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      On 24 October 1895, a thin cry broke the hush of a cold-water terraced house on Rounton Road, Bromley-by-Bow. Horace John Waters had arrived.

      The scene was unremarkable by the standards of the age: a nurse moving briskly between the kitchen and the master bedroom, a doctor overseeing proceedings with professional gravity, and the particular kind of tension that attended every birth in an era when the safe delivery of a child was still, in the deepest sense, a matter of fortune. Bromley-by-Bow was a working-class neighbourhood in London's East End — soot-blackened, river-damp, and alive with the grinding industry of the Victorian metropolis — and the Waters household, like those around it, was accustomed to hardship.

      The child did not thrive. Six weeks on, young Horace — Jack, to his family, for the name Horace would never quite stick — remained dangerously frail. His cries were faint, his colour poor, and each passing day seemed less a victory than a reprieve. The family doctor, a man not given to false comfort, was blunt in his assessment. "You'd better have him baptised whilst there is still time," he said — a sentence that spoke, with Victorian plainness, to the very real possibility that the child would not see spring. It was no idle warning. Infant mortality cast its long shadow over every cradle in Britain: diarrhoeal disease, pneumonia, tuberculosis, malnutrition, and the accumulated dangers of overcrowded housing and contaminated water claimed countless young lives, and medicine — still years from its modern foundations — could offer little beyond observation and prayer.

      Maud Waters was not a woman who accepted such prognoses. Too weak to feed at the breast, the infant required something more inventive than convention allowed. His mother devised a method of her own: a mixture of milk and brandy, administered drop by careful drop through a fountain pen filler. It was an improvised solution, perhaps slightly absurd, and yet it worked. The child rallied. In later years, Jack would note the mechanism with characteristic dry amusement — the alcohol acting as a quick stimulant, accelerating the heart and lending the appearance, at least, of renewed life. Whether it was the brandy, his mother's iron will, or some combination of the two, Horace John Waters survived.

      "I am Church of England," Jack would later say, "and we were brought up to believe certain things. As a matter of fact, I was baptised on the pillow at the age of six weeks because they thought I was going to die." He had, in other words, come into faith the hard way. It would not be the last time he arrived at something through sheer improbability.

      Edward and Maud went on to have six children in all — Elsie, Arthur, Jack, Doris, Bernard, and Leslie — and the crowded, combustible energy of that household would shape all of them. Edward William Waters was a warehouseman for a local undertaker, a man who dealt, professionally, in endings; Maud Mary Best was a housewife of formidable resourcefulness, as her son's survival attested. Together, they anchored their family in a corner of London that was, for all its hardship, vivid and vital and unmistakably alive.

      The year of Jack's birth was one of considerable turbulence in the wider world. In 1895, Lord Salisbury returned to Downing Street for the third time, restoring Conservative government to a nation still absorbing the shocks of industrial transformation; Oscar Wilde stood trial and was sentenced to two years' hard labour, a scandal that sent tremors through polite society; and the Lumière brothers, in Paris, gave their first public film screening — projecting moving images onto a screen before a paying audience and, in doing so, changing forever the way humanity would see and tell its stories.

      Entertainment was already in motion. Music halls packed their galleries every evening; the popular press had discovered its appetite for sensation; and somewhere in the gap between the old certainties and the approaching century, a restless, inventive spirit was taking hold. Jack Waters would, in time, make that spirit very much his own.

      For a boy growing up in the East End, the streets themselves were an education. Whitechapel Road — noisy, crowded, pungent with the smells of commerce and horses and humanity pressed close together — was Jack's world from an early age, and he seems to have taken to it with the natural ease of a child who has never known anything else. The costermongers' barrows rattled over cobblestones; street-sellers called their wares in voices pitched to carry above the din; and the whole Cockney spectacle — loud, sardonic, fiercely communal — unfolded around him daily.

      There was history in those streets, too, and not all of it comfortable. Just seven years before Jack's birth, these same narrow lanes had been the hunting ground of the murderer known as Jack the Ripper, and the memory had not faded. His crimes were still spoken of in lowered voices, still half-alive in the corners of public houses and the conversations of older neighbours who had been there. But for young Jack, growing up long enough after the terror for it to have passed into neighbourhood legend, Whitechapel was less a place of menace than of fascination — a stage upon which the full, unvarnished drama of working-class London played out every day.

      He was watching, even then. He was already, in the ways that matter, paying attention.

      The nearby docks were especially captivating. Steamships lumbered under the weight of their cargo—tea, coffee, silk, machinery—all destined for the factories and homes that powered the empire. He sailors from every corner of the globe rubbed shoulders with locals in this thriving hub of trade. The area was noisy, dirty, and unrelenting, but to Jack, it was also undeniably alive. Decades later, long after the activity had faded, Jack returned as a pensioner to these streets that had shaped him. He could still point out his old school, and the pie shop that later inspired his monologues.

      Jack's father was a fair man who kept order in the household, balancing discipline with emotional security. Jack would later recall, "A clip over the ear was, of course, a recognized form of chastisement in those days, and I'm damned sure it did us no harm." The Waters household, large and lively, was never short of laughter or bustling activity. "We certainly were not a miserable family," he recalled. He often attributed his sisters' later success in creating the popular vaudeville characters 'Gert and Daisy' — a pair of cheeky Cockney charwomen — to the joyful atmosphere of their upbringing. Elsie and Doris Waters brought Gert and Daisy to life as a double act built on sisterly bickering, warmth, and sharp working-class wit. Gert was the sharper-tongued of the two, quick with an observation about the neighbours or the price of fish, while Daisy played the more guileless foil — forever getting the wrong end of the stick and cheerfully accepting it. Their patter was rooted in the rhythms of the East End street and the scullery: gossip exchanged over the garden wall, complaints about ration queues, the small indignities and small triumphs of ordinary life. The act eventually found fame on BBC radio in the 1930s and 1940s, where their warm Cockney voices became fixtures of the national airwaves.

      Despite limited resources, the Waters family maintained a relatively stable life where no one went hungry, even if meals were far from extravagant. There was always enough to support regular family holidays to Herne Bay, a beloved seaside retreat on the north coast of Kent. The allure of the sea captivated them year after year. Jack vividly remembered the ladies in flowing dresses, their parasols spinning as they wandered along the breezy promenade — a vision of an era now entirely vanished. This was the Edwardian and late Victorian seafront at its most ceremonial: the promenade as a stage, and every visitor a conscious performer upon it. Women moved in layers — cotton and linen petticoats beneath long skirts that swept the boards, high-necked blouses despite the August warmth, hair pinned and hatted against the breeze.  It was a world in which leisure itself was performed with deliberate care, where the simple act of taking the sea air was conducted with a formality that today seems almost theatrical. Fishermen unloaded their catch, and the salty air mingled with the rich aroma of their daily haul. Sailboats dotted the horizon, their gentle bobbing hinting at adventures across distant waters.

      One of Jack's most cherished memories was of his mother dressed in her bathing costume, a practical affair of pantaloons paired with a three-quarter-length coat. Herne Bay was a place where the tides seemed to wash away the worries of the city, leaving behind only the laughter of a family united by love.
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      Jack Waters' entry into the world of entertainment began, as so many things did in that household, with the family. In the modest East London home where he grew up, music was less a pastime than a second language. Elsie and Doris played violin and piano, his mother sang, and his father — a man with a genuine flair for the theatrical, who specialised as a minstrel in the tradition of the great music hall entertainers — strummed the banjo with considerable enthusiasm. The repertoire ran to the popular songs of the day: Daisy Bell, The Boy I Love is Up in the Gallery, After the Ball — the tunes that drifted out of every pub and parlour in Edwardian England. Into this cheerful cacophony stepped young Jack, armed with a viola and a determination to keep up. "We were deadly serious about our music-making," he later admitted, "and delighted when father arranged for a member of the London Palladium Orchestra to visit three times a week to whip us into shape."

      His first taste of the spotlight came at the age of nine. Dressed in a kilt — his mother's idea, naturally — he was urged onto a stage to perform Harry Lauder's Stop Your Tickling, Jock, the great Scottish comedian's beloved music hall number in which a young man pleads with his sweetheart to desist from her affectionate assaults. Armed with a varnished stick his father had crafted for the occasion, Jack quickly found himself in difficulties. The varnish was still wet. It clung to everything it touched — his hands, his wrist, his jacket, his sporran. "The sticky brown goo clung to my hands, smeared across my wrist, jacket, and kilt," he recalled. "It was chaos incarnate, a disaster in every sense."

      It was, in retrospect, a perfectly appropriate beginning.   Money was tight in those early years, and pleasures had to be seized where they could be found. The local public baths for swimming, Sunday walks through the parks, the simple rhythms of a working-class childhood that had changed little since Victoria's time. There was, in those uncomplicated pastimes, something that stayed with him — a groundedness, a lack of pretension, that no amount of fame would entirely dislodge.

      He was, even as a boy, recognisably himself. The face was rounder then, the features still forming, but the eyes were already there — that particular shape that audiences would one day find so familiar. By the time he reached his teens he had settled into something closer to the man the world would come to know: lean, well over six feet, dark hair slicked back, with the easy, unhurried bearing of someone who had never felt the need to make an entrance.

      Though Jack's first flirtation with the stage had passed, his attention soon turned to the mechanical. His father's purchase of an old De Dion-Bouton marked a turning point — and in the London of that era, it was no small thing. The De Dion-Bouton was French, which counted for something, and it was a motorcar, which counted for everything.

      The company had been founded by an unlikely partnership: the Comte Albert de Dion, an aristocrat of restless energy and volcanic temper, and Georges Bouton, a brilliant engineer who could make metal do things other men only dreamed of. Together they had built, by the early 1900s, the most reliable small engine in the world — a high-revving single-cylinder unit that put the lumbering, steam-assisted contraptions of their rivals to shame. To own one in an East End street was to own a piece of the future.

      The family bicycles were set aside, and motoring weekends became the new rhythm of leisure. Epping Forest, that great surviving remnant of the ancient woodland that had once ringed the whole of London, was now within comfortable reach — a place where the city released its grip. It had been a royal hunting ground since the Norman kings, had sheltered highwaymen in its deeper glades, and by Jack's day had been preserved for the public by Act of Parliament — a democratic gesture that the East End embraced with particular enthusiasm. On a Sunday morning, with the engine ticking over and the road ahead clear, it must have seemed a long way from the courtyard off Bow Road.

      Jack vividly recalled that first drive. The De Dion-Bouton chugged and rattled beneath them, its small engine working with the urgent, slightly indignant note of a machine that understood its own importance. As the road unfurled ahead of them, he found himself thinking about the pace of change — how compressed it all seemed, how much had already gone. It was not so long ago that his father had led him out to Bow Road in the dead of night, the streets quiet and the gaslamps casting their amber smear on the wet cobbles, to watch the last horse-drawn mail coach make its final run to Colchester. There was a small crowd, Jack remembered, and they had watched without cheering, because it was not the kind of thing you cheered. It was the kind of thing you simply bore witness to, understanding dimly that the world being set aside that night had taken centuries to build, and would not be coming back.

      Now here he sat, in a motorcar, with petrol in the tank and the whole of the Essex road before him. The transition had taken, in lived experience, less than a decade.

      Naturally, as a boy with a taste for adventure, Jack could not resist taking the wheel. The outcome was predictably disastrous: he backed the De Dion-Bouton squarely into the courtyard door. By his own recollection, "the air was a little blue" in the aftermath — a considerable understatement.

      His father, never one to leave a machine underemployed, had a custom goods body built for the De Dion and pressed it into commercial service. The scheme collapsed under the weight of its own ambition — almost literally. The new construction proved so heavy that the little car could barely move itself, let alone anything else. Pragmatism prevailed, as it tended to in that household, and the family turned instead to the Model T Ford.

      The Ford hauled undertakers' trappings by day and, when darkness fell, carried its quieter cargo — bodies collected from hospitals, delivered to undertakers before the city woke. These nocturnal runs fell to Jack's elder brother Arthur, who performed them without apparent complaint, earning sixpence a mile for his trouble. It was sombre work.

      

      After leaving school in 1911, Jack enrolled at the Northampton Institute to study automobile engineering. Founded to promote “the industrial skill, general knowledge, health and wellbeing of young men and women belonging to the poorer classes,” the Institute promised opportunity. Yet the reality of algebra and chemistry soon dimmed his enthusiasm. “Not for me,” he admitted after failing every exam.

      Sensing his son’s practical bent, Edward secured Jack a position at F.W. Berwick’s car repair works in Balham. Amid the jumble of tools, the smell of oil, and the clang of spanners, Jack—just sixteen—found his footing. Here he learned the intricacies of motor maintenance and even lent a hand with roadside breakdowns, discovering at last the mechanical world where he truly belonged.

      This was an era when the car trade was finding its feet. Cars were no longer just a curious novelty for the wealthy—they were becoming a symbol of progress and possibility. Motors roared to life on dusty tracks, giving birth to the thrilling spectacle of motorsport. Engineers and tinkerers worked tirelessly to push the limits of speed and reliability, while governments and dreamers began the ambitious task of laying proper roads to accommodate these newfound machines.

      Over time, Jack became a diligent mechanic, well‑versed in the workings of an engine. He was also a capable driver and often solved complex problems. By 1913, his skills had earned him a coveted opportunity to work for the Anglo-French carmaker Sizaire-Berwick in Paris. For a boy who had scarcely left London, save for family holidays in Herne Bay, the move was nothing short of an adventure. “My father paid the price of the steamer ticket,” Jack later chuckled, “18 shillings and threepence! It was like taking a trip to the moon.”

      For a teenage, working-class British boy in Edwardian Paris, it was a world of wonder and discovery. The city pulsed with optimism, elegance and a confidence in its own future that felt almost physical. The boulevards bustled with cafés, theatres and music halls; the Eiffel Tower and the gleaming white domes of Sacré-Cœur rose against the skyline as emblems of modernity and faith. In 1913, Paris felt like the future itself — electric lamps casting their glow over crowded streets, motorcars threading between horse-drawn carriages, a swirl of languages and the particular smell of a city that had decided, quite firmly, to be magnificent.

      Thankfully, Maurice Sizaire proved not only a brilliant designer but an exceptionally kind man with a sharp sense of humour — precisely the employer a young man far from home needed. Jack was taken in by Sizaire, his wife and daughter at their home on the Rue des Entrepreneurs, and welcomed as though he were part of the family rather than a foreign apprentice still finding his feet.

      His lodgings gloomy inside, but Mrs. Sizaire more than compensated — a woman who genuinely liked and admired the British, and who watched with affectionate amusement as Jack set up his little gas stove in his bedroom and proceeded to acquaint himself with French dishes he had never previously regarded as food. When funds allowed, there might be lamb chops or half a chicken. When they didn't, he improvised.

      He began using his free days to explore the city's entertainment, casually at first, then with increasing purpose. The Paris theatres were unlike anything he had encountered at home — grander, more extravagant, more openly in love with spectacle. The café life drew him equally: the long evenings, the animated conversation, the sense that art and ordinary existence were not, in Paris, considered separate things.

      The work was demanding—French mechanics kept a punishing schedule—but it was exhilarating all the same. Jack spent his days assembling and testing cars, often driving new chassis to the coast for shipment to England. The Sizaire‑Berwick, a kind of miniature Rolls‑Royce, even boasted the same distinctive radiator shape—though this was before Rolls‑Royce had secured the patent.

      Life in Paris wasn’t all work. Immersed in French culture, Jack picked up the language with ease. “Fifty million Frenchmen weren’t going to learn English just for my benefit,” he joked, “so I had to pick up French.” In fact, he’d been apprehensive about his lack of French, fearing it might create barriers in his new life. But Maurice had a plan to tackle the language problem with enthusiasm. One day, he presented two copies of Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities—one in English for himself and the other in French for Jack. The idea was simple yet effective: they would each read a few lines from their respective copies, jot down words they didn’t understand, and then compare notes. The method proved surprisingly effective, though progress was slow. They barely made it past the opening chapter, but Jack would never forget the iconic lines in both languages: “It was on the Dover road...” in English and “C’était la route de Douvre...” in French.

      Within two months, Jack had acquired a working grasp of French. His vocabulary was limited, but sufficient to converse with factory workers and manage daily life. On one occasion, he turned to Maurice for guidance on conversational turns of phrase—how to say things like “I don’t mind if I do” or “Just as you like.” Over time, his command of the language grew so fluent that it later became part of his comedic repertoire, complete with a playful impression of Maurice Chevalier, straw hat perched jauntily and grin to match.
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      The year 1914 marked a pivotal moment in Jack's life. The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28th June set in motion a catastrophe that nobody had quite believed possible, even as they watched it approach. A cascade of alliances, ultimatums and declarations of war followed with terrible speed. France, bound by treaty to Russia and allied with Britain, mobilised on 1st August. Two days later, Germany declared war. Within a fortnight, the German army was advancing through Belgium and into northern France, and the streets of Paris — so recently alive with cafés and music halls and the particular confidence of a city that considered itself the centre of the world — were buzzing with a very different kind of energy.

      The transformation was immediate and total. French workers were conscripted in vast numbers, many destined never to return. Factories repurposed themselves for war production overnight. Women filled the roles that men had vacated in agriculture and industry. Rationing arrived. The boulevards that Jack had wandered with such pleasure, absorbing the theatre and the café life and the sheer intoxicating foreignness of it all, now echoed with the tramp of boots and the rumble of military transport. To the north, towns and villages were being reduced to rubble, the idyllic French countryside transformed into a grim maze of trenches, barbed wire and cratered earth.

      Jack found himself attached to the French army as an interpreter — translating signals, letters and official reports, the unglamorous paperwork through which a modern war is actually run. His French was good enough to be useful, and he was old enough to be trusted with what he heard. It was not the Paris he had arrived in twelve months earlier. Nothing was.

      By then, France was a country in shock. The opening months of the war had moved with a violence and speed that nobody — not the generals, not the politicians, certainly not the men in the fields — had been prepared for. By the autumn the front had settled into something that would persist, with hideous stubbornness, for the next four years: a line of trenches running from the Belgian coast to the Swiss border, barely moving, consuming men at a rate the mind struggled to absorb.

      Behind the lines, life continued in a kind of dazed parallel. Farms still needed working. Markets still opened. But the young men were gone, and the women and old men who remained did the work and waited for news that was more often bad than good. Towns close to the front had been evacuated or simply abandoned. Others, further back, were swollen with soldiers, with the wounded, with refugees pushing carts piled with whatever they had managed to carry. Jack saw enough to understand what the war was, beneath the recruiting posters and the newspaper dispatches. It was not an adventure. It was an industrial process, and men were the raw material.

      By early 1915, the Western Front had settled into the shape it would keep until almost the end — a continuous line of trenches running from the Belgian coast to the Swiss border, nearly five hundred miles of dugouts, wire, and waterlogged earth in which two armies sat and ground each other down. Men lived in the mud and died in it. Shellfire came without warning and without pattern. The great offensives that the generals periodically launched gained, when they gained anything at all, a few hundred yards at a cost that defied any honest accounting.

      That year, much to the relief of his family, Jack returned to London and joined the Royal Flying Corps.

      It was still a young organisation — the RFC had only been formed in 1912, carved out of a military establishment that had regarded the aeroplane with a mixture of fascination and deep institutional suspicion. By 1915 the RFC was expanding at a pace that reflected how quickly the war in the air had changed its character. Reconnaissance was still essential, but aircraft were now being armed, organised into squadrons with defined tactical roles, and sent out to contest the sky rather than merely observe it. Bombing raids on railway junctions and supply depots, escorts for observation aircraft, the first tentative efforts at air defence over London itself — the Corps was feeling its way toward a kind of warfare that had no real precedent and was being invented, at considerable cost, as it went along.

      Hoping to earn his wings, Jack was devastated when pilot training was refused on medical grounds — colour blindness, simple and unchallengeable

      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Full Page Image
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Young JACK
      


      		
        2. Making An Entrance
      


      		
        3. Jack Goes To War
      


      		
        4. Peace
      


      		
        5. The Long Decade
      


      		
        6. The Blue Pencil
      


      		
        7. On The Road
      


      		
        8. All Clear
      


      		
        9. The Blue Lamp
      


      		
        10. Dixon
      


      		
        11. Early Days Of Dixon
      


      		
        12. Live Tv
      


      		
        13. The Sixties
      


      		
        14. Twilight Years
      


      		
        15. Frailty
      


      		
        16. Good Night All
      


      		
        17. Farewell Jack
      


      		
        References
      


    


  
  
    
      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		References


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-4843-cover.jpg
Jack Warner: A Biography

The True Life Story of the Man Behind
Dixon

Simon Taylor






