
 
          

 
US  :  1925  :  dir. William Beaudine  :  United Artists                                         Silent  :  99 min 
prod:             :  scr: Hope Loring & Louis Leighton  :  dir.ph.:  
Joe Butterworth; Newton House; Eugene Jackson; Walter “Spec” O’Donnell; Oscar Rudolph  
Mary Pickford; William Haines; Gordon Griffith; Walter James; Carlo Schippa; Hugh Fay 
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As though it weren’t preposterous in itself to pass off Pickford (32) as a housekeeping street-gang leader aged 12, 
she surrounds herself with cohorts of the actual age.  She’s more than old enough to be their mother – and looks it.  
The black boy is Eugene Jackson, and the boy on the left possibly “Spec” O’Donnell.  I can’t identify the others. 

              Source:  A Pictorial History of the Silent Screen 

 

 

Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide 

1996 review: 

 

“One of Mary's weaker starring vehicles 
mixes comedy, sentiment, melodrama and 
blarney in uneven doses, as a ragamuffin 
girl and her brother set out to avenge their 
father's murder.  ** ” 
 
 
Speelfilm Encyclopedie review – identical to 

above, adding that the father was a policeman. 

 

 
 
 

 
Halliwell’s Film Guide review: 

 

“A 12-year old tomboy in a New York slum 
rounds up the killer of her policeman 
father.  Sentimental melodrama tailored for 
a 32-year old star who likes playing kids.  
Of minor historical interest.  * ” 
 
 
The Good Film and Video Guide review: 

 

“Annie (Mary Pickford) is a street urchin, 

daughter of Officer Rooney (Walter James), 

one of New York’s Finest.  Her adventures, 

which are sometimes cute and sentimental, 

Little Annie Rooney  



include fights with other gangs, an almost fatal 

illness, and being taken care of by a Jewish 

family;  and in the last reel she grows up in 

time to marry her idol, William Haines, leader 

of one of the more grown-up gangs.  * ” 

 

 
The United Artists Story review: 

 

“...No matter how much Mary Pickford 

struggled against her little girl persona, 
attempting more sophisticated roles like 
"ROSITA” (1923) and "DOROTHY 
VERNON OF HADDON HALL” (1924), 
the public forced her back into curls and 
short dresses in sentimental comedies 
such as "POLLYANNA” (1920), "LITTLE 
LORD FAUNTLEROY” (1921) and 
"LITTLE ANNIE ROONEY” (1925)... ” 
 
“Years before "LITTLE ANNIE ROONEY”, 
Mary Pickford had said "I hate these curls.  
I'm in a dramatic rut eternally playing this 
curly-headed girl.  I loathe them!  I loathe 
them!”.  Yet, here she was, at 32, in short 
frocks, curls and smudgy face once again, 
providing the public with their beloved 
"Little Mary” in her own production, and 
demonstrating her phenomenal artistry as 
a child impersonator. 
 
As the daughter of Rooney the cop on the 
east side of New York at the turn of the 
century, she led a street gang of kids 
which included Abie (Spec O'Donnell) and 
Spider (Hugh Fay), as well as running the 
house for her widower father and her 
brother (Walter James and Gordon 
Griffith).  One night, on her pop's birthday, 
an officer comes round to tell her he has 
been shot by a hoodlum.  her boyfriend 
(William Haines) is wrongly accused, but 
just before the close, the real killer is 
found.  Hope Loring and Louis Leighton's 
screenplay, under William Beaudine's 
direction, proved that there was life in the 
Catherine Hennessey story yet.  The box 
office returns suggested that Mary 
Pickford could continue to play a 12-year 
old until her dying day.” 
 
 
Video Movie Guide 1993 review: 

 

“The title character is a teenaged street 
kid in braids, but America's Sweetheart, 
Mary Pickford, who played her, was 32 at 
the time.  Pickford gets away with it – as 
she did in many of her films.  As the 
daughter of a widowed New York cop, 

Annie keeps house, runs a street gang, 
and anguishes when her father is killed 
and her boyfriend

1
 is wrongly accused of 

the crime.  Silent.  *** ” 

 
 
NFT Bulletin – April 1976 – review: 

 

“Annie is the twelve-year old daughter of a 
New York policeman, whose mother has 
died in childbirth.  She looks after the 
household and at the same time is 
acknowledged as the "tom-boy” leader of 
the local gang.  The story centres around 
the father's birthday and Annie's loving 
preparations for it – only to be told of his 
death in a gun battle.  The way Annie 
faces up to the tragedy proves an 
inspiration to the neighbourhood and her 
gang.”  

 
 
[no listing in "Classics of the Silent 
Screen", "Hollywood in the Twenties", 
"Silent Movies: A Picture Quiz Book", "The 
Critics’ Film Guide", "Movies on TV and 
Videocassette 1988-89", "Rating the 
Movies (1990)", "The Sunday Times Guide 
to Movies on Television", "The Time Out 
Film Guide", "TV Times Film & Video 
Guide 1995", "Variety Movie Guide 1993" 
or "The Virgin Film Guide"] 
 

                                                           
1
 She’s playing twelve years old, right? 



 

 

No further information currently available.  Some contemporary copies are lopped down to 60 
minutes – two-thirds the original running time. It seems ludicrous that Pickford, at 32, should 
attempt  to play a child of 12 at all, but not so ludicrous as a modern critic saying that she gets 
away with it.  It really then is too much to learn that this turn-of-the-century tomboy also 
boasts a boyfriend old enough to be accused of her father's murder!  And even in the 
sentimental 1920s, would an audience buy a housekeeping leader of a street gang?  
Apparently they did! 
 
Given that Pickford was joint owner of United Artists, and one of the screen's greatest stars in 
her day, it’s puzzling why she was so powerless to break free of these incongruous child roles 
– which she certainly tried to do – ultimately conceding defeat by retiring from the screen.  On 
a point of interest, the Bette Davis librarian role in the anti-McCarthyism diatribe ”STORM 
CENTER” (56) was originally slated as a comeback role for Pickford. As for her "phenomenal 
artistry as a child impersonator", she looks flatly absurd surrounded by children twenty years 
her junior.  She was, more dispassionately judged, an Al Jolson of child impersonators - her 
curls and smudges and butter-wouldn’t-melt expressions the direct equivalent of blackface. 
 
Good-looking Joe Butterworth, described by Holmstrom as "one of Mary Pickford's 
knickerbockered tormentors in "LITTLE ANNIE ROONEY", was about 14.  He played Sam in 
the 1923 "PENROD AND SAM", joined Jackie Coogan in "LITTLE ROBINSON CRUSOE" 
(24) and starred as "THE GOOD BAD BOY" in a remake the same year.  Newton House was 
13, more familiar as a boy Western hero in the Buzz Barton mould in films such as "THE 
RIDIN' KID FROM POWDER RIVER" (24), "THE BUCKAROO KID" (26) and "THE 
FIGHTING KID" (28).  Spec O'Donnell was 14.  Describing him rather uncharitably, 
Holmstrom writes "To call Spec homely would imply that your home was in grave need of 
repair.  Beady little eyes peering out over a disastrous profile gave the impression of some 
shy, decrepit jungle creature flushed from its lair.  Usually he played the foolish, good-natured 
buddy or butt... In "LITTLE ANNIE ROONEY”, though, he was very touching as Mary 
Pickford's loyal henchman."  His films included "CHILDREN OF THE DUST" (23), "THE 
COUNTRY KID" (23) and "LITTLE JOHNNY JONES" (23). 
 
Eugene Jackson was 9, and like most black child players in Hollywood at the time, often 
found himself in "comic picaninny" roles.  One-time OUR GANG member, he too was in the 
1923 "PENROD AND SAM", also "HEARTS IN DIXIE" (29), "DIXIANA" (30), etc.  Finally, 
Oscar Rudolph would have been about 14, seen the same year in "THE MAN WITHOUT A 
CONSCIENCE", "THE MERRY WIDOW" and "SALLY". 
 
 
See subject index under FOLLOW THE LEADER (children's gangs), ORPHANS / 
ADOPTION, SILENT CINEMA and STREET KIDS. 
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