























or the filmmakers. Actress Dorothy
’eterson, who plaved Nurse
Katherine Kennedy in two of the
three films, was chosen over a host of
other applicants for the role, not
because of her acting abilities, but
because ol her blameless character.
The Boston Sunday Post reported
lyrically, “Only one with the highest
idealism, whose name never had
been even faintly touched by scan-
dalous rumor, could be permitted in
close proximity to the babies. What
type of woman is the actress chosen as
worthy to hold in her arms those
precious bundles of babvhood? . . . a
charmine, low-voiced woman,
dedicated to mother roles. . . one
seen occasionally at teas, but never in
the popular nightclubs. . She even
blushes!™ The worthy Miss Peterson
was only in her twenties, but she
looked older and was frequently
chosen to play middle-aged mother or
nurse roles. Something in that
serene, rather matronly face sug-

gested “mother” or “nurse” to the
directors. She herself speculated that
she was chosen for such roles
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“because I am not colorful and
glamorous,” an interesting, if
unintentional, commentary on the
image of the nurse [/4].

Another reason that the image of
the nurse was given greater sig-
nificance in these motion pictures was
the important reality that the nurses
actually did replace the babies'
mother. The mother of the quints
never appears in the fictionalized
films; indeed, for the first nine years
of their lives, the quints knew Mrs,
Dionne only as a visitor to their little
hospital-nursery. Their “real”
mothers were a succession of nurses
apparently providing the babies with
loving care. In their bitter auto-
biography, the quints relate that their
happiest years were those early ones
spent in the hospital with the nurses.
It is perhaps significant that, as
adults, four of the five quints entered
educational programs to prepare
them for humanitarian-oriented
careers—two as nurses and two as
nuns.

The five babies, whom the nurses
and the good doctor cherished dearly,
were a cheery sight for the viewing
public. Their eyes sparkled, their
curls bounced, and their smiles were
enchanting. Whatever problems
other characters in the stories might
have had, no hint of trouble was
associated with the quintuplets, who
tumbled about as charmingly as five
puppies at play while others looked
on lovingly. The motion pictures, of
course, gave no hint that the babies’
real life stories did not end so
happily. While the screen nurses and
doctor presided wisely and lovingly
over a peaceful nursery, the real Mrs.
Dionne was having bitter fights with
Dr. Dafoe, whom she hated, and was
firing and hiring a succession of
nurses (14 different nurses served as
surrogate mothers during the quints’
first 6 years), never allowing the
children to have a permanent
mother-figure.

The Hollyood creations gave only
unconscious hints that the glorious
experiment was not going to succeed.
Sadly, the children’s perfect, scientific
upbringing, so celebrated in
newspapers, magazines, and motion
pictures, did not, in fact, produce
superior human beings. The girls
grew up to be painfully shy, as
isolated in society — when they finally

got out into the world—as they had
been in their guarded nursery. Their
adult lives bore tragic records of early
deaths, alcoholism, psychological
deterioration, broken marriages,
failed careers, poverty, bitterness,
and permanent family estrange-
ments. The three surviving quin-
tuplets wrote a bitter autobiography,
summing up their vaunted upbring-
ing by stating: “There was more
money than love in our lives” [15].

From a 50-year perspective on
their birth date, the irony is almost
unbearable that these children should
have grown up feeling a lack of love
when the whole world adored them,
when millions of people traveled to
the wilds of Canada for the privilege
of walking through the viewing com-
pound to glimpse at the quints at
play, when the Queen of England
herself knelt to greet them, when gifts
were sent to the children from ad-
mirers around the world, when peo-
ple snatched up every newspaper and
magazine that promised a new pic-
ture of the quints or a new story
about them.

It is indeed unfortunate that the
quintuplets’ real lives did not match
the image projected in the mass
media— an image of children without
a problem in the world, playing
happily with the nurses who cared for
them. The motion pictures about
them reflected only the promise, the
hope, and the good intentions for
these unusual children. Only on film
did the noble experiment work the
way it was supposed to. In reality, the
children inherited the sad fruits of all
of the greed, misunderstanding,
jealously, and bitterness that raged
around them. The American public,
however, inherited the ideal — the im-
age of the courageous country doctor
and the devoted, happily subservient
nurse. This archetypal image has
proven nearly indelible and presents
a formidable obstacle to efforts to
enhance the current image of the
nurse.
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