a century earlier.The census enumerator James Sanchez called at the cottage at 1014 N.
Rampart St. on June 1, 1900. He found -ten-year-old Cora Witherspoon living there with her -54-
year-old, widowed mother, her -18-year-old sister Maude, and her -soon-to-be-53-year-old aunt,
Sophie Bell. That is, Aunt Sophie was only admitting to 39. The census further records that Cora
Witherspoon, Sr., is the mother of two children, who both are living, though we know she gave
birth to four. Mrs. Witherspoon was listed as a “landlord” and Maude as being “at
school.”44Death called at the house only a month and a half later. On the evening of Tuesday,
July 17, 1900, Cora Slocomb Witherspoon passed away from uterine cancer. A death notice
appeared in the -Times-Picayune on July 19: “Mrs. Cora S. Witherspoon, 56 years, 1014 N.
Rampart.” Her age was given incorrectly here, but correctly in her death certificate. She was 54.
On Thursday, July 19, an obituary was also printed, on page 12 of the -Times-Picayune. There
we can read that death occurred “on Tuesday evening, just as the sun was sinking to rest.”
Furthermore, “Mrs. Witherspoon was a noble, earnest woman, whose qualities endeared her to
many” and “a loving, devoted mother, a true friend and an earnest, faithful Christian.” It was
noted that she was born Cora S. Bell and that she was the sister of Mr. S.H. Bell, secretary of the
Metairie Cemetery Association. The article stated that she “was married early in life to Mr. H.E.
Witherspoon, who preceded her some time ago to the grave.” The truth was that she was 34
when she married Henry Witherspoon and he had been dead for only two and a half years. “Mrs.
Witherspoon had been ill for some time, suffering from an incurable malady”: “She bore her long
suffering with patience and fortitude, and died, as she had lived, in loving peace with her savior.
Her long illness was solaced by the tenderness and care of her brave young daughter, Miss
Maud [sic] Witherspoon, and the love and attention of her brother, Mr. Bell.” It was mentioned
that Maude was working as the cashier of the Christian Woman’s Exchange and there was a
lengthy description of Maude’s devotion and how she had lost her mother “at a time when a girl
most needs her mother’s care.” Mrs. Witherspoon was “laid to rest in the beautiful burial plot of
her brother” Wednesday morning. “The interment was private.”45In a comprehensive feature
article from 1937, we can read that Witherspoon “was educated by private tutors at home and
went to finishing school in Paris when she was 14.”46 I have been able to discover a little more
than that. In 1902, Witherspoon was 12 years old and was attending the -Pursell-Shields Graded
School for Girls. The school had been founded by Mrs. M.E. -Pursell-Shields in 1897, as the
Graded School for Girls. Pupils of all ages were admitted and “given a thorough, practical
education.” The school specialized in preparing pupils for the high school department of H.
Sophie Newcomb College and was originally located at 2829 Chestnut St. in the Garden District.
It moved down the street to no. 2913 in 1901. The school year began October 1.47In the -Times-



Picayune for June 17, 1902, we can read about the school’s closing exercises the previous
evening, where “four bright graduates” had been graduated. “The large and handsome parlors
were nicely decorated with flowers and palms and potted plants.” A reception committee
consisting entirely of men “performed its duty in the most courteous manner, and provided the
guests with seats.” After an opening prayer, the pupils sang Mendelsohn’s “Maybells and
Flowers.” Then “Cora Witherspoon recited a French selection,” before “this young lady was
awarded a medal for proficiency in French.” Other pupils received medals for spelling,
scholarship, algebra, and Latin. There were further musical numbers, one girl read the class
essay, and finally the graduates were given their diplomas. “A class song concluded the
exercises.”48In 1902 as well, Witherspoon was the secretary of the St. Anna’s Society. St. Anna’s
Episcopal Church is still located at 1313 Esplanade Ave., not far from Witherspoon’s home on N.
Rampart St. The current church building is from 1952. The society had its own hall at 1315
Barracks St., a stone’s throw from the church. There on February 7, 1902, they held a raglan
party, where “Dancing and games of all kinds was the order of the evening”: “The affair was a
miniature carnival for the little folks, all of them having on masks and attired in fancy costumes.”
After refreshments had been served at 10 o’clock, “the children, highly delighted with their
evening’s entertainment, departed for their homes.”49On the afternoon of Monday, February 23,
1903, -13-year-old Cora attended a “musicale” in the “spacious rooms” of the Pickwick Club. She
was accompanied by her aunt Sophie J. Bell. Her much older cousin, the noted New Orleans
lawyer Mortimer Norton Wisdom (1854–1919), was also among the guests. The reception was
“one of the most largely attended, as well as one of the most beautiful and interesting functions
of the week,” according to the -Times-Democrat. The paper’s society column was more
concerned with listing the guests, than with relating what music was performed.50H.H.
Niemeyer once observed that “when a player signs a contract in the studios, it is the custom to
record the biographical facts of their lives on a printed form.” One of the “facts” that materialized
for the first time in the press when Witherspoon arrived in Hollywood was that she had been
partially educated in Paris. In a feature article at the height of her Hollywood film career by the
aforementioned Niemeyer, based on the “biographical notes” Witherspoon had written on the
studio’s “printed form,” he records that she “went to a finishing school in Paris when she was
fourteen.” Another article from this period noted: “When she was a youngster her family in the
good old New Orleans tradition sent her to school in Paris. There she learned to speak French
and German and acquired a British accent by frequent trips across the Channel.” In 1941, the
Quincy Patriot Ledger recorded that “at 14 she went to school for 18 months in France and there
conceived an ambition to play on the French stage—something that she has never fulfilled.” The
same basic information—redolent of the press release—was used in an article on Witherspoon
in the Chicago Sun in 1943.51It seems unlikely that such a costly education would have been
bestowed on an orphan girl, but Witherspoon was usually veracious in recording the facts of her
life—including her age, so there is little reason to doubt that she spent time at school in Paris.
Maybe her uncle Samuel, who had no children of his own, paid for her education. Maybe the



extended family chipped in. Cora was considered plain, so perhaps the family thought it a good
idea that she be prepared to provide for herself in the future; not that a finishing school was likely
to prepare her for more than marriage.The question remains when this Parisian sojourn took
place. Witherspoon turned 14 on January 5, 1904. In Europe, the school year normally begins in
August or September, so if she went over in the late summer of 1903, she would not have been
back till late 1904. Indeed, there is no mention of Witherspoon in the local newspapers between
February 23, 1903, and November 6, 1904. On the latter date, the New Orleans Item noted that
she was acting as secretary of a -three-day festival to be organized by her local church St.
Anna’s November 17–19.52On the evening of Thursday, February 2, 1905, Witherspoon
assisted at a “musical and dramatic entertainment for the benefit of the Maison Hospitalière,” a
home for elderly, impoverished women that had opened in 1893 and continued to serve the
community for the next 113 years. It closed in the wake of hurricane Katrina in 2006, though the
building still stands at 822 Barracks St. in the French Quarter. The benefit was held at the French
Union Hall under the direction of Witherspoon’s older friend and mentor Jessie E. Tharp. Since
she was not listed as being part of the orchestra, the vocal quartette, or the banjo quartet, we
can assume Witherspoon contributed a monologue or dramatic sketch to the program, as did
her friend Jessie. The -Times-Picayune noted that “quite a large audience was in attendance.” In
mid–July 1905, a group of amateurs formed a dramatic club in New Orleans to be called “The
Thespians.” The elected officers of the club were all men, but “among the young ladies taking
part” were Witherspoon, Jessie Tharp, and Marcelle Parrat. The club planned to give its first
performance in September.53We know young Cora struggled with her appearance growing up,
in a region, a time, and a segment of society where a young woman’s physical attractiveness
was subject to intense evaluation and would determine the future course of her life. So, too, it
was with Witherspoon, though she would live off her looks in a way no one could have imagined.
An article in the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle in 1932 was headlined: “‘-Pug-Nosed’ Girl to
Stage Modiste, That’s Cora Witherspoon’s Story.” There she described herself as once a “‘-pug-
nosed, flop eared, -pie-eyed little girl.’” Article author Jean Walrath observed: “Now she is
acknowledged to be one of the most smartly gowned women on the American stage and has
that ‘certain something’ air that makes people look twice and then again. Her pale skin bears no
rouge and there is no purple smear around her eyes.” After conveying Witherspoon’s “ideas on
the 1933 fashions,” we are told that she “wears only black and white, has cropped hair, and
contends that good materials are three fourths of a good costume.” The article continues: “The
reason why Miss Witherspoon knows how to make a gown that would transform a ‘mousey’ little
creature into an enchantress is because she practiced so many years on herself. As a child, with
tears in her eyes, because people told her she was ugly, she would stand on a chair in front of a
mirror trying her hair this way and that and pinning materials into all lines to make her ‘look like
somebody.’”54Witherspoon once said -self-deprecatingly in an interview, that the only thing she
had going for her when she first started out as an actress was “a lot of hair.” That is certainly
confirmed by this undated portrait of her as a young woman with a Gibson Girl hairstyle, but



otherwise the look of a maiden schoolteacher. The characteristically -pencil-thin eyebrows would
come later (Billy Rose Theatre Division, The New York Public Library for the Performing
Arts).The source of at least some of this emotional abuse was later revealed to have been her
older sister Maude, who as late as 1939 expressed her amazement at Cora having become
famous. Witherspoon elaborated on her sister’s attitude in a 1942 interview with the telling title
“Cora Witherspoon’s Life Gives Homely Girls Hope”: “As a girl, my sister used to tease me about
my alligator eyes and dog ears…. My mirror discouraged me, but I worked so hard to overcome
my shortcomings and to emphasize carriage, clothes and personality that I forgot all about my
lack of beauty. It’s a blessing not to be too pretty if you want a career. Take Bette Davis, for
instance. I’ve often wondered if she ever felt the way I used to and look where she is!” Ironically,
Witherspoon did not escape having her appearance evaluated in this interview either. Marjory
Adams wrote: “there’s no dignified dowager look about the lithe, vivacious lady who reminds one
somewhat of Ina Claire.” Her eyes, Adams added, were “as young as a debutante’s and not
nearly so bored.”55Witherspoon’s background as an unattractive child cast a long shadow. This
trauma even caused her to give up her chance at her own movie serial, when producer Bryan
Foy at Warner Bros. offered her the part of Mrs. Jiggs in a projected series based on the comic
strip Bringing Up Father. Witherspoon explained to John Hobart in 1939, “with disarming
candor”: “‘You see I’ve always been plain. Since I was a little girl in New Orleans, I’ve been told
about my pig eyes, my pug nose, my alligator mouth. And all my life, I’ve thought about my looks,
my looks, my looks—and tried to improve them. So I couldn’t bring myself to be identified
permanently as Mrs. Jiggs, who is a freak, a caricature; it would have meant a wasted lifetime.
Well, I probably was a fool. Think of the money it would have brought me, plus a steady job (they
were planning three pictures a year) and radio engagements and world fame. But I couldn’t do
it.’”56 The idea for the series was abandoned.Though the press sometimes gave that
impression, Witherspoon was far from untrained and untried by the time David Belasco cast her
in her first Broadway show, The Concert, in 1910. Her professional stage career had been
underway for five years by then. It began in her native New Orleans in 1905, when she was only
15 years old. Witherspoon summed up her five years’ experience prior to Broadway in an
interview in 1949: “First employment in a stock company in New Orleans—24 consecutive weeks
—a new play weekly—followed by five seasons of stock in Detroit, Buffalo, St. Louis, Denver,
New Haven and Chicago.” She said further: “The stock companies of those days were the
training schools for most of the best actors—a play a week and three or four changes of
costume for each play—three matinees and seven nights weekly. We would rehearse daily
(except Thursday) from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.—matinee days until 1 p.m. and often after the
performance at night.”57It turns out, though, that Witherspoon’s exposure to the stage and to
actors and singers began when she was a child. In an article in the New York Herald Tribune, we
find the following rare anecdote from her childhood in New Orleans:There lived in the Latin
quarter of New Orleans a kindly wigmaker and his buxom wife, named Variole. They catered to
the opera singers who made their gallant stand at the old French Opera House. Most of them



lived at the pension called La Maison Bourbon, a ramshackle, white stucco frame edifice with
lacey grillwork, and at all hours of the day and night the dark mahogany corridors rang with the
sounds of scales and obligati. Little Cora Witherspoon accompanied M. Variole on his
professional visits to La Maison Bourbon and became so steeped in the traditions of grand
opera that for a few delicious weeks she practiced her childish tremolos before her bedroom
mirror in anticipation of an opera debut. A single audition, however, managed to deprive her of
any such lofty ideas. So she bided her time till that fateful debut in “Janice Meredith.”58Indeed,
the Variols (without the “e”) were wigmakers in New Orleans for decades and their shop was
located for many years at 220 Bourbon St. in the Latin Quarter. Michel Variol and his wife
Angeline Bourgouin Variol founded the business in the 1870s and their son, Michel Charles
Variol, joined the family concern and continued it into the 1930s. The elder Monsieur Variol died
from blood poisoning on December 4, 1896, so Witherspoon was young indeed when she did
the rounds with him.59 When the business finally closed, it was one of only two wigmakers
remaining in New Orleans.According to an interview from 1941, Witherspoon decided to
become an actress when she was 12 and “thenceforth announced it to her family.” At first, it
appears, “her family … was shocked by the idea, and all her nice friends in New Orleans would
step to the other side of the street when she came into view.” Her sister Maude in particular
“‘really didn’t like it.’” Yet there were exceptions. Her maternal uncle Samuel Bell told her: “‘If you
must go, little girl—go with a big ambition ahead of you.’” Fortunately, he was a trustee of the
Grand Opera House and was able to persuade the manager, Charles Fourton, to give her an
audition. The -15-year-old girl audaciously chose to portray both Elizabeth I and Mary Queen of
Scots. “It was more pull than talent,” she reflected modestly many years later, “that won her a
place in the stock company.”60According to the -Times-Democrat on the day of her debut:
“Considerable interest attaches to the stage debut of Miss Witherspoon, who is a New Orleans
girl and prepared for the stage under the able tutelage of that -well-known and accomplished
actress, Miss Emily Melville. She will be given an ingenue role, and her friends are looking
forward to her appearance with pleasure.” Then in her mid–50s, Emilie Melville (1851–1932) was
part of the -Baldwin-Melville stock company at the Lyric Theatre, the other of the two stock
companies in New Orleans at this time. In her heyday in the 1870s and ’80s, Melville had been
an international star, who toured all over the world, including Australia. She had played Juliet to
Lawrence Barrett’s Romeo and Ophelia to Edwin Booth’s Hamlet. She was also known for her
roles in comic opera. When she died in San Francisco in 1932, the New York Times called her
the “Doyenne of Our Stage.”61By this time, both the press and her social milieu had clearly
determined not only to accept but to support Witherspoon’s theatrical ambitions. She was
described in the New Orleans Item as “a talented and charming girl, who is prominently
connected in the social world.” The paper assured its readers: “Naturally the friends of the fair
Orleanian are greatly interested in her dramatic career and there will doubtless be quite a hearty
welcome accorded her by her townspeople.”62Witherspoon made her professional stage debut
at the Grand Opera House on Sunday, September 24, 1905, as Tabitha Drinker in Janice



Meredith, an historical drama by Edward E. Rose and Paul Leicester Ford based on the latter’s
similarly titled novel. According to a review of the original New York production in 1900, “The play
tells a story of the revolt against the British Crown, and illustrates the vicissitudes and perilous
adventures that befell a Continental captain, who penetrated the Hessian lines in quest of
information for General Washington and who was saved at a moment of extreme peril, by the
intrepid, sagacious, and expeditious conduct of the girl that he loved.” The advertisement for the
play in the Item called it “A Fine Play of the American Revolution and the Battle of Trenton.”63In
the New Orleans revival, the eponymous heroine was played by Frances Whitehouse.
Witherspoon was cast as the ingénue Tabitha Drinker, “a part especially calculated to bring her
forth favorably.” On September 25, the subheading of the review in the -Times-Democrat read
“Miss Witherspoon Makes Successful Debut”: “Cora Witherspoon, the local debutante, was
thoroughly acceptable as Tabitha, who is something between an ingenue and a soubrette. She
has beauty which is not of the conventional type, an excellent voice and rather graceful bearing,
and she unquestionably possesses much more than average adaptability for the profession of
her choice. She bids fair to become a pronounced local favorite.”64In an interview in 1944,
Witherspoon recalled her debut nearly 40 years earlier: “she was instructed to ‘enter hurriedly
and collide with a uniformed Hessian soldier.’ She kept her half of the contract but the Hessian,
apparently worried about his stipend from the crown, failed to materialize. So, not finding this
immovable body, Miss Witherspoon landed with irresistible force flat on her face, her hoop skirt
over her head and her white starched pantalets in full view of the audience. She disentangled
from the bulky crinolines, grinned sheepishly and decided to devote her life to making people
laugh.”65Janice Meredith had been the second offering of the season. By the third week, the
company’s new leading lady, Laura Nelson Hall, had arrived and was to star in A Modern
Magdalen, Haddon Chambers’ adaptation from the Danish play The Jansen Family. Hall, who
was 29, had made her stage debut eight years earlier. In 1904, her life had been struck by
tragedy, when her husband, a fellow actor, shot and killed himself. She would make her
Broadway debut in 1907 and died in obscurity in 1936. The reviews do not reveal what
Witherspoon’s role of “Lizzie” entailed, but she appeared in the supper scene and her name
suggests a maid in a play where the major female characters are called Katinka, Olivia, and
Evelyn.On September 24, 1905, Witherspoon made her professional stage debut with the stock
company at the Grand Opera House in Janice Meredith and played an entire season there.
Originally built as the Varieties Theatre in 1871, this building stood on Canal Street, on the site
currently occupied by the -Ritz-Carlton Hotel. The theater closed in 1906 and was demolished to
make way for a department store.Witherspoon was given one of her best opportunities that fall in
Mrs. Dane’s Defense by Henry Arthur Jones. The -Times-Democrat reported on November 6,
that “the character of Mrs. -Bolsom-Porter was taken at very short notice yesterday morning by
Miss Cora Witherspoon on account of the sudden illness of Miss Lilian Dix, but instead of
stumbling through the part, as would be wholly excusable under the circumstances, the young
actress made a pronounced hit in it. She was animated and vigorous in every scene and her



excellent work contributed in no small degree to the success of the performance.” Mrs. Dane’s
Defense deals with “the effort of a woman who has sinned to reinstate herself in society and to
marry a good young man by a series of daring lies, and it ends with her defeat and humiliation.”
Mrs. -Bolsom-Porter is Mrs. Dane’s neighbor and “a malicious social regulator,” who employs a
detective to “ascertain the facts.” She finally has to apologize for “groundless suspicions and
unwarranted disparagement,” even though her suspicions are correct. The role was created on
Broadway by Ethel Hornick in 1900. According to the -Times-Picayune: “Miss Cora Witherspoon
was given the difficult role of Mrs. -Bulsom-Porter [sic] on short notice, and she did remarkably
well. With her ambition and ability she is laying the foundation for a stage career of more than
ordinary fame.” The Item noted that Witherspoon was “well received.”66The play of the week
starting November 26 was Madeline Lucette Ryley’s An American Citizen. Again, Witherspoon
was given the opportunity to play a character role far beyond her years, as Carola Chapin is
described in the stage directions as “an -over-dressed lady of 50.” The widowed Mrs. Chapin
was typical comic relief character and exactly the type of silly, fussy, and flirtatious dowager role
Witherspoon would later play on film. Witherspoon received several good notices for her
performance: “Miss Cora Witherspoon had quite an important role, Mrs. Chapin, and presented
it admirably. She has been doing remarkable work since her advent this season upon the stage”;
“Miss Cora Witherspoon left little to be desired in her interpretation of Mrs. Chapin”; and “Miss
Cora Witherspoon weeps the part of Carola Chapin with many tears, much grace and a few
pocket handkerchiefs.”67Next Witherspoon “made the most of a small part” as Mrs. Ashton in
Hearts Aflame by Genevieve G. Haines from 1902, “a play of social life.” She also participated in
the only disaster of the season, Cinderella performed as a Christmas play for children in a new
version by the house director Charles Le Soir; and the following pantomime “Scaramouche.” The
-Times-Democrat noted that “by the time ‘Cinderella’ had been disposed of more than half the
audience had left.” Maybe it was just as well, as the pantomime was deemed “one of the most
risqué ever presented to a reputable audience in New Orleans”: “‘Scaramouche’ ought not to be
presented in any theatre without being labeled ‘for men only,’ and even men could get along very
well without witnessing any such unsavory stage story, whether in dialogue or pantomime.” And
here a sheltered, -not-yet-16-year-old daughter of the “haute bourgeoisie” was taking an active
part! Not only that: as the Queen of the Azures, “Miss Witherspoon, the cigar factory girl, who
married the King of Azures, could hardly have been excelled. She carried out every detail of her
role and her consort, the king, Louis Morrison, kept the house in a continual uproar with the
stories of their domestic troubles.” While the -Times-Picayune thought Morrison and
Witherspoon should be “complimented on the drollness of their makeup,” the -Times-Democrat
felt Witherspoon’s -make-up was “unnecessarily offensive.”68Witherspoon summed up a most
eventful year in a Christmas greeting to the readers of the -Times-Picayune on December 26,
1905: “I know that I was ambitious to be a figure on the stage. I know that I have managed to
jump from the amateurs into good company, and I am sure I am working like a good one to
please. I would rather win here in my native home than anywhere else in the world. I surely wish



everyone here a merry merry Christmas and a happy new year—Cora Witherspoon.”69The first
play of 1906, starting on New Year’s Eve, was The Gay Lord Quex by Arthur Wing Pinero.
Witherspoon was given yet another good opportunity, as Miss Moon, a manicurist, who is in and
out in the scenes set in a beauty salon, getting patrons to buy things they do not need and
drumming up business for the “palmist” Valma, whom she loves from afar. The -Times-Picayune
wrote that she “continues to give evidence of marked talent and made the most of a small
part.”70The season continued with Witherspoon lending her talents to The School for Scandal,
Prince Karl, The Pride of the Jennico, Sowing the Wind, Romeo and Juliet, and finally Mistress
Nell. In the first of these, she was “a good Lady Sneerwell.” In Sowing the Wind, she was “a
clever Bridget.” She was found “pleasing” as Lady Montague in Romeo and Juliet. Finally, she
and a colleague “did well the little assigned to them” in Mistress Nell, where Witherspoon played
Lady Hamilton.71 When the season was finally over for her on February 24, 1906, she had
acted in 13 different plays. The five months spent in Monsieur Fourton’s company were
Witherspoon’s drama school. She learned on the job and gained more extensive, varied, and
concentrated acting experience there in a single season, than she could have hoped for during
several years spent in a traditional drama school. She said herself in 1941, that “actual practical
experience received in stock companies is the best training available, for ‘you learn more from
an audience than from any school.’”72Apart from a benefit performance of Dion Bouciault’s The
Octoroon at the Lyric Theatre on May 14, 1906, where she “supplied the leading female role and
acquitted herself in a creditable manner,” there were no further developments in Witherspoon’s
acting career until the end of the year. In mid–December, the -Times-Democrat reported that she
had “been added to the forces of the -Baldwin-Melville stock company. She would be ‘pleasantly
remembered,’” the paper added, “for some excellent work she did in Manager Fourton’s Grand
Opera House Stock Company.” Her engagement seems to have been of short duration. She
made her debut with the company playing two roles in On Piney Ridge at the Baldwin Theatre
on December 16. “Cora Witherspoon appeared in doubles and got a warm welcome,” wrote the -
Times-Picayune. According to the Item: “Miss Cora Witherspoon, … who made her first
appearance with the -Baldwin-Melville Company, made quite a favorable impression in the dual
role of Chlotilde Beverly and Mrs. Lane.”73We next find press reports of Witherspoon’s doings in
the spring of 1907, when she was 17 years of age. On May 22, she was one of the “society girls”
involved in selling the -40-page special “woman’s edition” of the New Orleans Item newspaper,
which was “issued for the benefit of the Women’s and Children’s Dispensary and the great
cause of district nursing in New Orleans.” The Item predicted that the newsgirls would “doubtless
create a condition of incipient bankruptcy among the wandering newspaper readers of the
impressionable male contingent when they go into action.” Witherspoon and Jennie Griswold
were responsible for a stand outside Fuerst and Kraemer’s confectionary store at 833 Canal St.,
near Dauphine. Witherspoon’s -38-year-old cousin Belle Norton and her companion Sadie
Griffin were also on the newsstand committee.74At the organizational meeting for the “Woman’s
Item” on May 13, Witherspoon had “announced that a benefit would be given her on the 23rd at



one of the theaters, and asked for the patronage of the ladies present, which was freely
accorded the little New Orleans lady.”75 She was only 17 at the time, yet was cunning enough to
recognize the publicity value of advertising her own event in such a congenial setting as a
meeting of -right-minded, -woman-identified, and charitable women.In Helen Pitkin’s column
“Women at Home and Abroad” in the -Times-Democrat for May 19, Witherspoon was touted as
“one of the most gifted young actresses that New Orleans has produced.” Readers were told,
that at her benefit performance she would give “an ambitious portrayal of Zaza.” According to
Pitkin, Witherspoon was “highly connected in New Orleans, being related to the Denis, Bell and
Witherspoon families.” Her readers were assured that “it is purely the love of her art which guides
her footsteps in the Thespian way.” Witherspoon would go to New York “immediately after the
benefit performance,” where she had been engaged for the following season by David
Belasco.76For Witherspoon, the testimonial benefit performance was the major event of 1907. It
symbolized her having attained a position as an actress in her own community and, equally
importantly, that she had that community’s support for her unusual choice of career. Testimonial
benefits were commonly given by and for established actors, who for various reasons needed
the additional income. They were called benefits, because the profits of the performance were
given to the beneficiary of the performance, who also starred in it. Thus they were a good way for
the performer to showcase their talents, while earning some extra cash.Witherspoon’s benefit
was originally scheduled for May 23, then changed to May 27, and finally took place on
Saturday, June 1 at 8 p.m. at the Tulane Theatre. Zaza was a complex play in no less than five
acts and the postponement was “found necessary in order to give an elaborate presentation.”
The Tulane once stood directly across from its sister theater the Crescent, on either side of a
covered arcade, which ran between Baronne St. and Roosevelt Way. The theaters and the
arcade were swallowed up by the extension of the Roosevelt New Orleans Hotel. Tickets to the
performance cost 50 cents. The event was heavily advertised in the local papers. Among the 20
“patronesses,” we find Witherspoon’s aunt Arabella Denis (Mrs. Henry Denis) and Adelaide
Labatt Wisdom, the wife of Witherspoon’s eldest cousin Mortimer Wisdom.77On June 1, 1907,
Witherspoon gave a testimonial benefit performance at the Tulane Theatre, which stood directly
across from its sister theater, the Crescent, on the site of the -present-day Roosevelt New
Orleans Hotel. She chose to play the lead in Zaza, which had been produced by David Belasco
in 1899 with Mrs. Leslie Carter in the title role. It was an audacious choice, since Zaza was a
former prostitute and the mistress of a married man. At this point, though, Witherspoon could do
no wrong in the eyes of the elite of New Orleans. She had overcome any opposition to her
unorthodox choice of career, and from here on out her hometown would be solidly behind
her.Zaza was an audacious choice of vehicle, since the heroine was a prostitute turned music
hall entertainer and the lover of a married man. As the reviewer for the New York Times wrote of
the first American production: “Nothing quite so glaringly vicious as the symbols of vice in ‘Zaza’
had ever before been put before decent American eyes.”78 The -English-language adaptation
from the French of Pierre Berton and Charles Simon was by Witherspoon’s future mentor David



Belasco, who first produced the play in Washington, D.C., in 1898 and at the Garrick Theatre in
New York the following year. The title role was created by Réjane in Paris and by Mrs. Leslie
Carter on Broadway, when the latter was 37. In later years, the part would be played in
Hollywood films by Pauline Frederick, Gloria Swanson, and Claudette Colbert.Zaza was a vast
and ambitious undertaking for a cast consisting mostly of amateurs and had no less than 23
different players in named roles. As her married lover Bernard Dufresne, Witherspoon had
Bernard Shields. Marie Westerfield played Dufresne’s wife. San Remo Socola directed. On June
2, the Item reported that the testimonial benefit had been “a ‘financial and social success.’” The
theater had been “packed to the doors.” Witherspoon’s “ability as an actress was reflected in her
clever work”: “The boxes were filled with -well-known people, and throughout the performance
she received hearty acknowledgments. The stage settings were splendid. Some of the love
scenes were comical and provoked laughter.” The Item’s report concluded that Witherspoon’s
“popularity was never better illustrated than during the performance at the Tulane Theater.”
According to the -Times-Picayune, “Miss Witherspoon, in the part of the frivolous -high-
tempered woman, elicited admiration from her auditors, who gave her frequent ovations”: “the
flowers and other presents sent over the footlights filled a -dressing-room.”79When interviewed
in her dressing room, Witherspoon said she had would leave New Orleans at the end of July and
would start rehearsals at the Belasco Theatre in New York August 27. She did not know what
part she would have but was confident she would receive a role in one of the new plays Belasco
was writing for stars like David Warfield and Frances Starr. Her immediate plans were to “rest up
for the next two or three weeks on the gulf coast, the guest of friends.”80Six days after the
benefit, and before going on holiday, Witherspoon appeared again at the Tulane Theatre. The
play being performed this time was The Charity Ball and the performers were “The Thespians,”
who were “filling an important place in local amateur theatricals.” The Charity Ball had been
written by David Belasco and Henry C. De Mille and had opened at the Lyceum Theatre in New
York on November 19, 1889. It was the old story of “the duplicity of a man toward a girl who has
surrendered herself unwisely to him.” The girl was Phyllis Lee, played by Witherspoon, and the
man was Dick Van Buren, portrayed by Jules Weinfurter. Phyllis in turn is loved by the righteous
rector and Dick’s brother, John Van Buren (St. John Perret). Witherspoon’s acting teacher and
friend, Jessie Tharp, played Ann Cruger, who in turn loves John Van Buren in this romantic
roundabout. According to the review in the Item, the players “covered themselves … with glory”
and Witherspoon “deserves the largest part of the praise.”81The summer holiday did not go as
planned. In early July, Witherspoon and her aunt Sophie were staying at the fashionable
Montross Hotel in Biloxi, Mississippi, about 90 miles northeast of New Orleans along the Gulf
Coast. On the evening of Wednesday, July 5, they were involved in a “frightful trolley car
accident” at Long Beach, between Gulfport and Pass Christian. “From the account of the
accident,” wrote the -Times-Picayune, “it seems a marvel that one or both of them were not killed
or maimed for life.” The Gulfport and Mississippi Coast Traction Company’s car became
unmanageable at its final stop at Long Beach at around nine o’clock, so that the motor man lost



control of it: “after reaching the end of the line it continued on until it plunged into a ravine, where
it lodged at an angle of -forty-five degrees, with the front end in the ravine.” Witherspoon and her
aunt were the only passengers at the time. They were sitting at the front of the car across the
aisle from each other. In Aunt Sophie’s account, “suddenly the lights went out, and then came a
jar and a terrible crash.” She was thrown to the floor and received a blow to the head, which
stunned her and bled profusely, but did not render her unconscious. Witherspoon, through some
miracle, was able to stay in her seat, and escaped with a sprained back and the shock. The
injured women were assisted by the crew and taken to a local residence, before being
transported back to the hotel, where they were attended by a physician.82The accident and its
aftermath may have impacted Witherspoon’s ability to join Belasco’s company in New York at
the required time, though it seems unlikely that she had been engaged by him as early as 1907.
Her first recorded stage appearance away from New Orleans, that I have identified, was in
Buffalo, New York, on October 28, 1907. She appeared with a stock company at the Lyric
Theatre, which once stood at 447 Washington St. in Buffalo and is currently a parking lot. The
company had recently been assembled in New York by the theater’s manager, Mr. Laughlin. He
believed it to be “in every sense satisfactory” and that it “equals in collective strength and
individual ability any organization of the kind ever submitted to the -theatre-going public” of
Buffalo.83Mr. Laughlin opened his season at the Lyric with the Eleanor Merron’s rural comedy
drama The Dairy Farm, “a wholesome story of bucolic life before the Civil War.” The company’s
leading man was Edgar Baume and Jane Wheatley the leading lady. Frances Nordstrom was the
second woman, Angela McCaull the ingénue, and Henrietta Bagley the character woman.
Veteran character actor James H. Wallack enacted the role of the Squire, that “he originated and
made famous.” Witherspoon was one of the minor members of the company along with Harry
Driscole, Albert Lando, Gordon Langhorne, Frances Fraunholz, and Fred G. Hearne. “The new
stock company made a very favorable impression” in their debut vehicle, which ran a week. The
closest Witherspoon came to a “notice” was the following line in the Buffalo Times: “Miss Cora
Witherspoon, Miss Frances Nordstrom and Edward Poland deserved the plaudits they received
in their respective parts.” The reviews do not tell us what those parts were. The Lyric had stood
empty for seven weeks due to being in receivership, but this evening “every seat in the house
had been sold and more than 200 standing room tickets had been issued.”84An article about the
new company in the Buffalo Enquirer mentioned that “Miss Witherspoon has had excellent
training under successful managers.” A news item devoted to Witherspoon herself assured the
readers of the Buffalo Sunday Morning News, that she was “a tall, graceful and charming young
woman,” who had had “beneficial experience in stock companies in New Orleans and in other
Southern cities.” There was no specific mention of an association with David Belasco. The
Illustrated Buffalo Express carried a photo of Witherspoon in a pensive pose, -bare-shouldered
in a peasant blouse, on November 3, identifying her as “A member of the Lyric Theater stock
company.”85 The same photo had appeared in the -Times-Picayune on June 2 and probably
shows her as Zaza.Witherspoon’s stay in Buffalo was a brief one, as the new stock company



only played one more week at the Lyric Theatre.86 Her last recorded stage appearance in 1907
was with the stock company of the newly completed Bijou Theatre in New Haven, which had
opened that year at 28 Church St. and which is no longer standing. The play was the -three-act
comedy Turned Up, which opened on December 16 for a week’s run. According to one review, it
was “one continual scream from the time the curtain goes up at first until it rings down at the end
of the last act.” Witherspoon played Mrs. Pannall. Leading lady Jane Wheatley, ingénue Angela
McCaull, and character man Frances “Fraunie” Fraunholz from the Lyric Theatre company were
also in this production.87After a brief return to the -Baldwin-Melville stock company in New
Orleans to play Aramantha Markham in Ninety and Nine, a “very lurid melodrama” suggested by
Ira D. Sankey’s famous hymn, it was reported in the New Orleans Item on March 21, 1908, that
she had “left -to-day on board the S.S. Antilles for New York, where she is studying the dramatic
art”: “Miss Witherspoon was accompanied by her aunt, Miss Sophie Bell.”88While in New York,
Witherspoon was offered a substantial engagement with the Suburban Garden stock company
in St. Louis, that would keep her busy for three months between May and August 1908. In St.
Louis, Witherspoon supported guest stars Virginia Harned, Amelia Bingham, Henrietta
Crosman, and James K. Hackett. The season opened on May 24 with Harned playing her
signature role of Trilby O’Farrell in Trilby, which she had created on Broadway in 1905.
Witherspoon was Mrs. Bagot and “played the mother of ‘Billee’ effectively.” Little Billee was
played by Walter B. Gilbert. Witherspoon also supported Harned as Princess Cherbatsky in
Anna Karenina (“Miss Cora Witherspoon and James Bliss, as the Prince and Princess
Cherbatsky, were funny, with their family jars”); and, possibly, in The Second Mrs.
Tanqueray.89On June 7, the -Times-Picayune reported that the young actress was “giving a
good account of herself this season” as a member of the Suburban Theatre Stock Company,
“considered one of the best in the country”: “She is engaged especially for character parts, and
has been highly praised for her -clean-cut and intelligent interpretation of her roles. It is hard
work, but excellent training, and she glories in it all. She has as yet no plans for the next season,
but she is sure to get her chance, and make the most of it.”90 Witherspoon had an older cousin
in St. Louis, William Conner Witherspoon, the son of her father’s eldest brother Thomas. Maybe
she stayed with him, his wife Mary and their sons Houston and William in the capacious
residence at 4538 Maryland Ave. in the “CWE,” that they shared with Mary’s parents, sister and -
brother-in-law, and three servants. This extended family circle would be broken up three years
later, when William, then 40, divorced Mary and married -22-year-old Lillian Stagel
Nunley.91Amelia Bingham took over as leading lady at the Suburban Garden on June 14 and
Witherspoon did The Sporting Duchess, A Contented Woman, The Cowboy and the Lady, The
School for Husbands, and A Modern Magdalen with her. She got one of her best notices for The
Cowboy and the Lady. The St. Louis -Globe-Democrat wrote that “The ‘Miss Prissims’ of Miss
Cora Witherspoon is one of the big hits of the play. In the -dance-hall scene she swells a minor
role into pretentiousness and scores heavily.”92Bingham passed the baton to Henrietta
Crosman on July 19, and Crosman was starred in some of her most familiar vehicles: Sweet



Kitty Bellairs, The Sword of the King, and Mistress Nell. In Mistress Nell, which had ended her
season at the Grand Opera House in New Orleans, Witherspoon was considered “among the
most effective of the secondary players.”93 Finally, she supported James K. Hackett in The
Prisoner of Zenda, The Crisis, and The Pride of Jennico. In The Crisis, wrote the St. Louis -Post-
Dispatch, “Miss Cora Witherspoon will be seen as the motherly and charming Mrs. Brice,
Stephen’s mother.”94 Though a couple of weeks remained of the Suburban Garden season,
Witherspoon’s engagement ended in late August. She and Aunt Sophie went to Biloxi,
Mississippi, for a holiday. On September 16, they left for New York, “to be absent all winter.”95
Witherspoon was soon to meet the man who would mean more to her career than any other.Leo
Ditrichstein was born in 1865 in Timisoara, which is now in Romania. He was frequently referred
to as being “Hungarian by birth.” Unlike most young men of his class, he opted to go on the
stage, rather than attend college. Ditrichstein soon achieved success in a variety of roles and
theatrical genres, including musical theater, where he impressed with his fine tenor voice. He
came to the United States in 1890 and made his American stage debut with Gustav Amberg’s
company at the Irving Place, a -German-language theater, the following year. It was there he was
discovered by Charles Frohman, who engaged him, though he spoke “very little English then.”
His -break-through role in English was as -Zou-Zou in Trilby in 1895. Ditrichstein’s career as a
light opera singer ended practically overnight the following year, when he lost his voice
permanently. Later, he would write a play, The Great Lover, about an operatic singer who has a
similar experience. Ditrichstein wrote his first play, Gossip, in collaboration with Clyde Fitch for
Lily Langtry in 1895. There would be many more, mostly inspired by or directly adapted from
continental European originals.96Ditrichstein’s heyday as a matinee idol lasted roughly until
1918, including the eight years during which Witherspoon was a small but integral part of all his
major stage successes from The Concert to The Matinee Hero. She learned more from him than
from any other stage professional and he undoubtedly meant more to getting her stage career
off the ground than anyone else, including David Belasco. He simply believed in her and, though
the parts were never large, he kept her employed longer than anyone else. She made it clear in
an interview in 1922, that “it was under Ditrichstein, with whom she remained eight years,
playing repertoire, that Miss Witherspoon learned, she says, everything she knows about the
stage.” One piece of advice from him she appears to have heeded was that “the wise, the
successful actor, is he who in his preliminary years discovers his limitations, learns the sort of
thing that he can do best, and thereafter does it.”97Though it usually escaped notice in capsule
accounts of her career, Witherspoon’s long collaboration with Ditrichstein -pre-dated her being
hired by Belasco to support the star in The Concert in 1910. In the fall of 1908, Ditrichstein
engaged her for his stock company at the Colonial Theatre in Cleveland, which opened its -eight-
week season with The Ambitious Mrs. Alcott on November 9. The Philadelphia Inquirer got it
partially right, when it recalled in 1943 that “Miss Witherspoon’s first stage experience was in
stock with Leo Ditrichstein in Cleveland in a series of Ditrichstein farces. He asked her if she
could play a woman of 70, and being 17, she was certain she could. This led to her New York



debut with him in ‘The Concert,’ produced by David Belasco.”98 This was her first stage
experience in stock with Ditrichstein. As we have seen, she already had extensive acting
experience prior to coming to Cleveland.Ditrichstein’s company was described in the press as
“one of the best balanced dramatic and comedy companies yet to be seen on a local stage.” It
was a large one, and included actors like Charles B. Wells, Earl K. Mitchell, Newton Lindo,
Forest Freeman, Harry Andrews, Howard Hull, Edward Longman, Jack Mahoney, Anne
Sutherland, Jane Gordon, Fola LaFollette, Catherine Carter, Eva Randolph, Margaret Lewis, and
Natalie Jerome. The Cleveland Plain Dealer mentioned especially that “light comedy roles will
be played by Cora Witherspoon, whom J. Gordon Edwards, one of America’s leading stage
directors, pronounced the coming great American comedienne.” After the season had started,
the paper wrote: “Mindful of the good companies that have been seen at the Colonial in the past
it is no small praise to characterize the new organization as the best of them all. To see such
players at any time is a treat of rare quality and when they appear at Colonial prices the incident
makes dramatic history.”99In addition to the season opener, they played one week each of
Sham Battles, Before and After, A Superfluous Husband, Harriet’s Honeymoon, The Last
Appeal, and Vivian’s Papas, before the engagement at the Colonial came to an end on January
2, 1909. Witherspoon was seldom mentioned in the notices, but her efforts in Before and After
led the reviewer to observe that “Miss Cora Witherspoon shows that comedy is a part of her
nature and training.” After Vivian’s Papas, the Cleveland Plain Dealer observed that “Miss Cora
Witherspoon shared the honors of the evening with Miss Grey [Jane Grey, the leading lady]. Her
playing of the role of the chorus girl has a clever touch.”100Witherspoon had no time for a break,
as Ditrichstein wanted her for his next engagement too, which was to begin immediately. So it
was that Witherspoon made her first and, as far as I know, only appearance in vaudeville, when
she joined Ditrichstein in his -one-act farce “Button, Button, Who’s Got the Button?” with
senator’s daughter and Ditrichstein’s family friend Fola La Follette, Howard Hull, and Patrick
O’Brien.101 What was in fact a small vaudeville tour started at the Grand Opera House in
Pittsburgh on January 4, 1909, the day before Witherspoon’s 19th birthday; went from there to
the Temple Theatre in Detroit and the Majestic Theatre in Chicago, and ended at the Columbia
Theatre in St. Louis on February 6. It was only six months since she had appeared at the
Suburban Garden Theatre in St. Louis. Here she was, back again, only this time in
vaudeville.The Pittsburgh Daily Post deemed the program currently at the Grand Opera House
“one of the best vaudeville bills of the season.” Ditrichstein and La Follette played an -absent-
minded dentist, Dr. Burton, and his jealous wife, while Cora Witherspoon and Hull played “a
couple in love”: “It is a laugh from the start and enacted in the only way farce should be enacted,
with the utmost gravity and earnestness. The audiences took to the play yesterday with keen
relish, and laughter and applause ruled once the story got underway.” The Pittsburgh Press
thought it “a clean and wholesome playlet, and altogether is one of the most delightful
absurdities that Mr. Ditrichstein has yet produced.” The Chicago Daily News wrote that “nothing
could be neater and brighter.”102The brothers who ran the Suburban Garden Theatre, Jacob



and Sol N. Oppenheimer, wanted Witherspoon back for their next season in St. Louis. This time,
she would be supporting Amelia Bingham for her -five-week engagement starting May 30,
followed by three weeks with guest star Wilton Lackaye, three weeks with Marguerite Clark, and
two weeks with Countess Venturini, before Witherspoon moved on to another engagement at
the end of August. Among the plays she acted in this season were Madame -Sans-Gêne, Her
Other Self, The Climbers, New Lamps and Old, Peter Pan, -Frou-Frou, and Camille. She made
her greatest impact as the Queen of Naples in Madame -Sans-Gêne, starring Amelia Bingham.
Her -home-town newspaper reported that she “was given five curtain calls after her great
emotional scene—not bad for a mere slip of a girl, but she is made of the stuff, and before many
years she will twinkle as a star at the head of her own company.” The St. -Louis-Globe Democrat
wrote: “Others in the cast whose work required some skill are … Miss Cora
Witherspoon.”103Her Other Self was a new melodrama about “the enslavement of a -high-bred
young woman to the drink habit,” which had its world premiere in St. Louis on June 20, with
author Stanislaus Stange in the audience. Both he and leading lady Amelia Bingham gave
curtain speeches. -Fifty-year-old Bingham played “a -girl-dipsomaniac pitifully struggling against
her inherited love of drink,” while -19-year-old Witherspoon played her aunt! What a testament to
the power of stage illusion. The -Post-Dispatch noted that “Miss Cora Witherspoon has only a
slight demand to meet as Jane Belmar, Catherine Alwyn’s aunt.” In Clyde Fitch’s The Climbers,
her final play with Bingham, “Miss Witherspoon was nowhere amiss in her interpretation of the
character of the only conventionally gentle woman of the story.”104New Lamps and Old was
something different, being a -Romanian-Jewish drama by Ronetti Roman, translated by Oscar
Leonard. Witherspoon supported Wilton Lackaye as his wife Esther. The play was panned by the
-Globe-Democrat, who called it “a novel, if to many a tiresome, experiment” and “the most
monstrous thing ever set before an -English-speaking audience”: “The only interesting moments
during the long unfoldment of the plot occur when Miss Cora Witherspoon, as a flighty wife,
delivers lines which are really reflective of a certain phase of life, and acquits herself with credit,
and when Mr. Lackaye is given center of the stage one, two or three too brief occasions.” The -
Post-Dispatch mentions Witherspoon among the actors who “acquitted themselves with much
credit.”105On July 25, Marguerite Clark inaugurated her part of the season with Peter Pan.
Witherspoon was cast in the first of her only two known ethnic minority roles, as Tiger Lily,
daughter of a Native American chief, a role created on Broadway by Margaret Gordon in 1905–6.
Charles H. Weston reprised his Broadway role as the dog “Nana.” The -Post-Dispatch pointed
out that this was a “first night of ‘Peter Pan’ without Maude Adams,” who was entirely identified
with the title role: “The friendly Indians, with James Gordon as Great Big Little Panther, and Cora
Witherspoon as Tiger Lily, were good, too.” The -Globe-Democrat thought “it was enjoyable to
see the dignified members of the stock company in such roles as the Indians and pirates.” “This
fortnight run of one play establishes a new Suburban record,” they pointed out a few days
later.106 Incidentally, Marguerite Clark (1883–1940) married a New Orleans plantation owner
and millionaire in 1918 and later lived in a mansion on St. Charles Ave. Like Witherspoon, she



lies buried in Metairie Cemetery.Though the Countess Venturini was not quite done with her
season at the Suburban Garden, Witherspoon was and left the company after Camille. She
briefly assisted at the opening of a new company at the Bush Temple Theatre in Chicago, where
they began the season with Zaza on September 4, but her ultimate destination was even further
west. Her final engagement of the year, and the decade, was with the Friend Players at the
Shubert Theatre in Milwaukee. Managed by and named for Arthur S. Friend, this stock company
had Lowell Sherman as its leading man this season, Fanny Hartz as its leading lady, and,
starting in late November, Ruth Chatterton as its ingénue. Witherspoon would also recall that
she worked with two other -soon-to-be-famous actors in Milwaukee: Pauline Lord and Lenore
Ulric.107Witherspoon remained in Milwaukee till just after her 20th birthday, adding more
valuable experience and many more roles to her repertoire. During 12 weeks in this provincial,
midwestern stock company, she played Madge Larrabee in Sherlock Holmes (“did herself
credit”), Agnes Powell in St. Elmo (“‘betrayer of an honest love’”), Juanita Arguilla in The Dictator
(“quite hot stuff—tropical—with a red gown, a dashing air and a slashing knife”), Euphemia
McCreery in Held by the Enemy, Olivia in Twelfth Night, Mrs. Van Buren in The Charity Ball,
Madame Balfontaine in Divorçons, and Lady de Winter in The Three Musketeers. She also had
minor roles in Carmen (“Miss Witherspoon and numerous others fill in the animated scenes”),
The Pit (had one of the “excellent parts”), and The Ebook Topss.108 The only play that season
she was not in was Captain Jinks of the Horse Marines, probably because there was no role for
her.The most revealing interview Witherspoon ever gave on a purely personal level appeared in
the Milwaukee Journal on the last day of 1909, which was a Friday. She was only days away from
her 20th birthday, though she claimed to be 21; and was appearing that week as Lady de Winter
in the Three Musketeers and rehearsing the following week’s play, The Ebook Topss, during the
day. The -eye-catching headline was “Actress Hates Men,” and the subheading was no less
unorthodox: “Girlish Wow Not to Marry Until 28 Leads Miss Witherspoon to Scorn the Opposite
Sex.”In this extraordinary article, which consists almost entirely of a long, directly quoted
statement from Witherspoon, the “talented young actress” is described as “confessedly a hater
of men.” The remainder of the article reads as follows:Her profession, naturally, demands that
she mingle with them and even enact love scenes with masculine members of the company, but
off the stage she prefers companions of her own sex. “It isn’t because I’m priggish or believe in
equal suffrage,” said Miss Witherspoon, “although I believe that woman, in every way, is man’s
equal. Nor it isn’t because I’ve been disappointed in love. When I was in a New Orleans convent
the prefect of discipline advised us girls against marrying before we reached the age of 28. So
five of us swore on graduation day to renounce the companionship of men until we reached that
age and every year on Jan. 1 we write to each other renewing our allegiance to the treaty we
made. It was hard at first to refuse dinner and theater invitations, but one by one all my
boyfriends disappeared. Of course, that made it easier for me, but when I went on the stage I
had to tolerate their company. Instead of eagerly waiting for my -twenty-eighth year, so I might
marry, I’ve just forgotten that I’m ever going to be that age and I’ve got so I don’t like men a bit.



That’s why I take such interest in my part in The Ebook Topss next week. It’s a woman’s suffrage
play and we can show them on the stage that we can get along without them. If more girls would
resolve on New Year’s to associate only with their own sex, some conceited young men might
realize how insignificant they are.”The article was accompanied by a portrait of a pensive, -top-
knotted, and suitably -spinsterish-looking Witherspoon holding her hand to her right
cheek.109What a testament to the power of youthful teachings! We know, of course, that
Witherspoon did not just stay true to her vow until she was 28, but indeed preferred to “get along
without them” her entire life. No doubt, Aunt Sophie was on hand to ensure that her niece
remained resolute in her celibacy, as Sophie herself had been all her life. After five years in
stock, at 20 years of age, unencumbered by romance, with only her faithful aunt at her side, it
was time for Cora Witherspoon to take the next, decisive step in her career.1. “Miss Cora
Witherspoon,” New Orleans -Times-Picayune (May 19, 1907), p. 4.2. Niemeyer, “Any Role, Any
Studio,” p. 3F.3. “United States Census, 1850,” database with images, Family Search (https://
www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-MH5C-26R: 12 July 2021), H C Witherspoon in
household of H M Witherspoon, Mobile, Mobile, Alabama, United States; citing family, NARA
microfilm publication (Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records Administration, n.d.);
“United States Census, 1860,” database with images, Family Search (https://familysearch.org/
ark:/61903/1:1:-MHDN-CGS: 18 February 2021), Henry E Witherspoon in entry for Mary J
Witherspoon, 1860; Daniel McCalla Witherspoon, findagrave.com.4. “United States Census
(Slave Schedule), 1860,” database with images, Family Search (https://familysearch.org/
ark:/61903/1:1:-WKNR-L5ZM: 16 October 2019), Mary J Witherspoon, 1860.5. Thomas M.
Owen, “No. 31. Generals, -Aides-de-Camp, Colonels of Infantry and Cavalry Regiments, with
Battalion and Artillery Commanders from Alabama in the War Between the States,” Montgomery
Advertiser (April 13, 1902), p. 21.6. In a voter registration record from 1891, he is registered as
having lived in the parish for 26 years. See “Louisiana, Orleans and St. Tammany Parish, Voter
Registration Records, 1867–1905,” database, Family Search (https://www.familysearch.org/
ark:/61903/1:1:-WX69-8DW2: 30 April 2020), H. E. Witherspoon, 1891. A later record from 1896
gives the year 1865. See “Louisiana, Orleans and St. Tammany Parish, Voter Registration
Records, 1867–1905,” database, Family Search (https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-
WVV4-ZRW2: 30 April 2020), Hy E Witherspoon, 1896.7. “Alabama, Church Records, 1831–
1994,” database, Family Search (https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-QGPT-MFPK: 11
October 2019), Henry E Witherspoon and Sylla Withers, 16 Dec 1868; citing Marriage, Mobile,
Alabama, United States, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.; Trinity Episcopal Church,
Mobile; Government Street Presbyterian Church, Mobile. See also “United States Census,
1850,” database with images, Family Search (https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-
MH5Z-W8S: 20 December 2020), Pricilla Withers in household of Jay M Withers, Mobile,
Mobile, Alabama, United States; citing family, NARA microfilm publication (Washington, D.C.:
National Archives and Records Administration, n.d.); “United States Census, 1860,” database
with images, Family Search (https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-MHDN-HQ6 : 18 February



2021), Priscilla Mc D Withers in entry for Jones M Withers, 1860.8. “Grand Entertainment,” New
Orleans -Times-Picayune (June 22, 1869), p. 1; New Orleans -Times-Picayune (July 2, 1869), p.
1; “The Regatta Yesterday,” New Orleans Republican (July 17, 1869), p. 1; New Orleans -Times-
Picayune (April 3, 1869), p. 8.9. Priscilla McDowell “Sylla” Withers -Wither-spoon,
findagrave.com.10. “United States Census, 1880,” database with images, Family Search (https://
familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-MNQH-XZN: 19 February 2021), H E Witherspoon in
household of Leslie Frick, Baltimore, Baltimore, Maryland, United States; citing enumeration
district ED 109, sheet 104C, NARA microfilm publication T9 (Washington, D.C.: National
Archives and Records Administration, n.d.), FHL microfilm 1,254,501.11. “Illinois, Cook County
Marriages, 1871–1968,” database, Family Search (https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-
N76S-Z5Y: 10 March 2018), Henry E. Witherspoon and Cora S. Bell, 24 Aug 1880; “Marriages,”
Chicago Daily Tribune (August 29, 1880), p. 8. See also “Married,” Chicago Inter Ocean (August
30, 1880), p. 8; and “Married,” New Orleans -Times-Picayune (September 19, 1880), p. 2.12.
“United States Census, 1850,” database with images, Family Search (https://
www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-MCJ4-TYC: 22 December 2020), Cora Bell in household
of C A Kellogg, Orleans, Louisiana, United States; citing family, NARA microfilm publication
(Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records Administration, n.d.); “United States Census,
1860,” database with images, Family Search (https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-
MFP4-223: 18 February 2021), Cora Bell in entry for Sam Bell, 1860. The month of Cora Bell’s
birth is given in the U.S. census for 1900: “United States Census, 1900,” database with
images, Family Search (https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-MS5V-6SP: 17 July 2021), Cora
Witherspoon, 3rd Precinct New Orleans city Ward 6, Orleans, Louisiana, United States; citing
enumeration district (ED) 57, sheet 1A, family 5, NARA microfilm publication T623 (Washington,
D.C.: National Archives and Records Administration, 1972.); FHL microfilm 1,240,572.13.
Marjory Adams, “Cora Witherspoon’s Life Gives Homely Girls Hope,” Boston Globe (March 9,
1942), p. 4.14. “Mrs. -Brown-Potter Dies in France, 76,” New York Times (February 13, 1936), p.
19.15. “Louisiana Parish Marriages, 1837–1957,” database with images, Family Search (https://
familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-QKJC-9389: 18 February 2021), J M Witherspoon and Carry M
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Louisiana; FHL microfilm 903,920.16. “United States Census, 1880,” database with
images, Family Search (https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:-MXJQ-KQL: 19 February
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