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Introduction




  What is light entertainment? Over the years, the term has baffled even its most distinguished practitioners. Scriptwriter Denis Norden once noted the glee with which its

  detractors asked ‘whether “Light Entertainment” fell into the same insubstantial category as “Light Refreshments” and “Light Housework”’. Norden also

  recalled Eric Maschwitz – novelist, songwriter and a distinguished head of BBC Television’s LE department – ‘loath[ing] the term and . . . prowl[ing] his office in

  shirtsleeves and thin red braces enquiring “What is it meant to be the opposite of? Heavy Entertainment? Or Dark Entertainment?”’1




  Although inextricably linked with television, the expression predates broadcasting. It first occurs in The Times in September 1796, in a review of a Haymarket Theatre production called

  A Peep Behind the Curtain. By the early twentieth century, it had come to describe the genteel, frothy productions that dominated the West End stage. In 1945, James Agate published an

  anthology of his theatre reviews called Immoment Toys: a survey of light entertainment on the London stage, 1920–1943.




  In broadcasting terms, however, light entertainment is a development from the earthier productions of the variety theatre and music hall, and as radio and television have expanded and

  diversified, the concept of ‘variety’ has expanded and diversified too. In the forties and fifties, when television was growing up in public, it meant acts or ‘turns’:

  magicians; whistlers; light-opera singers; crooners; women who couldn’t sing very well, but had big knockers (one female singer’s bill matter was a coarse, leering ‘All this and

  four octaves!’); performing animals; animals whose unique selling point was their refusal to perform (dog owners will know that deadpan is not their natural tendency);

  and comedians who claimed to have a giraffe in a shoebox.




  Since then, the broadcast definition of variety has expanded to include quiz shows, ‘people’ shows, chat shows and talent shows. In the sixties and seventies, television became the

  dominant force in entertaining the nation, and, before the fragmentation of audiences caused by home video and the advent of satellite television, an exceptional programme could capture and

  captivate half the UK population.




  As a child growing up in the late seventies and early eighties, I absorbed it all. One of my earliest memories is of Tom O’Connor presenting Thames Television’s London Night

  Out, complete with the Name That Tune quiz segment. The Muppet Show, The Good Old Days and The Morecambe and Wise Show and anything featuring Les Dawson

  were required family viewing. The Royal Variety Performance and the Eurovision Song Contest were (and are) non-negotiable annual appointments to view. When Tommy Cooper took his

  final, fatal bow on Live From Her Majesty’s, I was watching the show with my great-grandmother, unsure of what had happened until the newsflash immediately after. Family holidays

  were spent in British seaside resorts where real live variety lived on in pier theatres – on one jaunt, when I was nine, I was taken to see Tommy Trinder doing his stand-up act, as well as

  Jimmy Edwards and Eric Sykes in the comic play Big Bad Mouse. Trinder addressed his audiences as ‘You lucky people’. It wasn’t until adulthood that I realized how lucky

  I’d been to see him and Edwards in action while I could.




  As I moved from impressionable youngster to objectionable teenager, I turned my back on old-school entertainment in favour of rawer, more alternative fare. It was that period just after The

  Young Ones when Brucie and Tarby were being painted as, at best, cosy old farts gagging their way round the golf course, and, at worst, close friends of the common enemy, Mrs Thatcher. Bob

  Monkhouse was just a smarmy game show host, a fake-tanned snake oil salesman. One Christmas, a violent row blew up because I wanted to watch something dangerous and

  alternative, while the rest of my family wanted to watch Russ Abbot. Majority rule and family gerontocracy had their way, so I sat with them all, declaring Abbot to be about as funny as piles and

  determined not to laugh. I lasted about three minutes before cracking a smile. Now, on Christmas Day, I rue my posturing, there being vast stretches of tedium in the modern festive schedules during

  which I’d happily crawl across broken glass for a glimpse of Bella Emberg dressed as Wonder Woman.




  By the early nineties, television had turned its back on the old-school entertainers, but in doing so revealed the alternatives to be the new establishment. Ben Elton was on the way to writing

  musicals with another common enemy, Andrew Lloyd-Webber. Stephen Fry was rapidly becoming the human equivalent of a much-loved listed building. Meanwhile, Bob Monkhouse showed his true colours as a

  clever, thoughtful man of comedy with an incendiary performance on Have I Got News For You, and a funny, and unexpectedly candid autobiography. At this point, I realized I’d been a

  fool. It’s perfectly possible to love both Adrian Edmondson and Bruce Forsyth. After all, what was Saturday Live if not Sunday Night at the London Palladium with knob and

  fart jokes?




  Variety has been pronounced dead many times, but the truth is that the genre will never truly die. It just keeps evolving. What follows is the story of that evolution, from Victorian singalongs

  to the Saturday night spectaculars.




  





  
CHAPTER ONE
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  Empires, moguls and a man called Reith




  The acme of light entertainment was reached between 8.55pm and 10pm on Christmas Day 1977, when 28 million viewers tuned into BBC1 to watch the Morecambe and Wise Christmas

  Show. From the opening spoof of US cop show Starsky and Hutch, to the closing sequence in which Elton John played the piano in an empty studio – TC8 at BBC Television Centre, to

  be precise – for Eric and Ernie dressed as the studio cleaners, over half the nation was present. Variety had come a long way in the century and a quarter since its birth.




  The birth took place at the Canterbury Arms in Lambeth and, in time, Charles Morton, the Canterbury’s licensee, became known as ‘the father of the halls’. Morton, born in

  Hackney in 1819, had been in the pub business since his early twenties; he had been landlord of the Canterbury, situated just south of the River Thames between St Thomas’s Hospital and the

  railway line into the newly built Waterloo station, since December 1849. At his previous establishment in Pimlico, he’d gained a reputation for providing good entertainment, mostly in the

  form of ‘free and easies’, ‘harmonic meetings’ or ‘sing-songs’ – evenings where the drinkers, almost all of them male, would get up and give a song,

  accompanied on the pub’s piano. He continued these attractions at the Canterbury, adding ladies’ evenings by popular demand, and their success was such that the tavern’s parlour

  soon proved inadequate.




  Four skittle alleys at the rear of the public house were swept away to allow a suitable venue to be built, and on 17 May 1852, the Canterbury Hall opened its doors for the

  first time, allowing larger audiences to be accommodated. The bill was very much as it had been in the pub, with singers called forward by the chairman, accompanied on the grand piano and a

  harmonium on the stage. As important as the singing was the opportunity to enjoy a pipe, a glass of porter and convivial company. Such was the demand that by 1856, a bigger, better Canterbury Hall

  had to be built. Ingenious planning and construction allowed entertainment to continue uninterrupted through the building works. The new Canterbury was opened in its entirety on 21 December 1856.

  This was an age when pub design was ornate to the point of suffocation, and the second Canterbury took its cue from this tradition. It was noted for ‘its architectural merits, and the general

  propriety and beauty of its decorations . . . the careful blending of colour; and the large amount of glass judiciously distributed about over the building imparts lightness and character to a room

  of more than ordinary dimensions . . . The customary evening attendance at this popular resort, we understand, extends to 1000 persons.’1




  In these early days, the bill consisted largely of ‘songs, glees, madrigals, etc.’2 with comedy very low on the bill. Influential as

  Morton was, he was not the first to use the name ‘music hall’. In November 1848, publican Richard Preece had renamed the Grand Harmonic Hall of the Grapes in Southwark Bridge Road the

  Surrey Music Hall. Then, in 1851, Edward Winder changed the name of the Mogul Saloon in Drury Lane to the Middlesex Music Hall. He was also preceded slightly by restaurants that laid on

  entertainment and invited musical contributions from diners; these were known as ‘song and supper rooms’ and had sprung up from the 1830s onwards.




  The first, and best known, of the song and supper rooms was at 43 King Street, which had once been a private house belonging to Sir Thomas Killigrew, founder of the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane.

  Since 1774, it had operated as a hotel, known as Joy’s, until it was taken over by W.C. Evans, comedian at the Covent Garden theatre. Known, rather pedantically, as ‘Evans’s (late

  Joy’s)’, it offered bed and breakfast at a guinea a week, and a table d’hôte at 6pm every day for just two shillings. ‘A fine HAUNCH and NECK of

  VENISON ready this day’ said the advertisement in The Times – the nosh being top of the bill. Almost as an afterthought, the ad explained that there was ‘The Harmonic

  Meeting every evening as usual; Mr. Evans in the chair.’3




  The song and supper rooms were resolutely male, and a flavour of the resentment this must have caused at home can be found in ‘Mr Caudle joins a club – The Skylarks’, written

  in 1845 for the then new humorous periodical Punch by Douglas Jerrold, who frequented Evans’s:




  

    

      

        How any decent man can go and spend his nights in a tavern . . . There was a time when you were as regular at your fireside as the kettle. That was when

        you were a decent man, and didn’t go amongst Heaven knows who, drinking and smoking, and making what you think your jokes. I never heard any good come to a man who cared about jokes . .

        . The Skylarks, indeed! I suppose you’ll be buying a ‘Little Warbler’ and at your time of life, be trying to sing . . . Nice habits men learn at clubs! There’s

        Joskins: he was a decent creature once, and now I’m told he has more than once boxed his wife’s ears . . . Going and sitting for four hours at a tavern! What men, unless they had

        their wives with them, can find to talk about, I can’t think. No good, of course.4


      


    


  




  The early manifestations of the Canterbury Hall bore no resemblance to a theatre. Their design was somewhere between a banqueting hall and a concert hall with a platform for performers at the

  end. There was no sign of a proscenium arch, boxes or a raked floor – and for good reason. Music halls were not permitted to put on theatrical entertainment, and the Lord Chamberlain’s

  men were always on hand to make sure that the drama in the halls and taverns remained strictly off-stage.




  A degree of liberalization finally occurred with the passing of the Theatres Regulation Act in 1843, which allowed places of entertainment to apply for theatrical licences, under the

  jurisdiction of the Lord Chamberlain’s office. Before 1843, only the theatre at Covent Garden, on the site of the present Royal Opera House, and the original Theatre Royal

  at Drury Lane were allowed to stage plays. Drury Lane had opened in 1663, just three years after the restoration of the monarchy, and even this limited provision was improvement on the times of

  Cromwell, when the ‘playhouses were pulled down and actors branded as vagabonds’.5 Unlicensed premises were allowed to present

  monologues, songs or ballets – anything musical or involving a single dramatic performer seemed to be permissible – but even a brief extract from a play was out of the question. Scripts

  (such as they were) of these performances evaded the Lord Chamberlain’s prim pencil, entertainment venues without a theatrical licence being instead controlled by the Disorderly Houses Act of

  1751, a law originally intended to regulate brothels. With provision of public entertainment regarded as on a par with whoring, the idea of performers as disreputable individuals was sown

  early.




  Some have suggested that the 1843 Act prohibited the serving of food and drink at places with theatrical licences, but it actually says nothing specific about this. It is more likely that the

  respectable types who ran the theatres thought that it was rude in the extreme to be guzzling shellfish, gnawing on a pig’s trotter and hollering for ale while some poor chap was strutting

  and fretting.
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  The transpontine success of Morton’s new hall inspired entrepreneurs north of the river. The Seven Tankards and Punch Bowl in Holborn became Weston’s Music Hall in

  November 1857. John Wilton, publican of the Prince of Denmark near Tower Bridge, found his existing premises too cramped and opened his own hall in 1858 – happily still extant, with its

  horseshoe-shaped balcony and barley sugar columns. The Royal Standard at Victoria spawned the first of the halls that would eventually become the Victoria Palace. The Panopticon of Science and Art

  on Leicester Square became the Alhambra Palace in 1858. In 1863, Samuel Vagg, known professionally as Sam Collins, took over the Lansdowne Arms and Music Hall in Islington, renaming it

  Collins’.




  Soon, Morton was heading north himself. He spied the ideal opportunity when the Boar and Castle on Oxford Street, an old coaching inn with a sizeable yard, came onto the

  market in 1860. Aided by the expertise of architects Finch, Hall and Paraire, he built the first Oxford Music Hall, which opened on 26 March 1861. Still very much a concert hall, rather than a

  theatre, it burned down twice, first in February 1868 and again in November 1872, but each time it was rebuilt bigger and better, with the design gradually becoming more theatre-like. The turning

  point in the evolution of hall design came in 1885, with the opening of the London Pavilion, the first music hall to offer tip-up seats as opposed to benches and tables.




  As the building form developed during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, specialist architects came to prominence. Bertie Crewe made a significant contribution, including the

  Kingston Empire and the Golders Green Hippodrome, as did the partnership of Oswald Wylson and Charles Long, who designed the Chelsea Palace and last incarnation of the Oxford. However, by far the

  most prolific and celebrated of all the architects was Frank Matcham, who, by the time of his death in 1920, had initiated over eighty music halls and altered as many. Born in Devon in 1854, the

  son of a brewer’s clerk, he began his career as an apprentice in the architectural practice of Jethro Robinson. Ever sensible and practical, he married Robinson’s daughter and took over

  the firm on his father-in-law’s death in 1878. Matcham had a great flair for planning – the sight lines in a Matcham building are uniformly excellent from the very cheapest seats

  upwards – but he remained budget-conscious, designing the best auditorium he could within the constraints, often at the expense of the exterior treatment. For all his economy and sound

  structural knowledge, though, he was an interior stylist par excellence. His critics condemned him as architecturally illiterate, pointing to his lack of academic training, but while it’s

  fair to say that his interiors were often a mishmash of styles, from Oriental to Renaissance and back again, they somehow made sense as a whole.




  While entrepreneurs like Morton had tended to concentrate on a handful of halls at a time, later proprietors like Sir Oswald Stoll and Moss Empires built nationwide chains,

  and Matcham’s modus operandi found great favour with these operators. Manchester-born Edward Moss had begun his career as a variety theatre proprietor in Edinburgh in 1877, aged 25. His

  theatres came to be regarded as the ‘number one’ halls, the circuit – thirty halls strong by 1925 – being known to performers as ‘the tour’. His peak as a

  promoter of new hall building came in 1900 with the opening of the Hippodrome on Charing Cross Road, a circus theatre where audiences could thrill to the sight of twenty-one forest-bred lions, or a

  man riding a turtle in the giant water tank. Moss was knighted in 1905 for his services to entertainment and charity, but died just seven years later. His Times obituary reported that his

  ‘ambition was to be a country gentleman and sportsman’, the rather sniffy implication being that a variety theatre proprietor could never be a gentleman.6




  Oswald Stoll, Australian by birth, had begun his career as an impresario in Cardiff in 1889 with the takeover of Leveno’s music hall, which he renamed the Empire. This was a popular choice

  in an age when the world map was predominantly red. Before long, he had a chain of eight halls, all run with a high moral tone. On his death in 1942, The Times noted that his Cardiff

  experience ‘of rowdy audiences made him determine to do all he could to raise the status of music halls and make them places of family entertainment’, the paper having evidently got

  used to the idea of show business types as worthwhile human beings in the thirty years since Moss’s death.7




  Stoll’s career peaked with the opening of the Coliseum on St Martin’s Lane in 1904, an Italian Renaissance-style 2,358-seater on which Matcham was encouraged to pull out all the

  stops. The building was revolutionary in the most literal sense, from the mechanized glass globe at the top of the facade to the concentric rings of the revolving stage, which could run in any

  combination of directions. This technological marvel even allowed horse races to be staged in the theatre. Slightly less impressive was the truncated railway that carried royal visitors from their

  carriage to the foyer; it failed to work satisfactorily and was soon removed.




  From the grandest halls, like the Coliseum, down to the plainest provincial venues, each variety theatre had a dedicated support staff – prop men, wardrobe mistresses,

  set builders and stagehands, who put the shows together and took them apart again. Peter Prichard, who later became an artists’ agent, was brought up in a family of such craftsmen and

  women:




  

    

      

        At the turn of the century, the theatres had their own carpenters, because they made all their own scenery and things like that. My grandfather had been a

        stage carpenter when it was a profession, but he went from theatre to theatre. My grandmother’s bid to fame was that she had been wardrobe mistress on Buffalo Bill’s last tour of

        England. Her sister, my great aunt, had a boarding house [in west London] and some of the cast lodged with her. She said that it included the American Indians who were in the show, because

        they weren’t allowed in the hotels. We had a lot of the props still in the cellar, but we were bombed. We had a load of spears, bows, arrows and shields of the Red Indian period that

        were left there.8


      


    


  




  As the buildings, the management and the skills of the support staff developed through the second half of the nineteenth century, so did the entertainment on offer. One of the earliest

  professional entertainers was W.G. Ross, who forged his reputation in the song and supper rooms with the song ‘Sam Hall, the Condemned Sweep’. He contrived to get the audience on his

  side with this tale of woe, only to chide them at the end of each verse.




  Into the 1860s and 1870s, the performers remained mostly singers and almost exclusively male. William Randall was a hit at the Canterbury and the Oxford with seaside ditties like ‘On the

  Sands!’. Meanwhile, just as the US was abolishing slavery, E.W. Mackney9 was making a name in London as ‘the Negro Delineator’, the

  first ‘blackface’ singer in a line that would continue through Eugene Stratton, G.H. Chirgwin and G.H. Elliott10 and well into the

  television age as part of the Black and White Minstrel Show.




  The first female performers were making their breakthrough at this time, among them ‘serio-comic’ vocalists like Annie ‘The Merriest Girl That’s

  Out’ Adams. She helped pave the way for Vesta Victoria, whose signature song was ‘Waiting at the Church’, and Ada Reeve – as well as for the one female music hall performer

  who remains almost a household name nearly a century after her death. Born Matilda Alice Victoria Wood in Hoxton in 1870, Marie Lloyd became the archetypal music hall female. Her torrid private

  life (she married three times, never wisely nor too well) was a fitting background for her repertoire of flirtatious, risqué songs, such as ‘I’m a Bit of a Ruin That Cromwell

  Knocked About a Bit’, ‘Don’t Dilly Dally on the Way’ and the almost-certainly penis-related ‘Wink the Other Eye’. In particular, ‘Don’t

  Dilly Dally on the Way’, written for Lloyd by Charles Collins and Fred W. Leigh, would have spoken to working class urban audiences, depicting as it did a moonlight flit to avoid paying the

  rent:




  

    

      

        

          

            We had to move away




            ’Cos the rent we couldn’t pay.




            The moving van came round just after dark.




            There was me and my old man,




            Shoving things inside the van,




            Which we’d often done before, let me remark.




            We packed all that could be packed




            In the van, and that’s a fact,




            And we got inside all that we could get inside.




            Then we packed all we could pack




            On the tailboard at the back,




            Till there wasn’t any room for me to ride.




             




            My old man said: ‘Foller the van,




            And don’t dilly-dally on the way.’




            Off went the van wiv me ’ome packed in it,




            I walked be’ind wiv me old cock linnet.




            But I dillied and dallied,




            Dallied and dillied,




            Lost me way and don’t know where to roam.




            And you can’t trust a ‘Special’,




            Like the old-time copper,




            When you can’t find your way home.


          


        


      


    


  




  Another option for female music hall performers was to pretend to be men. Vesta Tilley and Ella Shields were just two of them, but the field was led by Hetty King – billed, with

  justification, as ‘the world’s greatest male impersonator’. Dressed in a top hat and evening suit, King popularized the song ‘Give Me the Moonlight’, and in

  her later years became a mentor to crooner Frankie Vaughan, who was always ready to acknowledge her influence.




  The modern concept of the comedian was also beginning to emerge. The greatest of all early practitioners was Dan Leno (real name: George Galvin), who had begun his career as a clog dancer before

  moving into more verbal forms of entertainment. His meandering, frequently surreal act included comic songs with long, spoken digressions such as this cynical rumination on an all too recognizable

  tourist trade from his 1901 recording of ‘The Beefeater’:




  

    

      

        There’s no place on the face of the earth like the Tower of London. If you’ve never been there, go again. It’s a glorious place.

        Everything old. Now in the first place when you visit the Tower of London, it’s free, but you have to pay a shilling to go in. The first ancient item you see is the man that takes the

        money at the door. Then you pass through the refreshment room, which is the oldest refreshment room in the Tower, and the only one, and there are some very ancient items in the refreshment

        room, such as the buns, ginger beer, the barmaids and whatnot.11


      


    


  




  Not far behind Leno was the droll George Robey, billed as ‘the Prime Minister of Mirth’ and the first music hall performer to receive a knighthood. Then there was Little Tich, as

  Harry Relph was professionally known, whose diminutive stature was at odds with the length of his boots. In the north of England, comedians tended to play naïve, going for

  the sympathy laugh. The king of the ‘gowks’, as these near-simpleton characters were known, was George Formby senior, with his catchphrase ‘Coughing better tonight’, a

  reference to the chest condition that would eventually kill him, and songs like ‘John Willie, Come On’, in which the protagonist failed to notice that he was being propositioned by a

  prostitute. After his death in 1921, his whole act was taken on by his son. By the thirties, however, Formby junior had found his own voice, in risqué songs performed to his own banjolele

  accompaniment, and was on his way to a level of stardom his father had never achieved, thanks to the medium of film. He also established his own memorable catchphrase, declaring that things had

  ‘turned out nice again’, even when they obviously hadn’t.




  Unsurprisingly, given the supper club clientele, one of the main characters of the early music hall had been the high-flyer, either down on his luck, or, as in George Leybourne’s

  ‘Champagne Charlie’ characterization, ‘good at any time of day or night, boys, for a spree’. Slowly, however, as audiences expanded, a more earthy, working class element

  began to be depicted on stage. The authentic cockney dialect (a curious, nasal whine only distantly related to the modern ‘cockney’ dialect of Estuary English) was heard loud and clear

  from the likes of the ‘coster comedians’, who were so called because they acted and sounded like market traders or costermongers. The pioneer was Albert Chevalier, the ‘Coster

  Laureate’. However, his contemporary Gus Elen is better remembered and documented. Having survived into the age of the talkies, he left a permanent record of his act – including his

  passionately-sung tribute to the goodness of beer, ‘Half a Pint of Ale’ – in a series of short films for British Pathé.




  Throughout the history of music hall and variety, from the early days at the Canterbury to the circuits over fifty years later, the comedians and singers tended to be the big draws, but it was

  the speciality acts that helped ensure that variety remained varied. The rule of thumb was that the stranger the performance, the more memorable it was. Take the magician

  Kardoma, whose act was summed up admirably in his bill matter: ‘He fills the stage with flags.’ He sometimes filled it with flowers, according to his mood and availability of stock. Or

  perhaps ‘Checker’ Wheel – ‘The man with the educated feet’ – whose star turn was to tap dance in roller skates.




  Among the best known of all the ‘spesh’ acts were the acrobatic troupes like the Five Delevines, who made a speciality out of contorting their bodies into letters of the alphabet,

  and the Seven Volants. Where these acts were all about feats of agility, others dealt in futility, such as Banner Forbutt, an Australian trick cyclist who, in 1937, managed to stay upright on a

  stationary bicycle for two hours and thirty-nine minutes. His countrywoman, the contortionist Valentyne Napier, became a massive draw; billed as ‘the Human Spider’, she performed on a

  web bathed in ultraviolet light. Many spesh acts came from overseas, but others were not all that they seemed. Rex Roper, the lasso-spinning cowboy act, was authentically Western – from

  Bristol, that is.




  Some forms of dance came under the speciality heading, such as the adagio work performed by the Polish act, the Ganjou Brothers and Juanita, in which Juanita entered on a pendulum hung from the

  flies, before being thrown all around the stage with great skill by the three brothers.12 Far less strenuous, but no less skilful, was the

  sand-dancing of Wilson, Keppel and Betty, who, in their cod-Egyptian garb, shuffled in unison to the strains of ‘The Old Bazaar in Cairo’. When booked for appearances in Germany their

  utterly innocent act was disapproved of by the Nazis because of the bare legs on show.




  Then there were the magicians, from the suave David Devant to the unfortunate Chung Ling Soo (in real life, the resolutely Caucasian, American-born illusionist William Robinson), who was killed

  on stage at the Wood Green Empire on 23 March 1918, when his bullet-catching trick went horribly wrong. Animal acts always went down well, from Captain Woodward’s Performing Seals to Hamilton

  Conrad and his Pigeons, via a plethora of dog acts, such as Maurice Chester’s Performing Poodles, Darcy’s Dogs and Cawalini and his Canine Pets. The best documented

  of all the dog acts was Duncan’s Collies, inherited by Vic Duncan from his father in 1927 and active well into the fifties. Duncan’s dogs had amazing balance, instilled by teaching them

  to stand on their hind legs on the back of a chair. Highlights of the act included a dog rescuing a baby (in reality, a doll) from what appeared to be a burning building, and a car accident

  scenario that must have taken years of training. This involved one dog driving a car and another playing dead under the front wheels, while a third, the canine passenger of the car, stood on hind

  legs at a public telephone calling for an ambulance.




  There were even more curious acts on the scene, such as quick-change artists who could reappear in fresh garb in the time it took them to walk behind a screen. One of these was Wilf Burnand, who

  took to the stage dressed as Scottish singer Harry Lauder, complete with kilt, stick and tam-o’-shanter. Behind the screen he went, emerging barely seconds later as G.H. Elliott in blackface,

  repeating the trick once again to emerge as Marie Lloyd. Not a word was spoken in Burnand’s act. It was all down to his costume changes and the orchestra playing musical cues associated with

  each of the artists he evoked.13




  The relative freedom afforded to the music hall meant that material could tackle subjects that might have been deemed unsuitable in a more tightly regulated medium. It was possible to be

  topical. For example, one song highlighted the expediency and hypocrisy of mainland dwellers’ attitudes to the Irish, as the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth. At this time, there

  was a great deal of anti-Irish feeling in England, largely inspired by Charles Stewart Parnell’s campaign for Home Rule and his subsequent divorce scandal. One performer, ventriloquist Fred

  Russell, may even have changed his name to avoid being tainted by association, as his grandson, Jack Parnell, explains: ‘Charles Stewart Parnell was a pretty bad name in this country, so I

  believe my grandfather changed his name because of that. My father’s stage name was Russ Carr, but I don’t think there was any particular reason for that, it was just a stage

  name.’14 However, in the Boer War, the Dublin Fusiliers played a vital role, which prompted Albert Hall and Harry

  Castling to write a song for the performer Pat Rafferty, called ‘What Do You Think of the Irish Now?’:




  

    

      

        

          

            You used to call us traitors,




            Because of agitators,




            But you can’t call us traitors now!15


          


        


      


    


  




  Around this time, during the early 1900s, Marie Lloyd was at the head of a phalanx of performers who used their freedom to highlight earthier concerns. Lloyd’s risqué repertoire

  included innuendo-laden songs like ‘She’d Never Had Her Ticket Punched Before’, a tale of an innocent abroad on the railways, but with seemingly lewd undercurrents:




  

    

      

        The man said, ‘I must punch your ticket’, spoke sharp, I suppose,




        Said she, ‘Thou punch my ticket, and I’ll punch thee on thy nose’.16


      


    


  




  Off-stage, her life was a mess of feckless husbands and freeloaders abusing her considerable generosity, but professionally, Lloyd was a very canny operator. Summoned to defend her material by

  the London County Council licensing committee, she sang one of her supposedly offensive songs very demurely, then an apparently innocent and acceptable song in a lascivious manner, with plenty of

  winking. Filth, as Tom Lehrer later put it, was in the mind of the beholder.




  Lloyd also used her clout to improve conditions for acts less well-off than herself. A life on the halls was hardest for those lower down the bill – known as ‘down among the wines

  and spirits’ due to their placement in the printed programme – but it wasn’t a picnic for the stars. In London, a big name would rush, by carriage, between several halls in one

  night. A typical night for Marie Lloyd began with an 8.30 appearance at the Middlesex, saw her heading south to the Canterbury for 9.10, to the Royal Cambridge at Shoreditch for 10.10, and ended

  with a bill-topping performance at the Oxford at 10.45. When Dan Leno died in 1904, aged just 43, his Times obituary observed that his ‘mind and body, it seems,

  were worn out by overwork’.17 The effort had not been entirely wasted, though. Leno was the biggest star of his day and, on the day of his

  funeral, a crowd three deep and three miles long came to pay its last respects, as his body processed to the Lambeth Cemetery in Tooting.




  The lesson of Leno’s demise was not learned, and proprietors tried to get even more out of the artists they booked. In October 1906, Walter Gibbons, proprietor of the Empires at Islington

  and Holborn, the Clapham Grand and the Brixton Empress among others, bought the Brixton Theatre. He tried to capitalize on its proximity to the Empress by making acts double up at the two halls.

  Not surprisingly, the performers cried foul and went on strike. The location of this disagreement was significant. Many London-based music hall performers had made their homes in Brixton and

  Streatham, because of the all-night tram service, so Gibbons’s action was a high explosive device landing in their back yard.




  Most of the other proprietors weren’t far behind Gibbons in their desire to squeeze even more value out of the talent. Many added matinees without extra pay and placed punitive barring

  clauses in contracts, preventing artists from appearing at halls within a certain radius, during a set time period. For a performer such as the tragedian John ‘Humanity’ Lawson, it

  meant that ‘if I enter into contract for say, two years’ time, the law decides that in that particular district of anything from three to ten miles, I must not ply my

  calling’.18




  Gibbons made emollient noises about extra pay for matinees, and closing the extra theatre, but these turned out to be time-buying manoeuvres while he consulted other proprietors about how best

  to screw more work out of the turns. Before long, aided by the newly formed Variety Artists’ Federation, the whole profession was on strike. Marie Lloyd handed out leaflets to highlight the

  reasons for the industrial action, while Gus Elen could be found picketing outside the Canterbury, singing an adapted version of his song ‘Wait Until the Work Comes Around’:




  

    

      

        

          

            If yer don’t get stars,




            The public stop out!




            That’s a’ argyment what’s sensible and sound




            Get yer stars back – pay your bandsmen




            Treat your staff a bit more handsome




            Or your dividends will never come around.19


          


        


      


    


  




  The stars’ decision to come out on strike was a magnanimous gesture. The likes of Lloyd were earning £80 a week, at a time when a skilled labourer wouldn’t expect to earn much

  more than that in a year. When managers attempted to squeeze more out of their performers, it was the lowest-paid – such as the pit musicians, some of whom were on as little as £1 a

  week – who had it worst. With the involvement of the big names, the strike proved very effective. An arbitrator was appointed, work was resumed, and in June 1907 an improved contract was

  offered, including payment for matinees and more reasonable barring clauses. The episode gained the VAF members the nickname ‘Very Awkward Fellows’, but it forced managers to ease off

  in their exploitation of talent.




  For all the improving efforts made by Stoll and others during the latter years of the nineteenth century, the music hall was still not regarded as respectable. In particular, by the mid-1890s,

  the Empire and the Alhambra theatres on Leicester Square had developed reputations as dens of vice. The Empire’s promenade, it was said, was full of gentlemen with little or no interest in

  the show and ladies who were happy to offer other distractions at a price. The reputation was largely unjustified. As early as 1866, the Alhambra’s manager had told a Parliamentary Select

  Committee that approximately 1 per cent of his 3,500-strong audience were prostitutes, and that it was impossible to stop them buying tickets for shows.20




  It fell to Mrs Laura Ormiston Chant, the Mary Whitehouse of her day and a fully paid-up member of the great and good with connections in the Liberal Party, to order a clean-up. When, in October

  1894, Empire proprietor George Edwardes applied to the London County Council for a new licence as a matter of routine, Mrs Ormiston Chant blocked it ‘on the ground that

  the place at night is the habitual resort of prostitutes in pursuit of their traffic, and that portions of the entertainment are most objectionable, obnoxious, and against the best interests and

  moral well-being of the community at large’.21




  In particular, she objected to the suggestive, flesh-coloured tights worn by the ballet dancers on stage. A Miss Shepherd, one of the Empire dancers, spoke up for her colleagues, stating that

  ‘their lives were as pure and honourable, and their calling as respectable, as those of Mrs Ormiston Chant and her friends’, adding that her work at the Empire had allowed her to

  ‘make the last days of her widowed mother happy’, which moved some of those present to cheer. Mr T. Elvidge, secretary of the Theatrical and Music-Hall Operatives Union, also spoke up,

  estimating that the closure of the Empire would affect, ‘directly and indirectly . . . not fewer than 10,000 working people’.22 Mrs

  Ormiston Chant, who had visited the Empire five times, and claimed she had been accosted frequently by men who mistook her intentions and availability, remained unconvinced.




  Edwardes declared the Empire closed on 26 October 1894, citing the regulatory mess. However, it was eventually decided to award the licence on condition that the serving of drinks in the

  auditorium should cease, and that the promenade should be ‘abolished’. In practice, this meant that it was to be hidden from the auditorium by a temporary canvas screen. Very temporary,

  as it transpired. On the night of the grand reopening, it was torn down by promenaders, including the young Winston Churchill. Fragments were then carried out into the London night. The public had

  given Mrs Ormiston Chant a very robust answer.




  The music hall finally achieved a measure of legitimacy on 1 July 1912 at the Palace Theatre, on London’s Cambridge Circus. It was, as Sir Oswald Stoll said, the night when ‘the

  Cinderella of the Arts’ finally went to the ball: the first Royal Variety Performance. There had long been music hall fans in the ranks of the royal family, in particular King Edward

  VII, who took his love of stage folk further than most – actress Lillie Langtry being one of his mistresses. However, the normal procedure had been to summon favoured

  performers for a private ‘command’ performance at a royal residence. Dan Leno had been a particular favourite. In the fields of opera and ballet, royal galas were well established, and

  it was finally decided to extend the same patronage to variety.




  Almost all of the big names of the day were present, if not in a performing capacity then as a walk-on in the ‘Variety’s Garden Party’ finale; among them were coster comedian

  Gus Elen, ‘blackface’ performer G.H. Chirgwin, illusionist David Devant, the Australian comedienne Florrie Forde, musical theatre star Lupino Lane, Scottish singer Harry Lauder,

  comedian George Robey and the acrobatic Delevines. There were two notable absentees. Elen’s counterpart Albert Chevalier was omitted for unknown reasons, while Marie Lloyd was not invited for

  the sin of being too vulgar. It has been suggested that it was at least partially a payback for her vocal support of the 1907 strike. Lloyd responded in a typically robust manner, by declaring that

  all of her performances were by command of the British public.




  1912 was also the year when the music halls came under the jurisdiction of the Lord Chamberlain for the first time, clearing up a decades-old anomaly and allowing one-act plays to be presented

  in variety bills. Unfortunately, 1912 was also to be the peak of music hall, its rise checked by the enforced hiatus of the First World War. The last of London’s great variety theatres had

  already been built, with the opening of the Matcham-designed Palladium in 1910. The form of the shows was also changing, with the old order of a chairman introducing a disparate selection of turns

  being replaced by packaged, star-led shows.




  The first generation of entrepreneurs and proprietors had given way to a new breed. Walter Gibbons’s interests had formed the basis of the General Theatres Corporation, which was taken

  over by the fledgling Gaumont-British movie outfit in 1929. In charge of GTC was George Black, the Birmingham-born son of an early cinema entrepreneur, who had come to London in 1928 to take the

  job. When GTC took over the Moss circuit in 1932, Black’s empire (or rather Empires) expanded massively, making him just about the most powerful man in entertainment at

  the time. Only slightly less exalted was his general manager Val Parnell, the son of ventriloquist Fred Russell. Sir Oswald Stoll held onto his circuit until his death in 1942, when he was

  succeeded by the superbly named Prince Littler.




  The Moss/GTC and Stoll circuits were known as the ‘number one’ halls, and below them was a clear hierarchy for performers to scale or descend according to fashion and favour. Leading

  the ‘number twos’ was the Syndicate Halls circuit. ‘Syndicates were second-rate, really, although they had very, very influential theatres like the Metropolitan, Edgware Road and

  the Empress, Brixton, etc.,’ explains Peter Prichard. Each circuit had bookers, who carved fearsome reputations among the talent. ‘The booker at Moss Empires was Cissie Williams, [it

  was] Miss [Florence] Leddington at Syndicates, and at Stoll’s, it was Harry Harbour’s father [Sam Harbour], then Harry Harbour.’23




  Among the stars that the new variety bosses brought forward was Harry Tate, who would be one of the hits of the second Royal Variety Performance in 1919, and a major draw until his

  death in 1940. He was the doyen of sketch comedians with routines such as ‘Motoring’, ‘Golfing’, ‘Fishing’ and ‘Selling a Car’, in which, accompanied

  by a cheeky young boy who was too clever for his own good (portrayed, at one point, by a young Hughie Green), he played a clueless, yet devious buffoon with an all too mobile moustache. In reality,

  Tate was clean-shaven, and the moustache was a prop, clipped to his nose, allowing him to wiggle it, milking every last drop of laughter from a situation.




  Later came the Crazy Gang – consisting of Bud Flanagan and Chesney Allen, Jimmy Nervo and Teddy Knox, Charlie Naughton and Jimmy Gold – who were to take up residency at the London

  Palladium for much of the thirties, transferring to the Victoria Palace after the Second World War. None of this success was expected, however, when the group was formed in a fit of pique by George

  Black. Black was all-powerful, and thought nothing of tying up most of his major talent with a blocking clause stating that, following an appearance at one of General Theatre Corporation’s

  West End houses, an act could not appear at any other central venue. He kept the acts he really wanted in work and thus prevented them appearing for Stoll or any rivals.

  Everyone involved was happy, including the Glaswegian double act Naughton and Gold. However, when Charlie Naughton and Jimmy Gold returned from an Australian tour in 1931, they found themselves

  outside the barring period and in a position to accept an approach from Stoll to play his Alhambra in Leicester Square. Their agent pointed this out to Black suggesting that if he could guarantee

  them a week at the Palladium, they wouldn’t take the Stoll offer. Black responded by giving them their week in Argyll Street, as long as they didn’t mind sharing the bill with Nervo and

  Knox, not to mention Billy Caryll and Hilda Mundy, who appeared on that first bill, but didn’t become part of the famous gang. Furthermore, the show would not consist of their usual, separate

  acts. All three turns would work together. The week commencing 7 December was to be ‘Crazy Week’.24




  Naughton and Gold went crazy. They were generally wary of the whole set-up and particularly suspicious of Jimmy Nervo and Teddy Knox, whom they had suspected of stealing their material in the

  past. Moss Empires’ general manager Val Parnell mollified Naughton and Gold, and the booking went ahead. Naughton and Gold were very much the senior partners, having been together as an act

  since 1908. Jimmy Gold was the writer of the pair, coming up with a lot of the material. Charlie Naughton was, in Roy Hudd’s recollection, the ‘little, pot-bellied butt of all the

  sketches . . . He never had much to say but just walking on as Spartacus or Friar Tuck or Thisbe was enough.’25 Unfortunately, recordings of

  their work haven’t aged well, and they come across as a typical, fair-to-middling, cross-talking double act of the era:




  

    

      

        GOLD: Here we are, Charlie, here we are. Loch Ness.




        NAUGHTON: Loch Ness, we’ll soon catch this monster.




        GOLD: I think it’s a myth.




        NAUGHTON: A myth?




        GOLD: You know what a myth is?




        NAUGHTON: Oh yes, a moth’s sweetheart.




        GOLD: Not at all, it’s a beast, a monster. Now you know what a monster is?




        NAUGHTON: Yes, I married one.




        GOLD: It isn’t a woman I tell you, it’s a beast.




        NAUGHTON: That’s the wife all right.




        GOLD: It’s a big fish, and I know all about big fish. My father had a fish shop in Aberdeen.




        NAUGHTON: Haddie? [A pun on finnan haddie, a smoked haddock dish popular in Aberdeen.]




        GOLD: Yes he had.




        NAUGHTON: Yes, and I know all about fish, and I know about fish roe, such as cod roe, hard roe, soft roe and Rotten Row.




        GOLD: Rotten Row’s not a fish.




        NAUGHTON: It’s a pla[i]ce.26


      


    


  




  Nervo and Knox were a decade younger than Naughton and Gold and had been together since only 1919.27 Both were acrobats by training, and at this

  point in their career were best known for their slow-motion wrestling act. As if this weren’t enough talent on one bill, Nervo and Knox insisted on bringing in ‘Monsewer’ Eddie

  Gray, juggler, prankster, wearer of the most expressive false moustache this side of Harry Tate, and the true inventor of Franglais.




  Black’s main motivation was to make life difficult for Stoll, but ‘the results genuinely surprised him . . . the theatre was packed’.28 Repeat bookings followed, and in June 1932, another act was added to the formula. Bud Flanagan and Chesney Allen were singers of sentimental songs and purveyors of corny

  jokes rather than knockabout comedians. Apart from concerns that their presence would slow the show down, Bud Flanagan’s pushiness, born of an absolute knowledge of his own worth, irritated

  Nervo, Knox, Naughton and Gold. Parnell again smoothed things over and the incumbents began to accept Bud and Ches. So did the audiences, and the new line-up was even more successful than the

  original. The sketches were important, but the main thing was the interplay between the comedians, frequently violent and disruptive as it was. ‘Buckets of water and

  paste fell on performers’ heads in the middle of their act,’ remembered Maureen Owen in her history of the Crazy Gang. ‘Audiences were asked to laugh at the spectacle of one

  person causing bodily injury to another or breaking up a skilled act.’29 The audiences didn’t care for health and safety and so, over

  the next decade, the Crazy Gang became the biggest stars in variety, as well as great favourites of the royal family, continuing the long line of patronage.




  Meanwhile, the ‘Cheeky Chappie’ Max Miller, in a suit made from what appeared to be a pair of curtains, stood slightly stooped by the footlights, and conspired with the audience to

  continue the legacy of bawdiness left by some earlier music hall performers. Even Miller’s racier jokes seem tame by today’s standards, such as the one about the girl of 18 who

  swallowed a pin, but didn’t feel the prick until she was 21. Just to be safe, though, he made sure the audience knew what they were getting with the equivalent of the modern

  broadcaster’s ‘strong language’ disclaimer. He offered them the choice between the white book (clean jokes) and the blue book (his more risqué material). They always chose

  the blue book.




  Aside from pure comedy acts like Miller and the Crazy Gang, show bands were also carving out a niche for themselves by incorporating a comedic element in their act. Jack Payne and Henry Hall

  both went from being hotel bandleaders to national figures in the early years of broadcasting. They capitalized on this fame with touring shows, while shrewd Lancastrian Jack Hylton and bluff,

  matey Londoner Billy Cotton took their dance bands onto the variety stage. Hylton’s main calling card had been his recording associations with HMV and Decca, while Cotton had begun his

  bandleading career at the Palais, Southport in 1925, where he had popularized a dance craze called the Black Bottom. By 1928, his band was resident at the newly opened Astoria in London’s

  Charing Cross Road, and was also recording for the Regal label, and Cotton himself was on his way to becoming a household name.




  Not all of the talent was home-grown, though. In 1933, Duke Ellington’s orchestra headlined at the London Palladium, followed in 1935 by Louis Armstrong, known as

  Satchmo (short for ‘Satchelmouth’). Although the sanitized jazz of the British dance bands was popular, the authentic item was still too advanced for mass consumption at this point.

  ‘The great British public stayed away in their thousands,’ recalled musician and scriptwriter Sid Colin in 1977. ‘For the jazzers, the tour became a pilgrimage, and they followed

  Satchmo from theatre to theatre, often watching and listening marooned in a desert of empty seats.’30




  Until the early twentieth century, live entertainment was the only type available, but the all-powerful bookers eventually had to contend with competition, which came initially from cinemas. The

  earliest movie shows had been items in variety bills, but films soon justified their own dedicated buildings and a new approach to showmanship. In the larger, plusher picture palaces, such as the

  four Astorias built in the inner London suburbs at Brixton, Streatham, Finsbury Park and on the Old Kent Road in the late twenties and early thirties, variety acts played second fiddle to the

  latest sensations from Hollywood. By 1939, there were an estimated 5,500 cinemas in Britain, although the peak of cinema attendances was not reached until 1946, with 1.6 billion, or 31 million

  patrons weekly. When, in the twenties, broadcasting entered the fray, the variety world viewed it more as a threat than an opportunity.




   




  [image: ]




   




  Since its foundation in 1922, the BBC’s stated raison d’être has been to educate, inform and entertain.31 For much of its early history, however, entertainment was emphatically the junior partner. Until 1927, ‘BBC’ stood for British Broadcasting Company; it was a

  private business, set up by a consortium of radio manufacturers so that their customers would have something to listen to on their crystal sets. It might have been in the best interests of these

  parties to make programming as populist as possible, but the new venture was both tightly regulated by the General Post Office (the government agency responsible for telecommunications) and subject to the iron will of its general manager, John Charles Walsham Reith. A son of the manse to whom religion remained vitally important throughout his life,

  Reith was a Scot by birth, an engineer by training and didactic by inclination.




  Acrobats, jugglers and other visual performers could hardly be expected to make much of an impact on the new medium of sound broadcasting, but Reith’s distaste for levity meant that, at

  first, comedians hardly figured either, with the schedules consisting largely of talks and music. At the lighter end of programming, the dance bands employed at the major London hotels were early

  to the microphone, most notably Carroll Gibbons and his Savoy Orpheans – which was an easy job for the outside broadcast team, the Savoy hotel being next to the BBC’s studios in the

  Institute of Electrical Engineers building at Savoy Hill. Not much further away was the Hotel Cecil, where Jack Payne’s band had the residency. In February 1928, Payne joined the Corporation

  as its director of dance music and his band became the BBC Dance Orchestra.




  Reith’s wariness towards performers was echoed by the uncertainty many variety managers, agents and performers felt about broadcasting. It was possible to tour with the same act for years,

  but radio was seen as a voracious consumer of new material, with the added disincentive of poor remuneration. Many bookers put clauses in artists’ contracts forbidding them from broadcasting.

  Walter Payne, head of Moss Empires, refused to have anything to do with the BBC until 1925, when a limited amount of co-operation began. As a result, the wireless had mostly to make do with

  second-rate or untried performers. One of these was a Liverpudlian comedian, Tommy Handley, who began his broadcasting career in a revue called Radio Radiance in 1924. With the wealth of

  experience he was able to gain in these pioneering days, he didn’t remain second-rate for long, and within fifteen years of his radio debut, he was the top broadcasting comedian.




  For a long time, the BBC avoided frivolity altogether on Sundays. Taking 1 November 1924 as a typical Sabbath, broadcasts on 2LO – the BBC’s London station – began at 3pm with

  Big Ben, followed by a march from the Band of Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry, and continued through the classical repertoire, culminating in two broadcasts

  by De Groot and his Piccadilly Orchestra including highlights from Verdi and Wagner. As the twenties gave way to the thirties, the BBC was forced to take the lighter end of its output more

  seriously because of the growth of commercial stations like Radio Paris, Radio Normandie and Radio Luxembourg, which were beaming their signals over from the Continent. Free of regulation and the

  wrath of Reith, they had no need to be solemn. Unsupported by licence fee funding, they took in advertising, and manufacturers were keen to get their names on variety shows. Davy Burnaby, one of

  the stars of the long-running Co-Optimists revue of the twenties, could be found on Radio Luxembourg in the mid-thirties, leading the ‘Rinsoptimists’ in a show sponsored by

  Rinso detergent. His merry band included the young Welsh banjoleist Tessie O’Shea. Meanwhile, George Formby – son of the bronchial northern turn and purveyor of cheeky, but never smutty

  comic songs – was a regular in Feen-A-Mint Fanfare, sponsored by one of the leading laxatives of the day. Without much competition from Reith’s organization, the continental

  stations had the lion’s share of the Sunday listenership.




  The development of variety at the BBC had also been hampered by the absence of a dedicated executive. Although a revue and vaudeville department was created in March 1930, it remained the

  province of the director of drama, initially R.E. Jeffrey, ‘an ex-actor of the boldly extrovert school’.32 Eventually the mantle

  passed to bearded, swordstick-toting Val Gielgud, brother of actor John. The most important early innovator in radio drama, he regarded his variety responsibilities as a nuisance, and was greatly

  relieved, in 1933, when Reith took them away and gave them to Gielgud’s friend, Eric Maschwitz, editor of the Radio Times.




  Maschwitz was ideally suited to being the BBC’s first director of variety, being as much a lyricist, playwright and novelist as he was a journalist. Born in Birmingham, he was educated at

  Repton and Cambridge, devoting more time to his Footlights membership and his extra-curricular writing than to his studies, so that he considered himself lucky to have scraped

  through his finals.33 He moved to London after graduation, published his first novel and married the revue artist Hermione Gingold, which gave him

  a thorough grounding in handling performers. In need of more regular work, he had, at the suggestion of his friend Lance Sieveking, another pioneering BBC producer, applied to join the Company,

  becoming an assistant in the outside broadcast department in 1926. This proved to be a very temporary appointment, as his writing skills made him the ideal internal candidate for the job of

  managing editor at the Radio Times, keeping the brilliant but disorganized editor Walter Fuller in line. Unfortunately, Fuller died of a heart attack within weeks of Maschwitz’s

  appointment, and he suddenly found himself in the editor’s chair.




  Maschwitz’s dual song- and playwriting careers began while he was still at the Radio Times, as a favour to Val Gielgud – his main selling point being that as a BBC staff

  member he wouldn’t need extra payment for such work. He wrote a technically complex radio play based on Compton Mackenzie’s novel Carnival, which ‘used so many studios

  that we practically tied Savoy Hill in knots’.34 Nonetheless, it was judged a success and soon Gielgud was in need of a musical. Maschwitz

  had been introduced to an impecunious young composer called George Posford, and they collaborated on a show called Good Night, Vienna. Maschwitz admitted that ‘the story included

  almost every sugary cliché imaginable’ but praised Posford’s ‘fresh and tuneful’ score.




  To their surprise, the morning after the broadcast, film producer Herbert Wilcox called offering £200 for the film rights. It became one of the first musical talkies to be made in Britain,

  starring Jack Buchanan and Anna Neagle, the future Mrs Herbert Wilcox. It was a success in West End cinemas, but a possibly apocryphal story suggests it was less well received elsewhere. Passing a

  south London cinema where it was showing, Maschwitz is reported to have asked the commissionaire how it was faring. ‘About as well as Good Night, Lewisham would do in Vienna’

  came the reply.




  Maschwitz liked to present himself as a dilettante, to whom things happened largely by happy accident. This belies his considerable natural talent, charm and ability to

  negotiate a path through the already problematic politics of the BBC. Broadcasting House had opened in 1932, and Colonel G. Val Myer’s design was perfect for broadcasting in all but one

  regard: its size. Even from the outset, it was too small for the Corporation’s ever-expanding activities, which included the start of the Empire Service (later External Services, now World

  Service) that year. When Maschwitz took over in 1933, variety had two dedicated studios in the basement of the new building – BA for general ‘vaudeville’ programmes, BB for the

  use of the BBC Dance Orchestra, under the direction of Henry Hall since February 1932. Nonetheless, Maschwitz ‘began to gaze longingly across Langham Place at St George’s

  Hall’.35




  Once the home of David Devant and John Nevil Maskelyne’s magic shows, it had been dark for some time, and Maschwitz suggested that the variety department should take it over. Initially

  sceptical, the engineers conducted acoustic tests and declared that it was not merely adequate for broadcasting but perfect. Maschwitz moved his gargantuan desk (actually a boardroom table that had

  been rejected by the BBC governors) and his staff into the building. This phalanx included new, dedicated producers like John Watt, brought over from the BBC’s Belfast outpost by Gielgud;

  former schoolmaster Bryan Michie, who went on to discover Morecambe and Wise for his Youth Takes A Bow show; and Harry S. Pepper and John Sharman, a pair of hoofers who had both learned

  their trade in concert parties.




  The decision to get out was a mark of Maschwitz’s shrewdness. He noted that, at Broadcasting House, the BBC was ‘undoubtedly on the way to becoming a trifle

  “grand”’, with the weekly Programme Board meeting assuming ‘the hushed solemnity of a Cabinet conference’. St George’s Hall provided ‘a pleasant sense of

  escape’ for the variety department, described variously by Maschwitz as ‘surely the most assorted and co-operative collection of characters ever assembled’, and ‘my band of

  incorrigible bohemians’.36 Unsurprisingly, they thrived in the old theatre atmosphere, away from the sleek, austere modernity of BH –

  as the new building was and remains known to BBC staff.




  Apart from the dance bands, early radio variety had consisted of revues, concert parties and monologues, and these continued well into the thirties with Music Hall,

  produced by John Sharman, and Harry S. Pepper’s Kentucky Minstrels. This programme was very much a continuation of the family business for Pepper, son of Will C. Pepper, who had been

  running blackface minstrel concert parties since the 1890s. Although no make-up was needed for the radio version, the songs remained the same, drawing on the Stephen Foster catalogue. Not that

  Pepper was always looking to the past for inspiration. He was the main instigator of Monday Night at Seven and its successor Monday Night at Eight, a portmanteau show combining

  variety, the ‘Inspector Hornleigh Investigates’ detective stories and ‘Puzzle Corner’, hosted by fellow producer Ronnie Waldman.




  There was innovation in the air too. Producer Max Kester introduced Marx Brothers-style humour to the British airwaves in Danger – Men at Work, which he also wrote, while John

  Watt pioneered a semidocumentary approach in Songs from the Shows, where the stories behind famous compositions were explained. Despite these great strides, variety moguls like GTC boss

  George Black were at best dubious of broadcasting. From October 1928, Black had allowed live relays from the Palladium and the venture was successful enough for Oswald Stoll to join in shortly

  after. However, in 1931, when the economic downturn had kicked in fully, Black pulled out. It took all of Maschwitz’s charm and persuasion to restore relations and show the variety moguls

  that broadcasting was an additional shop window for their artists, not a rival outlet, allowing relays to resume.




  The most lasting success of the Maschwitz era was a show he created himself, the Saturday evening magazine programme In Town Tonight, ‘devised to provide a shop window for any

  topical feature that might bob up’. The first edition was something of a shambles, apart from the final item, where the bandleaders of the day returned to the ranks and played (as they had at

  the silver wedding party of Christopher Stone, the first presenter to make a feature of playing gramophone records on the radio). It improved quickly and remained a fixture in the Saturday evening radio schedules until September 1960. Most memorable of all was its opening sound montage, featuring a Piccadilly flower-seller yelling the programme’s title,

  and sound effects of the London traffic, all of which came to a halt when announcer Freddie Grisewood issued the command ‘STOP!’, making way for Eric Coates’s evocative

  ‘Knightsbridge March’.




  In the summer of 1937, Maschwitz accepted an offer from Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer to become a Hollywood screenwriter. His four years as director of variety had turned the BBC from a grudging provider

  of jollity into an entertainment powerhouse, and it was John Watt’s job to carry on the work.




  The radio had represented a major change in the way the British people were entertained. Previously, making your own entertainment had been a popular option. In pre-music hall days, better-off

  families often had a piano or a harmonium in the front parlour, around which everyone would congregate to sing. Poorer families usually had no such luxury, but banjos, ukuleles and harmonicas could

  be found reasonably cheaply, while rhythmic accompaniment could be improvised on a pair of spoons or bones. The music halls, variety theatres and later the cinemas provided entertainment for all,

  with seats at prices that ranged from reasonable to exorbitant. Most importantly, it was mass entertainment, entertaining thousands at a time. However, broadcasting could entertain millions at a

  time without them having to leave their homes. Of course, those in miserable, drab abodes will have wanted to leave them as often as possible and enter the escapist world of the local Empire or

  Gaumont, but as living standards improved, this became less of an issue. Broadcasting also represented good value. A radio licence cost ten shillings a year at a time when the cheapest seat in the

  Odeon Leicester Square was two shillings and sixpence. This counted for a lot in the depression that stretched from 1929 to the start of the Second World War.
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  During Maschwitz’s reign at St George’s Hall, the development of a new mass medium had been gathering momentum. Between 1924 and 1930, John

  Logie Baird’s experiments in television had progressed from transmitting a crude image of a Maltese cross a few yards to sending real drama and variety, of an admittedly limited nature, over

  long distances. The picture had only 30 lines of resolution, compared with the 625 in a modern standard-definition television image, but it proved a source of fascination to the early adopters of

  the day, who built their own sets or bought a Baird ‘Televisor’ for 25 guineas. The only thing Baird was missing was a decent-sized transmitter, and the obvious answer was to approach

  the BBC. Unfortunately, the appeal of television wasn’t so obvious to Reith, who took against Baird in no uncertain terms, while the Corporation’s chief engineer Peter Eckersley

  admitted to grave misgivings over the technical quality of Baird’s efforts. So the initial approach was rebuffed.




  Eventually, after much negotiation, the BBC agreed to facilitate test transmissions from 30 September 1929, using the 2LO radio transmitter on the roof of Selfridges department store, for half

  an hour each morning with additional trials after closedown. At first, sound and vision could not be transmitted simultaneously, 2LO having only one frequency. Consequently they were broadcast in

  alternating two-minute chunks. The twain met when the twin-wavelength Brookmans Park transmitting station replaced 2LO in early 1930, and soon the first play with synchronized sound and vision was

  broadcast – a production of The Man with the Flower in His Mouth by Luigi Pirandello. By 1932, the experiments had moved from Baird’s premises on Long Acre into the new

  Broadcasting House.




  Entertainment found a home within the new medium from the off, and the gents from St George’s Hall were roped in to organize the pioneering shows, originated in the basement of

  Broadcasting House. One example of an early TV variety show was Looking In, broadcast on 21 April 1933 at 11.12pm. Written by John Watt, with music by Harry S. Pepper, it featured Anona

  Winn – later to become famous as one of the panellists on Twenty Questions – and a dance act by the Paramount Astoria Girls.37 The 30-line transmissions continued until September 1935, but the need for higher definition was obvious. A wing of the Alexandra Palace building in Wood Green was acquired

  for studios and a transmitter mast. The Palace, known to the public as Ally Pally, but in the abbreviation-heavy BBC as AP, had been built in 1873 as an exhibition centre and show place. It was

  intended to be north London’s answer to the Crystal Palace in Sydenham, but was a white elephant from the start. Its lowest ebb came during the First World War when it was used as an

  internment camp for prisoners of war and other enemy aliens.




  When television arrived at AP, the technology was far from finalized. Baird had developed a system capable of 240 lines, initially using a messy and cumbersome process involving a film camera

  from which the film was developed instantaneously, but by the time he achieved this, he no longer had the field to himself. In 1931, the HMV and Columbia record companies had merged to form

  Electric and Musical Industries, or EMI. HMV had been an early leader, but by the time of the merger, the Columbia side of the company was making the running in research and development, thanks to

  a restless inventor called Alan Dower Blumlein. By the early thirties, Blumlein had invented a system of electric recording that beat the existing American-made Westrex system hands down without

  infringing a single patent, and had developed the method of stereo disc recording that would finally be adopted by the industry in 1958. To focus on television, EMI joined forces with the Marconi

  company, with work proceeding at EMI’s Central Research Laboratories in Hayes, under Isaac Shoenberg. By 1936, Shoenberg’s team, in which Blumlein played a vital role, had succeeded in

  producing a purely electronic system, and one that was capable of a 405-line picture using cameras known as Emitrons. A date of 2 November 1936 was set for the launch of the BBC’s new

  high-definition television service, using the Baird and Marconi-EMI systems on alternate weeks. Baird won the toss to go first.




  However, the planners had reckoned without the first director of television, Gerald Cock, who as head of outside broadcasts for BBC Radio, had been used to turning thoughts

  into action quickly. He decided that the Radiolympia exhibition in August 1936 would be an ideal showcase for the new service. The technicians insisted the equipment wouldn’t be ready and the

  producers said there wouldn’t be enough programme material, but, somehow, programme chief Cecil Madden conjured up the required elements and the service was on air over two months early,

  broadcasting both to the exhibition from Alexandra Palace and from the exhibition itself. After a hiatus, while the lessons of the experiment were absorbed and limited test transmissions took

  place, the launch proper went ahead as planned. At 3pm on 2 November, the Baird system went on air with speeches from BBC chairman R.C. Norman, Postmaster General the Rt Hon. G.C. Tryon, Television

  Advisory Committee chairman Lord Selsdon, and Baird chairman Harry Greer. Then, accompanied by the BBC Television Orchestra under the baton of Hyam ‘Bumps’ Greenbaum, Adele Dixon sang a

  song composed for the occasion, called ‘Television is Here’:




  

    

      

        

          

            A mighty maze of mystic, magic rays




            Is all about us in the blue,




            And in sight and sound they trace




            Living pictures out of space




            To bring a new wonder to you.


          


        


      


    


  




  Following Miss Dixon were the black American dancers Buck and Bubbles. Television had launched with a variety show. A bill of only two acts, but the intent was clear. Greenbaum

  conducted a sound-only orchestral interlude between 3.30pm and 4pm, when it was back to the top for the benefit of viewers on the Marconi-EMI system. So, the second programme on British television

  was a repeat.




  Baird’s system was capable of high-quality pictures, but it was held back by the intermediate film technique, which limited camera movement and angles, while also requiring a large

  investment in film stock and processing. Moreover, the ‘Spotlight’ announcement studio required the announcers to wear heavy make-up. Intermediate film was only a

  stopgap while Baird developed suitable electronic cameras, but the Marconi-EMI system had already achieved this with its Emitrons, so from February 1937, the Baird system transmissions were

  discontinued.




  In terms of programming, one of television’s earliest successes was the magazine programme Picture Page, created and produced by Madden, and first broadcast as a test in the

  hiatus between Radiolympia and the full launch. Picture Page was effectively In Town Tonight in vision, with topical items and guests introduced by the Canadian actress Joan

  Miller. Miller ‘connected’ the viewers with the various guests, on a prop switchboard with a television screen in the front panel. No actual recordings of the pre-war run

  survive,38 but the odd Picture Page item does exist on the demonstration film that was shown each morning before live programmes started.

  One of these includes a gorgeous moment where announcer Leslie Mitchell is shown how to eat healthily from the nation’s hedgerows by an aged military gentleman. Sprinkling his chickweed

  liberally with pepper, Mitchell almost chokes on his first mouthful.




  That Picture Page was a small-scale variety show masquerading as an interview programme is underlined by the other programme Miller and Madden worked on: International Cabaret.

  In it, as the title suggests, continental speciality acts working in London’s clubs trekked up to AP to perform for the tiny number of viewers lucky or rich enough to afford a television set.

  Miller linked the acts from her switchboard, which now featured a placard saying ‘Grand Hotel’ instead of a television screen. The edition of 12 March 1937 showcased The Bryants (billed

  as ‘silent comics’), an acrobatic outfit called the Seven Menorcas, singer and dancer Lu Anne Meredith and the Knife-Throwing Denvers.




  Unencumbered by the mutual suspicion of the early days of wireless, even the big stars came up from the West End to feed the new medium. Stanley Lupino and Laddie Cliff, with pianist Billy

  Mayerl – billed by the Radio Times as ‘the Three Musketeers of musical comedy’39 – were televised from Alexandra

  Palace in late January 1937, just as their show Over She Goes was packing them in at the Saville Theatre. Mayerl made a return visit to Ally Pally in March for a

  self-explanatory series called Composer at the Piano.




  Older performers also got a look-in, with Old Time Music Hall, produced by Harry Pringle. One edition in March 1937 starred Fred ‘I’m the Black Sheep of the Family’

  Barnes40 and Harry Champion, both of whose stars had shone brightest in the days before variety. Meanwhile, Harry S. Pepper transferred his radio

  minstrelsy to television with The White Coons Concert Party, first transmitted on 23 January 1937. Along with Pepper and Doris Arnold on their two pianos, and banjo dervish

  ‘Lightning’ Joe Morley, comedian Tommy Handley – already a wireless veteran – made his first television appearance.




  The size and scope of the shows was limited by the size of the studios: Alexandra Palace A (the Marconi-EMI studio) and B were both 70 feet by 30 feet. Really big shows could be staged by

  linking them, but performers had to rush down the corridor separating the studios between scenes. Another limitation was the technology of the time, the Emitron cameras having a limited depth of

  field. However, taking an outside broadcast unit to a theatre enabled larger-scale spectacles to reach the small screen. One such outing was organized for 12 September 1939, for the premiere of the

  new musical comedy I Can Take It at the Coliseum, starring husband and wife performers Jessie Matthews and Sonnie Hale. Viewers were promised ‘a medley of boiled shirts, fashionable

  dresses, wisecracks, and opulence’41 as distinguished guests were accosted in the foyer by announcer Leslie Mitchell; this was to be

  followed by fellow announcer Lionel Gamlin interviewing Matthews and Hale in their dressing room and then, finally, the opening of the show itself.




  Sadly, the viewers would have seen nothing but blank screens. On 1 September 1939, in anticipation of the declaration of war, the Television Service closed down. The primary

  reason was the fear that the Alexandra Palace transmitter would be an invaluable navigational aid for the Luftwaffe. The instruction was to close at noon, but a Mickey Mouse cartoon,

  Mickey’s Gala Premiere, went out as planned at 12.05pm, followed by the test card for fifteen minutes, then closedown.42
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  War brought television to a temporary halt but it didn’t kill off radio completely, though rationalization was required. The National and Regional Programmes were merged

  immediately into a single programme – the Home Service – transmitted nationally on just two wavelengths. Again, the idea was to fox the Luftwaffe. If all transmitters were using the

  same frequency, it would be harder to use them for directions. The variety department was evacuated, at first to Bristol, its work now of vital importance in maintaining morale. Through the

  disarray of the move, organist Sandy MacPherson almost single-handedly kept the schedules going from the Compton theatre organ in St George’s Hall, playing tuneful light music wherever a gap

  had opened up. Once the new shop was set up, the pre-war hits continued their runs.




  The biggest hit was the comedy show Bandwaggon, starring ‘big-hearted’ Arthur Askey and Richard ‘Stinker’ Murdoch. The series had started badly in January 1938,

  facing cancellation after only three shows. It was rescued when its stars took over the writing themselves and moved the bulk of the action to a fictitious flat on the roof of Broadcasting House,

  where they lived with a menagerie that included a goat called Lewis and a cockerel called Gerald (almost certainly an homage to the BBC’s director of television, Gerald Cock). Characters such

  as the charlady Mrs Bagwash and her daughter Nausea were introduced, along with catchphrases like ‘Ay theng yew’ and ‘proper humdrum’, and soon the show became a firm

  favourite. The two stars were contrasting, but complementary characters: Askey was an earthy Liverpudlian concert-party performer with a love of corny jokes, while the Cambridge-educated Murdoch

  was urbane and well-spoken. However, they accounted for only twenty minutes of each show (which sometimes lasted an hour, sometimes forty minutes), the rest consisting of fairly straight items like

  ‘Mr Walker Wants To Know’, in which an actor called Syd Walker presented moral dilemmas and asked ‘What would you do, chums?’




  This slot was ideal in wartime, as it could be used to underline matters of national importance, such as security. In the show of 30 September 1939, barely a month after the

  outbreak of war, Walker demonstrated the dangers of listening to gossip. The rumour was out that the Germans had sunk HMS Rodney. Eventually, it emerges that a small freighter has been

  sunk, but that the captain and all the crew have been saved. The captain’s name? Rodney.




  War changed the flavour of the comedy slightly too. In peacetime, head of variety John Watt had commented that ‘it is said that there are only six jokes in the world, and I can assure you

  that we cannot broadcast three of them’. (Proscribed topics included marital infidelity, stuttering and deafness, although Watt was unsure how deaf people were able to complain about

  programmes they couldn’t hear.) By October 1939, he’d decided that there had been ‘an addition to the list of permissible jokes in the person of Hitler’.43 In the same show as Mr Walker’s careless talk dilemma, Murdoch and Askey made full use of the concession:




  

    

      

        MURDOCH: Let’s tell them the joke about old Nasty’s father and mother.




        ASKEY: No, the censor had that out this morning, if I remember rightly.




        MURDOCH: Yes, in any case, Big, remember what we agreed. We were going to give old Nasty a rest this week and talk about something

        else for a change.




        ASKEY: Yes, but I feel you’d like to say something about him, you know. He’s pinched a lot of our publicity, hasn’t

        he? I mean, he’s had his name in the paper every day this week.




        MURDOCH: Anyway, Mrs Bagwash isn’t worried about him.




        ASKEY: Oh, she doesn’t care a hoot. She said to me this morning ‘It’s no good those Germans sitting up in those

        balloons over London trying to frighten us, because they can’t.’44


      


    


  




  This influential series came to an end in November 1939, and the job of entertaining the nation fell to other comedy shows, such as Happidrome and Garrison

  Theatre. Three service-based comedy shows played an important part too: from the fictitious HMS Waterlogged came Navy Mixture with Eric Barker and Jon

  Pertwee; the Army contributed Stand Easy with Charlie Chester; while the Royal Air Force pitched in with the most enduring of the three, the sublime, whimsical Much Binding in the

  Marsh, written by its stars, Kenneth Horne, and, on vital war work, Richard Murdoch.




  However, the true successor to Bandwaggon in the listeners’ affections had begun in July 1939, under a title borrowed from a newspaper headline about ‘Old Nasty’:

  It’s That Man Again. That man was Askey’s fellow Liverpudlian Tommy Handley, by now a consummate radio performer. With almost everyone apart from the Daily Express

  acknowledging that war was just around the corner, Ted Kavanagh’s pun-laden, quick-fire scripts included a German spy character, Funf, from the second show; he was played by Jack Train,

  speaking sideways into a glass tumbler for a telephone effect. Just how quick-fire ITMA was is remembered by John Ammonds, who joined the BBC as a 29-shillings-a-week sound effects

  operator in 1941, aged 17. After a month’s training in London, he received the call to go west:




  

    

      

        They said ‘How do you fancy going to Bristol for a month?’ I didn’t realize that would be the start of about thirty years in light

        entertainment. We did ITMA live. It makes me shudder to think of that now. Most of the effects were done at the microphone because we couldn’t time it on disc. That was an

        incredible experience with all the teamwork. I’ve got a picture of me somewhere, blowing bubbles into a bowl for the ‘Don’t forget the diver’ sound effect. Horace

        Percival [who played the Diver] on one side, Tommy on the other and me with a BBC soup bowl. It was very fast-moving for its time, although all the puns are a bit tiresome

        now.45


      


    


  




  It soon became apparent that Bristol was not the safe haven that the BBC variety department had hoped for. Ammonds remembers the air raids being worse than those he’d experienced in

  London. One night, the sound effects library took a direct hit. Thankfully, no one was hurt, but a safer berth was soon found at Bangor on the north Wales coast, and the

  variety department moved there in April 1941. Ammonds’s memories of the place are very fond: ‘I spent an incredible two and a half years in Bangor, learning show business. No university

  could give me the instruction I had in that time. I was working with Jack Buchanan, Evelyn Laye, Robb Wilton and all these big stars of the time.’




  Bangor proved to be ideal until London was deemed safe enough again in the summer of 1943, though Ammonds does recall one incident there:




  

    

      

        One night, a German bomber must have got lost coming back from bombing Belfast, and jettisoned a couple of bombs on Bangor. We were in the middle of

        transmission, from a church hall. On the archive recording, suddenly you hear this crunch. They took us off the air, because they didn’t want the Germans to know where we were. Charlie

        Shadwell was conducting, Kay Cavendish and Paula Green were singing ‘It Ain’t What You Do, It’s the Way That You Do It’, and the German pilot must have taken

        heed.46


      


    


  




  By May 1944, ITMA had the ears of 40 per cent of the listening public, and it was credited with a major role in keeping morale high on the home front. Once the euphoria of victory had

  passed, however, it became clear that the world of variety had changed forever.




  





  
CHAPTER TWO
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  A wizard time for all




  Victory in Europe came on 8 May 1945, and the response was a massive national sigh of relief, followed by the sort of party that can only come after nearly six years of having

  very little to celebrate. Hubert Gregg, who had written ‘Maybe It’s Because I’m a Londoner’, wrote a song about getting lit up when the lights went on in London, and many

  followed the lyrics to the letter. Trafalgar Square was awash with drunken revellers, some up lamp-posts, others in the fountains. For the first few hours of peace, at least, the nation was happy

  to entertain itself.




  The post-war era of radio variety began at 8.30pm on Thursday 10 May 1945, with V-ITMA, purporting to be a live relay from the seaside town of Foaming at the Mouth. It opened with an

  exhortation to wave flags and greet Mayor Handley as he gave a speech from the balcony of the town hall. Some of the local urchins chose to greet the Mayor with their catapults while other more

  civic-minded children suggested that he was ‘a jolly decent chap’ who was ‘going to give us a wizard time’.1 For the next

  four years until his untimely death, Tommy Handley did give the nation a wizard time, and when he passed on, his was a hard act to follow.




  ITMA and radio variety adjusted to peacetime conditions very swiftly, despite losing many humorous targets with the demise of the Nazis. Radio was still the dominant entertainment

  medium, television being off-air until the summer of 1946 and, even then, some years away from being a mass medium. Live variety was important, but it took a couple of years of

  peace to get back to full strength in its metropolitan heartland, while in the provinces it never regained its former glory.




  Many stage performers had been working in theatres of war, entertaining the troops at the behest of the Entertainments National Service Association (ENSA). Slowly, the West End began to regain

  an element of its pre-war vitality with the return of some of the biggest names. The Palladium passed on the reunion of the Crazy Gang, which proved to be the gain of the Victoria Palace. On 17

  April 1947, Bud Flanagan, Jimmy Nervo, Teddy Knox, Charlie Naughton and Jimmy Gold opened in Together Again, as big a success as any of their earlier shows. The Times welcomed

  their return fulsomely, declaring that ‘together, these comedians are irresistible. Gravity, which may hold its own against Flanagan or against Nervo and Knox or against Naughton and Gold,

  cannot co-exist with the mere idea of them as a gang.’ This was no hyperbole. By 1949, all of the Crazy Gang were getting on a bit, with Naughton and Gold in their early sixties, but their

  miscreant child tendencies remained fully intact and, on their night, they were quite able to defy the forces of nature, being one themselves.




  When Together Again came to an end on 29 October 1949, bandleader Billy Cotton and ample Welsh singer ‘Two Ton’ Tessie O’Shea brought in their touring show, Tess

  and Bill, to fill the gap. Agent Leslie Grade offered both stars the option of a salary or a percentage, as Billy Cotton’s son Sir Bill Cotton remembers:




  

    

      

        My father said ‘I’ll take the salary if you don’t mind,’ because he had to pay twenty men at the end of the week. He’d lost

        quite a bit of money by then. She took a percentage. They went round and round the country, and it was a hell of a good combination. Tessie O’Shea was wonderful. She was a pain in the

        arse, but she was a great performer. Eventually, she put the show in at the Victoria Palace. She’d got 65 per cent of it or something, and the old man said to her ‘You’re

        very silly.’ They booked Jimmy Wheeler and Reg Dixon to come in with them, to boost it, but by this time, they’d been to the Metropolitan Edgware Road twice, the Golders Green Hippodrome twice and all the London theatres. The old man said ‘They won’t pay a pound or whatever it was to see a show that they’ve already seen

        for 4s 6d.’ It didn’t do very well.2


      


    


  




  Cotton’s agent Leslie Grade was part of a new breed of variety agents. For much of the history of show business, artist representation had been the province of a plethora of one-man (or

  woman) operations in miniscule offices on or just off London’s Charing Cross Road. Turns would call at a grille in the door, ask if there was any work for them and be informed either one way

  or the other without necessarily entering the office. There were a few large agencies, with correspondingly magnified clout. Harry Foster’s agency in particular stood out from the herd,

  partly because it had expanded by taking over another significant rival, Hymie Zahl’s Vaudeville Agency. It was also the London affiliate of the gargantuan William Morris agency in the US.

  So, when Val Parnell brought Danny Kaye over to headline at the Palladium, the deal was done through Foster’s.




  However, in the years immediately after the Second World War, Lew Grade and his brother Leslie had built up an agency that was, in time, to dominate show business. The Grade ascendancy is the

  classic immigrant success story – Lew proving that a clever Russian Jewish boy could come from nothing to be one of the most powerful men in his chosen field. With rumours of pogroms

  circulating and the certainties of old Russia disintegrating, Isaac and Olga Winogradsky had left the Ukrainian town of Tokmak in 1912, with their two sons, five-year-old Louis and two-year-old

  Boris, and ended up in Whitechapel, east London. Back home, Isaac had been the proprietor of a couple of very early cinemas, but in Whitechapel he had to find work in clothing factories, where the

  hours were long and the pay was low. In 1916, a third son, Lazarus, was born, and by 1921 Isaac had his own workshop, elevating the family from grinding poverty to merely extreme poverty.




  Louis had distinguished himself at school, particularly with figures, but had reluctantly been drawn into the family business. His head for arithmetic soon got him out of

  the machine room into book-keeping for a larger textile company, but his heart was never in it. His escape came in the mid-twenties with the Charleston craze. He and Bernard (as Boris had become,

  after a period as Barnet) were naturals at the new dance, and showed their skills extensively in the local ballrooms. They won almost every competition they entered and eventually turned

  professional. For professional purposes, Louis anglicized his name to Louis Grad, but when a poster for a Paris engagement misspelled his surname as ‘Grade’, he kept the misspelt

  version.




  By 1935, after nearly a decade on the stage, the physical nature of the work was getting to him. He also realized that the Charleston had a finite shelf life and that he wasn’t a good

  enough dancer for anything else. So he decided to become an agent, joining the office of Joe Collins, then a show business colossus, now better known as the father of Joan and Jackie. He proved so

  good at the job that the firm became Collins & Grade. The secret of his success was being at his desk by 7am. By the time Collins arrived, his partner had done a morning’s worth of deals

  already. Bernard, who had adopted the stage name Delfont, joined briefly before striking out on his own. Then kid brother Leslie, as Lazarus had become, came in as office boy before he too went

  into business on his own. When Leslie was called up for service in the RAF, it looked like his agency would have to close, but big brother stepped in. Lew’s own military service had been cut

  short by water on the knee – an industrial injury for a dancer – so he was available. Moreover, his relationship with Collins had become fractious, so he was looking for a way out. With

  £10,000 invested by cinema owners Sid and Phil Hyams, Lew and Leslie Grade Ltd was founded and Leslie went to war knowing his business was in safe hands.3 When they were reunited, the agency went from strength to strength.




  They were a contrasting pair. Leslie was quiet, Lew was a larger-than-life character, who enjoyed playing the part of the mogul, complete with a gigantic cigar. While no one of his stature could

  ever be completely free of enemies, Lew Grade inspired a great deal of loyalty and affection from across the board. If the Grade organization was a dictatorship, as rivals

  sometimes alleged, it was a largely benign one. The business side of things was important, but it was just the means. Entertainment was the end.




  Everyone had a Lew Grade story, many of which were apocryphal. One that wasn’t, by his own admission, involved a juggler at the Finsbury Park Empire. Grade asked the performer how much he

  was getting. ‘Twenty-five pounds’ a week came the answer. Grade replied that this was preposterous, and that he could easily get forty. ‘Who’s your agent?’ Grade

  asked. Came the reply: ‘You are, Mr Grade.’ Lew got the headlines, but Peter Prichard, who began as an office boy with Hymie Zahl in 1947 and worked for the Grades from 1954, is in no

  doubt about the quiet one’s status. ‘Leslie was the best of all of them,’ he asserts.




  As well as representing the biggest names, the Grades had another ace in the hole. Traditionally, circuit bookers and promoters built the bills, leaving the agencies to take their 10 per cent.

  With business in decline, though, the bookers wanted to reduce their risks, as Peter Prichard explains:




  

    

      

        The whole of light entertainment changed during the war. The theatres weren’t taking the gambles. They were frightened of opening because of the

        bombing. People like the Grades convinced the theatres to let them package the shows. The risks were high, but the rewards were good – 65/35 was about right. You had the power then of

        putting your own shows in, but you were still governed by the actual theatre companies. They wouldn’t take anything, they’d only take what they wanted. ‘We don’t want

        that act, we’ve had a bad report.’ But the agents, really, became producers. The only one who didn’t was Harry Foster, because he didn’t believe in it. He’d send

        his acts to Leslie Grade for him to package. That was a problem for Foster’s, but all the others took the gamble.4


      


    


  




  By the end of Tess and Bill’s run, Billy Cotton’s bankability had increased massively, due to radio exposure. He and the band had been broadcasting regularly since the early

  thirties, but on 5 February 1949, the first Billy Cotton Band Show had gone out. This programme was to cement Cotton’s reputation as something of a national

  treasure, and was to be one of the first all-new shows of post-war radio variety. For the next twenty years, his theme tune ‘Somebody Stole My Gal’ and his raucous shout of ‘Wakey

  Wakey!’ – inspired by the musicians’ lethargy on that first Sunday morning after a week of late nights on the road – became synonymous with the smell of roast beef, as

  Cotton Junior acknowledges:




  

    

      

        If they’d put that show on at about four o’clock in the afternoon, it would have come and gone without anybody noticing. But it just happened

        that he hit on that catchphrase, which was an accident. It gave the wife the thing of saying to the husband or to the children ‘be home before Billy Cotton shouts “wakey

        wakey”’. And then what followed was half an hour where nobody had to listen, really. It just created an atmosphere of jollity in the room.5


      


    


  




  Other shows came along to refresh the radio variety roster, keep the millions listening and continue fostering a national sense of unity, as the wartime warhorses came to their natural ends. The

  direct replacement for ITMA, starting in April 1949, just three months after Handley’s death, was Ray’s a Laugh. It was a sketch show with situation comedy elements,

  starring Ted Ray with a supporting cast that occasionally included the young Peter Sellers. Ted Ray, like George Formby, hailed from Wigan, but they were very different performers. Formby relied on

  songs rather than patter, whereas Ray (real name, Charles Olden) was a gag merchant, although he did have musical leanings, having begun his performing career by inverting his surname and going out

  as ‘Nedlo the Gypsy Violinist’. Ray’s a Laugh was one of the major hits of post-war radio comedy and ran from April 1949 to January 1961, but while Ray was undoubtedly a

  skilled comedian, the material was safe, domestic and gentle, as one listener, John Fisher, recalls:




  

    

      

        One joke particularly stays in my mind. One weekend, Ted Ray and Kitty Bluett, to whom he was married on the show, went to Paris.

        Kitty said to Ted, ‘I’m just going downstairs to look at the magazines.’ He said, ‘Darling, you can look at magazines at home.’ She replied, ‘In French,

        magazine means shop.’ That was the standard.6


      


    


  




  It fell to Take It From Here to push back the boundaries, with scripts by Frank Muir and Denis Norden that combined cleverness and erudition with a dogged refusal to let a good pun pass

  by. (In a sketch about the return from university of a Punch and Judy man’s son: ‘You were very lucky to get him in at the Royal College of Puppets and Marionettes.’ ‘Well,

  naturally I had to pull a few strings.’7) Before his wartime service in the Royal Air Force, Norden had been one of the youngest cinema

  managers in London, working for a period at the cavernous, luxurious Trocadero, Elephant and Castle. Muir had no previous show business form, but both emerged into civilian life intent on becoming

  comedy writers. Fate brought them together in the Cinephone arthouse cinema on Oxford Street, when they were the only people to laugh at an apparently straight line of dialogue. Both were tall,

  urbane, witty, clever men, and these qualities came through in the comedy they wrote together.
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