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Introduction

February 5th, 1933, found Jack Benny and Mary Livingston 1,280 miles south of New York City’s freezing temperatures and their radio troubles. They had decamped to Miami Beach, Florida where they were staying at the luxurious Roney Plaza Hotel, hobnobbing with celebrities. Despite the carefree surroundings, they must have been wracked with anxiety. They had been unceremoniously sacked by their radio sponsor, Canada Dry Ginger Ale. It was the middle of the broadcast season, and they were unemployed. How were they going to get another sponsor when all the major companies were tied up in contracts with current shows? It was the nadir of the Great Depression, the last weeks of President Hooever’s “lame duck” administration. The economy was in freefall, and banks were closing by the hundreds. Jack and Mary tried to look nonchalant when society page photographers snapped pictures of them lounging on the beach and dancing in the nightclubs.

The introductions to Volumes 1, 2 and 3 of Jack Benny’s Lost Radio Broadcasts have unfolded the story of how Jack and Mary got to this point. Their widely praised music and comedy broadcasts, beginning May 2, 1932, twice a week on the NBC Blue network, sponsored by Canada Dry with George Olsen and Ethel Shutta as bandleader and chanteuse, had caught on with the listening public. Their spritely, informal banter and parodies of recent movie hits propelled them quickly up the polls of “best shows on radio.” Just six months later, Canada Dry shifted the program to air on the rival CBS radio network on new evenings, in order for the sponsor to catch larger audiences for its product advertising. This move brought significant changes to Benny’s well-crafted program, bringing on a different band leader, vocalist and announcer who would have to be coached in how to deliver comedy dialogue. Then the other shoe dropped – the meddling sponsor judged the show’s humor to be lacking. Canada Dry imposed a new writer/performer (comedian Sid Silvers) into the program, changing the show into a continuing narrative about a harried Broadway producer and his bumptious staff. Benny, Livingston and writer Harry Conn stormed into the sponsor’s office, threatening to quit immediately if their creative control was not restored. The trio won the battle, as Silvers was removed, but they lost the war. Benny’s last Canada Dry program was broadcast on Thursday January 26, 1933. Benny struggled to find a new sponsor, dogged by industry gossip that he was a “used” comedian, ironically so closely identified with his hilarious commercials for ginger ale that other sponsors were wary of hiring him.

February 1933 in Miami Beach

Ads and articles in Winter 1933 newspapers suggested that Benny and Livingston, although on the air for barely nine months, were already bona fide radio stars. A February 1933 newspaper ad for Philco radios urged readers not to miss out -- “Who Doesn’t Want to Hear Them All? Ed Wynn, Jack Benny, Burns and Allen, Jack Pearl, Amos and Andy and all the other wits and wags on the air. Don’t let your friends have to tell you how good Guy Lombardo and Ben Bernie were last night.” Ladies’ Clubs, men’s civic organizations and school children recreated their favorite radio broadcasts; Jack Benny imitations abounded. Radio critic Rod Reed of the Buffalo Times reported on February 19 that Benny was “being heartily boomed by this department for a network job.” He continued, “Ethel M. Hoffman of Sterling Avenue has suggested we put on a ‘Jack Bennyfit’ party to raise money to sponsor him ourselves.”

A Toronto Star reporter predicted that, despite the public firing, Benny would undoubtedly only be off the air for a brief time. “You couldn’t keep the humorist of the ginger ale program away from the microphone. He belongs there.” The Star article, “Jack Benny Takes Fun Seriously,” disclosed Jack and Mary’s private concerns. Away from the mike, Benny was an introvert, the reporter confided. “One of the funniest individuals on stage and radio, Jack Benny is a most serious person in real life. He seems continually steeped in worries.” The pressures of creating two radio episodes per week was a factor. “Once, when asked why he doesn’t crack jokes with his friends, he replied ‘I’m too busy thinking them up for my broadcasts.” Here also is rare evidence that Sadye Marks Benny, after a taste of working with Jack in his vaudeville act, fiercely desired to become a radio performer – “For his first thirteen weeks on the radio last spring, Jack performed without ‘Mary,’ but she became microphone-struck. She pleaded for a chance on the air. Jack usually acceded to her whims and fancies, and this was no exception. And “Mary” made a hit with audiences.”

The painful public complication to Mary’s private craving to be a comedy performer was revealed in an interview she gave to the Miami News soon after reaching Florida on February 5th -- “Mike Still Holds Many Terrors for Mrs. Benny.”

Mary Livingston, in private life Mrs. Jack Benny, stage and radio star, has not overcome microphone fright. Mr. and Mrs. Benny are stopping at the Roney Plaza for a two-week vacation after nine months on the air over a national network. Mr. Benny was master of ceremonies for the program and Mrs. Benny was ‘the dumb girl from Plainfield.’ She finds radio work much more difficult than the stage because of added nervous strain of perfect timing and voice control. “I think I would faint if I had to go in a room with a microphone now,” she declared today. “I am more afraid of them now than when I first started on the air.”

While Mary rested, Jack found some chances to keep his name before the public and earn some extra income. On February 11 at the Floridian Supper Club in Miami Beach, Jack made a guest appearance with the Ritz Brothers, an unlikely pairing, as their raucous, zany antics would have been in sharp contrast with Jack’s quiet monologuing. The next night, Jack participated in a remote pick-up from Miami as part of a Lincoln’s birthday commemoration, broadcast at the late hour of 11:30 pm on NBC. While the broadcast did not garner much national publicity, veterans in Kennebec, Maine gathered at the GAR hall to hear the program – jokes by Jack Benny, tunes by the Paul Whiteman and Vincent Lopez orchestras, the Pickens Sisters, Floyd Gibbons and an address by Veterans of Foreign Wars leaders and senators. On February 13th, Jack and Mary joined Eddie Cantor, George Jessel, Lou Holtz, film studio head William Fox, writer Damon Runyon and scores of other celebrities at an exclusive party at the Roney Plaza Hotel.

The next day, President-elect Franklin D. Roosevelt arrived in Miami, after spending eleven days ocean-fishing on a yacht owned by wealthy supporter Vincent Astor. FDR landed and gave a brief speech from the back of his touring limousine at Bay Front Park in downtown Miami. Jack Benny joked on-air about the Hoover-Roosevelt race in Fall 1932; it was possible that he and Mary were in the crowd. Suddenly shots rang out, as socialist Giuseppe Zangara attempted to assassinate the president-elect. A bystander knocked Zangara’s arm aside. The shots missed FDR but gravely wounded Chicago major Anton Cermak, whom FDR rushed to the hospital in his car. Unfazed, FDR remained in Miami for two days, then boarded a train north to work on his inaugural address. The horrible event could not have reduced the Bennys’ anxiety for what the future held.

The following week, organizers of a charity performance in Miami Beach to benefit local unemployed workers tapped Benny to serve as master of ceremonies, introducing Mary, performers from the local nightclubs, and pianist/composer George Gershwin. While more than 3,000 people attended the show on the night of Saturday February 25, at the last minute, Jack was a no-show. He was called suddenly to NBC headquarters in New York, to discuss a new radio opportunity. Gossip columnist Ed Sullvan spread the rumors, wondering “why, one hour after the futile Al Jolson-John Royal [NBC executive] confab yesterday afternoon, Jack Benny hopped a Miami plane for Broadway and that new contract?”

Luck was with Jack Benny. Al Jolson, the nation’s number one entertainer, had abandoned his weekly series of radio programs for sponsor Chevrolet on NBC’s premiere Red network. (There’s debate over the reasons why, from Jolson’s petulance to the sponsor’s unhappiness, but we will leave that for others to hash out). Network programming executive Bertha Brainard, anxious not to lose a major sponsor, pitched a replacement program featuring Benny and the NBC orchestra. The auto manufacturer, suffering from slumping sales and possible bankruptcy, agreed to sponsor Benny’s program – but for only for six episodes.

The Initial Chevrolet Radio Broadcasts, and a Radio-Influenced Inauguration

Jack and Mary quickly returned to Manhattan to broadcast the first episode for their new radio sponsor, Chevrolet, from 10:00-10:30 pm on Friday March 3rd. It was an auspicious date -- the eve of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s inauguration.

Several newspapers made a major story out of Benny’s return, the Buffalo Evening News and Brooklyn Eagle especially welcoming him back on the air. Benny’s broadcast was joined by a special concert on NBC featuring operatic arias by Lawrence Tibbett and Rosa Ponselle, patriotic music from the most popular band leaders, and an address by Eleanor Roosevelt, concluding a series she had presented for Pond’s Cold Cream.

On Saturday March 4, the NBC Red and Blue and CBS networks joined forces to present 360-degree coverage of the inauguration, broadcasting the swearing in ceremonies, and full news coverage of the presidential processions and parade. Reporters with microphones were stationed in the streets all across Washington DC. The swearing in ceremony at 12:45 pm was listened to by millions via radio. “This great nation will endure as it has endured,” FDR proclaimed. “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” While his speech was short on specifics, FDR reassured the country and delivered his speech with consummate skill. “By almost every contemporary and historical judgment,” writes historian Roger Daniels, “it transformed the mood of a nation.” It cemented radio’s place as a premiere medium of news, entertainment, advertising and propaganda.

The First Program – March 3, 1933

Jack Benny’s radio fans, listening in to these initial Chevrolet broadcasts on Friday nights on the Red Network, heard familiar elements, but also experimentation. Jack was now his program’s acknowledged main
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