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The very first time Grandpa Desi held me.



Foreword

Mi Abuelo

by Kate Luckinbill

My grandfather’s name is Desiderio Alberto Arnaz y de Acha.

Or, for the less melanated, just Desi Arnaz.

He was a refugee with brown skin, and this country wouldn’t be the same without him in its story.

For as long as I can remember, I have watched my mother, Lucie, correct my grandfather Desi’s story. For years, I wondered why more people didn’t know what had happened to him, what he had had to live through. Then, when I learned that his autobiography was no longer in print, I knew we had to get it back on the shelves.

The Cuban Revolution of 1933, also called the Sergeants’ Revolt, was a military coup d’état of the Cuban government, before Castro. Since my great-grandfather, Desiderio II, was the mayor of Santiago, and everyone in the government was being ousted, danger was imminent! My grandfather was forced to flee his beautiful home with only the clothes on his back. He escaped to America while his once-distinguished nation was falling to a violent and chaotic revolution. He made it to Miami and was likely the only Spanish-speaking person in his new neighborhood.

He was a poor, disheveled refugee with brown skin who didn’t speak any English, but this country made a path for him. He picked himself up by his bootstraps, and he was able to work hard and gain opportunities here that had been lost to the revolution at home. He was always vocal about his gratitude to America for this.

My grandfather, that “brown-skinned refugee”? Well, he went on to create and produce the most famous television show of all time. He promoted the most famous female comedian of all time to stardom. He created the number one independent television production company in the world. Oh, and y’know, helped to invent a new way of shooting live studio television that is still the way we do it today, seventy-five years later. And that was just his work. He built houses, he bred horses, he fished for marlin, he cooked for everyone, he was a father! He was so much more than we have given him credit for…

But don’t take my word for it! Take it away, grandpa…







1

I WAS BORN IN SANTIAGO DE CUBA, ON MARCH 2, 1917. (I had to start someplace.) That makes me a Pisces, and there can’t be a better place for a Pisces to be born than Cuba, surrounded by the Gulf of Mexico, the Straits of Florida, the Atlantic Ocean, and the Caribbean Sea.

In 1869, the Queen of Spain appointed my great-grandfather, Don Manuel II, to be mayor of Santiago and gave his father, Don Manuel I, my great-great-grandfather, and his wife, Ventura, a nice chunk of Southern California.

In 1953, soon after Desi was born, I received a letter from the granddaughter of Don Manuel and Ventura. I talked with her and she told me that the land grant given to our ancestors by Queen Isabella included large sections of land in the areas known today as Ventura County, Beverly Hills, and the Wilshire District in Los Angeles. Ventura Boulevard in the San Fernando Valley and Arnaz Drive in Beverly Hills were also named after them. When I told her I wished they could have hung on to those nice pieces of real estate, she answered, “You’re telling me. Every time I go shopping at the Farmers’ Market I could die.”

My grandfather, Don Desiderio, was the Cuban doctor assigned to Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders when they went up San Juan Hill during the Spanish-American War, which gained Cuba her independence from Spain.

My father, Desiderio II, graduated from the Southern College of Pharmacy, in Atlanta, Georgia, in the class of 1912–1913. He married my mother, Dolores de Acha, in 1916, and in 1923 was elected mayor of Santiago. He was twenty-nine years old, the youngest mayor Cuba ever had.

My full name is Desiderio Alberto Arnaz y de Acha. When I became an American citizen while in the United States Army, the sergeant in charge of the swearing-in ceremony had a hell of a time pronouncing my name.

He politely told me, “You know, son, you could shorten your name a bit, that is if you want to, of course, on your citizenship certificate.”

I said, “I guess I better, Sarge. Make it Desi Arnaz.”

“You don’t have to overdo it,” he said. “Don’t you want a middle initial or something?”

“No, thanks, Sarge. Just Desi Arnaz—period.”

My son Desi’s full name is Desiderio Alberto Arnaz y Ball. He quickly changed that to Desi Arnaz, Jr. But today he is called Desi Arnaz—period—and I, Desi Arnaz, Sr.

When my grandfather became very ill in 1929, I was attending a Jesuit school. We were all Catholics, but my grandfather was not a churchgoer. Knowing he was about to die, I talked him into seeing a priest friend of mine. Grandma Rosita had said to me, “Desiderio, if your grandpa knows the priest is a friend of yours, he will see him.”

Father Gil was the priest’s name. He used to teach mathematics at the Jesuit high school. So, Father Gil came to see my grandfather. After they had talked for a while, Father Gil said to him, “Ponga el corazón con Dios.” (Keep your heart in God.)

My grandfather answered him with “Ponga el corazón con Dios, y el rabo tiezo.” (Keep your heart in God, and a stiff prick.)

The Spanish and Cuban people, as well as most other Latins, have the same kind of wakes the Irish do. They go on for two or three days and all the mourners do is drink a lot of booze and eat a lot of food. I was only twelve years old when my grandfather died, and I remember trying to get everyone out of the house. They were honoring him, but I couldn’t understand why everyone should be having such a good time while my grandfather was in his coffin and the house smelled of death.

The funeral was one of the biggest funerals of all time in Santiago, not only because my father was the mayor and my father’s brother, Manuel, was the chief of police, but also because of what my grandfather himself had done as a doctor. He was known and loved for his gratuitous services during the smallpox, yellow-fever, and cholera epidemics in the latter part of the nineteenth century.

Don Desiderio and Grandma Rosita had seven children. When he died, my grandfather had been retired for quite a while, and he had spent most of his time at a little farm in El Caney, just outside Santiago, his Casa Chica. From there he still continued to treat all the poor people around at no charge. Casa Chica (“little house”) is where his mistress lived with their seven or eight children. Whenever he heard that Grandma Rosita was coming, he said, “Everybody out!” And they would all hide in the barn until Grandma left. I am sure Grandma must have known, but she never said a word, and the mistress never got upset about having to get out and hide. As long as he continued to love each of them, and cared for their children equally, they were satisfied. Having two houses and two sets of children was very common among Latin men of means, and Latin women understood this and didn’t make a fuss about it.

There was an article in the Los Angeles Times by David F. Belnap, datelined Santiago, Chile, October 1973: “Chile’s curfew is a boon for family life. It’s done more for marital fidelity in a month than six months of hard-shell evangelism.” The Los Angeles Times editor commented, “He was referring to the popular Chilean penchant for ‘la casa chica’—literally ‘the little house’ or, in bold terms, a mistress whom he sees two or three or more times each week.”

So it seems that the custom of my grandfather’s day is still going strong in Latin America. It is not, however, a way of life that you can safely carry on in this country. American girls do not seem to understand it.

Grandpa’s big house, where he and Grandma lived, was directly across the street from us, and every afternoon when he came home from his little farm, all the grandchildren were there waiting for him. He would always have something for each of us—perhaps only a banana, an orange or a tangerine—but he always had something.

In the evenings after dinner, he enjoyed sitting with Grandma on their rocking chairs, facing each other by their large window next to the street, saying hello and gossiping with their friends as they went by. I used to love to go over and sit with them. Grandpa had a great sense of humor, and Grandma and I were his best audience. I remember one night when Grandma noticed one of their daughters and her husband approaching. She turned to him and said, “Here comes Miguelito and Rosita, and by the way, your fly is open.”

Grandpa smiled and answered, “That’s all right, the bird doesn’t fly anymore.”

I was his only grandson, legitimately that is, and he would always tell me, “It is your duty and responsibility to see to it that the Arnaz name will continue.”

“Don’t worry, Grandpa, I’ll give it a hell of a try.”

◊◆◊

On my mother’s side of the family, my grandfather was Alberto de Acha, one of the founders of the Bacardí rum company. His wife, my grandmother, was Rosita Socias. Both my grandmothers had the same first name and the same build (5 by 5). I adored them both. We used to have lunch every Sunday at Grandpa Alberto’s. They had twelve children, and the table would always be set for thirty people. Even so, many times the kids had to eat on the patio or in the kitchen or wherever they could find room. One of the things I miss a lot in this country is the family closeness of my youth. Relatives here seem to live so far apart, and even if they don’t, they get together only on rare occasions.

Emilio Bacardí, for whom the rum was named, was a lover of good wine. He did not like the dark and heavy rum of Jamaica. So with a small still and equipment in a little back building, he began experimenting with different mixtures until he came up with an excellent and light rum. Actually he was looking for a Scotch-type drink—sipping booze—and when friends were over at his house for dinner, he always offered them a small glass of his concoction. Everybody raved about it and soon the guests were bringing empty Coca-Cola and beer bottles. Those bottles were always filled by Emilio before they left.

One day a French salesman, Enrique Schue, was having dinner at Emilio’s house and he sampled the rum. He immediately became enthusiastic and told Emilio to stop giving it away. His drink was unique. Why not bottle it, label it “Bacardí” and sell it? It was done.

The Frenchman became the business manager and financier, Emilio made the rum, and Grandfather Alberto, who owned two mules, became the salesman. He would load the mules with as many bottles of rum as he could put into cardboard boxes and sell them in Santiago and the nearby countryside. When he died, he was a vice president of the Bacardí Corporation. It is the best rum in the world.

◊◆◊

My father, besides being the mayor, had three farms. On one of them he raised cattle. Another was a dairy farm. He was the first man to build a pasteurization plant in our province and also the first to use refrigerated trucks to deliver the milk. The third farm was used for poultry and pig raising and had a slaughterhouse where meat, sausages, and all other products of this kind were processed and sold.

During school vacations there was always work for me at one of the farms. My father felt that, if I wanted new oars for the boat or a motor overhaul or whatever, I should earn the money to pay for it. I didn’t mind; it was fun.

I would get up at dawn with the other hands to start the day’s chores. Every morning we had a contest to see who could fill a bucket with milk the quickest. Each of us would put up five cents and the one who could fill the bucket first would take the pot. I became pretty good at milking cows.

I also did whatever other cowboy chores the foremen would assign to me, but summers at the farm were not all work and no play. I was so young when I learned to ride, I can’t even remember the first time I sat on a horse. My favorite was a beautiful Tennessee Walking pinto horse Father had given me on my tenth birthday, and which, being very inventive and original, I named Pinto.

There was also good fishing on the rambling river that passed behind our house at the dairy farm. Alongside the river were trees with extremely large leaves that we used to catch big river shrimp, and those are the most delicious.

My favorite place was our summer home on Cayo Smith, a small island in Santiago Bay, which is considered one of the three most beautiful bays in the world. Cayo Smith looks like a little mountain thrusting itself out of the water. There was a road cut all around the base of the island. It was just a narrow dirt road where no automobiles were allowed. We had bicycles, but it took only about forty-five minutes to walk around the island. However, my usual way was to swim around it. My teammates on our high school swimming team and I would swim halfway, visit a few friends, and then continue to swim around to our homes. It was a good workout, particularly if we were preparing for a meet.

At the very top of the island was a little church and on Sunday the whole island population, of about three hundred to four hundred, at the height of the season, used to go to Mass there. On the hillside were the small houses of the fishermen and the people who would take care of our beach houses when we and the other vacationers left at the end of summer.

Our beach house was surrounded by garden terraces of tropical flowers and fruit trees—mangoes, pineapples, guavas, coconuts, bananas, and many others. There was a 21-foot-wide covered veranda and railing that went all around the second story of the house.

The cook and the maid lived downstairs. So did Bombalé, a big, wonderful black man who cared for my dad’s speedboat and who taught me all about boats and engines and how to handle them right. Nowadays, when I’m in Baja California, trying to figure out these new, complicated engines and other gadgets, how I wish Bombalé was there with me!

There were four bedrooms, which were always occupied by our family, relatives, and friends. Everybody loved Cayo Smith. Don’t ask me why a little island in the middle of Santiago Bay should be named after Smith. I have never been able to find out.

Directly in front of the house was a 75-foot-long pier, extending out into the water. At the end of the pier was the boathouse, which was large enough to accommodate two boats—my dad’s speedboat, which would take him back and forth to City Hall every day, and my first motorboat. It was an 18-foot Norwegian fishing skiff type, made of teak. One of the greatest thrills of my life was to see this boat being built right in front of my eyes, from the laying of the keel to the placing of the motor. Some of the best boats in Santiago Bay were built on that little island. Mine was powered by a one-cylinder Regal, and I got so that I could take it apart and put it back together blindfolded, thanks, of course, to Bombalé.

The Cayo Smith boathouse was designed so that each boat could be pulled up out of the water with pulleys, to clean the bottom and paint whenever necessary. It was also handy to pull them up level with the pier and make it possible for either one of my 5-by-5 grandmothers to get out of them when she came to visit. The boathouse was surrounded on three sides by a 10-foot-wide pier with a railing and was covered by a peaked tin roof. The boat entrance was, of course, on the open side. On the opposite side were two dressing rooms, one for men and one for women. One of the dressing rooms was the scene of a very important event. My first experience with sex.

The daughter of the cook was a cute twelve-year-old black girl. One day this girl and I, who was also at the wise old age of twelve, wound up in one of those dressing rooms. After locking the door, we began to experiment about how this thing was done. Neither of us had the slightest idea. This may sound unbelievable today, because I am sure that there are very few twelve-year-olds who don’t know exactly what the whole deal is and how to go about it. I didn’t have the first clue about where to put my little thing. And she wasn’t much help. But I was obviously anxious and noticeably ready for action, and getting more and more frustrated by the minute. We had tried a number of ridiculous experiments and were working on a new one when there was a loud knock on the door. It was her mother, the cook, asking her to come out. I didn’t have any trouble putting on my trunks in a hurry. The small proof of my anxiety had disappeared. I wish I could have done the same.

I was frantic. Looking around, I figured the only avenue of escape was through a high window which looked out over the water. From the windowsill it was at least thirty feet down to the water and the pier around that side of the boathouse, as I said, was about 10 feet wide. But that was it!

I took a deep breath, dived from the window, cleared the pier, hit the water, headed for the bottom and swam underwater away from the scene of the crime. Underwater swimming was no problem. We used to stay under for at least two minutes. We had contests over who could stay underwater the longest. I came up for air at the next boathouse, about fifty yards from my start, but I still did not feel that was far enough away, so under I went again and on to the next one.

I arrived there and was getting my breath and trying to figure out my next move when I heard Salvador calling me. Salvador was my father’s younger brother and one of my favorite uncles. He had a little soap factory in Santiago, didn’t care about politics or getting a job in Dad’s administration. And even though he wasn’t making as much money as his brothers, I’m sure he was the happiest.

He was married to Willy May Reed, whom he had met while going to school in Atlanta. She was the first American girl I had ever met. She didn’t speak a word of Spanish. When I saw her in Miami many years later, exiled with her daughter, Ampy, and her husband, she still wasn’t doing much better with our language. I teased her about it and she answered, “If I were you, I wouldn’t brag too much about the way you handle mine either.”

When I heard Salvador call me from the boat, I realized that I had forgotten I was going fishing with him that afternoon, an understandable lapse of memory. I was glad to see him. What a lucky break, I thought, a perfect alibi! If anyone brought up the subject of the boathouse incident, I would say, “I don’t know what you are talking about. I was fishing with Uncle Salvador.”

So I climbed aboard happily, took the oars, and headed for the fishing grounds.

Salvador said, “Where do you want to go this afternoon?”

“Let’s fish on top of the Merrimac.”

“It’ll take you an hour to row over there.”

“I don’t mind. It’s a beautiful day and, at this time of year, it’s the best spot on the bay.” It was also the farthest away from my house.

The Merrimac was the ship the Americans had sunk during the Spanish-American War to block the very narrow entrance to Santiago’s harbor, which prevented most of the Spanish fleet anchored there from getting out.

We always caught a lot of red snapper, bass, and yellowtail and also lost a lot of hooks, weights, and lines. If you weren’t on your toes, once the fish knew he was hooked, he would head for the inside of the sunken hull, and if you allowed him to get into it, forget it. I had a habit of trying to picture where in the hull the fish might have gone. Maybe he was lying in a bunk and laughing at me after he had made sure my line was tangled in a porthole or something.

About halfway to the fishing ground, Uncle Salvador said, “I didn’t know you were such a good underwater swimmer. It must be over one hundred yards from your boathouse to where I found you.”

“I came up for air after the first fifty, and how do you know about this?”

“Well,” he said, “I’ll tell you. I was coming over to go fishing with you and, as I approached your house, I noticed a very interesting tableau. Your mother was on the front porch, looking very intently at the boathouse. I followed her gaze and saw and heard the cook knocking on the door and calling for her daughter to come out. A split second later, I saw you fly out of the window in a perfect swan dive into the bay.”

“Holy Jesus, you mean my mother saw the whole action?”

“Yeah, and by the way she was standing on the porch, obviously waiting to see what would happen, I’m pretty sure it was she who sent the cook down to break up your clandestine operation.”

“Ay! Ay! Ay! Ay! Ay!” said I.

“If it’s any consolation,” he continued, “I must say she was watching with a great deal of interest as you swam under the clean blue Caribbean water, all the way to the next boathouse. From her vantage point, it must have been a beautiful sight.” Salvador had a wonderful sense of humor.

“What are we going to do now?”

“We’re going to anchor on top of the Merrimac and fish.”

“And then what?”

“Then you are going to go home and face the music!”

“But my father will be home and Mother will have told him the whole story.”

I also told Salvador that nothing had really happened. “We couldn’t figure out how to do it.”

“Well, we’ll do something about that later,” he told me. “In the meantime, let’s catch some fish and then you’ve got to go home.”

So we fished, but I was too preoccupied with my predicament to enjoy it. I would have liked to stay above the Merrimac forever, but it was time to go. We rowed back, I went home, showered, and changed. By that time my father had returned on his speedboat.

Mother hadn’t said a word to me. At dinner the only thing Dad said was “Did you and Salvador catch any fish today?”

He really knew how to lay on the pressure. After dinner he went to his study just off the living room and called out, “Desi, come in here.”

I thought, Oh, boy, here it comes.

I entered the room with much trepidation and he said, “Sit down. I want to talk to you.”

He began, “Have you ever seen me insult your mother?”

“No, Dad.”

“Have you ever seen me embarrass her or make her ashamed of me?”

“No, Dad.”

“Then why did you do what you did this afternoon? I know what you were trying to do. You are a boy. But for God’s sake, why were you so damned stupid? You could have picked a better spot than our own boathouse.”

I could see his point.

Then he said, “Now you listen to me, young fellow, and listen good. Don’t you ever insult your mother that way again or embarrass her as you did. Now get the hell out of here!”

And that was it!

◊◆◊

My uncle Salvador, about three years later, and I’m sure under instructions from my father, took me to Casa Marina. I was then fifteen years old, the dangerous age, when you are no longer a child but still have quite a way to go before being considered a man.

The Casa Marina was the finest whorehouse in Santiago, and there I learned the whole deal. The ladies of that house were all young and clean and treated me very kindly, very nicely, very tenderly, and very expertly. Sometimes I wonder if perhaps it is not better to educate a young boy like that instead of letting him get into a lot of trouble trying to find out for himself. If your father or mother or a close relative, as it was in my case, was willing to guide you and help you with this first inevitable and major problem of your teens, you would not be afraid or ashamed to go to him or her later with other problems.
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