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The Yes Man
When Jack Benny would exclaim, “Oh, floorwalker!” the
audience knew exactly what was going to happen next. It
always got a laugh.

The floorwalker would turn around and reply:
“Yehhhhhhhhhhs?”

Frank Nelson may be best known for that one word, but he had
an incredibly prolific career that would be impossible to list
here, so it’s pointless to try.

In addition to radio and TV, he voiced cartoons, narrated industrial films, appeared in commercials, and had a
second career as the national president of AFTRA from 1954 to 1957. He was a founder of the union and
instrumental in creating its pension plan.

He told of how his acting career started at KOA in Denver playing a 30-year-old man—when he was 15. At 18,
in 1929, he arrived in Hollywood and continued his radio career. He started in drama with the KNX Players but
he eventually surfaced on the big comedy and comedy/variety shows from Los Angeles because, as he told
interviewer Chuck Schaden, “comedy paid better.”

Nelson recalled the first appearance on the Benny show was in an insert on June 1, 1934. It was on an hour-
long show from Chicago touting the Century of Progress exhibition, and he played Clark Gable. Through the
1930s into the ‘40s, Nelson would appear with Benny as an announcer/narrator, play-by-play sports imitator, a
radio salesman for Yhtapmys Soothing Syrup, a medium’s henchman (and others with an evil laugh), doctors,
and an array of clerks, floorwalkers (some not as masculine as others) and people Benny had to deal with
who didn’t want to deal with him.

His most unusual role wasn’t on the Benny show. He played the voice of Monty Woolley’s beard on the
Woolley-Al Jolson programme for Colgate on June 1, 1943.

Nelson stuck with network radio pretty much until the end. He was an railroad information counter clerk on
Benny’s second-last radio show on May 15, 1955 and finished his career in May 1960 on a broadcast of The
Amos ‘n’ Andy Music Hall.

We mentioned cartoons. In the late 1940s, Nelson was the narrator of the Jerky Journeys and followed up
with voices for John Sutherland Productions, including the the Devil in The Devil and John Q. (1952) and as
the dog narrator in Walter Lantz’s Dig That Dog (1954). He doesn’t mention these, but he talks about cartoons
in Henry Mitchell’s “Dixie Dialing” column of the Memphis Commercial Appeal of April 20, 1961.

LOOK AT the little picture and tell me his name—QUICK. Oh, sure, I know you've seen him 100 times,
and I know it's right on the tip of your tongue but you're like me, there are a lot of faces and even
performances familiar to you but you can't quite come up with the name in a hurry.
It's Frank Nelson, and he's been with Jack Benny on his shows for 27 years now.
New Amos 'n' Andy
"But we've seen you on a lot of other shows, too," I began (on the phone yesterday) and he admitted to
doing roles in The Real McCoys, I Love Lucy, Our Miss Brooks, The Life of Riley, Ann Sothern Show and
Danny Thomas Show—as well as on that recent grim Audrey Meadows show (the adjective is mine, not
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his), in Ronald Reagan Theater. Also in the still-unreleased Weir [Wiere]
Brothers series [Oh, Those Bells on CBS in 1962]. But what I asked him
about was this new Amos 'n' Andy show we keep hearing about.
"Well it's by Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll (the creators of the old
radio show and later on the TV series) and it's to be cartoons. The
characters will be Southern but not Negroes. They've done the �rst �ve of
the shows, though they won't be telecast until fall, and I do voice roles in
three of them.
"I've done some of the voice work in the Flintstones series, by the way, and
in the Mister Magoo series. I haven't actually seen what the cartoon
characters will look like, but I do know the show was sold to a sponsor just
on the strength of the story outlines and the ability of Gosden and Correll.
"In all these things I play some crazy character, but it's not associated with
Frank Nelson.”
I interrupted to say that might be just as well, but he said it was a mixed
blessing.
Taking No Risk
"Like most actors I work freelance. I'd love to do something heavy for a change, but these casting
directors are not going to take any calculated risk. If anybody wrote in and said they saw the show and
me on it and were disappointed the thing was not a comedy, the producer would tell the casting director
he was out of his mind to use an o�beat character when there are so many good heavies around.
"You ask how I feel about television in general. Well, I'm a past president the American Federation of
Television and Radio Artists and I happen to be pretty much a defender of TV. When you consider the
amount of product that appears on television, I think it has a pretty high standard. How many good
shows are on Broadway, or how many good movies are there?
“As for movies on TV, I think it's unfortunate we have to look at something made 30 years ago to get
our entertainment—it's been foisted on the public and these old movies they wouldn't pay a dime to
see in a theater. Until TV came along looking for a cheap way to �ll in time those movies were sitting in
vaults and the movie companies never dreamed of ever doing anything with them.”
Has Trademark
"But back to my character—he's usually just nameless, though Benny sometimes refers to him as “Mr.
Nelson” in a show. I think most people recognize me for the way this character sayss EEYESSS (yes).
"I once walked in a producer's o�ce and he said I certainly didn't look the way I sounded and I said
thank God for that."
You'll notice Mr. Nelson in the Benny show this Sunday, repeat of the one starring Benny, Oscar Levant
and Nelson—the one in which Jack Benny goes to see a psychiatrist.
For a change I thought we might pin down one of these wonderfully familiar characters on TV who don't
get star billing, yet they're in our living rooms oftener than orange peels (it you have children).

As for the psychiatrist show, originally aired on Nov. 30, 1958, but rerun on April 23, 1961, the highlight of the
second half was a sketch filled with Frank Nelson. William L. Doudna, the television editor of the Wisconsin
State Journal was one of a number of columnists who wrote about the show on re-broadcast day.

A man who has been heckling Jack Benny for 27 years would like to do something else for a change, he
told The Wisconsin State Journal in an exclusive interview.

The man is Frank Nelson, a 36-year veteran of radio and
television who was on radio's �rst coast-to-coast
broadcast.
Nelson joined Benny in 1934, he said in a telephone
conversation from Beverly Hills, and has been with him
ever since.
While his chief job has been heckling Jack on the air, Nelson
has done it in a variety of roles. He'll give a sampling of
these in an "iron-man" performance on the Benny show
over CBS-WISC-TV at 8:30 tonight.
In this, Nelson will rival even King Baggott, star and

director of silent �lms who, some 45 years ago, played every role in a courtroom drama and directed the
multiple-exposure movie as well.
Among modern stars, one of the most versatile is Alec Guinness, English actor who played eight parts in
"Kind Hearts and Coronets."
12 Roles, 24 Minutes
Tonight, in one-third the time of the Guinness �lm, Nelson will be seen in 12 roles within 24 minutes.
He'll be an insolent waiter, a men's clothing salesman, a hot dog vendor, a �lling station attendant, a
psychiatrist's patient—and more.
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Labels: Jack Benny

Even though Nelson plays many parts, he still feels he's typed as Benny's heckler.
"I'd like to be a performer rather than a type," he said.
"I enjoyed radio more than I do television," he added. "There, even when the parts were somewhat
alike, there was variety in the work, and, because the audience didn't see me, I wasn't so closely typed."
Nelson said he would like to play serious roles—almost anything, even a villainous part.
"I would like to do movies, because they give the actor more scope than television does, but I expect I'll
stay in TV," he said.
Started as Announcer
He �nds himself in much the same position as his close friend, Willard Waterman, a native of Madison.
Waterman became so closely associated with "The Great Gildersleeve," in which he can still be seen in
re-runs, that he found it di�cult to get serious parts.
Nelson was born in Colorado Springs, but spent much of his
boyhood in Denver before moving to Los Angeles, Calif. He
started his career as a radio announcer on an early morning
show.
"I had to get up so early that sometimes I actually went to
sleep at the microphone," Nelson said. "One morning, the
engineer went to sleep, too, and we had a great time
explaining the silence to listeners."
On the West Coast, he was announcer for the National
Broadcasting �rst coast-to-coast broadcast which
featured Groucho Marx.
He joined Benny in 1934 when Jack had a 5-minute insert on an NBC program, and has been with him
ever since on both radio and television. In the meantime, he appeared in a few movies, but he has made
his real career in the job with which he is as closely associated as Basil Rathbone with "Sherlock
Holmes" and Percy Grainger with "Country Gardens."

Nelson died of cancer on Sept. 12, 1986. Is he still remembered today? Considering his occasional
appearance in the Gasoline Alley comic strip, you can probably figure out how Nelson would answer that one.
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