
7/19/2020 Tralfaz: Benny and the Brits

https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2013/01/benny-and-brits.html 1/6

Sunday, 20 January 2013

Benny and the Brits
If you wanted to get an old-timer in show business
to light up, all you had to do was say the word
“vaudeville.” All of them seem to have been
nostalgic for it, despite the endless travel, low pay
and unresponsive audiences that they endured.
Maybe because it was a simpler time, one without
an entourage who used them for a livelihood or the
daily disruptions in life that fame brings. Maybe it
was being part of a supportive group (of outcasts,
in some cases) all trying to make it big. Fred Allen
wrote a whole book about his struggles in
vaudeville (the delightful Much Ado About Me), but
left you with the impression he’d go back to it in a
second. And Jack Benny loved it, too, despite the
fact he struggled along with everyone else at one point. Unlike Allen, Jack didn’t just recall it. He tried to live it
one last time. Again and again. 

World War Two took Jack Benny around the world but post-war, his destination of choice was London. The
New York Times wrote on July 21, 1948:

British theatre critics were almost as enthusiastic today as the fans of Jack Benny who filled the
Palladium last night to welcome him in person. The audience obviously knew every aspect of the
comedian’s material by heart and revelled in its translation from air to stage by Phil Harris, Mary
Livingstone and Marilyn Maxwell.

About the same show, a headline in the Boston Globe read: “Jack Benny Given 10-Minute Ovation by London
Audience.” Is it any wonder he went back? In June, 1950, Benny, Harris, Rochester and a cast of 40 took their
tour to London, where he gave a command performance for the royal family. In 1957, he performed with the
London Symphony and appeared on the BBC. Two years later, London was among the overseas destinations
where Jack had filmed part of his TV show. In 1961, he gave a command performance for the Queen Mother
—as Gracie Allen, with George Burns. Four years later, he was before the Queen himself. And as himself. 

Here’s a United Press column from 1948 where Jack talks about England—and vaudeville. 

Jack Benny Finds Londoners Are Going Big For Vaudeville
By VIRGINIA MacPHERSON
HOLLYWOOD, Oct. 1.—(UP)—Jack Benny came up today with the answer to the old wheeze: “Whatever
happened to vaudeville?" It went to England, he says, where they think the “two-a-day” is a bit of all right.
“They’ve got everything over there,” he says. “Jugglers, trained seals, even old gals who sing squeaky songs
and double on a fiddle.”
Also Hollywood’s best movie stars. 
The dyed-in-the wool greasepaint hams who started in vaudeville and never got it out of their systems are
trekking to London at the drop of a contract.
They get out there on the stage and whoop it up till the customers can’t sit still any longer. They don’t even
mind following those seals.
That includes Benny, Hollywood’s frustrated fiddler, who started as a doorman in Waukegan, Ill., and talked
his way up from there, was one of the first on the boat.
“Everybody’s been over there,” Benny said. “Danny Kaye, Carmen Miranda, Dinah Shore, Betty Hutton . . .
everybody. They broke all records and they ate it up.”
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The Londoners will hawk everything but ration points to see a Hollywood star in the flesh. But that does not
mean they let their own performers play to empty seats.
“It’s part of the British tradition,” Benny explained. “Once an entertainer hits the top, he stays there—just
because the English do not like to change things.”
“There could be the worst paper shortage in history and they would still have that big, floppy paper money.
Same way with their vaudeville stars. An old guy may have to hobble out on a cane, but they’re loyal to him.
Once a headliner always a headliner with the British.
And you can forget all you ever heard about the English sense of humor being slow, Benny added.
“They’re great. Got every joke I told,” he said. “And I use some pretty sophisticated stuff on the stage. They
didn’t wait till the next morning to hawhaw, either.
Made him feel kind of lonesome for the old days, it did.
He said wistfully:
“There’s nothing like vaudeville. Too bad it’s so far away.”
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