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Jack Doesn't Do Dallas

It was the show Jack Benny never gave.

Jack had signed to perform in Dallas on October 19, 1974 to raise money for
the Southwestern Medical School at the University of Texas. Instead, his only
appearance was in a hospital.

Nostalgia and fun memories always seemed to be stirred up in the press
whenever Benny was coming to town. The Dallas show was no different. The
Star-Telegram of Fort “We're Not Dallas” Worth had this reminiscence in Elston
Brooks’ column of August 30, 1974.

JACK BENNY'S RETURN TRIGGERS OLD TALES
Jack Benny has been signed to return to Dallas Oct. 19 as the star of JACK BENNY
Neiman-Marcus’ Japanese Fortnight in the Fairmont Hotel. + + - Neiman's fellow
And since Gisele MacKenzie, his co-star on a celebrated 1954 show over
there, is currently in town, and so is Charlie Meeker, who produced that Dallas show 20 years ago, this
seems like a good time to relate a funny story that concerned all three of them.

Meeker, who now runs Fort Worth's Charlie's Place, recalls he was producing the State Fair Musicals
more than 20 years ago when he suddenly got the idea to star Benny in "The Seven Year Itch" over
there.

"I phoned Jack and almost sold him on the idea of the role being a departure from the Benny image,"
Meeker said, "but Jack had misgivings about playing a show like that in the cavernous Music Hall.

"1'd phone him continually, thinking | was about to convince him but then he'd back away again.
Finally, his agent phoned me one day and said, ‘Jack wants you to quit calling him. He just doesn't know
how to tell you no.""

FERRER'S AID DOESN'T HELP

Meeker had one more inspiration. He phoned Benny again, saying, "'Look, | know Jose Ferrer lives a
couple of doors from you. Jose just finished playing the Hall. Phone him, and get his opinion."

Charlie phoned Ferrer and asked what he had told Benny. Ferrer reported he told Jack that the first time
you step on that sprawling stage you're scared to death, really frightened. But, after 24 hours, you get
used to it and things are fine.

Itdidn't work. Benny didn't sign. But, flashing forward, Meeker was able to entice Benny to the same
hallin 1954 to do the show with Gisele and the Will Mastin Trio, which was Sammy Davis, Jr., his father
and his uncle.

"I flew out toJack's home to sign the contract," Meeker continued. "We were having breakfast in his
Beverly Hills house, and I was prompted to ask him why he hadn't signed for that first show."

Meeker went into his Jack Benny voice to give Benny's reply:

"WELL it's this way, Charlie. | called Joe Ferrer and he said it was a frightening place, but you got used to
itafter 24 hours. But the more | thought about it, Charlie. | figured, why, with my money and at MY AGE,
why should | be FRIGHTened for 24 hours?"

AND NOW ONE FROM THE '"BENNY-FIT'

Gisele laughed when she heard the story. "It's so like him," she said. ""He's such a wonderful man."
"I've got a story that goes along with it," | volunteered.

Mine occurred in 1966 when Benny had come to Fort Worth as guest violinist with the Fort Worth
Symphony. It was called a "Benny-Fit," and the $100 tickets were marked down to $99.95 The $3
seats were going for $2.99. Riding in with him from the airport, we talked about that 1954 show he had
donein Dallas with Gisele and Sammy Davis Jr.
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"You know what?” Benny asked me. "As big as he is now, Sam said he'd play the show again with me for
the same dough."

"What did you tell him?" I asked.

"I'said it wasn't quite fair. The last time | got his father and uncle, too!"

This column is about all the comedy from Benny the locals got. The Associated Press sent out a story on Oct.
19 saying “Benny was in his dressing room at the Fairmont Hotel when a hotel employe found him ‘in extreme
pain.’ Three doctors from the audience advised him not to perform.” Because he was at a benefit for a medical
school, the audience was filled with doctors.

A later dispatch from the wire service reported Jack was in his stateroom off the main stage at the hotel
“complaining of numbness in his arms and hands,” and that an employee “gave him some ice and took him to
his room. Thirty minutes later he was rushed to the hospital.”

The AP quoted someone at the hospital saying Jack
was supposed to remain for a few days to determine
what was wrong, but was instead flown to Los Angeles
and admitted to Cedars of Lebanon Hospital that day.

United Press International noted conflicting opinions in
one of its stories. “Benny was examined by two doctors
at his hotel room and ordered hospitalized over his
protests,” it reported. “They said he had suffered a mild
stroke. However, doctors at Presbyterian Hospital in
Dallas, where Benny was taken in a private car, said ¥
Benny was suffering from an unconfirmed illness, h“ ¥
‘definitely not a stroke.” Lo
Jack Beany is helped inta ear as he leaves Dallas hospital

AP sncia

Hundreds of newspapers in the U.S. picked up the story,
some putting it on their front page. It wasn’t relegated to the entertainment section.

Jack walked out hospital on Thursday, and was greeted by reporters. He said he had spent Saturday in Dallas
walking and felt fine, then had “a terrible stomach ache” before the show. He went on that he told doctors he
“could talk and play the fiddle,” but they insisted he go to the emergency ward. He joked he hadn’t seen the
hospital bill “but when | do, I'll then ache.”

The AP quoted him that doctors kept examining him and couldn’t find anything wrong. He wrote it off as
stomach trouble.

But it wasn’t. He had cancer of the pancreas. Doctors couldn’t find it. The pains came back. Almost two
months later, Jack Benny was dead.

Posted by Yowp at 07:08 ME (D]
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