
Who Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY PAIR
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Here are some clues:

 We were born in New York  
in the 1930s.



page 2

Our father died in a  
POW camp in Japan when  

we were young.
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We grew up near Los Angeles.
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We attended San Jose State 
University. One of us planned  

to be a teacher; the other  
wanted to go into advertising.
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Folk music was in its heyday 
when we were in college.
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We gave jobs to Steve Martin  
and Rob Reiner.
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One of us is handy  
(and tricky) with a yo-yo.
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One of us is liberal; the  
other is conservative.
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We aren’t your normal couple  
to go through counseling.
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We believe the adage that  
variety is the spice of life. 
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We received many invitations 
from famous people like  

Jack Paar and Jack Benny.
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We brought  
generations together.
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Jimi Hendrix dedicated  
a song to us.
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We kept CBS censors busy.
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We are known for being  
seriously funny.



page 16

Mom always liked  
one of us best.



page 17

We were inducted into  
the Television Academy  

Hall of Fame in 2010.
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We are multi-talented! And  
some call us genius.
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A documentary about us  
was released in 2002.
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One of us has an Emmy award.
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Neither of us is as naïve as  
one of us pretends to be.
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Our show with two  
brothers beat a show with  

three brothers in the ratings.



page 23

Some people think  
we’re twins. We’re not.
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We changed  
prime-time television.
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There would be no  
Laugh-In without us,  

so who’s laugh-in now, huh?
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Can you guess who we are?

We are the  
Smothers Brothers.
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Introduction

Tommy and Dick Smothers grew up in the 
Los Angeles area during the World War 
II era. They suffered tragedy at a young 
age but grew to become two of the most 
respected comedians of all time. They 
pushed the limits of expression in their 

prime-time comedy-variety show, opening the doors for 
later shows, such as Laugh-In and Saturday Night Live.
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Early Life and Career

Tommy and Dick Smothers were 
born on Governors Island in New 
York Harbor. Tom arrived first, on 
February 2, 1937. Dick came almost 
two years later, on November 20, 

1939. Their father, Thomas B. Smothers Jr., was a West 
Point graduate and a major in the U.S. Army.
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While serving with the 45th Infantry Regiment, he was 
captured and placed in a POW camp in Fukuoka, Japan. 
He died in 1945 while being transferred to another 
camp. Tom and Dick’s mother, Ruth, raised the boys in 
Redondo Beach, California (pictured).
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The brothers attended Redondo Union High School. After 
graduation, each went on to San Jose State University. 

Tom pursued a degree in advertising 
while Dick was an education major. 
Neither brother finished college. 
Folk music was very popular at the 
time (late 1950s–early 1960s), and 

the brothers joined a group called the Casual Quintet. It 
wasn’t long, though, before they developed their own act 
with their friend Bobby Blackmore.
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The act was called the Smothers Brothers and God, with 
Blackmore playing God. They started out as a singing 

trio, but the Smothers brothers’ banter 
between songs became so popular that 
the shows evolved into part music and 
part comedy. Their first professional 
appearance was in San Francisco at 

a club called the Purple Onion. After six months there, 
Blackmore left the group to move to Australia.
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And Then There Were Two

For the next two years, Tom and Dick perfected their 
act as a duo. They performed four shows a night. Tom 
wrote new jokes for every show. It was only after he 
started running out of ideas that Dick convinced him he 
could repeat jokes as easily as he could repeat songs. It 
worked. One of their repeated routines included Tom’s 
tagline—and the line the brothers are most known for—
”Mom always liked you best.”
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The brothers’ act was so popular 
that Mercury Records signed them 
to a recording deal in 1960. The 
following year, they made their first 
national television appearance, on 

The Jack Paar Show. This appearance introduced the 
brothers to a huge audience, and they became instant 
celebrities. Soon they were getting bookings on more 
shows, including The Andy Williams Show, The Ed 
Sullivan Show, and The Steve Allen Show.
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Discussion Starters
• Have you seen the Smothers Brothers perform? How 

would you describe them and their act? What made 
them so engaging? How did they play off each other? 
Do you think either would have been as successful 
without the other one?

• Tommy and Dick spent years perfecting their act. What 
talent or skill have you perfected? How long did you 
work at it before you thought you were good at it? 
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The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour

The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour 
debuted on CBS in 1967. It was opposite 
television’s top-rated show at the 
time, NBC’s Bonanza. CBS hoped the 
brothers could pull audience numbers 
from NBC by offering programming 
that was entertaining and appealing 
across generations.
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Tom and Dick already had wide 
appeal with their folk singing and 
their good-natured sibling rivalry. 
To round out the show, they booked 
well-established movie stars (for the 

older audience) along with up-and-coming rock bands 
(for the younger audience).
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The mixing of guest stars proved a success, and the 
show was picked up for a second season. During the 
second year, though, it began taking a turn into satire. 
The Vietnam War, race relations, gender relations—all 
these were playing on the news every day.
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The brothers used their tried-and-
true shtick—Tom playing the silly 
and naïve brother against Dick’s 
no-nonsense authority figure—to 
address these political topics. Along 
with their writers, which included 
Steve Martin (pictured) and Rob 
Reiner, they produced some of the 
first political satire ever presented 
on television.
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At first, CBS was lenient with the brothers’ approach, 
but relations grew increasingly tense as the show 
became more political. In one episode, Dick said, 
“We’ve come a long way since that first Thanksgiving in 
Plymouth, when the Pilgrims sat down at the table with 
the Indians to eat turkey.” Tom replied, “Boy, I’ll say 
we’ve come a long way. Now we’re in Paris, sitting down 
at a table with the Viet Cong, eating crow.”
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Exchanges like this pushed the 
network to begin censoring the 
show. Eventually, CBS demanded 
that every show be delivered 
10 days prior to air time so that 

censors had time to review it and remove material they 
found offensive or disrespectful.
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The Smothers Brothers did not kowtow to pressure. They 
and their writing team continued to push the envelope; 
however, much of their political material never reached 
the air. In one example, Pete Seeger (pictured) came on 

the show and performed his anti-war 
song “Waist Deep in the Big Muddy.” 
CBS thought the song was disrespectful 
to President Johnson and his policies in 
Vietnam. Seeger’s performance was cut 
from the show.
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Volatile Times
But the times and people’s sentiments were 
changing. The war was never-ending. Martin 
Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy had 
been assassinated. Anti-war and anti-racism 
protests were taking place across the country. 
The brothers wanted to address these issues, 
but CBS censors kept cutting them off. The 
brothers responded by producing short skits 
to poke fun at the censors.
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Censors had to sometimes choose 
between cutting a political piece or 
cutting a censorship piece. They chose 
to cut politics, and so the public became 
aware of what was happening behind the 
scenes. People began to demand more 

political content—sometimes specific content. Pete 
Seeger’s song was some of that specific content. Public 
pressure pushed CBS to finally air the song.
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Conflict between censors and the brothers continued, 
but the show was so popular (it had beaten Bonanza 
in the ratings) that CBS renewed it for a third season. 

Instead of airing that season’s first 
show, however, CBS aired a rerun. 
Executives claimed that the original 
show had not been delivered to 
censors 10 days in advance.
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It was the last straw and the excuse 
CBS’s president had been waiting 
for. Tom and Dick were fired, 
and the show was canceled. The 
brothers filed a breach-of-contract 
suit against the network, and they 
won. But the show did not resume 
production. The Smothers Brothers 
Comedy Hour was history.
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Discussion Starters
• Which brother’s character do you most identify with, the naïve 

Tommy or the pragmatic Dick? Please share with the group.
• When you have a public platform like the Smothers Brothers 

did, is it okay to use it as a soapbox? Should you? Why or  
why not?

• In your opinion, is censorship right or wrong? When, if ever, is 
it useful or valuable? Should there be a limit to what people are 
allowed to say? Discuss with the group.
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Later Career and Retirement

After their show was canceled, Tom and Dick took a 
break from performing. Tom told People Weekly, “I lost 

my sense of humor… Everything 
was deadly serious.” Eventually, 
of course, that sense of humor 
returned. The brothers retooled 
their act and began touring again.
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They also appeared on several television shows, 
including some of their own. The Summer Brothers 
Smothers Show aired during the summer of 1968. 
The Smothers Brothers Show and The Tom and Dick 
Smothers Brothers Specials I and II aired in 1975 and 
1980, respectively.
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In 1988, CBS, the network that had fired them, brought 
Tom and Dick back for a special to celebrate the 

canceled show’s 20th anniversary. 
Many of the original writers appeared 
as guests and used the forum again 
to poke fun at the network’s censors. 
Former show regulars, such as Glen 
Campbell (pictured) and Jennifer 
Warnes, also returned for the special.
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The brothers worked 
independently as well. Dick 
appeared in Martin Scorsese’s 
film Casino. Tom was in the 
made-for-television movie 
Once Upon a Mattress. In 2010, 

after more than 50 years of touring and performing, 
the brothers announced their retirement. Their final 
performance was in Las Vegas on May 16 of that year.
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For the next several years, Tom and Dick pursued other 
interests, including operating a winery in California. On 
July 22, 2019, they appeared together at a charity event 
held at McCurdy’s Comedy Theater in Sarasota, Florida.
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They reunited again at Chautauqua Institution and the 
National Comedy Center in New York to talk and answer 
questions about their long careers. Discussing their 
troubles with CBS decades earlier, Dick said, “Don’t tell 
a comedian not to say a certain word. For sure they’ll do 
it. The funny thing is, I look back at those things. They’re 
so benign, but at the time they were volatile.”
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Discussion Starters
• Think about a time when you lost your sense of humor. 

What happened? How did you get it back?
• After their appearance at the National Comedy Center, 

the brothers donated many personal and stage items 
to the center. These included scripts, Tommy’s guitar, 
Dick’s upright bass, and both of their iconic red jackets. 
What would you donate to a museum about your life or 
career? Explain.
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In Tommy’s Words
• The ultimate censorship is the 

flick of the dial.
• When you don’t know what you’re 

talking about, it’s hard to know 
when you’re finished.
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• Freedom of expression and freedom of speech aren’t really 
important unless they’re heard. The freedom of hearing 
is as important as the freedom of speaking. They ought to 
put an amendment to the First Amendment that says there 
shall also be freedom of hearing.

• We were against the war in Vietnam and for voter 
registration and social issues. Everybody has their choices, 
and the obligation of a comedian is first to entertain. And 
if you’re so inclined, and you have some bigger thought, 
make sure you express it, because that’s a gift.



page 56

Other Interesting Facts About  
The Smothers Brothers
• Between 1960 and 1965, the Smothers Brothers 

recorded eight albums for Mercury Records. Their 
most popular and successful was Curb Your Tongue, 
Knave!, released in 1964. 

• In 1964, Tom and Dick Smothers appeared in an 
episode of the television series Burke’s Law. They 
played compulsive hoarders.  
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• The Smother Brothers’ first television series, The 
Smothers Brothers Show, aired during the 1965–66 
season. In this situation comedy, Tom played an angel 
who came to Earth to watch and advise his playboy 
brother, played by Dick. The series did not do well with 
critics or the public. It was canceled after one season.
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• The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour was one of the 
first to produce and show what later came to be called 
music videos. In 1968, the show broadcast videos of the 
Beatles’ “Hey Jude” and “Revolution.”  

• Jimi Hendrix dedicated a song to the Smothers Brothers 
during a performance at the Los Angeles Forum. The 
song, “I Don’t Live Today,” is included in The Jimi 
Hendrix Box Set. 
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• The Smother Brothers invited up-and-coming as well 
as controversial musical guests to be on their show, 
including Joan Baez, Donovan, Janis Ian, Buffalo 
Springfield, Simon and Garfunkel, and Harry Belafonte. 

• Comedian Pat Paulsen declared his run for the 
presidency on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour.
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• The 1967 performance by the Who was a pivotal 
one. After the performance of their hit song “My 
Generation,” band members destroyed their 
instruments and set off mild explosives. During an 
earlier rehearsal, the explosives did not detonate. Before 
taping, a stage hand added another charge.
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• Not knowing that, drummer Keith Moon also added 
a charge, making the explosives three times larger 
than usual or intended. When they went off at the 
end of the performance, they were so strong that they 
shredded one of Moon’s cymbals and singed singer Pete 
Townshend’s hair. Townshend also suffered long-term 
hearing loss from the blast.
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• Actor Bette Davis (pictured) appeared 
on the same show as the Who.

• In 2003, the brothers were awarded 
the George Carlin Freedom of 
Expression Award in recognition of 
their “extraordinary comic gifts and 
their unfailing support of the First 
Amendment.”

• Also in 2003, both brothers received honorary doctorate 
degrees from San Jose State University. 
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• During their club performances, Tommy often did tricks 
with a yo-yo. Dick called him “Yo-Yo Man.”

• In a 2006 interview, Tommy talked about the brothers’ 
relationship. “We still disagree about everything. I mean, 
he’s more conservative politically and also is a pragmatist. 
He’s very pragmatic and wants everything to line up and 
put in a box. And I’m a little bit looser.” Their ideological 
differences could create tension. To work through some 
of this, the brothers went through couples counseling.
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• The Boston Comedy Festival presented the brothers 
with a Lifetime Achievement Award in 2008.

• In December 2009, Tom and Dick guest starred in an 
episode of The Simpsons. 

• The brothers’ winery is named Remick Ridge 
Vineyards. The name is in honor of their mother, whose 
maiden name was Remick. One of their wines is called 
“Mom’s Favorite Red.” 
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