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1952 : After a long and bitter
dispute between the Theatre
Managers Association and the
Mu sician s’ Union, an
arbitration panel has awarded
musicians a 16% pay
increase.
The increase amounts to
£1.2s.6d. a week, and means
a leader now earns £8.2s.6d
p er week, and oth er
musicians £7.12s.6d. Since
the Equity minimum for an
actor is £7 , many managers
feel there will be resentment
that musicians will earn more
than the people they are
accompanying.

1952 : Three great ladies from the “Good
Old Days” of Music Hall and Variety have
all died this year. Vesta Tilley, at 88, was
the oldest of the group, and began her career
as a male impersonator in 1869 when she
was just five years old.
The songs
“Burlington Bertie”, “Sweetheart May” and
“Jolly Good Luck to the Girl who loves a
Soldier” were the best known in her
repertoire. She married Walter de Freece and
when he was knighted she gave up her career
for charitable work under her “new” name,
Lady de Freece.
Ella Shields has died at the age of 72. She
was born in Baltimore, USA, and married to
William Hargreaves, the songwriter. She was
a rival male impersonator whose famous
song was “Burlington Bertie from Bow” - a
direct challenge to Vesta Tilley.
And Lily Morris, the great comedienne,
famous for her songs “Why Am I Always the
Bridesmaid” and “Don’t Have Any More,
Missus Moore”, has died at the age of 68.

1952 : Gertrude Lawrence,
famous for her appearances in
plays and revues by her friend,
Noel Coward, has died in
America at the age of 54. She
had been playing Anna in “The
King and I” on Broadway, but
ill-health forced her to
withdraw. She was married to
Richard Aldrich, an American
theatre impresario.
On her
wedding day Noel Coward sent
her a telegram saying: “Dear
Mrs A, Hooray, Hooray. At
last you are deflowered. On
this, as every other day, I love
you. Noel Coward”.
Though primarily a light
comedienne and singer, she
was much praised as Amanda
in the film of Tennessee
Williams’ “The Glass
Menagerie”.

Angus MacBean

1952:
The sudden and
unexpected death of His
Majesty King George VI
shocked and saddened the
nation.
Many theatres
voluntarily closed for the
night as soon as his death was
announced, and many more
closed on the day of the State
Funeral as a mark of respect.
Britain now has a Queen, the
26 year old Elizabeth II

1952 : Peter Saunders is presenting Agatha
Christie’s latest thriller at the Ambassadors.
It is called “The Mousetrap” and the cast
includes Richard Attenborough and Sheila
Sim. Because thrillers seem to be popular
with London audiences at the moment, Mr
Saunders is hoping to get a long run out of
this play - perhaps as long as six months.
Whether his optimism is justified remains to
be seen. Many critics are suggesting that
“Thrillers” have had their day.

Agatha Christie,
the celebrated
“Queen of Mystery”

1952: George Gershwin’s “folk opera”,
“Porgy and Bess”, has had an astonishing
success at the Stoll Theatre. With an all-black
cast, it has been acclaimed for its brilliant
acting, the ensemble work and the music. The
show has made overnight stars of opera
singers William Warfield and Leontyne Price
and of the jazz entertainer Cab Calloway.
The production was very nearly cancelled,
following a major dispute with the Musicians’
Union.
The British Actors’ Union had agreed to allow
the American company to perform in London
because there are no black opera singers in
Equity membership, and because of the
ensemble nature of the work. However, the
Musicians’ Union insisted that British
musicians should be engaged to play the score,
and this was to include a British conductor.
The American company refused to open
unless conducted by Alexander Smallens, their
own conductor, citing the ensemble nature of
the work as a reason. The dispute dragged on
for many weeks, and the Americans threatened
to withdraw the show completely. Finally the
Musicians Union agreed to allow Mr Smallens
to conduct on condition that a British
conductor, Edward Renton, was also engaged,
and that he would sit with the violins from the
opening night so that he could take over the
conducting “as soon as it is practicable”.

