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Looking back on my notes from last year, I ended by saying “I’m sure that 2021 will see us all 

joining hands and singing our song once again, and there will no longer be a need for these 

rather unpleasant swab tests”.  But 12 months on, we are still restricted by Covid rules and we 

are still rubbing little sticks against the back of our throats and up our noses, hoping our Lateral 

Flow tests come out negative.  Once again, there was no UK Convention and our trip to 

Ulverston couldn’t take place.  In fact, our first Laughing Gravy tent meeting of the year wasn’t 

until August.  But things are improving, the vaccines appear to be working well and our 

meetings are starting to attract 80-90 people.  The Crown Club is looking fantastic after its 

recent refurbishment.  And it’s just so good to be back watching Stan & Ollie on the big screen 

with fellow Laughing Gravyites.  
 

So, how have I kept myself busy?  Well on Wednesdays I volunteer at the PDSA shop on the 

High Street in Erdington.  And on Fridays I volunteer at the Cancer Research shop in the city 

centre.  The Back to Backs tours have also restarted (ground floor only) as have my Taste & 

Tours of the Bartons Arms.  And recently I have been booked for a few talks, so I have plenty of 

things to occupy my time. 
 

And talking of talks – in October I was the after dinner speaker (that’s a bit posh, isn’t it?) at 

Druids Heath Golf Club.  At the end of the talk, one member of the audience (Barry Woolston) 

said he had met the Boys in Dudley in 1952.  Elsewhere in this Annual, you will see that I have 

written an article about the 1952 tour and Laurel & Hardy’s link to Dudley.  But I just had to 

mention Barry’s wonderful story. 
 

In 1952 Barry was just 11 years old and he would often go to the Dudley Hippodrome to collect 

autographs.  He happened to see Stan Laurel walking up the street from the Station Hotel, but 

he didn’t recognise him immediately, as Stan was wearing a beret.  He went over and asked him 

for his autograph, and Stan asked if he would like Ollie’s as well.  Of course Barry said yes, and 

Stan took him to the stage door where Barry thought he would have to wait.  But to his surprise, 

he was taken straight into their dressing room to meet Ollie (where he saw that Ollie was having 

a manicure).  They signed his autograph book, and added the little caricature sticker which they 

did quite often, and they also gave him a pre-signed photograph. 

And as you can see Barry still has both! 
 

By the way, at the same talk 

I met a gentleman (Bob 

Cooke) who told me that his 

son (Dave) is one of our 

long standing members. 

You don’t believe me! 

When I told Dave he said 

“Did you sell him a book as 

a good Christmas present for his son?!” 



We have decided to extend the free membership year until April 2022.  We are able to do this 

(as well as subsidise trips out to Ulverston etc.) because of the incredible success of the raffle.  

And this is due to Pat and Phyllis. 

How Pat manages to find so many 

fantastic raffle prizes every month, always 

amazes me.  And with Phyllis being so 

popular, raffle tickets are quickly snapped 

up with a fair bit of banter and laughter.  

And of course the tension in the room as 

the ‘Raffle-o-meter’ picks out a random 

number for the lucky winners is always 

exciting.  So although this has stopped 

people shouting out “shake them up”, we 

do have the odd “do you think they’ve 

entered all the numbers in?”  The answer 

is of course yes!  But disaster struck at our November meeting.  The Raffle-o-meter went into a 

hissy fit and refused to pick a number.  What would become of the raffle?  Surely there can’t be 

many of these machines around.  Well would you believe it, the club has a second Raffle-o-

meter, and we were able to continue.  The dramas of running a tent! 
 

As you should all know by now, one of our members 

(Dave Crump) has finally finished his book on Fred 

Karno called ‘The Legend Behind the Laughter’.  

Dave’s been doing some meticulous research on Fred 

Karno over the years and the result is this splendid 

book.  If you remember, Dave also wrote Khaotic the 

musical which was performed at the Old Rep here in 

Birmingham with another one of our members (the 

wonderfully talented Steve Birch, sadly no longer with 

us) playing Stan Laurel.  At our November tent 

meeting, Dave signed a few copies of his book, and the 

book was well received.  So now our tent can boast 

three published authors – Dave Crump (Fred Karno), Chris Jukes (Dunlop) and of course 

yours truly (Charlie Hall).   All three books have been published by Brewin Books.  So you’ve 

had ‘The Three Tenors’, and now you have ‘The Three Pennors’!  And if you think that’s bad, 

you can blame Graham Hollister for that joke! 
 

Going to press Mandy, Pat and myself are heading off to Ulverston for the Dickensian 

weekend.  It looks like the event will go ahead, which is great news as it’s been a long time 

since we were there last.  I can’t wait to meet up with friends again and have a meal in the Stan 

Laurel Inn.  And talking of Ulverston, we still have a list of all the members who have paid for 

their trip, and fingers crossed we will be taking our usual coach full of Laughing Gravyites to 

Ulverston next year.  
 

All that’s left to do, is to thank Jon Starr for his usual brilliant artwork (front cover) and to 

thank everyone who has helped run and support the tent during these difficult times.  Here’s to 

a better new year. 
 

This Annual is dedicated to Paul Price, Jan van Thiel, Bram Reijnhoudt, Kevin Hepplestone 

(Heppy) and Ellis Creez. 



100 SONS…... by a man on a camel 
 

That bloke on a camel from Southend came up with a good idea.  
Why not get 100 Sons to write 100 memories of their links with 
Laurel & Hardy and the Sons of the Desert?  This would sit nicely 
with the fact that Stan and Ollie first appeared together in the film 
‘The Lucky Dog’, 100 years ago.  So, with the help of Dave Wyatt, 
he compiled a wonderful book called ‘Hard Boiled Eggs and Nuts’. 
 

There are three contributions from Laughing Gravy.  Jackie Mobbs 
reminisces about the Ulverston Carnival, and the various costumes 
Laughing Gravy members have worn for the day.  Mandy talks about 
her dad’s wonderful artwork, which includes our tent logo, Stan’s 
centenary and various other drawings.  And my own contribution is 
called ‘So help me Bob’ about a local man called Charlie Hall (you 
may have heard of him). 

 

There are so many wonderful articles, 
starting with Paul Allen’s ‘Getting the 
Convention Bug’ to Alistair Young’s 
‘Our Relations’.  So if you would like 
to read about the Boys in Belgium, 
the Jeffersons in Glasgow, Norman 
Wisdom and Laurel & Hardy, the life 
of Jack McCabe, collecting Laurel & 
Hardy memorabilia, the Bowler 
Dessert, the ITJ, Model T fords, and 
my favourite ‘My life with Stan & Ollie’ 
by Randy Skretvedt, this is the book 
for you.  In fact this should be the book for everyone.  I have read 
all 100 memories and can honestly say that I enjoyed reading all 
of them.  And it’s the type of book you can read again and again. 
 

So well done Roger Robinson (that bloke on a camel from 
Southend) Dave Wyatt and Dave Simpson who I believe proof 
read the articles (always a difficult thing to do). 

 

I highly recommend you buy his book (£15 plus £5 p&p) by contacting Roger on 01702 526187 
or email:  roger.robinson5@btinternet.com 
 

John Ullah 

NEW YEAR LOOMS AGAIN 
Having made a couple of Loom videos for 

the tent last year that seemed to go down 

well, John and I decided to get creative 

again.  We thought, as the Queen gives a 

Christmas message, we wanted to share a 

New Year Message.  We wanted to let 

members know we were still thinking of 

them, and to try and share some positive 

thoughts for the year ahead. 
 

We acknowledged that we hadn’t been 

able to link arms, sing Auld Lang Syne, and 

toast in the new year like we normally 

would.  We didn’t know when we might be able to meet again, and how we might 

continue to keep connected.  But, with a Chump at Oxford Vaccine soon to be made 

available, there was hope on the horizon, and things to look forward to.  And we just hoped 

that our little video brought a smile to people’s faces. 

Mandy Finney 



ANOTHER 10 YEAR MEDAL AT LAST 
 

In August, at our first tent meeting of the year, we had a long overdue 10 Year Medal to 
present.  Ranj and Sarah Furhuraire should have received them last October.  With strict 
social distancing in place at the time, we had planned to throw the medals over their heads 
in a kind of Hoop-La fashion!  But, a new tier system of restrictions had other ideas, and 
the tent couldn’t meet then. 
 

Ranj and Sarah first came to the tent with their 
beautiful daughters Amy and Saima (now all grown 
up).  The family have always totally entered in to the 
spirit of things.  An early memory of Ranj on his first 
trip to Ulverston is him arriving at the coach in the 
morning fully attired in his Agnes costume with the 
biggest, brightest curly wig I have ever seen.  On 
another trip, he spent the entire day as Ethel the 
Chimp.  The girls once gave us a brilliant rendition 
of the dance from Way Out West.  And members 
may also remember Ranj and Sarah performing their 
hilarious, original sketch charting Ethel’s quest for 
love.  They are such lovely people, warm, kind, 
generous and always up for a laugh. 
 

When presenting 10 Year Medals, we always include 
a gift from one of the films we have watched that 
evening.  Following a showing of Laughing Gravy, 
Sarah was presented with a box of Lux soap flakes in 
case she wanted to take a bath, and Ranj was given a 
plant pot from Charlie Hall’s windowsill, complete 
with fake snow on top (John was particularly proud 
of this detail!). 
 

After the presentation, both Ranj and Sarah talked about how much they love coming to 
tent meetings, and it is the people that really make it for them.  They said they can watch 
the films at home any time, but it is so much better when shared in the company of others.  
How true. 
 

Mandy Finney 

LAUGHTER IS THE BEST MEDICINE 
THE DOC GOES CRACKERS FOR CHRISTMAS 
 

They’re corny and seldom improve with the telling, but Christmas wouldn’t be complete 
without the groans that cracker jokes always provoke.  The festive season wouldn’t be the 
same without pudding, beautiful decorations, and cheesy jokes from Christmas crackers 
around the dinner table.  Despite this, we have to admit, that not all the gags inside of those 
crackers is made to the same standard.  But, while some may have everyone cringing and 
forcing a smile, they’re not all bad.  We might even go as far as saying some are hilarious.  So, 
I have compiled some of the best Christmas jokes, that I hope will have you rolling around 

with laughter.  The perfect tonic for Christmas good health. 
 

Why does Santa have 3 gardens?    So he can “hoe, hoe, hoe!” 
 

What do reindeer hang on their Christmas trees?    Horn-aments! 
 

What happened to the man who stole an advent calendar?    He got 25 days. 
 

Why did the turkey join the band?   Because it had the drumsticks. 
 

Why did no-one bid for Rudolph and Blitzen on Ebay?    Because they were too deer. 
 

B.S.  Look out for more cracking cracker jokes from me throughout this Annual 



TALKING PICTURES AND BANANA SKINS 
 

In the lockdown period one of my pleasures was watching the wonderful Talking Pictures 

Channel.  The channel was founded by Noel Cronin and daughter Sarah in his garden 

shed in Hertfordshire.  He bought a whole library of films that regular channels will not 

show due to being black & white or out-dated language / views.  It is now celebrating 

getting 6 million viewers a week. 
 

In July, Talking Pictures celebrated 100 years of Laurel & Hardy (should be 1926/27 as 

they were not teamed until 1927 with ‘Putting Pants on Philip’, after a brief appearance 

in ‘45 Minutes to Hollywood’ in 1926).  Anyway, they started on the 3rd of July (when we 

should have been in Ulverston was it not for the Pandemic!) with ‘Music Box’ and ’Pack 

up your Troubles’ (both 1932).  They have been showing various films in a two hour Laurel 

& Hardy slot every Sunday.  The only thing that annoys me is that the Kirch group titles 

that we skip through at meetings are always played at the beginning and end of the 

films.  It must be a legal thing I think!  It's good to see Will Hay, George Formby and 

Norman Wisdom all on the same channel, along with the 1940's L&H films we don't tend 

to show at the tent. 
 

While in the lockdown I had an accident when I slipped 

over on a banana skin.  I couldn't believe how slippy it 

was!  No wonder Ollie tries to make Stan slip over in the 

‘Battle of the Century’.  Talking Pictures premiered the 

newly discovered version of this film in 2021. 
 

Happy Christmas and Happy New Year 2022! 
 

JASON WANDBY 
M.D., A.D., D.D.S., F.L.D., F.F.F. & F. 

GAME SET AND MATCH 
By Barry Reeves 
 

A man was sat watching the TV the other day when his wife 

came in, asking some random questions. 
 

"How many years have we been married?" she asked. 
 

"Errrrr ....  15 love."  he replied. 
 

"Do you think I'm getting old?  How old do I look?" she asked. 
 

"Errrrr.....  30 love." he replied. 
 

"Aaahh .... good answer.  Do you actually know how old I am though?!"  she asked. 
 

"Errrrr .....  40 love." he replied. 
 

"Bloody hell, you're impressing me today!"  she replied. 
 

"Game ....  set and match!  Sorry darling .... was just watching the tennis, what were 

you saying?" 



Here is an original crossword that I have compiled for your delectation and delight. 
The answers appear later in this Annual.  Enjoy! 

ACROSS 
 

1 & 10.  We are all members of this  (4,2,3,6) 
4.  Born in Ulverston  (4) 
8  Also known as Babe  (5) 
9.  Our friends North of the border  (5) 
13.  The Boys would not go fishing with this  (6,3) 
15.  Were the ‘Scram’ pyjamas made of this?  (5) 
16.  The home just below the Lonesome Pine  (5) 
18.  There is a lazy one in ‘Pardon Us’  (4) 
19.  The Boys have several different ones in their films  (6) 
 
DOWN 
 

1.  Ethel does this at the end  (6) 
2.  Ollie often has this to say!  (3) 
3.  No danger of this in ‘Oliver the Eighth’  (4,6) 
5.  Add an extra ‘t’ to what the Boys are doing on wind instruments  (7) 
6.  Needed for the Kneesy Earsy Contest  (4) 
7.  Stan and Ollie have driven quite a few of these  (1,6,3) 
11 & 17.  The Brats might be sent … (5,2,3) 
12.  Plural the last word of John’s book title  (6) 
14.  A little carpenter came from this City  (4) 



BRAM REIJNHOUDT AND JAN VAN THIEL 
 

This year we lost two wonderful Dutch Sons - Bram 
Reijnhoudt and Jan van Thiel (I met them both for the 

first time at the International Convention, held here in 
Birmingham in 1998). 
 

Bram claimed that the Perfect Day Tent of the 
Netherlands was the first tent established outside of the 
US (1971).  He really was a pioneer for the Sons of the 

Desert, and he also published the superb Blotto 
Magazine amongst 
many other things.  

To be honest, I’ve 
lost count of how 

many European conventions Bram was responsible 
for.  He was a lovely gentle giant, and it was always 
nice to be in his company and listen to him talk 

about those early days.  We owe Bram a great deal, 
and he is a person I always looked up to and 

respected.  Thank you for everything Bram. 
 

Jan was just a lovely guy.  Fun to be with and we 

became very good friends.  Although we only met at 
conventions, we always had plenty of laughs 
together.  In 2005 Mandy and I decided to have a 

city break in the beautiful city of Amsterdam.  We 
were crossing a bridge, when from an inn on the 
other side, out popped Jan.  What are the chances of 

that?  Of course Jan wouldn’t let us go without 
buying us both a drink.  As with a lot of Dutch Sons, 

we kept in touch on Facebook.  Jan loved the BBC 
(good man) and would often comment on various 
programmes he had watched on there.  The last 

series of MasterChef had a guy from the Netherlands 
on and Jan was hoping that he would win.  He had 

good taste in music and talked a lot of sense about 
the world in general.  I’ll miss the banter with him, and miss him as a good friend and a 
good Son of the Desert.  Cheers Jan. 
 

John Ullah 

MORE CHRISTMAS CRACKERS FROM THE DOC 
 

Why are Christmas trees like bad knitters?    They keep losing their needles. 
 

What do you sing at a snowman’s birthday party?   “Freeze a jolly good fellow!” 
 

How many letters in the Christmas alphabet?    25—there’s no EL. 
 

What athlete is warmest in winter?    A long jumper. 
 

How do snowmen get around?    They ride an icicle. 
 

What carol is heard in the desert?    “O camel ye faithful”! 



ANY ONE FOR SHERRY? 
A cautionary tale from Barry Reeves 
 

During my late night telephone conversations with Ken Dodd, we not only 
discussed work, he’d also tell me showbiz stories.  One such story 
concerned the son of a friend of his, who as an aspiring actor had  just got 
his first job in provincial rep theatre in a large northern town.  In the same 
company was another young actor and they became great friends. 
 

For eight weeks they shared a room in the spotless semi-detached, brick 
and pebbledash villa of a seasoned theatrical landlady called Mrs 
Wainwright.  Mrs Wainwright had curly white hair, small silver spectacles 
and wore floral pinafores of a kind only ever seen on Rupert Bear’s mother.  
Every day, before they headed off for the evening performance, she gave 
them a delicious meal, of which she was very proud, and they were very appreciative, never leaving 
a scrap on their plates. 
 

Trying to appear suave and  sophisticated they decided to drink sherry.  They favoured a dry fino 
variety and made sure they always had a bottle in the wardrobe, to hide it from their landlady’s 
possible disapproval.  After a week, however, they noticed that the sherry was going down rather 
fast, so naturally they blamed each other, and both denied it vigorously.  They quickly decided that 
if it wasn’t one of them, the culprit must be their landlady.  They made straight for the nearest off 
licence and bought another bottle.  They drank enough from it to accommodate a good measure of 
their own pee and topped the bottle up. 
 

By the end of the next week, the level in the bottle had dropped again and gleefully they topped it 
up again with pee.  Routinely, they’d buy a new bottle take some out, top it up, put it back in its 
hiding place and, sure enough, a week later it had gone down, and they would pee in it again.  It 
was astonishing to them that someone as overtly respectable as Mrs Wainwright should not only be 
pinching her lodgers’ booze but drinking it, and enjoying it enough to come back for more despite 
the fact that it was a good 50 per cent pure pee.  As she was being so sweet and kind to them, they 
almost felt a few pangs of guilt, though not enough to stop doing it. 
 

At the end of the season, as they were about to leave they thanked her for the lovely meals she’d 
cooked and with a tear in her eye she said, “ You’ve been the nicest boys I’ve ever met in my life, 
and I’ve loved having you, so I do have one little confession to make.”  The two young men looked 
at each other, knowing what was coming.  “I’ve been going up to your wardrobe from time to time”, 
she went on, “and taking a bit of your sherry.  But I only did it because I do know how much you 
love your trifle so I’ve been putting it in that.”   They’d been having two helpings of trifle nearly 
every night! 

BACK ON TRACK 
By Simon Baker 

 

For two weekends in June and July, 'Stan and Ollie' were finally able to dust off their bowlers 
and do what they did best—make people laugh!  The event was the Forties Weekend at Severn 
Valley Railway.  In spite of Covid restrictions, passengers were still able to climb aboard for a 
trip through nostalgia and entertainment. 

 

Stationed at Bewdley (see what I did there?), it was a particular 
joy for me to work with my 'old mucka' Kevin Pullinger again.  It 
is no secret that Kev has not been in the best of health these last 
few months, so it was both thrilling and emotional to watch him 
perform as Hardy once more.   In fact, we enjoyed ourselves so 
much over the course of the two weekends that we added an 
extra fifteen minutes to our act!  We even added a Laurel like 
twist to the Government guidelines by proudly announcing that 
we would be “Socially despondent at all times” and how we had 
both been “Fully vacillated against the corrugated virus”! 
 

Here's hoping we will not have to wait another eighteen months 
before we can go to another one!  



JOE DAGNAN’S MEMORIES 
 

(Editor—everyone has a story to tell, and during lockdown, Joe wrote down some of his memories) 
 

A flavour of a young lad’s two years (and a bit) in Korea and elsewhere 
 

I set off for Catterick from New St Station on 3rd February 1953.  I met Wilf that day, 

who was to be my best mate throughout our time in the Royal Corps of Signals, 242 

Squadron.  After 6 weeks basic training I was trained for 3 months as a linesman.  The 

Korean War was in full swing at the time.  We were sent by troop train to meet the 

Empire Pride, sailing from Liverpool’s Albert Dock.  This was the last troop ship in 

service whose mess decks were fitted entirely with hammocks; because the ship for 

600 troops was packed with 1300 of us.  You can imagine the Laurel and Hardy-style 

antics; everyone was falling out of the hammocks, climbing back in every five minutes.  

Plus, the toilets were fitted out with poor souls sleeping in hammocks, mostly 

surrounded by seasick recruits for the duration of our time at sea. 
 

During our time at sea we had numerous stops to collect supplies, Malta, Port Said 

and Aden, including the awesome sight of the Suez Canal as we navigated through it.  

We were allowed off the ship for one day in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka).  We were told, “basically lads, have a 

look around but stay out of trouble”.  News came through that the Armistice was signed, on 27th July 1953.  

As far as we knew, the Korean War was at an end.  We all began to wonder what would be expected of us.  A 

one day stop off in Hong Kong was next, the delights of fresh pineapple from street vendors, a NAAFI where 

everyone spoke English, and told to stay out of trouble again!  Finally anchoring at Pusan in Korea (now 

Busan) we waited for orders as to what linesmen could be doing, without any ‘front line’ as such.  We were 

taken to Seoul where we would base ourselves for the foreseeable future. 
 

‘Other Duties’ were found for us linesmen.  With insurgents and snipers still a part of life, secret and urgent 

documents were transported by the ‘Special Despatch Service’ drivers, the secrets chained in cases to their 

person and to be escorted without delay by……our good selves.  Seven of us linesmen were issued with sub-

machine guns and told to “shoot to kill” anyone who attempted to impede the jeeps.  Hardly the run-of-the-

mill stuff we had been expecting, quite terrifying in fact! 
 

We were sent wherever communications needed to be created or reinforced.  This included 8 weeks with the 

American 8th Army, 10 weeks with the 3rd Royal Australian Regiment.  At Tochong we collected cables, 

bullets and other debris from battlefields.  We were attached to whoever needed us, from whatever part of 

the UN Peacekeeping force that was now out there after the Armistice. 
 

Returning from one of our many such trips we were approached by a French Catholic priest, who was 

running an orphanage for 600 children.  Word had trickled out that the American camp had so much food 

they were actually throwing it away.  Could we set up communications between them, and could the children 

have some of that food?  We duly organised this somewhat ‘off grid’ arrangement.  The food was 

forthcoming, and nobody was any the wiser about what us lads had been up to……until now of course! 
 

The summers were boiling, the winters were appalling.  Five months spent under canvas one winter left me 

with a lifelong loathing of camping!  Our National Service was coming to an end.  We were sent to Pusan 

transition camp for one week which turned into 5.  Because of the dock strike in England we could not get 

onto a ship.  We were flown home on a massive Vickers Viscount aircraft.  Whilst we were in Korea in 1953 

Everest had been conquered by Sir Edmund Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing.  Our pilot obligingly turned the 

plane, so all on board could see Everest in its full glory. 
 

Back in Newton Abbot, there was an offer to travel to Chester, to discuss joining the Special Army Emergency 

Reserve (SAER) which many of us did.  We might be called up in case of nuclear attack or other national 

emergencies.  We swore allegiance to the Crown (again) and were sent on our way with blank rail travel 

warrants.  Feeling a bit flat, Wilf and I decided to use these to good advantage, spending the next three days 

jaunting about the country.  At last, deciding we were ready to sleep in an actual bed, we shook hands where 

we had first met, at New St Station.  I made my way back to Winson Green, popping my head round my 

Auntie Lizzie’s door; whereupon I saw the house trimmed with ‘Welcome Home Joe’ bunting.  Lizzie lost no 

time in asking me where the devil had I been for three days, to which I mumbled feebly something about 

“getting the wrong train”. 
 

All in all, I enjoyed my time in Korea.  Veterans such as myself have been given an open invitation to visit, as 

guests of the South Korean People.  Since Covid 19, I have received the gifts of masks, gels and a plaque, 

arriving near Remembrance Sunday, thanking me for my service there.   Joe Dagnan 

Wilf and Joe (right) 



REMEMBERING ELLIS 
 

It was 10 years ago this year that Ellis Creez first came to a Laughing 

Gravy tent meeting.  He had heard about us through the Birmingham 

Comedy Festival.  We soon discovered that he, and his then partner 

Rebecca, were performers.  And so began a number of memorable 

occasions where they performed for us—a brilliant sketch for the 2012 

UK Convention here in Birmingham, singing for us at our 25th Birthday 

dinner, and performing their children’s show ‘Hoot Owl’ at our tent 

Christmas lunch.  Ellis also made many a trip to Ulverston with us, and 

never missed an opportunity to dress up in some costume or other. 
 

Ellis was like a cross between John Le Mesurier and Terry Thomas.  He had 

a gentle sensitivity and was very softly spoken.  But on stage he would light 

up, and fill the room with his energy.  He was a brilliant comedy actor.  

Like a wandering minstrel, who could tell a joke and do a funny turn.  Ellis 

was a well known figure in Stratford where he could often be seen dressed 

as William Shakespeare, entertaining the tourists and locals alike.  There is 

a plan to put up a plaque in his memory, and the tent has sent a donation to 

the fund to help pay for this. 
 

We have so many happy memories of being in his company.  His passing is 

such a sad loss for us all. 
 

Apparently, his favourite quote was from Mahatma Gandhi: 

“What you do is of no importance, but it is important that you do it”. 

Well, it’s important that Ellis was in this world.  He gave a lot of happiness 

to a lot of people.  A beautiful, kind, gentle soul.  Bless you Ellis. 

Mandy and John 

A FAIRY TALE FOR 2021 
By Barry Reeves 
 

Once upon a time, in a land far away, a beautiful, independent, 
self-assured Princess spied a frog as she sat ....  contemplating 
ecological issues on the shores of an unpolluted pond in a 

verdant meadow near her castle. 
 

The frog hopped into the Princess' lap and said, 

“Lovely Lady, I was once a handsome Prince, until an evil witch 
cast a spell upon me.  One kiss from you and I will turn back 
into the handsome, young Prince Charming that I was.  And 

then my sweet, we can marry and set up home in your castle 
with my mother … where you can then cook our meals, clean 

my clothes, bear my children, and forever feel grateful and 
happy doing so.” 
 

That night, as the Princess dined on lightly sautéed frog legs in a white wine and onion 

cream sauce, she chuckled and thought to herself … “I don't blooming think so!”  



A TRIBUTE TO OUR VICE SHEIK 

PAUL PRICE 
By John Ullah 
 

As you should all know by now, the 
first meeting of the Laughing Gravy 
Tent took place on 1st April 1993 at 

the Barn Social Club in Witton (The 
Barn Social Club was a very well-

known venue in the city, in which 
Ken Dodd once performed).  
Amongst the 72 people who 

attended that night was a certain 
Paul Price.  He had heard about the 

tent over the radio, when I gave an 
interview to promote our first 
meeting.  That same day I had collected our first batch of Laughing Gravy T-shirts, and 

on the evening Paul came over to see if I had one that would fit him.  Somehow he 
managed to get into an extra-large, and we began chatting about things in general.  One 
of which was our love of football.  Paul was a big ‘Blue-nose’ (a Birmingham City fan) and 

of course I’m a Villa fan, so there was plenty of banter between us.  I can’t remember 
how, but a few months later, I asked Paul to become the ‘Vice-Sheik’ of our tent. 

 

That same year (1993) we made our first trip 
to Ulverston in a hired mini bus.  There was 

Paul, Terry Weir (his son Mick, who drove the 
van) Scott Thorneywork (Mr. Smooth) myself 
and a couple of others who I had only met on 

that day.  Now when I say mini bus, it was a 
white van with two long benches in the back.  

So when you went around a corner, you 
slipped off the bench!  But somehow we made 
it to Ulverston, and had a great day, and of 

course we now visit Ulverston every year. 

 
In 1995, I made the decision to put in a bid to host the 1998 International Convention 

here in Birmingham.  We had a great committee of Pat and Barrie Finney, Mandy Finney, 
Terry and Annie Weir, Steve Smith, Big Paul, Scott Thorneywork (for a short time) and 

myself.  Some of the meetings with Paul at that time seemed to involve drinking a lot of 
beer.  But despite this, the bid was successful and the convention went ahead on July 17 
– July 21st 1998, at the Chamberlain Hotel.  There were 251 people who attended from 

11 countries, and on the opening night, the BBC local news programme asked if they 
could broadcast live from the hotel.  Although we both wanted to do it, I knew that Paul 
was the man for the job, and he was an absolute natural at it.  During the convention 

Paul was in his element, and he made a great ‘front man’ with his brilliant sense of 
humour.  And everyone who attended the convention will remember him for the ‘Horse in 

the Corridor’ song.  Here in the UK, it’s sort of traditional to have a song or two on a long 
coach journey.  So on the way to Ulverston, Paul asked people on his coach to share 
songs from their countries.  The Dutch guys came up with ‘There is a horse in the 

corridor’ and Paul went along with it.  

The ‘Magnificent 7’ on that infamous Ulverston trip 



During the ‘Sons Entertain’ (at the Cumbria Grand Hotel) Paul got everyone up from his 

coach to perform the song.  It quickly caught on, and soon there was a conga all around 
the room to the sounds of “There is a horse in the corridor!”.  It became the anthem of 

the convention.  People would start singing it as soon as Paul walked into the room.  On 
the last night, Phil Ruston actually brought a ‘real horse’ into the room. 
 

Paul was also a big part of our monthly tent meetings.  As well as having a drink or two, 
he would take to the floor and let us have his views on just about everything with his 
usual quick wit. I know Paul in fact had dreams of being a stand up comic, and would 

sometimes try out his material on the tent.  
 

In the year 2000 we decided to try and 

raise £2,000 for the Laurel & Hardy 
Statue Appeal.  We had some fantastic 
events, with so many laughs.  It was a 

great time to be involved with our tent, 
and of course ‘Big Paul’ was at the 

heart of everything.  We easily passed 
the total, and we went on to raise a lot 
more money for the Statue Appeal.  

And whenever we visit Ulverston, isn’t 
it great to see little Laughing Gravy 

pulling at Ollie’s trousers?  We bought 
that. 
 

As Vice Sheik, Paul was supposed to 
be in charge of organising coaches, 
venues etc. for our various events.  At 

this he proved to be absolutely 
useless.  I remember one time we were 
all waiting for the coach to Ulverston (which was late). 

 “You have booked it?” I said to him. 
“I can’t remember” said Paul. “Let’s give it a little bit longer”. 

It did eventually turn up. 
 

Going back to the 1998 International Convention—a couple of weeks before it was due to 

start, Paul told me that the pub he had booked for the evening’s BBQ and 
entertainment, didn’t have an entertainments licence!  So we had to find an alternative 
venue, with just a few days to go. 
 

However, what Paul was really good at was just being himself.  A down to earth working 
class Brummie with a great sense of humour.  The laughs we had in various pubs in 

Ulverston, Wigan etc. with his brother Roger, Paul Flynn and Bill Bolger (to name a few) 
will stay with me forever. 
 

Over the past few years, we didn’t see enough of Paul at our tent meetings.  And when 
he did come along he would always say to me “Shall I give up my Vice-Sheik title?”.   I 

would always say no, as it meant I had one over him, and I could always say how 
hopeless he was, at it!  His reply was unprintable. 
 

Paul Price was a good friend of me and Mandy.  As was his lovely wife Georgina and his 
fantastic lads Craig, Justin and Andrew.  There was only one Paul Price.  Unbearable if 
the Blues had beat the Villa, but he was my mate and I’ll miss him.  Paul Flynn made a 

comment when he heard that Paul has passed away.  He said “I hope the bar is well 
stacked, wherever he has gone”.  That would have made Paul laugh. 
 

Cheers big man.  Thanks for everything. 

Steve Smith, Barrie Finney, Paul and me celebrate 
reaching our £2,000 target for the Statue Appeal 



FREEDOM…AND THE ROAD TO LAUGHTER…UP THE M6 
By Vlama Grady 

 

‘The Road to Laughter’ is the story of the early lives of Stan and Babe, and 
their different journeys to the screen and stardom.  It was written, produced 
and directed by Gary Winstanley, the Grand Sheik of the Dirty Work Tent of 
Wigan.  It also stars many other Sons of the Desert telling Stan and Babe’s 
story.  The film also tells of the chance meeting of the Boys, on the film ‘The 
Lucky Dog’ in 1921.  The Director’s cut of the 60 minute documentary film 
premiered at the Laurel & Hardy Museum in Ulverston, as part of the L&H 
Centenary celebrations (since they appeared in their first film together) on 
Saturday 7th August 2021 (which also happened to be Gary’s birthday). 
 

Tickets were booked for this exclusive event at the Laurel & Hardy Museum.  But would we make 
it?!  Happily, we just completed our 10th day of isolation in time to travel!  Just a little excited to 
be out and going to Ulverston!  It felt such a long time since we were last there for our annual 
Laughing Gravy trip. 
 

On arrival, we bumped into a few Sons enjoying a drink at the Farmers Arms, so we joined them 
for cocktails!  Afterwards, as we walked past the statue, on the way to the museum, we saw a 
huddle of Sons taking photos.  Once in the museum, it was lovely to be greeted by so many happy 

smiling Sons.  We took our seats and Mark Greenhow 
of the Museum and Berth Marks Tent introduced the 
evening.  First of all, we were treated to two of Gary’s 
favourite shorts, ‘Towed in a Hole’ and ‘Helpmates’.  
It was so lovely and a little strange to be in a room full 
of people all enjoying and laughing at the Boys on the 
big screen.  There were about 60 Sons in all. 
 

Following a short break, the main feature was shown.  
It began when Stan and Babe were born and detailed 
their lives and careers, ending where Laurel & Hardy 

were working for Hal Roach.  At the end of the film the applause was rapturous.  It was really 
interesting and everyone loved it.  Mark asked the audience to put their hand up if they hadn’t 
learnt something new… not one hand was in the air.  The final film of the night was ‘The Lucky 
Dog’, which we’d never seen before.  Oh there was also an additional treat, the film outtakes were 
shown.  What can I say—hilarious!  Well done to all those who were part of the documentary. 
 

Sadly, Kevin Hepplestone (Heppy) a fellow Son from Sheffield passed away just before this event 
and Gary put together a lovely moving tribute to him.  Heppy was a popular, much loved son and 
the first person to say hello and make Karyn and I feel welcome at our first convention. 
 

As we gathered in the area by the exit to say our farewells, a 
circle formed, we joined hands and sang our song, which 
was followed by a squirt of hand sanitiser (sign of the 
times).  Happy Days!  Our night didn’t end there.  We 
walked over to the Stan Laurel pub for a drink.  It seemed 
rude not to!  There we bumped into and spent time chatting 
with Laura, Charlie and Martin from the Blockheads Tent 
of Edinburgh.  Eventually it was time to leave and find a 
taxi to go back to Barrow in Furness where we were staying. 
 

Thanks to Gary and the museum for a wonderful film and perfect evening. 

THE DOC GOES EVEN MORE CRACKERS 
 

What do you get if you eat Christmas decorations?    Tinselitis. 
 

What does Santa suffer from if he gets stuck in a chimney?    Claustrophobia. 
 

What do you get if you cross a snowman with a vampire?    Frostbite. 
 

Why don’t you ever see Father Christmas in hospital?   He has private Elf Care! 



“WE’RE GOING TO THE MOUNTAINS!” 
By Jackie Mobbs 
 

The beginning of September I wasn't feeling very 
well, so Mick came up with the idea of us having 

a holiday.  Now, I love the seaside and enjoy 
going in the sea, but Mick said about going to the 

mountains.  So we had a look for somewhere.  
We managed to get a lovely caravan with both the 
seaside and the mountains and the views were 

fantastic. 
 

On the day we got there we were a bit hungry 

after all the travelling, so I made a coffee while 
Mick did Beans on Toast.  He sure knows how to plan a meal— “Pom Pom!”. 
 

One day we went on a steam train.  I was so 

excited and we really enjoyed it.  Because of 
Covid, there were partitions between the seats.  

I couldn't believe who was on the platform, it 
was Laughing Gravy!  I never got a photo 
because he was in a hurry. 
 

Another day we went to a 
Charity shop by Harlech 

Castle.  In there was a lovely 
Laurel and Hardy figure, so I 
bought it for Mick's Son. 

What a swell holiday we had. 

B.S. 
 

Editor—Mick’s son John lives in Scotland, and is a member of our good friend Janice 
Hawton’s tent.  Luckily, on a recent trip to Brum, he was able to attend one of our tent 
meetings.  It was lovely to see him and he definitely had a good night.  Here is his 
report of his experience: 

 

I hadn't been to Birmingham for 21 months and 
managed to come down when there was a meeting on; 
which was my first meeting for a long time because the 

meetings in Scotland are still on Zoom. 
 

I was really lucky at the meeting as I won two prizes on 

the raffle.  I won a Laurel and Hardy figure and a Laurel 
and Hardy mug—which was really good because my dog 
Bobby had jumped up and 

broken a Laurel and Hardy 
figure at home!  So my 

new things have replaced 
them and I will put them 
somewhere safe in my new 

home. 
 

I was surprised to see how big the venue is where the 

Laughing Gravy Tent meet and how many people turn 
up.  In the Bonnie Scotland Tent there are about 
20 people but it is still very enjoyable with really 

nice people.  

All aboard for Pottsville! 

Bobby looking a little guilty—let’s hope 
John’s raffle prizes don’t get broken! 



Spot On – Laurel & Hardy – Dudley – 1952 
By John Ullah 
 

After buying Randy Skretvedt’s brilliant book on Laurel & Hardy ‘The Magic 

Behind the Movies (The Ultimate Edition), I said to myself that’s the last book I 

will buy about the Boys.  So I initially resisted buying ‘Spot On’ An Audiovisual 

Account of Laurel & Hardy’s 1952 British Tour’ by Michael Ehret with Nico 

Cartenstadt.  However I now have a copy, and it got me thinking about the 1952 

tour. 
 

When Laurel and Hardy appeared at the Dudley Hippodrome in September 1952, it was taken for granted that 

they stayed at the Station Hotel (as they did in 1947) which is directly opposite the Hippodrome.  But over the 

years I have met several people who claim that the Boys stayed in a house on the edge of Birmingham.  Is this 

true? 
 

In 2016, I met a woman who told me that in 1952 the Boys stayed with her ‘Uncle Vic’ in a bungalow in 

Bearwood, Smethwick.  Her ‘Uncle Vic’ was in fact Vic Finegan who owned a sweet shop and sweet factory in 

Smethwick, and Laurel & Hardy did in fact visit both of these on their tours of the UK. 
 

Then, on one of my recent Taste & Tours of the Bartons Arms, I met an ex-policeman 

who told me a very similar story.  He told me that in the late 1990’s he was a chauffeur 

and met Colin Buchanan (from the TV series ‘Dalziel and Pascoe’, which was filmed in 

Birmingham).  And he claimed Colin lived in the house where Laurel & Hardy stayed, 

and had photographs of them in the house.  And where did Colin live?  The answer 

was Bearwood, near Smethwick.  But here’s the thing, Vic Finegan lived in a bungalow, 

and not a house (although the house Colin lived in is only a few hundred yards from 

Vic’s bungalow).  So I contacted Colin Buchanan, and asked him about the 

photographs, and here is what he had to say: 
 

“ I really don't recall any photographs specifically tying Laurel & Hardy to the house, 
and I'm sure that I would remember them if there were.  There were a couple of press 
cuttings from the local paper at the time that were kept inside an A3 sized photo book 
of the pair, but they were about them performing in the area rather than anything 

about the house.  All my knowledge of their connection with the house came from the 
owner before me, who seemed certain that they used to stay there when they were on 
tour and playing in the Birmingham/Black Country area, though I can't vouch for the 
accuracy of his knowledge”. 
 

So it seems this wasn’t the house where Laurel & Hardy stayed. 
 

Let’s go back to Vic Finegan.  Vic was a local celebrity and was known as Lord Nip-a-

Kof.  And he did used to have various show business friends who would visit him after 

appearing in Birmingham or Dudley (George Formby and his wife Beryl were regular 

visitors).  As mentioned above, Vic owned a sweet factory, and here’s what the local 

press had to say about Laurel & Hardy’s visit there: 
 

Fresh from their success at the Dudley Hippodrome, 
Laurel & Hardy were in jubilant mood and soon had the 
Nip-a-Kof girls in paroxysms of laughter at their merry 
antics.  If for instance you should come across a few Nip

-a-Kofs which are a little hotter to taste than usual, well it 
is probably due to Ollie’s over enthusiasm in insisting on 
adding an extra drop of peppermint to the mix. 
Having tried their hands at sweet manufacturing and 
enjoyed a few surreptitious ‘samples’, the visitors, who 
were conducted around the factory by Mr. V.M. Finegan 
and Mr. George Jackson afterwards took lunch with the 
proprietor. 

Colin’s former home 
in Bearwood 



So is this the answer?  The Boys took lunch with Vic at his bungalow in Bearwood, and people think that they 

stayed there. 
 

By the way, Vic Finegan made the Boys a huge Easter egg, which was presented to them on stage at the end of 

their final show in Dudley.  He chose one of his employees, Florence Smith, to present them with the egg, as 

due to his weak leg he couldn’t make it up the stairs onto the stage (Vic suffered from Polio). 
 

Anyway, back to the Dudley Hippodrome in 1952, 

and this is a photo of a group of young people 

meeting Laurel & Hardy on stage.  I managed to 

contact one of the youngsters on the photo (Jock 

Whitehouse) and asked him for his memories of 

meeting the Boys.  This is what he had to say: 
 

“I was always very keen on art (still do oils and pencil 
work when possible) and won a few competitions in 
various boy’s magazines of the time, so it was natural 
for me to have a go for the Laurel and Hardy one. 
Apparently we were invited for the Saturday matinee.  
I remember some of the show, and I assume that we 
went up onto the stage to be presented with our 
prizes and were then invited to their dressing room to 
really meet them.  They were very relaxed and had 
us around in a group whilst looking at our prizes and willingly signed autographs.  One thing I do recall was 
Ollie’s ‘whisky bottle’ and that he was sweating profusely!   I don’t remember actually meeting the other prize-
winners, we were all from different schools and areas and would not have thought to meet again.  My selected 

prize was ‘The Peril of the Bush’ by C. Bernard Rutley a boy’s adventure writer of the time.  It had an 
autographed cartoon sticker inside and I also obtained a second cartoon for my own autograph book”.  
 

Another person in the photograph was Angela Griffiths (centre back row).  And it’s an interesting story of how 

we know it’s her.  Terry Weir (who was of course the Aston Villa photographer for many years, and also our 

Membership Secretary) was being treated by a Dr. Len Liebling.  He noticed that Terry was wearing his 

Laurel & Hardy badges, and mentioned that his wife Angela had met them in 1952 at the Dudley 

Hippodrome.  Not only had she met them, but she was also a prize winner and appeared on the same photo 

as Jock Whitehouse.  He told Terry that his wife remembered the meeting well, because they both gave her a 

hug and a kiss.  Then a photograph appeared in the Dudley Herald and Angela’s folks purchased a copy of 

the photograph for her for 3/6d.  A small price to pay for such a fantastic memory.  Angela also kept a copy of 

the letter she received from the Dudley Hippodrome informing her that 

she had won first prize.  The letter reads: 
 

Dear Angela, 
Laurel and Hardy Competition 
You have been successful in winning first prize in your 
class in the above competition, and we enclose two tickets 
and should be glad if you will please attend the matinee 
performance on Saturday when Laurel and Hardy will 
personally present you with your prize. 
Immediately Laurel & Hardy finish their act please be 
ready to come on to the stage. 
 

So did Laurel & Hardy stay in Vic Finegan’s bungalow in 1952?  There is 

a lovely story of a young paper boy who was delivering to Vic’s bungalow 

(as part of his paper round).  When he knocked on the door to his 

surprise it was opened by Arthur Askey, who gave him a large tip!  
 

So, to sum up this story, Laurel and Hardy were seen at the bungalow and people presume they stayed there.  

My own view is that the Boys would have stayed at the Station Hotel, but of course I may be wrong. 
 

My investigation continues!  Watch this space………………………. 



HAPPY MEMORIES OF ‘HEPPY’ 
 

For many years, Kevin Hepplestone was the Grand Sheik 

of the Brats Tent of Sheffield.  During that time the Brats 

hosted two UK Conventions.  Any of our members who 

met Heppy (as he was affectionately known) will know 

that he was a great character.  In many ways, he was a 

typical Yorkshireman, and his two great loves were 

Sheffield United and Laurel & Hardy. 
 

We were shocked and saddened when we heard he 

had passed away.  A regular face at Sons events, he 

will be greatly missed.  Here we share some of our 

favourite memories of Heppy: 
 

It was rare to see Heppy without a drink in his hand, and 

he often appeared gently inebriated.  His sweet smile 

was infectious, and I have many good memories of 

meeting him at various Sons events over the years.  My 

favourite memory of Heppy was at our UK Convention 

here in Birmingham in 2003.  One of the events on the 

itinerary was a night at the Perry Barr Greyhound 

Stadium.  We had decided to sponsor one of the races, 

naming it the Laughing Gravy Stakes.  Race sponsors have the honour of going down to 

the track and presenting the winning owner with their prize.  So the question was, who 

amongst us should be given this privileged task?  We decided to put the names of all the 

conventioneers in a hat, and on the first night we would draw out a name.  When the 

time came for the draw, we built up the anticipation and excitement in the room.  Then 

a piece of paper was drawn.  Drum roll ……  There was a moment’s pause when me, 

John and Paul Price could see that the name we’d drawn was Heppy’s!  Was he up for 

the job?!  But fate had decreed it, so Heppy it was (we just had to hope that he would 

be relatively sober by the time the presentation moment arrived).  Well, the wonderful 

Heppy surprised us all.  He took the responsibility very seriously, dressed very smartly in a 

proper shirt for once, and did us all proud.  I can still see his beaming face as he handed 

over the trophy and posed for photos.  It makes me smile whenever I think of it—a classic 

memory of a lovely, funny, gentle man, who I will really miss seeing. 

Mandy Finney 
 

Mandy touched on the fact that Heppy was a big football fan, so we had something in 

common.  Once, Sheffield United were playing West Brom at the Hawthorns, and he 

rang me up and asked if we could meet up in the Charlie Hall pub for a pre-match drink 

(which I did).  I think he also met up with Paul Price when Sheffield United played 

Birmingham City.  For a while, both our clubs were in the Championship so there was lots 

of friendly rivalry.  And at the 2018 Harday it just so happened that Sheffield United were 

playing Aston Villa on that day.  And in those awful days when Steve Bruce was our 

manager, Sheffield United won 4-1.  I remember asking Heppy how the score was going 

and he shouted back “Two nowt” with a big smile on his face.  How Yorkshire is that!  

Even worse for me, Sheffield United were automatically promoted that year.  But I had 

the last laugh as Villa went up through the play-offs.  Well, I will miss the banter between 

us.  And I will  miss that big smile and the fact he always seemed to be wearing one of 

our Laughing Gravy T-shirts.  Good on ya Heppy old lad.  Another sad loss for the Sons. 

John Ullah 



WIGAN REPORT 
By Mandy Finney 
 

During last year’s lockdown, one of the 
things John and I missed the most, and 
really looked forward to, was being in the 
company of the Sons.  By September we 
had already managed to hold two tent 
meetings, which felt great.  And now we 
were off to Wigan for the Annual Laurel & 
Harday, to meet up with friends from other 
tents.  And we had a brilliant day.  Graham, 
Phyllis, Valma and Russ also made the trip, 
so we had a Laughing Gravy contingent of 6. 
 

As ever, the Dirty Work Tent put together some great pieces of 
film.  They have been asking people to vote for their favourite 
Laurel and Hardy film moments, and these were shown in a Top 
of the Pops style countdown.  There was also a showing of the 
documentary they put together to mark the 100th anniversary 
this year of Stan and Ollie appearing together on screen for the 
first time, in ‘The Lucky Dog’.  The film charted the history of 
their early careers and how the Boys ultimately became a 
comedy duo.  It is a superb piece of work, brilliantly put 
together with rare photos and well-researched information.  A 
number of Sons from around the country shared the role of 
presenting, and all did a great job.  Some of them even looked 
quite intelligent (although the clips of some of the outtakes at 
the end showed it wasn’t as easy as it appeared!).  My favourite 
bit of voiceover has to be Gary Winstanley, with his great Wigan 
accent. 
 

There is always a TV gameshow element as part of the Harday, 
and this year it was Block-head-busters.  As ever, the graphics 
and technical wizardry were excellent.  Those who remember the 
original programme will know there was a running gag around 
contestants asking for a ‘P’.  The Dirty Workers marked this by 
deciding that P stood for Party, so whenever the letter was 
requested they let off party poppers and danced around the room.  
The afternoon also included a typically unique moment, when 
Dave Wilkinson, of the Chickens Come Home Tent, Lancaster, was 
invited up to eat a bowl of cornflakes: with a choice of either red 
wine or milk.  He opted for a mixture.  “He’s going for rosé”, said 
MC Ian Parker.  It’s hard to explain why this took place.  At one 
point, someone commented how nice it was to get back to 
normal, to which I replied, “Is this normal?!”. 
 

There was a great atmosphere in the room, and it was so nice to 
be with people and catch up with old friends.  
Also, for John, it was a chance to meet up 
with some new friends who up till now he has 
only communicated with online.  Sarah Louise 
Crozier, Mike Jones GS of the Beau Chumps 
Tent Sunderland, and Jo Johnson GS of the 
Twice Two Tent of St. Neots. 
 

I don’t know if it’s because the two year gap 
makes you appreciate things more, but it felt 
like one of the best Hardays ever. 
I know a lot of hard work goes on behind the 
scenes to put together an event like this. 
Well done and thank you to Gary, Julia, Ian and all the Dirty Work team. 

John meets up with new 
friends, Sarah,  Mike and Jo Making sure Heppy 

was still ‘present’ 
at the Harday 



They Think Christmas Day Football is Over ..... It Is Now! 
 

By Graham Hollister, International Executive Membership Secretary 
 

Why football at Christmas is a very British tradition. 
 

Christmas is a time when we’re encouraged to have too 

much of everything - TV, food, time with family, and football.  

Premier League teams are expected to play twice a week 

over Christmas, including Boxing Day and New Year's Day, 

but not Christmas Day!  Football at Christmas is one of the 

best times of the year for fans in England.  It’s not ideal for 

the players and coaches because there are games at every 

level coming thick and fast.  But you might be able to watch 

your team three or even four times in little more than a week in late December around the festive 

season.  Boxing Day football is a staple of the calendar, as is New Year’s Day.  There will usually be 

another game in between those and one just before Christmas, depending on where the weekend falls.  

Christmas Day itself used to be part of that, often a double header with Boxing Day when a team might 

play the same opponent home and away on consecutive days. 
 

Football Managers - including Jurgen Klopp and Pep Guardiola - and players have lamented the lack of 

down time in the football calendar at Christmas, as it makes it hard to spend quality time with friends 

and family, and a proper break is handy to keep injury at bay.  If Klopp is concerned about today's 

crowded fixture list, lucky he wasn't manager of the Reds in 1913.  In 1913, Liverpool beat 

Manchester City 4-2 at home on Christmas Day, lost the return game 1-0 on Boxing Day, before 

drawing 3-3 at home with Blackburn Rovers the next day!  In most of Europe, it is custom to have a 

minimum two week winter break over Christmas - although Italy introduced a Boxing Day football 

fixture for the first time in 2017. 
 

It might be tempting to blame the broadcasters, but the UK 

has a history of games at Christmas rooted in medieval 

traditions and hard-fought workers’ rights that go back 

long before Super Sunday or Match of the Day were 

dreamt up.  Professional football is only a relatively recent 

invention - the first of the British Football Associations, the 

FA was only formally created in 1863 - but we’ve been 

having festive public games for hundreds of years.  

Variations of the game known as medieval football, or mob 

football, are documented as far back as 1170.  Games 

were often put on at Christmas and Easter and some of 

these ancient games are played today, such as The Orkney 

Ba game on Christmas Day and The Royal Shrovetide 

village game in Ashbourne, Derbyshire. 
 

In the Victorian era, football was played on Christmas day because it was a day off and there was a 

tradition of public working-class events.  It was also at times played on Boxing Day meaning two games 

in two days.  For many working people this could be the only chance to watch a game.  The 1871 Bank 

Holidays Act gave Boxing Day this designation in England and Wales.  It had not done the same for 

Christmas Day or Good Friday because they were established days of rest and worship.  Football clubs 

took advantage of bank holidays as they offered the chance of bumper attendances.  In the Victorian 

and Edwardian era, games were often arranged on Good Friday and 

Easter Monday, with some clubs playing up to three games in four 

days at Easter. 
 

For the working class, whose residences were often uncomfortable, 

overcrowded and unappealing, a rare day free from work was reason 

to take to the streets, not relax at home.  A cosy domestic scene is a 

cornerstone of Christmas today, but in the Victorian and Edwardian 

era people would have preferred getting out of the house to celebrate.   



Between World Wars One and Two there were sporting events, pantomimes, cinema showings, folk 

rituals and informal gatherings on Christmas Day.  Even though Christmas Day football was 

tremendously popular immediately after the Second World War, and despite huge attendances in the 

late 1940s – it is estimated around 3.5m people attended games over a three-day period in 1949 – 

Christmas Day football didn’t actually last much longer in England. 
 

Times were rapidly changing and there are a number of factors thought to have contributed to its 

relatively sudden phasing out from the late 1950s.  One such reason was that public transport had 

always remained running on Christmas Day in the first half of the 20th century, making it possible for 

people to get to games.  That changed in 1959, when suddenly there were no longer any Christmas Day 

trains or buses. 
 

Another is the advent of widespread floodlight technology around a similar time.  Although first 

experimented with as far back as 1878, floodlights at stadiums weren’t commonplace until the 1950s 

– Arsenal had lights on a stand at Highbury as early as the 1930s at the behest of manager Herbert 

Chapman, but the club refused to allow them to be used.  Floodlights meant that games normally 

packed into the daytime at Christmas could be re-arranged for evenings at other times. 
 

Another change was a spike in television ownership in households 

up and down the country in the late 1950s, where suddenly more 

and more families had access to their own TV set.  That meant that 

there was a jump in new entertainment, negating the need to go out 

to football on Christmas Day. 
 

Over the years, the popularity of 

Christmas day football dwindled.  

Living standards had improved and 

food, gifts and decorations had become more affordable.  Communal 

entertainments were clearly on the decline as the festival took greater 

root in the home.  Football matches changed to Boxing Day, as 

Christmas Day became more family orientated. 
 

Following an idyllic ‘white Christmas’ in 1956, the final full programme of Christmas Day fixtures 

scheduled by the Football League took place in 1957.  On that day, a teenage Jimmy Greaves scored 

four times for Chelsea in a 7-4 win over Portsmouth, while 

it was one of the final games that Manchester United’s 

Busby Babes would play together, just six weeks before 

the Munich air disaster of 6 February 1958, beating 

Luton 3-0. 
 

Christmas Day games became suddenly sparse, with only 

three in the top flight on 25 December 1958 and just one 

the following year in 1959.  That 1959 First Division 

contest between Blackburn and Blackpool at Ewood Park 

and a lower league clash between Coventry and Wrexham 

were the last Christmas Day fixtures in England for 

several years, with the last ever coming in 1965—when Blackburn beat Blackpool 1-0 at home in the old 

first division and Coventry beat Wrexham 5-3 in the third. 
 

The last Christmas Day game in Scotland was Saturday 

December 25, 1976.  Clydebank and St Mirren drew 2-2 in a 

top-of-the-table first division clash and Alloa beat 

Cowdenbeath 2-1 at home in the second division. 
 

Even though local derbies were often scheduled for Christmas, 

the demanding schedule put a strain on the players with all 

the travelling that would have been involved.  Although it 

lasted longer in Scotland and there was an attempt to bring it 

back by Brentford in 1983 that never happened.  It has now 

been nearly half a century since the last Christmas Day game in English football. 
 

Merry Christmas to one and all from Graham and Phyll 



“HOW CAN I KILL HIM?” 

By Barry Reeves 
 

One of the first people I wrote comedy for was the Irish 
comedian, Jimmy Cricket.  In 1983 Jimmy was appearing 
at the Birmingham Hippodrome in the Pantomime, ‘Jack 
and the Beanstalk’, starring Cilla Black as Jack.  Jimmy 
invited me and my family along to watch the show. 
 

The giant was played by New Avengers star, the late 
Gareth Hunt, who wore built up boots to make him look 
taller than he actually was.  Near the end of the show 
Jack and the Giant were having a sword fight when 
Cilla’s wooden sword broke and, flummoxed, she looked 
at the broken sword and said “How can I kill him now?”  
In one of those great comedy moments a man in the 
audience shouted, “Sing to him!” 
The audience erupted in laughter.  Cilla took it in great 
part.  She walked to the edge of the stage, hands on hips, 
and said, “You cheeky beggar” which made the audience 
laugh even more. 
 

A couple of nights later Jimmy rang me to say the 
producers and the cast thought it was so funny they 
decided to keep it in the Panto for the rest of the run, 
with Cilla’s husband, Bobby, going into the auditorium 
and shouting out “Sing to him!” 

AND THE WINNER IS …………! 
 

Gary Winstanley and The Dirty Work Tent of Wigan have been running a poll, asking Sons to 
choose their favourite Laurel and Hardy film moments.  We can now reveal the top three.  And 
in true Top of the Pops countdown style, here they are in reverse order: 

NUMBER 3 
 

The ‘Pom, Pom’ song in Them Thar Hills 

NUMBER 2 
 

“We drank your liquor!”, the Boys laughing then realising 
they’ve been drinking cold tea in Blotto 

NUMBER 1 
 

Of course, what else? 
The sublimely wonderful dance 

from Way Out West 



IMAGES OF 2021 
It has been another extraordinary year, with further lockdowns and restrictions. 

But gradually we have been able to come back together again.  Some say it’s like we’ve 
never been apart.  It has definitely felt good to be re-united with our Sons family. 

Here are some memories from 2021. 

A good crowd gathered for the 
Laurel and Harday in Wigan 

‘Stan and Ollie’ were once again able 
to entertain us at a Tent meeting 

Jackie and Mick ensured 
that the Boys were 

following the guidance 
on masks A few of us joined the celebrations for Phyllis and Graham’s 

Golden Wedding 

JUST FOR FUN ANSWERS: 
 

Across:  1&10 Sons of the Desert, 4 Stan,  8 Ollie,  9 Scots,  13 Rotten net,  
15 Rayon,  16 Cabin,  18 Moon,  19 Trades 
 

Down:  1 Shoots,  2 Nil,  3 Over eating,  5 Toottin,  6 Nose,  7 A skewed car,  
11&17 Early to Bed,  12 Stands,  14 Brum 
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 ME AND MY (Absent) PALS 

In conversation with other Sons some years ago, we talked about 
the idea that somewhere up in the clouds there is a very special 

tent where all our absent friends meet. 
 

There was some discussion about what the tent should be called.  
Whatever the name, we agreed that Bill Cubin is the Grand Sheik, 

and Barrie Finney has designed the logo. 
 

2021 has been a year when quite a number of Sons have gone to 
join that tent. 

We carry all our happy memories of them with us, and remember 
them with smiles. 

 

We hope they are all having a good laugh together. 
And we raise our glasses to them. 


