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Gib Twyman is an award-winning former sportswriter and columnist, radio and TV commentator, who has written for several newspapers and magazines and was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize. He is the author of two children’s books, Stoneheart and Santa’s Wild Goose Chase. This is his third biography after Born to Hit, The George Brett Story and Inner Vision, The Story of Craig MacFarlane, The World’s Greatest Blind Athlete. Twyman lives in Kansas City, is the proud father of Matt and Emily, thinks “It is I, Turtleman” is the best Lumpy episode ever on “Beaver,” and knows better than to play cards with Frank Bank.
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Chapter One

Gee I’m With the Beav

Marlon Brando was on the next set.

We’d heard what a giant pain in the ass he was.

 



We didn’t mean to be breaking his balls or interrupting his scene.

So Tony Dow, Jerry Mathers, Kenny Osmond, Pat Curtis and I were creeping in, trying to be as quiet as five kids could possibly be.

Besides, we were all professional actors and we knew what it cost to keep a full crew shooting, especially during daylight hours.

I mean, Tony and Jerry played Wally and Beaver Cleaver, as you probably know.

I am Frank Bank, and I played Clarence “Lumpy” Rutherford for over 300 episodes with Tony and Jerry on “Leave It to Beaver” and “The New Leave It to Beaver,” which you may or may not know. But which you are about to find out a lot in the next couple hundred pages or so.

Kenny, of course, played every parent’s nightmare, Eddie Haskell.

Pat was Tony’s stand-in and sometimes my stand-in.

So it wasn’t exactly like we were five Gomers from Iowa who barged into a sound stage, going, “Is this the men’s room? Ain’t that the T-shirt concession over there?”

No.

We did “Beaver” every day on Stage 17 at Universal Studios—matter of fact we owned Universal.

We were one of the top shows in America.

We were it.

And all we wanted to do was go next door to Stage 16 for a little while and watch them film “The Ugly American.”

Starring Brando.

The bastard.

Talk about typecasting. I didn’t know an uglier American than Brando.

Heck, we weren’t doing anything that didn’t happen to us all the time on “Beaver.” Every day we had people—average people from all over—stopping by to watch us film an episode and we were cool about it.

We could have been stuck up.

I mean, we were like gods on “Beaver.”

But we were really nice.

We were family.

We treated others like family.

People would come onto our set and we’d stop and give autographs. Say hello.

“So you’re from Pangwich, Utah. Neat. Good to meet you.”

“Florida, huh? Great state. Have a nice vacation.”

We took time.

We believed that’s how you acted toward people.

So now we were taking a break from “Beaver” and we got tired of throwing the football around back of the set. And we said, “Hey, let’s walk next door and check out ’The Ugly American’ set.”

Because of Brando?

Forget Brando.

Just cuz. No big deal.

We didn’t care about Brando.

I mean, the only movie star that ever impressed me was Cary Grant.

That’s the only guy I ever stopped and looked at him and I went, “Wow!”

The only guy.

We saw ’em all there at Universal. I had lunch with ’em all. The Jimmy Stewarts, the Gary Coopers. Jimmy was cool. I liked him. But Cary Grant took my breath away.

I mean, I used to see Rock Hudson almost every day. He was a real nice guy. He was so shy, it was terrible. He was gay as a goose, and all his buddies who surrounded him were gay as geese. But you know what? I didn’t have to sleep with him. So when he said, “Hi. How are ya?” I said, “Hey, how are you?”

He’d be in the commissary and he’d go, “Hey, I saw the show last night. Really cute show. I liked the one part where this happened or that happened.”

And we’d go, “Great, Rock. What are you working on?”

And he’d say, “Oh, ’Lover Come Back.’”

Whatever.

The point is, he was just a really nice guy.

Tony Randall was sweet as sugar.

Alfred Hitchcock was kind of a fussy old coot. But almost all the rest of these guys—the Stewarts, the Coopers, the Duke Waynes...no matter who you were, they’d treat you decently.

Brando?

He was the consummate creep.

As we’re about to find out in person.

As Tony and Jerry and Eddie and Pat and I are walking onto the set of “Ugly American,” we see the “Closed Set” sign up, but that’s pretty typical. We know the drill about being super-quiet. We don’t say a word. We are very respectful.

We are just going to walk onto the set and sorta look around and stand in the wings.

We’re watching this one shot, which of course Brando didn’t know his dialogue. He wasn’t even close.

The director yells, “Cut!”

And Brando specifically looks at Tony Dow, because Tony was standing nearer to him than the rest of us. He looks Tony right in the eye.

He yells, “Get those fuckin’ kids outta here. What the hell do you think you’re doing? Can’t you kids read?”

That’s when Tony turns to him and calmly hollers, “Up yours, asshole!”

We turned deliberately and slowly walked out.

I never was prouder of being part of “Beaver” than that moment.

I mean, hey, Wally was never better as the big brother. He stuck up for The Beav. He stuck up for Eddie. Me. Pat. For us all. Just like a real family.

Which we were. That was the cool thing about being on the show. We actually were like family to each other. Hugh Beaumont and Barbara Billingsley, who played Ward and June Cleaver, were like second moms and dads to us.

I mean, I’m sure they wouldn’t have appreciated the language we used—make that I know they wouldn’t have approved. I never once heard Hugh Beaumont swear or say a mean word to anyone. And Barbara was a flat-out saint, the most fantastic woman I had met in the world, next to my own mom, Sylvia.

Hugh and Barbara would have sat us down and given us a good lecture and made us go to our rooms for talking like we did to Brando, the fat freak. Maybe they’d have made us apologize to the great man.

“Gee, Mr. Brando, we’re sorry you’re a big fat, bitter blob, who doesn’t like himself or anyone else. And we’re really, really sorry you think you’re God’s gift to the entertainment industry, so you can come onto a set, not do your homework, blow your lines all over the place and blame it on some kids, who are not saying a word, just standing there watching you mess up a multi-million dollar production all by your big, fat blowhard self.

“We’re sorry, Fatso, you’re such a sleazebag.

“Sorry. We mean Mr. Fatso sleazebag.”

OK. Hugh and Barbara would never have put up with such a thing as that. They were too good and decent.

They’d have washed our mouths out with soap, but good. Several times. And we probably couldn’t have ridden our bikes or get any ice cream for a week.

(Hey, to bag back on Brando, it would have been worth it.)

But in a way, our visit to “The Ugly American” set was like a “Beaver” episode, a Wally-and-Beav caper, a just-kids escapade gone awry.

Just a slightly more carnal version of a Beaver episode. Perhaps a slightly more realistic one.

But the thing that the Brando incident reminds me of is this: Life on “Beaver” was never dull.

Life on “Beaver” was always the opposite of dull. It was the absolute best. Better than the best, it was epic entertainment.

“Leave It to Beaver” was one of those rare moments in time when the dream-weavers and wordmeisters and the cutthroat studio machinery combined in some cosmic, almost mystical way, to get it right.

America cleaved to the Cleavers.

Not once. Not twice. But always.

The original “Leave It to Beaver” ran more than 200 episodes. “The New Leave It to Beaver,” the reprise of the show, ran more than 100 episodes. That makes both of them among the relatively small handful of shows ever to make 100, and “Beaver” was a Top Ten show in both cases.

Clearly, Cleaverdom stuck with us.

It is the only show with two episodes in the Television Hall of Fame. The made-for-TV “Beaver” movie received wonderful, healthy ratings.

And in 1997, the 40th anniversary of the birth of the Beav, Universal released “Leave It to Beaver, the Movie” in theaters nationwide.

I am proud to have been a small part of it. I am blessed to have been among the Beaver family. They remain a true, second family to me to this day and I love them all dearly.

That is why I am happy that the name, “Lumpy,” stuck with me all these years.

On the show, whenever anyone called Clarence Rutherford by his nickname, he always replied, irritably, in that whiny voice of his:

“Don’t call me Lumpy.”

But I say:

“Call me Lumpy.”

I say it proudly.

Call me Lumpy all you want.

Call me Lumpy any time at all.

I am the luckiest man alive.

I am not Lou Gehrig.

I am not dying.

(Well, I guess I am, but, like everyone else, I just don’t know when it will happen—although everyone thought I might when I had that heart attack awhile back. More on that later.)

But I have always seriously felt this way about myself.

I am just...so lucky.

I just happened.

I happened to come along at the right time, at the right moment, for the best possible things to happen in the best possible way to take the most joy and happiness from the situations I was placed in.

Whoever’s pulling the strings up there, I am one of his favorite puppets.

Whoever’s pushing buttons on the time machine always has punched me up at the absolute perfect moment for the perfect things to take place in my life.

Like getting into show business.

Like getting on “Leave It to Beaver.”

Classic examples of what I’m talking about.

It was at the end of second grade when I made a friend with a guy named Whitey Haupt.

He’s the reason I’m an actor.

He just didn’t know it.

The foundation was laid by his mother, actually. The Haupts lived seven houses from us in West Los Angeles.

Her kid was in the movies.

And I thought Mrs. Haupt’s kid was kinda cool because he was in “The Babe Ruth Story” with William Bendix. Babe Ruth was a big hero of mine, because he was left-handed like me. So I thought this kid being in “The Babe” was way cool.

You’ve seen Whitey a million times. He was in a hundred movies. He was that blond kid with the long hair back in the ’40s when Bobby Driscoll and Margaret O’Brien were stars.

Whitey wasn’t a star.

Whitey was a second-banana kind of guy.

But he always had a couple of important lines in the show. So you always knew who Whitey was.

Anyhow, this one day, Whitey’s mother comes over to our house and says, “Whitey has an interview at the Ben Hecht Studios this afternoon, Sylvia.”

Ben Hecht is the guy who is the subject of the movie, “Gaily, Gaily”—one of the great writers and producers of the first half of the 20th Century.

So Whitey is going over to his studios and his mom says to Sylvia, “Could you take us over for the interview? It’s 2:30 or so.”

And my mom says, “I would love to, but what am I gonna do with Frankie?”

My mom is one of the few people to call me Frankie. I am Frankie to her because of Frank Sinatra. My mom loved Frank Sinatra. So did I until I found out what a nasty man he is. My grandfather was named Frank Bank and he was a bootlegger, a really cool bootlegger, although not a very successful one, and I’d have rather been named after him, actually, than a jerk-off like Sinatra.

But anyhow, Sylvia says what-to-do-with-Frankie.

And Mrs. Haupt says to my mom, “Just bring Frank along.”

So we go.

Over to the Ben Hecht Studios on Cahuenga.

The four of us are sitting in the little reception room—Whitey, Mrs. Haupt, Mom and me. And a guy comes walking through the door toward the office and sorta looks around, then looks at me.

Then he says to me, not my mom, or anyone else, but to me: “What are you doing here?”

And I was kinda scared.

I’ll never forget, they have at this time, Wheaties boxes where they put masks of, like, bears and rabbits and chipmunks on the back of the cereal packages.

And I had this mask, this racoon mask—you took a string on each side and put a hole in there and tie the string, and you put the mask on your face.

I sorta had the mask in my lap, but when this guy looks at me, I draw the mask up close to my face, because I was a little bit scared and a little bit shy.

And the guy looks at me some more and goes, “I said, ’What are you doing here today?’”

I didn’t answer, but my mom says, “Well, we’re here to have Whitey talk to Mr. Hecht.”

And the guy points to me and says to my mother, “Bring him back tomorrow. He’s not supposed to be here ’til tomorrow.”

Tomorrow?

Hey, I was never supposed to be there.

So I said something like, “I’m not an actor.”

He looked right back at me and said, “You are now.”

And I was.

That’s how it happened for so many kids those days in the movies, when you got right down to it. There was no factory somewhere, spitting out child actors and actresses. There weren’t tons of schools you sent kids to, to be actors. No insightful institute where they scoured the countryside for talent and collected it and groomed it in some careful, calibrated way.

Shoot, they just found us schlumped over on a chair somewhere.

Next thing you knew, you were in the movies.

Like I say. Luck. Timing. It doesn’t happen that way so much today, but it did back then.

You were in the neighborhood. They latched onto some neighborhood kids.

Was some tyke in Tallahassee or some prodigy in Pittsburgh more talented than we were?

Could well have been.

Probably was.

But they were putzes out there in the middle of nowhere, halfway across the country. We were putzes who happened to be handy.

We were accidents of birth and geography and the time period of the entertainment industry.

We were in.

You weren’t.

So there.

So anyway, we do go back the next day and, sure enough, I get a job in a movie called “Cargo to Capetown” with Broderick Crawford and Mercedes McCambridge.

I got washed overboard in the first scene. That was it for me.

All you saw was me with some water and then the next thing, I wasn’t there. I was history.

That was OK.

It took one day for me to make this movie.

I made 150 bucks for that.

It was more’n my old man made in a week.

My mother made me put it in the bank and I was so mad. We always had this sign up over the kitchen sink in our house and it said, “Waste Not, Want Not.” Believe me, no family ever lived by those words more than we did.

Mom wouldn’t let me have the money. It was like a “Beaver” episode: “Son, you better let us take care of this until you’re old enough.”

Gee thanks, Ma.

I got nothing. Wait. I remember I got a chance to go over to Ralph’s Five and Ten Cents Store and I bought a dollar, maybe two dollars, worth of stuff. Maybe some Hopalong Cassidy junk—which, by the way, I should have kept. I was a big Hopalong Cassidy fan in those days. I loved Hoppy. Topper was cool, too—his horse.

Anyway, about a week or two later, the phone starts ringing. It’s Bill McClain from the Screen Children’s Guild, and he wants me to join. Here’s the kicker. Joining is free. But he wanted me to have some pictures made.

Now, my old man, Leonard, didn’t exactly throw dollar bills around, as indicated by the sign in the kitchen. We were truly lower-middle class in those days.

But I didn’t really put it together, what a strain they were under. Brat that I was, I went, “Ma, I want the pictures!”

Whiney and all that kind of stuff. I was an obnoxious little twerp.

So we went over to this guy, John Reed. I blew 60 bucks of the $150 at the John Reed Photography Studio. Man, that was a car, in those days. We’re talking 60 bucks in 1949. Sixty bucks.

I threw my tantrum and I was in the Screen Children’s Guild.

But I got my clock cleaned.

I guess I should have listened to Leonard and Sylvia. I didn’t and paid a price.

But then, I couldn’t have felt too bad. I mean, it turns out ever since that first transaction, I have pretty much made my own decisions in my career.

I can thank Sylvia and Len for allowing me to fall on my face and make my own choices, however stupid they might have been sometimes.

Besides, I guess they appreciated the fact that I have been gainfully employed since I was 8 years old.

I have not had a day off since I was 8. ’Scuse me. Two months off when I had the bypass surgery—the longest I ever had off.

From the beginning I loved work, really. It started with my paper corner, at La Cienega and Cadillac. After school, I was out there in the middle of the street with the Herald-Examiner and the LA Mirror.

“Getcha papuh right he-ah.”

I was really good. I had my little skirt on with the change in there, ya know? S’great. Get my customers coming home from work, 4 to 6 o’clock.

After that I had Hebrew school.

I was a busy little bee.

Hebrew school was for religious instruction, all that good stuff. Patch it up with God for, you know, overcharging on a newspaper once in awhile. (Ward and June would have gotten me for that one, too, huh? And been right in doing so.)

Anyway, I’m in the Screen Children’s Guild along about now and they have this little catalogue. The next thing you know, someone has looked me up in the catalogue and I get a phone call from Columbia Studios.

And I’m on the initial go-round of a series called Ford Theater. I do a show with Will Rogers, Jr., Margeruite Chapman and a guy named John Archer called “Life, Liberty and Orren Dooley.”

I spent a week with Will Rogers, Jr., out at “the ranch.” It was on Riverside Drive, over by the Burbank Airport. It was called the Columbia Ranch. It was kind of plowed-up ground, out by nowhere.

But I’m out in the middle of nowhere with Will Rogers, Jr., for a week.

Will Rogers.

He taught me to twirl a rope, he sure did. I was a rope-twirlin’ fool. I could get that big loop going. You think Monty Montana was good in the “Rose Parade?” I could do everything Monty Montana could do. I could step into it. I could twirl it around, step out of it.

I could lift it up over my head and then I could getcha with it.

Absolutely. Thanks to Will.

Will was a nice, nice guy. The joke was, ironically, I wound up playing Will Rogers as a kid in the “Will Rogers Story,” for Warner Brothers, not that long after. Four years later. I had a line or two. No big deal.

But Will loved his dad. He listened to everything Will Rogers told him to do. He thinks everything he was as an adult was because of his dad. It was a pleasure to be around him.

After that, I had a little hiatus as an actor. The whole thing kicked back up again right at the beginning of 1952. It was Washington’s Birthday. I was 10 years old.

That’s when I got on the “Jack Benny Radio Program.”

Jack Benny had this club called the Beverly Hills Beavers (again with the Beavers, huh? Beavers have always been good to me, in more ways than one).

The Beverly Hills Beavers was a kid’s club that Jack Benny sponsored on radio.

What it was, was an imitation of Benny’s own show with kids. He thought it would be cute to have kids play the parts of all the regular people on his show, and play it out over the radio.

I wound up getting the part of Don Wilson, the announcer. Could it have been the silhouette? Gee, I wonder.

Don was the fat guy on the Benny show. I was a fat little kid. Even though the show was on radio, and they couldn’t see me, Jack Benny was such a perfectionist, he had us completely in character, right down to our appearances.

He had this little Irish kid, Stuffy Singer, who I knew pretty well. Stuffy had a voice like an angel until it changed. He played Dennis Day, because Dennis Day sang tenor on the show, and Stuffy brought that Irish trill.

Rosemary and Patty lanone were the girls. They played Mary Livingston, Jack’s wife. And they had this other kid, a funny little black kid, who did Rochester. He was nervous as all-get-out and the only one of us who didn’t sound professional on the air, because he was so scared.

Somewhat understandable, since we did the show in front of a live audience, and live listening audience, coast-to-coast, on Sunday afternoon, on CBS Radio.

Television City was not built yet. The CBS Radio studio was on Sunset and Gower. It was right next door to the Paladium.

It was real impressive because on Sunday, in comes Jack Benny. He sits us all down. There were six or seven kids. He says, “You kids are professionals. I know you’re gonna do a great job. Ta-da, ta-da, ta-da.”

We ran through the show twice and then we did it, just like you see in the movies. We stood up to a microphone with a script. You hear the theme music. And then the announcer, Don Wilson, who is actually me, comes on. And Dennis Day, aka Stuffy Singer, is singing.

And I said to myself when I was doing it, standing there at the microphone, I couldn’t believe where I was.

I’m sitting there with Jack Benny. The guy I listened to from my house. That was really Jack Benny. That was really Rochester. And Don Wilson and all these people, and I’m going, “Wow!”

I mean, Will Rogers didn’t impress me. He was a nice guy. I had done this show on CBS television, “The Allen Young Show.” Allen Young didn’t impress me. He was a nice guy, too.

But Jack Benny impressed the hell out of me.

I couldn’t believe it.

I mean, Jack was nice, too.

Nice?

He was a god.

He was, oh man, he was Jack Benny.

Burns and Allen, Jack Benny, Fibber McGee and Molly, Amos and Andy. That was my life, man.

Jack Benny. He was bigger than Crusader Rabbit.

I did four or five Jack Benny radio shows.

It was big scoots to me, too. I made 200 bucks a show. That was cool. Hey, man, I had like $1,000 before I was 10 years old.

I went out and bought myself a bicycle.

“Want not,” my foot.

I wanted. I got.

Actually, it was not my first bicycle, though. I got my first bike, a Schwinn-some-kinda-master, from Captain Jet. Captain Jet was on TV and he used to put his finger around his eye and he used to go, “Zooooom!”

And then he’d go, “And for you big kids, Moooooz!”

Hey, Captain Jet was cool, man. When you were in LA, you watched either Uncle Archie or Captain Jet. Uncle Archie, it turned out when you met him, was a drunken old sot and he was mean. But Captain Jet, while he was slightly loony, he was cool. So I watched Captain Jet.

And somehow, Captain Jet picked my name on a postcard one time and I got to be his co-pilot for a day.

And for that I got this Schwinn bicycle. It was beautiful and it was chrome and blue. What a gorgeous bike. It had streamers and I put a baseball card, you know, in the back wheel with a clothes pin, so it could make that motor noise.

Yeah, it was a cool bike.

I keep telling you—I am the luckiest guy alive.

Now I’m 10. I’m rollin’ in bucks.

I am about to get luckier.

Enter Lola Moore.

Lola Moore was the consummate kid’s agent in Hollywood.

Anybody who was anybody—or ever pretended to be anybody—had to have Lola Moore for an agent.

God, who didn’t have Lola Moore?

Tommy Rettig, Billy Gray and lots of the Mousketeers had Lola Moore. There was a ton of Corcorans—Kevin Corcoran and eight or nine in all, I want to say. They all had Lola.

The Kirks—Tommy Kirk and all the other Kirks—had Lola as an agent, too.

Now I get a call from Lola Moore and I have a chance to have her as my agent. So I joined the Lola Moore Agency. Funny to say, this was pretty much all my decision. My mom has always said to trust my instincts. I don’t know how smart she was to have told me that, because I’ve had some pretty stupid instincts. But for awhile, I guess I must have been pretty sharp as a kid.

I go with Lola and the next thing I know, I’m doin’ all kinds of stuff. I’m working, geez, on “Playhouse 90.”

I remember it was directed by Fielder Cook, who was a big-time director. Nina Foch was in it. Wendell Corey was in it.

My role? Oh, some punk kid, as usual. I had a couple of scenes. I was never an extra, though. I always had speaking lines. Whether it be as a bit player or co-star or feature player.

I was usually just the wise guy or the troublemaker or the bully. I was never like a warm son, because I was always bigger.

I was 13 and I wasn’t really that fat. I was chunky. In high school, I thinned out. I was doing a lot of athletics, so I had lost weight. I got to the point, I used to think I was a leading-man type.

Now everyone has to have a good vision of themselves, you know—shoulda-woulda-coulda.

But I guess I was kidding myself about the leading man thing. I was always a little bit of a pork chop. If there was a part for a fat kid...it was me.

Me or another kid, whose name escapes me right now. He wasn’t anything next to me. I was it. I really was. When it came to playing fat punks, no one did it better.

You had to decide what you could do best. I remember the Aker boys, Lee and Dee Aker. They were twins. Lee Aker was a kid with a husky voice, and whenever you needed a husky-voiced kid, you called Lee. He was Corporal Rusty on “Rin Tin Tin.” And it was always kinda sad because Dee was probably every bit as good as Lee, but Dee didn’t get the roles and Lee did. And Dee’s probably walking around muttering to himself and Lee just kept rolling along.

They were both nice guys, but somehow Lee knew what his niche was and he was good at it.

Same thing happened to me, pretty much. I wasn’t really looking for fame. It just sort of happened.

My niche kind of started to solidify when I was 13 on “Peck’s Bad Girl.” Patty McCormick starred in this series. It was a good show. It was live. We didn’t have drugs or prostitution or AIDS as big topics at the time, so the plots were pretty simple and similar. The plot always called for Patty, this young blonde girl, to get led astray in some small way, but she’d find the right path by the end of the show.

I usually played the heavy...because I was heavy in more ways than one. I guess the fat person’s lobby—if there was such a thing—could get really steamed, because fat guys are tired of being the bad guys. There aren’t that many fat people who were the good guys. I mean, Sydney Greenstreet, Edward Arnold, Peter Lorre, Victor Buono. All these guys, from time immemorial, were fat guys who played bad guys.

Well, guess what? I know a lot of fat guys and they’re nice guys. But in television and the movies, you were bad guys. Or played dullards or guys who weren’t too hip.

It was stereotyping. Typecasting. It still exists today, though it’s lessened somewhat. John Goodman is a great example of a guy who can play any role. He can play a smart guy, he can play a stupid guy, a rich guy, a poor guy, a sloth, a classy guy—whatever it might be.

But it’s changed.

I was around in the day of the Rocks and Tabs and Troys and all those funny first names. It was a different time. Henry Winkler never would have been allowed to use “Henry Winkler” on screen. He would have been Edward Bennett. Or he would have been Rush Gladstone. Weird names or ethnic names were not used.

Unfortunately. I mean, what was wrong with Marion Morrison? Nothing. Except some turkey said, “We have to use John Wayne instead.”

What was wrong with Archie Leach? I think Archie Leach is a pretty cool name. But wrong. He had to become Cary Grant. Bernie Schwartz today could have been Bernie Schwartz, instead of Tony Curtis. Think about Arnold Swarzenegger. It’s over the top. It’s a dynamite name. Like the kid, David Schwimmer from “Friends.” Great name. But he never would have been allowed to be David Schwimmer way back when. He would have been David Brown, you know, or David Strong.

Me? Frank Bank was my original name. Frank Bank was a cool name. Leonard and Sylvia did all right there.

I got lucky on that score.

They weren’t going to mess with Frank Bank as my name.

And the name fit all these kinds of punks and dimwits and heavies I was playing anyway, I guess.

Lola had me making out like a bandit.

I’m making all kinds of movies. I am in all kinds of television shows. I had been on “Wagon Train.” “GE Theater.” “Alfred Hitchcock Presents.” “Cimarron City.” “Father Knows Best.” “Bachelor Father.” “87th Precinct.”

And along about the time I had put in two or three hectic years doing these shows, I got it.

The Call.

It’s November of 1957. Lola Moore’s office calls. More specifically, I get a call from none other than Mrs. Osmond. That’s all I knew her by. She is Kenny Osmond’s mom and, lo and behold, she is Lola Moore’s right-hand lady in the agency.

She calls me and says, “Frank, go out to Review Studios, out to George Gobel’s office.”

Remember George Gobel? Most people do and think of him as a great comedian, which he was.

But George Gobel also was the original owner of “Leave It to Beaver.”

I tell Mrs. Osmond, “OK, I’ll go over to Gobel’s.”

I was only 15 at the time. I didn’t drive yet. Kenny didn’t drive either. His brother, Dayton, drives him back and forth.

So my mom takes me out there.

I walk in and there is Joe Connelly and Bob Mosher. Joe Connelly and Bob Mosher were the guys who wrote “Amos and Andy.”

The minute I saw their names, I knew who they were.

When I walked in, I went, “Whoaa. A-how do ya do, de-ah, Andy?” doing my best to sound like Kingfish from the “Amos and Andy

Show.”

They cracked up. So did the guys who played Kingfish and Andy on the radio. They were Freeman Gosden and Charles Carrell. They were also connected to Connelly and Mosher.

Matter of fact, Connelly and Mosher had their hands in several hits. They had “Life of Riley.” They wrote “Amos and Andy.” Their last show was “The Munsters.”

Pretty good parlay, huh?

So I walk in, I see these guys. They had seen my work. They said they were going to do this new show, “Leave It to Beaver.”

They said, “We’ve got the part of this little loudmouthed fat kid.”

And I looked at them and I went, “Well you know that’s me.”

And I remember Bob Mosher—he was the quiet one—he looked at me and he sorta smiles and nods his head.

Joe Connelly says, “Let’s hear you read a coupla lines.” I read the lines. Joe Connelly had a smile that could light up the moon. He gives me this big Irish grin and he goes, “I think you’ll do.”

And I felt really good, because I knew I had the job. They told me about their new show, but I had seen it the week before. It had premiered on CBS, I believe, on a Thursday or Friday night. It was sponsored by the Remington-Rand typewriter company. Or Ralston Purina.

I remembered the kids on the show walking down the sidewalk, with hopscotch chalk drawn on it. And the words that were scrawled there said, “Leave It to Beaver.” And I thought at the time, “Well, this is kind of a cute show.”

They were doing the one-foot-on-the-curb thing. Beaver stuff.

I said, “This is a nice and pleasant show.”

A week later, I’m over at the old Republic Studios shooting that show. They send me a script at the ripe price of 150 bucks a day. That was pretty much the going rate at the time.

I did my usual bad-guy routine in the episode.

I wouldn’t let Beaver and Wally come home from school because they were crossing “my turf.” And they had to walk around the block. They decided they were going to get even with me.

They set up these barrel hoops in my driveway and they start screaming, “Lumpy, Lumpy, dumb as an ox!” I was supposed to run out and these barrel hoops would fly up and hit me in the shins, you know, and all that stuff.

Only, when they start shouting, instead of me coming out, my father, Richard Deacon, comes out. Who happens to be working with their father, Hugh Beaumont, at the office. And that was Fred Rutherford and Ward Cleaver. They were buddies and social friends and all that.

Where Beaver and Wally got the idea for the barrel hoops was Ward telling an old story at the dinner table about the hoops. Well, the next time the Cleavers and the Rutherfords are playing bridge, Fred Rutherford starts talking about these “young hooligans” who came over and put these barrel hoops in his driveway.

Ward looked at June. June looked at Ward. The next thing you see is Ward talking to the boys, Wally and Beav.

“Boys, did you do this?” he says.

They fessed up. They went over and apologized.

Of course, being “Leave It to Beaver,” bad doesn’t triumph. I get my comeuppance by the end of the half hour.

Well, I guess some magic happened. It was only supposed to be one episode, and one espisode only. But, remember, I always said I was in the right place at the right time my whole life.

This was the sixth episode of “Beaver.” If I must say so myself, I was really good at the part. And you know what? I enjoyed it.

I went home and my dad asked me, “What was the name of the show you did today?”

“It’s called ’Leave It to Beaver,”’ I said. “You know what, I think it’s going to be a really good show. These people are neat.”

My dad goes, “Neat?”

I had never used the word before like that. But there were certain words that started to be associated with “Beaver.” I had heard this word, “neat,” a dozen times on the set that day. Wally. Beaver. Norman Tokar, the director. A couple of times it was in the script.

“Neat” and “neat-o” became part of the personality of “Leave It to Beaver.”

I felt good using the word.

I felt even better about a week later. Usually I would get my paycheck on Wednesday in the mail. The day before my paycheck was to have arrived, I got a phone call from Gomalco Productions—named after Gobel and a guy named David P. O’Malley.

Was I available for another “Beaver” next week?

Is there hair on a gorilla?

Of course I was.

I was going to be a regular on the show.

My dad’s reaction?

Not exactly neat-o.

My dad wanted me to have a “legitimate” job. To him, I was just hanging around with a bunch of no-account actors. My dad was pretty much a two-feet-on-the-ground kind of guy. My dad was not an idealist and he was not a dreamer.

I’m kind of a dreamer in some respects, but I’m also very pragmatic. When I got this call to do more “Beavers,” it also seemed like a sound thing to do.

I went down to do the second show and this time when I walked in, it was like I was a long-lost relative.

“Hiya, Norman, how are you?” I said to Norman Tokar, the director.

“Fine, Frank, how are you?”

“Hey, where’s Tony and Jerry?” I asked.

“Oh, they’re in school.”

I met Kenny on this show. He had been in one or two of the first six episodes. I was in the sixth and seventh.

I also met Tiger Fafara, who played Tooey. And I met Buddy Hart, who played Chester. Judy Hensler was the girl with the pigtails who drove Beaver crazy. She was really obnoxious and good in her role.

Larry Mondello showed up about this time. Buddy Hart left pretty quickly and became one of the greatest stunt men in Hollywood. Then Tiger disappeared.

It was down to me and Kenny as the regulars.

Kenny and I were so thoroughly obnoxious that not only did we not disappear, we were workin’ fools. Our entire show turned into Aesop’s Fables. The show inevitably started off and the bad guys, Eddie and I, would lead Beaver and Wally astray. Beaver and Wally would find their way after talking to Ward and June. Eddie and I would be foiled and the good guys would win again.

Every week, Kenny and I, dutiful to our roles, totally screwed up Beaver, totally fucked up Wally.

That was our lot in life to booger them up and lead them down the wrong path. To illustrate the wrong way of doing things.

We were absolute idiots, morons.

And the bigger idiots and morons we became, the more we were drawn into the “Beaver” family.

I love these guys all dearly to this day.

To this day, I consider Barbara my second mother. She is the most wonderful, caring, thoughtful, kind, considerate person. She is America’s mother.

This woman is more than she’s cracked up to be.

Sometimes you’d hear people say, “Oh, she’s so phony on the show...I mean, June and her pearls, nothing out of place, always perfect and all that.”

She was just as she was depicted on the show. Only better.

First of all, she was flat-out gorgeous. Anyone who denies that needs a German Shepherd. Secondly, better than being flat-out gorgeous, she had a heart of gold.

She cared about everybody. She was so courteous it was sickening.

If we ever screwed up or did anything wrong around her, we felt so guilty. It was like doing something bad in front of the Pope. You didn’t mess around in front of Barbara. You respected her.

You were just happy she’s there.

If Kenny and I were spouting off, with our usual bad verbiage, she would go, “Boys. Boys.”

That was it.

That’s all she had to say.

If you flubbed a line—well, to tell the truth, we were pretty darn good and didn’t flub many—she was so good to you.

If there was a stranger who came in, who didn’t know what he was doing, Barbara was kind and considerate, and tried to help them. If we had a strange director—we didn’t have many—Barbara tried to help them.

She cared so much about our crew, about her neighbors, about her family, about everyone.

I’m telling you right now, this woman’s a friggin’ saint.

I love her.

I actually went to school with her son, Glenn. He was a friend of mine in high school. He was a great guy. A year younger than I was. Big tall blond dude. Good athlete. Barbara was married at the time to Glenn Billingsley, who owned a chain of Golden Bull steakhouses. Later on, she married Dr. Mortenson. I know she was crazy about the guy.

We were just kids, but we knew Barbara was always there for us. If we had any problem, we felt like we could actually talk to her just like our real moms.

Hugh was the same way.

I respected Hugh Beaumont a lot. Hugh was a very, very good director. I thought Hugh was a nice, nice man. I never had any run-ins with him.

Now, Jerry and Hugh were not the best of friends. Really, I think there was just a lot of difference in personality between the two. Water and oil. Jerry was young. Hugh was older. Hugh was sterner. And I don’t think Jerry liked that. I believe Jerry didn’t like somebody who was that strict.

When the script called for friction between father and son, they weren’t exactly always acting.

I knew there was no long lost love there between them. But it wasn’t open dislike or warfare, either. You didn’t do things that way back then too often. It was more just beneath the surface.

But for me, I can honestly say that Hugh was always a good guy. We never sat down and









































































































































































Afteword

By Rebecca. Bank

 


 


 


Dear Frank,

 



We finished reading the last three chapters of the first draft of your book tonight. I loved every chapter. The last three especially. The emotions they brought out in both of us were so intense. Tears, tenderness and uncontrollable laughter; thanks mostly to Elliot. You immortalized him forever. I’m sure he’s smiling.

When I read the words you wrote about me, they took my breath away. You still know how to give me goose bumps. You know I believe in the meant to be’s ... the things that are b’shert. Karma, and that everything happens for a reason. There are no coincidences. Well, you mentioned soul mates. Yes. Yes. Yes. I believe in soul mates, and I truly believe we have shared our lives for eons past, and eons yet to come. If I had a magic wand, I would wave it over all humanity so that each person could find their own true love. I guess I was at the right place and time when we met. Does that make me lucky or was that the hand of fate?

You know Frankie, I’ve had people ask me why I wasn’t appalled and humiliated to have my husband so openly and explicitly write a book focusing on the details of his sex-capades. I explain that I already know your stories from front and back, sexual or just plain outrageous. Nothing about you shocks me anymore. I tell them that for many years I assumed that maybe 50% of what you told me was true, and the rest well, maybe stretched. How could one person have such a life. Over the years though, I’ve either met the person that matched the story, or met someone who confirmed everything you had told me, and sometimes more. I tell them that the late 50’s and the 60’s were “The Days”, and all was possible. It was the cutting edge. Look, I say, Frank was a star of one of the top television shows of the time, he had a great personality, he dressed nice, and drove the most awesome cars. Who wouldn’t want to hang around and be part of the life of such a magnanimous guy? Us Southern California baby boomers can all relate I’m sure. Yeah, maybe not to the extremes that Frank went to. Maybe we didn’t participate in the game of life quite the way he did. But we of that generation were all touched by the times, and it was fun. I believe that you are right - those were the Happier Days, things were much more carefree then.

Now to the nitty gritty. Frankie, I do take exception to some things that you brought up for the all the world to know. You just had to call me Beeky didn’t you? That’s the kinda thing that makes me want to box your ears. You could have at least explained how my name got from Rebecca to Beeky in the first place. Do you remember? You know I’ve gone by the name Becka most of my life. I think you weren’t crazy about that one. You began to improvise. The “root” name was Beekstrom. From there it went to Beekus of Stromms. That’s where I started referring to you as Frankus T. Bankus. From Beekus of Stromms came Strommie, Strommberg, then Strommberg Carlson, then it was on to Beekbrain to Beepy to Beeky. I guess Beeky stuck because I hated it the most. Especially when we would be in a store. We would be aisles apart and I would hear, “BEEEEEKY!” I didn’t answer. Someone might actually think that was my name. So now there are times when somebody hears you call me Beeky and they pick up on it, and it makes me cringe. Someday perhaps I may get used to it. I love you Frank, you make me smile.

I have one more bone to pick with you. Then maybe I’ll get some sleep. It’s almost daylight now. You’ve been blowing ZZZ’s for hours. You make me chuckle. Anyway, back to the complaint. In reference to our never ending gin rummy game. You didn’t tell the folks that I’m really not that bad a player its just that you cheat and sometimes I let you win, just to keep you happy of course.

Frankie, my letter is coming to a close. Before it does though, I just want you to know that if not one book of yours sells, that’s alright with me. Because I will always have a copy of the most beautiful words ever written from a husband to a wife. That is since George Burns wrote of his love for Gracie. They are soul mates too ya know.

Goodnight Frankie my love. And remember don’t get your balls in an uproar!




Call Me

LUMPY
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My Leave It To Beaver Days and Other Wild Hollywood Life Gee, what was the Beav really like? Were Ward and June the Rockwellian picture of parental perfection? Was Eddie

Haskell the rascal he was portrayed to be? As the guy who played lunkhead Lumpy Rutherford on “Leave It To Beaver,” Frank Bank knows all about America’s favorite family, the Cleavers. But Frank’s story goes beyond his “Beaver” days and numerous other TV and movie roles. Frank grew up in Los Angeles when America’s morals and customs were changing dramatically. And Southern California was the catalyst for the chain reaction. Cars. Clothes. Music. Family. Authority. Sex. They all switched 180 degrees in the early ’60s. And Frank was a leader of the cutting-edge kids who spawned a hurricane of mimicry in “American Graffiti,” “Happy Days” and Beach Blanket Bingo movies. Frank Bank’s story is a sometimes wild, sometimes bawdy, often poignant, always funny account of a real-life Louie Louie who led a nation to California-dreamin’. And though he lived a crazy life with cuckoo friends and wacky acquaintances, Frank Bank remains, at heart, a Cleaverite. In contrast to his whiny character on the show, he insists: “Do call me Lumpy.

Call me Lumpy any time at all.”
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