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To Ma, who introduced me to Gracie and Dad who said, “Of course you can write a book.”
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Introduction

They say age is just a number, and for most of us it is. But when you’re trying to write someone’s life, birthdates become very important. They alter your perception of who they are and their relationships with other people.

Gracie Allen was born on July 26, 1906. That was her story, and she stuck to it. A number of biographers pointed out the age discrepancy between her and George Burns, who was born on January 20, 1896. The ten-year age difference made him her mentor, a father figure, a Svengali to her Trilby. And with her petite 5’ stature, little girl voice and her air of flighty innocence, we believed the story. But Gracie Allen wasn’t George’s child bride. In fact, she was born on July 26, 1895, making her six months older than he. She was, and I can’t emphasize this enough, his equal partner on and off stage. George knew it and was always quick to credit her with their success.

Another thing to remember about Gracie Allen was that she wasn’t a comedienne. She was a serious actress. In 1966, Bea Benaderet, who played Blanch Morton on Burns and Allen’s successful radio, and television shows said of Gracie, “She was probably one of the greatest actresses of our time.”(1) People believed Gracie was a ditz because she played the part so well. She didn’t treat her lines as jokes. Instead, they were the natural reactions of her character to the situations she was in. This delightful, charming character, “Gracie Allen” always saw the logic of what she was saying and was infinitely patient with anyone who didn’t quite get it. Gracie played the part perfectly.

She was so perfect, in fact, that everyone in the world believed that the Gracie Allen we heard on the radio and saw in the movies and on TV was the real Gracie. She liked it that way. Gracie was a lady, and she believed in keeping her private life private. The world had a right to “Gracie Allen,” but they didn’t own Grace Ethel Cecile Allen Birnbaum. She refused to help George with his memoir, I Love Her, That’s Why, and when she gave interviews, she usually did them in character. When she did do a straight interview, she would rewrite certain facts because it was much more polite than saying, “None of your business.”

Of course, Gracie Allen didn’t live her life for biographers or the media. She lived her life on her own terms for herself and her family and friends. She hated publicity and was always surprised when people wanted to know about the real her. She just couldn’t see what the fuss was about. After she retired from the act, Gracie was surprised that she was still news. “After all,” she told George, “People retire every day.” (2) True, but only one of those people was Gracie Allen.


A Note on “Vaudeville Shine”

This story is told, wherever possible, in Gracie’s own words. Thanks to the wonders of the internet, I was able to find a wealth of interviews and stories that helped tell Gracie’s real story. An especially lucky find was an issue of Women’s Home Companion from March 1953. There’s a 12-page interview called “Inside Me.” It’s one of the only interviews Gracie gave where she wasn’t in character. She tells her own story in her own words. It was truly a great find in my research because almost everything everyone knows about Gracie Allen came from George Burns.

He wrote two books about her: “I Love Her, That’s Why,” and “Gracie: A Love Story.” While you would think that her husband would be the most reliable source of information, that isn’t the case with George. He was a wonderful storyteller, but he never let the truth get in the way of a good story. A lot of vaudevillians did the same thing. They weren’t lying. They were just telling the truth with a slant to it, a little “vaudeville shine” to take the edges off of a rough life. The poverty and pain of their childhoods was a lot easier to talk about if you could find the humor in it.

George was always honest about the stories he shined up. In almost all of his books, he’d let the readers know they weren’t getting the unvarnished truth. As he would say after a particularly good story, “Of course, I lie a lot.”


Chapter 1

“She doesn’t even know the street names!” Pearl Allen cried, exasperated at her baby sister’s absentmindedness. (1)

Their mother, Margaret (also known as “Pidgie”) had asked Gracie to drop off the payment for the gas bill on her daily walk to see what was going on at all the theaters downtown. She handed her the envelope and told her the street name. Gracie, who knew San Francisco like the back of her hand, had no idea where that was.

“Go two blocks past the Orpheum. It’s just this side of the Alcazar,” Margaret explained.

Margaret knew her baby girl wasn’t absentminded. She was single-minded. To Gracie Allen, the theater was the most important place in the world. She knew everyone in the city, what time the shows at the Orpheum were, who was playing at the Alcazar that week and who would be there next week. She knew the ticket prices for every theater and where the best seats in the house were. She spent hours every day wandering from theater to theater studying them, gazing at the names on the marquees and the photos in the lobby. And she dreamed of the day it would be her name and her photo that stage-struck young girls were daydreaming over.

It wasn’t surprising that Gracie was so drawn to the theater. After all, if it weren’t for Vaudeville there would have been no Gracie Allen. Margaret was stage struck too as a youngster, but her father, Patrick Darragh, was a very strict Catholic. He was adamant that there was no way any daughter of his was going to be an actress. But Margaret loved the shows and performers. Her brothers, James and Frank did too. One night they brought home a new friend they’d met at the theater. George Allen was a song and dance man who worked at vaudeville theaters up and down the west coast. He wasn’t a big star, but he was doing well and getting a name for himself and was particularly known for his blackface routines. George had impressed them with his smooth dance moves, and they hired him to teach them and their sisters ballroom dancing. George was at the top of his game then, a handsome man with wavy dark hair and black eyes. He had charm and charisma to spare, and Margaret was smitten. George found himself falling for her too. She wasn’t just pretty; she was lively and fun.

In 1883 they were married. George went back to performing. Margaret stayed home taking care of their growing family. Their first daughter, Elizabeth, named after George’s mother, was born in 1884. She would always be known as Bessie. Pearl followed in 1886, George Jr. in 1888 and Hazel in 1889. There would be a six-year break between Hazel and the Allen’s last child, Grace, who was born on July 26, 1895.

Gracie’s older brother, George, was the only member of the family with absolutely no interest in show business. Her sisters, Bessie, Pearl and Hazel, however, loved performing. They sang, acted and danced, but their specialty was traditional Irish dancing. They started young, entering dance contests and talent shows, and bringing home trophies more often than not.

Margaret always made sure they were beautifully turned out for their performances, often staying up until all hours of the night to finish sewing the beautiful costumes she designed for them. Gracie remembered one night when her father scolded Margaret, “You’ll never make a nickel all dolled up in a spangled skirt. If you’re going to get anywhere in show business you have to be a character.”(2) Gracie would end up doing both. She became a staple on the best-dressed lists, and she definitely was a character.

Gracie was too young to compete in the contests with her sisters, but her father made sure she got a taste of performing too. He signed her up to do an Irish song and dance at a church benefit. Gracie didn’t get to wear one of Mama’s sparkly creations for this show. George made her a character, putting her in a men’s dress jacket that flopped behind the tiny girl. He put an oversized top hat on her head and fastened a red beard on her chin. Gracie told him she didn’t want to wear the beard. It was itchy, and she didn’t like it. He didn’t care. It was part of the costume, and she was wearing it. Gracie walked over to the stage. Right before they introduced her, she took off the beard. She went out onstage and performed her Irish song and dance with the beard draped over her arm.

The crowd loved her. A writer for a local paper raved about “La Petite Gracie.” She was a smash! Gracie would always remember that night as the time she became really and truly stage-struck. From that moment on she lived, ate, breathed and slept theater.

What the audience didn’t know about “La Petite Gracie” was how lucky she was to be on that stage. In fact, Gracie was lucky to be alive.

It was something Margaret had done many times before. She had some errands to run and left one of the older girls in charge of 18-month-old Gracie. She was playing happily in her highchair when there was a knock at the door. Her sister got up to answer it, leaving her alone for a few seconds. Gracie reached up to the stove and grabbed the handle of a pot, spilling boiling water on herself.

She had second and third degree burns on her arm and shoulder and was in horrific pain. Doctors worked as quickly as they could to save her arm. They were successful, but that was the least of their worries. Because second- and third-degree burns are so damaging to the skin, there is always a risk of infection. In those pre-antibiotic days of the late 1800s, an infection could be deadly. Her wounds would have to be cleaned and the dressings changed at least two or three times a day, an incredibly painful and time-consuming process.

Margaret’s mother, Clara Darragh, took Gracie home with her. She had the time to give the constant care the child needed. Grandma Clara, who’d been widowed for years, had no children at home, unlike Margaret who had a husband and two young children to take care of. Clara could give Gracie the attention she needed, changing her dressings two or three times a day, cleaning her wounds, and making sure she was recovering as she should.

After she was fully recovered, she went back home. Her father would have her hit a punching bag to get the strength back in her arm. She would be able to use her arm, and when she wore long sleeves, you couldn’t see the damage, but she would never be able to fully straighten her left arm, and the scars would be there for the rest of her life. A few months later a lamp blew up, showering her eyes with shards of glass. The doctor was able to get the shards out, but there was still a risk of infection. Depending on the severity of the injury, the doctor might have even had her eyes bandaged shut for a time to keep them clean and help with the pain. Gracie went back to live with Grandma Clara again.

While Gracie was convalescing in Los Gatos, things in San Francisco weren’t going so well for Gracie’s father. By the time Gracie was born, George’s career was on a downswing. To supplement the family’s income, he opened a dance and physical education school out of their house on Fifth Street. When they weren’t performing, Bessie and Pearl helped their father at the school and taught piano. The family had also taken in a boarder to help make ends meet.

According to the 1900 census there were 8 people listed as living in the house. George, Margaret, the kids (including 4-year-old Gracie). Also listed was a fellow named Ed McGlade, who was renting a room from them. The Allens played fast and loose with their household information. George listed himself as an iron molder, Margaret, who listed her job as laundress shaved 5 years off her age. Considering the prejudice against stage folk at the time, it looks like George was trying to add a little more respectability to the household. Not that it mattered. Before the year was out, George went on tour and never came back. Gracie was sent back to live with Grandma Clara again.

It was during this time that Gracie Allen embarked on a criminal career. When Clara would send her to the butcher shop, she’d give him the order, wait until the butcher’s back was turned and take a pinch of sauerkraut out of one of the big barrels by the door. Fortunately, the butcher had a sense of humor. He dubbed her “Dutchy.” The jig was up one day when Grandma went to the butcher shop with her. She asked why the butcher gave Gracie such a silly nickname. She was not amused. She ordered 25 cents worth of sauerkraut. When they got home, she sat the felon down and said, “Eat it.”(3) The punishment backfired. Gracie really liked sauerkraut.

Pearl had quit performing to teach dance full time, although she would still dance in the Irish dance contests with them. Bessie and Hazel were still performing whenever and wherever they could. Sometimes when Hazel went to Grandma Clara’s to visit Gracie, she’d try to teach her a new dance so she could perform in the dance contests with them. Gracie didn’t like dancing and would stall her off. “I’ll learn if you play jacks with me first,” she said. They played jacks. Then she said, “Now just play ball with me once, and then I’ll learn.”(4) They would bounce the ball off the house until Grandma came out and scolded them for waking up their uncle.

Eventually, Hazel taught her the Highland Fling and a special number—a Scottish sword dance. It’s a complex dance where two swords are laid on the floor in an X, and the dancers dance between the blades. Gracie became quite proficient at it and won some trophies for her performances. Bessie was so talented that her friend, Sid Grauman (of Grauman’s Chinese Theater fame) would tell people, “If you want to learn tap, go to Bessie Allen.”(5)

It was the women in Gracie Allen’s life who were the biggest influence. She got her love of acting from her mother. She also got an innate sense of propriety from Margaret. Her mother was a lady and taught all of her girls to be polite, dignified and elegant. She never left the house without a hat and her gloves because that’s what ladies did. Grandma Clara was always there for her family, offering support, advice and an occasional kick in the pants when they deserved it. Gracie adored her grandmother. She was the most secure part of her life. In an interview with Women’s Home Companion in 1953 she said, “Whenever I was sick, Grandma came from Los Gatos…She’d sit beside the bed in her white apron with lace three or four inches deep, and I knew the minute I saw her that now I’d get well.”(6)

When her daughter, Clara Jr.’s husband died, Grandma packed up Gracie and moved in with her. Gracie adored Aunt Clara. She was fun-loving and generous and a fantastic cook; one of the few talents Gracie would never be able to master. Clara had married a wealthy man, much older than herself. Everyone called him Papa Burke. When Papa died, he left his wife with a large house, four barns and a nest egg that enabled her to help her family and take care of the farm. When George and Gracie were performing in Vaudeville, Aunt Clara would send them $25 every week. Even when they got successful, she kept sending them checks because show business was an unstable career. Gracie set the money aside, and when Aunt Clara lost all of her investments in the Great Depression, she never knew because Gracie had the money put in the bank to pay Clara’s bills and expenses.

In 1905, Gracie finally moved back home with her mother and her sisters. After getting her divorce from George, Margaret married Edward Pidgeon, thus earning the nickname, “Pidgie.” Edward was the complete opposite of George Allen. He was a highly decorated officer on the San Francisco police force. He was dependable, honest and he loved Margaret and her kids. The family lived in a three-story white stucco house on 4th Avenue in San Francisco. They had an aviary in the garden, filled with birds, a marble bathroom, and most importantly, a long basement with redwood flooring that the girls could use for rehearsing and giving dance lessons.

Edward was a real father to Gracie, and she loved him like a daughter. “My stepfather was a wonderful man and afraid of nothing,” she told an interviewer. “Except one day when he came upstairs and found me making faces at myself in the glass. He ran down highly alarmed to tell Mama something was wrong with Gracie. But Mama knew that I was just practicing being an actress.”(7) Edward might not have understood the acting bug, but he encouraged her anyway.

Gracie was enrolled at the Our Lady of the Seas Convent School in San Francisco. An average student, she got good grades, but she looked at school as that thing she had to do until the afternoon when she could begin her real education. Every day after school she’d take her 10 cents allowance and drag her reluctant chaperone, usually Pearl, from theater to theater to see who was performing. In return, Pearl and Hazel made her dance with them in their act. The girls stayed busy when they weren’t performing too. Pearl and Bessie were successful dance instructors. Gracie was too young to work in their basement studio with them, but she did benefit from their work. Pearl was very generous to her younger sister and bought her beautiful dresses, starting her on the road to all of the Best Dressed lists she’d be on in later years.

When Gracie turned 17, Edward gave her the best birthday present ever. He knew she had a huge crush on Charlie Chaplin, who just happened to be filming a movie in the city. He arranged for Gracie to have lunch with Chaplin. While he was extremely shy at lunch, Charlie came to life when they filmed a small home movie of the two of them. Not many people could say they made their first film with Charlie Chaplin. Gracie would keep her schoolgirl crush, and in later years when George would tell her, “Say something funny,” she’d always answer, “Charlie Chaplin.”(8)


Chapter 2

Bessie was the first of the Allen girls to go on the stage. She sang, danced, and acted in various theaters on the west coast. She was moderately successful as a solo act. A 1910 review of her act in the San Francisco Dramatic Review said, “Bessie Allen is a charming soubrette, who not only dances with spirit and dash, but does some delightful singing.”(1)

While working in San Francisco, Bessie met the illusionist, Abraham Laski, who performed under the name “The Great Albini.” He hired her as his assistant and came to respect her so much that he made sure she was billed in all of their ads. She was “The Princess of all lady illusionists, Miss Bessie Allen.”(2) Occasionally she would send for her sisters to join her and Albini for some shows.

When Gracie was 12, they appeared with Albini in an illusion where the girls would appear from “nothing” on an elevated platform and do a Highland reel. Then they would disappear. Bessie toured with Albini until he died of a heart attack in 1913.

Bessie, Pearl and Hazel were also well known in San Francisco as Irish clog dancers. Hazel specialized in novelty dances and tricks. For example, she would play the piano and dance at the same time. The clogging contests were much more difficult than regular dance contests. Instead of watching the dancers, the judges would sit under the stage listening to the footfalls. There was no way to cover up your mistakes, and the
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