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Lucy, fresh from a staged brawl with Maureen O’Hara for their film Dance, Girl, Dance (1940).
















Foreword


BY AMY POEHLER


Lucy is one of America’s greatest works of art. And like good art, she continues to move us, connect us, and speak to the human condition. Her work remains incredibly important and deeply funny because she saw us. The inbetweeness of us. The messy middle we live in. The glorious mistakes we make as we try our best to not be our worst. She saw how we must depend on each other to understand ourselves, and like good art, she made us question what we had come before.


She was in our homes and living rooms when we were lonely and alone, all the while being wholly original and deeply funny. Do you know how hard it is to be both moving and funny? To be a grounded actor and a soaring clown? To be a wife and mother and star and pioneer? All at once, while the whole world watches? To use a ski term, double black diamond, babe.


In my documentary film Lucy and Desi, I used the relationship between Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz as the structure in which to hang an incredible cache of stories. Two self-driven outsiders who saw in each other a strong desire to work hard and care deeply. Lucy’s natural talent was never enough for her. She was always pushing and learning. She deeply respected her craft, and worked hard until the end of her life to keep refining it. She never took what she was naturally given for granted. Because of that drive, and a partner who was equally determined to live a giant life, Lucy changed the face of television and left the industry better than she had found it.


This book is a collection of stories and information about Lucy’s life, but it also has glorious pictures, and that is important. Lucy worked in a world of images, and she knew how impactful they were. She used her face and her hair and her grin to invite us into her world. Over the years, what her face came to represent would change. Beauty. Comedy. Wife. Mother. Power. Grit. Wisdom. The Louvre can have Mona Lisa and her enigmatic smile. We have Lucy.


So how do we view and appreciate a great work of art? We search it out and try to see what all the fuss is about. We walk around it and take a hard look. We discuss it with friends and let it rumble around in our head and heart like a shiny marble long after it’s gone. May this book be a way to do that. Lucille Ball continues to be a diamond, multifaceted and extraordinary when held up to the light. Enjoy the light that comes from Lucy’s life, and the way it continues to lead the way for all of us.
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Introduction


“There are a lot of people that love me, and that means everything.”


—Lucille Ball at the 1968 Emmy Awards, accepting the award for Best Actress


One bright day in spring 1958, journalist Pete Martin of the Saturday Evening Post visited comedian Lucille Ball—a.k.a. Lucy—at her Beverly Hills home. Lucy, along with her husband Desi Arnaz, had just completed the sixth season of I Love Lucy, a sitcom that had skyrocketed in popularity over the years to become the most famous television show the country had ever seen.


Martin and Lucy settled in to discuss Lucy’s Hollywood film career; her marriage; her two children, Lucie and Desi Jr.; her untiring work ethic; and the next evolution of I Love Lucy. “You haven’t really told me too much about your early years,” Martin observed after the interview had gone on at some length. “Does it bore you to talk about them?”


Lucy, solemn and to the point, asked, “Have you ever met anyone who’s bored with his own story?”


Martin admitted that he hadn’t.


Lucille lightened and laughed. “You still haven’t,” she said, and began her narrative.
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It’s hard to imagine anyone being bored with Lucy’s story.


Most people know the basics. If you’re reading this, you are probably aware that she has red hair, and perhaps you know that she has piercing blue eyes—though paradoxically you’ve most often seen her rendered in black-and-white. You’re familiar with her wacky housewife character who is constantly dreaming bigger than the confines of her apartment, getting into scrapes, and being absolved of wrongdoing in the end. “All of us kind of wish that we could be Lucy Ricardo,” said Lucy’s daughter, Lucie Arnaz, “that life would be gentle on us like that—that it would be more forgiving.”


Who you might not know is Lucy a.k.a. Lucille Ball. A Lucille Ball who was personally very serious and not particularly funny. A Lucille Ball who was exceptionally gorgeous and volunteered for unsightly screen gags like pies in the face. A Lucille Ball who had a protracted film career before ever appearing on television. A Lucille Ball who struggled with the duality of her homelife and career, who remained vulnerable and loath to rest on her laurels even when she was the biggest star on the planet.






[image: image]








More than one hundred years after her birth, the indelible legacy of Lucy still reverberates today. Modern audiences, with so much comedic fodder at their disposal and an internet to satisfy their curiosity, are tracing back the roots of their favorite shows and performers. More often than not, all roads lead to Lucy. As such, the time seemed ripe for a more visual and playful presentation of the life of a woman who was in reality drastically different from her most famous character. There are dozens of wonderful books and biographies that pore over Lucille’s life in intimate, engrossing detail. To be clear, this book is not meant to replace those; rather, it takes a different tack.


Within these pages you’ll find a vignette-style exploration of Lucy’s life and career, where chronology occasionally takes a backseat to theme. You’ll discover feminist achievements, a passionate love affair, dissections of humor, communist accusations, struggles in Hollywood’s golden age, and a classic rags-to-riches tale. You’ll better comprehend the hardworking woman who ran screaming when she heard the word “improv,” whose youthful struggles led to the emergence of one of the most unique comedians in history. You’ll learn about a true doyenne of her field who set out with a goal of unifying her fractured family and reached the pinnacle of professional achievement while doing it.


Hopefully, you’ll understand what actor Walter Matthau meant when he said that Lucille Ball transformed her “exquisite understanding of the tragic sense of life” into a “delicious celebration.”


If you consider yourself a mega Lucy fan, we’ve assembled her story in a manner that is distinct from the ways it’s been presented previously, in the hope it encourages you to think about her legacy a little differently or inspires you to rewatch all your old favorites, which younger generations are discovering for the first time.


If you’re only familiar with Lucy as that wacky redhead who’s on the black-and-white TV show that makes you laugh, well, you’re certainly in for a treat.
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“Forget that she’s Lucille Ball, phenomenal star, and will be for always. It’s an incredible story of a human being.”


—Kathleen Brady, Lucille Ball biographer
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Lucy as Pop Culture


There are only a handful of famous redheads in the world. There are fewer people, still, who would be recognizable by only their first name. Lucy, of course, covers both.


TV Guide said in 1974 that Lucille Ball has “a face seen by more people, more often, than the face of any human being who ever lived.” (They should know—Lucy has appeared on the cover of TV Guide more than anyone else, for a record thirty-four issues.) Given that her most famous television show, I Love Lucy, hasn’t been off the air since it premiered in 1951, that statement more than likely still holds true today.


“When you’re a movie star, your public image can still be vague because you look a bit different in each picture… people nudge each other and whisper, ‘Is that…?’ and generally come up with the wrong name,” wrote Lucy. “But we soon discovered that when you play a continuing character on television, even if they’ve only seen you on the screen once or twice, everyone on the street recognizes you instantly.”


Especially with her fiery red hair, it’s pretty impossible to miss Lucy—especially when her image is plastered on media, souvenirs, and collectibles the world over.




“I don’t think you can live your life on the planet without coming into contact with I Love Lucy.”


—Aaron Sorkin, writer/director, Being the Ricardos





Lucille Ball’s likeness, in one way or another, has adorned countless surfaces. A U.S. postage stamp. Hundred-foot murals. Cocktail glasses. High-top sneakers. Tattooed arms. Christmas ornaments. Cookie jars. “If it can be thought of,” wrote scholar Lori Landay, “someone somewhere has put Lucy on it.”


Though Lucille Ball merchandising had a renaissance with the advent of the internet, it certainly didn’t begin online. Right from the start of I Love Lucy in 1951, businessman Desi Arnaz was quick to realize the power of celebrity tie-ins and helped create product lines sprouting from the show: Lucy dresses, blouses, and aprons; Desi denims, sport shirts, and smoking jackets; even a matching set of pajamas, identical to the ones worn by Lucy and Ricky on-screen. By late 1952, there were nearly three thousand retail outlets for these products. With the anticipation of adding a baby to the show in January 1953, the Christmas rush on I Love Lucy dolls just a few weeks prior resulted in eighty-five thousand sold. The baby product tie-ins alone were estimated to have generated $50 million dollars.


The following year saw the expansion of the line, with exhortations to “Live Like Lucy!”—now, one could buy nursery furniture, baby layette sets, official Ricky Jr. dolls, toys, matching pajama sets, costume jewelry, and lingerie, and even a full bedroom suite. “It was possible to furnish a house and dress a whole family with items carrying our I Love Lucy label,” Lucy pointed out. Paper doll sets, board games, cigarette lighters, comic books, salt-and-pepper shakers, vinyl records, coloring books, lunch boxes, and even a miniature Ricky Ricardo conga drum that sat nineteen inches high were all available. The Hollywood Reporter referred to the product lines emanating from Desi and Lucy’s Desilu production company as “Desiloot.”


With good humor, Lucy recalled that her friend Red Skelton had done a skit on his variety show poking fun at the ubiquity of their merchandise: “Don’t track mud on my I Love Lucy rug!… Don’t mess up my I Love Lucy chair!” and so on.


The postwar period was ripe for productizing, yes. But the format of the I Love Lucy show was, too. “The Ricardo living room was literally in the living rooms of America,” Landay points out. The domestic setting of Lucy and Ricky’s home, with all its housewear and housewares, almost served as a catalog offering to viewers. Combined with the fact that several plots of the show involved desiring, for example, a new dress or washing machine, I Love Lucy was fertile ground for growing a cash crop of Lucy-appended stuff that has not since slowed down.




“The Lucy phenomenon is a triumph of commodification; the television series, the merchandise, and the character are all aspects of one of the most successful products television and postwar American society has ever manufactured.”


—Lori Landay, scholar





What does Lucille Ball’s image, specifically, say?


When someone walks down the street donning a sweatshirt with the iconic redhead plastered on it, they could be saying a number of things. Lucy’s image is a shorthand of classic television, one of nostalgia, perhaps hearkening back to a simpler time. Perhaps the wearer is featuring Lucy as a burgeoning symbol of feminism, of a woman who was unbelievably famous and rich at a time when it was still legal for an employer to pay a woman less for a job than a man in the same position. Maybe the person thinks Lucy is just plain funny and wants to signal that belief to potentially bond with others. Whatever the reason, Lucy remains a symbol of laughter, comedy, and connection. When you hold an emblem of hers, you’re participating in a cultural phenomenon that connects millions of people across generations, languages, and backgrounds.




“Now, she wanted to be a big star, and she did. And she was. But she never wanted to lose touch with Earth, and she didn’t.”


—Kathleen Brady, biographer
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Desi and Lucy playing Ricky and Lucy Ricardo in this photo from the set of I Love Lucy.





Speaking of the accessibility of Lucy: I Love Lucy has been dubbed into twenty-two languages and seen in eighty countries. It’s been in continuous syndication more than fifty years after its original airing, thanks to it being preserved on film—something that the show itself helped pioneer. “She was not a mere entertainer,” wrote reader Bob Eng in a letter speaking on behalf of Chinese immigrants to the New York Times. “She was a cultural ambassador.” Indeed, actor Wilmer Valderrama counts himself among the scores of immigrants who report learning English from I Love Lucy reruns. Scholar Cary O’Dell wrote that Lucy did “in entertainment what others have not accomplished in professional diplomacy.” Lucy’s slapstick was a universal language; physical comedy needs no translation.


Even beyond her active thirty-plus-year span of making television shows, the magic of I Love Lucy reruns has made Lucille Ball omnipresent on television for multiple generations. “I think people of almost any age feel like they grew up with that era,” said actor J. K. Simmons, who played William Frawley/Fred Mertz in the film Being the Ricardos, “because it’s never not been on TV.”


Lucy’s subsequent television show, The Lucy Show, ran until Lucy was satisfied they had enough for syndication, and it entered straight into reruns, too. The only reason her follow-up Here’s Lucy didn’t rerun immediately is because the network was fearful it would crowd out the previous two already in syndication. More than fifty years after the initial airing of its final episode, I Love Lucy alone was still bringing in $20 million every year.


Why does syndication for I Love Lucy—a black-and-white show about a 1950s housewife—continue to perform so well? Part of the reason is certainly that Lucille Ball’s comedy, especially her physical comedy, is timeless. The show stayed away from topical humor and deliberately ensured its storylines and dialogue didn’t alienate viewers. Plus, Lucy and her collaborating players are just really, really funny. Even children today enjoy Lucy Ricardo’s troublemaking antics. One eleven-year-old wrote in a 2021 review of the show that “lucy is so funny you will laugh so hard, if you are eating you might choke. it is one of my favorite TV shows. however, she is not a good role model.”


The domestic setting for the show allows viewers to see themselves in the characters and especially in Lucy, who always went through a relatable scenario, however wacky it wound up. PBS’s American Masters program put it succinctly: “For many Americans, tuning in every week was a way of seeing what an old friend was up to.” Even in different eras, and as society has evolved, the approachability of a character like Lucy can help ground a viewer. One might, for example, appreciate Lucy’s scheming more as time marches on. Revisiting a show, particularly one with such a successful formula as I Love Lucy, has proved to be therapeutic and relaxing. It’s guaranteed to make you laugh and smile, and know that everything will be okay in the end.




Rose: “Do you want to watch I Like Lucy with us?” 
Blanche: “I Love Lucy.” 
Rose: “I haven’t seen it yet, so I don’t know how I feel about it.”


—The Golden Girls, Season 2, Episode 23
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Through the years, pop culture has never stopped paying tribute to Lucy.


Sketch comedy shows have worked spoofs into regular programming: Lucille Ball or I Love Lucy has been parodied on In Living Color, MadTV, All That, and Saturday Night Live—the last of which even had Desi and Desi Jr. guest star in a few skits.


“Weird Al” Yankovic’s very first music video on MTV, and arguably the first comedy video shown on the network, was “Ricky,” written entirely about and styled after Lucy and Ricky Ricardo. Ellen had a bit where Ellen DeGeneres and guest star Janeane Garofalo reminisce about their favorite Lucy moments while nervously waiting for mammograms. Frasier reenacted a version of the multiple translation routine from the I Love Lucy episode “Paris at Last.” And Will & Grace filmed an entire episode as an homage to I Love Lucy, complete with a cameo by her daughter, Lucie Arnaz, as the chocolate factory line boss.


There are famous Lucy impressionists, like Suzanne LaRusch, and countless comics have referenced Ricky’s iconic “Lu-cy! I’m hooooooome!” in their routines. There has been a Lucille Ball Day at the World’s Fair, a Loving Lucy Convention, and a Lucy Fest annual comedy convention. There’s the Lucille Ball Desi Arnaz Museum in Jamestown, New York, Lucy’s hometown. There are even Lucy-inspired world records for the largest gathering of people dressed as Lucy Ricardo (915), the most people treading grapes (1,232), and the fastest half-marathon dressed as a television character (Pamela Bottos dressed as Lucy Ricardo). Even Lucy herself, who certainly received her flowers while she was living, would have been flabbergasted by how her adoration has grown and evolved. Her humility always superseded her comprehension of her renown.


“I think she’d be absolutely astounded today that people still watch Lucy and that there was a Lucy stamp and things like that,” said friend and film historian Robert Osborne. “I mean, she wouldn’t believe that because she was not a movie star. Lana Turner, that might happen to her. Ava Gardner. But not Lucille Ball.”




“The sun never sets on Lucy. Somewhere, she is playing to this day.”


—Carole Cook, actress who appeared on The Lucy Show and Here’s Lucy
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Glamorous Lucille takes a cruise in a convertible.
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Timeline of Lucille Ball’s Lifetime


August 6, 1911


Lucille Desirée Ball is born at 5:00 p.m., delivered by her maternal grandmother, Flora Belle Hunt, in their home in Jamestown, New York.
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A photo of two-year-old Lucy in 1913.








February 28, 1915


Lucille’s father, Henry Durrell Ball, dies of typhoid fever at their home in Wyandotte, Michigan, where the family had relocated for his work. When her mother, Desirée Eveline Hunt Ball (known to everyone as “DeDe”), tells her the news, Lucille notices some little gray sparrows on the kitchen windowsill—and is superstitious about birds from then on.


September 17, 1918


DeDe remarries a man named Ed Peterson. Lucille and her brother, Fred, desperately want a father figure, but Ed tells them to just call him “Ed.”


1923


Ed and DeDe take Lucille to see Julius Tannen, a celebrated monologist delivering one-liners, such as “These paper cups make me feel like I’m drinking out of a letter,” in a funereal fashion. Lucille later says that Tannen changed her life: “I knew it was a very serious, wonderful thing to be able to make people laugh and cry, to be able to play on their emotions.” A short time later, Lucille performs at a local Shriners’ show and catches the showbiz bug.


1926


Quitting school, Lucille boards a train to New York City with fifty dollars sewn into her underwear to attend the John Murray Anderson-Robert Milton School of the Theatre, alongside star pupil Bette Davis. She’s too intimidated to speak up and returns to Jamestown with her tail between her legs.




“Lucy’s wasting her time and mine; she’s too shy and reticent to put her best foot forward.”


—Lucille’s instructor at the John Murray Anderson-Robert Milton School of the Theatre, in a letter to DeDe





July 3, 1927


Warner Erickson, an eleven-year-old neighbor, is accidentally shot and paralyzed in her family’s backyard. Her grandfather is blamed, jailed, and sued, and the family ostracized. Lucille will refer to this incident as “the breakup,” as it necessitated various family members going separate ways and spurred Lucille to take care of her family for the rest of her life.


September 7, 1927


The first successful demonstration of electronic television occurs in San Francisco, designed by twenty-one-year-old Philo Taylor Farnsworth, who had lived without electricity until he was fourteen.


June 24, 1930


Taking a stab at performance once again, Lucille opens in the Jamestown Players Club production of the play Within the Law. Despite being a supporting player, Lucille gets rave reviews—“It was her sparkling action and lines that brought continued applause,” said the Chautauqua Daily—and the director tells her she is an actual professional.


1933


After returning to New York City and taking up modeling under the moniker “Diane Belmont”—committing to changing her entire persona after her drama school failure—Lucille is tapped to appear in an advertisement for Chesterfield cigarettes.


July 11, 1933


Lucille is stopped on the street outside of Palace Theatre in New York by talent agent Sylvia Hahlo, who invites her to come to California to be a Goldwyn Girl—a pretty-faced film extra—in the newest Eddie Cantor movie Roman Scandals. Lucille signs on the spot.


October 7, 1933


The Bowery, Lucille’s first Hollywood movie to appear in theaters, is released. She plays the uncredited bit part of a blonde—her hair is not yet red.
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A studio publicity still of Lucy and Desi, circa 1942.










“Young lady, if you play your cards right, you could be the greatest comedienne in show business.”


—Ed Sedgwick, director, to Lucille 





March 25, 1935


Lucille signs with RKO Pictures, where she gets key career advice from Ginger Roger’s mother, Lela, and becomes “Queen of the Bs,” starring in so many B movies that the wardrobe department often had to work on three different dresses for her for three different movies at once.


March 19, 1936


To please her socialist grandfather, Lucille registers with the Communist Party and gives it nary a second thought. She figures nothing untoward could possibly come of it.


November 30, 1940


After meeting in the RKO commissary a few months prior, starring together in the film Too Many Girls, and a whirlwind romance, Lucille Ball marries Cuban actor and bandleader Desiderio Alberto Arnaz y de Acha, otherwise known as Desi Arnaz.


December 7, 1941


The Japanese attack Pearl Harbor. Desi applies to the U.S. Air Force Bombardier School, but due to a knee injury is drafted into the U.S. Army and remains stateside to entertain the troops.


August 6, 1942


Lucille signs with Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) Studios—the preeminent studio of the era.


August 19, 1943


Du Barry Was a Lady, Lucille’s first MGM film, premieres. Hairstylist Sydney Guilaroff dyes Lucille Ball’s hair bright red for this film, creating an icon in the process.




“The hair is brown, but the soul is on fire.”


—Sydney Guilaroff, MGM hairstylist 





November 18, 1947


The first U.S. television sitcom, Mary Kay and Johnny, airs on the DuMont Television Network. It holds the additional distinction of being the first series to show a woman’s pregnancy on television.


July 5, 1948


Lucille’s foray into both radio and domestic-relationship comedy begins with My Favorite Husband’s debut on CBS radio, starring Richard Denning as favorite husband George and Lucille as wacky homemaker Liz.
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Lucy and costar Richard Denning record an episode of CBS radio sitcom My Favorite Husband.








June 19, 1949


Desperate to have children, Lucille and Desi remarry in the Catholic Church at the encouragement of Desi’s mother, Dolores, who believed that they needed to be married in the eyes of God for any chance of getting pregnant.


Fall 1949


The Wish Book edition of the Sears, Roebuck and Co. catalog is the first to offer televisions.


Summer 1950


Determined to create and star together in a television show modeled after My Favorite Husband, the Arnazes create their own production company in order to produce a vaudeville show tour, with the aim of proving that America would love the redhead and the Cuban as a broadcast duo. Turns out, the public is indeed wild about it.




“Too bad that Lucille Ball’s funny grimaces and gestures aren’t visible on the radio.”


—The Hollywood Reporter, following a broadcast of My Favorite Husband





March 2, 1951


The pilot episode for I Love Lucy is filmed on Desi’s thirty-fourth birthday, while Lucy is nearly six months pregnant.






[image: image]

Sharing smiles at little Lucie’s christening.








July 17, 1951


Perhaps the Catholic blessing worked: Lucille gives birth to Lucie Desirée Arnaz.


September 8, 1951


Filming for the first official episode of I Love Lucy, “Lucy Thinks Ricky Is Trying to Murder Her,” begins, only seven weeks after Lucy’s Cesarean section. The cumbersome nature of shooting with four (as opposed to three) cameras on 35 mm film, as well as taking no breaks between scenes (which meant Lucy had to layer her costume changes), is determined to be untenable and abandoned for future episodes. The kinks are quickly smoothed out.


October 15, 1951


The first aired episode of I Love Lucy, “The Girls Want to Go to a Nightclub,” premieres on CBS. The cast and crew watch together at the home of director Marc Daniels, not cracking a single smile, tensely hoping it all goes well. It does.


January 19, 1953


Lucille Ball gives birth to Desiderio Alberto Arnaz IV in the morning. At night, Lucy Ricardo gives birth on I Love Lucy—forty-four million people watch the episode “Lucy Goes to the Hospital,” wildly overshadowing the viewership of twenty-nine million for the inauguration of President Dwight D. Eisenhower the following day.


February 5, 1953


At the Fifth Annual Emmy Awards, I Love Lucy takes home the Best Situation Comedy award and Lucille herself is honored with the Best Comedienne award.


April 3, 1953


Desi Jr. appears on the cover of the very first issue of TV Guide magazine, touted as “Lucy’s $50,000,000 Baby”—and therefore is often confused with television’s Little Ricky for his entire life.


September 6, 1953


Walter Winchell announces that “the top television comedienne has been confronted with her membership in the Communist Party” on his national radio program—thus ensuring that Lucille’s past good deed for her grandfather did not go unpunished. Five tense days later, she is acquitted—both by the House Un-American Activities Committee and in the public eye—during an I Love Lucy taping.


May 6, 1957


The final episode of I Love Lucy, “The Ricardos Dedicate a Statue,” airs.


November 17, 1957


The Lucille Ball–Desi Arnaz Show (later renamed The Lucy–Desi Comedy Hour) premieres with “Lucy Takes a Cruise to Havana,” a seventy-five-minute episode that borrows fifteen minutes from the following program, The United States Steel Hour, with the understanding that Desi would tell viewers to stay tuned. Steel Hour sees its highest ratings ever.


December 11, 1957


Desilu purchases RKO Pictures—bringing Lucille’s past full circle. She immediately remodels Ginger Rogers’s old dressing room as her own.


February 8, 1960


Lucille receives two stars on the Hollywood Walk of Fame—one to celebrate her movie career and one for her television accomplishments. Desi receives his own two stars the same day.


March 2, 1960


Lucille enacts her final Lucy Ricardo performance while filming the last episode of The Lucille Ball–Desi Arnaz Show, “Lucy Meets the Mustache”—exactly nine years to the day after playing the character for the very first time. The final scene calls for Ricky to kiss Lucy, which ends up being all the more poignant after years of real-life marriage troubles for Lucille and Desi. Everyone sobs.


March 3, 1960


Lucille heads to the courthouse in a tweed suit—one she wore several times on I Love Lucy—to file for divorce from Desi. She lightheartedly clowns for the press, as usual, until a reporter asks her how she feels. “Not good,” she says. “How am I supposed to feel?” The divorce is granted the next day.
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The original cast recording album of Wildcat.










“I figure whenever you’re down and out, the only way is up.”


—Lyrics from “Hey, Look Me Over,” from the musical Wildcat 





December 16, 1960


After moving to New York City with her children and DeDe in tow, Lucille makes her first and only Broadway appearance in the musical Wildcat at the Alvin Theatre. The breakout number, “Hey, Look Me Over,” is written just for her.


December 20, 1960


Lucille meets Gary Morton. He does one of the most important things she needs at this time: He makes her laugh.


November 19, 1961


Lucille and Gary Morton are married by The Power of Positive Thinking author and clergyman Norman Vincent Peale in New York City, with over one thousand well-wishing fans assembled outside the church.


October 1, 1962


The Lucy Show, featuring Lucille as a widow and Vivian Vance as television’s first divorcée, premieres.
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Lucy with second husband Gary Morton.










“Can you imagine Lucy getting up in the morning and having somebody tell her, ‘Lucy, you’re not in show business anymore’? I wouldn’t want to be in the same room.”


—George Burns





November 8, 1962


Lucille buys out Desi’s share of Desilu, making her the first female television studio owner in Hollywood.


September 7, 1964


Let’s Talk to Lucy, a short radio show in which Lucille interviews big names in Hollywood, premieres on CBS Radio. (Later, in 2021, the episodes relaunch in modern podcast format.)


September 8, 1966


Cult phenomenon Star Trek debuts. The initial pilot had been a flop and a reshoot was deemed too expensive by the Desilu Board of Directors, but Lucille herself decided to fund a reshoot for the show to live long and prosper.


February 14, 1967


Gulf + Western Industries acquires Desilu Productions for $17 million, effectively making it Paramount Pictures. Lucille’s administrative work is over, and she’s ready to “just” be a performer again.


September 23, 1968


The first episode of Here’s Lucy airs—another series of Lucille’s blending fiction and reality as her real-life children, Lucie and Desi Jr., costar.


March 7, 1974


Lucille’s last feature film, Mame, premieres at Radio City Music Hall.


July 20, 1974


Lucille’s mother, DeDe, dies of a stroke in her home in California. While taping the TV special Lucy Calls the President, Lucille interrupts taping by yelling “Cut!” explaining, “I’m sorry. I got off to a bad start. My DeDe… has [attended] every show for all these years and it suddenly dawned on me.”


September 20, 1986


Life with Lucy, Lucille’s final television series, premieres on ABC—the only show of hers not to appear on CBS.


November 6, 1986


Life with Lucy is canceled by ABC due to poor ratings, the first time Lucy has ever been fired from television. She’s devastated.






[image: image]

A promo shot for Lucy’s final sitcom Life with Lucy.








November 30, 1986


On what would have been their forty-sixth wedding anniversary, Lucille calls Desi—who is dying of lung cancer—at his home. Lucie Arnaz holds the phone for him and hears them say they love each other.




“She was always trying to be so brave. You could hear her voice cracking. I put the phone up to Dad’s ear in the bed. And he gave me a look that said, ‘Who is it?’ And I said, ‘It’s the redhead.’”


—Lucie Arnaz





December 2, 1986


Desi Arnaz dies in his home, comforted by his daughter, Lucie. The same day, Lucille tapes the game show Super Password with her Life with Lucy costar Ann Dusenberry and The Golden Girls stars Betty White and Estelle Getty. When Lucy hears the news on set, she says to Betty, “Goddamn it, I didn’t think I’d get this upset. There he goes.”


December 7, 1986


Lucille Ball is awarded the Kennedy Center Honors Lifetime Achievement Award. Robert Stack of the Desilu show The Untouchables reads a letter written by Desi for the occasion, stating, “Lucy was the show. Viv, Fred, and I were just props. Damn good props, but props nevertheless. P.S.: ‘I Love Lucy’ was never just a title.” The event rejuvenates and assures her that she is still wanted, still loved.


May 11, 1988


Lucille is in the bathroom when a heavy object falls in her lap. She thinks it is a piece of the ceiling falling on her, but it’s her own right arm. She has a minor stroke.


March 29, 1989


Lucille makes what would end up being her final public appearance at the Sixty-first Academy Awards, wearing a dress with a slit up to her thigh and receiving—alongside Bob Hope—the longest standing ovation of the night. After the ceremony, as she waits for her car, she entertains the crowd outside by kicking up her legs like a chorus girl.


April 18, 1989


At home, Lucille complains of chest pains, and ends up receiving over six hours of emergency open-heart surgery to repair a ruptured aorta. As she recovers over the following days, thousands of fans call the hospital, an average of five thousand cards arrive each day, and the Hard Rock Cafe across the street hangs a sign that says “WE LOVE YOU, LUCY,” which she can see from her window.




“Wouldn’t you know, this was the day I was going to get my hair done.”


—Lucille to Lucie, after coming out of surgery





April 26, 1989


Just as she seems on the brink of making a full recovery, Lucille wakes complaining of pain. She is pronounced dead at 5:47 in the morning. The cause of death: a ruptured aorta.


May 8, 1989


Lucille never wanted a funeral, but Lucie and Desi Jr. arrange three memorial masses for her in New York, California, and Chicago for friends and fans to pay their respects to the star. Televisions and newspapers are rife with tributes and I Love Lucy marathons.


May 14, 1989


On Mother’s Day, about fifty of Lucille’s family members and closest friends head to Mandeville Canyon in Los Angeles and hold a picnic in her memory, with the menu and spirit of the event based on her blissful summers in Celoron, the amusement park town next to Jamestown. Wistful memories and loving tributes are shared, emphasizing laughter over tears.


August 1, 2018


Nearly thirty years after her death, Lucille Ball’s dreams of a destination to honor and celebrate laughter come true when the National Comedy Center opens in Jamestown.
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The Early Years: Relishing Family, Practicing Resilience


“If I wish, I can.”


—Lucille Ball to Barbara Walters in 1977


It had probably been a careless cigarette, cast aside after a blissful night of swinging, sweaty dancing. The Pier Ballroom blaze at Celoron Amusement Park in Celoron, New York, on June 14, 1930, shocked and saddened the town. Lucy, then nineteen years old, stood with her friend Marion Strong, watching colossal flames rise out of the ballroom and lick the summer sky. Both teenagers had been dancing there just the previous evening; now the centerpiece of nightlife in the illustrious park was burning to the ground, filling the sky above Chautauqua Lake with black smoke as steaming pilings splashed into the water. Nothing good ever seemed to last.


Lucy began to sob uncontrollably. It was far more than just a ballroom to her. It was a representation of unbridled joy and escape from the tribulations of her often tumultuous youth.


“My wonderful, happy childhood in Celoron gone forever,” she wrote. “And so tragically.”




“The tremendous drive and dedication necessary to succeed in any field—not only show business—often seems to be rooted in a disturbed childhood.”


—Lucille Ball





It’s not that Lucy had a terrible childhood—she certainly came from a loving, dedicated family and had many magical and formative moments she’d remember fondly. But there are several vignettes within this funny lady’s childhood that aren’t all that funny.


The smoldering scene at Celoron is part of a lamentable pattern that would come to define Lucille Ball’s earliest years: Enjoy happiness in abundance, then endure catastrophe that changes life’s course.


Lucy’s first tragic experience came when she was not yet four years old. Her father, Henry “Had” Durrell Ball, passed away while her mother, Desirée “DeDe” Ball was five months pregnant with Lucy’s brother.


Lucy was born in Jamestown—then dubbed the “Furniture Capital of the World”—in western New York State. Her family of three soon after moved to Montana, New Jersey, and Michigan as her father chased work as a telephone lineman.


Even at a young age, Lucy remembered Had tossing her up in the air and lovingly roughhousing with her at home. Lucy later theorized that these memories contributed to how comfortable she was with a physical slapstick routine. “Perhaps my willingness to be knocked off a twenty-foot pedestal or shot down by a steamship funnel goes back to my earliest, happiest days with my father,” she wrote. “I knew he was going to catch me; I wasn’t going to get hurt.”


Had’s father, Jasper “Jap” Ball, had been the black sheep of a family of Protestant fundamentalists—Jap’s own father prohibited dancing, among other pleasures. Jap rejected this absurd dictum and skipped town in favor of his own adventures, helping to instill a rebellious, can-do attitude in his son. As a result, Had developed into a hardworking, fun-loving young man with a fantastic sense of humor.


Typhoid fever was rampant in Lucy’s youth—this was the era of the infamous “Typhoid Mary.” While Had and his family were living in Michigan, he ate a bowl of what turned out to be unpasteurized ice cream from a local shop. He came down sick within a week. The family was put under quarantine, complete with an ominous sign posted on the door by local health authorities. The forced isolation—which lasted weeks—was incredibly difficult for Lucy to endure. This period brought the first feelings of rejection and loneliness that would imprint onto her personality.


Scrambling to piece her life together, DeDe occasionally tied Lucy to a leash on a clothesline in the backyard so she could keep tabs on her. The tot got to be quite skilled at pretending she’d gotten herself tangled up and would beg passersby to set her free, her nascent acting skills making their first appearance.
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