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Whenever vintage radio or television programs come up for discussion, Dragnet 
always stands out as broadcast media’s ultimate accomplishment in police 
procedural drama. There is a long line of subsequent programs, right down to the 
present day, owing a great debt to Jack Webb’s laconic, methodical exploration 
of the daily routine of a typical Los Angeles plainclothes cop. From the premiere 
of the radio series in the fall of 1949 to the final network broadcast of the 
television spin-off in 1970, Jack Webb’s vision shaped how Americans looked 
at law enforcement. 

Jack Webb (the man) was so inextricably linked to Joe Friday (the character), 
and Webb’s distinctive approach to acting and directing so indelibly marked ev-
ery aspect of Dragnet’s production and presentation, that it’s easy to consider 

him a unique, singular talent -- 
perhaps even on a level com-
parable with Orson Welles as 
radio’s ultimate auteur. There’s 
certainly plenty of evidence to 
support that conclusion. Webb 
was not the first radio producer 
to explore the potential of po-
lice procedural drama, but he 
brought the genre to its high-
est possible realization, mov-
ing as far as it was possible to 
move from the then-prevalent 
stereotypes. Before Joe Fri-
day, ordinary municipal police 
didn’t get a lot of respect on 
the air. More often than not, 
they were used as bumbling 
foils for brilliant-but-quirky 
private investigators – much as 

CD 8A: “The Big Hands” - 11/22/1951
Who strangled a well-to-do woman in a cheap hotel?

CD 8B: “The Big Affair” - 11/29/1951
Friday and Romero investigate a violent jewel robbery.

CD 9A: “The Big Canaries” - 12/06/1951
A forty-year-old divorcee with a sixteen-year-old daughter 
has been murdered.

CD 9B: “The Big Overtime” - 12/13/1951
Kidnappers hold a banker’s daughter for $30,000 ransom.

CD 10A: “The Big Red - Part One” - 01/03/1952
Friday infiltrates a major heroin operation.

CD 10B: “The Big Red - Part Two” - 01/10/1952
Operating undercover, Friday brings down a heroin ring.

Elizabeth McLeod is a journalist, author, and broadcast historian. She 
received the 2005 Ray Stanich Award for excellence in broadcasting history 
research from the Friends Of Old Time Radio.
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Lestrade was to Sherlock Holmes, or Polhaus and Dundy were to Sam Spade. Or 
they were dumb sidekicks to brilliant dilettantes, as Sergeant Velie was to Ellery 
Queen. There was no glamour to being a cop, no romance to schlepping around 
in a cheap grey suit interviewing suspects -- not when the snappy-talking private 
dicks were waiting to swoop in and claim all the glory. Such was radio -- for 
that matter, such was most of popular culture in general in the mid-1940s. Joe 
Friday changed that, and as the main driving force behind Joe Friday, Jack Webb 
is entitled to the lion’s share of the creative credit. But he didn’t do it alone. On 
both sides of the microphone he had help, and those partners deserve a nod once 
in a while as well. 

Without Jack Webb, Joe Friday would never have existed…but without the help of 
two other men, he might never have gotten on the air. These two colleagues shared 
Webb’s dedication to the idea of a police procedural of unprecedented realism. 
One of these colleagues was William Rousseau, a skilled West Coast producer-
director. The other was a talented, hard-charging scriptwriter named James Moser.

Bill Rousseau got into radio through the side door, parlaying a supervisory job 
at the Young & Rubicam advertising agency into years of experience putting 
together radio programs. By the time he landed at ABC Hollywood in the years 
just after the war, he had a good line in crime drama. In fact, he was just the man 
the network thought right to put in charge of a popular hard-boiled detective 
feature called Pat Novak for Hire. The series starred a very talented young 
performer just down from San Francisco -- an intense, dark-haired fellow named 
Jack Webb. Webb had made a regional splash with the Novak feature, offering 
a program that worked either as the utter epitome of purple-prosed first-person-
singular private-eye drama and as a very subtle parody of the genre, depending 
on the listeners’ own point of view. Rousseau found him an intriguing young man 
with firm views on a great many subjects, from jazz to movies…to the way cops 
were portrayed on the air. 

While working a bit part in a cops-and-robbers movie, Webb developed a 
friendship with Sergeant Marty Wynn. The officer was a Los Angeles Police 

Department technical adviser on the set, and 
from their conversations, Webb developed 
the germ of an idea for a new kind of police 
procedural. Webb took the idea to George 
Rosenberg, his agent -- who dismissed it as 
lacking the exciting central personality required 
for a crime show. Undaunted, Webb talked over 
the concept with Rousseau, who was far more 

CD 1A: “The Big Ben” - 03/15/1951
A car thief with a violent edge is on the loose.

CD 1B: “The Big Trunk” - 03/22/1951
Friday and Romero investigate the murder of a former actress.

CD 2A: “The Big Friend” - 04/05/1951
A woman is dead…and a close friend is the prime suspect.

CD 2B: “The Big Threat” - 04/12/1951
Friday and Romero track down a robber who beats his victims.

CD 3A: “The Big Speech” - 04/19/1951
A drug addict is sought for the shooting of his doctor.

CD 3B: “The Big Saint” - 04/26/1951
Friday and Romero investigate an auto theft operation.

CD 4A: “The Big Casing” - 05/03/1951
The details of a reported suicide don’t add up.

CD 4B: “The Big Drills” - 05/10/1951
A fast-moving gang of safecrackers is targeting grocery stores.

CD 5A: “The Big Blast” - 05/17/1951
A young mother is murdered in front of her seven year old son.

CD 5B: “The Big Mailman” - 05/24/1951
Friday and Romero go after a mail thief.

CD 6A: “The Big Bindle” - 05/31/1951
Friday goes undercover to crack a drug ring.

CD 6B: “The Big Imposter” - 06/07/1951
Disturbing twists emerge in the case of a missing ten year old boy.

CD 7A: “The Big Want Ad” - 10/04/1951
Friday and Romero go after a con artist who works by newspaper. 

CD 7B: “The Big Story Man” - 10/18/1951
The prime suspect in a burglary case is a very convincing storyteller. Jack Webb (right) with jazzman Ray Anthony
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Yarborough was dead. Personally deeply shaken by the 
loss of a close friend, Webb took the unprecedented step 
of allowing Joe Friday to share in his grief. The next 

radio episode revealed that Ben Romero, 
too, had died of a sudden heart attack. 

Regular supporting actor Barney Phillips 
was quickly tapped to become Friday’s new 
partner, Detective Ed Jacobs. He would 
play the role into the middle of 1952, but the 
subtle rapport that Webb and Yarborough 
brought to Friday and Romero never 

developed between Friday and Jacobs. Several new partners came and went until 
Webb finally settled on one-time child star Ben Alexander in the role of Detective 
Frank Smith, who remained on the job until the radio series ended in 1957.

Friday’s need for an appropriate partner only served to emphasize that radio itself 
was always a team effort, even on a program headed by a singular, distinctive 
genius. Dragnet is Jack Webb’s most enduring work, but the work of plenty of 
other talented, dedicated people was necessary to make the program what it was. 

LIGGETT AND MYERS TOBACCO COMPANY
presents 

DRAGNET

with
Jack Webb as Sgt. Joe Friday

and
Barton Yarborough as Sgt. Ben Romero

with
Barney Phillips as Detective Ed Jacobs

Written by 
James E. Moser

George Fenneman and Hal Gibney announcing

Produced and Directed by
JACK WEBB

amenable than the agent. Together, the two men met with Wynn to further explore 
whether it might be possible to produce such a program with official cooperation 
from the LAPD. Radio programs drawn from “official case files” were nothing 
new (as the long-running success of Gangbusters well demonstrated), but what 
Webb and Rousseau had in mind was something else again. Securing tentative 
cooperation from the police department, they moved ahead in the summer of 1949 
with the next step in the project: development of an audition record. They turned to 
Jim Moser to turn a sample case file into a workable script.

James E. Moser never went in much for fiction. He began his career in journalism, 
working as a staff reporter on the San Francisco Examiner during the war years.  
He found his way into radio by joining ABC’s San Francisco news department 
just as the war was ending. ABC was not an especially well-financed operation 
just then, and it might be more accurate to say that Moser was the network’s San 
Francisco news department. However you describe his duties, he was already on 
the scene when Jack Webb, fresh out of the Air Corps, showed up at station KGO 
looking for work. The two soon found themselves collaborating on One Out of 
Seven, one of the many interesting but short-lived programs Webb appeared in 
during this phase of his career. Not quite a March of Time-style dramatization 
of the news of the week, and not quite a straight hard-news feature, One Out 
Of Seven was a short, punchy look at one news story from the previous seven 
days (usually highlighting some socially-relevant theme). Written by Moser, and 
with Webb making up the entire cast, One Out of Seven proved itself a bit too 
audacious for the attitudes of the time. It lasted only a single season, but it gave 
both men valuable experience in the effective adaptation of true stories for the 
air. Webb knew Moser was exactly the writer his police project required. 

Shopping the concept around Hollywood without the help of his disinterested 
agent, Webb was rebuffed by CBS. He found a nibble of interest at NBC though, 
and that network fronted him the cash to produce the audition recording. With 
Rousseau directing from Moser’s script, Webb selected radio 
veteran Barton Yarborough as Joe Friday’s partner, Sgt. Ben 
Romero. He put together a supporting cast from a group of 
performers who had worked with him on his various earlier 
programs. He wanted performers who knew how to react 
rather than simply to act -- how to come across on air as 
real people, not just performers in a studio reading lines. 
Peggy Webber, Herb Ellis, Harry Bartell, Virginia Gregg, 
Jack Kruschen, Vic Perrin, and Barney Phillips could deliver 
those kinds of performances. Virginia Gregg

Barney Phillips

Ben Alexander
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though the only vocal change Yarborough made in taking on the part of Doc was 
to play up the Texas in his accent. 

Aside from these two iconic roles, Yarborough worked steadily on other West 
Coast programs throughout the 1930s and 1940s, along with a healthy ration of 
stage and film work besides. One of these small parts, a bit on a 1948 episode of 
Jeff Regan, Investigator, brought him to the attention of that show’s star, none 
other than Jack Webb. Webb was impressed by Yarborough’s performance in 
that show and by his overall approach to radio acting -- never overselling a role, 
letting subtle shadings of voice and line delivery convey layers of meaning. 
In a word, a Barton Yarborough character seemed real, and realism was what 
Dragnet was all about. The gentle yet businesslike rapport between Friday and 
Romero may have done more to really sell the genuineness of the program and its 
characters than all the accurate police lingo and detailed sound effects combined. 

This early team -- Webb, Yarborough, Rousseau, and Moser -- didn’t stay intact 
for the entire run of Dragnet. Bill Rousseau was the first to leave, departing 
the show in the summer of 1950 to take on other projects. By this time, Webb 
was sufficiently confident of his own abilities as a director and producer to 
officially take on those positions himself, and there was no noticeable shift in 
quality for the program. Webb knew exactly what he wanted from his actors and 
how he wanted the program to sound, and he soon found that he had no need 
for an outside director to act as middleman for his wishes. In his own way, he 
became as sophisticated and as innovative a technician as Elliott Lewis, Norman 
Macdonnell, William N. Robson, or any of the other titans of the medium. 

Jim Moser wrote a total of 165 episodes for Dragnet from 1949 through the end 
of the 1951-52 season, giving the program its classic structure and unmistakable 
rhythm. His dialogue was never clichéd, never exaggerated, never artificial, and 
he didn’t depend on jumped-up action sequences to give his stories impact. He 
wrote people, not characters, and he did it with a level of consistent excellence 
that no other Dragnet writer ever fully replicated. He closed out his career on the 
show, exhausted and ready for something new, in mid-1952 -- but he left behind 
a library of outstanding radio scripts that Webb would recycle on television for 
years to come.

The most difficult loss Dragnet ever weathered was the sudden death of Barton 
Yarborough in December 1951. The actor had just finished filming a segment 
of the new Dragnet TV series when he felt ill, and on the advice of his doctor, 
spent several days in bed. On December 19th, he suffered a massive heart attack. 
On December 20th, Jack Webb had to report to his shocked colleagues that 

Impressed by Webb’s approach to the material, the LAPD agreed to work with 
him on the project -- and NBC agreed to put it on the air (on a trial basis) in 
the fall of 1949. However, there were further obstacles to overcome. George 
Rosenberg inserted himself into the proceedings as Webb’s agent, and tried to 
make changes: more action, more excitement, a different writer. But as Dragnet 
caught on through those first few weeks, those ideas fell away…and radio critics 
took positive notice of the new feature. There was a new cop on the beat, and 
both listeners and critics liked him very much.

A subtle but nonetheless key element of the early success of Dragnet was the 
relationship between Sergeants Friday and Romero. There was no sense of 
Romero as Friday’s comic relief. There was no Dick Tracy/Pat Patton smart guy/
dumb guy dynamic at play. This in itself was unusual for police drama, where too 
often the sidekick was simply an oafish presence designed to flash the occasional 
bit of muscle while giving the lead character a chance to show his brilliance. 
Webb was too committed to realism to go in for such cheap characterizations.  
Instead, what emerged between the two partners on air was a sense both of 
deep professional respect and quiet, cordial, honest warmth. Joe and Ben were 
longtime co-workers and, in an unassuming way, they were also best friends. 
They weren’t just devoted cops; Friday and Romero were people.

Barton Yarborough’s nuanced performance added immeasurably to the success 
of both the character and the program. He was a Texan by birth, with his soft 
Southwestern accent leaving no possible doubt as to his origin, and he unfurled 
that accent on thousands of broadcasts throughout his career. He first faced 
a microphone in the late 1920s, and by the time of the Depression he was 
established in San Francisco, where he developed a lifelong association with 
producer-director-writer Carlton E. Morse. As the failure-ridden, chronically-
depressed middle son “Clifford Barbour” on Morse’s long-running serial One 
Man’s Family, Yarborough displayed a real gift for deep characterization. He 

conveyed, very subtly, the tragic 
bleakness at the heart of the character, 
making Clifford one of the program’s 
most sympathetic figures despite his 
flaws. A few years later, Morse turned 
to Yarborough to fill a very different 
sort of role: the rip-roaring, hell-
for-leather adventurer Doc Long of 
I Love A Mystery. As a testimony to 
Yarborough’s acting talent, Doc and 
Cliff had absolutely nothing in common 
in manner or characterization, even 

Barton Yarborough (2nd from right) is seen here with his One 
Man's Family cast mates Page Gilman, J. Anthony Smythe, 
and Michael Raffetto.
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Yarborough was dead. Personally deeply shaken by the 
loss of a close friend, Webb took the unprecedented step 
of allowing Joe Friday to share in his grief. The next 

radio episode revealed that Ben Romero, 
too, had died of a sudden heart attack. 
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was quickly tapped to become Friday’s new 
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developed between Friday and Jacobs. Several new partners came and went until 
Webb finally settled on one-time child star Ben Alexander in the role of Detective 
Frank Smith, who remained on the job until the radio series ended in 1957.
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was always a team effort, even on a program headed by a singular, distinctive 
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and Webb’s distinctive approach to acting and directing so indelibly marked ev-
ery aspect of Dragnet’s production and presentation, that it’s easy to consider 

him a unique, singular talent -- 
perhaps even on a level com-
parable with Orson Welles as 
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to explore the potential of po-
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didn’t get a lot of respect on 
the air. More often than not, 
they were used as bumbling 
foils for brilliant-but-quirky 
private investigators – much as 

CD 8A: “The Big Hands” - 11/22/1951
Who strangled a well-to-do woman in a cheap hotel?

CD 8B: “The Big Affair” - 11/29/1951
Friday and Romero investigate a violent jewel robbery.

CD 9A: “The Big Canaries” - 12/06/1951
A forty-year-old divorcee with a sixteen-year-old daughter 
has been murdered.

CD 9B: “The Big Overtime” - 12/13/1951
Kidnappers hold a banker’s daughter for $30,000 ransom.

CD 10A: “The Big Red - Part One” - 01/03/1952
Friday infiltrates a major heroin operation.

CD 10B: “The Big Red - Part Two” - 01/10/1952
Operating undercover, Friday brings down a heroin ring.

Elizabeth McLeod is a journalist, author, and broadcast historian. She 
received the 2005 Ray Stanich Award for excellence in broadcasting history 
research from the Friends Of Old Time Radio.
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