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LIFE AND DEATH IN THE SAWDUST CIRCLE


The circus has been with us since Roman times, but it has never been more diverse and captivating, the global success of the spectacular Cirque du Soleil just one testament to its enduring and universal appeal. In Britain alone there are traditional family circuses for kids and arty shows for adults, circuses in tents and circuses in theatres, circuses with animals and circuses without, the Circus of Horrors for clubbers, the comedy-based Circus Hilarious and cabaret-style hybrids on the burlesque circuit – and this form of entertainment is popular around the world.


What all circuses have in common are the extraordinary skills, dedication and lifestyle of those involved – a unique strain of performers who blend the discipline of sports stars with the razzmatazz of showbiz; itinerant entertainers who have often had circus blood in their families for generations; world-class gymnasts who risk death twice daily, serve on the tea stand in between shows and help take down the big top afterwards. Circus Mania is a journey into this unique world, each chapter an access-all-areas pass to a different circus, talking to the trapeze flyers, clowns, animal trainers and showmen about their lives, work and customs and offering insight into the development of this traditional entertainment from the earliest times.


DOUGLAS MCPHERSON has written extensively about the stage and circus for many years, and Circus Mania, his new book – the only one of its kind – is an expert guide to the history and culture of the circus.
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Welcome to …
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In memory of Eva
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Patrons will note that, owing to the HAZARDOUS nature of circus, all acts are subject to CHANGE without notice. Please do not try any of the following stunts yourself. Smoking is NOT allowed in the big top. Please turn OFF your mobile phone. We hope you ENJOY the show.





WELCOME TO TBE CIRCUS
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What is circus? Perhaps the word brings to your mind a big top, an enormous striped tent with grass underfoot and the cry of ‘Roll up, roll up’ in the air. Maybe you think of a white clown face with a red ping-pong ball for a nose. Or a man on stilts. Or elephants in tiaras and tutus.


Perhaps the word conjures darker images: the sinister clowns of horror films; Victorian lion tamers with oily moustaches and cracking whips; cruelty hidden behind the curtain.


Maybe you hear such names as Barnum, Smart and Cottle. Or perhaps you picture the lavish Las Vegas spectacle of Cirque du Soleil.


When I began my journey into circus I had only distant childhood memories of an entertainment I believed long defunct. To my amazement, I discovered the most thrilling performances and exciting shows that I have encountered in any field of entertainment. I found people performing feats of agility and skill that seemingly made the impossible possible. I saw circuses aimed at nightclub audiences and circuses aimed at the arts crowd. I saw shows at the cutting edge of theatrical production values and others that kept alive the tradition of sawdust, elephants and tigers.


I also found that I was not the only person to have overlooked this world within the circus ring. While theatre, music and literary criticism abound, there was almost no serious writing about circus. The papers might report an animal-rights protest outside the big top or offer a perfunctory review of Cirque du Soleil. But where was the authoritative comparison of one contortionist’s routine with another? Where was the informed debate on the merits of narrative circus, or the changing character of clowning? Where were the celebrity circus stars, the poster boys and girls of their profession?


I wanted to redress the balance by looking critically at the many varied styles of circus being performed today: the rock’n’roll razzmatazz of the Great Yarmouth Hippodrome; the gymnastic lion dance of the Chinese State Circus; the breathtaking ice show of Cirque de Glace.


There is a rich history to be told, stretching back to the father of modern circus, Philip Astley, in eighteenth-century London, and beyond, to the arenas of ancient Rome and the variety theatre of China, more than 2,000 years ago. But it was not the history itself that fascinated me so much as the way in which the traditions of those past centuries live on, consciously and unconsciously, in the performers and performances of today.


Julius Fucik’s century-old circus music, ‘Entrance of the Gladiators’, isn’t history, because you can hear it today, with the smell of camel wee in your nose and horses galloping by as they did in the days of Astley. You can see the most progressive of clowns performing routines that nobody in the audience will realize were considered oldies but goodies eighty years ago.


In the pages that follow, you will therefore find all the famous historical figures that shaped circus, from the American showman Barnum, creator of the ‘Greatest Show on Earth’, to the Frenchman Jules Léotard, the original ‘Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze’.


But rather than seeing them presented as a chronological circus history, you will find them mixed in with the contemporary performers whose lives and work they continue to inform. So the story of Joseph Grimaldi, the father of clowning, sits next to that of nineteen-year-old rising star Bippo. The Victorian freak show is described alongside today’s Circus of Horrors. They mirror and illuminate each other in a world where the past and present (and doubtless the future, too) mingle as easily as the concepts of possible and impossible, reality and illusion.


Most of all, this book is about the characters that populate today’s circus scene. People such as Britain’s only female tiger trainer; the German tax-office worker who trained alone for years to become a sword-swallower; the great showmen such as Gerry Cottle, who ran away with the circus when he was fifteen years old.


They are a breed apart from any other entertainer. Their stories have seldom been told before, and I want you to hear them as they told them to me, in their own words, for it is in their personal testimonies, juxtaposed with descriptions of their acts, that the history and the spirit of circus are most fully revealed.





Chapter 1


EVA
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In her last ever appearance …


I remember the elephants – just. It was a long time ago, and I was very small. But I can remember their legs, as thick and long as tree trunks, with a similar rough, cracked texture, and their big, disc-like feet as they marched along the high street. I remember looking up at their enormous curved sides – which looked black, in silhouette – and seeing each of their trunks holding the tail of the animal in front.


It’s odd that I remember them in the street, not the big top. I couldn’t tell you what they did in the big tent on my local park, but I remember being there. I remember the strange light beneath the canvas, the trampled mud and grass beneath my feet (because you notice the ground more when you’re little; you’re much closer to it), the dark red poles and the curved rows of wooden bench seats.


My memories of the show are fragmentary. I remember them clanging together sections of fence to build a cage around the ring and, particularly, a curved, barred tunnel that led through from the edge of the tent. I remember how flimsy those bars looked and how large the gaps between them seemed to be. I remember well the low growl – or perhaps it was a purr or maybe just the rasp of his breath on the chilled air – as a lion with lean haunches and a big shaggy mane ran through the tunnel to the ring. I was on the end seat, and he was very close. What the lions did in the ring, though, I am again at a loss to recall.


Memories of a row of lions sitting obediently on metal stands are from later, although not much later, television specials. Billy Smart’s, perhaps, in black and white at Christmas.


The trapeze flyers were and are a blur. I can recall the tiny figures in their glittery leotards, with their swings and platforms glinting in the lights, high above my twisted-back head, in the vertiginous heights at the very top of the tent. But I was too young to appreciate their skill and daring, and their performance was too distant for me to engage with.


Naturally, I remember the clowns more clearly. One was dressed as what I would now recognize as a harlequin, with a shimmering pom-pommed outfit, white face and tall pointed hat. He seemed to be in charge, an aloof figure – a straight man maybe. Another clown wore a floppy brown suit and tramp-like trilby with a mop of orange hair sticking out from under it. He had a red nose like a ping-pong ball and a bucket of water balanced on a broomstick. We knew it was water because he and a pal had spent a lot of time soaking each other with bucketloads of the stuff. I remember the audience cringing back as he tottered towards them, then tripped in his outsize clown boots. But the bucket turned out to be fixed to the broom … and spilled only feathers or scraps of paper or some such.


They also had a terrific clown car that spluttered around the ring, losing doors and mudguards and backfiring with a firecracker BANG that made my mother jump right off the bench.


After the show we went backstage into another, smaller tent, rich with the tang of dung and hay, where we joined a queue to meet the animals – horses and maybe a camel or two – in their pens. It was a warm and cosy experience, not unlike visiting the police horses in their stables behind the police station on the high street.


We were animal lovers, whether hamsters and rabbits in the pet shop or ducks on the big pond in the cemetery.


Happy memories, then, but distant ones.


That first visit to the circus, at such an early age that I can’t even guess at how old I was, was to be my last for decades.


As an older child I was taken to the cinema (the pictures, as we called it), museums, a Dr Who exhibition and even, occasionally, a zoo or wildlife park but never again to a circus. Not that other forms of live entertainment featured much in my cultural life either; it was the television age, and we weren’t a theatre-going family.


Occasionally a circus was glimpsed on television, but as I grew older the word became sullied by a general acceptance, in my house at least, that if circuses weren’t actually physically cruel to animals (and I can remember a few tabloid exposés that claimed they definitely were) then the idea of performing animals was in itself cruel or demeaning.


Gradually, circus faded, unmissed, from my radar – and I guess not only from mine. When I was a teenager and young adult, people talked about gigs, films, clubs, maybe stand-up comedy or even fringe theatre. But circus? It might have ceased to exist.


So when The Stage, the theatrical newspaper for which I have been reviewing plays, pantomimes and seaside variety shows, asks me to review the Hippodrome Circus in Great Yarmouth I really don’t know what to expect. I certainly don’t expect the steamy humidity of a jungle, the pungency of chlorine … and synchronized swimmers.


The Hippodrome, celebrating its hundredth anniversary as a circus venue, is a circular building, with steeply raked tiers of seats encircling its central ring – a Colosseum-like design that has earned it the nickname ‘East Anglia’s mini Albert Hall’.


As the show resumes after the interval, the red carpet that covers the ring has been removed to reveal glossy light-blue wooden boards. As the Weather Girls’ disco hit ‘It’s Raining Men’ fills the auditorium, six girl dancers are doing a ‘Singing in the Rain’-style routine in short shiny macs and high heels. They put up their umbrellas as four fountains erupt into life from around the edge of the ring, shooting multiple jets of water maybe twenty feet into the air. It’s a great accompaniment to the routine. But as the ‘rain’ cascades down upon the dancers, isn’t the water sloshing around on the boards beneath their feet getting a little deep?


The dancers skip off and the music changes to the thunderous drama of the opening theme from the film 2001: A Space Odyssey – which is also the music Elvis used to open his Las Vegas shows. Lights strobe and swirl around the darkened venue, distracting us, while the fountains continue to pour gallons of water into the ring, the surface of which has become a boiling cauldron beneath the ceaseless torrent.


When the lights and music finally still, the floor of the stage has disappeared completely. There’s just blue water, from the middle of which six swimmers, in caps and goggles, suddenly leap like dolphins, ready to commence their synchronized routine.


A hundred years after its instigation by showman George Gilbert, the Hippodrome’s party-piece transformation scene from circus ring to swimming pool has lost none of its magic. It even gets a smile and faintly disbelieving shake of the head from my host Peter Jay, the venue’s current owner, despite the many times he has seen it before.


‘It’s hard to imagine what it would have looked like by gaslight in 1903,’ says Jay. With a laugh, he adds, ‘It might not have smelled very nice because they didn’t have any filtration and they had elephants and horses performing directly above the water!’


Ah yes, the elephants. Peter used to have them. He talks fondly of how they would take their exercise out on the beach and go for a swim in the sea between shows. Like many circus owners, however, Jay dispensed with animals a decade or more ago. As one of the art form’s leading modernizers his decision was pragmatic.


‘People, and especially the press, can never think about circus without wondering whether it’s got animals. Should it have? Shouldn’t it have? Are they well looked after? They’ve always been fantastically looked after as far as I’ve seen. But now, without animals, it’s an easier product to sell because there’s no discussion about that.’


What Jay delivers instead of horses and lions is spectacle. He dresses circus up with an exciting blend of ear-splitting chart music, nightclub lighting and MTV-style dance routines – not to mention his fountains and swimmers. But behind all the razzle-dazzle are human circus skills that rely on one thing alone: the almost unbelievable skill, strength and bravery of the men and women who perform them.


Closing the first half of the show are perhaps the most daring performers of them all, the nut-brown, wire-muscled Valez Brothers on their enormous rotating Wheel of Death. How to describe the towering apparatus upon which they risk their lives twice daily? For the risk is real. Experienced performers have slipped and died doing this act. Imagine a windmill with two tapering sails, each about eight feet long and constructed from two layers of criss-crossed shiny metal, like the hollow gantry of a crane. Now picture a man-sized hamster wheel attached to the end of each sail … and the whole contraption revolving around its centre, the uppermost wheel rising nearly thirty feet into the air as the lower swishes just above the ground. While the lights flash and sweep around the arena, and chilli-pepper-hot Latin music blasts out madly, the Valez Brothers run around the inside of these two revolving hamster wheels and then around the outside.


Actually they don’t run. They dance and leap. They jog backwards. They do handstands. They take huge bounds into the air as the wheel spins away beneath their feet, rejoining it with a clang, their weight and motion making it revolve ever faster.


My breath is held and my heart is in my mouth just watching, as I marvel at the apparent recklessness with which they flirt with death. One missed footing, one misjudgement, would mean a fall, a broken bone or worse. But these boys don’t just ignore the danger, they embrace it; they love it.


Several times they use their balanced weight to stop the wheel so that it is completely horizontal or at ‘ten to four’. Their black hair slicked down with oil and their brown chests glistening with sweat, they bare their teeth in the widest of grins as they swivel their hips in time to the music, revelling in their own daring. Whistling and shouting, Mardi Gras style, they slap their hands together, encouraging us to clap along. And then they’re off again, leaping and running, perpetually seeming so close to missing their footing, but always making it, half a heartbeat from disaster, as the wheel rolls on.


It’s as I watch the Valez Brothers that I first become fascinated with the circus breed and the mysterious glue that binds them to their life of peril. They are, there is no doubt, a breed apart. Somewhere between show business and sport, but standing apart from both, they seem to exist for no other purpose than to make the impossible possible.


I don’t get to ask the Valez Brothers why they do what they do, although in truth I don’t need to, because I can see the reason in their grinning eyes and teeth; no drug could give a man such a high.


But I do talk to Eva.


Eva Garcia performs on the aerial silk. It is a graceful act, equal parts artistic and gymnastic, a gravity-defying ballet performed in the air high above our heads. Climbing two broad but fine bands of silk that hang from the roof of the Hippodrome, she throws figures and strikes poses, letting go with her hands and trusting her weight to the silk as she rearranges it in loops and coils around her waist, a knee or ankle.


Eva is a stunningly attractive woman, whose green eyes and exotic features are evidence of her mixture of Spanish, English and Irish blood – and, perhaps more than anything, circus blood. Her suppleness in her red-and-white costume belies her thirty-eight years. In the spotlight, to the stirring music of the Hippodrome’s closing theme, ‘Time to Say Goodbye’, she makes her routine look effortless.


In the cold light of a Great Yarmouth morning, Eva reveals the life of hard knocks and loneliness behind the glitter.


‘There are a lot of good things about the circus,’ she says in her strong Spanish accent. ‘But then there are a lot of bad things. It’s very tough, mentally and physically. You really have to love it to live in the circus.’


Already that week Eva had suffered bruises because the humidity was making her hands slip on the silk. Earlier in her career, injuries had forced her to change from a wire-walking act in which she performed back summersaults no other woman attempted. Yet, despite the scars, dislocations and operations, and the danger she is too superstitious to talk about, the modest, warm-hearted performer has no intention of giving up a life she has led from the age of seven and which has been in her family for over a hundred years. She has, in fact, just ended a nine-year relationship in favour of a nomadic existence travelling all over the globe, often driving alone at night with all her worldly possessions in the caravan behind her.


‘He wasn’t in the business and he could never handle me going away for months at a time. But I couldn’t give up my life. I’m still too young.’


Estimating she has another ten years of performing ahead of her, Eva says the main change in circus during her lifetime has been in the area of presentation.


‘The music, the lights, the costumes are all part of the act. If I still had the wire-walking act nowadays, I would present more and wouldn’t do as many hard tricks.’ With a laugh, she concludes, ‘You still have to have good tricks, but these days you don’t have to kill yourself.’


It’s a good quote, and it comes out in The Stage the following Thursday. Whether Eva gets to read it, however, I don’t know. The day after the interview appears, Eva falls thirty feet during her act. She dies instantly.


In shock and grief, the Hippodrome is closed for the weekend. But in circus, as in show business, the show must go on. For the rest of the season the Valez Brothers continue to dance and jump and gyrate on their rotating Wheel of Death. Vladislav, ‘The Man Who Can Fly’, grips thick straps in each fist, twists them two or three times around his steely wrists and soars like Superman through the glittering fountains.


Meanwhile, all along the prom, Eva gazes with a Mona Lisa smile from the gaily coloured posters that depict her in one of her poses on the silk. Her unreadable eyes silently remind us that there is no computer-generated trickery in what her colleagues do, nor are the risks they take for our entertainment anything less than real.


The word bravery is bandied about lightly in the arts. Often it refers to nothing more daring than an unusual choice of song. For the circus breed it is a nightly way of life and, sometimes, death.





Chapter 2


BACK TO THE HIPPODROME
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Where better to find out what makes circus people tick than in the ghost-filled backstage corridors of Britain’s oldest circus building?


‘Circus Circus.’ The red neon sign writes itself, flashes twice, blinks out, then writes itself again. Below it, tinny music spills out across Great Yarmouth’s promenade.


The sign isn’t advertising a circus. The single-storey, glass-fronted building is home to another of the brightly lit slot-machine arcades that line the prom in a gaudy approximation of the Vegas Strip: the Flamingo, the Silver Slipper and the Golden Nugget.


Stand far enough back, however, across the road, past the car park and the Victorian toilets on the edge of the esplanade, and above the ‘Circus Circus’ sign you can glimpse the central two of four domed terracotta towers, their once vibrant orange hue now dulled by time and grime. Between them you can just make out, in once golden, now faded yellow letters on weathered green tiles, the words that identify the towers as the uppermost part of a real piece of circus history, the Yarmouth Hippodrome.


Before circuses roamed the country in tents, many towns, and certainly the major cities and holiday destinations, had their own permanent circus building where shows were staged for weeks or months at a time. The most prestigious was Hengler’s Grand Cirque, which stood on the site now occupied by the London Palladium. The last still used for its original purpose is the Hippodrome.


Before the amusement arcade was built in front of it, the Hippodrome faced the seafront across an open square. The grandest of the seven circus buildings that once graced the resort, it tempted holiday-makers with huge wooden cut-outs of dancing bears and white-faced, red-nosed clowns. Today the narrowness of the road behind the amusements makes it hard to stand back and appreciate the faded grandeur of the pillared art nouveau frontage, designed by Ralph Scott Cockrill, the son of the local borough surveyor, in 1903. But still the crowds come, queuing the length of the little road to see performers from around the world testing their skills and bodies to the limit in the most physically demanding arena of show business. Inside, the entire history of circus seems to hang in the shadows of corridors lined with framed posters advertising shows from before the war, dark concrete stairwells and cramped toilets unchanged in a century.


‘If these walls could talk …’ marvels the tanned, white-suited, shaven-headed roller-skater Miguel Peris in his chirpy Essex accent. ‘Houdini worked here. Charlie Chaplin, they think.’


Great Yarmouth enjoyed a strong tradition of circus during the nineteenth century, when the arrival of the railways in the 1840s and the passing of the Bank Holidays Act in 1871 saw the small fishing community grow into one of Britain’s three largest seaside resorts. In addition to the town’s dedicated circus buildings, the resort played host to several of the large travelling circuses that flourished in the late 1800s. The biggest was Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, which boasted a cast of 1,300 men and 500 horses, travelled in four special trains and played in an arena, erected for just one day, that could hold 14,000 people.


The Hippodrome was built by George Gilbert, a Norwich lad who, at the age of eleven, ran away with Hanneford’s London Circus when it visited his East Anglian home town. Gilbert trained as an acrobat, trapeze artist and equestrian and later married Jenny O’Brien, the daughter of a prominent circus family. As a double act on bareback horses the couple performed all over the world, appeared before Queen Victoria at the newly built Olympia and toured the USA with the Barnum and Bailey Circus – the legendary ‘Greatest Show on Earth’. When a knee injury ended Gilbert’s performing career he turned to management, presenting Gilbert’s Modern Circus of Varieties in Norwich and other towns.


Gilbert built Yarmouth’s first Hippodrome, from wood and corrugated iron, on St George’s Road in 1898. It proved so successful that five years later he replaced it on the same site with the current concrete building – buying up and demolishing the buildings in front so that it faced the seafront.


From the very first season the Hippodrome played host to a range of entertainments including bioscope shows – the forerunner of cinema, which the venue would later present on a screen suspended across the ring – as well as variety shows. Among the stars to appear were Lillie Langtry, Max Miller and Tom Major – the father of Prime Minister John. But with its circular structure and central ring, which could be lowered into a 60,000 gallon tank of water for aquatic displays, it was circus for which the Hippodrome was specifically designed and to which it remains uniquely suited.


Gilbert’s ghost is said to walk the upper balcony, perhaps satisfied to see that his dream lives on, perhaps passing critical comment on a particular show.


Backstage, lighting designer Ben Jay, the oldest son of the Hippodrome’s current owner, Peter, drapes himself from the upper curve of a German wheel – a kind of man-size freestanding hamster’s wheel with hand grips and foot straps that Russian gymnast Denis Remnez will soon be rolling and bouncing all over the ring.


‘Some of the lighting boys say they’ve been touched,’ Ben assures me. ‘Sometimes a bulb will blow, which we take as a warning that something is about to go wrong.’


It’s midday, the semicircular backstage area is well lit and there are plenty of people around. It’s too early for ghost stories. But it’s easy to believe that after midnight, with the lights off, when you’re the last one to leave, the Hippodrome is a far spookier place. So does Ben ever find it unnerving?


‘Naw …’ the big 32-year-old says, not entirely convincingly. Warming to his theme, Ben tells the story of a trapeze troupe whose members turned ghost-hunters and laced the balcony with trip-wires and tin cans in an attempt to trace the apparition’s movements. When the cans began jangling wildly, they fled the building as if it were on fire. Only one sceptical soul remained and pulled aside a curtain … to find the troupe’s joker gleefully yanking on a wire and laughing his head off.


This season’s trapeze troupe are the Flying Neves from Brazil. It’s a place that their giant catcher Montana – ‘The Mountain’ – is sorely missing. He’s built like Mr Incredible, with enormous arms and shoulders, a barrel chest and triangular torso welded to snake-like hips and the long, almost dainty legs of a dancer. It’s the classic all-top shape of a trapeze artist, exaggerated further in his role as catcher. But even the muscles of a cartoon superhero cannot protect him from the chill of an English seaside.


‘How do they survive in this country?’ Montana slaps his tree trunk-like arms and barks at the backstage area in general.


Joseph Micheletty, France’s ‘Diabolist Extraordinaire’, can only roll his eyes in sympathy. In the ring the twenty-year-old Micheletty cuts a cool, streetwise figure. He is as lean and limber as a piece of string; with a square jaw and a floppy lady-killing fringe hanging over his eyebrows from beneath a jauntily sported black trilby with a white band, it’s easy to imagine him on some sultry graffiti-decorated street corner in Harlem, where the pecking order is established not by fist fights but by break-dancing ‘dance-offs’ or skill with a basketball.


Micheletty’s ‘basketball’ is the ‘Devil on two sticks’. A diabolo is a double-ended spinning top, shaped like an hourglass, that rides up and down a length of string stretched between the two sticks, in the manner of a yo-yo that isn’t actually attached to anything. Micheletty can do tricks with three of them spinning on the same piece of string. He can also hurl all three into the roof of the Hippodrome and catch them, one by one, on the string without breaking a sweat.


At the moment, though, Micheletty doesn’t look so much cool as frozen. Hunched shivering on one of the battered crushed velvet sofas that litter the backstage area, he’s wrapped in a blanket, like a racehorse. An hour before the afternoon show, the Hippodrome is everything a circus in warm-up should be. Montana picks up some scarlet clubs for an impromptu juggle. Denis Remnez, a Russian aerialist built like a squat blond bear, makes friendly kung-fu feints at the Bio Brothers, a pair of ghostly pale Ukrainians whose slender frames belie the almost superhuman strength and control displayed in their sci-fi-themed balancing routine.


In the otherwise empty auditorium, a gaggle of local school kids file in from a plate-spinning class that Micheletty has been hosting in the adjacent rehearsal studio.


Forty feet above their heads Montana’s cousin Junior Neves is teaching his new girlfriend, a tiny porcelain-featured Russian ice skater called Svetlana, how to jump from the trapeze into the net below. She has bungee ropes attached to either side of a harness around her waist but still looks tense – it’s a very long way down.


The couple met a few weeks ago on a tour of Italy. By the end of the Neves family’s eight-week summer season at the Hippodrome Svetlana hopes to be flying well enough to join the act.


In the same period Junior’s brother Aston hopes to have achieved the first quadruple somersault in Britain. It’s the Holy Grail of trapeze and will propel the Flying Neves into the highest echelons of the circus world.


Such lofty aspirations, however, do not stop the flyers also selling merchandise from the stand in the foyer, while the giant Montana marches around the edge of the ring in the interval, looking as out of place as a Tyrannosaurus in a pinny as he sells dainty little battery-powered illuminated windmills to the kids. There are no divas in the circus.


‘None of them is in it for the money,’ says Peter Jay, who has run the Hippodrome with his wife Christine for the past thirty years. ‘There are no egos. No drink or drugs. They’re a totally different type of person to the rest of the showbiz world. For someone like Aston, it’s just about getting that quad.’


A Subway sandwich bar on the corner has become the Hippodrome’s de facto canteen. Dressed all in black, Peter perches at a window table, watching his clown car tootle up and down the windswept prom touting for business. It’s an eye-catching vehicle: the entire top half is a ten-foot-tall clown’s torso and head, gaily painted with yellow hair, whiteface, red nose and pink polka-dot tunic; its occupant is completely invisible.


‘I’ve got a new driver, and I want to make sure he’s driving slowly enough,’ Peter explains. ‘I want him to drive as slowly as he can without getting pulled over.’


At sixty-four Jay is a slight, bird-like figure with intense eyes and the hollow cheeks of a born worrier. Dressed entirely in black, and usually huddled in a capacious coat whatever the season, Jay’s teased-up, ravenblack hair betrays his past as a 1960s’ rock star. His mostly instrumental band Peter Jay and the Jay Walkers, in which he played the drums, had a hit with ‘Can Can 62’ in that year and toured with the Beach Boys and the Rolling Stones.


Before that, Peter and Christine both grew up in families with entertainment interests along the Yarmouth seafront. His earliest memories are as a five-year-old, watching his mother produce variety shows at the Windmill Theatre, a couple of minutes’ walk along the prom from the Hippodrome. Today the Windmill still stands, with its trademark windmill sails on the front, but Jay has transformed it into an indoor crazy-golf emporium. His other business interests include a cinema and a nightclub. While Yarmouth’s holidaymakers pray for sunny weather, Peter and Christine are the only couple in the resort who pray for rain – to drive the punters inside.


‘Christine was the girl next door,’ Peter tells me. ‘We literally lived within two doors of each other. Our families were bingo rivals. We were good friends, but we were battling with each other for business, because bingo was very cut-throat in those days. Christine’s dad used to get up on stage and tell jokes and play the trumpet in their bingo hall, and we used to give away three-piece suites and rolls of carpet. When Christine and I started going out together everyone thought we were just trying to find out each other’s family business secrets!’


It was the fear that another promoter might turn the Hippodrome into a rival bingo hall that prompted Peter and his father Jack to buy the building when it came up for sale in 1978.


‘I actually hated circus at the time,’ Peter admits. ‘I’d been to the Hippodrome a few times as a kid, and I really didn’t like it. They had terrible lighting, the worst musicians, and the music seemed to be stuck in a time-warp from the Swing era. For a young rock’n’roller like me it was totally uncool. My dad didn’t like the circus, either. Originally we thought of turning it into a bowling alley or a disco. But there’s a magic in that building that starts working on you. So, in a moment of madness, we thought, why not have a go at the circus thing but put a new spin on it and do it our own way?’


For his first two seasons Jay booked a travelling circus. After that he decided to book individual acts and produce the show himself. His interest in production began in his days with the band: ‘We were never just a band standing on stage. It was always a produced show. We took lighting with us. We did comedy. We started the act backlit, in silhouette. The drums lit up. It was always very visual.’


By transferring his rock’n’roll sensibilities to the circus ring, Jay became one of circus’s great modernizers – although at the time not everyone was ready for his innovations.


‘We started doing simple things, like having the lighting move with the music – which is so basic. But at the time nobody was doing it. I had a lot of opposition from traditional circus fans, just for things like using music tracks with vocals. It doesn’t sound possible now, but at the time it was groundbreaking. It was like “There’s this mad rock’n’roller in Yarmouth doing all these things with flashing lights and loud music!”‘


Before long, however, Jay had the satisfaction of seeing other circuses follow his style of presentation. ‘I had acts coming to me who would say, “We want to come and work for you because our music’s not very good and we know you’ll put new music to it and do the lights.” That’s been my main pleasure really. Just seeing how putting new music and lighting to an act transforms it.’


From starting out as a complete outsider, Jay’s reputation within the circus industry grew as he expanded to direct nine seasons at the Tower Circus, Blackpool, six seasons at the Blackpool Superdome and other events around the country, including the London Circus Festival in Docklands.


Peter describes his circus as the MTV version. ‘Rather than go down the arty Cirque du Soleil route, it’s a variety show for a seaside audience; something the man in the street who doesn’t know anything about circus can come to and enjoy. But at the same time I’m trying to get back to the roots: daring acts that take immense concentration and years of practice, the excitement of watching someone attempt something they may not actually be able to do.’


Amid the pulsating lights and music Miguel Peris is a rotating blur on roller skates atop a circular platform the size of a small dining table. From a chain around his iron-hard neck, his sister Alicia is hanging by a harness around her own neck, spinning on her own axis as she whirls around him like a human helicopter blade.


In the wings, they collapse into plastic patio-style chairs. The darkly beautiful Alicia wraps a dressing-gown around her skimpy costume. Sweat is bursting out of Miguel’s tanned shaven skull like a fountain. Typical of their peers, the siblings are fourth-generation circus stock. Their Spanish father and English mother met working for Billy Smart. They grew up in caravans all over the world and have been skating together for seventeen years, since their teens. The sprains and knocks are part of the job.


‘There are no sick notes in the circus,’ Miguel says with a grin, once he has recovered enough to lug his skating table backstage. ‘You go on and do the same act with a smile on your face, even if you are in pain.’


The worlds of health and safety and circus appear to be mutually exclusive. The backstage of the Hippodrome is plastered with taped-up small posters on which someone has printed warnings to mind your head or watch your footing on the uneven floor. But they seem laughable when compared to the risks the performers take on the other side of the curtain.


Peter admits he worries constantly – a trait he inherited from his father. ‘I was taught by a master!’ he jokes. Jay senior seldom watched the shows, preferring to sit in his little office behind the box office until it was all over; he was always afraid something would go wrong. Peter, by contrast, watches every performance, usually from the very edge of his seat.


The strain shows in his face, and he admits the stress takes it out of him. But he says, ‘It’s a love-hate thing.’ At the end of the season, when the audience has gone home, the performers have dispersed to the four corners of the globe and the Hippodrome stands cold and empty, he can’t wait for the next season to come around.


‘Because we don’t have a big company, a lot of people are doing a lot of different things in the show, and it’s not cost-effective to have understudies. So if someone hurts themselves and they’re out of the show for any length of time, it can make life very difficult. But that’s part of the addiction, I suppose – that thrill where every day you don’t know what’s going to happen. When you’re watching the flying trapeze, in an instant something can happen that results in someone not being able to work. It then comes straight back to me to rearrange the show and make it work. So I get that same thrill ane audience has when it sees it for the first time. I get that every day, for different reasons.’


His skin snow-white in the spotlight, Danny Adams is handcuffed and lowered into a milk-churn brimming with water. As his head goes under and displaced water cascades over the sides, two volunteers from the audience tip fresh buckets of water into the churn on top of him to bring the level flush with the rim. Then they put the lid on and fasten it with four padlocks.


Danny is billed as Britain’s top clown. His anarchic mix of broad slapstick and irreverent verbal humour could not be more British, nor more suited to a seaside audience. Although he wears a red nose and a multicoloured suit reminiscent of the Colin Baker-era Dr Who, Danny’s highly verbal routines with his ringmaster father Clive Webb have less to do with the popular image of heavily made-up, mostly silent clowns than that of the classic straight man-funny man comedy double act. Clive’s role is to be perpetually exasperated by Danny’s pranks and interruptions.


‘What did I tell you in the dressing-room?’ Clive demands midway through their act.


‘Don’t do that in the sink,’ replies Danny.


‘Not that! After that!’


‘Poke it down with a stick …’ offers Danny.


The audience rolls up with laughter.


Danny’s milk-churn stunt, however, is deadly serious; not an illusion, he insists, but a genuine escape that requires him to hold his breath under water in total darkness for a minute and a quarter.


As a black tent is drawn over the locked milk-churn, Clive invites the audience to see how long we can hold our breath. Peter Jay’s youngest son, Jack, solemnly continues to count the seconds from a stopwatch long after we have been forced to take a gulp of air. By Jack’s side a man stands with an axe, ready to break the locks on the churn if Danny fails to emerge.


As Clive keeps up an anxious commentary, some of the worry in his voice and demeanour is obviously showmanship, designed to keep us on the edge of our seats. But an equal part of it is clearly very real.


A split second after Clive has issued the slightly panicky command ‘OK, let’s get him out of there!’ Danny emerges, staggering and spluttering through the curtains. It’s hard to believe they don’t always cut it that fine deliberately. But, Peter reveals, there were times during rehearsal when they really did have to rescue Danny from a claustrophobic watery grave.


Backstage, exhilarated, with water still dripping from his false red nose, Danny says, ‘The first time I went in was horrible. You hear the padlocks go on. Your heart is racing … and I couldn’t get out at all. It was the scariest, scariest thing ever. Two people have died doing it. One magician didn’t realize they had dropped the churn on the way in and damaged it so that he couldn’t get out. By the time they got him out and into hospital …’ Danny tails off and looks away.


Discussing the dangers of circus in the Hippodrome, it’s hard not to remember Eva who died in the ring just feet away. Yet this is a superstitious community, and the more heavily Eva’s ghost seems to hang in the air the more taboo it seems to mention the ultimate risk that her colleagues take.


On the fifth anniversary of her death, Peter is understandably reluctant to discuss that dreadful day, except to say, ‘It was a terrible time for all of us. We all lived through that. We’re all friends. It was horrible, and it just reminds you how dangerous this business is.’


With a ghostly pallor in his face, the showman blows out his breath and raises his eyebrows as he reflects quietly, ‘People are doing this twice a day for me.’ Yet Jay says he has never come across an act he considered too dangerous to book. ‘Not really. Because circus people are very precise. They know the risks they’re taking, and they’re very fastidious about their safety. The only things I don’t like are things kids might copy: fakir-type acts with people sticking knives in themselves.’
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