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Those Big Red Letters

Ask a radio fan the product that Jack Benny =
sponsored, the answer you'll likely get is Jell-O.

Genuine Jack Benny Jello
Special 3 pkgs. 17c

Sorry, F.E. Boone and Speedy Riggs.

In fact, a case could be made that it was the most popular sponsor connection of all time. Witness this video
snippet, and how Don Wilson gets prolonged applause when he launches into one of his most famous
commercial lines. More than 30 years after last plugging the “six delicious flavors” on radio, he doesn’t need a
script to name them. In order. I'm a little disappointed he didn’t tell us to “Look for the big red letters on the
box.” (General Foods engaged in as much overly-repetitious sloganeering as George Washington Hill did for
Lucky Strikes).

Radio announcers of the 1930's - 50's recreate their famou...

What Jack Benny did for Jell-O (and, perhaps, vice-versa) was part of a feature story on the wobbly gelatin in
the December 1950 edition of Modern Packaging (there seems to have been a magazine for everything at
one time). Here’s most of the portion which mentions Benny, who was not being sponsored by the company at
the time.

General Foods participated in one of the first [radio] advertising campaigns when it joined with the
Borden Co. and others in 1928 in sponsoring the Radio Household Institute. By 1933 Jell-O had its
own program—the Wizard of Oz series, for which it paid NBC a modest $51,214. Then came Jack
Benny.

The association of Jell-O with Jack Benny was one of the most famous in radio-advertising history and,
along with progressive packaging and merchandising policies, is considered by trade observers to have
been perhaps the greatest factor in recent years in building Jell-O sales to their present staggering
total.

Jell-O sponsored the Benny program for 10 years, from 1934 to 1944. In literally millions of American
homes, over hundreds of Sunday evenings, listeners settled back with a smile of anticipation at the
familiar greeting “Jell-O again! This is Jack Benny,” and they stayed to chuckle over Don Wilson’s
exuberant banter about the “six delicious flavors,” and the quartet’s merry jingle ending with a
crescendo “J-E-L-L-O!”

The charm of the Jack Benny touch is hard to define, but it has kept him at or near the top in listener
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ratings for close to 20 years and made him the star salesman
of the air waves. As between Jack Benny and Jell-O, it is a
question who did most for whom. Jack was certainly
instrumental in keeping Jell-O the best-selling gelatin dessert
during the period of its toughest competition and, on the
other hand, the General Foods people were instrumental in
developing the good-humored, easy-to-take, tuneful touch on
commercials, which has since become recognized as the Jack
Benny style. Benny and Jell-O were linked in the public mind
as a pleasant experience, a happy time. When Benny finally
shifted to another sponsor in the fall of 1944, people were
heard to say that it didn’t seem quite right; they missed that

familiar “Jell-O, again” greeting.
It was an amicable parting when Benny and Jell-O went their separate ways. There was no official
explanation and the advertising trade has been able to adduce only two logical reasons for the break:
(1) that Benny and his large cast were becoming excessively expensive at a time when most advertisers
were turning to the popular and inexpensive quiz shows and (2) that after 10 years of Benny it seemed
to General Foods that a change to other media might be equally or even more effective.
According to the New York Times, General Foods in 1940 was devoting more than three-quarters of its
Jell-O advertising appropriation to Benny, paying him about $630,000—in addition to the network cost
—for 35 half-hour appearances. When Benny signed for his eighth year with Jell-O, in the spring of
1941, Newsweek estimated that he had an audience of 40, 000,000 listeners. But in the seasons
starting in 1941, ’42 and "43—which also coincided with the start of World War lI—Benny’s listener
rating dropped from 1st to 5th or 6th and this may have had something to do with General Foods’
decision to change.

There are several bits of information the article omits. Show biz e

ACK, DEAR....DOES YOUR
| HEAD FEEL FUNNY? HADN'T |- .|
You BETTER LiE DOAN?

g (. ) \\'.\\q. “=

trade publications in the late ‘30s and early ‘40s reveal General
Foods tried to get Jack off Jell-O and onto another of its many
products, but Jack refused. Finally, the wartime sugar shortage,
coupled with the expense of mounting the show, resulted in
General Foods plugging Grape Nuts Flakes for the start of the
1942-43 season. The switch made economic sense, but it hurt
the show in my opinion.

Setting aside the sometimes ridiculous ad copy Don Wilson was
forced to read, the double plural in the product has always
bothered my ears, and telling people to “Eat a better breakfast,

1 JELL-C FOLKS I'D TRY QUT
THEIR JELL-0 ICE CREAM
POWDER ToDAY !

do a better job” is, frankly, insulting. Listeners likely thought they
were already working hard, especially if they were involved in
the war effort. And, to be honest, Jell-O is a lot more fun than
some dried flakes. Jell-O provided one of the biggest laughs
ever at the end of the Benny show on Dec. 13, 1936 when Andy
Devine screwed up the name of the product on the West Coast (second) show. Even the KFI announcer is
laughing.

0:00/ 29:30

Shows from bases aimed mainly at the military and not listeners, cast changes (eg. adding insurance
salesman Herman Peabody and Minerva Pious with her “I'm not talking to you!” catchphrase), Jack’s month-
long absence due to serious pneumonia, Dennis Day’s departure, all of that certainly didn’t help maintain
ratings, especially with newer talent like Bob Hope and Red Skelton coming along. In June 1944, General
Foods got out of the Benny business until years later on television.

The relationship between the Benny show and Jell-O could be odd at times. Some grocery stores didn’t
advertise Jell-O in newspapers. They advertised “Jack Benny Jell-O.” General Foods, as you may know, also
advertised in newspapers with some excruciatingly bad-looking “comics” with Jack and Mary plugging the
stuff. And my understanding is Jack never ate Jell-O.

The people who appeared on Jack’s show, when making their own personal appearances, were connected
with Jell-O in newspaper ads. | don'’t think it was contractual, because Don Bestor wasn’t employed by
General Foods when the ad below came out, and Dick Hotcha Gardner was only on Jack’s show when it was
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