1918

1918: There have been many
public protests about the
provision of variety and
theatrical entertainment on a
regular basis at a prisoner-ofwar camp near Grimsby. The
entertainments are performed
to staff and German prisoners.
Public opinion is outraged at
the idea of entertaining the
enemy.

1918:
Manager of the St,
James’ Theatre for the past 25
years, producer of more than
eighty plays in London chiefly those of British born
writers - a fine actor,
remembered for his dual role in
“The Prisoner of Zenda” and
for his John Worthing in the illfated “The Importance of
Being Earnest”, George
Alexander has died at the age
of 60 from a diabetes related
illness.
He was knighted in the
Coronation Honours of 1911,
and throughout the War Years
has been an indefatigable
worker on behalf of the Red
Cross and other war-associated
charities.

1918: An outbreak of Spanish ‘flu has had a devastating effect on box office takings, already hit
by transport and electricity restrictions. Several local authorities have issued orders closing
theatres and schools and banning public meetings. The death toll in London alone during the
week commencing October 21st was 2,225, and half the West End Theatres had already closed
for the time being. The situation is worse in London than elsewhere in the country, but theatres
as far apart as Swansea and Aberdeen have closed as a result of the epidemic.

1918: American born Eugene Stratton
was 19 years old when he came to
England with Harvey’s Minstrels in
1880.
After their tour he decided
against returning to the USA and joined
the Moore-Burgess Minstrel Company
performing all around the British Isles
for the next eleven years. In 1892 he
decided to go “solo” and made his debut
at the Royal Holborn Theatre.
He rapidly became established as the
most popular of all the black-face
minstrel performers (or “coon singers”
as they are known in Music Hall
parlance), especially for the songs
composed for him by Leslie Stuart. One
particular song, “Lily of Laguna”
became an especial favourite, and
Stratton’s nimble footwork, whistling
choruses, and lilting singing of this song
led to it being demanded and encored
many times at every performance he
gave. He has died at the age of 57.

1918: On November 11th the guns fell silent on the battlefields of Europe and, after four and a
quarter years of war, Germany signed an Armistice. Britain has suffered three million casualties,
including one million dead, and the accumulated war debts amount to £7,100 million. Although the
Government had announced its intention of abandoning many of the Emergency Restrictions by
November 25th - the day Parliament would be dissolved pending a General Election - it would be a
very long time, if ever, before things would return to normal. Members of the Theatrical
Managers’ Association stood in silence and thanksgiving for war’s end, and in tribute to those who
gave their lives in this great and terrible war. “We now have to pick up the pieces of our once great
industry,” said Tom Davies, President of the TMA, “and dedicate ourselves to restoring the glory of
the English Stage”.
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1918: Captain Basil Dean has
been appointed by the
Entertainment Committee of
the Navy and Army Canteen
Board to provide performances
of plays and other
entertainments in canteens and
military barracks throughout
the country. Theatre managers
have complained that civilians
are being given access to these
performances, thus avoiding
the Entertainment Tax.They
q u o te th e exa mp le o f
p e r fo r m a n c e s g i v e n a t
Salisbury Plain barracks where
extensive advertising
throughout the West Country
claimed tickets for these shows
were cheaper than standard
theatre prices.

1918: The Lighting, Heating and Power Order (1918) prohibits the consumption of gas or
electric current in theatres between 10.30pm and 1pm the following day except for “necessary
cleaning, watching, or rehearsal”.
The Sale of Sweetmeats (Restriction) Order (1918) has come into effect, whereby the sale of
chocolates and sweets is completely prohibited in theatres.
The Paper Controller has issued instructions that no theatre programme will contain more than
four pages of Demi Quarto size. Only “moderate quality” paper may be used, and all coated or
art paper is banned. Restaurants are not allowed to serve meals after 9.30pm, all business must
cut their electricity consumption by one-sixth, and power supplies to tramways and electric
railways is to be rationed. Street lighting is severely reduced and no shops are allowed to have
lights in their windows.
“Dark streets, no transport, unheated theatres and short shows - this is the end of theatre
business” said a spokesman for the Theatre Managers’ Association.

