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Arlene Francis: Leading Lady of the
Airwaves

Arlene Francis was a career woman long before women were proud to claim this title. She rose to prominence as a stellar figure in American broadcasting just when traditional gender divisions reemerged after World War II. Although Arlene may not have set out to forward the place of women in the power structures of broadcasting, she succeeded in rising to the topmost ranks of admired radio and television personalities, on par with any male celebrity.

Her life spanned almost the entire 20th century (1907-2001), and her career mirrored the transformation of broadcasting from radio’s entertainment dominance to the reign of television. Arlene and broadcasting advanced together, her personal talents ideally suited to the industry’s demanding forms. She transitioned with grace from local radio to network radio, then to network television, syndicated television, and finally back to local and syndicated radio, where her voice was heard on the airwaves until 1991. And she accomplished this lifelong media journey all the while pursuing her career as a stage and screen actor.

As Jennifer Bitman’s expansive biography affirms, Arlene embraced the discipline of hard work; she was unafraid to take chances and make adjustments at every turn in her career. In an interview with The Salina Journal at age 74, she explained, “You can’t be static in your life. You’ve got to move on and readjust your sights as you grow older because the world changes…you must move with the times.”1


From Radio to Television and Back Again

Not one, but two stars on Hollywood’s Walk of Fame applaud Arlene’s prominence in both radio and television broadcasting.

Her radio career began two decades before television arrived in American homes. During the 1930s, Arlene’s deep-timbered voice was heard on more than 20 soap operas, and her gift for mimicry made her a versatile performer, landing her roles in The March of Time, Cavalcade, Betty and Bob, and Forty-five Minutes from Hollywood. With network radio centered in New York City, Arlene remembered in her memoir, “I’d run from one studio to another in the same day, changing my accent enroute.”2 In 1935, she hosted CBS’s musical show Hour of Charm, which boasted an all-female orchestra.3 In 1937, she became the “Voice of Fashion” in collaboration with Vogue Magazine. During the war years, she was the mistress of ceremonies for the popular radio show Blind Date (1943-46), during which GIs had two minutes to convince “glamour girls” on the other side of a partition to go out on a date.4

During the industry’s changeover from radio to television after World War II, Arlene adapted without missing a beat. Blind Date moved to TV in 1949, launching Arlene’s decades-long run on network television.

Across the 1950s, Arlene could be seen on television with every click of the dial—a vivacious panelist each Sunday on What’s My Line? (1950-1967); a charming host for the GI talent show Soldiers’ Parade (Talent Patrol) every Thursday evening on ABC (1953-1955); editor-in-chief for NBC’s daytime experiment Home (1954-1957), designed to appeal to America’s homemakers each weekday morning; and headliner for her own variety program, The Arlene Francis Show, daily on NBC (1957-1958). Arlene was also NBC’s first choice to co-host the Today show, which she declined for personal reasons.


Arlene remained a familiar face in American homes into the 1960s, 70s, and 80s. When What’s My Line? ended its run on CBS in 1967, she continued as a panelist on the syndicated version until 1975. In the early 1980s, she hosted Prime of Your Life (1981-86), a syndicated program that dismantled the misperceptions of aging.5

Overlapping her TV schedule, Arlene returned to local radio in 1960, hosting the weekday interview program The Arlene Francis Show, aired on WOR-AM, Manhattan’s prestigious local station. When the program was finally cancelled in 1986, she appeared weekly with Joan Hamburg on the same station, and then, at the age of 81, presided over Celebrity Hotline, a weekend show carried by over 100 radio stations in 1988.

Arlene’s tenacity and pluck allowed her to adapt to the everchanging backdrop of 20th-century broadcasting. In every decade, Arlene’s personal talents seamlessly matched broadcasting’s arduous requirements.

The “Quick Queen of Television”6

One of Arlene’s most durable qualities was her work ethic. In an interview in 1979, Eileen Prose asked her how she took care of herself to look so terrific. Arlene, 72 years old, responded with a laugh, “I work all the time. That’s the best way to survive. Never to give up.”7 Jennifer Bitman discovered remarkable examples of Arlene’s steadfastness even when she wasn’t feeling her best.8

Arlene’s innate aptitudes and well-honed performance style famously crossed media platforms: her eloquence and ability to improvise on live media; her sense of humor and playfulness, the well-known smile so photogenic on TV; the deep pitch of her well-trained voice, perfected on radio and on stage but welcome on television; her down-to-earth personality so valued in women—charming, vivacious, magnanimous; and her association with New York sophistication and fashion at a time when broadcasting’s elite were centered in New York City.

Arlene’s practiced ability to improvise and speak off the cuff, no matter the circumstances, fit perfectly with live broadcasting, on radio or TV. In 1954, Newsweek praised this efficacious skill: “Pre-eminently, she can talk. She can talk wisely, wittily, and continuously.”9 Her natural talent for adlibbing, so useful in managing the uncertainties of live broadcasting, underpinned her success.

Even in later years, when she was able to pre-tape Prime of Your Life, Arlene took little interest in how the show was edited, trusting to the expertise of her post-production team.10 Her spontaneous on-camera performance was her greatest pleasure. Ever fearless in performing in the moment, Arlene also preferred live theater to filmmaking,

Arlene’s improvisations were laced with humor, wit, and playfulness. Her on-air disposition was vibrant and energetic; she freely smiled and laughed as she invented quips on the spot. After a speedboat ride at 125 mph on Home, she joked, “Sure makes a girl yearn to cross the continent in a cover wagon.”11

In another example on Home, Arlene introduced an array of French hats by adorning them on the heads of mannikins rotating on a tabletop. Because of the speed of the rotation, soon the hat she picked up no longer matched the hat named in the script, until she finally snatched the wrong hat from the last mannikin.

“This girl doesn’t seem to know what to put on this morning,” she improvised. “And it’s because they’re French hats and she’s not used to them. Are you, darling?”12

Sometimes her humor could be self-deprecating, which endeared her to audiences. In her book That Certain Something: The Magic of Charm (1960), she joked about the cancellation of the Home show. “I was born in Boston, raised in New York, and died in daytime television.”13 In her memoir she wrote that whenever she was asked “How old are you?” she replied, “Five feet five and a half inches. Next question?”14

In Jennifer Bitman’s interview with one of Arlene’s last producers, Chris Salvador is remarkably perceptive about the physical qualities that further established Arlene as a queenly figure on radio and television.15

He admired her precise diction, the pleasing low resonance of her voice, and her elegant body language.16 Her regal posture, formal bearing, and well-trained voice and gestures became her trademark.

Arlene came to broadcasting during an era which valued “charm” on the airwaves,17 and her brand of feminine charm was highly prized. Part of this elusive quality entailed politeness, genteel etiquette, and grace of movement and speech, but Arlene also projected genuineness and modesty. Her knack for laughter and her willingness to joke about herself created an accessible version of refinement that was widely appealing.

On the air, she radiated the highest form of etiquette, the talent of making others feel comfortable. As her son Peter Gabel best expressed it, at the core of her performance style was a “spontaneous confidence in her own charm, goodness, and authenticity.”18

Over the years Arlene carved out a distinctive image in broadcasting as an urbane New Yorker with elan. As a stage actor, party hostess to the famous, and fashion icon, Arlene best conveyed this cultured figure on CBS’s What’s My Line? where she wore stylish ball gowns (and her legendary diamond heart-shaped necklace, a gift from her husband) and magnified the program’s courteous tone and chic sophistication. On this stage, in a live broadcast every Sunday evening, Arlene’s gracious charm shone the brightest.


Arlene and Second Wave Feminism

It is not surprising that a woman named the queen of television in an era dedicated to traditional gender divisions would tell journalist Helen Bolstad in 1955, “I’m almost an anti-feminist.”19 The Women’s Liberation Movement was still on the horizon, and the country, with television itself offering reinforcement, extolled the gendered breadwinner/homemaker model. During the 1950s, the decade in which Arlene excelled as “TV’s busiest woman,”20 social shifts had revived a womanhood centered on homemaking and raising children.

Yet in an era preceding the establishment of Second Wave Feminism, Arlene’s career might well serve as an example of what has recently been called “accidental feminism,”21 when incidental factors advance the status of women in the workplace, even though underlying institutional structures of patriarchal power remain unchanged. By 1960, Arlene had risen to acclaim in the most coveted positions in broadcasting, a network darling at parity with any male star.

The incongruity between her fame as a busy career woman and a homemaker devoted to domesticity met its greatest challenge on the Home show.22 Journalist Alfred Bester wondered what such a “hip chick like Arlene” was doing on such a “square” show.23 Newsweek said she was the ambiguous ruler of both “pots and puns.”24 Within the binary gender norms of the 1950s, Arlene presented a paradox on a daytime television program focused on domesticity.

Arlene’s attempts to project a homemaker image on Home countered her public style as a chic New York actor, creating a dissonance on the program. At the same time, her intelligence and reputation as an erudite figure served to expand the world of her homebound viewers. Home was modeled on a magazine format, interspersing segments on glamour, fashion, shopping, and cooking with political, cultural, and social topics. The program covered issues of “child psychology, housing projects, comparative arts, teenagers’ problems and segregation,” according to producer Phyllis Adams Jenkins.25 Arlene interviewed guests that ranged from Frank Lloyd Wright to Helen Keller, from Billy Graham to John and Jacqueline Kennedy. In remote broadcasts, Arlene travelled to many corners of the country. After Home was cancelled in 1957, she expressed her hope for more expansive programming like this for women, “I’d like to see more women care— really care about politics, charity, and service work. . . .”26

In a confounding way, Arlene also offered viewers a validation of career achievements and what in the 21st century would be praised as an attempt to attain a work/family balance. When her homelife was featured in promotional articles, picturing Arlene enjoying dinner with her husband Martin Gabel or attending to her young son Peter’s needs, these were not false portraits.27 The public emphasis on Arlene’s hectic schedule affirmed what career women know all too well in this century—having it all is exhilarating but exhausting. This ongoing feminist predicament had to be glossed over in the 1950s, when Home’s publicity tried to cast Arlene as “a homebody.”28

Even though Arlene never identified herself as a Second Wave feminist, in many ways she adhered to fundamental tenets of women’s equality, as Jennifer Bitman’s research clarifies. She supported the competitive talent of women in the workplace and equal pay for equal work.29 She even addressed the safety of birth control pills and laws about abortion.30


Arlene’s son Peter Gabel recognized that his mother “would never have associated herself with the anger” of Second Wave Feminism.”31 She told the Miami Herald in 1957 that social change should be attained “in a sensible, non-violent way.”32 Nonetheless, the personal became political when Arlene’s daily WOR radio show was abruptly cancelled in 1983 and she recognized that charm alone could not undo the station’s hierarchy of male power.33 When the term “feminist” even in the 21st century can still connote rebellious bra-burners and strident complainers, Arlene’s softer feminism suited both her nature and the times.



When I was researching my book What Women Watched: Daytime Television in the 1950s, I had the pleasure of screening rare episodes of NBC’s Home show that featured Arlene as the program’s poised and eloquent editor-in-chief. I smiled at her jokes and admired her confident flair. I respected that she knew when to be serious and when to be humorous. For background, I watched old episodes of What’s My Line? and studied online interviews others had recorded with Arlene later in her life. Before long, I found myself liking Arlene and feeling that I knew her. Her charisma had endured beyond her lifetime.

Another great pleasure was meeting Arlene’s son Peter Gabel in California, getting to know the personal side of Arlene through him, and appreciating his commitment to acknowledge the impact his mother had made on broadcasting and the theater. Today I am pleased again to collaborate with Peter, his partner Lisa Jaicks, and their son Sam, as well as with Jennifer Bitman, the author of this biography, to honor the legacy of Arlene Francis and to help record her eminence as a leading lady in broadcast history.

Marsha F. Cassidy
September 2022
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Preface

While several deserving women have been called “The First Lady” of television, Arlene Francis could arguably top the list. She not only pioneered a medium dominated by men, but she singlehandedly attained many firsts throughout her enduring career. Her record of achievements reads like an encyclopedia, and her reputation like a love letter. Nearly two decades after her death, she entered my life in a most unassuming way, prompting an enlightening journey into an extraordinary life. By the time I was born in 1984, Arlene had been a fixture on American television for decades. She had built her career as a stage and radio actress in the late 1920s and 30s, made a name for herself in the world of broadcasting during the 50s, and at the same time, appeared in occasional film roles. Driven by an insatiable affection for work, Arlene also managed to spare twenty-five years as a regular panelist on What’s My Line? (1950).

The classic game show was the perfect outlet for her exuberant personality, razor-sharp wit, and unreserved warmth. It was through the medium of television that the world would fall in love with her, but not everyone was fortunate enough to witness Arlene Francis’s engaging personality in real time. As one belonging to a generation of millennials, I have had to look backward to discover her life and career. The process happened quite inconspicuously, as great things often do. When a local over-the-air station decided to run classic What’s My Line? (1950). episodes after midnight, I just happened to be watching. That might sound simple enough, unless you also consider the fact that I had recently been gifted a new-used television set–one that was tuned into more than the five channels my old set begrudgingly offered. However, I soon had no use for any channel or any show besides What’s My Line? (1950). At first, I couldn’t figure out why I was becoming so fond of it. The premise was simple. It was lighthearted fun, complete with an old-fashioned charm missing from modern television, but there was something else that drew me in, something apart from the show’s intrigue. I soon realized it was Arlene Francis.

Like she had done for decades, Arlene attracted viewers with a unique combination of elegance and approachability. She was the epitome of class and sophistication while at the same time exuding the comforting familiarity of your closest friend, and strikingly, here I was in the year 2019, never having known that this remarkable woman ever existed. It was unfathomable to me, and I yearned to know more about her, to sit across a table and listen intently while she told me all about her life experiences. Since that was impossible, I did the next best thing and read her 1978 memoir. After turning the last page, I felt that Arlene hoped to be recognized for more than just being a loveable game show icon. The theater was her first love, and I think it was important to her that she be remembered as an actress. Principally, it was a love for acting that inspired her and brought her before the public in the first place.

There is no question that the incredible scope of her career on radio, stage, film, and television was awe-inspiring, and it made me a firm believer that every person in the world should know who Arlene Francis was. So, I decided to try my hand at making that happen in the form of this book. I had already written one other biography. It was a satisfying experience, but I had no plans to write another. For me, writing has to have a purpose–it has to mean something deep down in my heart. When I finished reading Arlene’s memoir, I knew that she had cemented a legacy and a career worth remembering. In life, she had done it all. Now, I felt compelled to do something for her.

I began conducting research and wrote this biography to help secure Arlene’s place in the millennial generation and beyond. With the assistance of her son Peter Gabel, I gained insight into her life and career, interviewing some of Arlene’s relatives, former colleagues, and others who played important roles in her personal life. Their recollections have helped create a more intimate portrait of a much-loved woman. This book was written for Arlene’s family, and it is my hope that all who read it will become better acquainted with her through its pages. Even though I never had the pleasure of meeting Arlene Francis, I do feel I’ve gotten to know her, and I hope that after reading this book, you will too.

Jennifer Bitman
January 2022



Chapter One

“She’s one of the greatest human beings ever born”34

– John Daly

Arlene Francis made her debut in 1907. She entered the world on October 20th and was met by an audience of adoring relatives. Chief among this familial group were her parents, Aram and Leah Kazanjian. The two came from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, but the influences that made them distinct, inevitably brought them together. By the time Arlene was born, they had settled in Brookline, Massachusetts, a town in Greater Boston. Early on, there were several indications that the Kazanjian’s young daughter was a natural performer. Her inclinations toward the stage surfaced in childhood, and this emerging interest was disconcerting to her father, who held a generally unfavorable view of showbusiness. Arlene’s penchant for acting clearly came from her mother’s side of the family, and the influence was strong. Albert Davis was her maternal grandfather and one of her earliest sources of encouragement. He had been a Shakespearean actor in England, and his theatrical stories captivated his young granddaughter. At the age of seven, she began reciting poetry, and she performed with gusto, even if her only stage was the center of the family living room.

Arline35 Francis Kazanjian was born on a Sunday. The front page of The Boston Globe that morning boasted fair weather and predicted more of the same in the days ahead. For the Kazanjians of Brookline, the future was ripe with promise. The birth of Aram and Leah’s daughter was an event that far surpassed any current affairs. Paling in comparison was the record-breaking 475-mile voyage of the Army air balloon that landed in West Virginia that very day from St. Louis, and the small fire that erupted in Boston’s Hollis Street Theater during a stage performance of Salomy Jane (1907). The triumph and turmoil of urban life in the 1900s were the background noise amidst which all citizens went about their daily business. Unbeknownst to any local residents, a new star had been born in Brookline. Little Arline’s conventional upbringing would belie her extraordinary future, but her early foundation was firm. The pride and joy of her family, she grew up in an atmosphere of love and attention, fostering in her a natural flair for performance and a desire for recognition.

Her Armenian father was the head of the household, and she described him as honorable36 and adorable.37 “He was also immensely strict–and immensely kind,” she said. 38 “He’s a smash at being my dad.”39 Thus his journey toward that destiny began long ago. Aram Kazanjian was born in Turkey in 1875, and residential records place him in the Erzincan province.40 The family was said to have been prosperous until the ravages of the Armenian massacres in the 1800s.41 His mother was Gatik Ashekian,42 and his father, Harttoun Kazanjian,43 came from a line of coppersmiths.44 Included in the family unit was Varaztad; he was presumably Aram’s younger cousin (Arlene referred to him as “Uncle”) and would later become a renown reconstructive surgeon.


It was Aram who took an interest in the fine arts. In his teens, he attended the Royal Art School of Constantinople for five years45 and furthered his studies in the art institutes of Paris. This occurred during a time of great unrest in his homeland, and he would later relate his memories of those events to Arlene. “…One night, [my father] dreamed that his family’s house in Armenia had been burned to the ground. In the morning, he learned the terrifying truth.”46 Tragically, both of his parents had been killed in the Armenian genocide. Afterward, a 24-year-old Aram and his surviving relative, Varaztad, came to the United States. Unlike the many Armenian immigrants who settled in Watertown, Massachusetts, the two arrived in Worchester, in 1899.47 Varaztad initially went to work in a wire factory48 before being accepted to Harvard University.

Aram, however, continued to follow his artistic interests and began working as a portrait photographer. He opened his first studio in Boston and steadily earned the respect of his community. In 1905, he won the prestigious silver Goerz Cup and a prize of $100 for his photograph of a young woman and infant, titled “Modern Madonna.” In spite of his success, Aram had not abandoned art. He found a way to incorporate the creative skill into his photography, and was known to paint a bird or a butterfly on the shoulder of his female subjects. One of Aram’s early patrons was Leah Davis. She would eventually become his wife, and the mother of Arlene Francis, but back then, Leah was merely curious about the dark, “handsome”49 and “mysterious”50 photographer. “My mother and aunt went over to have their pictures taken; and sure enough, Father painted a butterfly on Mother’s shoulder.”51 Soon, they were married. This union no doubt brought a renewed sense of joy to Aram. Although his past had been scarred by loss, his future looked promising, and his bride had a history all her own.

Leah Ethel Davis was born on April 15, 1886, in New York City.52 She was described by Arlene as “a glorious blonde with saucer blue eyes and the fragile look of her English heritage.”53 That part of Leah’s heritage came from her father, Albert Davis. He had been born in Manchester, Lancashire, England,54 and after immigrating to the United States in the 1800s, he found work as a clothing manufacturer.55 In his younger years, he had been an actor, touring the English provinces with a Shakespearean theatre group.56 Eventually, he made a life for himself in America, and it was there he married Julia Weiner.57 Together, they raised six children. Two of those children, Alberta and Benjamin,58were Albert’s offspring from his union with Charlotte Watson,59 an English singer60 he likely met while traveling or performing abroad. Following Charlotte’s untimely death in the late 1800s, the two children were reared in the Davis household, alongside the offspring born of Julia, which included a son, Joseph, and daughters Jane, Jennie, and Leah.61 When Leah reached 21 years of age, she became the wife of Aram Kazanjian, and the couple produced their only child, a daughter they named Arline Francis.

Following her birth, the young family lived in Brookline, Massachusetts, for six years. Located in Norfolk County in greater Boston, Brookline began as a town of merchants and shipbuilders.62 Between the years 1875 and 1909, the burgeoning area’s population grew from around 900 to over 25,000.63 During Arlene’s early childhood, the enterprising town continued to evolve. In an address to members of the Brookline Historical Society in 1908, its president remarked on the industrious advancements, noting the “modern development and the use of electricity…[seen] daily in the lighting of buildings and streets, in the moving trolley car seen on every hand.” 64 Although her memories of living there were scarce, Arlene did recall traveling with her mother on one of the town’s transport systems. Often, they would ride together to the florist shop Leah maintained near Symphony Hall. “One of my first memories is getting carsick each weekday morning on the trolley car riding to Boston with my mother.”65

The number of married women voluntarily entering the workforce reached a high in the early 1900s,66 and, as part of this growing community, Leah reconciled her domestic duties by bringing her little daughter to work with her. This daily routine was but a snapshot of life in those years. As a young child, Arlene spent a great deal of time with her maternal grandparents. When tired of playing at her mother’s floral shop, she would stay with Albert and Julia at their house on nearby Huntington Avenue. She remembered her grandmother wearing “Queen Mary hats littered with flowers.”67 The two bonded during those early years, and Julia encouraged her young granddaughter’s personality.

“She was a great listener, recalled Arlene, “laughing at my antics and rocking over my jokes. ‘You and I are very close,’ she would say.”68 They would venture to the public gardens or the Boston Common, one of the city’s oldest parks. Sometimes, Arlene would join her grandparents on vacations, visiting Cape Cod and Martha’s Vineyard, and occupying a seaside cottage in Hyannis Port. In this environment, she would let her imagination flourish through art, experimenting with decalcomania, a popular creative process at the time – that of spreading paint on paper and transferring it onto canvas or ceramics. “I fancied myself a magician and went about transferring pictures onto everything in sight.”69

As a precocious and friendly child, she desired to explore the world around her, which at that time was the streets of Boston. The nearby Ginter Grocery Co. on Washington Street sold cakes of Ivory soap for 5 cents, while the local drugstore had bottles of Lydia Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound70 at the ready for female Bostonians.71 One day, at the age of four, Arlene wandered from her mother’s flower shop, sending Leah into a panic. After half an hour of searching, she found her daughter sitting on the next block, legs dangling over the curb, sharing a sandwich with a kindly street cleaner.72 Leah doted on her charming young daughter, and Arlene recalled her making special dresses for birthday parties, and putting “enormous ribbon bows” in her hair. Because she had been born close to Halloween time, Leah would decorate with a theme. “She strewed the house with orange and black crepe paper decorations.” 73 During one celebration, an incident74 occurred involving Arlene and one of the guests who had been invited from the neighborhood. “I had shown my affection for her by biting her toe too vigorously.” The child’s mother was none too pleased, and “hinted that it would be well to keep an eye on me, since cannibalism was taboo, even in our Brookline circles.”75


Imbued with a healthy dose of the theatrical, she rarely missed an opportunity to partake in her favorite pastime – reciting poetry for her adoring grandfather. “[He] would always hear me through, no matter how many times I repeated it.”76 “He was plainly and simply marvelous as far as I was concerned… his white beard, top hat, and large theatrical gestures… made everything he said sound important.”77 The retired Shakespearean actor also recognized his granddaughter’s talents, and fueled them with his undivided attention. “He would sit down, rest his hands on the cane in front of him, fix me with his eyes and say, ‘All right, Arlene, center stage.’”78 She would begin with a curtsy, and recite Two Glasses, the poem by Ella Wheeler Wilcox.

Later, she would remark on the unusual choice of poetry for a young child. Two Glasses tells of a man’s struggle to choose between water and wine. Her performance always rendered her grandfather to tears, and his emotional response might have been influenced by a note of poignancy. “Although it wasn’t even whispered in my hearing, Grandfather also did a bit of drinking.”79 This was one of the reasons why Arlene’s father associated acting with an appetite for loose living. “For my father, wanting to go on the stage was perhaps a trifle better than going to work in a house of ill repute.”80 The only actor Aram knew personally was Albert Davis, and there were already a few strikes against him. “It was common knowledge that he had done a bit of ‘walking out’ with women who happened not to be my grandmother…and could boast more begats than the Bible.”81 Evidently, his wife Julia was tolerant of his ways, and when he brought Alberta and Ben into the household, “she was as gentle and kind to the children from the wrong side of the sheets as she was to her own.”82


These children also happened to account for some of Arlene’s favorite relatives, among them, her adoring aunt Alberta. The daughter of Charlotte Watson, she had grown into a lovely and talented young woman. Alberta married Herbert Cluxton,83 a photography apprentice at Aram’s studio,84 and she was described as an exquisite beauty with dark curly hair and violet eyes.85 “If she took after her mother, I can understand grandfather straying from the straight and narrow,”86 Arlene once remarked. Alberta had most certainly inherited Charlotte’s singing talents, and easily recognized a young Arlene’s flair for the theatrical. She enthusiastically provided her niece with ample encouragement, even trying to convince Aram to let his daughter receive professional training. But the answer was no. Her solution to this opposition was to become Arlene’s acting coach, and personally provide her with “surreptitious lessons”87 in poise and voice projection.

These discreet lessons only increased Arlene’s aspirations. Her early desire to perform had to have been pure influence and heredity, as she never so much as attended a show when living in Brookline, but the fantasy world of which she dreamed, very-much existed. “I do know that there were seven or eight theaters in Boston in my time [there], she recalled, “at least three vaudeville houses.”88 The city’s theatre district was occupied by establishments like B.F. Keith’s, located across the street from the Boston Common. The Park Theater on Washington Street showed popular motion pictures such as Caprice (1913), starring Mary Pickford,89 and George M. Cohan’s Hello Broadway (1915) played to packed houses at The Colonial in the spring of 1915.90 At that time, an eight-year-old Arlene had not yet experienced the excitement of live entertainment. “Theater-going was an excess I didn’t engage in until we moved to New York.”91

About five years later, the family took up residence at 1324 St. Nicholas Avenue in the Washington Heights neighborhood of Manhattan. It was around this time that Aram expanded his photography business, specializing in children’s portraits and opening a studio in the Ehrich Galleries Building at 707 Fifth Avenue.92 His services were advertised in many periodicals, such as Vogue and the New York Times, with a notice that read, “KAZANJIAN STUDIOS: Art Photography at your home or our studio.” The business became well known for capturing portraits of juveniles as well as notable personalities, and it was also a training ground for aspirants such as Dorothea Lange. The future photographer, known for capturing the faces of the depression era, was one of Aram’s early apprentices.93 In addition to hours spent in the studio, Mr. Kazanjian kept up his interest in painting, and continued to fill canvases with bucolic nature scenes. Many of them were displayed around the Kazanjian home. Arlene recalled the walls being “completely covered by his paintings.”94 “My recollections of childhood are all tied up with trying to find a light switch.”95 In fact, Aram hoped his daughter might also become an artist, and during her school years, he sent her to the Art Students League of New York.96 However, Arlene was more interested in the art of performing.


When she was about 12 years old, her father discovered her sitting at the picture window in their apartment, playing the ukulele. “That might not sound like such a serious offense.”97 After all, a performer does need an audience, but that was precisely what worried her father. “He had a dark suspicion (absolutely correct as it turned out) that his only daughter had an unseemly, wild desire to, heaven forbid, go on the stage.”98 Aram’s reaction to this interest was to send Arlene to Mount St. Vincent, a Catholic convent and boarding school. It was located in the Bronx’s Riverdale neighborhood, and the Kazanjians moved into a large house nearby. Adjusting to life at the school was difficult at first. Not only was she lonely, but she also felt quite out-of-place. To begin with, she was not Catholic, nor was she reared in the traditions of any particular religion. “Daddy belonged to the Greek Orthodox Church . . . .” Her mother had Episcopalian ties, and she “had gone to a Presbyterian Sunday School, but only because it was convenient.”99 Added to this new experience was the fact that the convent would account for her first memorable school years. “While I don’t recall going to any school in Boston, it is possible that I attended a nursery school. In the back of my mind there’s a faint recollection of coming home one afternoon and telling mother that the school was locked, and that some men were throwing coal into the cellar.”100

Getting used to Mount St. Vincent would take some time. “I couldn’t bear being different,”101 she recalled. “I’m sure all the other children and certainly the sisters were perfectly nice to me. But I was an outsider.”102 These feelings set Arlene on a mission to become likeable and obedient. She would lie awake at night, trying to figure out clever ways to fit in. She also made an effort to become an exemplary non-Catholic student. “. . . saying my prayers, saying my rosary, confessing to sins I hadn’t even committed . . . there was no way I was going to let a nun humph down her nose and say: That’s what we get for letting a protestant in the place!”103

Later, Arlene’s son, Peter, would offer some insight into this early period of adjustment. “I think mom’s discomfort and feeling different likely was more connected to her being half Armenian.”104 Her ethnic features no doubt set her apart from the rest of the girls. She described her “dark eyes, dark hair, olive complexion . . . .105” It’s just lucky for me that I never grew a mustache because otherwise I’m a dead ringer for Daddy.”106 To Arlene, her mother’s fair skin and golden hair were ideal. In addition to her self-consciousness, she was also concerned with making friends. “I didn’t just want people to like me—I was desperate for them to like me.”107 All of this sounds a bit far-fetched now, considering that Arlene Francis was not only one of the most elegant, attractive, and fashionable women of her time, but she was also one of the most likeable.

As an awkward adolescent, however, she was determined to win over her peers. Her playful and fun personality began to surface, and she had no trouble attracting friends. Included among them were a few admirers from the Horace Mann School for boys. One such suitor was Ashley De Wolfe. He was Arlene’s first crush, and she referred to him “as the awakening of love’s sweet young dream.”108 After asking permission from the Kazanjians, Ashley took a 16-year-old Arlene on her first date. They had lunch at the Athletic Club in New York City, accompanied by the De Wolfes. Afterward, the two took a walk in the park, and she rejected his attempt to kiss her by saying: “Is this how I must pay for a lovely afternoon?”109

Her conservative attitude might have been influenced by her protective upbringing. Even a few years later, when asked to dances, her mother came along to chaperone. She recalled these experiences with humor and hindsight. “I was invited to West Point to a dance and, hold your breath, my mother came with me.”110 Looking back, she sympathized with her likely disappointed beau. “It couldn’t have been much fun for him to walk a girl and her mother past kissing rock.”111 Despite her initial concerns, Arlene became a popular student at Mount St. Vincent. She also took part in the school’s drama club.

The very place that her father thought would dissuade her from the stage, actually brought
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