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Adele Roddy as
Dorothy Millette: A
Motion Picture Case
Study

by Darcie Hind Posz, CG

On 5 September 1932, after less than two months of
marriage, Paul Bern, Hollywood writer, MGM director
and husband of Jean Harlow, the “blonde bombshell”
movie star, was found dead, an apparent suicide, at their
Beverly Hills home. Since Bern was nearly twice Jean's
age, their marriage was already under scrutiny. When
news broke that a mysterious visitor that night had been
his “wife” and not Jean, headlines across America focused
on the mystery woman. Her name was Dorothy Millette
and she had been married to Bern for nearly ten years,
residing in New York City for most of that time. Days
after Bern's death, following an exhaustive search of the
Sacramentg River, Dorothy Millette's body was found;
she had apparently committed suicide two days after Paul

In This Issue: by jumping from the steamer Delta King. Biographers for
) Jean Harlow and Paul Bern have called Dorothy enig-
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as a divorced seamstress

..+ beadlines across America focused on the mystery woman.  and became involved

with a married man, who

matic, for they were not able to dlscover who
she was. But through closer examination of her
early life and associates, we can learn a great
deal about her, enough to see that the part of
Dorothy Millette was actually being played by
Adele Roddy.

Childhood in Indiana

Adele “Della” Roddy was the daughter
of William H. Roddy and Lillie N. Johnson,
born 15 March 1882 in Indianapolis, Indiana.!
William H. Roddy, born about 1851, and Lillie
Johnson, born about 1862, married in Inde-
pendence County, Arkansas 22 June 1879.2
William H. Roddy and wife Lillie N., resided
in Indianapolis for the births of two more chil-
dren after Adele: Viona“Ona” F. Roddy, born
21 October 1884/5, and Mary Roddy, born 1
May 1887/8.% In 1889, William was identified
as a laborer in the city directory but by 10 April
1889, Lillie had filed for divorce on complaint
of “drunkenness, failure to provide and unfaith-
fulness.” Lillie claimed that in August of 1888
the couple had agreed to
separate, “because prior to
that time Roddy was ha-

promised to divorce his wife, although that did
not happen. By February 1894, Lillie had put
the gitls in the temporary care of the Board of
Children’s Guardians, and permanent custody
was granted to them in 1895.” The Board of
Children’s Guardians was to “have supervision
over neglected and dependent children under
fifteen years of age.” All three, Adele, Oma, and
Mary Roddy, were under the organization’s
care in 1895 and in their records until 1905.%
The girls' progress and indenture history
was recorded: Oma was still communicating
with her mother in July 1896 and was quickly
placed elsewhere out of concerns that her
mother would come for her; Della was in as
many as five different placements and in No-
vember 1896 she was reported as not attending
school, claiming to be sixteen years old, (when
she was thirteen), and lying, but she eventually
regained the Guardians' good faith as they felt
she was smart and so was sent to stenographer
school; Mary was fortunate to be in the same
household her entire time with the Board and
became a proficient violinist.’

... Lilliehadfiled for divorce All the while the Roddy girls

kept in contact with each

bitually drunk and unfaith- on complaint of “drunken- ;.

ful, refusing to make any
provision for the custody of

her three daughters, Della, unfaitbfulness.”

ness, failure to provide and

By 1900 the gitls were
living in different households:
Adele, as "Addy” Roddy, was

seven years of age; Oma,
four and Mary, one year.” Divorce was granted
to Lilly on 21 June 1889 in Marion County,
Indiana Superior Court.®

Lillie Roddy, also known as Leillas, or Lilly
Johnson, found it hard to support three girls

a boarder in the Henry J.

and Mary E. Whitmer household in Green
Township, St. Joseph County, Indiana;'® Oma,
as “Viona” Roddy, was a servant in the Charles
Sample household in Warren Township,
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Marion County, Indiana; and Mary Roddy was
a boarder in the household of Oliver and Emily
Staats in Helt Township, Vermillion County,
Indiana.'" 2 There is no evidence that the gitls
were ever returned to the care of their mother,
but there was a notation in their file: “Lillas
Roddy was divorced from her husband W, H.
Roddy & afterward married a Swede [and was]
renamed Lilly Hade...[she died and] was a
morphine fiend as was also W, H., Roddy. Mr.
Barrett her attorney says she became dement-
ed. He is looking up an estate on the Pacific
Coast in which it is said the Roddy girls have a

share.13
Dorothy Roddy and Her Sisters
Within a few years the Roddy girls had

become stenographers, residing in Indianapolis.
Viona married John H. Henselman on 22 July
1904;* Mary married Charles C. Vinier on

18 October 1905;'5 Adele, known as Dorothy
Roddy, married Lowell Mellett on 22 June
1907.* Once the Roddy girls married, they
moved with their husbands. Viona Hensel-
man moved to Portland, Oregon and appeared
there in the 1910 census while Dorothy moved

Paul listed himself as single on and off for years
during their “marriage.”?

Paul Bern, also known as Paul Levy, was
born 3 December 1889 in Wandsbeck, Prussia
and had migrated with his parents, Julius and
Henrietta (Hirsch) Levy to the US on the
Pennsylvania.* Paul lived in New York City
where he appeared in the New York 1900,
1905, and 1910 censuses.> When he first ap-
plied for naturalization in 1910, he listed his
occupation as author.”” In 1911, Paul gradu-
ated from the American Academy of Dramatic
Arts (AADA), adopted the surname Bern, and
began traveling with acting troupes that toured
the country. Many accounts state that Paul
first met Dorothy in 1911 in Toronto, but they
actually met when “Mrs. L. Mellette” enrolled
in May 1912 in the AADA.?»

Lowell Mellett filed for divorce from
Dorothy in August of 1913 because “with-
out just cause, defendant has continuously
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abandoned plaintiff for more than one year
last past.”* Dorothy’s Seattle lawyer responded
to the claims Lowell put forth in court and
the divorce was granted 18 August 1913,

with the stipulation that both

to Tacoma, Washington, where
her husband Lowell was a local
newspaper reporter.!” Lowell and
Dorothy Mellett were in Tacoma
from 1910 to 1912, according

to the city directories. Although
her married name was Mellett, Dorothy used
“Millette” consistently and that spelling appears
in the records most often. In 1912, Viona’s hus-
band John Henselman passed away and, soon
after, Viona moved to California.!s

Dorothy Millette and Paul Bern

Most accounts state that Paul Bern met
Dorothy Roddy Millette in 1911 and that they
lived as man and wife from that point forward,
in spite of the fact that there are several docu-
ments which don't match these accounts, such
as the fact that Dorothy’s divorce from Lowell
Mellett was not finalized until 1913 and that
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Paul took out several
life insurance policies
at this time ...

parties could not marry until
six months after that date.?
Some sources state that Paul
and Dorothy married in 1914
while later court cases state
pe——— that they lived as man and wife

from 1911 forward—but these dates conflict
with the divorce date for Dorothy.? Paul took
out several life insurance policies at this time,
some of which may have been purchased
while he was living in Glens Falls, New York;
Woonsocket, Rhode Island; and Wilmington,
Delaware, all places the troupe toured.”” Years
later it was inferred that Dorothy was identi-
fied as his wife and heir in these life insurance
policies.?®

Although no actual marriage record has
been located in any eatlier residences for the

couple, by February, 1917 Paul stated on his
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Jean Harlow and Paul Bern. (Photo source: www.doctormacro.com)

naturalization application that he was married
to Dorothy and that she had been born 16
March 1889 in France, a birthplace fiction that
all of the Roddy girls would ultimately adopt.?
Known as Paul and Dorothy Bern, the couple
resided in Manhattan for the 1920 census and
identified themselves as married, a director and
actress.”® It was suggested that Paul’s mother,
upset about Paul living with a woman outside
his faith, committed suicide 15 September
1920, but the death was officially ruled an
accident.’ Soon after, according to several .
researchers, Dorothy had a mental breakdown
and was committed to Blythewood Sani-
tarium for about eight months, and then lived
for years, until May 1932, at the Algonqum
Hotel in New Yotk City. 22 i ——
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that Harlean Harlow Carpenter, also
known as Jean Harlow, was born, on
3 March, in Kansas City, Missouri.**
Harlean took on her mother’s maiden
name when she began her movie ca-
reer and by the time she married Bern
in 1932 had starred in twenty-nine
films, including Hell's Angels, Public
Enemy with James Cagney, Platinum
Blonde, and Red-Headed Woman.*®
Jean Harlow and Paul were acquaint-
ed as early as 1930 when he escorted
her to the opening of Hell's Angels,
and the two often worked together.
Paul’s M.G.M. connections probably

got her better parts in movies.*

Tangled Relationships

Paul moved to California from New York
City around 1925. In 1926, he took a trip to
Hawaii where he identified himself on the
manifest as single as he also did in 1930.” In
1932, he produced Grand Hotel and Dorothy
apparently moved to Sacramento where she
resided in a hotel from May 1932 until her
death.’® On 2 July 1932, Paul Bern—claiming
to be single and registering his first mar-
riage—married Harlean Carpenter McGrew
in Los Angele's, with Irving Thalberg and Irene
(Mayer) Selnick as witnesses.”® Interestingly,
Paul wrote a revised version of his will that
same month.*

The events on the evening of 5 September
1932 have been discussed by many authors,

Meanwhile, Dorothy’s

sister Viona married in

but what is known is that after

The year tkat Paul and  something occurred, referred

KinpC e Watigioe DOfOthy suppose dly met toinasuicide note to Jean as

to Herbert E. Hessler on
8 April 1932 but returned

to her California residence

afterward.” that Harlean

The year that Paul and
Dorothy supposedly met

and began living together,  Jean Harlow, was born ...

1911, was the same year

“only a comedy,” Paul took

and began lﬂ“ng t"getk €% his life with a self-inflicted
1911, was the same year gunshot wound, according to

the coroner’s report.* News

Harlow quickly spread of a cover-up

Carpenter, also known as and a secret wife, and newspa-

per accounts across the country
focused on the Bern suicide
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while reporters tried to find more information
on the woman, Dorothy Millette.** Some ac-
counts said that Dorothy had moved from New
York to Sacramento. Two days later, Dorothy
Millette jumped to her death from the Delta
King.** She was not found for several days. At
this time Dorothy’s sister Viona lived in Alam-
eda County, California while

Dorothy’s remaining sister Viona Hessler died

in Oakland, California.?
Setting the Record Straight

Known for her death and her connection
to a Hollywood conspiracy, much of the life
and parentage of Dorothy Millette has been

unknown and treated as a mystery for years. By

her other sister Mary was in

following Dorothy’s associates,

Hancock County, Ohio.* News qutckly spread Of a specifically her siblings, it has

The public county ad- cover-up and a secret wife,

ministrator in Sacramento
sought relatives of Dorothy

for the few possessions that  gcross the countryfocused

she had left on the Delta
King, but her body remained

been possible to establish that
her true identity was Adele

and newspaper accounts Roddy, a foster child from

Indianapolis, Indiana.
You may reach the submitter at

on the Bern suicide ... darcieposz@botmail.com.

unclaimed.* Dorothy’s estate
was entered into court 27 September 1932.%
On 4 February 1933, Dorothy’s sister Mary,
now Mary Hartrauft, passed away from breast
cancer in Ohio.*”*®

It was assumed that Paul Bern had money
and, that if Dorothy Millette was the rightful
wife of Paul, that her heirs would receive their
portion. Paul’s will had been revised after his
marriage to Jean and left all to her, but there
was not much.* In 1934, when Jean was
dubbed one of the highest paid stars in Holly-
wood by Motion Picture Herald, Herman Koch,
the public county administrator of Sacramento,
sued Jean on behalf of Dorothy’s sister Viona
and the estate of deceased sister Mary Har-
trauft, for half of the life insurance policies that
Paul had taken out in the 1910s.5° Half was
estimated to be $24,000 and Koch claimed that
since Dorothy and Paul were never divorced,
the money should be awarded to Dorothy’s
heirs.” Jean had an excellent lawyer and nearly
every claim was stricken until the case was
dropped completely.

Jean went on to make many more movies,
but on 7 June 1937 at the age of twenty-six, she
died of acute nephritis from kidney failure.*
The funeral is said to have been one of Holly-
wood’s most extravagant. Seventeen days later,
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