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Johnny Green

The start of the 1935-36 radio season brought some changes to the Jack
Benny show and, as it turned out, they weren’t permanent.

The programme was now all but officially based in California. Orchestra
leader Don Bestor wanted to continue working in the east, so he was
replaced by pianist and composer Johnny Green, already known for writing
“Body and Soul.” And popular vocalist Frank Parker left as well, moving to
CBS and starring on a programme for Atlantic Refining. His replacement,
Michael Bartlett, either quit or was fired, depending on the version you read,
after five shows. Hired to handle the songs was California radio novice
Kenny Baker.

Green stayed with the Benny show for one season, electing to take a job
leading the orchestra on Fred Astaire’s series for Packard. There were no
hard feelings about the split. Years later, Jack hosted a party honouring
Green for the release of a new album. Green appeared on the Shower of
Stars show in 1958 when Benny celebrated his 40th birthday, and wrote a
special song for it. They evidently stayed friends.

JOHNNY GREEM

Here are a couple of newspaper stories about Jack’s show during Green’s time. The first one is from the
Washington Evening Star of March 15, 1936. Interestingly, Don Wilson is still considered a sports announcer;
his play-by-play of the Rose Bowl is why NBC brought him to New York. Even more interesting is the
reference to writer Harry Conn. The Washington show was the last one Conn wrote for Benny. The
relationship between the two was poisoned by Conn’s demands for more money and more credit. Reading
this, you'd never known anything was amiss.

The story about “Emergency Mary” is pure fiction. The script for the first Mary show exists. It's clear Mary was
intended to a part of the show.

BENNY RADIO PROGRAM TO ORIGINATE IN WASHINGTON
Comedian Is Surrounded By Distinguished Personnel Broadcast From National Press

Club Includes Mary Livingstone, Kenny Baker, Johnny Green and Don Wilson.

By the Radio Editor.

THE Jack Benny program, which the Nation’s radio critics have chosen as the outstanding air attraction
for the past two years, and whose star they have elected as their favorite microphone comedian three
years running, will originate tonight in Washington. The broadcast will be staged in the National Press
Club Auditoriumat 7 p.m.

Along with Benny will be heard that modem poetess, Mary Livingstone, whose ode to “Labor Day” will
go down in literary history as a twentieth century classic; Kenny Baker, the timid tenor from California;
Johnny Green, composer-conductor-pianist, leading a local orchestra, and Don Wilson, the sports
announcer, who turnsin a pretty good acting job every now and then.

WHAT is the formula for the success of the Benny programs? Why is it that his suave, easy-going humor
seems to be making a consistently bigger hit with listeners throughout the country than that of his
comic colleagues? To start out finding the answers to these questions one might visit a small room in
New York's Park Central Hotel any Wednesday morning. Aknock on the door of Room 1510 about 9
o'clock will bring a hearty “Come in" from a fellow named Harry Conn. As you walk in, you see a solidly-
built man—you'd guess he's in his late thirties—seated in front of a portable typewriter.
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Connis Benny's collaborator. He never starts working on the Sunday broadcast until the preceding
Wednesday. “What are you going to have Sunday?” you ask Harry. He doesn't know, will be the reply.
“Well,isn't it about time you get to thinking about it?” you continue.

“You're telling me. And what do you suppose this typewriter is for?" he comes back—and then, "The
first thing I have to do this morning is work out a situation that will make a good vehicle for Jack and his
cast. We always try to get something topical—a current screen or stage success, a public event about
which thereis a lot of discussion or an episode which has been planted on a previous program.
Illustrative of the latter is the famous 'feud' between Jack and Don Bestor last year. This grew out of the
very simple notion of having Jack not give Don a Christmas present. When this structure has been
carefully planned, | begin thinking about gags.”

UNDERLYING all of Benny's thinking in building a show are two
principles which have governed his comedy ever since he first faced the
microphone. Although he is the comedy star, the majority of the laughs
must go to the other members of the cast; there must be good-natured
kidding of the typical method of commercial announcing.

In every script Jack Benny is the Underdog. Johnny Green comes on and
flips a few wisecracks at him. Mary deflates him further with a couple of
well-aimed darts. Even Kenny Baker and Wilson take him down a few
pegs. With the result that the sympathy of the listeners is with Benny
from the start. The heckling of the star by his supporters is a sound
comedy formula, but it brings even more laughs in the Benny show,
because, no matter how many times they have heard them before,
members of the audience never expect tenors, band leaders and
announcers to say anything funny. Neither Baker, Wilson nor Green are
trained actors, and yet under Benny's watchful eye they have become
first-rate comedy players.

MARY LIVINGSTONE, who is Mrs. Benny outside of the studios, rates a
paragraph by herself. She was not in the first Benny series. One night
Jack found his script running short, and he signaled Mary, who was In .
the audience, to step over to the mike and ad-lib with him for a minute JACK BENNY

ortwo in order to fill out the remaining time. She made such a hit on

thisimpromptu occasion that Jack has kept her in the show as one of his foils ever since.

In the matter of kidding the announcements, Jack Benny is considered a past master. There is too much
pompous commercial spieling on the air, he feels. As a result, the product he represents finds its way
into Benny comedy sequence at the most unexpected moments. The "plugs” are effective because
they are genuinely funny and because they are brief.

As mentioned in the story above, Johnny Green wasn’t a trained actor. But that's now what Jack expected out
of the main players on his show. How did Green view this? Here’s his perspective in a column in the
Cincinnati Post, April 25, 1936.

Comedy Yen Grows in Baton Wielders
Ambition Involving Gag Lines and Laugh Situations Was Instilled in Maestroes When

Jack Benny Gave George Olsen a Funny Line

BY JOHNNY GREEN

TURNING reporter for a day gives me an opportunity to reveal that many radio orchestra leaders are
currently nursing secret ambitions of an unusual variety. These ambitions, strangely, are not concerned
with becoming the foremost dispensers of dance music. It seems, rather that their neuroses and
complexes involve gag lines and comedy situations. Ever since that eventful evening four years ago
when Jack Benny gave George Olsen his first funny line, a new field was opened for heretofore sane
maestri.

Before that the only baton-saver who essayed a comedy style was Ben Bernie. But Ben was formerly
associated with Phil Baker in vaudeville, so he knows the ropes. When Benny took the serious, though
always affable, Frank Black and made a funny fellow of Frank, the panic was on. All the musical boys got
out their editions of Joe Miller and made applications to be funny men.

What the maestri didn't realize however was that the comics use them as foils or wrap them in
character parts for farcical skits. They seem to have gotten the idea that they can carry on a comedy
show by themselves. Some of the boys are due for a rude awakening. They have assumed the theory
that all aradio comedian needs is a talented straight man and a good gag writer.

Groundwork Is Overlooked

WHAT these bandsmen forget is the long period of training which comics like Benny, Cantor, Baker and
Fred Allen have undergone. Endles[s] trooping around the country, contact with unruly audiences — all
have given these comedians a razor-edge sense of humor and a happy faculty flo]r coining flip retorts.
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Then, too, these comics know how to phase and time a line. Ever since
Jack gave me lines to deliver on our Sunday night show I've been
discovering how important timing is.

I MAY be painting arather dismal picture. | do not mean that orchestra
leaders should not go into the comedy field. Of course, they should,
but don’t misunderstand. Handling comedy lines is great for a
bandsman. It gives him a new perspective, opens up new vistas and is a
lot of fun. Lots of maestri enter the field because it presents a
challenge. Can he become proficient in the handling of comedy lines.
Itis essential that a bandsman should retain his sense of proportion.
His business is primarily to furnish good music. Once he forsakes this
realization and thinks he can be a good comic on his own, that's the
beginning of the end. I'm grateful to Jack Benny for thinking me
capable enough to handle comedy lines, but I'm not going to let it
throw me.

Itd be interesting to hear which bandleaders Green had in mind. There’s one performance of Bestor’s that's
so bad, everyone starts laughing at his line-reading. Before him was Frank Black, whose delivery comes
across as a cross between a drone and a sneer. The best acting bandleader on Benny’s show was the one
who followed Green. Phil Harris was hired for the 1936-37 season. Once the writers developed a character for
him, he became larger than life—and stayed that way the rest of his career, including his cartoon career with
Walt Disney.

It turned out one of the best things that could happen to Jack Benny’s show was Johnny Green’s departure.

Posted by Yowp at 07;23 ™ME) @

Labels: Jack Benny

2 comments:

ﬁ Paul Groh 26 February 2023 at 23:15

Eddie Cantor's orchestra leader, David Rubinoff, suffered too terribly from mike fright to engage in banter
with the star; so his speaking voice on the show was provided by young Teddy Bergman, later known to the
world as Alan Reed. It was Bergman's first successful regular role on a radio program, and he would get a
lot of mileage out of his Russian accent over the years, for example as the wolfhound in "Lady and the
Tramp".

I'm reminded of Branford Marsalis's comment following his brief tenure as leader of the Tonight Show
Band: "The job of musical director | found out later was just to kiss the ass of the host, and | ain't no ass
kisser." Well, he certainly wasn't the right person for the job.

Reply

rnigma 28 February 2023 at 16:12

— Green composed some fine scores for "The Man Called X" during its CBS run, which starred Herbert
Marshall as secret agent Ken Thurston.
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