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Big Time Vaudeville Nostalgia

Jack Benny and George Burns were friends
virtually their whole adult lives, and it would appear
Jack was close to, or at least friendly with, other
ex-vaudevillians he knew back in New York in the
1920s. They appeared with him on his radio show
—Eddie Cantor, Al Jolson, Georgie Jessel and
former headliner Benny Rubin. The last two were
pall bearers at Jack’s funeral in 1974 (the other two
were dead long before then).

Raising money for the State of Israel was a cause
for many show biz oldtimers in the 1950s. Benny
emceed a testimonial dinner for Jessel in February
1959. Cantor and Burns were there; columnist
Army Archerd called Cantor’s donation
“embarrassing.” Roastmaster Benny remarked: “Cantor and Jessel have been friends ever since they learned
to speak English. They went through show biz with the same disappointment — they both wanted to be
Jolson.” Jolson had been dead since 1950 but not forgotten.

Benny, Burns, Cantor and Jessel did a variety special together in late 1959; the Life magazine photo above
came from it. It was sponsored by the Lincoln-Mercury division of Ford; Jack was no longer on Shower of
Stars sponsored by Chrysler, so there was no conflict for him. Benny’s usual staff wasn'’t involved at all. The
special was produced and co-written by Hub Robinson, with Mac Benoff and directed by Dick Darley, with Jeff
Alexander’s orchestra. A selling point, besides a trip down Nostalgia Lane, was the fact the show was
broadcast in colour.

Here’s a United Press International story from November 3rd that year, two weeks before it aired.

Elder Statesmen On Show Together

By VERNON SCOTT

UPI Hollywood Writer

HOLLYWOOD (UPI)—The four elder statesmen of show business, representing more than 200
years of movie, radio, television and vaudeville entertainment, band together for the first time
Tuesday for a TV show.

George Burns, who has not not fully recovered from Gracie Allen's retirement, has taped his
initial program of the year with Jack Benny, Eddie Cantor and George. Originally titled "A Night
at the Palace," the show will appear as "the Big Time"—a flight to nostalgia and the old vaudeville
days.

"All four of us have taken portions of our acts and revamped them," Burns said, pacing his office
floor. He was rakishly attired in sports clothes, including a blue beret.

"It begins with Cantor and Jessel when they were breaking records at the Palace Theater in 1927.
Then we move to Benny at the Poli Theater in Wilkes-Barre the first time he performed without
his violin."

Modestly, George said he would sing some of the songs he made famous.

Then he had the gall to ask how anyone could forget such all time greats as "I'm Tying the Leaves
So They Won't Fall Down," "Oh What a Wonderful Winter, "The Boys Are All Back Home" and
"Tiger Girl."
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"When I get through with those numbers I
sing some of the real old tunes," he beamed.
George's three guests on the spectacular (Nov.
17, NBC-TV) all were famous before Burns
himself hit the bigtime. He struggled along as
a second-rater until he joined forces with
Gracie.

"I knew Cantor all my life." he said. "But he
didn't know me. He didn't want to know me.
He only started talking to me when I was 27
years old — after I met Gracie. Jack Benny has
been my closest friend for 36 years. Jessel and
I have known one another lot about 35 years.
"This is the first time the four of us have

worked together. In the old days we couldn't

have afforded to appear in a group."

Burns struck a pose as he explained that he was a cut above his pals.

"They are essentially comedians," he said. "I am a singer. No, no, don't laugh. When I went to
parties in the past I'd jump up and sing for nothing. But now that I have a night club act and sing
on records I wait to be asked to sing. Trouble is, nobody asks."

Box Score

George Burns, Jack Benny, Eddie Cantor and George Jessel will be appearing together Tuesday
for the first time, but they've been mightily close many times before:
—Each has been in show business for 50 years.

—Each started as a youngster.

—Each was a vaudeville headliner at the same theater.

—Each had his own radio network show.

—Each has starred in movies.

—Each has had his own TV show.

—Each lives in the same part of Los Angeles.

—Each has worked on stage with two of the other three.

Reviews were generally favourable, especially for Burns who, as one critic pointed out, needed to recover
from a disastrous, Gracie-less sitcom from the previous season. Variety wasn’t impressed with the writing,
called a Jessel-Cantor-Benny dressing room sketch an “embarrassment,” and felt Jack’s turn “was something
less than inspirational.”

Here’s a post mortem from one of the syndicated columnists.

The Good Old Days—For a Night

By WALTER HAWVER

It was a great idea to have George Burns, Jack Benny, Eddie Cantor and George Jessel combine
forces and relive the good old vaudeville days.

And while these venerable gentlemen of show business were on camera, last night's Startime
presentation, "George Burns in The Big Time," was jolly good nostalgic fun.

Not the lump-in-the-throat kind of nostalgia, mind you. If there was a wet eye in the audience, it
was from laughing too lustily.

Burns had top billing, and there was perhaps too much of Georgie and too little of the others. But
the hardest thing to comprehend was the addition of The Kingston Trio and Bobby Darin. They
are out of another era and about as incompatible with vaudeville and nostalgia as you can get.
Looking at the bright side of things, Jack Benny proved anew he is one of the funniest men alive,
though he performed less than 10 minutes.
He recalled the night he stepped on the stage
for the first time without his props, a violin or
a bow. He didn't know what to do with his
hands. And what he did with them was a riot,
as he placed them behind his head, on his
hips, tucked them into his belt, waved them
aimlessly, cracked his knuckles; all the time
doing a monologue nobody could hear for the
merriment.

The biggest chuckle of the night also was
Jack's doing. When Eddie Cantor asked him if
he was getting paid for doing the show, Jack's
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indignant frown spoke comical volumes.

Cantor, who has been slowed down by illness, romped through a reprise of "Pals" with Jessel.
This was a routine they did together in 1929 at the Palace Theater in New York. It is probably
only coincidence, but the theater closed two weeks later, and vaudeville died.

And, of course, there was Burns, Gracie-less and still a bit lost as a single, but a good guy to have
around for a show like this one. Nobody could believe a fellow who sings as badly as Burns
actually ever made the big time as a singer. And George didn't. When Gracie was his partner, he
never finished a number. Last night, he didn't finish many either, but he sang a lot of them—
forgotten (and they deserve to be) melodies like 'Red Rose Rag," "Don't Take Me Home" and
"Tiger Girl."

George also did a sand dance (with Darin) and a bit of soft shoe with a bevy of chorus girls. In
between, he reminisced. The jokes were older than he is, but they belonged in this hour and so
did George.

The same can't be said for Darin or the Kingston Trio. Bobby mercifully didn't sing "Mack the
Knife" again but his "Clementine" didn't sound much different. The trio, a competent group of
clean-cut singers with clean-cut sounds, is welcome on most any show but one of this sort.
Somebody evidently decided the good old days should be counterbalanced by good young talent.
Television will never let well enough alone.

Jack Hellman’s Variety column of November 30th had a post-script:

There are a couple of murky kinescope snippets of this special on the internet. Here’s the portion with Cantor

Howard Blake got off this howler. A table of Chasen regulars fell to discussing the recent George
Burns special, which numbered among his guests Jack Benny, Eddie Cantor and George Jessel.
One of them wanted to know “why no Jolson?” Replied another, “oh, we tried but he looked at

> %

the script and said, ‘I'm not getting up for that one’.

(who was a lot slower due to iliness), Jessel, Benny and a laugh track.
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\‘) Sounds as though the special suffered through the same problem as other attempts to assemble an 'All-
Star Cast', in that the whole is never as good as the sum of the parts, because most of the parts fail to
mesh together correctly (and the inclusion of Darrin and The Kingston Trio just screams out TV network
executive demanding the younger demo be targeted in some manner).
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