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Half of America gathered every Monday night around the little black box in their living rooms to watch the 

antics of Lucy and Ricky Ricardo, a Cuban bandleader with his wacky, high-spirited wife.  
       The early struggles of Lucy and Desi were epic. As a girl, she at times was literally chained in her backyard in Jamestown, 
New York. As a teenager, she broke away and earned a reputation as “The Jamestown hussy,” riding around with Johnny DeVita, 
a local hoodlum.  
       Born to wealth and privilege in Cuba, Desi, at the age of twelve, was escorted to the local bordello by his father to lose his 
virginity. 
       His family lost everything in the Cuban Revolution and fled to America. In Miami, Desi got a job cleaning out canary cages. 
He was eventually hired by bandleader Xavier Cugat because,  “I beat hell out of those Afro-Cuban drums.” 
       Meanwhile, in Manhattan, Lucy was struggling to break into show business, hustling “sugar daddies” and stage-door Johnnies 
who gave her money and gifts. Once, when desperate, she became a nude model. “A gal’s gotta eat.” 
       In the 1930s, she made it to Hollywood and worked making films for RKO. The executives used her as a gussied-up hooker 
to “entertain” out-of-town film exhibitors. 
       [Ultimately, she got her revenge. In one of the most ironic “fiscal revolutions” in show-biz history, she bought the studio.]  

Drifting to Hollywood, Desi spotted Lucy 
on a sound stage “dressed like a two-dollar 
whore who had been badly beaten by her 
pimp.” Their tempestuous marriage, char-
acterized by long separations, staggered 
along for two decades.  

By the early 1950s, the careers of both 
Desi and Lucy had headed south. There 
was a lot of resistance among TV execu-
tives who objected to his Cuban accent. 
But I Love Lucy was launched neverthe-
less and shot up in the ratings like a rocket, 
morphing into the most successful sitcom 
in TV history.  

“With gold arriving in wheelbarrows” 
(Desi’s words), they bought the four-block 
RKO Studios. Desilu Productions was 
launched, becoming the largest motion 
picture and television studio in the world.  

In 1960, after their divorce, Lucy ap-
praised her husband: “He is a Jekyll and 
Hyde type. He drinks, gambles, and 
chases the broads from thirteen to thirty, 
even Carrie Fisher. He’s awash in broads, 
lots of booze, and that gay actor, Cesar 
Romero, is his devoted slave. Desi is de-
structive, but always building something. If 
it’s big, he has to break it down.” 

“Love?” she asked. “I was always falling 
in love with the wrong man. Even Desi.” 

Desi, too, summed up his many years of 
marriage: “We were anything but Lucy and 
Ricky Ricardo on the tube. Those guys 
had nothing to do with us. Lucy and I 
dreamed of success, fame, and fortune. 
Guess what? It all led to hell.”  

”After the laughter came the tears.”      —Lucille Ball 
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