Willard and Willa Mae Capen,

I am Melody Laine Capen Mattson. You can call me peppie the clown.
I am here today in honor of my grandparents whom I lived with while growing up The opportunity I had to hear the stories and share in the memories. They taught me about faith, family hard work and never giving up on my dreams.

Willard was born December 5, 1897 in Maywood Maine, to Havelock and Elizabeth Capen. Willa Mae Bobbit Capen was Born July 12, 1912 in St Louis Mo.

Willard showed signs of talent at a very young age at age 10 he was awarded the nickname of the “ singing newsboy in a local talent contest he combined his talent of singing Irish ballads with those of selling newspapers. In 1908 at age 11 he left home to join the circus a dream of many small boys. The difference between my grandfather and the other small boys was he was given the opportunity to become a clown for the Ringling Bros. Circus. He traveled with the circus for two years and left to become a farmhand in Massachusetts. After a short period of time on the farm he became a freelance entertainer and for some time played Jeff of the comic strip duo MUTT and JEFF. 

In 1915 My grandfather was introduced to the Glittering world of Burlesque by Mage Shannon of Waldron’s Casino. Then a temporary setback hit his show business career. It was world war 1, With the rank of private first class, he drove trucks for the United States Army from 1917 until 1919. After the war he moved west and joined the world of motion pictures. Appearing in silent movies as “THE BIG PARADE”  The hunchback of Norte Dame, He appeared in the first talkie with Al Jolson The Jazz Singer. He had the opportunity to work in the movie industry till about 1935. He decided to go on the road with Eddie Patrick in a Vaudeville act and took it across country they even took it to Vegas which was only an Idea back then. They ended up in Chicago where he met his first wife  Josephine they were married in late 1935.

They had 7 children Willard, Elizabeth , Robert, James, Victor, Michael, Mary Jane. Three of his children served our Country in Navy, Army and Air Force. In 1949 he and Josephine Divorced and he hit the road and moved to St Louis where he met his love Willa Mae after they got married they traveled to the L.A. area where he became a janitor for their Church . 

In 1958 I was born to grandfather’s oldest son Willard and my Mother Jeanne, I was a very sick baby and my mother had her hands full with my older sister, My parents had split up just before I was born. So My grandparents took me and gave me the best life possible.

In 1962 Willard returned to Hollywood where he had the opportunity to work in movies that were the highlight of his Career “ Little Miss Marker, and Little Miss Rebel he also appeared in a series of war movies and my favorite Movie The hoodlum Priest with Don Murray Willard played a derelict, addicted to drugs  and in Jail.
After his Movie Career ended for the final time Willard and Willa headed back to St. Louis where Willard starred in his own Television show which featured exclusively harmonica music where he played many different harmonica’s one being the smallest harmonica’s in the world. I can remember him playing it for my friends and when he was done with a song he would swallow it and somehow it would appear out of nowhere. It was the greatest thing I had ever seen. I made lots of money from my friends because they didn’t believe he could make the harmonica disappear and bring it back. 

Willa served in world war 11 and served as Commander of the women’s auxiliary for the Disabled American Veterans.

She was also the first woman to ever hold the position as Commander in the men’s Chapter as well. 

When I was a baby I can remember them working together in their Clown act as Pinky the Clown and Pudge which they traveled all over entertaining many children. They made Doggies out of balloons, Willa would play the hurdy gurdie and Willard would play his harmonica’s. I recall my grandfather working with Bozo the clown. When I was old enough I joined the act also and that is how I got the name Peppie the Clown.

Thank you for allowing me to share the story of my grandparents I am so blessed to have been able to be a part of my family History. I’d like to end today by leaving you with the famous Pinky and Pudge good bye.

“IT’S PEOPLE LIKE YOU, THAT MAKE PEOPLE LIKE US , LIKE PEOPLE LIKE YOU.”
 
THANK YOU MOM AND DAD FOR THE MEMORIES.

Melody.
