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    Acknowledgments and Author’s Notes


    


    There was a day many moons ago when I sat in front of a black-and-white television set, as a very little girl, and fell in love with Western TV stars. I didn’t know it then, but there would come a time when those handsome cowboys would literally inhabit nearly my every waking— and sleeping— moment. That time is now.


    One handsome cowboy in particular caught my attention big-time, and this book is the result of extensive research into his life. Jack Kelly played Bart Maverick on TV from 1957 until the show rode off into the sunset in 1962. This is the role for which he is best known, but it most definitely was not his only role. He was in the movies as well as on TV. The second of four children born into an entertainment family, Jack knew what greasepaint was before he could write his name. Life for Jack Kelly was a never-ending effort to play another part…and he reinvented himself more than once.


    When I put together a biography, there is nothing more important than doing my darnedest to get the story right. This is someone’s life I’m writing about, and I don’t take that fact lightly. I feel it is crucial to be as accurate as possible. Jack Kelly has never had a biography written about him. This means there was little collected information from which I could pull details and then research in-depth. I had to dig up every little bit of his life— from a childhood of which he rarely ever spoke, to a life in Tinseltown and on Broadway, and then into politics and fatherhood— and along the way I made some dear friends.


    I have to first thank Peter Spatharis. If not for Peter, this book would never have happened. He and I met years ago, and after learning I was a writer, he suggested I speak with a friend of his, Jack Kelly’s widow, Jo. Peter thought Jack would make a good subject for a book. He was right.


    I met Jo, and then Nicole Kelly Garner, Jo’s daughter with Jack, and the child Jack always wanted. Through these two wonderful women, I began the task of putting back together the pieces of a complicated life, the life of a man who deeply loved the women who loved him, a man who adored the stage— any stage— and a man who truly cared about the world around him and the people of his community. You are special ladies, Jo and Nicole. Thank you for opening up your lives to my pen.


    It needs to be noted here that James Garner was contacted more than once for an interview but he respectfully declined, saying he had had a stroke and his memory wasn’t what it used to be. His daughter, Gigi, did help with some details about the relationship between Jack and her dad. Mr. Garner has a book coming out this year, 2011.


    Carol Kelly Maross, the only living Kelly family member at the time of the building of this book, also declined to be interviewed. Her son was kind enough to speak to me but he could shed very little light on family dynamics.


    With that said, everyone else who was approached was more than happy to talk about Jack Kelly. He inspired, and continues to inspire, passion in most everyone who has ever had any knowledge of him. Besides Jo and Nicole, whom I now count as very dear friends, others opened their memory banks to tell me about Jack Kelly:


    Donna Lee Hickey, known on movie screens as May Wynn, was Jack’s first wife. I am grateful to her for trusting me with her recollections, and letting me see a side of Jack others never knew. I appreciate everything you have offered this book, Donna. Your insights into Jack’s world, the world he shared with you, gave me an awareness which I couldn’t have had without your generous contribution. I enjoyed our conversations.


    Peggy Cantwell shared a number of years of her life with Jack, and her knowledge gave me evidence of a time when virtually no one else had access to the details of Jack’s life. I’m very grateful to you, Peggy.


    Tom Chevoor, one of Jack’s best friends, along with his wife, Mary Ann, shared invaluable details. Your help was tremendous, Tom and Mary Ann.


    Kelly Caro Rosenberg, daughter of Nancy Kelly and Jack’s niece, offered recollections of what it was like for her mother to grow up on stage, and in doing so, gave insight into the Kelly family life. Kelly, thanks for your memories, and a new friendship.


    Peter Economakis was a friend of Jack’s in later years, kind enough to give me a look into parts of Jack’s personality which, until we spoke, had remained elusive.


    Bette Barilla was Jack’s secretary on the Huntington Beach City Council, and they were friends as well as employer/employee.


    Sir Roger Moore shared stories of his time on the Maverick set with Jack…extraordinarily helpful! Sir Moore’s web assistant, Marie-France Vienne, runs his website and facilitated our interview.


    James Drury was one of Jack’s co-workers during his Western TV days. They crossed paths a number of times over the years. His assistant, Karen, was delightful and helped me secure our interview.


    Gregg Palmer worked with Jack on a number of early films. They were Universal Studios contract players. Gregg’s knowledge of how the studio system worked in its waning days, and how that affected the young actors he and Jack were, was instrumental in creating awareness of that part of Jack’s life.


    Kathleen Hughes was a Universal contract player at the same time as Jack and Gregg Palmer. She played with both men in Sally and Saint Anne (1952), and offered invaluable insight into the life of a studio contract player.


    Gloria Pall, a showgirl and actress, shared memories of people she and Jack both knew.


    Mamie Van Doren offered thoughts on her remembrance of working alongside Jack in the Universal Talent School.


    Earle Robitaille gave insight into being part of the Huntington Beach political scene with Jack.


    Laura Wagner supported my “newbie” status in the world of retro TV writers, and gave me much-needed advice.


    Walter Hickey was instrumental in putting the pieces of Jack’s family history back together. I couldn’t have found so much of the information I needed without his help.


    Laura LaPlaca, an amazing researcher in Los Angeles, helped me work with the Warner Bros. Archives, referred by Jonathon Auxier, Curator of Warner Bros. Archives.


    My business partner, Debbie Barth, has put up with me and this book for quite some time, with grace and patience…I appreciate you, Debbie.


    I could not have done Jack Kelly’s visual history justice without the help of an army of his admirers who opened up vast archives of material, offering whatever I needed to ensure the book was picture perfect. I owe each of you a great debt of gratitude: Linda Gallo, Susan Ketcham, Becky Landis, Mike Luscombe, Lisa Oldham, Geri Ann Sefton, and Nell Lynn Young.


    Speaking of those Jack Kelly admirers, there are a host of others, and I cannot name them all…more show up each day on a very active website dedicated to Jack. In addition to those just mentioned, some others are: Colettia Estep, Richard Eng, Nic Fewer, Lydia Guadiana, Chris Hansen, Robert Howe, Marcia Kent, Sharon Klopfenstein, Amanda Marie, Julia Martina, Cheryl Oakley, Patricia Plummer, Melissa Snyder, Liz Terry, Janet Theador, Michelle Wheeler, and Randal Wheeler. If I did not list your name…my sincerest apologies.


    Susan Ketcham gets an extra thank you for officially supporting me on the website during my recent illness, and for being my professional pre-publication editor. You’re a sweetie, Sue.


    I had many research assists: Marcelo “Bonny” Abeal; Steve Badger; Marc Baron, The Lambs, Inc.; Sue Berry from Shocast Productions, Inc.; Cora Sue Collins; Joe Garagiola; James Garner’s daughter, Gigi Garner; Angel Feliz; Caren Ferrera, Sr., Deputy City Clerk for Huntington Beach, CA; Glenn Ford’s son, Peter Ford; Susan Fougstedt, Reference Librarian for Pollard Memorial Library in Lowell, MA; Martin Grams with the Mid-Atlantic Nostalgia Convention; Bob Kerivan; Ray Kinstler; Jack Lawson; Lowell Sun Archives; Kirk Moore, son of Dinty Moore who was a lawyer in the Warner Bros. TV legal department in Jack’s day; Stephen Moorer with PacRep Theatre in Carmel, CA; Michael Morici of Morici Law Firm; Marvin Paige of Marvin Paige Casting, who helped facilitate communications with Cora Sue Collins; Fred Speaker, Jack Kelly’s campaign manager; Richard Turner “The Cheat;” Diane Wagner from Proctor & Gamble Corporate Archives; Tim Woodhead, Marketing Director for Bridgeview Vineyards for Bob Kerivan…if I’ve forgotten anyone, again, I apologize. It wasn’t on purpose.


    Last but never ever least, I thank my husband, Tom, who has lived with Jack Kelly almost every day since the day I began this book. I’m grateful to share my life with such a wonderful husband. I love you, Tom.


    


    Linda Alexander Prevost


    Frederick, MD

  


  
    Prologue


    


    Jack Kelly had a council meeting that previous Monday evening. As reported by some of the attendees, he seemed different, not his usual jovial, on-target self. He was disheveled and disoriented— out-of-sorts for the perpetually well-dressed Kelly. Always known to read up on everything before every meeting, meticulously doing his research and making sure he was aware of each nuance and point to be covered, this night Jack was not on his game.


    “I’m sorry,” he repeatedly said to other council members, “I didn’t understand what you said. Can you repeat…can you explain yourself?”


    At the time, his associates wrote this off. Everybody had bad days.


    Nicole’s birthday was in two days. Jack was scheduled to do dinner with his beloved daughter and Jo, at Jo’s home. He and Nicole had been trying to get together for weeks. One thing or another had gotten in the way, but this time, the date was set. Nicole was going on a trip, and they all wanted to get together for her birthday before she left. Jack looked forward to spending time with his family, especially since he didn’t physically live in the same house anymore. He was going to cook for them, and all were looking forward to this treat. The day was a milestone for his daughter, and he would make sure she remembered it forever.


    Nicole was also anticipating this special evening. Early that morning, she called her dad to make sure he didn’t lose sight of the date on his calendar. She knew he’d never do that intentionally, but he kept a busy schedule. In the event something popped up, she wanted to make sure he wouldn’t be overbooked.


    “I called him and the line was busy,” Nicole remembered. “At first the phone rang, and he didn’t answer. I figured he must be doing something. Then I called again and the line was busy. I thought, Good, he’s still home.”


    This was about 10 AM, and Nicole had started calling at 9:30 AM. The line had been busy because Jack was talking with his good friend, Fred Speaker. Fred had been his Campaign Manager, and was a regular golf buddy. The men had arranged a golf date for the following Saturday morning. Jack, a regular at the local club, Sea Cliff Country Club, was addicted to the game, and everyone in Huntington Beach knew this. Jack Kelly played golf every chance he got.


    Nicole waited a few beats after hanging up the phone, and then impatiently dialed the number one more time. “When I called a few minutes later, the phone rang and rang and rang, and I thought, I must’ve just missed him. I figured he was gone for the day.”


    She knew his regular pattern; the same day-in and day-out. He was thoroughly predictable. Jack would get out of bed, turn on the TV, and leisurely do two crosswords while having his coffee— not one, but two crosswords. Every morning. In pen. Then he’d shower and dress for his day, usually always seeing that a golf game held a prominent spot somewhere in his list of appointments, which he always verified every morning with his secretary, Bette Barilla.


    Throughout her day, Nicole couldn’t stop thinking about reminding her dad of their date. For some reason, it had become extremely important to get him on the phone ahead of time and verify plans. “I continued to call his cell phone. He did have a car phone, and I called that, too. I called his office, called all over the place. And finally, about 3 o’clock in the afternoon, I got hold of his secretary.”


    Nicole’s voice faltered as emotion caught up with details. “I…I wanted to make sure he didn’t have plans because he was supposed to have dinner with us. I figured he went to play golf at someone else’s club. That had to be the only reason I couldn’t get hold of him.” Her voice fell soft, tentative.


    His secretary’s words had floored her. They were delivered methodically, as if at that moment, she, too, realized something was not right. There had been plans for a golf game later in the afternoon and, “He had a lunch date today with the Fire Chief,” Jack’s secretary told Nicole. “He scheduled the lunch…and…he didn’t show up.”


    Nicole knew now. She was certain this was more than a busy day gone wild for her dad. In her heart, suddenly Nicole knew something was terribly wrong. She understood that uneasy sense nagging her all day, and why she had been compelled to speak with him, why she had needed his direct reassurance.


    She hung up, the receiver clattering loudly into the cradle before she picked it up again to call her mother.


    “Go to Daddy’s house,” she instructed. Her mother was at work, around the corner from where Jack lived. Nicole was at least thirty minutes away and couldn’t get there as fast. “You have to go to Daddy’s house!” she repeated, her voice rising. “Something’s wrong. I can’t get hold of him. He didn’t show up for an appointment with the Fire Chief.”


    Hearing the fear in her daughter’s tone, Jo immediately rushed out of her office, taking no time to make her way to Jack’s place. She explained, “I don’t know why I did this, but on the way over, I looked up at the ceiling of my car and said, ‘Okay, listen God, no surprises, okay? Not ready.’”


    She continued. “I drove in, went to get the key which was in the garage, and saw his car. I thought, This is not good. When I went into the house, the TV was on.” Another bad sign. “It was a single-story house, and I’m standing in the living room. I had to go down the hall to the bedrooms. I didn’t want to go down the hall. I’m calling, ‘Jack, Jack?’ And nothing.”


    This is how Jo found Jack, unresponsive, lying in an unusual position on his bed. She had, as she called it, an “out of body experience.” Almost as if she were watching a movie, she noted Jack had done his two crossword puzzles. In pen, as usual. He had been watching TV— it still droned on and on in the corner of the room. There was evidence he’d had his regular start-the-day cup of coffee, and his caftan, he always wore a caftan to bed, was on the floor near the shower.


    Clearly, Jack had gotten up that morning as he did every morning, preparing for his day as he did, every day. His phone sat on the counter, near the entrance to the bathroom. He’d apparently spoken with Fred Speaker just before…just before his intent to jump in and take his shower had somehow been cut short.


    That phone call had obviously been his last. As her daughter had told her, a busy signal from her dad’s end had been replaced by a ringing, ringing, ringing sound in Nicole’s ear moments later. Surveying the scene now in front of her, Jo knew why. Somewhere between those two attempts to reach Jack, something had gone dreadfully wrong.


    A heart attack? Jo wasn’t sure. Leaning down over him, she could tell Jack was still breathing. A crucial detail. His breath was shallow but he was breathing, which meant he was still alive.


    Trying to process it all, Jo repeatedly spoke to her husband, her voice rising each time in her attempt to get him to gain consciousness. His phone rang, and Jo picked it up out of habit. Nicole. She had gauged how long her mother would take to get there, and timed her call to match.


    “Daddy’s here but I can’t wake him up,” Jo told Nicole. She heard her daughter’s voice come to her from the other end of the phone, as if relayed through a tunnel. She tried to process what Nicole said but couldn’t make sense of her words. Nicole sounded far off.


    Nicole spoke again, and again Jo didn’t respond directly. Nicole could hear her mother’s voice. She was talking, obviously not to her, and the sound was soft, almost a sobbing whisper. Her mother was speaking to her dad.


    Jo’s tone of voice was absent, teary, almost child-like. “Jack? Jack! Wake up.”


    Jo was clearly in shock, repeating the same words over and over. Without knowing exactly what was going on in her dad’s house, Nicole felt panic rise. “Mother!” she yelled. “Hang— up— the— phone! Hang up and call 911 right now!”


    Rather than wait to hear her mother’s response, Nicole disconnected from her end and jumped in her car, making the drive to her dad’s home in record time. As she arrived, an ambulance was on the scene, preparing to take Jack to the hospital. Her mother had obviously called 911. Jack was still hanging on, still alive, though unresponsive.


    Nicole found her mother inside the house. With a blank stare, she calmly told her daughter, “Daddy’s fine. They said he’s going to be fine. So I thought…I don’t know what I thought.”


    Jo sat in a stupor. She wouldn’t go to the hospital in the ambulance with Jack, not because she didn’t want to be with him but because she seemed unable to grasp what was happening. She was literally in shock. As soon as the call had come into 911, they knew who they were dealing with…that address belonged to City Councilman Jack Kelly. Once they were there, they tried to get Jo to go with them, but she insisted she wanted to wait for their daughter.


    Nicole was forced to take charge. It was as if she talked to a child as she collected her mother, put her in her car, and drove to the hospital, right behind the ambulance. On their way, Jo said Nicole was “panicking and praying.”


    When they got to the hospital, the doctor took Jo and Nicole into a private room. “He had this X-ray,” Jo remembered, “and showed it to us. The doctor said, ‘Do you see this white stuff going thru his head?’ I said, ‘Yeah.’ It was blood, he told me. I said, ‘Well, fix it.’ They gently let me know, ‘Mrs. Kelly, it doesn’t work that way.’”


    Jack’s aneurism, that old aneurism which had been discovered in his head about twenty years earlier, and which Jack had ignored, had finally exploded. Blood was running through his system from top down, and there was no fixing it this time. As Jo put it, “He was brain dead, bottom line.”


    That night, Jo and Nicole stayed with Jack around the clock, neither straying far from his bedside. The press got wind of Jack Kelly’s condition, and they were keeping track, waiting for any bit of information on “The Other Maverick.”


    Nicole prayed. She spoke out loud to her dad throughout the night, tearfully begging him, “Please live, please make it through this, Daddy. I can’t live without you.” This even though she knew in her heart, he was gone.


    The next day, Nicole had an epiphany. She was certain her dad could hear her. She loved him so much that she needed to give him permission to go, for his sake. Jack Kelly would never have wanted to continue this way. Knowing how much her father had loved life, and loved her since the day she was born, she felt she didn’t have the right to hold him back. She couldn’t force him to hold on if his spirit wanted to let go.


    The National Enquirer, in specific, learned that well-known actor and California politician, Jack Kelly, was suspended between life and death. Headlines screamed the likes of, “Jack Kelly’s family prays around his bedside for his death,” and even more cruel, discovered Jack and Jo no longer lived together as husband and wife. Jo was repeatedly dogged in public reports with the tag, “estranged wife.” At a time when the one man they both loved deeply and dearly was on life support, the media which had celebrated him when he’d done well and knocked him farther down when he’d made mistakes, now tried to put him— and his family— in a coffin before an official death pronouncement was made.


    Medical personnel had already declared Jack brain dead. He couldn’t communicate but Nicole, and Jo, knew the special bond he shared with his daughter held strong, and would forever stay that way. With Nicole understanding this, she gave her permission, out loud, for him to let go.


    This was the final pronouncement. The time had come.
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      The Adventures of Kitty Cobb cover art by James Montgomery Flagg.
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      Jack, Sr., Nancy, Nan. photo courtesy kelly caro rosenberg private collection
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      Jack in early Universal studio picture. photo courtesy linda gallo private collection
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      Jack weds Donna Lee Hickey, aka actress May Wynn. photo courtesy jack kelly family private collection
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      Jack dressed as Bart Maverick. photo courtesy jack kelly family private collection
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      Jack and Donna acting silly. photo courtesy jack kelly family private collection
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      Jack and Joyce Meadows in Maverick in a romantic embrace. photo courtesy geri ann sefton private collection
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      A smiling Jack as Bart Maverick. photo courtesy susan ketcham private collection
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      Jack as Bart Maverick, gun at the ready. photo courtesy susan ketcham private collection
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      Jack as Bart Maverick having a chat with his horse. photo courtesy jack kelly family private collection
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      James Drury as The Virginian (1962).
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      Jack on left in FBI Code 98 (1963). photo courtesy susan ketcham private collection
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      Cindy Malone, who dated Jack as his marriage to Donna ended.
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      Karen Steele, another of Jack’s lady friends.

    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Movin’ On… As The World Changes


    


    “I will always take care of you, Baby.”


    Jack Kelly


    


    Little did Jack Kelly know how his life would change once again, and once again, because of a woman. In the Summer of 1969, on his way home from a theater gig, he attended a 4th of July party on the beach in Playa del Rey. There he met a saucy, dark-haired beauty named Jo Ann. Though she was over ten years his junior, the attraction was immediate on both sides.


    Jo, as she was usually called, admitted later she’d had a crush on Jack Kelly as a teenager in high school. At the time they met, she was engaged to marry another man, and she lived in a rented duplex on the beach. She and a group of friends were at her place getting ready for the big holiday party, being thrown by Frank, her landlord. At that moment, in the downstairs apartment, Jack and his good friend, Dick Mordigan, were visiting with Frank.


    Jack’s friend, whom everyone called Mordigan, lived in a big home in the Hollywood Hills. Jack was known to stay with him often— convenient if he was doing a gig, or auditioning, or coming and going from a theater engagement. Jack and Mordigan had stopped at the duplex on the beach, on their way to LAX to pick up Jack’s luggage.


    Jack didn’t want to make the stop. Mordigan coerced him. Jo explained, “When he came off this dinner theater thing he flew to San Francisco to go fishing with Mordigan, then they went back to Mordigan’s house.”


    On the way to get the bags, Mordigan said to Jack, “Let’s stop at Frank’s. It’s the 4th of July.” Jack said he was too hung over, and not interested. Mordigan insisted. “You’ve got to get your luggage, anyway. Playa del Ray [Frank’s place] is a few minutes from the airport. Let’s stop. We’ll have a beer, a hot dog, and then go get your luggage.”


    Mordigan was driving, and they did stop. When they caught up with Frank, Jo said he told Jack, as she later heard the story, “Have I got a girl for you! Let’s go downstairs and collect the rent.” Moments later, Margo, one of Jo’s girlfriends, came running into her room where she was getting dressed. It was about 7 o’clock in the evening. “Jo! It’s Jack Kelly,” Margo said excitedly. “He’s in your living room. You’ve got to come out and meet him!” Jo said Margo gave her a pointed look and added, “But stay away from him. I want him.”


    Jo didn’t stay away from Jack, and he didn’t stay away from her. “We went out onto the beach,” Jo finished, “and proceeded to have fun with all the party people.” She and Jack dated all of six weeks.


    Jo was certain he was still seeing Peggy during the sum total of their whirlwind courtship. Jack seemed to have been confused, unsure as to where he wanted his private life to go. He hadn’t made up his mind between the two women. The incident with Jack and Peggy after he had picked her up from her summer cruise and brought her home had really been a blow to him.


    Jo explained how she knew he hadn’t completely cut his ties with Peggy. “After the 4th of July, but during that period, I had a date with Jack, and he stood me up. When he finally showed up the next day, he said he’d been with Peggy.”


    His words were defiant. He told Jo, “Yeah, I was with Peggy and I made love to her that night. And you know what? I made love to her the next morning.”


    Jo stared at him. “I was twenty-nine years-old, literally in love with this man,” she continued. “I didn’t know how to respond. He wasn’t ‘my man.’ I was just dating him.”


    And she was still technically engaged to someone else. Jack knew this. Her fiancé was in the Cayman Islands for the entire summer, where there were no phones. She couldn’t get hold of him, and had to wait for his call if she needed to have a conversation. She didn’t yet know if there was any reason to change her status because she couldn’t tell what Jack was going to do. He held his cards close to his vest, and hadn’t given her solid indication of his intention. Jack wasn’t sure what Jo was going to do. They found themselves in something of a stand-off.


    Not long before Jack and Jo had met, he had tried out for a part as a game show host on national network television, and when they got together, he still hadn’t learned if he would be selected. When his relationship with Jo came to this fork in the road, he needed to make some choices.


    “He was auditioning for Sale of the Century. He did not know when he was auditioning that they would, 1. Hire him, and 2. Take the show to New York City. So when he got the job and realized they would send him to New York, he had to make a decision. ‘Am I gonna marry her and take her with me, or will I have a long-distance affair?’” Jo surmised, “Jack, knowing he was leaving, loved me and wanted to take me with him.”


    Jo told of how this finally resolved. They had been to a golf tournament in which Jack had played and were on their way home. “The weekend he proposed to me was August 10, 1969. We were in the back of the limo, and it was a Sunday. He was hemming and hawing and telling me he loved me, saying he’s not a rich man…this and that.” Jo had a feeling something was coming.


    “I said, ‘Jack, Jack, do you have something you want to ask me?’ And he said, ‘Yes, will you marry me?’”


    Jack and Jo both had loose ends to tie up alone before tying the knot together. He told Jo he had to break the news to Peggy. This proved that up until only days earlier, he’d had some sort of relationship with her. Jo explained, “Jack told me, ‘I went to see Peggy. I looked at her and said I have something to tell you.’ Jack told Jo that Peggy replied, ‘You’re getting married, aren’t you?’ So she had figured out there was somebody else.”


    And Jo’s fiancé finally called on August 16th. This was the day she and Jack prepared to leave for Las Vegas, where they would marry that afternoon. When she explained to the now-other man she was getting married to someone else, he asked, “When?” She said, “Well…today.” That was the last time they ever had contact.


    Jo and Jack went to Las Vegas, said their, “I do’s,” and had a nice wedding dinner with friends. Immediately afterward, they returned to Los Angeles.


    “We flew home that night,” Jo explained. Jack was due the next day in Florida, to be on set for a production with Jill St. John and Robert Stack, so they got to Los Angeles, and stayed the night near the airport. The next morning, they were on a plane again. Jack had a part in The Name of the Game, his second for this series, this time alongside St. John, who played his wife. Stack had the lead. The episode, titled “The Civilized Men” (1969), was set in comfortable times for Jack— the old West— with a storyline centered on cattle-rustling. He and St. John were a couple involved in dark times when several cases of food poisoning showed up on a ranch.


    Within a few months of their marriage, the couple set up home base in New York City. Upon their return from Florida, Jo had gone to Del Mar and packed up Jack’s apartment— “got rid of some stuff, put other stuff in storage” in Jo’s words— and did the same thing for her place. When they got to New York, they stayed at the Hampshire House where they lived for about a month while they looked for a home. Jack was very familiar with the management.


    Jo said they stayed in the “same suite Jack and Donna stayed in when they were there doing some kind of a promo thing. They must’ve been there for quite awhile because there was chicken wire around the balcony.” The chicken wire had been put in place specifically for their poodles, to give the dogs some outside space.


    Jack and Jo did find their own home. They rented a two-bedroom, two-bathroom co-op from one of the heads of Singer Sewing Machine, who was in Argentina with his wife on an extended stay. They paid $500-a-month rent. They didn’t have a car and would rent one if they needed to drive out of the city.


    Jack had been named the star of Sale of the Century. This was different for him, though it did hark back to his early days as an announcer and live performer. Jack’s return to his hometown of New York City didn’t go unnoticed by the press. He was featured in an article titled, “After Long Absence…Jack Kelly Back Home At Last.” The piece heralded his return to his birth state. He announced he’d now live in Manhattan with “his wife, the former Jo Ann Smith.”


    The article went on to say Jack returned to California as often as he could “to fish for salmon and striped bass.” There was a determination in the piece to paint him as “an avid outdoors fan,” explaining he was “co-owner of a cabin cruiser” and he liked to “get away to Mexico for outdoor camping.” Jo explained the truth of this. They didn’t own the cabin cruiser. They leased it from actor Jack Jones’ father, Alan. “We rented a boat from Alan Jones, maybe a twenty-footer, and took it out to Long Island for the summer so we could party.”


    Sale of the Century was produced in Studio 8H at the NBC Rockefeller Studios in New York City, and debuted on September 29, 1969. The concept came about after Executive Producer Al Howard lamented over how hard it was to find a real bargain. The thought morphed into a national game show in which contestants were asked easy questions. When they responded correctly, they earned a few dollars. The gimmick was simple— after delivery of the right answer, contestants exchanged money for expensive prizes offered at extreme discounts.


    This wasn’t the sort of thing Jack was best known for, but he was really in his element, chatting up guests and letting his naturally engaging personality shine. He had his name on the marquee. The opportunity gave him the best of both worlds. He was again bringing in a regular paycheck, and he held onto the gig for almost two years, until August 23, 1971, when he was officially replaced by Joe Garagiola.


    Sale of the Century took over a spot previously held by a game show called Personality. Monday through Friday, 11 AM — 11:30 AM, Jack showed up on the TV screens of homes across America…mostly watched by appreciative housewives.


    Some TV viewers were confused by the turnaround in Jack’s persona. One reader of Hy Gardner’s “Glad You Asked That” column said, “Jack Kelly…is an accomplished actor. So why’d he become MC of a giveaway show?”


    Gardner’s answer was on target. “Doing a show like Sale of the Century offers other rewards. It gives Kelly daily network exposure, a chance to display his own personality, and it keeps his name box-office for guest spots and perhaps a lucrative nightclub act.”


    Working around his taping schedule, Jack continued to do
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      Jack and Jo Ann Smith on the beach. photo courtesy jack kelly family private collection
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      Card from Jack to daughter, Nicole, nine days after her birth. photo courtesy jack kelly family private collection
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      Jack Kelly note urging local political involvement for young people. photo courtesy jack kelly family private collection
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      Jack at home in the kitchen. photo courtesy jack kelly family private collection
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    Linda Alexander grew up with the ‘70s entertainment scene. After doing the hustle and watching The Mod Squad, she began writing about entertainment characters who engaged her imagination. Linda has published five other books— three nonfiction and two novels, the most recent, the biography of Golden Era film star, Robert Taylor, Reluctant Witness: Robert Taylor, Hollywood, & Communism.


    Her newest book, A Maverick Life: The Jack Kelly Story, is the biography of TV and 50s film star, Jack Kelly, published by BearManor Media. She teaches non-credit writing courses for her local community college, and co-hosts with Debbie Barth “The Three Wise Girls,” an internet entertainment radio show.
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    Reluctant Witness: Robert Taylor, Hollywood, & Communism, published in 2008 by Tease Publishing LLC, is the exhaustive biography of Golden Era movie star, Robert Taylor. He was officially called “The Man With The Perfect Profile” by MGM, and some considered him the most beautiful man to ever grace the movie world. Yet there was more to him. He was complicated. He saw history— movie history and world history— and he was part of both.


    He loved, literally and on screen, some of the most beautiful and glamorous women during the most glamorous era of the Silver Screen. His very public involvement in Hollywood’s pre-McCarthy era Communist hysteria made him the only visible and well-known star whose appearance before the House Un-American Activities Committee cameras was widely leaked to the press. By the time he got there, Washington, DC was in a state of hysteria. Much has not been told about his part in this period, and what has been examined, has often misrepresented the truth.


    Reluctant Witness: Robert Taylor, Hollywood, & Communism reveals striking new details and outlines the facts of that tumultuous period in American history… and Robert Taylor’s part in it. The book gives a vivid likeness of the flesh-and-blood man behind the image, and Taylor’s son, Terry, said about Linda Alexander’s portrayal of his father, “No better author to write it.”
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