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Sunday, 23 June 2013

Fred vs Jack
Jack Benny had so many running gags and occasional
characters he was able to mix and match them all with ease and
make his show found fresh but familiar at the same time. Of
course, it helped that his radio show was on the air from 1932 to
1955; it gave him time to add things gradually and then evolve
them. 

One of them was the feud with Fred Allen which supposedly
culminated in an on-air fight on the Benny show on March 14,
1937. But both Allen and Benny knew there was life left in it and
the feud carried on until Benny left radio in 1955 (Allen died the
following March). 

It began with a crack by Allen on his broadcast of December 30,
1936 when ten-year-old violinist Stuart Canin gave an
impressive performance of Schubert’s “The Bee” (he was paid
$55). You can hear the full East Coast broadcast below. Canin
appears at the 49:35 mark and Allen only makes one Benny
joke at the end of the violin solo. The conversation between Allen and Canin below wasn’t on this broadcast. I
presume it is from February 3, 1937, the date of the Allen show before the Sunday Benny broadcast where he
promised to play “The Bee” (Canin got another $55 from Allen, then $100 for appearing on Benny’s show on
March 7th). 

Radio Mirror had a lengthy article on the feud in its July 1938 edition, generously quoting from radio scripts.
You can see not all of it is sterling comedy. The March 7 climax broadcast is actually quite painful at times,
with both comedians hurling insults that are more childish than witty and not really in character for either of
them. When the “official” part of the feud died, Allen and Benny’s writers had the luxury of bringing it back
when they had good, solid zingers that warranted it. That’s the “feud” dialogue radio listeners likely remember,
including the brilliant “King For a Day” sketch that ran overtime on Allen’s show to close the 1945-46 season. 

With that overlong introduction, here’s the unbylined piece from Radio Mirror, with NBC photos by William
Haussler that accompanied the article. 

THE MIGHTY BENNY-ALLEN FEUD
THE famous radio feud between Fred (Hatfield) Allen and Jack (McCoy) Benny that has been rocking
America's airminded listeners with laughter for more than a year, has now passed into history. But anything as
funny as that feud shouldn't be allowed to do anything of the kind—which is why we've re-created it in print.
Here's the whole furious fight, from beginning to end, ready for the first time for you to read.
How did it start? Well, it actually began when a gent named Schubert wrote a harmless composition called
"The Bee". For years Jack Benny had been hankering to play "The Bee" on his program as a violin solo, and for
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years he had been discouraged, sometimes by sheer force. But one
night he came out flatfooted with the announcement that, come
what might, he would play "The Bee" by request—his own.
Presumably Fred Allen listened in that night, because the following
Wednesday we find him firing the opening shot in the feud:
Fred: Ladies and gentlemen, Sunday last an itinerant vendor of
desserts who has a sideline called by some, a radio program,
announced to an apprehensive world that he would murder a Bee.
This dire news has seeped into every nook and cranny of the
country, and I understand citizens are fleeing these shores by the
thousands rather than submit to such torture. The effect this solo
will have on contemporary American life is reflected in these
telegrams I have received. Fritz Kreisler wires:—
IF JACK BENNY PLAYS THE BEE NEXT SUNDAY IT WILL SET
THE VIOLIN BACK TWO HUNDRED YEARS
Mr. Lemuel Randypone, southern planter, wires:
IF BENNY PLAYS VIOLIN NEXT SUNDAY THE COTTON CROP IS
SAVED STOP THE SOUTH WILL BE ALL EARS AND THE EARS
WILL BE STUFFED WITH COTTON
These are but a few of the opinions voiced during the week. We look
forward to next Sunday with apprehension. Tonight, in order to
stunt Mr. Benny's growth, we have brought to the microphone
Master Stewart Canin, violinist extraordinary.
How old are you tonight, Stewart?
Stewart: Ten years old, Mr. Allen.
Fred: Do you know Jack Benny?
Stewart: No.
Fred: Did you ever hear him play the violin?
Stewart: Yes, sir.
Fred: How did his playing sound to you?
Stewart: Terrible.
Fred: Well, Mr. Benny is in a spot, Stewart. He is supposed to play
"The Bee" next Sunday and I thought if we wanted to be fair about
the whole thing you and I could explain to Mr. Benny how to
manage it. You know ... we can tell him how to hold the violin and everything. I know he is listening in to see
how a good comedian operates, and we can tell him how to hold the violin. Now, you show me and I'll tell Mr.
Benny. (Stewart obliges). Are you listening, Jack? The violin is held in the left hand, the little finger resting
lightly on the first string. The round end of the violin sets back into the neck, a little over to your left, with just
a dash of adam's apple peeking around the corner. The bow, or crop, as you cowboys call it, Mr. Buck Benny, is
held in the right hand. Now, to play the violin, what do you do, Stewart? (Stewart scrapes out a few notes). I
see, you scratch the bow across the strings. Fine. And now that Mr. Benny knows how to hold the violin, little
ten-year-old Stewart Canin will show little thirty-five-year-old Mr. Benny how to play "The Bee". Go ahead,
Stewart.
(Little Stewart plays "The Bee" beautifully, as Jack never, of course, will ever be able to.)
Fred: Thank you, Stewart. That was "The Bee," Mr. Benny, played by a ten-year-old boy. Aren't you too
ashamed of yourself now to go through with your threat? Why, Mr. Benny, at ten you couldn't even play on the
linoleum. Next Sunday, ladies and gentlemen, the world will realize that Aesop spoke two thousand years too
soon when he said, "Nero fiddled and Rome burned." For if Jack Benny insists on fiddling, America will burn.
I rest my case.
(It is not Stewart's beautiful rendition but a common cold that keeps Jack from playing "The Bee" on the
following Sunday as threatened. Jack explains he doesn't want to give the cold to his violin. But he doesn't
fail to blast away at poor Fred Allen. "What," he wants to know, "does a reformed juggler know about
music?" Fred gathers himself into a ball of fury and has back at Jack.)
FRED: Recently a gentleman . . . and the word gentleman is used loosely here . . . cad might better be the word
. . . has seen fit to remove some pointed shafts from his verbal quiver and ping them at me from the West
coast. I won't stoop to mention his name but he is a picture star. His initials are J. B. . . . and I don't mean
John Benny. Last Sunday J. B., referring to my profile, said that there was a limit to what the makeup man
could do for me when I come to Hollywood to make a picture this summer. All right, I'll admit I am no middle
Ritz brother. I know the stork flew backwards so he wouldn't have to confront me in case the bundle flew
open, but if Mr. J. B. wants to get personal, all right. I quote from a Hollywood gossip column . . . "What radio
and movie star was seen trying to get into a grapefruit skin so that he could go to a masquerade as a little
squirt?"
Harry Von Zell (Interrupting) : The character J. B. is entirely fictional, folks, and any incident that might be
construed as having reference to any living person . . . or Jack Benny ... is entirely coincidental . . . signed . . .
the management.
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Fred: I only said that when J. B. was ten years old he couldn't play "The Bee" on his violin.
(Next week the startling news comes through that Jack had had to postpone playing "The Bee" because some
well-wisher of the radio millions has stolen Jack's violin. Meanwhile, to fill in, Jack has hurled several
classic insults at Fred, among which he has accused Fred of being such a sissy he has to take ether while
having a manicure. Fred can't wait to get back at him.)
Fred: Portland, did you hear the Benny program last Sunday?
Portland: I'll say, it was a wow, wasn't it?
Fred: Oh, it was pretty lively for a guy who's got anemia.
Portland: Jack isn't anemic.
Fred: Listen, I followed him around at the dog show last year and when he passed by the bloodhounds they
didn't even open their eyes. He was born anemic. I heard he was so white when he was born people thought he
was delivering the stork.
Portland: Just the same, this is the cheesiest feud I have ever seen. You two have been fighting four weeks and
still no bloodshed!
Fred: How can there be bloodshed when a guy ain't got no blood?
Portland: Oh, Jack Benny's twice as healthy as you are.
Fred: He could be three times as healthy as I am and still be half dead.
Portland: You'd better be careful. Jack is liable to get mad.
Fred: Get mad? Why, I'll pull those three hairs he's got down over that peachstone fob he has hanging out of
his vest and play "The Bee" on them. I'll hit him so hard when he comes out he'll think he's in prison. He'll be
looking through his ribs.
Portland: Oh, yes. But what will Jack be doing?
Fred: Snoring, probably. 
Portland: You mean he's drowsy?
Fred: Drowsy rhymes with a word I'd like to use if radio was broadminded.
Portland: Gee! I hope you blows!
Fred: Blows? Benny's so shortwinded he can't gasp out a match. He has to drool on it.
Portland: Just the same, I think you ought to drop this feud, Mr. Allen.
Fred: Not until he plays "The Bee." No sir! 
Portland: But Jack can't play it if his violin is stolen, can he?
Fred: He can get the violin back, can't he? But did you hear him offer a reward for it? No! He's so tight he
wears garters on his spats so he won't have to buy socks. I'll get his violin back.
Portland: How?
Fred: I am offering a fifty-dollar reward and no questions asked to the party finding the stolen violin and
returning it to Jack Benny. Portland: Wait a minute, Fred, here's a telegram for you. I'll open it. "WILL
OFFER SEVENTY-FIVE DOLLAR REWARD TO PARTY WHO FINDS MY VIOLIN AND KEEPS HIS MOUTH
SHUT." SIGNED JACK BENNY.
Fred: Ladies and Gentlemen, I am offering one hundred dollars to the finder of Jack Benny's violin. Where are
you going, Portland?
Portland: I am going out to look for it, Fred.
(Unfortunately for the world Jack Benny's violin turns up. It has been hidden in the whiskers of his sponsor.
Fred is licked and the evening of March third finds him pretty downcast. Despite everything Fred has been
able to do, Jack plays "The Bee," not exactly a honey of a rendition.) Fred: Harry, did you hear Mr. Benny
play "The Bee" last Sunday?
Von Zell: Fred, did I! Listen, I was just able to get out of bed this morning.
Fred: Do you know, that solo did more for the aspirin industry than the last Flu epidemic. I have never heard
such wailing and squalling since the time two ghosts got their toes caught in my ouija board. Of all the foul
collections of discord foisted on a radio loving public under the guise of music, that herd of cat calls took the
cake.
Von Zell: Listen, Fred, don't get excited.
Fred: I haven't recovered yet. Benny doesn't play by ear or he certainly would have run away from himself the
other night. Harry, last Sunday when Mr. Benny gave his palsied rendition of "The Bee" on his wail box he
cried to the world in a sort of luke warm hysteria. If the radio audience liked that, I'm going to quit. But before
I quit I'm going to do something desperate.
(The whole world trembled at these terrible words. What would happen? So far the feudists have been
fighting at a 3,000 mile range—from opposite sides of the continent—but now Jack Benny comes East.
Would the feud burst into open warfare with all its attendant horrors? Would the body of Jack Benny be
found in some swamp horribly mutilated? Sunday rolled around and as usual the Jello program went on the
air—in an atmosphere of suspense. Everybody was nervous and Jack had warned them that the name of
Allen was to be changed to Boo Allen. Two-thirds of the program has gone by, Jack has rashly started to
sing a chorus of "You're driving me Nuts" when there is an ominous knock on the door. The music comes to a
crashing stop—Jack's song freezes in his throat:)
Mary Livingstone: Come in. (The door opens and it's Fred Allen without a machine gun.)
Fred: Hey, what's going on here? Whoever's blowing that fog horn has got to cut it out.
All: Why, it's Fred Allen.
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Jack: Well, as I live and regret there are no locks on studio doors, if it isn't Boo Allen. Now listen Allen, what's
the idea of breaking in here in the middle of my singing?
Fred: Singing? Well, I didn't mind when you scraped that bow over my suit case and called it "The Bee," but
when you set that croup to music and call it singing . . . Benny, you've gone too far.
Jack: Now, look here, Allen, I don't care what you say about my violin playing on your own program but when
you come up here, be careful. After all, I've got listeners.
Fred: Keep your family out of this.
Jack: Well, my family likes my singing and my violin playing too.
Fred: Your violin playing? Why, I just heard that a horse committed suicide when he found your violin bow
was made from his tail.
Jack: Hm. Well, listen to me, you Wednesday night hawk, another crack like that and Town Hall will be
looking for a new janitor. How did you get in here without a pass?
Fred: I made one at the doorman and you're next.
Jack: Oh I am, eh?
Fred: Listen, cowboy, why didn't you stay out in Hollywood where you don't belong?
Jack: Because I heard you were coming out there to make a picture, that's why.
Fred: Well, I saw your last picture and maybe you didn't start bank night but you certainly kept it going.
Jack: Oh yeah? Well, three states are waiting for your picture to be released. They are going to use it instead of
capital punishment. Wow! Where are you going to live in Hollywood, Mr. Allen? At the ostrich farm?
Fred: I may.
Mary: (Starts to laugh loudly)
Jack: What are you laughing at Mary?
Mary: He'll show those birds how to lay eggs.
Jack: Mary, that was marvelous. I am going to kiss you for that.
Mary: Then I take it back.
Jack: Oh you do!
Fred: She'd rather kiss an ostrich and so would I.
Jack: Well, Allen, that's going a little too far. When you make that kind of remark it means fight where I came
from.
Fred: You mean your blood would boil if you had any?
Jack: Yes, and I've got just enough to resent that. If you'll step out in the hallway I am ready to settle this
affair, man to man. Fred: All right, I'll knock you flatter than the part of this program I wasn't on.
Mary: Hold on there, Allen, who touches a hair on Jack's gray head has to find it first.
Jack: Never mind that. Come on, Allen, let us away. (Muttering.) Hm, I'm sorry now I sold my rowing
machine. (The two stamp out. There is a tense moment of suspense.)
(Then we hear heavy footsteps approaching, very heavy footsteps. The door opens and Jack and Fred enter
laughing to beat the band.)
Jack: Ha, Ha, Ha! Gosh, Freddie, those were the days, weren't they?
Fred: Yes, sir! Remember that time in Toledo when you walked in the magician's dressing room and stole his
pigeons?
Jack: Do I? They tasted pretty good, didn't they, Freddie?
Fred: You said it, Jack.
Jack: We didn't make much money in those days, Freddie, but we did get a lot of laughs.
Fred: We certainly did until we walked on the stage. (They both laugh again.)
Mary: Jack, what happened to the fight? 
Jack: What fight? Say, Freddie, remember that time in South Bend, Indiana?
Phil Harris: No kidding, fellows, what happened to that fight?
Jack: Why, Phil, we were never serious about that.
Mary: Then how'd you get that black eye?
Jack: Oh this? Well, I was just writing a letter.
Fred: And I dotted his eye.
Jack: Now wait a minute, Freddie. I slapped you more than you did me. Look at your wrists. They're all red.
Fred: Well, I made you say Uncle when I pulled your hair.
Jack: Uncle isn't the word, but let it go.
Mary: Well, I'll be darned! After what you guys said about each other!
Fred: Listen, Jack's the whitest guy I know.
Don Wilson: But you said he was anemic.
Fred: Listen! Don't let anyone tell you Jackie Benny's anemic. He stays white on purpose just so everybody
else will look healthy. Don't you, Jackie boy?
Jack: I sure do, Freddie.
Phil: But you said he had so little hair he sprinkled popcorn on his shoulders for false dandruff. You even said
he was stingy.
Fred: Jackie Benny stingy? Why his heart is so big you can put a stethoscope on him any place and get action.
Don: Say, Fred, here's a package you dropped on your way out to the hall.
Fred: Oh yes, that's a box of candy I was going to give Jack.
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Mary: Candy! Can I have a piece?
Fred: Sure, but take the square ones, Mary, they're not poison.
Jack: Hm, I see. By the way, Freddie, when you get home if that box of flowers I sent you is still ticking, just
put it in water.
Fred: I will. Thank's for the tip.
Mary: Gee, this candy is swell. What's it filled with, Fred?
Fred: Ipana.
Jack: Oh well, she was going to brush her teeth anyway.
Fred: For that I am going to brush mine with Jello.
Jack: Why don't you have them put Ipana out in six delicious flavors?
Fred: That's a great idea, but I got to go now.
Jack: O.K. Freddie, thanks for your kind visit and apology.
Fred: What apology?
Jack: Never mind, let's not start that again.
Fred: By the way, Mr. Harris . . .
Phil: Yes, Fred?
Fred: You lay off my pal Jack.
Benny: That's all. Goodbye everybody.
Jack: So long Freddie. (Fred goes.) Play, Harris. And watch your step. You heard what Freddie said!
Phil: Why, you sawed off little punk! I'll take you and tear you limb from limb.
Jack: Oh Freddie—Freddie—Freddie—Freddie!
(Music averts hostilities at this point.)
Jack: This is the last number of this program in the new Jello series. We will be with you again next Sunday
night.
Mary: Say, Jack, are you really glad you made up with Fred Allen?
Jack: Certainly I am because now I won't have to listen to his program to hear what he is saying about me.
Good night, folks!
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1 comment:

J Lee 23 June 2013 at 07:47

I came at the Benny-Allen feud from the opposite direction, via my uncle's record collection of classic radio
I listened to in the late 1960s, which included the "King for A Day" sequence. I think the main difference in
the eight-year span is more in the crystallizing of Jack's full-blown radio persona -- Fred's pretty much still
Fred, but it's the fullness of Jack's character's ego and greed that makes the later routine such a success.
They're not just throwing insults at each other, but now it makes perfect sense that Jack would try to
disguise himself to scam money and prizes off a game show (a bit Benny and his writers would rework a
decade later for TV with Groucho).
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