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Hlustration:

Niblos Garden in

New York City was cre-
ated around 1830 by
William Niblo, who
immigrated to New York
[from Ireland early in the
nineteenth century. He
built a small coffée house
into thriving entertain-
ment center, creating an
adjacent theatre in 1834
that underwent various
stages of development and
became the venue for sev-
enal historic performanc-
es. Courtesy of New York
Public Library.
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actresses of the 1890—and Sarah Bernhardt’s
main rival. She had a long and prosperous career,
which included a part written specifically for her
by Oscar Wilde. Her portrait, painted by John
Singer Sargent, is owned by the Metropolitan
Museum of Art today. Each of these theater
people were important in their own right. But
perhaps the most interesting and complex of the
Irish-born performers to grace the nineteenth-
century American stage was Matilda Heron.

A DARING REALITY

Matilda Heron was an actress whose erratic
career mirrored an equally erratic personal life.
Born in Labby Vale, Draperstown, County
Derry on December 1, 1830, her father

was John Heron and her mother was Mary
Laughlin. Details of her early life are somewhat
sketchy, but the Herons, Irish Catholics, while
not impoverished, were holders of a small farm
and lived an occasionally precarious existence.
Matilda was the youngest of five children. Her
mother died when she was two years old, and
her father soon remarried. Sometime in the
early1840s the entire family immigrated to
Philadelphia where John quickly prospered,
becoming a lumber merchant and owning his
own mill. His eldest son, Alexander, got in

on the ground floor of the rapidly expanding
steamship business and ultimately established
the Heron Line of schooners, while his younger
brother, George, became a ship’s captain. John,
a widower again, managed to marry a third time
before dying prematurely, but not before father-
ing a third son, John ]. Heron.

After their father’s death, the family stayed
together with Alexander as the head. They were
relatively well off now, and Matilda (called
“Tillie”) could attend private schools. Her

earliest memories, however, were of wanting to
go into the theatre. While at this time an act-
ing career was not a complete disgrace, it was
not the ideal choice for a young lady from an
upwardly mobile family. Nonetheless, Matilda
was a very strong willed and hard working girl,
and was determined to get her way. Apparently
she and Alexander, with whom she had always
been very close, quarreled over her ambition.
But Matilda prevailed and began studying act-
ing privately. She made her debut at the Walnut
Street Theatre in Philadelphia on February
17, 1851. Reviews of Matilda’s performance
that night were mixed, as would be the case
throughout her career. Some critics praised
her as a fresh new talent, but others seemed
to think of her as nothing special. She joined
the stock company of the National Theatre
in Washington, D.C., playing various roles in
repertory. She returned to Philadelphia where
she appeared in John Brougham’s stage ver-
sion of Dickens’ Dombey and Son, for which
she received good reviews. She was noticed
by Thomas Hamblin, manager of New York’s
Bowery Theatre, who offered her a job. Thus
began her New York career.

Matilda found steady acting work in
New York, with the same type of critical recep-
tion, ranging from magniﬁcent to mediocre.
She found more consistent success in touring
and did a six-month engagement at the Howard
Athenaeum in Boston. Eventually, she had two
agents working for her. One was a professional
agent, George Lewis, and the other was Thomas
McKean, who was also an actor, writer, and
stage manager. They were looking for a play to
be specifically written for her. This situation
suggests that she had attained some level of
fame. Fitz-James O’Brien had a long-standing
fascination for Matilda, which was believed
to have culminated in a brief affair (probably
while he served as her press agent during a run
of Camille in Boston). Even afterward, however,
they remained steadfast friends, she being one
of the most prominent mourners at his funeral
after he was killed in the Civil War. O’Brien
summed up his opinion of her acting style in
one of his reviews:

Vol. 25, 2011



The woman dared ro come in upon
that painted scene as if it really was the
home apartment it was represented to be!
She did not slide in with her face to the
audience and wait for the mockery that is
called “a reception.” She walked in easily,
naturally, unwitting of any outside eyes.
The petulant manner in which she rook
off her shawl; the commonplace conver-
sational tone in which she spoke to her
servant, were revelations... Here was a
daring reality... We felt ourselves in the
presence of an inspired woman!

O’Brien continues his description of the actress
elsewhere: “Miss Heron'’s figure was command-
ing, and there was a certain powerful light in
her eyes that startled and thrilled; but there
was none of the beauty of the ‘favorite actress.’
The conquest that she achieved was purely
intellectual and magnetic.” 2 Apparently her
acting style was unusual for the time. She did
not overreact to news, flail her arms about, or
as we would put it today, “chew the scenery.”
The only reference that we have today to the
prevalent acting style of her day can be in old
silent movies where movement and gestures
were exaggerated. She performed on stage in

a perfectly natural manner. It could probably
be called the nineteenth-century equivalent of
today’s “method acting.”

WitH THE IrisH IN SAN Francisco
Throughout her career Matilda suffered from
recurrent eye infections, sometimes so severe
she was not able to work. One was so bad it
nearly caused blindness, and she was forced

to return to her family home in Philadelphia
to convalesce. Shortly after her recovery she
determined to try her luck in California. Since
there was a great lack of entertainment there, it
offered a financially rewarding place for theatre
people. In 1853 Matilda and George Lewis left

for San Francisco. The ocean trip was long, and

the horseback ride through Panama arduous.
Lewis became ill and died on the ship in the
Pacific Ocean.

Matilda had borrowed money to finance
this expedition, and now she was to arrive in
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San Francisco distressed, broke, and alone. She
was ready to turn around and return home
when she received an unexpectedly friendly
welcome. Her reputation had preceded her.
San Francisco was a frontier city starved for
any entertainment, and the arrival of a famous
actress from back East was a special event. In
addition, there was a large Irish community
there who looked forward to welcoming an
accomplished artist and one of their own.
Several young men got together to secure the-
atre bookings for her and also to ensure the
houses would be full. On December 26, 1853,
Matilda Heron appeared on stage for the first
time in California, in one of her favorite roles,
Bianca in Milman’s Fazio. She was an immedi-
ate success, playing to packed houses and rave
reviews. One of them, in the newspaper Alza
California, was especially complimentary:

She has not the least rant, but she
is simple, intense, graceful and true to
nature. Her acting is that which touches
the heart.... The play of “Fazio” is in
itself heavy, and only superior excellence
can relieve it.... We mean to dispamge 70
other actress when we say Miss Heron so
[far excels them all. We have no hesitation
in saying that her first appearance was the
greatest triumph ever achieved upon the
stage in California.’

While in San Francisco, Matilda did a benefit
performance for George Lewis’s widow and
children, raising $1,600.00. The owners of the
theatre gave her a $500.00 bonus, and several
fans got together and presented her with dia-
mond cross (later estimated to be worth about
$800.00). The ringleader of her benefactors
was Henry Herbert Byrne, a young lawyer with
political aspirations who was prominent in the
local Irish community.

After her success in San Francisco, Matilda
toured the rest of California, with the same
results. In what seems to have been an impulse
she yielded to the constant entreaties of Henry
Byrne and married him in a secret ceremony in
June, 1854 at St Patrick’s Catholic Church in

San Francisco. This decision was not very well

Vol. 25, 2011









PAGE 24

Photo:

Helen (Bijou) Heron
was born in 1863 and
was trained for the the-
atre by her mother. She
went on to d career as
a child actor and later
married the Broadway
producer Henry ].
Miller: Courtesy of
New York Public
Library.

died, so Matilda was no longer a bigamist. She
tried to claim some of Byrne’s estate, but his
California lawyers opposed her vigorously and
she ultimately lost.

With the stress of these marital and finan-
cial difficulties, her health began to decline. She

quarreled with her friends. Her performances

Miss Bijou Heron,
Union Sguam Thestroe Comn pany

suffered. She started giving acting lessons to
supplement her income. Her behavior became
more erratic, causing her to lose pupils as well
as acting jobs. To add to her depression, her
brother Alexander died in 1865. At one point,
in 1867, she entered a convent to convalesce,
putting Bijou in the care of a close friend. It was
also said, but never proven, that Stoepel had
her briefly committed to a lunatic asylum. As
her physical and mental health was declining,
she desperately looked for ways to shore up her
career. She was preparing Bijou to take over the
role of Camille, but as she was still too young,
Matilda had trained a protégé, Agnes Ethel, to
play the part in Matildas style. She had sepa-
rated from Stoepel, but they remained in touch
despite their past differences, for the sake of
their daughter. But at one point Matilda visited
him at the French Theatre where he was then
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working and living. She walked in to find him
in bed with a young chorus girl. She then sued

for divorce.

On, I AM So Harpy!

Aware of her plight, her friends, led by the
famous actress Laura Keene, got together to
put on a theatrical fundraiser for her at Niblo’s
Garden. It was an artistic and financial success
with several acting companies contributing,
including those of John Brougham and James
Wallack, a London-born actor who married
the daughter of the famous Tipperary-born
London actor, John Henry Johnstone, who was
known professionally as “Irish John.” Wallack
came to New York and with his son founded
Wallack’s Theatre which became very success-
ful. This event was a big financial help but

also demonstrated the high regard in which
Matilda’s colleagues held her, despite her cur-
rent circumstances. Nevertheless, her decline
continued. She soon took to her bed, eventu-
ally having some undisclosed surgery, which
probably made things worse. Bijou stayed at
her side now constantly. Shortly before she
died she kept repeating the words “Oh, I am so
happy!” which were from Camille’s last speech.
Her own last words were “Poor Tilly never did
any harm to anyone.” Despite her two mar-
riages, Matilda always claimed to be a devout
Catholic and did receive the last rites from the
Catholic Church. Before she died, however,
she requested that her funeral take place at the
Church of The Transfiguration, an Episcopal
chapel usually referred to as “The Little Church
Around the Corner.” There was a wake held

at her home, 132 East Twenty-fifth Street,

that was packed with people, as was the small
church. Many people had to stand outside, and
the pallbearers had difficulty carrying her cof-
fin through the dense crowd. The coffin bore
two nameplates, one, “Matilda Agnes Heron,
died March 7, 1877, aged 46 years,” the other
simply “Camille.” She was then taken to Green-
Wood Cemetery where she lies under an elabo-
rately carved Celtic Cross, inscribed “Matilda
Heron Stoepel.” Her beloved daughter, Helen,

who went on to have a successful career on
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