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Introduction


Why is it that everybody recognises ‘Keep the Home Fires Burning’? What does ‘Keep Right on to the End of the Road’ have that other tunes from the First World War songbook don’t? I remember thoughts like this going through my mind in 1963 when, in a previous life as a teenage actor, I appeared as a pierrot in a repertory company music hall show, which was probably riding on the back of the success of the pierrot-soldiers in Oh, What a Lovely War! Beatlemania was all the rage. And yet it seemed as if these old songs were just as powerful as ‘She Loves You’. In performance the music and lyrics had a kind of semi-mystical communal power over the audience. Just like the Fab Four. It was extraordinary.


Fifty years later, I happened to be at Brick Lane Music Hall in East London watching a Remembrance Day show that was nearly all First World War melodies. The venue was full. Everyone joined in. This was extraordinary too: a new generation responding to songs composed almost a century ago as if they had entered the cultural DNA. Then it hit me. These were not just patriotic war songs, but songs skilfully designed to be shared communally – theatre songs: not recording studio songs. What was it like singing along to them when the lyrics were fresh and new, I wondered. What was it like hearing them for the first time inside a packed local Frank Matcham-designed Empire or Palace when war was intervening in every aspect of life? How did the shows they were written for and the performers manage to go on when Armageddon was being unleashed across the English Channel and everyone at home was living in a militarised total war economy?


I was curious. I looked for answers. I found some excellent comprehensive histories of Home Front society and culture. Most surveyed the wartime theatrical world in passing. Some ignored it altogether. Others emphasised theatre’s morale-raising role. I discovered insightful scholarly research and unearthed powerful critiques of wartime theatre by critics who actually lived through the upheaval. When I read dusty memoirs of barely remembered actors and performers, my view of the period altered. It changed even more once I started poring over wartime editions of the theatre magazines of the time and read the weekly trade press. My assumptions about Edwardian theatre soon went out of the window. I didn’t realise how vast the industry was when war broke out, how labour-intensive, and how ferociously commercialised everything was, with powerful syndicates dominating the variety and ‘straight’ sides of the business. Or how wide-ranging and exciting the stage could be for audiences entering a glamorous world of plays and twice-nightly variety. Even with cinema’s rising popularity, theatre still dominated cultural life.


It soon became clear that the industry and the people working in it, onstage and off, faced unprecedented challenges and played a far more diverse and direct part in the war than I had imagined.


During four years of tremendous wartime activity, a curious yet absolutely fascinating hybrid of high drama, hilarious comedy and hideous tragedy emerged where star actors, low-rung performers, backstage staff and managements alike faced the same daily challenges of life as everyone else, such as conscription, fuel restrictions, food rationing and travel disruption, as well as Zeppelin and Gotha raids. Even when more and more stage professionals were going off to fight in real theatres of war, somehow British theatre had to keep right on to the end of the road. The task I set myself was to see how it eventually got there: to try and tap into the vibrant energy and the darker moments, partly through the fascinating minutiae of theatrical life written down on the spot by reporters and critics working for journals such as The Stage, The Era and The Play Pictorial while setting this ‘hidden history’ within the grander scheme of things. Having entered this world, it didn’t feel dated or ‘lost’; and although the mindset of the time is miles apart from ours, I couldn’t help but admire these actors, entertainers, writers, musicians, backstage staff and impresarios at war. Many of them ended up buried in the graves of France. Others survived to become part of an emerging new theatre and popular entertainment environment. More than a century later, the legacy of changes in the composition of audiences and the way theatre is financed is with us still, a legacy that it is easy to forget was partly bred by war.


In many respects, five years before August 1914, British theatre was already poised for military action. That’s why I had to begin this book in the West End of 1909. Spy dramas and invasion scare plays were pulling in audiences at a time when armaments were building up, the Anglo–German naval race was hotting up and Britain’s home defence capability had become a political hot potato. One headline-hitting play, An Englishman’s Home, tapped in to the anxieties of the moment and, for a brief period, was transformed from a first-night sensation into an augury for the future role of wartime theatre – a practice run for things to come.
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Prologue
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1909


‘This is not a play: it is a national drama – an inspiration in patriotism’


It is 27 January 1909. A foggy day in London town. The British Museum has lost its charm: so have most of the city’s familiar landmarks on this chilly Wednesday. For three days a dense yellow fog has ground the capital city to a halt. As night falls, a news reporter ventures beyond Fleet Street to discover London ‘as dark as a bag ... a nightmare city with deserted, noiseless streets’.1 At least a glimmer of gaslight emanates from the West End playhouses and music halls where the star turns of variety and the great actor–managers and glamorous actresses of the Edwardian stage reign supreme.


In 1909, London was the play-producing centre of the British Empire. The city had more theatres than ever before (fifty-four playhouses and fifty music halls) and the building boom was about to reach a new peak, with the opening of the London Palladium only two years away. But on a pea-souper night like this, theatreland’s big hitters couldn’t draw the crowds. The cast of The Merry Widow, in its third year at Daly’s in Leicester Square, faced a half-empty house. It was the same glum picture at the Comedy, where Marie Tempest was starring in Somerset Maugham’s divorce drama Penelope. At the New Theatre in St Martin’s Lane, matinee idol Lewis Waller (his female fans wore buttons inscribed ‘KOW’ – Keen On Waller) gave his patriotic Henry V to a few brave admirers. Even people’s favourite Marie Lloyd at the recently refurbished Tivoli in the Strand, and sexy male impersonator Vesta Tilley (billed as ‘Britain’s Best Boy’) at the Palace, were playing to vacant seats. At the Duke of York’s, just along from the New, the high-flying children in J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan were grounded. Almost opposite, thick fog sneaked into the auditorium of Oswald Stoll’s luxurious new London Coliseum, making it impossible to see the stage. The first ‘turn’ on the variety bill that anyone could pick out was ‘The Howard Brothers and their flying banjos’.2


Meanwhile, in Charing Cross Road, the yellow murk swirling around Wyndham’s Theatre filtered backstage where, just before 8.30 p.m., actors waited nervously in the wings for the curtain to rise on the premiere of an unknown play by an unknown author credited in the programme only as ‘A Patriot’. An Englishman’s Home, the first play to be presented at Wyndham’s by actor–manager Gerald du Maurier (in 1904 he created the role of Captain Hook in Peter Pan), was the only production in the West End where real fog oozing from the street became indistinguishable from fake fog wafted by stagehands across the set. By strange coincidence, the play’s opening scene took place in the living room of a middle class villa on the Essex coast cut off from the outside world – by three days of fog. But if there was a meteorological confluence at Wyndham’s on that January evening, it wasn’t just the foggy brew. Opening night sparked the first act in a five-month public drama that transformed an elegant Louis XVI-style London playhouse into a semi-militarised zone and a platform for war propaganda.


On the surface, An Englishman’s Home begins as a domestic comedy centred around the middlebrow Brown family taking things easy on Boxing Day. But after a band of Teutonic-looking soldiers (‘Nearlanders’) had invaded their cozy world, then killed two Browns bravely defending hearth and home, the play went beyond the footlights and found itself at the epicentre of an explosive national narrative about homeland defence and preparedness for war. The story of this outwardly unassuming West End play’s social and political impact not only demonstrates how deeply Edwardian popular theatre could influence national agendas; it rapidly developed into a dress rehearsal for the main drama, when the entire British theatre industry went to war.3


‘The stirring drama aroused a fervid martial enthusiasm in the audience,’ reported the Daily Mirror after a first night judged by the press as heralding an instant smash hit. According to the Daily Express, in the foyer afterwards men and women ‘could be heard excitedly discussing the play, so wrapped up in it that many of them had no thought of supper, cabs, or home’. But, although obviously enthralling, it took an American critic to sense that the play had transformed Wyndham’s stage into a wider public arena overnight: ‘It is a national drama – an inspiration in patriotism.’4 At a precisely the moment when British home defence policy was undergoing a politically controversial transformation in the years leading up to 1914, ‘A Patriot’ had pitched an English Everyman’s front room into the front line of an imaginary invasion scenario, employing powerful images of disrupted domesticity that dredged up all sorts of underlying fears and fantasies about the nation under threat from German military might. For The Times reviewer, this was as topical as you could get:
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An Englishman’s Home: Mr Brown discovers his son shot through the heart by the Nearlanders. (The Play Pictorial/Author)


An Englishman’s Home furnishes startling testimony to the hold which the great National Defence question has taken of the thoughts and imagination of the English public ... for here is a play all about our national shortcomings, our lack of military defence, and, still more, our habit of pooh-poohing any endeavours towards reform. This play is absolutely made up of public questions.5


The Observer critic concurred, welcoming ‘a play with a purpose’ that ‘illustrates reconsistently the attitude of those who either in spirit or in deed are willing to leave our unsystematic system of territorial defence to look after itself.’6


Next day, at Wyndham’s, you were lucky to get in. With the mass circulation press grandstanding the production – ‘This tract for the times should be seen by all who have the love of their country at its heart,’ urged the Daily Express – who wouldn’t want to queue up to see what all the fuss was about. As the production entered its second week, Herbert Jay, the theatre manager, had never known anything like it, selling more than £200 worth of tickets in one day. ‘Long queues of people have been standing outside the box office, almost struggling, you might say, to obtain seats,’ he told the Express: ‘People are booking as far ahead as the end of March. We could easily fill several theatres nightly.’ On top of that, Jay was inundated with applications from patriotically minded actors and actresses eager to join the cast of planned touring companies.7


Of course, the play caught on because it not only stoked up national nervousness about Britain’s military capability; it also fleshed out the drama with recognisable contemporary ‘types’ speaking in everyday lingo, as familiar to theatre audiences then as television sitcom characters are to us today. But however ‘in the moment’ the play may have appeared to play-goers and critics alike, a New York Times reviewer offered a blunt reminder that it was just another moment in British theatre’s notorious long-standing history of raising flag-waving martial enthusiasm.


Nothing seems likely to restore the usual English calm and self-complaisance until the Army has been put on a genuine war footing and the Navy prepared to meet the combined fleets of Europe. What Charles Dibdin’s sea songs did for the Navy one hundred years ago, An Englishman’s Home is fast doing for the Army.8


In 1909 Germanophobia underpinned this particular invasion scare plot. In the 1790s, Francophobia informed populist patriotic theatre. In Victorian theatre there was an established tradition of patriotic displays and colonial melodramas, especially during the Crimean War. From John of Gaunt’s speech in praise of England as ‘this sceptered isle’ in Richard II to images of a divided nation in King John, Shakespeare’s assumed patriotic voices were often appropriated for banner-waving purposes, not least in 1914 when Henry V’s Agincourt speech, as delivered by the great Edwardian thespians, took on a thrilling new sense of nationalistic urgency. During the pre-1914 years it was quite normal for London and provincial productions to whip up militarism: short plays and sketches with titles such as Wake up England, Nation in Arms and A Plea for the Navy regularly appeared. British music hall was, after all, where the term ‘Jingoisim’ was coined during the Franco–Prussian war when G.H. Macdermott (‘The Great Macdermott’) sang:


We don’t want to fight, yet by Jingo! if we do,


We’ve got the ships, we’ve got the men, and got the money too.


Indeed, as a spreader of patriotic zeal, the historian J.A. Hobson regarded music hall as more potent than church, school, political meetings and the press:


As the only truly ‘popular’ art form of the present day, its words and melodies pass by quick magic from the Empire or the Alhambra over the length and breadth of the land, re-echoed in a thousand provincial halls, clubs, and drinking saloons, until the remotest village is familiar with air and sentiment. By such process of artistic suggestion the fervour of Jingoism has been widely fed.9


Hobson had a point. By 1909, even with cinema gaining in popularity, theatre-going was an incredibly strong cultural thread in the social fabric of pre-war Britain, with the old vulgarities of music hall beginning to give way to the more socially inclusive respectability of variety – so respectable that the Palace Theatre played host to the first Royal Variety Performance in 1912. A widespread network of lavishly appointed provincial theatres, many of them smelling of newness, was not only a powerful economic driver in the Edwardian entertainment industry but the conduit of choice for conveying nationalistic enthusiasm to a mass audience. By all accounts, however, no ‘By Jingo!’ cheers greeted the end of Act One of An Englishman’s Home; just pin-drop silence when the mood changed from the jolliness of the Brown family gathering to the horror of a helmeted horde of Nearlanders bursting through the fog to execute Mr Brown on his own smartly trimmed lawn, while a poorly trained Territorial squad dithered about like an Edwardian Dad’s Army. The shock of seeing this living nightmare onstage was clearly genuinely felt. As The Times noted: ‘The grotesque, rather squalid, farce of the thing is turned to grim horror.’10 Suddenly in 1909, popular theatre, defenders of the realm, recruiters of men, believers in the nobility of patriotic self-sacrifice, the press and a large section of the military establishment were all briefly marching together, though nobody could have known that this was a test run for what would happen in theatres between 1914 and 1918 on an industrial scale.


Politically, the play’s ‘be prepared’ warning was as clear as daylight – playing at soldiers in the newly established voluntary Territorial Force of part-timers, which had been steered through Parliament by Lord Haldane, Minister of War, and officially came into law in April 1908, was not adequate enough to repel a highly trained invading army intent on marauding across the fields of coastal Essex. The Browns (and by implication all true Brits) were living in a vulnerable fool’s paradise. For Haldane and the military top brass eager to enlist even more civilian volunteers for a Citizen’s Army, here was a propaganda gift handed down from showbiz heaven. But An Englishman’s Home immediately became sure-fire ammunition for highly vociferous Empire loyalists and old ‘Soldiers of the Queen’ from the National Service League, most of them still brooding over the Boer War, who had been lobbying for years for an Army based on compulsory national military service. Haldane must have only half-smiled when he read a Daily Express editorial semaphoring salient points to its readers:
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Grim moment: a postcard depicting the tense scene where Mr Brown is about to be taken out and shot. (Author)
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Viscount Esher and Field Marshall Lord Roberts share the cover of a theatre magazine with leading actor Charles Rock. (The Play Pictorial)


Haldane might do worse than arrange with the manager for free performances of An Englishman’s Home in every town in the country. It should be an admirable recruiting agent for his citizen Army. We trust, however, that the country will realise that voluntaryism is a hopeless system. The only way to arrive at a powerful and sufficient Army for home defence is for every young man to be compelled to undergo a period of military training. The possible good that may follow the production of An Englishman’s Home can hardly be exaggerated. Every patriot will desire its success.11


Haldane took his seat at Wyndham’s within days of the opening night, alongside a corps of high-level government ministers. At least two visits were made by Field Marshal Lord Roberts, president of the National Service League, which had been calling for the introduction of peacetime conscription, and by Viscount Esher, Chairman of the Territorial Association of the County of London, who jotted in his diary: ‘A play of “invasion” most excitingly acted.’12 These two stern-looking warriors found themselves featured as unlikely cover boys for the February issue of Play Pictorial, above an image of leading actor Charles Rock as Mr Brown.13 But General Douglas Haig, who was serving in the War Office General Staff implementing the defence reforms, sat rather more thoughtfully alongside his wife, Dorothy. In his diary for 3 February, Haig wrote:


It is extraordinary how the play draws houses every night and how impressed the audience seem to be with the gravity of the scenes. I trust that good may result and that ‘universal training’ may become the law of the land, but for myself, the performance was not an interesting sight. I felt that the incapacity of the whole of the people in defending their homes was disgusting.14


By then, Haig, like anyone else in Britain who read a newspaper, would have known that the true identity of ‘A Patriot’ was Gerald du Maurier’s older brother, Major Guy du Maurier DSO of the Royal Fusiliers, on active service in South Africa. Guy, who attended Sandhurst at the same time as Haig, had never written a full-length play before, but sent the manuscript to his actor brother Gerald, who was about to take up a tenancy at Wyndham’s. Gerald recognised the box office potential and, with some script doctoring by J.M. Barrie, went ahead and presented the play without his brother’s knowledge. When news of the sell-out success reached Guy at his outpost of Empire he wired cablegrams home, including one to the Daily Express emphasising the play’s propagandising intent: ‘Thanks for your congratulations. Cannot say much. King’s Regulations seal my lips. If there are any lessons in the play hope it will run till they are learnt.’15 At the same time, in a letter to his family, he enclosed a copy of an essay entitled ‘The Insecurity of our Home Defence Today’ published in the August 1908 edition of the literary journal The Nineteenth Century And After, in which reference was made to the fate of untrained civilian reserve volunteers who attempted to oppose an invading force. ‘This is what we must rub in,’ Guy scribbled in the margin of an article shot through with anxiety about possible ‘national ruination’.16
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Cartoon illustration on the cover of the programme for An Englishman’s Home. (Author)


The author of this argument for a policy of compulsory national service was Lieutenant Colonel Sir Lonsdale Augustus Hale, military correspondent for The Times, who is credited with the first use of the phrase ‘Fog of War’. Which takes us straight back to the Wyndham’s, where the January fog had long disappeared and the theatre had turned into a proxy recruitment centre. Fast forward to the first year of the war and almost all playhouses, variety theatres and music halls in cities and towns across the British Isles are providing public recruitment platforms, with artists often making direct appeals from the stage and recruiting officers waiting in the wings ready to sign up eager volunteers. A canny Daily Mirror leader writer had a premonition of things to come on the wartime theatre front:
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Recruitment leaflets distributed at Wyndham’s Theatre during the run of An Englishman’s Home. (Author)


The great days of the pulpit when men filled big churches or stood in the open streets to hear some new doctrine expounded with much banging of fists and thumping of Bibles appear to be over. The sermons that are most effective come in dramatic form from over the footlights ... Let patriots and organisers, men of ideas and hopers for reform, take courage from the example of Wyndham’s Theatre. Let them not be afraid, in future, of using the stage as pulpit. It is far more effective, in this way, than any number of speeches in Parliament or from the platform.17


Wyndham’s had effectively become a second home for London Territorial regiments. Recruiting sergeants waited outside each evening to catch potential amateur warriors as soon as they left the exits. Captain R.N. Kelsey, a member of the National Defence Association, who had offices at 20 and 22 Cecil Court, just a few yards from Wyndham’s box office, arranged to swear in Territorial recruits there after every performance. Another company in Cecil Court, Graham & Latham, manufacturers of rifle range equipment, also lent their premises for recruitment purposes. By 11 February, the Daily Mirror discovered Captain Kelsey doing a brisk trade and appealing for the assistance of experienced recruiting sergeants: ‘A word of encouragement and explanation from them would induce many men, who at present pass on, to come inside and enlist.’ When, on the back of the play, Lord Esher launched a major Daily Mail campaign to enlist 11,000 men to complete the establishment of the London county battalions, within a few days 2,000 men answered the call.18 No sooner had George R.F. Shee, Secretary of the National Service League, seen the play than he made arrangements for copies of his 1901 pamphlet The Briton’s First Duty: the Case for Conscription to be available in the foyer along with a new League manifesto pressing for compulsory military training. Shee took this step, he explained, because:


The play is the very best instrument that could have been created to attract, in the first instance, and then to convert an apathetic public to the great reform which the National Service League has been working for.19


Roger Pocock, founder of the paramilitary Legion of Frontiersmen in 1904 to be ‘the eyes and ears of the Empire’, even urged Wyndham’s management to use programmes and ticket envelopes to publicise the Territorials. But another Boer War veteran got there first. Captain A.H. Trapman, Adjutant of the London Cyclist Battalion, was so impressed on the opening night that he immediately bought advertising space in the programme giving contact details of all Territorial units in the London District, plus a full-page flyer insert proclaiming:


WHY NOT BE THE FIRST TO MEET THE INVADER IN ESSEX20


Soon there was far more information about Territorials in the programme than about the cast. Even the cartoon illustration on the cover – a satirical swipe at ‘the modern young man’ more interested in following football than defending the nation – was designed by Private Ernest Ibbetson of the London Regiment (Artists).21 For a few months, any ‘modern young man’ attending any London theatre hoping for an escapist night out was obliged to listen to patriotic messages megaphoned across the footlights. Territorial officers turned up during intervals to call men to enlist, in exactly the same way that they would when war became a reality. Local big-wigs trod the boards to preach the message too; the Express reported how several London mayors ‘are delivering five-minute recruiting speeches from music hall and theatre platforms’. As well as evangelising mayors, London music hall audiences were faced with a Biograph screen during the interval announcing:


TO THE YOUNG MEN OF LONDON


11,000 patriotic men wanted NOW for the London Territorial Force Those willing to respond to the national appeal should address a postcard to ‘Territorial’, the Daily Mail, London, E.C.21


Not everyone approved of the idea of theatrical recruitment. A Manchester Guardian editorial attacked the ‘degrading’ sight of uniformed soldiers taking to the music hall stage:


The appearance of a Colonel of Territorials with his officers on the stage of a music hall after a ‘patriotic’ song sung by a comedienne (we believe that is the proper term) and the subsequent appeal to men to join the colours is, it must be emphatically asserted, degrading to the King’s service and to the nation at large.22
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