Memories

Who: Mr M J Dyke

Dates: 1946

Position: Projectionist at Odeon Cinema, North Walls

“My wife and I spent a lot of time there before we were married. I used to meet her in Shaps Restaurant next door to the cinema for my evening break.

At each end of the projection room there were two trap doors which lead down to the lower floor and one day the lid was open and I walked into mid-air, fell down, which was about 10 feet, with no injure (sic)

I have more memories of the Odeon, I was there before I was called up for National Service The Army. Odeon promised that we would be re-employed when we came back, The Royal being Odeon Circuit is why I was re-employed at the Royal.

Ivy Dyke (my aunt) was manageress. Stan Tibble was 1st projectionist. Charles Frettnam Chief projectionist – lived next door to the Royal.

I did like the original canopy and the front of the theatre.

To get to the projection room we used to have to climb a metal ladder which was not easy to get large film cases to the projection room.” 

Who:
Mr D Hillier

Dates:
March 1943

Position:
Doorman

“It was in 2nd World War. I was only 14 years old.

I started work at 8:30 am cleaning until 12 noon. Back at 1:45 pm until 11:00 pm six days a week. Pay £1.26 a week.

Theatre bar at the side of the theatre. Left side.

I remember getting the sack for going to my Dad’s funeral.

I lived in 71 Canon Street Winchester from 1940 until 1947, then moved back to Southampton. We were bomb out in Southampton in the war 1940”

Who:
Keith Gilmour

Dates:


Position: 
Son of William ‘Bill’ Gilmour sometime Chief of staff

“ There were three small houses in Tower Street owned by the Royal. My father and mother (Eileen) lived in one and I was born there. The other two were occupied by Charles Frettingham (Chief Projectionist) and ‘Gus’ Hibberd my father’s number 2.

The Royal almost became my ‘playground’. I loved films, and would go in, often stand at the back of the circle and watch the great films of the 1930’s and 1940’s, an all time favourite is still the 1938 Prisoner of Zenda.

During my father’s time two brothers worked there, Bill and Bobby Graham, they had an American father. Bill went back to the States and became a minister (Not THE Billy Graham). I remember to promote The Mutiny on the Bounty the staff dressed in naval uniform of the period.

I developed an appreciation for musicals, can still listen to recordings and many predate the popular ‘modern’ ones by Rodgers /Hammerstein. Such films as New Moon, The Chocolate Soldier, The Desert Song etc. this when Nelson Eddy and Jeanette MacDonald were all the rage.

Apart from feature films I suppose we were most effected by the newsreels. The Royal showed Gaumont British News not Pathe. I especially recall the dreadful scenes after the finding by the Allies of the horror concentration camps like Belsen. Images that I can still see today about 60 years later.

Apart from the films I remember how popular the cinema was, queues would stretch from the front of the building round the corner by the Theatre Bar and most of the way up Tower St. I seem to recall you queued one side for the stalls and the other side for the circle. In those days of course if you wanted a toilet in the interval you went out of the cinema abd used the public conveniences in Jewry Street.

During my father’s time I never had the pleasure to meet any celebrities. My father often talked of the acts he met when he was stage manager during the Royals time as a variety theatre.

Phil Yates mentioned some, but a favourite of my father was Arthur Lucan (Old Mother Riley) and Kitty McShane, who played Riley’s daughter but was Lucan’s wife. He always said how friendly all the acts were, none of the antics associated with a few of the present crop.

Charles Frettingham after leaving the Royal became a cinema projectionist on board the old Queen Elizabeth and Queen Mary. After retirement he and his wife Myra lived in Pemberton Road, Weeke.

‘Gus’ Hibberd worked at Royal Hants County Hospital after he left the cinema. He also lived in Weeke and died only a year or so ago.

The Manageress was a Mrs Ivy Dyke. She had a son who I believe still lives in Winnall. She had a sister who was cashier at The Odeon.

The very cramped conditions back stage, you got there either by the stage door in Tower Street or through a small door to the right of the stage.

The projection box was also so small a space, and I often had the opportunity to watch Charles Frettingham and his team at work, to watch the change of reels was fascination, very much down to people not machines.

(Nice to get more on this – record memories of watching reels changed)

One incident I recall was the occasion when robbers stole the safe from the Manageress’s office. The old fashioned heavy safe was built into the wall, and when discovered not only hadthe safe gone, presumably they could not open it, but a fair part of the wall as well.

Another incident I fondly recall was a message placed on the screen, this was quite common, during a showing a message would appear saying something like ‘Would Mr Smith please contact the cash desk’ On one occasion the film featured Spike Jones and his City Slickers, and during one of his songs a message was flashed up just as the line ‘Where are you, you old bat’ was sung. I have always felt that the projectionist did it deliberately.

I only remember happy times. I never encountered anything remotely supernatural. I know some people say that one of the previous owners Mr Simpkins haunts the place, if I ever saw him I didn’t know who he was.

Talking of Mr Simpkins, brother of the alleged ghost, he was a very generous man. My mother had to go into hospital in 1946 and due to the after effects of the war her admission to St Barts in London actually meant she was taken into St Albans. On her discharge Mr Simpkins paid for a car to take my father and me to collect her and bring her home.

Unfortunately the photos my mother had got lost during her last illness. You no doubt know that Bob Sallars who lives in Sparsholt and was a professional photograpgher has a vast collection of photographs, indded in one of his books there is a picture of the Royal Staff dinner dance held in the old Cadena, many of the people I have mentioned can easily be recognised including my father, Mr House, Miss Dyke, Charles Frettingham etc

Who:
David M Willitts

Dates:

Position:
Actor

Born in Worcester, I came to live in Winchester at the age of five during the closing months of World War Two; my father Donald having been appointed managing director of the Winchester Brewery. We lived first at ‘Northgate’ No 86 Hyde Street, adjoining the Brewery. From my bedroom side window the theatre, then a cinema, was clearly visible.

It was there that my father took me to see my first film, Disney’s Song of the South. Not knowing what to expect, I entered this darkened cavern! As we edged our way along the row of seats in the half-light Father whispered, ‘Sit down there’, so I did. Everything went pitch black, I could see nothing! He had omitted to tell me that you pull down the tip-up seat first!!

In those post war years the shop immediately next to the Theatre No 22 Jewry Street was Peckhams Green Grocers and No 23 was ALDREDGE Newsagents – my parents were customers at both. Today those shops provide the theatre with its all important extra facilities.

Decades later imagine my delight on being cast in the role of Baron Hardup in the Christmas 1991 pantomime Cinderella with television’s Anthea Turner in the title role, for this was the first professional pantomime at the theatre after a break of 71 years!

I will always remember that Opening Night as I waited in the wings to make my first entrance. So many boyhood memories of Winchester came flooding back. I felt I had come ‘full circle’; such a pity my late father could not see it.

Who:
Leslie Gilliat

Dates:

Position:
Audience Member – Film Producer

I moved to Winchester in 1984. I did not realise then that many of the films I had worked on like the Will Hay films and later many more including the St Trinians films etc had actually been shown at the Theatre Royal.

Virginia McKenna was performing in a Christmas show at the theatre in 2002. I was Associate Producer on The Smallest Show on Earth (1957) and Virginia starred in it with her husband, Bill Travers. We met in the new bar area after the show and I gave Virginia several photographs from The Smallest Show on Earth.

It was a memorable occasion and I remember at the time I was pleased that our meeting was in the newly refurbished bar and not the old one!

My memory of the old theatre was the seats! I always got backache which didn’t help when watching a film or stage performance. Also the bar was always crowded especially in the interval. The new Theatre Royal is superb!

Who:
Alan Chudley

Dates:

Position: 
Audience member

I first saw Winchester Theatre Royal in 1944 when I was on a vist to relations that lived in Stanmore. I was at the time the assistance electrician at the Aldershot Hippodrome and was very interested in theatre buildings. What took my eye here was the iron and glass canopy with the words Royal Theatre, Twice Nightly. A peep around the corner into Tower Street and I could see the fly tower which confirmed the building had at one time been a theatre. I asked my uncle Ted about this and he told me that he had seen live shows there in the early 1920’s when he first came to Winchester to join the city’s police force. Indeed he had known the Simpkins family who at one time owned the theatre; he also was able to introduce me to Bill Gilmour, who had been the theatre’s stage manager. I was shown the stage, which was almost intact with the only alterations being open lamp footlights had been replaced with modern compartment footlights and were controlled by slider dimmers from the control room, replacing the original water dimmers. Incredible as it may in this electronic age, Bill Gilmour would have done his daily electrical maintenance with a watering can.

I was to visit the Theatre again a few years later with a manager who wanted to open a repertory company there. This idea was abandoned because the old DC electrical stage lighting would have to have been replaced, and the cost of this put this idea out of the question. The then Labor government had allowed local councils to impose a sixpenny rate to support the arts, this made bringing Repertory to Winchester with the hope of a subsidy from the city council attractive to Theatrical producers.

It was to be 30 years before I was to visit the Theatre Royal again, this time to see the first variety show to be presented in the Theatre Royal since 1921. I knew several of the acts on the bill, and wen’t to give them encouragement. It was then that I first met Phil Yates who showed me all over the building, and I was able to give him some details of the Theatre’s history as a live theatre which I had gathered during many years, talking to [people who had played the Theatre and knew it well. Chesney Allen told me he was there in March 1915 as juvenile lead with the Percy Lodge Stock Company in a melodrama The Coastguard’s Daughter of which Winchester’s engagement proved to be the swan song of the Percy Lodge Stock Company, which had worked the {Palace Salisbury the week before, where they had a poor week and did not have enough funds to come to Winchester, so they telegraphed Jimmy Simpkins, the Manager for an advance. He gave them an advance to get them to Winchester, gave them money on arrival for food, and allowed them to sleep in one of the cottagesthat he owned behind the theatre and which was then used as dressing rooms. This saved the cost of digs. Sadly the Winchester engagement was not much better. By the time Jimmy had been repaid, they were again skint at the end of the week. 

Chesney played a naval officer, wrongly accused of deflowering the Coastguard’s daighter, and in the Court Martial scene which preceded the interval, Chesney was cashiered; he fell to his knees and cried; ‘What is to become of me now?’, some wag yelled ‘Join the Army mate.’ Chesney did just that and in the Army first me Bud Flanagan with whom he was to appear on the silver screen at the Royal in its days as a cinema.

Since then I have been to the Theatre Royal many times and held my Golden Wedding reception in the Dress Circle bar. There was another toast that day ‘The Theatre Royal; THEATRE ROYAL indeed, the finest surviving early cine-variety in the land’.

Who:
Tony Dowland

Dates:

Position:

It is sixty years since I first – knowingly – went to the ‘Royal’ having come to Winchester to live in September 1944.

I say knowingly because my grandparents – with whom my mother and I came to stay because of the exigencies of the War and my father serving in the RAF – lived in Brassey Road but we came to Winchester to visit on many occasions prior to ’44.

To ‘make ends meet’(and they were always a bit stretched in those days of shortage) my mother took a job as a waitress at the de Lunn Restaurant just opposite the Royal. I sometimes went and sat behind the counter there and staff and patrons from the theatre came over the road for refreshment.

My mother must have made friends with the Manageress of the Royal because we soon found ourselves the regular recipients of a pair of free tickets which we gladly accepted – and used. For the first time in my memory, we could ‘afford’ to sit ‘upstairs’ in the one and nines rather than the cheaper front stalls!

At that time Winchester was full of American soldiers and they used the Royal and the de Lunn and we regularly saw them and enjoyed the goodies which they always dispensed to children – like candy including the much favoured chewing gum.

I think the Manageress was Miss (or Mrs) Dyke. Anyway one of the films which made an impression on me was The Canterville Ghost where Charles Laughton was walled up in some ancient English Manor house later to appear as the ghost in the 20th Century to haunt the residents. All good stuff for a ten year old to enjoy!

My granny who lived in Brassey Road always claimed that Al Jolson appeared at the Royal in the First War to entertain the American troops who were in or around Winchester in large numbers from 1917. There was, as you know a very large camp on Morn Hill. I have no evidence to prove or disprove that tale though I think it most likely to be true.

In the Second World War, of course, Winchester suffered a few air raids and a lesser number of bombing incidents. One,the most tragic was the bomb which fell on Hyde Street circa 1942. 

I was told that the missile actually struck the cornice of the building adjacemnt to the cinema after which it bounced along the road finally detonating with sad loss of life in the vicinity of the brewery. In later years, my attention was drawn to the damaged cornice in Jewry Street where some of the masonry had allegedly been dislodged by the bomb.

I am sure that the contemporart ARP Report will contain some detail of the attack. …It occurs to me that if the crew had released the bomb a half second earlier, the Royal would most likely have taken the full effect.

Apart from that I often used the cinema from ’44 until closure. During my National Service days 1952-54, I remebre it usually filled at weekends with fellow NS men from my Corps – The Royal Army Pay Corps – who were stationed at either RPO Stockbridge or RPO Whitchurch. Of course, it was always well aptronsed by the men and WRNS from the Fleet Air Arm at Worthy Down – HMS Kestrel and of course those from the barracks in the city.

As to the building itself I well recall the cantilevered and decorative (nice stained glass) awning which over-hung the pavement and which always seemed to be getting damaged by passing lorries. Inside I recollect it being rather cheerless and musty and my contemporaries often referred to it as the ‘bug hutch’ or the ‘flea pit’ but that seemed to be a generic term for many old cinemas.”

Who:
Catherine Villiers

Dates:
1979 - ?

Position: First Cashier of Theatre Royal   

I joined the Theatre Royal in 1979 when the theatre was in desperate need of renovation. My recollection is a lot of green paint on the walls and I believe dry rot.

At this time I was a part-time bookkeeper looking after the books of the theatre and the fund, and this also included the theatre bar (all hand written). The first job was to get the cash register in the bar, and open a full set of books for both the theatre and the fund. In time we had more shows being booked and I became practically full time.

My work included Sales Ledger, Bought Ledger, VAT returns, staff wages, trial balance and then balanced account (to the penny) every month. On the Fund side it was mainly recording all donations made into the bank account and claiming tax on these from the Charity Commission.

When cheques had to be signed I had to go and find a signatory in town.

When we had a show which was followed by a reception I would make sandwiches in the evening. This was very enjoyable and I used to be able to come out from my book work and socialise with other members of staff, those back stage and others I rarely saw in the normal course of events.

My office was actually a kitchen complete with sink at the back of the building which is now a large changing area. I worked with Geoff Howard, the theatre manager and three part-time Box Office staff.

About this time we set up a theatre booking agency with Whitwams in Winchester, so I had to keep another set of books. As the number of shows increased so did my work load so I trained a young volunteer, Laura, to help with the Fund accounts. It worked very well.

My time working at the theatre was very demanding, but made all worthwhile when on leaving in the evening I would see the children being brought to see the Christmas Pantomime. It was a treat to see all the expectant faces.

It is now very rewarding to see the Theatre Royal up and running so successfully today and long may it do so.

