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January 2020 seems a long time ago.  What would the New Year 
bring?  For me and Mandy it meant that we officially became „not 
married‟ at the Birmingham Registry Office.  Then at the 
beginning of March, plans were in hand for our 27th birthday 
meeting in April.  What could go wrong? 
 

News started coming in about a virus sweeping in from the east, 
and it would change our lives forever.  The virus had a strange 
effect on some people, which made them go out and buy hundreds 
and hundreds of toilet rolls.  Our tent meetings were suspended 
and they would only temporarily restart in September (and even 
then we had to restrict the numbers to just 50). 
 

So I thought I would dedicate my column this year to all our 
wonderful members. 

 

Let‟s start with two of our NHS heroes, Tracey John 
(our Trace) and Marcel Adolphus.  These two lovely 
people are nurses and their commitment and 
dedication to their work has no doubt helped save 
many lives.  I posted a picture of them on my 
Facebook page and received so many comments, most 
of which were summed up by this one, “top nurses 
and beautiful souls inside & out”.  Tracey did say, “I 
love my job and wouldn‟t want to do anything else.  It 
really is an honour to help people in these awful 
times.  Thank you to everyone for all your lovely 
comments it‟s really made me feel better and brought 
a few tears to my eyes.  I miss everyone at Laughing 
Gravy”. 
 

With the cancellation of our April birthday meeting came this email from one of our newest 
members, Steven Kidd: 
 

“In the just over a year that I have been attending the monthly meetings, I have been truly 
touched by the warmth and friendliness of the meetings.  They are so much more than I ever 
thought they would be.  To mark tomorrow's non-meeting, I will still be doing the loyal toast, 
watching a couple of the Boys' films and thinking of the "social closeness" that the tent offers, 
rather than the social distancing that we are currently living with.  The love and laughter that the 
films generate are a great antidote to the gloom that surrounds us.  Although perhaps, on this 
occasion, I will avoid the „Laughing Gravy‟ film itself, given its bleak quarantine ending!  I will 
also be making an online donation to the Sandwell Young Carers, who I know that the tent 
supports so much.  They will no doubt be managing a great many challenging situations at this 
time and need all the support they can get”. 
 

And then I had another email this time from Julie Taylor: 
 

“Always remember how much happiness you and Mandy bring to so many people John.  What 
you do matters so much and touches so many lives.  I will never forget the first meeting we came 
to, after Mom died; it was the first time I had seen Dad laugh in so long, it gave me hope that he 
could heal and get his life on track after losing his wife of almost 60 years.  With love to you both, 
and thank you so, so much for what you do”. 
 

Mandy and I love Joe and he has become a regular at most of our Laughing Gravy events.  I can 
see him now, sitting in the Stan Laurel Inn in Ulverston with a trio of real ales. 



In October, Alec James celebrated his 90th birthday.  Alec has 
been with the tent for over 20 years and during that time he has 
helped us out on so many occasions.  He is such a kind man, and 
it‟s impossible not to like him.  It‟s always nice to see Alec and his 
lovely wife Jo on tent nights, and they always make a point of 
saying thank you at the end of the evening. 
 

Mike Townsend is another member who always comes over to say 
thank you to myself and Mandy, and it‟s very much appreciated. 
 

In October we also received the happy news that tent members 
Sue Smith and Paul Haig had tied the knot (isn‟t that swell!). 
 

Jackie Mobbs and Mick Howell have been holding their own tent 
meetings, and you can read about their own „gatherings‟ later on 
in the Annual.  Usually at a tent meeting, most people start 
arriving at the club from around 7.15.  By then the tables, chairs 
and the screen have all been put out and in to place by Chris 
Harrison, Tony Barr and Chris Jukes.  That‟s the great thing about 
our members; everyone is always ready to chip in.  And of course, at the end of the evening 
there‟s plenty of help to put them all back again. 
 

As a thank you to all our members, we came up with the idea to offer free membership for a 
year.  In these difficult times, we felt this might cheer everyone up just a little. 
 

To the members who missed out on their 10 year medal ceremony, we haven‟t forgotten you.  
These will take place once we are up and running again.  It will give us plenty of time to watch 
the films, and work out what to get as a gift. 
 

So although we didn‟t manage to go to Glasgow for the UK Convention, or to Ulverston for the 
carnival, or to Wigan for the Harday, we did (as I mentioned above) manage to have a 
September tent meeting.  It was so good to be back at the club, and to see some of our 
members again.  I‟d almost forgotten just how good our tent meetings are.  The restricted 
numbers made no difference on how brilliant the night was.  There is still nothing to beat 
watching Laurel & Hardy on a big screen with the Sons of the Desert (are we!). 
 

So, thank you to everyone who has contributed to Laughing Gravy over the past 27 years.  
Especially Pat, Graham, Phyllis, Jason, Kevin and Barry for making our tent nights the very 
best.  And of course I have to mention Mandy, who basically makes sure every aspect of the 
tent runs smoothly.  And it‟s Mandy who produces and edits this Annual, which we hope will 
help you keep connected with the tent.  The front cover this year was once again designed by 
the brilliant Jon Starr. 
 

I‟m sure that 2021 will we 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. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
B.S. In November the tent sent a donation of £100 to the British Legion Poppy Appeal, and in 
December we sent a donation of £200 to our charity Sandwell Young Carers. 



BIRTHDAY NIGHT TOASTS 
 

As the country went in to lockdown we were forced to announce that the April Tent 

Night was cancelled.  This was the first time in the tent‟s history that a meeting had 
been cancelled.  And the fact that it was our birthday meeting felt like an extra blow.  
John came up with an idea to get people connected on the evening.  A line up of 

members were invited to propose the toasts at home and post pictures on Facebook of 
themselves raising a glass.  It was one of those lovely lockdown moments when, 

although we were apart, just for a few moments, we were together. 



FLYING DEUCES CHALLENGE MAY 2020 
By Mandy Finney 
 

As the month of May approached, and there was no sign of lockdown lifting, we knew 

another month would pass with no tent meeting.  We wondered what we could 
suggest, to give people something fun to do and keep connected with the tent.  And 

so, we came up with the idea of a lockdown version of our Annual Flying Deuces 
Challenge.  We asked members to make a paper plane at home, send us a photo and 
we would judge the best entry.  We put the challenge out there, and waited for the 

photos to flood in.  As we later said, we were “overwhelmed” with the response—two! 
Last year‟s winner, Chris Jukes made a superb 

effort, even using paper with the tent logo printed 
on it.  We were very impressed.  Then we received 
a rather suspect entry from Barry Reeves (see 

photo below).  Can I say for the record here that 
Barry did claim he had made this from one piece 
of A4 paper.  When we announced that Barry‟s 

entry had been disallowed, we received the 
following missive: 
 

“I am utterly appalled that you should besmirch my 
reputation saying I falsely stated my attached 
photograph was something I constructed out of a 
single sheet of A4 paper.  Especially after the 
considerable amount of time I spent on it.  A total 
miscarriage of justice that I did not win.  Methinks a 
spot of Villa bias.  You shall be hearing from my firm 
of lawyers Hardy, Laurel and Finlayson.  I’m going 
to write a book about this scandalous state of 
affairs.  I know someone who can show me how to 
go about it.” 
Barry Reeves 
 

Sorry Barry, no hard feelings.  A big thank you to 
both Chris and Barry, for giving us a smile in the 
midst of the pandemic madness.  And well done to 

Chris—the only member to win the trophy twice, 
and the only member to win without even throwing 

a plane.  Remember this fact—it may turn up in a 
future quiz! 

 

B.S.  When a few of us were able to get 
together for a mini tent meeting in 
September, we were able to present 

Chris with the trophy.  This much 
coveted prize, titled „Another Fine 

Messerschmitt‟, was made by the 
talented Alec James, and it is fabulous.  
Of course, it had to be a socially 

d istanced presentat ion.   But 
nonetheless, Chris was delighted to 
receive it back.  Now, we all have plenty 

of time to prepare for next year‟s 
competition.  Will it be three in a row for Chris?  Get practising! 



‘THE STRANGE TALE OF 

CHARLIE CHAPLIN AND STAN LAUREL’ 

Review by John Ullah 
 

“It‟s like watching a silent movie live”, is a phrase I‟ve heard a few 

times about the play „The Strange Tale of Charlie Chaplin and 

Stan Laurel‟.  So we just had to go and see it when it was 

performed at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre in February 

2020.  The theatre company „Told by an Idiot‟ described the play 

as follows:- 
 

In 1910 the unknown Charlie Chaplin and Stan Laurel set sail for 

New York as part of Fred Karno's famous music hall troupe. On this journey,  Charlie and Stan shared a cabin 
and then spent two years together touring North America, with Stan as Charlie‟s understudy. Stan 
returned home, later finding success with his soul mate Oliver Hardy. Charlie developed his Little Tramp 
character and within five years became one of the most famous figures in the world.   In Charlie Chaplin‟s highly 
detailed autobiography Stan Laurel is never mentioned. Stan talked about Charlie all his life. Playing fast and 
loose with the facts and with an original piano score composed by Mercury Award Nominee Zoe Rahman played 
live each night, The Strange Tale of Charlie Chaplin and Stan Laurel is no nostalgic bio-drama, but a hilarious 
and deeply moving homage to two men who changed the world of comedy forever. 

 

The four highly talented cast members are Sara Alexander (Pianist, 

Hannah Chaplin), Jerome Marsh-Reid (Stan Laurel, Bell Boy, Doctor 

and Landlord), Nick Haverson (Plays the drums, Fred Karno, Charlie‟s 

dad, Arthur, Savoy guest, Charlie‟s butler and Oliver Hardy).  And the 

brilliant Amalia Vitale as Charlie Chaplin. 
 

The play is set on board a liner that is heading off for the U.S.  During 

the play we revisit Chaplin‟s upbringing in working class Victorian 

England, but the focus is on the friendship between Stan and Charlie.  

It‟s all done to a superb musical background (take a bow Sara 

Alexander) which gives you the feeling of watching a silent movie.  Stan 

Laurel is beautifully played by Jerome Marsh-Reid, and his scenes with Charlie are so well choreographed.  Nick 

Haverson plays Fred Karno, and at one point Oliver Hardy.  Although I have to say I wasn‟t expecting to see 

Oliver Hardy‟s death scene!  The star of the show is the amazing Amalia Vitale as Charlie Chaplin.  She captures 

„The Little Tramp‟ beautifully.  She moves like Chaplin and has Charlie‟s facial expressions down to a fine art.  

One of my favourite moments in the play is when Charlie gets pepper thrown into his face, and he wipes it on 

the curtain.  It‟s so simple, but it‟s performed so well, it just made me laugh out loud.  Another scene is when 

Charlie appears to summon a member of the audience to come down.  Charlie waits, and then shrugs his 

shoulders as if to say he can‟t wait any longer and it‟s all done in mime and beautifully so.  Then there are two 

scenes showing what might have been.  The director wanted to imagine what a reunion could have been like.  

One scene shows Stan and Charlie as they reminisce about old times, and the second shows Stan going to visit 

Charlie but he changes his mind and doesn‟t go in.  They are very poignant moments in the play, and brought a 

lump to my throat. 
 

I was hoping to meet up with the cast while they were in Birmingham, however this never materialised.  Instead I 

had a brief phone call with the Director and writer Paul Hunter.  Paul is in fact from Birmingham and a huge fan 

of Laurel & Hardy.  He said he was intrigued by Charlie Chaplin as a personality, a brilliant writer and 

filmmaker, who had clawed his way out of his Victorian childhood.  Paul 

was initially a bit reluctant to go ahead with the project, as the new film of 

Stan & Ollie was about to be released.  He also said that he did not want 

to attempt to recreate actual routines, but create new scenes.  And I think 

this works really well. 
 

Throughout the whole play there are some wonderful slapstick moments 

and the pratfalls and choreography routines are superb.  I just loved 

watching it all.  And at the end we see an actual photo of Stan and Charlie 

on board the SS Cairnrona about to head off to America. 

As a young boy I loved watching the old silent comedians like the Keystone Kops, Buster Keaton, Harry 

Langdon etc.  And this play took me back to my childhood.           5 stars from me. 



“It’s Panto Season!” 
“Oh No it isn’t!” 

 

As Pantos have had to be cancelled this year, let‟s bring back a few memories and see how 

many of these classic Panto characters you can name. 

The vowels in each of the names have been removed.  Answers appear later in this annual. 

1. LDDN 

 

 

2. BTTNS 

 

 

3. SMPLS MN 

 

 

4. MTHRGS 

 

 

5. WSH WSH 

 

 

6. BNZR 

 

 

7. SNWWHT 

 

 

8. PTRPN 

 

 

9. WDWT WNKY 

 

 

10. THG LYSS TRS 

 

11.  KNGRT 

 

 

12.  CNDRLL 

 

 

13. RBNHD 

 

 

14. BRNH RDP 

 

 

15. DMTRTT 

 

 

16. PRNCCHRMNG 

 

 

17. PSSNBTS 

 

 

18. SLPN GBTY 

 

 

19. DNDN 

 

 

20.   DCKW HTTNG TN 



OH LOOM!  JUNE TENT MEETING GOES VIRTUAL 
By Mandy Finney 

 

Lockdown soon presented lots of 
new things to learn and find out 
about—whole new worlds opened 
up, Skype, Zoom, Kahoot.  And then 
came Loom.  A friend introduced me 
to Loom, as a way of making and 
presenting online videos for the 
school where I work.  Then she said, 
“You could make one for your Laurel 
and Hardy lot”. Now, I am technically 
challenged at the best of times, but I 
actually got the hang of this new 
thing, so John and I decided to give 
it a go.  We really enjoyed selecting 
some photos and tried to keep to 
the format of a normal tent night, 
with all the component parts. 
We were really pleased with our suggested line up of films for the night, all with a lockdown theme—
’Finishing Touch’ for all the DIY we were doing (John really was painting everything!), ’Blotto’ for the 
one or two beers some were indulging in, and ’Perfect Day’ as it had just been announced 6 people 
could meet outside (not to mention an infamous drive out a certain govt. advisor had recently made).  
It took a couple of goes to get a recording we were happy with, then we couldn’t wait to share it with 
the members.  We hoped it would make people smile, and let everyone know we were thinking about 
them.  The response was great and here are some of the lovely comments we received: 

“Hi Mandy and John,  Just finished the June virtual meeting.  We were sitting comfortably and had our 

sash and fez on.  Couple of drinks in our hands and a packet of crisps.  Thoroughly enjoyed the evening 

watching you both and the films.  Great choices and lots of laughs.  In this time of isolation, there is 

no better way to spend an evening other than with good old Laurel and Hardy.  They were definitely 

ahead of their time.  Also it was nice to see the pictures and the familiar faces.  Thank you for making 

us laugh and forget about Covid 19 for a few hours.”   Ranj and Sarah 
 

“Well done to you both!  You are never more than I can stand!  I found it much easier to park this 

month …”   Wolverhampton Don  
 

“I have got the films ready and Fezes and sashes.  Get your money ready and I will be round later to 

collect for the Young Carers.”  Jackie Mobbs 
 

“Cheers Mandy and John, really missing the Sons of the Desert Laughing Gravy tent meetings.  Great 

video.   I hope it's not too long before we're having the times of our lives again.”  Johnny Sorrow 
 

“That was the cheapest round of drinks I have ever bought.  You don't believe me.”  Phil Donson 
 

“Well done Mandy and John, really enjoyed that meeting.  As for a certain somebody’s plane, I too have 

nothing to say.”  Kay Reeves 

 

“Brilliant!  Well done Mandy and John!  Hopefully see you soon when things are safer!”  Neil Hatfield 
 

“Oh thank you.  Missing our Laughing Gravy tent meetings and all the lovely peeps.  Hopefully we’ll see 

each other soon.”  Valma Grady 
 

“Well done.  A lot of work has gone into this meeting.  Are there any outtakes?”  Russ Hone 
 

"Well done both, that was a brilliant idea, I really enjoyed that, hopefully see you in the near future.”  

Jan Lewis 
 

“Missing the Tent meetings!  Can’t wait for our new normal!”  Marcel Adolphus 



Mick gives John‟s book a plug Jackie takes the fez round for the Young Carers 

The Loyal Toasts “We are the Sons of the Desert!” 

HOLDING A TENT MEETING AT HOME 
 

Following our Loom version of the June Tent meeting, Jackie and Mick decided to re-create 
the whole tent meeting at home (the eagle-eyed amongst you will notice they even watched 

the suggested films.  Brilliant effort—well done Jackie and Mick! 

 

In fact, it wasn‟t just in June.  Jackie and Mick have done their best to keep tent meetings 
going all through lockdown.  Here is their report: 

 

LAUGHING GRAVY—LOCKDOWN TENT, FORDBRIDGE 
 

By Jackie Mobbs and Mick Howell 
 

We continued with our own monthly meetings at home.  We kept to the same format as the 
full meetings, which meant that between the two of us we won all the raffle prizes.  The 
collection hat went round in record time.  There were no new members at any of the 
meetings, apart from Jackie!  It was always our turn to get up and do the Loyal Toasts.  
Neither of us had a birthday or anniversary.  We always ended the meetings by singing the 
Sons of the Desert song. 
 

Watching Laurel & Hardy helped us get  through lockdown together and kept our spirits up.  
Although lockdown felt like a month of Sundays at times, it did bring many challenges and 
realisations.  I Spy, for instance, when there's only two of you can get boring.  Hide and 
Seek in a one bedroom bungalow.....  say no more.  But next Lockdown we're going to finish 
the decorating. 
 

Clapping for toilet rolls and queuing for the NHS.  The whole world went crazy.  But as time 
went by being Locked in Quarantine you begin to think “this is more than I can stand”.   
Sounds like a good title for a book, Locked in Quarantine. 
 

Well we hope everyone got through it and stayed safe.  We look forward to getting back to 
normal.  Maybe we'll all appreciate the simple things in life more and be stronger people. 
 

B.S. Stay safe everyone. 



CONVENTION GOES ZOOM! 
 

It should have been off to Bonnie Scotland for this year‟s UK Convention.  13 Laughing 
Gravy-ites were planning to attend, train tickets had been purchased and we were ready 
to go.  But would it be possible?  As lockdown continued through April our optimism 

faded.  Then, Grand Sheik Janice Hawton had to make the painful and inevitable 
decision to cancel the convention.  As she said at the time, a decision no Grand Sheik 
would want to make. 
 

Determined not to let the weekend go unmarked, Janice arranged a virtual get together.  
So, on what would have been the opening night of the convention, a Zoom meeting was 

set up.  A lot of us were still getting to grips with this unfamiliar technology, but quite a 
few Sons managed to log on.  (My mom couldn‟t get it to work, so I called her and she 

joined in over the phone!). 
 

Slight time delays, and uncertainty about whose turn it was to speak brought 
challenges.  And the rendition of „We Are the Sons of the Desert‟ sounded horrendous!  

But, it was so great to see all those familiar, lovely faces on the screen—a much needed 
tonic at the time.  Over the weekend, Janice arranged other Zoom meetings— a quiz, a 

film show, and we even managed to have a Grand Sheiks‟ meeting.  The convention in 
Greenock has been re-arranged for May 2021.  I think that if Janice already has 
memorabilia and t-shirts with 2020 printed on, I really hope she uses them next year; 

for the comedy value.  And because this is a year we will surely never forget. 
 

I am so looking forward to the time when we can all actually be in a room together again.  

But for now, a huge well done to Janice for hosting the most unique convention ever. 
 

Mandy Finney 

ANOTHER FINE MESS! 
 

Unfortunately, not everyone was as well 

organised as Janice this year. 
 

This cartoon that appeared in a national 

newspaper captures a comical (but worrying) 

similarity to the Boys! 



ONLINE QUIZ NIGHT 
By Mandy Finney 

 

Traditionally, our coach trip to Ulverston would include a quiz from our resident Quiz Master, 
Graham Hollister.  This is always a popular event, hotly contested, with a fair amount of good 
natured heckling.  Graham always insists he is right and his decision is final, but it doesn‟t stop 
people shouting out.  All good fun.  As there was no trip to Ulverston this year, Graham offered 
to host an online quiz. 
 

With the help of his friend Russell Smith, we had a couple of trial runs to check the technology 
worked, then we were ready to go.  On the night, quite a few people joined in.  We were treated 
to a view of Graham on screen, steadily supping red wine as the evening went on.  Occasionally 
we got a glimpse of Phyllis, nipping to the kitchen to replenish his glass!  Like a lot of people 
over the last few months who have appeared on our screens from home, Graham had sat 
himself in front of an impressive looking bookcase—trying to appear intelligent.  We couldn‟t see 
the other contestants, but people accessing the quiz via Facebook could write comments and 
messages which would appear on the screen.  So at least we were able to enjoy some banter 
(like pointing out Graham‟s poor spelling when the title page called it a „QIUZ‟, and receiving 
regular updates on the supper that Ranj was cooking). 
 

As ever, Graham did an excellent job and there was a good variety of questions.  John and I 
surprised ourselves that we did pretty well.  We 
were particularly proud that we were able to name 
all three of „The Good, The Bad and The Ugly‟ (I 
shan‟t embarrass Phyllis by telling people she later 
said to us she could only get Yul Bryner, and we had 
to point out to her he isn‟t even in the film!). 
 

People added up their scores and emailed them to 
Phyllis to check for a winner.  We all waited with 
baited breath, then Valma and Russ were declared 
the winning team.  A few weeks later they were able 
to visit Graham and Phyllis in their garden to be 
presented with their prize, a bottle of red wine. 
 
 

A big thank you to Graham for arranging this unique 
event and helping us to keep connected to a little bit 
of „normal‟. 

REMEMBERING GEORGE COOK 
 

As the planned Ulverston trip would have been on 4th July, 
Graham included a few questions in his quiz about America.  
This was in part a nod to the memory of George Cook, who sadly 
passed away earlier this year.  Some members who have been to 
conventions will remember George.  Whenever he entered the 
room, conventioneers would stand with hand on heart and sing 
the American National Anthem.  George absolutely loved this.  
He was a larger than life character, with a  wonderful booming 
voice.  At our 2003 UK Convention here in Birmingham we held 
an alternative awards ceremony which we called „The Charlies‟.  
We awarded George „The Loudest Charlie‟, which he was very 
proud of.  George always had a big smile on his face, and even 
when he became ill he remained positive. 
 

George used to give me and John a call on 4th July, just to say 
hello.  And if we weren‟t in, he would leave a message on our 
ansaphone.  He didn‟t say much, he would just shout “Happy 4th of July!” and put the phone down.  
It made me smile, so I have never deleted the messages.  And I‟m so glad, because now George is no 
longer with us, we can still hear his distinctive voice.  So, this 4th July, I played his messages and 
me and John raised a toast to George.  Thank you for the laughs George, we will miss you. 
 

Mandy Finney 



TRIBUTE TO STEVE SMITH 
 

Steve Smith and Laughing Gravy 
 

Most of our members know the story of how I met Steve Smith.  In 1992 I 
had returned from the 8th International Convention, which was held in Las 
Vegas, and I was on a bit of a high.  At the convention I had met Hal 

Roach, Tommy „Butch‟ Bond (Blockheads) Della Lind (Swiss Miss) 
Jacquie Lyn (Pack up Your Troubles) and Trudy Marshall (The Dancing 

Masters) amongst many others.  I just had to start a tent in Birmingham.  
At that time I was a „Helpmate‟ so I put an advert in the Helpmates 

magazine, and Steve Smith was the first to reply a few days later. 
 

When I first met Steve he worked at Central 
News, and he told me that he was once a 

projectionist at the Odeon Queensway in 
Birmingham (although it‟s now boarded up, 

the cinema is still there, and is part of 
Birmingham‟s „hidden spaces‟).  Steve also 
told me that he owned a 16mm film 

projector, and had a few 16mm films (but none of Laurel & Hardy).  If 
ever there was someone who could help me start a tent, it was Steve.  As 

luck would have it I had another call (from Barrie Finney) who was a 
graphic designer a huge Laurel & Hardy fan with a large collection of Laurel & Hardy memorabilia.  All 

three of us met up in the James Brindley pub to discuss how to proceed with the tent.  I chose the name 
Laughing Gravy, as it is one of my favourite films and of course co-stars Charlie Hall.  Steve began 
purchasing 16mm Laurel & Hardy films, while Barrie designed the tent logo, badges, banner etc. and I set 

out to find a suitable venue and arrange publicity. 
 

The World Wide Web was in its infancy in those days, but somehow Steve managed to acquire quite a 

few of the Boys‟ films.  Those of you who remember the first 4-5 years of tent meetings, we showed all 

our films on 16mm.  Within two years of starting the tent, Steve suggested we put a bid in to host a UK 

convention.  I said why don‟t we go for the International convention, and Steve agreed. 
 

At the time I didn‟t have a computer, so I went out and purchased one.  In those days, it was a right 
palaver to set these things up, and so Steve came over and set it up for me.  He also set up a website for 

the Sons of the Desert (www.sotd.org) and it was used by various tents around the world to promote their 
meetings (it was something we were both very proud of). 
 

In July 1998 we hosted the 11th International Convention at the Chamberlain Hotel here in Birmingham, 
and Steve played a major role.  It was Steve‟s job to collect and bank the money (sent from all over the 

world) which was far more difficult than it is today.  Simple online banking and PayPal were a long way 
off, so this caused a big problem for us.  For example, someone sent an envelope stuffed full of American 
Dollars with a note which simply said “is this enough for the convention?”.  We also had payments in 

German Marks, Dutch Guilders etc. which had to be converted.  Steve worked all this out and kept 
meticulous records of all the money received.  Steve also 

produced a couple of lengthy newsletters which were sent 
out to every conventioneer who had booked.  At the 

convention itself Steve was in charge of the film shows 
throughout.  Again, most of the films shown were in 16mm 
and here Steve met Lou Sabini who would become his 

friend for life.  Lou was the Grand Sheik of the One Good 
Turn Tent of Connecticut and had himself a superb 

collection of films, so they hit it off straight away.  Steve and 
his wife Linda became firm friends with Lou and Sue (Lou‟s 

wife) and they met up after the convention, and quite a few 
times after, both here and in the US.  In fact Mandy and I also had 
the pleasure of staying with Lou and Sue at their home in the U.S.  

The 1998 Convention Committee 

http://www.sotd.org


Lou posted this lovely message about Steve, when he learnt of Steve‟s passing: 
 

“It's so difficult when we lose friends, especially very good friends.  
Just a few minutes ago, Sue and I received word from Linda Smith 

that her husband, Steve, passed away early this morning after a long 
illness.  Sue and I met Steve and Linda in 1998 at a film convention 

in England and we immediately hit it off, as if we had known each 
other for decades.  As a result, Sue and I invited them to visit us and 
they flew in from their home in Staffordshire and stayed with us 

many times, and together, we ventured to the Big Apple where we 
took in some shows and dining on various occasions.  We even 

brought them to Fenway Park for a Boston Red Sox game (this was 
their first exposure to baseball).  Steve and Linda became our 

travelling companions and we toured the British Isles with 
them, visiting all parts of England, including the beauteous Lake District, Ireland and our favourite 
vacation (or holiday), which was on the Isle of Mull in the Hebrides, north of Scotland.  This was where 

Sue's favourite film, „I KNOW WHERE I‟M GOING‟ was shot.  We stayed at a castle and Steve, who 
was the best tour guide imaginable, planned out this momentous vacation perfectly.  I am going to miss 

his infectious smile and his zest for life.  He leaves his lovely bride, Linda and two wonderful daughters, 
Jacqui and Lesley Smith and their families.  Rest in Peace, my friend and thank you for so many great 

times when we visited you.” 
 

After the convention in 1998 Steve purchased a film projector and video player (for the tent), which was 
soon updated to a DVD player.  The quality of the films on DVD were so much clearer, but I have to 

admit that I missed showing films on 16mm and so did Steve.  In 2003 we hosted the 24th UK 
Convention, this time at the Great Barr Hotel and once again we couldn‟t have done it without Steve.  

His contributions again made it a great success. 
 

Over the years, Steve‟s health began to fade, and he was unable to attend most of our tent meetings.  But 

we made sure he was always involved when we had a special Laughing Gravy event or an anniversary 
meeting.  Looking back, I have such fond memories of those early Laughing Gravy years.  We soon 
boosted our numbers on the committee by adding Pat, Mandy, Terry and Annie Weir and Paul Price 

(along with Steve, Barrie and myself).  We had plenty of laughs (and a few heated debates) as we aimed 
to make the Laughing Gravy meetings a lot of fun, with nothing taken seriously (as Stan wanted).  And I 

know that Steve was very proud of what we have achieved, and how the tent has turned out. 
 

Steve Smith – my friend 
 

Steve Smith was a very kind and gentle man. I don‟t think I ever heard him raise his voice to anyone.  He 

was easy going and it was great to be in his company.  I cannot remember how many times I would call 
him, when I had problems with my computer.  If I couldn‟t fix it with Steve‟s phone instructions, he 

would come over and sort it out for me (I know he did the same for Barrie as well).  After the 2000 
International Convention in Seattle, Steve (his wife Linda) Barrie and Pat Finney, myself and Mandy 

spent a week together in Whistler (just over the border in Canada).  Steve had arranged everything and he 
hired a car and did all the driving, and it was nice to be chauffeured around and just have a relaxing 
break. 
 

In February 2020 Linda brought Steve to one of my Taste & Tours of the 
Bartons Arms as a surprise Christmas present for him.  I‟m so glad he came, 

as we always show a clip of Steve which we filmed outside of the pub in 1998.  
And it was nice for me to say to everyone (who was there on the evening) that 
“Steve Smith is with us tonight”. 
 

I have lost a very good friend in Steve Smith, but I‟m very lucky to say he was 
indeed my friend.  Due to the Covid restrictions, we couldn‟t attend his 

funeral.  But we will raise the roof to this lovely man when we next meet up 
again.  My thoughts and best wishes go out to his wife Linda, and his two 

daughters Jacqui and Lesley. 
 

Thanks for everything Steve. 

John Ullah 

Good friends, Lou, Sue, Steve and Linda 



As we know, Laughing Gravy is no stranger to quarantine and being ordered not to leave the house.  But 

who could have predicted that in early 2020 we would all be sent into lockdown for real.  What would it 

mean for us?  How would we cope?  Would we have enough toilet rolls?  As the weeks became months, 

we each found our way to fill the hours and deal with the unfamiliar world we were now living in. 

So, as we reflect back on this unforgettable time, here we share some of our experiences: 

 

 

Time For Tea— ‘Open All Hours’ 
Early in lockdown Alec and Jo James set up a tea room 

service on their drive.  They put out a table and some 

socially distanced chairs, and served hot drinks, biscuits 

and cakes to visiting guests.  They also decorated the 

space with a picture of Laurel & Hardy.  They had visits 

from Chris and Ann Jukes, Graham and Phyllis Hollister 

as well as Jo‟s daughter Catherine.  At a later point 

they were able to use a large pub table (acquired from 

the site clearance of the Cross Keys Pub) to which they 

added a vase of flowers.  It is typical of Alec and Jo that 

they found a way to be with people and spread some 

much needed cheer.  As Alec commented — “I lived 

through the war.  We learnt to get on with things”.  

Wise words. 

 

 

No Singing Allowed 
At a small gathering of Tent members at the Crown Club, Phyllis, Valma & myself were at the bar to get 

refreshments and being compliant with social distancing.  As Valma came away with drinks on a tray we all 

burst out in unison singing “I was working as a waitress in a cocktail bar” from the Human League‟s 1980 

hit Don’t You Want Me.  We were met with icy stares and realised that singing was not allowed.  So, like 

naughty children we retuned giggling to the rest of the Tent members. 

Chris Jukes 

LAUGHING GRAVY IN LOCKDOWN 

THIS IS MORE THAN WE CAN STAND! 



Lockdown Entertainment 
 

We are currently all living through the worst period of time that anyone born after the Second World War 

has experienced and in line with many families my wife and I were directed by the NHS to „shield‟.  During 

the lockdown period like many other families we have looked to new interests and revisited old ones to 

replace some of the normal things that we would have been doing.  One of these older pastimes that we 

turned to was jigsaw puzzles.  So we spent many happy hours completing several puzzles.  We were also able 

to find pictures that brought back happy memories of places we visited.  
 

The first one that we attempted was of Grasmere in the Lake District 

where we visit at least once per year.  It was certainly more difficult than 

we remembered but we persevered and really felt a sense of achievement 

when it was finished. 
 

Early in March we all started to become concerned when the positive 

cases of Covid-19 in the UK had risen to nearly 400 and we had heard 

how it had spread in other countries.  In Italy they had already announced 

strict lockdown measures.  But in the UK there were still no restrictions 

on travel and socialising.  We had theatre tickets booked to see „Only 

Fools and Horses‟ at the Haymarket in London on the 10th 

March and planned to stay over for one night.  Obviously we 

debated whether to cut our losses and cancel the trip but in the 

end we decided to go but take care.  The show was great and 

any lover of the TV series would also have enjoyed it.  On the 

following day at the grand old age of 70 and with my wife, we 

visited Westminster Abbey for the first time in our lives.  As a 

couple we have travelled all over the world, but I can honestly 

say that our 2-3 hours walking round the abbey was one of the 

best visits we have made, and I recommend it to anyone who 

has not yet been.  This is a long way round to letting you know 

what the next jigsaw was that we tackled.  Although it does not 

show the Abbey it is close enough to help us relive the trip we 

made.  Coincidentally it was also the day the Global Pandemic 

was confirmed by the WHO, which if it had been announced a day earlier would have meant us cancelling 

our trip to London. 
 

We decided to look for something different for our next challenge and 

my wife left it to me to sort out.  I was excited when I came across a 

jigsaw of Laurel & Hardy based on the appropriate still from „Me and My 

Pal‟.  After four weeks we are struggling, and at times I have even started 

wishing that these old films were originally made in colour (only joking 

they are still special for being black and white films).  The only thing that 

we have in our favour is time, and do not have a wedding to get to.  

Although the word divorce has cropped up 

a couple of times when one or other of us 

has come close to throwing it all in the 
rubbish bin.  But we persevere 

with the puzzle and our marriage.  

So here I am embarrassed to say 

is the results of our endeavours 

over the last month or so but we 

are determined to finish. 
 

John Trow 
Never seen so many 

pieces that are all black 
or just plain indistinct! 

Grasmere, Cumbria 

Houses of Parliament and the London Eye 



New Member 
When my niece, and Joe‟s granddaughter, Rosalyn and her husband Darren announced there was a little 

one on the way, back at Christmas, little did we know what the year 2020 had 

in store.  All of us in the family were thrilled to have this news.  Rosalyn had a 
pretty lousy pregnancy as she was sick numerous times on a daily basis, then 

from March obviously she was stuck isolating and waiting for lockdown to end, 

then discovering she needed to isolate pretty much until the baby was born in 

July. 

On 5th July baby Cavan McKeown was born, astonishingly, with pneumonia, and 

the big scare, was it Covid-related?  Mercifully not, but after a horrible couple 

of weeks of both Cavan and Rosalyn being in special care, no visitors even 

Darren, the nightmare was over and the young rascal has been charming the 

birds off the trees ever since! 

I will be getting a membership for the young scamp and this will be a lovely surprise for Rosalyn and 

Darren; like all decent folk they are great fans of „the Boys‟. 

B.S.  Dad finally had a haircut and no longer resembles the Grim Reaper.  Or Alistair Sim from Scrooge. 

Julie Taylor 
 

Distanced Days Out 
We had a nice visit to Windsor and Downton Abbey (Highclere Castle).  Social distancing, but very 

enjoyable.  Egyptian exhibition of Lord Caernarvon was very interesting.  This was followed by afternoon 

tea on the lawn, unfortunately not served by Carson! 

Mike and Sandra Lee 

What a strange year it's been.  In January I woke up with Bell's Palsy (my face drooped down and I couldn't 

smile).  Many celebrities have also suffered from this condition, like George Clooney, Graeme Garden and 

Pierce Brosnan.  Thanks for all the well wishers at what was one of the last meetings for some time! 
 

After a month back at work the Covid-19 lockdown began.  I had heard the word „Furlough‟ in the Flying 
Deuces (1939) film when the officer orders the Legionaries to capture the Boys and get 6 week‟s furlough 

leave!  I had 3 months off work.  I kept busy by having a good clear out (had 4 bags of DVDs and CDs for 

charity), sorted my Laurel & Hardy collection and put my DVDs into release order.  I was that bored! 
 

I listened to BBC Radio WM a lot in July.  I took part on the Daz Hale Breakfast show on the Lockdown 

Showdown Music Quiz and the winner stayed on until knocked out.  I lasted 3 days!  I know some people 

heard it.  They sent me a mug in a jiffy bag which arrived smashed to pieces.  I also tried my luck on the 

Sam Meah show, where the quiz has a TV/Film theme.  I got 7/10 but the other chap got the same and I 

lost on the tie breaker question.  Doh!  I may have another go one day! 
 

Have a good Christmas and New Year, hopefully everything will be back to normal! 
 

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



SEPTEMBER TENT MEETING 
By Mandy Finney 
 

In August, we got the go ahead from the Crown Club, to say that 
we could hold a tent meeting again.  It would have to be a slightly 
reduced meeting—no raffle or memorabilia, and definitely no 
singing.  And we would be limited to a maximum of 50 people.  
Suddenly there was a flurry of excitement and activity, as John 
and I put the word out and started planning the meeting. 
 

On the night we had 44 members in attendance.  And although we 
were socially distanced, dotted around the room, the atmosphere 
was great.  We wanted to show some simple, feel good, classic 
films, featuring the three main co-stars—Fin, Mae and Charlie.  So 
we had „Thicker than Water‟, „Come Clean‟, and „Busy Bodies‟.  
The 44 of us did our best to fill the room with laughter.  We also showed the little video John and I had 
made of a virtual trip to Ulverston, which got lots of laughs.  We were able to have the Loyal Toasts, 
and Kev did a great job of taking the mike round the room, so we could all join in and raise our glasses. 
 

By the end of the evening, everyone had clearly enjoyed it.  After 5 months away it was a little taste of 
„normal‟.  I think that spending months in lockdown has made us appreciate small things, and think 
about what we value.  How lovely it was to just be in each other‟s company again. 

Laurel and Hardy Club Lockdown 
By Janette Parlett 

 

We've been in lockdown for so long 
We've missed our Tent meetings, we've missed our song 

But John and Mandy have kept us going 
Sending us videos of times more glowing 
Seeing what fun we've had in the past 

Watching memories that will forever, last 
 

They put together for our delectation 
Some clips with 'quips' above all expectation 

Of trips to Ulverston and the like 
Of nights filled with laughter on our tent night 

The videos opening with the Laurel & Hardy theme 
Reminding us, of what keeps us keen 

 

On going to our monthly meetings 
Where we all receive warm and friendly greetings 

From our friends and those who put the night together 
Making our experience all the better 

Their stamina and enduring dedication 
Makes the night run smoothly through great organisation 

 

We'd like to take this time to reflect and say 
Take each day, day by day 
Hopefully when this is over 

We can come together and be even closer 
Life has changed and so have we 
For the better?  We shall see ... 



CHRISTMAS NUMBER ONES 
 

If the prophets of doom and gloom are proven correct, by “the bleak mid-winter” our Christmas celebrations will 
resemble a Christmas Carol outlook that even Charles Dickens could not have predicted.   Gone will be the picture 
postcard version of Christmas, where mulled wine is bubbling on the hob, tuneful carol singers evangelising on your 
doorstep, brass bands on every corner.  Last minute dashes to the shopping centre, hearing Wham! for the nine-
thousandth time that afternoon.  Or Noddy Holder endlessly barging into your Happy Place to yell “It’s Chriiiistmaaass” 
like it’s a battle cry.  Instead, I suspect most people’s wishes for this Christmas will be to make it safely to the New Year 
and not worrying that the “Covid Neighourhood Police” behind their lace curtains have not noticed you smuggled in a 
bumper pack of Christmas crackers. 
 

It’s not like the good old days, and looking through rose-tinted glasses, nothing could bring the nation together like the 
Christmassy records and the ultimate prize was the coveted Christmas Number One spot.  The nation bought them by the 
million and for many a singer or band, the royalties are still topping up their pension fund.  Nothing can bring people 
together like the coveted Christmas number one.  Whether it’s all getting behind a beloved X Factor winner, joining a 
campaign to stop an X Factor winner from achieving the top spot ever again, or inexplicably buying the self-titled Mr 
Blobby, it’s often a time when people truly unite. 
 

In the United Kingdom, Christmas number ones are singles that are top of the UK Singles Chart in the week in which 
Christmas Day falls.  Novelty songs, charity songs or songs with a Christmas theme have regularly been at the top of 
Christmas charts.  Traditionally the volume of record sales in the UK peaks at Christmas, with the Christmas number one 
being considered especially prestigious, more so than any other time of year.  Many of the Christmas number ones are 
also the best-selling song of the year.  Due to the common practice of dating a chart by the date on which the week ends, 
the Christmas chart is dated the end of the week containing 25 December.   Here’s our rundown of over half a century of 
Christmas number ones, from top of the pops, to top of the flops: 

 

1950s 
The history of the Christmas number one begins with Al Martino and his ballad “Here In My 
Heart”.  This topped the charts in 1952 and was not only the first Christmas number one, but also 
the first ever UK number one.  It was a couple of years until we had a tailor-made festive tune 

though.  Dickie Valentine’s “Christmas Alphabet” led the way in 1955.  With the exception 
of “Mary’s Boy Child” in 1957, the next few years were dominated by huge stars such as 
Elvis, The Beatles and Tom Jones. 
 

1960s 
Christmas number ones in the 1960s weren’t very festive at all, there wasn’t a single ‘Christmassy’ 
tune that topped the charts during the whole decade.  The Beatles ruled the roost with three 
consecutive number ones from 1963 to 1965.  The first was “I Want To Hold Your Hand”, the second 
“I Feel Fine” and the third “Day Tripper/We Can Work It Out”.  Not long later, they bagged a fourth, 
“Hello, Goodbye” in 1967.  The Beatles are the only act to have four Christmas number ones.  On two 
occasions, 1963 and 1967, they had both the Christmas number one and the number two, the only 
act to have achieved this.  1968 was another good year for a McCartney - but not the one you might 
expect.  Mike McCartney (or Mike McGear, as he was known professionally) was one third of the trio 
Scaffold, who shot to number one with their folk parody “Lily The Pink” at 
Christmas that year.  This is also thought to be the first ever novelty song to 

become a Christmas number one. 
 

1970s 
The 1970s were quite gloomy in many ways, but they did produce the glam-rock sensation Slade 
and their hit single “Merry Xmas Everyone”.  It topped the charts in the Christmas of 1973 and 
has since been voted the most popular Christmas song of all time in numerous polls.  In 1975, 

Queen stormed to number one with their controversial hit single 
“Bohemian Rhapsody”.  It went on to become Queen's most popular 
song ever.  This was made clear in 1991, as it reached Christmas 
number one again after Freddie Mercury’s death and is the only song 
to have ever hit the top spot at Christmas twice. 

1980s 
Then came the 1980s, and Band Aid along with them.  Christmas is traditionally a 
time of thinking about those less fortunate than ourselves, and after seeing the 
devastation of the famine in Ethiopia, Bob Geldof decided to do something 
radical.  He put together a band of superstars and recorded “Do They Know It’s 

Christmas?”, which flew to the 1984 number one spot with ease, becoming the fastest-selling single ever at that time.  
The original Band Aid recording, along with the Live Aid concert in 1985, raised over $100 million for charity. 

Al Martino played Johnny 
Fontane in „The Godfather‟ 

The Beatles may not have sung 
about anything particularly festive, 
but at least they looked the part 

It is reported that “Merry Xmas Everyone” 
was still earning Slade half a million pounds a 

year.  The Christmas gift that keeps on giving! 



It even beat Wham’s “Last Christmas!”   In fact, quite a lot of our festive favourites from this decade never even made it to 
be Christmas number ones.  “Fairytale of New York” by The Pogues was beaten by The Pet Shop Boys with “Always On My 
Mind” in 1987, and “Stop The Cavalry” by Jona Lewie was trumped in 1980 by St Winifred’s School Choir and their one-hit 
wonder “There’s No One Quite Like Grandma”.  Bet that one stung. 

 

1990s 
In 1993, Mr Blobby’s eponymous hit, “Mr Blobby” somehow became that year’s Christmas 
number one and has since been consistently voted the ‘most annoying’ Christmas song ever 
released.  It’s not hard to see why.  The late 1990s however were all about girl-power.  The 
Spice Girls were the first band since The Beatles to secure three Christmas number ones in a 
row, with “2 Become 1” in 1996, “Too Much” in 1997 and “Goodbye” in 1998. 

The 00s 
You may not know this, but Simon Cowell produced Mr Blobby’s one hit wonder.  It seems Mr Cowell got 
a taste for the Christmas top spot, as the mid-to-late 2000s were dominated by X Factor winners.  
Starting with Shayne Ward’s debut single “That’s My Goal”, X Factor winners took the Christmas number 
one slot four years in a row.  The public eventually got fed up of X Factor’s monopoly though and a 
couple called Jon and Tracy Morter started a social media campaign to get Rage Against The Machine’s 
single “Killing In The Name” to number one on Christmas Day in 2009.  The campaign was cuttingly called 
Rage Against X Factor and it succeeded, securing the top spot and officially ending the X Factor’s four year reign. 
The 10s 
Over the next few years lots of charity singles achieved the coveted title, such as the Military Wives Choir with their single 
“Wherever You Are” in 2012, The Justice Collective’s “He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother” (a song that raised money for those 
affected by the Hillsborough disaster) in 2012, and “A Bridge Over You”, sung by The Lewisham & Greenwich NHS Choir in 
2015.  The mad dash for Christmas number one rapidly approaches.  Who can say what delights await us this year?  For 
now, we'll look back at the ghosts of Christmas past... the real howlers we’ve all come to hate: 
 

1. Mr Blobby – “Mr Blobby” (1993)  Where else to start?  That pink and yellow oddity from early-Nineties Saturday night 
television show “Noel's House Party” – set the bar so low with this bizarre single, it's hard to imagine that it could ever be 
usurped (look out for the cameo appearance by a hirsute Jeremy Clarkson).  Weeks at number one: two 
2. Benny Hill – “Ernie The Fastest Milkman in the West” (1971)  There is something rather nostalgic about Benny Hill's song, 
which follows the romantic travails of Ernie.  Tragically, Ernie dies in a duel with a love rival after "a stale pork pie caught 
him in the eye" but he returns to haunt his conqueror.  It's not exactly Dickens, but David Cameron did nominate this song 
as one of his selections on Desert Island Discs.  Weeks at number one: four  
3. Spice Girls – “Too Much” (1997)  Too Much was a nadir for Posh Spice, Sporty Spice and, er, the others.  Worst of all, the 
video is a compilation of scenes from the disastrous Spiceworld film.  Too much, I say, too much.  Weeks at number one: two  
4. Paul McCartney and Wings – “Mull of Kintyre” (1977) This is suitably inoffensive to start:  McCartney is sat on a gatepost, 
strumming away on his guitar and singing about the "mist rolling in from the sea".  And then, out of nowhere (concealed by 
the mist perhaps), a full blown pipe band march down the beach.  Baffling.  Weeks at number one: an amazing nine  
5. Renée and Renato – “Save Your Love” (1982)  "Darling I will love you endlessly," croons Hilary Lester (who puts the Renée 
in Renée and Renato) on this unlikely Christmas number one.  But did she?  The duo only released two more singles, by 
which time Lester had joined another band.  For the best, if we're honest.  Weeks at number one: four 
6. Gary Jules – “Mad World” (2003) This is not a terrible song per se.  In fact, it's a very good song, but for Christmas it's just 
too depressing: "Hang my head, I want to drown my sorrow, no tomorrow, no tomorrow."  Strike Gary Jules off the drinks 
party guest list.  Weeks at number one: three 
7. Shayne Ward – “That's My Goal” (2005) The X Factor has changed the Christmas singles market, dominating it since 
2005, and this song illustrates very capably why this is not a good thing.  Feel free to swap in any of the following X Factor 
winners' Christmas number ones: Leona Lewis, Leon Jackson, Alexandra Burke or Matt Cardle.  Weeks at number one: four  
8. Bob the Builder – “Can We Fix It?” (2000)  It remains hard to believe that this adaptation from the tv programme reached 
the summit of the UK singles chart.  But it did and that's something that can never be fixed.  Weeks at number one: three 
9. Jimmy Osmond – “Long Haired Lover From Liverpool” (1972)  At nine years old, Jimmy Osmond became the youngest 
person to have a number one single in the UK, a record that still stands today.  That, though, is the most interesting thing 
about this excruciatingly bad song.  Happily, Jimmy Osmond went on to better things and remains a regular on the 
pantomime circuit.  Weeks at number one: five 
10. Cliff Richard – “Mistletoe and Wine” (1988) Sir Cliff has recorded an astonishing four Christmas number ones of varying 
quality.  This offering has just been banned from Costa Coffee's 1,600 UK outlets, after customers voted it the most despised 
Christmas song in Britain.  With lyrics including "Christmas is love, Christmas is peace, a time for hating and fighting to 
cease", it pipped Blue Christmas by Shakin' Stevens (1985) in a poll of 3,000 latte drinkers.  Weeks at number one: four  
 

It has been said that listening to these Christmas number ones could improve your health.  But as the crazy Christmas charts 
have shown over the years, you never can tell!  Whatever you're listening to over the festive season have a great Christmas 
and be thankful that Mr Blobby didn't make a surprise comeback.  Although ... there is always 2021. 

Graham and Phyl Hollister 



CHRISTMAS ALPHABET 
From Barry Reeves 

 

A … Is for adverts, that persuade us to buy … They start the countdown to Christmas, on the first of July 

B … Is for bank card, your fine plastic friend … The saviour at Christmas when you spend, spend and spend                 

C … Is for carol singers, their voices are straining … To drain out the noise of the neighbours complaining 

D … Is for DJs and Christmas songs that do grate … When played over and over from morning till late 

E … Is for Egg Nog, a concoction sublime … Only makes its appearance at Christmas time 

F … Is for father, who‟s broke now because … White whiskers or not, he‟s the real Santa Claus 

G … Is for gifts, Christmas morning we adore … But come Boxing day, are exchanged at the store 

H … Is for happiness, and joy without end … May happiness await you round every bend 

I … Is for in-laws who scrounge Christmas dinner … Their waistlines get bigger, our bank balance gets thinner 

J … Is for jolt that we get in the choppers … When we struggle our way through the last minute shoppers 

K … Is for kids, don‟t some of them need vetting … When they utter those words, “Is that all I‟m getting?”   

L … Is for loan until payday, „cos we‟ve overspent … With an eye watering interest rate of 800 per cent 

M … Is for mistletoe, that is hung up on high … Over cash tills and checkouts, to kiss our money goodbye 

N … Is for New Year, when heads buzz with booze … And no one is sure whose wife is whose 

O … Is for ostentatious, Christmas lights on display … If they out shine our neighbours what more is to say 

P … Is for payments, that help us remember … The pure joy of giving, from now till November 

Q … Is for quaffing, a posh way to say drinking … The rest of the year we say “let‟s get stinking” 

R … Is for relatives, forget some that aren‟t pleasant … Don‟t think of the past, just think of the presents 

S … Is for Santas, the stores pay them well … To give out as presents, the stuff shops can‟t sell 

T… Is for tinsel and tree, with angel on top … Also for turkey who‟s primed for the chop 

U … Is for ulcer that starts when you hear … How much it‟ll cost you for Christmas this year 

V … Is for visitors, friends who drop in … And clear out completely, your whiskey and gin 

W … Is for wives, who will make your life rotten … If they don‟t like the presents their hubbies have got ‟em 

X … Is for Xmas Cards, they bring us good cheer … From people who ignore us the rest of the year 

Y … Is for Yule Log, ablaze and aglow … And if Santa should land on it … Oh .. Oh .. Oh .. Oh .. Oh .. 

Z … is for Z-Z-Z-Z-Z and though dreams are a fright … Merry Christmas to all, And to all a good night 

JUST FOR FUN SOLUTIONS: 
1, Aladdin   2. Buttons   3. Simple Simon   4. Mother Goose   5. Wishy Washy   6. Abanazar 
7. Snow White   8. Peter Pan   9. Widow Twanky   10. The Ugly Sisters   11. King Rat 
12. Cinderella   13. Robin Hood   14. Baron Hardup   15. Dame Trott   16. Prince Charming 
17. Puss in Boots   18. Sleeping Beauty   19. Dandini   20. Dick Whittington 



ALBERT’S AMAZING AUTOGRAPH COLLECTION! 
By John Ullah 
 

Like a lot of things this year, my Taste & Tours of the Bartons Arms have been 

suspended.  It‟s such a shame as I‟ve met some wonderful people who have 

shared some of their memories of the pub (and the Aston Hippodrome) with me.  
 

In October 2019 one such person was Susan Yvette 

Hurren.  She told me that her father (Albert) worked at 

both the Birmingham and Aston Hippodromes, and at the end of the tour she showed 

me one of his autograph books.  I was absolutely amazed when she opened it up.  

Inside were autographs from so many famous people collected by her father over the 

years.  Spike Milligan, Norman Wisdom, Frankie Howard, Morecambe & Wise, 

Wilson Keppel and Betty, Benny Hill, Tommy Trinder, Roy Rogers and of course 

Laurel & Hardy. 
 

I was hoping to meet Sue this year and go through the autograph book with her and 

catalogue as many names as possible.  We were also hoping to work out where her 

father acquired them i.e. at which theatre.  Of course, Laurel & Hardy appeared at both 

venues, so when and where was Sue‟s photo taken? 
 

Looking at the picture Sue has, and after doing a 

little bit of homework, I realised that it was signed at the Birmingham 

Hippodrome in 1952.  This was 

confirmed by Michael Ehret who wrote 

„Spot On! An Audio-visual Account of 

Laurel & Hardy's 1952 British 

Tour‟ (Michael also sent me a photo to 

confirm this).  If you look closely you can 

see Ollie is wearing the same tie and Stan 

has a slight point to his hat. 
 

Another interesting autograph that leapt 

out to me (but some people may not 

know her) is of Olga Verona.  She was an Australian 

trapeze artist known as the „Queen of the Air‟ and 

was married to Archie Collins.  Both toured with Laurel & Hardy on the 1947 tour, and they became firm 

friends with Stan and Ollie.  This is what Olga had to say about coming to Birmingham 

in 1947 (taken from A.J Marriot‟s book „The British Tours‟): 
 

“I will never forget that winter of ‟47 in Birmingham, with roads blocked and buses out 
of action all over the country.  On arriving at the Birmingham Hippodrome, on the 
opening night, the queue of people standing in snow piled several feet high, proved how 
wonderful the British people were in spirit and love of the theatre.  I thought “Bless you 
all, you are the salt of the earth”.  And after the show in Glasgow Olga said, “Never to 
this day, in any theatre in the world we have played, have we heard anything like the 
reception given to Laurel & Hardy on their entrance.  We thought that the whole of 
Hampden Park had come to the Empire”. 
 

(Olga would go on to appear in the Royal Variety performance). 
 

So how much is Olga‟s autograph worth?  Probably only a few pounds, 

but a couple of years ago a set of photos of Olga Verona sold for 50 

Australian dollars (approx. £28). 
 

Hopefully next year I will meet up with Sue, and find out more about 

her father and his wonderful autograph collection.  Then I will have 

more stories to share with you.  Until then all I can say is watch this 

space. 

Michael‟s photo and Albert‟s autograph from 1952 

Albert with his wife Mona 



MEMORIES OF OLIVIA DE HAVILLAND 
By John Ullah 
 

Dame Olivia Mary de Havilland passed away on July 26, 2020.  She was the last 

major surviving star from the Golden Age of Hollywood, and the oldest living 
Academy Award winner, until her recent death.  Her younger sister was the actress 
Joan Fontaine. 
 

Olivia received 5 Oscar nominations, winning twice with „To Each His Own‟ and „The 
Heiress‟.  She appeared in some of the greatest films of all times—„Captain Blood‟ 

with Errol Flynn (1935), „The Adventures of Robin Hood‟ with Errol Flynn (1938), 
„The Private Lives of Elizabeth and Essex‟ again with Errol Flynn (1939), „Gone with 
the Wind‟ with Clark Gable(1939), „To Each His Own‟ (1946) and „The Heiress‟ with 

Montgomery Clift (1949), to name a few. 
 

In 1942 Olivia joined „The Hollywood 

Victory Caravan‟ which was a two-week 
cross-country railroad journey that 

brought together two dozen film stars to 
raise money for the Army and Navy 
Relief Society.  Some of the most famous 

stars of the day were on the tour—Bob 
Hope, James Cagney, Cary Grant, 
Groucho Marx, Joan Blondell, Charles 

Boyer, Desi Arnaz, Pat O‟Brien, Merle 
Oberon, Claudette Colbert, Joan 

Bennett, Bert Lahr, and of course Stan 
Laurel & Oliver Hardy. 
 

Olivia represents a special era in movie 

entertainment.  A star has gone out in 
Hollywood. 

Olivia with Stan 

LAUGHTER IS THE BEST MEDICINE 
THE DOC ON CHRISTMAS WRAPPINGS! 
 

Around this time of year the phrase "to wrap" evokes memories of parcelling your 
loved ones’ presents in shiny gift paper, attaching a contrasting bow and composing an 
appropriate loving tag. 
 

For any other time of the year in my profession a wrap means wrapping an open 
wound with a bandage or supporting a broken limb.  For the majority of our members 
it would be nowadays associated with the nation’s fastest growing take-away snack. 
 

If we step back a century or so the phrase would have a totally different meaning.  Wrap was a phrase 
used by the director in the early days of the film industry to signal the end of filming.  Since the 1920s, 
film makers have been using this phrase when principal photography is concluded and the film is ready to 
go into post-production. "Wind, Reel and Print" was replaced by "It's a wrap."  At that point, it is 
traditional to hold a wrap party for the cast and crew of the film. 
 

However, for the Boys it meant something else.  While for Babe it meant a trip to the race-track, the golf 
course or even a long promised fishing trip; for Stan it meant a short trip to the cutting-room to improve 
on the day’s rushes and to plan for the next film. 
 

Well for this year I hope all the troubles "Take a Wrap" and 2021 will usher in much better times.  All the 
best for the Festive Season. 



A CHRISTMAS CAROL 
As told by Barry Reeves 
 

KEN   Well Dicky .... would you like to hear a Christmas story? 
DICKY    Like last year 
KEN    What about last year? 
DICKY    Last year's Christmas story 
KEN    What story? 
DICKY    You know 
KEN    (Pause to think)  That wasn't a story .... It was true .... Father 
Christmas's sleigh had failed its MOT ..... that's why he didn't come out  
and bring you any presents 
DICKY    So you say 
KEN    This is a real Christmas story .... it's about one of the most 
famous characters in any Christmas story 
DICKY    Widow Twankey? 
KEN    No .... not Widow Twankey ..... it's not a pantomime.  This story is by Charles Dickens ... 
it's called A Christmas Carol 
DICKY    Who's she? 
KEN    Who's who? 
DICKY    Carol 
KEN    There's nobody called Carol ....  It‟s about a mean old tight-fisted miser 
DICKY    It's about you then 
KEN    No it's not about me ...... it's about Ebenezer Scrooge.  Scrooge was mean and nasty.  
He only cared about making money 
DICKY    It is about you 
KEN    No ….. I‟m nothing like that 
DICKY    You are  
KEN    I‟m not 
DICKY    Lend me a quid then 
KEN    Look .... do you want to hear this story or not? 
DICKY    Not 
KEN    Well you're going to listen to it .......  Ebenezer Scrooge didn't like Christmas .... he went 
round saying 'Bah humbug' 
DICKY    I like them 
KEN    Like what? 
DICKY    Humbugs 
KEN    I'm not talking about sweets ..... can I go on? 
DICKY    You do ..... on and on 
KEN    On Christmas eve .... alone in his house, first of all he was visited by Marley's ghost 
dragging chains behind him 
DICKY    I like reggae 
KEN    What's reggae got to do with anything? 
DICKY    (Sings)  'No Woman No Cry' ....  
KEN    Not Bob Marley ..... Jacob Marley ... Scrooge‟s ex business partner ...... He'd emerged 
from a realm of fire and brimstone where those doomed to an eternity of suffering walk howling 
in despair  
DICKY    Bootle 
KEN    I'll ignore that .... Marley told him to expect a visit in the night from three  spirits ...... 
Johnny Walker, Jack Daniels and Nancy Whiskey ...... three ghosts  .........  Ooooh oooh oooh 
DICKY    You shouldn't have had that curry 
KEN    During the night three ghosts visited him ..... the ghost of Christmas past ..... the ghost 
of Christmas yet to come and the ghost of Christmas present 
DICKY    Christmas present .... what I didn't get last year 
KEN    These ghosts showed him all the terrible things he'd done and how he could change  .... 
he realised the error of his ways.  Scrooge woke up on Christmas morning to the sound of bells  
DICKY    Who was selling ice cream in the middle of winter? 
KEN    Church bells ........  He looked out of the window and spotting a young boy shouted 
down to him ….. “Have they still got that big bird down the Co-op?” …. When the lad said  “yes” 
Scrooge threw down some money and said, “Go and buy a turkey off her” 
From then on Scrooge was a changed man.  He went through the town, waving to people, and 
shouting 
“A Merry Christmas ... and God Bless you all!” 
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LAUREL & HARDY IN LOCKDOWN 
 

How ever we each spent the hours and hours at home, at least we 
weren‟t with these two! 

 

We can only imagine what the Boys would have done with all that time. 


