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FOREWORD

Greetings! This is Ronnie Schell, and you may remember me from a wonderful series that ran on CBS for five seasons from 1964-1969, called Gomer Pyle, U.S.M.C. I hope you remember, because it was a hoot doing that series. It’s also the subject of this book you are currently reading.

After reading this marvelous book and reminiscing about my time on the show, it brought back some of the greatest memories of my life. Speaking of my life, I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t being funny and trying to make others happy by doing so.

The key to being funny I have found is, if you do the research, most of your major comedians have had a tough time in life. I’ve never met a well-adjusted comedian. Due to the way they were raised or their life circumstances, they march to a different drummer.

I never set out to be a big star, and the way my career went, it worked out fine. I wanted to be loved and make people notice me and I found a way to do it through humor. This was from an early age. I started with a little pantomime group while still in high school. We played all the best places—social clubs like the Eagles and the V.F.W.

After high school, the Korean War was looming, and knowing my number was bound to come up, I joined the Air Force. It was the perfect opportunity for me to develop a comedy act, for I toured with the famed Airmen of Note out of Bolling Air Force Base in Washington D.C.

It opened a lot of doors for me. There are still a couple of bits I started out with long ago, that with updates, I still do today. On stage, performing, one quickly learns he or she is the center of attention, and given the type of personality who enjoys that attention, it is a tremendous high.

I laugh when I hear others ask (and they have), “Have you ever bombed?”

In my whole career I think I can remember two or three bad shows, and for the most part, maybe the audience wasn’t with it or they were just off-nights. You just have to go on and not really dwell on it. Of course, too many off-nights, and a person might find themselves out of a job.

I played Vegas for over fifty years. I guess my time there included what is the heyday of the city that never sleeps. It was a swingin’ time of Sinatra, Sammy Davis Jr., and so many others who brought the house down. I am lucky to have been a part of that era. I retired from Vegas performances in December 2018. I was feeling a bit tired and wanted to go out on a high note.

Now, a little about Duke Slater. This character that you saw every week was virtually me playing myself. Duke blossomed into Gomer’s best friend. During the early stages, I’m not sure how the writers were thinking with him. He was kind of a Casanova, as witnessed in the episode “Gomer and the Dragon Lady.” His amorous ambitions soon go flying across the barroom due to the prowess of Barbara Stuart.

My character, Duke, represented the audience. Frank Sutton and Jim Nabors were so over the top in their roles, absolutely “bigger than life itself,” that they needed somebody to center the antics. You understand … a normal, sensible voice of reason, somebody who could look straight into the camera and say, “These guys are crazy!”

Frank came to the show with an impressive résumé. His dramatic skills had been proven in dozens of TV guest spots and he was highly recognized in the movie Marty with Ernest Borgnine. I don’t think he ever got completely comfortable doing comedy, but he was extremely good at it.

I observed both he and Jim Nabors very closely; their work habits and the very environment was such a fulfilling learning experience.

Now, what about the Good Morning World environment? It was totally different. The show itself wasn’t half bad, but we suffered some of the worst fates a TV show can suffer, and even in the Sixties, you had to almost begin hitting home runs out of the gate or your fate was sealed.

Number one: We had a terrible time slot. Up against Tuesday Night at the Movies—when first run theatrical films were being shown, we couldn’t compete.

Number two: Joby Baker, my co-star, was a very formidable actor and a great guy, but he had a lot of trouble remembering lines. Had the show been renewed for a second season (which was highly unlikely) I don’t think he would have been in the cast.

They wanted to replace him with another actor who went on to headline quite a few series—Bill Bixby. Since all of this was only speculation, we will never know how well a revamped Good Morning World would have played.

We might have even lured a few more viewers away from Cary Grant.

My return to Gomer Pyle, U.S.M.C. was a saving grace. It really was, and my favorite episode of the entire series has to be “Corporal Duke.” Now Slater’s character had changed somewhat. He had to be an ally for Vince. It was a more serious role to undertake, being pro-Carter, because Carter’s character was still this supersensitive, uptight guy who always rails at Gomer—and the whole platoon for that matter—and I had to keep him from killing someone.

Plus, I had to shovel a lot of paperwork. And occasionally help nincompoops wrestle bronze boots off of swollen feet.

Looking back, these old TV shows, even some of those that weren’t on long, were so well written. It’s as if the writers had some extra sensory perception that they were writing for the ages. Someday these series will still play, and not a single soul involved in their creation will be among the living. But the shows themselves will live on. As long as there are new audiences to discover them, shows like The Andy Griffith Show and Gomer Pyle, U.S.M.C. will never leave the scene. The humor will never be old or offensive; our masterwork is forever frozen in time.

We were extremely popular in the Midwest and South, but surprisingly also played well in cities like New York and Los Angeles. Week after week, the Nielsen Ratings system proved it, and Fred Silverman, new vice president of programming at CBS, made one of the worst, if not the worst decision in television history when he axed all of the “rural” shows, or at least what he considered to be geared to hillbillies.

We’re still being shown, and maybe we weren’t “hip enough” for the early seventies, but none of us are surprised that more people remember us than remember Mr. Silverman.

Our variety show … Jim was such a multitalented guy, I think he just wanted to do something more than walk around saying “Golllee!” and “Shazam!” to Sergeant Carter all the time and creating problems as Gomer that he had to find intricate ways to get out of.

This isn’t to say he didn’t love Gomer and what it did for his career (because it made his career), but the last couple of seasons the producers had begun to let him sing on the show and use his real voice. Man, all anyone has to do is watch that one episode we did in Washington D.C. where he belts out “The Impossible Dream” to realize this guy was too big—too talented—to be stymied by weekly situation comedy.

So, he convinced CBS to give him a variety show. And he took me and Frank with him. Poor Frank found a new weakness in trying to do sketches. He worked hard and overcame a lot, but it was always a struggle, and in some close-ups, his nervousness shows.

I do know they were going to replace Frank had the variety show made it to a third season, but I also know that Jim, being the loyal friend he was, would not have let this happen. Yes, he would have walked away from a hit show for a friend. He was that kind of guy.

And we were a hit. We were the number one variety show for a while, even beating out The Carol Burnett Show many, many weeks— which was no small feat—but we were all friends, and of course, Jim later became a regular on Carol’s long-running program.

I think Jim’s talent was exploding around that time anyway. It was during the variety show (1969–1971) that we started going to Vegas. Jim wanted to go out and sing for the people and he took me along for his opening act.

And we played for standing room only, many, many times. Those were such fun and exciting times.

As for the others from the Pyle series, I remained close friends with Ted Bessell (Frankie Lombardi) up until his death. Early on, he got the chance to leave us and become Marlo Thomas’ boyfriend on ABC’s That Girl, and I don’t blame him. It was a good gig and I would have accepted it myself. I also made a few episodes with her, playing an agent.

Roy Stuart, who was Corporal Boyle, bless his soul, was such a kind person. He was also very funny when given the chance to shine and he went on to some fantastic guest shots after Gomer, but died much too soon.

The way he left the series is bothersome for me personally, because when Duke returned, Boyle went bye-bye. But Roy never blamed me or anyone else for the way it worked out. He wasn’t that kind of person. I think he was just grateful for the opportunity to be in the episodes he was (which were classics) and now he is always going to be remembered.

As most of you know, I even did a couple of episodes of The Andy Griffith Show for which to this day I am fondly remembered. That entire cast was such a seasoned ensemble, man, it was a pleasure to be in their company.

I find it truly amazing to think that we are on the verge of the show’s sixtieth anniversary and it is still funnier than anything new being produced for television today. There is even a new movie, Mayberry Man, in the works that is going to be filmed in three places key to the whole Mayberry nostalgia craze—in Danville, Indiana (home of Mayberry in the Midwest), Mount Airy, North Carolina (annual Mayberry Days), and Los Angeles (where the original episodes were filmed).

Thank you for allowing me to be a part of your lives. Whether we grew up together or you are a newer fan, we are bonded by a mutual admiration of great series work.

I was asked to start attending reunions of The Andy Griffith Show a few years ago and I am loving every minute of it. Traveling across the country, meeting fans and making friends, I feel I have the best of two worlds. I am living in the present, but never far removed from my beloved past.

I plan to keep going as long as I’m able and there are people who want to hear what Ronnie Schell has to say about show business. My decisions over the years have panned out, and it is so nice for me because I never really had a back-up plan.

Maybe join the Marines?

Life is great and presents ample material. I’ve lived a long time, and the longer you live, the more material you get.

Ronnie Schell

December, 2019


Introduction

One might be prone to pose the question: why a book on the Gomer Pyle, U.S.M.C. (1964–1969) television series? Ask that of one of the knuckleheads in the platoon and they might very well reply, “Why not write that kinda book?”

It is time.

The passing of Jim Nabors and the much-anticipated return of the show to syndication, most notably on MeTV, has renewed interest. Gomer Pyle, U.S.M.C. has freshness and familiarity in equal measure.

There have been numerous books written about The Andy Griffith Show (1960–1968), but research has failed to turn up any on the Gomer Pyle series. The country bumpkin with a heart of gold has remained in the shadows of its parent series. It is more than fair to call Gomer an integral part of the Griffith wheel. When his character was grandly written off to his own show in 1964, the departure was not as deeply felt as when Don Knotts left a year later. In Mayberry, Gomer was a one-dimensional character—funny, but limited nonetheless.
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Gomer says hey … and read on!

Having him leave the fillin’ station to enlist in the Marines could have resulted in a major flop. Luckily for us, it didn’t. Exceptional writers took the hayseed and slowly began making a man out of him. That they did this without him ever losing his country innocence or charm is yet more testament to their talent.

Gomer Pyle, U.S.M.C. is unique in that the
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