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    In 1953, Jimmy Edwards published his autobiography, Take It from Me, an event celebrated on episode 161 of his hit show, Take It from Here, broadcast by the BBC on April 6, 1953, and, so popular was the program, that it was rebroadcast on April 9, 12, 19, 21, 24, and 25, 1953:


    


    wallas eaton: Look at those highly successful films, Goodbye, Mr. Chips, The Good Earth, and Limelight. Each one is a biography — of a schoolmaster, an ignorant farmer and a tatty music-hall comedian.


    announcer: So one film producer thought he must be on a cert if he filmed the autobiography of somebody who has been all these things. Strangely enough, there is such an autobiography.


    jimmy edwards: And I am prepared to sign copies at a very nominal charge.


    wallas eaton: Yes, Jimmy Edwards, schoolmaster, ignorant farmer and tatty music-hall comedian — all rolled, rather untidily, into one.


    announcer: Ladies and gentlemen, we present the Edwards biography, From Non-Stop Nudes to the BBC or The Naked and the Dead.


    


    This book is my somewhat eccentric and opinionated tribute to that same Professor Jimmy Edwards, a great and sadly forgotten British comedian.
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    Introduction


    


    Comedians in 20th Century Britain might well be divided into two categories: those who gained international fame, particularly in the United States, and those whose comedic style was so resolutely British, so insular that recognition beyond the shores of their native land was as incomprehensible as some, or perhaps much, of their humor. In the former category are those whose fame in the United States far outreached anything that might have been accomplished in the United Kingdom— with the obvious examples being Charlie Chaplin and Stan Laurel, as well, and to a lesser extent, the likes of Terry-Thomas and Norman Wisdom. The resolutely British brigade includes brilliant stand-up comedian Ken Dodd, screwed-up magician Tommy Cooper, the stars of the “Carry On” films, Bud Flanagan, Chesney Allen and the other members of the “Crazy Gang,” and those who made an easy transition from British music hall, in its dying days, to radio and/or television, including Tony Hancock, Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise, Harry Worth, Hylda Baker, Bruce Forsyth, Ted Ray, and, of course, the “star” of this volume, Jimmy Edwards.


    Why did some comedians enjoy international fame while others did not? There is no easy answer. Perhaps it was a matter of taking a chance on America while still in the early stages of their careers. In acknowledging Chaplin and Laurel, one tends to forget other Britishers who came to Hollywood in the 1920s— a decade later than that most famous pair— and enjoyed brief careers there, men such as Dick Henderson, Sr. (appearing on screen alongside his son, Dickie Henderson), or even Dougie Wakefield, so closely associated with the Manchester-based Mancunian Films in the 1930s, but who had been under contract to Hal Roach a decade earlier. Some veterans of the British Music Hall, such as Billy Bennett, Jimmy James and Robb Wilton, were simply too parochial to have a following outside of their native land. It mattered not that Jimmy James was known as “the comedian’s comedian” for, in reality, he was the English comedian’s comedian. Like Dougie Wakefield, George Formby’s persona and accent confirm and emphasize his North of England background, and yet, at the end of his career in the 1940s, he was placed under contract to Columbia Pictures and his films were seen in the United States, albethey in limited release.


    Watching George Formby on screen in one of his American-produced and released films, one wonders why the Production Code Administration (Hollywood’s self-censoring body) did not get the covert meaning behind his singing of “My Little Stick of Blackpool Rock” with its obvious (at least to British audiences) substitution for/reference to the male sex organ. Perhaps just as Formby’s risqué humor was lost on Americans, so was the often outrageous low comedy of Max Miller, the “Cheeky Chappie.” Possibly America’s attitude towards risqué humor changed with the passing years in that Max Wall, a brilliant comedian, was a big enough draw in New York in Earl Carroll’s Vanities to enjoy a year’s engagement in 1932-1933, an event he was unlikely to repeat in the 1970s as his act had him both as a comedian who savored the comedy of language, facial eccentricity and an obscurest, perhaps influenced by his appearing in a British production of Waiting for Godot.[1]


    In an odd way, there could be something surreal about aspects of British comedy, be it the trio of Wilson, Keppel and Betty performing a sand dance dressed as Egyptian slaves or Arthur Lucan dressed as Irish washerwoman, Old Mother Riley, playing opposite his wife, Kitty McShane, in the character of his daughter Bridget and later Kitty. It is impossible to describe the impact on an audience even today of Michael Barrymore, a comedian who was later to be identified as gay, singing “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow” to a military drill team comprised of members of Her Majesty the Queen’s Armed Forces in the 1980s. Or that national treasure, Sir Ken Dodd, who as late as 2017 could perform a brilliant stand-up comedy routine lasting in excess of five hours.


    Today on British television, and not I think destined for transfer to any American network, we have Irish writer/comedian Brendan O’Carroll as the filthy-mouthed, middle-aged Mrs. Brown, to whom four-letter words are a (substantial) part of life. Trying to come up with the word, foreskin, she asks her neighbor, “What is that useless thing on the end of a dick?” “A man” is the response. In a tradition dating back to Old Mother Riley, there is little attempt at verisimilitude. When Mrs. Brown asks one of the actors what he is doing there, sitting in a chair and saying nothing, he replies, “It’s in the script.” There is no fourth wall, as evidenced by the cast’s being seen taking bows in front of the studio audience at the show’s conclusion.[2]


    Equally surreal, if not positively perverse— and I do use that word rather than “perverted,” as might some commentators— is the television series for which Jimmy Edwards is best remembered. The BBC broadcast Whack-O! from 1956 through 1960, with Edwards playing a drunken, loud-mouthed, dishonest headmaster, whose favorite prop was the cane, which was always ready for immediate application to the upturned bottoms of the young boys at the school. He was unloved by all, with the exception of his long-suffering assistant headmaster, Mr. Pettigrew (brilliantly played by Arthur Howard). Jimmy will often call him “Petters,” but there is no obvious fondness in the nickname.


    It might be considered relatively innocuous by the standards of the day— the bottoms receiving punishment, after all, are not shown in close-up and always hidden within trousers— except for the reality that Jimmy Edwards was a closeted homosexual male, and Arthur Howard had been arrested for importuning in a public toilet in the seaside resort of Brighton. That both men were presented to television audiences as individuals who should be allowed in close proximity to under-age boys is decidedly odd— even for the BBC which permitted the scandal of Jimmy Savile’s hosting a number of popular shows from the 1960s through the 1990s while indulging in sexual abuse to such an extent that after his death he was labeled perhaps the most prolific, predatory sex offender of the 20th Century.[3]


    One sequence in the 1960 film Bottoms Up! that certainly must raise an eyebrow or two is the scene in which Jimmy Edwards escorts the younger brother of one of the boys, Price, from his dormitory. As the young boy, “Half Price,” leaves, his pajama trousers come down revealing a naked bottom. In that the boy is perhaps only about eight years old, it is more than merely unfortunate, and simply not funny.[4]


    But, of course, Jimmy Edwards and Arthur Howard were never the subjects of a whiff of scandal as far as young boys were concerned. Their interests lay in older men, and both were married. As writer Frank Muir points out, “Arthur’s particular homosexual inclination had no connection whatsoever with corrupting young boys.”[5] They were not pedophiles, I hasten to note, and the presence of those boys in that series adds a note of farce to the whole episode rather than a shudder of horror. It is, in a word, surreal, nothing more and nothing less.


    While quite obviously Jimmy Edwards’ homosexuality is worthy of discussion along with its implications, particularly in regard to his obvious alcoholism, it should not and cannot detract from his importance as a leading British comedian on stage, screen, radio, and television. As Ken Dodd pointed out to me so succinctly, “Jimmy Edwards was a Great British Entertainer.”[6]


    Jimmy Edwards was a star in all fields of entertainment, comfortable and adept no matter the medium. He was a standup comic who made an effortless transfer from one medium to another. As did Victor Borge, Jack Benny, on the international stage, Jimmy Wheeler (with his catchphrase, “Aye, Aye, That’s Your Lot”), Vic Oliver (who married Winston Churchill’s daughter much to the politician’s displeasure, in large part perhaps because he was Jewish), and others in the U.K., Jimmy Edwards used his musical gifts— he was particularly adept on the trombone and had a good singing voice— as part of the act. Jimmy’s use of the trombone, a somewhat aggressive instrument, is indicative of his approach to his audience. He was not a gentle, conciliatory comedian, but rather one who could bully a crowd into accepting him and laughing at his humor. Jimmy could bring an intellectual style to a comedic description of music:


    “Music is divided into two distinct categories: loud and soft. In soft, we have piano, mezzo-piano, not-so-piano, pianissimo, and, of course, pianola. In loud, we have mezzo-forte, forte, fortissimo and eighty— which is double forte!”[7]


    Another delightful musical anecdote concerns the origin of the term “cadenza,” described by Jimmy as “a sort of gap-filling noise on the harp or piano.” It came about as the result of a romance between a young conductor, Sir Allen Cad, and a pianist and page-turner named Miss Louise Enza. The two married and produced a number of musical babies, “a cadenza.”


    There were a number of catchphrases associated with Jimmy that were to enter the British vocabulary of the 1940s and 1950s, although most, sad to report, are pretty much unused and forgotten today. “What a ghastly name,” he would proclaim, with the emphasis on “ghastly.” “Gently Bentley,” spoken to radio colleague Dick Bentley, soon because used by Britishers to urge restraint from others. “Clot,” meaning stupid or fool, and generally used in an endearing fashion, had primarily been spoken by members of the armed forces, one to another, until Jimmy introduced it to a wider audience in the mid-1940s. On September 16, 1951, he appeared on BBC television in a fifteen-minute program titled The Cream— As Seen by a Clot,[8] in which he recreated routines he had performed while in the R.A.F. “Clot” had become a household word. Later, in 1952, Jimmy gave the name of “The Clot” to a donkey he was training to run in the 100 Guineas Licensed Victuallers’ Stakes.[9] “Wake up in the back there” was an order given to members of the audience at the Windmill Theatre in the 1940s, at the start of Jimmy’s professional career, and later to the boys in the Whack-O! television series. About to play his trombone, the audience would be told to “Pin back your lugholes.”


    Unlike many of his contemporaries, Jimmy Edwards was well-educated, came from a different, solidly intellectual culture, and had a stable, middle-class background. Unlike other comedians of the 1940s, he had not learned his craft on the variety and music hall stages. The story is told that once while traveling on a train with Bud Flanagan[10] and other members of the Crazy Gang, he sat reading The Times while they exchanged gags and played tricks on each other. At one point, an exasperated Flanagan tapped him on the knee and said, “The trouble with you, Jimmy is— you think you’re doing the business a favor!”[11]


    In a similar vein, BBC radio writer Michael Pointon recalls walking down a crowded London street, one night after a recording. Jimmy turned to him and remarked, “Why does the human race have to be so blasted ugly?”[12]


    In fact, Jimmy Edwards was very much his own man, totally unconcerned although not necessarily oblivious to the opinions of others. He was proud to be a participant in such barbaric sports as fox hunting and stag hunting, defending them if necessary. He had no problem entertaining in white-run Rhodesia, and seemed almost to delight in the outrage from members of his own union, Equity. He was a Conservative both politically and ethically, unperturbed that probably a large number of his audience comprised working class, Labor-leaning voters.


    In the early 1950s, the publishing house of T. Werner Laurie, which in its early years had published the
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      Ken Dodd.
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      St. John’s College.
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      Blackpool.
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      Sid Field.
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      Jimmy Edwards twirls his trademark moustache.
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      Joy Nichols.
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      Jimmy with his nephew Rolly Wilkinson at a rehearsal for the 1951 Royal Variety Show.
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      Athene Seyler and Jimmy Edwards in Treasure Hunt.
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      Mr. and Mrs. Jimmy Edwards. 1958.
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      The author at Jimmy Edwards’ grave, 2017.
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