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    Introduction by Lois Unwin Johnston


    


    My father, Stanley Unwin, stands out as being unique in his field of entertainment. Known for his distinctive language, “Unwinese,” which I knew as “Double Talk,” he created a style that was entirely his own. Several people have tried to imitate it over the years, some more successfully than others. My brother, John, was particularly good at it, and although I pride myself on being able to compete, it really needs a male voice to do it justice.


    Despite his somewhat disjoined childhood, Dad had an aptitude for accepting what life threw his way, turning any negatives into something worthwhile and I’m sure that this resilience is one of the reasons he found success in show business. However, he might not have had the courage to embark on this career if it hadn’t been for his exceptionally kind friends, many of whom are mentioned in this book.


    Dad’s career in entertainment often kept him away from home, and as children, we didn’t get to know him as well as we might have liked. He served in the BBC War Reporting unit during World War II, followed by the 1947 Royal Tour, and later commuted weekly to and from London. He’d come home late on Friday evenings, only to leave again on Sunday afternoons.


    Despite his limited time at home, he was a hands-on father whenever he could be. He turned his hand to almost anything, mending punctures, recording us singing, taking and developing photos. He even gave us rides in the BBC’s Humber Super Snipe when he was able to bring it home! His abilities seemed limitless; he could even sing comfortably in “Tonic Solfa,” a most impressive skill that I greatly admired despite achieving Grade 8 with distinction in singing myself.


    Our memories of Dad’s stories and antics are deeply cherished. My teenage years were especially exciting when he’d take me along to special events. I remember visiting the Houses of Parliament, where he performed at the Annual Press Dinner. I met celebrities like Joan Turner, Marion Ryan and Larry Adler and even shook hands with Prime Minister Harold Macmillan.


    In later years he was a frequent visitor to the local Infant School, where I was Head Teacher, mending broken toys and helping headphones last long past their natural life. He also made guest appearances each year as Father Christmas chatting to Rudolph and cuddling the dinner ladies!


    He loved to feed blackbirds, mimicking them so well that they would come into the house to be fed and confusing passers-by with such convincing birdsong that they’d go into the road to see if they could see where the noise was coming from.


    Now, 23 years after his death, Dad’s work lives on through his performances, widely available on YouTube and other internet sites. But this book offers something far more special, a much greater insight into the kind, gentle, and benign man he truly was, and how much he was truly loved.


    The family remembers the stories, like “Goldiloppers and the Three Bears” and annual appearance in the Christmas showing of Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. As for me, I remember him every time I make a “Cuffle O’ Teedee” or reach for the “ommellypammer,” which in his words was bought from the “Local Ironmonger’s Grurt for Throo and Ceps.”


    Deep Joy!
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      Stanley Unwin photograph for fans from the 1960s.
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    Chapter Two


    Auntie BBC


    


    To many Britishers of a certain age, the BBC is known as “Auntie”. The name perhaps originated with the criticism of the middle-class values espoused by the broadcaster and its attitude that “Auntie knows best.” It may also have much to do with the refined image that the BBC projected — prudish, cosy and puritanical. Your “Auntie” was family, in much the same way as the BBC was family to those who listened to her in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s. And like your “Auntie,” the BBC is like a good, old-fashioned auntie, with good, old-fashioned values. And she’s a lady!


    Once upon a polly tito, 1940 to be exact, Stanley Unwin joined the BBC, and remained with the corporation through 1960. And perhaps appropriately when he first became a regular broadcaster on the BBC, he was known as “Uncle Stanley” or “Uncle Stan,” only later becoming “Professor Unwin.”


    It has been suggested that the BBC was the great refuge of eccentrics, and, thus, Stanley Unwin, seemed a natural fit. Certainly, the BBC helped to make him a household name while at the same time never seeming to know quite what to do with him, and being unable to differentiate between Stanley Unwin entertainer and Stanley Unwin engineer — and a true company man.


    Stanley’s initial introduction to the BBC was at its Daventry Transmitter, which had opened in July 1925, and was the world’s first Long Wave transmitting station, known as 5XX, and sited on Borough Hill near Daventry, Northamptonshire. In 1932, Daventry became the Empire Short Wave Service which grew into the BBC World Service. The opening was a major event, with Afred Noyes providing a poem, “Daventry Calling,” and Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin sending a message that “the opening of the Wireless Broadcasting Station at Daventry…will give no less than 20 million people the opportunity to receive both education and entertainment by means of cheap and simple apparatus; and I look upon Daventry as another milestone on the road to the social betterment of our people.”


    It also led to Stanley Unwin’s employment at the BBC, and what was to be the beginning of his career as a comedian. “I owe it all to Auntie,” he wrote in 1992. [1]


    A number of his friends at Plessey had left to join the BBC, and seeing an advertisement in The Daily Telegraph, Stanley decided also to apply for a position with the corporation. He was invited to Broadcasting House for an interview with a Mr. Andrews of the Engineering Division, and asked two questions about electric motors, one of which he answered incorrectly. Mr. Andrews looked at Stanley’s c.v. and noted he had been trained as a wireless engineer. Suggesting he join the BBC to work with transmitters, Stanley was asked where he would like to be assigned. “Daventry,” suggested Mr. Andrews. Stanley was happy to agree. The die was cast.


    (The engineering division was a major part of the BBC’s operation from 1922, when it was established, through 1995, when the name was changed to Technical Resources.)


    After a three-month learning experience with the BBC’s monitoring departments, Stanley reported for his new job at Daventry with the chief engineer, D.C. (Douglas) Birkinshaw, who has been described as a congenial man with equal enthusiasm for pantomime and the efficient running of the station. Initially, he stayed at a farmhouse in the village of Staverton, a couple of miles outside Daventry, and then shared an apartment with a friend from Plessey, above a bakery/café in Daventry. Stanley’s wife had been living, with daughter Marion, in Barkingside, Essex, but because of its proximity to London and the blitz, the two joined him in Long Buckby, staying in converted upper flat of an old country house, Holly House on the High Street. Also staying there was Doreen, the nine-year-old sister of Stanley’s wife. When, in 1960, the owner of Holly House needed to take possession for her newly-married son, Stanley purchased a newly-built bungalow at 91 High Street. The family was now somewhat depleted. Son John still lived with him and his wife, but Lois was at college and Marion had married. The main attraction of Long Buckby was probably that it had a railway station, on the line from London Euston to Birmingham New Street, and the next stop after Northampton, and that endeared the village to Stanley’s wife who was very homesick for Essex. Stanley was to live in Long Buckby for the rest of his life. Long Buckby and the BBC — two constants in the life of Stanley Unwin.


    (Long Buckby would seem to be quite popular with BBC engineers from Daventry. Another engineer of a later vintage, Gordon Williams, lived next door to Stanley Unwin. Williams considered the BBC Club located at the end of the High Street in Daventry to be too dull, and he and friends opened a bar in its basement called Los Cuevos, where alcohol was consumed and visitors danced to the music of the Beatles. There’s no record as to whether Stanley was a visitor to Los Cuevos.)


    Soon after his arrival at Daventry, in Christmas 1940, Stanley made what may be described as his non-professional stage debut in a pantomime, Jack and the Beanstalk, conceived by engineer Bill Adams, performed by the staff, and with music composed by D.C. Birkinshaw. The show was presented on stage at the Regal Cinema, Daventry. Stanley and a fellow employee named “Baldy” Harris played the broker’s men, with Harris as Egg and Stanley as Chips. When the giant sat down at the table under which the two were hiding, he ordered egg and chips for supper. As Stanley recalled some years later,


    “We had a great lot of fun with this panto. And I was given the part of a Chinaman, and I found as I spoke with a kind of pseudo-Chinese and popped an English word in, it got a laugh. And this was sort of [the] beginning. I wanted to get on the other side of the mike I think.”


    Jack and the Beanstalk was the first of three pantomimes in which Stanley was to appear during the war at Daventry.


    While at Daventry, Stanley came into contact with RAF personnel and for the first time heard the language or slanguage that the flyers would use. A “bimble” was a walk or a stroll, a cab was a helicopter, diggers were cutlery, the drink was the sea or ocean, and so on. [2] The words appealed to Stanley, and this RAF slang may well have been influential in the development of Unwinese. It involved expressing oneself economically, and this had appeal to Stanley, as he pointed out in later years.


    Also, at the start of World War Two, Stanley Unwin developed a thirst for language other than English. He wanted to learn French and German, but he discovered that his English was not good enough. Thus, he decided to study the English language, and, subsequently, to use it as a basis for Unwinese.


    The transmitter at Daventry escaped any heavy bombing, although the staff each night could regularly hear the Luftwaffe flying overhead on the way to bomb Coventry basically to oblivion. The heaviest bombing there took place on the night of November 14th and the morning of November 15th, 1940. More than 500 people were killed at that time, with more than 4,000 homes destroyed, along with much of the city center, including the city’s cathedral. In comparison, the worst that happened when a bomb fell near Daventry was the wounding and killing of several cows. While the “bangy-bangy, boomy-boomy” aerial bombardment was taking place, Stanley could always be relied upon to entertain his colleagues with impromptu “performages.”


    In April 1944, staff were invited to apply to join the War Reporting Unit, which would consist of a war correspondent accompanied by an engineer who would record news and other events live. The war correspondents included such familiar names as Richard Dimbleby, Wynford Vaughan-Thomas and Robert Dunnett, and among the newly appointed war correspondents was Stanley Unwin. Dimbleby, Vaughan-Thomas and Dunnett may well be considered the pre-eminent triumvirate of war correspondents, representing England, Wales and Scotland, with Dimbleby the best known and Dunnett the least remembered today.


    Unwin and his fellow correspondents were sent to a military training depot for a two-week battle course, hosted by Americans, and which included a ten mile route march, map and compass readings, and physical training, including “interminable physicold ‘n jerky push-ups every morning.” The correspondents were, of course, civilians, and in the unlikely event they were captured by the enemy, they were assigned the rank of captain to ensure proper treatment as prisoners of war under the Geneva Convention.


    Stanley’s first assignment was to accompany Richard North on board a motor torpedo boat heading for Le Havre. In the course of the operation, he lost his dentures in the English Channel.


    He was next assigned to an Australian reporter, Colin Wills, later replaced by Ian Wilson, to visit various bomber stations around the country. After each recording session, Stanley would drive to Nottingham and play the discs at a BBC station there for transmission from London.


    Stanley was spared the horror of being present at the liberation of the concentration camps, which had been covered by Richard Dimbleby and Robert Dunnett. Dimbleby’s description of Bergen-Belsen was considered so graphic that the BBC refused to broadcast it until Dimbleby threatened to resign in protest.


    In October 1944, Stanley was assigned to the U.S. Third Army Press Camp, based in Nancy, France. Among the British war correspondents that he worked with were Cyril Ray of the BBC, John Prince of The Times, Eric Downton of Reuters, Philip Grun of the London Evening Standard, Norman Clarke of the Daily Herald, and one American, Lee McCardle of the Baltimore Sun. Frances Unwin kept her husband provided with English tea, which Stanley brewed on a small army primus stove, and the colleagues who joined Stanley at these sessions dubbed them “Mother Unwin’s Tea Parties.”


    From France, Stanley and company moved on to Luxembourg, where General Patton was based. From there, it was only a matter of days before everyone had moved into Germany itself. However, Stanley’s stay was short-lived as he was ordered to join the press camp at the British Eighth Army in Italy. The chief war correspondent there was Godfrey Talbot, who had reported on everything from the battle of El Alamein in North Africa to the fall of Rome. After the war, he became the BBC’s court correspondent, retiring in 1969.


    In July 1945, Stanley heard from the Red Cross that it had located his sister, Gladys, in Frankfurt, and he hoped that he might be able to get to her with the help of the U.S. Air Force. In the meantime, he had arrived at Berchtesgaden, where he visited Hitler’s Eagles Nest, but could find no transportation from there to Frankfurt, forcing him to wait another six months for a family reunion. He traveled on to Vienna, and there, for the BBC, he recorded the Vienna Philharmonic playing Hayden’s London Symphony and excerpts from Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony, and he even managed to record the Vienna Boys Choir, which had survived the war. It was then back to the U.K. and two weeks leave from the BBC.


    After VE Day, May 8th, 1945, Stanley’s sister, Gladys and her two children, Karin and Richard, came to live with him and his family in Long Buckby. Daughter Marion recalled,


    “There was a prisoner-of-war camp in the Station Road and as Christmas approached, I remember my father asking my mother how she felt about inviting some German prisoners to Christmas dinner…Mummy said there would be room for two and my father and his sister, who both spoke good German, visited the camp and issued the invitation….Two of them duly came and thoroughly enjoyed my mother’s home cooking. My father had specially taught my little sister and me to sing a song in German which we performed after the meal was over….I remember being fascinated by the fact that the taller man, who was the more outgoing personality, smiled a lot and had several teeth missing, and I can still recall to this day how a big tear rolled down his cheek as we sang. He picked me up afterwards and sat me on his lap and talked to me in German which my father translated for me.”


    Daughter Lois recalls,


    “The German and Italian soldiers in Long Buckby generally worked on the land and people were tolerant of them, in fact some married local girls and lived happily here for the rest of their lives. I remember one elderly local telling me that when she fell in love with one of them she asked her father if he would be cross if she married a German. He answered, ‘I’d be a damned sight crosser if he was French!’ ”


    Around the same time, there was also a change in occupation as Stanley joined a new branch of the corporation, the Mobile Recording Unit, based in Birmingham, with a studio on Broad Street opposite the Hungry Man pub, and which recorded news items for immediate transmission in Radio Newsreel or as part of the main news service. He recorded items for “Around and About” on the BBC’s Midland Region service, and among the visitors who came in front of his microphone was Paul Robeson. From Birmingham, Stanley was hastily called to Paris to cover the Peace Conference, both for transmission by the BBC and for its archives.


    The list of “names” whom Stanley came into contact with is quite extraordinary, and little wonder that wife Frances once asked him, “Is there anyone you haven’t met?”


    When the three-month Royal Tour of South Africa was announced in the winter of 1947, Stanley was part of three teams put together by the BBC for radio coverage and for the motion picture newsreel coverage. With Robert Dunnett, Stanley traveled from Cape Town and up to Rhodesia and the Victoria Falls, accompanying King George VI, Queen Elizabeth and their two daughters.


    According to The Scotsman (January 15, 2002), “After the war he returned to the BBC in Birmingham and became a local celebrity when he was slected to back up Frank Gillard for the corporation’s coverage of two prestigious royal tours…His duty was to edit down what the correspondents handed in and knock it into shape before it emerged over the airwaves.”


    


     


    
      
        1. Stanley Unwin to Michael Pointon, letter dated March 6, 1992.


        

      


      
        
          2. Taken from “A Guide to Understanding RAF Slang and Terminology,” https://www.forcesnews.com.
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      Stanley Unwin at the start of his career as an entertainer.
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