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Cantor on Allen
Fred Allen didn’t have a real feud with Jack Benny or any other radio comedian. But he didn’t hold back about
the ones whose acts he didn’t like and why. Milton Berle was a target, and so were others on television whom
he saw as presenting warmed-over vaudeville acts (despite the fact Allen was nostalgic for vaudeville). And
he didn’t have much good to say about a few of them on radio, like Eddie Cantor. Here’s what he wrote in
“Treadmill to Oblivion” about Cantor’s show:

The big comedians felt that if they entertained the studio audiences their radio success was
assured. Eddie Cantor wore funny costumes, pummeled his announcer with his fist and
frequently kicked his guest star to obtain results. A Cantor show would open with the announcer
shouting “And here comes Eddie! Eddie’s wearing fifty balloons tied to his coat! Ha! ha! Eddie
hopes he’ll get a break tonight. Ha! ha!”

Allen’s point was the audience at home was confused by the studio’s audience’s reaction to something visual
the comedian was doing to get a huge yuck. The listener at home couldn’t see what was happening. Allen
hated pandering to the studio audience. But he did it himself, most notably in the “King For a Day” sketch
(May 26, 1946) where the studio audience goes out of control with laughter because it can see what the
listener can’t—Jack Benny’s clothes being taken off.

It appears Cantor didn’t appreciate Allen’s point. Cantor had a newspaper column handled by the Bell
Syndicate and here’s what he wrote that appeared in papers of January 14, 1955.

Through Eddie Cantor's Eyes
Fred Allen Gets Too Analytical
By EDDIE CANTOR
I'm wondering what my teacher at Public School 1, Catherine Luddy, would think if she know I read two books
in two days. Even though she predicted a very black future for me, I was crazy about Miss Luddy. I would have
married her except for the difference in our ages. I was older than my teacher. Teacher? I was older than the
principal. To get back to the books: One of them was “Treadmill to Oblivion” by Fred Allen. In it you get a lot
of “Allen’s Alley” and “Allen’s allergy.” He simply cannot stand the human race—particularly those comedians
who are too busy being successful in the various mediums of show business to stop and analyze them. As a
contemporary of Fred, I've often noticed that he gets analytical when he should be just comical.
I’ve been an Allen fan for 25 years. I still laugh out loud every time I think of his description of an American in
Paris. Here is a sample: “The American arrives in Paris with a few French phrases he has culled from a
conversational guide, or picked up from a friend who owns a beret.
“He speaks the sort of French that is readily understood by another American who, also, has just arrived in
Paris. The minute, however, the American attempts to make linguistic contact with a native, verbal bedlam
ensues. The Frenchman talks as though his nouns and verbs are red hot and he has to get the words out of his
mouth before they blister his tongue.
“As the American gains confidence, he will occasionally risk a cluster of French consonants in public. This
often proves embarrasing. One American who had planned to buy a set of andirons found, when he left the
antique shop, that he had bought two old ladies, one of whom was in poor condition.
“Another tourist, speaking import French, rattled off something to a waiter at Maxim’s. When translated, he
found that he had said, 'Who is playing the trombone under my potato salad?' As the American 'ouis' and
'mercis' his way in and out of shops and cafes, he finds that to get what he wants, he invariably has to point.
The ‘American in Pans’ finally learns that to speak French, he doesn't require a tongue—all he needs is a
finger.” This is good Fred Allen.
In his book, “Treadmill to Oblivion,” Fred would like to believe that all comedians merely pass through on the
way to the “big nowhere.” It may be true, but let’s face it—while on that treadmill, the comics, including Fred
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Allen, not only pick up a million or more dollars, but experience and soul-
satisfrying [sic] knowledge that millions of people who enjoy their particular
brand of humor have been made happier.

Maybe it’s just me, but I don’t quite get Cantor’s point. He never really explains
why Allen shouldn’t be analytical. In fact, a good portion of his column is taken
up by a piece of Allen’s analytical humour. His final line, after admitting Allen
may be right, doesn’t deal with analysis by Allen at all. I suspect Cantor’s
wagging a disapproving finger at Allen for something that’s not stated in the
column at all—he’s annoyed about Allen publicly criticising his on-stage antics
during a radio career which, by the time the review was written, was over.
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