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Life Begins at 39
Here’s yet another of seemingly-countless biographies of Jack Benny that appeared in feature sections of
newspapers over the years. This one comes from the Long Beach Independent of Dec. 11, 1955.

It’s very accurate, though you could quibble on some minor points. The photos accompanied the story.

FOR JACK BENNY
Life Begins at 39
By Terry Vernon
Independent TV-Radio Columnist

THERE IS ONLY one man in show business who is 39 years old yet was born in 1894. He is, of course, Jack
Benny. He has been riding on that 39-years-of-age gag for so long that most people have forgotten
how many years have gone by since that Feb. 14 in Chicago when Benny Kubelsky was born.
Benny has won every signal honor that entertainment can bestow . . . except one. That one is the golden
statuette of "Oscar," symbol of supremacy in the world of motion pictures. This despite the fact that he
has done scores of �lms in Hollywood and also made “The Horn Blows at Midnight." He still hopes to
capture an "Oscar" some day one his own merits.
Waukegan, Illinois, is duly, recognized as Jack Benny’s home town, but he actually resided there a
comparatively few years. When Benny was 16, he and Cora Salisbury, pianist at the Barrison Theater
where Jack worked after school, teamed and went on the road playing vaudeville dates in adjacent
towns and cities. Later he teamed with a Chicago pianist, Lyman Woods, and this pair began to gain
fame. They toured as far West as Seattle and even played an engagement at the famed London
Palladium. But Benny, as such, was still just a �ddle player.
WORLD WAR 1 interrupted his theatrical career, so he made the most of it and joined the Navy.
Stationed at Great Lakes Naval Training Station, he took part in the famed Great Lakes Revue to raise
money for Navy relief. This was the birthplace of the man who has become a legend in comedy on the
vaudeville and Broadway stages, radio, movies and television. It was during one of the productions that
Benny tucked his faithful �ddle under hls arm and, began to talk. This unusual procedure wowed the
sailors and before long his talk was more important than his �ddling.

“It was actually Ben Bernie who caused me to change my
theatrical name,” says Jack. “I used Ben K. Benny as my stage
name until Bernie became quite popular. Feeling there was
too much similarity and anyway (with a sly look and twinkle of
the baby blue eyes) I didn't wish to, you know, make Ben look
bad by overshadowing him . . . you know . . . I changed my
name to Jack Benny.”
THERE IS LITTLE doubt but that Ben K. Benny, Benny Kubelsky
or Jack Benny would have overshadowed anyone regardless of
name. He has no peers in his chosen �eld of comedy and
because he keeps his shows �exible insofar as format is
concerned, no other comic can copy him for any length of
time.
After getting out of the Navy and starting out on his own in
the vaudeville theaters he played a little �ddle, told some
jokes and acted as emcee for the stage shows in whatever

theater he was playing. This work gave him that wonderful sense of timing that no other comic
possesses to such a degree. He learned that the spoken word can be important but that the unspoken
word oftentimes carries more punch.
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He headed for New York and wound up doing musicals for the Schuberts and Earl Carroll. This was his
stepping-stone to Hollywood and a movie career that is remembered chie�y for his work in “The
Hollywood Revue” for MGM.
BUT IN BETWEEN pictures he had nothing to do except draw a salary and Benny is not noted for
inactivity.
This might account for the fact that he wandered around town and met Mary, who was Sadye Marks,
salesgirl at The May Co. He and Sadye hit it o� and in January 1927 were married in Waukegan at the
apartment of an old friend of Jack.
Then back to Broadway and a role in an Earl Carroll musical where he was doing very well. Fact is, he
turned down $1,500 per week (big money in those days) in the road show company in order to enter
radio. In the early 30s, some may recall, radio was coming into its own. Amos n' Andy were household
words and movie houses stopped the �lm so patrons could hear the latest in the life-story of the two
favorites; Stoopnagle and Bud [sic] were big-time comics; Eddie Cantor had taken the plunge and Burns
and Allen, Fibber McGee and Molly and many other old vaudeville teams had turned to this new
medium.
“If they can do it, I can,” thought Benny, so in early 1932 he agreed to take a guest spot on "The Ed
Sullivan Show." He had bumped into columnist Sullivan in a Broadway restaurant and Ed asked him to
do the job.
"But I don’t know about radio,” stated Jack.
"Nobody does,” said Ed.
BENNY DECIDED to take the �yer, and that next night walked up to
the microphone, and said: "This is Jack Benny talking. Now there
will be a brief pause for everyone to say ‘Who cares?’.”
Apparently a lot of people cared when he got through for shortly
thereafter he was on the air with a sponsor and began to grow into
the biggest comedian the world has ever known. His �rst
bankroller was Canada Dry Ginger Ale but through the years he has
been identi�ed with many another sponsor. Probably his most
famous sponsor was General Foods and Jack altered his usual
opening by saying, “Jell-o again, this is Jack Benny talking" and to
this day, twelve years later, many people still believe he is
sponsored by Jell-o.
Benny developed his own material for those early shows, worked
out the gags and gradually drifted into the format he now uses
consistently. It is one that makes him the hapless boob, the man
with human frailties who has the same faults shared by many others . . . and also the money lover and
penny pincher.
IN ONE OF HIS EARLY shows he had Mary come on as a girl from Plain�eld, N. J., who’d read poems and
make wise-cracks. This was to be a one-time shot but the public clamored for more and Mary
Livingstone became a regular part of his shows.
When Jack gained popularity in radio it was natural that movies would beckon him and he signed a
contract. This meant moving his radio show to California so he planned to make the transition on the
air. In one of these shows the Benny gang were aboard a train and the Pullman porter was portrayed by
Eddie Anderson. This, too, was a one-time only shot but the public so loved “Rochester” that Benny
hired him and made him a star in his own right. Don Wilson joined the Benny gang in 1934 as announcer
and became so much a part of the show that he has been under contract to Benny ever since.
IN THE YEARS that have passed Benny has started many others out on careers. Frank Parker, who has
reappeared on the air with Arthur Godfrey, was one of the �rst of a series of tenors who were an integral
part of the Benny format. Others have been Kenny Baker, Dennis Day, and, while Dennis was in the
service, Larry Stevens.
Benny always has music on his shows, and the orchestra leader becomes a part of the act. This
technique is now being copied by other comics and most noticeable is John Scott Trotter on the "George
Gobel Show.” The men who had led the bands on Benny’s shows include Ted Weems, Frank Black, Don
Bestor, Johnny Green, Bob Crosby and probably the most famous, Phil Harris, who had bigger parts in
the show than did the others and made more out of his roles.
Looking back through the years Benny still gets the biggest kick out of the “feud” he had with his good
friend Fred Allen. There was a time when every set in the nation was tuned to Benny's show one night
and then to Allen's to hear the interchanged of insults between the two comics.
The feud started out when Fred Allen did a takeo� on an amateur show. He hired an eight- year-old
violinist and the boy played “The Bee." Allen quipped, "Only eight years old and you can play 'The Bee,'
why Jack Benny ought to be ashamed of himself."

THE NEXT WEEK Benny came back on his own show to disclose
indignantly that he could produce six persons who would verify
that he could play "The Bee” at the age of four. This feud gained
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space in national magazines, front pages of newspapers, and other comics even joined the act.
Back in Hollywood Benny began making movies again and included in this group were such releases as
“George Washington Slept Here,” “Buck Benny Rides Again,” “Man About Town,” “To Be or not to Be”
and “The Horn Blows at Midnight.”
In 1950 Jack Benny began his career in television. “The Jack Benny Television Show” was seen Saturday,
Nov. 11, on KTTV 11 at the time the station was a CBS a�liate. He was a sensation from the start and has
handled TV very carefully without jeopardizing his popularity.
Grandfather Benny now lives quietly in Beverly Hills with Mary, and all he has to do is work out his
television shows, rehearse, entertain and occasionally play some golf. His adopted daughter, Joan, and
her husband come to visit whenever possible and then 39-year-old Jack Benny becomes 61-year-old
Grandfather Jack.
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1936 Jack & Mary photo in the archive of the Washington DC Harris & Ewing studio now held by the
Library of Congress. Wouldn't be found via a search, since the LOC staff member who catalogued didn't
recognize them and merely tagged it, "Man and woman disembarking from train." But the Shorpy blog
knew who they were. https://www.shorpy.com/node/27145
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