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Welcome to the world of variety theatre. 
Inside these covers we remember the magic 
of the golden age of variety. On the bill are, 

Dave Willis, Johnny Victory and the Moxon Girls. 
Also featuring a novelty dog act, a ventriloquist, and 
regurgitator Vic Norton, who swallows live fish and 
brings them back up. It’s twice nightly, on Weds and 
Sats, at your local theatre.   

Sadly, this era has passed into the realms of 
memory. Variety theatre failed to compete with the 
rise of cinemas in the thirties and television in the 
sixties. However, it doggedly refuses to die. In fact, 
television tried to re-create the magic of the music 
hall in The Good Old Days and later with Sunday 

Night at the London Palladium. Theatres turned to 
pantomimes which proved a huge attraction but 
even they couldn’t save variety theatre, as one by one 
theatres closed and were turned into Bingo Halls or 
demolished.

Do you remember when the Theatre Royal, the 
Gaiety, the Palladium and the Empire were alive 
with laughter and song and dance? We’re pleased 
to be able to present memories of these theatres and 
popular performers in this magazine for your delight. 

The management hope you enjoy these treasured 
memories of the heady days of variety. 
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Music hall first came about in the pubs 
and singing saloons in the 1800s. By 
the middle of the 19th century new 

and bigger venues were opening specifically to 
showcase the talent of the day.

Music hall was made up of traditional Scots 
songs and music, performers acting out comic 
scenes and characters, the songs and poetry of 
Robert Burns and the knockabout humour of 
the "geggy theatres"—portable wood and canvas 
theatres which toured the small towns performing 
melodramas.

- Are you dancing?
- Are you asking?

- I’m asking.
- I’m dancing.

FRANCIE AND JOSIE

Music hall, 
Variety, 
and Pantomime

Harry Lauder

Regurgitation demonstration
Vaudeville performer Hadji Ali demonstrating 

his skills of controlled regurgitation, 1926.
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Comedians were mainly performers who’d 
sing comic songs about topical events. From the 
1900s the most famous performer was Harry 
Lauder, who always appeared in a kilt and with 
his crooked stick. Another famous performer, Stan 
Laurel, made his debut on stage at the Britannia 
Panopticon, in Glasgow in 1906.

Novelty acts, such as, dog acts, bird acts, 
ventriloquists, jugglers and regurgitators—who 
would swallow live fish and bring them back up—
were popular with the public. These acts would be 
performed over and over again in venues across 
the country and the same 15 minutes would last 
a performer a lifetime. A few of the stranger 
speciality acts were; a crocodile hypnotist, a 
human gasometer who swallowed petrol then 
would light his breath through a tube and produce 
a flame to cook an omelette on stage; and possibly 
the most unusual double act ever, a Dutch giant 
who stood 9ft 3 inches tall and a 3ft 6 inch midget.

Pierrot troupes had been popular seaside 
attractions and increasingly promoters offered 

holidaymakers summer seasons with sophisticated 
revues. Fred Collins became Scotland’s first 
theatrical entrepreneur, working with stars, such 
as Harry Lauder, Florrie Forde and Robert Wilson. 
They provided fun and laughter and an escape 
from the audience’s humdrum lives of work with 
little play.  

Collins also re-vamped the pantomime (Oh 
No, He Didn’t!) and made it much more appealing 
to modern audiences. The Pantomime became a 
slick spectacular with lavish productions in major 
theatres and starring the leading performers of the 
day.

Entrepreneurs like Harry Moss who bought the 
Empire and Howard & Wyndham who took over 
the King’s Theatre also ran many other theatres all 
over the country.

In Edinburgh the theatres putting on variety 
shows were the Gaiety, the Palladium, the 
Empire and the King’s Theatre. They put on 
shows that people could relate to and came to 

(CONTINUE OVERLEAF)
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MUSIC HALL, VARIETY AND PANTOMIME
— CONTINUED

This chap said to me, "If you look over there you’ll see Dumbarton Rock.

Well I looked for twenty minutes but the thing never moved an inch."
        CHIC MURRAY

Entertainers at the Beach Pavilion, St Andrews, 1929

expect. Fast paced and entertaining shows which 
thrilled the public and brought them flocking into 
the theatres. These shows had singers, dancers, 
a comedian at the top of the bill, a circus act, a 
sketch or short drama, an accordionist or another 
musical interlude, and a finale with the whole cast 
on stage singing.

Some of the stars who took to the stage to 
entertain night after night were; Tommy Morgan, 
Johnny Victory, Dave Willis, Jack Milroy and Rikki 
Fulton, Jimmy Logan, Stanley Baxter, Una McLean, 
the Bruce McClure dancers… The list goes on and 
on.

Many performers made their mark on the stage 
in variety shows, pantomimes and the Five Past 
Eight Shows before crossing over into television 
with the slow demise of the theatres.

The growing popularity of cinema in the thirties 
had dealt a blow to the variety theatre but with 
television taking off in the sixties many theatres 
were forced to close as a night in was preferred to 
a night out. Another new competitor emerged to 
challenge a night at the theatre, the Bingo.

Variety theatre may be gone but it’s not 
forgotten as is demonstrated by people’s fond 
memories of going to the Gaiety, the Palladium, 
the Empire and the King’s Theatre. It provided light 
entertainment for all of working class Scotland.

To end on a positive note, it seems that the 
public’s appetite for variety has never totally gone 
away and indeed has seen a resurgence on TV with 
the likes of Britain’s Got Talent and the X-Factor. ■

The show, as they say, must go on!
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Musical Marie 
and her Piano 
Marathon

Bill Duff on working at The Gaiety 
Theatre.  

"I used to go to the fairground shows when 
I was a little boy. The shows were in Jane Street 
and at the Waverley Market. I think that’s where 
I got my love of performing. I started performing 
when I was 13, during the war, to raise funds for 
the ambulance service. I joined the army in 1945. 
I was responsible for putting shows on for the 
troops, I did the productions and the scripts.

 
Afrer the war I got a job with Leith Provident 

selling hire purchase, "shilling a week man" I was 
called. I worked part-time at The Gaiety,  from 
1948 to ‘51. I did two shows a night, Monday to 
Saturday at 6.15 and 8.15. I started as a stagehand 
and flyman—someone who pulls the flies/ropes 
connected to the scenery or the backcloth. All the 
different scenes are hung up on the flies and pulled 
up when they’re needed. Behind the scenes there’s 
as much space as out front and there’s as much 
height as there is in the Gods and the gallery. 

Claude Worth was the front of house manager 
and overall boss of the theatre. His wife was in the 
box office. They were very much liked in Leith. He 
stood in the foyer and welcomed everyone, shook 
hands with everyone. 

I worked with Lex McLean, Chic Murray and 
Maidie, the Duffy Brothers from Ireland, Frank 
Harvey from Dundee (his saying was: "one toot 
and you’re oot"), and Johnny Victory.

Lex McLean was a great talent. He had a 
great tenor voice and could play many musical 
instruments, including the bagpipes. He was the 
kind of comedian who would sit and saw his hand 

RECOLLECTIONS OF GOING TO THE GAIETY,  
PALLADIUM, EMPIRE AND KING’S.

Gaiety programme cover
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off if people laughed at it. That’s all that mattered 
to Lex; if he could get a laugh. That’s his currency.

Dave Willis was another great comedian. 
During the war he’d come on with his gas mask 
and sing; "In my wee gas mask, I’m working out 
a plan. Tho’ all the kids imagine that I’m just the 
bogey man." Alec Munro, he was a comedian, part 
of a double act, and one night he choked on his 
false teeth and got rushed to hospital. His partner 
carried on. The show must go on. 

Tommy, the stage doorman, used to tell us 
stories about the old days in the Gaiety. He said 
a troupe came to the Gaeity called The Eight 
Lancashire Lads and one of the Eight was Charlie 
Chaplin. So, Charlie Chaplin trod the boards at the 
Gaiety."

Maureen Sweeney’s childhood 
memories of the Gaiety.  

"I was number 30 Kirkgate, third flat up 
above the Gaiety. Most people think the Gaiety 
was on the Kirkgate but it sat back, only the 
entrance was on the Kirkgate. When you went 
to the best seats you walked up a covered arcade 
with an arched ceiling and a red carpet. That was 
for the stalls and the circle. The cheap seats you 
would go in the gate to the left and walk across an 
open yard to go in what looked like a stage door.  
And go up all the stairs, and it was stone with 
wooden slats that you would sit on.

You had three gates, wrought iron, then next 
to that you had Morgan’s (then Ferguson’s) the 
butchers, then you had Barr’s the newsagents and 
Rocho’s the ice-cream shop. 

You didn’t have to go to the theatre, you got 
as much with hanging out the window. My mum 
and I, we’d watch the very posh people arriving 
with their fox furs and their wee hats going in. 
You would know all the people who were in the 
different shows, they would either be in the pub 
over the road before the show, so you would see 
them, or if they nipped out for a pint during the 
show. It was like spot the stars. I was young at 
that time and it was my mum who would say, 
that’s whoever. The Gaiety tended to get a lot 
of local people performing or the Glasgow folk; 
Lex McLean, Rikki Fulton, Jack Milroy, Margo 
Henderson, Jackie Dennis… 

The Princess Bar and Meikle’s pub were the 
places that the acts would go for a drink. And for 
a coffee it was Roccio’s. My mother was friendly 
with the Roccios and my uncle Jimmy worked in 
Meikle’s so if any of the acts were there you would 
go: "Yes, you’re quite welcome to come to the 

(CONTINUE OVERLEAF)

Lex McLean in The Lex McLean Show on BBC 
Scotland in 1972
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MUSICAL MARIE AND HER PIANO MARATHON 
— CONTINUED
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(CONTINUE OVERLEAF)Gaiety programme cover

I saw in there was Musical Marie. She did a piano 
marathon. She sat there day and night playing 
the piano. I don’t know what the aim of it was. 
We’d actually go hoping she would need the toilet. 
They used to bring out these screens and put them 
around her as she sat at the piano. Now whether 
she actually sat there, you could still hear this 
tinkling, but it could have been anybody who was 
tinkling while she was tinkling! I think that would 
have been in 1958. It closed soon after.

The Christmas treat was going to the panto 
at the King’s. This would have been 1959/60. 
The King’s was very posh. I used to get a box of 
Maltesers for the panto at the King’s. We saw 
Stanley Baxter there, and Kenneth McKellar in 
a Five Past Eight Show. Lex McLean was why 
we went to the Palladium, that seemed to be his 
theatre. He used to wear these big suits that would 
make you laugh without him saying anything, 
outrageous colours, big checks. And Chic Murray 
and his wife. It wasn’t a very big theatre. The 
Empire was big. The King’s was quite glamorous 
inside." 

house." At New Year you had your pot of soup, you 
had your ox-tongue. My granny believed if you fed 
them they didn’t drink as much or get drunk. It was 
a room and kitchen and if you imagine a great big 
square wooden table in the middle of the kitchen—
the safest place for the kids was usually under the 
table. You were just aware of all these people there 
and probably after a show they were just glad of 
getting something to eat before heading off.

The Gaiety was well used. I mind my Granny 
saying it had been a cinema first and then a 
theatre. My Nana’s washing line ran from the side 
of her kitchen window right across the open yard 
and attached to the Gaiety building. My mum took 
me to the Gaiety. Sometimes during the week if it 
wasn’t full they would let a few of us into the gods. 
I mind half the time I laughed at the comedians 
it was usually their antics rather than what they 
were saying. I was too young to get some of their 
jokes.

If you were going into the Gaiety, it was to see 
one of the variety shows. They tended to go from 
the Palladium or the Empire down to the Gaiety. 
We didn’t usually get the shows that were on at 
the King’s. I think it was a different theatre group. 
I think it was the Moss ones. The manager of the 
Gaiety was Claude Worth and he used to always 
stand outside with the dinner suit on. If you were 
out playing he would tell you to clear away from 
the front of the theatre, it wasn’t good for their 
image. His wife was a dresser in the Gaiety and 
they stayed at the top of the Kirkgate. He was a 
small stocky man and I always thought he looked 
posh in his dinner suit.

You had to be taken in for a show with an adult 
but kids would get into the gods through the week. 
Most nights there was a show on. The last person 

Bessie Holden on going for a night out 
to the theatre.  

"I went every Saturday to The Gaiety. I had 
a permanent seat in the stalls. Clark and Murray 
were an act. You needed a permanent booking 
or you wouldn’t have got a seat on a Saturday 
night. Jack Milroy was in the Gaiety. I went to 
the Palladium as well. I saw Robert Wilson at the 
Palladium when he started on the down trail. He’d 
started drinking. He could still sing.

I liked the stage shows. There wasn’t the 
pictures like there is now, there wasn’t talking 
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MUSICAL MARIE AND HER PIANO MARATHON 
— CONTINUED

Theatre programme featuring Jack Milroy

Edinburgh Empire programme cover

pictures. They used to have a sort of play in the 
middle of it, as well as the comedians. They’d have 
an act and a play. Sometimes they were quite funny, 
other times they were more serious. They had a 
wee bit of everything; dancing girls, conjurors, 
comedians, singers. There was a play and then 
they all had a turn, a ventriloquist sometimes, an 
accordion player… I liked them all.  

We used to go to Pringles as well in Elm Row. 
They used to have pictures, silent pictures, then 
you got a stage show in the middle of it. A turn 
by actors then you got another picture. Sometimes 
a drama for about half an hour, sometimes you 
got comedians on. I think the Alhambra had the 
same sort of thing. This was in the days of silent 
pictures. You’d get people shouting out at the 
silent pictures, "watch out here he’s coming!" 

When I was a teenager, I went to shows in 
Portobello. The Andrew Letta show. He was always 
in a silver grey suit and a great big buttonhole in 

his coat and he used to come round the marquee. 
Every night the show was on, he was always there. 
He didn’t act in it. I can just mind of Donald Pierce 
and there was a dancer Anona Wynn. She always 
had beautiful dresses on. It was sixpence to get in. 
You’d go in at seven until half past nine or ten. 
They were all good clean shows. Tommy Morgan 
was on the Prom at Portobello. He was a comedian. 
He was good, too.

I saw Harry Lauder in the Empire. He always 
had his crooked stick. He was the variety show. It 
was him who drew the crowd. There were other 
singers and dancers but he took a good bit of the 
time. He would sing and do jokes. 

I saw Will Fyfe, it was in the Palladium or the 
Empire. I had a permanent booking in the Empire. 
He sang I Belong to Glasgow. All the big stars 
played the Empire." ■
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How long did you work professionally 
in the entertainments industry?

I graduated in 1985, and worked as an actor 
until I moved to Scotland in 1996. 

How did you get into acting?

I started out wanting to major in journalism for 
my BA Arts in English degree but helped out with 

ushering for a production of Guys and Dolls for 
the Theatre Studies Department towards the end 
of my first year, met with a great bunch of fellow 
students and tutors and was hooked! 

I went on to appear in a variety of shows 
there and really enjoyed it. It was hard work and 
everything was done on a shoestring but that 
meant we had to be hugely inventive and I learned 
a lot.   I then decided to audition for the Western 
Australian Academy of  Performing Arts, a three 
year state funded course which had started up just 
the year before and was accepted. 

What was your first job after graduation?

I appeared in a version of Great Expectations at 
the Perth Playhouse in a variety of roles, which 
was great fun. Thankfully I had got used to wearing 
corsets at College, as it was a very energetic 
production with huge ramps all over the Theatre 
and lots of quick changes! Fairly shortly after that 
I moved to Sydney as I had been fortunate enough 
to get an agent, and work was more plentiful there. 

Were there any particular roles that you 
loved?

I think a particular favourite was that of Olive 
in the prequel to a very famous Australian  play 
of the 50’s called Summer of the Seventeenth Doll. 
It was about two canecutters from the sugar 
plantations  who came down from Queensland 

Memories of treading 
the boards

A Q&A WITH DEIDRE BROCK, 
MP FOR EDINBURGH NORTH AND LEITH.

"Are You Lonesome Tonight?—Perth Playhouse 
Theatre (now demolished! I have just discovered!)"

14
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each year with money in their pockets to visit 
the bright lights of Sydney and to meet with two 
women they’d first met seventeen years before. 
It’s very bitter-sweet and very Australian and it 
was a huge hit, one of the first really successful 
Australian plays from that time—up to that point, 
everyone thought theatre had to be of the Anyone 
for Tennis variety… The prequel showed them all 
at the time of their first meeting and how their 
relationships developed. It was a very touching 
play, seeing the hope with which they began and 
knowing how sadly it will all end.

Favourite places /theatres you worked in?

I was once understudy for a Sydney Theatre 
Company version of Neil Simon’s play Lost in 
Yonkers, which was performing in the Sydney 
Opera House. Walking down from the train station 
to Circular Quay and the Harbour along to that 
each day was a pretty special experience!

Was it as glamorous a world as we are led to 
believe? 

Not really—it’s pretty dog-eat-dog unless you’re 
a star, and even then you’re only as good as your 
last hit. Life consisted of lots and lots of auditions 
and consequent expense for roles you’d be up 
against 20 other people for. A big tax break the 
Australian government had given film productions 
was removed at around that time, so the bottom 
fell out of that industry and meant jobs were quite 
suddenly much harder to come by.

Did you work with any famous faces? 

I worked with a number of famous names 
but better known in Australia perhaps. I was 
lucky enough to appear on a TV show with the 
wonderful English actor Michael Craig who 
many of your readers might remember as a bit 
of a heart throb from the fifties. He had moved to 
Australia and was one of the lead characters in a 
long-running drama series called GP.  He was still 

(CONTINUE OVERLEAF)

The role of Lucienne Homenides de Histangua  in 
A Flea in her Ear by Feydeau—French farce (drama 
school) 
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MEMORIES OF TREADING THE BOARDS
— CONTINUED

Drama production

"Me and partner Warren with Guy Pearce and his 
partner on motor boat on Sydney Harbour—note 
my brave smile despite appalling bout of seasickness... 
First and only time I have met Guy by the way, I should 
make clear."

pretty gorgeous, I  thought, an absolute charmer, 
and between takes would entertain us with very 
funny stories of his days working with folk such 
as Larry and Johnnie—Laurence Olivier and John 
Gielgud, that is. I was rather star struck!

Actually, one of the medical advisors on that 
show went on to write another successful show, 
Correlli, creating a lead role she had me in mind 
for. Sadly for me, it went in the end to a better 
known actor called Deborra Lee-Furness, who 
later went on to marry her co-star from that series. 
His name? Hugh Jackman. True story! Sometimes 
I like to remind my partner I could have been Mrs 
Hugh Jackman…

How does politics compare with show 
business?

Hmm, well certainly some of the over-inflated 
egos on show across the house seemed very familiar 
to me when I arrived at Westminster! There are 
times too when the dividing line between genuine 
passion and theatrics becomes rather blurred in 
speeches. The opposite is also true—some MPs can 
give very dull contributions. To my mind, if you 
cannot deliver your speeches with fire and belief 
then how can you expect people to listen? Some 
of the things I learned from my acting days have 
come in handy—I was frequently told at election 
hustings I was the only person that could be 
heard! So those many voice classes have certainly 
been helpful. But actually being a councillor for 
seven years was the best preparation for being an 
MP as I learnt so much about working for and with 
constituents from those days. ■

16
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The Archivist’s pick
by DAVID DONALDSON

Sir Harry Lauder on Blackpool promenade, c.1934

This photograph was donated to our 
archive by Betteane Mure. It shows 
Betteane’s  mother, her sisters, her aunt 

Polly, her uncle James, the matron of a blind home, 
and… Sir Harry Lauder. 

I am unsure of the circumstances of how the 
family came to meet Harry Lauder—did they bump 
into Sir Harry out for a stroll on the promenade, or 
was the great man himself there to visit Betteane’s 
uncle James, the dentist in the white coat on the 
left?

Whatever the case, having a photograph taken 
with Sir Harry Lauder, it was an opportunity not 
to be missed! ■



18

FROM THE 
WEIR 
COLLECTION

A selection of late 19th century 
photographs depicting actors and 
actresses of pantomimes in the Theatre 

Royal, Edinburgh. These images—made available 
online—are part of the The Weir Collection of 
Playbills, Programmes and Photographs from the 
National Library of Scotland. ■

Actress dressed as a warrior

Actor with bird mask

Actor wearing clown costume
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(CONTINUE OVERLEAF)

(CONTINUE OVERLEAF)

Dressed as Harlequin

Actor  dressed  as Poseidon

Actor wearing clown costume

19



20

More information and digital resources from The Weir 
Collection of playbills, programmes and photographs 
can be found on the National Library of Scotland’s 
Website, in the Theatre posters, 1870-1900 section, 
at: https://digital.nls.uk/74466728.

FROM THE WEIR COLLECTION
— CONTINUED

Dancer

Actor with a pantomime horse
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Clown

Actor dressed as a woman
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From Danny La Rue to 
Hercules the Bear

WORKING BEHIND THE SCENES AT THE KING’S 
THEATRE.

Stan Eadie worked as an electrician.  

"We had the 5 Past Eight Shows 
at the King’s. They would change the line-up 
every two weeks. It was a mixture; it could be 
Jack Milroy, it could be Stanley Baxter, it could 
be Rikki Fulton, it could be Jimmy Logan… It was 
whoever was available. You always kept the same 
dancers which were the Bruce McClure dancers. 

They stayed with each show, the orchestra was the 
same, it was Geraldo’s orchestra, directed by Pat 
McCann. He was the musical director of Howard 
& Wyndham and they owned the King’s. You 
would have a guest artist, a pianist or a singer like 
Moira Anderson as well and a speciality or novelty 
act, it might have been budgies or dogs, mostly it 
was dog acts.

 I started working in the King’s as an 
electrician in the late fifties. It was electrical and 
sound that we did, all the lighting for the stage. 

Illustration from King’s programme cover
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I worked in the box, way up in the top gallery. 
There were different types of lighting, arc lights, 
floodlights and spotlights. One of my last big 
shows was in the seventies, when Anita Harris 
was Peter Pan. And my last pantomime was with 
Reg Varney, Rikki and Jack. This was before Reg 
had On the Buses, he was playing the accordion.

 During the day there were three of us but 
during a show there was up to seven but they were 
just changing colours on the lights. They weren’t 
allowed to do any electrical work.  You had front 
of house staff and commissionaires, ushers and 
usherettes, back stage staff, lots of people worked 
in the King’s.

The pantomimes were popular. It was the 
only place you could get a drink on New Year’s 
Day as the theatre bars were open. Everybody 
went drinking at Bennet’s Bar, the cast and the 
staff. We’d drink with Rikki, Jack, Jimmy Logan, 
the Alexander Brothers. None of them were big 
drinkers.

 Rikki and Jack would never stick to the 
script they were always trying to trick one another. 
So the show was different each night. Rikki was a 
really great pianist, and this is when Liberace was 
at his height and Rikki used to do a turn imitating 
him. Jack got his own back on the last night when 
I gave him a candelabra off the Cinderella set and 
he walked on stage and stuck it on top of the piano 
and gave me a thumbs up and I lit it up and Rikki 
just looked around as if to say, what the hell’s 
happening now?

 I met Lionel Blair and his sister Joyce, 
Tony Hatch and Jackie Trent and Peggy Mount—
she was very softly spoken, an entirely different 
person than she was on TV. Danny La Rue was 

really great. He asked me to build him a sound 
system that he could use for his tour and gave me 
a hundred pound tip. That was a lot of money in 
the sixties. He was a big star then. His big hit was 
On Mother Kelly’s Doorstep. He did jokes, songs, 
sketches and introduced special guests and he had 
dancers as well. Dan—as he preferred to be called—
wasn’t really a drinker, he didn’t spend his time in 
the pub. He had lovely costumes, all the women 
wanted to see him in them. He used to throw 
cheap rings out to the audience. The ones he wore 
were real. They all loved him. He played to packed 
houses. 

It was happy times working at the King’s and 
meeting all the stars." 

J ean Bell was a dresser at the King’s 
Theatre.  

"I was working at night at the King’s. It 
was Lena Zavaroni’s Christmas Party with Allan 
Stewart and Spit the Dog with Bob Carolgees and 

Rikki Fulton

(CONTINUE OVERLEAF)
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FROM DANNY LA RUE TO HERCULES THE BEAR
— CONTINUED

Programme Cover featuring 
Lena Zavaroni Christmas Party

Hercules the Bear with Andy Robbins. One of my 
jobs was to help Andy bring Hercules up the stairs 
in time to go on stage when Lena Zavaroni would 
say, ‘C’mon Hercy’. He was a beautiful beast. Andy 
kept him in a caravan down the side of the theatre. 
When Lena came on the stage, she came alive. 

There were six lovely dancing girls in the show 
and they had to have a quick change at the side 
of the stage; they went from dresses into hotpants 
with bibs. I had to keep the men away from the 
stage while the girls were getting dressed. Allan 
Stewart’s dresser said, ‘It’s alright, I’m gay.’ I said, 
‘I don’t care how happy you are, you’ve got to 
move!’

We had washing machines and ironing boards. 
There’s a lot of washing every night, the underwear 
and costumes. 

On the Five Past Eight Shows I worked as a 
dresser for Hope Jackman and Stanley Baxter. 
Harry Gordon was the star. They were usually a 
summer run, six weeks. It would be two hours of 
variety. They added to it and changed acts during 
the run. 

Millicent Cooper and Clifford Woodward, they 
did an act where he’d make the drinks in a cocktail 
shaker and she would change her dress at the 
side of the stage as quick as he mixed the drinks. 
The front row of the audience got a choice, which 
drink did they want? Millicent had her hair dyed 
a purpley colour, like Gentian Violet. I’d be at the 
side of the stage helping to unzip and zip her up 
again. She’d walk on, pick up the drinks and hand 
them out to the people who’d requested them.

I used to call the acts ready for the stage. It was 
usually a boy who did this but I was a ‘call girl’–
which was a risqué title as this was at the time 

of the Profumo affair! Douglas Craig the scene 
manager asked for my wee chitty and I’d made 
it out for 6 nights at 7/6 and he said, ‘My God, 
darling, you are cheap!’

I met David McCallum. He was in his first play 
at the King’s. He was only 17, the same as me. If 
I’d played my cards right I could have been Mrs 
Kuryakin!

Meg Urquhart, she’d been in a lot of films. She 
was the mum in the film Geordie, and a matron in 
the hospital in Dr Findlay. She was a dancer and a 
foil to Harry Gordon. She sent me to Bennet’s Bar 
for a half bottle of gin. She offered me a drink of 
orange and after drinking it I could hardly stand 
up. I was only 16. But I recovered… The show must 
go on!

The orchestra would go, anytime there was a 
halt in the show, changing a scene, they’d be off 
next door into Bennet’s Bar and sneak back in time 
for the next bit.

Billy Crockett worked with the White Heather 
Club and the Black & White Minstrel Show. He 
compered those shows. He was billed as Crotchet 
the Mad Musician, as he played lots of different 
instruments. 

It was very different from a normal job. It was 
exciting. Meeting these people, the company. 
I would have done it for nothing. Lots of good 
memories." ■
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There is a telling quote from Laurence 
Olivier about Archie Rice, the faded 
music hall star he played on stage and in 

the film The Entertainer. “There he [Archie] sits in 
the bright spotlight, alone, laughless but smiling. 
A bowler hat, a cane, eyebrows. A gap in his teeth 
and dead eyes.” Poor Archie, Mrs Rice’s favourite 
boy. He may bill himself as "the one and only"  but 
really he’s only ever been a third-rate music hall 
act. 

Making a living in pre-war variety theatre, even 
for those "third raters" was possible but Britain of 
the 1950s was a changed world and variety theatre 
was on its way out. Not as though Archie Rice 
seems to notice. He is the relentless comedian, the 
eternal joker and optimist. If only he can get the 
next show financed, everything would change.

The Entertainer was the playwright John 
Osborne’s next play after Look Back in Anger and 
it took Olivier’s career in a new direction. Here 
was the knighted doyen of British theatre taking 
on a radical new piece, part of the new genre of 
gritty kitchen sink drama. On the face of it, it was 
a far cry from King Lear or Macbeth and yet there 
is a strong element of Shakespearean tragedy to 
Archie. It’s no surprise that Olivier considered it 
one of his greatest roles. 

There is subtext, of course. This is not just a 
tale about the death of the British music hall. 
The play was written six months after the Suez 
Crisis in 1956. Suez was a military and diplomatic 
debacle for Britain who, along with France and 
Israel tried to gain control of the Suez Canal from 
Egypt and President Nasser. The campaign rapidly 

THE ENTERTAINER
by MILES TUBB

Screenshot from The Entertainer (1960)
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fell apart, leaving Britain in no doubt that the days 
of glorious empire were over. So, as we see Archie 
Rice crumble away on the variety stage, Britain 
was crumbling away on the world stage. To add to 
a pervading sense of loss to the story, Archie’s son 
is killed in the conflict.

Tony Richardson, the director, had a brilliant 
run of films in the late 50s and early 1960s—Look 
Back in Anger, A Taste of Honey and The Loneliness 
of the Long-Distance Runner. All these films made 
good use of location filming. Most of the outdoor 
shots for The Entertainer were done in Morecambe, 
Lancashire. Morecambe in 1958 had its pier and its 
outdoor Art Deco swimming pool where in the film 
we see Archie compering the beauty competition. 
It is fascinating to look in the background of the 
location shots and notice the shops, stalls and 
attractions synonymous with so many  British 
seaside resorts throughout the 20th Century.  

(CONTINUE OVERLEAF)

Screenshot from The Entertainer (1960)

Inside Morecambe Winter Garden Theatre
This was used as a location for The Entertainer
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THE ENTERTAINER
— CONTINUED

Mosaics in Morecambe celebrating Laurence 
Oliver and Thora Hird

Morecambe Winter Gardens in the 1930s

The theatre scenes were filmed in the town’s 
"Winter Gardens" and "Alhambra" theatres. Here 
Archie enthusiastically plays to small, disinterested 
audiences. Front of house and back stage, there is a 
distinct atmosphere of decay.

This is not just a film of a play. It is a period 
document. Archie represents the last in a long line 
of entertainers who made their living touring the 
theatres and halls of Britain. So many famous acts 
like Dan Leno, Marie Lloyd, Harry Lauder, George 
Formby and Lex Mclean but there were also those 
who never rose to the top the bill. For example—
Bud Richie—The Conversational Comedian, Kay 
Maloney—The Singing Accordionist, and Jay and 
Jay—Lunatics at Large. There were hundreds of 
acts that trod the boards which are now completely 
forgotten. They are just names on old handbills 
and theatre posters.   

The Morecambe Winter Gardens is still open 
and is now a Grade 2 listed building. A fantastic 
team keep the theatre running, both as a show 
venue, bar and tea shop. You can take a tour of 
this fabulous building, from backstage to up in 
the Gods. You can stand on the same stage as 
George Formby, Laurel and Hardy, Gracie Fields, 
Morecambe and Wise and of course, Laurence 
Olivier and Archie Rice. ■
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CROSSWORD
by STEVEN BOWRON & JOHN MCCAUGHIE

(solution p.35)

ACROSS

1. Dave _ was a popular Edinburgh entertainer.

2. The greatest of all the pantomimes dames.

3. An early star of the Music Hall, Dan _.

4. Complete this double act, Francie and _.

5. This "Will _" sang I belong to Glasgow.

6. This theatre in Edinburgh burned down in 

1946.

DOWN

7. The Great _ was killed during a performance 

in the Empire Theatre.

8. A "Harry" who was known as Scotland’s 

Greatest Ever Ambassador.

9. A theatre in Leith.

10. A performer whose name means to win.

11. This theatre was built in 1884 and 

demolished in 1984.

12. The area in Edinburgh where Chic Murray 

had his hotel.

1

2

4

6

5

11

12

3

8

10

9

7
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Sauchiehall Street’s legendary Glasgow 
Empire theatre was renowned as ‘the 
graveyard for English comics’. The second 

house on a Friday night were particularly difficult 
to please and this was due to the strict licensing 
hours. The locals knew that the bars would be shut 
by the time the show ended so they got tanked-up 
at the interval. 

It was a raucous bunch that sat in wait to 
ambush the comics from across the border when 
they ventured onstage. The local fruit-market 
provided ammunition to hurl at the acts. Some big 
names that had to suffer the jeers, heckles and an 
occasional handful of rivets were:

Des O’Connor started his routine with jokes 
and one by one they fell flat and he became so 
scared of the jeering crowd, he pretended to faint 
and had to be dragged off stage by his ankles.

GLASGOW EMPIRE

Heckles To 
Die For!

Des O’Connor
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 Mike & Bernie Winters’ routine began with 
Mike on stage, playing his clarinet then after a 
few minutes Bernie, wearing a bowler, pokes his 
head through the centre of the curtains and pulls a 
funny face. Someone in the audience shouted out, 
"Oh Christ, there’s two of them!"

 
Roy Castle bounded onto stage in his 

inimitable style, did a song and a dance and told 
some jokes then when he got out his trumpet, 
there was a shout from the audience: "Is there nae 
end tae this man’s talents."

 
Max Miller was asked to return to the Empire 

after a particularly hard night of heckling, but 
turned the offer down, saying; "I’m a comic, not a 
missionary!"

Ken Dodd, after suffering countless heckles 
from a man in the audience, asked him, "And what 
would make you laugh?"

The reply came swiftly back, "A comedian!"

Morecombe and Wise were paid danger 
money on the top of their fee by the Empire to 
compensate for facing the fierce barbs and jeers 
from the audience.

Johnny Beattie is quoted as saying about the 
audience at the Empire, "If they liked you, they let 
you live."

The final curtain came down in the Empire 
Theatre in 1963. ■

Ken Dodd

Johnny Beattie
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A Funny Thing 
Happened on the Way 
to Portobello

"IT’S THE MOST BASIC BIT OF COMEDY ADVICE: PUT THE FUNNY BIT AT THE END OF THE 
SENTENCE", SAYS STEVEN DAVIDSON. 
MILES TUBB MEETS PORTOBELLO’S STAR COMEDIAN.

Just to let you know before we start that 
all comedians talking about comedy will 
be miserable and downbeat because that’s 

what comedians are like when they talk about 
comedy.

Okay, so why choose comedy?

The traditional story comedians tell is that they 
made people laugh at school. That and performing 
in school plays. When I was at school, our House 
never bothered to learn our lines so we just made 
it up on stage and the audience knew this and 
laughed. It felt great. I think what really made 
me want to do it was the Scottish Schoolboys 
Club Camp and they had a stage show at night 
with people doing songs, poems, magic tricks, 
sketches. I remember, one time there was a gang 
of us on stage preparing to do a dance, and the 
music was supposed to come on from our ghetto 
blaster, but nothing happened, and I had to keep 
talking to fill the gap and the audience laughed a 
lot, and I think that’s the moment because it was 

just spontaneous, making it up as you go along, 
‘cause you’ve no other choice, and that’s when the 
germ of an idea of one day maybe doing comedy 
came to mind.

I had decided that if nothing worked out in 
my life by my fifties, I’d try stand-up. But then I 
thought: why wait till then. I got my first gig in 
2004 at The Stand, age 33. I was reviewed on my 
first ever gig which seemed desperately unfair and 
the resulting write up did not correspond with 
the amount of laughter I am sure I heard! "Steven 
Davidson based an entire set on his dead dog. 
Bundles of energy but bundles more misses than 
hits with this material."  Thankfully, the same paper 
gave me such a glowing review a few months later 
that I still use it to this day on my posters!

What sort of places would you be playing?

When you start in stand-up comedy, you have 
to go to every gig because that’s how you hone 
your craft, you have to take every opportunity 
that’s available. I’ve performed in venues with 
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pillars in front of the stage, venues with no 
lighting, venues where they’ve set up miles away 
from the audience. One of the keys to comedy is to 
get people sitting close together because laughter’s 
like lightning, it jumps between people. It’s easier 
for people to laugh if the person next to them is 
laughing.

In a real theatre there’s more of a sense of 
occasion when you walk out onto a big stage and 
get a big cheer but then you need to produce the 
big performance. And proper lighting, gives a 
sense of occasion, with the spotlight on the act.

(CONTINUE OVERLEAF)

The young Steven Davidson performing at a 
Scottish Schoolboys Club Camp

How would you describe your comedy?

I used to write jokes, but now it’s a mixture 
of re-counting funny stories from my life and 
funny comments on things. These days I mostly 
MC (Master of Ceremonies). I go up with very 
little and hope that something comes out of 
talking to the audience.  I’ll have 4 or 5 bits of 
new material prepared that I can shoehorn in if 
the chat with the audience isn’t going so well. At 
the start of the Portobello comedy night I’ll do a 
mixture of chanting, shouting and occasionally 
terrible singing alongside my comedy to warm up 
the crowd. When it goes well, when I’ve conjured 
comedy out of nothing, I’ll feel like this is what I 
was put here to do.

What’s the secret to being funny?

All that matters to me in comedy is that people 
are laughing. There are comedians with a message, 
good for them, having a message or a theme 
through a show. A fringe show is a big thing these 
days but for me hanging your show on a certain 
theme just for the sake of it is a bit strange. Nobody 
ever walks out of a gig going, "Aw that was just a 
wonderful theme." They walk out going that was 
really funny and they’ll remember one or two of 
the gags.

There are guys on the circuit nowadays that 
have been doing the same 20 minutes for 20 
years quite happily and earning a living out of it. 
However, if you want to move up to the next rung 
of the comedy ladder you need to leave behind the 
old jokes. Because the fringe is all about a new 
hour of material every year. It’s a lot of comedy. 
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The next Portobello Comedy Nights at Dalriada on 
the Promenade are on 5th October, 2nd November and 
1st February.  Steven’s Looking Back on a Life That 
Didn’t Happen podcast can be found on Itunes, Stitcher 
and Soundcloud. 

A FUNNY THING HAPPENED ON THE WAY TO PORTOBELLO
— CONTINUED

A more recent publicity shot of Steven Davidson

An hour is a strange length to have a gig because 
naturally there’s a dip at around 40 minutes. I did 
my first solo show in 2006 and it’s still one of the 
great achievements of my life, to do a show for 
50 minutes, where people laughed all the way 
through.  

A lot of comedians are completely delusional as 
to how they’ve performed. They’ll ask me, "How 
do you think it went?" You should know how it 
went. Were the audience laughing? It’s a comedy 
show, they should be laughing after every line. It’s 
about being funny. If you’re outrageous and edgy, 
it can work as long as you’re funny but only if you 
can put it across with the twisted smiling charm of 
a Frankie Boyle or a Glenn Wool. 

Who are your comedy heroes?

I used to listen to Billy Connolly LPs. I liked 
Blackadder, the second series onwards, was 
inspirational to my style of comedy, re-runs of 
Fawlty Towers, the first Police Academy film, 

bizarrely, a lot of great Python stuff, Vic Reeves Big 
Night which became Vic and Bob, loved all that 
stuff. And from a stand-up comedy point of view, 
my favourites at the moment are Glenn Wool, 
Stewart Lee, Ivo Graham, Patrick Monahan and 
Steven Carlin. Frankie Boyle’s great as well. I think 
Kevin Bridges is a tremendous comedian. Reginald 
D Hunter is top notch and Susie McCabe is a joy. 
I’m a fan of these stand-ups but I don’t think they 
influence me as much as the TV stuff.

How do you deal with hecklers?

I’ve not had many hecklers in my career. Drunk 
people aren’t magically silenced by a brilliant 
zinging line back. They’ll carry on shouting out 
throughout the night. It’s funny for a bit but it 
ruins the show for the rest of the crowd. Hecklers 
will come up after the gig and say, I thought I was 
helping you.  

What about the future?

Comedy, it’s what I’m here on earth to do, make 
people laugh. Whether it’s my podcast, writing 
sketches for other people, writing funny articles 
or posts on facebook or twitter or going on stage. 
It’s kind of what I think my gift is. I still get really 
nervous before gigs, there’s a terror and a misery 
that’s like nothing else in life. Nothing phases me 
in life apart from going on stage.

But I’ll continue with Portobello Comedy Night 
until I die! ■



Jean Bell • Steven Bowron • Deidre Brock • Steven Davidson • David Donaldson • Bill Duff • Stan Eadie • 
Bessie Holden • Maureen Sweeney • Miles Tubb • Evelyn Whitfield

Across: 1) Willis,  2) Stanley Baxter, 3) Leno, 4) Josie, 5) Fyffe, 6) Royal • Down: 7) Lafayette, 8) Lauder, 9) 
Gaiety, 10) Victory, 11) Palladium, 12) Bruntsfield

All images and photos from the Living Memory Association Archive, except:
- pp. 4-5, p.7 from Public Domain.
- p. 9, screenshot from The Lex McLean Show (1972), broadcasted on BBC 2
- pp. 14-16 courtesy of Deidre Brock MP for Edinburgh North and Leith.
- pp. 18-21 from the National Library of Scotland, photographs licensed under Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International
- p. 23 from www.discogs.com
- pp. 26-27 screenshot from The Entertainer (1960), directed by Tony Richardson, produced by Woodfall 
Film Productions, and distributed by British Lion Films.
- p. 30 from www.discogs.com
- p. 31, photograph of Johnny Beattie from Wikimedia, by Mark Gordon, licensed under Creative Commons 
Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0
- p. 31, photograph of Ken Dodd from Wikimedia, by David A Ellis, licensed under Creative Commons 
Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported
- pp. 33-34 courtesy of Steven Davidson

SPECIAL THANKS

IMAGE CREDITS

CROSSWORD SOLUTION




