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Sunday, 31 March 2013

Laughs and Mistakes
It’s hard to think of Jack Benny with any other announcer but
Don Wilson. And it’s hard to think of Don Wilson being anything
but a jolly, overweight commercial pitch-man. But neither was
originally the case. 

The Benny show went through several announcers (and
sponsors) in the first few years. When Chevrolet dumped Benny
after the April 1, 1934 programme, he started work six days
later for General Tire, and that’s when Jack connected with Don
Wilson for the first time, leaving behind Alois Havrilla. Wilson
had announced several shows before this but had built his
career as a football announcer, having the distinction of calling
the Rose Bowl game for several years before deciding his
career would be better advanced in New York (the Benny show
moved to California in 1935 and brought Wilson along). 

Wilson once explained to the Windsor Star that Chevrolet
cancelled after 26 weeks because the company’s advertising
manager “felt they had such a high-class product that they shouldn’t be represented by a comedian but by a
symphony.” Evidently, the Chevy people felt they were making Packards or Cadillacs. 

Here’s Wilson talking in 1956 about his time with Jack. 

Benny Announcer Got Job Because He Laughed Hard
EDITOR’S NOTE: Aline Mosby is on vacation. Don Wilson writes today about his job as
announcer on the Jack Benny television and radio show.)
By DON WILSON
Written for the United Press
HOLLYWOOD, Aug. 14 (UP) — Twenty-three years ago I laughed and got a job — I've been with Jack Benny
ever since.
I was working in the East as a sportscaster and had the good fortune to be included in a general audition for
the Jack Benny program. Jack, as part of the audition, kidded the boxtop craze by inviting his listeners to tear
the tops from their automobiles and mail them in. I was convulsed and my voice, trained to project over the
roars of football crowds, carried to the microphones. I’ve been laughing with and at Jack from that time ‘til
now.
Benny Likes "Boo-Boos"
I'm fortunate to have been associated with a star with a real sense of humor who appreciates the "fluff" or
"boo-boo" because I’ve contributed more than my share. Jack and his writers have been wise enough to turn
mistakes on the show to advantage.
For example, who can forget Mary Livingstone’s “chiss sweez sandwich” or her car which was at the filling
station on the “grass reek.”
Once I signed off one of the CBS-TV shows with a distortion of the sponsor’s pet slogan. It came out “Be
Lucky. Go Happy.” Jack promptly assigned my wife, Lois, the announcing chores for the following three weeks
— to my distress and Lois’ delight.
Jack is not only a great comedian but a brave man. He didn’t even flinch when he asked me on the show where
I obtained a certain bit of information and I replied, not according to the script: “I read it in Drear Poosin’s
column.”
Contrary to many shows, the equipment on the Benny TV show is located behind the stage with only the
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microphone booms on the stage.
This is done so the audience can have a clear view of the players. Three cameras are used. One on the left is for
long shots, one on the right for medium shots and one in the middle for close-ups.
This camera in the middle is a favorite of Jack’s. We have a joke that it’s one of a kind and CBS uses it only on
the Benny show. It has a special device that “makes a 62-year-old man look 39.” 

Wilson had a reputation—one I don’t think was deserved—of constantly making mistakes on the air. Maybe
they were just more noticeable than other people’s. Mel Blanc’s autobiography revealed Bea Benaderet used
to run a pool on which line in the script Wilson was going to blow first that week. 

One of the puzzling things involves running gags based on screw-ups. Jack got mileage for several weeks
from Mary’s “chiss sweeze” and “grass reek.” But through the 1940s, he did two live versions of his show, one
for the East Coast and one for the West. Many West Coast cities also broadcast the East Coast version three
hours earlier. But if a mistake was made on a West Coast broadcast, how could it be turned into a running
gag the following week? Easterners wouldn’t have heard it. The best explanation I can come up with is, at
least in some cases, Jack explained the screw-up on the next broadcast, presumably so the audience
wouldn’t feel left out. 

Wilson’s final show with Jack Benny was on a 1970 special, 34 years after he won the audition to be his
announcer. Alois Havrilla, dead for 18 years by then, was long forgotten.
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Norm McCabe (5)

Pat Matthews (10)
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Paul Terry (2)

Sara Berner (5)

Screwy Squirrel (34)
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Tom and Jerry Human (29)

Tralfaz Sunday Theatre (17)
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Walt Disney (145)
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Warner Bros. (586)

Who Killed Who (10)
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