
Lucy Rowlings recalls her curtain calls 
By BILL RODRIGUEZ 

Lucy Irene Gammell Rawlings 
brushed a wisp of white hair back from 
her temple and told with amusement of 
the days back around 1889 when she 
was a toddler and the Providence 
neighbors were worried that there was 
something a bit odd about the girl. They 
would shake their heads and watch her 
wander the orchard talking to the 
apples. 

"They said, 'She's out there talking to 
trees and everything'," Mrs. Rawlings 
recalled. "'Oh', my grandmother said, 
'Lucy's not nuts — she's just play
acting!'" 

And playact she continued to do, in 
style, debuting professionally at five at 
the Providence Opera House. She was 
to go on to a successful career in the 
legitimate theatre at its height and 
witness its decline. 

The long-time Richmond resident will 
be 90 come July and she's working on 
an autobiography which will chart her 
dramatic life and career. It promises to 
make fascinating reading for theatre 
buffs. 

Her love for the stage was early and 
indelible. From the time she could 
barely walk her mother would take her 
to plays at the opera house. "The only 
time I was trouble was once during 

t Romeo and Juliet. When Romeo kills 

Tybalt I raised right up and I hollered, 
Good!"' 
The precocious young Lucy travelled 

about New England giving classical 
readings and dancing at lyceums into 
her teens. At 18 she trained a year at the 
American Academy of Dramatic Arts 
in New York City, studying only panto
mime, already having much stage 
experience. 

Her talent was quickly noticed, so she 
didn't have much difficulty finding 
parts. A typical role for the neo
classical theatrical productions of the " 
turn-of-the-century was her lead in 
Rose of the Wind on Broadway in 1909. 
In it she plays a soul-less fairy who is 
given life. 

Of her performance the New York 
Dramatic Mirror declared in prose as 
ornamented as the play: "Irene 
Gammell's Rose was youthful, lovely, 
light, airy, fantastic. . .There were 
twelve curtain calls. It was the gem of 
the program." 

"I never got an adverse criticism in 
my life," Mrs. Rawlings declared 
proudly as she thumbed through the 
scrapbook of notices she put together 
for her children. 

She paused when she came to one 1910 
clipping from the Kansas City Journal. 
It was a review of a production she was 
touring the Midwest with during the 
Lincoln Centennial. She motioned to the 

banner and said how it was the toughest 
paper in the country for reviews, and 
then read from it. 

"It says here, 'Irene Gammell is 
charming as Mrs. Lincoln's niece and 
her lovely scenes with Captain Bixby 
are refreshingly naive and pleasing." 

Pleasing indeed. She was soon to 
marry the man who portrayed the 
dashing captain, Roy Rawlings, a 
young playwright who disliked the long 
hours and economic uncertainties of an 
actor's life and was to eventually take 
on, along with Lucy, the very same 
disadvantages of a farmer's life in 
southern Rhode Island. 

"Of course when I left the stage at the 
height of my career I was almost in 
disgrace," she said of the reactions of 
her friends in the theatre. "As they 
said, anyone could get married." 

"Why did I leave the theatre?" she 
asked, looking off a moment. "It's not 
an easy life. I had seen people I had 
worshipped, and they didn't have any 
money, they were all alone, and they 
had no families." 

Also, she wasn't as dismissive of 
marriage as most of her colleagues 
were. "I have a great deal of respect for 
women who are mothers, because it 
takes a great deal of inspiration to be a 
mother." 

In 1915 a full-page spread in the 
Providence Journal has a photo of her 

hoeing on the Richmond farm with her 
little daughter Lucy — the present Lucy 
Tootell — standing nearby in a 
pinafore. The caption reads: "Mrs. Roy 
Rawlings, the pluckiest young woman 
in the state." 

She and her husband, the son of 
Illinois pioneering farmers, settled 
there in 1913 and developed the farm 
into the largest supplier of jonnycake 
meal in the state. 

Did she have regrets about putting 
aside her career? "Sometimes after I 
had left the stage and was peeling 
potatoes I'd kind of weep and think of 
the music and those kinds of things," 
she said. But she wasn't one to waste 
much energy on second thoughts when 
there were other things to be ac
complished. 

"They asked me to run for office in 
Richmond," she said, "but I knew very 
well that a human being as far down the 
line as the female of the species could 
not be elected to any office in this 
community." 

That was in 1922. 
"So when I couldn't sell it to myself to 

run, one day when Roy was going up the 
stairs 1 said, Will you run?' He said, 
•AM right, 111 trj it'." 

In those days voters demanded — and 
usually got — grand oratory from their 

(Please turn to page ID 


