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    Introduction


    


    Ted Ray is arguably one of the most difficult to categorize of all legendary 20th Century British comedians. His potential for acting seems, at first glance, somewhat limited, and it is ironic that the one film appearance for which he received much contemporary praise, Meet Me Tonight (released in America as Tonight at 8:30), involves a performance as a second-rate impersonation of himself. [1] Ted Ray is basically a stand-up comic, a teller of stories, using his own material and an incredibly quick mind, as proven by later appearances on Does the Team Think? Fellow comedian, Bud Flanagan, in fact, referred to Ted Ray’s “lightning wit.” [2] Another comedian from the same era, “Cheerful” Charlie Chester also wrote that Ted Ray “was perhaps one of the quickest witted of all comedians.” [3] At his death, one obituary writer dubbed Ted Ray “the Computer Comedian” because of his amazing ability to ad-lib regardless of the situation. From the 1920s through the 1940s, and perhaps later, he is always on stage accompanied by a violin. And the presence of that “prop” is remindful of three other comedians of the period: Jack Benny in the United States and Vic Oliver and Jimmy Wheeler in the U.K. As Ted Ray joked, “When I was nine I appeared at the Albert Hall and played Rachmaninov. I nearly beat him too.”


    Just as Jack Benny used his violin in later years as an “added attraction” to his act, rather than a regular part of the entertainment, so did Ted Ray eventually abandon the violin except for special occasions, such as a duet of “Mistakes” [4] with Jimmy Wheeler in the 1950s (wherein Ted Ray is actually wearing evening attire). [5]


    The violin that Ted Ray used in later years was gifted to him by Tommy Trinder, and when the former died, his family gave the violin back to Trinder. Not wanting the violin to be sold or used by anyone else, Tommy Trinder arranged that it should, in turn, be given to the museum of the Grand Order of Water Rats.


    Aside from the comedy, there was, for decades, music as part of the act, not necessarily from the violin, but in the form of a song. Through the years there doesn’t appear to be any particular tune associated with Ted Ray. In 1932, it was “Lawd, You Made the Night Too Long,” a sentimental ballad of a man without a mate, written by Sam M. Lewis and Victor Young, and first recorded by Louis Armstrong. In 1948, it was reported that the song “Can You Look Me in the Eye” had become associated with the comedian. Not exactly a surprise in that its composer and lyricist was Ted Ray, who also recorded the song. [6]


    It’s interesting that comedy historian John Fisher, writing in his brilliant and definitive book on British comedy, Funny Way to Be a Hero, devotes ten pages to Ted Ray, but basically fails to define his comedic style. The best he can suggest is that Ted Ray possessed an adroitness which he was able to transfer from the variety stage to radio. In the former, one skill, that of telling a funny story, complemented the other, that of playing the violin with more than a modicum of skill and panache.


    The comedian grew up in Liverpool, but it really is somewhat inaccurate to place him as a member of that large group of comedians associated with the city, and including most notably Ken Dodd, [7] Tommy Handley and Arthur Askey. He was actually born in another Northern city, Wigan, which is the birthplace of one other legendary comedian (and ukulele player), George Formby. (Some might argue that Wigan is also the birthplace of Frank Randle, surely the worst comedian ever to come out of the North of England, but he was actually born in a village called Aspull, close to the city.)


    The Liverpool connection is important to Ted Ray, as it is important to all the comedians who grew up there. As fellow comic, Jimmy Jewel, has said,


    “Let’s face it, apart from Max Miller, the South has never produced any great stand-up comics…The Northerners shared their humour with their audiences. It was a humour of hardship.” [8]


    Ted Ray once explained,


    “Liverpool humour is not so much a type of comedy as a state of mind.” [9]


    Liverpool natives, or “scousers,” as they are known, are certainly not above ridiculing themselves. A great example is the response to the question as to why Jesus wasn’t born in Liverpool. The answer: God couldn’t find a virgin or three wise men there.


    On stage, Ted Ray always managed to seem well-dressed without suggesting a hint of elegance. A jacket and tie was his style but definitely not anything that members of the audience could not afford. Basically, his attire consisted of a lounge suit, as it was once called, a business suit for the masses. His hair was cut short and tidy, perhaps slicked back with some Brylcreem, the British hair styling product, or something similar. When he first gained any real form of recognition, the comedian had been performing as Nedlo the Gypsy, suitably attired for the role, but once he arrived in London that characterization was dropped, and the Ted Ray persona as it was, and is, known, was quickly created. In reality, it had always been lurking there, waiting to come to the fore.


    He was very much Mr. Ordinary on stage. Perhaps in the early years, Ted Ray might have come across as working class. But in the 1930s and later, he was more middle class, in the words of a Daily Mail writer, “the typical life and soul of the Rotary meeting who had left a round of golf to share some gags. It was a suburban, sane, businesslike image.” [10] And it was an image that he both lived and projected on stage.


    As the obituary writer for The Times (November 9, 1977) had it,


    “He was, he liked us to believe, simply a man who enjoyed seeing the funny side of life, the pub humourist relaxing with his friends, so to speak. Even the violin, which he could play though he often did not bother to do so, was not allowed to create a difference between him and the average man he liked to impersonate. The corniest of stories and the most elementary of puns were delivered with a zest designed to persuade any audience that he found them entrancingly witty, and under the influence of his clever timing we were persuaded to laugh at him for doing so.”


    The jokes were sometimes new, but not always. As Ted Ray himself once explained, music hall audiences knew a performer’s routine, and it did not necessarily want him to diverge from it. The audience enjoyed knowing what was coming up next. It made for delightful anticipation. Ted Ray was, in the words of the veteran theatrical periodical, The Era (December 7, 1932), “a really class comedian.”


    Generally, Ted Ray found his audience responsive to his humor. He was one of them, devoid of comic clothing and comic make-up. He did not feel particularly adept at dealing with hecklers, although he does provide a good of example in his autobiography:


    


    audience member: When are you going to say something funny?


    


    response: When you get a little more intelligence to understand it.


    


    audience member: I can’t hear you!


    


    response: Don’t worry, you’re not missing anything!


    


    Ted Ray might have continued entertaining music hall and variety audiences from the 1930s until the 1960s, when the age of the British Music Hall was over. At the end, he might well have had to struggle for engagements in working men’s clubs and the like. Happily for the comedian, BBC radio came to his rescue with Ray’s a Laugh, a series involving opening comedy patter, a domestic scene between Ted Ray and his radio wife, Kitty Bluett, and, finally, an episode of “The Adventures of George the Man with a Conscience.” The first season began on April 4th, 1949, and ran for an incredible sixty-five episodes. There were a further eleven seasons, with some changes to the format, and it was not until January 1961 that Ray’s a Laugh went off the airwaves.


    Ted Ray’s approach to comedy for radio listeners was one very similar to his approach to audiences from the stage. As one commentator noted, there was “none of [Tony] Hancock’s lagubriousness nor Jimmy Edwards’ bibulous bluster.” Ted Ray was “a palpable life force brimming with good humour and bursting out of the wireless set to grab your attention.” [11]


    Ted Ray continued to entertain, not so much on stage, but on radio and, from 1955 onwards, on television. And, of course, there was the legendary panel game show, Does the Team Think?, on which he was a regular from 1957 through 1976.


    Most comedians of Ted Ray’s vintage had a catchphrase or a number of catchphrases with which they were associated. Ted Ray didn’t have a catchphrase as such that he used in his act on stage. But he did embrace a number of catchphrases that were used in Ray’s a Laugh. Most related to characters on the show. “If you haven’t been to Manchester, you haven’t lived,” Tommy Trafford would exclaim. Of her latest illness, Mrs. Hoskin would note, “It’s agony, Ivy.” And the aforementioned Ivy would say of her doctor, the young Dr. ‘Ardcastle, “He’s loo…ooo…vely.” Only “agony, Ivy” would seem to have outlasted the show, but today, even that phrase is forgotten.


    One cannot begin to comprehend the familiarity that catchphrases from Ray’s a Laugh once held for every strata of British society in the late 1940s and early 1950s. At the Royal Film Command Performance of son Andrew Ray’s The Mudlark in 1950, Ted Ray was presented to King George VI. The latter asked, “Why have you changed your radio show?…Well, you have dropped some of your catchphrases…For instance, what has happened to ‘look at your big red conk?” Being told that some housewives objected to this reference to a nose, the King responded, “Pity…I did so look forward to that every week.” [12]


    Aside from a handful of film appearances and some work in pantomime, Ted Ray for much of his career was never really an adopted character. He was simply himself. It was as if he had struggled to rise to the top in his chosen profession and he saw no reason, or perhaps no interest from others, for his progression elsewhere. He was just a regular bloke — someone you might meet down at the pub, have a few drinks with, and perhaps a laugh. He observed life, and used his act to comment upon its vagaries and eccentricities.


    Writing in the Daily Mirror in the late 1960s, Matthew Cody summed up Ted Ray’s act perfectly as a glimpse of the unheroic, vulnerable element in human kind:


    “His is a universe in which corsets are always too tight and false teeth too loose. It is a world in which banana skins await the unwary, in which innocence is a joke, marriage a catastrophe and middle-age a fumbling blunder.


    “He may sometimes appear trite, even unlovely. Yet it is lit by a desperate hopefulness without which we might all be lost.” [13]


    Ted Ray was a stand-up comedian of the old school. He was no Jack Whitehall, no Joe Lycett. He didn’t belong to that new breed of comic whose background, upbringing and social position is as much a part of their act and who drop four-letter words with merry abandon. Joe Lycett talks of coming from Birmingham. Jack Whitehall speaks of his youth at public school, growing up in the upper-middle-class London suburb of Putney and shopping at the up-market Waitrose supermarket. Joe Lycett has an accent identifying his birthplace and also, quite frankly, that he is gay, while Jack Whitehall has an accent indicating he was educated at a public school. In a way, it is interesting that Joe Lycett sounds not all similar to another Birmingham-born comedian, Sid Field, whom Ted Ray much admired. Ted Ray doesn’t really have an accent suggesting he is from the North of England. His accent is that of everyman, just as his act might be so defined. However, there is a certain authority to his voice, suggesting he knows of what he speaks.


    Ted Ray never found it necessary to reference his home town of Wigan in his comedy routine. He tended to avoid humor that might be considered too “racy,” but he would often point out, referencing the great British music hall and musical theatre star, George Robey, that there was a place on stage for “honest vulgarity.”


    In a sense, Ted Ray is different from his contemporaries in that, unlike them, he never pretended that he avoided vulgarity. As he writes in his autobiography,


    “My own style of humour has always called for the rather smart joke and I won’t attempt to deny that — in a mild sense I hope — I have occasionally employed the slightly risqué innuendo. But I do honestly think it is very difficult indeed to lay down a hard and fast rule about what is, and what is not a questionable story. For one thing, it depends mightily on the personality of the man who is putting it over.” [14]


    What Ted Ray does note is the necessity to try to avoid jokes that might cause pain or embarrassment, such as one dealing with stammering. But, as he points out, through the years what is permissible has changed drastically (perhaps most after his time in 2020). “It’s not what he says — it’s the nasty way he says it!”


    Certainly, comedians had to be careful about whom they joked. In January 1949, Charlie Chester was soundly criticized for an “odorous” joke, a cheap sneer, as one critic had it, about the man “who wanted to sleep in the open and got a job in the police force.” Back in 1949, one did not ridicule the police.


    In a way, Ted Ray was unique without actually being different from many a stand-up comedian of the past. He didn’t rely on anything out-of-the-ordinary in his approach to comedy. There was just Ted Ray being himself, a persona with which audiences felt comfortable.


    Without question, Ted Ray was a master storyteller, an expert at understatement, a stand-up comic who did not use any unnecessary words in delivering a joke. Much of his presentation is borrowed from the music hall, but with a modern technique. He understood that a reliance on gags and stories was OK, but something more was needed, and that was the affection of the audience:


    “This was always so in entertainment, but especially in variety. After all, any charm or similar attribute you may have is at the root of your basic appeal; it is often the very thing that makes you ‘different,’ however good your material may be. For example, two comedians might have exactly the same material. Yet one could fail while the other was a success — simply because one had charm and the ability to ‘sell’ himself and get himself liked.” [15]


    “For a variety comedian,” said Ted Ray, “the vital turning point in your career comes when audiences greet you in a state of what you might call ‘laughter readiness.’ Prior to that, all your energies have had to go into overcoming their laughter resistance.


    “It can take years. But once they decide to accept you as funny, for the rest of your life they’ll start smiling the moment they see you name in the programme. Some agents call it ‘The Acceptance Factor.’ Personally I’ve had it from birth.” [16]


    That may well be true in that Ted Ray was one of those comedians who was as funny offstage as on. At home, he was always “on”. “He was always telling a joke,” recalls Miriam Margolyes, who worked with him on The Betty Witherspoon Show. [17] June Whitfield points out that his funniness offstage made him the first choice for panel games in the 1950s and 1960s. Like Arthur Askey and Eric Morecambe, he had a computer-like brain that allowed him to remember and invent gags on the spur of the moment. Indeed Eric Morecambe himself commented, “Ted Ray was marvelous to meet and talk with because he had a very agile brain. So bright.” [18]


    Daughter-in-law Susan Ray recalls, “He was continually joking and I know the boys [sons Robin and Andrew] were sometimes really frustrated if trying to make him talk seriously.” She adds that at the same time “He was a highly intelligent and deep thinking man and could debate seriously and in some depth on occasions.” [19]


    The clothing, the average attire, on stage might be important, however much it might seem irrelevant, in a discussion of Ted Ray’s appeal. Equally important was the presentation, the obvious charm of the man, the twinkle in the eye and the overwhelming smile. The laughter for one of his gags, he determined, should last seven seconds, and the facial expression during those seven seconds was important. The audience might be laughing at the joke it had just heard, but its collective eyes were fixed on the comedian on stage. Ted Ray discovered that he could avoid blinking during his act. He would gaze steadily at the audience, thus giving a peculiarly personal appeal to his performance.


    His timing was impeccable, but his approach to what gives comedy perfection was little more than old-fashioned common sense, and accurate: “Timing? You don’t talk while the audience if laughing. It’s as simple as that.” [20]


    Ted Ray might dismiss the importance of an understanding of timing, but one comedian who did learn timing from the master was Peter Sellers, who was heard in early episodes of Ray’s a Laugh. As his biographer, Roger Lewis (who is no fan of Ted Ray) has written,


    “Ray taught Sellers how to pace a line — gave him his rhythms — he also, more tellingly, demonstrated that comic acting could be naturalistic.” [21]


    Shortly before his death in 1980, Peter Sellers said,


    “I learned timing from watching a great comedian who is now dead, God rest his soul, named Ted Ray. I worked on his radio show for about eight years. I was a straight man, and I also worked in vaudeville with him. I could hear when he knew the ultimate moment. I mean he’d sling a gag at the audience and they’d laugh. And then he’d know the precise second to speak again to keep them at that level.” [22]


    Timing was also important in terms of the length of the act. Basically, Ted Ray went on stage for fourteen minutes, did his act and left, with the audience wanting more. As Ken Dodd once commented of Ted Ray and others of his generation, “They didn’t have to batter the audience into submission as I do, they could do it. They could score in fourteen minutes and get off.” Ken Dodd would take five hours or more to score, but, as his biographer, Louis Barfe, has noted, “he outlived and outgrew that whole era.” [23]


    Ted Ray might be old-fashioned as a stand-up comedian, but was also very modern in understanding what was necessary to keep his act fresh. As The Stage commented in 1952,


    “He has not only advanced with the times, but often been in advance of them in style and technique. More than any other contemporary comedian he has been able successfully to combine radio and stage work. He takes great care in the preparation of his various acts. His work is never in bits and pieces; rounded and whole, everything grows from a basic conception.” [24]


    The performance might not change significantly with age, but the jokes were never stale and generally new from season to season. The acts with which he appeared also changed, but audience appreciation for Ted Ray remained undiminished. Beginning on September 4th, 1950, he was at the London Palladium on a bill which also included Nat King Cole, harmonica player Larry Adler and his partner Paul Draper, and the brilliant American entertainer Will Mahoney, who would play the xylophone using hammers attached to his feet. Just as every review of his act since he first came to London in 1930 had been enthusiastic, so was the latest comment from The Stage (September 7, 1950), which announced “One of the best of them all is Ted Ray, with his always funny gags…, his superb timing as in that half-aside, half-mumbled joke at the end of a gag, his violin playing, and his own delicious sense of fun.”


    A regular bloke with his own delicious sense of fun. That phrase just about sums up Ted Ray for all time.
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    TedRay


    The Early Years


    


    “Wigan,” wrote Ted Ray, “is one of the finest little towns in the Kingdom, with some lovely bits of country round it.” [1] Having been born there — on November 21st, 1905 — Ted Ray is perhaps a little biased. If anyone does think of Wigan, and most people do not, it is thanks to George Orwell’s 1937 novel, The Road to Wigan Pier, which provides a bleak account of working class life in the industrial North of England. Wigan, of course, is not on any sea coast and has no pier as such, and nothing remotely as attractive as the amusements to be found on such a pier. That being explained, it must be acknowledged that Wigan does actually have a pier which is in reality a wharf on the Leeds and Liverpool Canal. [2] I suppose in a way a pier does not have to suggest a seaside location. We who laugh at the suggestion of Wigan Pier are actually showing up our ignorance.


    Ted Ray’s family ties are to Liverpool, and his being born in Wigan is pure happenstance. His father, Charles Olden, was born in Liverpool on August 7th, 1873, and had taken on a lengthy engagement as resident comedian at a local pub in Wigan and he wanted his wife to be with him and have the feeling of security that a house might bring. Olden’s concern might also have been that Ted Ray, given the birth name of Charles Olden, was to be his third son, with the first two, Harry Secundar Olden and Thomas W. Olden, both dying in infancy. [3] Mrs. Olden needed not only stability but equally a concerned husband close by.


    Mrs. Olden was born Margaret Ellen Kenyon in Oldham on September 15th, 1878, and had worked in the infamous cotton mills of Lancashire, the mainstay of the county’s industry, at least as far as its women were concerned. She and Ted Ray’s father married in Oldham sometime between January and March 1901.


    


    Charlie Alden


    Charles Olden Senior worked under the professional name of Charlie Alden, which he thought sounded better than “Olden.” He was a comedian who also entertained his audience with a handful of songs, and he was fairly popular on the minor bills where he was to be found. Playing Barrow-in-Furness in January 1900, Charlie Alden was hailed by the local newspaper as “an up-to-date comedian of exceptional ability.” [4] His act went over well in the North of England — the City Varieties, Leeds, in February and September 1900, the People’s Palace, St. Helen’s in March 1901, etc. — and he was also to be found performing in Ireland, at the Lyric Theatre, Dublin, in March 1900 and the Palace Theatre of Varieties, Cork, that same month. When not playing the halls, Charlie Alden was resident comedian at the Ship Inn in Liverpool, located at the corner of Cannon and Butler Streets in the suburb of Ancoats, twenty or thirty weeks at a time. Here, he would not only tell jokes but also sing five or six songs, many made famous by music hall performer Wilkie Bard (1874-1944), including his best known, “I Want to Sing in Opera” and “The Night Watchman”.


    Ted Ray describes his father as “a lovable little man with very dark hair and the brightest of blue, twinkling eyes.” [5] In private life, he was humorous and quick-witted. From World War One military records, we know him to be of dark complexion and fairly small — only five feet, five inches. Obviously in regard to height, Ted Ray takes after his father.


    The father is described by his son as a “born comedian,” and much the same description might be applied to Ted Ray. He argues that most children are born comedians and also first-rate, and unintentionally cruel, mimics.


    The life as a wife of a travelling small-time comedian was not particularly appealing to his wife, who longed for stability, and so Charlie Alden decided to settle down as the proprietor of a pub — a publican — first as licensee of the Stanley Arms on Watler Street in the town of Chorley, some eight miles north of Wigan, and later of the Bull’s Head in the village of Upholland, somewhat closer to Wigan. It was at this time that a sister, Selina Lloyd, was born, less than a year after her brother, on July 23rd, 1906. (In his autobiography, Ted Ray refers to her as Lena, and that is the name by which she was known to the family.)


    (A second sister, Jean Margaret, was born in Liverpool on March 10th, 1917. She married railway clerk Kenneth George Arthur on December 26th, 1938. The couple immigrated to the United States, where they became citizens in 1958 and had two children, both born in the U.K. She died in Thousand Oaks, California, on April 16th, 2011.)


    What was described as a “major” but unidentified operation led to an extended stay for Mrs. Olden at a Liverpool hospital. Her husband decided to give up the pub and move to Liverpool, renting a small house at 28 Apollo Street in Anfield, and later a larger house at 5 Oakfield Road. [6] A suburb of Liverpool, Anfield is best known as the home of Liverpool Football Club. At school, Ted Ray had become a proficient footballer, and this led to his being given a trial by Liverpool Football Club. He never played for the main team, but, for one season, he did turn out on a number of occasions for the reserves, playing the position of outside right. After leaving Liverpool Football Club, Ted Ray signed with a junior team, Ainsdale Football Club and played with them for a couple of seasons.


    In old age, Ted Ray turned his proficiency at football to good effect when he joined Comics United playing against Blackpool Football Club. The former was comprised of comics appearing at Blackpool theatres in the summer months, and included not only Ted Ray but also Norman Wisdom, Arthur Haynes, Henry Hall, and Jimmy Edwards. Jimmy Jewel and Ben Warriss were joint goalkeepers
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