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A Difficult Beginning

Patty Duke was born Anna Marie 
Duke in Queens, New York, on 
December 14, 1946. Her mother, 
Frances Margaret, was a cashier, and 
her father, John Patrick, worked as a 
handyman and cab driver. 
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Duke’s childhood was not a happy one. Her mother was 
clinically depressed, and her father was an alcoholic. 
Along with her older siblings, Ray and Carol, Anna 
grew up amidst their father’s unpredictability and their 
mother’s occasional violent outbursts. When Anna was 
six years old, her father left the family for good.
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Anna’s brother, Ray, had gotten a start 
in the entertainment business. His 
managers, John and Ethel Ross, were 
looking for a young girl to add to 
their client list. Ray introduced them 
to eight-year-old Anna. Soon after, 
the Rosses were in complete control 
of her, determined to build America’s 
next child star.
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The Rosses’ methods were unscrupulous at best. They 
fabricated credits in Anna’s résumé. They “snipped” two 
years off her age to make her appear more precocious. 
They convinced the Dukes that Anna would be better 
off in their custody. Once they gained it, they became 
increasingly controlling and abusive. Anna saw her father 
and her mother only on weekends, when she went home 
to do the Rosses’ laundry. Eventually, the Rosses even 
made Anna change her name. “Anna Marie is dead,” they 
said. “You’re Patty now.”
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Intermission
• Meeting the Rosses and going to live with them was a 

monumental event in Duke’s life. What monumental 
events have you experienced in your life?

• What was your childhood like? Can you share with  
the group?
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Intermission (continued...)
• Some people exhibit grit and perseverance under 

pressure; others suffer or even crumble. What attributes 
do you think exist in those people who persist?

• How important is a person’s name? Can a person “grow 
into” their name? Have you ever wanted a different 
name? If you could change your name, what would it be? 
Why?
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Stage and Screen

The Rosses kept Patty busy. Besides 
commercial work in print and on 
television, she had a role on a popular 
soap opera and appeared on the 
popular game show The $64,000 
Question. In 1959, she appeared 
as Tootie Smith in the television 
adaptation of Meet Me in St. Louis.
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Perhaps her most taxing performance 
during these years was at home. The 
Rosses had heard that The Miracle 
Worker, the stage play based on the 
relationship between the young 
Helen Keller and her teacher, Annie 
Sullivan, was going to be produced on 
Broadway. Patty was the perfect age to 
play Helen (pictured).
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To prepare her for auditions, the Rosses 
had Patty pretend to be blind, deaf, and 
non-speaking at home. They often kept 
her blind-folded for days, rearranging 
the furniture each day so that she had 
to practice navigating around obstacles. 

This kind of training went on for almost two years—
until auditions came up and Patty was cast.
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The Miracle Worker ran on Broadway 
from October 1959 to July 1961. 
Audiences were astounded and moved 
by Patty’s authentic performance. 
Critics adored her. Before the play’s 
run was over, her name had taken top 

billing on the theater’s marquee, even above the play’s 
title. She was the first child star to receive such billing.
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The success of the play led to the 
filming of The Miracle Worker. Patty 
reprised her role as Helen Keller 
and won the 1962 Academy Award 
for Best Supporting Actress for her 
performance. Once again, she broke 
records as the youngest person (at 
that time) to receive an Oscar in a 
competitive category.
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Television and Back

The Rosses quickly capitalized on Patty’s 
popularity. She had conquered stage and 
screen; television was next. Writer and 
producer Sydney Sheldon created The 
Patty Duke Show especially for Patty. He 
had noticed something special about her—

that she had two distinct demeanors. He knew she could 
easily play twins with distinct personalities as well.
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And so she took on the roles of identical cousins Patty 
and Cathy Lane. Cathy was a well-educated, well-traveled, 

proper young woman from Scotland. Patty 
was a typical American teenager, fun-loving 
and free-spirited. The show, which ran 
from 1963 to 1966, was a hit and another 
first: Patty was the youngest person to have 
a television show in her name.
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After The Patty Duke Show was canceled, Patty was 
determined to leave her all-American teenager image 
behind. To do so, she took the role of Neely O’Hara 
in Valley of the Dolls. The film was adapted from the 
explosive Jacqueline Susann novel about three women 
struggling to build a career in entertainment while 
falling to alcoholism and drug addiction.
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The film was a box-office success at the 
time and is now considered a cult classic. 
However, Patty’s role as a drug-addicted 
singer and her overblown performance 
almost ruined her career.
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Patty redeemed herself in 1969 with 
the title role in Me, Natalie. Her role as 
a Brooklyn teenager trying to find her 
way resulted in a Golden Globe Award 
for Best Actress. She followed this with 
another teenage role in the made-for-TV 
movie My Sweet Charlie. For this, she 
won her first Primetime Emmy Award.
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Her second Emmy came in 1977 for 
her role in Captains and the Kings, 
and her third came in 1980 for her 
performance in the television version 
of The Miracle Worker, this time as 
Annie Sullivan.
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Intermission
• What is your favorite Patty Duke film? Why?
• Did you watch The Patty Duke Show either during its 

original run or in reruns on TV Land? Recall your reaction 
to Patty’s portrayal of Patty and Cathy Lane, two distinctly 
different characters.

• What is your opinion of the Rosses’ treatment of Patty? What 
do you think of Patty’s training for The Miracle Worker?
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Author and Advocate

During production of The Patty Duke Show, Patty had 
begun to exhibit erratic behaviors. Bouts of depression 

were followed by phases of untethered 
mania. Those close to Patty who knew 
about her life with the Rosses believed her 
behavior to be a result of their abuse and 
her growing rebellion against it.
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With her 1965 marriage to Harry 
Falk (pictured), Patty cut all ties 
with the Rosses. Her behavior, 
however, did not improve. Instead 
she seemed to embrace her Neely 
O’Hara character from Valley of the 

Dolls. She drank heavily and overdosed several times. 
Her mood swings were sometimes wild. She developed 
anorexia. She attempted suicide.
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Patty and Falk divorced in 1969. Eventually, she 
married three more times, to Michael Tell in 1970 (this 
marriage lasted just 13 days), to John Astin in 1972, and 

to Michael Pearce in 1986. Only 
the last marriage was peaceful. 
The others were marked by Patty’s 
sometimes outrageous outbursts 
and debilitating depression.
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In 1982, Patty finally found help 
and relief when she was diagnosed 
with bipolar disorder, a chemical 
imbalance in the brain. With 
treatment that included talk 

therapy and prescription lithium, the mood swings 
stabilized. While Patty continued to appear on screen, 
she now had a new role offscreen as well.
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In her 1987 autobiography, Call Me 
Anna, Patty revealed her struggles 
with mental illness and the eventual 
successful treatment she found. She was 
one of the first public figures to be so 
open and frank. The response led her to 
advocate for others who were struggling. 
She lobbied Congress to increase 
awareness and funding for research.
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She talked about her illness on The Oprah Winfrey 
Show and others. She partnered with the National 
Institute of Mental Health and the National Alliance on 
Mental Illness. In 1992, she published her second book, 
Brilliant Madness: Living with Manic-Depressive Illness, 
and continued to speak out about mental illness and 
roads to treatment and recovery until her death.
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Patty Duke passed on March 29, 2016, at the age of 
69. Most would agree that her career as actor, singer, 
author, and advocate was certainly one of brilliance.
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Intermission
• Patty was one of the first celebrities to speak out about her 

personal struggles with mental illness. Why do you think 
she made this decision? Do you consider her courageous or 
foolish for doing so? Explain your answer.
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Intermission (continued...)
• Have you or someone you know ever struggled with 

depression or mental illness? What was the most challenging 
part of overcoming it?

• If you have been or could be an advocate for others, what 
might be your calling? Why? Please share with the group.
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Patty Duke Quotes
• Actors take risks all the time. We put ourselves on 

the line. It is creative to be able to interpret someone’s 
words and breathe life into them. 

• I believe that all the important people in my life prior 
to 1982 were victimized by my illness.



page 29

• It’s toughest to forgive ourselves. So it’s probably best 
to start with other people. It’s almost like peeling an 
onion. Layer by layer, forgiving others, you really do 
get to the point where you can forgive yourself.

• Human beings have speculated about the relationship 
between inspiration and insanity for centuries.
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• I have a picture of myself in my mind as I walk 
around every day, until I look in the mirror—and 
then I’m stunned.

• I tell people to monitor their self-pity. Self-pity is very 
unattractive.

• I’m not sure I want all my neuroses cleared up.
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• When I’m 80 and sitting in a rocking chair listening 
to the Rolling Stones, there is absolutely no way I’m 
going to feel old or forget my younger days.

• No matter what your laundry list of requirements in 
choosing a mate, there has to be an element of good 
luck and good fortune and good timing.
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Intermission
• In your opinion, is there a relationship between 

inspiration and insanity? If so, how would you explain it?
• What is one of your favorite memories of your younger 

days? Share with the group. 
• What is or has been on your laundry list of requirements 

in choosing a mate? Do you agree that finding/choosing a 
mate involves good luck, good fortune, and good timing?  
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