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Looking back at previous Laughing Gravy Annuals, it seems I always end my column by thanking 
Jon Starr for his brilliant artwork which appears on the front cover.  So this year I‘m elevating 
Jon to the top of the page.  Jon Starr became a member of our tent in August 2010, and at one of 
his early tent meetings he brought along some of his artwork (Mandy and I have his Laughing 
Gravy drawing at the top of our stairs).  We asked Jon if he would like to continue Barrie Finney‘s 
tradition of creating a cartoon drawing of Stan and Ollie for the front cover of the Laughing Gravy 
Annual.  Jon very kindly agreed, and his first Annual cover was in 2010.  I was taken aback when 
I saw it.  I never thought anyone could match Barrie, but Jon proved me wrong.  Two years later 

he designed the superb logo for the 33rd UK Convention 
here in Birmingham in 2012.  And if that wasn‘t 
enough, he is also the lead singer in the band ‗The 
Pinch‘ who performed at the said convention.  I may be 
biased here, but I think they are the best band I have 
ever seen at any convention.  Every year we try to give 
Jon a theme (this year being the new film ‗Stan & Ollie‘) 
and as you can see his artwork is amazing.  I love the 
fact that on the poster Stan looks like Steve Coogan and 
Ollie looks like John C Reilly.  Simply brilliant.  Cheers 
Jon. 
 

On to other matters, and it has been one of the busiest 
years I can remember for Laurel & Hardy events.  Most 
of them are covered here in this Annual.  But just to 
give you an idea, over a single weekend in September, 

we had our Laughing Gravy tent meeting on Thursday 5th September.  Then on Friday 6th we put 
on a Laurel & Hardy film show for the local film club in Erdington.  On Saturday 7th we went to 
Wigan for the Laurel and Harday.  And on Sunday 8th we went down to Southend for their 250th 
tent meeting. 
 

This year we have also been working on re-vamping the tent website. 
 

Membership of Laughing Gravy is at its highest 
since we began all those years ago (now over 200 
members).  We have a fantastic venue with an 
enormous screen to show the films on.  It‘s as 
good as watching the films in a cinema.  All the 
staff that work at the club are very friendly, and 
it‘s nice to see them in their Laughing Gravy T-
shirts while serving behind the bar or serving the 
food. 
 

At the time of writing we are just putting the 
finishing touches to our afternoon at a British 
Music Hall.  A full report (with pictures) will 
appear in the next issue of the Birmingham 
Bark.  Looking at a run-down of the acts, it‘s 
going to be a cracking afternoon! 
 

And so that‘s it for another year.  Thanks to everyone who has come along to our tent meetings.  
And especially to everyone who has helped us throughout the year. 
 

Wishing you all a Happy Christmas and a very Happy New Year. 
 

B.S.  On a personal note, thank you to all those members who have supported my ‗Taste and 
Tour‘ evenings at the Bartons Arms.  Due to popular demand, these are continuing for a fifth year 
and dates have just been announced for 2020.  For details go to  www.thebartonsarms.com  

Told you it’s a big screen! 



THE TENT ON T.V. 
 

It has been an exciting year for the Sons with the release of the „Stan & Ollie‟ film 
and having the Boys back on the big screen.  As we know, this has sparked a lot of 
media interest, and given some tent members a chance to star on the small screen. 

 

In anticipation of the film, it was actually 
November last year when we were 
contacted by Midlands Today.  After 
interviewing John at the Bartons Arms, 
members will remember that Ben Sidwell 
came along to the tent meeting.  A 
number of members were interviewed 
and we were filmed singing the song.  

The club looked fantastic.  And as the camera 
scanned the room you could see lots of 
laughter and smiling faces.  Amazingly we 
even had a surprise visit from the Saps that 
night—they just have to get in on the action! 
 

Then in January of this year, as the release of 
the film approached, we got a call from Andy 
Bevan of Central News.  He interviewed John at the Charlie Hall Pub, and spent a lot 

of time with us there, chatting about Laurel 
and Hardy, and checking he‟d got all his 
facts right for his report.  It turns out, Andy 
is himself a big fan of the Boys.  His love and 
respect for them really comes across in the 
piece he put together, which was excellent.  
On the Friday night of the premier, Andy 
broadcast live from outside the Electric 
Cinema.   
 
 
 
 
He even 

interviewed the „Boys‟ themselves (aka the 
tent‟s very own Kevin Pullinger and Johnny 
Sorrow).  Kevin and Johnny did us proud as 
they performed some great comic business live 
on television. 
 

I think the tent has enjoyed its few minutes of 
fame. 
 

Mandy Finney 



HAPPY BIRTHDAY JITTERBUGS 
 

When we heard that our good friends, from 
the Jitterbugs of Dublin, were celebrating 
20 years of their tent, we couldn‟t resist an 

excuse to go over.  So it was very early one 
Saturday morning in May that me and 

John set off for the airport.  It‟s hard to 
believe, but it is 12 years since the 
Jitterbugs hosted their brilliant European 

Convention in Dublin in 2007. 
 

After checking in to our hotel, we made our 

way to the The Village Inn Pub where they 
hold their meetings.  The upstairs function 
room makes a lovely venue.  The room 

started to fill and the Guinness started to 
flow.  I‟m not sure how many drinks we actually managed to buy, as pints of Guinness 

just kept appearing!  There was a good turnout for the event, and they had plenty of 
„Brats‟ present, which was great to see.  We were even joined again by Gene Sorkin 
from Cincinnati, who was enjoying an extended holiday after the UK Convention. 
 

As people gathered for the meeting, there was a compilation of photos from the last 20 
years showing on the screen.  Me and John featured in quite a few pictures, and it 

brought back some happy memories. 
 

Proceedings were run by Grand Sheik Liam Muldowney, and „The Other Monkey‟ 

Stephen O‟Crowley (members may remember they made a surprise visit to our tent last 
year).  After a warm welcome, we enjoyed a selection of films (I won‟t dwell on the 
technical hitch at one point, where Stephen hadn‟t plugged something in—doesn‟t he 

work in I.T. ……..?!).  Anyway, there were plenty of laughs in the room.  It was good to 
see a showing of „Near Dublin‟, an early Stan solo film.  The film is littered with Irish 
stereotypes, but I think it‟s really funny.  („Near Dublin‟ is also the title of Liam‟s 

excellent book about the Boys in Ireland—just thought I‟d give that a plug!) 
 

At one point during the afternoon, there was a quiz for the under 12‟s, which of course 

I entered.  Then, embarrassingly, I came joint first and was forced to go to the front for 
a tie-break question!  I didn‟t win, but I did get a bag of Jelly Tots. 
 

There were also some speeches and presentations.  Liam spoke very movingly about 
the history of the tent and all the people who have helped and supported him over the 
years.  He noted that when he contacted John, Liam realised that John was not only 

giving advice, but was extending “the open hand of friendship”.  This is so true, and 
sums up the spirit of the Sons.  Liam presented us with some lovely Irish badges, then 

we had the honour of being part of the loyal toasts. 
 

After a rendition of the song, the afternoon closed with some 
celebration cake.  Trudi Muldowney had made an incredible Fez 

cake, which was just delicious.  And there were lots of other 
treats made by Linda O‟Crowley, (special mention for the best 

Rocky Road ever!) 
 

We said our goodbyes and were just making our way out, when 
Stephen said “shall we just have one for the camel?”  How could 

we refuse?  So, we headed in to the bar and spent some time, 
chatting and laughing. 

 

We returned to our hotel tired and happy.  And so glad we made the trip.  Thank you, 
Jitterbugs, for your fun, hospitality and a great afternoon. 
 

Mandy Finney 
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SHARING STORIES 
 

One of my talks this year involved crossing the 

border into the Black Country, to visit the 
Baggeridge Miners Social Club in Dudley.  This 
talk included the Boys‟ visits to the Black 

Country, as well as their links to Birmingham.  
The group of retired pensioners was run by Ned 

Williams, who has written many books 
including one called 'Four Swallows and Two 
Elephants‟ (about men and women who lived 

and worked in the local entertainment world).  
It looks like a fascinating read.  So, I‟m pleased to say that as fellow authors, Ned and I 
decided to swap books. 

Chapter 6 of Ned‟s book is called „The Man who Built the (Dudley) Hippodrome‟, and I‟m 
glad to say that almost all of his members were in favour of saving this wonderful 

building (Hooray!).  Although he was born “on the Essex side of London”, Ned has many 
stories to tell about his time in the Black Country. 
You can find details of his life and works on his website:  nedwilliams.co.uk 

John Ullah 

AUTHOR, AUTHOR! 

“TURNED OUT NICE AGAIN!” 
 

Members may remember that for our 25th Birthday Dinner & Dance last 

year, we had booked a George Formby act.  Unfortunately, he had to 

cancel at the last minute due to illness.  „George‟ (aka Paul Casper) 

promised that he would come along to a tent meeting sometime to 

perform for our members.  True to his word he came to our July 

meeting, and gave us a few songs.  He was absolutely brilliant.  I have 

long been a George Formby fan, and I have to say Paul‟s resemblance to 

the legend is uncanny—looks, voice, mannerisms are spot on.  His act 

went down really well and created a great atmosphere.  He was really 

funny and got us all singing along.  Cheers George. 
 

Mandy Finney 

Famous local authors John Ullah and Chris Jukes make a 

personal appearance at a book signing in the Touchwood 
Centre in Solihull.  Did they have to fight off the crowds?! 



“RATS OFF TO ROGER!” 
 

A visit to the Grand Order of Water Rats by Mandy Finney 
 

(Note from the editor—a report strikingly similar to this one has previously appeared in the 
Perrywinkle!) 
 

Some years ago, when I lived in London, I was very aware that you are only ever a few feet away from 
a rat – a scary thought.  But on a recent trip to London I got the chance to meet a very different kind of 
rat!  That‘s because Roger Robinson had arranged for a group of Sons to visit the home of the Grand 
Order of Water Rats. 
 

Four Laughing Gravy-ites (me, John, Valma and Russ) made our way down from Brum to be there, 
and it was nice to meet up with fellow Gravy-ite Dave Crump.  There were a number of other Sons 
there, including our good friends Jeffrey Holland and Judy Buxton.  Unsurprisingly we began our 
afternoon in the bar of the Water Rats Pub, before we were invited to make our way next door and into 
the Water Rats‘ private domain.  We received a very warm welcome. 
 

We were allowed in to the Lodge Room, with walls adorned with 
photos of past members.  Here we were given a talk by actor and 
comedian Chris Emmett (of TV‘s ‗321‘ fame).  He took us back to 
the early days of Music Hall and variety theatre, and put it in its 
historical context with links to the Industrial Revolution.  He 
shared stories of the early beginnings of the Water Rats, a group 
of variety artists who came together as a social group, and 
developed the aim of supporting fellow artistes. 
 

Many famous names over the years have become Water Rats, 
most importantly for us of course, Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy.  
I asked Chris what happens at an initiation ceremony – he 
wouldn‘t tell me, except to say the ceremony, shrouded in 
secrecy, has remained unchanged since the organisation began.  
He did share a few insights with us.  For example, the Jester Award for the member who makes the 
best joke at a meeting.  When the Boys attended the Water Rats, Stan asked what happens if they tell 
the worst joke?  There was nothing in place for this, so Stan subsequently donated a large golden egg 
which continues to be presented for terrible jokes to this day! 
 

Chris talked about the many traditions and ceremonies that have 
developed in the Water Rats over the years.  It felt special to be given a 
window into their world 

 

We then made our way to what I think was the 
highlight of the visit, their Museum of 
memorabilia – a room packed full of curios – 
costumes, props, posters, theatre programmes, 
photos.  There were personal items belonging to 
a host of great names – Sandy Powell, Max 
Miller, Will Hay, Tommy Cooper, the list goes 
on.  It was a real privilege to see them and I could have happily spent hours in 
that room.  A personal highlight for me was coming face to face with one of my 
comedy heroes – Orville the Duck! 
 

After the Museum, we were treated to some film clips of 
Water Rats members and activities, plus some great footage 
of Stan and Ollie.  The Boys were even there in person – Tony 
and Phillip from the Lucky Dog Theatre Company, who 
performed a little skit for us. 
 

Spending time with some of the Water Rats, what strikes me 
is their similarities to the Sons of the Desert – it is a 
fraternity, with the emphasis on camaraderie, fun and 
friendship.  It was really enjoyable to be in their company.  As 
the afternoon drew to a close, Roger gave a vote of thanks, 
and we finished with a rousing rendition of ‗We Are the Sons 
of the Desert‘. 
 

A big thank you to Roger for organising this unique event – a really memorable experience. 

Taking our place at the top table 

The Jester Award alongside 
Stan’s Golden Egg 



MONKEY BUSINESS 
 

I was looking through a recent issue of my 

horror magazine The Darkside (202).  Within it 

features Stan and Ollie with Ethel the Chimp.  It 

had an item on ape impersonator Charlie 

Gemora.  The article has new facts about the 

unsung ape-man performer. 
 

Charles was born Carlos Cruz Gemora in the 

Philippines in 1903, the youngest of nine 

children.  With the death of his father, and his 

family being told to leave the land which was rich in valuable minerals, 

his brother took over the family‟s wealth.  Charlie was sent to a monastery and was forced 

to sign over the mineral rich land to his brother (I wonder if he had a partner called Lola 

Marcel!).  Charlie endured the monastery for six years, studying books on art history.  In 1918, 

after a fright in the monastery when a „corpse‟ suddenly sat upright, he fled, and ended up 

in America. 
 

Charlie got a job at Universal Studios, sketching portraits of visitors, and he managed to get 

some sculptor work on „The Hunchback of Notre Dame‟ (1923).  This led to some production 

design work on „Phantom of the Opera‟ (1925).  He also worked on „The Thief of 

Bagdad‟ (1924) and „The Black Pirate‟ (1926). 
 

In 1925 Charlie was commissioned to create a realistic ape suit for „The Lost World‟.  After 

supplying a more sophisticated ape costume for the 1927 film „Gorilla‟, he was upset by the 

performance of the actor playing the ape.  So - following a string of appearances in ‟Tarzan 

the Mighty‟ (1928), ‟Seven Footprints to Satan‟ (1929), and with L&H star Thelma Todd and 

Lou Chaney in a controversial film ‟Inagi‟ (1930) -  in the 1930 remake of „Gorilla‟, Charlie 

played the gorilla himself, to critical acclaim. 
 

In the 1950‟s Bob Burns met Gemora while working for 

Paramount.  He told him he “loved Laurel and  Hardy to 

death”, working with them on „The Chimp‟ and „Swiss Miss‟.  

Bob says, “He absolutely adored those guys and told me 

they were two of the nicest, friendliest men he‟d ever met.  

He talked about them more than he did anybody else”.  

Charlie also appeared with Hal Roach‟s L&H style female 

team-up Zasu Pitts and Thelma Todd, in „Sealskins‟ (1932) 

and „Bum Voyage‟ (1934). 
 

In the late 30‟s and 40‟s, roles slowed up, but Charlie still appeared with the Marx Brothers, 

Bob Hope, Bing Crosby, Charlie Chan, and even Abbot & Costello in „Africa Screams‟ (1949) 

and „George‟s Pal‟ (1953).  His final film was „Jack the Giant Killer‟, where he worked as a 

make-up artist.  He died in 1961 aged 58.  Although Gemora only received 12 credits, he 

actually worked on over 100 fillms! 
 

B.S.  In the recent Tarantino film „Once Upon a Time in Hollywood‟ (about a fictional film star 

around the same time as the Charle Manson crimes) look out for a psychedelic picture of 

Stan & Ollie on a wall about half way in to the film! 
 

Merry Christmas 2019 and Happy New Year 2020 to each and everyone! 
 

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



REMEMBERING TONY TRAYNOR 
 

The first time we met Tony Traynor was at the UK Convention 
in Paisley in 2001.  He was carrying the Leave Em Laughing 
Tent banner around the car park, which had the letter „L‟ 
hanging off.  It made me laugh.  And so did Tony Traynor, who 
became one of my best friends in the Sons of the Desert.  We 
had a lot in common, like our love of Laurel & Hardy and our 
love of football. 
 

Like a lot of Liverpudlians, Tony had a great sense of humour.  
I remember at the European Convention in Dusseldorf (also in 
2001), we sat in the bar one night just listening to Tony telling 
jokes.  It was a brilliant evening, and we just laughed and 
laughed.  And when we held the UK Convention here in 
Birmingham in 2003, we booked Tony to perform some stand-
up comedy as part of the Sons Entertain. 
 

In 2002 our tent paid a visit to Liverpool and we spent the 
afternoon at Leave Em Laughing‟s tent venue, watching Laurel 
& Hardy films and generally having a good time.  A good deal 
of our members will remember that this was the same 
afternoon Terry Weir bid against himself in an auction for a clock (a real life Thicker Than 
Water moment!). 
 

On another occasion, Mandy, Pat and I went up to help Tony celebrate his 60th birthday at a 
surprise party.  For his birthday present I gave him a photograph of Peter Crouch with the 
words “How much?” written at the bottom (as Liverpool had just signed him from 
Southampton). 
 

Over the last few years it was sad to see Tony in a wheelchair.  I once said to him he was 
only in the chair so he could get his season ticket at Liverpool a bit cheaper!  When I saw 
him in the later years, sometimes he would remember me and sometimes he wouldn‟t, as 
now he had Dementia.  Although he did ask me how the Villa were getting on, and I told 
him that we had been relegated.   I‟m sure he smiled. 
 

My memories of Tony are of us laughing, talking football and of course his great love of 
collecting Laurel & Hardy memorabilia.  I will miss Tony Traynor as a friend, a Son of the 
Desert and a decent human being. 
 

John Ullah 
 

B.S.  Liverpool won their 6th European Cup this year, how he would‟ve loved that! 

KEEPING MEMORIES 
 

Memories are so important for all of us—they connect us to each other, remind us of meaningful 

things, bring back good feelings, smiles, and laughs, and help us to hold on to absent friends.  As many 

of you will know, John gives talks to various groups about Laurel & Hardy and their connections to 

Birmingham.  It is lovely when it sparks memories for people and they have a chance to reminisce.  

This is particularly so when he talks to Dementia groups.  There are wonderful moments when people 

are suddenly re-connected with their past and the person they were. 

This year, we were asked to put on a Dementia Friendly Laurel & Hardy film show in Dudley.  It was 

in the lounge of a retirement complex, with comfy chairs, plenty of tea and biscuits, and a really 

relaxed atmosphere.  During the afternoon, I noticed a couple of people holding woollen pom-poms 

(making pom-poms is a happy childhood memory for me).  I asked about them and they explained 

that they have pom-pom making sessions as part of a project to bring people together and combat 

loneliness.  What a brilliantly simple and lovely idea.  One of them gave me a pom-pom and said 

“you can have that as long as you spread the word”.  So I am.    #endloneliness 
 

Mandy Finney 



AN INTERVIEW WITH 

FRANK HALL 
 

Mike Jones has recently restarted the Beau Chumps Tent of 

Sunderland.  The original Beau Chumps Tent was very active 

in the 80’s and early 90’s, and Mike is doing a great job in its 

resurgence.  He contacted me recently about an interview he 

did with Frank Hall (on Super 8) in Blackpool for the 1986 UK 

Convention.  At that time we still didn’t know too much about 

Charlie Hall, and his earlier life back here in Birmingham.  

The first book on Charlie Hall was still three years away, and 

our Laughing Gravy Tent hadn’t even started. 

So here is a small snippet of the interview (with a few factual 

corrections and additions I’ve added in brackets): 
 

Mike: I understand that your mum (Maria) went to America to 

see the Boys on the set of Swiss Miss.  (It was in fact the Bohemian Girl). Did she make many 

comments? 

Frank: Yes, she liked it very much, very much. 

Mike: And she actually met the Boys did she? 

Frank: Yes, she met Laurel and Hardy and she enjoyed it very much.  She went all round the studios, all 

the studios round there. 

Mike: And do you have a favourite film? 

Frank: Yes, Them Thar Hills. 

Mike: Of course.  That was one of Charlie’s real escapades.  And do you have a favourite part of the film? 

Frank: When he had the whatsit on his chin. (mutual laughter) 

Mike: I understand that Charlie came back to Britain in the fifties. 

Frank: 1955, yes.  (Charlie came back to Birmingham in 1937/38, and not 1955.) 

Mike: Did you see much of him when he was here? 

Frank: I was with him all the time, he was in our house.  (Charlie stayed with Frank in Arley Road, Saltley, 

Birmingham). 

Mike: And what sort of things were you doing? 

Frank: Drinking whisky and ... 

Mike: Drinking whisky? Good heavens!  (Frank Hall often stated that Charlie was a heavy drinker, and 

that his favourite drink was Whisky.  He claims that Charlie turned him into an alcoholic, and that going 

into the army cured him of this problem) 

Frank: … and concerts, I did a concert once with him. 

Mike: So you actually did a show with him? 

Frank: Yeah, in a public house.  It comprised of a bill poster up a ladder posting a bill and he dropped 

some of the paste onto me, er onto Charlie - I was the bill poster, dropped it onto Charlie and of course he 

called me down and he cut me tie right through.  And he had an egg in his pocket in a plastic bag.  He 

just put it in there and I just bonked it you know.  It was short, only three or four minutes, you know.  

(Frank also mentioned this story to me. I think the pub they performed the sketch in was the College 

Arms). 

Mike: Well some of those ideas clearly came from the Boys because there were a couple of things where 

they used an egg.  Well Frank, it’s been great to see you and we hope you make it to Glasgow next year. 

Frank: I hope so myself. 

Mike: And on behalf of all of the Beau Chumps thank you for talking to us.  I hope you enjoy what’s left of 

a smashing weekend.  Thanks very much. 
 

Frank Hall came to our very first tent meeting on the 1st April 1993.  He was a lovely man, and very proud 

of his brother Charlie.  I had arranged to go around to his house and interview him, as he was telling me 

stories about him and Charlie back here in Birmingham.  A couple of days before we were due to meet, 

Frank passed away.  However, my book on Charlie does contain interviews with Frank.  “What book?”, I 

hear you say. Well, THIS IS MORE THAN I CAN STAND! 
 

John Ullah 



ME AND MY PAL ELGAR 
By John Ullah 
 

Following on from my article in the last edition of the 

Birmingham Bark, which centred on a report on Central News 

about a woman who lived in Erdington and had an autograph 

and manuscript of Elgar.  The woman in question, Lydia Tabb, 

lived in the flat upstairs from me (on Gravelly Hill), and yet I 

knew nothing about her possessions. 
 

Earlier this year, Mandy and I decided to pay a visit to the house 

where Elgar used to live (The Firs in Worcester).  It‟s a lovely 

house and garden (now owned by the National Trust).  After we 

looked around we stopped and spoke to one of the volunteers 

who works there.  I told him the story of the woman who lived 

upstairs from me, and the manuscript.  He asked me where I 

live. 
 

“Erdington in Birmingham” I replied. 

“That‟s a coincidence”, said the volunteer, “I used to live in Erdington.  And I used to ride my bicycle to 

work down Gravelly Hill”. 

Well fan my brow!  “I used to live on Gravelly Hill.  Where about did you live?” asked I. 

“York Road” he said. 

Well shut my mouth!  “We live in York Road!” 
 

It seems like the coincidences just keep coming!  What next?  To be continued ……………? 

OUR RELATIONS? 
By Mandy Finney 
 

When I visited the Grand Order of Water Rats earlier this year, I discovered that one of its founding 

members was called James Finney.  Understandably, my ears pricked up at the name, and I was keen to 

find out more. 
 

Born in 1862, James Finney was a successful ornamental swimmer and diver.  He became known as a 

„Professor‟ of swimming.  He held many swimming records, in particular for swimming underwater.  In 

1882 he swam underwater for 340 feet, and in 1886 held the English record for staying underwater for 4 

minutes and 29.25 seconds.  James performed his aquatic variety act at venues such as the London 

Pavillion and Oxford Music Hall.  Part of his act involved him diving into a tank and picking up coins 

from the bottom in his mouth. 

His sister Marie (born in Southport in 1872) would go on to 

join the act, with diving being her specialism.   At the age of 17, 

she dived off London Bridge (at the time the only girl to have 

done so).  She also dived off Llandudno Pier and the North 

Pier in Blackpool. 
 

Together, James and Marie toured England and America giving 

swimming exhibitions.  They appeared with the big names of 

the day, including Marie Lloyd.  Even James‟ three daughters 

(Maud, Vera and Ethel) became part of the act.  The Finney 

family appeared at Blackpool Tower, where Marie was praised 

for her “graceful dives from the roof”. 
 

What an extraordinary act, what an extraordinary family—the 

Von Trapps of swimming! 

I have no idea if I am actually related to James and Marie.  But, 

somewhere along the line, we are connected.  And I like that. 

Marie Finney prepares to dive 
off the pier in Blackpool 



MY TIME IN SUNNY WIGAN 
 

39th UK CONVENTION – Hosted by the Dirty Work Tent 
Report by Tony Barr 
 

This was my third UK Convention and it always begins with meeting up with my good friend 
Johnny Sorrow at a train station somewhere in Birmingham (we would meet his friend Trevor 
Never later that weekend... but more about that later).  I had a lovely surprise to start the day in 
that Johnny bought two bottles of some BOSTIN beer called BATHAMS to have on our train 
journey to Liverpool, which we supped whilst we ate our sandwiches (but not at the same time!) 
… an absolutely BOSTIN way to start our weekend. 
 

Then, after arriving at Liverpool Station and popping over to see the Ken Dodd statue we caught a 
local train to Bryn, where we were met by Lozi ‗Mad‘ Lee (who after someone had dropped out of 
the convention was able to come on his first one).  Unfortunately, most of his car was taken up by 
his costume and props for his Sons Entertain act.  So, for Johnny who had to sit in the back it was 
a tight squeeze!!  But for me sitting in the front seat I had lots of room and it was an enjoyable 
short ride from Bryn Station to the hotel. 

 

Upon arrival at the hotel, we checked in and collected our BOSTIN 
goodie bags done by Gary and Julia.  Then the real fun began - at the 
BAR!!  Gary had sourced a local ale to be used at the hotel, and at a 
very good price, so it went down really well!!!  What I love about 
these conventions is meeting up with fellow Sons Of The Desert who 
I have not seen for a while and having a good catch up (whilst 
supping on some beer!!). 
 

The first evening was a swell night— doing the loyal toasts, singing 
the song, and of course being treated to the best food, which in this 
case was a traditional WIGAN meal  - pie in a cob with chips and 
mushy peas.  Ooooorrr this was BOSTIN and seemed to go down 
really well with everyone else too.  After the meal we all went Back to 

School to be taught ‗Wiganese‘ - a lot of laughs were had about this!  There was a local band on 
too, singing local songs about Wigan.  Mad Paul from Saps at Sea even got up and sang, but 
unfortunately for Paul, most people had at this point retired to the bar and missed it!! 
 

The next day, after a breakfast of hard boiled eggs and nuts, 129 people got some buses and 
headed to the Media Centre, Salford for the day.  On arrival outside the main square of the Media 
Centre and with our packed lunches we sang the song.  From here we were split up into small 
groups to either go to the Imperial War Museum or the Media Centre.  I very much enjoyed the 
Imperial War Museum.  The Media Centre was an interesting place and we got to see where BBC 
Breakfast is done, the studios to BBC Radio 6 were some of the highlights!  We were then given 
some free time, which me and Johnny used to do the short walk to Manchester United‘s Football 
Ground, Old Trafford.  Then after that we met up with some of our friends in a bar, supping beer 
and having a swell time.  Unfortunately, buses do not have toilets on, so on arrival back at the 
hotel there were some people that had to run back in to take a leak !! 
 

The evening was when Sons Entertain took place and again did not disappoint.  We had the usual 
suspects giving fantastic performances, such as our very own Pat and Mandy.  It is here that 
Johnny met his friend Trevor Baskerville Never, 
who had crossed into Lancashire from his native 
Yorkshire for the evening.  Again, he had a lot to 
say about the lack of indoor bowling facilities in 
the Kirklees area!  Our friend Lozi ‗Mad‘ Lee gave 
an excellent performance too, of someone in lots 
of hats and wigs—I think he went over his allotted 
time of 5 minutes! 
 

The next day, with some people nursing a bad 
head, the games began.  These are generally a lot 
of fun with some highlights being putting a small 
soft ball on a spoon and running, pinning a tail 
on a donkey blind folded and being spun around.   

Laughing Gravy-ites show great skill and 
determination in the Cherry on a Spoon Race 



The big game was a hat eating competition.  Some tents selected four members to take part, to 
eat a rather BOSTIN chocolate cake in the shape of a bowler hat, in 2 minutes.  Our friend from 
Belgium cheated by hiding their cake under the table and their team was disqualified.  I can tell 
you this, myself, Lozi, Barry and Mark did the tent proud and ate as much cake as we could in 2 
minutes!  But, somehow, someway, those lot at Saps at Sea won it.  To this day I do not know 
how... but I am not bitter! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We then viewed the premier of ‗Two Thousand Strong‘ (Gary Winstanley‘s excellent 
documentary about the Sons of the Desert, featuring appearances from a few Gravy-ites, myself 
included).  Afterwards, a number of us took what we thought was a short walk (about a mile, 
but it seemed like 10!) to a lovely micro pub called ‗Twisted Vine‘, for let‘s say one or two light 
ales!  The locals were giving us strange looks as we were all wearing our Fezzes, but then we did 
the song and everyone in the pub joined in!!  I believe after we left, the pub had run out of two 
or three of the ales! 
 

The evening time consisted of the 
Lucky Dog Theatre Production putting 
on a swell show for us all.  Everyone 
who won a game earlier in the day got 
a certificate.  I was very upset though 
when Saps At Sea got theirs for 
winning the Cake Eating Competition  
- but as I say, I‘m not bitter!!! 
 

The next morning was of course where 
we all said our goodbyes (―GOODBYE 
– We‘re going now!‖) and the handing 
over the pineapple for the next 
convention to be held in Greenock, 
Scotland. 
 

The 2019 UK Convention was an 
enjoyable few days had with great people. 
 
 

********************************************************** 

The 14 strong Laughing Gravy conventioneers 

CONVENTION B.S. 
 

During the BBC Studio tour at this year‟s UK 
Convention, Phyllis was keen to bump in to her idol, 

Dan Walker.  Unfortunately he wasn‟t there in person, 
so she had to make do with this photo.  She seemed 

happy enough as she stared longingly in to his eyes. 
(Don‟t tell Graham!). 



CELEBRATING 40 YEARS OF 

LEAVE ‘EM LAUGHING LIVERPOOL 
By Mandy Finney 

 

When Sam told us she was arranging a special event to 

mark 40 years of the Leave „Em Laughing Tent, of course 
we had to be there.  We wanted to help her celebrate their 

„university‟! 
 

So, on a rainy Sunday in September, we made our way to 
the Bootle Cricket Club.  There was a good turn out for the 

meeting, with Sons from a number of tents around the 
country.  And it was good to see lookalikes, Gary Slade and 

Robbie Graham, who went around the room entertaining 
us with a few magic tricks. 

 

Sam introduced the afternoon by giving a brief history of 

the tent and acknowledging the work of former Grand 
Sheiks, Les McDonald, Bob Spiller; and, of course, our 

great friend and Sam‟s dad, Tony Traynor.  During the 
afternoon we enjoyed some great films and were treated 
to a lovely buffet. 
 

Typical of a Sons event, there were a couple of notable 
incidents: 

Firstly, I‟m sure Nick Carter from Chester won‟t want me to mention this, so I will!  
For the raffle, someone had donated a bottle of wine, brilliantly wrapped up in straw 
as in „Blotto‟.  It looked great.  “Get the wine!” Nick‟s table shouted as he went up to 

get a prize.  But, disaster struck.  As he picked it up, the bottle slipped from its 
wrapping and smashed on the floor.  What a waste!  Nick returned to his table to 

face much derision.  As Sam later commented, “You know you‟re at a Sons event 
when you‟re on the trail of the broken wine!” 
Then, after a showing of „Way Out West‟, Eric Woods‟ quiz was like being on an 

episode of Michael Rodd‟s „Screen Test‟ (people of a certain generation will know 
what I mean).  The questions were a test of memory all about the film we had just 

watched.  Our team did well, and we were confident of a win.  When we swapped 
papers for marking, I generously gave Gary Winstanley‟s team half a point for an 
answer that was not quite correct.  Then they beat us by, yes you‟ve guessed it, half 

a point.  I‟m not bitter, I will let it go (eventually!).  Anyway, another team got 100% 
right, so neither of us won.  Doh! 

 

As the afternoon drew to a close, we stood for the loyal 
toasts, including an extra one for Tony.  Then, someone had 
made a spectacular cake for the occasion.  Seemed a shame 

to cut in to it, but we did.  We all tucked in to a slice, before 
is was time to pack up and go. 
 

A big well 
done to 
Sam for 

organising 
the event.  

We had a 
lovely time.  And as always, the 
best part of the day was spending 

time in the company of friends. 



LAUGHING GRAVY-ITE ON A MINI TOUR 

By Johnny Sorrow 
 

My mini tour began on home ground at the Birmingham Laughing Gravy Tent September 
meeting.  A big turn out as usual at the Crown Members Club.  Great to see Charlie Hall‘s niece 
there, and apparently some local character has written a book about her famous uncle.  
Surprised it has never been mentioned before!  As usual we all had a Bostin night with the 
Loyal Toasts, a great selection of the Boys‘ films, the song and loads of laughter. 
 

Many of you will know Roger Robinson, one of the founding members of our twin tent Saps At 
Sea in Southend on Sea.  This September it was his 70th Birthday, so the Saps decided to throw 
a surprise party for him, which coincided with a Saps at Sea tent meeting.  Myself and some 
other Gravy-ites decided to join the fun.  While planning my journey via London I noticed that 
the London tent, The Live Ghost, were meeting and celebrating their 25th Anniversary on the 
same day.  I would be en route to Southend, so I decided to attend their celebrations too. 
 

Fez and sash packed I left Birmingham hoping to have the time of my life.  The London tent 
only meet once every 3 months at a lovely venue, The Cinema Museum, a former workhouse 
where Charlie Chaplin once lived.  The nearest tube station is Elephant and Castle, not the 
most salubrious part of London but safe enough during the day (think of Tipton without the 
glamour!).  Great to see plenty of Saps there, plus Phillip, aka Ollie from the Lucky Dog duo, 
and Liam and Stephen from the Jitterbugs Tent in Ireland who were also en route to 
Southend.  Imagine our surprise when hosting the event was Roger Robinson?!   Me and Liam 
had to think on our feet to explain why we were in London.  Another nice mess.  Had a great 
day! 

The next day I spent the day in Southend on Sea, walked to the end of the pier and had Fish 
and Chips.  Bostin.  In the evening, made my way to the Saps‘ tent 
meeting at the Naval and Military Club, another great venue.  Met up 
with fellow Gravy-ites, Grandest of Grand Sheiks John Ullah, Mandy, 
Valma, Russell, Brett and Will.  We were made very welcome by the 

Saps at Sea and you should have seen 
Roger‘s face.  They had put on a great 
buffet and I even won the Raffle! 
 

It was a joy to visit other tent meetings.  
And having been to a few Sons of the 
Desert Conventions now, I was treated 
like a long lost friend. 
―Sons of the Desert are We!‖  

THE DOC ON … MIRROR IMAGE, A CHRISTMAS FABLE 
On Christmas eve, George thought it would be nice to buy his wife a little gift for the next day.  
Always short of money, he thought long and hard about what the present might be.  Unable to 
decide, he visited Debenhams, and in the cosmetics section he asked the girl, “How about some 
perfume?”  She showed him a bottle costing £75.  “Far too expensive”, muttered George.  The 
young lady returned with a bottle for £50.  “Oh dear” groused George, “still far too much”.  
Growing rather annoyed the sales girl brought out a tiny £10 bottle and offered it to him.  George 
became agitated, “What I mean”, he whined, “is I’d like to see something really, really cheap. 
So, the sales girl handed him a mirror! 



Thirteenth European Convention 
Hosted by the Perfect Day Tent, Amsterdam  

at Avifauna, Alpen Ann Den Rhine  
 

Report by Valma Grady 
 

Best Bits….. well that‘s hard because it was a packed programme and we loved every minute.  Sons 
of the Desert were represented by tents from several countries including: Netherlands, Germany, 
Belgium, Italy, Switzerland, England, Scotland, USA, Greece (I apologise if I‘ve forgotten any!). 

 

We arrived a couple of days before the 
convention to do some local sightseeing and 
enjoy Avifauna Hotel and bird park.  Our 
room, with views of the bird park, was so 
close we could see and hear different birds 
from the window along with streams of 
excited school kids visiting the park!  
Arriving early also meant we could join 
about 40 Sons on a coach trip to the Laurel & 
Hardy Café in Zandevoort, a Dutch town by 
the sea.  The café is owned by Ron Brouwer, 

a member of the Perfect Day Tent (Amsterdam), who made us very welcome and provided a large 
buffet for us all to enjoy. The locals were also very friendly and made us welcome, but it may have 
been because Netherlands were beating England in the UEFA Nations League semi-final! 
 

The convention registration was from lunchtime on 
Friday and to greet the Sons on their arrival was a 
Laurel & Hardy street organ playing Laurel & Hardy 
tunes.  The convention officially started on Friday night 
in Casa Havana in the bird park, where we were greeted 
with a glass of bubbly and given a flower garland by the 
Orchid Dancers.  It was a fun night where we made new 
friends, had a tasty hot buffet, enjoyed a performance 
of Laurel & Hardy by a Dutch teenager and live music 
by a vintage classic rock band.  However, for some I 
think the favourite part of the evening was the return of 
the Orchid Dancers.  The dancers were of Indonesian 
descent and performed dances from Hawaii & Tahiti, so 
it almost felt like we were in Honolulu with the Boys. 

 

It was an extremely early 
start Saturday morning.  Coaches picked us up at 8.20 and took us to 
the outskirts of Amsterdam where vintage trams were waiting to take 
us into the city centre.  Tourist buses are not allowed in Amsterdam 
centre!  The trams delivered us to our destination, the Tuschinski 
Theatre.  
 

I‘m not sure my photos or I can describe 
how beautiful this art deco theatre is.  
Laurel & Hardy films were being shown in 
Screen 1.  We walked through the door 
from the corridor into our box and both 
exclaimed ―Wow!‖ at the exuberance and 
size of the 800 seat theatre.  The films were 
screened to members of the convention 
and the general public.  We enjoyed two 
silent films accompanied by live music 
performed on the Wurlitzer.  After a break 

where our song was sung, along with the members of the public, we were 
treated to two talkies and a performance by Laurel & Hardy 
(aka Bill & Jamie all the way from the USA).  



BIRMINGHAM COMEDY FESTIVAL 
 

It‟s been a bumper year for our involvement with the 
Birmingham Comedy Festival.  Working with festival 

organiser, Dave Freak, we have put on Laurel & Hardy 
film shows in Stourbridge, Wolverhampton, the 
Towersey Folk Festival, as well as our usual spot at the 

MAC.  The release of the film „Stan & Ollie‟ and the 
renewed interest in the Boys‟ films has meant great 
audiences at all these events.  Stourbridge even had to 

put on an extra date due to 
demand!  It‟s always a 

pleasure working with Dave 
(who produced some 
brilliant original artwork for 

the publicity flyers) and to have the chance to bring the 
Boys to more and more people. 

Mandy Finney 

That afternoon Russell and me enjoyed a guided walking tour of the city with a few other Sons.  We 
learnt a bit of history, saw some famous scenes and managed to find the location for the coach pick up 
point.  A few struggled to find it (another nice mess) so it was a quick change for dinner when we got 
back at the hotel.   Dinner that night was live cooking prepared by the chefs at Ara Hall within the 
bird park.  You could choose from an extensive buffet of meats, fish, vegetables, salads and desserts 
(in any order) and eat as much as you wanted ―Mmmmm!‖.  This was accompanied by a free bar!  No 
dancing tonight (couldn‘t move a muscle after all that food), so we went to watch the L&H Quiz.  
You‘d think we‘d excel at this.  Er no!  Fortunately, we didn‘t embarrass Laughing Gravy by entering.  
Sadly, it was raining heavily later, so the late night open air showing of ‗Saps at Sea‘ had to be shown 
indoors instead of around the lake in the bird park.  It was chosen in honour of the Saps tent as they 
had the largest delegation at the convention.  
 

Another extremely early start on Sunday morning, this time to catch the coach to the medieval 
Utrecht.  It dropped us at a large park where we played Pee Wee, well attempted!  Russell and I need 
lots of practice!  Saps did really well and achieved first place.  Afterwards, it was a boat trip on the 
canals through the picturesque town of Utrecht.  We disembarked the boat near the Louis Hartlooper 
Cinema complex where we watched an Oliver Hardy short film, ‗A Bankrupt Honeymoon‘.  The 
musical accompaniment to the film was performed by Daan on piano.  And Ton (from the Perfect Day 
Tent) did a superb and hilarious job translating the Dutch subtitles into English.  
 

Following lunch in the café, we joined our tour guide Ton with 
other Sons for a walk around Utrecht, so we could appreciate as 
much of the town as possible, in our short visit.  We came 
across a museum to Miffy (small female rabbit in series of 
picture books), I never realised Miffy was Dutch!  Ton was a 
brilliant tour guide.  In fact, we loved Utrecht so much, we 
would like to return and see more of it. 
 

How did our final evening arrive so quickly?  It was filled with 
food, fancy dress (lots of amazing costumes), music from a live 
band playing a mixture of Rock & Roll and Blues and lots more 
dancing.  There were also performances by some Sons, Norman 
did his rendition of Delilah to cheers of delight.  
 

Monday morning and sadly time to say goodbye.  We had such 
a good time and met so many lovely people.  Didn‘t want it to 
end…..   Thanks to the Perfect Day Tent for an amazing 
convention with so many happy and fun memories.  Can‘t wait 
for the next one in Italy. 



DOUBLE WHOOPEE 
 

1949 must have been a vintage year, as two very special people were born then.  First, our good 
friend Roger Robinson from our twin tent Saps at Sea, and then our very own International 
Membership Executive Graham Hollister.  These two esteemed gentlemen both reached their 
70th Birthday  milestone this September. 
 

Unbeknown to Roger, the Saps had planned a 
surprise birthday gathering for him at their 
September tent meeting.  Six Gravy-ites went 
down to Southend to be there, and even Liam and 
Stephen had made the trip over from Dublin.  A 
number of Sons from other tents also came along.  
It was actually the Saps‘ 250th tent meeting, so 
Roger thought that‘s why we were all there.  As 
Grand Sheik Ray Dempsea welcomed us all, he 
revealed the real reason we were there was to 
celebrate Roger‘s birthday.  There were gifts, 

cards, speeches, even 
live entertainment.  
And of course there was 
the usual tent business of films, raffle and toasts.  Vice Sheik Emma 
Perry had put in a lot of work arranging all the surprises for Roger, and 
even made a fantastic spread of sandwiches and treats.  They had had a 
special birthday cake made.  Our piece had a picture of Roger‘s face on 
it—it felt a bit weird to bite in to it—but we managed!  It was a great 
evening and Roger was genuinely surprised and touched.  After the tent 
meeting a group of us retired to another bar for a few drinks and lots of 
laughs.  I‘m so glad we were there to be part of Roger‘s special birthday 
party. 
 

Later that month, Graham Hollister hit 
the big seven-0.  Graham always has an 
extra reason to celebrate the date, as it 

was on his birthday (some 50 years ago) that he first met Phyllis.  
And he‘s never looked back!  John and I were fortunate to be able 
to join Graham for a gathering of friends and family to celebrate 
his birthday.  It was an evening full of good food and fun.  At one 
point there was a game of Mr & Mrs, which the Hollisters lost!  
One question was ―Who does your wife think you look like?‖  
Graham hopefully said ―George Clooney‖.  But, Phyllis‘ answer 
was ―Oliver Hardy!‖  Needless to say this brought the house 
down.  There was a lovely atmosphere in the room.  And, 
unsurprisingly, there is clearly a lot of affection for Graham.   
 

So, I raise a glass to the two Birthday Boys.  How lucky we are to 
have them in the Sons.  And how fortunate I am to call them both 
my friend. 
 

Mandy Finney 

Roger’s smiling face 
immortalised in icing—

until we ate it! 

Graham looks very happy 
with his cake! 

AN EXTRA SPECIAL 10 YEAR MEDAL 
This year also marked another anniversary, as it is 

ten years since we moved to the Crown Club (the 
Forget-Me-Not as was).  We are so lucky to have such 
a great tent venue.  The staff at the club are fantastic, 

they look after us really well and always enter into the 
spirit of things.  So to say thank you, at our Birthday 

meeting in April, we invited Debbie up on behalf of 
the staff and presented her with a Laughing Gravy 10 Year Medal and a box of chocolates! 



FOLLOWING THE BOYS TO COBH 
 

By John Ullah 
 

Did you know that the venue for the 2023 
European Convention has already been 
decided?  It will take place in Cobh (Ireland) 
and will be hosted by our good friends of the 
Jitterbugs Tent in Dublin.  Now, the name Cobh 
should ring a bell (or Carillon Bells) as it was 
Cobh that Stan and Ollie sailed in to all those 
years ago.  The ship the Boys were on was too 
large to enter the harbour, so they were ferried 
across to the shore.  To their amazement it 
seemed like the whole town had come out to 
greet them.  And of course, the cathedral‘s 
Carillon Bells rang out the ‗Cuckoo Song‘.  The 
Boys were visibly shaken at this great reception, 
and they would remember it fondly for the rest 
of their lives. 
 

Mandy and I had been in Ireland back in May, to help celebrate the Jitterbugs‘ 20th Birthday in 
Dublin.  We had a few Euros left so we decided to head back to Ireland, but this time to visit 

Cork and Cobh.  Cork is a really nice place, and we came 
across a fantastic pub with three of my musical heroes 
painted on its outside wall (Rory Gallagher, Gary Moore and 
the great Phil Lynott). 
 

The following day we took the train to Cobh.  Of course, we 
had to visit St. Colman‘s Cathedral as this is the cathedral 
which rang out the ‗Cuckoo 
Song‘ on its Carillon Bells. 
 

Cobh has a fascinating 
history, and it was the last port of call for the ‗unsinkable‘ 
Titanic.  On the waterfront there is a Statue of Annie Moore 
and her brothers.  Annie Moore was the first person to be 

admitted to the United States of 
America through the new 
immigration centre at Ellis Island, 
New York on 1 January 1892.  Cobh 
was earlier a major embarkation port 
for men, women and children who 
were deported to penal colonies such 
as Australia.  Mandy and I chose to 
visit the Cobh Heritage Centre, and 
we learnt about the story of Irish 
Emigration in its various forms to 
many destinations.  It is a fascinating 
place to visit, and we spent hours 
there. 
 

At this point dear reader may I recommend our good friend Liam 
Muldowney‘s book called ‗Near Dublin‘ The Story of Laurel and 
Hardy in Ireland.  It contains a wonderful chapter about the Boys in 
Cobh. 

 

Incredibly the convention in Cobh in 2023 has already sold out, and Liam even has names on a 
waiting list.  I for one will look forward to returning to the Emerald Isle. 

St Colman’s Cathedral 

Sitting with Annie by 
the harbour’s edge 



The Charlie Chaplin Murder Mystery…..Dun Dun 

Dunnnnnnnnnnn! 

And the Laurel & Hardy Murder Case 
 

As most of you know, I am a Tour Guide (and mentor) at the Back to Back houses here in 
Birmingham.  The Back to Backs also hold various events, like Candlelit tours, Ghost Story telling 
evenings and Murder Mysteries, amongst others. 
 

This year Isobel Grove (the Back to Backs Visitor Experience Officer) 
had an idea to raise the profile of the property.  Although the Back to 
Backs are the No.1 of „Things to do in Birmingham‟ (on Trip Advisor) a 
lot people still don‟t know where they are.  Isobel (Issy) came up with a 
plan to hold a comedy event, and made contact with the Glee Club with 
a view to staging a „Stand Up‟ show in the courtyard.  This proved 
impractical, but they did mention to her that Birmingham has a very 
successful Comedy Festival.  So Issy contacted Dave Freak (who runs 
the Festival) and somewhere in the conversation my name and Steve 
Lilley‟s name came up.  Issy arranged a meeting (with Dave and myself) 
to brainstorm a few ideas.  And the „Charlie Chaplin Murder Mystery‟ 
was born.  But who could write such a story?  Well, there was only one 
person for the job, Jonathon Print.  Jon also works at the Back to Backs 
and is a talented writer.  The idea was that the Back to Backs has played host to a prestigious 
Charlie Chaplin lookalike competition.  The winner would receive „The Golden Charlie‟.  But not 
long after the contest, the winning Charlie was murdered!  Dun Dun Dunnnnnnnnnnn! 
But which one of the other four Charlies did it? 
 

Issy set up a date for the dress rehearsal which went really well.  Everyone looked great and 
seemed to enjoy it.  I brought in Bowler Hats (thanks to the generosity of some of our members) for 
everyone to wear, and a few false moustaches as well.  We decided to end the evening with a 
showing of the „Laurel & Hardy Murder Case‟ in the courtyard, by projecting the film on to a 
white sheet which was hanging on the washing line.  We hoped that the weather would be kind to 
us. 
 

I‟m pleased to say that the event sold out, and on Sunday 13th October the Charlie Chaplin Murder 
Mystery took place.  As everyone gathered into the reception at the Back to Backs, I introduced the 
evening.   Occasionally I would hold up a chalk board with something written on for people to 
shout out (Oh No, Boo, Hiss, etc.).  Mandy (who had been roped in to help), was busy re-writing 
the chalk boards and handing them to me.  After a few words from young Issy (who was the 
narrator for the evening) she led everyone into the courtyard, where they watched in horror and 

amusement as Charlie Chaplin (Jon Print) died dramatically in front of 
them.  I got Jon to watch Oliver Hardy‟s brilliant fake death in „Fixer 
Uppers‟, to see how it should be done.   Jon finished his comic death by 
kicking a bucket next to his feet! 

“Oh no, Charlie Chaplin is dead” said Issy.  “Who could have done it?” 
 

At this point the general public were split into groups of eight and taken 
into a room (each one has a Charlie in it) to quiz them individually.  A 
quick break for tea and cake, and the second round begins.  Issy gives 
them a bit more info on the Charlies, to help them solve the mystery. 
 

Eventually everyone is reassembled in the courtyard, and asked who 
they think murdered Charlie.   Issy explained „whodunnit‟ to lots of 
laughter, plus shouts of denial from the guilty Charlie.  Putting on 
events like this is not easy, and takes a lot of planning.  So at this point I 
presented Jon with a Charlie Chaplin tinplate picture and Issy one of our 
Laughing Gravy T-shirts, as a small thank you for all their hard work. 

Charlie Chaplin 
‘kicks the bucket’ 



LAUGHTER IS THE BEST MEDICINE …. 
 

THE DOC’S UPDATED CHRISTMAS  
 

'Tis the day after Christmas and inside and out 
The holiday carnage lies scattered about 

And Mom, with a wet towel atop of her head 
And aspirin tablets, has crawled into bed 

The kiddies, God bless 'em are raising a din 
With thundering drums and shrill trumpets of tin 
While Dad, like a schoolboy, forgetting his years 

Is all tangled up in the bicycle gears 
Old Buster, the labrador, delightfully smug 
Lies gnawing a carcass upon the new rug 

And Tiddles, the kitten, despaired of a lap 
On the dining room table is taking a nap 

Woolly scarves and pink socks and what-nots galore 
Await the exchange at the city centre store 

While titbits and knick-knacks of leftover sweets 
Must furnish the menu for future-day eats 

'Tis the day after Christmas and once every year 
Folk willingly pay for their holiday cheer 

With toothaches from chocolate and headaches from bills 
They call up The Doc and order more pills! 

But the evening wasn‟t finished.  We still 
had the screening of the „Laurel & Hardy 
Murder Case‟.  Despite heavy rain in the 
morning, the gods were kind to us, and it 
stayed dry for the evening.  It was the 
perfect film to end the evening and 
everyone seemed to enjoy it.  After the 
show I handed out leaflets about our tent, 
and there was a lot of interest.  Hopefully 
we‟ll see some of them again in the future. 

 

I would like to thank 
everyone who was 
involved in this event.  
The four Charlies who 
were Jenny, Kay, Jeff and Harrison, who all did a great job (and they looked 
fantastic).  Special thanks must go to Jon for writing the mystery and his 
superb „Oscar like‟ performance of the dying Charlie.  And of course to the 
brilliant Isobel Grove, whose idea it was to hold the event in the first place.  
Well done „Our kid‟. 
Oh and I have to confess the Dun dun Dunnnnnnn was also Isobel‟s idea 
 

John Ullah 
 
B.S. Steve Lilley‟s artwork was on display at the Back to Backs all though 
the Comedy Festival.  It was so successful, they extended it to another 
week. 

Isobel and Jon 



12 THINGS WE MISS ABOUT CHRISTMAS PAST 
 

They say nostalgia isn't what it used to be, but at this time of the year my heart wanders back to earlier and much 

simpler Christmas festivities.  Christmas these days is all very lovely, of course, but there are certain elements we 

can‟t help mourning.  Take a trip down seasonal memory lane with our nostalgic selection. 
 

1: Woolworths 

Let us not forget the central role Woolies used to play in all our Christmases.  Until it went bust a decade ago, its 

800 branches were a quite literal one-stop shop where you could pick up an assortment of Christmas cards, a 

spare fuse for your fairy lights, a Care Bear for your little sister and that album on cassette that your teenage 

brother wanted.  Not forgetting some pick ‟n‟ mix, just because it was there.  A survey this year found it was the 

shop that Brits miss most from our high streets.  Ah, the wonder of Woolies. 

 

2: Quality Street in a Proper Tin 

Gone are the days when Quality Street came in a proper metal tin, replaced 

nowadays by a cardboard box or plastic tubs that appear to get smaller every 

Christmas.  They‟re nowhere near as satisfying to pass from lap to lap in front of the 

telly, squabbling over who took the last purple one and whether the round yellow is a 

caramel swirl or orange crunch.  The tin could then be kept for the storage of cakes, 

sewing kits, marbles and assorted paraphernalia.  Slowly fading and going slightly 

rusty, a symbol of Christmases past. 
 

3: Taking Board Games into School on the Last Day of Term 

Do they do this anymore?  It‟s probably a Health & Safety risk or encourages unhealthy competition or 

something.  Nothing wrong with a punch-up over Buckaroo, Operation or Mouse Trap.  It‟s character-building. 
 

4: Mums and Grans Getting Tipsy on Naff Drinks 

Once upon a time, Christmas seemed to be the only time of year when the women of the family could be 

tempted into a tipple - meaning they were giggly and giddy by mid-afternoon.  This would invariably be blamed 

on Dad plying them with Snowballs, Babycham, Dubonnet, Cinzano or Harvey‟s Bristol Cream.  Not only are 

women better at boozing and less lightweight these days, but it‟s all wine and gin, which might be classier but isn‟t 

nearly as evocatively kitsch. 
 

5: Caring Who Gets to Christmas Number One 

Remembering the days when Cliff was always Christmas number 1 and the proceeds did not go to charity or 

Simon Cowell's fat wallet.  If it was not Cliff, would it be Shakin‟ Stevens in the snow or a syrupy boy band 

ballad, a school choir being cute, a proper good tune or a teeth-gnashing novelty hit?  The battle for the festive 

top spot was once fiercely fought and a national talking point.  Blame The X Factor, streaming and digital 

downloads, but it‟s just not a big deal anymore.  Nor is Christmas Day Top Of The Pops.  Shame.  We miss our 

grandparents asking “What‟s this racket? Is that a boy or a girl?” 
 

6: Paxo Stuffing in a Bernard Matthews Turkey 

Self-styled “foodies” mean that Christmas dinner is a lot more faff and expense now.  It makes us misty-eyed for 

a time before Nigella and Jamie, before goose fat and pancetta, before three-bird roasts and gluten-free 

everything, when lunch on 25th December was basically a ramped-up Sunday roast.  Nip down Fine Fare for a 

Bernard Matthews Golden Norfolk Turkey (“Bootiful”) and a packet of Paxo Sage & Onion.  Add a few 

“trimmings”.  Pass the Bisto gravy (“mmm”) and Ocean Spray cranberry sauce.  Delicious. 
 

7: Communal Christmas Telly 

There were only a handful of channels in ye olde days, meaning Christmas TV was a nation-uniting experience, 

with big shows pulling in ratings of around 30 million.  That‟s half the country watching the same thing at the 

same time.  Entire families, from overstimulated kids to dozing-off grandparents and flatulent Labradors, would 

settle down together to watch The Queen‟s Speech, Morecambe & Wise, Only Fools & Horses, Doctor Who 

and maybe a Bond film.  Snacks would get passed around.  Family in-jokes would get trotted out.  Warmth 

would result. Now everyone disappears to different rooms to watch different screens. 
 

8: Boxing Day Football 

Every team used to play at 3pm on 26th December; a fixture eagerly anticipated and etched on fans‟ minds, not 

least because it provided an excuse to escape their squabbling families and meet up with their mates.  There 

would be endless talk of whether players were allowed a drink and a turkey dinner the day before.  Since the 

sport became all about money, a 150-year-old tradition has been binned like a pulled cracker.  Bah Humbug.  

Pass the mulled Bovril and turkey Pukka Pie. 



COLOURING CORNER 
Take a few mindful moments and colour in this festive picture 

Original drawing by Barrie Finney 

9: Christmas Commercials 

The same old TV ads used to come around every year, becoming a reassuringly familiar part of the festive 

wallpaper.  Over the course of the holidays, you‟d see the Old Spice surfer, the Oxo family, the Coca-Cola truck, 

Yellow Pages‟ mistletoe and the Toys R Us “magical place” song dozens of times apiece.  These days, though, we 

make a big fuss of adverts' hyped-up “premieres” - especially the John Lewis one - then spend the rest of 

Christmas impatiently fast forwarding through them. 
 

10: Crooners in Cardigans 

Val Doonican, Bing Crosby, Dean Martin, Andy Williams, Perry Como…  They all sat by crackling fires in comfy 

knitwear, buttoned at the front, crooning Christmas classics in treacly tones.  Your mum had their albums on 

rotation.  Nowadays it‟s Michael Bublé in a skinny-fit suit, which isn‟t nearly as cosy. 
 

11: Rubbish Tree Decorations 

The Instagram-ification of Christmas means that 21st century trees tend to be tastefully decorated, possibly even 

with a designer theme or colour scheme.  All the better for clocking up those crucial “likes”.  We miss those 

simpler times when you‟d just fetch the same old box from the loft and bung on your existing decorations, which 

got increasingly dog-eared with each passing Yuletide.  Ratty tinsel, silver foil glitter, cotton wool “snow”, baubles 

that were ping-pong balls rolled in glitter, rather than chic ceramic or hand-blown glass.  It still looked magically 

festive when your parents had finished swearing at the fairy lights and finally turned them on.  It was also cheaper 

and a lot less smug. 
 

12: Laurel and Hardy on the Christmas Telly 

From the early 1970s, from Boxing Day till New Year‟s Eve, the BBC showed a mid-morning Laurel and Hardy 

film.  For the elder audiences it brought back memories of the magic of Laurel and Hardy, but for the younger 

viewers for the first time ever they could laugh along with their elder family and friends at their comic capers. 
 

Well folks, “Thanks for the Memories.”  Have a great Christmas and a very prosperous new year.  

Graham and Phyl Hollister 
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THE BOYS BACK ON THE 

BIG SCREEN 
 

What a year it has been for Laurel and Hardy fans with the much 
anticipated release of the fantastic film ‘Stan & Ollie’. 

With superb performances by Steve Coogan and John C Reilly, this story of 
the Boys is told with warmth and affection. 

The film’s release has sparked a whole new interest in Laurel and Hardy, as 
new audiences and new generations discover and re-discover them. 

Of course, for us they never went away. 


