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Sunday, 14 November 2021

I Had Four Wives
Ol’ Buck Benny needed to do more than blaze a six-shooter if’n he were to rout those mangy varmints on the
other networks.  

In the 1958-59 season, Jack Benny was up against Maverick on ABC. He had what may have been a decided
disadvantage. James Garner and his six-shooter were on every week. Benny was still alternating weeks;
every other week, CBS aired Bachelor Father. And Maverick had something different than pretty much every
other horse opera—Garner was amusing; the show had a lighter touch than Cheyenne, Tales of Wells Fargo
or just about any other Western on the air that season (and there were plenty of them).  

So that meant Benny had to counter-programme. Usually that meant filling the screen with some huge motion
picture guest star. But of November 2nd, he tried something else—wives of big-name stars.  

Here’s a syndicated story that appeared in papers just before the broadcast aired. 

Four Wives For Benny!  
By HAL HUMPHREY 
HOLLYWOOD—"Now, look. I want all four of you to relax on this show. If you break up or forget a line, it's all
right. I don't want you to rehearse too much either. That would spoil everything." 
Four very attractive women looked rather baffled as they heard these instructions from the star of the show in
which they were to play important roles. After all, this was their TV acting debut, and each one had a husband
who would be watching with extremely critical eyes.  
The women?  
Mrs. Bob Hope, Mrs. Dean Martin, Mrs. Ray Milland and Mrs. David Niven.  
The star (of stage, screen, radio and TV)?  
Jack Benny, who else?  
There just isn't anyone else who would have the nerve and
audacity to hire four amateurs for key roles on his TV show
unless it was Ted Mack. 
Playing themselves in this Sunday's Jack Benny Show, the
Mes-dames Hope, Martin, Milland and Niven descend upon
Jack as a committee for the improvement of Beverly Hills.
To this committee of lovely ladies nothing would improve
their fair city more than the removal of Jack's 1910
Maxwell. Knowing Jack's pecuniary habits, they resort to
chincancry right off.  
When Mal Milland and Hjordis Niven told their husbands they were doing Jack's show, the reaction was, "You
crazy? That's a live show!" 
Dean Martin had let wife Jean believe it was on film. After she heard it was "live" she was about to chicken
out.  
Dolores Hope seems to have no fear of the medium "live" or dead and in the rehearsal I caught, she was
punching across the lines like a veteran. 
Her only worry is that the Toluca Lake chamber of commerce won't cotton to her being classed as a Beverly
Hills resident and Dolores is quite serious about this, too. She wasn't placated when someone suggested they
wouldn't hear about it.  
"I've already heard so much comment about our being on this show, and we haven't even been on yet. I believe
more people must watch Jack than they do Bob's show," she stated.  
And now it's a question of who is going to feel most injured—Toluca Lake or Bob.  
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"I think it's going to be a funny show because of the girls," Jack said to me. "If it isn't, what are they gonna do?
Throw me out of show business?"  

Dolores Hope went on despite a fever the night before. Niven took his wife to Austria and Sweden
immediately after the show. Mal Milland, according to Jack’s daughter Joan, was one of the most beautiful
women she ever saw, more so than any movie star.  

The New York Daily News called it his best show of the season and praised Mel Blanc in a supporting role.
Louella Parsons noted in her column: [L]eave it to Bob Hope to throw in the “ad-lib” that broken them all up.
Showing up with David Niven to take a bow at the end of the program, Bob whispered to Dolores, “Did you get
your money yet?” To which Jack yipped, “No—but you’ll make me do three free shows for you for this!”  

As for the ratings showdown, Jack beat Garner with a 22.9 rating, compared to 22.1 for Maverick and 7.8 for
Northwest Passage on NBC. Maverick, however, ended the season at number six, with Jack not even in the
top 20.  

George Rosen of Variety may not have been surprised. His opinion, in a column November 5, 1958, was that
“the very best in television...more than likely won’t even show up when the Top 10 laurels are distributed and
when the season’s cumulative batting averages are tallied.” His argument was the number of viewers was not
in direct proportion to the quality of the show.  

It’s an argument still being made 63 years later.
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