from the September 1949 Movieland magazine . . .
the 2nd Mrs. Jolson

by Sidney Yudain

* You might call Barbara Hale somewhat of a bigamist, for, you see, she's really married to a chap named Bill Williams. But to millions of theatre-goers throughout the world she's going to be Mrs. Jolson--Larry Parks' screen wife--when Columbia's "Jolson Sings Again" is released.
Barbara Hale is pretty--and almost as talented as the old mammy singer himself. In many instances her own private life bears a striking resemblance to the Mrs. Jolson she'll portray on the screen.
"She's a wonderful girl--she must be," says Barbara about her alter ego. "I'm so proud that I was picked to represent her to the public. I've never been happier."
Barbara's a happy girl, a modest girl, a girl very much in love with her husband. When not rhapsodizing over her real-life counterpart, she would be extolling the praises of Bill Williams. It was not easy keeping her on the subject of Barbara Hale as we lunched during a break in the "Jolson Sings Again" shooting.
"The parallel in our lives and in the lives of Mr. and Mrs. Jolson is amazing," said Barbara.
"For two years Bill was out of work. He had nearly lost his self-confidence, and it was up to me to inspire him to get back in the groove again. Jolson, too, was sunk in despair for many years.
"It was his wife who encouraged him to come back in spite of many disillusionments and disappointments."
In the movie, following Jolson's decline as a sought-after entertainer he is a broken man. Not until World War II comes along does he find the courage to try a comeback. While entertaining troops in the South Pacific he is stricken with pneumonia, is near death. He is taken to an Army Hospital. His nurse is Barbara Hale. Her understanding care helps him back to health.
According to the movie script, it is this girl who becomes the second Mrs. Jolson.
Barbara herself is an adept nurse. In fact when hubby Bill was ailing for three months with a severe case of arthritis, it was she who nursed him back to health. Bill still refers to her every now and then as "Florence Nightingale."
Mrs. Jolson is constantly removing her shoes throughout the picture. In this regard Barbara recalls a visit she once made to her mother's original home in Kentucky, when she was just 19.
"We came down the holler and Dad honked his horn. My aunt jumped up from the tomato field, her apron filled with tomatoes, and came over to greet us. She was so proud because Willa Mae, her daughter, was going to party and had donned a pair of shoes for the occasion. Willa Mae was paraded out for us to inspect. She was immaculately garbed, shoes and all, and looked beautiful--and uncomfortable. After we had all expressed delight with her appear ance, Willa Mae took off f or the party. We learned later that less than five minutes after she'd gotten there she had removed her shoes.
"I guess I was the same way when I was a girl. In fact, I still take off my shoes every chance I get. I guess I've gone most of my life without shoes," said Barbara.
There are many other parallels in the Jolson-Hale lives. Bill, who has carved quite a niche for himself in the acting world, got his start in the entertainment sphere at a tender age--in the same medium in which Jolson started--vaudeville.
Both the Williams' and the Jolsons' roots are planted in San Fernando Valley--they both think it's the most heavenly place on earth. The Williams have a baby, and so do the Jolsons!
"Our Jody looks so much like Bill," said Barbara, "that Mom is actually embarrassed when she loves him."
Jolson was extremely bitter following the disappointment over his first marriage. In his second marriage he found complete happiness with a girl who understood him, encouraged him.
Bill, too, was bitterly disappointed in his first marriage. His marriage to Barbara opened a new and wonderful life.
Barbara finds it hard to believe that she is actually portraying Mrs. Jolson on the screen.
"Al and I are such good friends," she notes. "I never dreamed I'd be married to him."
The cast of Jolson Sings Again"--all the same principals who appeared in the first and highly successful edition of Al's life--is extremely happy over the "new Mrs. Jolson."
Says Larry Parks, who made screen history with his portrayal of the mammy minstrel in the original film, "Barbara's a beautiful and talented actress. She's a rich and full woman beyond her years. "For these reasons, and because of her experience, she's perfectly wonderful for the role." 
The Williams-Hale merger got off to an inauspicious beginning. After their first date, Barbara wrote to her mother about the nice guy she had met. "But," she added, "I'm not interested romantically."
Bill wrote to his friend Eva Wiere: "I was out with the nicest girl in the world . . . but, of course, I'm not interested."
"Neither of us realized at the time that we'd one day be husband and wife," said Barbara.
"I knew very little about him. He didn't talk much. One day, while driving home, I decided that there was a lot inside Bill, and I made up my mind to know him better. I discovered he used to live in a tenement, that he'd slept in a bathtub, that he'd been married three years.
"And I'm still finding out. That's what makes life with Bill so interesting.
"In the matter of egos, there is absolutely no comparison at all. Al was a pusher, a promoter, and reputedly possesses one of the greatest egos in the country. Bill, on the other hand, is completely opposite. He's so modest. I wish he had more of the Jolson in him."
Bill arrived at our luncheon just in time to miss that remark. Over coffee we explained the parallels Barbara had drawn of their marriage and the Jolsons'.
"That's all very well and good," dryly commented Bill, "except for one thing."
"What's that?" I asked.
"Jolson," he said, "has $11,000,000."
"Well, I didn't get that far," laughed Barbara, "but I can say right now, that's where any similarity to Jolson ends!"
THE END


