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I’m grateful for the opportunity from Hometowns to Hollywood to share some history 
and some thoughts about a movie I don’t think gets enough attention, “Blossoms in the Dust.”  
It is a story of love, loss, compassion, strong women and living a life of service to others and 
community; a story of making the world a little better than it was when you arrived.    

           

“To a World Wracked with Desolation and Despair… Comes a story of Quiet Beauty and High 
Drama; It’s aimed at your heart and hits the mark,” claims the trailer for MGM’s 1941 film, 
“Blossoms in the Dust.”  I doubt anyone would argue with that after watching this movie, 
which depicts the life and work of Mrs. Edna Gladney, Texas child and adoption advocate, 
who was lovingly portrayed by Greer Garson and filmed in stunning technicolor.  I always 
appreciate stories of strong, determined women making a difference; this film has two, Edna 
and Greer.   

Edna Kahly Gladney was born in 1886, to a single mother. Today, this is very common, but at 
the time, it was a circumstance causing terrible shame and embarrassment. In Edna’s case, it 
helped to shape her life’s work and provided her with special empathy towards others in 
similar situations.  In 1904, Edna was sent to live with her Aunt in Fort Worth, Texas. Her 
Aunt was heavily involved in women’s groups along with community projects.  Edna, being a 
warm, open and charming person, fit right in and quickly became a part of the Fort Worth 
ladies society herself.  In 1906, she married Sam Gladney. It was a true love story, with Sam 
sweeping Edna off her feet and away from the other man to whom she was engaged. 
Wherever she and Sam settled, Edna always tended to those less fortunate; the poor, the 
neglected, and especially the children.  She joined the Board of Directors of the Texas 
Children’s Home and Aid Society in 1910 and helped to open the first Nursery and 
Kindergarten for Working Women in 1918.  

Sam and Edna were not blessed with children of their own as they had hoped.  Edna suffered 
an ectopic pregnancy and lost their child before birth.  This was a tragedy for the couple, but 
they continued on, finding other ways to nurture little ones and fill their hearts.  Edna lost 
her beloved Sam on Valentine’s Day in 1935. Always a hard worker with boundless energy, she 
dealt with her grief by throwing herself back into children’s adoption services and advocacy, 
which she would do for the rest of her days. Her advocacy focused on working to change laws.  
She wanted adoptive children to have same rights as natural born children. She wanted the 
word, “illegitimate” removed from birth certificates.  Edna went door to door to fundraise for 
the Texas Home and appeared before the Texas legislature to fight for these changes.  She 
succeeded in seeing some success, when in 1935 Texas House Bill 732 removed the word 
“illegitimate” from birth certificates.  She had told the lawmakers, “there are no illegitimate 
babies- only illegitimate parents!”  Throughout her life, she helped to place more than 10,000 
children in loving, adoptive homes.  It was through this adoption work that Hollywood came 
calling.   

 



 According to Sherrie McLeroy’s book, “Edna Gladney A Life & Legacy of Love,” It was a story 
made for Hollywood when Edna met Ralph Wheelwright and his wife Phinnie Louise during the 
couple’s search for a child to adopt.  They found their little girl and were quite taken with 
Edna and her personal story and the work she was doing in Texas.  Wheelwright, who worked 
for MGM as an assistant director of publicity and a screenwriter, became so fascinated by 
Edna’s story, he took it to MGM as an idea for a motion picture.  Fortunately, Louis B. Mayer 
agreed.   

Hollywood went to work to assemble the team and write the screenplay.  Produced by Irving 
Asher, directed by Mervyn Le Roy, screenplay by Ralph Wheelwright and Anita Loos, 
“Blossoms” was the first of 8 pictures to team Greer Garson and Walter Pidgeon.  But the film 
began with some obstacles.  During a time when delicate matters such as children born out of 
wedlock and the subject of illegitimacy were not openly discussed, MGM was taking a chance 
with the subject matter of the film.  According to McLeroy’s book, The Hays Code had 
concerns and did not want to see films showing “illicit unions” and deserting fathers.”  Louis 
B. Mayer and Mervyn LeRoy were not deterred.  Le Roy said “It’s entertainment I’m after and 
if the picture has a sock or impact for humanity, so much the better.”  He said “let the 
message fall where it may.”   

 

 

 

In “A Rose for Mrs. Miniver” by Michael Troyan, Greer is quoted as saying, “When I first read 
the script for Blossoms in the Dust,” I rather jibed at doing it. I felt it was too similar to Mr. 
Chips and that I should have a chance to prove some versatility by doing a more glamourous, 
and perhaps, giddier part.  But when Mr. Irving Asher, who produced the film, added that Mrs. 
Gladney, herself, had expressed the wish that I play the part, I was so flattered, I was 
speechless.”   

“Blossoms in the Dust” was Greer Garson’s third picture and it was the first time Greer 
Garson worked with Walter Pidgeon.  It turned out to be a successful pairing and they went 
on to work together in 7 more films.  In a 1985 interview, Garson said that she and Walter had 
a wonderful time working together. She said he would always try to crack her up before she 
had a scene, sometimes by saying something naughty, and she had to try hard to keep it 



together.  Their fondness for each other results in a beautiful pairing onscreen. They are a joy 
to watch.  Their personal friendship continued until Walter’s death in 1984.   

“Blossoms in the Dust” begins with Edna as a young woman, engaged and getting ready to 
marry. She meets Sam by chance and he eventually sweeps her off of her feet, she leaves her 
fiancé, and she and Sam marry. Of course Hollywood usually makes some changes to the real 
story.  In the movie, Edna grows up with another young woman, Charlotte, who is like a 
sister.  She is beautifully played by Marsha Hunt.  In the film, the two girls are both engaged 
and planning a double wedding.  We then find out that Charlotte was taken in by Edna’s 
family as a “foundling,” an abandoned, “nameless” baby.  She had no idea until her future in-
laws find out and try putting a stop to the union.  Charlotte is so distressed that she commits 
suicide at the shame.  This scenario likely played out in some homes due to the stigma of 
illegitimacy, but this did not happen in Edna’s life story. Also, in real life, Sam and Edna did 
not have children; in the Hollywood version they do have a child, who dies in a tragic 
accident.    Overall the picture was a good representation of Edna’s life; her love story with 
Sam, her service to others and her strength and passion for the people she helped.    

 

 

 

Edna Gladney was delighted about the making of the film and the movie makers made sure 
she was a part of the process.  They brought her to Hollywood where she stayed at the new 
Ambassador Hotel, lunched with Walter Pidgeon and Louis B.Mayer, and had tea with Greer 
Garson and her mother in their Hollywood home. In promotions for the picture, they showed 
side by side photos of Greer Garson and Edna in her youth, where some could see a slight 
resemblance. But Edna by this time was round and plump, a sweet, joyful middle-aged lady.  
She kept a picture of Greer on her desk and called it “Edna Gladney, streamlined.”  Her main 
objective, though, in seeing the picture made, was to support and provide publicity for the 
Texas Children’s Home, which remained her life’s love and passion.   

The movie opened in July of 1941.  Edna received messages from MGM.  Louis B. Mayer wrote, 
“I know it will do you, personally, and the Home, a world of good. It will show people in such 
a lovely way the wonderful work you are doing.”  Garson wrote to her, “You must be very 
happy. I know I have found great happiness in merely being your screen shadow.  It was a joy 
to be even a reflection of a life so beautifully lived.”  Most of the reviews were positive about 
the films’ honest talk of the subject matter.  Both Edna and Greer were overwhelmed with 



fan mail from all over the world showering them with praise and sharing their personal 
stories.    

 

I love this film.  It may have been one of the first times I “met” Greer Garson on the screen 
when I was teenager.  Greer is so breathtakingly beautiful in color, and her performance is 
emotional and real; she can say speak volumes with just a subtle expression.  I love that Edna 
Gladney, one woman, made a huge impact in the lives of so many babies, children and 
families.  I love that Greer Garson was so passionate about the movie, the story and Edna and 
her work.  It was heartwarming to learn that Edna and Greer continued to communicate and 
maintained their friendship for the rest of Edna’s life.  Greer had moved to Texas with her 
third husband, Buddy Fogelson, where she became involved in philanthropy in her later years 
alongside him. The two ladies would even get together for lunch from time to time. Greer 
wrote to Edna that her role in “Blossoms in the Dust” was the “most humanly inspiring 
experience of my whole life, as an actress.”  Edna continued in her work for 20 more years 
after the film’s release. She died in 1961.  The Texas Children’s Home, changed its’ name to 
honor her and continues its’ work today as the Gladney Center for Adoption. It is not 
surprising to learn that when Greer died in 1996, the Greer Garson and Buddy Fogelson 
Foundation gifted the Gladney Center with a donation of $500,000.  If not for this film the 
two women would not have met, would not have become friends, and Edna’s story might not 
have been known beyond Texas. One special movie brought them together and we are all the 
better for it. Whether you have seen “Blossoms in the Dust” 10 times or you are getting ready 
to watch for the first time, you are in for a treat that will warm your heart; Just be sure to 
have plenty of tissues nearby!  

 

 


