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Sunday, 20 October 2019

Plain Speaking About Plainfield
Plainfield, New Jersey got almost as much publicity on the
Jack Benny radio show as Waukegan, Illinois. 

Waukegan was Benny’s home town. Plainfield was Mary
Livingstone’s home town. 

Well, that depends on which Mary Livingstone you’re talking
about. 

The character Mary Livingstone was from Plainfield. She was
played by Sadye Marks, who then legally changed her name
to her character’s name. Miss Marks wasn’t from Plainfield.
She was born in Seattle and grew up in Vancouver in
Canada. 

Benny liked blurring lines between reality and show biz on his show; when the Benny show was broadcast
from Vancouver in 1944, he threw out 12 years of Plainfield and admitted Mary was back in her hometown. It
was never mentioned again; it was back to Plainfield for the radio version of Mary. 

The confusion encouraged some false memories, as revealed in this story from June 2, 1959 in the Courier-
News of Bridgewater, New Jersey. 

Millions Think So, But ...

Jack Benny's Wife Not from Plainfield 
Millions of Americans have heard of the Queen City through a woman who never lived here.
She's Mary Livingstone, Jack Benny's "fan from Plainfield, N. J." The whole thing is a 27-year-
old radio and television gag that has been popping up periodically ever since Benny, the popular
comedian, first used it in 1932. 
The story goes this way:
In 1932, his first year in radio Benny had a sketch with a part in it for a fictional fan named Mary
Livingstone from Plainfield, N. J. She was supposed to ask the comedian for his autograph.
"It was just a couple of lines," Benny recalled. "But we couldn't find a girl to read it right. I asked
Mary (her real name was Sadye Marks, and he had married her in 1927) to help out. She did.
Then she wasn't on the next week, and the fans started writing like crazy wanting to know when
that girl from Plainfield, N.J. was coming back on the show."
So Mary came back. And from then on she and Jack—born Benjamin Kubelsky—built up by
occasional mention the legend that she was a former department store clerk from Plainfield.
She was a department clerk. But in Los Angeles, not in Plainfield. 
"In fact," Benny once said, the Plainfield gag "is one of the very few things on our program that
isn't basically true. Once in a while," he added, "we get a letter from someone in Plainfield
claiming they remember Mary's folks and where she lived." 
(Although there are several Livingston—without the "e"—families in the area, only one lives in
Plainfield, according to the telephone directory. And Dr. and Mrs. S. R. Livingston of 650 W.
Seventh St. have occasionally received phone calls from persons who want to talk with Mary
Livingstone.) 
Why did Benny choose Plainfield for his bit part?
"We used Plainfield," he said, "because it is close to New York and the name of the seemed just
right for this particular character.
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Labels: Jack Benny

There’s no false memory when it comes to Mary’s first appearance, though it was more than “a couple” of
lines. It’s quite true that the character was not on the following show (Jack was doing two a week when
Canada Dry sponsored him in 1932-33) but returned the following week. Other than Mary when developed “a
sore throat” or “the flu,” which seemed to happen more often than anyone else in radio, she continued to be a
regular character until she finally told Jack in the early ‘50s to let her stop appearing. She missed some weeks
and the rest of the time she pre-recorded her lines, at times in an unenthusiastic monotone. The fake Mary
may have been a fan. The real one was a very reluctant star.
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