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Sunday, 15 September 2019

Two Remleys, Part Two
Dennis Day had two shows. Phil Harris had two shows. That was a running gag on Jack Benny’s radio show.
It was used as another put-down of Jack, who only had one show. 

Someone else had two shows. Frank Remley. 

This gets a little tricky, so bear with me. Remley was in Harris’ orchestra when it
was hired to work on the Benny show in 1936. Over a number of years, Remley’s
name was used whenever Benny’s writers needed a gag about someone more
dissipated than Harris. When Harris was hired by F.W. Fitch to do a second show,
hosting the Bandwagon in 1946, he needed a foil. Who better than Frank
Remley? After all, there was instant name recognition from the Benny show. So
now Remley was on the Benny show playing the guitar and on Harris’
show...well, kind of. 

Movie fan magazines are not exactly noted for their veracity, but there’s no
reason to disbelieve this story that Harris told Modern Screen in its June 1948
issue. 

We had an awful time casting Frankie. Frank Remley is my oldest friend.
We began in this business together, me a drummer and Frankie playin'
guitar. When I got my own band, he came with me. We've played in every
big and little place on the globe, lived together until we got married. I'm
always kiddin' him about his age and all that. 

Well now we were castin' for this part. Actors were readin' for us and we were turnin' 'em down
right and left. Suddenly I say how wonderful if this guy were able to do it himself, after all he's a
pretty amusing guy. So I call him up — he's got his own little combination by now and is playing
around town. I don't tell what I want him for, just say, "Come over." 

He brings his guitar of course. I hand him a script and tell him to read with me so the director
and the rest can hear that he's an actor too. "Now Curly," he says, (he's the only one who calls me
Curly) "I'm no professor." I tell him to shut up and start readin'. He keeps tryin' to tell me
something but of course I won't let him. I got one thing on my mind. So we start and he goes like
a wagon with a broken wheel. He's slow, his timing is impossible. I say, "Are you afraid,
Frankie?" 

"Look Curly, I've been trying to tell you something," he says, "it's something I've been meaning to
tell you for several months. I got myself a pair of reading glasses, can't read without 'em now. I
left 'em home today. I can't hardly see this paper I'm holding let alone the printing on it." 

He'd been hiding this about the glasses because he knew I'd rib the brains out of him for growing
old and all that. Well, before we got around to giving him another chance to read, a very good
professional actor blew in, just out of the army and we gave him the job. And Remley works in
the band, playin' the old guitar. He practically falls off his chair every week when he hears
himself being impersonated.

Elliott Lewis was hired to portray Remley, so you now had the fake Remley on the air on the Harris show, and
the real, guitarist-not-speaking-on-the-air version on the Benny show. 
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Through circumstances I’ve never understood, when Harris left the Benny show in 1952, his orchestra stayed
with Benny; Walter Scharf continued to front a different band on the Harris show. That meant the real Remley
was still plucking away with Benny. When that happened, the fake version played by Elliott Lewis on the
Harris series unexpectedly changed his name to “Elliott Lewis” with an explanation that was more contrived
than funny. 

I’m glad you followed all that. 

Remley (the real one) was lucky enough to get that far. Here’s a 1924 wire service story. 

YOUTH IS KILLED AT MODESTO
By the Associated Press
MODESTO; Sept. 13.—Allen Young, 20, of Eagle Rock, Los Angeles county, was killed early this
morning when as a member of a party of six musicians he was driving south towards Los
Angeles. Their car tipped over directly across the Southern Pacific tracks at Hatch crossing,
known as “death curve.” A Southern Pacific northbound train came along a few moments later
and hit the wreck. 
Young was taken aboard the train and died there in a few minutes. When the engine hit the car
the gas tank exploded and the automobile was burned up. Other members of the party were
Sloan Campbell, Berkeley; Frank Remley, Los Angeles; Rene Duplessis of Van Nuys; Gordon
Glenn of Los Angeles, and Mark Murray of Long Beach. All are believed to be students at the
University of Southern California.

Remley was a great travelling companion. Wire service stories reveal how Remley and Harris or Remley and
Benny would hop in a car and go somewhere, including trips to British Columbia. Here’s an Associated Press
story about an unusual cross-country auto journey. It’s from August 27, 1948. 

Phil Harris at Fargo With Jack Benny's Car 
FARGO—(AP)— Orchestra Leader Phil Harris and his guitar player, Frank Remley, were fishing
near Detroit Lakes, Minn., Thursday. They arrived in Fargo Wednesday and went to Little
Detroit Lake, where they are staying at the cottage of Mr. and Mrs. Clifford Paulsrud, Fargo.
Harris and Remley were driving an English car which Jack Benny bought on his trip to Europe
this summer. Harris and his wife, Alice Faye, and Mr. and Mrs. Remley accompanied Benny on
the trip.
“When we landed at New York, Benny intended to ship the car to California but Remley has told
me so much about Fargo and the lake district that we sent our wives home by train and we're
driving to Hollywood.”
Remley is a nephew of Nick Remley, fire chief at Moorhead, Minn.

Frankie accompanied Benny in performances on the road, too. They appeared together at the 93rd California
State Fair in Sacramento in 1952. They also went to Korea together during the War in a taxing tour of military
camps. 

Remley’s name and off-mike laughter remained on the Benny radio show until it signed off in 1955. Benny
was busy with television at the time and the real Remley actually showed up on camera a few times and
spoke. He was also conducting his own orchestra by the mid-50s; Benny once plugged it on radio and its club
appearances were broadcast for a while late night on KABC radio. 

The most print Remley got may have been when he passed away on January 28, 1967. Newspapers all over
North America picked up the story. There was a sad sidebar to it.

Frank Remley Dies at 65 
NEWPORT BEACH, Calif. (AP) – Frank Remley, known to radio fans as the humorous drunk
who traded quips with Jack Benny, is dead, a victim of heart failure.
The 65-year-old guitarist, a fixture on the comedian's shows of nearly 30 years, died Saturday of
a cardiac arrest after open heart surgery. 
His death came only a few months after the presumed death of his only child, Frank , Jr., 24,
who disappeared with friend last Aug. 14 while sailing from Newport Beach to Portland, Ore. No
trace of them was ever found.
Remley was born in Moorhead, Minn., on Oct. 23, 1901, grew up in Valley City and Fargo, N.D.,
and came to Hollywood in 1920. 
He eventually joined the Phil Harris Orchestra and, in 1938 [sic], became a member of Jack
Benny's group. He was a left-handed guitar player on the Benny show.
Survivors include his widow Helen; a brother Edward Kennelly; a sister Alice Schmallen; and his
mother, Mrs. Nell Kennelly, all of Fargo.
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Besides being travelling companions, Benny and Remley were great letter writers and exchanged
correspondence, some of which would never be approved by radio censors. Benny wasn’t above using four-
letter words off the air. Frank Remley seemed to enjoy life and have fun, and that sets a pretty good example
for us all.
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