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    To my devoted mother, Evelyn. Your unconditional love taught me Mary Ann values without you ever even knowing it.




    To my beloved father, Joe. You gave me love and confidence. I can still hear you saying, no matter what I tried, “Ahhh, you can do it!”
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  Russell Johnson




  Foreword




  We love Mary Ann because she is a useful, enthusiastic force in our lives. She never holds back, never equivocates. When there is something to be done, there she is, pitching in with both hands. We love her because we like her.




  We love Mary Ann because she is the future, the hope of our world. The youngest of the castaways, Mary Ann has her entire life in front of her. Watching her unfailing good cheer, her optimism is never in question. We love her because we need her emotional support and her belief that all will turn out well.




  We love Mary Ann because she is full of love for all. Mary Ann totally accepts not only the situation she is forced to survive, but the people who share her new life. It matters not to her if Gilligan bungles a rescue attempt, if Ginger is more glamorous, if Mrs. Howell is more sophisticated, or if the professor is too shy to act upon his attraction to her. Her love and acceptance are democratic and across the board. We love Mary Ann because we need to be loved unconditionally.




  We love Mary Ann because of Dawn Wells. Sherwood Schwartz created Gilligan’s Island and its inhabitants, but the actors breathed life into their characters. Thus, my dear, dear friend Dawn Wells did so with Mary Ann. Dawn added the flow of love and life to her character and made us love her. Please allow me to repeat: we love Mary Ann because of Dawn Wells.




  — Russell Johnson
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  Hi! It’s me.




  They told me, “You should write a book.” I said, “I don’t want to write a book. I want to talk to you.” They said, “Dawn, we can’t make that many copies of you.”




  As we shall see, “they” are usually right. So, I’m writing to you, but I still wish I could be talking with you.




  Mary Ann or Dawn?




  Now, there’s a question. It’s usually “Mary Ann or Ginger?”




  Every character on Gilligan’s Island was given a broad “stock” comedy role to fill — captain, mate, wealthy man, wealthy wife, professor, movie star — except one. Mary Ann was not given a character description. She was given a name and location — Kansas farm girl. I had to fill in the blanks. So, from the get-go, the Mary Ann character was different. She wasn’t a Hollywood creation. She was molded by me, from me.




  I think this is why, over time, as the Gilligan’s Island reruns multiplied and the Mary Ann phenomenon grew, fans of the show came to see the fictional Mary Ann Summers and the real Dawn Wells as almost the same person.




  So, when I say, “Hi, it’s me,” you might be wondering who “me” is. Well, let’s go with what the book cover says, “by Dawn Wells.”




  Now, I want to talk to you about both of us. I drew from myself to make Mary Ann in 1964. I was 25. I’ve had a much longer and richer life since the show that I can now share with you. Still, when I think about it, everything I am today was in place then, when I was 25.




  At first glance, Mary Ann doesn’t seem to fit in this age today, does she? Her manners. Her innate sense of propriety. Her pony-tails, gingham dress, and short shorts. Her plainspoken demeanor. Would Mary Ann use emoticons today? I think… maybe :)




  Birth control pills, the feminist movement, and the sexual revolution were barely even known when Mary Ann landed on the island 50 years ago. The whole idea of a “good girl” has evolved—Gilligan’s Island . . . to That Girl . . . to Dallas . . . to Sex in the City . . . to reality TV . . . you get the idea.




  Many a good girl today will publicly say and do things that would have made her Scarlet Letter material on the island.




  But still, Mary Ann does fit. She fits today just as she fit two generations ago. She fits because she is timeless. The values and principles of her character are timeless. I know this because the core of Mary Ann is really me. I mean, I built her from scratch. You can’t ignore it. It’s your essence. If you play a character long enough on stage or screen, I think your true self shows through.




  I want you to know you are not reading a put-down of Ginger or Tina Louise in any way. Viewers may have thought she was doing a Marilyn Monroe thing. The breathy voice. The eyes. Whatever. If so, she made it look easy and it was impeccably performed.




  Tina was perfectly cast. She knew how to play a movie star because she already was one. I was in awe. She had magnificent discipline and she never dropped character. I really think she enjoyed the role.




  Let me be the scout. You can be the wagon train.




  You hear it all the time lately: “We’re in the worst shape since the Great Depression!” Well, I was born during the Great Depression. I’ve been around. I’ve driven the Road of Life and I started before they had automatic transmissions.




  Things haven’t changed so much that I can’t predict what’s coming your way, whether you are 25 or 50. So, I’m inviting you to stick around.




  What good is knowing all this stuff if I have no one to tell it to? I’ve been here for a long time. I’ve been dating men for forty years. I know what I’m talking about. So, let’s get started.




  I’m not your mother. I’m not a therapist. I’m just…me. In my travels, much of my time is spent talking and listening. And as a single woman, there aren’t many places I haven’t traveled to. I’ll talk to anyone. I even talk to myself. A lot. I do, but so what?




  I grew up in Reno, Nevada. It was the opposite of Kansas — gambling, divorce, legal prostitution. My hometown was the divorce capital of the world. People who wanted a divorce would move there for six weeks to establish residency and then get a cheap, fast divorce. Divorce was uncommon everywhere else in the country.




  Behind the glitz and the lights and the divorce mills, Reno was actually very traditional and conservative. So, I grew up seeing both sides. My parents were divorced when I was four, but I did not grow up in a “broken home.” I was raised by a very good mother and a great dad. My parents remained friends for life and both raised me. I had two families who loved me! My mother was protective. I could tell my father anything.




  So, when I looked out my window, I may not have seen a Kansas farm, like Mary Ann, but when I looked back into the window I saw a lifestyle and values that would be very much at home on that farm.




  I was not thin — always one size too big from the seventh grade on. I had acne when I was a teen. I had to hot pack my face with medication every night. My knees started dislocating in the sixth grade, actually in a ballet class. So, no ballet, no sports. And then I got braces on my teeth. In spite of this I was fairly popular and had really good friends.




  I learned that the belle of the ball doesn’t have to be a belle. I learned that beauty is an illusion. You make the very best of what you have, what you are, and what you can be. I still believe that.




  Mary Ann was the most stable of the castaways. Yes, she was a voice of reason, but she could also cook, clean, and sew. How did all those single men on the island manage to overlook perfect marriage material?




  

    MARY ANN’S LIST FOR LIVING AND LOVING




    It’s ok to pull back.




    It’s ok to be shy.




    It’s ok to be uncomfortable.




    It’s ok to want more.




    It’s ok to experiment and grow.




    It’s ok to know the person you are with.




    It’s ok to wait.




    It’s ok to put yourself out there.




    It’s ok to have a bad date.




    It’s ok to keep trying.


  




  It’s not my ego talking, but Mary Ann wasn’t just a silly and sweet ingénue. She was bright, fair-minded and reasonable, and I like to think that’s what I brought to her. She was a little more of a Goody Two Shoes than I am. Sherwood Schwartz, the show’s producer and creator, was smart enough to put her in short shorts so you wouldn’t think of her as your bossy sister. I helped create my own wardrobe from there.




  What’s changed since Mary Ann was marooned.




  First, let’s look at what’s different. How do I know what’s different? I speak to and with groups of young people. Done it for years. What I hear comes unfiltered. When I am in a room with young women and there is no chaperone, I hear what they are really thinking about. They ask me about drugs, sex, religion, everything.




  At that age, most of them don’t talk to their parents about these things. At least that’s the way it seems. It’s the age when they are absolutely sure their parents don’t know anything. They see me, and they see Mary Ann as a friend who won’t judge them, but who is also a role model their parents accept. She’s positive.




  Here is what they tell me.




  They say sex today is different. A kiss was barely allowed on Gilligan’s Island, much less a view of my navel. Today, sex is everywhere. At least the topic seems to be.




  It’s the lingerie shop at the mall. It’s the magazine cover — make that dozens of magazine covers — at the grocery stores, drug stores, convenience stores, airports. It’s the billboard for the x-rated bookstore. Heck, it’s the billboard for expensive jeans! It’s the erectile dysfunction ads. It’s the movies. It’s the soap operas. It’s primetime! Meanwhile, there hasn’t been a Mary Ann-style character on the air in forever. There hasn’t been a good girl over 14. Sooner or later, a Third Rate World rubs off on you, especially if that’s all you know.




  

    THE MARY ANN MESSAGE




    By Shira Tarrant, PhD




    After fifty years, Mary Ann remains a refreshing change from the worn-out sexual props on TV. In a media saturated world, telling little girls (and the rest of us) that being is sexy is a woman’s number one job, she offers a different kind of role model.




    Sure, she is sexy. But she is also a moral compass reminding fans that it is okay to speak up and take a stand. She teaches us that we can stay true to our ethics, we can know right from wrong — and that we can rock a cute island outfit while doing it.




    Shira Tarrant is professor and pop culture critic in the women’s gender and sexuality studies department at California State University, Long Beach


  




  The whole idea of what is actually a date is different. Oh, the roles of women in all aspects of life are not the same as they were in 1964! Those old dating rituals just don’t seem to match.




  Can you picture a man driving to your home, meeting you with flowers, escorting you to his car, taking you somewhere special and paying for every bit of it until he escorts you home? It’s actually easier to picture that in reverse, with the woman doing the heavy lifting.




  Communication has changed. I sense there is too much drama out there. It’s like your life doesn’t have meaning if it doesn’t have drama. There is emotion, but the way it is expressed is almost impersonal.




  I miss the beautiful language of love. Does anyone really believe you can express it with hashtags and emoticons and tweets? Sonnets, they ain’t. Hold it! If I had children, I wouldn’t want them saying “ain’t.” Sonnets they aren’t.




  What a combination. Too much drama and too little meaning.




  Drinking and drugs are a different story today, especially drugs, which were barely just visible on the horizon in 1964. Even though they are harder to control, drugs are just like alcohol in one very important way. They can both make a bad idea seem like a good one.




  Now, there is nothing new about drinking, but there is a huge difference between sipping a Manhattan cocktail and a Sex on the Beach shooter. Sipping creates a very different moment than shooting. Is there anyone who thinks you can have an interesting, intimate conversation and build an enduring relationship around binge drinking?




  Today the way you meet people is different. Sure, people still meet through friends and work and church and clubs, but now that universe is vastly bigger through online dating. And, of course, that comes with its own problems.




  The way you are remembered is different. In Mary Ann’s day you could make a mistake and only a few people knew it, and sooner or later they forgot about it. Today that mistake can be witnessed by countless people online and live there for a very long time. It can grow way beyond your personal life and alter your professional life. It can follow you anywhere.




  Ah, but pendulums swing.




  Sooner or later it has to swing back. Mary Ann couldn’t show her navel on television. Britney Spears made the navel a fashion statement. Today, there isn’t much of the female anatomy left to the imagination. After you’ve shown everything, what’s next?




  Mary Ann is a state of mind. “Good Girl” is a state of mind. The culture we live in has pretty much left it up to you to decide what you are. The rules aren’t defined today. You need to set your own.




  And so, I present to you Mary Ann’s guide. I’m not here to give you rules. I’m hear to help you make your own. Who knows? You might find yourself ahead of the pendulum.
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  A moral compass that points in all directions




  Wealth without work


  Pleasure without conscience


  Science without humanity


  Knowledge without character


  Politics without principle


  Commerce without morality


  Worship without sacrifice.




  — Mahatma Gandhi, “Seven Deadly Sins”




  Your tattoo will never look better than it does today. It will grow old on you. Faster than you, really. It will age on you, but not with you. The image, the picture, the symbol, whatever it is that makes up your tattoo probably won’t match the temperament of the you of the future any more than your haircut today would look good on your grandmother.




  If age is a pre-existing condition, so is your tattoo. Chances are you will grow weary of it, if you already aren’t. Chances are you will ask, “What was I thinking?” So let’s ask, why do you regret that lizard on your shoulder? You say it’s a butterfly? Oh, dear. By the time you are half my age it will be hard to tell the difference. Like so many things, it was so easy to put on and so hard to take off.




  I once worked with a young actor who was habitually late and unprepared. He appeared one day with a new tattoo covering his arm from wrist to shoulder. He expected the director to cover him up. I told him, “You have just limited yourself for life.”




  Knowing what you are doing and why.




  What? It’s this way: If you are making your own rules, you live in the world you make. Let’s take a look at the world that’s been made around you. Hmmm. There’s a lot of stupid out there. Stupid is an industry. People make careers out of stupid (I’m thinking sex tapes here). So, what to do?




  A friend once defined maturity as knowing what you are doing and why. It was famously put another way — “Know Thyself.” The problem here is that the hardest person for you to really know is yourself. That’s true of just about anyone. If you haven’t noticed, there is an entire industry devoted to the problem. After the professional psychiatrists and psychologists, here come professionals and amateurs on television, radio, even your family, all ready to tell you what it is that you are thinking and why.




  I’ve always said that you are the first mate of your own ship until you are 21 years old. Then you become captain, an adult equipped for the world. I still think that’s true. I know you want to be captain at age 18 or even 13, but take it from me: Wanting it doesn’t make it so. I’ll grant you this — your job as first mate is much more complicated today than it was for me.




  There are so many opportunities for stupid now. No wonder parents feel overwhelmed. You view a TV program that seems safe enough, and bang, the F-word fills your living room loud and clear. Meanwhile the kids can even hear it in the next room.




  You leave what you think is a mainstream magazine on the table and, bang! There’s the soft porn image in a clothing ad. At least that’s only sexual innuendo. You go to the gym and the step class echoes with sexually primitive rap. At the YWCA!




  Music that was vulgar when you were young is playing at the grocery store. On the elevator, cable TV, network TV. There is no way to prepare yourself. You are standing on a corner holding your child’s hand when a bus drives by with a larger than life image — two half naked punks and a bikini-clad model with no top. Whoops!




  And then there is the internet and your email inbox! And then there are the movies! It crosses all generations. We’re all seeing the same things.




  These are all pieces of stupid. No. That’s not it. The problem here is the absence of don’ts. Let me hit the pause button here. We need to talk before you drop me into the folder marked “prude.”




  I love it when people say, “I have made my share of mistakes.” My share. Like there is a quota. Well, okay, whatever my quota is, I’m sure I probably have made it, although I don’t think I’ve exceeded it.




  I’ve had a marriage end. I’ve had moments when my good sense abandoned me. If you want to say I have the attitude of a prude, well, I think prostitution should be legal. How’s that? I’m not stamping my tiny foot or shaking my finger at you.




  Now, about Don’ts. Don’ts are the white lines on the road of life. Once you topple a Don’t, what do you see in front of you? Another Don’t to topple.




  Restraint can set you free. I have always been grateful I graduated from Stephens College. It is a small, private women’s college in Columbia, Missouri. It is still today a place for women who want to develop an identity as they learn.




  Story time! My father didn’t really understand why I wanted to go to an all-female college. He thought it would isolate me. It was the opposite. For me, it was liberating. The social rules were hard and fast. By today’s standards, though, it was the equivalent of a nunnery. Plus, boys were not a part of your routine day.




  With so many distractions out of reach, I was free to use my mind. On the campus. In the classroom. I could be who I wanted to be with no male competition . . . and no competition for males.




  I was raised as an only child, and I really liked living with a lot of girls who liked living together. In that atmosphere, you aren’t competing for boys. You aren’t there to find a husband. You are there to develop yourself. I was there to learn.




  It turned out to be the place that opened my eyes to many possibilities. Mary Ann was born there, in a way. I couldn’t take physical education because of my bad knees, so I took a drama class instead. My theater professor, Dr. William West, took the time to get to know me. He saw my potential. He said, “Dawn, this is what you ought to do.”




  At the time, Stephens was a two-year school. After graduation I chose the University of Washington in Seattle because of it’s outstanding theater department and pre-med studies. I vacillated between both. I wanted to be a pediatric surgeon. I gave myself two years to decide what to do. In the end, I got my degree in theater and chose Los Angeles as my destination, and never looked back.




  If anything goes, what stays?




  So, here you are, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, twenty years old. Maybe you are in college. Wherever you are, you are still the first mate of your ship. You live in a world where a 12-year-old can get her hands on a morning after pill and the parents be damned. You are very much on your own. At the time when you really are least able to, you need to listen to your Big Brain.




  Every person has a Big Brain and a little brain (the little brain doesn’t deserve capital letters). That’s not science, that’s just Dawn talking. Or maybe it’s Mary Ann. (We could even call your Big Brain your Mary Ann Brain. Hey, I like that.)




  When your little brain is in charge, that’s when mistakes get made. Your little brain can’t stand Don’ts. Can’t stand rules. Can’t stand the word no. Your little brain wants and wants and wants.




  Your little brain thinks that now is the right time for everything. Your little brain only understands now. Your little brain hasn’t a clue what the future is, much less what it means. Your little brain wants to be out of control. Your little brain has no self-respect.




  You little brain is a child inside you, no matter how old you are.




  Your little brain is shallow. You look in the mirror and your little brain sees a chubby kid with bad skin (I just described myself as a teenager). Your little brain can’t see beneath the surface.




  Here’s the worst part. Just when you think maybe you’ve got it all figured out, you find that your little brain can take over at any time at any age.




  What to do? For me, it started with the debate team in high school. I loved debating and I loved the way the debates were conducted. You had to be prepared to argue both sides of an issue and you were not told which side you would argue until you went to the podium. Your position was given to you at that moment. (Note to self: pray that could happen on cable television.)




  This was a life lesson for me. It formed the way I deal with the world. Confront me with a situation and I’ll ask, “What’s the worst that could happen?” What are the consequences? What is the other half of the story? That’s my way of looking at both sides. It is the question your little brain never ever ever ever — whoa, that’s three evers — wants to hear.




  Your little brain isn’t you. Oh, it’s partly you, but not the whole you. It’s the sum of all the wonderful parts of you.




  The whole you is wonderful.




  The whole you respects you.




  The whole you wants to own what you’ve done.




  The whole you believes you are worth something.




  The whole you has standards.




  The whole you has Don’ts.




  Your Mary Ann Brain directs the whole you. Your Mary Ann Brain knows that something in your past may not necessarily belong in your future. Your Mary Ann Brain understands now, the present, and it understands how now fits into the future.




  On Gilligan’s Island, Mary Ann was often the only person using her Big Brain. Your Big Brain is smarter. It thinks ahead of time. It thinks about consequences. It asks, “What’s the Right Thing?” It is ready for the moments that come.




  Ahem . . .




  Which brings me to sex, like maybe you thought we were just talking about tattoos. The truth is, there is nothing stopping you. I’m talking to you. Yes. You.




  The culture I grew up in is gone. This was the culture where you began to have adult impulses at maybe fifteen years old. When I attended Stephens College there were no drugs on campus. Beer was rare and secret. Liquor was forbidden. Dorm hours were controlled. There were standards for behavior on campus.




  We couldn’t ride in a car with boys the first six weeks. Hmmm, girls, why do think they picked the first six weeks? Could that have been hunting season? We arrived in Columbia on a special Stephens College train.




  I boarded the train in San Francisco and watched as we took on more and more new Stephens students all the way to Missouri. By the time we got to Stephens the train was full of girls. And who met the train? Just about every boy from the University of Missouri, which was also in Columbia. Oh, yes, they were so ready to help with our luggage.




  You couldn’t smoke on campus. Church on Sunday? Required. You were in your room after lunch for an hour of study or a nap. We wore hose to dinner. (On those days when hose were uncomfortable, we would take an eyebrow pencil and line our legs to give the appearance of a seam. Hey, we got away with it once in awhile.) It was also a culture where virginity meant something.




  The culture you are growing up in is not different, it is indifferent. The culture you live in now seems indifferent to your choices. “Go ahead!” “Mom and Dad will never know!” “Here’s a pill!” “Take a sip.” “ Just for tonight!”




  Time to call in the Big Brain.




  What’s the worst that could happen?




  I think you already understand pregnancy and disease. There is another result, though.




  Every time you engage in meaningless sex you become less human.




  Too harsh again? Okay, show me the humanity in it. Show me the affection for you. Show me the beauty in it. Show me the appreciation of you in it. What do you say when you’re done? Thanks? Nice job? No regrets? Show me the true intimacy. Where is it? Is it just an exchange of bodily fluids?




  Yes, I know about the so-called hooking up trend. It is nothing more than the triumph of the little brain. In other words, it is stupid, shallow, and meaningless (harsh again!). I knew a young man, a college student at a small school just a year or so ago. He gets a call from a girl (note I did not refer to her as a “woman”). She has a date at eight. Can she come over and hook up with him at five?




  Great. Just trot on over and do me. Sexuality with no intimacy. Giving your bodies instead of your hearts. Where is the good in it? Then it all ends up on Facebook. There it is, like a tattoo that won’t go away.




  Are you starting to understand what I meant when I said Don’ts make you free? Can too many choices equal too many regrets? That’s up to you because you are on your own. The choices are there. Your parents can’t hide them. The culture is too powerful.




  I can only offer this: Look for the closest thing to certainty. Where do you find that? Start by considering what stands the test of time. A long time. Most people live in the present, have little grasp of the past and are stunned by the future. Try understanding the past and letting it enrich your future. The answers are there. What has always worked? Use your Big Brain.




  I hear women even my age and younger marvel at the idea of hooking up. It’s so…easy. Talk with them and you can almost see their two brains at play as they think it through. It usually starts off with a tone of jealousy. “Oh, my! If it were only that way in my day.” It moves into confusion. “How does it work? What are you doing?” It ends with dismissal. “It’s just something I don’t need.




  It’s not…right.” They are older. They think it through. They let their Big Brains talk down their little brains.




  It’s stunning really, the differences of the same physical act. The union of a man and a woman is a phenomenal thing if there is love. Love brings along its emotional friends — caring and affection. It is, in its way, a communication that deepens the connection between two people.




  With love, it makes one person of two. The more you give away, the more you get back. Without love, it’s all missing. Without love, you have to switch off your humanity. The more you give away, the less you get back. Where is the depth?




  It’s your heart. Sex is sharing more than your body. I am not preaching that you should be a virgin. That’s not my place. I can say, though, that your body and your heart are the most precious things you can give away. Why aren’t they sacred to you? Why isn’t it an emotional connection? Why isn’t it a communication? Why isn’t it more than just gratification?




  Where’s the passion?




  You hear about passion a lot lately. You hear, “Follow your passion.” Let’s not take that too literally. Passion drives many good things. It can motivate you. It can lead you into self-improvement and growth.




  It can also cloud your judgment, especially if it involves another person. Passion is invisible, but you can’t hide it. It can drive you nuts. Time to call in the Big Brain.
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