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Author’s Notes

 Make It
Different

 


There are no hard and fast rules in celebrity book
publishing. I take that back; there are a couple.

Get it out first is a good rule to live by. Win,
place and show only count in horse racing. Get it out reasonably
fast is also right up there. You may have the better book but six
months down the road, who is going to take the time to compare?
But, bottom line and probably most important, tell a story that is
insightful, entertaining, inspiring and, finally, totally different
from anything that has ever been written about the subject. In
which case, forget about the first two. Because positive word of
mouth will take care of the rest.

The late and legendary actress Mary Tyler Moore is a
case in point.

When Moore died on January 25, 2017 at age 80, she
had spent untold decades in the public eye. Her stints on the
iconic The Dick Van Dyke Show and The Mary Tyler Moore
Show, her award winning turn in the major motion picture,
Ordinary People and, yes, even those ultra cheesy Happy
Hotpoint commercials made her a legendary actress and, to many,
an important footnote in the women’s movement.

But there was more, so much more, to the actress and
her time. Her 1995 autobiography After All was a candid look
at the reality of her life and her battles with alcoholism while in
2009, a second memoir entitled Growing Up Again: Life, Love and
Oh Yeah Diabetes, talked at length and with much candor about
her bout with the disease.

Bottom line, Moore had been upfront and public about
pretty much everything, personal and professional, in her life. So
I was somewhat surprised when my editor emailed me a couple of days
after Moore’s passing and wanted to know if I would like to do a
book on the life of Mary Tyler Moore. I was more than
interested.

Strong women almost always make for an interesting
story. I’ve been up close and personal on a professional level with
some of them for seemingly forever as editors, publicists, fellow
writers and, of course, my agent. And one thing they’ve all had in
common was the drive, the determination and the independent streak
that drives us all to get the job done and get it done right. With
rare exceptions, the women who have made history in any way, shape
or form have never strayed far from the goal of professionalism and
a dedication to garner respect through hard work and well thought
out decisions. One need only have examined Mary Tyler Moore’s life
and times to recognize that she had long been a paid-up member of
this exclusive club. She was not the type of person who is crying
out for somebody to chronicle her life and times.

I was a lifelong fan and, as such, I was eminently
qualified for the task.

I can honestly say I saw her very first film, a 1961
quickie opposite Charles Bronson called X-15. I remember
seeing her opposite Elvis Presley in 1969 (in Germany no less) in a
film called Change of Habit. I knew that she had posed for
more than a dozen cheesecake record album covers in the 50’s and
early 60’s. So yeah, I was in.

Until I mentally took stock and realized that there
was really not that much new to talk about other than her final
year of life. And I was not about to simply recycle old and
familiar news. So, I took a step back and thought about it. And
finally came up with an angle that was literally staring me in the
face.

Which is that the life of Mary Tyler Moore was only a
part of the story.

A lot was going on socially and politically in the
actresses’ world as Moore came of age and embarked on a successful
career in Hollywood. Attitudes and morality were evolving and
reforming into a sphere of new opportunities and possibilities for
women and Moore’s ascension as first an actress and later a
producer and tastemaker of some influence were in direct confluence
with this brave new world that was coming on strong. Mixing
straightforward biography and how the changing world had or had not
impacted Moore’s life and career would be the way to go.

But there would be more to investigate. Yes, the
actress was part and parcel of being on the cusp and a subtle
driving force of, much that was going on in the women’s movement.
However, there was more to navigate than that. Above all, she was a
human being whose life forced her into many personal and
professional challenges, challenges that did not always lead to a
positive outcome. That she would react in a certain way was a
given. Internally, there was much in making those decisions that
forced deep thinking and, by turns, a turning away from long held
personal attitudes. Mary Tyler Moore, through thoughts and deeds,
was much more than a flavor of the moment. This would not be happy
talk strung together with silk and pretty flowers, admittedly much
in keeping with her most well remembered performances in The
Dick Van Dyke Show and The Mary Tyler Moore Show.
That Mary Tyler Moore was out there, experiencing real life in a
real world, often light years removed from the fantasy world of
Hollywood, would provide industrial strength insights into just
what made her tick.

My editor liked the idea and made a few suggestions
on how to proceed. One thing we both agreed upon was that this
would be a much deeper, thoughtful book than a mere by-the-numbers
celebrity biography. These would not be the expected questions
asked and dutifully answered. To do the life and times of Mary
Tyler Moore, and to do it right, would entail more than crashing
out the book in ten weeks. It would, to a large extent be two
books, equal parts biography and history of a movement that may
well have been instrumental in birthing a Mary Tyler Moore. Long
story short, it would be different.

At the core of it all was research, lots of it and in
a lot of different corners. The chronology of her credits and the
more public and personal moments in her life were out there to be
found. Tracking down people who knew her when would prove to be a
more difficult proposition. When someone lives to be 80 the chances
are good that a lot of people who knew her personally and
professionally had already passed. But there were nuggets to be
found, especially in the voices who would quickly proclaim that if
it had not been for Moore, they would not have gone on to have the
degrees of celebrity or just plain successful lives that they had
achieved.

Everybody from television journalist Andrea Mitchell
to rock and roller Joan Jett has admitted to owing a debt of
gratitude to Moore. Oprah Winfrey? Tina Fey? Michelle Obama? They
all have kind things to say. And it wasn’t all clichés. There was
reverence and a real sense of appreciation and honor to be
following in Moore’s footsteps.

One of the nagging questions in piecing Mary Tyler
Moore’s life and times together was, most certainly, her feminist
leanings or lack thereof. It all depended on which stone was
overturned. Some saw her as a shining example of where the women’s
movement was going, especially in popular culture of the late 60’s
into the mid 70’s. Others saw her as an often reluctant target of
the growing and often aggressive women’s rights organizations.
Still others saw her as the face of the moment who was, considered
by many, to be a victim of timing, pure and simple. A lot of sweat
equity would be invested in sorting it all out.

The reality would finally turn out to be that Mary
Tyler Moore and the feminist movement were traveling similar paths
but at somewhat different angles and for a fairly short period of
time. Her work in The Dick Van Dyke Show made subtle, yet
memorable inroads into the real world and the women’s movement’s
drive for equality. But it would remain for The Mary Tyler Moore
Show, and the advent of truly progressive thought in between
the laughs that would, permanently, link Moore to the women’s
movement. Quite honestly, nothing Moore did after that show would
have the impact of the little sitcom that could. And for better or
worse, she would forever be Mary Richards.

From the outset, it was my intent to be judicious in
quoting from Moore herself. This would not be a book heavy on set
anecdotes and who she worked with and how they were or were not
good people. Those bon mats were from another day and another book
which told those kinds of stories. I was looking for moments for
when the actress waxed, political, philosophical or spiritual and
acknowledged an awareness of the world that was spinning around
her.

There would be moments when the real issues and
events of the feminist movement would appear, to form both an
historical and, by degrees, educational perspective, on the
evolving world that would inspire and effect Moore. I’d like to
think that if she were around today, Moore would be thrilled to
know some history and some facts that had gone hand in hand with
her life and career.

Those expecting a largely chronological odyssey will
get that. But there are moments where the whole story, out of
necessity, doubles back on itself. Moore was faced with a myriad of
professional and personal decisions that often tested her
conscience, her upbringing and what the evolution of life
experiences was teaching her.

How did the politics of the real world force her to
think in and outside the box? Did she have an impact on society or
was it the other way around? Moore was America’s sweetheart, that
was a given. But how did that tag impact her for better or worse?
Hence a more detailed chapter in which the actress deals with a
singular situation might follow a chapter. Things that are often
life lessons, often harshly learned, and the intestinal fortitude
that saw her through those challenging nights into the light of day
are up for consideration. What I would ultimately find was that,
behind the fictional characters that captured our hearts and minds,
was a real human being who had her real moments.

But don’t worry, this book is not all gloom and doom.
Who could not laugh at the notion of Moore posing for cheesecake
photos for album covers of equally cheesy Cha-Cha music? And then
there was Moore’s role that was as far as one could get from Mary
Richards’ as a terrifying adoption agency head who was doing some
truly unspeakable things on the side in the seldom seen and
underappreciated movie for television called Stolen Babies.
Moore was so good in this extreme change of pace that she snagged
an Emmy for the role.

You’re Gonna Make It After All: The Life, Times
and Influence of Mary Tyler Moore is, at the end of the day,
something old but definitely something new. It is a deep look into
an entertaining and inspiring person who also knew the reality of
the world around her. Hopefully, you’ll find it is a very different
take.

 


Marc Shapiro, 2017


Introduction

 Break on Through

 


Mary Tyler Moore’s working rights and the growing
women’s rights movement of the 1960’s walked hand in hand through
much of the decade.

The women’s movement had its official, albeit low
key, unveiling in 1961 when President John F. Kennedy launched with
little fanfare and little in the way of progress, the Commission on
the Status of Women. The movement would take on a much stronger
presence in 1963 when Betty Friedan’s ground breaking work The
Feminine Mystique, laid out the first account of note on how
unequal the men vs. women social and political status in this
country truly was. That same year, journalist and growing feminist
Gloria Steinem went undercover to audition to be a Playboy Bunny
and emerged with a scathing account of low pay, sexual harassment
and racism in the hallowed halls of Hugh Hefner’s empire.

To break the shackles of low paying and limited
options for women in the workplace was a driving force behind the
60’s feminist movement. The credo of such early leaders in the
feminist movement as Friedan and Steinem was that women should have
more on their life’s journey than wife, mother and homemaker; that
women should be paid the same as men for doing the same job was a
given.

And while Moore’s struggles were played out on a more
glamorous stage, her plight was seemingly similar. Her career in
the 50’s and early 60’s had her playing along with Hollywood’s
version of the very thing the growing women’s movement was
fighting. From her earliest jobs as dancer and album cover
cheesecake model, to bit parts in just about seemingly every show
on television, Moore was alternately eye candy, obedient wife,
mother, homemaker and various shades of ‘It’ girl. Easily her most
infamous role, and in hindsight, a prime example of the male
dominated Hollywood industry, was her first recurring role in the
television series Richard Diamond: Private Detective in
which Moore played the detective’s sultry voiced receptionist Sam,
a mystique which consisted of Moore seen only in shadow, except for
her shapely legs.

The irony was that while Richard Diamond: Private
Detective was pretty formula fare, the mysterious Sam quickly
became the reason people tuned in. Moore, in a largely perceived
feminist move, recognized her power on the show and immediately
went to the Richard Diamond producers and strongly suggested that
it was time for a raise in pay. The producers responded by firing
Moore after 13 episodes and replacing her with another anonymous
actress. For the actress, it would be, whether she realized it or
not, her first feminist strike.

The feminist rebellion would continue on several
fronts during the early to mid 60’s, organizing into The National
Organization of Women (NOW) with Steinem becoming the de facto
spokeswoman at marches, protests and symbolic bra burnings. In
hushed corners, establishment types were cringing at the thoughts
of women’s sexual rights and the repercussions of ‘the pill.’

And in her own subtle way, Moore was striking a blow
for women’s rights as it pertained to traditional television mores
and dresses vs pants.

Call it sexist. Call it puritanical. But television
in the late 50’s and into the mid 60’s seemed to be a seemingly
antiquated place for women. Shows like Ozzie & Harriet
and Leave It to Beaver pigeonholed women as wives and
mothers. But what made these shows truly conspicuous was that no
matter what mundane chore they were doing and no matter what time
of day it was, they were uniformly wearing dresses and heels, more
suited for a formal get together than doing the dishes or vacuuming
the house.

Consequently, when Moore landed the role of loving
wife and mother Laura Petrie in The Dick Van Dyke
Show, it came as no surprise when her on set costume was the
time honored dresses and heels. Moore, who by the 60’s had already
developed a reputation as a solid performer who rarely rocked the
boat, unexpectedly dug in her heels.

“Wearing pants is what I do in real life,” Moore
insisted in a conversation with Variety. “It’s what my
friends do in real life and that’s being a realistic wife who wears
pants and does not care how she looks.”

Moore took her complaint right to the top, in this
case the show’s creator Carl Reiner who, in turn, passed it on to
the network. Her complaint, during a TV Guide interview,
continued to be “That women don’t wear full skirted dresses to
vacuum in.”

“The network’s response was that ‘You know, we’re
afraid that housewives are going to be a little annoyed,” she
continued, “because she looks so good in pants.” The show’s
sponsors, who typically were the final vote in any controversies
were not fond of the look as reported in a National Public
Radio conversation with Moore. “They said they were worried
about the fit of the pants. What they really meant was that they
were concerned about how the pants would fit my butt.”

Finally a compromise was reached. Moore laughed when
explaining the situation to TV Guide. “They made the
show’s creator Carl Reiner not to let her wear pants in more than
one scene per episode. We went along with that for about three
episodes. But within a few weeks we were sneaking more scenes of my
wearing pants into more scenes in each episode. Finally it got to
the point where I was just wearing pants all the time and everyone
thought it was great. We got the absolution of men everywhere and
women kind of breathed a sigh of relief and said ‘Hey that’s right.
That’s what we wear.”

Moore would acknowledge in the aftermath of the pants
controversy that a bit of history had been made. “Wearing pants on
a popular sitcom definitely broke new ground,” she told National
Public Radio. And everyone thought it was great.”

Given Moore’s go with the flow middle American
nature, her defiance of The Dick Van Dyke Show and,
to a lesser degree her demanding a pay raise on Richard Diamond
Private Detective, had put Moore on the radar of the
burgeoning women’s movement who was always on the lookout for
spokeswomen who were celebrity in nature and in the public eye. By
the late 60’s, Moore and the feminist women’s movement were making
big strides. The National Organization of Women was making
noticeable advances in the social, sexual and economic arenas and
in many cases these strides were seen as shrill demands. In the
meantime, it was hinted in the trades that Moore was about to
embark on a new series, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, that
would, simultaneously, kick open heretofore unheard of options in
the real world for women.

Whether she liked it or not, Moore was suddenly being
held in high regard in the growing women’s movement and was being
considered as a standard bearer for the voices that were now
demanding to be heard. The reality of Moore’s sudden recognition in
the feminist world, quite simply, depended on who one talked to.
For Jennifer Keishin Armstrong, an author and pop culture maven
whose book Mary And Lou And Rhoda And Ted and All The Brilliant
Minds Who Made The Mary Tyler Moore Show a Classic digs
deep into the whole Mary Tyler Moore universe, explained to this
author in a 2017 interview that, to her way of thinking, there was
no question about which came first, the women’s movement or Mary
Tyler Moore.

“The women’s movement for sure,” she said. “If
anything, The Mary Tyler Moore Show was a little late…though
it was probably more like right on time for mainstream culture,
which is necessary for a television program to be successful.”

Armstrong, who was a newborn when The Mary Tyler
Moore Show was entering its fifth season, and had played
catch-up through extensive viewing and research over the ensuing
years, now dodges the question of whether Moore was a feminist by
accident or by design. “I think the whole question of Moore being a
feminist might be pushing it here. She was certainly progressive in
her own ways; and even when she became a feminist icon later with
The Mary Tyler Moore Show, she didn’t personally
identify as such.”

Differing opinions aside, it seemed like the perfect
confluence of adding celebrity firepower to the growing women’s
movement. And it would be Steinem, whose Ms. Magazine had
just published its premiere issue, who would offer Moore the
opportunity to join the aggressive branch of the women’s
movement.

Moore listened to Steinem’s invitation and, politely,
turned it down.

“Gloria thought I was 100 percent on Betty Friedan’s
train and I really wasn’t,” she would repeatedly explain to
Salon.com and countless other media outlets in the ensuing years.
“I believed that women had a very major role to play as mothers.
It’s very necessary for mothers to be involved with their children
and that’s not what Gloria Steinem was saying. Gloria was saying
that ‘Oh you can have everything and you owe it to yourself to have
a career.’

“And I didn’t really believe in that.”

 



Chapter One

 Feeling Wild Anger

 


Nineteen thirty-six was a year to remember.

It was a leap year. And although World War II was
still three years away, storm clouds and warning signs were in the
air with the rise of Adolph Hitler and the saber rattling in Japan
posting threatening headlines throughout the world. It was also the
time of love, marriage and all the small moments that made up the
lives of most people.

It was in the latter climate that Mary Tyler Moore
was born on December 29, 1936 to George Tyler Moore and Marjorie
Hackett Moore in Flatbush, Brooklyn. The Moore’s came from good
immigrant stock, George a mixture of English, Irish and German
descent while Marjorie was a by-product of English immigrants.
Given the WASP aesthetic of those pre- war years, Moore’s parents
were distinctive by their white-collar attitudes and influences.
Her father was very well educated, a lover of classical music and
classical literature. Her mother was an English major and a lover
of the more artistic and theatrical pursuits.

Not surprising, both parents were well established
Irish Catholics. And with the tenor of the times being what they
were, George was the de facto breadwinner, working as a utilities
company clerk, while Marjorie was quite content as the stay at home
wife and mother.

Early on, Moore was a precocious and wildly observant
little girl. Years later, in a conversation with The Brooklyn
Daily Eagle, the actress recalled that her Brooklyn
neighborhood was full of tree-lined front yards. “Some people had
Fords or Hudsons. But everyone took the elevated train when they
travelled to Manhattan to catch live shows or the latest movie and
stage shows at Radio City Music Hall.”

Moore gravitated toward the notion of theatrics as
most young children did, indulging in childhood fantasy and taking
every opportunity to be the center of attention. “I knew at a very
early age what I wanted to do,” she said in an American
Television interview. “Some people refer to it as indulging in
my instincts and artistic bent. I call it just showing off, which
is what I did from about three years of age on.”

Sadly, her parents would offer little in the way of
emotional support or, for that matter, anything approaching a
normal, loving home life. In a surprising bit of candor in a USA
Today conversation, Moore disclosed “My parents thought that
children should be born already 18, married and living in a
neighboring town.”

However, on occasion, Moore’s parents would encourage
her childhood fantasies. To outsiders, it might appear that her
father, George, seemed present in his daughter’s life but, in
reality, he was not really of any significant emotional importance.
“My father was very controlling and very remote,” Moore told
Parade.

Moore’s candid assessment of her father did not stop
there. Over the years she would not duck questions about the man
who she seemed, by all accounts, to favor over her mother. And her
honesty often stung with criticism. In a Rolling Stone
article, she described her father as “a strict disciplinarian and
not very affectionate.” Even more hurtful was an excerpt from an
early memoir After All which appeared in a Washington
Post story when she matter-of -factly disclosed that “my father
was bereft of the ability to express his love for me.”
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