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Let's Talk to Rochester

If you listen to any of the Jack Benny radio broadcasts from
American military bases, you'll hear huge cheers for Eddie
Anderson.

Soldiers, sailors, marines and air force personnel likely
could identify with Rochester. He basically did what he felt
like in the Benny home and even got in some one-liners
making fun of his boss. They must have dreamed about
doing that to their superior officers.

Some people couldn’t see why the character was popular.
They couldn’t look past the fact that Rochester was a
“servant” and the writers tossed in some black stereotype
behaviour. The latter was mainly during the early years. By

the time the Benny television show came on the air in 1950,
the Benny character treated Rochester about the same as
he did his non-black cast (eg. Benny asked Mary Livingstone to answer the phone or the door).

One story in a black newspaper in the eastern U.S. included a column roasting the Rochester character; the
paper put a disclaimer on the article, saying it was the opinion of the writer.

Anderson briefly addressed the issue in a feature story in The North West Enterprise, April 26, 1944. The four-
page weekly was published by a black fraternal group in Seattle.

BACK STAGE WITH ‘ROCHESTER’

By John L. (Jack) Blount

Itisn’t every celebrity that wants to be interviewed and “pawed over” —just to help someone else get
his (the celebrity’s) name in print again—and | don’t blame them at all! | rather sympathize with them.
Isn’tit enough to spend days and months (and maybe more) in preparation for the benefit or
entertainment, or pleasure of Mr. and Mrs. Public—without having to dig up and rehash all the facts in
the case—plus the history of your great-grandfather’s life. If you have done your job well, and they like
it, the public will know all about it!

And so | don’t blame Eddie (Rochester) Anderson when, Sunday night in Vancouver, B. C., he was
reluctant to talk about himself. He seemed to prefer to talk about Jack Benny, whom (the company) all
love as a big good natured brother.

But I had gone all the way from Bremerton, Wash., U. S. A., up to Vancouver, B. C. (I just learned about
that “U.S. A.” part after getting outside for about 48 hours)—with a kind of triple purpose in view: To
see “Rochester” on some private business, and then to see Rochester on some public business, and
finally, just to see Rochester! You see, I had promised some friends on two big Seattle papers that |
would bring back a “story” if they would get me a pass to the big Jack Benny broadcast in Vancouver—
and so-0-0-0

And now about Rochester. He is really a “humdinger” (if you can understand my language)—and he has
got idea of his own-with dignity, poise and self-confidence.

Sunday afternoon out at Hastings Park | buttonholed him, backstage, sometime near the end of the big
broadcast, after he had “gone on” and set nearly 10,000 people on their left ears gasping for breath. Of
course | buttonholed him by appointment, and so, after meeting most of the company and Jack Benny
himself, I got down to business, the private talk part, and Rochester obligingly promised to do what |
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asked in the way of helping me with a certain project. Then, to complete the visit, | switched the talk to
the other thing: Rochester’s start and climax to fame. | wanted to know when and how he did it and
hinted that | wanted to write something about it.

He “smelled a mouse” right away and faltered.

“Look here,” he warned me. “Alot of newspaper people
have got the wrong idea about Negro actors and players.”
(He referred to the Negro press).

“And although they are not hurting me at all, I hate to see
them gum up the works for young actors coming on by
trying to be “all holy” and [“Jexacting in their criticisms.”
He wenton to say that the pleasure-seeking and theatre-
going public liked the portrayals and it liked fun and
laughter, and if it takes a dice game to give them this thena
dice game must be included in the “picture.” He further
hinted at an “overdose of race-consciousness[”] on the
part of the critics. He finally put me off on the matter of
how and when he had started.

“Come on backstage again tonight,” he told me, “when we
will entertain the service man and their families.”

You can bet | was there—although I had to drag Rochester
back into a dark corner to escape autograph fans—boys and
girls, men and women, everybody.

He said that he had been with Jack Benny since Easter seven years ago. He had been given an audition
for the selection of a character of “Train Porter.” He had scored and then applied himself in earnest to
therole, and all future roles—all of which has resulted in Eddie (Rochester) Anderson attaining
something close to “stellar attraction” in the Jack Benny broadcasts and pictures.

I wasn't satisfied with the brevity of the interview—but he promised more when the “Jack Benny
Company and Rochester” come to the Puget Sound Navy Yard soon. Of course, | wanted to ask some of
the other members of the company about Rochester to get another angle, but | did not want the answer
favorable “for my benefit.”

However—they didn’t wait. They had seen me backstage talking with him and some of them came to
me while Rochester was “out front.” He was praised, and | was told that he “tops” with every last one of
them!

Also—none of them failed to mention how “lovely” Jack Bennyis.

And about the Jack Benny broadcast and show in Vancouver: well, that’s not my subject—but it couldn’t
be beat anywhere—anytime!

Regretfully, it doesn’t appear the columnist wrote a follow-up story.

Benny knew listeners loved Rochester. You don’t hear a whole scene at the start of the radio show handed
solely to Mary Livingstone, Dennis Day or Phil Harris. But you do with Rochester, in later years in dialogue

with fine actor Roy Glenn. Eddie Anderson was trusted by Jack to deliver laughs. And he did, time and time
again.

Posted by Yowp at 07:09
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