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Starmaker Benny

If you're a fan of Jack Benny, you probably know his regular cast—Mary
Livingstone, Don Wilson, Phil Harris, Rochester and Dennis Day. They
weren’t world-famous before joining Jack’s radio show. They were afterward.

Granted, Harris appeared in an Oscar-winning short and had one of many
band remote shows on network radio. But his character as a semi-literate
party animal came from Benny’s writers. Wilson had been a West Coast radio
personality, mainly as a football announcer brought east by NBC. Again,
Benny and his writers took the standard characteristic they had given to two
previous announcers—a sponsor buttinsky—and added a joviality (which
seems to have been natural to Wilson) and jokes about his weight and
created a whole new Don Wilson.

There were other people who got their fame through Jack, and not
necessarily people who were regulars on his show. The entertainment
columnist for the North American Newspaper Alliance named a number of
them in this Sunday feature article of March 27, 1955. The story about the
Harris-Faye show is new to me. Harris and his wife had replaced Cass Daley on The Fitch Bandwagon
before, essentially, taking the show to a new sponsor and changing its name.

Jark Benny
Has made many *finds"

Comedian Jack Benny Also Develops Stars

By SHEILAH GRAHAM

HOLLYWOOD, (NANA) — Leigh Snowden, a beautiful blonde with a highly provocative walk, had beenin
Hollywood for six months trying to crash television or motion pictures when she finally landed a walk-
onrole onaJack Benny TV program and—boom! She was an overnight success.

With all due respect to Leigh's talent and charms, this parlay from obscurity to Benny to success is an
old story. Everyone knows Jack as a great comedian on radio and TV, but few ever think of himas a
talent finder and star-maker. But let's look at the record.

To go back to Miss Snowden. This delectable Memphis belle worked in San Francisco as a model before
coming to Hollywood to make her big try. She got a couple of video bits, made the rounds of the studios
and went through the routine of trying to meet casting directors and win auditions and screen tests.
Nothing happened, as is the case with 99 of 100 such girls, even those as beautiful as Leigh.

Then Benny did a TV show originating from the San Diego Naval Base, and he needed a beautiful girl to
walk across the stage during the show. Selecting Leigh for the part, he expected a reaction from his
sailor audience—but even Benny was surprised at what happened.

Girl Stops Show

Leigh walked across the stage on cue—and stopped the show completely. Ten thousand Navy men
whistled, stomped, cheered and shouted until Jack brought her back on and introduced her. The results
of her appearance were magical.

All the motion-picture studios became interested. Universal-International signed Leigh to a contract
and now a rumor is current in Hollywood that three of the studios have banned her agent because they
feel he didn't give them a fair opportunity to bid for her talents.

The same old Benny magic worked on behalf of Gisele MacKenzie, a very talented singer, musician and
actress. Gisele sang on radio for a couple of years in Hollywood after arriving from Canada, but she was
justanother singer. Then Jack hired her to go on tour with him and wherever they played Gisele was one
of the show's high spots. Jack discovered she had a fine talent for comedy as well as singing and he
talked his sponsors, Lucky Strike cigarettes, into putting her on their “Hit Parade" TV show.
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Gisele did very well, audiences liked her, but there was
nothing spectacular about her success. Then Jack
brought her out to Hollywood for a guest appearance on a
recent TV program and boom! It happened again. Now
the whole country is talking about her great talent and
the movie studios are after her.

"I might not have talent myself," Benny says, “But | sure
can pick ‘em.”

Developed ‘Rochester’

“Rochester,” of course, is the classic example of what
happens to those lucky enough to become associated
with Jack. As Eddie Anderson he had kicked around show
business for years, getting small movie jobs and touring
the country with vaudeville units. Then Benny needed an
actor to play a Pullman porter for one show and Eddie got
the part. Little by little, Jack worked him into the show as
his raucous-voiced butler, the famous “Rochester.”

Jack took Frank Parker, a completely unknown singer, and made him famous. When Parker left the
show Jack discovered another unknown, Kenny Baker, and made him into a bigger star than Parker.
Then Baker left and Jack looked for still another new singer. His wife Mary was responsible for his neat
discovery, according to Jack. She heard an audition record made in New York by a young singer named
Eugene Patrick McNulty. At the time Jack sent for him McNulty was making a fast $12.50 a week but
within a year he was famous as Dennis Day.

The famous Sportsman Quartet was just one of a hundred singing groups around Hollywood when Jack
hired them to do a gag singing commercial—the first of what has since become a main feature of the
show.

Fred Allen says that “Jack Benny isn't really cheap—it's just that he's got short arms and carries his
money low in his pockets.”

Really Generous

It's a funny line and a part of the Benny myth, but actually, Jack is one of the most generous menin
show business. And he swears his interest in new talent is definitely not because he can get unknowns
cheaper than established players. When Phil Harris, for many years his orchestra leader, was going to
start his own radio show with his wife, Alice Faye, Jack let Phil keep the whole show package. He not only
gave Phil full ownership, but even got NBC to give him the choice network time following right after the
Benny program.

When established stars like Claudette Colbert, Barbara Stanwyck and even Marilyn Monroe want to do a
TV or radio appearance to perk up their popularity, where do they go? To the Benny show—every time if
possible. Even the entrance of such a fine dramatic actor as Ronald Colman into radio and television was
caused by Jack. Colman and his wife, Benita Hume, made guest appearances on Jack's radio show and
boom! The usual happened.

Juck Renny, maker of movie and TV stars. Leigh Snowden is his Latest
talent find,
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