1941

1941 : Circus Proprietors have
complained that meat rationing
arrangements do not provide
sufficient food for carnivorous
animals like lions and tigers. The
Government’s answer was to ban
all dangerous animals from public
performances, because they might
break free during an air-raid. This
was the last straw for the 140 year
old Lord John Sanger’s Circus.
The blackout, labour shortage,
food rationing, and now the ban
on performing animals means they
can no longer continue. At an
auction, Annie, their famous 50
year old elephant, was sold to
Belle Vue Zoo, Manchester for 50
guineas; Alice, her 16 year old
companion, went to rival Tom
Fossett’s Circus for 90 guineas.
The rest of the circus, including an
assortment of wild and domestic
animals, tents, carts, costumes
and properties, was split up
amongst farmers, zoos, small-time
showmen and fairground
operators.

1941 : Lilli Palmer, the German
born film and stage actress, was
fined for a breach of the Aliens
Order. She is currently touring
in “No Time for Comedy”, and
arrived at the New Theatre,
Cardiff just two hours before the
show was due to start. She went
immediately to her dressing
room to rest, owing to a recent
illness, and then went on to
perform. However, as a Class C
Alien, she should have reported
to the Cardiff police as soon as
she arrived in the town. For
failing to do so, and for spending
the night in a Cardiff hotel while
unregistered, she was found
guilty of a breach of the Aliens
Order and fined five shillings.

1941: The first six months of 1941 saw a continued Blitz on London and many provincial
centres. The night of May 11th was the worst ever, shaking Londoners who had become hardened
by nine months of almost continual nightly air-raids. 550 German planes dropped hundreds of
high explosive bombs and some 100,000 incendiaries in the space of a few hours. Civilian
casualties were 1,400 - the highest ever total for a single raid.
The House of Commons was destroyed, Westminster Hall, Westminster Abbey, St Paul’s, Big
Ben, and all the main London railway stations were badly damaged. The destruction of the
Holborn Empire was deeply lamented by theatre lovers, as was the loss of the Kingsway Theatre
It seemed as if the West End Theatre could not possibly survive after the past nine incredible
months. But suddenly the raids ended. The Battle of Britain was over, and bit by bit things began
to return to a kind of normality. By the beginning of September all theatres were now open for
evening shows, audiences flowed back, new plays were presented and the crisis, for the time
being, was over.
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1941 : Touring Artists have been
issued with Traveller’s Ration
Books, but when a large company
arrives in a small town there are
occasions when the local shops do
not hold sufficient stocks to
allocate food rations. All theatres
will now appoint two local shops,
a grocer’s and a butcher’s, and
inform the shops of the expected
number of artists at least three
weeks in advance. The shops can
then obtain stocks to meet the
requirements.

The Holborn Empire, destroyed by bombs

1941 : Clothing and dress materials
have been rationed, and an Emergency
Clothing Committee has been set up to
allocate clothing coupons to the
theatrical profession. The allocation is
insufficient to provide a complete new
wardrobe for any single show, and
costume designers are being urged to
“make do and mend”.
It takes 16 coupons for a coat, 7 for a
pair of shoes, 2 for a pair of gloves. The
maximum permitted for any one show
with full chorus of singers and dancers
is 400 coupons for the entire wardrobe.
Because musicians cannot obtain
clothing coupons for dress clothes, it has
been agreed that Pit Bands need no
longer wear evening dress. A plain
white collar and suitable dark suit will
be sufficient for the duration of the war.

1941: Theatres outside London destroyed or
damaged by enemy bombs include:
Birmingham—Carlton and Prince of Wales;
Felixstowe—Spa; Hull—Alexandra, Hippodrome
and Empire; Liverpool—Rotunda, Coliseum and
Metropole; Middlesbrough—Empire; Plymouth—
Empire, Hippodrome
and Pier Pavilion;
Portsmouth—Prince’s, Clarence Esplanade and
H ip p o d ro me ; So u th Sh ie ld s— Qu e en ’ s;
Sunderland—Victoria Hall (with a great loss of
life).

1940 : The audience has to pick its way over a
bomb crater outside the Piccadilly Theatre, but the
show goes on. With Fay Compton, Cecil Parker,
Kay Hammond, and the much acclaimed Margaret
Rutherford, Noel Coward’s new comedy “Blithe
Spirit” is managing to prove it’s “business as usual”
in London’s West End, despite the Blitz..

