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Introduction



Six months after the tragic events of 9/11, at the US Comedy Arts Festival in Aspen, Colorado, five defiantly outspoken performers were saluted for their often costly efforts to exercise their First Amendment rights as comedians. One was Bill Maher, who lost his ABC latenight talk show Politically Incorrect after remarking of the Al-Qaeda terrorist hijackers who commandeered passenger airliners and steered them into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, “Staying in the airplane when it hits the building—say what you want about it, it’s not cowardly.” Another was stand-up comic and civil rights advocate Dick Gregory, who not only challenged segregation by becoming the first black comic to headline in all-white nightclubs, but also demonstrated alongside Martin Luther King Jr. and Medgar Evers in history-making confrontations in Montgomery and Selma. Still another was George Carlin, whose infamous “Seven Words You Can Never Say on Television” and “Filthy Words” comedy album routines sparked a free-speech battle that went all the way to the Supreme Court. And rounding out this handful of brave, bold humorists were Tom and Dick Smothers.


Significantly, the Smothers Brothers received their Freedom of Speech Award from comic David Steinberg, whose controversial mock sermons on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour played a key part in having that variety show yanked and the brothers fired, despite three successful seasons on CBS from 1967 to 1969 and an announced renewal for a fourth.


“The most innovative variety show on television shut down because of political pressure,” Steinberg told the audience in Aspen that night. “But the Smothers Brothers got their revenge. Never giving up, they sued CBS—and they won. And they forever became prominent symbols in the fight for free speech.”


Accepting the award, Tom Smothers joked, “Of course, many of you recognize the fact that we are not the original Smothers Brothers. I’m sure they would have loved to have been here to receive this award. But the original Smothers Brothers passed away in 1969.”


As jokes go, that one cuts very close to the bone.


On the surface, it’s patently ridiculous. The Smothers Brothers are, of course, the same siblings who began performing as folk satirists in 1959, and whose half-century career has outlasted almost all comic teams on stage, screen, and television. Tom, who plays guitar and unleashes elaborate fibs and heated emotional outbursts, and Dick, who plays bass and acts as the grounded and weary straight man, have a history as a comedy team that covers more years than the Marx Brothers, Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy, Bud Abbott and Lou Costello, Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, Dan Rowan and Dick Martin, and even George Burns and Gracie Allen.


In another way, though, Tom was being painfully honest. Part of the Smothers Brothers did die when CBS wrested their show away from them. Oh, they were vindicated in court, proving that they had not violated any terms of their agreement in providing shows for the network. And over the years, they starred in several subsequent TV showcases, including a brilliant run of reunion specials and series in the 1980s for CBS, the very network that had shunned them two decades before. In addition, they never failed to find steady work in nightclubs.





However, by becoming unexpected martyrs to the cause of free speech, the Smothers Brothers lost their most influential national TV platform just when that freedom mattered the most. Like Elvis Presley when he was shipped off to the army, or Muhammad Ali when he was stripped of his heavyweight title for refusing to fight in Vietnam, the Smothers Brothers were nonconformist iconoclasts, pop-culture heroes yanked from the national spotlight in their prime. Muhammad Ali became the champ again, and Elvis returned to record many more number-one hits, but Tom and Dick Smothers never again enjoyed the influence or mass popularity of The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour. In terms of introducing and encouraging new talent, pushing the boundaries of network television, and reflecting the youth movement and embracing its antiwar stance and anti-administration politics, the show was, quite literally, their finest Hour.


What, exactly, made the Smothers Brothers so important a guiding force in the 1960s? Mostly, they were in the right place at the right time, reacting to the ’60s as events unfurled around them. They were the first members of their generation with a prime-time pulpit, and they used it. Each season, the average age of their writing staff got younger, and the satiric edge of the material being televised—or censored—got sharper. Yet in an era when most families still watched television together, in the same room on the same TV set, the greatest and most impressive achievement of The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour was that it spoke to and attracted young viewers without alienating older ones. With its humor, guest list, and high caliber of entertainment, it bridged the generation gap at a time when that gap was becoming a Grand Canyon–like chasm.


The Comedy Hour introduced fresh talent—from in-house future stars Pat Paulsen and Mason Williams to such emerging rock groups as Buffalo Springfield, Jefferson Airplane, and the Who—while making room for veteran stars from movies, TV, even vaudeville. On one show, Kate Smith shared billing with Simon and Garfunkel. Another show featured Mel Torme, Don Knotts, and Ravi Shankar. Musicians came on not to perform their old or current hits, but to unveil new ones—a bold departure from established practice. The Beatles even provided the brothers with a US exclusive—the videotaped premiere of “Hey Jude”—and in the middle of the Smothers Brothers’ battles with the CBS censors, George Harrison showed up in 1968 as a surprise guest to offer moral support. “Whether you can say it or not,” Harrison urged them on the air, “keep trying to say it.” And they did. First, individual words and phrases that CBS found objectionable were cut from skits after rehearsals or edited out of the final master tape. Then entire segments were cut because of their political, social, or anti-establishment messages.


For every battle the Smothers Brothers won, CBS sought and got revenge. When The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour wanted to open its third season by having Harry Belafonte singing “Don’t Stop the Carnival” against a backdrop reel of violent outbursts filmed in and around that summer’s Democratic National Convention, CBS not only cut the number completely, but added insult to injury by replacing it with a five-minute campaign ad from Republican presidential nominee Richard M. Nixon.


Politics, and politicians, play a big part in the story of The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour. Even though the show poked fun at President Johnson and criticized his Vietnam War policies, LBJ’s daughters were fervent fans. Yet more than once the chief executive of the United States called CBS Chairman William S. Paley to exert pressure on the Smothers Brothers. The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour even ran its own candidate for president, Pat Paulsen, whose tongue-in-cheek campaign was a brilliant deconstruction of the 1968 presidential race. Paulsen had become popular delivering fake editorials on the show, such as the one in support of network censorship (“The Bill of Rights says nothing about Freedom of Hearing,” he told viewers, adding, “This, of course, takes a lot of the fun out of Freedom of Speech”). Paulsen moved effortlessly onto the actual campaign trail, where real candidates such as Robert F. Kennedy got and played with the joke, and the show hired a former California gubernatorial campaign manager to offer behind-the-scenes advice.


With regime changes both at the White House and at the CBS New York headquarters known as Black Rock, the Smothers Brothers’ days were numbered. Once Nixon ascended to the presidency, Tom Smothers insists he was targeted in a way that both predated and prefigured Nixon’s enemies list and the sneaky tactics of the “Plumbers.” Nixon pushed for greater governmental control of broadcast media at the same time well-placed Nixon allies, from new CBS programming chief Robert D. Wood to TV Guide publisher Walter Annenberg, adopted hard-line stances against the sort of envelopepushing content the Smothers Brothers were trying to present in prime time. Both sides got increasingly, exponentially petulant and combative. Tom Smothers fought too fervently for every word and idea, and slipped obscenities into scripts just to tweak the censors, who promptly removed them. Eventually, Tom lost his own sense of humor while railing against the network suits. CBS executives, on their part, grew impatient and resentful at having to defend or discuss the Smothers Brothers everywhere they went, and began to both change the rules and enforce them ruthlessly.


Undeniably, CBS wanted Tom and Dick Smothers off the air because of the ideas they were espousing on their show, but eventually removed them by claiming that the brothers had violated the terms of their contract by not delivering a copy of that week’s show in time. It was like the feds busting Al Capone: the crime for which he was convicted was a mere technicality, but it got Capone off the streets. In the case of CBS and the Smothers Brothers, they got them off the air. Fired, not canceled, as Tom Smothers invariably corrected people in an effort to set the record straight.


A few years later, in the case of Tom Smothers et al. v. Columbia Broadcasting System, Inc., the US District Court in California ruled that CBS, not the Smothers Brothers, was the party in violation of its contract. But by then, the duo’s prime-time platform had long been torpedoed and their influence stolen from them. The attitude they reflected would continue to flourish on Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In, but only briefly. In latenight TV, it would find its closest approximation, within a decade, on Saturday Night Live, which as recently as the 2008 presidential race proved itself a vital, arguably invaluable, popculture component in analyzing and advancing what was, and wasn’t, funny about national politics and politicians. But in prime time, where the Smothers Brothers once dared to offer the same sort of probing and timely humor, the concept of relevance in entertainment shows would become an endangered species, if not completely extinct.


During its three-year reign, however, The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour was about as topical, influential, and important as a TV show could get. Tom Smothers, for the last half of the ’60s, was like a mod Zelig or a hippie Forrest Gump, appearing almost everywhere the times they were a-changin’. In 1967, Tom was present, and an occasional onstage presenter, at the Monterey International Pop Festival, scouting such breakthrough acts as the Who, Jefferson Airplane, and Ravi Shankar. In 1968, Tom was an early champion of the Broadway show Hair, and instrumental in bringing the show to the West Coast. In 1969, Tom could be found at the bedside of John Lennon and Yoko Ono, playing guitar and singing with Lennon as a group of friends recorded the classic anthem “Give Peace a Chance.”


Yes, there was sex, and there were drugs, and everything else associated with the ’60s, from freedom and peace to foolishness and paranoia. Both the Smothers Brothers and CBS, in the end, agree that they overreacted at the time—but remembering how polarized and sensitive society was then goes a long way toward explaining how pitched those battles got, and why.


This book is not, however, some quaint remembrance of a show with a moral stand that has no bearing to modern times. Think of the Smothers Brothers as a pop-culture Grapes of Wrath. When Michael Moore takes his time in the spotlight during a live Oscar telecast to scold President George W. Bush for sending America to war without due cause, the Smothers Brothers, in spirit, are there. When the Dixie Chicks make an anti-Bush comment onstage and suffer a backlash from conservatives before reemerging triumphantly with a new hit and a slew of Grammy Awards, the Smothers Brothers are there. When Bill Maher resurfaces on HBO’s Real Time with Bill Maher, or when Jon Stewart skewers politicians and the media on Comedy Central’s The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, the Smothers Brothers are there. When Stephen Colbert attempts a comedic run for the presidency, the Smothers Brothers are there. It’s worth pointing out, though, that contemporary outspoken comedians and programs reside today on cable. When CBS fired Tom and Dick Smothers, there were no cable networks. They had not been invented. And nearly forty years after the network pulled The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour from prime time, there’s still no true modern-day equivalent on broadcast network television—no series that speaks truth to power, pushes boundaries, and champions new art and artists in quite the way Tom and Dick Smothers did.


“I run into people,” Tom Smothers told the crowd at the Free Speech Tribute in Aspen, “who say, ‘Don’t you wish you guys had a television show right now? You could say anything you want!’





“That’s an illusion, isn’t it?” he asked. “The language is there. You can say any language you want … you can talk about violence, graphic sex. But I’m not hearing anything being particularly said. And if we had a show today, I don’t think we could say anything more than we did back then.”


The closer you look at The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour—season by season, show by show—the more you understand the generational, artistic, and moral duels being fought in the ’60s, and how quickly small confrontations mushroomed into all-out war on several fronts. Year to year, the shows said it all: Tom and Dick Smothers looked different, acted differently, and protested more brazenly and passionately. What they managed to say and do was important, and what they were prevented from saying and doing was no less meaningful.








1
The Birth of the Smothers Brothers (and the Smothers Sister)



The catchphrase that ended up defining the Smothers Brothers—Tom’s angry exclamation to Dick “Mom always liked you best!”—didn’t surface until many years into the duo’s stage, recording, and TV act. Until then, their act consisted of funny parodies of folk songs and the brothers’ sparkling verbal byplay: Dick trying to extol the virtues and describe the histories of various tunes, while Tom digressed, meandered, misbehaved, interrupted, and acted, basically, like an impish little brother—though, in real life, he was the elder of the two. This went on for several years and many record albums, until, onstage and on TV, Tom ad-libbed the complaint that launched their career to a new level, and made sibling rivalry, as much as musical revelry, the cornerstone of the Smothers Brothers.


Their eighth LP, released in August 1965, got its title from Tom’s angry opening line: Mom Always Liked You Best! The rest of the routine—no music, just a long, comic argument, expanding upon scattered remarks (and that catchphrase) first heard on their November 1964 Tour de Farce album—was a litany of perceived slights from their childhood.


“My mom and my brother would get together and say, ‘We don’t like you!’ ” Tom complains to the audience. And: “More than anything in the whole world, I wanted to have a dog of my own. I asked my mom. I said, ‘Mom, I want to have a dog like my brother, Dickie Smothers. You remember me, I’m Tommy Smothers. And I never got to have a dog!’ ”


Dick defends himself: “Now hold it a minute. Before we go any further, you know you had your own pet already.”


“A crummy chicken,” Tom grumbles.


The real story of the Smothers brothers’ childhood was quite different. Their mother didn’t favor one boy over the other, and, as children, they played together often and nicely. Things weren’t always that funny growing up, either. Their father died when they were very young, a POW fatality in the last months of World War II. Dick was ejected accidentally from a moving car, suffering injuries that made him deaf in one ear. Their mother, after the death of her husband, struggled through bouts of alcoholism and several tenuous marriages and relationships, often leading to her children being farmed out, separately or together, to live with relatives. Those children included not only Tom and Dick, but a sibling who may be a surprise even to fervent Smothers brothers fans: younger sister Sherry. And it’s Sherry, after all these years, who reveals another surprising fact about the Smothers family history: there really was a pet chicken.


First genealogy, then poultry.


Thomas Bolyn Smothers Jr., father of Tom, Dick, and Sherry, was born in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, in 1908. He graduated from West Point in the class of 1929, becoming a career soldier and eventually earning the rank of major. (His West Point yearbook described him as answering to the nickname of “Smo,” being a good baseball player and a knowledgeable sports fan, and being determined and independent, “although he has never startled anyone with his academic record.”) He married Ruth Remick in 1935, and was stationed on Governors Island in New York, where his two boys were born, making them instant “army brats.” Thomas Bolyn Smothers III was born February 2, 1937, Richard Remick Smothers followed on November 20, 1939—and shortly thereafter, the entire family made a dramatic relocation, when Major Smothers was reassigned to an army base in the Philippines.


They weren’t together long. Little more than a year later, rumblings of danger in the Pacific led, as a precaution, to the slow but steady evacuation of many military families. Major Smothers’s wife Ruth, now pregnant with their third child, was sent back to the States with her two boys. They resettled in Altadena, California, just north of Pasadena, finding solace with Ruth’s relatives. (There’s a picture of young Dick, taken stateside on December 7, 1941, the day the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor and drew the United States into World War II.) Tom and Dick never saw their father again. Their sister, Sherry, born September 18, 1941, in Pasadena, never saw him at all. But he did send Ruth a giddy, congratulatory radiogram six days after their daughter’s birth, signing off with his old West Point nickname: “BLESS YOU YOU RASCAL STOP YOU CAN CALL YOUR SHOTS AM TICKLED PINK OVER SHARON’S ARRIVAL BE CAREFUL LOVE SMO.”


Back in the Philippines, on Corregidor, their father was among the American troops fighting the Japanese on the Bataan Peninsula on West Luzon Island. In April 1942, the lengthy isolation and lack of supplies and reinforcements for American and Filipino troops led to unbearable levels of malnutrition, and 75,000 soldiers surrendered at once. The Japanese, unprepared to deal locally with so many prisoners, set them on a brutally sadistic forced sixty-five-mile march to a prison camp in San Fernando. Along the way, guards killed and tortured prisoners indiscriminately, buried others alive, and withheld food and water to intensify the agony of the rest. So many prisoners of war perished on that merciless journey that it became known as the Bataan Death March. Major Smothers survived that march and survived more years as a prisoner of war. He was imprisoned, under horridly inhumane conditions, aboard three different Japanese POW ships. According to information provided to Tom, his father died when the last of those ships, en route to Korea, was bombed mistakenly by Allied pilots. He was a victim of friendly fire. The date was April 26, 1945—less than five months before the Japanese government surrendered to end World War II.


His young namesake, Thomas Bolyn Smothers III, was four when he last saw his father and eight when his father died. Dick has no vivid memories of living in the Philippines, but Tom does. “I remember it raining, and my father taking me out and running in the rain,” he recalls. In addition to the flash rainstorms, he remembers the loud sounds of mosquitoes (“terrifying”), and mosquito nets, and the fact that the legs of their beds were placed in pans of water “so certain things wouldn’t crawl up.” He also remembers that the maid taking care of them would use bacon grease to smooth out Dick’s hair—a fate Tom escaped. “About two hours later, in that heat,” Tom remembers, laughing, “the smell was just awful.”


Back in the States, in Altadena, young Tom remembers being “eight or nine” when informed, in the most general terms, of his father’s fate. “My mother brought me in, sat me down, and said, ‘Your daddy was caught in the war and died.’ I remember she turned to me and said, ‘Now you’re the man of the house.’ Tough, for a nine-year-old. She was crying. I was crying, too.”


Then there was the accident. Dick was three, Tom was five, and mother Ruth was driving them somewhere in the family car, a dazzling 1932 Packard (picture a getaway car Bonnie and Clyde might use). There were no seat belts then: for safety’s sake, young Dick was placed in the front seat, within easy reach (“Mama’s right arm, when she wasn’t shifting, was on you,” he recalls). Except, on this particular trip, Dick kept whining about how he wanted to sit in back with his brother—and after one too many whines of “I wanna be with Tommy!” Mom relented, and Dick climbed in back.


Unfortunately, this particular 1932 Packard model came equipped with what were called “suicide doors”—doors that opened toward the rear of the vehicle, and thus were perfectly (or imperfectly) designed to catch the wind if opened while the car was in motion. The Packard was going about thirty miles an hour—and for a moment or two, after he reached for the shiny handle and opened the rear door, so was Dick.


“All of a sudden,” Tom says, “we’re feeling air coming in the car. I look around, and Dickie’s not there.”


“I landed on my head and fractured my skull,” Dick says, picking up the story. “That’s why I’m deaf in one ear.” All because he wanted to sit with his brother.


A few years later, Dick remembers a different man of the house: Orville Hood, whom his mother married in the mid-1940s, but whose stature in the household, like the fate of Major Smothers, was somewhat unclear to the younger Smothers brother. “He adopted us,” Dick recalls of Orville, “but I was always worried what was going to happen to Orville when Daddy came home. You know: ‘If Daddy comes home, Orville can’t be here!’ So I didn’t quite get it … but I knew that wasn’t going to go over well.”


Things didn’t go over that well anyway. For the Smothers brothers, and their Smothers sister, childhood and adolescence unfolded in an environment that could charitably be described as unstable. Their mother, in Tom’s words, “had drinking problems,” which made the entire situation “kind of high maintenance.” Throughout their childhood, Ruth was in and out of rehab and state hospitals, leaving her children with others as she tried, with little success, to conquer her alcoholism. After Hood left, while Tom and Dick still were in high school, Ruth met her next husband while the two of them were attending Alcoholics Anonymous. Neither sobriety nor the marriage lasted very long. “She went back to drinking, then he went back, then he deserted her,” recounts Sherry. “The drinking, between the both of them, destroyed him.” A brief fourth marriage followed—“to someone we really never knew,” Sherry says—after which Ruth took back her original married name of Smothers. Sherry, too, got the Smothers name back, while still in junior high. Tom and Dick had never changed theirs to anything else, making it one of the few things in their childhood to remain constant.


“Tommy was quite a filter,” Dick says, recalling how, when Dick was in first or second grade, Tom would tell him that their mother had fainted—when, Dick finally understood years later, “she was passed out drunk.” It was about that time when Ruth placed the boys in military school, where they lived instead of at home. Dick lasted one year, Tom two. And Tom remembers, more than once, enduring corporal punishment in front of his classmates for such infractions as not making his bed properly. “You’d get swats,” he recalls, and it’s not much of a stretch to imagine Tom Smothers’s problems with authority stemming from this fatherless, regimented period. “I remember thinking, ‘You won’t break my spirit!’ ”


“Your boy is very, very stubborn,” one officer at the school informed Ruth, referring to young Tom, then in third grade. “He could either turn out to be a great man, or maybe a criminal, but I don’t know.”


During their childhood, together or separately, Tom, Dick, and Sherry were shipped out, at different times and in various configurations, not only to a succession of schools, but to assorted nearby relatives and friends. Dick went to live for a while with his aunt and uncle—Dick Remick (Ruth’s brother) and his wife, Winifred—in Sunland, halfway between Altadena and San Fernando. When young Dick returned, Sherry lived with them next, even accompanying them when they moved to Chico, north of Sacramento, so Uncle Dick could attend college. Tom lived with them too, at one point, but he and brother Dick spent more time under the guardianship of Ruth’s parents, Ed and Bertha Remick, in Tujunga, just south of Sunland. One year, while attending Verdugo Hills High School in Tujunga, Tom and Dick were sheltered at a nearby home for asthmatic children—even though neither of them had asthma.


Despite the upheaval, there were times of normal childhood antics and activities. For a while, Tom, Dick, and Sherry—now there’s a marquee name—were living together in Altadena in adjacent attic rooms, the boys sharing one, Sherry alone in the other. At age nine, Tom organized a neighborhood charity benefit in someone’s backyard, showcasing all the local kids. Tom, already interested in gymnastics, did lots of acrobatics and an animal act, showing off tricks he’d taught his dog, Toby. Yes, it was his dog, not Dick’s, though there were plenty of other family pets–many of whom, like Tom’s mythical pet chicken Frank from the Mom Always Liked You Best! LP, sounded slightly surreal. For starters, Toby turned out to be a girl dog. The family had other dogs at Altadena, and the entire block shared a “neighborhood tortoise that made the rounds”—slowly, no doubt. And it was when visiting Grandpa Remick that Tom and Dick got the seminal inspiration for Frank.


“Our grandparents had a chicken coop,” Sherry says, “and they had a blond chicken that they named Brownie.” This particular chicken was so loved and pampered, it was shown the highest form of flattery and favoritism: “They never ate Brownie.”


Also in Altadena, Sherry remembers Tom getting in trouble with stepfather Orville for sneaking out the bathroom window to go to the neighbor’s house and watch TV—the first television set on the block. “Tom was always in mischief,” Sherry says, but he also was protective of his younger siblings.


“Tom has always been the responsible one,” Sherry says. “He’s always been the one that felt he had to take care of the whole family. So he was in a different place, so to speak.” Dick, who was head cheerleader in high school while Tom competed in gymnastics, remembers a similar protectiveness from his brother. “My perception,” Dick recalls, “is that he took care of me.”


When Sherry was a freshman in high school, and living with Uncle Dick and Aunt Wini, Tom would drive north just to pick her up and take her on outings. “He would drag me out to the beach when he was in high school—a senior!—with his friends, and I would sit and watch all the girls go gaga. He was very popular. They both were.”


Sherry also recalls Dick teasing her ruthlessly. “It was just normal brother-and-sister stuff,” she said, laughing. “Dickie was brutal at times—he said some pretty damned funny stuff to me in the teenage years. I would ask him, ‘What’s sex appeal?’ ” she recalls, “and he would answer, ‘Don’t worry, you don’t have any.’”


Even when younger, the children did everything they could together: played together, fought together, got in trouble together. There were big vacant lots filled with lemon trees where Tom and Dick grew up, and they would steal lemons, set up a stand, and sell lemonade—then make more of a profit by selling somewhere else. “We’d sell it in front of our uncle’s coffee shop, and then he’d give us a dollar to go in front of the drugstore and sell it there instead,” Dick remembers with a laugh. He also recalls getting in trouble with Tom for cutting down some royal palm trees (“Tommy was engineering”), and being forced to dig up the stumps, or try to, as punishment. “They got in a world of trouble for that one,” Sherry says, laughing.


But through it all, despite it all, or because of it all, there was, and remains, a strong familial bond. “Tom had a thought that siblings who had to grow up with a dysfunctional life sometimes have a stronger bond,” Sherry says. “And we have a pretty good bond. They are the two most special people in my life—and they are very, very, very good to me.” Dick now lives fifteen minutes away from Sherry in Florida, while Tom’s family and winery are in Northern California, at an idyllic place called Remick Ridge, named after his mother and grandfather.


“I always thought they were amazingly devoted to her,” Ken Fritz, the brothers’ onetime manager and production partner (with Ken Kragen), says of Tom and Dick’s relationship with their mother. “They were very concerned and protective of her, because she was fragile.” Fritz also saw a tight bond between the two brothers—“They were a unit, those two guys”—even though Tom, describing his own relationship with Dick, remembers it more as normal fraternal friction, “salt and pepper all the time.” Except, that is, for the real spice—the music.








2
The Smothers Brothers—All Three of Them—Take the Stage



A love of music is what eventually changed the Smothers brothers into the Smothers Brothers. And it started early, with family sing-alongs in the family’s death-trap automobile. “When we were going back and forth to Grandma’s house in the old Packard,” Tom told me on National Public Radio’s Fresh Air with Terry Gross in 1997, “we always sang songs. We’d sing ‘Down in the Valley,’ ‘Home on the Range’—all these songs, we’d be singing.” (“Down in the Valley,” tellingly, wound up as one of the songs on their first album, the only one they sing and play completely straight, without jokes or interruption.)


When Tom was nine years old, he began asking—pestering, really—for a guitar. And he got one, from a surprising source. Brother Dick later got a guitar—a beautiful blond-back Martin four-string that was stored under his bed, neglected and unused. So when the time came, Dick’s guitar was used as partial payment for Tom’s first quality guitar, an even more beautiful golden Gibson. “My mother, who supposedly liked me best,” says Dick, with the deadpan delivery of a true straight man, “had me sell my guitar for a down payment on Tommy’s.”


Tom credits Burl Ives, a folksinger who popularized traditional folk tunes in the ’40s, as his first influence on guitar, just as he credits ’50s TV star George Gobel, a few years later, as his first comedic influence. (It’s no coincidence, but it is sweet to note, that both Ives and Gobel eventually were featured as special guest stars on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour.) And while Tom was learning to play guitar, and to act silly, Dick was learning to sing and act—and learning, in the process, he had a voice others considered quite special.


Both brothers, though, came out of their shells rather slowly. Dick remembers his first performance in front of a group at a church Christmas pageant when he was five or six—forgetting every word he was supposed to deliver, but never forgetting how awful that felt.


Tom, in grade school, was drawn to both guitar and piano but had difficulty reading sheet music. Years later, he learned that his problems were caused by the same thing that made academics so challenging in school: he has dyslexia, a condition that made both notes and letters scramble out of order as he tried to read them on the page. He could learn music by ear, though, and the guitar by feel and repetition, so he pursued music, like gymnastics, with a passion.


Tom started his first band in 1948, when he was in fifth grade. It was a trio—“clarinet, piano, and me,” he recalls—and Dick was not a member. They were formed to play one song, the then-runaway hit “Now Is the Hour” (recorded by both Gracie Fields and Bing Crosby that year). But in high school, there were other groups, everything from pickup barbershop quartets to bands thrown together for school assemblies. One group, the Casual Quartet, featured Tom, Dick, and two other classmates. Another, with Tom, Dick, and one other member, was called the Trite Trio. Dick sang but didn’t play; he didn’t yet have his signature upright bass. And while Tom played guitar and sang, he also started to joke around a bit.


“I’d introduce us, and I knew I was funny,” Tom says. “I understood I was funny, but I didn’t learn the craft of it until much later in my life.” He recalls watching classmates freeze up and scramble desperately for words while trying to bluff their way through oral book reports. He just played variations on that comic theme—even when playing the class clown himself. If he showed up late to class, instead of sliding quietly into the back of the room, Tom would go to the front of the class and address the teacher in a deadpan, rambling speech: “My apologies. I’m late. To all the kids for whom I disrupted class, I apologize to you students for my lateness. To you, my teacher, I apologize also, and promise it’s never going to happen again.” Recounting this story, Tom laughs. “By this time, she’s grabbed me by the ear and dragged me down to the principal’s office, and I’m going, ‘What did I do?’”


In performances, Tom realized almost instinctively that awkwardness, long silences, even disconnected and incomplete thoughts were his friends, and became part of his arsenal. He knew as a youngster, somehow, what comedian Andy Kaufman would explore two decades later—that attitude could matter as much as jokes, and vulnerability and discomfort, if presented correctly, could be their own rich rewards. “I always kept saying, ‘I hope something comes to me,’ ” Tom says of those first comic attempts at thinking on his feet. “But,” he adds, “I found out that something would always come to me, if the tension got higher.”


It was as a teenager, seeing the wry, meek, and constantly digressing standup comic George Gobel on The Ed Sullivan Show, that cemented for Tom the idea of his fumbling onstage persona. “He was talking about losing a bowling ball, and I said, ‘Oh, wow, that’s funny!’ He didn’t tell a single joke, but I was laughing. And I thought, Well, I’d like to do that! … He didn’t do jokes, he did attitude.” So, as emcee at school functions or as spokesman for his own musical group, Tom would play with deadpan delivery, long silences, and goofy asides.


The most crucial influence at that point in the development of the Smothers Brothers, though, was Ted Misenheimer, a band teacher and choir director at the Redondo Beach High School. At that point, all three Smothers siblings had reunited and were living together. Tom transferred to the high school as a senior, Dick already was there as a sophomore, and Misenheimer ended up drafting them both into a very small and specialized vocal program—the madrigal choir. Not only did it give both brothers a taste for music from other lands and times, but it gave them an appreciation of their vocal abilities, alone and especially together.


Tom was selected first, singing bass, and Dick, who had been singing bass in choir since sixth grade, offered to sing tenor, because that was the only vocal part that needed to be filled. So they started singing together, paying more attention to harmonies and dividing their vocal parts differently and with more subtlety.


“I’m not a true tenor,” Dick says. “Two more notes, and I could have been a David Gates, an Art Garfunkel, or one of those guys. I was faking it.” Dick’s “faking it,” though, was good enough to impress “Mr. M,” with whom Dick stayed in contact until the teacher’s recent death. (“He always prayed for me,” Dick says fondly. “I was on his list. And he was so proud of the Smothers Brothers.”) Dick’s “faking it” also was good enough for him to win awards for his vocal ability—and get the attention, and respect, of his big brother.


“Dick was the best tenor in the South Bay area of Redondo Beach where we went to finish up high school,” Tom says. That measure of respect was what turned Dick from annoying little brother into convenient singing partner. It made Tom reach down two entire school grades to include his brother in the quartet, and the trio, and eventually their first paying gigs.


“When we were in high school,” Tom says, “the only reason we started singing was because he was the best tenor. He was really good.” Because of that connection, Tom says, “I got to know my brother really well. Without that, we’d have been kind of strangers.” Dick, too, credits the madrigal choir with giving the brothers both a bond and a direction: “It was one of the reasons we got into this business.” Otherwise, Dick’s career plan was to become a teacher, like his Uncle Dick, or a school principal. Tom had inclinations and interests of his own, including architecture, but music spoke to him most. “I don’t know what drove Tommy,” Dick says. “He always had this thing of wanting to do things musically. He would practice for hours with a harmonica and a guitar.”


Tom graduated from high school in 1955. His high school yearbook photo shows a dapper, smiling young man in a jacket and bow tie, with short, well-groomed hair. Dick’s smaller sophomore photo, by contrast, displays longer and more disheveled hair, glasses, and a more serious expression. Tom moved north to attend San Jose State, and Dick eventually graduated high school and started attending junior college at Fullerton, south of Los Angeles. This is when they could have gone their separate ways: Dick still had plans to pursue a career in education, while Tom, studying advertising at San Jose State, began performing solo, running the synchronized card-stunt halftime show at college football games and experiencing, for the first time, the thrill of drawing laughs from large crowds.


Instead of branching out solo, however, Tom kept making room for and working with his little brother, eventually persuading him to transfer and join him at San Jose State. The two would continue to perform in various small-group permutations, getting their first “paid” gig at a college beer hall. The pay was beer and pretzels, but it was a start.


Next stop: the Kerosene Club, a tiny college hangout at San Jose where college kids sprawled on couches, drank too much beer, and yelled at the amateur acts who dared to perform in front of them. Tom and Dick would perform there, but not well.


As a duo, the Smothers brothers—not yet the Smothers Brothers—were bombing. “Tom wasn’t that comedically developed,” Dick recalls, “and I was not developed as a straight man.” Their musical repertoire was thin, and so were their prospects—so much so, Dick recalls, that at the end of one particularly forgettable set in front of a typically boisterous drunken crowd, Tom made an announcement to the audience. “Anybody who wants to join us,” he said, “who has got some songs and knows what they’re doing, talk to us afterward.”


This very open audition process resulted in a young man walking up, with his leg in a cast from a skiing accident, to offer his services. His name was Bobby Blackmore. He had a nice smile and a pleasant voice, knew a lot of songs, and played a tenor guitar, like Nick Reynolds of the Kingston Trio. That was more than enough for Tom and Dick, because the Kingston Trio, at that point in 1958, was an inspiration in more ways than one.


The Weavers, a folk group that included activist banjo player Pete Seeger, had scored a big hit with a recording of Huddie Ledbetter’s “Goodnight Irene” in 1949, but popular music was changing drastically in the late 1950s, splintering off into several different directions. Elvis Presley exploded onto the scene in 1956, electrifying the charts with five number-one hits that year alone (including three monsters in a row: “Don’t Be Cruel,” “Hound Dog,” and “Love Me Tender”). Also in 1956, Harry Belafonte released his best-selling Calypso album, turning “Banana Boat (Day-O)” into a Top 10 hit. (A dozen years later, Belafonte would take part in one of the most notorious censored segments of The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour.)


In 1957, Pat Boone, Perry Como, and Andy Williams ruled the charts, but so did Presley, Buddy Holly and the Crickets (“That’ll Be the Day”), Jimmie Rodgers (“Honeycomb”), Johnny Mathis (“Chances Are”), and the Everly Brothers (“Wake Up Little Susie”). And in 1958, the year Tom and Dick Smothers were trying to find their way and a new lead singer, many number-one hits were either nascent rock ’n’ roll (Danny and the Juniors’ ”At the Hop,” the Silhouettes’ ”Get a Job,” the Coasters’ ”Yakety Yak”) or funny novelty tunes (David Seville’s “Witch Doctor” and “The Chipmunk Song,” Sheb Wooley’s “Purple People Eater”).


But one group bucked all the trends—and in so doing, started its own. The Kingston Trio, picking up where the Weavers had left off, sang folk songs in tight harmonies and told stories about the songs’ origins as part of their act. The clean-cut young men had started singing together at a fraternity luau and quickly developed a strong local following in Palo Alto, California, less than twenty miles north of where Tom and Dick were studying at San Jose. In the summer of 1957, the Kingston Trio got a one-week booking at San Francisco’s the Purple Onion, which extended to the end of the year. In 1958, they recorded their first album for Capitol Records, and one song lifted from the album, “Tom Dooley,” became a number-one hit in November. It was the song that, in essence, launched the modern folk movement and the careers of just about everyone who played an acoustic guitar and got a record contract in the early 1960s.


But to the Smothers brothers, the Kingston Trio offered more than just a general direction. “Tom Dooley,” with its spoken introduction about the song’s meaning and history, provided a template Tom and Dick would use to shape and perfect their stage act. More specifically, the path from Northern California college gigs to auditioning at the Purple Onion would be one the Smothers brothers would follow as well. Which is why Bobby Blackmore’s knowledge of folk music, and his snazzy Martin tenor guitar, made him instantly attractive to Tom and Dick.


“He knew a lot of Harry Belafonte tunes,” Dick says of Blackmore, “so we said, ‘Wow, this is great!’ Our repertoire increased by about 300 or 400 percent—and that’s when we went up to the Purple Onion.”


They went up after a detective in the audience offered to be their first manager and arrange an audition in San Francisco. So in January 1959, this detective-manager crammed Tom, Dick, and Bobby into his car and drove north. It was a case of perfect timing: the Kingston Trio, after becoming headliners at the Purple Onion, had released “Tom Dooley” as a single and sold three million copies. The group was now at a rival North Beach club in San Francisco, the even hotter hungry i, and the managers of the Purple Onion were willing to try almost any act that might reach that same level of success.


“They had auditions the first Tuesday of every month, or something like that,” Tom recalls. Phyllis Diller was headlining at the Onion then, and, without the Kingston Trio, other acts ranged from lounge singers to flamenco dancers. “We auditioned, and someone was talking out in the audience, and I said, ‘Shut up!’ And people thought that was very funny—and it was. So all of a sudden they hired us. We couldn’t believe it.”


Barry Drew, the manager of the Purple Onion, really liked the act: Tom played guitar and offered rambling introductions, Bobby played tenor guitar and banjo and sang, and Dick sang. But Drew had some suggestions. At the audition, Drew said that Dick should play an instrument, because he was just standing there. Tom suggested an upright bass, and Drew thought that would be fine. Drew also suggested they should call themselves the Smothers Brothers, even though one of them was neither a Smothers nor a brother. When that suggestion was considered unacceptable, Drew came up with an alternative means of billing: the act at the Purple Onion, he suggested, would open under the irreverent name of Smothers Brothers and Gawd.


That, too, was agreed upon, but there was one more snag. The next opening at the Onion, they were told, was in two or three months. But no sooner had Tom and Dick returned to San Jose and school than the Purple Onion called back. A singer was sick, and so was the flamenco act, so could they start next week? They could, and they did.


Dick couldn’t afford to buy an upright bass on his own, so Drew cosigned for it—at three hundred dollars, paid over eighteen months. Tom gave Dick some cram lessons in how to play (“Tommy plays the guitar,” Dick explains, “and the bass is just the bottom four strings of the guitar, so all you do is just outline some chords for folk, and most of them were real simple”). They practiced furiously that week, trying to perfect a handful of songs, but perfection didn’t come easily. Dick was a quick study, but Tom was both impatient and imperfect. “We’d practice on a song while driving from San Jose to San Francisco,” Tom says. “Bobby would be driving, Dick would be in the backseat, and I would be in the front seat with a guitar, working on harmonies. Then the first time we’d get onstage, I’d forget the chords, I’d forget the words. At first, it was just scary. So we always said the first thing to do was to get onstage. Get onstage. Because that’s where you’re going to learn all your skills, primarily.”


The Smothers Brothers and Gawd opened at the Purple Onion in February 1959, signed to a two-week contract with options to extend in additional two-week increments. The set was compact—three songs, fifteen minutes, three times nightly—and so was the venue. The Purple Onion held about one hundred fifty people, and the stage was some eight feet square, backed by a brick wall. It was like a dingy comedy club, before there were comedy clubs.


Onstage, Dick played the bass, nervously, and didn’t talk. Bobby talked occasionally, but only to introduce certain songs, and his introductions were no more complicated than, “And here’s a song Belafonte sang.” It was Tom who did almost all the talking—and at first, even Tom wasn’t sure at all about what he was saying.


“I would make up an introduction about each song—I’d just make it up,” Tom recalls. “And I’d make it up different every night. Every single night. We’d sing the same three songs, it’s all I knew. Every night. Three shows a night. And every single show would be a different introduction, because I truly believed that people knew when you were repeating yourself.





“A song could be sung again and again, because I’ve heard songs again and again. That was legitimate. But when people were talking, I always assumed it was the first thing that would come out of their mouths. About a week into it, Dickie said to me, ‘Those ad libs are starting to get pretty thin.’ I was reaching for straws.”


“Why don’t you repeat one of those things?” Dick asked.


“Oh, no man,” Tom replied. “They’ll know. The audience will know.” But after a few weeks of the audience laughing at Tom straining onstage to think of something to say, Tom took his brother’s advice and repeated an ad lib from a previous show—and it got big laughs. He tried it the next show, repeating the same line. Again, big laughs.


“What a discovery! Isn’t that amazing!” Tom remembers thinking. “They don’t know!” From that point on, Tom wasn’t ashamed to repeat lines, and the laughs between songs began to increase.


Tom and Dick conspired to sneak in their sister Sherry to see some of their early Purple Onion shows. “I was always sitting there beaming, of course, and laughing my head off,” she said. She was only seventeen, and the club was restricted to patrons age twenty-one and older, but carrying Tom’s guitar case as an “assistant” was good enough to get her through the door. And she wasn’t the only Smothers underage at the Purple Onion: Dick was only nineteen when they started. There and elsewhere for the next two years, Tom would slip his own ID to his brother whenever there was a problem. Offstage, and onstage, Tom shouldered a lot of the responsibility.


“We were a trio the first professional year,” Dick says, “and two of us didn’t have to talk. Tommy did all the talking, and Bobby and I sort of pretended we were tuning. There was a comfort—I’ve always had a comfort … of knowing the songs and music, and that’s all I had to do.”


The Purple Onion appearance was so successful, the club kept extending their contract, eventually covering sixteen straight weeks and signing them for an additional sixteen weeks after a summer booking at the Wagon Wheel at Lake Tahoe, Nevada. Meanwhile, the trio made its first local TV appearance, on San Francisco’s Bright and Early Show, in March, and, like the Kingston Trio, picked up lucrative high school graduation shows during the summer. (“We’d go off and make $150 in one night,” Dick says, “which was a fortune for us!” The Kingston Trio commanded ten times that amount, but for the Smothers Brothers and Gawd, it was a windfall.) An advance story in The San Mateo Times for March 12, 1959, boasts that the Smothers Brothers would be featured at the Burlingame “Polynesian Grad Night.” There is no mention of Gawd.


Nor was the name of Gawd taken, in vain or in any other manner, in a July 31 story in the Reno Evening Gazette, which ran a story on Tom, Dick, and Bobby, and an accompanying photo, identifying them only as the Smothers Brothers. “The young Smothers Brothers,” said the Nevada paper, “have a unique three-part harmony and unamplified guitar and banjo format that is going over strongly.”


As the months wore on, Bobby’s billing as one of “the Smothers Brothers” may have worn thin. And while the Purple Onion was happy to have them back, and the Nevada booking may have been seen as a first step in the general direction of Las Vegas, the end of 1959 showed relatively little promise. In October the Smothers Brothers—as they had come to be billed officially—were one of nine acts booked in Oakland in a one-night variety show celebration of a new building complex housing the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints. In hindsight, the Smothers Brothers were the biggest act on the bill. Back then, all nine might be said to be equally unknown.


The frustrations of group friction and the threat of career stagnation came to a head when Bobby Blackmore married a professional ice skater and decided to return with her to her native Australia. He quit the group, and Tom and Dick, not even knowing if they would continue, didn’t try to talk him out of it.


“He could not tolerate Dick and me,” Tom says. “It was kind of hard to be a third party. It was Tom and Dick Smothers, and this one guy. Neither one of us really were fond of him,” Tom adds, laughing. “At first, we liked him a lot, and then . . .”


But in the end, all was forgiven. When the Smothers Brothers got their CBS variety show, they invited Bobby Blackmore to join them for a one-shot reunion. He accepted, and the TV audience got to see the three of them performing together in 1967.


Yet back at the end of 1959, there was no guarantee the Smothers Brothers as a two-man band would survive even to see 1960. Dick had gotten married, too, to Linda Miller, and was about to resume his plan of finishing college to become an elementary school teacher.


“I was going to go back to school,” Dick recalls. “We were very, very close to breaking up the act at that time. It could have gone either way.” The new lease on life came courtesy of another folk trio: the Limeliters, a new act that had performed in San Francisco at the hungry i while the Smothers Brothers were at the Purple Onion. This is how intimate, interconnected, and friendly the folk music world was at that time: One of the founding members of the Limeliters, Lou Gottlieb, had been an arranger for the Kingston Trio. The other two, Glenn Yarbrough and Alex Hassilev, had performed as a duo in Aspen the previous winter and invested their earnings in a small folk club they christened the Limelite. (The group was named after the club, not the other way around.) At the end of 1959, after Bobby Blackmore’s departure and Dick’s marriage, Yarbrough offered Tom and Dick Smothers a deal. Go to Aspen and work at the Limelite for eight weeks, guaranteed, as a duo—for only $200 a week salary, but free room and board.


The offer was meager, but so were the balances in Tom’s and Dick’s bank accounts, and this paycheck would be split two ways, not three. Dick remembers having only twenty dollars in his checking account when Yarbrough made the offer, but because he had a checking account in California, he was given a newfangled thing, good only in that state at the time, called a VISA credit card.


“It got us as close to the state line as we could get,” Dick says, “and then we stopped and played a couple of quarters or nickels in a slot machine in Elko, Nevada, and won a little mini-jackpot, and that got the gas that got us all the way to Aspen. By the skin of our teeth, by the hair on our chinny-chin-chin, we got there. And we had no idea if it was going to be a struggle [as a duet], like it was in the Kerosene Club a year earlier. We didn’t really know. We didn’t sense the movement, how much more professional we were.”


Almost instantly, when they took the stage in Aspen in the winter of 1960, they would find out.
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Tom and Dick Shoot for Paar



In the middle of February 1960, three events occurred that would become significant historical markers in the history of comedy. One was in Aspen, Colorado, where Tom and Dick Smothers stepped onstage for the first time as a professional duo. Seven years later, to the very month, they would have their own weekly variety series on CBS. But their act, as it became known, began that evening. Another February 1960 milestone was in Chicago, Illinois, where an equally unknown talent, a young accountant named Bob Newhart, would make his first-ever appearance before a live audience, purely to record a debut album that would become the first comedy LP ever to reach number one on the charts. (More on that later.) Finally, the third event was in New York, where Jack Paar, host of NBC’s popular Tonight show, would run afoul of his own network’s censors, walk off the air, and quit his high-profile talk show in protest of their interference.


Paar, who had succeeded Steve Allen as host of NBC’s pioneering latenight national talk show (then called Tonight!), dominated latenight TV from 1957 to 1962. Actually, “dominated” is too mild a description. Except for latenight movies and other local programs, Jack Paar was latenight TV. No other national network program competed in the time slot until 1964, two years into Johnny Carson’s amazing thirty-year reign on The Tonight Show, when ABC tried to counter-program the genial, funny Carson with the acerbic, scowling host of The Les Crane Show. But Paar, for five years, held the latenight championship belt without ever being contested. He had power and clout, and enjoyed an intelligent, savvy audience—partly because of the late hour, partly because of his genuine interest in his guests, but also because of his quick wit, his emotional honesty, and unpredictability and occasional volatility. In his time, for his time, Jack Paar was as big as Johnny Carson—who, in his time, was bigger than David Letterman and Jay Leno put together and then some.


But in 1960, censors ended up driving Paar off TV, at least temporarily. The Tonight show, also known as The Jack Paar Show, was broadcast live for its first two seasons, then, with the advent of new technology, taped at 8:00 p.m. ET for delayed broadcast. That allowed for greater flexibility in booking guests, but also allowed time for NBC’s censors to tamper with the show, which they did on February 10, 1960, when Paar told, or attempted to tell, his now-infamous “water closet” joke.


The joke itself has largely been forgotten, but shouldn’t be. By today’s standards, it is so innocuous, so absurdly inoffensive, that it illustrates perfectly the restrictive and puritanical nature of the networks of its day. Essentially, here was the joke, which Paar relayed in his opening monologue: A woman visiting Switzerland was looking to rent a room, and, after visiting an inn, wrote a follow-up note wondering “if there was a W.C. around.” W.C. was an abbreviation for water closet, or toilet, but the recipients of the note were unfamiliar with the term and presumed the initials stood for the nearby Wayside Chapel. Their descriptive reply, to NBC’s censors, was completely unacceptable.


“I take great pleasure in informing you that the W.C. is situated nine miles from the house you occupy,” the note began. It added helpfully, “You will no doubt be glad to hear that a good number of people bring their lunch and make a day of it, while others, who can afford to, go by car and arrive just in time.” After more such mild misunderstandings, the letter concludes: “I shall be delighted to reserve the best seat for you if you wish, where you will be seen by all . . .”


Paar taped the monologue and the show, went home, and learned only when he watched the show on TV that his three-minute joke had been cut and the time filled by news bulletins. The morning papers ran headlines about Paar’s “obscene” joke, which, in this case, was obscene but not heard. Paar went to work and asked the network to allow him to show the excised three minutes on that night’s program. NBC refused, and Paar taped his program as usual—except, on that February 11 show, he stunned the studio audience, cohost Hugh Downs, and the NBC censors and executives by tearfully announcing he was leaving the Tonight show: “There must be a better way of making a living than this, a way of entertaining people without being constantly involved in some sort of controversy.” Paar walked off, leaving a stunned Downs to finish the show and an equally stunned NBC little choice, given the controversy already brewing, but to broadcast it a few hours later.


There’s a great postscript to that controversy. A month later, after a parade of guest hosts had filled the latenight slot, Paar returned to a standing ovation and began his monologue with the impish phrase, “As I was saying before I was interrupted . . .” He then smiled and said, “When I walked off, I said there must be a better way of making a living. Well, I’ve looked, and there isn’t.” Paar got his show back and kept it long enough to showcase the Smothers Brothers, who would appear thirteen times during Paar’s final year as host of Tonight.


In that same February of 1960, Tom and Dick took the stage at the Limelite and performed for the first time as a duo. They stood the way they would stand onstage for the next fifty years—Tom at Dick’s right, a configuration designed so that Tom would be at Dick’s good ear, rather than his deaf one. The brothers weren’t sure how their voices would go over without a lead singer, how the audience would relate to them, or even how they would relate to each other. The transformation, according to them both, was like a bolt of lightning. By shedding their third member and almost stumbling on to the idea that Dick could play the role of straight man and interact with Tom conversationally as well as musically, the real Smothers Brothers were born, virtually overnight.


“Once we got onstage,” Dick says, “within the first couple lines—boom! It was just there. There was just something about the naturalness of being two.”


“We didn’t think we could do it,” Tom admits. “Bobby Blackmore, he always sang lead, and we sang harmony, and so we had to learn these different songs and we didn’t think we had strong enough voices to carry them. Pretty soon, we’re singing solos and doing comedy. It was amazing!”


Part of the Smothers Brothers’ rapid growth in Aspen was due to the deep talent pool there, and the folk music tradition of swapping and sharing songs. Tom and Dick loved learning obscure traditional numbers they could fold into their act—and that fed their repertoire. Meanwhile, the earnestness with which most of the other folkies performed (“a lot of songs about hanging,” is how Tom jokingly summarizes them, taking an obvious swipe at “Tom Dooley”) was something the brothers had an easy time ridiculing—and that fed their comedy. “Anybody that sang, they took it so seriously,” Tom says.


The close-knit folk community in Aspen included teenaged Judy Collins, who had grown up in nearby Denver and who opened for Tom and Dick on their first night. (Eight years later she would score her first Top 10 hit with “Both Sides Now.”) Also hanging around, during those salad days of harmony and harmoniousness, were Walt Conley, a black folksinger who also played and hosted folk events in nearby Denver; Bob Gibson, who would slide in and out of town with his twelve-string guitar; and Mason Williams, an unknown guitarist and composer who was tipped to the Smothers Brothers’ standing-room-only Aspen shows by a friend. “You’ve never seen anything like them,” Mason was told—and he hadn’t. Before too many years, Tom and Mason would become best friends. Hanging around together after shows, late into the night, all these musicians traded songs and guitar chords like baseball cards—learning a new song, or unfamiliar standard, by offering one of their own. Two future Smothers Brothers staples, “Tzena, Tzena, Tzena” and “John Henry,” were acquired during these musical swaps.


While their audiences and their repertoire were increasing exponentially, the Smothers Brothers still were a long way from the big time. With more songs from which to choose and different avenues of comedy to explore, Tom and Dick found it tough to agree which songs to play during a given set. On occasion, those quarrels would escalate from the philosophical to the physical, with boys being boys, and brothers being brothers. Future Smothers Brothers manager Ken Kragen, who at the time was representing the Limeliters, remembers a snowy day in Aspen when a long line of people was waiting to get into the club where Tom and Dick were about to play. “Tom and Dick walked up there, arguing over something,” Kragen says, “and they got in a fight. They were now wrestling in the snow, right next to the line of people who were waiting to go in and see them at the club.”


Some of that combativeness would play out onstage, as Dick would begin to talk more, slowly assuming the role of the straight man. It wasn’t a rapid evolution: “I just slowly edged my way in—Tommy was always the rock,” Dick says. Yet even in the earliest days of the duo, with Tom providing most of the song introductions, their fraternal familiarity allowed the brothers to improvise easily and playfully, and to expand their routine whenever a new line got a big laugh—which was often.


“We’d learn a song, and then things would happen,” Dick says. “It would take its own direction. It was like a boat with no rudder.” Tom agrees, remembering the Aspen days as the time he and Dick discovered not only lots of new music, but also their own identity as a stage act. They had come to Aspen singing Kingston Trio songs and Harry Belafonte calypso numbers—the stuff they’d sung when backing Blackmore—but quickly sailed into uncharted territory. “That’s where the definitive part of the Smothers Brothers was founded,” Tom says. He added, “The comedy just took over. And I kind of got waylaid musically, because the comedy became our central focus.”


The next job to come, after the Limelite gig ended, was in Denver, through a connection made with Walt Conley. Sam Sugarman, the owner of a low-rent sports bar on Colfax Avenue’s rough-and-tumble eastern stretch, had decided to bet on the growing folk music scene and redesign his place as a folk club. He renamed it the Satire, and very quickly offered Conley the chance to run the place and perform there—especially if he could book that hot new group from Aspen, the Smothers Brothers. He could, and did—and they all crashed in Conley’s apartment above the club, along with other familiar and less familiar faces from the folk scene.


“My wife and I scrubbed the apartment,” Dick says, remembering their way of paying their room and board. In the club, his wife waited tables, and though Tom and Dick were paid the same $200 weekly sum they had gotten in Aspen, overhead was cheap. (“We ate on fifteen bucks a week,” Dick says.) The Smothers Brothers soon turned the Satire into one of Denver’s most popular night spots.


“Folk music back then, in the early ’60s, was like the comedy stores were in the ’80s and ’90s,” Tom says. “Anybody could get up.” But there were solid opening acts, and headliners, along with others who tried to earn their way onto the roster. In Denver in the summer of 1960, Walt Conley was the opening act, the Smothers Brothers were the headliners, and one of the wannabe performers who had just come to town, having hitchhiked from Minneapolis, was Bob Dylan. Conley’s recollection is that Dylan not only played at the Satire, with Tom Smothers privately making fun of his vocal style from the back of the room, but crashed at Conley’s apartment for three weeks, when both Tom and Dick were living there also. Both brothers have only sketchy memories of Dylan from that time, though, and Conley may be mistaken. Other accounts have Dylan staying elsewhere in Denver that summer. But Dylan, at the time, would have been nineteen years old, a totally unknown and scruffy out-of-towner, so may have flown beneath the radar of the Smothers Brothers for the most part.


“We only ran into him once or twice,” Tom says, when asked about Dylan and that summer in Denver. “He was always somewhere we’d just been.” In January 1961, their paths would cross again—both Bob Dylan and the Smothers Brothers would hit New York City for the first time that same month—but in the meantime, and for a while, Tom and Dick would enjoy greater success.


“We got hot so fast after that,” Tom says of the time spent in Colorado. He and Dick packed up and returned to San Francisco, where the Purple Onion was delighted to rehire and showcase them. Before the year was out, an acetate of their nightclub act was recorded there as a sample, with an eye toward recording their debut comedy album.


This was a particularly smart and well-timed move. In February, as the Smothers Brothers were rebooting themselves in Aspen, a thirty-year-old Chicago accountant named Bob Newhart had taken the stage at the Tidelands Club in Houston, Texas, to record his comedy routine in front of a live audience. Until then, the only people to see his “act” were coworkers and friends, who laughed heartily as Newhart conducted imagined one-way conversations—a driving instructor talking to a bad woman driver (“How fast were you going when Mr. Adams jumped from the car?”), a press agent advising Abe Lincoln just before Gettysburg (“You changed four-score and seven to 87? … Abe, that’s meant to be a grabber”). Newhart had recorded his routines for the fun of it, and a tape eventually made its way to a Chicago disc jockey, who forwarded it to a record executive from Warner Bros. The label offered Newhart a contract and agreed to pay to have his next nightclub appearance recorded for the album. The only thing was, Newhart had no nightclub appearance booked, and never had. So they found a club with an open date, two weeks later in Houston, and Newhart stepped out as a professional stand-up comic for the first time. If he was nervous, he sure didn’t sound it.


The resultant album, The Button-Down Mind of Bob Newhart, was released in May 1960 and quickly became the first comedy album to hit number one on the charts. The second comedy album to attain that rank was Newhart’s follow-up effort, The Button-Down Mind Strikes Back!, released later that same year, in September 1960. That album was recorded, in part, at San Francisco’s hungry i nightclub, where Newhart was appearing at the same time the Smothers Brothers were across the street, making their triumphant return appearance at the Purple Onion. Newhart saw their show, and the brothers saw his. “We were all just struggling stand-up guys,” Newhart says.


Even so, by selling enough comedy albums to top the charts in 1960, Bob Newhart had blazed a trail the Smothers Brothers could follow, just as the Kingston Trio had revitalized folk music two years earlier. Tom and Dick offered the best of both worlds—folk music and comedy—and were poised perfectly to tap both markets by landing a record deal. That also was the opinion of Irv Marcus, West Coast regional manager for Mercury Records. (Eventually, Marcus would become one of the Smothers Brothers’ several managers.) He arranged for an acetate recording of the act at the Purple Onion and sent it around. It was played for Mercury recording director David Carroll, who was asked whether he wanted to record the duo himself, which he agreed to do. Carroll became not only their record producer and A&R man, but, as future Smothers manager Ken Fritz put it, “David Carroll was really the father figure for them.”


The first Smothers Brothers album was called The Songs and Comedy of the Smothers Brothers! at the Purple Onion—but that title’s a little dishonest. The Smothers Brothers recorded there, but those performances weren’t used on the album, only the introduction that opens the album. “The shows were good,” Dick explains. “I think they just blew it on the recording end. But we were committed—plus, we owed them for giving us our first break, so we just said, ‘Live, at the Purple Onion!’ ” Dick says the performance heard on the album eventually was recorded, as a Plan B substitute, at the Tideland Club in Houston. It wouldn’t be released until May 1961, but by then, thanks to their first trip to New York, and in particular to Jack Paar, Tom and Dick would be certifiable showbiz stars.


The Smothers Brothers arrived in New York in January 1961, in the middle of the coldest, most brutal winter in twenty-eight years. They were booked at the Blue Angel, an uptown club, as the opening act for Pat Harrington Jr., who had achieved fame as Guido Panzini, the ersatz Italian golf pro appearing from time to time on Paar’s Tonight show. On the program, he never broke character, but his nightclub act was more freewheeling and presented under his real name. (In the ’70s, Harrington would find another level of fame as Schneider the handyman on the CBS sitcom One Day at a Time.) The Harrington connection turned out to be priceless for Tom and Dick, because he eventually lobbied, successfully, for Paar’s talent booker to take a look at them. But first, the Smothers Brothers—who at this point had no record album to promote, no national TV exposure to point to, and no East Coast performance experience—had to prove themselves to the legendarily tough New York audience. Success didn’t come immediately. It took about a week.


“New York is pretty damned big,” Tom wrote in a letter to sister Sherry postmarked January 16, 1961. In the letter, Tom goes on to boast about the “name entertainers” who showed up to catch the Smothers Brothers in action their first week in Manhattan—not only supportive fellow fledgling comic Bob Newhart, but Anne Bancroft, Jack E. Leonard, composer Richard Rodgers, Shelley Berman, and “perky Peggy King,” a singer who had been a regular on The George Gobel Show and promised to bring Gobel—Tom’s original comic inspiration—the following week. “So far, no definite TV shows,” he wrote, citing Jack Paar and Perry Como as “tentative,” but sounding upbeat nonetheless: “First time in New York, you can’t get everything!”
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