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“A remarkable, eye-opening biography . . . McGilligan’s Orson is a Welles for a new generation,
[a portrait] in tune with Patti Smith’s Just Kids.”—A. S. Hamrah, BookforumNo American artist or
entertainer has enjoyed a more dramatic rise than Orson Welles. At the age of sixteen, he
charmed his way into a precocious acting debut in Dublin’s Gate Theatre. By nineteen, he had
published a book on Shakespeare and toured the United States. At twenty, he directed a
landmark all-black production of Macbeth in Harlem, and the following year masterminded the
legendary WPA production of Marc Blitzstein’s agitprop musical The Cradle Will Rock. After
founding the Mercury Theatre, he mounted a radio production of The War of the Worlds that
made headlines internationally. Then, at twenty-four, Welles signed a Hollywood contract
granting him unprecedented freedom as a writer, director, producer, and star—paving the way
for the creation of Citizen Kane, considered by many to be the greatest film in history.Drawing on
years of deep research, acclaimed biographer Patrick McGilligan conjures the young man’s
Wisconsin background with Dickensian richness and detail: his childhood as the second son of
a troubled industrialist father and a musically gifted, politically active mother; his youthful
immersion in theater, opera, and magic in nearby Chicago; his teenage sojourns through rural
Ireland, Spain, and the Far East; and his emergence as a maverick theater artist. Sifting fact from
legend, McGilligan unearths long-buried writings from Welles’s school years; delves into his
relationships with mentors Dr. Maurice Bernstein, Roger Hill, and Thornton Wilder; explores his
partnerships with producer John Houseman and actor Joseph Cotten; reveals the truth of his
marriage to actress Virginia Nicolson and rumored affairs with actresses Dolores Del Rio and
Geraldine Fitzgerald (including a suspect paternity claim); and traces the story of his troubled
brother, Dick Welles, whose mysterious decline ran counter to Orson’s swift ascent. And,
through it all, we watch in awe as this whirlwind of talent—hailed hopefully from boyhood as a
“genius”—collects the raw material that he and his co-writer, the cantankerous Herman J.
Mankiewicz, would mold into the story of Charles Foster Kane.Filled with insight and revelation—
including the surprising true origin and meaning of “Rosebud”—Young Orson is an eye-opening
look at the arrival of a talent both monumental and misunderstood.

From the Back CoverNo American artist or entertainer has enjoyed a more dramatic rise than
Orson Welles. At the age of sixteen, he charmed his way into a precocious acting debut in
Dublin’s Gate Theatre. By nineteen, he had published a book on Shakespeare. After founding
the Mercury Theatre, he mounted a radio production of The War of the Worlds that made
headlines internationally. Then, at twenty-four, Welles signed a Hollywood contract granting him
unprecedented freedom as a writer, director, producer, and star—paving the way for the creation
of Citizen Kane, considered by many to be the greatest film in history.Drawing on years of



exhaustive research, acclaimed biographer Patrick McGilligan conjures the young man’s
Midwestern background and delves into his relationships with mentors Thornton Wilder, Dr.
Maurice Bernstein, and Roger Hill; reveals the truth of his marriage to actress Virginia Nicolson
and rumored affairs with actresses Dolores Del Rio and Geraldine Fitzgerald (including a
suspect paternity claim); and traces the story of his troubled brother, Dick Welles, whose
mysterious decline ran counter to Orson’s swift ascent.Filled with insight and revelation—
including the surprising true origin and meaning of “Rosebud”—Young Orson is an eye-opening
look at the arrival of a talent both monumental and misunderstood.--This text refers to the
paperback edition.Review''McGilligan's Orson is a Welles for a new generation. . . .McGilligan's
book vibrates with uncertainty and risk, and it hums with the possibility that talented people
actually can realize their dreams in the forms they choose.'' --(BookForum)''Welles's native
brilliance and his ascent from producing plays as a boy at the Todd School to his conquest of
New York theater and radio as an adult has seldom been documented with more clarity.'' --
(Library Journal (starred review))''Must reading for anyone interested in the history of film.'' --
(Mark Levine, Booklist (starred review))''An indefatigable reporter and masterful biographer,
McGilligan has unearthed endless revelations that will change our view of Welles's. This book is
a constant joy to read, showing that the truth about Welles's upbringing and youthful artistic
triumphs is even more remarkable than the legend.'' --(Joseph McBride, author of What Ever
Happened to Orson Welles? and Searching for John Ford)''No other biographer has done such
a superb job of investigating Orson Welles's Midwestern origins and dazzling early success.
McGilligan convincingly refutes untruths and myths that others have accepted. This is by far the
best book on the most formative period of Welles's life.'' --(James Naremore, author of The
Magic World of Orson Welles)''A prodigious and illuminating account of the extraordinary life of
Orson Welles up to when he turned from theater and radio to launch his fabled movie career.
McGilligan blends valuable new reporting with insights from existing sources to draw a bold
portrait of the master that can fairly be called definitive.'' --(George Stevens, Jr., producer and
founder of the American Film Institute)''In many ways,Young Orson is my favorite of all the
Welles biographies to date. The overall portrait of Welles's character and background that
emerges, uncharacteristically sympathetic, is both dense and persuasive - and a page-turning
pleasure to read.'' --(Jonathan Rosenbaum, author of Goodbye Cinema, Hello Cinephilia) --This
text refers to the audioCD edition.About the AuthorPatrick McGilligan is the author of the Edgar-
nominated Alfred Hitchcock, the New York Times Notable Books Fritz Lang and George Cukor,
and books on the lives of film directors Nicholas Ray, Robert Altman, and Oscar Micheaux, as
well as actors James Cagney, Jack Nicholson, and Clint Eastwood. He also edited the
acclaimed five-volume Backstory series of interviews with Hollywood screenwriters and, with
coauthor Paul Buhle, the definitive Tender Comrades.--This text refers to the audioCD
edition.From the Inside FlapNo American artist or entertainer has enjoyed a more dramatic rise
than Orson Welles. At the age of sixteen, he charmed his way into a precocious acting debut in
Dublin's Gate Theatre. By nineteen, he had published a book on Shakespeare. After founding



the Mercury Theatre, he mounted a radio production of The War of the Worlds that made
headlines internationally. Then, at twenty-four, Welles signed a Hollywood contract granting him
unprecedented freedom as a writer, director, producer, and star--paving the way for the creation
of Citizen Kane, considered by many to be the greatest film in history.Drawing on years of
exhaustive research, acclaimed biographer Patrick McGilligan conjures the young man's
Midwestern background and delves into his relationships with mentors Thornton Wilder, Dr.
Maurice Bernstein, and Roger Hill; reveals the truth of his marriage to actress Virginia Nicolson
and rumored affairs with actresses Dolores Del Rio and Geraldine Fitzgerald (including a
suspect paternity claim); and traces the story of his troubled brother, Dick Welles, whose
mysterious decline ran counter to Orson's swift ascent.Filled with insight and revelation--
including the surprising true origin and meaning of "Rosebud"--Young Orson is an eye-opening
look at the arrival of a talent both monumental and misunderstood.--Daily Beast --This text refers
to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/YDZkp/Young-Orson-The-Years-of-Luck-and-Genius-on-the-Path-to-Citizen-Kane


DEDICATIONFOR BERTRAND TAVERNIEREPIGRAPHEveryone will always owe him
everything.—JEAN-LUC GODARDCONTENTSDedicationEpigraphI. BEFORE THE
BEGINNINGCHAPTER 1 The Backstory to 1905CHAPTER 2 1905–1915II.
ROSEBUDSCHAPTER 3 1915–1921CHAPTER 4 1922–1926CHAPTER 5 1926–
1929CHAPTER 6 1929–1931CHAPTER 7 1931–1932CHAPTER 8 1932–
1933CHAPTER 9 1933–1934III. TOMORROW AND TOMORROW AND
TOMORROWCHAPTER 10 1934–1935CHAPTER 11 1936CHAPTER 12 1936–
1937CHAPTER 13 1937–1938CHAPTER 14 January–August 1938CHAPTER 15
September–December 1938CHAPTER 16 December 1938–July 1939IV. SEVENTY YEARS
IN A MAN’S LIFECHAPTER 17 July–December 1939CHAPTER 18 November–December
1939CHAPTER 19 February–May 1940CHAPTER 20 June 1940V. AFTER THE
ENDCHAPTER 21 October 10, 1985Sources and
AcknowledgmentsNotesIndexPhotographsAbout the AuthorAlso by Patrick
McGilliganCreditsCopyrightAbout The PublisherIBEFORE THE BEGINNINGCHAPTER 1The
Backstory to 1905The deep backstory of the most celebrated film ever made begins in the
winter of 1871 at a boardinghouse in the fictional town of New Salem, Colorado. As the
handwritten line of an unpublished reminiscence drifts by onscreen, the camera reveals “the
white of a great field of snow,” according to the screenplay, and “in the same position as the last
word” of the manuscript “appears the tiny figure of CHARLES FOSTER KANE, aged five.” The
scene was shot on Stage 4 at RKO in Hollywood, and the snow was actually a carpet of crushed
cornflakes. The artificiality worried the filmmaker, who knew that audiences familiar with cold
winters might expect to see puffs of vapor when the characters breathed. But the young boy’s
action diverts our attention. “He throws a snowball at the camera. It sails towards us and out of
scene.”Smack in the middle of the evocative “Snow Picture” passage in Bernard Herrmann’s
score—a “lovely, very lyrical” musical phrase, in Peter Bogdanovich’s words—the filmmaker cuts
the music abruptly just as five-year-old Charlie Kane’s snowball slams into the house.“Typical
radio device. We used to do that all the time,” Orson Welles explained to Bogdanovich.The
winters in Wisconsin could be as frigid as those in Colorado. But the white carpet had melted in
the southeastern part of the state by May 6, 1915. The customary spring storms that pounded
Wisconsin’s fifth-largest city had turned its streets into muddy rivers. It was a Thursday, and the
rain had vanished for the weekend. Kenosha woke up to a morning cool, cloudy, and dry.Anyone
interested in the ongoing annihilation in the Dardanelles, the retreat in Hungary, or the
ultimatums in Japan would have to turn to the inside pages of the Kenosha News. The front page
was taken up with the boom in factory manpower; improvements on the north shore road; plans
for the eightieth founders’ festival, including a baseball match pitting a local team against the
Chicago Cubs; and the grand opening of a downtown beauty parlor promising facials,
manicures, and electrolysis.The southernmost Wisconsin city on the shore of Lake Michigan,
Kenosha was no longer a Podunk. With a swelling population of twenty-six thousand, the city
looked toward a bright future. Its size and attractions could never compare with those of other



cities hugging the same Great Lake shoreline: Chicago, sixty-five miles south; or Milwaukee,
Wisconsin’s largest city, forty miles north. But life was good in Kenosha. That spring, a forty-nine-
pound sack of Gold Medal flour cost $1.95. A tailored woolen suit went for $16.50. A Ford
roadster sold for $458, which included delivery and a $50 rebate.The city theaters were booked
for Mother’s Day, which was coming up on Sunday. The respectable Rhode Opera House, the
largest theater in Kenosha, seating nearly one thousand, advertised the Western M’Liss starring
Barbara Tennant. The New Majestic would show Thomas H. Ince’s version of Ferenc Molnár’s
The Devil, a satire about a charming, debonair Devil who delights in fostering infidelity. This five-
reeler was just the kind of sordid entertainment the Kenosha News complained about in its May
6 editorial, deriding moving pictures as “the people’s book” for impressionable youth who were
abandoning healthful reading in favor of screen fare that glamorized sinful behavior.The city’s
only female public official, a member of the Kenosha School Board, led the ongoing civic
crusade against these sordid moving pictures. In the early hours of May 6, she could be found in
her home on the second floor of the two-story wood-frame house at 463½ Park Avenue in
Library Park, a fashionable downtown area known for its massive churches, imposing brick
mansions, and public commons, crowned by the Gilbert M. Simmons Memorial Library.That
wood-frame house on Park Avenue was neither architecturally distinguished nor luxurious,
however, and, as the “½” in her address suggested, the school board official and her family were
merely leasing the home’s upper floor. Although she and her husband were among Kenosha’s
most prominent and admired citizens—appearing regularly in the newspaper’s society items—
the couple prided themselves on their ties to ordinary people. The first female voted into a
citywide office in Kenosha, she was not only a community activist and passionate suffragist, but
an accomplished pianist and recitalist too. Her equally civic-minded husband, a founder of one
of the city’s large metal and brass factories, was also an inventor who held a dozen
patents.Although the husband traveled frequently, he was at home on May 6, waiting with a cigar
to celebrate the birth of the couple’s second child. The first child, a son born ten years earlier,
was sequestered in his room under the eye of the family’s Irish live-in servant. The expectant
mother’s attending physician, like many of Kenosha’s doctors, had earned his medical degree in
Chicago from the homeopathic Hahnemann Medical College.Another doctor in this unfolding
saga, a family friend, was not in the house at the time of the baby’s delivery. Dr. Maurice A.
Bernstein was an orthopedic surgeon, not an obstetrician, but in later years—after he outlived
the school board official and her businessman-inventor husband—he would emerge as the chief
chronicler of the boy’s birth, and other milestones of his early life.Over the years Orson Welles
took a lot of ribbing about having been born in Kenosha. He had to spell the humble city’s name
for interviewers in the great metropolises of the world: New York, Los Angeles, Dublin, Paris,
London, Rome, Madrid. At times he mocked and disparaged Kenosha, and he had his reasons.
But he was also shaped by his roots, and no matter where he roamed he insisted in interviews
that he was a proud “Middle Westerner.”“I am almost belligerently Midwestern,” he wrote on one
occasion, “and always a confirmed ‘badger.’ ” The badger was Wisconsin’s state animal and



mascot.According to Dr. Bernstein, when the baby was born, his mother noticed that his first
cries mingled with the sound of factory whistles. The baby’s birth certificate notes the time as 7
A.M., when local workers began their typical ten-hour shifts—so this, at least, is plausible. “The
sounds of factory whistles are significant,” Bernstein quoted Mrs. Welles as saying. “They herald
my baby into the world.” Her husband’s company employed hundreds of laborers, and Mrs.
Welles sympathized with the workers.Dr. Bernstein said later that the newborn entered the world
with “a considerable growth of black hair on its head” and peculiarly slanted eyes that made him
look Eskimo or Chinese. Since Bernstein lived in the neighborhood, he well may have seen the
infant within hours or days of the birth. Bernstein said he noticed “a strange soberness in its
countenance . . . when it looked into your face you felt uneasy as it if looked right through your
soul.” Jotting notes years later for a book that he would never finish, Bernstein wrote that the
child “looked as if it wakened from the sleep of a former existence.”Perhaps more than anyone
else, Dr. Bernstein was responsible for the idea that the boy was a wonder, special from birth.
But even Orson Welles felt the doctor “gilded the lily rather thickly” in his mythmaking. Bernstein
himself realized he was prone to exaggerate, and he could be very amusing on the subject.
Writing to an RKO studio publicist in 1940, Bernstein claimed that within a day after his birth the
baby “spoke his first words, and unlike other children who say the commonplace things like
‘Papa’ and ‘Mamma’ he said, ‘I am a genius.’ On May 8th, 9th, and 10th, 1915, little was heard
about him in the press,” the doctor continued, “but on May 15th he seduced his first woman.”Still,
the baby was special from birth. Not every newborn in Kenosha was welcomed to the world on
the front page of the local newspaper. But there it was, in the very next edition after his birth:
hearty congratulations to the parents and the proclamation of his name, George Orson
Welles.The child wonder. The boy genius. The maker of Citizen Kane.The words “genius” and
“gene” share an etymology. In ancient Rome, the genius was the guiding deity of the family, or
gens. The words derived from the Latin verb generare, to create. When individuals exhibited
extraordinary traits that indicated the presence of the family’s guiding spirit, the word “genius”
came to mean someone who was inspired or talented—suggesting that the creativity of a genius
began with the qualities of his or her family. By that light, the lasting depth, complexity, and
power of Citizen Kane might be traced to the filmmaker’s family. They launched a singular life
story, one with the richness, layers, and texture of a novel.The father of George Orson Welles
was forty-two-year-old Richard Head Welles, known to all as Dick Welles. The boy’s mother was
thirty-five-year-old Beatrice Ives Welles. Together Mr. and Mrs. Welles would carve the destiny of
their second son, pointing him toward greatness from the cradle.Beatrice Ives Welles had
inherited a family legacy of artistry, spirituality, self-fulfillment, and civic-mindedness. The story
of her Ives ancestors—dating back to seventeenth-century New England—reflected, and in
some ways personified, the first years of American history.In the early nineteenth century, one
branch of the Ives family made its way to Oswego, New York, where J. C. Ives established
himself as a builder of town walls, settlers’ stone residences, and lighthouses on Lake Ontario.
His son John G. Ives traveled from Oswego south to Auburn, New York, to learn the jewelry



trade, and then at age twenty-one he headed west to Springfield, Illinois. The year was 1839,
and Springfield, settled as a trapping and trading outpost, had just been named the state capital.
Ives and a fellow New Yorker, Isaac Curran, opened a watch, jewelry, and silverware store called
Ives and Curran, on the west side of the Springfield public square.In Springfield, Ives met Abigail
Watson, whose English ancestors had traveled from New Jersey to Tennessee and Missouri
before landing in Illinois. Abigail’s father, William Weldon Watson, lugged a soda fountain in a
prairie schooner from Philadelphia to Nashville, using money from sales of the soda water (“to
counteract the local whisky demon,” as his Nobel Prize–winning descendant James Watson put
it) to build a church, establishing the first Baptist ministry west of the Appalachians. After his
spouse died, Watson and his five children moved first to Saint Louis, then Springfield, where he
remarried and opened a confectionery store. His oldest girl, Abigail, was twenty years of age
when she married John G. Ives in Springfield in 1843.Springfield was also home to a prairie
lawyer named Abraham Lincoln, and the place was growing into a stronghold of liberal opinion
about slavery, the gold standard, and high tariffs. The Ives and Watson families were both
friendly with the Lincolns and shared their political views. Lincoln is said to have enjoyed the
macaroon pyramids baked in the Watson sweet shop. The oldest Watson son, Ben, was an early
booster of Lincoln, and a neighbor who helped renovate the one-story cottage on Jackson and
Eighth into the iconic Lincoln family residence: a two-story house with a kitchen, two parlors, and
a dining room. The Ives family also lived nearby, about one block away from the Lincoln home on
the north side of Market (later Capitol) Street. The rooms and space above Ives and Curran,
which included the residential quarters of Isaac Curran, served as a political watering hole for
Republicans, hosting community socials whose attendees included Mary Todd Lincoln.When
Lincoln won the presidential election of 1860, he was accompanied on his train trip east by
Abigail’s older brother Ben. Abigail handcrafted a U.S. flag with thirty-one stars, the last for
California, that decorated the engine of the train. Abigail Ives treasured a rare photograph of the
Great Emancipator from these days; eventually, like many Welles talismans, it would end up in
the hands of Dr. Maurice Bernstein.Abigail Ives served admirably on the board of the Springfield
Soldiers Aid Society, assisting Civil War soldiers before and after the war. The Ives family saw
itself as playing an active role in history, and she and John passed on the Lincolnesque tradition
of good citizenship to their one daughter and three sons.Orson’s maternal great-grandfather led
“a quiet tick-tock, tick-tock existence,” in the words of Lincoln’s biographer, the poet Carl
Sandburg, “and looked like a clock of a man.” John G. Ives’s progress toward prosperity was also
metronomic. Beyond his jewelry and silverware shop, Ives dabbled profitably in the coal and
grain markets, and he became a leader of the Springfield branch of the Republican Party. Twice
he served as treasurer of Sangamon County, “elected on the Republican ticket against a usual
Democratic majority of several hundred,” according to a local history, and twice he was voted
onto the county board of supervisors.The youngest of the Ives children, Benjamin, was born in
1850. He worked for his father as a notary and accountant, and in 1876, when he was still living
under his parents’ roof, married a woman ten years his junior. No older than seventeen when she



married, Lucy Alma Walker was a Springfield native from a farming family; not until she bore her
first child did the couple move into their own home on South Seventh Street. Though accounts
vary, the baby girl was most likely born on September 1, 1883. Her parents named her Beatrice
Lucy, although as an adult Beatrice would rarely use her middle name.The home where Beatrice
Ives grew up was just a few blocks from the state capitol, hailed as one of the great buildings of
the Midwest after its completion in 1889. One of her father’s boyhood playmates was his cousin
William Weldon Watson III, who went on to marry a banker’s daughter named Augusta Crafts
Tolman in an Illinois town called Kane in the county of Kane. Beatrice, too, would find many
playmates amid her seemingly limitless Watson cousins.Much of what we know about Beatrice’s
girlhood was handed down by Dr. Bernstein, who adored her and filled in the gaps in her story
with embellishments. Bernstein insisted that Beatrice as a young woman “rode horseback like a
man,” and that she was a “splendid marksman” who engaged in regular target practice and
country shooting, though “never at birds.” (Orson sometimes parroted this received version of
events in interviews.) In Beatrice’s day and age people were raised close to the land, but such
expertise was not as common among girls, and Beatrice’s poise and physical appearance—she
was a tall young woman, people remembered, ladylike but with a strong chin, always smartly
dressed—were part of her mystique.Beatrice also had an unusually husky voice; newspapers
later praised its musical lilt, and her son, Orson, finding the mot juste, likened it to a “cello” in
tone. Even as a teenager, Beatrice was recognized as something of a musical prodigy.
Musicianship ran in the family: her mother, Lucy, played piano, as did her aunt Augusta, who had
been a recitalist, and who encouraged her own progeny to dedicate themselves to artistic self-
expression through art and music. Like her aunt, with whom she was close, Beatrice would favor
classical over popular music; though she would oblige partygoers with a Sousa march,
delivering the straightforward music with a smile and a flourish, she preferred to challenge
herself with complex piano pieces.One photograph of the beautiful and intelligent young
Beatrice, seated at her piano, suggests a sweeter, more vulnerable side to her strong
personality. By the time the photo was taken, her father, Benjamin Ives, had found a business
foothold in Chicago, making regular trips there to promote his Illinois Fuel Company, with stock
capitalized at $1.5 million—most of the stock his—and mines in Minnesota and in Sangamon
County, where Springfield was located. Ives doted on his promising daughter, who soon set her
sights on attending a fine arts academy in the city.After Beatrice finished secondary school in
Springfield—probably at the Academy of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart, the Catholic girls’ school
—she and her mother joined the head of the family in Chicago. The Iveses found a flat in the
Hyde Park area. Beatrice enrolled in the Chicago Conservatory, the city’s most reputable school
of music and dramatic arts, located in the Chicago Symphony Orchestra’s monumental
Auditorium Building, touted as the tallest and largest building in America when it opened in
1889.Beatrice took private tutoring from a Russian Lithuanian–born former child prodigy,
Leopold Godowsky, then at his peak as a prolific composer of daunting virtuoso piano pieces.
An eclectic teacher who inspired loyalty among his many students, Godowsky was a champion



of Chopin, Bach, Haydn, and Mozart, and a performer of impeccable technique whose novel
percussionist approach relied on weight release and relaxation rather than muscular impetus.
Beatrice basked in his guidance, and under his eye her technical playing developed emotional
expressiveness, alternating power with delicacy and feeling. She also studied music theory
under the German-born Adolf Weidig, an authority on theories of composition and harmony,
citing his influence in her publicity materials later in life.Conservatory students were expected to
immerse themselves in a rounded curriculum that included elocution, oratory, poetry reading,
dramatics, and even fencing and pantomime. Beatrice studied the plays of Shakespeare, along
with the fashionable Delsarte system of acting, which associated inner emotions with specific
gestures and movements. The students were also expected to develop a working knowledge of
French, Italian, German, and Spanish, which was crucial in familiarizing themselves with the
work of contemporary foreign-language composers. And they were steered to the nearby Art
Institute of Chicago where they could find inspiration in a wealth of masterpieces; Beatrice
walked through the gallery halls for long hours, and returned there for years thereafter.The
conservatory was like a finishing school; even students like Beatrice, who arrived with
considerable social poise, received instruction on proper deportment in public situations: how to
walk, bow courteously, shake hands. Many of the musicians aspired to be educators, and the
curriculum included mandatory lessons in civic responsibility, rhetoric, and parliamentary
procedure, so that graduates would “be able to organize a public meeting and direct its
business,” according to one brochure. The conservatory’s ambitious goal was to nurture “a
cultivated voice and a cultivated body, the harmonious development of which enables one to
enter upon any vocation in life, either social or artistic, and to add to natural talents those rare
advantages—ease and confidence.”The conservatory experience reinforced Beatrice’s natural
ease and confidence. She made friends without difficulty among her peers and just as easily
among the society figures and benefactors who attended recitals in the school’s magnificent
main hall. Performing at local luncheons and club events also afforded young Beatrice a small
income, increasingly vital by the end of the decade as her father’s career began to suffer a
series of setbacks.Benjamin Ives poured all of his savings and inheritance into his business
plans, but one by one his investments turned out to be no more than pipe dreams. As early as
1893, impatient creditors filed mismanagement claims against his fledgling Illinois Fuel
Company. Ives fought the claims in Chicago courts, fending off lawsuits for the better part of a
decade, but oil discoveries in Texas and Alaska depressed fuel prices throughout the 1890s,
and Ives’s enterprise never gained traction. By 1900 Ives was forced to declare bankruptcy with
liabilities of $44,000 and assets of only $700. Beatrice’s father never recovered his health or his
optimism, and the family’s ordeal left a deep impression on the girl; her example of stoicism
bordering on fearlessness was not lost on her son during his own reversals of fortune.Her
father’s woes forced Beatrice, in her late teens, to make certain adjustments. She may briefly
have taken work as a “typewriter,” as stenographers were known in that era, as Welles claimed in
later interviews. At the Chicago Conservatory she shifted from Godowsky—who charged $140



for two thirty-minute lessons a week—to Julia Lois Caruthers, who offered two hour-long lessons
for $120.But there were consolations. Whereas Godowsky was a brusque instructor, Caruthers
was a nurturer, beloved by her students. As a performer—she had made a spectacular debut in
Chicago in 1887 playing the Schumann Quintet—Caruthers alternated strength with delicacy. As
a teacher, she recommended deep study of each composer along with individualized
expression, and she encouraged her students to explore the spiritual component of their art.
One of her specialties was piano instruction for children; she was at work on a manual called
Piano Technic for Children.Though her father was reduced to working as an accountant, the
forward-looking Beatrice never seemed to miss a step. Blossoming as a performer, she mingled
effortlessly with the arts patrons of Chicago, the traveling players she met backstage at
theatricals, and the earthy newspapermen who covered local concerts and shows. On
weekends she traveled throughout northern Illinois and southern Wisconsin, and often spent
summers in the North Shore towns of Lake County in Illinois or at rustic Lake Geneva in
Wisconsin, where Aunt Augusta and her husband had run a showplace, the Whiting House
hotel.By the turn of the century, as she entered her twenties, Beatrice Ives had crossed paths
with the man who became her husband: Richard Head Welles.The Welles name arrived with the
filmmaker’s forebears on the Mayflower. Orson Welles’s early American ancestors called
themselves “Wells,” sometimes “Welles,” the spelling changing at the whim of individual family
members and record keepers. Orson’s father’s ancestors were not especially artistic-minded;
like the Ives family, though, they were patriotic and commercial-minded, while also scarred by
misfortune and—a darker tendency—recklessness.The Welleses had been landed gentry in
England, and in the eighteenth century Richard Wells, a dry goods merchant in Burlington, New
Jersey, became an officer of the Bank of North America. In time Richard’s family moved to
Delaware, where his son, William, born in 1769, joined his father’s several thriving businesses
and studied to become an attorney. William H. Wells married Rachel Dagworthy, the daughter of
a Revolutionary War general. She stood to inherit timber and tannery holdings, and their union
enhanced William’s portfolio, but Rachel may have been an illegitimate daughter, and William
had to forswear his Quaker faith to wed her in an Episcopalian church.A liberal member of the
Federalist Party—America’s first political party, formed by Alexander Hamilton—William H. Wells
opposed strong central government but looked kindly upon the Bank of North America, the first
central bank, over which his father helped to preside. Elected to the Delaware State Assembly in
1795, William served several terms there and in the state senate before occupying a U.S.
Senate seat from 1813 to 1817. After retiring from politics, he practiced law while amassing a
small fortune from Pennsylvania oil and other interests. Wells and his wife raised five sons, all of
whom would become lawyers—including Henry Hill Wells, who was born in 1797.An
officeholder like his father, Henry Hill Wells served as secretary of state for two governors of
Delaware in the early 1820s. In his book Orson Welles: The Rise and Fall of an American
Genius, biographer Charles Higham credited Henry Hill Wells with helping to free slaves via the
Underground Railroad, but documentation of this abolitionist spirit in both the father and his



sons is sparse. Henry Hill Wells never enjoyed fabulous wealth, Higham wrote, and the sons
gained little from their father’s estate, which had dwindled by the time of William’s death in
1829.Henry Hill Wells was not quite the political animal his father was, and in the mid-1830s he
left government and Delaware for Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, where he had a number of
relatives, purchasing a vacant lot near St. Stephen’s Church and hanging his shingle as a lawyer
around 1835. He built a practice and a home for his wife and three children: Lucretia Wells, their
only daughter, born in 1833; William Dagworthy Wells, born in 1837; and Richard Jones Wells
(his middle name was probably his mother’s maiden name), probably born in 1843.Henry Hill
Wells, Orson’s paternal great-grandfather, died in 1856, shortly after moving to Skaneateles,
New York. His eldest son, nineteen-year-old William, lit out for Quincy, Illinois, where he found
work as a freight clerk on the Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy Railroad. Richard lingered behind
long enough to complete his basic education and an apprenticeship, then trailed his brother to
Quincy. By the time Richard was hired by American Express, a new mail delivery service, he
could read and write and calculate. Richard showed a knack for mechanical engineering and
draftsmanship, and he could ride horses surpassingly well.Every train traveler heading west to
Chicago or Saint Louis passed through Quincy, then Illinois’s second-largest city, on the eastern
shore of the Mississippi River. The Wells brothers shared a room at the handsome Quincy
House, where the U.S. senator Stephen A. Douglas, Abraham Lincoln’s opponent, maintained
an office. The brothers were in Quincy when Lincoln defeated Douglas in late 1860.The following
April, the rebel attack on Fort Sumter launched the Civil War. Five feet eight and a half, trim and
fair-complexioned, with sandy brown hair and blue eyes, Richard Jones Wells was not yet
twenty on August 9, 1862, the day he enlisted, in Chicago, as a private and “express
messenger” for M Company of the Illinois Volunteers, or First Regiment, Light Artillery. His
brother William, meanwhile, stayed at his railroad job in Quincy, which was an important hub for
wartime operations. With trains bringing vital supplies to the Union general S. A. Hurlburt’s forces
in northern Missouri, there was plenty of work.Richard J. Wells would have a brief but noteworthy
career as a soldier in the War Between the States. Stationed early in 1863 near Campbellsport,
Kentucky, Richard was involved in the famous Battle of Tebbs Bend, with Illinois, Michigan, and
Kentucky companies striving to hold a key bridge on the Green River. By now a sergeant,
Richard commanded a field piece and caisson in the battle, riding hard and fast against the
Confederate troops, but his weary horse stumbled and he was thrown violently onto the pommel
of the saddle. Rejoining the pursuit, Richard felt “a colic or severe pain in my bowels.” Later he
discovered a sore spot and a lump on the right side of his abdomen, but at first he said nothing.
The next morning, the company surgeon sent him to a military hospital in Nashville, where he
was diagnosed with a right inguinal or groin hernia. Richard’s initial failure to report his injury cast
a permanent shadow over his claim; no eyewitness could attest to the horse-riding accident.
Wells—who had been too embarrassed to tell any of his blue-uniformed comrades about the
wound in his private parts—would later be investigated repeatedly with regard to pension and
medical benefits.But his injury was real, and Richard J. Wells spent two months convalescing in



the hospital before being discharged with what was considered a permanent disability. (A groin
hernia tends to enlarge over time, leading to swelling and inflammation in the scrotum.) Richard
spent his convalescence sketching ideas for patents he had dreamed up in hopes of striking it
rich. (The oft-repeated claim that one of Welles’s forebears invented a military mess kit may have
its fuzzy origins here.) Still recovering, Richard returned to Quincy in mid-1863, working for both
the railroad and American Express.When Richard’s older brother William took a job with the
Hannibal and St. Joseph Railroad in Saint Joseph, Missouri, about two hundred miles west on
the Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy route, Richard joined him, hoping his new position as a
station agent would help him find investors for his inventions. Like other Welles men Richard was
a born salesman, handsome and charming, and he would make “hundreds of friends” working
for the railroad, according to one local newspaper account. About 1868, probably in Chicago,
where so many train lines—and human paths—converged after the Civil War, the twenty-six-
year-old Richard J. Wells met and courted a young woman, a few years younger than himself,
from Kenosha, Wisconsin.This young woman, Mary Blanche Head, has been ill-served by film
historians and biographers. Charles Higham claimed in his 1985 biography of Orson Welles that
she was only fourteen and a half, a sullen, stocky runaway from a “harsh and terrifying father,”
when she encountered the dashing Wells in Saint Joseph and “entered immediately into an
affair” with the older man. “Soon after,” Higham wrote, “with great daring, [she] decided that they
would get married.” According to this biographer, Mary Head had a “fierce and ambitious
disposition” and was “uncontrollable . . . ill-tempered and harsh when crossed.” This colorful
fiction was essential to Higham’s portrait of the Heads as the family who introduced the gleam of
fanaticism into Welles’s genealogy. Although Higham’s life of Welles has been discredited in
many respects, this portrait of Mary Head and her family has persisted in subsequent
accounts.In truth, the Heads were sobersided Yankees living the American dream; their family
roots ran as deep as those of the Iveses, the Watsons, and the Welleses. The Heads, too, had
come over on the Mayflower. Mary’s father, Orson Sherman Head, was a former Oneida County,
New York, farm boy with flaming red hair and a robust physique. He studied law in the office of a
local attorney before pulling up roots and heading west. In 1841, at twenty-four, he landed in the
Wisconsin village of Southport. Head’s rise to wealth and local prestige was symbolized by the
imposing two-story brick dwelling he built there, the home where his daughter Mary Head was
raised, at the corner of Chicago and Prairie, in the burgeoning city soon to be renamed Kenosha.
Many relatives from New York followed Orson S. Head to Southport, opening the first foundries,
lumberyards, and wagon works.After being admitted to the Wisconsin bar, Orson Welles’s
maternal great-grandfather and namesake was elected district attorney of Kenosha several
times. “A desirable ally and a dangerous enemy in the courts,” according to one obituary, Head
was known for his dedication to clients (“it mattered not how poor and humble”) and for cross-
examinations that could be brutal and intimidating. “There was no more chance for falsehood to
survive one of his examinations than for a kernel of wheat to pass unbroken between the upper
and nether millstones.”Another politician in the Welles family tree, Head served a short stint in



the Wisconsin State Senate in 1851, making a name for himself in the capital, Madison, as an
enemy of fraud and corruption. “Outspoken” and “brusque,” according to local opinion, Head was
seen as a “hard-hearted” fellow by some, by others as a good man with “a peculiar vein of
tenderness” that tempered his toughness, a product of struggle and rectitude. He doted on his
horses and—like the Iveses—revered Abraham Lincoln, more than once breaking into tears as
he recited the Gettysburg Address. Above all, his obituaries noted, Head was a kindly father and
a providing one. After his death, the fortune he had made in agriculture, land, and speculation
was divided equally among his six children. According to most documents, Mary, his oldest
child, was born in Kenosha in 1845; she was neither fourteen nor a runaway when she met and
was beguiled by Richard J. Wells—a man not much older than she.Nor was she unattractive. In
her early twenties, Mary Blanche Head was pretty and cultivated, probably classically tutored at
home, and she was interested in art, music, and literature. Her father had business interests in
Chicago, where the Head family traveled for recitals, entertainment, and shopping. She met
Wells when he visited Chicago, searching for investors in the biggest city in the Midwest, which
was mushrooming with newcomers and trade since the Civil War.Richard J. Wells’s first visit to
Kenosha, however, was undoubtedly for his wedding to Mary Head on October 29, 1868. The
minister was Episcopalian, as were (since birth) the bride and groom. The new Mrs. Wells
moved to Saint Joseph, going to work as a cashier for the Pacific House, the residential hotel
where her husband lived. Her husband’s first patent, registered from the address of the Pacific
House in August 1869, was for “certain new and useful Improvements in Car-Couplings” for
trains. His next patent, for an improvement in umbrella holders, showed his versatility, and in
more ways than one: For the first time he added an “e” to his surname, transforming himself into
“Richard J. Welles.” Perhaps the change was an affectation, perhaps a subtle flourishing of a
new pride and identity.According to Higham’s research, the couple moved from elegant hotels to
expensive houses to failed land developments and finally to bare lodgings, all within a few years.
On November 13, 1872, still living in Saint Joseph, Mary gave birth to a son. The couple gave
the boy a name that knitted the two family histories together: Richard Head Welles. Yet trouble
was already in the air: “within a month Richard had been fired,” Higham notes, and their marriage
was doomed.Mary Head Welles wanted children and a stable family life, but her husband was
fixated on patents and get-rich schemes. At first their marriage was convenient for Richard, who
relied on his father-in-law for investment and for other opportunities. One of Welles’s inventions
was for “certain improvements in harness-trimmings,” and Mary’s sister Harriet was married to
the son of the superintendent of Kenosha’s Bain Wagon Works, in which the Head family had
invested. Bain was the largest manufacturer and supplier of wagons in the United States and
perhaps the world, at a time when wagons were the principal means of transportation.Upon
marrying Orson S. Head’s daughter, Richard J. Welles borrowed $7,000 from his father-in-law, a
goodly sum at the time; when Head died in 1875, Welles was able to dodge the debt. Welles
was also accused of embezzling another $20,000 from the Hannibal and St. Joseph Railroad;
this was the charge that got him fired soon after his son’s birth. But a jury believed his version of



events, and crowds cheered the popular ex–station agent as he departed by train for Chicago in
July 1876. After intermediate stops in Kenosha and elsewhere, Welles took up residence in
Chicago with Mary and their four-year-old son, Richard.Although Richard J. Welles never
attained a law degree like his father, his life would give him plenty of exposure to statutes and
courtrooms. In Chicago, Welles and some shadowy partners launched a company that was
meant to manufacture new harness and bridle wares based on his patents. He had expected to
sell his wares to big national distributors like Bain Wagon Works, but Orson S. Head’s death,
coupled with Richard’s growing estrangement from his wife, Mary, scotched that connection to
relatives. Welles turned to new brainstorms; like other Welleses who never found a true,
permanent home, he talked vaguely of opening a hotel for businessmen. But the money he took
from investors disappeared like rabbits in a hat.By 1878, Welles’s illusory saddlery empire had
evaporated. When he wasn’t in court defending himself from aggrieved patent investors, he was
heading off on vague trips to other cities drumming up more believers. His indifference to his
wife lapsed into hostility, and when young Richard was six, Mary finally took the boy and fled to
Kenosha. For a few months Welles sent child support, but it was scanty, and soon it dwindled to
nothing.At first, Mary Head Welles lacked for little except a husband’s attentions. She had
inherited nearly $20,000 from her father’s estate in addition to land and possessions, with a
nearly equal sum placed in trust for her son Richard, the eldest Head grandchild. Her trust was
doled out in increments by one of the extended Head family, banker Daniel Head, who also
came originally from Oneida County, and Mary used the money to invest in oil and grains. By
degrees rejoining Kenosha society, she attended soirees and dance parties and vacationed with
her little boy, nicknamed Dickey, in Lake Geneva, a favorite getaway for Kenoshans as well as
Chicagoans.After a year, Mary Head Welles finally filed for divorce. She may have been ignorant
of her wayward husband’s mounting crises, because her divorce documents describe Richard
not as a scam artist but as a man with superior business acumen climbing the ladder to success.
Though Richard was served with divorce papers in Chicago in 1881, he refused to appear at
proceedings and made no child custody claims.Court records depict him as outwardly in “good
health,” although his constitution was already failing. Four years after the divorce filing, living
temporarily in Athens, Pennsylvania, he filed for what amounted to a disability pension owing to
his aggravated hernia. Examined by a doctor, the Civil War veteran, now in his forties, was found
to have a rupture on his right side “larger than a goose egg,” which the medical examiner felt
might be controlled by a “suitable truss.” Granted his pension, Welles moved to New York City;
he stayed there for the next fifteen years, registering minor patents (“Improvements in Bed
Couches” and “Improvements in Bed-Chairs”) and announcing Welles Manufacturing Company
products that never saw fruition. He too made ends meet as a bookkeeper.In 1904, time finally
ran out on him. That October, Welles suffered an abdominal aortic aneurysm, a catastrophic
breach triggered by the hernia. He was registered as a pensioner—$12 a month—at the
National Soldiers Home in Hampton, Virginia. Doctors diagnosed a hernia, vertigo, eye disease,
severe rheumatism, heart disease, and general feebleness. In his early sixties, Orson Welles’s



paternal grandfather was a tremulous old man: his hair all white, his muscles flabby. (The
doctors took care, however, to attribute Richard’s feeble condition to his hernia, “not to vicious
habits.”)Discharged in February 1905, Richard Jones Welles died in Washington, D.C., in May of
the following year, at the age of sixty-two or -three. Asked repeatedly by government officials
whether he had been married or fathered any children, he repeatedly answered no. As his next
of kin he named his sister, Lucretia, married to another railroad agent in Madison, Wisconsin. At
the end of his life, he reverted to spelling his name “Wells.”The son he left behind, Richard Head
Welles, certainly never forgot his father—among other things, he would follow in his footsteps as
a resourceful inventor—but after the age of seven the boy probably never saw him again. His
father became a taboo subject in the family. His own son would make a film about a fictional boy
named Kane who never really knew his father either—neither the man called Kane Sr. in the
motion picture, nor the man (possibly Kane’s father) described only as a “defaulting boarder”
whose last testament sets Rosebud in motion. Richard Head Welles would not be the last
Welles to grow up with an unseen father, or to become a flawed parent himself.Richard Head
Welles was known as Dickey, never Junior, and finally he was Dick, rarely Richard. Strictly
speaking, he didn’t remain fatherless for long. Four years after his mother’s divorce, at Christmas
1885, Mary Head Welles married Frederick J. Gottfredsen, the eldest son of a Danish-born
Kenosha pioneer who had built a successful business manufacturing and selling cigars, bricks,
wood, flour, vinegar, and spirits. Frederick was a partner in the Gottfredsen Brewery; another
Gottfredsen ran Kenosha’s oldest jewelry store.Mary Head Welles Gottfredsen, as she now
called herself, gave birth to a second son, Jacob Rudolph Gottfredsen, in 1887. She and her
second husband built a picturesque two-and-a-half-story stone-and-shingle house in downtown
Kenosha and dubbed it Rudolphsheim. (According to a local pamphlet, the house, which still
exists and is featured on local historic tours, “includes pieces of beer bottles, reportedly from the
Gottfredsen Brewery, embedded in the stucco” of the gable.)But young Dick Welles would not
grow up in Rudolphsheim. His new stepfather never adopted him, and Dick never developed a
close relationship with his half brother Jacob Rudolph, partly owing to the fifteen-year difference
in their ages. By the time the new house was finished, Dick was fifteen years old and spending
much of the year at the Racine College Grammar School, an exclusive boarding school on a
bluff overlooking Lake Michigan at the southern limit of Racine, a small city about ten miles north
of Kenosha.Racine College was an Episcopalian institution, organized according to a military
system that had been modified to eliminate undesirable features, and it specialized in scientific
and business training. The school also prided itself on a progressive curriculum that blended a
classical education (including mandatory Greek and Latin) with a full range of arts programs.In
his prep school days, Dick Welles was regarded as “impetuous and talented,” according to
Victoria Price, the daughter of future Mercury Theatre actor Vincent Price, whose father, Vincent
Leonard Price, was Dick’s classmate at Racine College. Dick and the elder Price were active in
school theatricals, and they teamed up to stage an “extravagant magic show” for the whole
school, according to Vincent Price: A Daughter’s Biography.Racine College Grammar School



offered the equivalent of a high school diploma, but after graduating Dick Welles may briefly
have attended one of several university-type academies in Kenosha or Milwaukee. “He studied
law but did not complete the courses,” Dr. Bernstein wrote of Orson’s father. “He was a well read
man who took an interest in many things.” Along with skills in reading, writing, and mathematics,
Dick also showed an interest in mechanical engineering, much like his derelict father. A hunter
and sportsman, he took up cycling when it was still a novelty, sailed on Lake Michigan, and
golfed on the makeshift greens of Kenosha.But the most astonishing thing young Dick Welles
did, at the tender age of sixteen, was to file suit against the banker in charge of his trust fund—
his own close relative and one of Kenosha’s pillars of commerce. Working through his fiduciary
guardian, a prominent Kenosha attorney, Dick accused Daniel Head, executor of his
grandfather’s will, of furnishing no reliable account of expenditures from the trust fund for ten
years following the death of Orson S. Head.It was a play for independence on the young man’s
part, but it had other consequences, intentional or not—including exposing his mother’s growing
fear of debt before her second marriage and her pattern of unsuccessful investment in Chicago
stocks. The suit divided the numerous Head siblings, with each weighing in with his or her
version of the facts. Partly to defend her own financial decisions, Dick’s mother was compelled to
join the attack on Daniel, the nominal elder statesman of the extended Head family; she even
tried (unsuccessfully) to claim a share of the trust fund for Jacob Rudolph, unborn at the time of
her father’s death.The case droned on for years, like Jarndyce v. Jarndyce, but the final ruling
after appeals in 1895 made headlines throughout the state of Wisconsin. The bank was unable
to furnish sufficient paperwork to back up its claims, and the case was settled in favor of Richard
H. Welles, as he was now known formally after attaining his majority. Young Welles received
$6,972 as the residue of his share of the Head trust fund, originally calculated at $15,054.81, the
balance of which had been paid out for his support and education since his grandfather’s death
twenty years earlier. (The settlement—the equivalent of nearly $200,000 today—was a fair
bundle at the time.)The next five years went by in a blur. With bicycling all the rage, the first thing
Dick Welles did with his windfall inheritance was sail from New York to Liverpool to embark on a
five-week biking tour of England and France with a gang of well-heeled Kenosha friends. Welles
organized a group called the Kenosha Wheelmen to participate in the earliest statewide long-
distance races, and he traveled to several midwestern cities for conventions. He could have put
a little time and money into the six-day track cycling races that started in Madison Square
Garden before sweeping the Midwest, as his son the filmmaker later claimed.Dick Welles may
also have done a brief stint in the Yukon searching for gold in the late 1890s, palling around with
the free-spirited budding playwright Wilson Mizner and Sid Grauman, later of Grauman’s
Chinese Theatre. At least his son Orson claimed as much in interviews, and while no proof of
those travels has surfaced, Alaska records are incomplete, and the facts, timing, and spirit of the
story all jibe with what’s known of his father’s character.Even before the court ruling gave him
financial security, Orson’s father loved to travel. Though he often went by boat or train, Dick
Welles also went in with friends on a pleasure yacht they kept docked in Kenosha. He made



frequent excursions to Chicago and New York, headed south in the spring to roam Civil War
battlefields, and regularly made it to the West Indies.Chicago got to know Orson’s father
particularly well. He mingled there widely and democratically. At the racetrack, boxing matches,
and vaudeville shows, Dick Welles befriended the city’s best-known newsmen, including the
racetrack humorist Drury Underwood of the Chicago Chronicle; the cartoonist and illustrator
John T. McCutcheon of the Chicago Record-Herald; and the columnist George Ade,
McCutcheon’s Record colleague collaborator, and Sigma Chi brother at Purdue
University.Orson’s father increasingly mixed pleasure with business in Chicago. Bain Wagon
Works had gone into bicycle manufacturing in the 1890s, and toward the end of his five years of
wanderlust Dick Welles was hired by the Yules as a road representative for Bain. George Yule,
born in Scotland, had been Edward Bain’s longtime right-hand man at Bain before taking over as
boss. His son, George A. Yule, had risen up under his father to superintendent at Bain. George
A. Yule was fourteen years older than his wife’s sister’s son, but he and Dick had a strong
bond.Dick Welles proved a tremendous man on the road for Bain. Dapper and friendly, he was a
hail-fellow-well-met, a man people remembered and looked forward to seeing again. Visiting
Chicago, he formed friendships with such forward-thinking businessmen as Thomas B. Jeffery,
the inventor and manufacturer of the Rambler bicycle; and Charles N. and Walter J. Frost, a
father and son who ran a brass, bronze, and aluminum casting business. Welles hoped to
intrigue them with his vision for a new Kenosha company, anchored by his relationship with
George A. Yule and their family ties to the Bain Wagon Works network, which would combine the
exploding market for crucial bicycle parts with the coming boom in horseless carriages.Film
scholars have pointed out that Dick Welles resembles the character Eugene Morgan in Booth
Tarkington’s The Magnificent Ambersons, played in Orson Welles’s screen adaptation by
Joseph Cotten. Morgan is not an Amberson but an outsider enamored of the ill-fated Isabel
Amberson, and not an inventor but a horseless-carriage pioneer and entrepreneur. In the
backstory of the novel, as a young man, Morgan loses favor with Isabel after causing a drunken
scene on the lawn of the Amberson mansion, serenading her and stepping through a bass viol
before being led away. Isabel then marries the persistent Wilbur Minafer, “a steady young
businessman and a good churchgoer.” After the death of his first wife, Morgan returns to town
with plans to build an automobile factory, having left behind his wildness. To Isabel’s spoiled son
George, the central figure of the story, Morgan is a despised rival for his mother’s affections and
a symbol of the vulgar parvenu. Yet ultimately it is Morgan who proves the sensible one in the
story: when George’s uncle and aunt consider investing in early automobile lamplights, Morgan
advises them to “go slow”—but the Ambersons ignore his advice and lose the remainder of their
fortune investing in poorly designed headlights.Years later, the filmmaker would claim that his
father, a headlight inventor, had been a model for Tarkington’s character Morgan—a claim that
was scoffed at by some interviewers. But Dick Welles did get to know Tarkington, who was a
kind of third musketeer from Purdue and Indiana along with McCutcheon and Ade. Then a
budding author flitting through Chicago, Tarkington was struck by Welles, seeing him as typically



midwestern, with depth charges beneath the surface impression. Like Eugene Morgan, Welles
once had been “a fairly wild young fellow,” in the novel’s words. But the wild young Welles had
grown into a savvy, prudent businessman. When he told Jeffery and Frost that he was going to
invest his personal savings in the new headlight company, they were won over.Dick Welles
sought out a bicycle lamp inventor, E. L. Williams, in England. Williams had just patented the
Solar lamp, named for its purported brightness; it consisted of a small petroleum lamp “inside a
casing with a wick that could be lit before a reflecting parabolic mirror,” in the words of John F.
Kreidl, author of an unpublished study emphasizing Dick Welles’s importance to the bicycle and
car lamp industry. According to Kreidl, the Solar was “a Rube Goldberg invention at best,” and
Williams’s tireless tinkering and minor improvements could not change the fact that it was dirty
and foul-smelling in operation. But the inventor’s timing was good: the Solar emerged at the
height of the bicycle craze, just as riders were discovering the dangers of biking at night.Williams
intended his invention purely for bicycles and never foresaw a potential application to
automobiles. It was Dick Welles who had the brainstorm and the idea of forging links between
Williams and midwestern businessmen who were interested in opening up the market for
headlights for mechanical and motorized vehicles. By late 1897, Welles had the English inventor
on board as a partner in the new Kenosha venture, and he was ready, with George A. Yule, to
announce the formation of the Badger Brass Company, with an exclusive world license to
manufacture and sell Solar lamps.E. L. Williams, Charles N. Frost, George A. Yule, and Dick
Welles were the original Badger Brass partners. Williams remained in England, banking his
share of profits; there is no record that he ever even visited Kenosha. The Frosts soon went their
own way, establishing Frost Manufacturing in Kenosha to stamp out parts for industrial,
household, and automotive use. Yule and Welles remained at the helm from the beginning to the
end.Under the elder George Yule’s management, Bain Wagon Works would stay independent of
Badger Brass, but the established company’s gradual changeover from wagons to modern
vehicles was closely intertwined with the new lamp-making concern. By virtue of age,
experience, and money, George A. Yule was the senior partner. Dick Welles was the next-largest
investor, however, sinking a good deal of his remaining inheritance into Badger Brass. Together
the two men owned three-fifths of the new company, initially capitalized at a reported $25,000.In
the coming years Orson Welles’s father was listed variously as the secretary or treasurer of
Badger Brass, but from the first he was a key member of the operation and did a little of
everything. When he wasn’t traveling to promote the product and firm up contracts, Dick Welles
worked daily at the first plant on the corner of Elizabeth and Pleasant. The business ignited like a
firecracker, and within two years of its founding Badger Brass boasted ninety employees and
had sold more than 200,000 exclusive Solar lamps around the globe.The wild years of youth
were over for Dick Welles, now ensconced with his mother and her husband at Rudolphsheim.
He was not yet thirty years of age. Though his son later described him from memory as “a little
small-boned man,” Dick was about five feet ten and of medium build, with thin brown hair, dark
amber eyes, and a winning smile that lit up his round face like a pumpkin. The young adventurer



and bon viveur (one of Orson’s pet descriptions of him) had transformed himself into a well-
respected businessman who seemed to represent Kenosha’s shining future. Welles was an early
proponent of better roads for bicycles and automobiles, and joined fund-raising campaigns for
hospitals, city parks, and the city’s crown jewel: its library. He was among the organizers of the
Kenosha Country Club. Like Eugene Morgan in The Magnificent Ambersons, Welles was a
dedicated cigar smoker who favored an inexpensive brand made exclusively for him by a
Chicago company. (Amused friends dubbed the budget brand the “Dick Wells.”) On special
occasions, however—including the day Badger Brass was incorporated, and the day of George
Orson Welles’s birth in 1915—he was known to light up a Havana.His youth—and flair—set Dick
Welles apart from other city leaders. When the very first automobile appeared on Kenosha’s
streets in 1899, Welles was behind the wheel. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the car was one of
Thomas B. Jeffery’s new Ramblers, and the stunt publicized Jeffery’s sale of his bicycle firm in
Chicago. Welles had persuaded Jeffery to shift from bicycles to automobiles and move his
operations to Kenosha, manufacturing his Ramblers on a national scale—and contracting to buy
all its headlights from Badger Brass.As he turned thirty in 1902, Dick Welles was being
whispered about as the consensus candidate for mayor among local Republicans, still the liberal
party of Lincoln.Rudolphsheim was the center of a social whirl that included the Gottfredsens
and other well-known Kenosha settler families, many of whom were related through marriage.
The larger Pabst Brewing Company of Milwaukee had absorbed the Gottfredsen Brewery, and
Frederick Gottfredsen now managed the Kenosha branch of Pabst. Mary Gottfredsen hosted the
Dickens Club and artistic discussion groups and musical afternoons at Rudolphsheim. She led
theater parties to Racine, Milwaukee, and Chicago. Orson Welles’s maternal grandmother had
transferred her religious allegiance from the Episcopalians to the Unitarians, the most open-
minded church in Kenosha.It must have been sometime in early 1902 that Dick Welles met
Beatrice Ives. The pianist was living with her parents in an apartment house on Madison Avenue
in Chicago. Chicago was Dick Welles’s second home now, as it would be for his son Orson. Dick
Welles was all but famous in Chicago by late 1902, in part for the meteoric exploits of a horse
that raced under his name.A close friend, Kenosha boxing promoter John E. Keating, had
purchased the horse and named it “Dick Welles.”1 After being sold to a stablemaster named
Rome Respess, the horse was running his first thrilling races at Washington Park racetrack in
Chicago by the end of 1902. Soon the horse was racing nationally, celebrated as “the fastest
horse in the world” in the six furlongs and one mile. The businessman from Kenosha could go to
the Chicago racetrack and enjoy the rare privilege of betting on a champion named after himself.
(A few years later, Orson’s father also could bet on the winner of the 1909 Kentucky Derby, a
horse named Wintergreen sired by stallion Dick Welles.)Orson Welles often told interviewers
that he didn’t think his mother and father had very much in common—that he couldn’t imagine
where they could possibly have met. But Dick Welles and Beatrice Ives had a good deal in
common, including their mutual friends the Chicago newspapermen Drury Underwood, John
McCutcheon, and George Ade. They could have met at newspaper offices, which they both



frequented, or been introduced by Underwood at the racetrack.The standard comment about
Dick Welles is that he preferred low nightlife. True, he could be spotted at vaudeville
performances, musicals with pretty chorines, touring magic shows, or the revues put on by black
song-and-dance men Williams and Walker at the Great Northern on Chicago’s South Side. He
frequented boxing matches as well as racetracks. But Orson’s father was at ease everywhere.
He was just as likely to spend a night at the opera, or the symphony, or a Shakespeare
production, or to stroll through the galleries of the museum. He could have met his future wife at
a recital or stage play or high-society occasion. The two could have locked eyes first in Lake
Geneva, where they were both spending long weekends as guests of a friend in 1902.Yet it was
a stealth romance. Dick Welles kept the seriousness of his intentions secret from even his
closest friends until the front-page announcement in the Kenosha News on February 9, 1903,
that “one of the best known young men of the city” was engaged to “one of the most beautiful
and accomplished women in Chicago society,” a lucky lady who was all but a mystery to
Kenosha. As with the engagement of Charles Foster Kane and Emily Monroe Norton in Citizen
Kane, the news came out of nowhere. And the air of mystery extended to the wedding itself:
When the lovers exchanged vows on Saturday afternoon, November 21, 1903, in the Chicago
apartment near Lincoln Park where Mr. and Mrs. Benjamin Ives lived, the local press was agog.
“Ceremony Surprises Friends,” was the headline on the front page of the Kenosha News. “The
engagement of the well known young people was announced last summer,” the story read, “but
none of their friends and not even the relatives were advised of the date set for the wedding.”
Beatrice had shrugged off her early Catholic influences, and an Episcopalian minister performed
the ceremony. “Only a few relatives of the contracting parties were present,” noted the Kenosha
News, among them Mr. and Mrs. Gottfredsen and teenager Jacob Rudolph.After a luncheon, the
newlyweds departed for a monthlong honeymoon that would begin in New York and continue on
to the West Indies. They arrived back in Kenosha after the New Year, accepting the
congratulations of well-wishers at a party held in their honor at Rudolphseim, before moving into
temporary quarters downtown.Chicago was a vertical jungle of steel and stone, choking with
people and problems of growth. “First in violence” is how muckraking reporter Lincoln Steffens
described the city in 1903, “deepest in dirt, loud, lawless, unlovely, ill-smelling, irreverent, new,
an overgrown gawk of a village.”Many people saw Kenosha as a “little Chicago,” because it was
close enough to and faintly reminiscent of the larger city, though it was tiny by comparison and
Kenoshans lived closer to the land and sky. Carl Sandburg, who had lived in both Chicago and
Kenosha, evoked the cities’ shared midwestern melancholy in his poem “Sunset from Omaha
Hotel Window”:Here in OmahaThe gloaming is bitterAs in ChicagoOr Kenosha.Beatrice and
Dick Welles would never leave Chicago altogether; they would often travel there by train for
events and shows and business and shopping, and for seeing friends and Beatrice’s parents.
For now, however, humble Kenosha suited them both.Dick Welles kept busy, traveling often not
only to Chicago but to Detroit, Syracuse, and New York City for sales meetings and auto shows,
and logging daily hours at the Badger Brass plant when he was home. Beyond maintaining the



company books, he acted as a point man with the workers and as an industry spokesman to the
newspapers.He was also starting to register patents for enhancements in his field. The first year
of his marriage was the year Orson Welles’s father unveiled his first invention: an “acetylene-
generator” for use in headlights “for vehicles, such as automobiles.” Grasping the usefulness of
the bicycle lamp to the car industry—at a point when the car industry barely existed—Dick
Welles had improved E. L. Williams’s acetylene gas lamp for effective application to automobiles.
“[Welles] reasoned that the acetylene generator and the lamp could be in two different places on
a car,” wrote John F. Kreidl. “Combining them in one spot was not so important as insuring a
steady, smooth and continual gas flow of long duration.” Welles’s patent application included his
sketch of a portable acetylene generator that could be fitted onto the rear of an auto, keeping it
supplied with gas for weeks. “Credit here must be given to the man who straddled inventing and
marketing,” observed Kreidl.Over the next fifteen years, more than a dozen patents would be
filed under the name of Richard H. Welles, each meticulously drawn with accompanying
technical specifications. Most were for tweaks in standard headlight design, but Welles also
devised a new type of searchlight, an improved automobile jack, and a chart for cataloging
mechanical devices with numerous intricate small pieces. Some books about Orson Welles have
trivialized his father’s inventions, but even when they were adjustments to existing designs, the
inventions were of material value to Badger Brass, and they added to his income. (One Kenosha
car parts company, for instance, snapped up Welles’s automobile jack exclusively for its
vehicles.) Such innovations were also important for publicity. As companies with copycat brands
of vehicle lights sprang up to compete with Badger Brass, Welles’s steady stream of new
patents attracted attention from the local press and national industry.The factories slowed down
during the summer, as did much of Kenosha. After vacationing at nearby Lake Powers, the
Welleses moved into their first real home, at 210 Deming Street, less than a block away from
Rudolphsheim. But Dick Welles would always lease his homes, never purchase them outright—a
cautious streak that also distinguished the young power couple from the more confident wealth
of the town’s early settler and ownership class. Though sixteenth in population, Kenosha was the
state’s third-wealthiest city in 1905, with more than a dozen individuals worth at least $300,000:
one Head, one Bain, one Simmons, several Yules, and Thomas B. Jeffrey, but no Welles.The
couple often traveled to Chicago or Milwaukee to attend the theater, but just as visits from Edwin
Booth and Helena Modjeska brightened life in the small town of The Magnificent Ambersons,
many shows came to the Rhode Opera House, a short walk from the Welles home. The
prestigious Rhode showcased everything from Shakespeare productions featuring John Griffith
(who began his career with Edwin Booth) to popular spectacles such as “The World’s Greatest
Seeress,” Madame Gertrude, a blindfolded mind-reader who divined messages in slips of paper
passed to her onstage. Dick Welles’s friends Drury Underwood, John McCutcheon, and George
Ade all moonlighted as playwrights, and Ade’s stage comedies, set in a bucolic Midwest, were
especially popular at the Rhode. The Welleses entertained the newspapermen and other
Chicago friends whenever they visited Kenosha.On Labor Day weekend 1904, the Welleses



attended a production of Richard Carle’s Texas comic opera Tenderfoot, typical of the
lighthearted entertainments that dominated the Rhode’s calendar. When the electric lights
burned out during the second act, Carle, an all-around entertainer in the mode of George M.
Cohan, improvised with jokes and songs until they were repaired. Dick and Beatrice Welles
enjoyed making their way backstage, often greeting the performers once in Chicago and then
again when their tours stopped in Kenosha. The Welleses befriended Carle, hosted him for
dinner, and saw him frequently on their trips to New York. (Though it was dropped from the final
cut, their friendship was referred to in the Citizen Kane script: when Kane makes Jed Leland the
Inquirer’s new drama critic, his first assignment is reviewing Spring Chicken, an actual 1906
Broadway play starring Carle.)In September 1904, the Welleses spent a week at the Saint Louis
Exposition, subtly advertising their politics by telling the Kenosha newspaper that they had
lingered at Wisconsin’s impressive public education exhibit, organized by former Kenosha High
teacher Mary D. Bradford, now on the staff of the Normal School at Stevens Point. In the
November elections, Welles voted for the most progressive candidates: Theodore Roosevelt for
president and Robert M. La Follette for governor of Wisconsin. Kenosha County went heavily for
Roosevelt and La Follette, and each won his race. The Welleses lived in the Second Ward, along
the edge of the Third, the county’s most liberal district. The statutes permitted women to vote
only for school board representatives, but the Kenosha newspaper reported a scant turnout
among the eligible female electorate, claiming that they “show little interest in voting.” Not true of
Beatrice, who voted in the school board race and declared that one day she intended to vote for
president too.At Christmastime the couple enjoyed the performance of ex-pugilist James J.
Corbett touring in the melodrama Pals and celebrated Christmas Eve at the Unitarian Church,
where Beatrice had taken charge of the choir and music for increasingly thronged religious
services.Their first full year in Kenosha was a decidedly happy one, and by early March 1905
Dick Welles was telling relatives that his wife was pregnant. On March 20 the couple headed to
Chicago for the opening night of the Metropolitan Grand Opera season, with Enrico Caruso
making his debut in the city as Edgardo in Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor at the Auditorium.
After the performance they attended a party for Caruso and initiated a friendship with the
celebrated tenor. Caruso, a notorious masher, was not immune to Beatrice’s beauty, and in time
he would hear her play the piano, admiring her musicianship. Caruso never sang in Kenosha, but
whenever he appeared in Milwaukee or Chicago, or if Beatrice happened to be in New York
when he was performing, she was in the audience. Later, when Orson’s mother returned to living
in Chicago, Caruso faithfully attended her soirees when he was in the city.“[Caruso] used to be in
the house a lot before I was born and when I was a baby,” her son Orson Welles remembered
decades later. “There’s a cartoon he made of my mother at the piano. He was a very good
cartoonist.”Business was good at Badger Brass. Solar brand acetylene lamps were selling
widely now in England and Europe, and before long sales of Welles’s automobile variant
overtook the original bicycle lamp. By late 1904, Badger Brass, with more than one hundred
workers, had the seventh-largest payroll in Kenosha. In early 1905 the company moved into a



new, larger plant on Lyman Avenue, touted in advertising and publicity as the “largest lamp
making plant in the United States.” Dick Welles rushed to New York to organize an East Coast
branch with a long-term lease on two floors of the Iron Age Building, at the corner of Twenty-Fifth
Street and Eleventh Avenue.After another protracted business trip east that fall, Welles had only
just returned to Kenosha when, on October 7, 1905, Beatrice gave birth to a boy. The baby was
christened Richard Ives Welles, his first and middle names a nod to his father and
mother.CHAPTER 21905–1915“Mythically Wonderful” ParentsThough some books have
portrayed her as a sophisticate trapped in a suffocating hamlet, Beatrice Welles, not quite
twenty-one when she married Dick Welles, thrived in Kenosha, at least at first. Although she
arrived as an outsider, she did not lack confidence or charm, and she swiftly found her foothold
in the community. In particular, she found a home at the Unitarian Church, where her mother-in-
law, Mary Gottfredsen, sat on the board; and at the Woman’s Club—two organizations that were
every bit as important to Kenosha as Badger Brass.The Unitarians were one of the first churches
to ordain women, and their congregation in Kenosha was presided over by the young and
charismatic Reverend Florence Buck. A highly intelligent and cultured speaker, Florence Buck
gave public lectures on artistic and scientific topics, and was an outspoken activist for causes
that included public education and feminism. Beatrice stepped up her involvement with the
Unitarian Church in the year after her first son’s birth, growing close to Buck and Buck’s
associate, Reverend Marion Murdoch. The two Unitarian ministers were so deeply attached in
public and private that they were widely presumed to be lesbian lovers.By Christmas 1906, with
little Richard now a year old, Beatrice was ready to make her theatrical debut in Kenosha. The
Unitarians were leaving their house of worship—the church building in Kenosha, dedicated in
1867—for a new structure that was in the early stages of construction, and Florence Buck was
planning a benefit to raise money for the furnishings. The benefit would feature a dramatic recital
of Charles Kingsley’s historical novel Hypatia; or, New Foes with an Old Face, set in Roman
Egypt, and Beatrice Welles would direct the church and clubwomen in a series of tableaux
corresponding to Buck’s recitation—a style of dramatic presentation that was in vogue at the
turn of the twentieth century, based on the techniques, developed by François Delsarte, that
Beatrice had studied at the Chicago Conservatory. Mrs. Z. G. Simmons, wife of the head of
Simmons Manufacturing and president of the Woman’s Club, agreed to portray Hypatia, the fifth-
century astronomer, mathematician, and philosopher. Besides directing, Beatrice would play
Pelagia, a beautiful woman who lives as a hermit to atone for her sins.The Kenosha wellborn
packed the large Guild Hall auditorium, paying fifty cents a ticket to hear Florence Buck narrate
as Beatrice Welles and other costumed society women assumed dignified poses “illustrating the
most dramatic points of the story,” reported the Kenosha News. The resulting spectacle was “one
of the most novel and artistic ever enjoyed” in the city.Over at Badger Brass, however, clouds
darkened the horizon. Almost as soon as it was founded, the company ran into friction from labor
activists. After some early skirmishes with workers who wanted improved wages and conditions,
the management, under Welles’s enlightened leadership, shrewdly recognized a union shop



affiliated with the International Metal Workers Union.The early twentieth century was a period of
tremendous growth and transformation in Kenosha. The city’s earliest settlers had come mainly
from New England and New York. When the population exploded, immigrants from Ireland,
Germany, and Scandinavia took the skilled positions in city industry, and a later wave, primarily
from Italy or eastern Europe, claimed the remaining jobs, largely unskilled. At Badger Brass the
skilled metal polishers, buffers, and molders drew better pay and had better working conditions
than the less skilled solderers, screw machine hands, press room riveters, and drillers—and this
disparity became a sore point for the union.Like many American cities, Kenosha proved a
hotbed of labor agitation in the early years of the century. Unrest dogged all the major factories:
Simmons Manufacturing (bedroom furniture), Chicago-Kenosha Hosiery (stockings), and N. R.
Allen’s Sons (leather goods). But the city’s brass- and metalworkers were the most
comprehensively organized, with thousands of members employed by the Jeffery Company,
Chicago Brass, Bain Wagon, and Badger Brass. Thanks to its progressive history with the union,
Badger Brass stood out as a bellwether for potential union action, and flare-ups there spread
fast to the other brass and metal workshops.As the company grew, with record earnings again
reported in 1906, the union became balky. The less skilled laborers, who worked ten hours but
were paid for nine (their wages averaged $2.10 a day), were always the most militant faction and
perhaps the largest, but they were constantly outflanked in negotiations by buffers, lamp makers,
and other groups that regularly exacted concessions from the company. When Badger Brass
union officials reached out to the international organization, the leadership dispatched
operatives from Cincinnati and Chicago to rally union solidarity and stage a walkout for uniform
higher pay and shorter hours. The advances they sought would set a new national standard for
the brass and metal industry.The trouble came to a head in February 1907. The militant unskilled
workers walked out in a job action, sympathetic lamp makers and buffers joined the incipient
strike, and soon the Badger Brass factory found itself at a standstill. Dick Welles spoke publicly
on behalf of management and represented the company in round-the-clock talks with the strike
committee at the downtown Hotel Eichelman. George A. Yule was never very far away from the
action, but despite his otherwise liberal politics, he did not care for ultimatums—or unions, for
that matter.Sitting across from Dick Welles and other Badger Brass executives, the brass and
metal unionists demanded ten hours’ compensation for a nine-hour day, for all employees.
Welles stood his ground, insisting that Badger Brass would not tamper with a contract that was
still in force until the fall, but offered a temporary and voluntary nine-hour day for nine hours’
wages, covering most but not all workers. (Some would still be obliged to work ten hours, while
earning only nine hours’ pay.) That winter, as it turned out, the union had no appetite for a long
work stoppage; within a week the union rescinded the walkout, and the strikers were all hired
back.Still, resentment simmered until the union contract came up for its annual renewal in the fall
of 1907. The international had spent the intervening months quietly importing hardened
partisans to Kenosha and slipping them onto the Badger Brass rolls. The company suspected as
much and anticipated a showdown. Presented with fresh union demands for reduced hours with



higher pay, the company again refused to budge, and this time management announced that the
weak economy was forcing the company to revert to the ten-hour workday for nine hours’ pay in
most departments and job classifications. All but sixty of the three hundred Badger Brass
workers marched out of the factory in September, with the rest following soon thereafter.This
time, Badger Brass showed an iron fist. The company denounced the outside “agitators and
disturbers” who had flooded into Kenosha to stir up discontent. Badger Brass was the largest
unionized lamp factory in the United States, the company insisted in press statements, and it
offered higher salaries and better working conditions than any other similar-size firm. Decent-
minded Kenosha laborers were being led astray by outside ideological “fanatics.”With another
Yule—George’s younger brother William—stepping in as the obdurate public spokesman for the
company, management drew the line, declaring Badger Brass an open shop from then on.
Strikers and picketers who were found missing from their jobs would be discharged and not
hired back. Moreover, if the strike persisted, the Yules threatened grimly, the Kenosha factory
would be shut down and all manufacturing moved to the New York branch.Thousands of workers
from every factory in Kenosha attended mass rallies for the Badger Brass union, held at the
same Rhode Opera House where the Welleses had spent so many evenings of carefree
entertainment. National union executives and state labor officials visited Kenosha, trying to
mediate a compromise acceptable to both sides, but Badger Brass refused to yield. The strike
dragged on for two months, and the city’s other factory owners sided with Badger Brass,
slashing payrolls and cutting hours across Kenosha.In mid-November, the metal and brass
union began to knuckle under. Owing to the “unsettled conditions of business,” union leaders
announced, the membership was willing to return under the same wages and conditions that
had prevailed before the strike. Company officials flatly rejected this peace offer, announcing
that Badger Brass had already transferred all its automobile lamp manufacture to New York.
Going forward, only the increasingly secondary bicycle lamps would be made in Kenosha—“by
machines and girls,” as William Yule declared contemptuously.A few dozen men quickly
accepted individual contracts proffered by the company and returned to work at the embattled
factory, inflaming the strikers who were still picketing. A judge issued an injunction against
known militants, who tossed the court papers into the trash in front of reporters.The union
radicals were persistently harassed by police and company operatives, and violence flared on
both sides. There were many scuffles on the picket lines, and on at least one occasion paid
company detectives from Milwaukee were swarmed by an angry unionist mob, beaten into
submission, and shoved aboard a train heading north to home.Dick Welles joined the company’s
effort to intimidate militants. One night, the week before Thanksgiving, he and a group of friends
and business partners forcibly entered the home of a hard-line unionist named Louis Kekst and
dragged him off to the county jail. Kekst later filed a court complaint asserting that he’d been
subjected to “physical and mental ills” throughout that night, before being charged with
assaulting a deputy sheriff on the picket line. Welles’s fellow vigilantes were William Yule;
Charles Hall, Welles’s best friend among the Badger Brass executives; Thomas B. Jeffery,



recently named president of the newly organized Kenosha Manufacturers Association; and
finally, Charles Pfenning, the sheriff of Kenosha. Kekst sued the five for assault and false
imprisonment, claiming that they offered him “immunity and large sums of money” to fabricate
testimony impugning fellow strikers.Although industrialists often issued spurious warnings about
“outside agitators,” Kekst appears to have been just that. He belonged to a small band of out-of-
town anarchists who had rushed to the city at the start of the Badger Brass strike, setting several
small fires near the factory while hatching plans to blow up the main plant. They left evidence
behind—drawings of “infernal machines” they intended to wedge into ventilator spaces in the
plant. Company detectives infiltrated the anarchist conspiracy and broke it up, and Kekst’s
lawsuit fizzled when the troublemaker skipped town. By Christmas 1907, the war was all but
over.That Christmas was “one of the quietest holidays ever known,” but also one of the
unhappiest, in the deeply divided city, according to the Kenosha News. Negotiations at the Hotel
Eichelman failed to click, and by February Badger Brass had “practically gone out of business”
in Kenosha. Not until mid-March did the union men throw in the towel, saying that the remaining
strikers would return to their jobs, if and when they were offered individual contracts under the
new open shop agreement. But local strike leaders and known radicals were passed over in the
slow rehiring process, while others returned to jobs that now paid 10 to 12 percent less than they
had before the strike. The union had been destroyed.Dick Welles had fought as hard on behalf of
the company as radicals had for the union, and he became a hero to the industrialists of
Kenosha and other factory owners trying to hold the line across America. The company brought
its auto lamp business back from New York—it had been bluffing after all—and Badger Brass
profits surged anew.Yet Orson’s father was also a leader behind the scenes as Badger Brass
took steps to effect a lasting reconciliation. The company instituted unusual employee
perquisites, including on-site night school for its workers and annual employee picnics and
parties on holidays. And despite the ugly events of 1907, Badger Brass managed to preserve its
reputation as a good place to work—one of the best in Kenosha—when it came to pay,
conditions, and fringe benefits.The public persona Beatrice Welles presented during these
dramatic times was as complex as her husband’s. She maintained a discreet profile as labor
tensions simmered at Badger Brass through the first half of 1907, joining the Whist Club circuit
and taking an increasing role in the Shubert Club. Among other speakers at the fortnightly
afternoon meetings of the Woman’s Club, held at the spacious Simmons Memorial Library,
Beatrice attended Reverend Florence Buck’s lectures on novelists Edith Wharton and Henry
James and playwright George Bernard Shaw. In the winter, she and little Richard stole away for
a month to Biloxi, Mississippi, on the Gulf of Mexico, and during the summer she embarked with
her husband and friends on a special train from Kenosha to Highland Park, in northern Illinois,
for an outdoor park presentation of one of her favorite Shakespeare plays, A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, presented by the Ben Greet Players with music by the New York Symphony. And before
the worst violence of that fall at Badger Brass, the Welles family spent two weeks mingling with
other Kenosha businessmen and their families at the Quarles Camp near the northern town of



Mercer. The Quarleses were an influential Kenosha family, with many lawyers and politicians
among their number, and the Quarles Camp was probably where the Kenosha factory owners
hatched and consolidated their union-busting plans.That fall, the Woman’s Club announced its
annual schedule of programs extending throughout the rest of the year and into the spring of
1908—including, for the first time, piano recitals by Beatrice Welles.Until now, nearly four years
after her arrival, Beatrice had never played the piano publicly in Kenosha. She was known to be
a talented pianist, performing at dinner parties for friends, but it took the clubwomen by surprise
when her first public performance in November—held in a temporary space, the Masonic Temple
—filled the parlor to capacity, setting an attendance record. That afternoon, as strikers clashed
with scabs and police on the picket lines just blocks away, the ladies heard Beatrice give a
charming interpretation of “Six Poems After Heine” by Edward MacDowell, a contemporary
American Romantic whose work she favored.Beatrice began to assume supervision of the
club’s programs, arranging a diverse array of entertainment and fund-raising events. One
Woman’s Club benefit she booked was an appearance at Rhode Opera House by John T.
McCutcheon, the Chicago newspaper artist, who was a friend of hers and her husband’s.
McCutcheon was feted in the Welles home. Later in one of his serials McCutcheon would create
a character named “Richard Wellborne, alias Dick Wells,” whose disguise as a slovenly
chauffeur with mechanical expertise concealed his affluent breeding.Beatrice was keenly aware
of her husband’s complicity in crushing the Badger Brass labor union, and in 1908 she began to
expand her activities into the broader community. At first her outreach to local immigrants and
workers had an air of noblesse oblige, as she sought to “uplift” the less fortunate through the
arts, public education, and material aid. She arranged musical guests for occasions at the
Unitarian Church; one such guest was the celebrated organist Wilhelm Middelschulte, whom
she knew from the Chicago Conservatory. After performing for the congregation one Sunday, the
organist returned for a church benefit, alternating with Beatrice on her concert grand piano.
Beatrice saw to it that tickets were rationed for visitors from Chicago and Kenosha Woman’s
Club members who were not Unitarians.The Chicago organist may have been the headliner, but
“the greatest interest of the evening,” reported the Kenosha News, “centered on the piano solos
by Mrs. Welles, which for brilliance of execution, perfection of memorizing and distinction of
interpretation, could not have been surpassed.” Beatrice played a gigue by Bach, nocturnes by
Chopin, a polonaise, and the Bal d’Enfants after thunderous applause demanded an encore. A
few days later, she reprised her program, this time free of charge, for anyone who wished to
attend, regardless of religious affiliation or social standing. Taking place at the same time as the
looming defeat of the Badger Brass union, it was a distinctly public-spirited gesture.Also early in
1908, Beatrice helped to found a church activist group called the Woman’s Alliance to extend
aid to the city’s poor. Its first goal was establishing a Progressive Club, offering beneficial training
in domestic skills—sewing, cooking, millinery, and physical culture—for young “working girls”
mired in factory jobs. “There will be no consideration of nationality or religious affiliation in
carrying out the club work,” the Woman’s Alliance declared, marking a departure from the



exclusive nature of the older, more staid Woman’s Club.In contrast to the elite Woman’s Club,
the Unitarian Church, with Florence Buck and Marion Murdoch as its ministers and Beatrice
Welles as their chief lieutenant, extended its welcome to all Kenosha citizens regardless of sex,
race, ethnicity, or class. The church launched regular rummage sales to benefit the city’s
impoverished, and congregants hosted Friday night fish suppers for financially struggling
parents and children. These suppers often included entertainment, with Beatrice in charge of the
programs, frequently highlighted by her own piano recitals.The membership of the Woman’s
Club and the Unitarian Church overlapped. Yet owing in large part to Beatrice Welles’s growing
activism, increasingly sharp distinctions began to divide the two groups of women, along
ideological as well as generational lines.The Woman’s Club, led by the early settler families of
Kenosha, the wives of the ruling class, prided itself on lofty lectures and artistic presentations.
So did the Unitarian Church, which hosted similar recitals, travel lectures, and talks on art and
poetry and music. Under Reverend Florence Buck, however, the Kenosha Unitarians
increasingly adopted the view that poverty was immoral; that child labor and abuse, tuberculosis,
and consumption were among the social ills disproportionately suffered by the underprivileged
in society. From the pulpit, Florence Buck was quite capable of linking the teachings of the Bible
to a stern critique of U.S. militarism abroad, and of adding her own reflections to the ideas of
urban muckraker Jacob Riis; after Riis spoke in Kenosha, for example, she gave a Sunday
sermon on “The Struggle of a Working Girl.” For many Kenosha Unitarians, their religious credo
of joining their faith to action evolved naturally into a progressive political philosophy.Although
the Woman’s Club was more conservative-minded, its members did align with the Unitarian
Church on many community issues touching on children, family, or education. When Beatrice
Welles and the Woman’s Alliance launched a drive to raise money for new playgrounds for the
city’s less prosperous neighborhoods, for instance, the older clubwomen took up the cause
alongside younger Unitarians. Together the two women’s groups pursued initiatives to stamp out
child neglect, upgrade school buildings, and improve city beaches. The Club and the Alliance
cohosted the opening-day ceremony for a new bathhouse at Washington Island, ferrying
hundreds of children to the island, with peanuts and candy for every child.The older clubwomen
and younger Unitarians also found a common adversary in longtime Kenosha mayor Matthias J.
Scholey, a Democrat who stubbornly opposed additional government funding for public
education. Mayor Scholey vowed to veto any legislation that authorized financing for new school
buildings, the rebuilding of old ones, or the repairing of rural schools—often the most
inadequate, with pupils of all ages herded together in small rooms. Scholey also opposed
adding nurses to school staffs, decrying the extra costs, and he regarded the notion of sending
four-year-olds to kindergarten as experimental foolery wafted in from Chicago like the stench of
sewage. (At the time, public school was not required for city children under seven.)Scholey also
scorned the idea of open-air schools, another of Beatrice’s pet causes. An avid hiker, swimmer,
and physical culture enthusiast, Orson’s mother was in the forefront of the local open-air
campaign, which had roots in England but was spreading fast across the United States. Open-



air enthusiasts believed that physically weak or sickly children from the poorest families would
benefit from special public schools with open windows and outdoor classes. The daily schedule
would incorporate fresh air and sunshine, periods of physical activity and rest, and a nutritious
diet. Beatrice coaxed many Unitarians and some Woman’s Club members into signing petitions
and holding fund-raisers for open-air education.Mayor Scholey’s intransigence on public
education gave a special urgency to the city’s biennial school board elections, which were
always heavily contested. Women still did not enjoy full suffrage in Wisconsin, but as mothers
they were granted the right to vote for school board commissioners in Kenosha and elsewhere.
In 1909, a new state law was adopted, for the first time also allowing women to run for office as
members of local school boards. Beatrice Welles and her friends in both the Unitarian Church
and the Woman’s Club, young and older mothers alike, set their sights on electing one of their
own to the Kenosha school board.Five years before the birth of Orson Welles, a number of
leading characters in his parents’ early Kenosha years exited the stage, supplanted by new
dramatis personae who would play important roles in the years ahead.To general dismay,
Reverend Florence Buck announced that she was taking a yearlong leave of absence, relocating
to southern California to help care for her partner, Reverend Marion Murdoch, who was seriously
ill. Florence Buck’s last public lecture addressed the subject of Halley’s comet, which was soon
to reappear, as it does about once every seventy-five years. As usual, during the lecture, she
employed a stereopticon—or “magic lantern”—to project photographic slides. Beatrice outdid
herself rehearsing the choir for Florence Buck’s final church service, a performance of the
cantata Faith and Praise by Chicago composer John A. West. Beatrice conducted the choir, with
fourteen interweaving voices accompanied by an organist and by herself at the piano, for an
audience of hundreds of parishioners and out-of-town guests.Florence Buck would return to
Kenosha now and then, but always fleetingly, and she never resumed her ministry there. Yet
Beatrice and others in the congregation never forgot her—and Buck and Marion Murdoch never
forgot their favorite parishioner. They kept in touch, and Murdoch dedicated a poem to “B.I.W.” in
her slender volume of published poetry, The Hermit Thrush. “White Butterflies” recalled how
Beatrice’s music transported hearts to a higher dimension:O art, that in her touch
o’erwhelms,What witchery can be,To lend release from lower realms,And set the spirit
freeFlorence Buck was replaced by the renowned Reverend Rowena Morse, a graduate of the
University of Chicago Divinity School. Rowena Morse was every bit the activist that her
predecessor was, and during her tenure the meetings of the Woman’s Alliance featured
presentations on the persecution of Jews in Russia and on the socialist ideas of the German
philosopher Ferdinand Lassalle. But Morse left Kenosha after a year, and though the local
Unitarians scrambled for another pastor, the position stayed vacant for months on end.In the
same month that Florence Buck departed, Mary D. Bradford arrived to lead the Kenosha public
schools. Many of the older women knew Mary Bradford from their youth—she was a graduate of
Kenosha High School, and later taught there—and she had since earned a national reputation
as an educator. When the position of school superintendent opened up in Kenosha, she



announced that she was willing to leave her job as a state kindergarten specialist for
Wisconsin’s normal schools if the school board would make her the city’s first female head of
public education, following a precedent recently set in Chicago.The Kenosha school board
decided unanimously to offer Bradford a three-year contract, doing away with the customary
one-year term. She took a house on Park Avenue in the Library Park district, on the same street
and block where the Welles family would move a year or two later. For Beatrice Welles, the void
left by Florence Buck’s departure would be filled by Mary Bradford’s friendship, while the flux
within the church would consolidate her own role as the leader of the Woman’s Alliance.As
summers usually did in Kenosha, the summer of 1910 brought heavy storms. The high winds
and torrential rains caused widespread crop damage and flattened fences and trees. When
nature cooperated, Dick and Beatrice Welles took the steamboat to Milwaukee, rode special
trains to the pastoral lakes in the countryside surrounding Kenosha, and visited Chicago to see
Beatrice’s parents and enjoy the shows. They were among the thousands of Kenoshans drawn
to the annual Old Settlers’ Picnic at Paddock Lake, with lectures, games, music, and basket
dinners at noon. Each year, sadly, the number of actual old settlers decreased.The highlight of
that summer was the four-day Home Talent Spectacle, an elaborate benefit for the Kenosha
YMCA that Beatrice Welles staged at the Rhode Opera House in the last week of June. The
show involved hundreds of local singers, dancers, and musicians performing their specialties
against a series of posed and pantomimed tableaux. Besides helping to organize and stage the
extravaganza, Orson’s mother played pieces on the piano and even sang “You’re Just the Girl I’m
Looking For,” the hit of the 1906 Shubert light opera The Social Whirl. While her personal tastes
were more sophisticated, Beatrice showed a good-humored willingness to try anything to
entertain people, laughing at herself if she stumbled. In the final patriotic offering, “Pageant of
the Nations,” she even posed as the Goddess of Liberty.July Fourth was always busy. In the
morning the Welles family motored to Racine for the annual parade by veterans of the Spanish-
American War. Part of the afternoon was spent at the races for trotters and pacers at the Bain
racetrack. The family stopped by the Caledonian Society cricket matches, where the Yules
figured prominently, and, like many Library Park families, they ended Independence Day with
dinner and dancing at the Kenosha Country Club.On Labor Day, Kenosha held a downtown
parade with floats and a thousand marchers, the streets lined with cheering citizens. The city’s
brass workers were always the highlight of the procession, garbed in white duck suits and
carrying brass canes, with the female lacquerers wearing white dresses. The following weekend,
Badger Brass sponsored a separate field day for its employees, one of the company’s gestures
after the strike. Workers and their families rode by rail to Silver Lake for the all-day company
picnic, with games, prizes, music, dinner, and moonlight dancing. By now Badger Brass
employed six hundred workers, Solar lamp orders continued to rise, and Dick Welles helped tally
the profits.At the last important meeting of the summer, Beatrice Welles ascended to the office
of vice president of the Woman’s Club. And, when its fall-winter schedule for 1910–1911 was
unveiled, the new vice president dominated the programming, contributing not just her piano



performances to the listed events but the first fully staged play the club had
attempted.Ambitiously slated for the Rhode Opera House, Seven-Twenty-Eight; or, Casting the
Boomerang was Augustin Daly’s adaptation of a German sex farce, first successfully produced
in New York in 1883. The original stage show had featured Mrs. G. H. Gilbert, a specialist in
playing grandes dames, in the role of Mrs. Bargiss, who entertains grandiose ambitions for her
husband, an unproductive poet. Now, showing a surprising taste for age makeup and ribald
comedy, the much-younger Beatrice Welles undertook the Mrs. Gilbert role in the club’s
ambitious production.Although the play was nominally staged by a local schoolteacher, Seven-
Twenty-Eight was entirely the brainchild of Beatrice Welles, and she was its driving force. And
the show proved a triumph with audiences, although some clubwomen found it frivolous and
risqué. Afterward Beatrice announced that Seven-Twenty-Eight was merely the first theatrical
offering of a new Kenosha dramatics organization that would be permanently supported by the
Woman’s Club.That year, the Welles family had an early Christmas Eve dinner at home. Later,
Dick and Beatrice went to Guild Hall for a high-society party with refreshments and musicians
imported from Chicago. After midnight services at the Unitarian Church, the couple returned
home to little Richard, each opening one Christmas present before bed. On New Year’s Day the
family departed for a much-needed getaway, motoring first to the annual automobile show in
New York City, then going south for a sightseeing trip that included a foray to the West
Indies.The Welleses had not yet returned to Kenosha by the day, in early 1911, when another
important new character in the backstory arrived in the city.This was Dr. Maurice Abraham
Bernstein. Although his birth date varies in records, Bernstein was born, probably in 1883, in the
town of Pereyaslav in Ukraine. The eldest of four, Bernstein emigrated with his parents to
Chicago when he was a child. He was awarded high school equivalency credentials by the
Lewis Institute, a junior college in Chicago; he was naturalized as a citizen in 1906; and two
years later he graduated from Northwestern University medical school. In the three years after
his graduation, the young physician worked for the Chicago department of health, the Cook
County Institution for Nervous and Mental Diseases, and the Dunning Hospital for the Insane.At
twenty-eight, Dr. Bernstein was the same age as Beatrice Welles, and roughly the same height
though wirier than her husband, Dick—in Citizen Kane, the character to whom the doctor lent his
name is described as “an undersized Jew,” in the words of the script, “spry, with remarkably
intense eyes.” Bernstein’s gray eyes, framed by thin spectacles, were indeed penetrating. He
had an oval face, a square chin, an imposing straight nose, and short brown hair combed
straight back from his forehead. The doctor may have known Dick and Beatrice Welles before
coming to Kenosha; they could have met at music recitals or cultural events in Chicago. A lover
of the arts, Bernstein especially cherished opera and classical music, and was an amateur
cellist.Bernstein was a young, modern doctor, without affiliation to Hahnemann Hospital and with
no homeopathic orientation. Kenosha struck him as a place of opportunity where Jewish people
were welcome—the Jewish community had a local foothold downtown—and more doctors were
needed. Since obtaining his medical degree Dr. Bernstein had occupied only lowly institutional



offices, and despite his genuinely charitable impulses toward the arts, or perhaps because of
them, he was not a prosperous man. Bernstein thought he could forge a better living with his
own practice. Kenosha offered him that independence, within the context of a fast-growing
population.Bernstein found modest office space above a saloon at the corner of Main and
Market. By May 1 his name was appearing in Kenosha newspapers—he was quite good at
getting his name in the paper—as the city’s newest doctor. He advertised a specialty in
orthopedic surgery—“deformity cases”—and expertise in mental diseases. The new physician
declared his politics as liberal Republican, and was reported to favor a health crusade to remove
children’s tonsils as a guard against rheumatic diseases—another sign of his affinity with
Beatrice Welles.No sooner had the doctor arrived, however, than he departed. After a mere two
months in Kenosha, Bernstein was unexpectedly offered the job of senior physician of the Cook
County infirmary in Oak Forest, Illinois, a complex that also housed the Dunning Hospital for the
Insane. Dr. Bernstein left for Oak Forest at once, according to press accounts, pledging to check
up on his new Kenosha patients on weekends.And no sooner had he departed than he returned.
According to the Kenosha News and several Chicago newspapers, Bernstein resigned from the
Cook County infirmary after only two months, following a heated exchange of malpractice
charges and countercharges, and a physical altercation with Peter Bartzen, nominally his boss,
president of the Cook County board.According to Bernstein, after arriving in Oak Forest he had
discovered “gross incompetency” at the Cook County Infirmary in the form of an entrenched staff
doctor whose improper administering of anesthesia had caused the death of at least one
patient. Bernstein’s accusation stirred up the medical establishment and prompted a coroner’s
inquiry, but the investigation exonerated the staff doctor. According to Bartzen, the real problem
was Bernstein, who he claimed had “left a piece of sponge in a patient after an operation.”
Bernstein struck back by publicly calling the county board president a liar.What happened next
was one of the colorful and improbable incidents that seemed to dog Maurice Bernstein
throughout his life. Bartzen was on his way to the Oak Forest clinic to fire Bernstein when they
bumped into each other at the train depot. Bartzen, incensed at having been called a liar,
according to his own account, marched up to Dr. Bernstein and struck him on the jaw, then
followed up with a quick kick. “When I went to hit him again he jumped on the train which was
moving out.” Bernstein scoffed at this version of events, giving the local press a statement full of
his characteristically flowery language. When “this vitriolic Czar of the Cook County Board
descended upon me like a modern Mars with flaming nostrils and language that would have put
a dock walloper to blush,” demanding to know “why I had presumed to find fault with his friends,”
Bernstein said he was “obliged to administer to him a sound and much-deserved
chastisement.”The unapologetic Bernstein claimed that he, not Bartzen, won the “Battle of the
Train Depot.” Furthermore, Bernstein insisted that he’d resigned his Cook County position
“before our little one-sided combat and not after, as [Bartzen] would have the public
believe.”Both men filed defamation lawsuits, and the brouhaha was settled and hushed up by
lawyers. While the facts are indeterminate, the anecdote captures something about the man who



became Orson Welles’s guardian after the death of his parents. Some who knew him believed
that the formidable doctor was fundamentally a man of probity; others saw Dr. Bernstein as a
slippery human sphinx. He was a man of thought who could also be, for better and worse, a man
of decisive action. He was a sophisticated man of ideas who could also be a bumbler and a
buttinski. He was a Dickensian character of many odd and discrepant parts.By August 2,
restored to Kenosha, Dr. Bernstein was summoned by Beatrice Welles to tend to five-year-old
Richard, who had broken his arm “while playing in the door yard of the Welles home on Pleasant
Street,” according to newspaper accounts. Beatrice was already worried that her little boy might
be a tad accident-prone. And, from that summer day forward, Dr. Bernstein became an unofficial
member of the Welles family, a close friend and deep admirer of Beatrice especially, but also
friendly with her husband, Dick, and fatherly to their children. No one could have predicted how
much the new Kenosha physician’s first house call to the Welleses would bring him inside the
family and call on his expertise in both surgery and mental illness.Young female artists and
activists dominated Beatrice Welles’s circle of friends. Many were single working teachers—
school board policy mandated that teachers be unmarried. Among her closest friends were the
city’s most dedicated suffragists, who wanted voting rights for women for all offices.These young
progressive women increasingly diverged from the older guard of the Woman’s Club, who never
warmed to the suffrage movement. Many of the older women felt threatened by their younger
peers’ community activism, and in some cases by their personalities.Among other things, the old
guard believed that the activists and suffragists—even those who sprang from settler bloodlines
—could not be counted on to stay in Kenosha. Among Beatrice’s friends was Harriet Bain, who
was a niece of Bain Wagon Works’ founder Edward Bain and also a staunch feminist. A talented
artist, Harriet taught at the private Kemper School for Girls, and gave stereopticon lectures on
the Italian Renaissance at the Woman’s Club; she frequently mused aloud about one day leaving
Kenosha for Europe to study painting.Another of Beatrice’s activist friends was Charlotte
Hannahs Jordan, the daughter of the founder of Hannahs Manufacturing, a purveyor of furniture
and wood products in Kenosha. Lottie Jordan was married to Edward S. Jordan, a Rambler
executive who had plans to form his own car company. The Jordans had lived in Cleveland for a
time, and they often talked about how much they missed the larger city. They had conducted an
investigation of tenement and sweatshop conditions in Cleveland, and in Kenosha, Lottie led
discussion groups exploring the pioneering 1904 book Poverty by the socialist Robert Hunter,
who was involved in the settlement house movement.A third associate of Beatrice Welles’s was
Ray Elizabeth Needham, who was born in Colorado but raised in Ripon, Wisconsin. Tall, blond,
and soignée, Ray Elizabeth Needham plunged into every community issue, but above all she
was a suffragist. She met her husband at the University of Wisconsin in Madison before she
transferred to Smith College. Her husband, Maurice, was an ad man for the Jeffery and Nash
motor companies in Kenosha, but he had his sights set on running his own ad agency in
Chicago. Everyone knew that Harriet Bain, Lottie Jordan, and the Needhams would move away
from Kenosha one day.The Woman’s Club stalwarts resisted engagement with the grittier



realities in Kenosha, and friction between the factions led Beatrice Welles and her friends to
mount a brazen challenge to the entrenched leadership in May 1911. Just after finishing her
term as vice president—“in a very acceptable manner,” said the Kenosha News—Beatrice
confronted the club with an alternative slate of officers, challenging the ticket approved by the
formal nominating committee.“The insurgents,” as Beatrice’s slate was dubbed locally, offered
candidates for all available offices—including Beatrice herself, running for president against a
Kenosha dowager, Caroline Rowe. By narrow margins, however, the establishment regulars won
all the club races. Beatrice hurried to proclaim her loyalty to the victors, but the older women had
been deeply and permanently affronted. The division in the Woman’s Club, which had festered
quietly over the past few years, now became an open rift. The Woman’s Club always went dark
over the summer, but when the next season’s programming was announced, Beatrice Welles’s
presence was pointedly diminished. She tried to maintain cordial relations with the older
clubwomen, but they were wary of her now, regarding her as too self-righteous, radical, and
avant-garde.For her part, Orson’s mother started shifting her time and energy to the burgeoning
suffragist movement, taking a lead in forming a Kenosha branch of the National Political Equality
League.On October 6, 1911, Beatrice Welles’s father, Benjamin Ives, died at his home in
Chicago. He was sixty-one years old. After his years of financial troubles, and the months he had
spent enduring “a complication of diseases,” according to newspapers, his death was a mercy.
After a Chicago funeral, his remains were interred in a family plot arranged by the Welleses in
Kenosha’s Green Ridge Cemetery, close to downtown. His widow, Lucy, then moved to Kenosha
to live with her daughter’s family. Beatrice employed a nanny, but now her mother would be on
hand to help with six-year-old Richard, who was just entering school. Lucy Ives, who had visited
Kenosha often, was befriended by members of the Woman’s Club in her age bracket—helping to
bridge the divide between young and old.Another woman who bridged all the blocs in Kenosha
was the school superintendent, Mary Bradford. Although she was a community activist and
suffragist to rival any of the “insurgents,” she was also matronly and a contemporary of the older
clubwomen, and she had a diplomatic touch that served her causes well. Her foremost interest
was in local education reform, a concern she shared with Beatrice Welles. Both were proponents
of publicly funded kindergartens for children starting at age four. Both were in favor of open-air
schools. Both called for more truant officers and for stricter enforcement of laws that stipulated
compulsory education from ages seven to fourteen. Both advocated “special classes” for
delinquent, handicapped, and foreign-born children. Both supported retirement funds for
teachers, and annual examinations of children by qualified physicians. Both sought public and
private moneys to ensure adequate food and clothing for schoolchildren.Mary Bradford brought
an air of respectability to the issues she embraced, and hers was one of the few voices that
tended to unite the local women. Indeed, she seemed as popular with most Kenosha men as
with the women, and larger Wisconsin cities repeatedly tried to lure her away with lucrative
offers, which she invariably declined. In November 1911, Bradford was elected president of the
Wisconsin State Teachers Association.Mary Bradford, Beatrice Welles, and their circle of



feminists looked ahead to the spring 1912 municipal elections. The two-term Democratic
incumbent, Matthias J. Scholey, still a stubborn opponent of school improvements, was
vulnerable, having served the past two years simultaneously as a state legislator. His liberal
Republican challenger, lumberman Dan O. Head, embraced educational reform, improved
public works, regular tax levies, and honest government, along with opposition to “bad houses,
wine rooms, and evil dance halls.” The well-liked Head was another relative of Dick Welles’s: the
nephew of the banker Welles had sued for the inheritance that helped seed the founding of
Badger Brass.Beatrice and Kenosha’s nascent branch of the National Political Equality League
handed out hundreds of flyers and posters crying, “Women, You Must Vote for the Sake of Your
Children.” On election night in April, Scholey’s forces were annihilated as Head clinched the
mayoralty by a huge margin. A cheering crowd formed downtown, and local women headed up a
parade that marched through the streets, shooting off fireworks.The other election results,
however, were discouraging for the sisterhood. Only 169 of an estimated 1,000 eligible women
bothered to vote, and the school board results—all the winners were men, the majority of them
illiberal—reflected weak support for the feminist agenda. The largest number of women voters in
any Kenosha neighborhood, forty, showed up in the Third Ward, near the Welles’s home.In the
wake of the disappointing results, Beatrice, Mary Bradford, and Harriet Bain held many soul-
searching conversations about how the movement should respond. The Kenosha Political
Equality League announced a summer-long campaign to raise the political consciousness of
local women and men, and to prepare for a suffrage referendum to coincide with the statewide
fall 1912 election. A bitter debate was raging in the Wisconsin legislature over a proposed bill
endorsing women’s suffrage, and as a compromise a state referendum on female
enfranchisement had been added to the ballot in the fall. Beatrice and her fellow suffragists
fought hard to promote the referendum, donning yellow ribbons emblazoned with “Vote for
Women” and giving speeches at county fairs and picnics. Reverend Florence Buck returned to
the city to give an address on the subject, and national activists such as Inez Milholland from
New York and Jane Addams from Chicago’s Hull House headlined right-to-vote rallies.Beatrice
introduced Addams to a jammed fund-raiser at Rhode Opera House, where the pioneering
settlement house worker and social activist described suffrage as the solution to “deplorable
social conditions” in every dark corner of American society. “Those departments of city
government which are most badly administered are nearest to the woman in the home,” Addams
told the Kenoshans, “and only by exercising the privilege of the ballot will she be able to exert
influence necessary to take those departments out of the hands of politicians.”The Kenosha
Political Equality League sponsored a full-page advertisement in the main city newspaper on the
day before the referendum, invoking Abraham Lincoln and motherhood and explaining “The
Reasons for Voting Yes on Women Suffrage.” The advertisement included six hundred women’s
signatures, with the name Beatrice Welles conspicuously third on the list.But many of the older
Kenosha women were just as conspicuously absent from the petition, and the gulf between
suffragists and anti-suffragists continued to widen. The battle over suffrage tore families apart,



even separating some wives from their husbands. The older clubwomen urged Kenosha women
to restrict themselves to family and education, warning that too much activism outside the home
meant neglecting a woman’s duties inside the home. An “Anti-Suffragette” letter signed by older
members of the Woman’s Club appeared on the front page of the Kenosha News, suggesting
that the lack of significant progress on education issues—public playgrounds, early
kindergarten, and clubhouses for the poor—could be blamed on the fact that activists had
poured time, money, and energy into the all-consuming suffragist movement.The 1912 election
brought statewide defeat for the suffrage referendum. But while the referendum also lost by
1,809 to 1,338 in Kenosha proper, real progress had been made. The measure had received
strong support in the Third Ward, for example, and the overall high number of votes cast in its
favor throughout the city attested to the growing legitimacy of the movement. Mary Bradford,
who worked hand in glove with the suffragists but escaped the opprobrium heaped on the
younger generation, announced that the Kenosha Political Equality League would continue to
agitate until women were fully enfranchised.Not long thereafter, Beatrice Welles, officiating at a
tea of seventy-five women at the Unitarian Church, was elected vice president, and Harriet Bain
was named as president of the new permanent Kenosha County Political Equality
League.Ironically, while women could vote for the local school board, they could not vote on the
suffrage referendum itself. It was crucial therefore that the Kenosha County Political Equality
League attract male voters to its cause. Husbands did not always agree with the politics of their
wives, and in some notable instances it was the men in Kenosha, not their wives, who waved the
suffragist flag. On the day before the November 1912 election, an advertisement in the Kenosha
News stirred controversy by listing, for the first time, thirty Kenosha men willing to declare they
were in favor of suffrage. Richard H. Welles was prominently featured on the list—the only
Badger Brass executive listed—along with five ministers and two doctors. Edward Jordan,
husband of Lottie Jordan; F. C. Hannahs, Lottie’s father; and H. B. Robinson, husband of
suffragist Emma Robinson, were among the brave thirty who went public with their support.Dick
Welles kidded about the subject—he told the Kenosha News that his feminism predated his
wife’s—but he buttonholed his businessmen friends to sign petitions and contribute money to
the cause. He appeared with his wife at public events promoting a wide array of progressive
causes, nodding as Beatrice delivered her speeches. And when Dick Welles himself spoke up,
as he occasionally did, people listened.In 1911, Dick Welles had introduced the first jitney “auto
buses” to Kenosha. To Welles this was a sideline investment but also a civic improvement, a
much-needed supplement to the city’s limited railway service, extending public transportation to
its poor and rural areas. In his typical form, Welles promoted the jitneys by driving one of the
buses around the streets of Kenosha himself.The jitney buses quickly became unpopular among
certain Library Park elements. Some complained that they whizzed around city streets unsafely,
but there was another motive: The jitneys competed with the city’s electric railway line. Moreover,
many of the jitney drivers were socialists, opposed to railway monopolies. When the Kenosha
city government proposed legislation to restrict and regulate the jitney operators, the drivers



denounced the move as a step toward suppression of their profession, and hordes of angry
jitney men flocked to a city council hearing to jostle with their well-heeled adversaries.The crowd
hushed when Dick Welles rose to speak at the city council hearing. Everyone knew Welles as a
businessman with a heart—and as a man who had a financial interest in the jitneys, and friends
among the jitneys’ enemies. “He drove the jitney men from fervid cheering to groans by a really
fair discussion,” reported the Kenosha News. “He declared that the jitney bus had a right to exist
and in the same breath he declared that it was the duty of the council to regulate them. He held
that the jitney brought a new economic problem” to Kenosha, but “that it was helping to solve the
problem of transportation in cities. He held right after this that reasonable regulation was
necessary to have the jitney bus continue.”It wasn’t the last time Dick Welles made himself heard
at a public forum. At a mass meeting on child labor organized by his wife and Mary Bradford,
Welles made a speech demanding that the federal government penalize any business that
exploited underage workers in the manufacture of newly patented inventions and products.
Welles, of course, was an inventor himself, and a man who was careful with money in his
professional and personal life, and the crowd was impressed that his commitment to children’s
safety inspired him to take such a stand.Most of the time, Dick Welles left the activism to his
wife. He was preoccupied with Badger Brass, which was steadily expanding, adding employees,
and logging impressive earnings. But Orson Welles’s father was hardly apolitical, or reactionary,
as some accounts—including Orson’s own sketchy musings—have suggested. Dick Welles was
especially a kindred spirit to his wife, Beatrice, in the years leading up to Orson’s birth, and he
was a complement to her in most ways, including her progressive political activism.In 1914, the
Kenosha activists waged another battle. Wisconsin Republicans had reintroduced the suffrage
referendum for the election of November 1914, but the Republican governor, Frances E.
McGovern, broke with the progressive La Follette wing of the party and vetoed a second
statewide referendum on the issue. The Political Equality League dispatched Beatrice Welles
and other local feminists to the state capital, in an effort to overturn the governor’s veto and
reinstate the state suffrage referendum for the fall election. Beatrice whipped up a letter-writing
campaign and made several trips to Madison to meet with lawmakers. She also reached out to
playwright and author Zona Gale, living in the nearby town of Portage, who would become the
first woman to win a Pulitzer Prize for drama, for her 1920 feminist play Miss Lulu Bett.Beatrice
deeply admired Gale, already a national figure in the suffrage movement, and enlisted her as, in
a sense, a guardian angel of the Kenosha feminists. At the fall 1913 meeting of the Political
Equality League, Beatrice gave a reading of Zona Gale’s story “Extra Paper.” This spoken-word
recital, combining her politics with artistic expression, marked her debut as a diseuse. A short
time later, Gale visited Kenosha and shared a podium with Beatrice, extolling the value of public
playgrounds.At the same time, Beatrice’s pet Unitarian Church project, a Progressive Club for
young working girls, came to fruition. In October, the Woman’s Alliance took over a small house
on Bond Street, offering the girls access to a kitchen (where they learned cooking and nutrition),
living room, bathroom, and reading room with books and newspapers, as well as outdoor



activities including tennis, volleyball, and hiking. Beatrice had cut back on her public music
recitals in favor of social activism, but she often performed for the Girls’ Progressive Club—
including on Easter Sunday 1914.The tensions between the conservative and activist factions in
the Woman’s Club had never really gone away, and early in 1914 they would spike. The club was
preparing to send three delegates to the upcoming biennial convention of the National
Federation of Women’s Clubs in Chicago. Beatrice Welles and her allies asked that at least one
suffragist represent their membership in Chicago, to bring the issue of enfranchisement in front
of the national organization, which, like the Kenosha club, was reluctant to engage the topic. The
suffragists put forth as their candidate Harriet Bain, the head of the Kenosha County Political
Equality League, who had exhorted the Woman’s Club to broaden its scope from art and
literature to include social inequities. Harriet and Beatrice had annoyed the club’s conservative
members repeatedly by pointing to the Chicago Woman’s Club as a model of social
commitment.When the delegates for Chicago were announced in late January, however,
Beatrice and her friends were “astonished and indignant,” according to newspaper accounts, to
discover that all three were “dyed in the wool” anti-suffragists. When Harriet Bain’s supporters
demanded a roll call vote of the full membership, the president, Mrs. L. D. Grace, gaveled them
down. The suffragists then called for the club, historically limited to one hundred women of
standing, to open itself up to a broader, more “cosmopolitan” (i.e., egalitarian) membership,
which would of course bolster their side. The chair tabled their motion. Mrs. Grace brought in a
lawyer to block further appeals by the activists, and five wealthy older members resigned,
signaling an irreparable breach between the “antis” and the suffragists.Throughout Kenosha, the
public standoff pitted family members and onetime friends against one another. Beatrice
Welles’s mother, Lucy Ives, and mother-in-law, Mary Gottfredsen, were close, and they sided
reluctantly with their peers among the “antis.” Other Gottfredsens, including Alice, a music
teacher who helped Beatrice with the Unitarian choir and the Shubert Club, discreetly aligned
themselves with the suffragists. Harriet Bain and Hazel Lance—the latter an “anti” who received
an official invitation to the Chicago convention—had been chummy since their schoolgirl days at
Kemper School. Although the former classmates lived within two blocks of each other in the
Library Park district, they and many others in the feud would “detour to avoid meeting,” as the
Chicago Tribune, covering the ruckus, reported. Beatrice had a long amicable relationship with
her downstairs neighbor, Mrs. Levi C. Graves, a former Woman’s Club president, but Mrs.
Graves was anti-suffrage, and their friendship too was now suspended.The spring 1914
municipal elections became a matter of do or die for the Kenosha County Political Equality
League. The activists had to gain a school board seat finally, or all their efforts would look like a
fool’s errand. There was only one problem: no woman would offer herself up for the public ordeal
of electioneering.Finally, Harriet Bain and Mary Bradford approached Beatrice Welles. Beatrice
was reluctant: she considered herself more an artist and a charitable reformer than a political
zealot, and above all she feared that running for office would limit her artistic opportunities.Mary
Bradford, who was old enough to be Beatrice’s mother—but was far more of a progressive social



crusader—reminded her that running for office would mean safeguarding the future for children
like her own son, now eight years old. This argument touched a nerve. Beatrice and her husband
worried about little Richard. He was a bright boy who enjoyed reading and music and magic
tricks, but he stuttered, and he hadn’t taken to school or made friends easily. Richard needed
special attention—the very kind of individual treatment that was a constant issue for the school
board. Beatrice was sold.The news that Beatrice Welles had decided to throw her hat into the
ring—coming just days after the Woman’s Club showdown, in which her friends and supporters
had been steamrollered—electrified Kenosha. The “antis” had been thrown a gauntlet, and
young and old voters, female and male, poured out across the city. And the results gave
Kenosha activists the victory they’d long been seeking: Beatrice Welles defeated her opponent,
John I. Chester, vice president of the N. R. Allen and Sons tannery, by a vote of 293 to
189.Though the results were tempered by a disappointment at the top of the ticket—where
liberal Republican Dan O. Head had declined to run for a second term as mayor, and Democrat
Matthias J. Scholey was returned to office—the headlines were all about Beatrice Welles, the
first woman elected to public office in Kenosha’s history. After months of fractiousness, the vast
majority of the city reacted with pride and joy, and when Beatrice took her seat at the first
meeting the following week, she was greeted with bouquets of flowers and a tremendous
ovation from a swarm of well-wishers.Beatrice Welles’s school board victory enhanced her local
celebrity. On June 1, 1914, Kenosha’s only female officeholder gave her first musical
performance outside woman’s clubs, church events, or the privacy of her home—an “illustrated
recital” at the Guild Hall, featuring the music of Schumann, Wagner, and MacDowell with
stereopticon slides, to benefit the Girls’ Progressive Club, her signature community project. “This
is the first opportunity the Kenosha public had to enjoy one of these programs,” the Kenosha
News reported.That month Beatrice reached another milestone, launching an activist alternative
to the Woman’s Club called the Kenosha City Club, composed of women “from many walks of
life” who felt committed to “civic problems.” The club would take up all the issues the Woman’s
Club had ignored: health conditions, municipal garbage, and growing poverty and inequities in
the city. Convening a luncheon of friends and supporters at the downtown Hotel Borup, Beatrice
invited Superintendent of Schools Mary Bradford to be the main speaker, and also gave a talk
herself, emphasizing “the real need of Kenosha of a strong organization to take the right side in
dealing with all great questions in the municipal life of the city.” For the second meeting, Beatrice
called on her friend Zona Gale to address the activist-minded group.The emergence of the
Kenosha City Club outraged the “antis,” who viewed the upstart club as a rebuke of their
traditional values. The exodus of suffragist members embarrassed the older clubwomen,
especially when it received coverage in the Chicago papers. And now the older, more
established club was forced to compete for guest speakers like Gale, Wisconsin’s most famous
woman. A conciliator at heart, Beatrice tried to mend fences with the Woman’s Club, giving a
piano performance at its last meeting before the summer. But she also threw sharp elbows, and
her personality—viewed by some as self-important—made her a divisive symbol of social



change among many of the older members.For the time being, Beatrice redoubled her efforts for
the cause. She and Mary Bradford organized a mass meeting marking National Suffrage Day,
with Beatrice conducting the Shubert Club choir in “a song of spring” and leading the audience
in a sing-along finale of “America.” In June, along with Lottie Jordan, Harriet Bain, and Mary
Bradford, Beatrice attended the national suffrage leaders’ banquet at the Congress Hotel in
Chicago.Late in the summer, the group launched “Self-Denial Suffrage Day,” in which local
suffragist leaders trimmed unnecessary household expenses and donated the savings to the
cause. The brainstorm of Harriet Bain, the idea was picked up nationally. In the fall, Beatrice,
Mary Bradford, Harriet Bain, and Lottie Jordan took the train to the state suffragist convention in
Milwaukee, joining a peace rally at Immanuel Church and attending a special showing of a pro-
suffrage moving picture, Your Girl and Mine, at the Butterfly Theater. Your Girl and Mine was
coproduced by William Selig with a company run by suffragist leader Ruth Hanna McCormick,
who was head of the congressional committee for the National American Woman Suffrage
Association and whose husband was Robert Medill McCormick of the family that owned the
Chicago Daily Tribune.The Kenosha chapter of the Political Equality League was neither the
largest nor the most militant of the many affiliated leagues that sprang up across Wisconsin, but
in some ways it set the standard for the organization. And the leadership’s family ties to the
thriving industrialists of Kenosha often made it the state’s most successful chapter in raising
money for the cause.Summer was always full of pleasant distractions. The circus came to town,
and so did Buffalo Bill Cody and his Wild West Show, and a host of barnstorming wrestlers and
magicians.In July 1914, aviation fever swept Kenosha. Dick Welles, the man who had driven the
first automobile and the first jitney bus on the city’s streets, now brought the first hydro-aeroplane
for three days of exhibition flights. In more than one interview, Orson Welles credited his father
with having invented a peculiar air-travel machine—“a glider attached to a steam-driven engine,”
according to Barbara Leaming’s Orson Welles—with a Negro servant piloting the glider into a
crash landing while Dick Welles controlled a wheel from below. But the local press—diligent in
covering the Welles family—never made any mention of such an invention, and the claim
probably originated with that consummate fictioneer Dr. Maurice Bernstein. (Similarly,
biographer Charles Higham insisted that Dick Welles had “presented young fliers at the first air
show in northern Wisconsin in 1903, shortly before Orville and Wilbur Wright made their
successful pioneer flight at Kitty Hawk.” Again: highly dubious.)But Dick Welles was genuinely
smitten with air travel, and air shows were all the rage by 1914. That summer, on behalf of the
Kenosha Retailers Association, Welles lured Chicago aviator Charles C. Witmer to the city to
headline an aviation festival, intended to promote Kenosha’s modern firefighting and lifesaving
stations. A private pilot for Harold F. McCormick, another member of the influential Chicago
family, who was International Harvester’s chairman of the board, Witmer was a pioneer of
aviation photography who aspired to be a filmmaker. The aviator brought with him a camera crew
and a small group of performers, including Florence Smith, a stage actress well known in
Chicago. Witmer planned to involve local citizens and airplane maneuvers in a moving picture



comedy set in Kenosha.The highlight of the three-day festival was a public flight by Dick and
Beatrice Welles. Kenosha’s “first couple” waved to a crowd as they climbed aboard a plane,
piloted by Witmer, which made a ten-mile sweep out over Lake Michigan, circling around the
breakwater, city lighthouse, and shore, thrilling thousands of onlookers. It was one of several
scenes Witmer shot for his intended comedy, tentatively titled “Her Escape”—making Dick and
Beatrice Welles the first Welleses to appear in a film. Alas, “Her Escape” was never completed,
and the footage is lost today.The fall colors were glorious, and in September the Welleses
attended a performance by a touring illusionist known as the “Man of Many Mysteries” (a.k.a.
Eugene Laurant, based in Chicago), whose specialties included a Chinese Linking Ring trick
and something he called “chapeaugraphy,” which involved manipulating a piece of felt into many
hat shapes while describing the results in verse. They also saw Twelfth Night performed by the
troupe led by Ben Greet, one of that dying breed of actor-managers who traveled the country
tirelessly with their repertory players, bringing Shakespeare and other classical works of the
theater to outposts like Kenosha. The Welles children would grow up hearing names like Greet’s
spoken with awe.The end of 1914 was dampened by a series of unfortunate occurrences. The
elder George Yule, now ninety years old, suffered a stroke in California, where he spent part of
each winter. Kenoshans wondered whether Bain Wagon or Badger Brass could continue very
long without the head of the Yule clan, who was the boss of one company and the patron spirit of
the other.The Unitarian Church also suffered a crippling scandal. After searching for a worthy
permanent replacement for the Reverend Florence Buck, the congregation finally settled on a
young pastor who was much admired—until two months after his arrival, when local headlines
revealed him as a bigamist who had falsified his ministerial credentials. The disgraced new
minister was forced to resign, and Kenosha’s Unitarians never really recovered. Beatrice Welles
still led the Unitarian choir, but she had already stepped back from the church, bequeathing
leadership of the Woman’s Alliance to another congregant. She would never again feel the same
about the Unitarians, or any religion. Dick Welles’s mother, Mary Gottfredsen, quit the board to
become a Christian Scientist—and she wasn’t the only Kenoshan to abandon the once thriving
church.The holidays had always been a time of hope and joy for the Welles family, and in 1914
Beatrice endeavored to use that spirit to heal the rifts in their larger community. Together with her
mother and Mary Bradford, she spearheaded a fund drive featuring Kenosha’s first Community
Tree, modeled after a similar effort in Chicago. A forty-foot tree from a Wisconsin farm was
delivered to Library Park Square, and volunteers from the rival women’s clubs filled boxes with
candy and gift coupons. Subscribers to the drive were asked to pay anything from one penny to
$1, and in turn every Kenosha child between the ages of two and fourteen would receive a
coupon for a gift, so none would feel disadvantaged at Christmas. The campaign would
culminate on Christmas Eve, with Santa Claus arriving in Kenosha. “Community Christmas Tree
Will Recognize No Caste in Distribution of Presents,” declared the Kenosha News.It was one of
Beatrice Welles’s finest hours. She began the week by giving a dramatic reading of Zona Gale’s
story “The Great Tree” to families at the local Baptist church. On the front page of the Kenosha



News, she held forth on the true meaning of Christmas, comparing “the literal Santa Claus, with
the reindeer and long whiskers,” with “the real Santa Claus portrayed in the hearts of the givers,”
as represented by the Community Tree fund. “On Christmas Eve, every person in Kenosha will
celebrate Christmas with every other person,” one prominent city banker told the newspaper.
“There will be no labeling of this one or that one or the other one. It will be a Kenosha community
Christmas in spirit and deed.”As darkness fell on Christmas Eve, with the mercury plunging
toward zero and a sharp wind rising from the west, ten thousand citizens thronged the downtown
streets. As the crowd sang Christmas songs, Santa Claus arrived at the head of a marching Boy
Scout band. “Men who counted their wealth by the hundreds of thousands touched shoulders
with their own workmen,” the Kenosha News reported. Clubwomen old and young dressed as
Santa’s helpers and handed out four hundred Christmas packages to children, before the
shivering crowd, including Beatrice Welles, the mistress of ceremonies and heroine of the day,
scurried to the warmth of home.And there was one more bit of merry Christmas news: ten years
after the birth of her first child, Beatrice told her husband she was pregnant again.Beatrice and
Dick Welles sneaked off to the Caribbean after the New Year, leaving ten-year-old Richard with
Lucy Ives. The Welleses often rendezvoused in the West Indies with their Chicago pals John
McCutcheon, who was planning to buy a private island in the Bahamas, and George Ade, by
now one of America’s most successful authors and playwrights. In Trinidad, one of Dick Welles’s
favorite places, they joined up with Ade and his longtime homosexual companion Orson C.
Wells, a millionaire stockbroker from Chicago by way of Wisconsin.The three men smoked
cigars and drank rum on the boat as they basked in the blazing sun, marveling at the expectant
Beatrice, looking healthy and happy in her swimwear. The Kenosha couple joked about the
similarity between the names Wells and Welles, and told George and “Ort” Wells that they would
name their new baby after the two men if it was a boy. Orson Welles enjoyed telling this
anecdote, which became a staple of Welles family lore, and kept a yellowed clipping of the
famous author’s obituary for years.Back in Kenosha, the winter and spring passed quietly, with
Dick Welles cutting back on travel and his wife busy with school board duties. Beatrice and her
close ally, school superintendent Mary Bradford, continued their push for reform, but progress
was slow. The women contrived to disagree in public about certain matters, just to allay any
fears that they were forming any sort of conspiracy against the men. But a conspiracy it was: the
two never disagreed privately, and Beatrice and Mary Bradford walked arm-in-arm to meetings,
reviewing their strategies along the way.Regardless, the report card on Kenosha’s schools was
frustrating. The board agreed to build “portable schools” as a temporary solution to overcrowding
and buildings in disrepair, but refused by a majority to invest money in either a special school for
the deaf or any type of open-air school. Beatrice dashed off an angry letter denouncing the
decision, arguing that children with special needs should be “the first aim of the public school,”
and deserved special help to become “valuable citizens.” The Kenosha News ran the letter on its
front page.Beatrice took satisfaction in her committee work and interaction with teachers. She
was in charge of the teachers’ committee, showing appreciation for veteran teachers while



recruiting new staff members, and joined a committee that promoted “Wider Use,” opening the
schools up for community programs and events. She was also the board’s emissary to the
Parent-Teacher Association (PTA). Beatrice rarely missed a board meeting, and the other
commissioners, even those who opposed her initiatives, admired her dedication. Before she was
even one year into her term, Beatrice was whispered about as a consensus choice for board
president.But she declined, in light of her new obligations as a mother-to-be. Early in the
morning on May 6, Beatrice gave birth to a ten-pound boy. His parents named him George
Orson Welles. Of course “Orson” had been the name of Dick Welles’s maternal grandfather,
whose bequest laid the foundation of his business career. The only real borrowing from the
famous Trinidad pact was “George,” a name Orson kidded about for years, though he was proud
of his connection to George Ade and used it as his first name on official documents. The baby
had two godfathers: Ade was one, John McCutcheon the other.Flash-forward seven months to
New Year’s Day 1916, when Beatrice and Dick Welles hosted an open house for a grand array of
relatives, friends, and neighbors, including the Rhodes, the Needhams, the Jordans, Harriet
Bain, Mary Bradford, and Dr. Maurice Bernstein.Shortly after settling in Kenosha, Dr. Bernstein
had been appointed to its new board of health, which was trying to stem a citywide epidemic of
scarlet fever and diphtheria among children. The local press noted that Bernstein was the least
well-known of the five physicians named to the board, but in the ensuing four years he had
ingratiated himself with many of the city’s residents, including the Welles family.By 1916,
Bernstein was among the most respected doctors in Kenosha. The Kenosha News chronicled
his travels to Milwaukee to teach surgery at Marquette Medical College; to Rochester,
Minnesota, for tutorial clinics given by the Mayo brothers; and to Chicago for consulting—all
while he maintained a full calendar of patients in Kenosha’s downtown Gonnermann Building.
Bernstein was a demon driver, and local columnists joked about his frequent speeding tickets for
racing to his various obligations.The doctor joined Dick Welles in the annual parade of Kenosha
automobile owners, but he also mixed with the Welleses and other Kenoshans on the weekend
trains heading to classical music programs in Chicago and on the North Shore. He and the
Welleses had many friends in common, including the Rhodes, who owned and operated the
Opera House, where Bernstein took orchestra seats for all the touring shows.In the late fall of
1915, the Kenosha papers were reporting on Bernstein’s romantic pursuit of Mina Elman, the
younger sister of the Ukrainian-born violinist Mischa Elman. The renowned violinist was one of
many musicians Bernstein befriended, often meeting them first when they played in Chicago,
where he was known to dash backstage to assist in medical emergencies. The doctor had met
Mina Elman when he was visiting her brother at his retreat on Cape Ann in Massachusetts. The
violinist had returned the favor, visiting Bernstein in Kenosha and stirring excitement among
those who knew his reputation. Bernstein brought Elman to the Welles home for dinner.Beatrice
issued two hundred invitations to her New Year party, which she envisioned as a revival of the
old-fashioned custom of open houses. As Booth Tarkington described them in The Magnificent
Ambersons, open houses involved guests going from one house to the next, “leaving fantastic



cards in fancy baskets as they entered each doorway, and emerging a little later, more carefree
than ever, if the punch had been to their liking.” The open house was Orson’s coming-out, and
the chubby baby was the star of the party. His mother called him “Georgie-Porgie,” and everyone
cooed over him. Beatrice’s mother, Lucy Ives, cohosted the affair, and a few Watson relatives
from Evanston and women friends from Chicago came early to help with the arrangements. The
Welleses’ sun parlor served as a smoking room for the gentlemen, while the ladies chatted over
punch and French cakes.The Ambersons in Booth Tarkington’s novel led a life of fin de siècle
grandeur, in a three-story mansion with a black walnut stairway, a skylight dome, and a ballroom,
all maintained with the help of liveried servants whom Tarkington called “darkies.” The Welleses’
celebration was modest by comparison, but their lives had another kind of richness. Dick and
Beatrice Welles were widely beloved in the city of Kenosha, and clearly in love with each other.
As Booth Tarkington wrote of the Ambersons, the Welleses were “magnificent in their day and
place.”Orson would have his own words for it: his parents were “mythically
wonderful.”IIROSEBUDSCHAPTER 31915–1921The Whispered Word “Genius”Orson Welles’s
penchant for rubbing shoulders with royalty—not just show business royalty, but popes and
kings and heads of state—was in his genes.Just as Orson was not the first Welles to direct a
stage play or appear in a motion picture, he was not the first Welles to shake hands with an
American president. His mother’s family knew Abraham Lincoln back in Springfield, Illinois. And
although presidents rarely visited Kenosha—at best, a presidential train would idle for a while on
the tracks there—when Woodrow Wilson stopped at the station in late January 1916, he agreed
to meet with a delegation of female activists. Beatrice Welles and Harriet Bain led a group of five
hundred women, wearing yellow sashes and carrying a huge banner demanding a constitutional
amendment guaranteeing women’s suffrage. Beatrice and the feminist contingent presented
President Wilson with a petition and boxes of the homemade cakes known locally as “suffrage
snaps,” a staple at Kenosha County Political Equality League programs.Orson’s mother was a
particularly admirable whirlwind of activity during his first year of life. Although a second woman
was appointed to fill a Kenosha school board vacancy, the conservative male majority still
blocked most new expenditures. But Beatrice also gave her time to a seemingly endless variety
of other concerns: helping to organize a mass meeting on child labor, prodding the City Club to
sponsor nursery support and a cooking school, helping to host an annual luncheon of farmers’
wives. America had not yet entered World War I—which was then called the Great War—and like
many suffragists Beatrice lent her name to antiwar events, including local fund-raising for victims
of the genocide in Armenia (Kenosha had a sizable Armenian population). Before one Woman’s
Alliance meeting, Beatrice presented a recital of Lincoln Colcord’s pacifist poem Vision of War,
offering a “clear voiced expressive rendering” of his graphic imagery. Colcord’s humanism and
internationalism were values that Beatrice “frankly confessed in many instances embodied her
own,” according to one newspaper account, and her talent for dramatic recitation foreshadowed
her son’s rhetorical flair.As a school board commissioner, Beatrice made the rounds of county
schools, even those deep in the countryside. The ties she forged with Parent-Teacher



Association (PTA) groups inspired her involvement with other causes, including the temperance
movement—though she herself was not a teetotaler, rather a moderate reformer who
campaigned against all-night saloons and saloons that were open on Sundays. Similarly, in
1915, Beatrice pushed the school board to crusade against “abnormal and sensational” moving
pictures, urging the Kenosha city council to establish the city’s first censorship board after PTA
members complained about Kenosha theaters that advertised certain fare as “For Adults Only”
yet sold tickets to teenagers. Like many young mothers, Beatrice was not against all movies; she
opposed only the “sordid moving pictures” that tempted local children. (Indeed, she publicly
recommended films that reflected her ideals, such as the pro-enfranchisement Your Girl and
Mine and Alla Nazimova’s pacifist War Brides.) Orson’s father was a more avid and less
discriminating moviegoer, a fan of detective stories, slapstick comedies, and exciting
Westerns.Beatrice bucked the PTAs on other issues, however, promoting “sex hygiene” classes
in the high schools and arguing to frame this sensitive subject “in a beautiful, wholesome
manner” that would instill in teenage boys “an eternal reverence for all women.” Her early
embrace of sex education took many Kenoshans aback, and despite her best efforts it was a
hard sell.Beatrice’s many talks and recitals for school audiences made her a star on the PTA
circuit. Spurred into writing by Zona Gale’s example, in January 1916 Beatrice introduced “a
story of her own authorship,” called “Mother and Child,” that became a set piece in the readings
she performed for students, teachers, and parent groups at several school venues. Although the
“storiette,” as Kenosha newspapers dubbed it, has since been lost, contemporary accounts
indicate that it dramatized a fictional colloquy between parent and child on delicate matters
including sex and death. The moral of the storiette was that it was a mother’s duty—“her
privilege”—to address difficult subjects while her children were still at an impressionable age.
“The mother who withholds knowledge from her child from a sense of delicacy condemns her
child to dangerous possibilities,” Beatrice cautioned. “There is danger in waiting ‘until the child is
old enough or until he asks me.’ He may never ask.”Her storiette broached the possibility of a
child’s dying from social neglect, or catastrophic disease. She foretold the passing of a “child
dweller in the paradise of earthly innocence, being taken gently by the hand and led by his
mother into the other world.” Audience members dabbed away tears. “Here and there a stifled
sob gave evidence of the emotional power of both the story and its reader,” reported the
Kenosha News.Despite her local fame, it was not a foregone conclusion that Beatrice would run
again for school board commissioner in the spring 1916 elections. But Mary Bradford and
Harriet Bain prevailed on her, and she won a second term—though this time her margin of
victory was only thirty votes, 394 to 364, reflecting her polarizing effect on people. But the
playground tax referendum Beatrice supported, which was voted on citywide, passed by a larger
margin; and such direct voter initiatives, which could not be undermined by the city council or the
mayor, were proving effective at securing more playgrounds and other school improvements for
the city: better school gardens, upgraded toilet facilities, and repairs to aging buildings. Ground
was even broken on Kenosha’s first open-air school, a longtime cause for Beatrice.When



Beatrice convened the last Kenosha City Club meeting of the season in her home, in late May
1916, it was the largest one yet.That summer, Beatrice and Dick Welles enjoyed several days at
Richard Carle’s country estate in Long Beach, New York, heading into Manhattan for a steady
round of theatergoing, museum visits, and concerts. Dick Welles’s friendship with Harry
Sommers, a well-known theater manager, helped him secure excellent seats for every stage
show. Just a year old, young Orson came along for his first trip to New York City, staying behind
with a nanny when the couple went out on the town. Beatrice’s mother lingered in Kenosha,
recovering after a long stay at Chicago’s Hahnemann Hospital in 1915. She had a servant to
help watch eleven-year-old Richard, though the boy came down with measles during that
season’s epidemic.The Welleses returned in time for Beatrice to help prepare for a national
assembly of suffragists coming up in Chicago. Among those pitching in was Beatrice’s cousin
Dudley Crafts Watson, Aunt Augusta’s eldest son, who designed yellow-and-white “artistic
marching costumes” for the Kenosha contingent. The recently named director of the Milwaukee
Art Institute (forerunner of today’s Milwaukee Art Museum), Watson was a true character who
affected a mustache, round pince-nez suspended by a ribbon from his lapel, and a walking
cane. (“Tap, tap, tap, Dudley’s coming,” people said.)Braving strong winds and a driving rain,
Beatrice and a dozen of her friends donned their uniforms and “Woman’s Suffrage Is
Preparedness” badges, then met up with their counterparts from Racine before heading off to
Chicago. There they paraded through the streets with thirty thousand activists from all the forty-
eight states, ending their march at the Coliseum, where the Republican National Convention
was in session, presenting a suffrage resolution to the platform committee.Back in Kenosha for
the rest of the summer, Beatrice helped launch public swimming classes at Washington Island
beach, met with neighborhood women to bolster the formation of a local drama guild, and
christened a “bigger, better” Girls’ Recreation Club in a new facility near Lake Michigan. At the
Old Settlers’ Picnic she spoke on “The Civic Responsibility of Women” and held a lawn crowd
spellbound. The whole family took a boat trip to Mackinac Island, and several times Beatrice,
Lottie Jordan, and Ray Elizabeth Needham rode the special concert train to Ravinia.For more
than a year Orson’s mother had played down her musical aspirations, limiting herself to a few
kindergarten performances, while hosting private lessons and summer student recitals in her
home. But close friends knew she agonized over her dormant career—she still listed “pianist” as
her profession on legal documents—and when Harriet Bain announced a sabbatical from
activism to return to painting, her example wasn’t lost on her good friend Beatrice.As fall arrived,
Beatrice started telling confidantes that she, too, had reached a turning point. Resolving to limit
her future political commitments, she threw herself back into her music—practicing as long as
seven hours daily—and stepped up her trips to Chicago to further her studies. She also
redoubled her efforts to bring serious music to Kenosha, coaxing her friend Louis Kreidler, a
baritone with Chicago’s Grand Opera Company, to perform with her at an unusual public recital
at her home. She charged attendees $1, with the proceeds going to the Girls’ Recreation Club,
and told the Kenosha News that everyone was welcome. “Mrs. Welles wishes none to feel that a



personal acquaintance with her is necessary to make them feel welcome at the concert,” the
paper reported. “It is her hope that this concert is to take upon itself the proportions of a
democratic movement.”Kreidler sang selections from I Pagliacci, Brahms, and Grieg, and
Beatrice performed solos by Massenet, Moszkowski, and MacDowell. The unusual home recital
was guest-reviewed in the News by the director of the Milwaukee Art Institute—this was one way
Dudley Crafts Watson looked after his cousin—writing that Beatrice performed
“superbly.”Flushed with newfound purpose, Beatrice Welles was ready to resume her musical
career.Just a few months later, Dick Welles reached a crossroads of his own.In the third week of
January 1917, the Kenosha News proclaimed: “Badger Brass Sold Today.” The C. M. Hall Lamp
Company of Detroit had purchased the firm outright; at first the Detroit company said it would
maintain the Kenosha plant, but that changed soon enough, and the sale of Badger Brass was
the first step in the downward spiral of the industries that had fed local growth for decades. The
sale price was said to be “in the neighborhood of $400,000,” with the bulk divided between
George A. Yule, the company’s longtime president; and Richard Head Welles, its treasurer and
general manager. Although Yule said he would switch over to running Bain Wagon Works, where
his frail father, in his nineties, still showed up for work every day, Welles announced his
retirement with “no plans for the immediate future,” reported the Kenosha News, other than “to
take a long ocean cruise.”In his mid-forties, with two young sons he doted on and a beautiful,
talented young wife, Dick Welles was a rich man—a millionaire in today’s dollars—with nothing
but blue skies on the horizon.With a kind of anxious curiosity, the Kenosha newspapers faithfully
chronicled the local power couple in their state of transition. Beatrice and Dick Welles seemed
carefree on the surface, often spotted on first nights at the Rhode Opera House, enjoying shows
such as May Robson’s Miss Matt, seated in one of the front rows with Dr. and Mrs. Maurice
Bernstein.Dr. Bernstein had married Mina Elman on New Year’s Eve 1916. The Welleses did not
attend the ceremony, which took place at the Hotel Statler in Buffalo, New York. (Elman
reportedly wanted to establish the union on a fifty-fifty basis by marrying halfway between her
home in Massachusetts and the groom’s in Kenosha.) Some biographers have described Mina
Elman, the younger sister of violinist Mischa Elman, as “plain,” but the Kenosha newspapers
described her as chic and fashionable, “a girlish, round faced young person with claims to
beauty.” The newlywed Bernsteins moved into a Library Park house around the corner from the
Welles family. The Welleses, and Beatrice in particular, were sympathetic to the aspiring
classical singer.Beatrice made her “public reappearance” as a musician at a Guild Hall program
in late January. When the management refused to allow her to transport her own full-size concert
grand piano from home for the concert—as she’d done before, at great cost and inconvenience
to the venue—the new Mrs. Bernstein saved the day by lending her personal grand piano, “a
size or two smaller” than Beatrice’s. Also on the bill was Sybil Sammis MacDermid, a New York
soprano, but it was Beatrice who stole the show and made it the social highlight of the winter.
Her selections, including several polonaises and Chopin’s Étude in A-flat Major, were “marked
by great delicacy and charm and a certain sureness as well as brilliance,” according to the



Kenosha News, and her performance was met with storms of applause.It was also a Bernstein—
this time the doctor—who rode to the rescue the following week, when twelve-year-old Richard
suffered another mishap. Some sources say the boy tumbled down the stairs, others that he took
a blow to his head while playing football. Whatever the case, the accident was serious enough
for Dr. Bernstein to send the boy to a Chicago hospital for multiple procedures, including surgery
to reset earlier fractures of his arm and leg. (Kenosha’s hospital, built in 1910, was inferior to the
many Chicago facilities; a local adage was: “Get sick in Kenosha—go to the hospital in
Chicago.”) Originally expected to stay ten days in the hospital, Richard lingered there for more
than three weeks. His parents shuttled between the hospital and a Chicago hotel, and Beatrice
herself was eventually overcome with stress and exhaustion, as local newspapers reported. In
those days, doctors commonly prescribed bed rest for women suffering from anxiety or
depression, and returning to Kenosha, Beatrice spent several days in bed—the first hint of an
Achilles’ heel in this dynamo of energy.Other books have painted Beatrice as preferring to leave
the mothering of her children to others, but in private she mentored young Richard—and now
little Orson—in art, music, and literature. While her husband taught the boys sports and magic
tricks, Beatrice nurtured their cerebral and spiritual side. But eleven-year-old Richard still had
trouble in school, and he seemed accident-prone. That winter, after a restorative family trip to
Florida, his parents decided it was time for Richard to go to a boarding school in the fall.With
Beatrice and her circle of close friends finally slowing down, the late February 1917 “Suffrage
Edition” of the Kenosha News served as a kind of valedictory for her generation of feminists in
the city. With Harriet Bain as editor in chief, Ray Elizabeth Needham as managing editor, and
Emma Robinson as city editor, the paper featured contributions by Drury Underwood and by
George Ade, who sent an amusing wire from a Florida hotel: “Once there was a Man opposed to
Universal Suffrage because he said Every Woman would Vote just the way her Husband told her
to Vote,” wrote Ade. “Later on he got Married. He is now a Pacifist.” For a feature entitled “How It
Seems to Be a Husband of a Suffragist,” Dick Welles observed wryly: “Being the husband of a
suffragist seems just the same as it did before I made a suffragist out of her.”The keynote of the
special section was a four-stanza poem by Beatrice Welles, under her byline “B.I.W.,” expressing
the common frustrations of the Kenosha sisterhood:When the news was circulatedThat male
citizens awaitedThe assistance of Kenosha’s ladies fairTo help them in improvementThru their
new-formed civic movementWith twelve dollars we announced that we’d be there.We had
worked in days departedIn a manner most whole heartedFor the things we thought would do
Kenosha goodSo with flesh and spirit willingAt this convocation thrillingWe prepared to do what
ever thing we could.We sat with breath batedAnd thru fifteen speeches waitedWith our ears
attuned and listening for our cueTill a gentleman, distinguished,Said we should not be
extinguishedFor in taking care of garbage we might do—Then a board of men electedAnd
committees they selectedBut on not one of them were women asked to be.And as we homeward
wanderedWe very sadly ponderedDo men alone make up “community?”By the time the special
edition was in print, however, nearly all the best-known champions of the suffrage movement in



Kenosha had moved on. Harriet Bain left for Spain to resume her painting. (She later moved to
New York, where she became a founding member of the modernist New York Society of Women
Artists.) Emma Robinson suffered a nervous breakdown and departed for California. Lottie
Jordan moved to Cleveland, where her husband opened a new car factory. Finally, in April, Ray
Elizabeth Needham left for Chicago with her husband, Maurice, who launched his own sales
agency there. Of all Beatrice’s closest friends, only Mary Bradford—a Kenoshan to the last—
remained in the city.The Welleses’ circles were narrowing. Dick Welles had rejected entreaties
from Charles Hall, his colleague at Badger Brass, to accept a top position with the new parent
company in Detroit. Another longtime crony at Badger Brass, L. J. Keck, used his share of the
buyout to relocate to rural New York. And the departure of Edward Jordan and Maurice
Needham, Dick’s friends and fellow male suffragists, left Kenosha a smaller, lonelier place for
the young couple.Lucy Ives returned early from another family vacation in the summer of 1917,
feeling poorly. Her health took a turn for the worse in July, and she died on August 10. Orson’s
maternal grandmother was not yet sixty when she died. Her death certificate lists the cause as
an uncommon, difficult-to-diagnose type of colon cancer. Her attending physician was the all-
purpose Maurice Bernstein. She was interred next to her husband in the Welles family plot in
Green Ridge Cemetery.Some historians have depicted Lucy Ives as a nonentity, suggesting that
Beatrice Welles was emotionally and intellectually aloof from her mother. Yet Lucy made many
friends in Kenosha, and the press mourned her as “a woman of rare personal charm, of
intellectual development, of an unusually happy disposition.” To many, mother and daughter had
seemed like kindred souls.Grief-stricken, Beatrice took to bed once more, and this time her
illness was severe enough that she was taken to St. Luke’s Hospital in Chicago. Beatrice and her
mother had at one time talked about organizing a major benefit for the Red Cross, which was
heavily taxed by America’s entry into the Great War; now, on returning to Kenosha, Beatrice
announced that the benefit would go forward in her mother’s honor. Channeling her pacifism into
war relief, she organized a concert in late October, again with baritone Louis Kreidler, mixing
opera and classical music with “La Marseillaise” and “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Her piano
playing reached a stirring peak with songs that touched on death such as “Mourn with the
Sighing Wind” and “Danny Deever,” with lyrics from the Kipling poem. But Beatrice did not offer
as many solos as the audience had hoped—and a few weeks later, just before Christmas, the
city’s first elected female official surprised her fellow school commissioners by submitting her
resignation from the board, effective immediately. The terse announcement, on the front page of
the Kenosha News, offered no real explanation.Even her opponents on the school board had
come to appreciate Beatrice as a tireless advocate of the public welfare. Mary Bradford would
miss her loyal co-conspirator, but she knew that Beatrice’s artistic ambitions could not be
gratified in Kenosha, and she accepted the resignation sadly. By the end of the year, the
Welleses were making arrangements to leave their Park Avenue home, and Kenosha.Beatrice
had grown weary of the rancor and struggles that hampered her diverse causes. Her many
sideline projects—the Woman’s Club drama group, the alternative and populist Kenosha City



Club, the activist Woman’s Alliance of the Unitarian Church, and the Girls’ Progressive Club
shelter—would fail rapidly in her absence. Yet Beatrice and her circle of activist friends had
succeeded in spurring real change. The following year, when Wisconsin became the first state to
ratify the Nineteenth Amendment granting national female suffrage, the credit belonged in part
to the suffragists of Kenosha.One night that January, Dick and Beatrice Welles huddled together
on the late Saturday theater train as it burrowed through snowdrifts from Chicago back to
Kenosha, finally pulling into town on Sunday at dawn. It was their last such trip. Not long
afterword, faster than anyone expected, Kenosha’s onetime power couple left the city to take up
a new life in Chicago. One of their sons, little Orson, not yet three years old, would move with
them. The other, twelve-year-old Richard, was away at the Todd School for Boys in Woodstock,
Illinois—an institution that would loom large in the Welles family’s future.The Welleses had many
reasons to move to Chicago, but their two boys were significant factors. Richard was
complicated: he sang, played piano, and painted with talent, and he had learned a love of magic
from his father, but he never settled comfortably into school, and he acted out in worrisome
ways. Dick and Beatrice were increasingly uneasy about their oldest child, and they knew that in
Chicago they could consult medical specialists if his problems persisted.With more time on her
hands than she’d had in years, Beatrice could also devote close attention to little Orson, as
perhaps she never did with Richard. She had fretted that Kenosha would stifle her younger son’s
creativity, whereas Chicago’s artistic and musical offerings would nurture his instincts and
intellect as they had nurtured his mother’s. In their new home, Beatrice would read to the boy
from her favorite works of poetry, drama, and literature. She would speak to him like an adult.
She would raise him to explore and express himself. If she was at fault in any way for Richard’s
quirky and disappointing behavior, then Orson offered her, and her husband, a precious second
chance.By the time the Welles family arrived in 1918, Chicago had mushroomed into a
metropolis of nearly three million people. Its mayor was the corrupt, buffoonish “Big Bill”
Thompson—often called a “Hearst mayor,” as his campaign was pushed heavily by the
newspapers of William Randolph Hearst. The city’s streets were jammed with streetcars and
automobiles; its downtown was filled with tall buildings; its neighborhoods boasted many new
single-family bungalows. Ben Hecht was corresponding from Berlin for the Chicago Daily News,
while his future writing partner, Charles MacArthur (they would collaborate on The Front Page),
was on sabbatical from the Chicago Tribune—volunteering with the Black Watch Highlanders in
the Great War.By Easter Sunday, the Welles family had settled into a spacious apartment on
East Pearson, close to Lake Michigan and not far from downtown. Later in the month of May,
after Orson’s third birthday, the family took a taxi to the Illinois Theater in the theater district,
where they saw the actress Sarah Bernhardt in a single afternoon performance of Eugene
Morand’s allegorical Les Cathédrales, which had been a huge success at her theater in Paris in
1915 and at a royal command performance in London the following year. The pacifist stage
poem depicted the war-ravaged cathedrals of France as seen in a waking dream by a French
soldier. Proceeds from the occasion went to relief of French artists wounded in the war, and to



the widows and orphans of those who had died. These were sacred causes for Beatrice—
pacifism and the victims of war.At seventy-four, Bernhardt had an artificial limb—one of her legs
had been amputated after an injury—but she still performed and still greeted well-wishers
backstage after the show, and that day Dick and Beatrice Welles were among them. Little Orson
“touched the hand of Sarah Bernhardt,” he recalled years later. “Can you imagine that?” The little
boy was “led into a bower of dark-red roses where that marvelous old lady sat in her wheelchair
refreshing herself from a tank of oxygen. That hand I took was a claw covered with liver spots
and liquid white and with the pointy ends of her sleeve glued over the back of it.” This was one of
several farewell tours for one of the theatrical legends of the nineteenth century; she went on to
play in North America deep into October. The tour included Milwaukee in Wisconsin, though not
Kenosha.Bernhardt had passed the show business torch to the future director of Citizen
Kane.Five months after the family relocated to Chicago, in September 1918, Dick Welles
registered for the draft. At forty-five, he was nearly too old to serve. (The third national
registration was held on September 12, for men eighteen through forty-five, but the armistice
would be signed two months later.) Dick was fit and healthy, but on his draft form he listed his
occupation as “not employed.” Without the routine of work and travel that had sustained him for
almost two decades in Kenosha, Dick Welles was unmoored. His wife’s days were filled with
bustle and ambition. His were filled with empty hours.His downfall may have been aggravated by
drink; it’s possible he was drinking steadily all along. But had he drank to excess in Kenosha?
“By 1912 he was a hopeless alcoholic,” Charles Higham wrote of Dick Welles. But Welles was a
much-chronicled public figure in Kenosha, and the local press consistently portrayed him as a
model citizen. Even after Orson became famous, when he referred to his father’s alcoholism in
interviews, longtime Kenoshans and family members insisted that Dick Welles drank normally,
not heavily, when living in their city.In Kenosha, Dick and Beatrice Welles seemed to have been
an ideally married couple: standing together at rallies, holding hands and dancing together at
holiday events, hosting memorable dinner parties in their home. Yet by the end of their first year
in Chicago, there is no question that their marriage had imploded. In court papers, Beatrice was
precise about the date: on February 1, 1919, after discovering that he was involved in an
adulterous affair, Beatrice confronted her husband, and after a furious argument, the two
stopped cohabiting that day.It was not just one woman, either. Dick Welles had been conducting
similar affairs “for a considerable time past,” according to her attestation, “with divers other lewd
women.”That reference to “lewd women” has led some to speculate that Welles’s affairs were
with working girls of one kind or another: low-class chorines, perhaps, or even high-class call
girls from Chicago bordellos. Court papers confirm that his lovers were not part of the Welleses’
social circle, in either Chicago or Kenosha. Their names, said Beatrice, were “unknown” to her.In
the shooting script of Citizen Kane, after the famous newsroom scene celebrating the success of
the Inquirer, there is a scene in which Charles Foster Kane, Jed Leland, and Mr. Bernstein
adjourn to a high-class bordello. In the script the bordello is called “Georgie’s Place”—an echo of
Orson’s teasing nickname—but Welles once told John Houseman that the place was akin to



Chicago’s turn-of-the-century Everleigh Club, where captains of industry like Marshall Field Jr.
mingled with clientele like his father, he imagined. When Herman J. Mankiewicz, the script’s
cowriter, was questioned during a lawsuit about the “Georgie’s Place” scene—which was shot
but dropped from the film after censors objected to it—he became irritated. “It is my
understanding,” Mankiewicz huffed, “that this is a customary thing [gentlemen frequenting a
bordello] and not violently indecent.”Not everyone would have agreed. Beatrice Welles ordered
her husband off the East Pearson Street premises. Her social standing, her dignity, demanded it,
but that wasn’t all. Her husband was unapologetic, and after he moved into a hotel he continued
to see the particular “lewd” woman who had triggered the breakup. But the affair ran its course
soon enough, and Dick Welles missed his family and regretted his indiscretion. Banishing
painful memories, Beatrice relinquished their East Pearson Street home to her husband,
installing herself and four-year-old Orson on nearby Superior Street, “the most fashionable
apartment on the Gold Coast,” in the hyperbolic words of Dudley Crafts Watson. Still, Beatrice
could not bring herself to forgive her husband, and she discouraged and restricted Dick’s visits
to Superior Street. It was at this juncture, according to her divorce claims, that Dick Welles finally
sank into “habitual drunkenness.”The marital crisis coincided with another family emergency that
could only have exacerbated the tensions between the couple. At the age of fourteen, Richard
Ives Welles was asked to leave the Todd School, his boarding school in the town of Woodstock,
sixty miles northwest of Chicago. The reasons have been lost over time. Perhaps Richard had
been caught with a town girl, as Orson’s later headmaster Roger Hill theorized (though he never
claimed to know firsthand). Whatever the case, it’s clear that Richard was behind in his course
work, and he did not mix well with other boys.Richard rejoined the family in Chicago around the
time that his mother and father started living in separate apartments. At a loss for how to handle
their son, both parents sought the counsel of Dr. Maurice Bernstein, who knew Richard well as a
surgery patient and who also had mental health credentials stretching back to his first postings
after medical school.Dr. Bernstein was one of the few close family friends who had lingered in
Kenosha. His marriage to Mina Elman had ended dismally, however; though Bernstein had tried
to foster his bride’s musical ambitions—introducing her to musicians including Irish-born tenor
John McCormack; soprano Alma Gluck; and her husband, violinist Efrem Zimbalist—Mina
lacked professional ability, and her singing career never took flight. The couple lived together for
only a few months before Mina moved out of their Library Park house in April 1917. Their divorce
was finalized one year later in July. Dr. Bernstein maintained ties to the local Jewish community
and the municipal government, and he kept up with Kenosha patients; with his brother, he even
briefly launched a soft-drink distribution company from the same Main Street address as his
office. But he made increasingly frequent trips to Chicago, and gradually shifted his practice
there.Now, at this critical hour, Dr. Bernstein became not only the family physician for all
situations, but also an intermediary between the estranged Dick and Beatrice Welles. Bernstein
concluded that Richard had mental or emotional problems, and he told young Richard’s parents
that he thought the boy should be enrolled in a Chicago preparatory school closer to home and



watched carefully.Together Beatrice and Dick Welles decided on the Latin School of Chicago,
the city’s premier prep school, on the near North Side. Although Beatrice never forgave her
husband’s betrayal, their shared devotion to their children kept the marriage together—if in name
only.Striving to regain her artistic footing in Chicago, Beatrice resumed piano lessons with her
former teacher Julia Lois Caruthers. She took on a few pupils in piano and spoken-word
performance. She built up a fresh repertoire of recital pieces and reconnected with women’s club
patrons in Chicago and along the North Shore. Her cousin Dudley Crafts Watson, who had
encouraged her to leave Kenosha, promised engagements for her at the Milwaukee Art
Institute.Refashioning herself as an elocutionist was part of her plan. Female elocutionists
thrived in progressive women’s clubs throughout America in the early twentieth century. As the
feminist scholar Marian Wilson Kimber has noted, elocution was considered a respectable and
womanly art for public purposes, while also serving as a means of entertainment and education
in the home. Beatrice had been gravitating toward this specialty during her last years in
Kenosha, and in Chicago several of her students, whom she mentored, combined music and
elocution in their performance pieces; these pupils included Ann Birk Kuper and Phyllis Fergus.
Kuper went on to a long career in dramatic recitals throughout the Midwest, and Fergus became
even more acclaimed as a spoken-word diseuse and composer who specialized in “story
poems” for speaker and piano. A founding member of the Society of American Women
Composers, Fergus organized concerts by female composers at the White House; her several
dozen published works included piano and violin solos and choral music for women’s voices.In
April 1920, two years after her last public performance, Beatrice returned in a Lake View Musical
Society recital in the Parkway Hotel ballroom. The highlight of the recital was a new piece by
Phyllis Fergus blending two violinists, a contralto, and Fergus’s piano accompaniment, with
Beatrice declaiming the verse of Natalie Whitted Price, a local suffragist and published poet.
Beatrice’s dark, mellifluous voice was perfectly matched to Fergus’s intricate compositions, and
the Lake View Musical Society event launched Fergus’s career, with Beatrice the star
elocutionist of her earliest programs. The Women’s League Candlelight Musicale devoted an
entire evening to Fergus’s compositions in February 1921, with Beatrice reading the poetry of
Robert Browning, Edmund Vance Cooke, and again Natalie Whitted Price; Beatrice’s vivid
rendering of Alfred Noyes’s “The Highwayman” was the centerpiece. Beatrice and Phyllis Fergus
took variations of this playbill to many ladies’ organizations that formed a constellation leading
up the North Shore. Their tour brought them to the Milwaukee Art Institute in March 1921.Their
ascent was interrupted in June 1921, when Phyllis Fergus married the Chicago steel and iron
broker Thatcher Hoyt and took a several-year break from performing.Young Orson would
celebrate his fifth birthday in May 1920. Short and chubby, the boy had dark lanky hair that fell
over soulful brown eyes staring above a snub nose. Although his mother dressed him in cutesy
sailor suits, in truth he was already a budding sophisticate.By some accounts, Orson Welles had
first appeared onstage at the tender age of three, in the role of Trouble, the child of Madame
Butterfly, in the August 1918 production of Puccini’s opera at Ravinia, the outdoor venue in



Highland Park. More recently, the boy had pocketed $10 for greeting shoppers at Marshall
Field’s department store in downtown Chicago; he was dressed as the White Rabbit and
exclaimed, “Oh, I must hurry—or else it will be too late to see the woolen underwear on the
eighth floor!” He was a born showman, and from the beginning no job was beneath him: $10 was
$10, especially to a boy whose parents had separated and who became a pawn in the conflict
between them, often a conflict over money.During Orson’s earliest years in Chicago, that rift was
often bridged by Dr. Maurice Bernstein. The doctor had an office on Michigan Avenue and an
apartment on Chicago Avenue, one block north of Superior, where little Orson lived with his
mother. Childless himself, Dr. Bernstein made himself indispensable to Beatrice, joining her and
little Orson on regular outings, but he also accompanied Orson on many excursions with his
father. In time, the doctor became a kind of bonus member of the family: a companionable fellow,
reliably humorous, the king of bad jokes. Everyone liked him, even Dick Welles. Orson was
encouraged to call Bernstein “Dadda,” a term of affection that has struck some of Welles’s
biographers as a slight toward Dick Welles, but which may have been the child’s contraction of
“doctor.” As for Bernstein, he dubbed Orson “Pookles,” and they were Dadda and Pookles to
each other for most of their lives.Over time, some wondered whether Beatrice Welles and
Bernstein ever transcended the bounds of friendship. It was true that Dr. Bernstein “left Kenosha
to be near my mother,” Welles said. Nostalgic about his early career in Kenosha, the doctor
always pined for the small Wisconsin city that was his personal Rosebud, “a paradise he’d lost,”
according to Welles. “My mother used to make heartless fun of that.” Though Dr. Bernstein
adored Beatrice, she was merely fond of him, Welles thought.Later, as he embellished Orson’s
life story for publicity purposes, Dr. Bernstein had a habit of leaving out the boy’s parents. In his
telling, it was Bernstein who took little Orson to the museum, who bought him his first
conductor’s baton, puppet show, magic kit. But the truth is that Orson’s early years were
dominated by Beatrice, who would make the grade as an outstanding mother to her second son.
She took charge of Orson’s intellectual and artistic development, sharing works of classic
literature with him as bedtime reading. These early reading sessions gave him an adult
vocabulary, along with early training in the memorization and recitation skills that were his
mother’s forte. Beatrice loved old-fashioned story poems like Noyse’s “The Highwayman” or
“Barbara Frietchie” by John Greenleaf Whittier, but also drew her bedtime repertoire from “the
poetry of Swinburne, Rosetti, Keats, Tennyson, Tagore and Walt Whitman,” according to Peter
Noble’s The Fabulous Orson Welles.2Orson’s mother also read to him daily from Charles and
Mary Lamb’s two-volume Tales from Shakespeare, an illustrated English compendium of the
comedies and tragedies, simplified for children. (Orson eventually grew old enough to demand
“the real thing,” Noble wrote, probably exaggerating.) A Midsummer Night’s Dream was always
Beatrice’s favorite Shakespeare play, and by Orson’s third birthday, Noble claimed, she had
switched to reading from the actual text. This play became “my reading primer,” Orson recalled,
though his mother drummed it into him so thoroughly that he contrived to avoid it professionally
throughout his career. It was one Shakespeare masterpiece he never acted in or



directed.Beatrice prized painting too, and so by the time he was five Orson had received his first
paint kit, a gift of easel, brushes, and colors from his mother’s friend Lorado Taft, the eminent
Chicago sculptor. Orson was often taken to the nearby Art Institute of Chicago, where he was
encouraged to ponder the works of the masters and mimic them as best he could on his sketch
pad. His mother was acquainted with many of the museum’s visiting artists, such as Russian
painter Nikolay Roerich, who presided over a major Chicago exhibition in 1920, and the painter
and stage designer Boris Anisfeld. Little Orson was encouraged to ask the celebrated artists
questions about their work, as an adult would, and he drew and painted even on his own time,
precociously and happily. “That’s what I loved most,” Welles told Peter Bogdanovich ruefully.
“Always. If only I’d been better at it.”Imbuing her son with a love of music was another of Beatrice
Welles’s priorities. Orson received regular violin and piano lessons, and attended the symphony,
opera, and ballet in company with his mother, or Dr. Bernstein, or both together. Beatrice,
convinced that Orson should learn piano not from his mother but from an outside teacher,
enlisted Phyllis Fergus Hoyt to give him instruction in an upstairs room at the Hoyts’ residence
on North State Parkway. Orson liked to say that he eventually grew so weary of the “endlessly
repeated musical scales” that he threatened to hurl himself out a window. Alarmed, Phyllis
rushed to tell his mother, who was waiting in an anteroom. Beatrice rolled her eyes and said,
“Oh, just tell him to go ahead!” “She had to kill my act, you see,” Welles explained years later to
his daughter Chris Welles Feder. But Welles was genuinely fond of Phyllis Fergus Hoyt; decades
later, spotting her in a New York hotel lobby, he rushed up and gave her a bear hug.The beauty
of Orson Welles’s upbringing, however, may be in how Beatrice filled in her own gaps. She
carefully organized and overloaded Orson’s time, making sure he was always constructively
occupied. Part of her strategy was fobbing him off regularly on childless acquaintances who
were “good influences”—friends and relatives who knew her mind and shared her values,
broadening the safety net for this boy from a newly broken home.She counted on Orson’s father,
and Dr. Bernstein, to expose Orson to boyish interests and popular culture. While his mother
read masterworks to him, the two men took him to Kroch’s, the big downtown bookstore, and
loaded him up with adventure tales, spy thrillers, and whodunits. Dick Welles was devoted to
musicals and vaudeville acts and the big touring magic shows that came to Chicago and took
over the downtown theaters for a week. Beatrice rolled her eyes at too much magic, but the
mentalists intrigued her, and if Orson was happy she was happy.One of Dick Welles’s heroes
was the magician Harry Thurston, who performed annually in Chicago. The Great Thurston, as
he styled himself, had been on the circuit since before the Great War, working his way up from a
one-man card-trick act to the host of an extravaganza complete with scantily clad female
assistants, small furry animals that popped out of strange places, and forty tons of apparatus.
Harry Houdini’s greatest contemporary rival, Thurston considered himself a greater success
with the public: “America’s most popular magician.”Thurston was small of stature, but one of his
achievements was transforming himself into a charismatic spellbinder onstage. His originally
affectless midwestern speech was said to have been honed at the Moody Bible Institute, and his



hypnotic patter masterfully misdirected the audience’s attention as he wove his illusionist
wonders. His musical voice rippled, purled, and enchanted, stretching out each syllable to
mesmerizing effect. While assuring his audience that he loved them, and that “I wouldn’t deceive
you for the world” (a line Orson later adopted for his unfinished film “The Magic Show”), the
Great Thurston fooled his audiences time and again.“I idolized him,” Welles recalled. “He was
the finest magician I’ve ever seen.”Another favorite of Dick Welles’s was the equally formidable
Okito, who started out in the Great Thurston’s act. Okito was the stage name of Theodore
Bamberg, the Dutch-born patriarch of a family of magicians. Billed as “Europe’s greatest
shadowist,” Okito appeared in immaculate evening attire and cape, and dominated the stage
entirely with his fingers and hands, projecting fantastic shadow figures on a blank screen—not
unlike what Charles Foster Kane does in Citizen Kane to amuse Susan Alexander on their first
evening together.Dick Welles always made his way backstage to meet the touring magicians,
and to wangle a few magic lessons for his boy. Okito lived in Chicago for periods between his
world tours, and from these great magicians and others—later to include Harry Houdini—the
impressionable boy eagerly absorbed lessons in bluff and patter and poise.He was usually able
to talk one parent or the other into a moving picture matinee, especially in his mother’s case if
the show was a literary adaptation or could be otherwise defined as uplifting. Orson never lost
his boyhood affection for Allan Dwan’s Robin Hood, whose stars, Douglas Fairbanks and Mary
Pickford, attended the film’s 1922 premiere in Chicago. “I was batty about Robin Hood and The
Three Musketeers,” Orson told Peter Bogdanovich. “Fairbanks was my idol.” He had a similar
fondness for the 1923 version of The Hunchback of Notre Dame, with Lon Chaney as
Quasimodo. “I still see Lon Chaney as I saw him when I was eight years old,” Welles told Henry
Jaglom. “Everything he did I adore.”It was his mother who took Orson to Robert Flaherty’s
pioneering Nanook of the North, the feature-length documentary about Eskimo life in the
Canadian Arctic. Welles never forgot how he was bowled over by Nanook, and by another
Flaherty documentary, set in Ireland, Man of Aran, which he saw at a later time. Orson never lost
his nostalgia for these and other early silent moving pictures, among the most sophisticated of
their era, which he saw in the company of his parents.Little Orson was scarcely thinking of a
stage or screen career in 1920. At the age of five, he was a more likely candidate to be a painter
or musician. He had real talent in violin and piano, and friends of his mother treated him as “a
sort of imitation musical Wunderkind,” in his words. His mother’s small ensemble and other
music groups rehearsed at their apartment, and the boy stood in front of them as they played
their instruments, waving his toy baton. He sometimes performed on his instruments for his
mother’s dinner guests, who were luminaries passing through Chicago.Beatrice’s many “brilliant
dinner parties” featured these luminaries “chiefly of the theater and the music world,” according
to Dudley Crafts Watson, “sometimes eighteen or twenty in number.” By age six Orson was
permitted to stay up late and sit in on the luminary dinners, as long as he cooperated by taking
an afternoon nap. He sometimes obliged the nap, but he never went down easily at night. After
getting a good night kiss, he’d follow his mother into her bedroom, talking a blue streak until she



escorted him back to his room with strict instructions to go to bed after he finished whatever
poem or sketch he was working on. Then he’d follow her back again, talking and talking until
finally she fell asleep, often waking up the next morning with little Orson curled up beside her,
snoring.In April 1922, Beatrice and Dr. Bernstein hosted a dinner in honor of the poet,
playwright, and Shakespeare authority Louis K. Anspacher, who was visiting Chicago for a
lecture. Orson, almost seven, sat alongside his cousin Dudley, whom he thought of as “Uncle”
Dudley, and Russian sculptor Boris Lovet-Lorski, taking in their high-flown conversation. The
new Jacques Gordon String Quartet, which his mother championed, performed for the
guests.Recalling the celebrities who passed through his Chicago home in his youth, Welles liked
to believe that some of them, such as the opera singer Fyodor Chaliapin, had designs on his
beloved mother. “I’ve always suspected [Chaliapin] was my father because he had a big love
affair with my mother at the time when it would have counted,” Welles mused in his phone talks
with Roger Hill. “He looks a lot more like I do than my father did.” It didn’t matter that the opera
singer was actually nowhere near his mother, or even the Midwest, when Orson was conceived.
The important thing was that Chaliapin, who came straight from the opera stage to the Welles
apartment wearing his costume, showed a paternal interest in the boy, bouncing him on his
knee, at a time when Dick Welles was persona non grata in the household. “While I prayed to
God as a little child,” Welles mused, “I always prayed to Chaliapin dressed for Boris
Godunov.”Welles enjoyed imagining his mother’s illustrious flings; and on another occasion, he
hinted that Beatrice may have enjoyed a liaison with Enrico Caruso as well. (The filmmaker in
him also imagined a possible extramarital romance for Charles Foster Kane’s mother: it is there
deep in the backstory of Citizen Kane, just a hint of Mary Kane’s affair with the boarder who
leaves her his fortune—a boarder who might well have been Kane’s real father.)Whatever their
relationship with Beatrice, the visiting luminaries doted on little Orson, seeing in the exuberant
boy a reflection of his charming, talented mother—and, perhaps, of themselves as children. A
marvel of a boy, little Orson could draw and paint, play the violin and piano, recite verse and
drama, sit and listen to artistic shoptalk, and sometimes chip in thoughtfully during the adults’
conversations. He might even crawl into a famous guest’s lap and fall asleep. Dr. Bernstein
thought the adorable, mischievous boy was a genius, and said so. His mother merely smiled.
“The word genius was whispered into my ear the first thing I ever heard while I was still mewling
in my crib,” Welles said, “so it never occurred to me that I wasn’t until middle age.”The other
Welles boy, Richard, did not thrive at Chicago Latin, where he was repeating the eighth grade
he’d failed to finish at the Todd School. Indeed, in the spring of 1921 another malady struck the
fifteen-year-old, and he was sent home to the care of Dr. Bernstein. Richard claimed later to
have aggravated his previous leg fracture, but it is hard to know.Orson’s older brother was
already a smooth confabulator. Later, Richard would boast that he excelled in his home studies,
that his grades in French and Latin should have been solid enough for high school credit. But
despite the attention and encouragement that came with home schooling, Richard never did
complete his course requirements. “No work done by Richard Welles in the Chicago Latin



School could possibly be construed as High School Work,” an administrator there wrote in his
file. “He missed almost the whole of our Eighth Grade and was never in our High School. It is
true that we have French and Latin in our Eighth Grade, but the amount done by him was not
enough to constitute a credit in any sense.”His parents placed their last bet on Northwestern
Military and Naval Academy, originally located in Highland Park, but operating since 1915 in
Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, where both his parents had summered in days past. Richard was
enrolled for the fall term at the academy in 1921, but almost immediately he was sent back to
Chicago. The problem, it seems, went beyond adolescent maladjustment; surviving medical
records suggest the investigation of a cord lesion, or a central lesion contained within the skull,
which could cause mood swings and right side weaknesses. To address the problem, Dr.
Bernstein recommended an operation, although its exact nature—and, indeed, whether
Bernstein performed it himself—is unclear.In early November, Dr. Bernstein wrote to inform
Northwestern Academy that the operation had been a success. “There were no evidences of an
organic nervous lesion,” the doctor said. “The spinal puncture showed clear fluid, and the
electrical tests showed no degenerative changes in the muscles. We have, therefore, made a
diagnosis of a functional nerve condition, possibly concussion of the spine. He is making a very
rapid improvement regaining function in all his muscles. I expect that he will return to school
either at the end of next week, or the beginning of the following week. This will undoubtedly
relieve your mind of the contagious nature of his trouble.”The academy furnished a history
outline and English and geometry study guides so that the sixteen-year-old could keep up with
his education at home. Bernstein assured school officials that Richard was physically sound,
though “the muscles of [his] right side have not fully regained their tone and it will be necessary
for him to sleep indoors and avoid cold baths or showers.” Mentally, however, the teenager
suffered from a neurosis or hysteria that combined periods of high excitement with low
discouragement. “I am sending him back to school at this early date, because there is a
psychological aspect to a condition of this character that requires a care that you and your
splendid school are best able to give him.“The boy has, of course, suffered a severe mental
shock [possibly from the operation], and the remedy is to keep his mind absolutely free from
dwelling on this illness. I would suggest that even his periods of full time be indefinitely occupied
for a while. It is difficult to tell how much actual soreness and fatigue he will experience when he
gets into active school life.”It was not to be: Richard never returned to Northwestern Academy, or
any other school. After coming home from the hospital, he shuttled between his parents’
apartments. Beatrice Welles all but threw up her hands. She was increasingly preoccupied with
the boundlessly energetic Orson and her own blossoming career as an elocutionist; convinced
that what Richard needed was a father’s strong example, she tossed the gauntlet to her
estranged husband.In the spirit of healing and reconciliation, Dick Welles proposed that the
entire family spend the month of June vacationing together in Grand Detour, Illinois. Beatrice
agreed.A short drive from Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, the village of Grand Detour—named for the
Rock River’s loop around it—was an escape from the summer heat for Chicagoans. Artists from



hundreds of miles around were drawn to the picturesque river and elm-shaded streets of the
town, called the “Hudson of the West” by feminist author Margaret Fuller. The Chicago Art
Institute painter Charles Francis Browne presided over summer classes there. Nearby, on the
river’s east bank, stood Eagle’s Nest Bluff, the home of an artists’ colony founded before the turn
of the century by a group of Chicago artists and architects led by Lorado Taft, whose towering
statue of Sauk Indian leader Black Hawk loomed over the compound.Having made trips through
Grand Detour many times on their way back and forth to Lake Geneva, Dick and Beatrice Welles
both felt a connection to the place, and the couple took a rental cabin on the north side of the
main bridge. Dr. Bernstein came along as an escort for Beatrice and Orson, but also to monitor
Richard’s behavior. The family was hoping that a summer in peaceful Grand Detour might help
Richard regain his physical and mental health. Regular long walks, fishing, and river recreation
were arranged, along with day trips to the nearby towns of Oregon and Dixon for circuses,
county fairs, and moving pictures. Richard enjoyed painting almost as much as Orson, and
because of the lifelong gulf between them, they never spent as much concentrated time in each
other’s company as during these weeks.But the vacation was marred by Dick and Beatrice
Welles’s persistent quarrels, often revolving around finances. Dick Welles controlled the purse
strings for Beatrice’s household, and she regarded her separation allowance as inadequate.
Dick balked at underwriting Beatrice’s many dinner parties, music lessons, monthly masseuse
appointments, and frequent travel for functions and performances. Nor did he wish to pay for the
nanny, Sigrid Jacobsen, who helped her tend to seven-year-old Orson, and also handled sewing
and domestic chores.The couple’s attempt at peacemaking failed, and shortly after July 4,
Beatrice and little Orson departed for Highland Park, where they often stayed with the Chicago
Tribune music critics Edward “Ned” Moore and his wife, Hazel—at first just for weekends, but by
1922, Beatrice’s stays stretched through most of July and August. Dr. Bernstein, another long-
standing friend of the Moores, accompanied Orson and his mother.This was the first golden age
of Ravinia, the beautiful all-purpose park that sprawled across thirty-six woodland acres in
Highland Park, twenty-five miles north of Chicago. Since its debut just before the Great War,
Ravinia’s ambitious summer program of grand opera and symphony performances had attracted
classical music lovers from around the world. The 1922 summer season would reach a peak
with thirty-one opera productions—a “colossal achievement,” Edward Moore observed in the
Tribune, “even when some are cut to accommodate the Ravinia traditions of time in and time
out.”“Uncle Ned” and “Aunt Hazel” spent the summer hosting musicians, opera singers, and
other friends in their large house on Kincaid Street in Highland Park, a suburb of lakefront
mansions, forested estates, and bohemian hideaways. A Wisconsin native in his mid-forties,
Moore was a witty, discerning critic and a composer himself. He and his wife, who had no
children of their own, doted on Beatrice and little Orson. Another fixture at Ravinia was the
museum director and “art evangelist” Dudley Crafts Watson, Beatrice’s cousin, who summered
with his own family near the Moores. The Moores’ guests included many of the prima donnas, or
divas—and their male counterparts—from New York’s Metropolitan Opera, who enchanted



Ravinia audiences during the summer, when the Met was dark. The leads that summer in
Ravinia included Alice Gentle, Claire Dux, Queena Mario, Edith Mason, tenor Mario Chamlee,
who had come to the fore in the opera world after Caruso’s death in 1921, and Chamlee’s wife,
Ruth Miller. They gathered at the Moores’ dinner table, the mere mortals genuflecting before the
divine performers—“diva” derived from the Italian word for “goddess.” The divas’ elaborate airs
and posturing, their scandals and messy private lives, even their tantrums, were all forgiven in
deference to their artistry.Also collecting around the Moores’ table were Uncle Ned’s Chicago
newspaper colleagues, including Charles Collins of the Chicago Tribune, Eugene Stinson of the
Daily News, Herman De Vries of the American, Felix Borowoski of the Record-Herald, and
Ashton Stevens of the Herald-Examiner. Stevens was a slender, dashing critic who came from a
family of actors and impresarios in San Francisco and Hollywood. A lifelong theater fan, he had
seen Edwin Booth’s Hamlet as a boy and had interviewed all the famous stage artists—Richard
Mansfield, Mrs. Fiske, the Drews, the Barrymores, Laurette Taylor, Ina Claire. Also
knowledgeable about music, he wrote the Encyclopaedia Britannica entry on the banjo, and
once gave banjo lessons to none other than William Randolph Hearst, who was spurred to
employ Stevens at the San Francisco Examiner and the New York Evening Journal before
anchoring him at the Chicago Examiner. Stevens had a three-decade store of Hearst anecdotes,
replenished several times a year when the publisher stopped by to see his old banjo teacher
during his Chicago visits.Dick Welles’s experiment in reconciliation with Beatrice that summer
had fizzled—their discord continued and he rarely visited Ravinia nowadays—but in the
stimulating atmosphere of the Moore household, full of show business anecdotes, little Orson
found a different kind of close family. As at his mother’s artistic salon in Chicago, Orson had a
seat at the table along with the bright, fascinating adults—provided that he had napped, of
course—and he learned to be equally adept at piping up or listening quietly. Uncle Ned loved the
boy, and more than one Chicago newspaper would describe Orson as “Ed Moore’s protégé.” But
in a sense, he was everyone’s.CHAPTER 41922–1926A Great ShockIn the fall of 1922, moved
by his ardent enthusiasm for singing, juggling, and magic, Orson’s older brother announced that
he was going to join a vaudeville troupe. In the first of his vanishing acts, teenage Richard Welles
packed a bag and went on the road.Their failed idyll in Grand Detour, and Richard’s
disappearance, cast a shadow over the family. On October 13, not long after returning from
Ravinia and almost three years after she and Dick had separated, Beatrice Welles filed for
divorce. Orson recalled listening “quietly the night of their last quarrel,” Barbara Leaming wrote,
“after which, by mutual agreement, Dick and Beatrice separated forever. Orson was neither
surprised nor terribly shaken.”“When they separated,” Leaming quoted the filmmaker as
recalling, “I felt no partisanship.” After all, he explained, the divorce meant receiving “twice the
love” from his parents.In her divorce claim, Beatrice accused her husband of drunkenness and
philandering, while affirming her own comportment as a “true, faithful, chaste, and affectionate”
spouse who had “treated him kindly and affectionately” throughout their almost twenty-year
marriage. But it was Dick Welles’s parsimoniousness that had forced Beatrice’s hand. In her



divorce filing, she estimated that her husband owned “stocks, bonds and other securities” worth
$150,000, and collected another $8,000 annually from his investments, while she herself was
“possessed of no property, either real or personal,” and had “no means wherewith to support
herself or children.” Closely watched by their friends in the press and high society, the case was
reported on page one of the Chicago Herald and Examiner’s city section. Tellingly, Beatrice was
represented by a Chicago public defender.If Dick Welles worried about other men pursuing
Beatrice, she did little to allay his fears, suggesting that the count grant her an annulment so that
she might be “at liberty to marry again” if the opportunity arose. She also threatened to secure
“sole care, custody and education” of her two sons—Richard, who had just turned seventeen;
and seven-year-old Orson. If her husband refused to accept her financial demands, she said,
she would carry through with the suit. But the record of their dispute is one-sided, as Dick Welles
filed no rebuttal to the claim. It’s clear that he opposed the divorce, but his silence in response is
a mystery. Was Orson’s father afraid that open-court testimony about his drinking and
womanizing would invite scandal? And what bothered him more: the possibility of forfeiting
some of his money, or the threat that his children would be taken away from him?The answer
came within ten days of Beatrice’s filing, when the divorce petition was abruptly withdrawn and
dismissed. Dick Welles had turned over to his wife fifty shares each of Goodrich Rubber and
Utah Copper, and agreed to deposit a specified monthly sum into Beatrice’s bank account,
making her financially stable and independent.From that point forward, the couple would meet
mainly for crises and special occasions. But their divorce was never finalized. Perhaps Dick
Welles hoped for one last chance to redeem himself in Beatrice’s eyes.At the Milwaukee Art
Institute, among the many programs launched by museum director Dudley Crafts Watson were
his own acclaimed “music picture symphonies,” a series of informative and entertaining lectures
on foreign art and architecture accompanied by stereopticon slides from Watson’s travels to
European landmarks and more exotic locales including Morocco and Egypt. Watson invited
Beatrice to provide piano accompaniment to his main attraction, an opportunity that afforded her
a small fee and exposure for her talent.Their first joint presentation was scheduled for a Sunday
in early January 1923, soon after her divorce suit was withdrawn. Beatrice rehearsed long and
hard for the program of Wagner, MacDowell, and “very modern compositions by hitherto
unknown Spanish and French composers,” according to a Milwaukee newspaper, performing
behind Watson as he expounded on Montsalvat and the Holy Grail, illustrating his lecture with
his stereopticon slides. This event at the Milwaukee museum was greeted so warmly that the two
were able to bring it to women’s clubs in Wisconsin and the Chicago suburbs. Beatrice adored
her erudite cousin, even if others found him stuffy, and for a time the two of them were a happy
team on the road, with little Orson and his nanny sometimes tagging along.Although she
eschewed the kind of immersion in women’s clubs that had preoccupied her in Kenosha,
Beatrice took a growing role in the Lake View Musical Society, a music appreciation organization
of well-heeled Chicago society ladies. As leader of one committee promoting the careers of
young musicians and another for community outreach, she promoted emerging talent such as



the Jacques Gordon String Quartet and the new female composer Aletta Arnold, presenting the
artists at home soirees and civic appearances hosted by patrons such as Edith Rockefeller
McCormick, the daughter of John D. Rockefeller and the ex-wife of Harold McCormick, head of
the Chicago Civic Opera.Beatrice kept her pledge to stay away from grittier social activism, but
Orson recalled that he was not overly spoiled with Christmas presents, while his mother trundled
underprivileged children into their home for holiday parties and gifts. The Welles family always
sandwiched in a Yuletide trip to Kenosha for awkward reunions at Rudolphsheim. Dick Welles’s
mother, Mary Gottfredsen, was openly skeptical about Beatrice’s artistic “career,” and this was
one reason that Orson, as an adult, spoke ill of his paternal grandmother.Organized religion no
longer appealed to Beatrice the way it had back in the days of Reverend Florence Buck and the
Kenosha Unitarians. Little Orson was never baptized, and though the family went to church at
Christmas, the boy did not attend regular services while he was growing up. (“I try to be a
Christian,” Welles told Merv Griffin late in life, “but I don’t pray, really, because I don’t want to
bore God.”) Yet Beatrice’s quest for the sacred artistic experience was leading her deeper into
spiritual realms. Though she had never traveled overseas, her cousin’s tales of foreign cultures
opened her eyes to the arts and beliefs of the Far East; and the poetry and stories of
Rabindranath Tagore, the Bengali who won the Nobel Prize in 1913, inspired in her a new
search for transcendence in her music and recitals.Influenced by Tagore’s mysticism, Beatrice
developed “a calm of understanding” about her life, according to Dr. Maurice Bernstein. Turning
forty, the woman who once wrote a meditation on a child’s death now reflected on her own
mortality. “She somehow knew that her life line was not long, and therefore talked constantly
about what life had in store for all of us,” Dr. Bernstein recalled. She grew interested in “the other
world: the world of infinity and the preservation of the spirit. She was a great believer in the order
of the universe, its moral and spiritual expressions. She constantly speculated about
reincarnation and wondered if people come back to the earth with the experience of a former
existence. . . .“She believed,” Bernstein continued, “that we come back richer with each return to
this life. When she would hear of someone going on [dying], she would say perhaps it is but they
have outlived their usefulness. She did not fear death.”Inspired by Tagore, Beatrice launched yet
another artistic reinvention of herself. Early in 1923, she sat for a Hyde Park photographer who
took portraits of Chicago musicians and stage personalities. Having her piano tuned by the most
qualified expert in the tristate region, who came from Iowa to tune her Steinway grand piano, she
plunged into a fresh round of lessons with Julia Lois Caruthers, preparing a novel form of recital
that would combine her pianism, her elocution skills, and her newfound identification with
spirituality and foreign cultures.But her plans were interrupted in May 1923 when she went into
the hospital for an undisclosed operation. Perhaps she underwent a hysterectomy—a fairly
common procedure in those days for women over forty, sometimes as an elective preventive
measure, at other times to remove malignant tumors. The operation was performed by Dr.
Charles Kahlke, head of the Chicago Surgical Society, and a founder of and chief of staff at
Chicago Memorial Hospital, where her surgery took place.As part of her recovery, and in the



spirit of their recent truce, Beatrice accepted Dick Welles’s invitation to bring the family back to
Grand Detour for a few weeks in June. Dick, still legally Beatrice’s husband, said he was thinking
about buying a hotel.The larger of Grand Detour’s two hotels was the Sheffield, at an
intersection of Route 2, the serpentine road connecting northern Illinois with southern
Wisconsin, lying adjacent to the John Deere homestead, site of America’s first plow factory. The
hotel, an L-shaped, two-story wood-frame building with more than thirty guest rooms, was
owned by Charles Sheffield, a local character whose big smile and overalls fixed with a safety
pin masked the fact that he was among the area’s wealthiest citizens. By the early 1920s Charlie
Sheffield was getting on in years, and had started talking about selling the hotel, but he was
taking forever to make his move, and Dick Welles was trying to nudge him toward the sale.
Beatrice, in turn, encouraged her long-idle husband, cheered that he was contemplating a return
to business.The hotel arranged boating and fishing for guests, who also had the use of a croquet
green and tennis court. There was sunbathing across the highway on the shore of the Rock
River, with nearby whirlpool rocks. Artists, business travelers, and farmers came from miles
around for the weekend fried chicken and catfish suppers, famous throughout Ogle
County.Seventeen-year-old Richard was back that summer, though no one knew for how long.
Dick Welles bunked with his sons at the hotel, while Beatrice and the omnipresent Dr. Maurice
Bernstein stayed in a rented colonial house nearby. Richard was an agreeable fellow on the
surface, according to people in Grand Detour, and his parents both hoped he would commit to a
regular job and begin to support himself. But the often contrary Richard now changed his mind,
writing letters to various colleges pleading for admission. Though his letters were heartfelt, they
were also full of misspellings, and when Chicago Latin and Northwestern Academy were asked
for his references and transcripts, the schools had no choice but to report that the young man
never had satisfied their requisites.
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C. M Mills, “A detailed biography of Orson Welles from Wisconsin to Hollywood fame with
Citizen Kane!. Your humble reviewer is a huge fan of Orson Welles. Due to the pandemic I have
carved out time to read the major Welles biographies. My latest perusal has been this Patrick
McGilligan biography of young Orson Welles from his birth in Kenosha Wisconsin through his
triumphant film directorial debut with the production of Citizen Kane. Welles was born into a
wealthy family. His father Richard was an inventor and owned the Badger Brass Company.
Mother Beatrice Ives Welles was a well known musician who was also an early suffragette.
Mother Welles taught her son Orson about art, literature and music. Orson's only sibling was
Dick who was born in 1905; he had mental problems and was a failure in life. Orson attended
the prestigious Todd School in Illinois and was much influenced by Roger Hill. While at Todd
young Welles became heavily involved in writing and starring in plays. Welles and Hill co-
authored a book on producing Shakespeare plays for schools. Welles did not want to go to
college; instead as a 16 year old he toured Ireland by donkey cart and became an actor at
Dublin's Gate Theatre. Back in the US he became an actor on radio in New York and along with
John Houseman directed the WPA Federal Theatre production of the vodoo Macbeth starring
African American actors from Harlem. Welles and John Houseman formed the Mercury Theatre.
In 1938 he scared millions of listeners with his "The War of the Worlds" radio drama based on
the H.G. Welles novel (no relation). RKO invited him to Hollywood where became famous for co-
writing, producing and starring in the film classic Citizen Kane. This is where McGilligan stops
his story of young Orson. The biography is very long and detailed. It is a detailed look at Welles
and what theatre life was like in the first part of the 20th century. Some will be bored by all the
details of the stage and film work but is was fascinating to me. One of the best books I have ever
read on Orson Welles. A must to understand the complex renaissance man who was Welles.”

kobe8, “The definitive account of Orson Welles from birth to Citizen Kane.. If you want to settle
all the Kane/Mank arguments read this book. If you want a biography of one of the most
important artists America ever produced read this book. If you also want an exciting account of
American film, theatre, radio, and music, this is the book to turn to. It is beautifully and elegantly
written, full of insights and revelations about Welles. Patrick McGilligan, in his exhaustive
account of young Orson Welles, has made a significant contrubution to our cultural history.”

CharlieW, “Excellent Readable Book - I recommend it highly. I have been a fan of Orson Welles
for many years. I especially like the movie "The Trial" in which he was a supporting actor as well
as a director. [I am also a long time fan of Franz Kafka.} The book is very readable and I would
recommended it to a friend who has an interest in Orson's career. The book is very
comprehensive and after you have read it, you will learn all you need to know about Orson and
how he became a great artist.  If you are an Orson Wells fan, this is the book for you.”



Ha1r, “For an enthusiast. Exhaustive, well written narrative that limns the setting for the
emergence of a singular character. More than I was expecting to hear about his family and
childhood, but starting in adolescence, more interesting.”

Vintage Film Buff, “A wonderful chronicle of Orson Welles' early life.. Beautifully written,
exhaustively researched, this wonderful biography closes the circle on the life and times of a true
genius. Another scrupulous work by McGilligan. Bravo!”

Garyn G. Roberts, “Pinnacle of Biography. Thanks, Patrick. This is what biographies should be
and to which they should aspire. Top rate, very seriously. This is a lifetime achievement--for
Orson and for you.”

Gil Moon, “Love it. Outstanding”

Norbert Warner, “A DAMN GOOD READ.. I think I have every book ever written about Orson
Welles and this may be the very best! Why? Perhaps it's just the way this author writes, I know
I'm really enjoying it (almost finished). The writer makes his life so excitng, well it was! This
book only covers his very early years as a boy and his irish venture and his early theatre
ventures in New York. In his very early 20s he too Broadway by storm. There has been 4
movies made of his adventures so far and inside this book are at least two more they could do.
We already have the actor to portray him Christian McKay. When I saw him portraying Welles in
"Me and Orson Welles" it almost made me believe in reincarnation! Getting back to this book, I
found it a damn good read.”

critou, “Incontournable. Incontournable, et incroyable début de ce destin de génie, partiellement
fou, mais ça va généralement ensemble.”

Robert, “Four Stars. slow going”

The book by Patrick McGilligan has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 39 people have provided feedback.
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