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How Patty Duke Learned

_On Monday, the famed blind and
deaf educator celebrates her 80th birthday;

that night, a Broadway audience

will applaud a child actress who portrays

Miss Keller at 7—a role

that required a youngster to understand

what many adults never do

By ISABELLA TAVES

ONI sreir dumng o pecltormanee of the Brondway play.
“The Mivoele Worker, " e electrie eabile broke Toose
boockstage, struck o bar, and broke another cable, making o
ervific racket, People in the sodience jumped, and the dog
i the plaoy let out oyelp

But Patty Duke,
Blind and deal gl didn't Hineh, Even members of the vast

who acts the ole of o seven-yeir-old

Had the cerie feeling than Patty veally badn't hosoed o sound
Patty explained to mies “AlLL L did was (o squeeae the Hithe

tlog 1 was holding, That's why he velped, Everybody thoushin

iowas the nose which had seaved hime But it was me”

It the theoter, this s callod “stiving o charactor,” Tt's
also ool that Patty Duke i< the outstmding ehild actress
ol the day

Cortainly the part she interprets s onee of the most diflicals
vy desinded of a child. She is called upon oo play voung
Heden Keller, who lost her sight g heaving as a0 vesult of
Hhpess at 200months. Helen also was beliesved 1o have sutfened
seifous brain danvage, though in faet she had mervely shut
Dersedl ol Team o world shie couldn’t understand

I was up oo Patty to desomatiee this tormented withdrawal

and also o show how, under skilliul guidanee, Helen bie-
ancto bmerie as o lidl=dimensiobal person whe would go on

too hecome one of the most famons wiotien ol our e,

PHOTOGRAPH BY RICHARD CHECANI

Helen Keller as she appears today and, be.
low, Patty Duke who learned to portray her
as a blind, deaf child in "The Miracle Worker.”

international lwader in the vehabilitation of the handieappod.,

To try o understand the inner agonies of Helen, Potty
begin cescarching into these carly veirs. Researeh was
nothing new 1o the youngster, In 1958, she won S32,000 in the
popular=music category on the TV quiz show, "The S64,000
Question™ Bt the bits Pany colleoted o Telew’s flest yeirs

dhidn't give much basis for chiraeterization. Only one faet
ivee Patty b msight into Helen, the chilld:s us o baby, she
haed been precoviols
At ten o temths, Helen hind been able wosay "howdy™ and
had pomoted (o the ten table and saod “tea” Barlier than that,
B was ol 1o
Follina

aned healthy, bt her pdoving parents thousht her mind was

v twater” and was faseinnted by shadows

ey

aaie Hness, she grow ap physicilly strong

sote and consequeditly spotled her by giving in o every
whitn aod thntrtm

1 odecidied that whatever approach 1 took 1o
Helen as this diffientt ehold, it had to start with the faet that

she hadlan cager mind, thot she hod been very active.”

Patty says

In the heginnimeg, 1 was so bRe o game thar Patty didn’t
mind giving up atternoon dancing and swimming sessions
with her Tricheds. ATt sehool, she would go (o the apartiment
of her munoger, John Ross, and pretend to be blind by ¢los-

g her eyes and stumbling around the apartment, She would

to Be Helen Keller

tip over  furniture, misiudege  distanees,
b mto the Rosses™ tiny ehibuahun. Othe
times, she would pretend she was deafl, The
Rosses would let their telephone ving until
she trained hersell “not to henr it

Thien, one day, Ross gave her a copy af a
television seript written about Helen Kollis
“We read it and renlizod that the part would
be played with my eyes open,” Patty sovs
1 don’t know why we hadn’t thought about
that  before—it was so obvious—but  we
And when [
Tovned out that Helen was going to have hey
temper tantrums right on stage, 1 must ad-
mit T reallydoved the part!™. Pativ, vou see,

hadn’t. That made it easio

1= 4 normal mischiovous kid pg well as o
nuiture actress

Blind adults often train  themselves to
moves thety eveballs in the direction ol
sounts to avoid the charvacterstic plazed
stare of the sightless, In reverse, Patty bl
to train herself 1o stare ahead, unblinkmng,
psa blind ehild dooes

“"After o while, things really do go out of
focus if vou don't blink, and you readly be-
win o bolieve that yvou s oo bloeeed
world,” Patty explaing. "That awas hard 1o
learm. The fun came when the Rosses lot n
practice tumbling sround on the floor, fighi-
ing. They sometimes showed scurs after |
came at them and they didn’t get out of my
way fast enough!"

As part of her prepacation, Patte visited
a school for the deal (o hsten to the waae
ol voiee of deaf persons and to witeh how
“it takes every inch of their bodies™ 1w alk
She also met the foug blind givls wha woer
woing 1o be in the N".\-

At hest, trying 1o be natuval with them
was geony for Patty, Then she ledened the
murvelous and most important lesson of all

thut they were “just like everybody else™
By the time Haolloween eame along, they
all dressed up and went “treick-or-treating”
bachst:

nn Now they are teaching Patty

Braille; she alveady has masterod the alplu-
bet and short words

The externals of ncting, however aceom-
phished, don’t ma

o e hetress, Just @
mimdie. Patty is more than o mimibe because
she hins “reached” inside handicapped por-
sons as perhops only o sensitive child can
At liest vopelled by thiir handicaps, she is
niw one with them—understanding but not
condescending, sympathetic but not senti-
mental. Inner feelings wuen’ Patty Duke into
voung Helen Kelley ot cuvtaln time more
than fixed stares of volee tones. In leam-
g this deep understanding, Patty uruly
“learned” her vole—and learned something
few peaple ever do

ROOF OF THIS §s the number ol and
p capped  persons who come  backsti
individually and i groups. Patty is the one
they most want to soc—aor toneh, With blind
people, she has learned to be polite and not
over-solicitous, With the deaf, she practices
the manual alphabet and beams like o proud
prEeon when she mnkes hevsell understood

Recently | was in the deessing room of
Anne Hancroft, who stars as Helen's lirss
teacher, when Patty knocked on the door
and asked: “Aonnic, 1 have two deal ladies
who'd Hke to mect you May we come in?”
When they were introduced, Patty ex-
I'his lady is completely
And then

plained 1o Anne,
denfy the other pne hiears o Hode”
to me: “They read your lipe”

I the conversation, s misunderstanding
cannes up, and Anne vesorted o the manual
alphabot, at which she s oxperts Patty teied
to follow and, not gquite so expert, settled
for letting the ladies teach her sign lan-
punge for “thank vou™ and “good-hy "

After they had shaken bands, Patty fol-
lowed them to the door and made the Hoai-
ing gesture which means “good=hy.” One of
the elderly ladies reached down and hugged
hoer, And §felt ke hugeing her myself
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