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  To Ernie and Doreen




  





  ‘Ernie was unique in comedy. He was a “straight man” who was funny in his own right’




  – Ron Moody




  ‘Ernie wasn’t just a foil to Eric he was so much more than that; he was the maypole around which Eric danced’




  – Sir Michael Parkinson




  ‘They became the Laurel and Hardy of television, didn’t they? They were just magic’




  – Des O’Connor, CBE




  ‘Ernie was a hugely underrated performer. It didn’t seem to bother him though. Unlike his TV character he didn’t have much of an ego. You have to remember

  that Ernie was one equal half of the most successful British comedy partnership of all time. The fact that he’s been ignored has to be addressed’




  – Glenda Jackson, CBE




  ‘It was fate. I pulled the Christmas cracker and he was in it’




  – Eric Morecambe




  







  Acknowledgements




  The authors wish to express their sincere thanks to the following people. All of whom gave their time and assistance with great generosity of spirit.




  Ant and Dec, Derek Appleyard, Lord Archer, Michael Barratt, Tim Bates, Alan J. W. Bell, Geoffrey Bell, Eddie Braben, Bryan Burdon, Ingrid Connell, Ray Cooney OBE, Ray Crawford,

  Barry Cryer OBE, Jack Culley, Maureen Culley, Alan Curtis, Dame Judi Dench, Kevin Eldon, Howard Ferguson, Lord Grade, Robert Hardy CBE, Miranda Hart, Jackie Hockridge, Indra Hogg, Laurie Holloway,

  Jack Hylton Jnr, Glenda Jackson CBE, Paul Jenkinson, Jan Kennedy, Marty Kristian, John Lloyd, Graham McCann, Joe McGrath, Gee Mackie, John Mackie CBE, Millicent Martin, Francis Matthews, Sylvan

  Mason, Ernest Maxin, Ben Miller, Ron Moody, Sir Roger Moore, Des O’Connor CBE, Ian Ogilvy, Sir Michael Parkinson, Eddie Plumley, Angharad Rees, Angela Rippon OBE, Stan Stennett MBE, Jeffrey

  Taylor, Carol Vorderman MBE, David Wiseman, Martin Wimbush.




  Very special thanks to Doreen Wise for her patience, sense of humour, candour and coffee.




  







  PROLOGUE




  MORECAMBE AND MORLEY




  It’s a tale of two statues, really. There is no greater example of the disparity that has existed between Eric and Ernie, about how each was valued by the public, than

  the story of the two statues erected in their honour. Eric’s statue, immortalizing in bronze his famous comedy dance pose, was unveiled in 1999 by Her Majesty the Queen and was the focal

  point of a £125,000 redevelopment scheme paid from lottery arts funding and Morecambe council. It has remained a fitting tribute, standing proud on the seafront and attracting thousands of

  visitors a year.




  It wasn’t until 2010 that Ernie finally got his own statue, and then only just. Originally to have been cast in bronze with a price tag of £38,000, a lottery fund application was

  refused. Local sculptor Melanie Wilks was approached and agreed to carve the statue out of Yorkshire stone for £8,000, but even this modest fee was beyond the authorities so Doreen Wise,

  looking for a suitable way to commemorate her husband, stumped up the cash herself. It stands in the Yorkshire town of Morley near the long ago defunct New Pavilion Theatre and the Railway pub

  where Ernie’s dad Harry took his young son to clog-dance on the tables for pennies. Standing on a stone plinth, Ernie is depicted not in his familiar Morecambe and

  Wise garb, but as a song-and-dance man, something he always considered himself to be. The statue was officially unveiled by Doreen. The Queen was obviously otherwise engaged that afternoon.




  It’s ironic that the discrepancy between the two performers that existed in life is mirrored even in death. Of course it is the curse of the straight man to be overshadowed by his partner,

  but it was especially tough for Ernie since in Eric he was working with one of the most naturally funny men in the history of comedy. Take this story. Gene Kelly was guest of honour at a Variety

  Club luncheon. Ernie was in attendance, but not Eric. Gene stood up and near the end of his speech paid glowing tribute to the boys’ Singing in the Rain parody, calling it, ‘One

  of the funniest things I’ve ever seen.’ Then turning to Ernie he raised his glass and said, ‘Thank you, Eric.’




  In 2004 Channel 4 asked more than 300 comedians, comedy writers, producers and directors (on both sides of the Atlantic) to list their all-time favourite comedians. In the top ten were Laurel

  and Hardy, Reeves and Mortimer and Eric Morecambe – not Morecambe and Wise, just Eric. Why? ‘That is so sad,’ feels Michael Grade. ‘I’m not saying that the people they

  asked don’t know what they’re talking about, but it does highlight a general ignorance about Ernie’s contribution to the partnership. It was Morecambe and Wise. The same as

  it was Laurel and Hardy and Reeves and Mortimer. Not that Ernie could have given two hoots of course, but it’s still very wrong.’




  Three years later in 2007 the UK TV Network aired Morecambe and Wise’s Greatest Moments, which gave the great British public the chance to choose their

  all-time favourite Morecambe and Wise sketches. A prime-time extravaganza, the show would run with the usual collection of interviewees mixed with a potted biography and of course the chosen

  sketches.




  What makes the programme interesting though is that Ernie barely gets a mention. The entire production, when not concentrating on a particular sketch, focuses almost solely on Eric – every

  interview and every clip. Subjects covered include Eric the child protégé, Eric the talented dancer, Eric the comic genius and even Eric the sex symbol! None of this is Eric’s

  fault, of course. Had he been around you can bet your back teeth that he’d have put the producers right. Ernie’s very few mentions come, as you’d expect, from an interview with

  his widow Doreen. Sadly even they last only a few seconds and are almost a token nod to his side of the partnership. From start to finish Ernie is treated almost as an afterthought.




  As we aim to prove in this book Ernie was worth much more than that. He was not simply Eric’s straight man. ‘I always felt in his professional partnership with Eric that Ernie was

  never given as much credit as he deserved,’ says Des O’Connor. ‘Eric was such a dynamic personality, the spotlight was always more focused on him than Ernie, but I thought that

  Ernie was very very important because Morecambe and Wise were a team, but as brilliant as Eric was and as loved as he was, he was always going to be more comfortable and assured just knowing Ernie

  was there.’




  







  ONE




  CARSON AND KID




  ‘I’ll cut you off if you marry him. I’ll make sure no worthless husband of yours gets a penny of my money.’ Her father’s ultimatum was like a

  dagger through her heart. ‘You’re my favourite daughter, but you’ll get nowt from me!’




  Connie Wright’s romance with Harry Wiseman had been met with considerable alarm by her family, especially from her mill-owner father, a dour individual, ‘and hard,’ according

  to Ernie, ‘of the sort only Yorkshire breeds.’ How dare she fraternize with a man several notches below her station in life? Harry worked on the railways as a lamp man, which was a

  tough and hazardous occupation, walking the line come hail, sun or pelting rain, polishing all the lamps on the track, trimming their wick and refilling them with oil or paraffin. It was a job

  he’d blame for the chronic arthritis that blighted him later in life.




  Harry’s upbringing in the working-class slums of Leeds had been almost Dickensian. One of six children, the Wisemans were wretchedly poor as Harry’s father George barely scraped

  together a living in an assortment of jobs from general labourer to publican’s brewer and hotel waiter and died when Harry was just fourteen. It was a life soured

  almost from the beginning since George’s father, Ernie’s great-grandfather, John William Wiseman, was a bigamist who deserted his second wife and moved south to Hampshire to marry for a

  third time. Ernie may not have been aware of this dark secret from his family’s dim and distant past. In any case it didn’t affect him directly because he was descended from his

  greatgrandfather’s first wife, who died in 1877.




  Just as tragic, Harry’s mother Mary was blind, the result of neglect by the midwife during one of her pregnancies, according to family lore. Years later she lived for a time with

  Harry’s own family, occupying a back room in their modest house, and Ernie loved to visit her and jump up and down on her bed as she laughed. One day she sat her grandson down to ask,

  ‘I hope you don’t pee in your bath water?’




  It was a very odd thing to say. ‘Oh no, Nana,’ said Ernie.




  ‘Because that would give you creepy crawlies.’




  Sound Victorian advice, which Ernie adhered to all his life. He never did pee in his bath water.




  Connie hailed from Pudsey, a market town near Leeds, and was a shy and reserved woman who left school at thirteen and went straight into the mills, becoming, in Ernie’s words, ‘a

  skilled box-loom weaver, producing lovely soft serge and worsteds, at a wage of three pounds a week.’ She was religious, too, Church of England, and from a reasonably comfortable background.

  She’d met Harry when they were both in their early twenties, quite by accident on a tram when he tripped over her protruding umbrella. Ernie always liked to think it was love at first

  sight.




  Unlike her dour traditionalist father, Connie wished to marry for love as opposed to social position and bravely went against his wishes. If anything, it was her

  father’s staunch opposition to Harry that pushed her even more emphatically into his arms, or so Ernie liked to believe. But her father made good on his threat and Connie was shunned for

  years and his will changed in favour of her two sisters, Nellie and Annie; it was they who inherited everything when he died.




  Connie left home with just the clothes she stood up in and one other item, a piano she’d saved long and hard to buy out of her own money. Ernie never forgot that piano; he knew how much it

  meant to his mother, that it represented something strong and special. It took pride of place in the house and most nights the family gathered round it to sing. Connie was never happier than when

  she was sitting playing a hymn like ‘Jerusalem’, her own personal favourite.




  The piano was such a powerful symbol of Connie’s personality and fortitude, and, in fact she never sold it. In her old age there it still stood in her flat in Leeds, its surface always

  lovingly varnished and adorned with framed photographs of her dear Harry, Ernie and her other children, and also Eric.




  Marrying in 1924, Harry and Connie moved into a single room they rented for six shillings a week at 6 Atlanta Street, Bramley in Leeds. It was to this damp, nondescript dwelling that they

  brought back their first child, Ernie Wise, born Ernest Wiseman on 27 November 1925 at St James’s Hospital, the famous Jimmy’s. Determined he wouldn’t have to live there long,

  after a few months Harry managed to get enough money together to rent a small one up, one down house in Warder Street. This was to be the first of several moves in the young life of Ernest Wiseman,

  always to the same kind of working-class areas in and around Leeds, which later came to be called slums, and it’s no surprise to learn that in many cases his childhood

  homes fell prey to the developer’s wrecking ball.




  It’s 35 Warder Street where Ernie’s earliest childhood memories reside, and one incident in particular stood out in his mind. It occurred as the family rested indoors after lunch.

  There was a loud commotion from out in the street: a motorbike had crashed in front of the house throwing a girl out of its sidecar. A member of the St John’s ambulance brigade, Harry rushed

  into the road and helped the stricken woman back inside the house where she was laid on the kitchen table. Fetching his first-aid kit Harry attended to the young woman’s injuries as Ernie

  watched wide-eyed.




  When Ernie was five the family moved again, travelling almost twenty miles across the city. Harry had won a promotion, leaving his job as a lamp man to become a railway porter. Their new home

  was 29 Tombridge Crescent in the rural village of Kinsley near Wakefield and the Wisemans were registered there from October 1931 to October 1935, by which time Ernie would have been around nine

  years old. Another working-class district close to several small collieries, remarkably the house still stands today.




  It was a happy home for the most part, and when there was friction it was mostly about money – or the lack of it. Rows always seemed to revolve around how best to distribute what little

  they had. Connie was thrifty, and needed to be with what ended up as four hungry mouths to feed. Ernie had been joined in 1929 by a younger brother, Gordon, who would become a farmer in

  Cambridgeshire and then two sisters, Annie, later a teacher, and Constance, who emigrated to Australia. There was another brother born in 1936, christened Arthur, but he

  tragically died of peritonitis aged two. By the time Arthur was born Ernie was either at school or out working and thus spent very little time with his youngest brother, which was a shame. In those

  days children didn’t go to funerals so he never really got the opportunity to say hello or goodbye.




  With just two pounds a week coming into the household by way of Harry’s wages it could be a hardship sometimes to keep such a large family going, although they never went without, and the

  young Ernie never forgot this struggle, the experience shaping his own attitude to money. ‘Save a little, spend a little and remember that your bank book is your best friend,’ was

  Connie’s constant advice and it was this kind of prudence Ernie adopted his whole adult life, living in near constant fear of debt and determined always to pay his own way. ‘Money means

  security to me,’ he once said. ‘The more money I have, the more security I have.’




  Harry’s carefree nature meant he was rather less dutiful with the family finances, unable to save and wasting what little he did have on cigarettes and booze. He once made the hare-brained

  purchase of a home projector, sending off for it from an advertisement in the newspaper. Connie could scarcely believe it, but Harry used to delight in hand cranking the contraption into noisy

  life, projecting the only film he ever bought endlessly onto the wall of the pantry to the delight of the children. It was exactly this kind of reckless spending that drove Connie to distraction,

  which was only exacerbated by his near total lack of domesticity. Harry left his wife to virtually bring up the children alone and run the household, but then this was a

  typical male, working-class attitude at the time and the couple never divorced, staying together through thick and thin.




  ‘It was obviously a love match to start off with because Connie gave up everything,’ says Doreen. ‘If they had any arguments it was always over money, but I don’t

  remember them ever not getting on. Ultimately they were very close I think.’




  Of course the young Ernie was unable to make sense of some of the domestic strife Harry fomented. All he saw was, ‘this warm, immensely attractive man with a sunny personality and an

  optimistic disposition, which he passed on to me.’ Harry always seemed to have a joke ready to hand or a funny story he could recount when pressed. But behind the happy facade lay a darkness

  that Ernie never penetrated. In 1915, when Harry was just sixteen, he had lied about his age in order to join the army and fight in the Great War. Although he won a medal for saving his

  sergeant’s life, something of which to be justifiably proud, Harry never spoke about his experiences in the trenches. As Ernie grew older he’d press his father to talk about the war but

  Harry would always steadfastly refuse. One can only imagine the sights this young boy, for at sixteen a boy he still was, must have seen and what lasting damage those experiences caused.




  Juggling with very little money Connie tried to create as welcoming a family environment as she could. The kitchen was really the heart of the house, thanks to a coal range that kept it

  splendidly warm. All the domestic chores were carried out here. It was where the children sat to have their hair cut. It was too expensive to go to a barber’s so Harry did it with a

  basin and kitchen scissors. ‘We looked like a row of coconuts,’ Ernie recalled. And on Saturday evenings a large tin bath would appear in front of the range.

  The kettle and an assortment of pots on the hob would boil the water and then one by one the children took their turn, the last one in having to bathe in the dirt left by the others.




  Connie was a handy cook. Although breakfast was rather basic, just bread and dripping, dinner was a flavoursome stew with dumplings, maybe followed by rice pudding baked in the oven with a

  grating of nutmeg and vanilla flavouring. Sunday was the meal of the week and what Ernie looked forward to: Yorkshire pudding with gravy, then meat and vegetables, and caramel custard to finish.

  These were memories and smells that even in late middle-age Ernie would recall with fondness.




  In his adult years Ernie always remained steadfastly loyal to his parents whenever he spoke or wrote about them, but the truth is something was missing from his childhood: human affection.

  Ernie’s widow Doreen can’t recall ever seeing Connie hug or display any love towards Ernie. ‘I never once saw his mother put her arms around him or kiss him. Connie was very

  reserved with everybody. She wasn’t a hard woman; she just wasn’t at all loving. Her father was a very hard man and I think him disowning her had an effect. The only time I remember

  Connie’s mask slipping was when Eric died. She said to Ernie, “Thank goodness it wasn’t you.”’




  As a consequence, whenever anyone paid Ernie a compliment or did some little favour for him, he’d say, ‘Aren’t people nice?’ It was an endearing quality, that he

  hadn’t allowed an emotionally barren childhood to sour his personality, but it did make it difficult for him to accept love. ‘When the Morecambe and Wise

  TV series took off, the whole country loved him,’ says Doreen. ‘But he wasn’t used to affection so he didn’t know how to deal with it. He was puzzled by it. He knew I loved

  him, of course he did, and he knew the pets we had did too. But he couldn’t imagine anyone else loving him.’




  Family evenings in the Wiseman household were spent relaxing in the front room playing games, chatting or enjoying a sing-along round the piano. Ernie loved to join in during these musical

  family gatherings and pretty quickly Harry sensed in the child a natural talent for performing. Luckily he was in a position to exploit it. For some years now he’d been an enthusiastic

  amateur entertainer, just like his own father before him, telling gags and singing in working-men’s clubs. He’d taken to the life well enough, the performing and then sitting down

  afterwards with the punters nursing a pint and a cigarette, but the prime motivation was the money it earned him not treading the boards for its own sake. ‘He performed out of a sense of duty

  and habit,’ Ernie recalled, ‘rather than from the pleasure of performing.’




  By the age of six Ernie was pestering his mum to teach him the songs she played on the piano. He’d been on a couple of trips to see his dad perform and wanted to try his hand at it, too.

  ‘Come on, Ma. Teach me a song.’




  Together they went into the front room and sat at the piano. Connie looked through a large pile of sheet music. ‘Well, what’s it to be?’ Ernie chose ‘The Sheikh of

  Araby’, a Tin Pan Alley hit of a few years earlier that had been composed in response to the huge success of Rudolph Valentino’s film The Sheikh. Oblivious to all that romantic

  sand-dune nonsense, Ernie must have been intrigued by the theatrical exoticism of the song. Connie approved of the choice and they went through it a couple of times before

  she suggested he went off and practised it all by himself. ‘Then when your father comes home, you can sing it for him.’




  Harry came back at his usual time and had barely taken his hat and coat off when Connie ushered him into the front room, ‘Ernest has something to show you,’ she said before running

  outside into the hall and wrapping a tea towel round Ernie’s little head and securing it with a piece of string. ‘Wait for me to play the introduction,’ she instructed.

  ‘Then come in for the song and put your heart and soul into it.’




  ‘OK, Ma.’ So there he was, looking like T.E. Lawrence standing in a trench, his little heart pounding ten to the dozen. Hearing the opening chords Ernie bounded in, desperate to make

  an unforgettable entrance and achieving it by tripping over a chair and falling over.




  ‘Go out and let’s try it again,’ reassured Connie.




  This time Ernie entered more sedately, already he was getting the hang of this showbiz lark, and went into the song, giving it as much welly as his little frame could muster. ‘I will never

  forget the reaction I got from my father,’ he recalled. ‘He was bowled over, so excited and thrilled that his eldest son had taken after him and had a spark of talent that there were

  tears in his eyes.’




  Harry was quick to encourage his son’s budding abilities, first by teaching him how to tap dance, accompanied by Connie on the piano. Diligently, Ernie practised for hours in the kitchen

  and soon picked up the basics, doing so well that Harry was sure he’d make an inspired addition to his act. Together they worked out a routine, cobbling together a few gags out of joke books and what they’d heard on the radio, coupled with song and dance numbers. After a couple of months’ rehearsal they were ready for their first gig as

  father and son; Harry christened the act, ‘Carson and Kid’. Ernie was no more than seven years old.




  The kind of venues they played were local Labour or Conservative clubs, and working-men’s clubs affiliated to a factory or a union; large rooms with a stage at one end and a bar that ran

  along the entire length of the space. With no microphone or speakers, performers sometimes fought hard to make themselves heard above the cacophony of noise, as people played snooker and darts in

  side rooms or settled down to eat their pie and sip their pint of bitter, barely able to see the act through a deep fog of cigarette smoke.




  Weekends were always special nights when the rooms were heaving with the punters done up in all their finery and out to have a grand time. Carson and Kid performed on Saturday night and then

  twice on Sundays for a fee close on four pounds, almost double Harry’s weekly pay packet. Arriving at the venue there was never any time for rehearsal, it was simply a case of handing over

  your sheet music to the resident pianist and after a few hasty instructions you’d be introduced to the audience by a man sitting on the side of the stage who rang a bell and shouted above the

  din, ‘Now give order for the next act on the bill . . .’




  Harry knew he was on to a winner using a child as part of the act, especially when word got around that it was his own son; immediately it endeared the duo to the audience. Who was going to jeer

  an infant? It was also quite a novelty to see a young lad engaging in sharp banter of an ‘adult’ nature. Some of their jokes were a bit on the risqué

  side, many of which Ernie loved to tell his mates like Derek Appleyard in the playground. ‘We always used to go to my auntie’s house at Christmas and one year she had a big party and I

  got up and told a story I’d heard. I didn’t understand it but people always laughed when I told it. Anyway, when I told this story I didn’t get the reaction I was expecting. All

  the grown ups let out a gasp and looked at each other – then at me. My aunt leant forward and said, “Where on earth did you hear that, Derek, it’s filthy.” “Ernest

  Wiseman told me,” I replied. I never did find out what I’d actually said.’




  Harry exploited his son’s natural innocence to the full by making little Ernie wear a cute costume of a black bowler hat with the brim cut off, a cut-down evening dress suit sporting a

  white carnation on the left lapel, a white wing-collar shirt, a black bow tie and striped trousers. Later on there was the addition of a Chaplinesque drawn-on moustache and large comedy safety pin

  that appeared to be stopping his trousers from falling down.




  Most sweet of all were the little red wooden clogs Ernie danced in and which cleverly harked back to the days of the nineteenth-century when many Yorkshire miners and factory labourers wore them

  and clog dancing was a well-loved form of entertainment. Even stranger was the old tradition of clog fighting when, believe it or not, two men, usually the worse for drink, climbed into a large

  open-ended barrel, sat on the rim, and kicked away at each other’s shins until one submitted. Ernie’s clog dancing wasn’t nearly so violent, but it was certainly frenetic and

  usually brought the house down. ‘He could dance like a whirlwind in his clogs,’ says Doreen. ‘And he always said, “The faster I danced the more

  coins they threw.”’ Some nights he was invited to dinner at a neighbour’s house and once the food was eaten they’d clear the table and Ernie would get up and do a dance for

  everyone.’




  In 1982 Ernie was invited to a reception in London hosted by Queen Beatrix of the Netherlands. Being the only theatre person in attendance Ernie enquired as to why he’d been invited.

  ‘Because you are a famous English clog dancer!’ came the reply. Praise indeed!




  The standard Carson and Kid performance went something like this: first Harry came onstage to perform a shortened version of his old routine, then Ernie would arrive and do a little solo spot

  singing ‘I’m Knee Deep in Daisies’ and ‘Let’s Have a Tiddly at the Milk Bar.’ Later in the show they’d both appear for their double act, cracking gags and

  dueting on tunes like, ‘Walking in a Winter Wonderland’. One popular routine involved a blacked-up Harry with little Ernie on his knee singing the Al Jolson song, ‘Little

  Pal’. Of course, in today’s cynical times the sentimentality of a father asking his son to promise to be a good boy should he ever find himself being looked after by a new daddy would

  be laughed off the stage, but this wasn’t long after the Great War and people still remembered loved ones who never came back home from the trenches. Years later Ernie could still recall how

  at the end of that number many faces in the audience would be wiping away tears.




  It wasn’t long before Carson and Kid became quite well established locally and Ernie adored performing. Almost from the first moment he stepped out on that stage, ‘I had found my

  purpose in life.’ What made it even more special was that he was side by side with his dad, and those nights out on the road created a deep and unbreakable bond

  between them; Ernie became devoted to Harry.




  But there were few perks in the job since Harry always pocketed the fee and gave it to Connie for the housekeeping, well, most of it. Sometimes a cheery punter would look upon Ernie with

  sympathy and give him a few pennies or a small gift. On one memorable occasion it was a budgerigar in a cage, which Ernie carefully carried home. Hating to see the poor thing cooped up, he let it

  out in his bedroom and left it flying around while he went to school. The inevitable happened: Connie was cleaning the room and opened the window for fresh air and the bird shot out. Ernie was

  distraught when he came home and, along with Harry, walked the streets for hours crying, ‘Budgie! Budgie!’ It was a fruitless mission and Ernie returned in floods of tears, not for the

  lost bird but for having let down a stranger’s kindness.




  With no car father and son travelled to each venue by bus, necessitating a two-mile walk to the main road and the nearest bus stop. Catching the last bus back, Ernie always succumbed to

  tiredness, despite the raucous laughter and chat of the men returning from a night on the tiles, huddled against the comforting warmth of his dad. So exhausted he’d be that Harry would end up

  carrying Ernie all the way back to the house on his shoulders. Getting up for school the next morning was always torture after so exhausting a weekend. Ernie vividly recalled one particular Monday

  morning being lifted bodily out of bed and dressed by Connie while still virtually asleep. Remaining in a fairly comatose state he was sat at the table and his mouth opened and shut in order for

  his breakfast to find its destination. Then off to school he walked bleary eyed, eating as he usually did a stick of rhubarb and sugar, only to fall asleep in the

  classroom. Often the school sent angry letters to the family complaining that Ernie’s extra-curricular activity as a performer was interfering with his education.




  Ernie’s first school was Thorpe Junior and Infants, located a mile away from his house. No great shakes academically, Ernie enjoyed his time there and fondly remembered the headmaster, a

  Mr Riley, who like his dad had fought in the Great War and suffered a medical complaint where his eyes were always weeping, the result of being gassed in the trenches. He was a kind man and often

  rewarded his pupils for good work. Ernie never forgot one class when Mr Riley posed the question: why do British coastal waters never freeze in winter? Mr Riley’s peepers scanned the

  classroom and rested on Ernie. ‘You, Ernest Wiseman. You answer that.’




  Standing up confidently, Ernie said, ‘Because of the Gulf Stream Drift from the Gulf of Mexico, sir.’




  ‘Correct,’ said Mr Riley and awarded Ernie with a ha’penny. Not a bad outcome since at the time Ernie’s pocket money was a rather paltry penny.




  As 1935 drew to a close the Wisemans moved again, to 12 Station Terrace, East Ardsley, a small town situated between Leeds and Wakefield. Never one to forget his roots, Ernie paid a return visit

  to the place in 1966 when, along with Eric, he opened a Youth Club there. His house was a simple end-of-terrace cottage beside an embankment near the railway station that was on the branch line to

  Bradford. Sadly it is another of Ernie’s early homes that no longer exists, having been demolished in the early seventies to make way for the new M62 motorway. So

  close were they to the tracks that whenever a train hurtled past it shook the rooms. Far from being a nuisance, young Ernie enjoyed the sensation of that locomotive thundering through the night,

  the noise and the power of it was intoxicating.




  With the front room overlooking the railway, out back the view was scarcely any better – a turnip field and the unsightly hovel that was the outside lavatory where Ernie had to sit and

  whistle or sing because there wasn’t a lock. No loo paper either, instead you made do with the News of the World cut into squares and hung on a nail.




  As a kid Ernie whiled away the hours reading comics or playing in a shed made out of railway sleepers that stood in the front yard, where he also kept rabbits. In little Ernie’s fervid

  imagination that plain old shed became a castle under siege or sometimes a Red Indian fort. Maybe there was a big powwow going on when Ernie lit a campfire inside it one day using old newspapers,

  or was it an effort to just keep warm? In either case, the result was a blaze that spread instantly among the dry timber and Ernie ran into the house for help, but no amount of effort prevented the

  shed from being totally destroyed. It was the only time Ernie recalled his father ever giving him a thick ear.




  By this time Connie’s father had retired and bought a pub, The New Inn at Farsley near Pudsey, which is still in operation today. The family used to visit them occasionally and Ernie never

  forgot this brash and austere man, and the constant living in hope that one day he might bend down to his size, open his little palm and drop some coins into it; no such luck. His grandmother was

  so desperate for money for the housekeeping she’d take it herself from the pub till.




  When Connie’s mother passed away the family all went up to Pudsey for the funeral. Her coffin stood supported by two chairs in the front room as the mourners paid

  their brief respects. Ernie, then in his early teens, walked up and on tiptoes looked inside. There she was, serenity itself, her hands placed as if in prayer, her soft white hair combed to frame a

  face that seemed almost young again. Ernie recalled thinking that she looked at total peace. Years later when Ernie’s father died the thought of seeing him laid in an open coffin chilled his

  blood and he refused to enter the room where the coffin lay until after the lid had been fastened down. ‘He had meant too much to me alive for me to be able to look on his waxen face in

  death.’




  One of the most important venues to put on their act was the Holbeck working-men’s club, close to the grounds of Leeds United FC. Here all the club secretaries and promoters in the greater

  Leeds area would turn up to watch and if they liked what they saw held up their hand and the performers would traipse round from table to table filling their little notebook with future club dates.

  As Carson and Kid, or as they later billed themselves Bert Carson and his Little Wonder or sometimes even The Two Tetleys, named in honour of the local brew, Harry and Ernie were always in demand,

  but Harry knew that what he was doing was highly illegal. There were laws governing child entertainers and when he started at seven Ernie was well below the permitted age. Letters from school about

  his inattention and general malaise had increased and the local education authority sought to stop father and son performing. Harry was having none of it; the extra income Ernie helped bring in

  took priority over the damage it was clearly doing to his education. And so he arranged to play venues in towns further afield where they weren’t so well known. Then,

  if the authorities caught up with them, next time they’d play somewhere like Wakefield before quietly slipping back into their old haunts in Leeds or Bradford. In the end Ernie was sure the

  authorities simply gave up on them.




  For a while it became an elaborate game of cat and mouse. It was certainly fun for Ernie, but there is a disagreeable sense that Harry and also Connie exploited their son, almost to the point

  where they were using him as a meal ticket. It was obvious that Ernie was the selling point of the double act and the reason they were so heavily in demand, so in essence he’d become the

  family’s main breadwinner. Both parents knew a good thing when they saw it and even the threat to Ernie’s education didn’t make them stop. ‘He was out working at age seven.

  Slavery, really,’ is how Doreen sees it. ‘Both his mother and father just regarded him as a workhorse.’




  Placid though Ernie might have appeared on the outside throughout his life, he was driven by a work ethic instilled in him from very early in his childhood, a childhood that Doreen believes

  affected him immensely. This need to always work never left him. ‘Everything was about work. Even towards the end of his life he was agonizing about where he could have done things better.

  One thing Ernie told me about those days I shall never, ever forget. The family were on holiday in Cleethorpes one year. Everyone else had a carefree time, but Ernie always had to leave the beach

  at 3 p.m. to go to work. He’d been booked at a local theatre to pay for their holiday.’




  Seeing the profits they made being siphoned off by his dad, Ernie had arrived at the opinion that his endeavours should be rewarded in some way. And so he came up with a cunning plan.

  At one gig he arranged for some of his friends to mingle with the audience and at the point in the act where he delivered his frenetic clog dance to start throwing coins

  onto the stage. As he’d hoped, the rest of the audience followed suit and pretty soon the stage was raining pennies. ‘Not copper, silver!’ yelled Ernie, getting perhaps a bit too

  cocky. By the close he’d collected two shillings, which he kept in a drawer in his bedroom. It was the first money he ever earned as a performer.




  In the early spring of 1936, when Ernie was eleven years old, he was launched for the first time into the legitimate theatre. Every year Bradford’s Alhambra Theatre staged a charity show

  that celebrated the region’s child entertainers. Entitled, rather unfortunately, the Nignog Revue, it was a big social event, sponsored by the local newspaper the Bradford Telegraph and

  Argus, and played to packed houses, with all profits going to the King George Memorial Playing Fields Fund. Such was Ernie’s growing reputation that he was asked to participate, an

  appearance that warranted his first notice. The critic of the Stage newspaper, the entertainment profession’s very own periodical, remarked that ‘comedian, Ernest Wiseman, scores

  with the house’. What always remained vivid in Ernie’s memory about that show was not his performance but the party for the young cast held afterwards, with cake and jelly and orange

  squash in abundance and every child left with a present to take home.




  The organization behind the revue was the Nignog Club, which was extremely popular throughout the 1930s and 1940s. Thousands of children were members, joining for a small sixpenny fee and

  getting in return an enamelled brass badge, a newsletter and a gift on their birthday, a real treat for those many children who came from disadvantaged backgrounds, like

  Ernie. One volunteer took such pity on Ernie, seeing he was always turning up for club events in just his wellies, that she went out and bought him a proper pair of shoes.




  Growing up in a household where money was scarce, Ernie did without many things that most other children took for granted. ‘There was never a birthday cake, for instance,’ claims

  Doreen. ‘And very few presents because he was away working so much. That’s why in later life I would always try to make his birthday special. I made sure he always had plenty of parcels

  to open, even if some of them came from our dog.’




  Doreen believes that Ernie’s passion for cars – at one point he had four in the garage, including a yellow Rolls-Royce – stemmed from his years growing up with very little to

  play with. ‘To him they were just like belated toys. The Teddy Bear Society wrote to him once. They asked him for one of his bears to auction for charity; they assumed every child had a teddy

  bear. But Ernie never had one, so I had to go out and buy one.’




  The club also organized sports events and taught youngsters to swim. And there were outdoor activities like cycling trips, which for many kids growing up in grimy, factory-clogged areas was

  possibly their first exposure to the beauty of the Yorkshire countryside. For children like Ernie, with an artistic bent, there was, of course, the club’s annual revue at the Alhambra. But

  Ernie did other shows for them, too. Leslie Sands, a contemporary of his from that time who went on to carve out a modest career as a stage and television actor, recalled that he and the young

  Ernie were part of a theatrical troupe who entertained at the opening of an old people’s home in Morecambe where the guest of honour was the distinguished playwright

  J.B. Priestley. After the performance Priestley made a point of gathering up the youngsters and then sitting down with them at the side of the small makeshift stage to talk about his life in the

  theatre.




  For the next two years Ernie performed in the annual Nignog Revue, while still appearing in the clubs with his dad, gaining huge experience and building up his self-confidence appearing in front

  of houses that regularly topped 2,000. Given his own little routine, Ernie would come onstage leading a Shetland pony before launching into, ‘The Lambeth Walk’. Other times he dressed

  in drag as a little girl to sing, ‘A Little Bit Independent’.




  On the same bill in 1937 was a budding young performer by the name of Harold Gilderdale who in the late 1970s recalled to his local newspaper, ‘I can always remember Ernie because his

  hands and face were scrubbed so clean that they almost shone. And his flair for comedy was blatantly obvious.’ Gilderdale then took out a yellowing piece of paper to show the reporter, on it

  was scrawled a humorous rhyme that Ernie had written and that Harold had kept ever since. It read:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  The boy stood on the burning deck




                  Selling peas penny a peck




                  Did he ever wash his neck?




                  Did he heck.
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  KNEE DEEP IN SUCCESS




  Harry always rather fancied that Ernie might follow in his footsteps and go into the railways: ‘Start by shovelling coal and in a few years you’ll be an engine

  driver, my son.’ It was a far more secure profession than show business. But show business was where it appeared little Ernie was headed and certainly his parents didn’t stand in his

  way. There was the occasion when father and son were travelling to a gig by train and overheard two theatricals talking in the next carriage. Wasting no time, Harry gatecrashed the pair’s

  conversation and made Ernie perform an impromptu audition in the cramped compartment. ‘Rather barefaced cheek, perhaps,’ recalled Ernie. ‘But a measure of how keen Dad was to get

  me onstage.’




  This continuing success was offset by unhappiness at school, thanks to a brutal teacher who took perverse pleasure in humiliating him. Ernie had left the infant school, which he’d enjoyed

  and been happy at, and was now attending East Ardsley Boys School. It was a large, Gothic-looking Victorian building and the staff upheld a rigid discipline, including a Mr Lodge who, according to

  Ernie’s classmate, Geoffrey Bell, had an interesting method of punishment. ‘His form of torture, as it were, if he caught you misbehaving, was to get his

  knuckle and brush it straight across your forehead which could really hurt.’




  As for the headmaster, he made a habit of sneaking up behind any pupil in his class not paying attention and pulling hard on their ears. As Ernie tended to drift off during lessons, especially

  on Mondays after a weekend busy performing, he was often on the receiving end of this harsh treatment. He was also on intimate terms with the cane, administered because of his lack of attention.

  But such physical abuse was as nothing to the psychological mistreatment meted out by one specific teacher who knew of Ernie’s local fame as a performer. Nicknamed The Toad, this teacher took

  real delight in making Ernie stand in front of the class for the duration of the lesson. ‘Come out, tap dancer!’ he’d say malevolently. Ernie never forgot it. ‘Whatever he

  hoped to achieve by such public ridicule I do not know. But its effect was to turn me against the school and all it stood for and to alienate me from my classmates.’




  A strange incident made The Toad stop. One of Ernie’s classmates was a boy with serious learning difficulties, but one day The Toad viciously caned him for producing poor homework. He was

  in huge distress afterwards and Ernie and a few others observed large bloody stripes on the back of his thighs. Worried about more injuries they slowly removed the lad’s trousers to see that

  his backside looked as if Captain Bligh had gone to town on it with a cat-o’-nine-tails. Ernie was so outraged that after lessons he took the boy up and down the streets of East Ardsley and

  showed the aftermath of his caning to parents who had children at the school. In adult life Ernie was to look back on that incident and find it hard to believe he had the

  gumption to do it.




  In class the next morning The Toad remained silent on the matter; Ernie knew he knew what had happened, but nothing was said. And from that day on he no longer mocked Ernie in front of his

  classmates.




  It didn’t alter his overall impression of school much. It probably didn’t help that Ernie was not the most upwardly mobile of pupils, or in his own words, ‘just plain

  dumb’. So if schooling wasn’t moulding his personality, what was? Performing, of course. ‘Entertaining was a personality prop which helped me to cover up a deep-rooted shyness and

  sense of inadequacy.’ Performing onstage allowed Ernie to break out of his shell and become the kind of person he wanted to be, without fear of ridicule; it was a safe environment. ‘I

  was able to step out of my very private little world and be an entirely different person, a cheeky chappie.’




  There’s a good example of this. Often at the end of their act he and his dad would sometimes be invited by punters to sit with them and share a drink: fruit juice for Ernie, a half pint of

  Tetley’s for Harry. One time the house band was playing a popular tune of the day, ‘The Greatest Mistake of my Life’. Everyone was singing along when a man at the table looked at

  Ernie and said, ‘Heh, your flies are undone.’




  Ernie looked down and saw the awful evidence. ‘Yes,’ he said. And then, quick as a flash, ‘It’s the greatest mistake of my life.’




  The whole table cracked up. That single incident left a huge impression on Ernie, not only because of the laugh he got, but also because of the realization that it was

  only because he was still in his stage costume that he had the nerve to make a joke.




  Talent shows were another useful tool to build up confidence and experience and when Harry learned that a week-long revue was being staged at the Pavilion Theatre in nearby Morley, which also

  included a talent contest for local performers, he wasted little time entering Ernie. Held between 14–19 March 1938, Chuse Ow, as the revue was called, had on the bill your typical

  variety performers, singers, comics and dancing girls, but it was the ‘discoveries’ element that seemed to catch the public’s interest, not least because of the fact that it

  wasn’t a panel of experts doing the judging, but the audience themselves. On entering the theatre everyone was issued with voting papers and asked to choose their favourite act of the

  evening. During the week all the slips were collected and counted, so it was the audience who determined which five performers made it through to the grand final on Saturday night. You could say it

  was an early version of The X Factor.




  With ages ranging from six to twenty-nine and acts as varied as ventriloquists, acrobats and impersonators, Ernie certainly had his work cut out to make an impact in the preliminary rounds.

  Instead of his usual gear, Ernie walked onstage in short trousers and a flat cap but his routine was more or less the same: a tap dance and a quick volley of jokes. One in particular is of note. It

  went like this: ‘When I awake in the morning I toss a coin. If it comes down heads I go out to play. If it comes down tails I go to the pictures. If it comes down on its edge I go to

  school.’




  The joke is significant because years later it was recycled by Eric and Ernie during one of their very first performances together as a double act. This time Ernie posed

  the question: ‘What shall we do today?’ to which Eric replied: ‘Let’s toss a coin. Heads we’ll go to the dog racing. Tails we’ll go to a football match. If it

  comes down on its edge we’ll go to work.’ What’s interesting here is that not only had Ernie fallen very quickly into the role of the straight man, but was also happy to feed Eric

  a punchline that had once been his own.




  Come Saturday night Ernie found himself in the final, but if he’d hoped to win over the sympathy of the audience because of his tender age, one look at his fellow finalists soon scuppered

  that idea; none of them was over the age of thirteen.




  While the voting was close, in the end it was Ernie’s comedy song-and-tap-dance routine that, according to reports, ‘brought the house down’ and won him a first prize of three

  guineas. This in spite of losing one of his clogs over the course of the evening and having to make do with one clog and one rubber-soled shoe. But his elation over winning was cut short when his

  father took the three guineas off him. The runners-up prize of a box of chocolates now looked much more inviting, especially as he watched the other kids merrily tucking into them as he was led

  outside by Harry.




  In the autumn of 1938 Ernie’s big break arrived. Bryan Michie was a leading show-business impresario who toured the British Isles searching for juvenile talent to feature in his variety

  shows. His job was also to bring such performers to the attention of the celebrated bandleader Jack Hylton, who also produced theatrical entertainments in London. A former actor, Michie was well

  known for his ability to spot and develop young talent. When Harry got to hear that Michie was holding open auditions at the Leeds Empire he sent Ernie down there.




  Feeling he’d done enough to impress, Ernie sweated for weeks to hear any news. None was forthcoming. Dispirited he went back to performing with his dad; there was also the added bonus of

  being asked to perform on local BBC radio. Singing ‘Let’s Have a Tiddly at the Milk Bar’, Ernie was rewarded with a two-guinea fee and was so proud that he kept the contract his

  entire life, where it held pride of place in a frame on the wall of his study at home. Harry, of course, kept the two guineas.




  As the months passed Ernie had all but forgotten about his audition, when in December a letter arrived from none other than Jack Hylton himself. As he began reading Ernie could scarcely contain

  his excitement, Michie had been so impressed by his audition that he’d personally contacted Hylton about him and now he was being invited down to London to try out for Hylton’s West End

  show Band Waggon. Based on the hugely successful BBC radio comedy programme, Band Waggon featured thirty-eight-year-old former concert party and seaside entertainer Arthur Askey, and

  its cheerful medley of music, comedy and dance was packing them in. Ernie thrust the letter into his father’s hand. Harry sat down in the kitchen and read it aloud to Connie, while Ernie

  stood there pleased as punch.




  On Friday 6 January 1939, Harry and Ernie travelled down to the big smoke, full of hope and excited anticipation. According to Jack Hylton Jnr, Bryan Michie called him asking if he didn’t

  mind picking them up at the railway station. ‘He told my dad that Ernest would be arriving by train at whatever time, presumably at Euston. When my dad asked how he

  would recognize Ernest, Bryan replied, ‘Oh you can’t miss him – he’ll be wearing a dinner jacket and clogs!’




  Quickly they made their way to the Princes Theatre, today the Shaftesbury, and were directed to Hylton’s private office. Far from overawed, little Ernie performed the very same routine

  he’d done months earlier for Michie. Hylton leaned back in his chair, obviously impressed; he’d been in the business a long time and knew his stuff. In his late forties, Hylton was a

  down-to-earth individual, blessed with beguiling simplicity but a forceful nature given to fits of temper that evaporated as quickly as they materialized. Looking at father and son Hylton smiled,

  but what he said took both Ernie and Harry by complete surprise. He was putting Ernie into the show tonight!




  So, there was Ernie, thirteen years old, totally untried in professional theatre, completely unknown to mainstream audiences, sharing the same stage with Band Waggon’s established

  star and top of the bill, Arthur Askey. Even Ernie was to admit that this wonderful succession of events had ‘a fairy-tale quality’ about them. It was incredible and the newspapers

  weren’t slow on seizing upon the story, creating headlines that Ernie never forgot: ‘I had to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming,’ he said. ‘Fame in a night

  for thirteen-year-old’, said one. ‘Comedian, thirteen, hailed as great discovery’, went another and, ‘Railway porter’s son star overnight’, heralded a third.




  The following day the Daily Express said: ‘Ernest Wiseman – one quarter Max Miller, one quarter Sydney Howard, and the other half a mixture of all the

  comics who ever amused you. His timing and confidence are remarkable. At thirteen he is an old-time performer.’ Certainly it was his supreme confidence that impressed most of the critics that

  night. ‘He came on without a sign of nerves, full of Yorkshire cockiness, sang – in a voice that made microphones unnecessary – “I’m Knee Deep in Daisies” and

  “Let’s Have a Tiddly at the Milk Bar”, cracked a pair of north country jokes and did a whirlwind step dance with terrific aplomb and efficiency.’




  Even forty years later, when asked, Arthur Askey could remember Ernie’s West End debut, recalling him as, ‘a fresh-faced, delightful kid, totally stage-struck. He had a good singing

  voice, and he was a very fair little dancer.’ In fact the two later became good friends and often met up. Doreen recalls an evening in the early sixties when the three of them went to the

  cinema to see Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho. ‘I have to say I’m not a fan of horror films, and this was no exception. The film was very scary so I really wasn’t looking

  forward to it. Arthur was sitting directly behind us, and I think he knew I was a bit jumpy. When that infamous shower scene began I knew something awful was going to happen. I remember holding on

  to Ernie’s hand very tightly, expecting the worst – and just at the moment when you saw the knife appear Arthur leant forward and put his hands around my neck. Well, I must have leapt

  at least six feet into the air. Ernie said I went white. God knows how much noise I made. He and Arthur absolutely wet themselves.’




  It must have been a nerve-racking experience, taking to that vast stage for the first time, not only performing in front of a sophisticated West End audience, a world apart from the punters in the working-class clubs he was used to, but backed up by a full orchestra, where before a bored pianist usually provided his accompaniment. The reason the critics saw not a

  shred of nerves was probably because he was in total shock. Ernie later admitted that the whole thing passed by in a blur. Harry was perhaps the best judge, sitting in the auditorium. After the

  show he came backstage and, full of pride, sought out his son, tears welling up in his eyes.
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