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Introduction

EARLY RADIO BROADCASTING REQUIRED FINE-TUNING — and not the kind that came from twiddling the dials. Case in point: June 26, 1931. NBC presented “The Fearful Seven,” the tale of Merton Moth and his noiseless glider, Michael Mosquito — brief glimpses into the home lives of Fanny Fly, Frankie Flea, Grand Roach and their friends. The NBC offering was promised to be a comedy and newspaper columnists were assured that the comedy element would predominate the production. There was nothing funny with the story and radio, had it not already established itself as a medium of music, news, prayer and commentary, might have been doomed as a result of this disastrous broadcast. If radio audiences wanted authentic laughter from a weekly half-hour program, what they needed was Ed Gardner. Ten years after Merton Moth had flown away into the ether, Duffy’s Tavern would usher in a new form of comedy entertainment.

Like the genially sarcastic, ever-hopeful Archie, Ed Gardner was a product of New York’s lower East Side along Third Avenue and was noted for his stupendous misuse of the English language. He would sling words and phrases around with blissful disregard for grammar and he showed a definite knack for handling malapropisms. His weakness tended towards gullibility in succumbing to any money making schemes… and beautiful women… especially rich ones. In real life, Ed Gardner was a brilliant and shrewd businessman. His insistence on adding comedy to an hour-long infomercial helped save M-G-M studios from a financial disaster. Gardner quickly established himself as a successful producer for a variety of radio programs spotlighting Rudy Vallee and Robert L. Ripley. He often trusted his instincts and learned all about radio programming from experience, working his way up the ladder of success. What little he didn’t know about the craft he made up for in shrewd business deals. Towards the end of eleven successful years of Duffy’s Tavern, Ed Gardner proved himself so valuable that NBC signed a contract to retain his services knowing well enough in advance that they would take a loss of more than $100,000.

On Duffy’s Tavern, Archie defined the cynical second-generation Irishman at the outer fringe of New York’s social order. The program quickly developed a following that crossed social, economic and geographical boundaries. According to popularity polls, Duffy’s Tavern ranked with Fred Allen’s program as the goofiest slapstick comedies on the air. Archie was the pivot of the establishment but he was not alone. Always on hand were the absent proprietor’s gabby, man-hungry daughter, known simply as Miss Duffy, who spoke in pure Brooklynese, and the waiter, Eddie, a shrewd black menial who obeyed with “Yazzuh” but always got the better of his boss in their verbal exchanges. Habitués included Clifton Finnegan, a moron with occasional flashes of brilliance whose every line began with “Duhhh,” and radio veteran Colonel Stoopnagle, the rotund inventor of such useful devices as the 10-foot pole, “for guys who wouldn’t touch with one,” and the gun with two barrels, one to shoot ducks with and the other, which didn’t work, to not shoot other hunters.

Crackpot O’Toole, forger and poet who wrote mostly bum checks and sonnets “in pure cubic centimeter,” was another Duffy’s regular. Not heard but often discussed in the early years was Two-Top Gruskin, a two-headed baseball player whose value to his team was that he could watch first and third at the same time. Two-Top (whose real name was Athos and Porthos Gruskin) once went to a masquerade ball as a pair of bookends and won the affections of a pretty girl because he was a tall blond and brunette. “There was just something different about him,” she explained. Officer Clancy made frequent visits, usually threatening to close the place for some petty violation, ever thwarted by Archie’s logical argument: “You can’t close us up. We ain’t got a license.”

Archie wasn’t otherwise so successful with his unceasing efforts to con or exploit his guests. When smooth-talking Slippery McGuire, seeking to beat his bar tab, suggested to Archie how he could make a fortune by patenting electricity, Archie paid him $10 to register the patent. After coughing up another $3 to print stock certificates and $5 more to include DC along with AC, he believes himself the King of Kilowatts, even though Eddie is doubtful (“I always connected you more with natural gas”). The plans fall through when Archie learns that Benjamin Franklin had beaten him to the patent, but Slippery launches him on a new career by informing him that Franklin had carelessly forgotten to take one out on the kite.

Today, anyone looking back on Duffy’s Tavern realizes that Ed Gardner insulted most of Hollywood through professional ribbing approved in advance and typed into script form. This was perhaps the show’s greatest asset and the reason why cinephiles today often seek out episodes. From Oscar winners to the bobbysoxer idols, many celebrities loved accepting and delivering one-liners as a change of pace. Others demanded changes in the script. When Rudy Vallee was introduced as a radio star of the old silent days, Archie told Duffy, “… he is sort of a prehistory Perry Como. Remember the time you bought a crystal set and thought there was something wrong with it? Well, Vallee was the guy.”

When Mickey Rooney made an appearance on the show, Archie described the Hollywood star to Duffy on the phone. “Yeah, that’s the guy. Short, freckles, blond hair, pug nose… sort of a Van Johnson at half mast. Yeah, a little bit of a guy. In fact, they tell me when two grasshoppers meet, one says to the other, ‘I haven’t seen you since you was knee-high to Mickey Rooney.’ His size is a bit of a problem, too… especially in Hollywood… You know, he’s too short to be a lover and too tall to be a producer.”

Archie defined Lauren Bacall as “the dame with a husky, throaty voice, like Tallulah Bankhead on a clear day. She inspired the ‘Lauren’ in ‘laurengitis’.” Of Arthur Treacher, Archie remarked: “Some guys go around looking as though they smelled something bad but Treacher looks like he found it.” Of Frank Sinatra: “There’s a thin line between singing and crooning, and that thin line is known as Sinatra. He makes the bobby-soxers swoon because his voice sounds better when the listener is unconscious. How can they dare say every week that this guy is so round, so firm and so fully packed?”

When Archie told actress Gertrude Lawrence that he was her new Noel Coward, she replied: “You’re half right.” Archie dubbed singer Hildegarde as “the rich man’s Cass Daley,” and Marlene Dietrich as “the baritone Margaret Truman.” “Actually,” said Archie, “I’m very fond of Marlene. With them legs, she’s made more successful crossings than the Matson Line. They’ve earned her a couple of million bucks and you’ve gotta admit that’s pretty good pin money.”

Some stars, however, put one over on Archie. When the barkeep asked Dinah Shore how long she had been away from Duffy’s Tavern, she answered: “Two years, eleven months, three weeks, two days, seven hours and twenty-two minutes.” When he chided her for counting, she quipped, “I always count my blessings.”

Humphrey Bogart, making his only appearance at the tavern, remarked: “I’ve experienced many killings in my movie career, but this is the first time I’ve watched a guy bump off a language.”

In 1949, the long-running radio program moved production to Puerto Rico to take advantage of a tax exemption the island gave to new industries, although the New York Third Avenue setting of the fictional tavern remained the same. The stellar guests who had once regularly visited Duffy’s, however, didn’t care to travel so far for a broadcast. The program’s ratings fell precipitously.

To this date, the mainstream public knows Duffy’s Tavern only as a Trivial Pursuit question as the possible forerunner for the popular television series Cheers, which also had a long and successful run in broadcast history. The television program was credited by James Burrows, son of Abe Burrows. Ed Gardner was also godfather to James. In the past two decades, the radio program has received very little coverage except for a few magazine articles and entries in encyclopedias. In 2001, I submitted a lengthy article and broadcast log for SPERDVAC’s Radiogram. The editor at the time cut sections out pertaining to the 1945 motion picture and the later television program since the magazine was devoted solely to old-time radio. Even as a three-part article in their February, March and April issues, I wanted people to know all they could about the program. To accomplish the task, I independently published the entire work, spiral bound, charging ten bucks to reimburse the expense of printing and binding. About 200 copies sold over a period of two years.

Afterwards, I never gave Duffy’s Tavern much thought until 2007, when I discovered the log I had created was available on the internet with authorship credited to someone else. After making a hasty inquiry, I discovered the person who claimed they “authored” the log confessed that their primary source of material was a three-part article that appeared in Radiogram. No surprise there. Then I compared it word for word and realized it was their only source — they copied my log word for word. If there was any variation between the two, I could not find it. Thankfully, the website provider removed the log when he discovered someone was committing an act of plagiarism. But the problem was not resolved. Following sage advice from a friend who once told me, “publish or perish,” I decided it was time to commit to a book about Duffy’s Tavern. After a decade of gathering and filing away information about Duffy’s Tavern, it was clear my prior compilation warranted an update. What you hold in your hands is the greatly expanded version. Rather than document the program in the form of an encyclopedia (meaning you can only digest it page by page over a period of months), I chose a different route, one with tongue-in-cheek humor and an enjoyable narrative from first page to last.

A book of this size could not exist without the assistance of a number of individuals, listed in no particular order: Fred Berney, Michael Hayde, Neal Ellis, Larry Kiner, Ken Stockinger, Frank Stockinger, Douglas Due, Frank Bresee, Sid Caesar, Esther Williams, Doug Hopkinson, Allan Duffin, Ben Ohmart, Scott Bailey, Hazel Shermet, Barb Davies and Dave Davies. Folks who granted me permission to reprint excerpts from prior publications or contributed to the preservation of Duffy’s Tavern with magazine articles and encyclopedia entries of their own include Patrick Lucanio of SPERDVAC’s Radiogram, Bob Burchett, Gary Yoggy, Jim Cox, John Dunning and Jay Hickerson. Research assistance provided by Rene Thompson, Roger Hill, John Macmillan, Michael Biel, the staff of the Charles E. Young Research Library at UCLA Film and Television Archive, the staff at the Recorded Sound Reference Center at the Library of Congress, the staff of the Archives of the Wisconsin Historical Society, the staff of the American Radio Archives of the Thousand Oaks Library, the staff of the American Heritage Center of the University of Wyoming, and the staff of the Billy Rose Theatre Collection of the Performing Arts Library. Special thanks to Derek Tague who spent many hours with me at Billy Rose taking down notes from the Abe Burrows Papers. Helping to verify small bits of trivia and factoids: Laura Leff, Michael Biel, and J. David Goldin. Recordings supplied by Terry Salomonson, David Siegel, Carl Amari, Randy Watts, Alex Daoundakis, Mark Tepper of Radio Spirits, Matthew Terlecky, Nick Hulbert, Jim Cooper, Mark Gross, and Steve Kelez. Proofreaders include Melanie Altman, Steve Thompson and Jo Bagwell. Photographs provided by Bryan Hendrickson, Jim Hathaway, Rick Payne, Bob Daniel, Graham Newton, David Lennick and Chun Hiller. Valued suggestions from Roy Bright, Rodney Bowcock, Walden Hughes, and Jack French. If there is anyone I forgot to mention, please forgive me and do not mistake my absent-mindedness as anything intentional.

I have to thank four individuals who deserve special recognition for going above and beyond: Dan Riedstra, who helped supply factoids, rare recordings and guidance for this book. Dan is probably the only person who shares a love for Duffy’s Tavern more than myself. Terry Salomonson who, after learning of an individual who was holding back recordings because they chose pride over preservation, came to bat at the last minute to help with the completion of this book. Michelle, my wife, for her patience. Ed Gardner, Jr., who invited me to his home and graciously allowed me access to the family archives and deserves credit for more than half of the photographs in this book.

And now, as Archie himself would say, “Leave us look back at a time gone by…”

Martin Grams, Jr.

July 2013


CHAPTER ONE

ED GARDNER’S
EARLY RADIO CAREER

IN JULY OF 1954, ED GARDNER TOLD a newspaper columnist that he decided to hang up his hat for good. “I’m quitting as an actor and comedian. I’ve had it,” he said. “Fifteen years is long enough to be a clown. I’d rather do something else now.” Fourteen years prior, no one, not even Gardner, could have predicted a career that would rival in the ratings such luminaries as Jack Benny, Bob Hope, Eddie Cantor, Bing Crosby, Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy, and Al Jolson. His portrayal of Archie, the barkeep for the fictional Duffy’s Tavern, often typecast him as a poor man’s comedian and a “master of malaprop.” Unlike most other radio comedians, Gardner never had a career in vaudeville. He climbed the ladder of success by learning the business and the craft of radio itself.

Ed Gardner was born Edward Francis Poggenburg on June 29, 1901, in Astoria, Long Island. At the age of 14, he secured his first after-school job as a pianist at O’Bryan’s Café, a colorful neighborhood bistro that later served partly as a model for Duffy’s.* Had the young man suspected the significance of this position, the future course of events might have been different. As it was, his stay there was short-lived. His mother happened to walk by one afternoon, caught a fleeting glimpse through the swinging door of her son at the piano, and promptly ended his musical career. He would later remark that the piano playing gig was one of the few jobs he had ever left without being fired.

Poggenburg had dropped out of school at the age of 16, after his second year at Bryant High School, to begin what was to become a wild decade of odd jobs. “If Public School #4 was good enough for Archie, then why should I complain?” Gardner recalled in 1943. “The only degrees I’m interested in are Fahrenheit and Centigrade.” The six-foot-two Irish-German-American used to boss a rough, tough street gang named One Ol’ Cats out in Astoria, Long Island. At the time, further exposure to knowledge was not deemed necessary. “The family,” he said, “thought I was pretty well-educated and by that time and judging by the standards of the neighborhood, I was.”
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Ed Gardner as a youth.

At the age of 16, Poggenburg got a job selling pianos, a momentary success. Other jobs followed in rapid succession. He designed and built a miniature golf course. As a fight manager, he lasted through two minutes of the third round of his protégé’s maiden bout. Then he was a typewriter salesman and a paint salesman – during one of these jobs he acquired a lisp. This, he explained once, was because receptionists and secretaries, who ordinarily threw salesmen out, would listen to his lisp, fascinated. Before they came out of their trance, Ed would be selling the boss a bill of goods. Always a quick thinker, he also told of the time when he was arrested for speeding while going through a Pennsylvania town. Before he left, he sold the city fathers an order for repainting the jail!

In late 1928 or early 1929, Ed Poggenburg met a stage actress, Shirley Booth, who convinced him to change his name from Poggenburg to Gardner. She too had dropped out of public school, and this, among other common denominators, led to their mutual attraction. Having come from a middle-class family, Booth sought New York’s theater district and a distinguished career behind the footlights — much to her family’s disappointment. Supposedly the two met at a party put on by a producer of Broadway stage plays, J. Augustus Pitou. Gardner, known for being a ladies’ man and possessing the gift of gab, flirted. They spent time together but Shirley apparently held back accepting his proposal until she felt she had established herself professionally. Gardner ultimately gave up a career as a salesman to learn more about the stage. Producer Hal Kanter recalled in his book, So Far, So Funny (1999, McFarland Publishing): “On their first night at sea, Shirley caught Ed stealing out of another woman’s stateroom. ‘Now you know the truth,’ he said. ‘I’m an international jewel thief.” The lovebirds were married on the morning of November 23, 1929, hours before the final performance of Claire Adams, in which Shirley Booth (now Shirley Gardner) was performing. The play had lasted only one week at the Biltmore; the management killed any chance the show had.

Influenced by his wife, Ed Gardner chose a career in theater when he produced shows for the Works Progress Administration (WPA). Prior to this, he first found himself involved in the theater business as a promoter in the publicity department of Crosby Gaige. This led to a position in the New York office of Jennie Jacobs where he promoted stock companies, signed actors, rented theaters, handled hotels and theatrical transportation, painted scenery, typed scripts, directed shows, acted as stand-in and understudy and was casting director. (This experience would later come in handy when he took over the producing reins of many radio programs including Duffy’s Tavern.) His first job as a theatrical producer was Collitch, a skit about college life. Then came another, Coast-Wise Annie, which lasted eight weeks at the Belmont. He acted alongside his wife in The Mask and the Face (1933). Then, Gardner’s supreme effort came as director for After Such Pleasures, adapted from the works of Dorothy Parker. “I was the guy who gave radio actors the brush-off,” Gardner later recalled. After Such Pleasures was an independent feature which the Gardners produced out of their own pocket, mostly from handshakes, promises and giving away percentages of the profits. The play, however, was not profitable.
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Shirley Booth and Ed Gardner

Having graduated from the WPA in the depths of the Depression of the thirties, his theatrical knowledge helped him establish a good reputation in radio broadcasting, which by now was earning him $30 a week as an actor. After appearing (unbilled) in dozens of radio programs originating from the New York studios, Ed Gardner accepted a job at the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, writing, producing and directing some of the higher-rated radio programs on the air. (The March 6, 1935, issue of Broadcasting magazine reported “Ed Gardner, who produced Robinson Crusoe Jr. serial for N.W. Ayer is now with the J. Walter Thompson radio department.) His employment with J. Walter Thompson required a move to California, where many of the agency’s programs originated. Shirley Booth remained in New York City to perform on stage. Among Gardner’s first major contributions were The Shell Chateau (January 2, 1937, to June 26, 1937) with series regular Joe Cook, and The Joe Penner Show (October 4, 1936, to June 27, 1937) featuring the comedian along with cartoonist Robert L. Ripley as series regulars. It was on the latter that Ed Gardner first met Ozzie Nelson and Harriet Hilliard, who would become good friends.

Gardner established such a notable reputation that in July 1937 his name was included among the rumors spreading of Ed Gardner and Tony Stanford, both employed at J. Walter Thompson, placing bids for Hollywood Hotel. The program was considered the most prestigious radio program to originate out of Hollywood, tapping screen talent that would otherwise not have considered radio. This proved to be only a rumor for the tabloids, because of assertions from L. Ward Wheelock of the F. Wallis Armstrong agency that the present setup would not be disturbed.

During the summer of 1937, Ed Gardner and Shirley Booth spent three weeks in Hawaii. Beginning October 9, 1937, Gardner co-produced with John Christ The Baker’s Broadcast for a second season, again featuring the talented Feg Murray, again sponsored by Fleischmann. This time, Shirley Booth decided to accompany her husband to California. The first episode of the season had Richard Arlen appearing in a dramatization of how he got his motion picture start by breaking a leg. Walt Disney was in the interview spot. This type of variety, Gardner believed, was radio entertainment at its best.

Good News of 1938

Announced as the most spectacular radio show ever launched, with much hype and promotion, the Good News program cost General Foods a reported $25,000 a week to sponsor an hour-long extravaganza featuring every Hollywood star under contract to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), “except Garbo.” On October 21, 1937, the production staff at MGM for the Maxwell House-sponsored program was augmented by the addition of two seasoned producers who assisted Bill Bacher on the series: Ed Gardner, production executive at J. Walter Thompson, and Sam Moore, former producer of The Camel Caravan. (The unusual title Good News of 1938 was decided on after several others had been earlier discarded.) The premiere broadcast from the El Capitan theater was a dress affair, with an invited audience to occupy the 1,572 seats. Bacher insisted on old Broadway stage favorites in a memory lane routine. Gardner worked with the comedy talent while Sam Moore scripted the comedy section of the show, preparing it for Bacher. Harry Kronman was in complete charge of the writers.
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Myrna Loy and Ed Gardner during rehearsals of the Good News radio program.

By the end of October, Ed Gardner resigned from The Baker’s Broadcast and Bob Brewster was transferred from New York to Hollywood to replace him. Gardner discovered his duties for the MGM-Maxwell program required more time than initially expected, even though he only handled the comedy part of the program. The premiere broadcast on November 7, 1937, was truly spectacular. Jeanette MacDonald and Allan Jones sang selections from Firefly, the host was Robert Leonard, the director of the film of the same name that opened the next day, and featured Hollywood stars George Murphy, Buddy Ebsen, Sophie Tucker, Eleanor Powell and Judy Garland, introduced as being 14 years old (she was already 15 by that time). Louis B. Mayer stepped before the microphone, as did C.M. Chester, president of General Foods. The sponsor was not disappointed, receiving more air time to promote Maxwell House Coffee than the usual hour-long radio broadcast. According to reviews, radio listeners were not disappointed either, but critics felt otherwise. MGM’s primary interest seemed to be self-promotion, and that didn’t play well on radio.

Back in New York, in mid-November, after the curtain fell on the opening night of Too Many Heroes, Shirley Booth immediately put in a long-distance phone call to her husband. She asked to have the charges reversed. Whereupon, Gardner cracked back, “What’s the matter, honey? Didn’t the show go over tonight?”

In late November 1937, after three weeks on the air, fiery, wild-eyed, autocratic production chief Bill Bacher, claiming that MGM wasn’t giving him the cooperation necessary, resigned as producer of Good News of 1938. The veteran air producer asked to be relieved of his seven-year contract with the studio. Gardner, who happened to be Bacher’s assistant at the time, moved into the post, with George Jessel in the capacity of advisory producer. Under Gardner’s control, the entire Good News program underwent a major overhaul. The previewing of MGM motion pictures was cut down to ten minutes. As a new production twist to avoid similarity to other programs, special emphasis on the program would go towards original sketches. Casts would be drawn from players on the movie lot. One or two stellar names would top each week’s offerings. George Jessel was hired to edit each script and write material for the emcee. Gardner managed to cut the budget. When Ted Healy demanded $30,000 for 10 weeks on the show, Gardner thumbed it down.

Gardner’s position was supposed to be temporary. He proved so reliable, though, that, in mid-December, he was officially signed by MGM as a permanent writer, supervisor and producer of the program. When Too Many Heroes closed in December, Shirley Booth went to Hollywood to stay with her husband and accept any movie offers that might come her way. To say the marriage was a perfect union was an exaggeration. Relations were strained between husband and wife, with 3,000 miles separating their ambitions. Ed Gardner proved to be the breadwinner in the home and Shirley Booth, having made the move to California, agreed to stay and play the role of a housewife. It was no secret that Ed Gardner was a womanizer but on the West Coast the rumors were no different than those back East.

Any radio listener who heard the MGM show since its inception knew that it underwent quite a change during the first two months. Under Gardner’s leadership, more comedy was added to the program. This was partially thanks to the presence of Fanny Brice and Frank Morgan who joined the program in late December and were zooming in fan favor. Bacher, Gardner explained, offered a fine show for the people who watched his broadcasts from the studio but the unseen audience couldn’t appreciate them. One thing that Gardner wanted to develop was a working nucleus of personalities such as Brice, Morgan and Judy Garland, plus a top male star who would be a regular master-of-ceremonies; these ultimately included James Stewart, Robert Taylor and Robert Young. In January of 1938, Gardner talked to MGM to convince them to use Robert Taylor as a permanent emcee to build him up as an air name and at the same time numb the recent injurious publicity that had adversely affected the star’s pull at the box office. Under Gardner’s guidance, Taylor was given a “pretty boy” image and the campaign later proved successful.

In April, there was talk about Ed Gardner possibly producing the Guess Where program for Philip Morris. Shirley was a regular member of the program, which also featured Budd Hulick and, for a short time, future Duffy’s Tavern alumnus Charles Cantor.
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During his radio days, Ed Gardner collected autograph photos from actors and actresses including Gloria DeHaven and W.C. Fields.

Accepting the position would have meant moving back to New York. He turned down the offer to remain in California. He enjoyed his salary for the Good News program. In May 1938, the Gardners began looking for a house, eventually renting one on North Vermont Avenue in Los Angeles.

Over the summer, the Good News program was renewed for a second season with Gardner as the supervising director who made sure the successful formula of the prior season remained untouched for the second. Meredith Willson and his orchestra supplied the music. Fanny Brice and Hanley Stafford reprised their recurring roles as Baby Snooks and her father. Spencer Tracy and Mickey Rooney performed scenes from Boys Town (1938). Father Flanagan, founder of the real Boys Town in Nebraska, spoke. Alice Faye stretched her vocal chords. Louis B. Mayer was a guest speaker. With such a promising start, no one — not even Ed Gardner — predicted what would come from the following week’s broadcast.

On the evening of September 8, Hunt Stromberg and Norma Shearer, the producer and actress of Marie Antoinette, made guest appearances on Good News of 1939 (now re-titled for the new season) to promote their motion picture then playing in theaters across the country. As with Boys Town the week before, the movie studio hoped to use the weekly radio broadcasts to promote their latest movies and boost ticket sales. In his hilarious book, There I Stood With My Piccolo (1948), Meredith Willson recalled what happened behind the scenes. “Many times picture people don’t understand how important the inflexible seconds are in the radio business, and at the rehearsal she sort of did everything her own way, so this young producer didn’t have a chance to get any kind of an accurate timing. The unfortunate result was that we had to go on the air b’guess and b’God.” The show was aired “live” and during the final fourth of the program, Shearer participated in an dramatization of a scene from Marie Antoinette, followed by a musical presentation of “The Peanut Vendor.” This musical deluge ultimately threatened the program to go past its allotted time limit. The actress was in the midst of conversation with emcee Robert Young, making reference to the entire broadcast being dedicated to Norma Shearer, when the network attaché ordered the announcer to sign off. When inquiries were made by both the movie studio and the advertising agency, Ed Gardner accepted full responsibility when he failed to wind up the proceedings on time. Had Gardner scrapped the musical feature, “The Peanut Vendor,” the program would have wrapped up on time.*

Over the next two weeks, tabloids began reporting “several tiffs” between the principals and four weeks later, after the broadcast of October 6, Ed Gardner was asked to make way for a new producer, Donald Cope. Before Christmas, Ed Gardner and Shirley Booth packed their bags and moved back to their home in Westport.

This is New York

For many years a story circulated of how the character of ‘Archie’ was born; more or less by accident. Gardner was director of This is New York and, in one segment, needed the voice of a “typical New York mug” and couldn’t find an actor to fill the bill. “There was a radio program called This is New York,” Ed recalled for a newspaper columnist. “We wanted a guy to talk New Yorkese, but all we could get was voices that sounded like Dodger fans in the left-field bleachers. There is as much difference between New Yorkese and Kings County English as there is between Oxford and Choctaw.” Gardner later explained in a 1943 magazine interview that a New Yorker, for instance, would say: “Laertes poisinned the point uf his foil.” In Brooklyn he says it would be: “Layoytees purzind the pernt of his ferl.” Gardner auditioned a number of actors for the role and was disappointed. The solution was supposedly found by a CBS program director who told Gardner he should play the role himself.

“He had Deems Taylor, who was a very well-known music critic at that time,” recalled Simone Hegeman, Gardner’s second wife, to Carl Amari in a radio interview. “And he had Deems Taylor playing the gentleman and talking very high brow musical stuff. And Ed wanted someone who was sort of the bum. The counterpoint to Deems Taylor’s gentleman. And he kept auditioning people and he was never happy. The New York accent wasn’t right or the timing was off. So someone in the control booth pushed the button down and said, ‘Hey Ed, why don’t you do it? And by golly, he did. He was started doing Archie and was absolutely terrified. He was not an actor but his timing was good. He filled a picture of the character with his timing and his voice. But people had a completely different picture of what he was, physically. A lady came up to him one day and said, ‘But you’re not Archie. Archie is a little tiny fellow.’ And Ed was 6 foot 2. He was very tall for those days.”

Another story claims that 28 minutes before airtime, he was still auditioning actors for the part. In frustration, he took the mike himself, to demonstrate how the lines should be read. Out of his mouth popped Archie. “But,” Gardner explained, “as I was sayin’, one guy after the other gets up in front of the microphone and talks Brooklyn. Finally, I went out in front of the mike myself, because I have one guy who shows promise. He is only half-breed Brooklyn, on the distaff side. While I was demonstrating how it should sound, the gang in the control room is having hysterics.”

“Why bother with an actor?” George Faulkner and others suggested, “Read it yourself.”

“So who am I to argue with the fates? I went ahead and did it.”

One of the “guys” in the control room in hysterics was his J. Walter Thompson colleague, George Faulkner, who, by most accounts, was the first to see a character in that voice and may have been the one who even named him Archie. Faulkner insisted the character remain a permanent fixture for This is New York. And to help cross-promote the program, Archie would make guest appearances on other variety programs managed by the same agency.

A third story reports that when Ed Gardner planned a show designed to contrast the cultural side of New York with the seamy side, he had set Deems Taylor as the protagonist for culture. When he listened to the playback of Taylor’s audition record, for which Gardner himself had cued Taylor’s lines, he suddenly realized that his own voice was just the one he had been looking for to play the other side of the coin. “That,” he says gloomily, “is what comes of bein’ born in Astoria.”

Regardless of which story is accurate, there remains a more probable factoid: Ed Gardner no doubt had intentions from the beginning to have Archie among the cast of This is New York.

Ever since Major Edward Bowes staged his amateur hour in the Sunday night time slot in March of 1935, America was glued to its radio tubes for a talent show that on any given evening presented a man who could whistle two separate songs at the same time, church choirs, cowboy comics, blind accordion players… and still managed to hawk Chase and Sanborn Coffee to faithful radio listeners. In the spring of 1937, Chase and Sanborn took a gamble on a wooden dummy, Charlie McCarthy, who enlivened the same airwaves with his own unique brand of entertainment. The Sunday night time slot was regarded as the most valuable (and most expensive). Then came Orson Welles who boldly selected that hour to win an audience. That thousands were listening to him was indicated by the “Martian scare” in October of 1938 but the radio surveys estimated that a comparatively small percentage of the nation’s radio audience was actually tuned in to Welles; the majority, they reported, were listening to the impish Charlie, and that was said to have averted “a major disaster” when the “hordes from Mars rocketed to Earth.”

Orson Welles had forsaken the Sunday witching hour shortly after the panic broadcast when he secured a sponsor, Campbell Soups. The name of the program switched from The Mercury Theater on the Air to The Campbell Playhouse and made the move to Friday nights. This left the showmen of that hook-up with the old riddle again of finding a program to compete with Charlie McCarthy. Enter stage left, Ed Gardner. Having credits to his name with some of the most popular radio variety programs, CBS banked on This is New York, a variety program that stood very little chance of success against NBC’s high-rated and ever-popular Chase and Sanborn Hour featuring Bergen and McCarthy. The program premiered on the evening of December 11, 1938. The plan, as described by a CBS Press release, was as follows: “Only that which has well-rooted origin in some of the many varied elements that give New York its fascinating personality will find a place on this diversified program of comedy, drama, music and lively human interest. Beginning with an example in point, the first master-of-ceremonies is to be James Montgomery Flagg, noted illustrator. He will introduce, among the guests, Alexander Woollcott, author and critic, and Louis Armstrong, whose trumpet probably speaks best for him. Leith Stevens’ orchestra and a chorus led by Lyn Murray abetted by soloists will present the vast pattern of entertainment typical of New York. Take a dynamo, two high tension wires, a scoop full of TNT, mix thoroughly, add bushy eyebrows, a voice that sounds like the blend of a buzz saw and an irate cab driver – and there’s Ed Gardner. He confounds most success formulas. He keeps terrible hours, never goes to the office unless he can’t help it, parks his feet anywhere below the ceiling level and has boundless energy. He talks fast and acts faster.”
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Alexander Woollcott and Ed Gardner


Besides This is New York, CBS also had the option of another radio program, Hollywood Café, created by Ed Gardner and George McCall. This unproduced program was similar to This is New York, but with the appeal of Hollywood, California, instead of New York City. To protect his unsold proposal, Gardner filed for Federal copyright protection in December 1938.



The CBS revue successfully gave radio listeners a collage of the city landscape. “The sidewalks of New York and the people, famous and obscure, who tread them,” as described by Radio Guide. CBS hoped a potential sponsor might hear the program and consider sponsorship. With no band interludes, the program cost CBS a weekly tab of $2,500. Each guest performed a substantial chore for the little sum paid to them. $375 went to Ed Gardner, a pittance compared to the money he was paid in Hollywood when producing the MGM-Maxwell House program. This is New York was said to have commercial nibbles, but no takers. Shirley wasn’t getting any significant stage roles and to help offset some of the expenses, Gardner convinced his wife to guest as straight woman for George Jessel in one episode. Together they dramatized a cross-section of the Broadway heartbreak. With no commercial interest, however, CBS cancelled the program after the broadcast of March 19, 1939.

One thing that came from This is New York was Ed Gardner’s introduction to Abe Burrows, who would ultimately become the head scriptwriter for Duffy’s Tavern.* “When I met Ed Gardner, he was producing a radio show for CBS called This is New York,” recalled Abe Burrows. “We met him because This is New York wanted Eddie Garr for a guest shot, and Frank Galen and I were told to go over to meet with Ed Gardner and find out what kind of material we should write for Garr’s appearance on the show… He asked about what we had been doing, what our experience was. We admitted a few fairly funny lines, and then he finally said to us, ‘Look, I haven’t got room for Garr on this week’s show, but I might be able to use you two guys as writers.’ Well, we were thrilled, but we felt guilty because we had come there for Eddie Garr, and we said so. Gardner said he’d use Garr later on, but he needed writing help now. He said he would try us out for a week and pay us twenty-five dollars apiece. Well, to us this seemed like a terrific deal and we solemnly accepted his offer. Actually, we would have accepted this tryout for nothing.”
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Ed Gardner and Abe Burrows

“We listened as Gardner began talking to the rest of his staff about their show for the coming week,” Burrows continued. “And we were fascinated. This wasn’t a matter of loose jokes; this was a whole show. At one point Gardner said something that made me think of an idea that might help, and I opened my mouth and said it. He looked at me, a long look, and he said, ‘Tell you what, I’ll raise it to thirty bucks a week.’ When Frank and I left the office, we were almost sick with joy. We had a job at CBS and we had already received our first raise. It was marvelous.”

The Texaco Star Theater

The Texaco Star Theater started in October 1938 with an hour-long variety program originating from both coasts; the dramatic half from New York and the comedy/musical half from California. By the end of the first season, the sponsors expressed displeasure in the time slot which went up against Fred Allen. In May and June of 1939, Texaco put up a bid for Al Pearce to replace Texaco Star Theater, but lost. Bill Bacher, who served as ringmaster for 39 weeks, having taken it in hand from its inception, pulled out as producer. Outside interference by the agency and Texaco officials prompted Bacher to withdraw. Bacher had long resented meddling in his production affairs, and was disgusted when sponsor influence eliminated the drama spot and replaced it with Alexander Woollcott piped in from the East Coast for the final three broadcasts of the season. Texaco was not sure about the second season: the dramatic spot would be dropped from next season’s hour opus, with Alexander Woollcott to continue on the show if the sponsor was impressed with his three-week trial starting next week.

Thus, before the first season of Texaco Star Theater concluded, in early June Gardner signed to take over for Bacher for the second season. He told the press that he would do his Archie character in addition to his duties as ringmaster. The intention of doing ‘Archie’ was dropped by request of the sponsor, days after Gardner made his intentions public. If Archie couldn’t succeed in convincing a sponsor on This is New York, the sponsor concluded, the character should not appear on their program. In late August, Gardner flew back to California “for an indefinite stay for business” as he described it, to take over the variety half of the hour-long Texaco Star Theater. (The dramatic half was still being done in New York). The scripting staff for the West Coast included Frank Galen, Keith Fowler, Abe Burrows and Tom Langan. Langan had worked with Gardner on This is New York. Again, Gardner’s wife remained in New York, this time with a successful run as Elizabeth Imbrie, a society magazine columnist, in Phillip Barry’s new stage play, The Philadelphia Story.
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Ed Gardner clowns around with Robert Ripley.

In August, Texaco was reported to be dickering with Robert Ripley and Jack Pearl as permanent additions to the new program. Because Gardner formerly handled Ripley’s Believe it or Not program, his influence was a no-brainer. Neither Ripley nor Pearl became regulars. Two weeks after the new season premiere, Ken Dolan submitted a comic to producer Ed Gardner for a spot on the Texaco program.

“On what premise?” Gardner wanted to know.

“He’s gotta eat,” shot back Dolan.

Good News Guest Appearance

Taking a leaf from the notebook of copyright ownership, the answer to the question of whether or not a radio broadcast of the past remains copyrighted today lies in the formation of the program itself. Special attention is paid when ownership is transferred from one party to another, so that the owners of today are not the same as during the program’s initial broadcast run. The general rule is that the creator of the work is the owner of all copyright interests in the work. However, where two or more parties create a work together, copyright ownership becomes a more difficult issue, often requiring clarification in the form of a written agreement. In addition, copyright ownership is more difficult to determine when the creator of a work is being paid by a third-party to create the work, often known as “work for hire.” Throughout the twenties, radio broadcasts consisted mainly of music, news and social commentary. Dramas were few and sometimes at the expense of the radio station. When the broadcasting moguls discovered that advertising was a means of counteracting production costs, and make a profit at the same time, the networks founded a working relationship with a number of advertising agencies. Among the notables were the J. Walter Thompson Agency, the Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn Agency, McCann-Erickson, the Leo Burnett Company, and Young & Rubicam. When a company sought interest in sponsoring a radio program, the advertising agency had a staff whose job was to create a number of programs, demonstrate the benefits to their clients through proposals, and hope the client would sign a contract. The agency was responsible for producing the entire program, hiring the cast and writers, and oftentimes the producer and/or director was a staff member of the agency, overseeing the entire production. The networks, such as NBC and CBS, were merely companies that sold the scheduled airtime for a fee — dependent on the time and day of the week chosen by the agency.

Under this scenario, the sponsor usually owned the program. Therefore, General Mills, which sponsored Jack Armstrong, the All-American Boy beginning with the first broadcast of the series in 1933, still retains ownership of that show to this date. Kraft Foods Inc. still retains ownership of The Great Gildersleeve, which they sponsored from 1941 to 1954.

In 1938, the Blackett, Sample and Hummert Agency in Chicago, Illinois, developed a children’s program for the Skelly Oil Company. Captain Midnight was syndicated across the country for two years until the sponsor decided the program was not selling their product. In 1940, the Wander Company purchased the program from the Agency, in the hopes of pitching their product, Ovaltine, to the impressionable juvenile audience. Years later, in 1955 or 1956, after sponsoring 39 television episodes of Captain Midnight, the Wander Company decided not to renew production of an additional 39. Screen Gems decided to syndicate the program with a different sponsor. When officials at Wander learned of this through trade papers, they alerted Screen Gems that they owned the copyright to the Captain Midnight character, and forbid the studio from re-airing the episodes. Screen Gems was forced to change the name of Captain Midnight to Jet Jackson, Flying Commando, and syndicated the series with poorly dubbed dialogue substituting all references of Captain Midnight to Jet Jackson, proving that the sponsors often held the rights to the fictional character, name and image.

When Ed Gardner created the character of Archie, the fictional character was not the property of the advertising agency or the sponsor, even though Gardner was under employment with the agency and his creation would have normally been considered a “work for hire.” Gardner’s character was improvised out of necessity and many radio listeners, as well as sentimental columnists, could not tell the two apart. Gardner was Archie, and often headlined as Ed “Archie” Gardner.

Since executives at Texaco instituted an official stance against the use of Archie on their program, Ed Gardner approached the producer of the Good News program and succeeded. Thanks to a script by Abe Burrows (who was then assisting Gardner with the comic sketches for Texaco Star Theater), on the broadcast of November 9, 1939, Ed Gardner appeared as a guest in the role of Archie, describing in comedic fashion how he lived in a place called “Duffy’s Bar and Grill.” Archie, retaining his Brooklyn accent, describes how much he enjoys sunny California, where the radio broadcast originated. He explained to actor Edward Arnold (the emcee for the evening), how Gorilla Hogan visited California for the fights… and a battle between him and Slugface Sullivan.

Months later, the Good News program changed format beginning with the broadcast of March 7, 1940, when the series shrunk to a 30 minute time slot and eliminated weekly guests. Singer Mary Martin was added to the series as well as Dick Powell to serve as master of ceremonies. Fanny Brice remained in the spotlight due to her popularity which the radio audience associated with more than the name of Good News. In an ironic twist of fate, Hollywood came knocking in 1943, offering a pretty purse for the screen rights to Duffy’s Tavern. The studio was MGM.

When The Philadelphia Story, playing at the Shubert in New York City, decided to lay off during the week of Christmas, Katharine Hepburn spent her vacation at her parents’ home in Hartford, Connecticut. Shirley Booth flew to Hollywood to visit her husband, Ed Gardner. When the comedy went on tour in February 1940, Shirley again flew to the Coast to join her husband. At that time, the Texaco Star Theater was enjoying its highest rating in two years. The Gardners sought a cook for their house. It seemed everything was going well for them, including a number of potential prospects for reviving Ed’s Archie character on a weekly basis. In mid-April, Gardner resigned as producer of the West Coast section of Texaco Star Theater and Jack Runyon, radio director for the Buchanan agency, took over the show for the remaining 11 weeks of the current season. Runyon was a veteran of West Coast radio, having been with Lord & Thomas for 13 years before switching over to Buchanan in 1939. Runyon has been credited for originating the so-called Hollywood formula and was the first to use film stars in guest spots.

Forecast

In late April of 1940, Ed Gardner attempted to convince executives at Benton & Bowles to do his Archie characterization as a regular spot on the Good News program. When all attempts failed by early May, Gardner and his wife flew back to New York where Shirley signed on to co-star on a weekly radio drama, Strictly Business. Ed, meanwhile, approached CBS, which was then considering a number of radio packages for the summer. W. B. Lewis, CBS program chief, was currently in Hollywood tying up the West Coast ends for a new program tentatively titled Opening Nights, through which would parade stars of stage, radio and current audition programs. In essence, Columbia called up all the available new programs and personality shows that passed the preliminary stage and were deemed ripe for a single public airing so that audience and sponsor reaction could be better obtained. The idea had been in preparation since midwinter and was so thoroughly charted that all Lewis and his aides had to do was obtain the actual signatures of the artists and fill in the required writers. CBS deemed the program “the most pretentious alignment of name programs that has ever been associated with a network on a sustaining basis.”

Personalities due to appear through the summer were Joe Cook and Jimmy Durante in a minstrel show surrounded by orchestral and vocal talent; Walter Huston in a radio drama; Edna Mae Oliver in a program built to reveal her versatility; Elmer Davis in a traditionalized news novelty; Paul Robeson and Eddie Green in a Negro stanza; George McCall, with a new twist on people who live in Hollywood; Fredric March and Florence Eldridge in a dramatic stint; Battle of Music, a swing vs. classics musical program with Albert Spalding and the Raymond Paige orchestra*; and various dramatic series to be topped by Maurice Evans, Franchot Tone, Raymond Massey, Thomas Mitchell and Judith Anderson. Included among the potential lineup was Ed Gardner with “a guest star revue.”

In May, Gardner remarked to friends in the trade that he was considering giving up producing altogether so that he could concentrate on the sale of his ‘Archie’ character, something he had already enacted on several programs. Young & Rubicam represented Ed Gardner and his new proposal, originally titled “Archie’s Tavern” for Pall Mall cigarettes, a subsidiary of the American Tobacco Company, which expressed interest and agreed to listen to the July broadcast and give it serious consideration.

Later titled Forecast, every production of the summer series featured two half-hour presentations (with an occasional hour-long presentation). W.B. Lewis and George Faulkner handled the East Coast presentations, Charles Vanda and Norman Corwin handled the West Coast productions. Forecast was created with the hope that potential sponsors would buy what they liked. But no matter under what general title the product presented, top shows were seldom put on display. Forecast was a notable exception. Even if an advertiser liked a showcased program he seldom bought it — unless after being displayed it received a network test run. Such was the intention of the Columbia Broadcasting System, which arranged for every episode to be recorded so potential sponsors, in the months to come, had an opportunity to listen to the presentations.

The result was illuminating. A few of the proposed programs came to fruition such as Jubilee, Suspense*, Hopalong Cassidy, Leave it to Jeeves, Mischa the Magnificent, and The Country Lawyer which later had their own prime-time success. Jubilee ultimately became an AFRS production for black GIs. Hopalong Cassidy made a second attempt in the spring of 1942 on the West Coast but would become a regular series many years later under the ownership of William Boyd (the Forecast production had no involvement or connection to the later 1950-52 series). On the evening of July 29, 1940 (the third broadcast of the series), after the half-hour True Boardman presentation of Angel with Loretta Young and Elliott Lewis concluded, Ed Gardner introduced Duffy’s Tavern to the radio audience for the first time, with guests Colonel Stoopnagle and Gertrude Niesen.
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This page and following three pages:
Promotional press release for the Forecast broadcast. (Photos courtesy of Rick Payne.)
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Colonel Stoopnagle would ultimately become a major player with Duffy’s Tavern in the years to come. F. Chase Taylor, who had made the mistake of going into the stock brokerage business in 1929, then decided to try out as a production man for radio station WMAK in Buffalo, New York. One day in October 1930, a storm disrupted the CBS wires to the station and, on short notice, Budd Hulick, the announcer of the Buffalo station, found himself with a spot to fill. There being no other talent available, Taylor, scriptwriter in an adjoining office, was called upon to help out with the ad-libbing. It was probably one of the maddest japes ever heard on the air. To the tune of “I Love Coffee - I Love Tea,” played by the studio organ, the two uncorked a radio bedlam that Buffalo never forgot. Within a few minutes, listeners were telephoning their approval. Stoopnagle answered the calls in front of the studio microphone, a stunt he enjoyed doing “live” on the air. Fan letters followed, and for the next year “Stoopnagle and Budd” were a nightly feature on the Buffalo station. After Buffalo came New York, network programs and stage appearances. Between 1931 and 1937 the pair were heard over three networks. In 1936-37, they were on Town Hall Tonight and The Minute Men. The Taylor-Hulick partnership dissolved in 1937.

Stoopnagle did much to introduce a type of comedy described only as “zany.” He invented impossible things; he twisted words and phrases; he created many another word or term that wouldn’t get even footnote room in any dictionary. Considered one of the pioneers in the development of radio humor, he was perfect for Duffy’s Tavern and while he was not a weekly regular throughout the forties, the character of Finnegan would ultimately be molded in the image of Colonel Stoopnagle.

“Now Duffy, I can’t brandy words with you now,” Archie says.


In September of 1943, when Bristol-Myers released a 48 page book titled Duffy’s First Reader, Abe Burrows wrote his own take on how Ed Gardner created Duffy’s Tavern. This should not be considered a first-hand account of the creation of the radio program. There are a few errors in print, including Burrows remarking how This is New York was originally a presentation of Forecast.



“We’re just goin’ to go on the air for a broadcast.” Duffy, the fictional owner of a tavern named after him, apparently tuned in to his radio to hear the broadcast and every few minutes would phone Archie to criticize the vocal talents, insisting what the tavern needed was an Irish tenor. Amidst the music and comedy, Archie tells the Colonel a story of “Two-Top Gruskin.” The local cop on the beat, Clancy, eventually comes in and threatens to shut down the tavern. “You can’t close us up,” Archie debates. “We ain’t got a license!” Realizing Clancy is Irish, Gertrude Niesen and Archie convince the lawman to belt a rendition of “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling” (which, incidentally, would later become the series theme song). The feature closes with Mel Allen explaining to the audience that the evening’s presentation of Duffy’s Tavern was intended as an “illustration of what you may expect from Duffy’s Tavern if it eventually becomes a weekly feature.” Allen encouraged listeners to write to CBS and express their enjoyment.

CBS felt the Forecast series was a success and for the summer of 1941 began offering another batch of proposed presentations. The series would have been heard over a third summer run in 1942 but the network’s program department was too busy with current and forthcoming war shows.

In their August 7, 1940, issue, Variety reviewed the audition: “Columbia must have had a tobacconist in mind when it sprung this see-what-the-boys-in-the-back-room-will-have type of offering for sponsorial approbation. It’s rowdy and rough and reeks of sawdust and brass rails. Withal, it’s quite okay for male ears but hardly palatable for the dainty slippers. That sets it apart in its niche and shoppers after that type of program will know just where to look… The character has endless possibilities with Gardner’s deft handling and could be integrated into any program for a solid sock. Duffy still wanting an Irish tenor on the program and the time getting short, it was not totally unexpected when Clancy, the cop, burst into Irish Eyes. That brought the tears to Duffy’s eyes for a crying finish, which, if nothing else, is a novel denouement for a comedy show.”

James F. Burke, manager of CBS program sales, was also the director of new program ideas and assistant director of program research. It was Burke who worked on the development and sale of such shows as Duffy’s Tavern, I Hear America Singing and Forecast. Under the guidance of Burke, promotional material circulated in advance promoting Duffy’s Tavern in the hopes of luring potential sponsors. CBS thought highly of the proposed series before it was aired, because Duffy’s was promoted far more than any other pilot during the summer. Certainly the mention of a celebrity guest each week helped lure potential sponsors and, oddly, all of the CBS press releases centered on singer Gertrude Niesen far more than the program itself, causing most advertisements and news blurbs to herald her as the star, not Ed Gardner or Colonel Stoopnagle. One has to wonder if the network considered Niesen more popular than Gardner.

It didn’t take long for the American Tobacco Company to place a non-favorable decision. CBS also transcribed every broadcast for later playback. Potential sponsors in the weeks to come might have expressed interest and offering the recordings for private review at their convenience was a high mark in salesmanship. A total of 49 favorable letters arrived at CBS in New York, according to CBS interoffice memos; excerpts from those letters were used as part of the network’s marketing campaign. But no sale.

Thankfully, about the same time the Duffy’s Tavern audition aired over CBS, Ed Gardner accepted a producer-director assignment for the Rudy Vallee program under sponsorship of Sealtest. Gardner replaced Vic Knight who was slated to handle the Eddie Cantor series debuting in the fall. Over lunch, Gardner met with J. A. McFadden of the McKee-Albright agency, who had been huddling with various directors in New York. The assignment was initially offered to Norman Corwin, but he had an RKO scripting deal and was not available. Martin Gabel reportedly declined an offer, along with Ed Gardner, but after Duffy’s Tavern failed to sell to the tobacco firm, Ed Gardner accepted the job. Gardner’s first call of duty was to replace boxer-turned-actor Max Rosenbloom, who was a weekly regular on Rudy Vallee’s radio program, with his ‘Archie’ character. In October, Ed Gardner hit upon a stroke of brilliance by signing John Barrymore for a series of appearances on The Rudy Vallee Sealtest Show. Gardner had read in the papers of Barrymore’s financial woes, resolved by bankruptcy, which minimized his total earnings until the debt was paid. His weekly appearances on the radio program helped settle a percentage of that debt. His initial appearances, contracted for eight consecutive weeks, brought him $2,750 per broadcast. His salary called for a rising scale after each eight-week period, and for a brief time, Jimmy Durante was considered his replacement. Barrymore’s popularity was weighed against the sponsor, who agreed to renew the contract in 13-week increments for $3,000 a week — and no rise in salary. Barrymore agreed.

By 1941, Rudy Vallee’s program very much needed a boost. Formerly a vagabond celebrity with one of the highest rated radio programs during the mid-thirties, Vallee agreed to do anything Gardner proposed. With John Barrymore added to the cast, involving self-mocking skits that lampooned his heavy drinking and subsequent career backslide, the ratings improved.

“When the pilot was finished, everyone who listened to the recording thought it was a very funny show, but nobody fought to sponsor it,” recalled Abe Burrows. “People were saying it was too New Yorkish, too sophisticated. We heard all the old bromides: ‘How will it go with the people in Kansas City?’ ‘The rest of the country doesn’t care about New York.’ So for a while we had to put Duffy’s Tavern on hold. In 1941, a sponsor finally got interested in Duffy’s Tavern. After a few weeks of negotiation the Schick Injector Razor people bought it. The show was Ed Gardner’s dream. He and I left the Vallee show and went back to New York.”

In the last week of January 1941, Ed Gardner signed to produce Duffy’s Tavern over CBS for Rainbow, Inc., the company responsible for producing the Schick Injector Razor. The deal was closed on January 28, 1941, in New York, through the J.M. Mathes agency and Gardner left for the East Coast after the February 20 broadcast. Armand Deutsch was the East Coast head of the McKee-Albright agency and contact for the program. Since Duffy’s Tavern would have to be done from New York, Gardner gave up his assignment of producer on The Rudy Vallee Sealtest Show, which originated from Hollywood. The choice for his replacement would fall on a combination producer-comedy writer due to the nature of the show. Abe Burrows, chief comedy writer on the Sealtest program, declined the offer. Burrows wanted to make the shift with Gardner. Under the terms of the contract with Rainbow, Inc., Shirley Booth, now starring on Broadway in My Sister Eileen, would have a featured part. Gardner received a total of $4,000 a week on the package deal and as producer had to divide the costs between the scriptwriters and cast. Because My Sister Eileen was performing at the Biltmore in New York, the curtain had to be held for her at the Saturday night performance. Less than two weeks before Gardner’s departure, Dick Mack was named writer and producer for the Rudy Vallee program. Mack for years was Edgar Bergen’s scriptwriter. He quickly hired a staff of five writers.
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Ed Gardner and Abe Burrows

“Shirley had a problem because the show was broadcast on Saturday night and she was then playing in My Sister Eileen on Broadway,” recalled Abe Burrows. “That day she had a matinee and an evening show. Our show ran till 8:55 and the producers of My Sister Eileen used to hold the curtain for her. We’d have a car waiting outside and as soon as she said her last line on the air, she dashed out of the studio into the car and was onstage about ten minutes later.”


Ed Gardner acquired the name of Duffy’s from Duffy’s Radio Tavern on West 40th Street in New York City. The late Bernard C. Duffy, proprietor, once told Gardner that the first Duffy’s was established back in 1795. The inn was in Pennsylvania, run by two women, on the stagecoach route from Williamsport to Pittsburgh. Gardner once joked that he couldn’t understand why the book in which the first Duffy’s is described makes no reference to a 1795 Archie.



* This statement has been in print for decades. Recent evidence, however, suggests otherwise. Steven and Rene Thompson, searching the New York State Archives: Albany, New York: State Population Census Schedules, 1925; Election District 70; Assembly District: 04; City: New York; County: Queens; Page 41, Within the household of Fred Poggenburg, found no “Edward Francis” in the early censuses but there is a “Frederick Poggenburg, Jr.” listed with the correct age for Ed. The name “Edward Francis Poggenburg” first shows up in the state census in 1925 – no earlier. A census-taker’s oversight was not uncommon in New York at the time because of varying factors including thick-tongue translation complications with foreign immigrants and complicated dialects. If the suggested evidence can be verified, his birth name was probably Frederick Poggenburg (no middle name), later changed to Edward Francis Poggenburg, and later changed again to Edward Gardner.

* Meredith Willson’s recollection was inaccurate in his autobiography that the dramatization of Marie Antoinette was cut in the middle of a scene.

* For a detailed explanation of Abe Burrows’ duties as head scriptwriter, see Appendix K.

* The Andre Kostelanetz-Albert Spalding program was successfully taken by Coca-Cola, with some modification from Battle of Music, retaining producer George Zachary and scripter George Faulkner but not including Raymond Paige or the classics-versus-swing idea.

* It should be noted that the Suspense broadcast on Forecast was not the pilot program many associate with the long-running radio program of the same name, even though William Spier once claimed so in a magazine article. On Forecast, the Suspense proposal centered on adaptations of Alfred Hitchcock’s movies, with the British director as the weekly host. It was certainly a different type of mystery anthology than the 1942 counterpart. (And that’s Joseph Kearns playing the role of the British director. Hitchcock merely granted permission to the producer to use his name.)


CHAPTER TWO

THE CBS YEARS

(1941 - 1942)

“IT AIN’T THAT DUFFY’S CHEAP,” Archie said of his boss’ exploits, “It’s just that he knows the value of money. He don’t think money is used for feedin’ pigeons. Duffy will buy a drink occasionally, usually on St. Patrick’s Day or when he’s under terrific emotional stress.” Duffy, the proprietor, was non-existent – or rather, you know him only as the other party to those telephone conversations with Archie, the presiding genius. As much as the radio audience knew Duffy was a fictional character, the same audience believed Archie was real. Archie, whose voice was a cross between that of an aroused cop and a buzz saw was, like his creator, tall and lanky with a nervous manner. “Archie is just Gardner,” was his own explanation, “an easy-going guy with tolerance and a terrific respect for knowledge. He’s not a dummy, but he looks up to informed people and has a regard for culture that is almost reverence. But Archie sees right through phonies.”

To begin with a touch of understatement, Duffy’s Tavern was a wonderful place. It was so fine that when the phone rang every week, Archie the bartender answered with Duffy’s Tavern – “where the elite meet to eat,” and the audience knew a moment of paradoxical regret: You would like to find a place like Duffy’s Tavern, at the same time that you were aware that, alas, it was too good to
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