


“Looking back, the writing was pretty damn good at
times. Remember, there were no laugh tracks. There were
no retakes. It was on the air live, and damn it, you had to
get your laughs, or you could get fired. The comics would
throw fits if they weren’t getting laughs.”

— Charles Isaacs

“I miss some of the excitement. I miss the thing that I imag-
ine an explorer on a safari down the Amazon would miss,
with all the danger and the mosquitoes and the crocodiles
and the heat. When he comes back years later, it was an
adventure. Which it isn’t today. You didn’t know what you
were going to get. It was closer to a World Series ballgame;
you didn’t always know what you had.”

) — Sol Saks

WorldRadioHistory




Norman Panama and Melvin Frank, 1942
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Preface

I live in the past, and I readily admit it. In fact, I've made a
career out of it. I would love to have written comedy for radio in its
heyday. Having grown up during the television era — Jack Benny
made his TV debut the week I was born — I did not have this
opportunity. As a show business historian, however, I have been
able to live this dream vicariously, interviewing many of those who
did.

For an oral history of radio drama (a work-in-progress at this
time) I have interrogated a number of comedy writers about their
work in radio and early television. And while I have sat at the feet
of countless actors, comedians, musicians, announcers, producers
and other industry veterans, the writers were a revelation. They
proved, invariably, to be the best raconteurs and the most articulate
interview subjects.

While screenwriters have finally won a measure of recognition
in recent years, far less attention has been paid the writers of radio
and television’s Golden Age. Several of the writers featured in this
book have been celebrated for their creative efforts of the 1960s and
'70s, but most have seldom, if ever, talked about their work in the
early days of broadcasting — the “30s, "40s and '50s — a decidedly
different era of popular culture that has been largely forgotten.

I have been a lover of comedy and comedians all my life. This
book may present a somewhat unflattering portrait of some of my
favorite entertainers. But as we know, there are at least two sides to
every story. Behind every successful radio and TV comic was a
hard-working writer — or a platoon of them — who toiled in virtual
anonymity. It is high time these invisible comedians took a bow.

These interviews were conducted between 1990 and 1995. Many
of the subjects required little or no prodding, and since my philoso-
phy as an interviewer is simply, “shut up and listen,” I let them go
right on talking. I have edited the interview transcripts only slightly
and rephrased next to nothing.

The delay in completing this volume is due to various factors.
My previous book, Spike Jones Off the Record, required a lengthy hia-
tus. I also felt a need to experience this book on a deeper level.
Having written and staged a number of plays in recent years — and
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PREFACE

adapted one for a Hollywood radio production performed by veter-
an actors — I now feel a little less like an outsider than I did when I
began this project. Making an audience laugh is one of the hardest
writing tasks there is — and one of the most gratifying.

Special thanks to Randy Skretvedt, my collaborator on the afore-
mentioned oral history, for joining me on the Hal Kanter interview
and posing some of the questions asked in others; John and Larry
Gassman, the twin encyclopedias of old-time radio, upon whose
computerized brains I often rely; and Kathy O’Connell, my eagle-
eyed editor, for advice, corrections and other favors.

Thanks are due also to Jeff Abraham, Joe Adamson, Norman
Corwin, Jessica Curry, John Dunning, Parker Fennelly, Mike
Hamilburg, Ruth Henning, Ronnie James, Mitch Kaplan, Frances
Langford, Bob Levy, Dennis McLellan, Gregg Oppenheimer, Phil
Rapp, Keith Scott, Lionel Stander, Pam Young; ABC; Academy of
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Margaret Herrick Library; CBS
Entertainment; Friends of Old-Time Radio; Hope Enterprises Inc.; The
Los Angeles Times; NBC Inc.; New York Public Library at Lincoln
Center; Pacific Pioneer Broadcasters; Paramount Pictures; SPERDVAC
(Society to Preserve and Encourage Radio Drama, Variety and
Comedy); Universal Pictures; University of Wyoming, William
Robertson Coe Library; Warner Bros. Inc.; Writers Guild of America,
West.

Finally, I owe a debt of gratitude to the subjects, without whose
enthusiastic cooperation there would be no book.

Jordan R. Young
September 1998

About the Author

Jordan R. Young is a show business historian whose work has appeared in
The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Los Angeles Times, The Christian
Science Monitor and other publications. He has written 12 books, including
Spike Jones Off the Record, Acting Solo, The Beckett Actor, Reel Characters and
The Nostalgia Entertainment Sourcebook. His original plays include Hollywood
Is a State of Mind, a trilogy of one-acts produced by California Artists Radio
Theatre. He has worked as a writer or consultant on documentary films,
radio and TV shows, stage productions, compact discs, websites and online
publications.

WorldRadioHistory




PARKE LEVY

“Every joke is like a new-born baby. You never know how it’s
going to turn out.”

For Parke Levy, who failed to graduate college because he was
too busy writing professionally, it turned out spectacularly well.
Three decades of writing for radio and television — beginning with
The Jack Pearl Show, and culminating in the long-running December
Bride — made him a millionaire, and enabled him to retire in his
mid-fifties.

Levy, who was born in Philadelphia July 15, 1908, earned a
scholarship to Temple University. In addition to writing campus
publications and stage productions, he spent much of his time
grinding out pulp fiction under pseudonyms. “I was making so
much money writing detective stories that after five and one-half
years at Temple, I quit school,” he recalled.

Before long he discovered a penchant for comedy. “1 think I
inherited a sense of humor from my father, who was a shoemaker.
He used to tell jokes to his customers while they were waiting,” said
Levy. “You are born with the ability to be a comedy writer. It’s
almost like being a computer; you associate thoughts and words,
and that’s what makes jokes.” He never laughed at his own jokes,
however: “I would go see a show, and sit there terrified. The only
reason | ever went was to see if the people would laugh.”

Levy’s computerized brain made him much in demand in the
early days of radio — beginning when the medium was virtually in
its infancy — writing for Al Jolson, Joe Penner, Bert Lahr, Abbott
and Costello, Ed Gardner and others. It also brought him to the
attention of Broadway producers, who hired him as a script doctor,
and Hollywood studios, which imported him to the movie capital
on several occasions. Asked for his advice to aspiring writers in
later years, he warned, “Whatever they do, beware of California. It's
a deadly place. You mustn’t go there. You must be sent for.”

After reaping the hard-earned reward of his labors, by creating
three television series, Levy decided it was time to quit the rat race.
He bowed out in 1965 after a running battle with CBS over creative
control of his show, Many Happy Returns, which he refused to relin-
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2 THE LAUGH CRAFTERS

Jack Pearl, aka Baron von Miinchhausen, is remembered for the catch
phrase, “Vas you dere, Sharlie?”
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PARKE LEVY 3

quish. “Three out of every five people I know in this business either
have nervous tics, bad stomachs or they drink like fish,” he noted.
“There’s a great deal of tension in this kind of work. I got out before
it got to me.”

Levy busied himself with investments, travel, gardening and
painting in later years. (“I've been asked to write my own book 100
times, but I'm just lazy,” he asserted.) He died March 8, 1993 in Los
Angeles, at 84, after a long illness. Despite his failing health, he
never lost his sense of humor. At the conclusion of our first inter-
view session, he quipped, “That’s about as much time as I can give
you, ‘cause I'm very old and very sick, and I have to cater to four
women tonight yet... would you believe three?”

You began in radio in 1932. How did you get your start?

Luck is as important in life as talent and other things. Timing and
luck. I was at Temple University in Philadelphia. I was a big shot —
I started their magazine, The Owl, and I wrote their first four musi-
cal comedies, one of which was sold to Broadway. And Jack Pearl
was appearing at the Ritz Theater in a show called Pardon My
English, a George and Ira Gershwin show. I had heard Pearl on the
air [as Baron von Miinchhausen] two or three times, and I said to
myself, “I can write funnier jokes than that.” I was at the university;
I sat down at the typewriter and I typed out six jokes that I made

up.
How did you get the material to Pearl?

I called the Ritz Carlton where Pearl was staying. I said, “My name
is Parke Levy.” He said, “I never heard of you.” Which made me
feel good right away. He said, “What do you want with me?” I said,
“I wrote some jokes, and I think they’re good for your program.” He
said, “I'll tell you what — I'm so busy right now, this is the matinee
— why don’t you come down tonight and read your jokes to me?” I
had to take the Elevated [train] from where I lived; they had adver-
tisers over the seats of the subway cars. There was one called Cook’s
Tour, a travel agency. “Take a Cook’s Tour.” So I made up a joke:
“Baron, I was on this ship, and it sank, and I saved 600 chefs.” He
said, “You saved 600 chefs? How could 600 chefs be on one ship?”
“It was a Cook’s Tour.” So I wrote that down.
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4 THE LAUGH CRAFTERS

Very clever.

I went down to the theater later that day, as Jack had instructed me,
and I sat in his dressing room. When he came to Cook’s Tour, he just
broke up. He said, “Oh, this is funny. I'll be in touch with you.” I got
a call three or four days later from the J. Walter Thompson Agency,
would I please come down. They wanted to use the material. I went
to the theater that night, to the broadcast, and when Jack Pearl said,
“How could 600 chefs be on one ship?”— “It was a Cook’s Tour” —
the whole fuckin’ audience fell down. And I was signed up. The
jokes I had at the matinee were nothing compared to the Cook’s
Tour.

You found gold on the subway that day.

This is why I say timing and luck are such an important part of your
success — if I hadn’t taken the Elevated back to my house and seen
that sign — and if Pearl hadn’t been busy, and had listened to my
earlier jokes — I would never be here, in Beverly Hills.

Pearl’s radio show was a big success, wasn't it?

Oh, sure. He had a pretty good ear for what was funny. He was get-
ting $5,000 a week — which would be like $50,000 now — when
nobody else was anywhere near that. He lived at the St. Moritz
Hotel on Central Park West, and I had gone up to his apartment to
bring a script to him. As we get outside it’s snowing like a
sonuvabitch. I said to Jack, “Why don’t we take a cab to the studio?”
What the hell, it was like a dollar a ride. He says, “Oh, no, this is air
is so good, so invigorating...” In the meantime, the snow is falling
all over, and I'm absolutely miserable ‘cause it’s going right through
my bones. We walked about a half a block, and as we do a bus pulls
up to the curb. And Jack says, “You know, Parke, maybe you're
right. Maybe we should get out of the snow.” And we jumped on
the bus. This is for a guy who’s making $5,000 a week.

How much did you get paid for writing The Jack Pearl Show?

I started at $50 a week. In those days, they didn’t pay a lot of money.
I took Joe Penner from nowhere to number one on the air, and he
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PARKE LEVY 5

raised my salary from $150 a week to $200 a week. I think Jack
Benny set a world’s record when he paid Harry Conn $750 a week
— all of Broadway gasped. That was a stupendous salary. The thing
I remember about Jack Pearl, he was incredibly tight, almost worse
than Dennis Day, who was the king of all cheapskates. Dennis was
s0 cheap — one time when we started his TV show out here, we
went out to lunch. And it was just a plain lunch, I guess six or seven
writers and producers — and we're sitting there ‘til my ass gets par-
alyzed. I couldn’t understand the star not saying to the waiter...

“Bring me the check.”

Finally I thought, this must be a real cheapie, so I said with all
enthusiasm, “Look, I know we're going to be together for a long,
long time, so why don’t we set a precedent and we all go Dutch?
With that, the color came back into Dennis’ face, and we all went
Dutch, and we did from then on. He had a reputation for being
cheap.

Jack Benny had the facade, but the cheapskate was really Dennis Day.

Al Jolson was also one of the cheap men. I put Jolson on radio. He
would pay me in those days, I think $150 a week, and we would go
walking — we’d go for a stroll, and I'd say, “Al, you haven’t paid
me for four weeks now.” He’d say, “Parke, it’s a beautiful day... the
sun is shining, people are smiling, and you want to talk about
money? You ought to be ashamed of yourself.” I finally got my
money; I had to threaten to sue him.

How did you make the move from Jack Pear! to Joe Penner?

I wrote for Pearl with Billy K. Wells, and Billy’s son George, who
was sort of an apprentice. Billy called me one night when we were
doing the Baron and said, “Parke, you‘ve got to do a favor for me.”
He said, “I've signed to write a program for a burlesque comedian
named Joe Penner.” He was very sick; I don’t know whether it was
alcohol, but he was so sick. He said, “Parke, you’ve got to do this...”
I said, “But I don’t know the man.” Billy said, “Well, he talks about
a duck — he’s a burlesque comic. I promised ]. Walter Thompson
I'd get the script to them.” I said, “When?” He said, “Tomorrow
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6 THE LAUGH CRAFTERS

Joe Penner’s trademark line — “Wanna buy a duck?” — made him rich
overnight, but his success was short-lived.

morning.” This was eight o’clock at night.
So you burned the midnight oil...

I said, “Billy, I don’t know what the hell to do. I'll write it, but it’s
very hard to write for a man you’ve never seen, never heard.” I had
a little room on West Third Street — so I sat down at my typewriter,
and I wrote a half-hour script and took it to J. Walter Thompson.

Was Joe Penner appreciative of your efforts?

The night of the first Joe Penner broadcast we were at the St. Moritz.
I was a young boy, in my early twenties; here I had written what
was to be the number one show on radio. There were a number of
celebrities there. Joe was sitting very close to me — he leaned over
and said, “That was a wonderful script you wrote for me tonight,

WorldRadioHistory




PARKE LEVY 7

Parke, and I don’t know how to thank you.” And I said, “Oh, this is
nothing. Wait 'til you see the one I'll have coming up for you.” And
his wife, Eleanor, happened to be sitting next to me in a gold bro-
caded evening gown, trimmed in mink or something. I was half
looped by this time, and as I said to Joe, “You don’t know what I
have planned for you in the future” — I made a sweeping gesture
with my arm, and I knocked a tumbler of champagne right into her
new gown. [ wanted to cry, and Joe put his arm around me and said,
“Parke, you write scripts like this for me every week and you can
dump champagne on Eleanor every week.”

Did Penner decide what worked for him and what didn't, in terms of mate-
rial?

To a point. He addressed it to his straightmen, Monk Purcell and
Dick Ryan. He would look at them, and if they nodded, he would
buy it. He let them serve as his advisers. There was an attorney who
would sit in and give his opinions.

What do you think made Joe Penner such a huge success?

The children. Then along came a guy with a new brand of comedy,
and his name was Jack Benny. He became kind of the new in guy,
and Joe resented this. And he said to me, “Maybe you can get me a
little more sophisticated, like this fellow Jack Benny.” And I said,
“Joe, when you lose the kids, you lose everybody. You're the kid’s
comic.” He didn't like that too much.

His primary appeal was to children, then. Did he understand what made
him successful?

I think he understood it, but I don’t think he thought that they were
indispensable, let me put it that way. He thought he could still be a
big star without the children. And he was wrong in that respect.

I wondered what caused his popularity to fall off so quickly.

So abruptly. I stayed with him for two years. [ came out to

Hollywood to do pictures, and Joe would come out here to eventu-
ally do his pictures. He was basically a very sweet man. He’d look

WorldRadioHistory




8 THE LAUGH CRAFTERS

at me as if he was dying to ask me to come back and write for him,
because he tried all these Jack Benny writers, Harry Conn and oth-
ers, and they couldn’t write for him. They couldn’t sell him — he
was a kid’s comic. And I would look at Joe as if I knew he wanted
to ask me to come back and do his writing, but our pride kept us
apart.

Over the years you worked in radio, how did the medium change?

More important sponsors came in, I guess. And they found out that
radio was such a big draw, they combined radio with personal
appearances. Like with Joe Penner. We traveled all over, playing
vaudeville, and did the broadcast from the cities where we were
playing. Whatever studio was available. We toured around the
country, certainly through the Midwest — all the big cities where
they had these vaudeville houses.

This was all just to plug the radio show?

No, it was to cash in. The radio show didn’t pay him any money.
You can tell how much money Penner was making — he paid me
$150 a week to write his program. But he made $100,000 a week
maybe, playing the theaters. The line extended like you can’t believe
—they had policemen keeping the people in line for maybe two
blocks.

The radio show sold the tickets.

That’s right. It just mushroomed. Wherever we went, we were invit-
ed to the swankiest restaurants — and the owners always thought
they had a novel publicity idea when they would have Joe Penner
hold a live duck, ‘cause his slogan was, “Wanna buy a duck?” They
gave him a live duck for the photographers to snap, and the ducks
always shit all over him — all over his pretty white suit. The suit
would be immaculate, and he would have that smile, and the duck
would be shitting all over him. He tried to get me to hold ‘em, and I
being a gentleman said, “Fuck off.” I wouldn’t hold the duck.

You also wrote for Ben Bernie in the early days of radio. How did his
“feud” with Walter Winchell develop?
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PARKE LEVY 9

They were the best of friends. That was a put-on. I was with Bernie
at that time — three years writing for Ben. I did a great deal of writ-
ing for Winchell too.

Bernie had a flowery delivery...
I wouldn’t say flowery. In what respect do you mean?
Sort of effeminate. How would you describe it?

It’s hard to describe Ben. He had a very appealing personality, espe-
cially through the Midwest, Chicago. He was a sportsman — he
lived for the horses. Ben Bernie was a guy who went to the race-
track. He never would read the script for the broadcast. He would
come tearing in from the track and come right into the rehearsal
booth where the sponsor was sitting — and he would read the script
— and read so poorly that we would grit our teeth. We’d say, “Fer
Chrissake, why doesn’t he read sometime — look at the script
once?” And we — my collaborator, Alan Lipscott, and I — decided
to fix him.

How did you accomplish this?

We used to write the introduction to all the musical numbers. Let’s
say the song was "I Love You, Susie.” Ben would say, “Now, me and
the Half and Half Lads are gonna play ‘I Love You, Susie.” This is for
all guys who like girls named Susie.” Then they would go into the
number. His favorite at that time was making jokes about Myrna Loy.

As sort of a running gag...

We decided this time to fix him. The song that was to be played was
“Song of India.” And we wrote a little thing, in conspiracy, my col-
laborator and I: “Now me and the Half and Half Lads are going to
play ‘Song of India’. Ahhh, Myrna, if I could only get India.” We
spelled it I-n-d-i-a. Now, when you read it, it looks like a geographi-
cal joke. Well, the sponsors were in the booth, Ben comes rushing in
from the track and picks up the script — we know he hasn’t looked
at the goddamn thing — and he gets up there and says, ”Ahhh,
Myrna, if I could only get India.”
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10 THE LAUGH CRAFTERS

Great. I'll bet Bernie never did that again.

You should have seen the pandemonium in the sponsor’s booth.
The buzzer’s goin’, the fuckin’ orchestra fell right down — they fell
down on the floor, they didn’t know anything about this. Bernie
comes over, he says, “What is all this gelachter?” — the Jewish word
for laughter is gelachter. He says, “What is it, a travel joke? Idon’t
get it. What’s so funny about India?” We said, ”Ben, read it out
loud, and read it slowly. He says, “Now, me and the Half and Half
Lads are gonna play ‘Song of India’... Ahhh, Myrna, if I could only
get... you sons of bitches.” From that day on, he read the script.

This didn't go out over the air...

No, no, in the booth. The sponsors always came down to every
rehearsal.

Didn’t you rehearse at Bernie’s hotel sometimes?

We used to rehearse in his beautiful living room, I think at the
Sherry Netherland Hotel. And his wife, Wes, had two little dogs she
was crazy about. But they used to come running in and out during
rehearsal, and we would be annoyed. Ben used to say, "Wes, will
you keep the goddamn dogs outta here?” And one day he decided
to fix her. He went to a confectionery shop, and he had a replica of a
dog’s stool made out of the best chocolate in the world. Ben had a
beautiful sofa. Right at the beginning of the rehearsal, he put this
chocolate thing which looked like a dog’s doo on the sofa, and he
yelled, "Wes, will you come in here! Wes!” She says, “"What is it,
dear?” Ben says, “Look what those goddamn dogs did! I told you
to keep ‘em out of here.” She said, “Oh, my God. I'll pick it up...”
He says, “Don’t bother.” And with that, he puts it in his mouth and
eats the whole goddamn thing. Wes almost fainted. She took the
dogs out from that time on.

Ben Bernie was quite a character.
Yeah. Nothing compared to some of the others...

Like Al Jolson?

WorldRadioHistory




PARKE LEVY 11

Oh, he was a crazy man. To tell you what kind of a guy Jolson was,
he got a request from the head of NBC at that time, John Reynolds.
The wire said, “Dear Al, You've sung ‘Toot, Toot, Tootsie’ on the first
three shows, and I think you ought to give it a rest now, until later
in the series.” The following week — Jolson gets on the air, he says,
“By special request of my dear friend John Reynolds, I'm now going
to do ‘Toot, Toot, Tootsie.” “ Can you believe that, after that wire?
May he rest in peace, that prick.

1 gather Jolson was a difficult man to work with.

Very difficult. I can only tell you, one night I got a call: “Parke,
how’re you coming along with the script?” It was about midnight. I
said, “All right. ['ve got some good California jokes.” Al says,
“Change ‘em all.” I'm going to Florida instead.” I said, “Okay, I'll
have ‘em in the morning.” So I get to work. I get a call about three
hours later: “Parke, did you change it from California to Florida?” I
said, “Yeah.” Jolson says, “Well, change it again.” I said, “What do
you mean, change it again?” He says, “Make it I'm going off the
air.” I said, “What?” He said, “Yeah, I'm going off the air. I've got $2
million in Warner Bros. stock. My little Ruby’s out there, I don't
know what the hell she’s doing out there, and I don’t like it.” Al
says, “I don’t need this fuckin’ money, and I'm gettin’ off.” And he
did.

How long did you write for Jolson?

I wasn’t with him too long, several months I guess. I didn’t like him
‘cause he didn’t pay me the money. I had to beg him for the money.
He was a cheap bastard. We became friends later on. He came out to
California — I found out Al was related on my wife’s side, and we
became very friendly. But I always liked Harry, his brother, much
better as a person.

It was impossible to be friends with Jolson while you were working with
him?

You just couldn’t, no. He was so arrogant. His conceit was enough
to kill you. He used to like to take walks with me around Times
Square, so the people could see him, and all that. While I worked for
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12 THE LAUGH CRAFTERS

him he was mind-boggling; you didn’t know what the hell he was
thinking. But I survived.

You worked on Bert Lahr’s radio show, along with Harry Tugend. Did you
have a rough time writing for him?

Bert Lahr was very difficult. He would ask people in elevators if a
joke was funny. That’s how nervous he would be about his material.
I'm not exaggerating. He would take a total stranger: “Is this funny,
Miss? ‘A white horse bites a black dog...” ” And if she didn’t laugh,
he’d ask us to change the joke.

Did Lahr have any feeling for the material himself, whether it was funny or
not?

Once in a while he would give out with that laugh. But he was the
most nervous man — the most insecure man I ever worked for. And
yet his son, John Lahr, in his book calls me and Herman Wouk [two
of] the best comedy writers in America at the time.

Carroll Carroll said Lahr couldn’t resist making a funny face — the studio
audience would laugh like crazy at a straight line, because he was mug-
ging.

Oh, yeah, we had that problem with him. We’d tell him not to mug,
because the audiences at home didn’t know what the hell was so
funny.

You also wrote for Ed Wynn in the ‘30s, not on radio but on Broadway.

I doctored shows, some alone, some with Alan Lipscott. Alan and I
took a flop called Hooray for What? with Ed Wynn, written by
Howard Lindsay and Russell Crouse, two fine writers. When we got
to Boston, the theater had two rows sold out on Saturday night —
the front two rows, nothing else. And in two weeks, the theater
filled because we wrote wonderful, hilarious material. I say this
with all modesty. And then it came to New York and the critics
raved. And Wynn took credit for the material. He said he wrote it
all.
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Most of the comedians did that then, didn’t they? They took the credit.

Oh, sure. A lot of those guys like people to think they write their
own material. So we had to take ads in Variety saying ”Hooray for
What? Hooray for Parke Levy and Alan Lipscott, who made Hooray
for What? what it is today.” Ed Wynn finally acknowledged it, years
later.

L understand you were one of the original writers on Duffy’s Tavern.

It's a long story. When I was writing the Joe Penner series, we had a
director from J. Walter Thompson who got $50 a week. His name
was Ed Gardner. He’d just sit around with a stopwatch in his hand
— nobody paid any attention to this guy. But I did; I befriended
him. We became lifelong friends.

He had greater ambitions than holding a stopwatch...

Yes, he did. He was a bright guy. Next thing I knew, he was direct-
ing a program called This is New York with Deems Taylor. He asked
me if [ wanted to do some writing with him, and I did that. After
that I didn’t hear anything from Ed for some time. Then he got with
a guy named Abe Burrows, and they had an idea for a show called
Duffy’s Tavern. They came East, and Ed wanted to know if I would
write for him, and I did, for two or three years. There was another
writer, a fine writer named Mac Benoff.

Ed Gardner originally created the character of Archie, the bartender, on
This is New York.

Yes, that’s right. He couldn’t find an actor, and he finally said he
was going to try it himself. He auditioned a few guys, real New
York dese and dose guys. But he settled for himself and it was a wise
choice.

Do you think Gardner had ambitions as an actor when you first met him?
Yes, certainly. He wanted to be an actor very much; I think he’d like to

have been a star in any sense of the word. Incidentally, on Duffy’s
Tavern, Ed would do the broadcast from the stage of one of the studios,
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and he would work behind what looked like a little counter. This
was most unusual, but we soon found out the reason. His knees
were shaking so — this is the truth — he didn’t want the studio
audience to see it. He was so nervous, my chore, and sometimes
Abe Burrows’, was to go into the men’s room and take him off the
john because he’d get diarrhea five minutes before he was to go on
the air. That's a fact. In the early weeks of the show he was in the
john right up until the gong.

1 understand Ed Gardner was a tough taskmaster.

Duffy’s Tavern was a helluva show, a well-written show. It was, I
would say, the best written radio show ever. But we used to curse
Ed Gardner under our breath because that son of a bitch was so
meticulous. We would have a line that would go, “I love you dar-
ling, so please kiss me.” This is 4 o’clock in the morning — we’d
work all night, at the Hotel Royalton. About four hours after we
wrote the line, Ed would say, “Wait a minute. I was just thinking
about that line. Archie wouldn’t say ‘darling,” he would say ‘sweet-
heart.” So we had to go back and change it. Then about an hour
later, he’d say, “Wait a minute. You know that line we changed? He
wouldn't say ‘Kiss me,” he’d say ‘Give me some lip".” This went on
and on. I had a daughter about a year old, I was anxious to get
home — and that son of a bitch made us write — but we were so
proud of it, we never openly rebelled.

Not openly.

However, he would call me sometimes, say five o’clock in the morn-
ing, and he would say, “Parke, I'm going out of my mind.” In
absolute panic. His father, I believe, spent some time in an insane
asylum, and Ed was always obsessed with the fact that he too
would get wacky. I used to say to him, “Listen, you dumb bastard,
you've been taking Benzedrine, and then you've been taking down-
ers. You're taking uppers and downers — you’ve got a civil war
going on in your head. ” I'd calm him down and console him, and
we’d go to work again the next day.

Abe Burrows said in his autobiography that Benzedrine really kept the
writers awake.
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Abe used to sit there with the Benzedrine in his nose. Ed and Abe
had it in their nose all the time. I smoked cigarettes then, but I just
wouldn’t take the Benzedrine.

You wrote the show with Burrows and Mac Benoff, and Gardner would
function primarily as the editor?

Yes. He was a very good editor. Between screwing and editing he
kept pretty busy.

Between screwing and editing?
Screwing, yes. Anything that walked — if it breathed, he’d go for it.
Gardner was a real cocksman. He was married at that time to Shirley

Booth, a fine actress. Ed cheated like mad. But it never bothered him.

Did you have any problems on Duffy’s Tavern with interference from the
ad agency? ~

I know I didn’t have — I wasn’t that important on this thing. And
Ed Gardner had a way of putting people down, especially agency
people. He wouldn’t have brooked any great interference. And the
agency evidently sensed that the show was going to be a winner
because they didn’t do anything to interfere with what Ed was
going to do or say. They thought it was going to be a hit, and they
left him pretty much to himself.

You also wrote for Abbott and Costello’s radio show.

I can’t think of anything humorous. In fact, I found Costello to be...
Difficult to work with?

Not a nice guy. And Abbott wasn’t much better. I wasn’t with them
very long. They settled my contract for a lot of money. I insisted on
that, ‘cause they refused to do new material.

They wanted to keep doing their old routines.

That’s right. Monte Hackett, the very prominent agent who got me
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the assignment, came to me and said “The boys are afraid to do new
material, Parke. I didn’t know that.” He said, “Do you want to get
out?” I said, "Of course, I want to get out.” So he gave me a few
thousand dollars; that’s what they did in those days.

Did Abbott and Costello participate at all in the writing of the show, or the
editing?

No, no. I got a script together. I was head writer. Whoever the writ-
ers were, [ would compile a script, and put my own material in —
after all, I was getting top money, so I had to have something by
way of a contribution — and then I would give it to Costello. I think
I was only two weeks with them. They didn’t like any of the materi-
al. And 1 finally said, “Look, if you're not going to take a chance
with new material, you don’t need me. Let me out.” I was on a firm
13-week contract as I recall. I forget whether I was getting $1,000 or
$1,250; I know it was up around $10,000 when they settled with me.

You worked on My Friend Irma for a long time.

Seven years, I think. I was writing some show and I got a call from a
guy named Cy Howard. I went over to talk to him; this frenetic guy
Howard was dancing around. He says, “"Here’s a script, will you
read it?” When I finished reading, he said, “"Well, do you think you
could write this show?” I said, ”I don’t see why not, it’s already
been written. This is My Sister Eileen.” He says, “Shhh. Don’t say
that. They’re talking about suing us.” I said, “Look. You indemnify
me and I'll write it. But I'm telling you right now, I don’t want to be
any part of this thing, because you're going to be sued some day.”

Cy Howard is supposedly the “creator” of that show.

Yes. He didn'’t create it. The guy that created My Sister Eileen created
it. Cy Howard couldn’t write his name.

So Howard took Eileen and just reworked it a little bit?
Yep. There was a big lawsuit. And of course CBS did pay off in the

end; it cost them a lot of money. And I'll tell you something else.
Howard would never let the writers come down to the show. I
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Lou Costello, singer Marilyn Maxwell, Parke Levy, bandleader Skinnay
Ennis, Bud Abbott and producer Nat Wolff, 1946.

would get a phone call: “We need a joke, Parke...” In all modesty I
was very fast in those days — and he couldn’t get over it. “Parke,
you're wonderful, I don’t know what I'd do without you.” But he
never — he had a secretary — her instructions were to see that the
writers never came down to the broadcast.

You didn’t write Irma when it went to television, did you?

No. I was pissed off that Harry Ackerman didn’t ask me to come on
the television show. About the second week, they got in trouble, and
he said, “Parke, would you like to come on, ‘cause you know the
show so well, and do the TV program?” And 1, in so many words,
said, “Harry, go fuck yourself. You can only finger me once.” I said,
“You had no business not including me as the head writer, all the
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time I spent making this show a hit.”
You did work on the film version of My Friend Irma, however.

Hal Wallis didn’t know what to do with Martin and Lewis, and nei-
ther did Cy Howard. They didn’t call me in until they were desper-
ate. And then I wrote one or two outstanding sequences. One was
in the parking lot where Jerry Lewis runs over all the cars, that was
mine. Then they invited me to work on the second picture, which
was not so good.

Was there a problem in adapting the show from radio to film?

No. I was fixing Broadway shows in the meantime. Radio was not
the only medium, as far as my writing was concerned. Once you've
had theatrical writing, you can go into the other mediums. The
switch from legitimate theater to motion pictures is not so great.

Was it easier or more difficult to write for radio than other media?

It was easier to write for radio because your imagination has no
limits. You have to be specific in the theater and in film.

Which was more nerve-wracking, radio or television?

TV. Because I think looking at something — if there was any kind of
error, besides hearing it you saw it — so it was double the crime.
On radio, you could say something that wasn’t the most logical
thing in the world, and it could get by, because nobody’s sitting on
it. So we had to be more particular in television, much more.

So television was the more stressful medium?

Oh, yes. I would say so. We did 39 shows every year in radio; we

“always took the summer off, 13 weeks. Television, I don’t think you

could do 39 shows; I never did. Even December Bride when it was
going well, we never did 39. Maybe 26.

What were some of the special challenges in writing for radio?
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I did it so long and so easily, that I never regarded it as much of a
challenge, radio. The main thing was to keep it clean, because cen-
sors were a pain in the ass in those days.

Did you experience any trouble with the censors?

Yes. But not too much. When I was doing December Bride on TV —
to show you what’s happened with obscenity — we had a joke in
there about a girdle. The sponsor said if we didn’t take out the word
“girdle,” which they considered shocking, they would not pay for
the entire show, which was $30,000 in those days. Today the word
“girdle” would not even be looked at — I tune in, I can’t believe my
ears.

Where did you get the idea for December Bride?

I'm the only guy who’s made a fortune off his mother-in-law. I
wrote December Bride first as a book. The publisher liked it; he
thought the middle of it was a little repetitious, and wanted to know
if I could add to it. I said “Sure,” but then I was offered the My
Friend Irma contract; that kept me tied up for seven years. But
December Bride was based upon my mother-in-law. She was a
widow, very attractive — not the stereotype. She was quite a gal.
And being attractive and not too old, she attracted a great many
men. One guy was captain of a fishing boat. Instead of bringing her
a bouquet of roses when he came to see her, he would have a large
newspaper-wrapped package — he would come courting her with
his fish offerings.

Harry Morgan made his television debut on that show.

I gave Harry his start as a comedian; he was always a fine dramatic
actor. Harry was the neighbor on December Bride. Dean Miller
played the son-in-law on the show; he used to come to rehearsal
always with a black luncheon box, in which he always had a hard-
boiled egg and some bread. Harry Morgan has a great sense of
humor. I'll never forget the day he sneaked into the dressing room
and took out the hard-boiled egg and put a raw egg in. Dean always
used to crack the egg on the edge of the luncheon box...
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I'm beginning to get the picture.

Dean Miller chased Harry Morgan around the entire lot. He was
livid, because naturally when he hit the egg it splattered all over
him.

CREDITS

Radio: The Jack Pearl Show, The Rudy Vallee Show, The Joe Penner Show,
The Chase and Sanborn Hour (The Bert Lahr Show); Ben Bernie, The Old
Maestro; Presenting Al Jolson, This is New York, Duffy’s Tavern, The
Abbott and Costello Show, Listen America, My Friend Irma, December
Bride (creator-director).

TV: The RCA Victor Show, December Bride (creator), Pete and Gladys
(creator), Many Happy Returns (creator).

Film: Paramount educational shorts, Higher and Higher (dialogue),
George White’s Scandals, Having Wonderful Crime, Earl Carroll
Sketchbook, Hit Parade of 1947, My Friend Irma, My Friend Irma Goes
West.

Theater (in collaboration with Alan Lipscott): Hooray for What?,

Right This Way (lyrics only), Three After Three, Streets of Paris, Keep Off
the Grass, Walk With Music, Off the Record, Johnny On the Spot.
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PAUL HENNING

“There are writers people don’t really know who contributed a
great deal to comedy,” asserted veteran comedy writer Hal Kanter.
”A highly-overlooked folklorist is Paul Henning. A helluva comedy
writer.”

Henning was born on a hog farm near Independence, Missouri,
on September 16, 1911. His first exposure to radio was listening to a
homemade crystal set his brother crafted from an oatmeal box. He
still recalls the excitement: ”At night — that’s when you got the best
reception — you’d take the cat’s whisker [a piece of wire] and touch
various facets of this crystal — and you’d hear voices!”

Before the Missouri farm boy discovered his true calling — and
long before Dennis Potter created The Singing Detective for British
television — Henning threatened to become the singing attorney,
simultaneously working toward two disparate professions. While
appearing on radio as a singer in the early ‘30s, “I was going to law
school at night and jerking sodas during the day,” he recalled. ”I did
everything; I was the youngest of eleven children, and we were a lit-
tle bit strapped for money. So we all pitched in and contributed to
the family.”

Henning was pressed into service as an actor at Kansas City sta-
tion KMBC — opposite his future wife, Ruth Barth, as “a pair of
star-crossed lovers on a program about a little country town and its
characters.” He also found himself filling in as disk jockey, news
announcer, movie editor and janitor. “If you wanted to get into
radio — the new, glamorous thing — you did whatever you could
do, whatever they’d let you do,” he observed.

Eventually he turned to writing out of desperation, scripting his
own show on KMBC before moving to Chicago to work on NBC’s
top-rated Fibber McGee and Molly. His mother, however, was unim-
pressed. (When she first heard her son’s literary efforts on radio, she
reportedly said, “From that you make a living?”)

After relocating to the West Coast, Henning conceived and co-
wrote singer Rudy Vallee’s show for Sealtest; he wrote songs for the
show as well. In 1942 he joined George Burns and Gracie Allen’s
writing staff, supplying laughs for the couple’s radio and television
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shows for ten years. He also penned some of Gracie’s “campaign
speeches” when she ran for President (following the lead of fellow
comedians Eddie Cantor and W.C. Fields) against FDR.

Henning made his debut as a producer in TV with The Dennis
Day Show. In 1955, he created The Bob Cummings Show (syndicated as
Love That Bob), a popular sitcom about a swinging bachelor photog-
rapher that enjoyed a four-year run. He followed it up with a pair of
film comedies — in collaboration with Burns and Allen co-writer
Stanley Shapiro — the Oscar-nominated Lover Come Back, and
Bedtime Story.

When The Beverly Hillbillies tapped a vein of rural humor in the
fall of 1962 and struck it rich, he found himself in great demand. The
show recalled the residents of the Ozarks Henning first met and fell
in love with as a youth. The creator-producer initially hesitated
when approached about doing “another hillbilly show,” but was
prompted to devise Petticoat Junction, which co-starred his daughter,
Linda Kaye Henning.

Although Henning’s wife, Ruth, was once quoted as saying she
preferred “something a little more sophisticated,” Hillbillies — the
top-rated show on television during its first two seasons —
remained on CBS for nine years. The show’s popularity was no mys-
tery to its creator: “Maybe it’s because these people aren’t just
funny,” he asserted. “Underneath, Jed Clampett has a certain digni-
ty. You might even say all the virtues. I'd be proud to have him in
my house.”

Despite his success as a producer, Henning kept his hand in as a
writer, working 12 to 14 hours a day. "I believe in the country-store
concept of TV. It means you gotta watch the store yourself,” he
explained at the time. “I don’t believe in genius,” he told another
reporter. “Working hard and minding the store is the answer.
Anyway, most writers are city people, and they’d injure the charac-
ters, so I'll keep writing.” He cited a line of Granny’s as an example
of his corn-bred way with words: “That’s harder than sneaking day-
light past a rooster.”

For all his success, Paul Henning proved a modest, affable and
charming host, as folksy and as homespun the Hillbillies of his creation.
Our interview took place in the warmth of his equally down-to-earth
Toluca Lake home near North Hollywood, a masterpiece of design and
decor which he credited largely to his wife of over 50 years.
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You started out to be a lawyer.

I'went to law school. I wanted to be a lawyer, before I actually had a
little run-in — I worked in a law office in Independence, Missouri,
and that’s when I found out I didn’t really want to be a lawyer.

How did you move from law to writing comedy?

It was sort of a gradual transition. I started out in radio actually as a
singer. My idol was Gene Austin, so my idea of being in radio was
to be a singer. I would go around and sing on any station that
would let me, ‘cause I just loved to sing, and I wanted to be heard
and hopefully get a job. There was a radio station in Kansas City
[Missouri] owned by the Kansas City Star; it was affiliated with
NBC. The Nighthawk Frolic went on around midnight — if you want-
ed to be on the program, you went to the newspaper building, and
the radio station was upstairs on the top floor. There would be
someone there who played the piano, and if you wanted to sing,
they’d listen to you and say, “Okay, you're on.” It was really that
informal.

This would have been about 1929 or ‘30?

Yeah. The rival station was KMBC, which was the Columbia
Broadcasting System. Ted Malone, the fellow who became program
director there, was a graduate of the high school I went to in
Independence, and I knew him. When he became program director,
I thought, “Gee, I've got to sing...” In the meantime I was going to
night school at Kansas City School of Law to learn to be a lawyer.

But then you decided you wanted to be a writer.

I didn't really decide. What happened was that — in those days, it
was really the depth of the Depression — I worked at the radio sta-
tion for nothing, for the sheer pleasure. One day I went to the pro-
gram director, who was a good friend, and I said, “I want to make
some money.” He said, “Well, the only way to make money is to get
a sponsor. Talk to our time salesman.” I talked to him; he told me
that the Independent Grocers of Greater Kansas City were forming
an organization called the Associated Grocers, to combat the first of
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the chain grocers, I think it was Piggly Wiggly. He said, “Think of an
idea for them.”

They indicated that they wanted to sponsor a show?

Yeah. So I dreamed up this idea and took it into the program direc-
tor, and he said, “Sounds good. Write it.” I said, “I'm a singer, I can’t
write.” He said, “Well, we don’t have any writers. If you want to
sing it, you'll have to write it.” So that’s how I became a writer. 1
didn’t become a writer, but I at least took a stab at it, just self-preser-
vation — it was the only way you could get a program. And it sold.
Another fellow who sang — we worked together at the station, his
name was Gomer Cool — we became “Al and George, the Musical
Grocers.” And we had a mythical grocery store; we would sing
about the various products. A customer would come in and say, “Do
you have so-and-so?” and we’d sing about it. What I did was write
parodies to popular songs; I didn’t know you couldn’t do that.

You couldn’t do parodies?

In Kansas City you could — it was just a local show. The publishers
fortunately were all in New York. So I blithely and innocently wrote
parodies to all the popular songs. We were on six mornings a week.
I found out then that singing was easier than writing.

You gravitated toward writing, though?

It turned out to be more in demand. Everybody who heard them-
selves in the shower thought they were singers.

1t's a long way to Hollywood from Independence...

That again is a torturous trail. But in an effort to make a living, I
went in to my friend, Ted Malone, the program director, and said, “I
would like to be the movie editor.” Of course, the real reason was
‘cause I could get passes, to take my wife Ruth — who was then my
girlfriend — to the movies for free. Anyway, he wrote letters to the
studios here in Hollywood. I worked a pass on TWA, the only air-
line in Kansas City that flew to the West Coast. And for zero outlay
of money, [ was on my way to Hollywood. And I fell in love in
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Southern California; I just thought it was paradise after shoveling
snow in Missouri.

How did you start writing for shows in Hollywood?

Ruth was on a radio program in Kansas City called Red Horse Ranch,
and they went to Chicago to make rural transcriptions. And she
found out that the casual extra actors who would come in to do
voices made more money in one session than she made in a week
back in Kansas City. She said, “I'm going to go to Chicago and try
my luck.” So she did, and she wrote to me and said that Hugh
Studebaker, a friend of ours who had worked at KMBC in Kansas
City, was doing very well in Chicago. She said, “He’s on a program
called Fibber McGee and Molly and the writer of the program, Don
Quinn, is looking for someone to help him, ‘cause he’s doin’ it all
alone. So I quickly listened to Fibber McGee and Molly, and 1 said, "I
can write that.”

You didn’t need an engraved invitation.

I wrote a whole script on speculation and mailed it to Chicago, and
a few days later I got a call from Don Quinn. He said, “We like your
script.” He said, “Can we meet with you? Can you come to
Chicago?” So my little pass on TWA took me to Chicago, no prob-
lem — that was a one-hop. Coming out to Los Angeles was five
stops that I could get kicked off on any one, ‘cause I was on a pass.

This would have been when?

1937. I went to Chicago and I got a job with Fibber McGee and Molly
— after a bit of trouble getting out of my contract in Kansas City.
This contract was voluminous; it was a frightening thing. When I
said to my boss, the owner of the station, “I have an opportunity to
go to Chicago and write for Fibber McGee and Molly,” he said, “Well,
gee, that’s a shame. At the end of your contract in five years, you're
free to go.” There was one professor at night school who lectured on
contracts — he was a prominent attorney, so I took the contract to
him. He gave me a call at the radio station; he was laughing uncon-
trollably. He said, “I have never read anything this funny.” I said,
“Well then, I can give my two weeks’ notice?” He says, “You can
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give two minutes’ notice. You can leave now. Today.”
Did they change their tune?

I asked Mr. Arthur Church, the owner of the station, to meet with
me and talk about the contract. He had his attorney in his office. I
said, ”I took the contract to my attorney,” and he said, “Who's your
attorney?” And I named this professor. He said, ”Arthur, I think this
young man should have a chance to spread his wings...” What a
phony. But it was an interesting experience, and it reinforced my
desire not to be an attorney. That’s how I got to Chicago. But
Chicago was just as bad as Kansas City, worse in many ways in the
winter, horrible. You really had to fight to walk. All the time that I
was in Chicago working for Fibber McGee and Molly 1 loved it, and 1
worshipped Don Quinn — he was the most brilliant man I've ever
met — but all the time I kept thinking, “California. I want to get
back to California.”

Did you work independently of Don Quinn? Did you write your scripts at
home and bring them in?

Yes. Don was used to working alone. I would make contributions,
and Don would put my name on the script. Then when I took the
script down to be — whatever they did in those days, it wasn’t
mimeograph but some process — I'd scratch my name off, because I
felt like I shouldn’t have it on the script. Later I wished I'd left my
name on a few scripts.

How long would it take to knock out a script for Fibber McGee and
Molly ?

Don’s method of working is what killed him. A wonderful man —
but he believed in waiting until the last minute, and then staying up
all night. T used to go over and see him, and he’d have a carton of
cigarettes, a Thermos jug of coffee and his portable typewriter — he
irreparably damaged his heart with this self-punishment.

He'd turn the script out in one night?

Yeah. And ], being very impressionable, I thought, "Well, gee, that’s
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Marian and Jim Jordan performed Fibber McGee and Molly in full costume
and make-up the first two years.

the thing.” So I got a carton of cigarettes, a pot of coffee and I tried it
— I fell asleep, and my head — when I woke up, it was imprinted
with the keyboard. I thought that was not good, I couldn’t handle it.
But I did find out that I was the most productive person in the
morning. If I got up and sat down at the typewriter I could write
something.

How did it work exactly? Did Don Quinn say, “Here's the idea for this
week's show?”
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Yeah. We’d have a meeting at the account executive’s home in
Evanston, Illinois. His name was Jack Lewis. They [his agency] had
the Johnson’s Wax account, I think by virtue of the fact that Mr.
Lewis was married to S.C. Johnson’s daughter. We'd go out on a
Sunday and meet, and Don would read a kind of synopsis of what
he hoped to do, and then he’d say to me, “Pick a scene...”

The sponsor in those days had a great deal of control.

He had all the control. But he had as much regard for Don Quinn as
I did, and usually — whatever Don wanted to do — and Jim Jordan
[Fibber McGee] ...

Would [im Jordan be at the weekly meeting on Sunday?

Yeah. His wife Marian [Molly] was quite ill at that time. He was a
helluva nice guy, but he didn’t really contribute too much. He
depended completely on the script. But anyway — Don would
leave it up to me, whatever I wanted to do. These various charac-
ters like The Old Timer, Nick the Greek, would be regulars. He’'d
say, “Do whatever you like on this particular scene.” It was fun; I
enjoyed it. And I learned a lot from Don. And some of it was good
and some of it was bad. Staying up all night with the cigarettes and
coffee was bad — but he had an absolutely fabulous sense of
humor. His favorite expression was, “Idiots delete.” I thought he
was absolutely brilliant, and so inventive. I would say that Don and
Fred Allen were the two quickest wits that I've ever been around.

You would put Don Quinn in the same class with Fred Allen as a comedy
writer?

Yeah. I would have to do that. They were both wonderful guys, and
both died much too young. Fred never quite successfully made the

transition from radio to television.

Don Quinn would stay up all night with the script, then the next day was
the rehearsal?

Yeah. And then whatever was left to be done, he’d stay up the next
night. Then after the program, he would just collapse for about two
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days — sleep. But it was a terribly punishing way to conduct your
life. And of course it eventually took its toll. They were a wonderful
bunch of people. I enjoyed that year...

But then you decided to come out to Hollywood.

Southern California was heaven in those days. Ruth and I were mar-
ried in 1939 — we had an apartment that was $35 a month.
Hollywood was like a little town. We had no compunction walking
down to the boulevard at night. By nine o’clock, it was dead.

Did you have a commitment for another show when you gave up Fibber
McGee and Molly?

I had the name of an agent at the William Morris Agency. I remem-
ber one of my last talks with Don Quinn; he said, ”I don’t like
agents as a class, but I met one I think is really a nice human being.
George Gruskin.” He said, “When you get to Hollywood, call him
up.” Gruskin was a wonderful man — still my favorite agent. He
got me a job on The Joe E. Brown Show. He said “Call so-and-so, he’s
the head writer.” I called and he said, "Go to your file and get out
all the fortune-telling jokes. And then call me back.” I had never
even heard of a file. Here I was in Hollywood, I figured I'd better do
what — anyway, I worked for a few weeks or months, whatever it
was — [ still didn’t succeed.

So much depended on Brown'’s personality, his great rubber face and his
big mouth — I can’t quite see him as a radio comedian.

Joe E. Brown was really out of place, as were other comedians.
Visually he was wonderful; his warm-up with the audience got
roars. And he’d do bits from his baseball routine. But when it came
time to read the words — he’d read the script and nothing would
happen.

The funny thing is, the best radio jokes were visual.
That was true of many — for example, The Eddie Cantor Show with

the Mad Russian [Bert Gordon]. The Mad Russian had some way of
tucking his ears in, and then when he was introduced he would let
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his ears pop out, and of course that got a tremendous laugh. There
were things like that.

Did you write for the Cantor show?

Well, when I first came to California, among other things George
Gruskin said, “If you have an idea for Eddie Cantor, he’s always
looking for writers. I heard that he was going to have a famous ani-
mal trainer on the show, a lion tamer, and I wrote a script with this
guy in mind — and Cantor liked it. But I didn’t like Cantor.

Did you find him difficult to get along with?

I took the script over to him and he said, “Oh, that’s good.” He said,
“It just happens that my writers wrote exactly the same thing.”
Which is bull. He said, “But I'm going to pay you. I'm going to give
you $75.” So I said, “That’s fine. $75 then.” It took me, I would say
conservatively, two or three months to collect that $75. I'd go up to
the studio and see him, and he’d say, “Didn’t my business manager
pay you?” I even went out to his house in Beverly Hills on the bus,
because we needed the money. He was — after the people I had
known in Chicago, by contrast...

Were there any radio writers whom you admired, other than Don Quinn?

I worked with Abe Burrows when The Rudy Vallee Show was in its
early years. He was one of the most brilliant writers I ever worked
with. Abe and I got along very well. We were opposites. He was a
kind of a bear of a man — loud — and I was kind of quiet and
timid. We got along just so great. Ruth and I had a little apartment
on West End Avenue in New York, and Abe would come over, and
we’d work together. Abe would come on so strong, he’d practically
scare Ruth — she said the only place she felt she wasn’t in the way
was in the bathroom. Abe and I had a lot of fun. He was wonderful,
a constant joy. A great mind. When I heard [in later years] he had
Alzheimer’s disease, I thought, "My God.” Such a tragedy, a mind
like that.

How did you come to work for Rudy Vallee?
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At that time, he’d come to the West Coast and was looking for a for-
mat. I heard that through the Morris office. I found out who the pro-
ducer was going to be, a fellow by the name of Vick Knight; he had
been with Eddie Cantor. I walked over to his house and knocked on
the door, and I told him that I was anxious to be a writer, and 1
heard Rudy Vallee was looking for a show. He said, “That’s right.”
He said, “We haven’t come up with the right idea yet.” I said, “Oh.
I'd like to try.” He said, “Fine.” So I went home and dreamed up
some kind of idea I then went back and told him about it. He said,
“That sounds good to me.”

This was a variety show, wasn’t it?

Actually my idea was that Rudy through one pretext or another
dreamed the program. How it ever got on, I don’t know. Those were
the days of stealing the money. We used to meet at one of the
writer’s apartments — it could’ve been Jess Oppenheimer, he had
an apartment — two or three writers were in the same vicinity. We’d
get together — everybody loved to go to the beach. The apartment
building had a switchboard. We would say to the switchboard oper-
ator, "If the producer calls, we're out having coffee. Then you call us
and tell us, and we’ll call back and say, "Yeah, we just got back.” ”
That’s what I mean by stealing money.

How did you get the show on the air?

We would spend the entire day at the beach — come home very
tired, after surfing and volleyball and the whole thing and say,
"Well, we'll get together in the morning.” If the weather was right,
we might do that for four days. Not even discuss the show. Then, on
about the fifth day when the producer said, “I want to see some
pages,” we’d all [come up with] a script and work like crazy.

Did Vallee have much participation in the writing of the show?

No. He couldn’t care less. Rudy Vallee’s great claim to fame was
that these stars were on his show. That was none of his doing —
they were all chosen for him — he just fronted the band. Rudy
lacked judgement. I guess he walked into what success he had. He
really needed guidance every step of the way. One week we gave
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him a line — it got a great laugh. The following week he used it
again, apropos of nothing. Silence. He couldn't figure it out. We had
to explain that it was out of context.

What was Vallee like off the air?

He was kind of a Jekyll and Hyde; he could be a wonderful host or a
real pain in the ass. Rudy’s dates had to sign a form his lawyer
drew up, saying they realized they were going to get screwed by a
famous man. They had to agree not to make anything out of it. I
must say, he was extremely nice to me and my family; he would
invite us over and put out a big spread.

John Barrymore was a regular on the Vallee show.

We loved to write scenes for John Barrymore. Because they were
cheap laughs. All you had to do — for example, he was telling
about when he was a boy, and how he always studied late at night,
and the illumination was very poor — he had to study by the light
of an alcohol lamp. And he said, “Often there wouldn’t be enough
money for the lamp and for me, in which case I had to study in the
dark.” All you had to do was mention marriage, or drinking, and it
was a cheap laugh.

It wasn'’t all for laughs. He also did dramatic readings of Shakespeare.

We had Orson Welles on. Orson and John were gonna to do a scene
— I can't recall what it was — Orson of course was at the peak of
his powers then, and John was very much in decline. So during the
rehearsal Orson just overpowered John. Everybody was saying, “We
shouldn’t have done this.” And “Poor John...” It was so embarrass-
ing. Came the show, Orson more than met his match. John, where
he got the strength and the power — but he came on like — it was
thrilling.

Maybe Welles inspired him.
There’d be a reading [of the script], and then there’d be a dinner

break. And one time we had Lionel Barrymore as a guest. They had
a bridge table with a hole cut in the middle, and the microphone
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was level with the table. John was on one side of the table and
Lionel on the other. Manny Mannheim was one of the writers — not
having anything to do, Manny and I went in the control room — we
were just sitting there, and the guy was fooling with the mike con-
trols. He turned on the mike. Lionel and John were reminiscing. If
we’d only had the foresight to say, “Record this” — it'd be price-
less. Lionel says, “John, do you remember that whorehouse in
Buenos Aires...”

Did any of this go out over the air?

No, this was while everybody was out having dinner. They were
reminiscing about their early days, and about their sister. We want-
ed to use her name, and the NBC attorney said, “You'll have to get
permission from Ethel.” We sent her a telegram, and a telegram
came back: “Under no conditions can that foul-mouthed John even
mention my name on the air.” We said, “My God, how do we tell
him? How do we tell him Ethel refused to let him even speak her
name on radio?” Finally, I think it might have been Manny, who got
to be kind of friendly with John — he said, “John, I'm sorry to say
this, but your sister Ethel will not give us permission for you to talk
about her on radio.” John laughed. He said, “I don’t blame her. I
used to steal her blind; I hocked her jewelry.”

Everyone in show business seems to have a Barrymore story.

He was quite a character. But it was sad, because he was in his
declining years. The William Morris office paid a guy just to keep
him away from the bottle. But he got a drink somehow, I don’t
know...

Did that ever present a problem as far as the show was concerned?

Not on the air. They really kept a close watch on him after the pre-
view night. On preview night, he would quite often get big laughs.
We had a starlet from MGM, cute as can be — a real Lana Turner
type. John and this starlet were at the same mike, and Rudy was
over at the other mike. All of the time this girl was reading her lines,
John was tracing her anatomy with his hands on the downstage
side, so the audience could see — he was patting her fanny, and he
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was giving her the feel of the world. She kind of slapped at his
hand, and the audience burst out laughing. John looked out at the
audience: “What the hell are you laughing at?” This was a preview
— had it been on the air...

The audience could see...

Oh, yeah. Lecherous son of a bitch. She was a very curvaceous star-
let. We had as a guest Billie Burke. We said, “They haven’t seen each
other for such a long time, and isn’t this going to be a tender
moment, to see Billie Burke and John Barrymore after all these
years.” So Billie walked in — John looked at her, he says, “Billie! Are
you still the same great lay you used to be?!”

You left Rudy Vallee to write for George Burns and Gracie Allen.

I was with Vallee for a couple of years. A couple of fellows that I
had known — Frank Galen and Keith Fowler — were writing for
George Burns. We had known one another, and they put in a good
word for me with George. My first meeting with George was in
1942, and I was with him for ten years. We made the transition to
television together. That was a very happy decade. I had one funny
experience — I wrote to my mother and told her I was now writing
for George. Mother wrote back and she said, “Congratulations. But
who writes for Gracie? She’s the one who says the funny things.”
Mother never quite understood what it was I did and why I got
paid for it. I was the eleventh child, and by that time...

You wrote for Gracie as well as George, of course.

Sure. Now we didn’t see much of Gracie, because George had the
contact with the writers. My wife Ruth saw her more than I did.
Gracie loved to play cards — we made many trips back and forth
across the country on trains, and Ruth played cards with Gracie and
the other actresses.

Can you describe how Burns worked with the writers?

Well, there was a vast difference in radio. He absolutely left the
writing of the radio show to his writers. He used to tell us — he’d
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Paul Henning and Gracie Allen take a break during the comedienne’s
presidential campaign.

go out to the golf course, and somebody, some friend who also had
a radio show, would be saying they were working so hard — and
George would say, “Why don’t you leave it to your writers, like I
do?” He was very good about that.

How did you put the show together?

My job, initially, was to come up with concepts, with ideas — what
do we do, what’s the theme? Then Frank and Keith would divide
up the first couple of scenes; they’d come in and I'd read the script
to George, he’d approve or disapprove, and say, “Okay, see you fel-
lows tomorrow.” But I gradually became more active in writing
scenes, and not just the story.

So with Burns and Allen you didn't spend four days at the beach.
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Oh, no. That was different.

But it was easy money compared...

Ohhh, compared to television.

You really had to create the picture for the listener, though.

In words, dialogue — but it was fun. In radio, after the show had
been on for a while, the locale was pretty much established, so you
didn’t have to worry about painting any kind of picture. And sound
effects — a door would open and close, and Blanche [Bea
Benaderet] was in the kitchen with Gracie. And on The Rudy Vallee
Show, Rudy was not too concerned — he would be careful about
what songs he sang — that was his concern.

Did you meet with Burns on a daily basis?

Oh, yeah. He had an office in the Hollywood Plaza Hotel, two
adjoining rooms on the fifth floor. We’d meet there. Then of course
when we made the transition to television, that took place in New
York. Because in 1950 that’s where television was, in New York. So
we all lived at the Algonquin for six months. I remember, we were
all hoping we could get back home by Christmas.

Did you have a producer or director on the radio program?

George thought a producer on a radio show a fifth wheel; there was
no reason to have a producer. The radio director, all he needed was
a quick thumb with the stopwatch — you had to have somebody
time the show. Of course, in those days, when we originated out
here, we’d do one show for the East, then do the same show again
with another [studio] audience three hours later. It was amazing, the
difference between audiences and their reaction to the same words.
Either they’d had dinner, or the performers were not as sharp as
they were on the first show — sometimes there would be an amaz-
ing difference. The audience laughter would spread one show, and
then it wouldn’t spread the next one, and you were stuck — you’d
have to restore some of the stuff you cut out.
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Would that catch the performers off guard, if they got a certain response
the first time?

With the exception of a movie star who wasn’t used to sight reading
— people like Bea Benaderet and Hans Conried and those wonder-
ful performers could sight-read my writing — amazing people,
tremendously talented. These people were sort of a stock company.
Occasionally some producer would say, “I don’t think we should
use these same performers all the time,” from show to show to
show. But then you’d try out someone new and it would be a disas-
ter. Either they’d freeze or they’d have mike fright or misread or
drop the pages or something.

Gracie had terrible mike fright, especially in the beginning.

George was actually uncomfortable doing radio, if you want to
know the truth. His whole background was vaudeville, of course.
Once we got into television, he was really deeply involved. He was
then in his element. Radio was not his element; he was just a
straightman for Gracie. And of course it was live, which made them
both nervous. It would be 20 minutes before air time for the first
show [broadcast] — George would say, “C’mon, Paul, walk with
me.” And we’d go to a bar, and he’d have either one or two quick
jiggers of Scotch. This was to calm him down. But he never showed
any ill effects.

Twenty minutes before air time?

Twenty minutes, or half an hour. Without fail. George was nervous
on radio, he was nervous in front of the mike. I think the talent of
the group [of supporting actors] kind of shamed him. I think he was
uncomfortable — their ability to pick up a script and just give a
flawless first reading threw him. And I think the drink tended to
calm him down.

I knew Gracie was nervous, but...
This was only on radio. I don't recall George ever needing that kind

of — whatever it was, sedation — on TV. That's why I say, on televi-
sion he was in his element. He loved to work to an audience. It was
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like vaudeville; it brought it all back to him. But radio — I remem-
ber the jigger of Scotch...

Do you think television captured Burns and Allen better than radio?

Oh, yeah. Well, I don’t know — they were very popular on radio.
And of course, Gracie was Gracie. She was not happy about going
on television. Those were the days of live television — there was a
lot of memorizing to do, and God help you if you made a mistake
— there was no going back. But they were just wonderful.

Gracie didn’t want to work that hard, by then — she was ready to retire.

That's right. Every hiatus, she’d say, “George, I don’t want to do this
any more. [ want to retire.” He would do his best acting, talking
Gracie into one more season. “Just one more season.” He called her
Googie. He’d say, “One more season, Googie. Just a couple of
months.”

I've heard Burns was a tough taskmaster.

I never found that. But then, we got along so well for ten years. I
always found him to be fair, and generous — he was not beyond
becoming upset about something. I never in ten years asked him for
a raise, not once. Ruth and I saw a lot of them because we traveled
across the country — when they went to the Palladium in London
they took Ruth and I along as their guests.

Was Burns funny off the air, without a script?

After the rehearsal — during the war — we would all walk up to
the theater. They’d have the newsreel. MacArthur was in Australia,
and he was addressing Congress or something. When we got out of
the theater, George said, “1 guess MacArthur is a good general. But
he combs his hair from his hip.” Wonderfully succinct description.
George always was a funny, funny man. He could describe people
— as he did MacArthur — perfectly.

You just fell into writing. Did you ever have a hard time coming up with
the ideas?
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Always. Always! You just beat your brains against the wall...
Until the blood starts to flow.

Right. Like Ed Wynn said, “Television is the glass furnace.” It burns
up material, it burns up people...

Did you ever bring Burns anything where he said, "This wouldn’t work for
us”?

I don’t think so. But to last ten years — and I left because I had —
for the first time, I had an offer to do a show I could produce as well
as write, with Dennis Day. It was great, even though we were oppo-
site I Love Lucy. You can imagine what a horrible time slot that was.

Would you say the writer had more creative control in radio?

No. Depends who the boss was. And the producer. The only pro-
ducers I knew were enthralled to the star, so the writers — one rea-
son I wanted to become a producer — you could write a script, and
it was a good script, but the producer could make any changes he
wanted. He had the authority to do it.

Did that happen a lot? Were a lot of your shows rewritten by producers, or
directors?

Not rewritten — although some producers imagined themselves to
be writers. But they shall remain nameless. I thought that George’s
brother, Willy Burns, was the best director that we ever had in radio.
He was very, very good at it, and a genius with a stopwatch. He
would have a section of dialogue timed just to the second. I thought
Willy was in a tough spot, being George’s brother. But I liked him,
and I thought he had a wonderful sense of humor. And he was cool
under pressure. He had to prove himself over and over. George
would let off steam to Willy. He’d accuse Willy of...

In other words, he was a scapegoat.

It was a tough job, being George’s brother — it really was. And I
thought Willy was great. For example, one day George and Willy
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and I went across the street to the Brown Derby to have lunch. And
Eddie Cantor was sitting in a front booth, and he jumped up and he
said, “George! George, I'm in trouble. I've got to have you and
Gracie on my show — please, for me, do it...” George just hugged
Eddie and said, “Sure, Eddie, we’ll be on, you can count on it.” And
they embraced and so forth. And we walked back, and just out of
earshot, he says, “Willy, get me out of it.”

It sounds like Willy Burns earned every dime in that job.

I never will forget one of the first days I was in George's office, he
was just furious about something — it didn’t concern me — he was
giving Willy hell. And Willy says, “Listen, George, I don’t have to
take this. I can go back to Brooklyn and do what I was doing when
you asked me to come out here.” George says, “And what was
that?” Willy says, “I was sitting on my ass and you were sending me
$25 a week.”

Did you have difficulty adapting to television?
Oh, sure it was difficult. You get so damn spoiled in radio.
And how did you make that transition?

Just — you make a lot of mistakes. We had a wonderful director —
Ralph Levy. He was really quite exceptional, I thought. Stanley
Shapiro and I worked together on Burns and Allen, and then Stan
went over to Universal, and he was quite successful in pictures. We
wrote a movie [Bedtime Story] for Cary Grant and Tony Curtis; they
were feuding and didn’t want to work together. The studio finally
cast Marlon Brando and David Niven. Stan Shapiro and I thought
so highly of Ralph Levy as a director that Stan prevailed upon
Universal to hire him to direct it. He did a marvelous job, but he just
couldn’t resist the martinis for lunch.

It must have been fun writing for Gracie Allen.
Oh, yeah. She was delightful. I'll tell you a funny thing about

George and Gracie. This was especially true in radio — we’d have a
reading, and Gracie would say, “Natty [George], I don’t like that
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joke about Pasadena” — or whatever — and George would just give
her hell in front of everybody. “Googie, goddammit, that’s the best
joke in the whole script” — and so forth. Then we’d break up for
that day. Next morning, George would come in and say, “You know,
I was thinking about that joke about Pasadena — I kind of think we
ought to lose that.” Pillow talk.

And that was jairly common with them.

Oh, yeah. Keith Fowler and I would kid about that a lot. George
would just scream and rave, “Goddammit, Googie, you don't really
know comedy at all. Stick to reading the script. Leave it to me” — or
“Leave it to the writers.” The next morning — invariably — “I've
been thinking about that...” But he would never say that Gracie was
the one.

She had a better sense of comedy than he gave her credit for. She was noth-
ing like the character she played...

In some ways she was. We used to go to the racetrack, and she’d
pick a horse. And the horse would win. And everybody would say,
“How’d you know? How’d you pick that horse?” And she would
give you the most complex — the horse’s name, let’s say, was
Sagamore. She says, “Well, I have a second cousin called Sag. Moore
is the name of the fellow who...”

What kind of radio actress was Gracie? Was she a pretty quick study?

Not compared to Bea Benaderet. But she was fine. She had an
absolute, divine sense of how to get the audience with her. It was
God-given — she couldn’t possibly have studied that much. But the
audience was with Gracie all the time, very sympathetic. And that's
why she would be especially sensitive about certain things. She had
an innate sense of what the audience would like her to say, and
would not like her to say. She was some kind of a genius. And that’s
why, when George would yell at her for being stupid, we — Keith
and I particularly — would look at one another. “Come tomorrow
morning, that’s going to be out.”
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You had a number of guest stars on the show. Would some of them bring in
their own writers?

No. We’d have Cary Grant, Clark Gable, all the stars. We used to
book a long time ahead. Bing Crosby was on, and he was doing A
Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court or something. And he came
in his makeup — you still had to write him a script. Radio was steal-
ing the money, I'll tell you. I remember Cary Grant had such a good
time, he said, “When can I be on again?” He said, “You don’t have
to pay me, I'd just like to come on.” His agent didn’t like that. He
was a wonderful guest, so cooperative. We had ‘em all — Ronald
Reagan, Jane Wyman, Marlene Dietrich — all the big stars.

Did you have a favorite among the stock company?

Bea Benaderet, Elvia Allman, Hans Conried — they were all so com-
pletely dependable. You knew — I mean, they could come in with-
out a rehearsal, and you’d just hand them the script. I was a great
admirer of Bea’s. She was a wonderful person, a fine actress. Very
bright. I used to just sit in the control room — that’s why I made up
my mind, if I could ever do a show for Bea Benaderet, I would do it.
She was so good, so dependable, she would come in and give the
show a lift.

Didn’t you audition her for Granny in The Beverly Hillbillies, before you
cast her in Petticoat Junction?

She insisted on it. I thought it was ridiculous. I always trusted Bea’s
judgment on scripts ‘cause she was just great — I showed her the
script of The Beverly Hillbillies pilot. Before I showed it to anybody, 1
showed it to Bea. And she said, “I'd love to do the part of Granny.”
And I said, “Well, Bea, I see Granny as a kind of little, dried up...”
She said, “I'd love to try it.” To me, Bea was — too attractive. In fact,
my exact words — I said, “With those tits you'd never be able.”
When Irene Ryan did her test, Bea said, “That’s Granny. Forget me,
that’s Granny.” But Bea was so good, so perceptive, so sharp; I really
respected her judgment of other performers. She just had a fabulous
perception.
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CREDITS

Radio: The Nighthawk Frolic (singer only), Happy Hollow (actor only),
The Musical Grocers (also singer), Fibber McGee and Molly; Dan Dunn,
Secret Operative Number 13; Melody and Madness, The Joe E. Brown
Show, The Rudy Vallee Show, The Burns and Allen Show.

TV: The George Burns and Gracie Allen Show, The Dennis Day Show
(also producer), The Ray Bolger Show, The Bob Cummings Show (also
creator-producer), The Real McCoys, The Beverly Hillbillies (also cre-
ator-producer), Petticoat Junction (also creator-producer), Green
Acres (executive producer), The Return of the Beverly Hillbillies (TV
movie).

Film: Lover Come Back, Bedtime Story, Dirty Rotten Scoundrels*, The
Beverly Hillbillies**,

* Henning received screen credit but had no involvement in the
remake of Bedtime Story.

** Henning was not involved in the feature film based on his TV
series. :
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CHARLES ISAACS

Jimmy Durante was one star among many who hesitated to
appear on television in the early days of the medium. Years later,
Charles Isaacs recalled the comedian’s lack of enthusiasm at a meet-
ing for the proposed show. “ ‘Gotta memorize all that stuff,” he
growled, ‘and worse than that, [ gotta read it before I memorize it.” ”
Somebody had to write all that stuff before Durante could read it,
and that somebody, more often than not, was Isaacs.

Born in Canada, Isaacs grew up in Minneapolis, where he
attended the University of Minnesota’s School of Journalism. The
Twin Cities was also where he got his start, writing commercials for
a film company, and items for newspaper columnists like Cedric
Adams, “the first reporter to be arrested for not revealing his
sources.” The transition from unpaid jokester to professional come-
dy writer took many years — at one point he served as a correspon-
dent for Radio Guide — but he eventually found his niche.

Isaacs, who seemingly was destined to write for television,
thought in terms of visual humor from the outset of his career. One
of his very first jobs was creating material for Merrie Melodies and
Looney Tunes. “I'm not a cartoonist, so I sat with them — the guys .
had a big storyboard, and I would make suggestions for a gag. I
would describe the visual, and what the gag would be — and if they
liked it, they’d draw it.”

Beginning with The Log Cabin Jamboree (aka The Jack Haley Show)
circa 1937, Isaacs wrote for nearly every comedian on radio. Among
their ranks were Edgar Bergen, Rudy Vallee, Milton Berle, Spike
Jones, Oscar Levant, Al Jolson, Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis — to
name just a few. “God almighty,” said Isaacs, “I worked so damn
many shows — it’s the old joke, "He couldn’t hold a job.” ”

While he was certainly capable of sustained employment —
notably as Jimmy Durante’s head writer for four years on All Star
Revue and The Colgate Comedy Hour — the story was much the same
in television. In addition to writing TV shows for Eddie Cantor,
Alan Young, Dinah Shore, Red Skelton, Dean Martin and Johnny
Carson — among many others — Isaacs scripted specials for Victor
Borge, Jonathan Winters and Bob Hope. He produced several shows
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and created three series of his own, not to mention a “wild” half-
hour pilot starring Dan Rowan and Dick Martin that preceded
Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In by a decade.

Isaacs was busy working on a screenplay when I first called for
an interview. On a subsequent evening when I phoned, he again
expressed regrets that he was too busy — then proceeded to talk to
me about his work for three hours. What took place was practically
a monologue, which kept me glued to the phone with a fine-tuned
ear until nearly midnight. As we decided to call it a night, Isaacs
remarked, “Someday maybe you’ll read this all back to me and I'll
tell you I don’t believe a word of it.” Sorry, Charlie — as Orson
Welles might have said, ”It’s all true.”

How did you break into writing for radio?

[ used to write little things — vignettes and one-liners — and send
them into the Minneapolis Journal and the Minneapolis Star, to the
columnists, and they would use them. And I began hearing them on
radio, like on The Phil Baker Show. So I wrote letters East, trying to
get them to buy from me. Obviously, they had a clipping service
that clipped jokes for them out of newspapers and magazines. That
was a common thing in those days. So I felt that maybe they would
pay me. I had no luck until I wrote a sketch — the first sketch I'd
ever written — and mailed it to Fred Allen. And I got a letter from
him saying that he thought it was a funny sketch and would play
well, but they were going off the air in about two weeks. But if I had
any odd thoughts, get in touch with him in the fall. So in the fall,
instead of getting in touch with him, I decided I had to go to New
York.

This would have been in the mid-1930s?

I think it was the fall of ‘35. Since it was the Depression, I didn’t
have any money. I was doing odd jobs, everything from mowing
lawns to helping truckers haul stuff — anything. I finally had about
fifty or sixty bucks, but I wasn’t quite sure how I was going to get to

New York. Ijust wasn’t getting enough money together...

But you eventually got there.
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A friend of my brother’s got me a pass on a cattle train. I went by
caboose; I changed cabooses about 14 times. I got to New York and I
went over to NBC. I knew that Fred Allen was up on the eighth
floor, and I found out when they were rehearsing. I finally joined a
tour group; when we got up on the eighth floor I sneaked away
from ‘em. When you’re young, you do those things — I walked into
the rehearsal — today I can’t believe I was that kind of aggressive
kid. I pushed through the doors and I bumped a music stand, and
the whole goddamn line went down like dominos. And Allen was
rehearsing with Minerva Pious, and he looks over and says, "What
is this?” So all eyes in the place turned to me, and I said, “I corre-
sponded with you, Mr. Allen, from Minneapolis, about material...”
And he says, “Well, wait outside.”

You certainly had chutzpah.

I must’ve sat there for an hour and a half, in that lobby-like area up
there, and finally I see everybody leave — except Allen. I figured
he’d gone out a back door. But pretty soon he and Portland Hoffa
came out. I just sat there, because I was so embarrassed. And
Portland looks over, and she says, “There’s that boy.” Allen says,
“You wanted to see me?” At that point I didn’t. But I showed him
the letter he had written me. I think he was scared — shitless is the
word — that he had become responsible for this young jerk from
Minneapolis. He said, “Go over to Young & Rubicam Advertising
and see Pat Weaver.” So | went over to the agency and told the
receptionist that Fred Allen had sent me. Pat Weaver came in; we
talked, and he asked me what I had done. I said I'd written this and
written that — and of course I said I had contributed to The Phil
Baker Show. I was hoping he wouldn't follow up on that. I said I had
worked for this comedian — in those days, in Minneapolis we had
an announcer on CBS named Clelland Card...

Yes, he was on WCCO.
Yeah. I had written a few little things for him. When I got through
with this litany of stuff, Weaver says, “You know, if you're going to

claim all those credits, you better grow a moustache and wear glass-
es.” I looked about 16 at the time.
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How old were you?

I was about 19 or 20. "Well,” he said, “we’re pretty well set now, but
keep in touch.” By this time I was also wondering just how long I
could last. I was paying only about four bucks a week at the YMCA
— but even though this was Depression times and things were
cheap, I knew that sooner or later I either had to get to my goal or
that was it. David Green, a high-powered publicity man who han-
dled people like the Yacht Club Boys and Goodman Ace, said he’d
get me to meet a few people, if in return I would write some one-lin-
ers for him to put in columns as quotes from his clients: “So-and-so
said this... heard at the Stork Club...”

The same way Woody Allen got started.

This was kind of what I did — it touched on what I had done in
Minneapolis, in a sense, except there they used my name half the
time. Which was great. Anyway, Green finally called me and sent
me to see Teddy Bergman (who later became Alan Reed), who was
on The Harvester Cigar Program, I think. Bergman was very nice; he
read a couple of my sketches and he sent me to the producer, a man
named Walter Craig. He was the meanest sonuvabitch. He said, "1
don’t need a writer. I'm the writer.” Anyway, I kept knocking on
doors, and I finally ran out of money. I was literally starving.

I assume you eventually got some work as a writer.

No, as a matter of fact I got a job as a busboy — graveyard shift, $2 a
night. I saved up $19.50, which in those days was bus fare back to
Minneapolis. I went to the university for a year, but we just didn't
have enough money and it was too tough; I was working at night in
a chemical plant. I quit, and just went into odd jobs until I had
enough to pay my fare out to California.

So it wasn’t until you came out here that you actually got started in radio?
Yeah. I submitted material to a guy at William Morris Agency, who
turned out to be a nice enough guy. But first I got a job through a friend,

working on gag and story at Leon Schlesinger Productions. I was get-
ting $14.75 a week; that was in ‘37 or ‘38, before the cartoonists’ strike.
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Was there anyone who took you under their wing, and taught you the craft
of comedy writing?

No, it was trial and error, I guess. A man named Al Boasberg — he
wrote the “Buck Benny” sketches for Jack Benny — he died about
the time I arrived out in California. I had a couple of sketches I'd
written, and I took ‘em to the Lyons Agency, which handled Benny.
And I wrote a letter to Benny saying perhaps there would be a
chance for me to write, since he lost a very fine writer and so on —
whatever I said was probably more stupid than that. About a week
later I got a call from the Lyons office, to go to a Mr. Haley’s home in
Beverly Hills. I had to hitchhike out there; I didn’t have a nickel. I
didn’t who the hell Mr. Haley was, or what I was doing. The door
was opened by a butler, and I walk in and suddenly I realize it’s
Jack Haley. I had no idea — that’s how stupid I was. He had a show
for Log Cabin Syrup with Wendy Barrie and Frank Morgan. I was
put on at $35 a week.

You finally struck it rich.

I was elated, but it was tempered by the fact that I was broke. I
hitchhiked back to the rooming house, and there on my bureau was
an envelope from a film company in St. Paul. I'd forgotten I'd writ-
ten some two-minute scenarios for commercials. They sent me a
check for $17.50. The landlady got so excited when she saw that
check, she invited me to dinner — that was quite a dramatic
moment for me.

I would think so.

I struggled through several years, more or less. [ lasted about two
weeks and got fired from The Jack Haley Show. Then I got a job with
a guy called Tizzie Lish [Bill Comstock] on Al Pearce and His Gang.
He was a grey-haired middle-aged man who dressed in drag. Tizzie
Lish walked out — this is radio — wearing a funny, ragged kind of
skirt, and he would have a ratty fur thing around his neck. He
would do crazy recipes and things about housekeeping. And he got
screams.

People listening on the radio couldn’t have known...
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When Eddie Cantor was doing radio and working with Harry Von
Zell as the announcer, or maybe earlier with Jimmy Wallington —
he would do a joke sometimes and run over and leap on the
announcer, and the announcer would have to catch him. Cantor
would leap up and throw his arms around him, and bring his legs
up around the guy, and that would get a scream. People wouldn't
know what the hell was going on. Cantor was strange. I worked on
his TV debut, and that whole experience was funny — but he epito-
mized the tough little guys who came up...

The hard way.

... through vaudeville, burlesque or the New York East Side, and
some of that hardness was — they also had starved probably, so
they were very tough and very nervous — and again, we were live
then, everything was live, both in radio and then TV.

Did you work with Cantor in radio?

No. Well, maybe on the Al Jolson-Oscar Levant Kraft Music Hall. But
no, I didn’t work steady with him. Anyway, I worked for Tizzie Lish
for a few months, then a fight developed between Al Pearce and
Tizzie, and I was off. I ran into a guy who had a little advertising
business near NBC. I said I'd like to write for him. He said, “I don't
really need anyone. But,” he said, “do you think you could write for
Edgar Bergen?” I said, “Sure. Do you know him?” He said, “No, but
I have a girlfriend who’s on a switchboard at the Cocoanut Grove,
and she’d have his phone number.” So she got me his home number
and I began calling. A woman named Hanrahan kept telling me that
he didn’t need another writer. Finally she told me to come out — I
guess they got sick of me calling — and he put me on The Chase and
Sanborn Hour, briefly, for about 25 bucks a week. Which was like a
million dollars to me.

Was Zeno Klinker writing for Edgar Bergen then?

Yeah. But I don’t ever remember meeting Zeno. I understood Zeno
worked in his bedroom; he sat on his bed, with the shades drawn
and the lights on. I heard he was a kook. There was another writer
named Royal Foster. But I didn’t work with them; I guess you
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would’ve called me an apprentice. I went over and talked to Foster
about the premise he was going to do, then over to the library in
Hollywood. I'd get a book; if he was going to have Bergen talking
about antiques, I'd get a book on antiques and get nomenclature I
could use for a joke. I think damn near my first joke — I forget how
we got into it — Edgar Bergen says, “I was thinking, on the hall
table I would put an old tankard.” Charlie says, “Skinny Dugan’s
dad is an old tankard.” And Bergen says, “"No, Charlie, a tankard is
a beer mug with a lid.” And Charlie McCarthy says, “That’s old
man Dugan.”

Did Bergen function as an editor of your material?

Oh, God, Bergen was in on everything — certainly. He wrote, too.
Don'’t forget, he already had been doing his act for a long time.

Radio was probably eating up the material faster than he could come up
with it.

Oh, sure. That’s what happened to all these guys. He had Royal, he
had Zeno, and he had another guy, at least for a short time. None of
us were called into any script meetings or anything — at least I was-
n’t, let me put it that way. Just turn the stuff in and...

You would each do your material individually and turn it in to Bergen?

I think so. It’s possible that Royal Foster sat with him. Royal was a
little more normal, I think, than everybody else. I'll tell you when
this was — this was just about the week that he had the show with
Mae West.

You mean the show that was so risqué it got Bergen knocked off the air?
Did you work on that?

I worked on the show, but not on the “Adam and Eve” sketch. I had
to write truckloads of material for Bergen. As a matter of fact, I
wrote some stuff with W.C. Fields. I remember, because he used it in
a movie.

That would have been You Can’t Cheat an Honest Man.
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The joke I had was in the middle of a thing with Fields. W.C. Fields
says, “As I look back on my life, I get a lump in my throat.” And
Charlie says, “Probably a cork.” Then years later I got a call that he
wanted me to contribute something — I was not crazy about him,
because I thought he was a cheap sonuvabitch.

Who, Edgar Bergen?

Yeah. In the earlier period, when I came up with a continuing idea
for him, he gave me $50 and then I never got rehired on his show. I
was kind of annoyed at that, because they continued to use the idea.
I worked like a dog on the show, and it wasn’t until I gave him a
premise where Charlie was blackmailing the guests who came on —
he started a little newspaper and was blackmailing them — that I
got a raise. Bergen began using that as a runner, because it made an
easy thing to involve Charlie. And he raised me fifty bucks. Then he
dropped me, ‘cause he said he wouldn’t need any more material.
However, some years later he asked me to come back and do some
material for him, which I did.

What did you do after you left Bergen in 19387

I was pretty good at squirreling away a dollar or two. I got a little
bachelor apartment for 35 bucks a month. It was unbelievable what
small money it took to get a semi-decent place; they weren’t
ratholes. Anyway, a guy knocked on the door of my apartment and
said, “The manager tells me you're a writer.” I said, “Well, I'm sup-
posed to be. I'm not working right now.” It was Paul Henning. We
got to be very friendly. Paul had been working on Fibber McGee and
Molly in Chicago, with Don Quinn. He came out, then he sent for
Ruth, his girlfriend; they got married, and we were all very close.

Did you collaborate with Paul Henning?

Yeah, Paul was my partner at that time. Paul got me on The Rudy Vallee
Show. I was starving; he rescued me. We had some strange experiences
— I had written a script and sent it to The Joe Penner Show. A small
envelope comes to me about three weeks later; it says,
“Congratulations. You are now a member of the Joe Penner Fan Club.”
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Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy participate in a World War Il recycling
campaign.

Great. What about the script?

Never heard about the script. Then Paul and I got together and
wrote a script on spec for Robert Benchley, who was doing a show
[Melody and Madness]. They had writers, of course; Martin Gosch
was the producer. An agent got us up there, George Gruskin of the
William Morris office. Gosch said, “Oh, I love young writers,” all
that stuff. We gave him a script, and a week later we got a call from
the Morris agency; they were sorry but the script they were going to
do was kind of similar to what we had. And obviously Marty Gosch
was going to use pieces of our script. Instead of paying us a lousy
couple of bucks, he wanted to steal it. Well, we raised hell. We said
we would sue William Morris, we were going to sue everybody. We
finally settled for $75, for the two of us.

This script was for Robert Benchley?
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Yeah. Of course, Benchley wasn’t involved in that. I later met
Benchley at Armed Forces Radio; he was a lot of fun. Anyway, I for-
get various things Paul and I did. I did some work for Jerry Lester
on the Rudy Vallee Fleischmann Yeast Hour, monologues — my writ-
ing on that thing was sporadic. There wasn’t much money; now
Paul was married, and we were kind of in trouble. Don Quinn had
decided to move to Santa Barbara, and he had three months to go
on his lease on this lovely unit off Sunset Boulevard, near Schwab’s
drugstore. He told Paul he could have it, live there for three months.
So they moved in and invited me in. And the day we moved in, we
found the kitchen cabinets were stacked high with canned goods,
everything you can imagine. Quinn apparently knew we were
broke, and had filled the cabinets with food. He was some guy. So
we lived on that, and on cheap vegetables. You'd get a head of let-
tuce for a nickel, tomatoes for two cents — things were so cheap,
because it was still coming out of the Depression, prior to the war.

I thought Paul Henning had told me everything.

We used to walk to the Egyptian Theater, to Bank Night. They used
to have those things where they gave away stuff, where you might
win some money. We would gamble our few cents we had on win-
ning Bank Night. Finally, the three months ran out, and I moved to
an old boardinghouse near the Pantages Theater on Hollywood
Boulevard. They rented me half of the front porch for two dollars.
They had an old metal bed out there, and there was a chair; I could
put whatever I owned on it. Then one morning Paul came hammer-
ing on the porch screen — he had sold an idea for The Rudy Vallee
Show [for Sealtest]. He not only sold the idea, he got me on the
show. But he had to push to get me on there.

Henning had to push to get you on the show?

Yeah. They had Norman Panama and Melvin Frank; they hadn’t
planned on another writer. What happened too is that Vick Knight,
the producer, had a crony named Sid Fields, who was Mr. Guffy on
The Eddie Cantor Show — who was not a writer. But Knight thought
Fields would somehow come up with real solid old jokes or some-
thing.
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I think old is the key word. The Abbott and Costello TV shows have the
credit, “Written by Sid Fields.”

Sid was not of any help, really. One time he told Panama and Frank
he was giving Paul and I a lot of jokes, and he told us he was giving
them jokes. He was full of crap; he wasn't giving anyone any jokes.
It was kind of ridiculous, the whole damn thing. But I really owed
Paul a lot for that — he got me that break. We went to New York
with the show. At some point we found out Knight was leaving to
produce a new Eddie Cantor radio show — he didn’t tell us — and
he was just walking away from us. And Ed Gardner was coming in,
with Abe Burrows, Keith Fowler and Frank Galen. So there was
quite a squabble. But in those days there was no Writers Guild. We
all eventually left. But Ed Gardner decided he needed the help; he
asked Paul to come back on.

But you left the show.

I went immediately back to California. Out of my measly money I'd
saved a few bucks, so I spent my time laying on the beach. Then the
Vallee show came back out here and Gardner asked me to come
back on, so I came back. Then Bob Hope’s manager, Jimmy Saphier
— who also managed Jerry Lester — asked me to come over to the
Bing Crosby Kraft Music Hall and write for Jerry, who was going to
be on every week. He knew I'd written some stuff for Jerry before.
So I was now working on the Vallee show with Paul, and at night
I'd work on monologues for Jerry. Then they began asking me to
write for Kraft, so 1 was writing sketches that included Jerry and
Bing and the guest star, and the monologue.

Did you work with Carroll Carroll on Kraft Music Hall ?

Not really. Carroll was the head writer; he didn’t have anything to
do with my material. He kind of left me to my own devices —
except in the sketch, if he thought that Bing should say something
differently. Carroll liked to do that language that Bing used. Bing

would get flowery, in kind of a humorous way.

All that flowery language emanated from Carroll Carroll, then?
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Yeah. That was Carroll’s. It gave Bing a certain character. But I was
responsible to try and make a funny sketch, and a decent mono-
logue for Jerry Lester.

Was Ed Gardner the head writer on the Vallee show?

You might say he was, except Ed didn’t really do any writing.
Actually, Ed was kind of a martinet. In some ways, he was very
funny. Other ways, he’d be a little rough. He was a character, let’s
face it. Poggenburg was his real name. He used to say, “I'm doin’
pretty well for Ed Poggenburg, born upstairs of a bakery.”

I"ve heard stories...

Wild stories. Anyway, I was doing the Kraft Music Hall with Bing
Crosby and the Rudy Vallee Sealtest show, and then Jimmy Saphier
said he’d give me a raise if I would drop the Vallee show. I had asked
for raises on the Vallee show, ‘cause I was getting paid a lot less than
the other guys. I was still a kid as far as they were concerned, I guess.
So I asked for a raise, and they wouldn'’t give it to me. I said, “To hell
with them.” There was a tug of war, though, because Paul Henning
was not only a writing partner, he was like a brother, really; he and
his wife had really been wonderful to me. So anyway, I left the
Sealtest show, and stayed with Kraft until they ended that. When the
show finished, I went to write for Ransom Sherman.

The zany comedian who gave Garry Moore his start.

Jimmy Saphier was managing Sherman then — this was the winter
coming into 1942. I started to work with Artie Stander, and we were
doing a good job; we not only wrote our share but we rewrote the
script the night before the program. Everyone was saying how
improved the show was, and Jimmy suddenly decided he wasn’t
getting enough material to look at. In other words, the Bob Hope
technique of “Everybody writes the same thing, then most of it goes
into the waste basket.” I said “I don’t want to do that, so I'm leav-
ing.” Jimmy says, “Well, if you want to come back at any time, just
call me.” I left and I got a call immediately from Corny Jackson at J.
Walter Thompson — they were having trouble with the Ballantine
Ale show [Three Ring Time], with Milton Berle and Charles Laughton.
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Berle and Laughton? There’s a bizarre combination.

Laughton I guess was quitting, or quit. I came on working for J.
Walter Thompson as head writer, and Berle immediately bristled,
because he felt he was head writer. But the show had been doing so
bad. It was a funny thing — he had his own staff — Ray Singer and
Elon Packard and I forget who else. I was independent; I was work-
ing for the agency, and they were working for Berle. But we worked
on the same show. I was nevertheless head writer, I had to put the
script together. -

Was Berle difficult to work with?

He would race through material. I could understand everyone being
a little nervous, being live on air — and you’ve gotta get those
laughs — but some guys didn’t take it out on the writer. Berle
would say, “Don’t tell me that that’s funny,” and he’d pull out the
proverbial roll of bills to show you how much money he had. I'm
not saying he couldn’t — I saw him work and get big laughs — but
nevertheless, with new material, I felt that I had the right to give
him a little guidance as to what we saw in it.

To protect the material.

To make sure he understood — because it wasn’t the formula that
he used so often. I'd say, “Milton, you see here, we put a line and
then a couple of dots where you should pause, then another line, a
couple of dots” — for a little, almost a soliloquy. But I said to him, in
this case, “We think you can get three laughs here.” He says, “You
telling me how to read?” And I said, “Well, Milton, you're kind of
racing through it. You ought to give it a little chance.” So he turns to
the control booth and he yells at the producer, “Morrie, send this
guy home.” And so naturally, I had some words to say to him —
and that happened a few times. But I was with it “til the show went
off.

1t sounds like you certainly earned your paycheck.

Berle got very upset one time. I was head writer on Dinah Shore’s
one-hour TV shows, and Berle came in. He had this writer, Hal
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Collins, following him around with a gag file; he started inserting
old jokes. I'm not against someone putting an old joke in, if it’s a
good old joke and it hasn’t been used lately. But you can put a joke
into a routine and it can ruin the next three jokes that were there.
And Berle didn’t use his judgment on that — well, maybe he didn’t
have any judgment, didn’t understand he was ruining the next cou-
ple of jokes.

You worked on many other radio programs after you left the Berle show.

After Berle went off the air, George Gruskin of the William Morris
office got me a job to write for Herb Shriner on The Camel Caravan,
in New York. While I was writing for Herb Shriner, I was told I was
going to be drafted, so I got on the train and came back out here.
Paul Henning met us at the station. We were still good friends. He
said, “You're not going in the Army.” I said, “What do you mean?”
He said, "I called Rudy Vallee, who’s the Coast Guard bandmas-
ter...” I began being pushed in a direction that I really hadn’t
planned on going. So, I rushed down to Long Beach and got sworn
in, and I'm in the Coast Guard. I get finished with boot camp, and
I'm transferred over to Hollywood and Vine — with Jess
Oppenheimer in public relations — where I'm writing programs for
the Coast Guard band.

Was that part of Armed Forces Radio?

No, it was a separate thing entirely. Then they had me doing other
writing — recruiting announcements and so on. Then they sent me
down to Long Beach Naval Hospital to interview some Coast
Guardsmen who had returned from Guadalcanal, all shot up. And I
felt terribly ashamed, because every morning 1’d have breakfast at
the Brown Derby on Vine Street, with all the Special Service guys; it
was like not going to war at all. So I went over to headquarters and
said, “I want sea duty.” I ended up going to Pacific Gunnery School,
then on to a fleet of patrol frigates — Navy ships that were manned
by the Coast Guard. Next thing I knew I was off to the South Pacific,
as a gunner.

You eventually ended up at Armed Forces Radio.
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Elliott Lewis had asked my wife [actress Doris Singleton] to let him
know when I was in. I was transferred from my ship when I got
back from the Philippines; they transferred me to Hollywood, and I
finished out the war at AFRS.

Did you work under Elliott Lewis there?

No, I worked with Bill Morrow, Al Lewis, Sherwood Schwartz. We
didn’t really work under anybody; you worked with somebody, or
you worked alone on a script.

And you worked primarily on Command Performance or other shows?

I worked on all of them — you traded around. You worked on G.I.
Journal, Command Performance, Jubilee; you were kind of circulated
from one to the other. Depending, of course — if Jack Benny was
there, Bill Morrow usually wrote for him. I worked on a Benny
guest spot with Morrow. I worked with Al Lewis on a Robert
Benchley spot. I remember Benchley coming in — we did the shows
at the Hollywood Canteen — and I said, "Gee, it’s terrific to meet
you” — I thought he was a wonderful character. I said, “Thank you
for doing the show.” He says, “Oh, I don’t mind. The only thing is, I
don’t like to come to this neighborhood.” I said, “Oh?” He said,
“There are no bars.”

1 believe you wrote for Fanny Brice when you got out of the service.

That was right after I got out. At that point, [ had now had some
rough edges knocked off me, and it looked like I was going to go on
and up. While I was still at AFRS in the summer of "45, I got a call
from Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll to contribute to Amos n’
Andy. Like everybody else, I wanted to get hold of some money. I'd
been making $66 a month in the South Pacific, so I contributed to
the show. They’d give me a storyline and I'd write a scene a week,
and then write another storyline to contribute — which they’d do or
not do, depending on which one they liked. There were about four
or five other writers.

You were really in demand when you left AFRS.
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I got out of the service in the fall of ‘45. I immediately got called by
Jess Oppenheimer, who was on the Fanny Brice show. Ray Stark,
her son-in-law, was my agent on the show; I guess that’s the only
way | was able to get on that show, let Stark be the agent. So I went
over and joined Oppenheimer and Everett Freeman on The Baby
Snooks Show, and I got a pretty good salary there considering what
I'd been making. But I was very anxious to get something going, so
I was taking everything I could get — which in one way was good,
in another was it was tough on my health, working night and day. I
did one helluva lot of stuff until I fell on my face, and was told by a
doctor if I wanted to live another year I'd better lay off. So I slowed
down then, and just did one show at a time, for the most part.

You mustve been very well established before you went into the service.
I'll tell you something, I probably had just gotten established.
What was Fanny Brice like off the air?

Fanny was another performer who came up the hard way. I remem-
ber when they felt the show needed — there was a meeting — Abe
Lastfogel, Jess Oppenheimer, Ray Stark, Fanny and myself. I think
Lastfogel said, "Sponsors always get nervous if there’s a drop of a
half a point in the ratings.” He says, “Fellas, you just have to work a
little harder. And Fanny, you'll have to watch it,” and so on. And
Fanny says, “I'll do anything. I just want to keep this great big
house.” Like suddenly she was going to lose everything. By this
time, she was quite rich. I just did the one season with Baby Snooks. I
probably killed the show.

You also wrote a pilot for Spike Jones in 1945.

I was going from one show to another then; I was doing about four
different shows. Spike was very pleasant. He was very — not frenet-
ic, but it was almost like, “Let’s get going, let me get out there with
the cowbells.” Even though he was on solid ground with his music,
Spike wanted to have a semi-storyline. But it was a very short script;
he had a number of things he wanted to do musically.
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The script you sent me was funny, but it was rather strange for Spike
Jones. It had nothing of the zany musical humor one associates with him...

That’s true. But Spike wanted a college premise. It was a jokey-joke
kind of show. There was a lot more material and joke routines in the
first draft, which was really what Spike was interested in. It’s like
anyone else — when I worked with Oscar Levant later on Kraft
Music Hall, he would keep yelling, “Give me more lines.” And I told
him, ”You're doing a five-minute concerto.” Levant said, “To hell
with the concerto, I'll have more jokes.” Spike wanted to be funny.
Of course, if you were doing strictly a variety show, in those days
you would hammer in every joke in the world — you cut exposition
to the bone and got right into quick little stand-ups that were hung
on a thread of a story.

Don’t worry about the exposition, just get the jokes-in there.

Yeah, but you had to let the listening audience know where the hell
you were. Remember, Bob Hope used to say, “Well, here we are at
the door of this beautiful girl...”

Yes, you had to set the stage.

On The Rudy Vallee Show, 1 was writing a spot for John Barrymore
and Billie Burke. There was sort of a college theme, so we had a
thing where John knocks on her door and he says, “Oh, I wonder if
she’ll remember me when she sees me in my freshman beanie and
my turtleneck sweater. What will she say?” So you hear a door
open, and you hear Billie Burke say, “Ooohh, a turtle!” These were
the set-ups you did to let people know what the scene was, where
you were and so on. We cut that to the bone on Spike’s show. You
had to take what would be a well-developed scene — not
Shakespeare but definitely a cohesive funny little scene — suddenly
you're chopping like hell, because you've got limited time, and
you're also trying to make room for music...

Right, Spike had to get two or three numbers in there.

I did a show called Johnny Mercer’s Music Shop. There again was, in a
sense, a similar kind of thing to what Spike was doing; it was trying
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to squeeze in a lot of music, but have something going in comedy. I
probably didn’t suggest the college campus idea for Spike because I
preferred that we would do more stand-up type thing — even if it
was little vignettes — rather than try and put a storyline through.
There was so little time to do that, and you had to squash it down
so; instead of being able to get something rolling, you had to trim it
back.

In any case, it didn’t work. The show never got beyond the pilot stage.

It seems to me that whole thing went very smoothly. I remember
getting laughs. Spike was very happy afterwards. Everybody
seemed to like it. I guess we were elated because Spike was happy.

Do you have any idea why the pilot wasn’t picked up?

I think maybe you said it. They maybe didn’t think it was the right
format for them. In those days, there were a lot of shows — musical
shows — where they practically went to the mike and said, “And
now, a wonderful number I heard when I was in Keokuk [lowa] and
I thought I ought to try it tonight” — and boom, into the music.

Just as you barely establish the scene, they cut to a piece of music...

Yeah. So from that standpoint, I preferred the stand-up kind of
thing. A good example is the Walgreens show. I did a big special for
Walgreens with a tremendous cast, with Groucho Marx and Bob
Hope and a bunch of people, and they even wanted a story in that.
Hope had a radio station in the desert — that was the idea — and
anyone who showed up out there came on as a guest. It was a
framework, in a sense. So I wrote a lot of narrative pieces that were
literally little bits of monologue to kind of set up what came. But
then I'd go immediately into the stand-up, with the personalities. As
broad as possible. But by the time we got to recording the show, that
narration had come down to one or two hasty lines. And thank God.
Because at least then, we got right into solid laughs. We didn’t have
laugh tracks in those days.

This is an almost a legendary show — how did it come about?
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Manny Mannheim and I were called in to write the special — we
did it two years in a row — they had already booked Bob Hope, and
they decided they needed another comedian. We were in this meet-
ing with the ad agency handling Walgreens; someone had already
started negotiating, I guess, for Jimmy Durante. The agency man
said, “This is not possible. Durante’s been on for Rexall, and he’s too
identified with them.” Everyone was pitching, and I said, "How
about Groucho Marx?”

Art Linkletter was also on this show.

They put Art Linkletter in a little segment on the show. It was a
piece of People Are Funny. That was just a section, it had nothing to
do with Groucho — but when we did the show, Art’s producer, John
Guedel was in the wings. And the big spot I had written for Hope
and Groucho became in my estimation almost a shambles, except
the audience was screaming their heads off. Because Groucho began
ad-libbing. It’s a thing he did a lot in those days.

One of the fastest mouths in show business.

Later I had Groucho on the Al Jolson-Oscar Levant Kraft Music Hall,
and he did the same thing to Jolson. He’d talk over ‘em, and the
audience loved it. And of course we were live on the air, but this
Walgreens special was being recorded on wire. Anyway, Hope lay
down on the floor with a standing mike, to get away from Groucho
— and of course it was all visuals. He was doing a radio show, but
there were all sorts of visual things going on with the two of them.
Meanwhile Groucho was getting screams with his interruptions of
the script and so on. And John Guedel had been looking for some-
one to do an idea he called You Bet Your Life. And that’s how that
happened; he saw Groucho out there ad-libbing.

Apparently Marx and Hope were both ad-libbing.

Well, there was a lot of ad-libbing. There were a couple of off-color
ad-libs — off-color for those days, not for today. With Groucho, part
of that routine of talking over other people was to do what he felt
was the Groucho character — that was more important than reading
the lines perfectly. The Jolson-Levant piece I wrote was a little more
cohesive, but included that interrupting style. I thought it was a lit-
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Peggy Lee conspires with Al Jolson to entertain Kraft Music Hall
listeners.

tle cleaner than the Walgreens piece — but still Groucho ad-libbed.
There’d be a joke that he would do right — and it would get a
scream — and he would say, “Gee, I was wrong about that one.”
Meaning, “I didn’t think it was very good.” But I didn’t like that. I
don’t like to see scripts put down.

Too much hard work goes into them.

There are people — Victor Borge was one — who ruined some good
material, just to try to prove to us that he was right, that the material
wasn'’t right for him.

This was on television?

Yeah, it was a TV special. Again, I had the greatest respect for him

when he did his own act. My God, he was hilarious. Even Milton
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Berle. When I went to New York to do Camel Caravan, and I'd fin-
ished with Berle — we weren’t on the best of terms — I was walking
down Broadway and ran into his brother, Phil Berle. He said,
“Come over to the theater tonight and say hello.” He was at the
Strand Theater. You heard the biggest laughs imaginable — packed
house, screaming. I got in the wings. There was Berle, sweat run-
ning off him as he worked. They screamed every time he opened his
mouth. He came off stage and saw me, and he stopped. He said,
“Now don’t tell me how to read a line.” I must say, when I saw him
out there and heard those laughs, I realized, there is something
these guys developed, or had — being in front of people over and
over again — they had something.

You have to respect talent.

Without mentioning names, I’ve worked with people in rather
recent years, who read in the columns that they’re stars — bulishit,
they’re stars. They’'re manufactured; they’re synthetic. They’ve been
given sometimes some funny lines to say, and they’ve learned
enough to get the line out so you can hear the line. If it doesn’t get a
laugh, one will be inserted — and nobody at home knows the differ-
ence. And maybe where they missed it’s been edited out. There’s a
lot of artificiality today, in my estimation. I'm biased, certainly. But
they’re not stars in my mind, they just aren’t.

At what point did you write for Jolson and Levant?

I worked for Bob ”“Bazooka” Burns, then I went to the Jolson-Levant
Kraft Music Hall for two years with Manny Mannheim, which would
have been maybe fall of 1947. Somewhere in there — because
Manny worked with me on the Walgreens special. We did two years
there, and after that I did the Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis radio
show...

Did you write for Oscar Levant, or did he write his own material?
Oh, no. Manny and I wrote the pieces, wrote everything. There were
times when Levant would say, “Why can’t I say this here?” And

maybe you’d have a line that was kind of humorous — but he was
often more cerebral than what our audience probably would accept.
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Sometimes we’d say okay; to humor him, in a sense, we’d put the
line in. I remember a case where we didn't think it was going to get
a laugh, and it didn’t — it was kind of vague. We knew what the
joke was, but we had a feeling that it was a little hip for the audi-
ence, and it didn’t play. Oscar was just mortified afterwards; bro-
ken-hearted, practically. He says, “Why didn’t that work?” I said,
“Well, Oscar, it was very clever. And maybe that audience wasn’t
clever enough to understand it.” And he says, “Why did you let me
do it?! Why did you let me?” I said, “Because you were threatening
us, if we didn't put it in.”

Probably a lot of the things Levant came up with were too hip.

When we were putting the show together — in the original meet-
ings — Jolson would say, “Oscar, we don’t want any trouble on the
show. We gotta like each other.” Oscar says, “Why don’t we start
out by hating each other and slowly grow fonder?”

1 think he was one of the great minds of our time.

He was terrific. Unfortunately, the poor man was pretty sick. I liked
him, but sometimes he kind of bugged the hell out of you. He was
quite crazy at times. Again, I respected him because — you weren't
talking to some piano player from a bar on the pier. He was a hellu-
va musician.

Would Levant participate in the writing sessions in any way?

No. Manny Mannheim and I wrote the script alone. It was sent back
to New York for an okay, and — outside of Levant saying, “Couldn’t
I say this here?” — that’s all. You see, you didn’t have a helluva lot
of time in those days; it wasn’t like you were taping a show three
weeks in advance. You came out of the show, after it had been on
the air, and the next day you were talking, “What can we do next
week?” Don’t misunderstand — there were shows in existence
where people were fighting all week, and were up all night.

But there wasn't much room for that sort of thing in radio.

I must say, maybe I had a little too much ego at times — “I'm right
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and they’re wrong,” that kind of thing. Maybe I was being defen-
sive, too, about what I'd written. I sometimes came on pretty strong.
Whether it was Jolson or Berle or Durante, any of ‘em. As much as I
got mad as hell at them, and it really bothered the hell out of me
because I didn’t like to see a script suddenly falling apart because
they wanted to do this and that — there was also the pressure of
time. You’d be coming up to a show and suddenly there’s very little
time left. There’s hardly time enough to make any repairs; they’re
asking for the world. I'd get pretty sore sometimes, because I knew
it was going to be impossible — and also I felt it didn’t need that
much of a change. Yet, as mad as I got, I had tremendous respect for
how these people came to where they were.

They certainly earned it.

Christ, even Al Jolson. Jolson could be pretty rough. But when I saw
that man standing in the wings in his turtleneck cashmere sweater, a
little grizzled looking — and kind of slumped, sort of tired — I
would look at how he summoned up that strength. Ken Carpenter
would give him his cue to come out; this would be a minute before
the show, just to give him a little warm-up time. Carpenter would
say, And here’s Al Jolson.” The audience would start applauding
— and Al would stand up, head up, chin up, chest out, and stride
out to that stage like a 20-year-old, and the people would go wild
with him. And he would go down the aisle, into the audience and
shake hands, all that stuff. To see him out there with that audience...

This was only a few years before Jolson died.

Most of their earlier shows, most of these guys did some pretty for-
mula jokes; I won't say that we didn’t do some. But now and then
we thought a little bit wittier, a little bit smarter. Jolson would be a
little worried, ‘cause it wasn’t something he recognized as a formu-
la. But I'll say this — even if he was not sure of things in the script
— by God, he’d give it his best.

Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis were so visual, it’s difficult to picture them
on radio.

I took over the show; I don’t know who the guys were, but they had
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to turn in a resignation. I remember the one writer I kept — Jack
Douglas. I loved Jack; he was one of the most wildly creative guys
that was ever in this business.

What set him apart from other writers?

I didn’t care if Jack wrote three pages of bizarre nothing, there was
always something that would come out of it. The fourth page would
have something brilliant on it, something that nobody else would
even think of — he had such wild imagination. You remember Jeff
Chandler, the actor?

Yes. He started his career in radio as Ira Grossel.

-Well, Jeff did a lot of Indian pictures. Jack figured everyone knew
Jeff Chandler was always in a forest or something. So in Jack’s
mind, that meant that he could do a line like “Put out your camp
fires. Let’s keep Jeff Chandler green.” It’s a pretty wild thought —
kind of like a Smokey the Bear joke, but it’s Jeff Chandler. I guess
some people didn’t understand that; they had to remember Jeff was
in the woods all the time, in his movies. Jack Douglas wrote out-
landish things.

Did Martin and Lewis tend to do a lot of ad-libbing?
Not really on radio. They stuck pretty well to the script.
What were they like away from the microphone?

Well, Dean was pleasant, he was always nice, he was friendly. Jerry
could be friendly, but he was not always sincere. Jerry was kind of
an odd combination of ego and — I remember a little kid [Donny
Richards] who was on the show, about 10 years old, and Jerry got
jealous ‘cause the kid got big studio laughs. When there was a scene
where several people were near the mike, he would try to crowd the
kid away from the mike. It was pretty goddamn stupid to try — and
literally hurt the show — the poor kid was yelling his lines from off-
mike. Bob Redd was producing; he gave Jerry hell, but it didn’t par-
ticularly matter. Jerry would show moments of being friendly, but
he was a very odd man.
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This was early in their career, of course.

This was when they first really burst on the scene, practically. A man at
NBC, Norman Blackburn [director of programming], called me and asked
if I would take another writer [Hal Goldman] with me and go to Chicago
where Martin and Lewis were appearing, and talk to them about a televi-
sion show. This was right at the end of "49, probably right after the radio
show was off — I'm guessing it was about then. When we got there, their
agent, Abby Greshler, says, “Never mind the damn TV show. These guys
need an act.” Because they were doing an act that was not at all cohesive.
Actually, the act was funny ’cause it wasn’t cohesive. But what he really
wanted was material.

1 believe you ended up writing a lot of material for Martin and Lewis and not get-
ting paid for it, then suing them.

Right. As a matter of fact, Earl Wilson printed in his column a good part
of their hit act in New York. Abby and Jerry kept saying, “We're not using
the material.” It didn’t matter whether they used it or not — they had to
pay for it. But in this case, it turned out they were using it and lying about
it. I guess I didn’t blame Dean as much, ‘cause Dean didn’t seem to enter
into these discussions. He had a very easy, nonchalant way about him.
Years later, when I did Dean’s TV show, he was just the same; nobody I
knew who worked with him disliked him. Where on the other hand, some
of them had questions about Jerry. I guess Jerry was a little more tempera-
mental. Jerry could do things — he walked off a show I was doing once. I
was head writer. And it infuriated me, ‘cause I'd spent a lot of time going
over to Paramount and giving him ideas, page after page of different sug-
gestions on what he could do on this show.

This was a television show?

A variety show. He finally okayed one idea, and then when we were
rehearsing, he suddenly said, ”I don’t want to do the show” — and he
walked out. Hardly professional. This was years after I'd sued him. He
once apologized, I will say that — he came up to me and he said, “You
know, we were kids then, kind of wild and...” He said, “You were in the
right.” Which I thought was at least something.

The comedians were very demanding in those days...
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Looking back, the writing was pretty damn good at times.
Remember, there were no laugh tracks. There were no retakes. It
was on the air live, and goddamn it, you had to get your laughs, or
— in those days without a strong guild — you could get fired. The
comics would throw fits if they weren’t getting laughs. Bob Burns
raised hell about a script one day. He said, "The script stinks.” I
said, ”Jeezus, we think it’s fine, Bob.” Burns says, “It’s not funny. I'll
do it — I have to do it — but it’s not funny.” So he goes out, and he
gets screams. I'm standing in the wings. And as he came off the
stage, reverberating with laughs, I said, “Well, Bob, you got laughs.”
He said, "Of course. I had my fly open, the whole time I was out
there.” They wouldn’t give an inch. His fly wasn’t open, but he
couldn’t say, “I was wrong.” None of them did. Not with their egos.
Groucho Marx — even though we were pretty good friends —
could be murder. He drove you crazy. He’d say, “I don’t know if this
stuff’s funny.” Once, he said, “Well, what do you think?” — about
the script — and I said, I don’t know, Groucho. I wouldn’t go out
in front of millions of people and do the kind of stuff I write.”

How did you make the transition to TV?

I went into television in 1950 with Jimmy Durante. I had just come
off Martin and Lewis’ radio show; I must have reached some kind of
stature. Abe Lastfogel called me, from William Morris. I went over
to meet with him and Durante. They were talking about doing a
one-hour show, and I said sure. Jackie Elinson and I did an awful lot
of work on that show. We threw out a lot of stuff, put stuff in, took it
out, put it back, threw it out.

This was in New York?

Yeah, we went into New York. I lived in various hotels: the Windsor,
the Algonquin, the Warwick. Jackie and I would sit in the room
writing, and one day we got a call to come over to rehearsal, some-
thing was wrong. I went over and Durante was saying, ”I don’t like
what’s happening.” I said, “What’s the matter?” He says, “I don’t
feel comfortable with this.” Joe Santley was the producer — in fact,
the director too, even though there was a camera director — and Joe
was one of the sweetest men in the world. I had great respect for
him, ‘cause he had one hell of a background. But Joe was a great
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Charles Isaacs, Jimmy Durante and Carmen Miranda during a rehearsal for
Durante’s first TV program.

guy for beauty; he liked to stage things in a pretty way, and what
Durante wanted was a little slam-bang feeling to make sure the
jokes worked.

How did you resolve the problem?

I said, “I know what’s wrong.” There were three cameras, and none
of them were in the right place at the right time. Joe says, “Do what
you want.” So I restaged it. The crew laughed like hell, and of
course that told Durante it was fine. Before they set up the next
scene, he leans over and he says, “Stick around.” And from then on
I was staging most of the sketches. I'm not going to claim I was a
natural-born director, but I knew where the joke was. After all,
Jackie and I had written them, written the visual. I had a lot of visu-
al feeling; when I used to fool around with the guys when we were
writing, I used to do visual things. I'd do gags, just for fun.
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You must have done a lot of visual gags in radio.

There were things — in radio, I gotta admit, it was pretty much
stand-up. Bang, bang, bang. You would do what we call picture
jokes. But your audience had to imagine that. Nevertheless they pre-
sented a picture in the mind, that’s true.

Was it hard for you to adapt to writing for a visual medium after all this
time in radio?

No. It was just a case of learning fast. With Durante, I just knew that
the camera had to see that. I just knew it should be that way. So TV
sort of triggered and expanded what I used to kid around doing — I
did some crazy athletic things — I used to hang by my toes from
beams. I must say, that I think we did more inventive things than
Your Show of Shows. Remember, Durante wasn‘t a Sid Caesar. He
wasn’t an actor; he was a personality. We tried to bend his personal-
ity into situations, but he was Jimmy Durante at all times. We got
some tremendous raves for some of our shows. I don‘t know
whether the appeal of our show was as universal as Sid’s; they got
one helluva lot more publicity.

Did you have any difficulties with Durante?

I remember getting mad at Durante, because people would be
interviewing him and they’d say, “What are you going to do when
you run out of material?” And he‘d say, “I don‘t know.” I really got
mad; [ was ready to quit. I said, “What do you mean, run out of
material? Jackie and I are writing our tails off. We're writing the
show — you‘re not doing your act.” Except when he was at the
piano, or doing the music. The sketches were new. In fact, we were
putting new joke lines in the music routines he did.

I think this is a common thing with comedians. Jack Benny is the only one
who ever really acknowledged his writers.

Yeah, moreso than others. I said to Durante, “Goddammit, we don‘t
get credit for anything.” He got a Peabody Award, he got an Emmy
— Jackie Elinson and I didn‘t even get a certificate. It really was
crap. I thought it was terribly unfair. Everybody, beside the money,
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wants a little pat on the back. We were up in the hotel room in a
meeting with Jimmy, in his room at the Astor Hotel. Jimmy remem-
bered I had yelled at him that “nobody seems to know Jackie and I
write the show.” While we were sitting with him, a hotel maid came
through with a vacuum. And Jimmy says, “Hilda, this is Charlie
and that’s Jackie. These are the boys that write my material.” And as
she went out, he says, ”You see, I give you credit.”

Would you say TV was more your medium than radio?

I think they both were. I've always been strong on dialogue — I still
am. Even on my screenplays, when they’re turned down, someone
always mentions the dialogue. I think I was quite well rounded.

What was it like working with Red Skelton on his TV show?
Skelton was mean-spirited. Insulting, autocratic.
Moreso than Milton Berle?

Well, in a strange way, you could fight with Berle. But Berle was the
kind of old-fashioned guy — what they used to call a haimishe kind
of guy — who would say, “Aw, c'mon, let’s go have a sandwich.”
You could make up with Berle. Because underneath, he wanted to
be friendly. Skelton just thought you were nothing. He hated to
have to talk to you, even. Skelton was really the one who felt that he
should get all the writing credit.

What was the most difficult part of writing for radio?

I suppose like everything else, getting the premise. Once you knew
what you were going to write, whether it was a sitcom or stand-up,
or sketches. In those days, we tried to have a little story in our
sketches, so that we could have a situation — to find a good situa-
tion for laughs. So it was getting, in a sense, a premise. Once you
got that — most of us who seem to be reasonably able to write dia-
logue — then you could go. And also, then getting a blackout to the
sketch. Making sure you had a funny get-off. It's the same today in
anything — what’s the idea?
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What was the most satisfactory of all the radio shows you did, the most sat-
isfactory working experience?

I can say that working with Paul Henning back in those days was
wonderful. It was a great feeling I had for him and his wife, Ruth.
That was from a friendship standpoint. As far as the show itself —
it’s kind of hard to say. I enjoyed doing the Kraft Music Hall with
Crosby, because Bing was quite the big star in those days, and hav-
ing guest stars — I suppose, in a way, having important people
doing my lines. But then, despite problems, maybe the later Kraft
show. There again, we had a lot of guest stars. It was quite an inter-
esting set-up — you had Jolson, you had Levant, you had Groucho.
I suppose you could say it was big-time. The funny part of it — this
whole conversation has been rather immodest — but it’s kind of
interesting to look back, when we’re supposed to look forward.

This has been quite an education for me...

Well, I should have gone back to when the writers used to carve
their jokes in stone — and put so many grunts to a line.
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CREDITS

Radio: The Phil Baker Show, Al Pearce and His Gang, The Log Cabin
Jamboree, The Texaco Star Theater, The Chase and Sanborn Hour, Melody
and Madness, The Royal Gelatin Hour, The Rudy Vallee Show, Kraft
Music Hall (Bing Crosby), The Ransom Sherman Show, Three Ring
Time, The Camel Caravan, Johnny Mercer’s Music Shop, Command
Performance, G.I. Journal, Jubilee, The Baby Snooks Show, The Spike
Jones Show (pilot), Amos ‘n” Andy, The Screen Director’s Playhouse, The
Sad Sack, The Bob Burns Show, Bob Hope-Groucho Marx special,
Kraft Music Hall (Al Jolson & Oscar Levant), The Martin and Lewis
Show.

TV: All Star Revue, The Colgate Comedy Hour, Ed Wynn special, Ben
Blue special, The Alan Young Show; Wide, Wide World (specials: also
producer, director), Jonathan Winters special, The Duke (creator-pro-
ducer), The Emmy Awards, Hey Jeannie (creator-producer), The Thin
Man (script consultant), The Johnny Carson Show, The Gisele
MacKenzie Show (also producer), Bob Hope-Roy Rogers special,
Rowan and Martin pilot, Give My Regards to Broadway (Jimmy
Durante special: also producer), An Evening with Durante (special:
also producer), Victor Borge Special, The Dinah Shore Chevy Show, The
Shirley Temple Show, The Real McCoys (also producer), The Tycoon
(creator-producer), A Salute to Stan Laurel (special), The Red Skelton
Show, The Hollywood Palace, The Dean Martin Show, The Bobby Darin
Show, Harold Lloyd’s World of Comedy (special), Newcomers, It Pays to
Be Ignorant (also producer), Wait Till Your Father Gets Home (animat-
ed series), Imperial Grand Band, The Tonight Show, Alice (executive
story supervisor), Bob Hope specials.

Films: Looney Tunes and Merrie Melodies cartoons (gags), You
Can'’t Cheat an Honest Man (additional dialogue), Love Happy (addi-
tional dialogue), Digby — The Biggest Dog in the World (story only),
Squeeze a Flower.

Theater: Somebody Up There Is Down Here.
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IRVING BRECHER

Irving S. Brecher was born in New York City, January 17, 1914.
As an enterprising high school student he earned $6 a week as a
reporter for the Yonkers Herald, in addition to writing for the school
paper.

In 1933 he was working as an usher at a Manhattan movie the-
ater when a young comic named Milton Berle admired the teenag-
er’s chutzpah and gave him a chance. Brecher broke into radio
scripting a program for dialect comic Willie Howard. A show for
Berle followed, and unexpectedly led to an opportunity to write for
motion pictures when the program moved to Hollywood; he made
his less-than-assured screenwriting debut with New Faces of 1937,
which co-starred Berle with Harriet Hilliard (pre-Ozzie and
Harriet).

His fortunes rose when Mervyn LeRoy put Brecher under per-
sonal contract for $650 a week. “I worked without credit and wrote
comedy scenes for his production, The Wizard of Oz. There was no
other assignment around and so I did that. LeRoy told me there’d
be no credit because there was a script,” Brecher recalled. “But I pol-
ished the scenes for the three comedians, Bert Lahr, Jack Haley and
Ray Bolger.” His “small contribution” to the film included addition-
al gags for Frank Morgan, who had the title role in the film.

Brecher also wrote Morgan’s material for Good News of 1938 —
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s Maxwell House-sponsored radio show of
the moment — which featured MGM stars like Judy Garland as reg-
ular guests. (While he surreptitiously scripted Al Jolson’s Old Gold
Show, he ultimately focused most of his energies on the movies.)

LeRoy then assigned Brecher to write a pair of films for the
Marx Brothers, At the Circus and Go West. He was particularly reluc-
tant to accept the latter job: “I don’t know how I survived it,” he
told writer Lee Server. “LeRoy asked me, I tried to refuse, but god-
damn it, I did it again.” As a result, Brecher became the only writer
to receive sole credit on a Marx Brothers film — twice.

He won equal renown for Shadow of the Thin Man and Meet Me
in St. Louis, an unhappy endeavor that nevertheless garnered him
an Oscar nomination. The film’s producer, Arthur Freed, employed
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Brecher on several projects; Yolanda and the Thief and Summer Holiday
were even less pleasant — and less successful — efforts on which
they worked together.

Brecher was the only MGM writer allowed to work on outside
projects at the time, notably The Life of Riley, a 1944-51 NBC radio
series about a lovable schlemiel which he created, wrote (sans credit,
to pacify the studio) and produced. It eventually became a feature
film and an Emmy-winning television series. After licensing the
show to others for a further lease on life, he returned to TV with The
People’s Choice, a sitcom about a city councilman and a talking basset
hound. He followed it with the films Cry for Happy and Bye Bye
Birdie.

Irving Brecher graciously received me in his West Los Angeles
apartment. His physical and vocal resemblance to his friend and
associate, Groucho Marx, could have been intimidating, but he was
friendly and receptive — especially allowing as I wanted to talk
about something other than the Marx Brothers, the subject of most
interviews. He was in a somewhat somber mood, though he could-
n’t resist the occasional wisecrack.

Was there anyone who taught you the craft of comedy writing?

No. I never went to college, you see. [ started putting down what I
felt was amusing, in either a letter I would write to a friend, or say-
ing things to make friends laugh. And also I wrote a column in the
high school newspaper, Crimson Echo — Roosevelt High School was
the name of the school, in Yonkers — and I tried to be amusing in
some of what I wrote. But I never had any formal instruction. I don't
think too many writers ever did learn anything, except by their own
experiences — I suppose it's a gift, like other people never have to
take a golf lesson, but can hit the ball a mile. Anyway, I never had
any opportunity to get instruction.

Were you an avid reader of, say, Robert Benchley or James Thurber?

I had serious vision problems in those days. I did some reading; I
read humorous magazines, like College Humor, which was a great
magazine of its day. And I read things like Ring Lardner. I was
enchanted with humor. I can’t say anyone was a model. I liked
Benchley, I liked Lardner. And I did like S.J. Perelman, who I
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thought was just great, and whom I met later when I was at MGM.
He also briefly was at MGM — he hated writing movies. He and
Groucho Marx were interviewed in London by Kenneth Tynan, who
asked them, who were the fastest wits they knew. The reply:
“George S. Kaufman, Oscar Levant and Irving Brecher.” They
inflated me to the point where I walked on air. Coming from S.J.
Perelman — I lived on that for days.

Were you a particular fan of radio shows?

As a kid, I recall listening to Ed Wynn. I thought he was funny at
the time. I also liked the humor of Goodman Ace. And the Marx
Brothers — I particularly liked Flywheel, Shyster and Flywheel. The
Marx Brothers knocked me out, their movies. The first movie I ever
saw with them was Animal Crackers — it killed me.

Did you intend to write for radio in the beginning?

Oh, no. I got a job working for a second cousin who owned a
motion picture theater on 57th Street in Manhattan called the Little
Carnegie Playhouse, next to Carnegie Hall, which ran foreign pic-
tures. It was the depth of the Depression. And I wound up as an
usher and errand boy, working for 18 bucks a week in the theater.
And I would occasionally send out a one-liner — we didn’t call em
one-liners then, we thought of them as gags — but if something
occurred to me I thought was amusing or printable, I'd send it on a
penny postcard to Walter Winchell or Ed Sullivan, who were colum-
nists of the day. And once in a while, one would appear in the col-
umn, which would thrill me no end and make me very important in
my circle of friends.

Would they generally put your name on it?

I'd see my name in the paper. One day while I was taking tickets at
the theater, the reviewer from Variety — Wolfe Kaufman — came in
to review the new film that was showing. Apparently he had seen
some of the lines that had landed in the paper with my name
attached. And he said, ”A couple of those lines were pretty funny.” I
said, “Thank you,” very flattered of course. I was at the time 17. He
said, “Bob Hope used them at Loew’s State Theater the other day; I
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went there and saw his show.” And I was thrilled. I thought that
was just great. I said, “Did the people laugh?” He said, “Yeah, they
laughed.” He said, “You know, there are people who get paid for
doing that sort of thing.” I said, “Really?” I was pretty naive at the
time.

Did you make contact with Bob Hope, about his using your jokes?

No. I was flattered when I heard about it, and as I say naive enough
that I didn’t realize this stuff could be sold. But at that time I'm sure
other comedians were picking up material, as well as buying from
their own writers. There were some writers, I learned later, who
were making in those days, big money. In those days if a fella got
$500 for a script, that was like maybe $5,000 now.

How did you start selling your wares?

Wolfe Kaufman told me that there was a market for that sort of
thing if you could get somebody to buy it. So a friend and I — Al
Schwartz — we decided to take a crack at that, see if we could get
into that business and get some bucks. And we took a small ad in
Variety. At that time there was a new, very brash comedian coming
up fast called Milton Berle. And he had a reputation which he
imposed upon himself and referred to constantly in his act with
braggadocio — that of stealing other people’s material. So I wrote a
one-inch ad, which cost $15, and gave it to my friend from Variety,
Mr. Kaufman, with the promise that Id pay it off over a period of
weeks. That's how tough it was — $15 was a lot of money. And he
printed it. The ad said: “Positively Berle-proof gags, so bad not even
Milton will steal them.” With the telephone number of the theater.

What was the result?

We went about our business. The following week, on a Wednesday,
I was working the addressograph machine in the theater, and the
telephone rang. I answered, “Little Carnegie Playhouse.” And a
man’s voice at the other end said, “I'd like to talk to Irv Bretcher.” 1
thought it was a friend of mine, who I told about taking an ad —1
said, “Lee, I'm busy working, and the boss will come in any minute,
I can’t fool around on the phone.” And I hung up. The phone rang
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again, and now the voice was very firm, and said, “Nobody hangs
up on Milton Berle.” Then suddenly I began to shake, when I real-
ized it could possibly be — and it was — and briefly he said, “If
you're so goddamn clever with your ads, be at the Capitol Theater
tonight, I'm being held over — and bring me some of your materi-
al.” I hung up the phone kind of in shock.

Did you have any material prepared?

I called up Al Schwartz and said, “We better write some stuff.” I
told him what happened, of course. He was also thrilled, excited
and frightened. We got together while I was working in the theater;
we had the daily newspapers, and we got some topical one-liners
that we put down on paper, and I typed them out. We went over at
midnight, after the show was over that Berle was doing, and sub-
mitted a page of these gags to this young, brash comedian. First
time I'd ever been backstage in a theater. And he read them and he
said, “Go over to the Park Central Hotel and see Charlie Morrison;
he’s my agent, he’ll give you a check.” And we ran all the way. And
this man, Charlie Morrison, gave us a check. We didn’t even look at
it. We ran outta there, then we looked at it — it was $50. We just
couldn’t believe there was that much money in show business.

You were rich...

Now, what happened was, Schwartz’s parents insisted that he was
not going to stay in show business; he was going back to college,
and so on. And I was left to work for Berle, sporadically, at very lit-
tle money at that time. I started writing for him in vaudeville, in
1933. Whenever he played a different theater, he’d call on me, and
I’d write some one-liners, and it was real starvation. But one day he
got an offer to do radio, on the Yankee Network for Gillette. And the
writer he wanted — a famous writer named David Freedman, a
very brilliant fella who wrote for Eddie Cantor and a lot of other
comedians — he was not available. Berle called on me, and I went to
Boston. I wrote a program for him partly on the airplane and in the
hotel. We got to Boston a day before the show, and that’s when the
whole thing started, my dip into radio — on a long-term basis.

This was not the first show you worked on, though.
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It was not my first venture into radio, but my first real job. Then
Milton Berle and I parted, and I picked up crumbs writing with
another guy — I joined up with a fellow named Alan Lipscott in
1934 or early '35, and we wrote some little things for vaudeville
acts. But we wrote a radio series called Folies de Paris with Willie and
Eugene Howard. We wrote something called “The French Lesson,”
which Willie Howard did. Very funny man. And Fifi D’Orsay was
the woman on the program; she was an ex-movie star who’d been in
The Big Parade.

I believe Willie and Eugene Howard were among the first comedians on the
air. Did they go over well on radio?

I didn’t think so. My impression is that there was very limited pop-
ularity. I may be wrong, but I don’t recall them as being a strong
radio force, and they had limited exposure. The program had no
audience — it had a brief run, 13 or 26 weeks, and they were off.
Willie Howard was too parochial. He had a New Yorkese Jewish
accent. Hilarious comedian on stage, absolutely wonderful. He did
great impersonations.

Did Willie Howard edit your material? Did you work with him?

Willie was a breeze. A wonderful little guy. He had a brother who
was — a pest. No talent. Show business knew that Eugene Howard
was a lightweight and made jokes about him. And they also knew
that Willie Howard was a genius, but loyal to his brother. So he kept
him — Willie was a good-hearted guy. It was a brother act. The way
that Eugene would justify his existence was to be a pest, and make
believe that he knew all about it — so he would stick his nose into
scripts that we had done, and when he was all through carping and
criticizing, Willie would say, “Ilike it.” And that was the end of it.

After that, you went to work for Milton Berle again?

Then I went back to Berle when he needed me, and I was no longer
working on the Willie Howard program. Berle wanted me individu-
ally to do this thing in Boston, on the Yankee Network in the sum-
mer of 1936, two or three shows. Which I did. And the result of that
was, he was signed by Gillette for a series on CBS, a 45-minute pro-
gram. [t began in the fall of ‘36 and lasted through May "37.
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Milton Berle exchanges quips with aviatrix Beryl Markham on
The Gillette Original Community Sing.

This was The Gillette Original Community Sing?

Yes, and I was the only writer. I must tell you — I look back at it
now, I don’t know how I did it. 45 minutes. Of course, it wasn't all
writing, there were songs involved. But there was at least 25 min-
utes of text every week. Milton and I have remained good friends —
and Milton still, when we're together, introduces me saying, “This is
the only guy I ever knew who wrote a radio program every week all
by himself.”

Did Berle function as an editor? Did he say, "This is going to work for me,
this isn't...” ?

Not too much, as a matter of fact. If he had trouble saying a line, or
he thought, “This might be not be that funny,” [ would certainly go
along with that in most cases. If I couldn’t sell him that it was, I
would replace it. But that didn’t happen too much. Once Milton
trusted me that I was doing a job, we would have brief discussions
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about what I was going to try to do for the following week’s pro-
gram — occasionally, he would suggest something that he may
have used sometime before, to include — but essentially I think he
left me pretty much on my own. And he was very supportive, and
would defend what I did, against opinions of the sponsors or the
agency. Milton was very good to work for.

Could you assess Milton Berle as a radio comedian?

He didn’t make it really in radio, and the reason was not that he’s
not a very funny man — obviously he is. But I think one of the rea-
sons was he worked very fast, with a kind of a nervousness that’s
part of his characterization. And what came over — what you heard
were the jokes — but you couldn’t for some reason grab his person-
ality, which, when you see him, is totally different. Certainly televi-
sion was his métier. Milton Berle’s visage, his grimaces, his body
language, is all something that was captured brilliantly in TV. But in
radio, it didn’t go. We used to get tremendous laughs in the studio
— but that’s not good enough. Except in my case, what happened
was, producer-director Mervyn LeRoy liked the Berle program so
much that he signed me to write movies. But he was the exception,
apparently. Because after that one season, the series came to an end.
So that was radio, as far as I was concerned.

Bert Gordon played a character on that show similar to the Mad Russian
he played on Eddie Cantor’s show.

Right. I called him Misha Moody. Pretty much the same character.
Gordon had done a lot of Jewish-accent comedy around New York,
in vaudeville. Funny guy.

You wrote a movie with Berle and Gordon about the same time as the
show.

During that period Milton made a movie called New Faces of 1937.
And while I was writing his radio show, I was forced to write the
final script of that movie. That was the first time I went near a
motion picture studio. We came out to Los Angeles — the show was
moved to the Coast because he had to work in the movie, and I was
put on salary — I was writing the radio show and the movie at the
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same time. I nearly collapsed at the end. I managed it. It was excit-
ing, but the movie was not very well received. Someone said recent-
ly they were going to run the film at a Milton Berle festival; they
asked me to come down. I said I'd come, but I'd bring a bodyguard.

1 believe you wrote for one of Al Jolson’s radio shows.

Secretly. What happened was, I'm out on the Coast, I'm under con-
tract to MGM, and I'm not supposed to do anything except work for
MGM. A very dear friend of mine — G. Bennett Larsen, who pro-
duced the Berle program that I did — comes to me, pleads with me,
he’s got Al Jolson signed to a program for Old Gold Cigarettes, I
believe. They are in trouble with the ratings because they can’t get
the material. Would I write the show? And I told him my problem.
Well, I finally caved in because I felt I owed Ben Larsen a great deal;
he’d been wonderful to me in my experience with the Berle pro-
gram. And so I said, “I'll get another fellow in, and I'll work with
him at night. But nobody must know.” And I did that. I brought in a
fellow named Alex Gottleib. And I wrote the program, and Gottleib
contributed, and Jolson’s ratings started to take off. At a certain
point I finally said to Ben, “I just can’t do it any more.” And he
accepted that and went on from there.

How did you find Jolson to work with?

I found — when he was down, and the rating was low, Al Jolson
was the nicest fellow in the world. When the rating got up, he was
not a very nice fella. Arrogant, difficult — most talented man I've
ever known. He knew I was involved, so I had some personal asso-
ciation with him, out at his ranch. Never went near the studio. The
meetings were not unpleasant, but when Al was winning, he was
rough. When he was losing, he was a delight.

Jolson had a reputation as an egomaniac.
Jack Warner had a wonderful line about actors and their egos. I
have to quote him. He said a lot of things he thought were funny

that were not funny — but this line fit. Warner said, “One actor on
his ass is worth two on his feet.”
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While you were at MGM you also did a show called Good News of 1938,

That’s right. Louis K. Sidney, a producer who at one time ran the
Capitol Theater in New York, asked for me to write part of the Good
News radio show that MGM was starting, using their people. I start-
ed Frank Morgan on the air, and wrote that show for a good number
of weeks. I used to have to take him from a bar where he was busy
slurping martinis, into the studio. I don't know how he did it; he got
loaded before each broadcast. Frank Morgan drank three, four, five
martinis, and I would steer him to the studio, and he would go on,
and he would giggle in his delivery, and get the jokes over and all
that, and then when he was finished, he’d go to sleep. The presence
of the audience somehow took care of the martini effect. He was a
very good performer.

Fanny Brice was on the show as Baby Snooks. Did you write for her?

No. Phil Rapp wrote for her. I did Frank Morgan, and the guests —
that’s where I first worked for Jack Benny. I did a show for him. He
had a big piece of that particular program, and we ended up being
very close friends. I was crazy about him, as a person. I always
thought his — his and Fred Allen’s — were the best comedy shows,
ever, on radio.

Did you ever write for Benny’s show?

Jack liked the Good News program so much, he said, “One day, we're
going to have to work together.” I said, “I would love that.” It didn’t
seem a possibility at the time. When his gag man, Al Boasberg —
the guy who started him off — died suddenly, Jack called me in. His
program was being written by Ed Beloin and Bill Morrow but
Boasberg was still part of the team; he would come in and polish all
the scripts. He was a very funny man. When he died, Jack asked me
to come in and sit through their rehearsals, and punch up the script
if I thought of things that could be inserted. I did that for a couple of
weeks, but I was uncomfortable because things were already estab-
lished. The writers’ noses got out of joint; they resented me, and I
felt it. T didn’t need it, I was doing motion pictures, so I did a couple
weeks of that and told Jack it wasn’t going to work.
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Radio success was a long time coming for Groucho Marx.

You took a long hiatus from radio to write screenplays.

It was after the Good News show that Mervyn LeRoy asked me to
write a Marx Brothers film, which I did, called At the Circus. And
then I wrote a second one, Go West, and that was enough for me.
‘Cause I'd written both of them by myself, and that was unusual;
nobody’d ever done that. And I paid the price — I wound up with a
tic. And the depression of writing a film for the Marx Brothers, who
were wonderful people and friends of mine, but left all the decision-
making about “Is the script okay or not?” to Groucho...

Among the three of them, I can imagine...

Groucho, who was my best friend, nevertheless hated the business
of acting, and used every excuse not to work. Whereas Chico, who
was always broke, wanted to shoot everything today — let’s go. And
Harpo was a fey, beautiful person; whatever Groucho decided was
okay with him. So Groucho would read the script that I would give
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him, and he would say, “It's very funny,” and so on and so forth,
“but...” And I would have to debate, and not insult, and be diplo-
matic and change a few things. Eventually we’d go to the sound
stage. And that happened with two films.

The Marx Brothers had a hard time translating their humor to radio.

I didn’t think they worked in radio. The program [Flywheel, Shyster
and Flywheel] was not successful. Again, they're visual. Now, Ed
Wynn worked, even though he was a visual comedian and wore
funny hats and one thing or another — but his program worked.
And Eddie Cantor. His show worked because he sounded like a guy
you knew. He would appeal to the heart. He had a certain warmth,
and spirit. And it worked. But the Marx Brothers didn’t work.

I think Groucho’s later show...

You Bet Your Life? That was different, because by then he was so well
known from films, when you listened to radio, you saw him, in
your mind. With all due respect to Groucho, who was very clever
and very witty — and said a lot of very funny things, particularly at
parties or when you were alone with him — most of what he did on
the show was already written.

You went back into radio in 1943.

I had just written the two Marx Brothers films. Groucho had been
canceled on the radio and couldn’t stomach that degradation, that
blow to his ego, and he wanted to go back into radio. And he said to
me that he wanted me to come up with some program. I demurred,
because I was under contract to MGM, and I just had no real interest
in doing radio. Movies were far more exciting. But he leaned on our
friendship. So I said, “I've got something in the trunk that I wrote
years ago, long before I came to Hollywood — just a treatment, an
idea called The Flotsam Family. About a guy and his family who floats
along, getting into trouble, and so on.” He said, “So maybe you
could do it for me.” He prevailed, really pushed. I wrote a script, and
it was auditioned — they made what they call an audition record.

WorldRadioHistory



IRVING BRECHER 87

Did anything come of it?

An advertising agency, BBD&O, financed the record — couldn’t
have been more than a couple thousand dollars. They did it in a
Hollywood studio with a live audience, and while it got a lot of
laughs — because the audience loved Groucho — it did not ring
true, because he was playing a man of flesh and blood. And
Groucho’s character is not — when you paint a mustache on with
burnt cork, it’s not really flesh and blood. So it didn't sell. About a
year later, I saw a short Hal Roach film called The McGuerins of
Brooklyn. And there was a man in there I'd never seen before, who
struck me as an interesting character; his name was William Bendix.
And I thought maybe this old script that Groucho did could be
made with him, if anybody — a radio sponsor — wanted it. So 1
contacted Bendix’s agent, who said, yes, he’d be interested in a
radio show, and I rewrote the script — not drastically, but I changed
the title from The Flotsam Family to The Life of Riley.

"The Life of Riley” was already a well known phrase.

Oh, sure. It's part of the English language. And it had been used on
other vehicles before. It came from Ireland; it meant total ease, noth-
ing to worry about. But it seemed to me that it was a contrast
toward what the life of this character really was — nothing but trou-
ble. Anyway, we made an audition record with William Bendix. And
they laughed. But nothing happened. Nobody bought it. Six months
later, I received a phone call from Chicago, from a man who was
with the Leo Burnett Advertising Agency, representing the
American Meat Institute. They were looking for a radio show, and
he had come across a platter which had my name on it.

The audition record no one bought...

The man had been trying for days to locate me. He didn’t know
who the agent was or anything, but he finally got me through the
Writers Guild. And he bought The Life of Riley. I had to break the
news to my agent, William Morris, which eventually got 10% for not
having found a buyer. And they made over a million dollars,
because the program started in 1944 and ran for years, then became
a television series starring Jackie Gleason first — and after that I
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William Bendix and Irving Brecher rehearse The Life of Riley with actors
Tommy Cook and Paula Winslow.

licensed the property to NBC, and it became a big show for William
Bendix. I had nothing to do with the making of that.

The radio program wasn'’t that popular in the beginning.

The show became a hit after Digger O’Dell, the undertaker, became
part of it. That turned it around. The whole thing moved up.

1 believe the undertakers’ union caused some sort of a ruckus. They didn't
care for the jokes...

The undertakers were aroused and threatened. My secret friend in
the advertising agency was for keeping O’Dell on, which was not
what his client wanted. He told me that one of threats was that the
undertakers would stop patronizing the Meat Institute — the vari-
ous people under that umbrella — from which they bought the ren-
derings to make soap, to wash bodies. Isn’t that cute?
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The soap they used was made from the fat...

That’s right. I persisted in keeping O’Dell on. Then the tide turned,
because we began to get positive letters — and they react so quickly
to letters. Such idiots. That's what made the difference. After the
negative reaction from the undertakers, at their next annual conven-
tion they invited Digger O’Dell [actor John Brown] to speak —
which he did.

The show was eventually sponsored by Proctor & Gamble.

After 78 weeks — one and a half seasons as it were — we were
dropped by the Meat Institute, which had no longer any interest in
the program. They wanted to go classical. It was just an institutional
thing; they had nothing to sell. And the powers that be there — the
Protestants whose wives wanted some shit on Sunday afternoon —
they happily dropped us. Proctor & Gamble picked us up and put
us on at night, and that was the beginning of the great success of The

Life of Riley.

Did you encounter any problems in trying to adapt the radio series to tele-
vision?

I did all radio scripts. I rewrote all the radio scripts for TV, and there
was no Guild provision for paying writers. I'm pleased that I was
able to do what writers didn’t thank me for — I gratuitously sent a
check for each program that I used, to the Writers Guild. Sort of the
beginning of the residual. Not a great deal of money, ‘cause there
was no real money. But I was using radio scripts, and the writer’s
names were on them.

It wasn'’t your idea to do the TV series...

Pabst Beer [the show’s then-sponsor] wanted me to go into televi-
sion. I didn’t want to for reasons of my family life being on the West
Coast, and I was in motion pictures out here, and doing a radio
show. They said, “We’re going to cancel. We want to get a foothold
in television.” This was 1949. This was after I had made a feature
picture called The Life of Riley, which had turned out to be quite suc-
cessful at the box office. Finally they cajoled me — or threatened
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me, whatever — with cancellation, and since the radio show was
very lucrative, I fell into the trap and said “Okay.” Then I went to
New York and auditioned a number of actors —because Bendix was
not available — and found nobody.

William Bendix was unavailable? Wasn't he tied to the show?

Bendix was under contract to Hal Roach, and Roach thought he
would not let Bendix go into TV, which would probably soon blow
over. I was forced to find some replacement, and Pabst said,
“Anybody.” Apparently they really didn’t care about anything,
except getting a time slot. I finally took a man that my agent said I
shouldn’t touch, named Jackie Gleason. The reason they were wary
of him was because he was very irresponsible. He was also a heavy
drinker, he was always in debt, and generally they felt it couldn’t
work. But I was desperate so I took Gleason, who was happy to
have a job.

Wasn't there a TV pilot with Lon Chaney Jr. before the Jackie Gleason
series?

I made a pilot before I took Gleason, in New York, with Lon Chaney
Jr. In desperation. It wasn’t any good. Chaney was too big, too pow-
erful. I looked at it, I showed it to the Pabst people, I said, “I don’t
want to do this.” After that I got Gleason. His salary was an
immense $500 a week. The entire package — in the light of today’s
prices, nobody will believe this — but the entire package that I was
to deliver would be paid for by Pabst, for $8,200. The biggest salary
was Gleason — the rest of the money was for actors, for a script that
I would write, for my producing, for a 