English Conversation Club — Saratoga Library
March 26, 2026
Fluke Continued: A Career in Comedy

A few weeks ago, we read about a couple named David and Hong who met in China by chance. Even
though they didn't speak each other’s language, they got married because they could communicate
through a software translator. This experience was a fluke.

Another fluke we read about was the story of Thy ("T”) Sumvan, a woman who came to the United
States when she was fifteen from Cambodia. She and her husband were on a road trip going through
Willits, California in 1997 when they stopped at a small roadside eatery because they were hungry.

Thy noticed a “For Sale” sign and immediately decided to buy the eatery. She and her family have
been there ever since. The town of Willits gave them a sense of belonging. In return, the town
appreciates everything the family does for the community.

Today, we will read about another fluke that changed a person’s life dramatically. In return, that life-
changing event affected many other people who are fans of this person. Her name is Carol Burnett, one
of America’s most beloved comediennes. First, answer the warmup question below and review the
vocabulary.

Warmup Question:
e Do you think comedy brings people together?

Vocabulary: Match the words to their meanings.

comedienne (uh-mee-dee-en) A. to express sharp, serious disapproval of

deal of a lifetime B. an extraordinary event that is often described as coming from a
(deel ov uh lyf-tym) supernatural power

3. divine accident C. anaddress on an envelope or package that shows where the
(dih-vyn ak-sih-dent) envelope or package should be returned to if it cannot be delivered

4. dramatic (druh-mat-ik) D. awoman who is a comic entertainer or actress

5. fondly (fond-lee) E. aperson who writes plays; a dramatist

6. miracle (mir-uh-kuhl) F. avery special opportunity or offer that does not happen often

7. playwright (play-ryt) G. theatrical; staged; serious

8. toreprimand (rep-ruh-mand) H. inaloving way; affectionately

9. return address [. anapartment consisting of a single large room serving as bedroom
(ri-turn uh-dres) and living room, with a separate bathroom

10. studio apartment J. anunexpected event that is seen as coming from by a higher

(stoo-dee-oh uh-pahrt-muhnt) power often leading to positive growth or help

ANSWERS :1-D; 2-F;3-J;4-G; 5-H; 6-B;7-E; 8-A; 9-C; 10-1

Carol Burnett Is So Glad We Had That Time Together

Many Americans who grew up with television in the 1960s and ‘70s know the legendary comedienne and
actress Carol Burnett. Many Hollywood legends say their rise to fame took years of hard work. Carol

says hers came from a series of miracles or as she calls them, divine accidents. It all started in her
childhood.
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Carol Burnett was born on April 26, 1933, in San Antonio, Texas. Sadly,
her parents were both alcoholic and soon divorced. They could not
care for her. So, Carol moved to Hollywood, California to be taken care
of by her mother’s mother. They lived in a small studio apartment in a
poor area of the city.

Carol remembers her grandmother fondly. She was nice woman who
was very funny. One of her fondest memories was of her grandmother
saving her pennies so that she could take Carol to the movies each
week. A movie ticket in the 1930’s and *40s cost ten to thirty cents per
ticket. They both loved the movies.

Throughout her childhood, Carol went to public schools and eventually
graduated from Hollywood High School in 1951. She wanted to go to

- the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) to study journalism,
. but she could not afford the tuition even though it was “only” $43 per
year. Her grandmother could barely afford their rent, which was about a dollar a day in the late 1940s.

Because of this, Carol thought going to UCLA would be impossible, but one day as she was sorting her

mail she received a surprise. There was a letter with her name on it, but no return address. She opened
it and found a $5o0 bill. That was enough for her tuition! It meant everything to her. To this day, Carol has
no clue who sent her the money. Was it a fluke?

When she started at UCLA, Carol joined the staff of the student
newspaper, the Daily Bruin. But she found herself pulled into theater,
even though she’d never done any acting in high school. So, she
switched her focus to theater arts and English, with the goal of
becoming a playwright.

To enter the playwright program, Carol had to take an acting course.
She didn't feel well prepared but had no choice. A requirement of the
class was to act out a scene for the class. All her classmates picked
serious dramatic scenes, but she couldn’t do that.

She decided to do something light and fun. The audience response
affected her deeply. They laughed and after so much coldness and
emptiness in her life, Carol discovered a new sensation. It felt like the
warmth from the audience response wrapped around her.

Carol Burnett (standing) in a 1954 student
Varsity Show production at UCLA.

In that moment, everything changed for her. Carol, who had always been a quiet, shy, sad sort of girl
instantly fell in love with performing and acting. She spent the rest of her life hoping to hear a laugh as
wonderful as her first performance again.

During her junior year at UCLA in 1954, a professor invited Carol and some other students to perform at
a party he was hosting at his house. They could perform a scene from a play in place of their class final
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exam which required a performance in front of an audience. Carol performed a scene from the
musical, Annie Get Your Gun.

After her performance, Carol made her way to the refreshments. She started to fill her purse with
cookies and appetizers to take home to her grandmother. Suddenly, a man and his wife approached
her. She was afraid they were going to criticize her. However, instead of reprimanding her, the man
complimented her performance and asked about her future plans.

He learned that she wanted to travel to New York try her luck in musical comedy but could not afford
the trip. He must have been so impressed with her because he offered her a $1,000 interest-free loan on
the spot so that she could go to New York City. One thousand U.S. dollars in 1954 is worth about
$12,000 in 2026. It was a deal of a lifetime for Carol.

He told her, "l want you to take this $1,000 to go to New York. If you are successful, you must help
people out.” At first Carol thought “it was the champagne talking.” But he was serious and according to
Carol it was that “divine accident” that got her to Broadway.

The man was a millionaire from La Jolla,
California, who was not even in show business. He
had earned his wealth from the shipbuilding
industry. He asked Carol to never reveal his name
and she has kept her promise ever since.

Carol's first true taste of success came a few years
after moving to New York. She appeared on
Broadway in the 1959 musical Once Upon a
Mattress. She was nominated for a Tony Award for
: her performance. That same year, she paid back
her mysterious benefactor on the very day that she received her unsecured loan of $1,000 from him.

The rest, as they say, is history. She became successful in Broadway plays and New York city television
shows. She then starred in her very own show - The Carol Burnett Show — for eleven years. She won
many awards for the show. She still acts today and can be seen in the show Palm Royale
onAppleTV.

Paying it Forward

In November 2025, she established the Carol Burnett Endowed Undergraduate
Scholarship in Musical Theater at UCLA. In addition, Carol is donating the majority of her
awards to UCLA. "I started out at UCLA, and I’'m winding up there now,” she says,
“There’s not much more to say.”

Except perhaps that, this time, it's no divine accident.
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Discussion Questions

Who are your favorite comediennes and comedians?

Do you like comedy shows or dramatic shows?

What are some of your favorite comedy shows?

Do you think the help Carol received were flukes?

Has anything similar to these “divine accidents” that Carol had happened to you?
Have you ever seen Carol Burnett in a show? If you have, what are your favorite ones?
Have you ever been a benefactor?

Do most cultures have comedy shows and plays? Describe a favorite comedy show in your home
country.

9. Doyou think it is helpful to laugh at ourselves? Why or why not?
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