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Preface

 


This began as
the story of my progress through the National Westminster Theatre
Club. It became a voyage of discovery of how my life changed as a
result of my involvement.

 


It is also a
personal account of a brief period in its history. The title may
have changed but not the reason for its existence. It is now the
Royal Bank of Scotland Theatre Company following the RBS Group’s
acquisition of Natwest. At one time it was called the Westminster
Theatre Club after one of the constituent banks that merged to form
National Westminster Bank plc.

 


In 1986 the
committee decided to issue a small illustrated book to mark the
centenary of the Club which we believed was founded in 1886. When
we came to look in the archives we found evidence that the
originally named London and Westminster Amateurs had staged its
first production ten years earlier; in 1876! It remains the oldest
active amateur theatre club. So throughout this book it is
referenced as the ‘Club’.

 


As I started to
make notes I realised to my embarrassment that there were some
glaring gaps in my memory. The events of some shows seem to have
slipped from my mind completely and others are as fresh now as over
thirty years ago.

 


Although I have
tried to concentrate on the Theatre Club parts of my career in
National Westminster Bank have crept in. They help to colour the
background and may appear interesting for anyone whose only
knowledge of the banking world is the ATM machine. Others may have
experienced receiving a letter advising you of the overdrawn nature
of your account and requesting that you revert to the normal
procedure whereby you pay funds into the Bank, and not the other
way around.

 


A word on how
the genesis of this memoir came about. I left National Westminster
Bank plc in 1986. I moved from Hertford which had excellent
transport links to London to a small village called Much Hadham
some ten miles or so further north. When I married we moved even
further north up the A10 to Buntingford.

 


My wife and I
managed an Off Licence there and one of our regular customers was a
retired Army officer by name of Lieutenant-Colonel Vivian Cockle.
He would have retired with the rank of Brigadier but had not
completed the required six months. He was a member of a cavalry
unit for as he explained he was short which was ideal for riding
horses. His father had been a cavalry man as well and had ridden
into rebel territory in Northern India to rescue his own father’s
unit.

 


Lt..Col Cockle
came in to the shop one day and said he was off to Australia for a
short while to visit relatives and whilst there complete some gaps
in the family history. I said that was a wonderful thing to do and
always wanted to do that myself. His advice was to do it now
because people die and their memories die with them

 


Thirty and more
years on my recollection of some of the history of the Theatre Club
is sometimes a bit sketchy. I was searching for some unrelated
material at home and came across the programmes that I had
produced. Many of the faces came back as I read the names and
decided that Lt.Col Cockle was right, the time to do it is now.

 


I began my
association with the National Westminster Theatre Club by being
volunteered as a member of the cast in a Festival of One Act Plays
and rose from being a stage hand to Stage Manager and to the
Producer of Grease.

 


This is not
intended nor conceived as a manual for would-be Stage Managers or
for those interested in stage craft. On the other hand a lot of my
experience is recounted which I hope will help anyone who is
looking for a career or involvement in the theatre. You learn more
from your mistakes than your successes and that is a truism which
will become self-evident as you continue reading.

 


Anyone who
wants to know what goes on behind the curtains of a professional
theatre will find the following quite illuminating. It concentrates
more on the technical roles than the acting because that is where I
spent my time. But there are some lessons for actors as well having
watched them from a unique standpoint.

 


I joined the
Bank in 1969 and of those seventeen years ten were spent as a
member of the Theatre Club. It was a happy ten years. I made many
close friends amongst the talented and interesting staff; as well
as with theatre professionals.

 


The Bank was
generous in its funding of the Theatre Club and that cannot and
should not be overlooked. Some of the productions were worthy of a
West End stage and equally so some of the performances.

 


This type of
theatre is often called amdram or amateur dramatics, as the cast
have a full time job which is their main source of income but act
or sing as a hobby for which there is no payment other than the
thrill of performing in front of a live audience.

 


The Theatre
Club was luckier than most amdram societies in that we had the
backing of a large grant from the Bank. This allowed us to hire
professional theatres and many of the extras that would have been
beyond the financial powers of other clubs.

 


There was the
odd accident along the way when at the last minute we had to draft
in someone who was not a member of staff but the overwhelming
majority of cast, chorus and stage crew came from the ranks of the
ordinary staff you see working behind the counters of your own High
Street branch.

 


What would
strike most people as unusual was the amazing range of talent there
is amongst those members of staff. Ordinary staff could act, sing
and dance with such skill that we were never embarrassed by a
failure to perform to the highest of standards.

 


This is the
kind of standard looked to be attained by most amdram societies but
National Westminster Theatre Club could call on that grant to raise
the bar. This brought us into the realms of pro-am theatre which is
a more correct way of describing how the Club was run.

 


Musicals such
as South Pacific or Oklahoma need much more than a competent cast
of singers and dancers; they also need a big orchestra. We hired
professional musicians for the show’s run including rehearsal time
in the theatre itself. They needed a competent musical director who
was there from the first rehearsal and possibly the auditions. He
or she requires the services of a rehearsal pianist. All of these
were paid although it must be said none of them ever demanded
payment at onerous levels although musicians did expect the union
rate.

 


Many of the
dance routines might also require an experienced choreographer to
oversee the moves so this would be another expense. Although
costumes are hired they may need repair or alteration or discarded
for something made especially for the show. This is the role of the
wardrobe mistress.

 


As I recall
some of the earlier productions were directed by a member of staff
but then in the later years we called upon the talents of an
outside director. It is a huge mix of professional and amateur
skills melded together into a production team that we worked hard
to keep together as a unit.

 


What follows
then is the story of my journey and some of the characters I met
along the way. There were some acting eccentrics but many humorous
incidents and near theatrical disasters also littered the path.

 


You will not
find any criticism or character assassinations because I can’t
remember anyone offending me or anyone involved in the running of
the Club. What you will find is a host of people with warmth,
humour and dedication without which it would be a much poorer
world.


Introduction –
Early years

 


I confess to a
love of live theatre both musical and dramatic over film and
cinema. Every live performance is slightly different unlike a
permanent transfer to film. There is a relationship between actors
and audience in live theatre that you just cannot get from
cinema.

 


This love
affair began at my secondary school, Holloway School in Holloway,
North London. It was previously Holloway Grammar School and had
just become the second school in London to convert to full
comprehensive status. It was single sex and still clung for a few
years to the old Grammar School traditions; in the first year (Year
7 in modern currency) we had elocution lessons.

 


Pupils were
drawn from the local area, predominantly Islington and Camden. Our
English teacher Mr Mortimer dragged the thirty or more of us first
year eleven year olds kicking and screaming to see Oliver in the
West End. Despite the groans and complaints a trip to the West End
with its bright lights and seedy back streets seemed as good a way
of spending the evening as any other.

 


This was back
in 1959 and we were fortunate in watching Oliver with the original
cast – Ron Moody as Fagin and Georgia Brown as Nancy – although we
didn’t appreciate that at the time. It was a terrific show; the
songs are as memorable and as fresh today as then. But it was quite
a number of years before the experience was repeated.

 


The next stage
of my involvement with theatre came in the sixth form. The GCE ‘A’
Level course was split into a number of separate papers;
Shakespeare, modern playwrights, Modern Literature and Poetry. It
was a heavy workload and the teaching was split between Dennis
Pepper with whom we studied D H Lawrence and Thomas Hardy and Peter
Hancock who taught all the rest.

 


I say taught.
This is to do him a great injustice. He changed the way we looked
at literature, he was a bright light and I daren’t say so at the
time but owe him a great debt of gratitude now. He was
inspirational – no other word could do justice to our two years
studying drama.

 


The Shakespeare
paper was based on Othello, Henry V and The Tempest and we had two
years to study them. It may seem strange to any young person
reading this now but we spent the first year reading and writing
about the growth of theatre from the Greek classics through
Medieval Mystery plays right up to modern day playwrights such as
John Osbourne.

 


Peter Hancock
started by insisting we went to see at least one theatrical
production a month. We were just ordinary working class boys who
never thought about going to West End theatres. The following two
years we must have seen at least one production a week; and we
enjoyed it. That’s the wonderful thing.

 


By today’s
standards it was a small group, ten of us as I remember. Some of us
remain close friends today. We all lived in North London and the
West End was at most just a thirty minute bus ride or tube journey
away. We had access to riches which modern students in the suburbs
and county towns just cannot imagine.

 


As a school we
got special group and reduced rates for the Aldwych Royal
Shakespeare Company, the Old Vic and the often excellent, sometimes
strange productions of the local Cannonbury Reportory Company in
Cannonbury Square, better known now as Barnsbury.

 


We saw the
greats; Ian Holm, Maggie Smith and Paul Schofield amongst so many
others. We saw the Marat Sade and at the other end of the scale the
Trent Park Technical College’s end of term production of Peer Gynt.
I do remember going to Sadlers Wells for a matinee showing of the
Barber of Seville as well but we were all singularly unimpressed.
Thrown in for good measure was the Marylebone Grammar School’s
production of Othello which as an all boys school, had boys playing
the female parts. Slightly bizarre but no more so than sitting in
the middle of Sir Bernard Miles iconic and revolutionary Mermaid
Theatre for a production of The Shoemakers Holiday.

 


We were just
teenage boys studying for our A Levels amidst the good and great
filling the auditorium in dinner suits and bow ties. They stared at
us with horror and disdain because this was ART and CULTURE and
working class oiks should not laugh at the funny bits, even though
it was one of the bawdiest medieval plays ever written. Obviously
they had never read the play before attending. Sometimes a little
education can go a long way.

 


In the second
week of the Upper Sixth we packed ourselves into Messrs Pepper and
Hancock’s cars and camped in Stratford-upon-Avon where we watched
two productions at the RSC there. One of which was Hamlet with
David Warner in the lead role. At the time he was attracting a lot
of media attention and the audience was full of parties of teenage
schoolgirls who sighed and cried and wept at his every word. No,
they screamed and cheered actually which was not quite what you
expect when watching Hamlet. But it was a different experience and
Peter Hancock used his charm and knowledge and our student
membership to get us a tour backstage.

 


By this time we
had grown into cultured young men with a taste for the good things
in life which included alcohol. Something that has remained with me
down the years and few trips to any form of leisure or
entertainment venue would not be complete without a pint or two at
a local hostelry. As a group we became very knowledgeable of the
pubs worth visiting on the theatre circuit and although the
Cannonbury Theatre bar was as good as any local rep company’s bar
could be, the pub across the road served a better pint.

 


As everyone
knows the pursuit of the good life has its downside. The English A
Level group’s nemesis came in an unexpected form.

 


Despite the
best efforts of senior teachers the Lower Sixth as we were then
declined to take part in organised sporting activity, such as PE or
Games afternoons. The roll call of excuses would fill a large book
but salvation came in the form of Peter Hancock.

 


He said that in
future we would be excused Games on Wednesday afternoons proving we
attended drama classes at the Barnsbury School for Girls. Who could
resist that? Not just a cast iron alibi for avoiding Messrs Smith,
Goldsmith and Wright on the playing fields of Holloway but an
afternoon in the company of young ladies. This was the start of
something wonderful. The girls were invited to all our sixth form
parties and at least one marriage came as a result.

 


Then Peter
Hancock bowled an unplayable delivery. We had to take part in the
school play.

 


In previous
years the school play was left to the staff. Students had better
things with which to occupy their minds such as exams. But the
school play was the price we had to pay for missing games and
fraternising with the opposite sex.

 


We accepted our
fate with good grace. We were now the Upper Sixth and things were
expected of us. Owing to the upcoming mock exams and the pressures
of sixth form life generally most of us were spared leading roles
apart from Phil Jackman who was
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