For me and my gal

by Sean O'Rourke

The bells In the old church tower

	rang joyously, reverently, echoing Barbara's

fervent vow, "This In for keeps!"

AT TEN-THIRTY that morning, the small brown-shingled bungalow at 528 North Central Avenue in Rockford, Illinois, was already a beehive of activity. It being June, there were a lot of houses all the way from Bangor to San Diego, buzzing with the same kind of last minute preparation. The daughter of the house was to be married at noon.
The house in Rockford was probably a little more bustling than the others. The bell rang oftener, there were a few more people clustered in the little living-room, and there were, even at that hour a couple of state police and several onlookers and photographers milling around outside. That was because the daughter of this house happened to be a movie star, and her groom the newest heartbeat of a good segment of bobby-soxed America. . . .
Barbara Hale and Bill Williams had come "home" to be married. Anyone who knows Barbara knows that's the way it would be. None of those rumors that they'd elope to Las Vegas--or Mexico--or Kalamazoo could be true. Babs is an incurable sentimentalist. When she left Rockford in 1943 for Hollywood, she took with her a suitcase full of pictures, mementos and letters from friends back home. Her mom and pop and all those same friends simply had to be there when she was married --and so they were.
To Bill, who's an orphan and has never known a real home of his own, Rockford is now IT. In the forty-eight hours from the time he landed with Barbara from Hollywood, to the time they left on their honeymoon to Niagara Falls, Rockford adopted Bill, lock, stock and barrel, and Bill because he likes plain, unimportant people--as much as they like him--adopted Rockford with all his heart. In the simple living-room of the Hale home that morning, the sun streamed in, spotlighting an inscribed photo he'd given Barbara's mother and father during their trip to Hollywood. "To Willa and Ezra and family", the autograph read, "this is a tough picture for me to sign because I can't seem to find words to express my feelings for the Hale family. So all I can say is you're the tops. Love. Bill."
Ezra is Barbara's father, an easy, comfortable man who earns his living at landscape gardening. Willa is her Mother, whom Barbara closely resembles.
Barbara left the house first, slipping out the back way carrying the box containing her wedding gown. She changed in the basement of the old church in Rockton with the help of her friend and neighbor Willa Carter, proprietor of a Rockford dress shop.
After awhile it was time for the rest of the party to go. Ezra climbed into his coat and he, and Bill and Willa drove the twelve miles to Rockton together.
The old, stone Congregational Church in which the ceremony was performed is an historic landmark and one of the prides of the town since it was selected by the Advisory Committee of the Historic American Building Survey of the Department of the Interior in Washington as "possessing exceptional historic or architectural interest" and as "being worthy of the most careful preservation for the benefit of future generations."
The minister who performed the ceremony, Dr. B. E. Allen, pastor of the First Baptist Church, remembers Barbara as a child sifting at Sunday service with her parents, drawing sketches of him as he delivered his sermon. "She used to hand them up to the pulpit when she was finished," he reminisces, "and they were very good, too!"
If was a small, simple ceremony. The most elaborate thing about it all was Barbara's beautiful wedding gown. Designed by Renie of RKO, if was fashioned of white mousseline de soie with a hoop skirt, appliqued in lace and embroidered with seed pearls. Her veil was long and trimmed with the same lace appliques, and she wore a single strand of seed pearls. Her bouquet was white roses and lilies-of-the-valley tied with white tulle. Barbara's sister Juanita was matron of honor, and she wore soft, pink taffeta.
Typical of Barbara was her singling out of twelve-year-old Louise Seidelmann of Rockford as a special guest of honor at the wedding. Louise, an ardent fan of Barbara's, was horribly burned in a bonfire accident three years ago. Her legs were badly crippled by the flames and for months she was forced to walk with crutches. Now she gets about with braces. Louise sat in the front row as her idol took her wedding vows.
State police had hoped that the difference in time observed in Rockford and Rockton, one uses daylight, the other standard, would confuse the curious and help keep crowds down, but when Bill and Barbara emerged from the church, the huge throng broke through the lines and only a ring instantaneously formed of police and friends kept the bride and groom from being trampled by their well-wishing fans. Professional photographers on the scene, and they were many, were scooped by a youngster who was shooting pictures from the crotch of a nearby tree. In the excitement he dropped his camera and started to fall from his perch. A deputy sheriff good-naturedly came to his rescue.
From the church the wedding party of thirty went to a reception luncheon at the Wagon Wheel, a lovely rustic inn on the outskirts of Rockford. There Bill and Barbara, who'd banned photographers from the church, posed to the lensers' content. Among the photographers was a lady who took Barbara's first baby pictures.
Most of her wedding gifts Barbara preserved unopened until after the ceremony, but one she couldn't resist. If was Juanita's and consisted of bookends fashioned from a pair of bronzed baby shoes, one of which was worn by her nephew, Jim, the other by her niece Diana, Juanita's children.
	Bill's gift to Barbara was a pair of diamond earrings that had belonged to his mother and are one of the few mementos he had of her. Her gift to Bill was a golden key with a miniature ball and chain attached. The key fits the door of the small, stucco house in North Hollywood Barbara recently bought and where they'll live . . . happily ever after. . . .



