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Preface

Comedy Archeology concerns an aspect of the entertainment industry that has received little attention in books about comedy – the scripts and treatments written for iconic entertainers and actors that, for various reasons, were never produced. The book is divided into three main parts: unproduced comedy pilots and specials, episodes of well-known situation comedies that were never made, and comedy movies to star famous actors and actresses that were abandoned. Within each section, projects are listed in alphabetical order by title.

The scripts and treatments described in this work are, for the most part, written by individuals involved in the entertainment industry. They are not ordinarily spec scripts written by those hoping to have produced an episode of a hit situation comedy.

The reasons a script or treatment was never made include the fact that it may have been too expensive to produce, it wasn’t that funny, it didn’t fit into the overall direction of a sitcom, or, for films, the necessary financial backing couldn’t be found.




Part 1: Never-Produced Comedy Pilots and Specials

Bette Davis and Gary Merrill – Their Sitcom Attempt

Bette Davis and Gary Merrill met on the set of the film, All About Eve, and apparently were instantly attracted to one another. They divorced their respective spouses and married in 1950. In addition to All About Eve, the two actors starred together in the motion pictures, Another Man’s Poison and Phone Call from a Stranger. In the late 1950s, needing money, they attempted two television projects together.

[image: ]

Bette Davis and Gary Merrill

In 1958, two years before they divorced, Bette Davis did a television series pilot– Paula, co-starring Gary Merrill. Ms. Davis appeared as Paula Brand, a New York theatrical agent, married to playwright David Brand (Gary Merrill). 


The show had Paula attending a play marking the debut of Clay Alexander (Tom Pittman), the son of an iconic actor, who is unsure that he will perform as well as his father, Barkley (Ian Keith). Although Paula discourages Clay’s father from talking to his son before the play, Barkley visits him anyway in his dressing room. When Clay goes on stage, he is petrified and forgets his lines leading to poor reviews. The producer of the play wants to fire Clay. 

The following day, Casey Ryan, Paula’s theatrical agent partner, visits Clay to try to talk him out of quitting. When he is not successful, Paula and Barkley find Clay in a bar and encourage him to return to the stage. After Paula gives him a pep talk, he returns to work. Allen H. Miner directed the pilot which was written by Lou and Peggy Shaw. Gary Merrill’s part in the project was very small, appearing at the beginning attending the play with his wife and, at the end, helping a character with an idea for a play. Re-titled “The Starmaker,” it aired on March 11, 1958 as an episode of Studio 57.

Two years later, writer Jameson Brewer developed scripts for a comedy about a female senator and an investigative journalist as a vehicle for Mr. and Mrs. Gary Merrill. Initially the series concept was presented to NBC as a potential radio show that would eventually become a TV program and then to CBS as a television series.

The radio series would have opened with an announcer saying:

We are proud to present… THE LADY YIELDS… starring BETTE DAVIS and GARY MERRILL!

This is the record of a brilliant statesman and politician…a woman unheard of nationally before 1954…A.D. And this is the story of a man and a woman…and a kind of relationship that has been internationally long before 1954…B.C.!

And now, here is MR. GARY MERRILL as Elmer Brackett… a Washington correspondent…and the first lady of the screen, MISS BETTE DAVIS, as Senator Margaret Baylor Webster in…THE LADY YIELDS!1

The scripts for both the radio and TV versions of the pilot had the same story lines. Senator Margaret Baylor Webster is holding hearings on unscrupulous building contractors bilking the federal government by obtaining government loans in excess of building costs. Elmer Brackett, a newly hired reporter for the Universal News Service, writes a column critical of the senator’s investigation because her father has contracts to build government housing projects, and he is not among those being investigated. 

Senator Webster wants to talk with Brackett and tracks him down to a pool hall. Brackett notes that the senator is from a wealthy family while he comes from the slums of Baltimore. He takes her to the house where he grew up to show her that not all slums have to be demolished to make way for new housing. As their relationship develops, he invites her to attend a baseball game and then accompanies her to the boarding house where she lives. Brackett informs her that he received the information about her father from a former employee at her dad’s business who had been terminated. She responds that her father has never operated outside of the law.

Near the end of Brackett’s visit with the senator, he says, “Will the loud-mouthed senator please shut up and yield for a kiss?’ She replies softly, “The Lady yields.”

The character of Senator Webster was based on Senator Margaret Chase Smith, the first female senator from the state of Maine. The idea to open the proposed pilot with an investigation into a housing scandal was inspired by a real scandal in the mid-1950s with builders of post-war housing projects accused of receiving $500 million in windfall profits from the government through the Federal Housing Administration.  

Bette Davis and Gary Merrill co- signed a letter dated March 22, 1960 to Gordon S. Mitchell, a producer of educational and special purpose films, who sought to become involved with the production of the TV series. The letter indicated that they were interested in appearing on the series created by Jameson Brewer. It stated, “It is our understanding that you have an exclusive option on the series format, stories, scripts, etc. from Mr. Brewer, and if you are able to complete arrangements for production and sponsorship, we will be available to appear in the programs in accordance with any reasonable production schedule you may develop.”2

Despite attempts by Mitchell to interest Screen Gems in producing the series, evidently his endeavors did not pan out, and no pilot was ever produced. 



Bob Newhart’s Time Travel Sitcom Pilot

Written by Tom & Frank Waldman in 1965, Some Other Time, was comedian Bob Newhart’s first attempt at a situation comedy which was apparently never produced.

The script for the Bob Newhart comedy was titled “Happy Birthday, Will Shakespeare.” Bob would have appeared as Dick Richardson, a private investigator, who, as the script indicates “. . . is, by a twist of Fate, cross-polarized and sent spinning Back in Time three hundred and sixty-five odd years to the dawn of the year AD 1600 – with its attendant ingenuousnesses, simplicities, stout-hearted innkeepers, dimpling barmaids, beauty-marked courtesans, tax-collecting Constables, noble-minded Essexes, redhaired Elizabeths …”3

Richard “Dick” Richardson works for the private eye agency, Matt Burns Associates. He has been assigned a case for an insurance company involving a phony accident claimant. Dick is in London, England surveilling the suspect. In addition to being an investigator, Dick is also an avid photographer. 

Following the suspect to the London Scientific Institute, Dick hurries through a door oblivious to the sign: Danger – High Voltage. In the darkness, his hand catches a control switch on a panel marked “Experimental Station.” When a shaft of light comes on, Dick falls to the floor unconscious and travels back to 1599. 

There he encounters Polly Potchem, a barmaid, and Sir Makepiece Rutledge, a nobleman to whom he introduces himself. Rutledge assumes that Will Shakespeare sent Dick as a joke for the nobleman. Dick believes that he is dreaming. Rutledge asks Dick about the camera he has. Dick replies that it takes pictures. The nobleman concludes that the device steals paintings.


A highwayman comes into the room and then leaps out the window leaving behind his sword. Dick picks it up as three constables enter the room mistaking Dick for the thief. Dick is arrested. Rutledge is able to have Dick released from the stocks. He goes to a tavern with Rutledge where he meets Sir Walter Raleigh and learns that Polly is indentured to Scroggs, the innkeeper. 

When Dick takes a photo of brawling men in the tavern, he is arrested a second time – this time for witchcraft. A masked lady of high birth puts up his bail. Dick attempts to pay for a room at the inn with a credit card and then a check – neither of which the innkeeper will accept. He ends up paying for the room with coins he has on his person from the twentieth century.

Polly, Rutledge, and Dick proceed to Will Shakespeare’s birthday party. There, Dick meets Sir Frances Drake and Nell Gwynne. He wants to take a photo of Nell. When his flashbulb goes off, Nell shrieks and falls into Dick’s arms. The sheriff bursts in and challenges Dick to a duel for kissing Nell, the sheriff’s girlfriend.

The following day, Dick faces the sheriff in a sword duel. Rutledge enters the scene telling the sheriff that harquebuses will be used in the duel – not swords. Dick, who doesn’t know how to shoot a harquebus, gives Rutledge one of his flash bulbs to throw down when he signals him. Dick takes out his cigarette lighter. Rutledge throws the flashbulb down on a rock startling the sheriff whose weapon discharges over Dick’s head. Dick’s lighter sets off the wick on the harquebus. The weapon discharges striking a tree limb over the sheriff. The branch falls knocking the sheriff unconscious. 

Queen Elizabeth comes by and asks Dick to escort her to her carriage. A small mudpuddle blocks her way. The Queen looks at Dick expectantly. He takes off his blazer and spreads it over the puddle as Sir Walter Raleigh had previously done for her majesty. The Queen steps onto Dick’s jacket and disappears into the seemingly bottomless mud puddle. A muddy Queen Elizabeth then bobs to the surface.


The pilot’s writers, Tom and Frank Waldman, were sibling screen and television writers most noted for working with Blake Edwards on the Pink Panther sequels – The Return of the Pink Panther, The Pink Panther Strikes Again, Revenge of the Pink Panther, and Trail of the Pink Panther.



Elinor Donahue’s Sitcom Pilot Proposal

Probably best known for her portrayal of oldest daughter Betty on Father Knows Best, Elinor Donahue wrote an undated proposal for an unproduced situation comedy series titled My Mother, The Doctor. At the time of the proposal, Donahue was married to producer Harry Ackerman.

The concept focused on a doctor’s widow with two young sons who decides to follow in her late husband’s footsteps. She returns to medical school to complete her studies. An ex-football player, who is now an artist/sculptor and lives next door to the widow, babysits her two sons while the soon-to-be doctor takes medical courses and carries out her internship.

The woman is older than the other interns and experiences resentment from the young male interns as well as from the hospital administration. The head nurse at the hospital where she is interning is a “terror with a heart of gold.” The head nurse happens to be the former wife of the chief of staff who lusts for the new female intern. Her best friend at the hospital is the psychiatric intern. Her family lawyer also wants to have a romantic relationship with her.

For the lead role, Donahue suggested actress Elizabeth Allen. Anne Jeffreys, who had starred as one of the ghosts in Topper, was considered for the head nurse role with Bernie Koppell playing her former husband. Nipsey Russell was regarded for the role of the psychiatrist resident, and Richard Roote for the family lawyer.

Evidently, a pilot was never made.




George Burns’ Unproduced Comedy Pilots 

In the late 1960s, iconic comedian and actor George Burns’ comedy writers – Norman Paul, Elon Packard, and brother William Burns, under the supervision of George himself, authored a pilot script for a potential series called The Impossibles.

In a lower-class neighborhood in Los Angeles, five teens come out of a clubhouse and go to a junk shop to buy twenty hubcaps. They think that displaying hubcaps in their clubhouse will leave people under the impression that they stole them. The gang, called “the Impossibles,” pretends its members are tougher than they really are.

Meanwhile, Norman Penberthy, a thirty-five-year-old bachelor from a wealthy family, interviews with Louise Collins at the youth center for a position as a counselor for troubled teens. Collins is about to reject him for a position at the center when the current counselor for the Impossibles resigns over frustration. Louise makes Penberthy their new counselor.

Norman goes to the clubhouse to meet the teens. The gang includes Sal Pucci, the leader of the group; Jimmy Morikami, a hip Japanese-American; Rockford Williams, a person of color; John Joseph Riley, nicknamed J.J. who has red hair; and Chico Morales, a Mexican American. The gang challenges Norman to various sports contests like a boxing match where Norman is knocked out, a basketball game where the new counselor slides on his belly, head-first into a wall, and a diving competition where Norman breaks the diving board. The kids grow to like Norman and agree that he should be their permanent counselor. 

The Impossibles prepare for a big dance at their clubhouse. Norman invites a competing gang, the Dukes, to the dance. The Dukes are as intimidated by the Impossibles as the Impossibles are by them. The local police are on guard when the two gangs meet. All are well-dressed, but Norman arrives in leather with Louise Collins as his date. When the gangs come face-to-face, they shake hands. Norman puts on a waltz record and the gangs pick out girls with whom to dance. The next day, Norman announces that the Impossibles will be on television on a young peoples’ quiz show competing with boys from a military academy.

Paul, Packard, and William Burns also wrote a script for a sitcom proposal titled Coward for Hire about a private detective named Ben Storm who often uses his twin secretaries Inga and Anne Lawson to protect him from bad guys.. Burns wanted Robert Stack for the private eye role perhaps thinking he would play the character straight as Stack did for the character he portrayed in the film Airplane. George sought the Kessler twins – Alice and Ellen, to play the two secretaries. The Kessler’s were very popular in Europe as singers, dancers, and actresses during the fifties and sixties. 

In the script, Storm has been hired to be the bodyguard of Mike Bruno, a racketeer who owns the Purple Canary Night Club. Since Bruno has decided to turn state’s evidence, the mob wants to rub him out. He comes to Storm’s office. Storm arrives at his office after buying new trench coats at a department store and after an attempt had been made on his life. The mob wants to take out both Bruno and Storm. 

When Storm enters his private office, he finds that Bruno has already been shot by a man posing as a window washer. The private investigator doesn’t want the papers to report the demise of Bruno in his office and so decides to sneak his body down the backstairs. Nonetheless, police captain Winkler appears as Storm is transporting the body. The detective describes to Winkler what happened.

When the private eye departs the police station, Louis, the man who killed Bruno, is hiding in the front of a cab that Storm enters. Inga drives up next to the taxi, and Storm goes out the other car door to enter her vehicle. The cab follows Inga’s car. When Louis shoots the side mirror of Inga’s vehicle, she tells Storm to shoot back.

Returning to his office, Storm finds Monique Davis, Bruno’s girlfriend, waiting for him. She informs the detective that Bruno had a secret book detailing the mob’s activities and believes that Storm knows where the book is. He doesn’t. She thinks that the mob will pay handsomely to get the book. 

Meanwhile, Inga delivers a package to Storm who thinks it is a bomb. He dumps the package in water and doses it with a fire extinguisher only to find that the package contains his new trench coats. 

Storm decides to go with his two secretaries to the Purple Canary thinking Bruno’s book will be there. Monique calls Mr. L, the mob boss, to insinuate that she has Bruno’s book. She tells him to meet her at the Purple Canary and bring cash. At the night club, Inga, Anna, and Storm are searching for the book. Storm enters Bruno’s office. He dives under the desk when Monique and her new boyfriend Steve, enter. Steve hides in the closet awaiting Mr. L’s appearance. 

Mr. L arrives at the office with money. Monique gives Mr. L a wrapped package but says it is a phony as Steve opens the closet door and shoots Monique. Steve has been working with Mr. L. Still hiding under the desk, Storm hears Mr. L say that Storm must have the book. As Mr. L and Steve leave, Storm gets up from under the desk and hits his head on the bottom of the desk drawer revealing a secret compartment containing the book. Storm wants to notify Captain Winkler about what he found. 

As Storm and his secretaries enter the elevator in his office building, they encounter Steve and Mr. L as the elevator door opens. The two mobsters draw their guns on Storm as Anna and Inga pour the contents of a cleaning woman’s bucket on the floor causing the two gangsters to slip. Storm and Inga go to his office as Steve takes Anna hostage. Mr. L, having recovered from his fall, enters the office. Mr. L says that Anna is tied up in the basement. Inga comes into the office pretending that she is Anna and knocks out Mr. L with a karate chop. The police arrive and arrest Mr. L. Storm gives the book about mob activities to Captain Winkler.

As with The Impossibles, Coward for Hire was also earmarked for the 1966-67 TV season.

In addition to being the executive producer on his sitcom with his wife Gracie Allen, George Burns produced other situation comedies such as Wendy and Me, No Time for Sergeants, and Mona McCluskey.




The Imogene Coca Fantasy Comedy Pilot

Comedienne/actress Imogene Coca starred for several years with Sid Caesar in the iconic NBC variety hour, Your Show of Shows. When the team broke up in 1954, NBC wanted Coca to star in her own comedy series. The network initially decided that Midge would be Coca’s solo debut beginning with the 1954-55 television season. She would play Midge Hennessey on the proposed series.

The script, written by Edmund Beloin and Herbert Finn, had Coca as a single woman working at Fleeger Brothers Department Store as the second in command of the Perfumes and Cosmetics counter. First in command was Dolores Dillon, nicknamed “The Duchess.” Rosemary Kramer was Midge’s best friend and co-worker, and Albert Weems, the floor walker. Julius J. Fleeger, the grandson of the store’s founder, owned the establishment which was celebrating its 100th anniversary with a big dance for the staff. Midge, who liked to daydream, thought she had a date for the dance named Mr. Posnick, but Rosemary informs her that Posnick will not be taking her to the function. Midge tries to find another date during a work day which leads to her often fantasizing about different men. She daydreams about dancing with Cesar Romero, becoming a police detective finding a murderer, being honored for curing the common cold which floorwalker Weems has, and finally saving a handsome big-game hunter from an attacking lion. 

Rosemary says that she thinks she has found Midge a date, Bainbridge Dugan who works in the store’s stock room. When Midge meets Bainbridge, she is not impressed and hopes that the big-game hunter, Van Cleve, will take her to the dance since his date has not shown up at the store. Unfortunately, at the last minute, Van Cleve’s date does appear, and Midge settles for Bainbridge Dugan as her date. 


Midge was to be a filmed situation comedy made in Hollywood.

After announcements in several newspapers in April 1954 about Midge as a starring vehicle for Ms. Coca, columnist Louella Parsons wrote, “One of my favorite comediennes, Imogene Coca, will not be coming to California after all. She has rented, Gaylord Hauser’s house in New York and will do her TV show from there.” Parsons further commented, “Her new show will not be ‘Midge,’ as has been reported, but a live half hour program emanating out of New York over N.B.C.”4

Coca did land her own series on NBC in 1954. The self-titled Imogene Coca Show started out as a situation comedy but then was changed to a weekly variety half-hour. Before it ended after a single season, it reverted to a sitcom format. The first format had Coca playing herself involved in funny misadventures such as on the premiere missing a live television interview broadcast from her home and having relatives take her place on the live show. After a few weeks, the show became a comedy/variety series with songs, sketches, and guest stars. In February 1955, the program transitioned back to a situation comedy about Betty Crane (Coca) and her husband, Jerry (Hal March) and their interactions with neighbors, Harry and Helen Milliken played by David Burns and Bibi Osterwald.

Ed Beloin, who co-wrote the script for Midge, would later write several episodes of Family Affair with Brian Keith.




The Jack Benny Special that Never Was

Actor/comedian Jack Benny had a lengthy career on radio and television from 1932 to 1974 – always appearing as a cheapskate who played the violin poorly and insisted that he was younger than he really was. He died at age eighty on December 26, 1974. Before his death, he was preparing for his annual television special that would have aired in early 1975. He also was due to co-star in the film version of Neil Simon’s The Sunshine Boys with Walter Matthau.

[image: ]

Comedian Jack Benny

Following is a description of what the special would have been about.

Benny would have opened his special with a monologue that began:

Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome to my annual television show . . . annual meaning from now on I will be doing only one television special a year. . . which also means if you like me tonight, you’ll want to see me again next year. . . and if you don’t like me, you’ll have a whole year to forget it. And after all, I see my dentist annually. . . I get a physical annually... I do a lot of things annually ….. ask Mary (Mary Livingston, his wife). But I’ll still keep active… As a matter of fact, in a few weeks, I’m starting a motion picture.. Neil Simon’s “Sunshine Boys” with Walter Matthau.. and what an honor it is to be in the same picture with Walter Matthau. It’ll be my first movie in 28 years.. I figure a TV show once a year. A movie every 28 years.. that way I can go on forever…5

Jack went on to describe being admitted to a hospital for a routine physical check-up. A nurse asked him “What is your age?” In response, Benny said, “Well, I didn’t do that corny joke, you know, about I was 39.. that’s for television.. so I told the nurse I was 61.. and she said, ‘That’s strange because your corpuscles are almost 80…’ So I asked her if she meant the white ones or the red ones . . . and she said, the grey ones.”6

Jack’s guests on his special were to be singer Engelbert Humperdinck, Mr. and Mrs. Gregory Peck, and conductor Zubin Mehta.

After his opening monologue, Jack converses with Engelbert Humperdinck who gives Jack some advice about comedy. He critiques Jack’s comic timing comparing it to a rose opening its petals. The singer also mentions Jack’s long takes after telling a joke saying that Benny stares out at the audience for so long that it’s as if he is surprised they are still there.

Gregory Peck and his wife Veronique then plan to invite Jack to dinner for the upcoming Saturday night. But, when Veronique phones Jack, he thinks the invitation is for tonight. The Peck’s had planned to celebrate Veronique’s birthday tonight at a fancy French restaurant but don’t want to turn Jack down. 

At the restaurant, Jack tells Gregory that if he mentions
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