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A Special Tribute To
Frank And Virginia

by Barbara J. Watkins

Many great radio voices have been stilled
this year. We pay tribute here to two more
who Teft us within days of each other - Frank
Nelson on September 12th and Virginia Gregg on
September 15th.

As those of us who Tisten to radio pro-
grams know well, both Frank and Virginia were
extremely talented people. We in SPERDVAC feel
a special loss, not only because they were
honorary members, but because many of us had
the oppertunity to get to know them personally
over the last few years. They leave a void
which will remain unfilled for us.

We are grateful to the following friends,
who worked with them during the radic days,
for sharing their memories of Frank and Virgin-
ia with us.

from LES TREMAYNE

More and more, as I grow older, I realize
the immutability of the fact that all of our
friends are leaving us. [ once had a mother-
in-law who told me that the only way she could
keep track of her friends was to read the obits!
I was young then and she was in her 80's so it
didn't strike home quite as forcefully as it
now does.

As audio historian for the Pacific Pioneer
Broadcasters, I felt I should start keeping an
"obit file" some years ago. It is bulging now
and keeps on growing. It includes many of my
dear friends both in and out of show business.
But the two who left us recently really floored
me. Virginia Gregg and Frank Nelson. Two more
talented artists, in many directions, it would
be hard to find.

Virginia, a classical musician, a devoted
wife and mother of three fine sons, a charit-
able Jady who devoted much of her time and ta-
lent toward those less fortunate than she and a
deepiy loving and emotional friend who always
had a big smile and hug and a warm kiss waiting
for those she cared for. Above all else, how-
ever, was her great talent. Never a bad per-
formance, always an incisive, deeply penetrating
and sensitive interpretation of each character
she played, even when it was in a scene where
she was talking to herself! As she did in the
next to last radio show I did with her, the

SUSPENSE performance we all did for you "SPERD-
VACKIANS" a few years ago. And what fun that
was. All of you at SPERDVAC have always made us

- feel we're special...and that's always very

soul-satisfying. Virginia was superb in that
show, as usual...as she was when we last worked
together in my latest effort (which I'm rather
proud to say is a "Les Tremayne Production"},
PLEASE STAND BY - A HISTORY OF RADIO. As al-
ways, Virginia played several parts in the same
script...but you'd never have known it...each
one was a little gem. And she Toved her work,
which, of course, is one of the main reasons she
was s0 great. One of a kind, bless her.

Frank Nelson...any one who really knew him
couldn't help but admire him...an intense, vol-
uble, brilliant man with a steeltrap mind who
should have been a trial lawyer. The most re-
tentive memory I've ever encountered and a love
and caring concern for the union, AFTRA, he
helped to form and for his fellow actors, whe-
ther they thought as he did or whether one of
them or all of them tried to "top" him on the
floor of our convention or in cne of our board
meetings. '

I helped form AFRA in Chicago at the same
time Frank was doing the same in Hollywood and
so I've been at a lot of conventions and board
meetings myself but I never saw anyone succeed
in beating him to the draw, so to speak. I did
witness a bunch of them in a board meeting one
night try to beat him into the ground. They
didn't succeed...although they made him cry,
openly, on the floor where he stood his ground,
unable to believe they were doing this to him

~when, really, all he was attempting was to

acquaint them with the facts of the issue on
the floor. I don't mean to sound 1ike a "hero"
but I was so dumfounded and outraged at such
treatment of a truly great mind that I endeav-
ored to defend him. When I had finished, I had
to force him from the floor and make him sit
down and compose himself. 1 shall never forget
that incident against a man who did more for
actors than anyone else ever had. He was all
guts and brains and many people's egos couldn't
stand admitting that fact. They would never
have made him break had he not been fighting
for his 1ife against the terrible thing that
killed him. )

He served as local and national president
of AFTRA, wrote most of our constitution and
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was a formidable negotiator, a tre-
mendous speaker - ad-1ib, that is - and the
creator of our pension pian for actors. Frank
was also the recipient of AFTRA's "Gold Card",
the highest award in our union and given only
to those who have performed truly meritorious
services for AFTRA.

Beyond that, Frank was one helluvan actor
and a funny, funny, creative comedian as well.
He, also, was one of us "old-timers" from the
"golden days of radio" who had all that fun
doing the SPERDVAC "SUSPENSE" drama a few
years ago. His former wife, Mary Lansing (a
fine actress in her own right), and Frank pa-
rented a lovely daughter and a fine son. His
devoted widow, the beautiful and talented Veola
Vonn, is once again alone {except for her many,
many friends), having been married previously
to Hanley Stafford, deceased for many years.

Qur deepest sympathy is extended to these
dear people I've mentioned. There is 1ittie
to be done to relieve their suffering, but by
the same token, both Virginia and Frank are no
Tonger suffering from that damnable curse, can-
cer, which put an untimely end to their fruit-
ful lives. God bless them both.

by-1aws,

[All photos of Frank Nelson provided
by Veola Vonn Nelson]

from IVAN DITMARS

My memories of Virginia Gregg and Frank
Nelson inciude many years of observing their
marvelous talents in bringing script charac-
ters to life in forty years of radio, when I
was either the organist/pianist or orchestra
Teader. '

One humorous memory of Frank, who did so
many shows on a given day that he once forgot,
on SUSPENSE, that it was not the rehearsal--
we were On the Air. Frank was sitting at the
actors table, when he started Toudly clearing
his throat, rattling his script, and scraping
his chair. Amid frantic waving from the booth
and the other actors, he was finally convinced
that we were On the Air. His eyes nearly
popped out and for once in his 1ife, Frank Nel-
son was subdued,

As for the lovely talented Virginia Gregg,
my memory goes also to her other talents. She
was a string bass player and horserider, at
the age of twenty. Virginia was in a troupe
of girls (late teens and early twenties) at-
tractively uniformed and guided through their
riding programs by Dr. Leonard Stallcup, a
demanding taskmaster, also a member of AF of M.
Virginia and Frank were joined by Byron Kane
and Lurene Tuttle in the SUSPENSE re-creation
for SPERDVAC, their last appearance together.

Frank Nelson, the guiding light of AFTRA
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from JUNE FORAY

Obviously, Frank Nelson was a unigque man,
a versatile actor and one helluva union man.
We neophytes just beginning our professions
were familiar with and in awe of the "Yeeeess-
ss?" man on the Benny show, but when we worked
with him on dramatic shows, another revelation
insinuated itself - his serious acting was as
expert as his comedy. But it was his persona,
his integrity, his infectious personality that
intrigued his friends and confreres. However,
ours was a peripheral acquaintance until my
election to the Board
of AFTRA, where I was
impressed and aston-
ished by his penetra-
ting, facile mind (the
envy of the most legal
of eagles), with the
passionate tenacity of
a pit bult. His bril-
lance, coupled with
his cognition of an
actor's financial and
health problems, com-
pelled him to become a
consumed, driven man,
dogged in his persis-
tence to see his pro-
gram endorsed by a
many-times intransi-
gent board. Every ac-
tor who has been ill,
who has retired, who
found the need to bor-
row money from the un-
ion can thank one
Frank Nelson for that
financial relief from
anxiety. Future ac-
tors who benefit from
his personal sacrifi-
ces and selflessness
will have suffered a
monumental Toss from
not knowing personally
the man who fought to
achieve their comfort
and dignity.

Virginia Gregg:

Qur paths hadn't cros-
sed for years, not
since the last time on
the Stan Freberg show,
after which we travel-
ed different tangents
of our profession.
Virginia made an un-
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troubled transition from being a consummate
radio actress, inordinately talented in any
role that she assumed, to a graceful film
and television performer. Her personality
charmed the pants off of people, and, be-
sides all these multiplicity of perquisites,
she had physical beauty, a necessary ad-
junct to young ltadies to compete in the cel-
Tuloid jungle. Her friends and fellow
workers were delighted to have participated
in her 1ife and feel that the actor's pro-
fession has been enhanced because of her

presence.

the handsome leading man
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from PARLEY BAER

Fate has not dealt kindly with us these
past few months. Friends are gone - leaving us
here to remember - and 1o mourn.

I first knew Lurene Tuttle nearly sixty
vears ago, when she was Lurene Lane, the gla-
moreus leading lady of the stock company at the
Playhouse Theater in Salt Lake City. Another
stalwart in the company was the juvenile, Howard |
McNear. At a Christmas party a few years ago,
Lurene's greeting was "You're going to get a
Christmas card this year because you're a "B."
[ didn't get through the alphabet this year,
I've been so busy. Next year I'm going to start
with the "Z's"!" 1 was awfully glad I was a "B."
At a GUNSMOKE rehearsal one day, out of the
blue, Howard McNear, the master of hesitant
speech and false-start dialogue said, "How do
You suppose Marion Lorne learned to twitter and
garble that way?" Nobody had an answer. Bill
Conrad came the closest with, "Howard, I hope
you and Marion Lorne never get married and have
children!" Kind of a pity they didn't! An
almost lost art might have been saved.

What a black weekend that was that took
Virginia Gregg and Frank Nelson from us. Voids
that will never be filled. The loveable iras-
cibiltity of Frank, who had the annoying habit
of being right 99% of the time. The other 1%
he was half right. The people in our business,
particularly the performers, are eternally in-
debted to the man who dedicated his 1life to
making things better for AFTRA members. AFTRA
can never fully discharge its obligations to
Frank Nelson. Leader, counsellor and a man with
a forthright and adamant heart. OQur last phone
conversation ended with "I love ya, Parl. God
bless.” '

I think the greatest thing that can be
said about Virginia Gregg is this: I never heard
her say a disparaging or mean thing about any-
body! Even those who in our lesser sight de-
served it. A Toving friend to all of us. She
taughed with us, rejoiced with us, sympathized
with us and wept with us. And now we're left
to weep alone. She wouldn't want us to weep.

One of Fr
tetured here on Bog
in February 1985,

But how can we not? Aside from consistently

magnificent performances, I remember Virginia
constantly embroidering, sewing, "fixing" for
other people.
was forever making something for those of her

fellow actresses who were also expecting. Par-

ticularly do I remember Virginia diligently

bent over the reading table, repairing a cigar-

ette lighter between scenes. Did you know she
was a genius at repairing cigarette lighters?
Well she was. The late Stacy Harris, always
impeccably dressed, sported a gold "Norma"
pencil (we more proletariat folk had chrome
"Normas"), gold cufflinks (from Maurice's) and
a gold cigarette lighter. "I wouldn't let

Even during her pregnancies, she

~Frank Nelson.
Joice in the knowledge of what they have con-

anyone but Ginny touch it,” Stacy used to say.
She kept it going. I wonder what became of
the Tittle repair kit she had.

God! How these guys are missed.

from LOU KRUGMAN

We mourn the logss of Virginia Gregg and
But in a larger sense, we re-

tributed. Their Toss is great, but their
contributions to radic and their effects upon
our personal Tives is beyond enumeration. We
thank them both.
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from ALICE BACKE S

Virginia Gregg

Cur paths first crossed on the DR. CHRIST-
IAN shows. Through the pregnancies of her
three sons, there she would be on the other
side of the mike, always the pro, giving always
the unique and special quality that each char-
acter required. Her versatility, of course,
was always legend. Beyond her professional
1ife she was always interested in the other
person and how one was coping with 1ife's chal-
lenges. She always seemed to meet what life
dealt her without rancor. She was an inspira-
tion forever for me and a friend. Her greatest
pride was in her sons.
on the phone to her about any subject.
ways had the answers for me.

How I will miss getting
She al-

Frank Nelson

The reality of an AFTRA without Frank Nel-
son is a challenge to accept. In my recently
delving into AFRA and AFTRA histery, one ob-
serves that many have served and then gone on
their way; some have left and then come back to
help performers officially. But the man with
the photographic memory, the fount of first-
hand continuous knowledge about every facet of
the union...well it was his domain. A1l of
that plus the vast experience of his profes-
sional Tife. His famous "yessss?" on the Benny
show....he was forever a "yes" man to the needs
of performers. A man who from the beginning of
AFRA in 1937 was a leader on behalf of perform-
ers, and those in need. I believe there will
never be anyone to match his brilliance and
unceasing dedication on behalf of others.

Vela
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from OLAN SOULE

Virginia Gregg

Virginia Gregg was one of the most beloved
actresses ever to grace a Hollywood studio or
sound stage. Adored by her three grown sons,
who had depended on her to rear them; looked
forward to by millions of listeners and view-
ers, when they learned she was to appear; ad-
mired as an actress and treasured friend by
other performers who considered it a privilege
to work with her - Virginia was a lovely com-
bination of motherhood, professional talent
and true friendship.

One of her great Toves and an activity to
which she was firmly dedicated was Recording
For the Blind, to which she gave untoid hours
of her time and talent.

I personally had the great joy of having
her as my leading lady on the LET GEORGE DO IT
radio series more than thirty years ago. Jack
Webb was one of the producers who would not do
a radio or TV series or a wotion picture with-
out her.

- Virginia Gregg's death Jeft personal and
professional voids which can never be filled.
She was deeply loved.

Frank Nelson

Beyond his love for his wife, actress
Veola Vonn, and his two children, Frank Nel-
son's entire 1ife was devoted to AFTRA and the
welfare of his fellow performers. 1In the be-
ginning, he helped start AFRA. Through the
years he was always on both the Hollywood 1o-
cal and national boards. He was president of
the local for five years and National Presi-
dent for three years. He helped formuiate the
AFTRA national pension and welfare plan - re-
cognized as among the finest in the country,
and personally headed up and supervised our
Tocal Sick and Benefit Fund, which has been
a godsend on an emergency basis to members who
have found themselves in dire straits, and not
eligible for help from other funds. He was
active in the formation of the AFTRA (now
AFTRA/SAG) Federal Credit Union.

Remembered by listeners, from his JACK
RENNY PROGRAM character with its elongated
"YEEEEEEES - ?" through his many hundreds of
equally famous parts in radio, television and
motion pictures, he was one of our few perfor-
mers who received the compliment of being imi-
tated by others.

Frank Nelson filled his own very special
niche, to which others can only aspire. He
will always be remembered.

Frank Nelson with Veola Vonn at the 1984
SPERDVAC convention banquet.

from SPERDVAC President
Larry Gassman

On behalf of all SPERDVAC members I want to
extend our sympathy to the families of both
Frank Nelson and Virginia Gregg. Both Frank
and Virginia will be greatly missed.

From a personal standpoint, I will always
remember the warm and friendly times I spent
with Veola and Frank Nelson and with Virginia
Gregg. They were always more than willing to
pass along any information about places and
events concerned with radio's past. On a per-
sonal note, it was not unusual to receive a
phone call or Christmas cards wishing us good

health. Frank and Yecla aided in finding some
radioc pecple for our monthly meetings. Virginia
guided us to two or three discs leads. These

were special, warm people who enjoyed their
association with SPERDVAC. And we at SPERDVAC
will always remember the many things they have
done for all of us.w




