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To Ronnie and Linda,
who don’t know from feuds



INTRODUCTION

“Choose your enemies wisely.”—Walt Disney

“. . . a feud would be counterproductive.”—Barbra Streisand

“Feuds are good publicity but bad on the nerves.”—John Wayne

“I relish a good fight with a worthy opponent!”—Bette Davis

“A feud is OK if you have nothing worse to do.”—George Michael

“Who’s feuding who?”—Madonna

To feud or not to feud? Most celebrities don’t, though it’s more permissible than ever. Today’s public is generally willing to hear more, forgive more, and even expects more. Celebrity misbehavior, particularly in Hollywood, Washington, D.C., and the sports world, has become a news staple. Role models are not always what they were—or seemed to be. Squabbles, fights, and outright feuding, which were once carried out in private and only reached the public via rumor, are now wide open in many cases.

Surprisingly, this is the first book on the subject. Some years ago, I looked up celebrity feuds at the Beverly Hills public library. The computer screen instead referred me to Kentucky, Tennessee, and Texas, and of course the Hatfields and McCoys. There was also a book about “writers’ wars,” about efforts to found the Screen Writers Guild in the face of stiff studio opposition.

The most engrossing parts of some biographies are the feuds between the protagonist and his or her cherished enemies. For, to feud with somebody, a VIP must in a way care about the other person. The opposite of love is not hate, but indifference. Pure contempt is often expressed by ignoring someone. Feuds are obsessions—they require nurturing, sustenance, and repetition. Feuds, like other growing entities, require time and feeding.

Feuds are quite consuming for those involved. For the spectator or reader, they’re like an accident that makes one wince but holds one’s eye—more so when they involve the rich and famous. The thing about Hollywood feuds—nearly all the feuds in this book feature “show people,” from the business that there’s no business like—is that they’re usually well matched: A clash of the titans, a duel of the divas. It’s not a superstar actress vs. her wardrobe mistress or a movie producer vs. his accountant, it’s star vs. star, and the passions run hot.

As Englishman Quentin Crisp once said, “Being loved can never be a patch on being murdered. That’s when someone really gives their all for you.”

The dictionary defines a feud as a sustained quarrel. Sometimes the parties involved sustain it due to an exhibitionistic streak or a craving for publicity—neither unusual among celebrities. A feud can make two people more colorful and interesting, especially if they’re related, like, say, superstar Julia Roberts and brother Eric, or former superstars Olivia de Havilland and sister Joan Fontaine, both in their eighties and still on the outs.

Some feuds do outlive their heat or their participants’ youth. Writers Norman Mailer and Gore Vidal made it up eventually. Vidal and far-right William F. Buckley did not. Nor did Vidal and fellow gay writer Truman Capote—logical allies sometimes make vicious rivals. But then, feuds can involve mates—like Sonny & Cher or long-term lovers Clint Eastwood and Sondra Locke—or seekers after the same socio-economic dream—such as Diana Ross & the Supremes—or even parents and children—see how abominably the diva Maria Callas treated her mother or comedienne Martha Raye her daughter.

Many of the most heated feuds follow love (platonic or not) or lust. For instance, costars Sean Young and James Woods, who each claim not to have had the affair that most others say they did. Lurid stories of their post-affair or post-friendship doings cast each in a rather scary light, but had a more negative impact on Young’s image and professional standing. In most feuds between a man and a woman, the woman still gets more blame.

Sometimes a feud just collapses from time or neglect. A forty-four-year estrangement following filming of On the Waterfront (1954) was ended when costar Rod Steiger chanced to meet Marlon Brando in a Montréal restaurant and simply declared, “I can’t remember why we’re not speaking.”

[image: image]

How does a feud begin? Let us count the ways. They are as individual as the celebrities involved. But the seed of most feuds is jealousy. Or resentment. Example: Joan Crawford, who was older than Bette Davis and arrived in Hollywood first, resented her rival’s talent and then her acclaim. Bette was jealous of Joan’s beauty and youthfulness—especially after Crawford began looking younger than she.

Familiarity, or proximity, often breeds contempt. Davis and Crawford were both actors—feuds usually occur within a profession—both worked for a time at Warner Bros., and both made a film that was their big comeback. But both were pros and each put the Work and Image first. Hours after Joan Crawford died in 1977, Bette went to a party. After making her entrance, she went up to friend Burt Reynolds—who also figures in this book—and informed him, “Well, the bitch died today.”

Reynolds immediately introduced the gentleman of the press next to him, whereupon Davis immediately added, “But she was always on time.” That was a feud.

Usually it takes two to feud. Not always. One semi-legendary feud was the one between the kings of horror, Bela Lugosi and Boris Karloff. Semi because, although Lugosi came to hate Karloff’s guts—as noted in the film Ed Wood—Boris, an English gentleman through and through, refused to publicly share his feelings about the Hungarian. Nor did he feel any need, for Bela was the jealous one and Boris the one with the bigger, more prestigious career. Ironically, Lugosi had enabled Karloff’s stardom by haughtily declining the monster role in Frankenstein.

Some perceived feuds were merely frustration, particularly between stars who had to keep working together. Like Nelson Eddy and Jeanette MacDonald, who understandably longed to shine solo. Or Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire. There was competition between them, and eventually separation, but no feud. Ginger was initially the bigger star, and won an Oscar, which Fred never did. He retired from the screen, then returned, and over the decades became far more esteemed than she did. Rogers finally huffed, “When we danced together, we both had to be perfect—and I had to be perfect dancing backwards!”

Some feuds become largely forgotten with time, like Milton Berle vs. Jackie Gleason, who used to brazenly steal Berle’s material. Or Bob Hope’s with Berle. Feuds between teams are less easily forgotten, since each time the performer appears, it’s with his other half. Like Abbott & Costello, who due to space limitations are unfortunately not included here. Of course, not all feuds are evenly balanced—Costello disliked Abbott more than vice versa, for the resentment was mostly on the side of the shorter, funnier man whose name always came second.

Several of those involved in feuds refuse to admit it. Especially divas with big egos (redundant!) who prefer to be thought “ladies.” Mae West never admitted to her vituperative catfight with Jayne Mansfield, and Bette Davis at times feigned to barely remember who Joan Crawford was. Of course, a potential feud can be nipped in the bud if one individual refuses to take it any further. Hugh Grant costarred in the film Restoration with drug-plagued Robert Downey Jr., who let the world know he disliked the British actor. Grant told the press he had nothing much to say about Downey, except that his crude remarks reflected on him and not his target.

Some VIPs have rationalized their non-responses, like Turgenev, who wrote to a friend about fellow Russian author Dostoevsky’s ongoing slurs against him: “It would be out-and-out slander if Dostoevsky were not a madman, which I do not doubt in the slightest.” He later added, “I treated him as I would a sick man.” Few could resist such repeated provocation. However, lawsuits probably weren’t that effective in czarist Russia.

A heated verbal exchange may contain the kernel of a notable feud. For instance, after Elton John reworked his Marilyn Monroe tribute song “Candle in the Wind” as a record-breaking tribute to Princess Diana, Rolling Stone Keith Richards jealously dismissed him with, “He writes songs for dead blondes.” Elton, who soon after became Sir Elton, at once replied, “I am glad I have given up drugs and alcohol. It would be awful to look like Richards. He’s pathetic, poor thing. It’s like a monkey with arthritis trying to go on stage and look young.”

Besides having the stomach for a feud, one needs the clout. An actress from TV’s Fresh Prince claimed that after she objected to star Will Smith’s sexism, she was worked out of the sitcom. Later interviewed in TV Guide, she insisted that though Smith has a problem relating to non-passive women, she didn’t wish to pursue the issue. Again, a feud can be costly to a non-diva actress, or to anybody not on the same power level. Feuds create formal, not casual, enemies, and most feuds are for life—often outlasting more positive relationships.

There are two things to be said for feuds: the extra publicity and having an enemy who’s out in the open. Superagent Sue Mengers once said that in Hollywood a celebrity has to be more attentive to possible enemies, since friends always declare themselves (including those who are genuine), but enemies almost never do.

Celebrity Feuds! is divided into three sections. The first is “Costar Wars,” mostly featuring celebs who worked together repeatedly, as on TV—Sonny vs. Cher, Laverne vs. Shirley, Batman vs. Robin, and the cast of I Love Lucy, which had a few behind-the-camera secrets 1950s viewers weren’t allowed to know about.

Some chapters could go into more than one category. The mythic Bette Davis vs. Joan Crawford hellcat-fight concludes the third section, “Deadly Rivals,” but could fit into “Costar Wars,” except that Bette and Joan didn’t repeat their What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? success. Besides, they had long been rivals. James Woods and Sean Young, who worked together once in a minor movie that led to a major feud, were not rivals before meeting and so are found in “Costar Wars.” Most chapters contain related sidebars, e.g., Woods vs. Young includes other antagonistic costars: Barbra Streisand and several men she worked with, and Bette Midler’s leading man and her director on the film aptly titled Jinxed.

The second section, the emotional core of the book, is “Family Feuds!”—possibly the most riveting category. Where it might be fun or vicariously satisfying to read what X said about Madonna or Y about Michael Jackson, one is often shocked when a feud erupts out of the heart of a family. How could he say that about his own mother? How could she act that way with her brother? How could she do that to her own daughter? His own son? As with ordinary feuds, the seeds are jealousy and resentment, but even more deep-seated and ongoing. For, while one can divorce a spouse or break up with one’s comedy partner or singing group, one can’t really divorce one’s relatives. Plus, with family, the rivalry often begins at birth. Or with birth order.

With some parents it’s a control issue that boils down to “Do what I want, or I won’t like you.” This book includes men who turned against their daughters (or for that matter, wives or girlfriends) who didn’t stay in “their place.” Actress Geraldine Chaplin said, “My mother was disowned by her father [playwright Eugene O’Neill] because she married my father [Charlie Chaplin]. He had a reputation for seducing very young women . . . girls. She and her father never became reconciled, so I never met my grandfather, and I wish I had.” Yet the marriage of Charlie and Oona lasted, apparently happily, for decades.

Control also enters the scene with some firstborns. “. . . So many firstborns are doctors, lawyers, engineers—they sit on school boards, on city councils, and in the United States Congress in numbers far greater than their percentage of the population as a whole would dictate,” according to author Dr. Kevin Leman (see Bibliography). Lana Wood’s memoirs reveal the extent to which her life was dominated by big sister Natalie Wood, not only as a sibling but as another actress. More often than not, same-sex siblings who enter the same field experience professional and personal friction, be they advice columnists like “Dear Abby” and “Ask Ann Landers” or thespians. The elder, who almost invariably gets there first, has the advantage. From then on, the talented (but often not as talented) younger one is compared to Big Sister, as with Lana Wood or the sisters of Barbra Streisand, Liza Minnelli, Dolly Parton, and Joan Collins (even though Jackie gave up acting for writing—which Joan later took up).

Younger brothers also fight for separate identity, as with Warren Beatty vis-à-vis Shirley MacLaine, or Cecil B. DeMille and mogul Jack L. Warner, who both resented their successful elder brothers, at that time deemed the heads of their families. Warner particularly detested eldest brother Harry, later admitting, “I hated the idea of anyone being over me or trying to tell me what to do.” On the other hand, Jack didn’t get along with his own son, nor with dozens of Hollywood personalities.

Too often, childhood resentments and patterns carry into the adult years. Joan Crawford was an abused child who then abused at least two of her adopted children. She envied her brother, the apple of her mother’s eye, and eventually cut him out of her life too. Joan Fontaine chafed under the dictates of firstborn Olivia de Havilland and later experienced cool relationships with her two daughters, one of them adopted. As a teen, Eric Roberts became estranged from his mother, and later from sister Julia as well. By most accounts, Michael Jackson grew estranged from his father, brothers, sisters—everyone except perhaps his mother. Proving that the ties that bind aren’t necessarily familial ones, but those of one’s own choosing. As one showcase comedian put it, “If these people weren’t your relatives, would you ever socialize with them?”

[image: image]

Finally, can one ever win a feud? The closest one usually comes is outliving the other guy. Like Bette Davis with Crawford or Gore Vidal with Capote. The remaining celeb can keep saying nasty things about the undear departed without fear of contradiction, reprisal, or lawsuit. Living longer means achieving more professionally; it also means that your version of events and personalities, if repeated often enough, becomes more familiar and may be accepted as fact.

Individuals who conquer others win a temporary victory; those who conquer themselves are truly strong. As the Buddha said, “Hate begets hate. . . . Only by love is hate ended.”



Costar Wars


LUCY & RICKY & FRED & ETHEL:

I Love Lucy

The four characters of I Love Lucy, monetary squabbles aside, were one big, happy family. So we remember them, and so we like to think of the actors who played them. After all, the two stars, Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, were a real-life unit—longtime marrieds, parents of Lucie and Desi Jr., and they were also Desilu, at the time a corporate giant of the small screen. Of course, Lucy and Desi eventually split up, and in time the public learned that all had not been a bed of roses, chiefly due to his alcoholism and skirt-chasing (Desi often boarded his mistresses on his yacht, the Balboa). Finally, Lucy publicly called him “a loser.”

The proliferating book biographies have revealed that the marriage had been on the rocks before I Love Lucy, that the pioneering sitcom was undertaken as a last-ditch effort to save the Ball-Arnaz union, basically by keeping the traveling band leader on home turf where his older wife could keep an eye on him. The bios also disclosed what was more common knowledge, at least in Hollywood, where William Frawley had been an ongoing and outspoken presence in movies since his screen bow in 1915: that “Fred” and “Ethel” hated each other. True enough, the fictional Mertzes seemed one of those older married couples who could take or leave one another, uniting only when doing battle with their tenants.

Passion was never a part of the picture for Fred and Ethel. It was, however, for Vivian Vance and Bill Frawley, who passionately detested each other. The root of the contempt was Vance’s dislike of Ethel Mertz. More than once she told the press that she felt nothing for Ethel, whom she viewed as frumpy, older, and a loser. Vivian’s friend from Broadway days, Marjorie Lord (of Make Room for Daddy, and mother of Fatal Attraction star Ann Archer), declared that Vance “really desired to be a major star.” But once the actress, born Vivian Roberta Jones, saw that time was passing her by, she consented to play a supporting role on television, a new medium, about which director Billy Wilder said: “I’m delighted with it, because it used to be that films were the lowest form of art. Now we’ve got something to look down on.”

Vivian had played glamorous roles on the stage and still saw herself in that light, despite the extra years and pounds. According to the latest information, she was born in 1909, which meant she was forty-two in 1951, the year I Love Lucy debuted. When Lucille (born 1911) first laid eyes on her she asked what part Vance was to play, then replied, “You don’t look like a landlady.” It wasn’t praise; it was an opinion and also a resistant reaction to Desi having hired Vivian without consulting her. Ball’s first choice for Ethel was show biz veteran Bea Benederet of George Burns and Gracie Allen’s show and later Petticoat Junction (she guested on The Beverly Hillbillies as Jethro’s mother Pearl). Lucy had recently given birth to her first child, Lucie, and at forty was among the oldest actresses in Hollywood to become a mother. She therefore wasn’t as involved in the casting as she would have wished.
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I Love Lucy: one big, happy family?

“Everyone’s heard the story,” recalled Mary Wickes, a movie character actress who guested often on Lucy’s TV shows. “Viv and Bill were cordial for about the first five minutes. In truth, Vivian was in shock from the moment she saw him. She was so disappointed, as everybody found out. The man was in his mid-sixties, so she felt he was much too old to play her husband!

“On top of which, Lucille was definitely reserving any glamour for herself. Ethel had to wear an old bathrobe and curlers in several of her scenes. . . . The two ladies did come to understand each other after a bumpy beginning. But Viv and Bill went from unfriendly to worse, and would bad-mouth each other most opportunities they got. Yet I must say that Vivian never sank to the levels of name-calling that he did!”

Lucy made it clear that Vivian was there on approval. She could be written out of the series and replaced at any time during the first season. The chemistry between them and the audience reaction to “Lucy and Ethel” took her by surprise; she gradually acknowledged what an asset Vance was to I Love Lucy. By contrast, former vaudevillian Frawley had a lock on his role of Fred Mertz, so long as his heavy drinking didn’t interfere with his work; the gruff actor’s other passion was baseball (he’d been briefly and unhappily married decades before, no children, and never rewed). What launched the feud was an overheard remark to producer Arnaz that Vivian made, opining that Frawley was “old enough to play my grandfather.” The exaggeration prompted Frawley to ask Arnaz, “Where did you find this bitch?” The fight was on.

But so was the record-breaking success of TV’s most popular show. With it, Vivian Vance achieved the national renown she’d been seeking all her life—against her fundamentalist mother’s icy objections. However, she became famous not as Vivian Vance, but as Ethel Mertz. Vance later recalled, “[Ethel] wasn’t even a person to me, just an old frump with a technique for stirring laughter. It had never been my ambition to be that kind of a female. Ethel was made of bits and pieces of women I’d known but never admired.”


I (Love) Lucy?

“Brass-bound bitches.”—what William Frawley called Lucille Ball and Vivian Vance

“Fat-ass.”—what Frawley called Vivian Vance (also “that bitch” and worse . . .)

“That old coot.”—what Vance called TV husband Frawley

“A loser.”—what Lucy later called her ex-husband

“Please God, I won’t have to climb into bed this week with that square-headed little Irishman.”—Vance, regarding her TV husband

“Bill and Vivian never got along. He wouldn’t speak to her if he could help it.
. . . Vivian was very offended by this, until gradually she saw that Bill isn’t that crazy about anybody. I’m the only one he really likes.”—Desi Arnaz

“The Cuban heel.”—what Frawley called Desi Arnaz behind his back



She added, “Mama set her lips in a special kind of hard line whenever she was about to take someone apart.” She copied that expression for Ethel whenever the character was about to dress down her husband or her redheaded best friend.

By 1954 I Love Lucy was an institution, but that was the first year the Emmy awards included a category for “Best Supporting Actress in a Series.” Vivian was of course nominated, and the I Love Lucy quartet was in attendance at the Hollywood Palladium. When her name was announced as the winner, Lucy and Desi “hoisted me to my feet and pushed me out of my chair.” She climaxed her acceptance speech by stating, “I want to thank the greatest straight woman in show business” (much later adding, “I thought she’d like that”), upon which declaration William Frawley was heard to bellow, “It goes to prove that the whole vote is rigged.” (In point of fact, Vance was the straight woman to clown Lucille Ball.)

Of the four actors on the sitcom, Vance had the most legitimate stage training, and was known to occasionally inquire, à la Method, what her motivation was for a line or a scene. As her place on the series grew secure, she ventured to make more suggestions. Desilu executive Bernard Weitzman later explained, “Bill and Vivian came from two different worlds. Viv considered herself literate and Frawley illiterate. She was a stage actress, which she felt put her on a higher level.”

For his part, Frawley considered most stage actors pretentious and felt that as an ex-vaudevillian and long-running motion picture actor, he didn’t have to take any suggestions from Vance seriously—or, to a lesser degree, from imported musician Desi Arnaz or from Lucille Ball, who was a woman.

Desilu were Frawley’s bosses, so he grudgingly did as ordered, although he insisted on learning only his own lines, habitually expressed contempt for “too much” rehearsal, and would listen to baseball games on the radio whenever time allowed, and sometimes when it didn’t. Whenever Fred and Ethel had a musical or vaudeville bit on the show, friction invariably occurred. Though Vance had sung professionally, Frawley didn’t think much of her vocal talent. “This bitch can’t sing worth a damn,” he would growl on the set, then asked Desi, “You’re going to have her sing again?”

From the first, Desi was Vivian’s ally, and later, looking back on I Love Lucy, Vance’s only words of pure affection were reserved for Arnaz. When Frawley sniped at Vance, Arnaz would come to her defense while more or less humoring the old sourpuss. During one rehearsal, Bill complained, “Well, she bugs me. You know that dance routine she and I are supposed to do next week? Well, this silly broad tells the choreographer she doesn’t think we’ll be able to do it because I’ll never be able to learn it.

“Like it was some kind of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers number or something. All we are supposed to do is an old-fashioned soft-shoe routine. Well, for Chrissakes, I was in vaudeville since I was five years old, and I guarantee you I’ll wind up teaching fat-ass how to do the fucking thing!”

Vance derided Frawley’s nonchalance about preparing for each weekly shooting in front of a live audience. She also shrank from his off-color language and jokes and his habit of unapologetically passing gas. More than once she demanded in frustration, “How can anyone believe that I’m married to that old coot?” Whether he was sensitive about his age or anything else, nobody seemed to know, but Frawley would reply in the harshest terms, such as calling his 22-years-younger costar “a dried-up old cunt.”

In the 1950s such a feud was not grist for the columnists’ mills, as Hollywood was far more of an industry town, and writers who got out of line were frozen out of print. Films and TV series handed out cheerful, often fictitious press releases to dutiful outlets. Plus, Lucille Ball’s long friendship with Hedda Hopper, one of tinseltown’s two top gossip-slingers, helped keep negative news or dish about I Love Lucy out of Hedda’s and other columns. Newspaper and magazine readers enjoyed and probably believed the impression of the actors behind the Ricardos and Mertzes as one big, happy TV family. But as writer-producer Jess Oppenheimer eventually disclosed: “We had a generous share of ongoing feuds simmering during I Love Lucy, but not a hint of it is to be seen on the screen. Actors might be eccentric, but they’re not crazy.”

After some friction began to surface during joint interviews with “Fred and Ethel,” Desilu brass decided on a policy of separate interviews. Although Frawley exercised restraint during interviews, his on-set language, behavior, and moaning were such that, according to biographers, Lucy, Desi, and Vivian considered having his character written out of the show. But by then Fred Mertz was too integral to I Love Lucy. Making no apologies, Frawley explained, “I just say what I have to say when I want to say it.”

Some time into the series it was discovered that Frawley had had his agent negotiate two new key points in his contract. First, whatever Vivian earned, he had to earn the same, though fourth-billed. Like Lucy, Vivian would try to up the ante by announcing at the end of each hit season, “I’m not sure if I really want to return for another season . . .” Second, it was stipulated that if either Vance or Frawley quit, left, died, or for whatever reason was no longer on the series, the other actor would be dropped too—thus further tying Vivian’s fate to her detested costar’s.

Bill became more alienated from the rest of the cast as Viv’s relationship with Lucy thawed and turned into a guarded friendship. “We had our ups and downs,” Vance reminisced. “We would fight like sisters, but we also made up like sisters.” Ball came to appreciate Viv’s suggestions for bits of business and improvements to their comedy routines. The two women constantly rehearsed together and were quick studies who soon tossed away their weekly scripts, which annoyed Frawley no end. He would toss away his script on the very first day, ripping out only those pages that concerned him. Vivian explained: “Right from the start, we knew Bill was going to be a holy terror. He refused to learn one single word of anybody else’s lines but his own. He had no idea in the world what the rest of us were saying. . . . I was being made up one night when he wandered over and said, ‘Viv, is this next week’s script I just picked up?’

“ ‘We’ve been rehearsing that all week,’ I said. ‘We start shooting in fifteen minutes.’ ”

Vivian didn’t always hide her contempt for the seeming lack of professionalism, which didn’t affect the televised product but did worry and irritate Frawley’s fellow players. Bill may have resented the enthusiastic actress’ condescension or—like Walter Matthau in Hello, Dolly! toplining Barbra Streisand—the younger female’s influence. Or perhaps any actress playing his ball and chain. Said Vivian, “He was mad at me most of the time because I happened to be cast as his wife, and Bill plain hated wives. In a rare calm moment, he told me he’d once had one of his own. Marriage suited him so sorely that he never bothered with the divorce. ‘I’ll never do it again,’ he said.” Frawley’s secrecy about his marriage caused many to question whether his wife was still alive during the show’s run. Vance had four husbands, the last of whom was John Dodds, a gay or bisexual book editor six or twelve years her junior, depending on the source.

Mary Wickes observed that “Viv’s self-image was very youthful. She tried to dress and marry youthfully . . . she went in for plastic surgery before it was de rigueur. She even dropped hints that she was younger than Lucille, if only by a year or so.”

Vivian also liked to give the impression that she—like Ethel—hailed from Albuquerque, New Mexico, partly because she thought her native Kansas was so dull. She once noted, “Dorothy was so happy to wake up in Kansas. Not I! I’d have looked for another cyclone and stood right in its path!”

Wickes continued, “It went against the grain of everything she wanted to be known as to be paired with a man so much older than she was . . . someone so, well, rumpled and lacking in any glamorous, sophisticated qualities.”
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Vivian Vance and William Frawley

It got to the point where Mondays, on receiving her new script, Vance would comb through it hoping it contained no scenes where she had to hug or kiss her TV husband. Or as she more dramatically put it, “Please God, I won’t have to climb into bed this week with that square-headed little Irishman.” Despite his own weight, Frawley, like Fred, belittled Vance’s figure, comparing it to “a sack full of doorknobs.” Actor Richard Denning, who played Ball’s good-looking husband on her pre-Lucy radio series My Favorite Husband, offered, “When you play somebody’s spouse, and do it over a length of time, something rubs off. You do tend to imbue the actress with some of your own wife’s qualities, and your own relationship on the set becomes closer to that of husband and wife than mere professional colleagues.

“The fact that the public then links you together in their mind makes the working relationship more intense. So that if it’s good, it’s very good. But if it’s poor, it quickly goes from bad to worse.”

Which parallels an often-repeated story that Vivian told about Bill Frawley: “Bill fancied himself a singer. He barely tolerated our efforts in that department. In his Dublin barroom baritone, he’d hang on to each note forever, always a stave or two behind the rest . . . Bill insisted that he should handle the repeats, and it was my job to take him aside to convince him otherwise.

“ ‘Lucille has to do them, Bill. She’s the star. It’ll be funnier that way.’

“He wouldn’t budge. I think he somehow got me and the original Mrs. Frawley confused, so very soon the fur was flying. ‘Shut up!’ I yelled. ‘We’ve got to work this song as we’ve rehearsed it. Keep still about it!’ At last he gave in, but it was no surrender. ‘You know what she’s going to sound like, don’t you?’ he growled. ‘Like putting a shovel full of shit on Baked Alaska.’ ”

During one particular rehearsal, Vivian walked on the set in an old blouse, jeans, a bandanna, and no makeup. As was his wont, Frawley saw an opportunity to get at his costar, for the script required Fred to tell Ethel that she looked like Frankenstein’s wife. After delivering the line, Bill stopped, stared at the actress and bellowed, “Goddamn, Vivian! You do look like Frankenstein’s wife!” One of Viv’s most dreaded collaborations was the episode where she and Frawley shared a dragon costume while Lucy played a damsel in distress in Scotland. The Other Side of Ethel Mertz explained, “She despised the idea of being wrapped arm in arm with a man she hated while they were enclosed in a rubber suit.


Lucy & Viv

Lucille Ball and Vivian Vance never had a feud going. Neither were they the loving, devoted costars that they, especially Lucy, publicly professed to be. The source of the flawed friendship behind the delightful TV collaboration was the imbalance of power between the two women. Ball was a star, the leading lady of dozens of admittedly B movies, and then, resoundingly, the queen of television, the title she still holds posthumously.

Vance was her second banana. When Lucille hired her children to costar in her TV series Here’s Lucy, Vivian became closer to and protective of Lucie Arnaz, encouraging her stage ambitions and independence. She bitterly advised her not to get caught in the trap of “playing second fiddle to the redhead for the rest of your life.”

Ball became friends with Vance only after it became clear that “Ethel Mertz” wasn’t going to be competition. Originally, Lucy imagined I Love Lucy would be mostly she and Desi, with their neighbors the Mertzes popping in now and then. When she read the first script, she was surprised how often Ethel and Fred were on screen. Then the casting: Lucy had known William Frawley from her movie days and wanted him for Fred Mertz. It was Desi who chose Vivian Vance, hiring her without telling Lucy.

When they met, things were cool. Ball informed Vance, “You’re not what I had in mind.”  Emily Daniels, camera coordinator on the show, recalled, “Lucy’s only concern was that Vivian’s hair color was too close to hers . . . she wanted Vivian to change it, and that Vivian didn’t want to do.” But Ball won, of course. Mary Wickes pointed out, “It was I Love Lucy, not I Love anybody else, and Lucille knew who was boss. Desi and she, sometimes in that order. . . .” Vance’s hair gradually darkened episode after episode. Vivian claimed that Lucy’s agent had informed the star, “Her eyes are bigger than yours. You’ll have to let her go.” Lucy later told this to Viv, who replied, “If I had your looks or your talent, I’d fire that agent, not me!”

Ball did apprise Vance that only she was allowed to wear false eyelashes on the show. Script clerk Maury Thompson remembered that one day Lucy stared at Vivian, came closer for a better look, then accused, “You’re wearing eyelashes?” “And Vivian says, ‘Yes! I’ve been wearing them for six months. So just leave me alone!’ Lucille left her alone. She knew what she had in Vivian, especially after the show was so successful.”

As a longtime star, Ball (whom Johnny Carson once referred to as “Lucille Testicle”) was used to being deferred to, but Vance was devoted only to Desi Arnaz, who’d hired and stood by her but would later decline into alcoholism and inactivity, while Lucille Ball pressed on and on.

The more Lucy and Vivian worked together, the more Viv stood up to Lucy, who still preferred to hog the laughs. Increasingly, Vance said she would soon stop doing series TV. She told the press, “It’s no fun working here. I get up, go to the studio, go home, and fall into bed. It’s lonely. If I were Lucy, I’d do what she’s doing, but I don’t own a studio.”

Finally she agreed to return. But at a salary so staggering for a non-star that, in the end, Lucy said no. Some said their relationship never recovered. Others felt that Viv asked for so much money as a way of bowing out without having to say no to Lucy. She’d had no problem when first approached to appear on The Lucy Show; one biographer quoted her as insisting, “Not on your life!” After The Lucy Show, Vivian sloughed off into sporadic work on stage and television, such as guesting on Candid Camera.

The two women did not keep in touch often and grew apart. Years later, Vivian visited Los Angeles with her friend Jay Bell, an actor. She decided to go see Lucy at her Beverly Hills home on Roxbury Drive. Bell revealed, “She got as far as Beverly Hills, turned around, and said she couldn’t do it. They were kind of on the outs around this period, but she never said what it was.”

Dodds suggested she publish her memoirs. At first Vivian resisted, then began the project. But the result skimped on what the public wanted to read about: Viv and Lucille Ball—and “Fred Mertz.” Editor Bill Whitehead stated, “From what I heard, Ms. Vance wanted to detail her childhood, her Broadway roles, and her psychiatrist. . . . Her I Love Lucy years were sketchy, and . . . she painted herself in a very different light from how most people saw her.” No memoirs were ever published.
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Lucy and Viv

Another publishing insider, who’d also worked in Hollywood, said, “She couldn’t very well tell the truth about her marriage to John, not in those days. She did exaggerate the degree of her success on Broadway, possibly as a defensive mechanism to always being compared, less favorably, with Lucille Ball. . . . People who knew her say that it was often painful for her, reminiscing about I Love Lucy—which she rarely did. There was such a clash between what she wanted to be and what she was.”

One such incident could easily have featured on I Love Lucy, but was instead real life, perhaps to be shared with a psychiatrist but not in an autobiography. I Love Lucy makeup man Hal King remembered, “We were all standing backstage. Lucy and Vivian were dressed for a party scene. I looked over at Vivian and said, ‘Lucy, I’d better go over and tell Vivian that her stockings are wrinkled.’ She said, ‘Yeah, why don’t you.’

“So I went over to her and said, ‘Vivian, I want to fix your hose.’ She said, ‘I’m not wearing any.’ Fat legs. I didn’t know which way to turn.”

But a quarter-century later, Viv reunited with Lucy for the last time, for her 1977 hour-long special “Lucy Calls The President,” including a cameo appearance by President Carter’s mother Lillian. Lucy had recently lost her mother DeDe Ball, eighty-five, who’d always sat in her audiences. Other guest stars included Gale Gordon, Mary Wickes, Mary Jane Croft, Steve Allen, and, as Lucy Carter’s husband, Ed McMahon. Lucy was not at her best during rehearsals, according to those present. But neither was Vivian, who was suffering from health problems, including the cancer that would end her life two years later (and John Dodds’s in 1986, three years before Lucille Ball died).

The book Desilu quotes an anonymous “observer” thus: “Lucy was so incredibly mean to everyone at dress rehearsal. There wasn’t a full audience, just a few people. My seat was next to her off-camera makeup table. She yelled at everyone—the wardrobe lady, the makeup man, everyone. She kept screaming at husband Gary Morton, ‘Shut up!’ whenever he tried to say anything. Then she would tell him to go away, yelling at him the whole while.

“Once, Vivian Vance came over to her. She didn’t look well. It was after her stroke, you could see she was very ill and obviously on some type of medication. Holding up two dresses, she asked Lucy nicely, ‘Which one do you think I should wear?’ Lucy looked at her with complete disgust and yelled, ‘What difference does it make? You look like a cow in anything you wear!’ Vivian ran away in tears. A few days later, in front of an audience, Lucy was a different person, all sweetness and light and ‘My dear Viv.’ ”



“She feared that Frawley, known for having flatulence, would at some point break wind. Yet Vivian went on with the scene as written, keeping those concerns to herself.”

In the episode “Lucy and Ethel Buy the Same Dress,” Frawley had to call Ethel by her full name. He incorrectly called her Ethel Louise Mertz, employing the name of his detested and estranged wife. The director did not cut it.

As the Ball-Arnaz marriage wore down, the series evolved into The Lucy-Desi Comedy Hour, longer but infrequent episodes featuring the fab four. Producer Arnaz wanted to star Vance and Frawley, who by that time weren’t working as often, in their own spinoff TV series. He knew the penny-pinching Frawley would jump at the idea, but first approached Vance, cautiously yet hopefully. After all, it was a chance to topline in a series where she wouldn’t be dominated by TV’s most popular actress. He underestimated Vivian’s strength of feeling. As Jess Oppenheimer said in the book Desilu, “Just because a cast loves working together as professional performers doesn’t mean that, as individuals, they can’t hate each other’s guts.”

Vivian did desire one final shot at stardom before it was too late and had repeatedly and enthusiastically hiked her salary up from the original $350 a week in 1951—according to Lucy & Desi; other bios quote a higher salary (by the close of I Love Lucy, she and Bill were each making $7,500 per episode). But now, at the end of the decade, she informed Desi in no uncertain terms, “No money in the world could persuade me to do a series with Mr. Frawley.”

Her biographer added that, “Just the idea of working side by side with Frawley day in and day out made Vivian fear she would have another breakdown from which she would never recover”—referring to a pre-Lucy crisis in her life. Besides, Vivian reminded Desi, most of her funniest moments were in scenes with Lucy, not Bill. After Frawley found out that Vance had declined their own TV series—one which could have made him rich for life—he never spoke to her again except in character.

Rather, Vance shot a pilot of her own for Desilu, only to see it rejected by the network and a new pilot shot with younger actress Joanne Dru—in any event, Guestward Ho! lasted just one season. Still, it was a crushing blow to Vance’s ego, if somewhat of a salve to Bill Frawley, who immediately went into My Three Sons, starring Fred MacMurray, of whom fellow cheapskate Frawley said, “He’s tighter than two coats of paint!” Though Vivian did do some theater here and there, she was chagrined to find that her next steady job—after Lucille Ball finished starring in the Broadway musical Wildcat—was supporting the redhead yet again in The Lucy Show, which debuted in 1962 minus “Fred” or “Ricky” (Arnaz produced the series, at first).

Before returning as Lucy’s sidekick, Vance got Arnaz to agree that her character would be called Viv and have a better wardrobe than Ethel Mertz ever enjoyed. Arnaz empathized with her, since to most of the public he was still “Ricky Ricardo.” The new series was a success, but Vance eventually tired of being number two and commuting from her East Coast home, plus she was concerned about her reportedly platonic marriage, wishing to spend more time with John Dodds—perhaps like Ball with Arnaz, to keep a closer eye on him, although not for fear that he was chasing women. After Viv left The Lucy Show, returning sporadically as a special guest star, she was temporarily replaced by Lucy’s studio-days friend Ann Sothern. It was at that point that William Frawley agreed to do a cameo appearance on the sitcom. (In the scene, Lucy and Ann walk by a stable where Frawley is sweeping. Lucy says something like: “That guy looks so familiar.”)

While on the East Coast, Vivian and some fellow stage players visited an ice cream parlor. According to Vance’s biography, “The owners approached Vivian and said, ‘Ethel, Ethel, you play such a beautiful part! Oh, we love you so much, you’re so good, and your husband too!’ After she’d finished with Ethel Mertz—or so she thought—Vivian grew increasingly annoyed with fans who identified her with the dowdy 1950s character she grew to hate. Eyewitness and friend Dorothy Konrad recalled, ‘That finished it! She got furious when they mentioned Frawley. She walked out and screamed, ‘I’m leaving, I’m never coming back! Don’t you dare ever call me that! I’m not Ethel Mertz! My name is Vivian Vance!’ Those two people nearly cried.”

After Konrad caught up with Viv, she was still in a rage. “That old son of a bitch! That dirty old man! He was too old to play my husband! They should have cast someone younger to play opposite me!”

Mary Wickes, who specialized in, as she put it, “busybodies, maiden aunts, and old battle-axes,” felt that “Viv never got it through her head that Lucy and Desi, or Lucy and Ricky, were supposed to be the attractive, romantic young couple on [I Love Lucy]. For better or worse, it’s an old tradition that other than the stars of a show or a picture, everyone else has to be funny and, well, rather asexual. Unlike, I might say, the current state of affairs where everyone between sixteen and eighty-six seems to be having them. . . .

So concerned was Vivian about her true age being discovered that, according to one book, she stole her birth certificate! While in Independence, Kansas, in 1961, being honored with fellow native William Inge the playwright, Vance called on City Hall and emerged with the legal document that she burned as soon as she could. Once married to the younger Mr. Dodds, Viv desperately wanted to exorcise Ethel Mertz. Her girlfriend Pat Colby was there when she tossed all her I Love Lucy mementos into garbage cans: “All her life’s memorabilia was gone. She said, ‘I don’t want any part of it.’ She took all the film, every segment of it, took it apart and trashed it.” Not spared was a scrapbook Lucille Ball had made for her, titled “This Is Your Life, Vivian Roberta Jones.”

If William Frawley sometimes blurred his TV and real-life wives, it’s possible that he may have been a psychological stand-in for Vance’s third husband, actor Phil Ober (who occasionally guested on I Love Lucy). The marriage had soured after Viv’s success eclipsed his, and then degenerated into wife-abuse. Lucy was quoted, “God, that man! He was terrible. He used to beat her up. Loved to embarrass her. One day Viv came to work with a shiner. That did it. I think I said to her, ‘If you don’t divorce him, I will.’ ”

More than a few insiders believe Vivian married a non-heterosexual not only to seem younger and be a part of his glamorous East Coast literary world, but as a reaction against a jealous, insecure husband who’d mistreated her mentally and physically.

In 1966, while out walking in Hollywood, William Frawley fell to the ground and died of a massive heart attack. Vivian Vance heard the news while at a party at Sardi’s in Manhattan; a guest told her, and Vivian responded by hoisting her glass and ordering, “Champagne for everyone!” Thereafter, when fans would inquire where “Fred” was, she would usually say, “He’s dead. . . . Thank God!”

Producer Gary Tomlin remembered a typical fan encounter. “We were doing a show up on Cape Cod. As we were leaving a restaurant one night, someone said, ‘Oh, it’s Ethel Mertz! Hey, Ethel, how’s Fred?’ Vivian said, ‘Dead! And it was the happiest day of my life when he died!’ ”

When fans would ask William Frawley about his costar, he would respond with a mixture of restraint and frankness: “She’s one of the finest gals to come out of Kansas, but I often wish she’d go back there. I don’t know where she is now and she doesn’t know where I am and that’s exactly the way I like it.”


LAVERNE VS. SHIRLEY

Foes, friends, foes. So went the relationship of the women behind TV’s top-rated sitcom Laverne & Shirley. The characters were introduced on the hit series Happy Days. Penny Marshall was delighted with the role of Laverne DeFazio. Previously, she’d acted on The Odd Couple and done gawky bits elsewhere. Her biggest credential was brother Garry Marshall, who later executive produced Laverne & Shirley before turning to film directing.
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Penny Marshall and Cindy Williams.

Cindy Williams, on the other hand, felt that she was slumming. She had appeared in motion pictures, including the hit American Graffiti and Travels With My Aunt. But big-screen roles were now few and far between, as Williams was a perky teen type no longer. So she reluctantly accepted the role of Shirley Feeney while waiting for better offers.

In 1976 the Laverne & Shirley series debuted as a midseason replacement. Marshall was overjoyed to costar in a TV series; Williams cringed at the prospect of being tied up for five years. Things changed, in more ways than one, when by the start of the 1977 season Laverne & Shirley was the top-rated show on television. Suddenly, the two were TV stars. And divas in the making. If Cindy hadn’t made it to true stardom on the big screen, she’d certainly made it on the small screen, and insiders said she was increasingly behaving like a Hollywood star.

“Penny Marshall may not have wanted a bathtub in her trailer, but because costar Cindy Williams needed a tub, Marshall got one too,” explained TV Babylon author Jeff Rovin. “Marshall was also content to drive herself to work until Williams requested a chauffeur and then they were both given limousines.” As equals on paper, each had to be treated identically—the “most-favored nation clause” in their contracts was constantly invoked so as not to lose face.

A longtime staffer now working on another sitcom reveals, “Cindy was the real terror at first. She was a frustrated would-be movie personality. She was cute, [but] she wasn’t getting any younger. . . . Shouting relieved her of her frustrations. Penny would just watch in astonishment as Cindy vented her anger and frustration. . . . We knew it was only a matter of time until both stars were at it. No way Cindy’s behavior wasn’t going to rub off on Penny.”

It was also said that Williams was a loner while Marshall was more gregarious and took herself less seriously. The staffer continues, “Penny was a homely girl who would never have made a movie star, ever. She knew she was damn fortunate to have lucked into Laverne & Shirley, and at first she was having a ball . . . couldn’t believe her good luck. And I think at first she was a little intimidated by Cindy’s movie credentials.”

Probably not for long, though. For one thing, Marshall had a security blanket Williams didn’t: apart from brother Garry, Penny’s father Tony was producer of Laverne & Shirley and sister Ronny was casting coordinator. But Garry had to tend to Cindy, as he told TV Guide later. “She didn’t think she was in the right place doing television. So I spent most of my time that [first] year consoling her.” Which made Penny jealous. As did Cindy’s many demands, which gave the impression that perhaps she felt superior to the series and her costar.

In time, each woman became very concerned with parity. TV stardom had honed each one’s sense of territory. When each star received her weekly script, she counted the lines to ensure that the other star didn’t have more than she. The trade papers reported that during at least one taping, each star’s agent was present, armed with a stopwatch to measure how much time each actor got on camera. According to Jeff Rovin, “During the first season, professional insecurity experienced by each blossomed into a personal feud, with Marshall reacting by brooding and Williams by screaming.” It got worse when Marshall called Williams names in the press.

Cindy Williams began charging that because Penny’s brother ran the show, she was being favored and scripts were increasingly spotlighting Laverne. A former writer on the show points out, “Whatever the case was—and Penny was more inclined to physical humor à la I Love Lucy—it was working. Laverne & Shirley had golden ratings. No one was about to change the formula, no matter how often Cindy Williams threatened to walk.”

As the sitcom turned into a competing camp between two stars, most cast and crew didn’t know which way to turn. They feared offending one actress if they befriended the other. Working on that set became a joyless experience for most involved, yet the sitcom continued to attract millions and garner top ratings. The two stars settled into an armed truce, each also isolated from most of her coworkers. Then both women experienced simultaneous personal unhappinesses involving private relationships, with depression for Marshall and extreme nervous anxiety—”teetering on the edge of a nervous breakdown”—for Williams. Suddenly, the two found one another.

Penny later remembered, “Cindy had gone a little nuts . . . we were both real scared and just didn’t know how to accept the success of the show.” They became friends and confidantes at last. Ironically, it was widely felt that their amity was spoiling their comedy. Competition, even hostility, had supposedly kept the duo on their toes. Now they were getting soft, their comedy-play soggy.

Romance intervened, and things returned to normal after Cindy Williams wed comedian Bill Hudson of the Hudson brothers and got pregnant. Sources said he was trying to make his influence felt on Laverne & Shirley. Williams and company demanded that each new script had to refer to her condition. “I think she believed paralleling her own baby with the baby for Shirley could do for her what it did ratings-wise for I Love Lucy,” said the show’s writer.
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On the set of Laverne & Shirley

Williams also asked that her work schedule be limited to a “reasonable” number of hours during her pregnancy. And she wanted it in writing. But what constitutes working hours? Does time spent in makeup count? Lunch hours? Sulks in the star trailer? The producers felt Williams’s demands were too restrictive and suggested that she not participate in every episode.

The former Laverne & Shirley staffer notes, “Laverne had indeed become more pivotal to the series, and the producers thought if Cindy took some time off, it would make it easier for her, and also they could save the $75,000 she got per episode. . . . Not so many years before this, Cindy had been wailing about how she was now committed to a multi-year run doing television.”

But TV stardom brings its own stereotyping, and post-Shirley, Williams would most likely not be able to return to feature films; by now, she was Shirley in the public’s mind and, more importantly, that of movie casting directors. When she heard the producers’ suggestion that she cool it, Cindy was flabbergasted and reportedly appalled that Penny hadn’t insisted that it had to be Laverne and Shirley, not Laverne minus Shirley. In disgust, she decided to walk, and so Shirley Feeney went overseas with her husband.

After seven highly-rated years, Laverne & Shirley was ending on a very publicly sour note. “What they really want to do is to ace me out of the show and finally give it to Penny,” Cindy declared, and filed a $20 million lawsuit against Paramount for contract violations and discrimination. The Marshalls all denied they were out to dump Shirley/Cindy and put on a happy—but not too publicly happy—face about the sitcom’s new direction. However, sans Shirley, Laverne & Shirley barely made it through one final, low-rated TV season. “If Penny Marshall thought she was Lucy and Cindy was just her Ethel Mertz, she sure found out different,” says the writer.

Cindy Williams did not return to the movies and has had a very low-key career since. “Regardless of the righteousness of one’s cause,” offers the ex-staffer, “actors who sue an employer are generally seen as troublemakers by the show biz establishment and punished. Look at Raquel Welch [who sued MGM when replaced in Cannery Row by a younger Debra Winger] or Valerie Harper [who sued when Valerie’s focus shifted from her to its young male stars]. Litigants don’t usually get nice new offers, whether or not they get a nice settlement,” the terms of which are rarely made public.

Besides sexism, there’s ageism, which hits actresses particularly hard. Neither Williams nor Marshall would be at all likely, post-sitcom, to maintain their onscreen star status, especially the plainer Marshall. But she made the far smarter move: not into motion picture acting, but directing. No longer a self-deprecating “comedienne” or an actor saying somebody else’s lines, she became the boss on such varied films as Jumpin’ Jack Flash, Big, Awakenings, and A League of Their Own.
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