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Intro

I’m a Bob & Ray fan. Or maybe zealot would be a more accurate word. Ever since I first heard Bob Elliott and Ray Goulding on the radio in 1952, when I was about 14, I’ve thought them to be the world’s funniest comedians. I know that most people don’t share that extreme view. But a lot of people do, and among them are many of the great comedians that other folks would rank above Bob and Ray.

Although we Bob & Ray fans are avid, I think we were never numerous enough to allow our heroes to become justly rich from their labors. Some B&R fans seek consolation for this in the explanation that one simply has to be a whole lot smarter than average in order to fully appreciate the high humor of Bob & Ray. I don’t know whether that’s really true, but what’s in it for me to argue that it’s not?

Ray Goulding passed away in 1990. Bob Elliott is still with us, and in fact turned 80 in May of 2003. To honor that event, RadioArt re-issued its extensive Bob & Ray cassette collection in CD format, and also added a new album, “The Lost Episodes, Volume 5”. An announcement of this in the April 2003 issue of RadioGram (the news magazine of SPERDVAC, the Society to Preserve and Encourage Radio Drama, Variety and Comedy) drew a slightly testy letter-to-the-editor in the following issue. The letter was from a man named Tom Koch (pronounced Cook), and he said that, as a long-time writer for Bob & Ray, he had written many of RadioArt’s “lost episodes,” and they haven’t been lost at all: They’ve been stored in cartons in his garage.

What’s that? Bob and Ray, masters of comedy improvisation, and purveyors of an almost inimitable form of humor, had a writer? Surely not, I thought! A more plausible explanation is that this guy, perhaps under the pressure of approaching senility, had just awakened one morning with the idea stuck crosswise in his brain that he had been Bob and Ray’s writer in his younger days. Not a bad way to go though, I mused. And I wondered if I could find a psychiatrist who, by putting me through regression therapy, might implant in my brain some such happy illusion.

A short time later I got to meet Tom Koch, and to talk with him at length. I found him to be immediately likeable, and a very long way from being senile, or “soft as a grape” as Mary McGoon would put it. It quickly became clear to me that Tom did indeed write many of Bob & Ray’s sketches, although not all of them. It also became clear that Tom has not received the recognition that is due him for that work.

In an attempt to rectify this, I’d like to introduce Tom to you, and give you some idea of what he wrote for Bob & Ray and how he came to write it. I’ll also tell you why I think we can celebrate the work of Tom Koch without having to reduce in the slightest our assessment of the comedic genius of Bob Elliott and Ray Goulding.

In the 52 years that I’ve been a fan of Bob and Ray, I never got to meet either one of them. But I think that getting to meet Tom Koch is the next best thing.


Here’s Tom

Thomas Freeman Koch was born on May 13, 1925, which makes him two years younger than Bob and three years younger than Ray. Although born in Charleston, Illinois, Tom considers himself a Hoosier. When he was only 6 months old his parents moved to Broad Ripple, Indiana, now a part of Indianapolis, and that’s where he grew up. After receiving his high school diploma in 1943 he was declared 4F for the WWII draft, so he enrolled in Northwestern University. He graduated from there in 1946 with a B.S. in Journalism, and began what would turn out to be a long career as a writer for radio and television.

Tom initially found employment in Chicago, first as a press service sports writer, then as a news writer for Chicago’s CBS radio affiliate, and eventually as a writer for the NBC TV game show Welcome Travelers, a show that Tom dryly recalls “would give cancer victims a 9 by 12 rug to solve their problem.” He also continued his studies at Northwestern University, and in 1951 he earned an M.A. in Far Eastern Affairs.

When the Welcome Travelers show left Chicago in early 1955, Tom left too, for what he hoped would be greener pastures in New York City. He landed a job there on the large staff that NBC was assembling for its ambitious new radio show Monitor, the weekend magazine-of-the-air that would last into the mid-1970’s. Tom initially hired on as a news writer, but he never got to write
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