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Sunday, 11 March 2012

The Rochester Riot
Eddie Anderson’s Rochester was arguably the most popular character
on Jack Benny’s radio show, next to Jack himself. If you listen to the
on-location war-time broadcasts, Anderson gets huge cheers, even
more so than the carousing ladies man Phil Harris, the type of man a
G-I might aspire to be. But everyone could identify with Rochester, the
underpaid working man who still managed to get one up on his boss,
time and time again. The underdog with the funny voice.

Rochester’s popularity unintentionally caused a riot, and not with the
negative connotations associated with race (unfortunately, the matter of
colour continues to swirl up in almost every discussion about
Anderson’s character). In reading the stories from May of 1940, it
appears collegians were looking for an excuse to be rowdy, a kind of
mind-set that produces things like Vancouver’s Stanley Cup riot. Here
are a couple of stories about the Rochester prank that went wrong.

Seven Students Arrested; ‘Kidnaped’ Jack
Benny Comedian.
Cambridge, Mass., May 1—(AP)—The first riot of spring occurred last night in Harvard Square and seven
Harvard students were arrested for disturbing the peace. They were fined $5 each today in district court.
The riot, which embodied all the usual features of Harvard Square spring disturbances, apparently developed
from a combination of the warm evening air and the fact that a group of Massachusetts Institute of
Technology students put one over on the Harvards by “abducting” Eddie “Rochester” Anderson, Negro
comedian on the Jack Benny radio program.
Rochester, scheduled to appear at a Harvard smoker, turned up instead at the Delta Kappa Epsilon house at
M. I. T., after being persuaded by a group of Dekes to leave his plane at Providence, R. I., and motor to
Cambridge.
The comedian thought he was at Harvard until two hours later. The riot, which found some 200 students
milling around in the square, followed soon after, giving police quite a workout for about an hour.

Riot Follows M.I.T. Kidnap Of Harvard Smoker Guest
“Rochester” of Jack Benny’s Radio Program Held Till Early Morning; Eight Sons of
OI’ John Wind Up in Hoosegow
CAMBRIDGE, May 1. (INS)—Eight Harvard students were arrested today during a riot that followed the
kidnaping of “Rochester,” Negro radio and stage comedian with Jack Benny, by Massachusetts Institute of
Technology pranksters from a Harvard freshman smoker.
Riot Call
More than 2000 youths from both institutions battled and then set upon 50 Cambridge policemen summoned
by a riot call.
Police hats were snatched, occasional blows were struck and water was dropped from dormitory windows as
study-weary boys (?) attempted a drive on Radcliffe college, a girls’ Institution.
Police drove a wedge into the milling crowd near Harvard square, dispersed the students and arrested the
eight. They were charged with disturbing peace and gave these names, Royce McKinley, 19, John Buchanan,
22, Nicholas Slatterly, 24, Richard N. Brill, 18, Henry Maclog, 18, Wm. Savage, 21 and Charles C. Beaman, 23.
The Negro valet comedian, whose real name is Eddie Anderson, was met at Providence, R. I. airport by Tech
students who said they were a Harvard reception committee. Instead of taking him to the Harvard smoker,
they took him to the Delta Kappa Epsilon fraternity house at Tech. There he entertained and was entertained
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until nearly morning, finally being taken by an automobile caravan to the Harvard smoker at Memorial hall.

Rochester shone even more after the war. The Benny show became more of a sitcom, a comedian’s life-as-
comedy, and as the line between the “radio show” and “home life” blurred, Rochester became more and more
a part of the on-air proceedings. When television took over, Mary and Harris were gone, Don Wilson was
reduced to buffoonery and Dennis Day remained being silly. Rochester became more the voice of reality as
well as turning into Jack’s closest friend. And the friend of the audience, too.
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3 comments:

Bobby Bickert 11 March 2012 at 15:55

Interesting that these articles spell "kidnaped" and "kidnaping" with only one "p", just like the original edition
of Robert Bloch's 1954 novel "The Kidnaper". I wonder if this was an accepted spelling back then?

Reply

Chris Sobieniak 11 March 2012 at 18:45

I wouldn't be surprised.

Reply

Yowp 12 March 2012 at 02:41

Bobby, I checked several versions of the wire stories and they consistently spell it with one 'p,' so it wasn't
a typo.
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