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Tommy Elliott and the Musical Elliotts1
VIONA ELLIOTT LANE, RANDALL MERRIS,
and CHRIS ALGAR
INTRODUCTION

When Tommy Elliott (born Thomas Varley) first took the stage with his
concertina, cinema was already making inroads into the British variety
theatres. The glory days of music hall were passing away, but ‘live’
venues still had enough vitality to support the career of an energetic
and talented multi-instrumentalist who, most prominently, played
popular music on the concertina. Seven decades later, Tommy Elliott
could look back on a ‘musical tour’ that had taken him through hard
times—two world wars and an economic depression—in the midst of a
media revolution in which variety theatre was giving way to movies,
radio, and television.
While still in his teens, Tommy’s personal and professional fortunes
were intermingled with the Elliott family which, for decades, had been
performing in circuses and variety theatres, both as originators of trick
bicycle/unicycle riding (‘The Cycling Elliotts’) and as a musical
ensemble (‘The Elliott Savonas’). Having taken a liking to Tommy and
his concertina when they all performed on the same theatre program,
the Elliotts proceeded to advance Tommy’s career, inspire his stage
name, and provide his partner in matrimony. Around 1920, Tommy
joined ‘Hazel Elliott and Her Candies’, in which he played several
instruments and introduced the concertina. In 1924, he married the
bandleader—Florence Hazel Elliott (stage name Hazel Elliott)—
daughter of James Elliott, one of The Cycling Elliotts and Elliott Savonas.
In the 1930s, Tommy and Hazel—joined by family members and
other artists—performed as The Seven Elliotts (sometimes simply
billed as The Elliotts). In 1940, daughter Viona, age eleven, was ready
for the stage, and the act known as ‘The Musical Elliotts’—Tommy,
Hazel, and Viona—was born. What follows provides information about
the Varley and Elliott families and their musical acts, which together
spanned nearly a century of performances; that in turn is followed by
Viona’s personal account of the Elliotts’ life in the circus and variety
theatres, as related to her by Tommy and Hazel, or as remembered
from her own days on tour.
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THE FAMILIES AND THEIR MUSICAL ACTS
The Varleys and the Elliotts: Thomas Varley was born on 30
October 1902 in South Shields, Durham. Tommy’s mother, Isabella
‘Bella’ Varley (b. 1873), was the daughter of fisherman Ebenezer Purvis
and Jane Purvis (formerly Ditch). Tommy’s father, James ‘Jimmy’
Varley (b. 1870), was the son of Thomas and Catherine Varley.
Employed as an ‘engineman’ (machinery operator) at the Marsden
Colliery in South Shields, Jimmy Varley was also a concertina player
and a founding member of the Marsden Concertina Band (see Figs. 1
and 2).2 Jimmy and Bella married in 1898 and had four children—Irene
May (b. 1899), Olive Lillian (b. 1900), Tommy, and Harriet Etta (b.
1914).

Fig. 1. James ‘Jimmy’ Varley (this and subsequent illustrations
are from the private collection of Viona Elliott Lane).
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Fig. 2. The Marsden Colliery Concertina Band, with James Varley
at the far left of the first row.

Florence Hazel Elliott was born on 12 April 1902 in Nottingham. Her
mother, Florence Clara Elliott (b. 1882), was the daughter of Joseph
Platts, a lace curtain manufacturer, and Sarah A. P. Platts (formerly
Crosland). Hazel’s father, James Elliott (1871-1916), was the son of
James Bedford Elliott (1846-1906) and Mary Elliott (formerly
Thompson). Though referring to himself as a blacksmith,3 James
Bedford Elliott (hereafter, J.B. Elliott) was the developer, promoter,
and manager of the circus/variety acts in which his children and one
niece appeared (see Table 1).
James Elliott and Florence Clara Platt were married in 1898 and had
three children—Florence Hazel (b. 1902), James Savona Elliott (b.
1907), and Olive May Elliott (b. 1912)—all destined to be musical
performers with Hazel Elliott and Her Candies.
Tommy Varley (‘Elliott’) and Hazel Elliott were married at the Church
of St. Barnabas, Parish of Hendon, Middlesex, on 5 June 1924. They
had two daughters: Viona Hazel (born on 5 October 1928 in Ivor, Eton,
Buckinghamshire) and Julia Rosanne (born on 11 November 1938 in
Hendon, Middlesex). Viona performed with The Musical Elliotts until
shortly after her marriage to Raymond D. Lane (manager of the
Coliseum Theatre4 and, later, Her Majesty’s Theatre, in London) in
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Table 1. Seven Children and a Niece of J.B. Elliott.a
Name

Year of Birth

Stage Name

Catherine Thompson

1868

Kate

Thomas

1870

Tom

James

1871

Jim

Mary Rand

1878

Polly

Matthew Albert

1878

Little Dot

Amphlett

1880

Harry

May

1883

Dorothy Ann (niece)b

1878

Little Annie

a

Mary Elliott was the mother of the first six children, Margaret Elliott of the
seventh and last child. Perhaps Mary Elliott (born Mary Thompson in 1847 in
Gateshead, Durham) and Margaret Elliott (born Margaret Thompson in 1862 in
Birmingham) were related.
b

Dorothy Ann was the daughter of J.B. Elliott’s brother, Robert Taylor Elliott.

1952. Julia took her sister’s place in the act until her marriage to
puppeteer Michael A. Buckmaster in 1959.
The acts: The later Elliott acts—‘Hazel Elliott and Her Candies’, ‘The
Seven Elliotts’, and ‘The Musical Elliotts’—injected their own styles of
musical entertainment into their performances, while retaining
components of the successful Elliott Savonas formula: dramatic
costuming,5 spectacularly painted linen backdrops and special lighting,
fine playing on saxophones and other instruments, and musical
diversions on unique ‘instruments’, along with clowning, comedy skits,
and pantomime.
The first musical act of the Cycling Elliotts was as a ‘string’ ensemble
with James on guitar, Harry and Matthew on violin and viola,
respectively, and Tom and the ladies on mandolin. After acquiring their
billing as The Elliott Savonas (later as The Seven Savonas or The
Musical Savonas), they became best known as brass and wind players
and, in particular, as the first saxophone band in Great Britain (shown
in eighteenth-century court attire in Fig. 3).6 Whether on strings or
winds, their repertory was a mixture of classical music (by Bach,
Donizetti, Mendelssohn, Rossini, among others) and lighter, more
popular music by John Philip Sousa and other composers of the day.7
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Fig. 3. The Elliott Savonas as a saxophone band.

In addition to saxophones (in all ranges) and strings, they also played
trumpet, tuba, trombone, xylophone, bells, maracas, gongs,
fairground trumpet-organ, and such novelties as musical glasses
(bowed) and spinning ‘sea shells’, this last routine devised by J.B.
Elliott.8 The ‘shells’, in fact, were metal disks of varying diameters
(though less than five inches) and saw-tooth borders that, when spun
sequentially on a hard surface, would produce a tune. Hazel and her
sister Olive later performed the routine in Hazel’s band and in The
Seven Elliotts.
By the time Tommy joined Hazel’s Candies, the Elliotts no longer
performed as The Cycling Elliotts, but continued to appear as the Elliott
Savonas in ‘The Garden of Harmony’—a musical revue introduced in
1920. This revue supplanted their first stage production, ‘The Palace of
Orpheus’, which they had been performing since 1908.9 The Elliott
Savonas disbanded in 1923, closing out the ‘The Garden of Harmony’
at the Coliseum Theatre, London.10 By 1925, Matthew Elliott was
leading his own (short-lived) band. For their August-September
engagement at Edinburgh’s finest ballroom, The Palais de Danse, one
of the band’s billings was ‘Matt Elliott and His Band, Of Elliott Savona
Fame.
TWELVE
EXPERT
MUSICIANS,
playing
Twenty-Eight
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Instruments. Direct from his most successful World’s Tour. Music par
excellence’. 11
Hazel Elliott and her Candies had seven-to-nine members drawn
from inside and outside the extended Elliott family. In its last days, the
troupe was at its largest, and was billed as ‘Hazel Elliott’s 9
Serenaders’.12 The family members in the act were Hazel, her younger
brother James Savona, her sister Olive May, Tommy, and Tommy’s
sister Olive Lillian. The musical framework was a saxophone band
supported by the heralding of straight, no-valve trumpets, the swirl of
Tommy’s concertina and cornet playing, the xylophone playing of Hazel
and her sister, and demonstrations of proficiency on other standard
and novelty instruments. Later, The Seven Elliotts also included
Tommy, Hazel, Olive May, and Olive Lillian. The string section consisted
of Hazel and her sister Olive on guitar, along with non-family members
on guitar and banjo. The surnames of the non-Elliott Candies and
Seven Elliotts—Bobby, Lenny, George, and Henry, and a few others—
are unknown.
With choreography, high jinks, and novelty music routines
interwoven, the programs of Hazel’s Candies and The Seven Elliotts
varied across venues, as did their costuming. Hazel’s Candies favored
bold-striped suits and dresses (see Fig. 4), but sometimes appeared in

Fig. 4. Hazel Elliott and Her Candies; Hazel is second from left;
Tommy is in the back row.
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Renaissance outfits, tuxedos and gowns, gypsy garb, or other attire.
The Seven Elliotts’ wardrobe ranged from formal attire to nautical
apparel or gypsy wear (see Fig. 5). Among their many musical
novelties, the most popular were Tommy’s miniature concertina, the
‘sea-shell’ routine of Hazel and Olive M., bell-ringing ‘marionettes’
(ladies on elasticized puppet strings), and the ‘Ship’s Wheel’, which
consisted of sixteen bicycle horns mounted as spokes around a wooden
wheel, on which Tommy and others took turns playing ‘Rule Britannia’
and other tunes by rotating the wheel and squeezing the rubber bulbs
on the variously pitched horns.13 Later, Tommy would sometimes do a
solo on the Ship’s Wheel.

Fig. 5. The Seven Elliotts, circa 1932; left to right: Lenny,
Hazel, Tommy, Olive L., Bobby, Olive M., and George.

. The Musical Elliotts carried on the Elliott traditions: the assorted
wardrobe (formal wear, Scottish outfits, navy uniforms, clown
costumes, etc.), ‘straight’ and novelty instruments, and comedy capers.
A major new dimension was concertina duets and trios (see Fig. 6),
along with Tommy’s solos on both 56-button and miniature concertinas.
Tommy taught Hazel and Viona to play the concertina in the 1920s and
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‘30s, respectively, though father-daughter instructions had drawbacks,
as Viona recalls:
I had some stage fright, because my father was so good and expected
rather an awful lot from me. He had no sort of patience for me. He
expected me to know it! I learned all the way around with him, but he
used to get so mad at me that he would bang the door and go out
saying ‘you’ll never learn, you’ll never do it’. (But I did.) He was a
genius who just picked up the concertina and played whatever he
wanted without looking at music or anything.

Fig. 6. The Musical Elliotts: Hazel, Viona, and Tommy.

Viona also tells us about Tommy’s concertinas:
He always played English ‘tinas—Wheatstones; he wouldn’t have
anything else. But he never went to the Wheatstone factory for repairs
or retuning. Instead, he insisted that such work be done by Harry Crabb,
who was Tommy’s close friend at Crabb & Sons. My father never went
to the Wheatstone factory as far as I can remember.
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The concertinas varied in range: 56-button, miniature, tenor, and
baritone, the last of which had belonged to his father (see Figs. 1 and
7).

Fig. 7. The Musical Elliotts: Viona, Hazel, and Tommy.

Tommy’s repertoire on concertina consisted almost exclusively of
‘popular’ music. Thus he followed neither the Victorian virtuosos such
as Giulio Regondi, Richard Blagrove, and George Case, nor the classical
and semi-classical inclinations of later music-hall and recording artists
such as the Duet players Percy Honri and Alexander Prince. Folk music,
too, was barely acknowledged. As Viona notes, Tommy’s focus on
popular music was reinforced by a ‘musical experiment’:
He tried to do ‘Flight of the Bumblebee’. He worked on it for a whole
year and got it down to one minute, because he was determined to do
it in one minute. He went on stage and played it as a concertina solo,
and he didn’t get more than two claps. Nobody wanted to know. The
next morning, he went to the Woolworth store and bought a 6-pence
sheet copy of ‘As Time Goes By’. He got the boys in the band to ad lib
it. He saw the sheet music once; he looked at it one time and did his
own thing, going on and playing it that night, and brought the house
down. He said that experience had finished him on doing anything
tricky. On classical music like Blagrove’s and Regondi’s, he really didn’t
want to get into it. He made me play it; he got Mom and me into it.
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Percy Honri and my father were totally different. Percy would always go
for the classics; my father would go for the jazz. He was shunned by all
the concertina players, because he loved to do his own thing. I think he
was born to it. He just adored it.

Tommy occasionally returned to ‘Flight of the Bumblebee’, but it was
on occasion only!
Tommy’s performances on the concertina included then-current hits
from Tin Pan Alley, many of the ‘standards’, and the occasional Irish
tune, such as ‘The Sailor’s Hornpipe’, ‘Phil the Flutter’s Ball’, and ‘The
Irish Washerwoman’ jig. Many of the pieces were adaptations of songs
from stage musicals and motion pictures (Table 2).
Table 2. A partial list of Tommy Elliott’s concertina repertoire.a
Selection
A Wonderful Guy
Alexander’s Ragtime Bandb
Avalonb,c
The Bells of St. Mary’s
Blaze Away
Bye Bye Bluesb

Music-Lyrics by
Rodgers-Hammerstein
Irving Berlin
Silver-De Sylva
Furber-Adams
Holzmann-Kennedy
Hamm-Bennett-LownGray
Carolina in the Morning
Donaldson-Hahn
b
Charmaine
Rapee-Pollack
Chinatown,
My Schwartz-Jerome
Chinatownb,c
Climb Every Mountain
Rodgers-Hammerstein
Do-Re-Mi
Rodgers-Hammerstein
Edelweiss
Rodgers-Hammerstein
Get Me to the Church on Loewe-Lerner
Timeb
My Ain Folk
Lemon-Mills
b,c
On a Slow Boat to China Loesser-Olstead
Roamin in the Gloamin
Harry Lauder
Shantytown
Schuster & Little-Young
Sunshine of Your Smile
Cook-Ray
Tea for Two
Youmans-Caesar
a

Show/Film
South Pacific
Alexander’s Ragtime Band
The Jolson Story
The Bell’s of St. Mary

The Dolly Sisters
What Price Glory

The Sound of Music
The Sound of Music
The Sound of Music
My Fair Lady
My Ain Folk

No No Nanette

There are recordings of all pieces listed.

b Recordings

are taken from a performance on ‘The Straw Hat’, a BBC Radio show
transmitted from Manchester in 1969/70 and hosted by Clinton Ford, a versatile
singer and recording artist. Tommy was also a popular guest (on concertina and
other instruments) on an earlier BBC radio show—‘Worker’s Playtime’, a thriceweekly lunchtime show live from factory canteens and aired on BBC Home Service
(1941-1957) and BBC Light Programme (1957-1964).
c

Included on English International, Folksounds Records, FSCD 80 (2008).
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Tommy’s use of the miniature concertina differed from that of his
variety-stage peers and predecessors, and easily qualified him as ‘King
of the Miniature Concertina’. Though many music-hall concertinists
pulled out their miniature concertina for a one- or two-piece interlude
or encore,14 Tommy made it a major part of his act, even performing
occasional requests on it if they did not exceed the range of a twelfth
on what he called his ‘teeny-weeny concertina’ or his ‘baby ‘tina’ (see
Fig. 8).15 Tommy might play a tune on his 56-button instrument, and
then, for a different program, play the same tune on his miniature.
Among the pieces for the miniature concertina were ‘Ain’t She Sweet’
(Duck Soup), ‘Charmaine’,16 ‘Climb Every Mountain’, ‘Do-Re-Mi’, ‘Gigi’
(from the eponymous film of 1958), ‘If I Were a Rich Man’ (Fiddler on
the Roof), ‘Nola’, and many others.17

Fig. 8. Tommy Elliott with his miniature concertina.
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Tommy also utilized a number of concertina novelties: imitations
of church bells, birds singing, a baby squalling, and other sound effects,
as well as performances on his ‘breakaway’ concertina, a regular-size
instrument with center baffles in the bellows, thus allowing the
instrument to be ‘broken’ into halves that Tommy played
independently on each hand (see Fig. 9).

Fig. 9. Tommy Elliott with his ‘breakaway’ concertina.

VIONA’S RECOLLECTIONS
From this point to the end of the main body of the article, it is Viona
Elliott Lane’s voice that we hear in a wonderfully informal, first-person,
and virtually unedited style.
The early years: Tommy fell in love with the concertina, watching
and hearing his father play. Badgering his father to let him play his
from the age of two, Tommy wanted to have a concertina of his own
by the time he was five years old. The family was very poor and
couldn’t afford to buy one, so Jimmy (his father) would take his
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concertina down to the Marine Grotto (which is still there today in
South Shields) on weekends and play to the public, his ‘old hat’ on the
floor. People used to throw pennies, half pennies, and farthings into the
hat and ask him to play songs for which they could have a sing-a-long
with him. He did this until he had enough money to buy his son a
concertina. He taught Tommy all the rudiments of the concertina.
Tommy’s eldest sister (who played the piano and, indeed, used to
play for the silent films at the only cinema in South Shields at the time)
taught Tommy to read and write music when he was about eight or
nine years old. They used to do a little act, the three of them—Jimmy
and Tommy on their concertinas and sister Irene (‘Rene’) on her piano,
calling themselves ‘The Varley Trio: The Acme of Refinement’. This was
about 1911.
Then, about 1913, a show came to the Queens Theatre, South
Shields. It had a juveniles-only cast, all boys between eleven and
fourteen years of age (including Albert Burns, a young comedian with
whom Tommy would eventually be teamed). They saw Tommy and
asked his family’s permission to put their son in the show, playing the
concertina. So off he went to the music halls, starting his career in
show business as Tommy Varley. These young boys had to go to school
in the daytime and do their acts at night in the theatre, which meant
that they had a different school every week as they traveled around
the country. Tommy stayed with the company for two years.
Following that two-year stint, Tommy struck out as a ‘single act’ on
the music hall circuit, still as Tommy Varley. By this time, he had
bought himself a cornet, which he added to his act alongside the
concertina. Tommy often played on the same bill as the Elliotts &
Savonas, and this is where he met Hazel Elliott, daughter of Florence
and Jimmy Elliott. Jimmy and Florence liked him so much that they
asked him to join an act with their daughter, Hazel Elliott and Her
Candies. Tommy said yes, as he had fallen in love with Hazel. They put
together a musical act with saxophones, trumpets, concertina, banjo,
and drums—eight members altogether; and in 1921 or shortly
thereafter, Tommy changed his stage name to Tommy Elliott.
The prewar years: Hazel Elliot and Her Candies became a very
popular musical act. Not only did they do variety, but also revue,
road show, summer season, cabaret, end-of-pier show, pantomime,
and circus. They traveled in Denmark, Belgium, Holland, Germany,
Italy, and Spain.
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Hazel and Tommy married in 1924, and I was born in 1928. They
were in a revue at that time. A revue consisted of six to eight girl
dancers, a comedian, a male singer, a soubrette (a girl who could sing
and dance, had lovely legs, fed the comedian by doing sketches with
him, and worked in production scenes), and a ‘specialty act’ (which did
production scenes as well). This is where the concertina used to have
to work hard. There was nearly always a ‘gypsy scene’ with all the girls
in their gypsy costumes and with Tommy also made up as a gypsy.
Tommy played his concertina—all Gypsy music—while the girls danced
around a ‘fire’, which was made of wood and red cellophane or gelatin
cut up in a way that it could be put around the wood, with white bulbs
at the centre. In those days, there were no coloured light bulbs, and
even the footlights, hanging lights, and spotlights all had to have this
cellophane, cut to put in front of the lights in different colours—red,
green, blue, pink, etc. The girls had to be careful not to trip over the
wires into the gypsy fire, as it had to be plugged in on the side of the
stage. There were no fire regulations in those days! There were other
scenes, too: Indian Camp, Cowboy Camp, Middle Eastern Scene, Navy
Scene, and so forth. The music always had to go with the scene, and
Tommy used to play his concertina in all of them.
My father, mother, and a few other performers in the act would do
a three-minute musical spot in the first half, in ‘front tabs’ (that is, in
front of the curtain while the stage was being set), playing popular
numbers of the day. The actual musical act would come at the end of
the revue, with a finale to follow. Tommy and Hazel always would
conduct the pit band during the show. When they themselves were on
stage, the pianist or first violinist would take over the conducting duties.
While in this revue, Hazel left the act on a Tuesday, and traveled
down to Ivor in Buckinghamshire. I was born two days later, on
Thursday, at the family home. Two days after that, on Sunday, Hazel
headed back up to Leeds to rejoin the revue with a four-day-old baby
in her arms. On Monday night, she was back on stage, and I was
tucked up in a shawl in a suitcase on the dressing room table with one
of the girls keeping an eye on me.
My parents had decided before I was born that if I were a girl my
name would be ‘We-own-her’ (prospective spelling unknown). As it
happened, the act went to Verona, and my mother was quite big with
me. She was talking to an Italian lady (whom I adore now). And the
lovely Italian lady said ‘Ah, bambino’. My mother said she hoped for a
girl. The lady asked: ‘What name’? My mother said: ‘We Own Her’, and
the lady said ‘Ah, Viona’. And that is where I got my name; otherwise,
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my parents would have called me ‘We Own Her’. I will always be
grateful to that Italian lady.
One thing that was great for a variety act working in a revue was the
traveling arrangements. There was always a company manager (also
somewhat of a stage manager) who used to find the train times and
sort out the baggage man, who collected all the scenery props, cases,
baskets, and instruments to take down to the railway station on the
way out (and to bring from the railway station on the journey in). It
would have been easier if we had played only concertinas. But we also
had saxophones, all the other instruments, costumes, and backdrops.
There was always a ‘train call’ on Saturday morning at 11 a.m.; the
artists had to be on stage, where the company manager would fill them
in on train schedules and give them their railway tickets.
The Elliotts worked fifty-two weeks a year. Tommy and Hazel never
had a holiday; they never had a ‘week out’ to take one. But around
1930, ‘talkies’ had come into the cinema, and life became pretty grim
for a short spell. The act had to break up, as theatres were closing
down all over the country. Savona Elliott (Hazel’s brother) left to go
into the management side of cinema, and the girls left. But Tommy and
Hazel decided that they should stick it out in the belief that theatre
would never die! Bobby also stuck by them. They lived in Ivor, money
ran out, and they already had me. On a midnight trip from Ivor to
Hazel’s mother (Florence Elliott) in Golders Green, they thought up
another act. Their theatrical agent had phoned to say that the big
cinemas in London wanted variety acts to play between films, calling it
Cine-Variety. They said ‘yes’, got Hazel’s sister (Olive Elliott), Tommy’s
sister (Olive Varley), and two boys named Lenny and Henry; and,
along with Bobby, changed the name to The Seven Elliotts. Once again,
Tommy wrote out all the music for the act, including the parts for the
band.
The Seven Elliotts did five shows each day—three in one cinema and
two in another cinema—leaving home at 10 a.m. and not returning
until after midnight. They did this for a few months, until the bigger
theatres started to reopen with variety. So The Seven Elliotts were off
again as a successful musical act in variety, working the Moss-Stoll,
Butterworth, MacNaughton, and Broadhead circuits; the Syndicate
Halls;18 and ‘private’ theatres in Scotland, Wales, and England.
In 1935, The Seven Elliotts employed as their agent a gentleman
named Les Grade19—a very famous impresario at that time—who
booked them into Berlin’s Winter Garden as part of an international
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bonanza. On opening night, Adolph Hitler and his girlfriend Eva Braun
were in the front row to watch the show. Miss Braun fell in love with
the way Tommy played, especially with his rendition of ‘Smoke Gets in
Your Eyes’. The manager told my father that she often popped in and
stood in the back circle, just to hear his concertina solo. Suddenly one
day, Tommy received a summons from Hitler’s office with a request
that he come and perform on the concertina. (No one else in the act
was wanted.) A big car arrived at the stage door at the arranged time,
and two men in black leather coats came to collect him and his
concertina. They whisked him off and, to his dying day, he never knew
just where he was taken, only that it was a big studio and that Eva
Braun was present. She asked him to play ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’,
which he did. She then asked him to play ‘Happy Feet’ (‘You got those
happy feet . . .’), which was another number in the act, the seven of
them playing it on saxophones and doing a ‘cod act’ (fake) tap-dance
routine. Tommy played the number on the concertina, and Eva Braun
was very happy. My father was then ‘collected’ and taken back to the
stage door of the theatre, where Hazel and the rest of the act were
extremely happy to see him. They were all shocked. Tommy wasn’t
paid for his little ‘private’ performance, and always wondered if it had
been taped. But he enjoyed himself immensely—as long as he could
play his concertina, the love of his life. The Seven Elliotts enjoyed their
success in Berlin, where they had a lovely landlady and digs. (The
landlady told them that Germany and England would fight the Russians
together in a few years!)
Tommy had another surprise visitor during this stay in Berlin:
Joseph Goebbels, the Third Reich Propaganda Minister and ‘czar’ of arts
and entertainment in Nazi Germany. Goebbels instructed Tommy that
he was to be taken to a Telefunken studio in order to make a film for
German television. Naturally, Tommy inquired about the remuneration.
Goebbels replied that Tommy would receive nothing, because it was
for the Führer! Though certainly no supporter of Hitler, Tommy went
to the studio and played the concertina. He neither saw the TV
broadcast nor ever received a copy of the film.
When the Berlin engagement ended, The Seven Elliotts came back
to England, and joined a revue called the Arthur White Company, with
which they stayed for quite a while. That same year, 1936, they
became one of the first variety acts to appear on British television.21
Tommy and Hazel managed to mortgage a little house in Brent, next
to Golders Green, where Florence Elliott (Hazel’s mother) lived. In
1938, my mother had to leave the act; and on 11 November 1938, my
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sister Julia was born in a cottage in Hendon. A week later, Hazel was
back on stage. I had traveled with the troupe, going to a different
school every week. But now with Julia on the scene, and with their own
house, my parents got a widowed member of the Elliott Savonas to
come down from Middlesbrough to look after us. I had to go to school
properly. Taking care of Julia was the task of Great Aunt Dolly, who
was wonderful. But to give her a break, Julia and I would travel with
the act when school holidays came around. I never seemed to get back
to school on time and was always taken away before the term was
finished. Our schedule always had to be coordinated with The Seven
Elliotts’ travel arrangements, as they were always working in different
cities and towns every week. But it was done!
The war years: In September 1939, with war declared, the Elliotts
found themselves stranded at St. Helen’s Railway Station, Merseyside.
The baggage man told them that the Theatre Royal had closed because
of the outbreak of war, so they had to sort out another train to get back
to London. Though Bobby, Lenny, and Henry were called up almost
instantly and went into the Army, Tommy didn’t pass his medical
exam: he had a mastoid in his left ear, which had left him partially
deaf; in addition, he had broken his right arm when he was young, and
because it had been badly set, it was crooked and shorter than the left.
Hazel Elliott had always been prone to bronchitis, so she too did not
manage to pass a medical exam. Olive Elliott (Hazel’s sister) had
married an RAF officer who was posted out to India as an instructor for
the Indian Air Force and wanted Olive to go out and join him; so Olive
got the last civilian ship out to India, and they were out there for the
duration of the war. Olive Varley (Tommy’s sister) had married a tenor
saxophone player who worked in one of the big bands. He too was
called up, and wanted Olive, who was pregnant, to join him where he
was stationed. Once again, then, the act broke up, and only Tommy
and Hazel were left.
When they tried to build up the act, all they could find were young
accordion players who, as soon as they were trained, were either called
up to the Army or went into the Entertainments National Service
Association22 in order to avoid being called up. By 1940, both Tommy
and Hazel were exhausted trying to keep the big act going, and they
decided to scale things back a bit. And so, even though I was only
eleven years old, they pulled me into the act and named the three of
us The Musical Elliotts.
There were immediate problems with
producers about our fees, as there was a feeling that we couldn’t
possibly be as good as The Seven Elliotts and should therefore work for
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considerably less. Though the going was tough at first, we managed to
prove them wrong.
We went into a revue called ‘Jane of the Daily Mirror’. Jane packed
the theatres, as she was just about the first actress to tour in the
nude.23 Every Monday, a ‘watch committee’ used to come to the
theatre to observe her act. Had Jane even blinked an eyelid, they
would have closed the theatre down. She had to be perfectly still,
posing as if in a painting with a big gold frame, and with curtains
opening and closing to show her in various poses. The girls used to
come on in harem costumes, with Tommy, as the sultan, sitting on a
gold throne for about twenty-five minutes. He had to do that twice
nightly, every night apart from Sunday, for two years, as we never had
a week out. That’s the only time Tommy was on stage without his
concertina, saxophone, or cornet, during the whole of his working life!
We girls who had to show our legs—i.e., chorus girls, ‘principal boy’
in pantomime, skating acts, acrobatic acts, and I—had no tights in
those days, so we had to put on ‘Wet White’ leg makeup. We made it
ourselves, using oxide of zinc, glycerin, rose water, a touch of yellow
ochre, and methylated spirits, which we carefully spread all over our
legs and then applied an eyebrow pencil to make a straight line from
the ankle to the top of the leg. After the show was finished, there was
a mad tear to get to the dressing rooms in order to get hot water with
which to wash it off in the sink. If the hot water ran out, we had to do
with cold, which made things very difficult, and the landladies didn’t
like you to wash it off in your digs.
Generally, camaraderie prevailed in the troupes, but there was some
competition. People who had struggled to get to the stage could be
somewhat aggressive. I was often in trouble in pantomime with the
‘principal boy’. Although things were usually OK, she could turn sour if
my legs were just a little better than hers, in which case, oh, she didn’t
speak to me for a whole season, or, if she did, it was rather ‘tarty’.
Nothing to do with my music, you see—it was my legs that got me in
trouble.
Traveling during the war was rather hazardous. In the winter, the
Blackout came on us quickly. We always had to travel by train, and
there were often long journeys. The train was completely dark, no
lights anywhere—looking out of the window, it was jet black unless
there was a moon. Nothing but blackness at the stations and, of
course, no names, all of which had been taken down in case of an
invasion. If we hadn’t counted the stops (in those days, the trains
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stopped at all stations), or if we had tried but lost count, we would pull
down the window and shout out ‘where are we’, and a voice from the
black night would yell out ‘who wants to know’. We answered back:
‘theatre artists going to appear at the Empire Newcastle next week’ (or
whatever theatre we were going to). A voice would reply: ‘four stops
up line’, and that’s how we used to find out where to get off! It was
either that or the fish train. Early in the morning, the wagons were full
of fish in wooden boxes, with loads of ice in them, which would melt
(no refrigeration in those days), and our compartments were next door.
You can imagine the ‘fish smell’, which seemed to get into everything.
We tried to avoid that if we could.
Then there was the petrol shortage. Often, the baggage man had to
meet the train with a horse and cart—no petrol for the van. All the
scenery, costumes, props, and our instruments had to be put on the
cart, and the poor horse had to walk to our digs. Finding our theatrical
digs in the daylight was a lot easier than trying to find them with a
small torch in the blackout. Now and again, a warden used to shout
out: ‘Put that light out’!
Theatre digs were very special, as they catered only to theatre folk,
who often liked to eat after the show. The landlady would therefore
have to cook at around 11 p.m. or later. Life revolved around the very
odd hours that we kept: rehearsals and meetings, late mornings, and
so on. There were no bathrooms then, so hot water had to be put in
a large jar and taken into the bedroom, where there was a stand with
a washing bowl and a glass jug on top (for drinking water and cleaning
one’s teeth), as well as a chamber pot under the bed. The toilet was at
the bottom of the garden, with newspapers cut up in little squares with
holes in them so that they could be strung up on a rail along the wall.
Though war raged, we took the act on one-week engagements in
large and small theatres all over Great Britain. For years, my mother
kept the act’s weekly records. I still have the ‘Duplicate Books’ in which
she posted the weekly salaries and expenses for the period from late
August 1942 through early April 1944. The records show our
appearances in more than 60 different theatres—Empires, Grands,
Hippodromes, Palaces, and others—during that mid-war period. In
mid-1942, the act was being paid from £31 to £38 per week. By early
1944, we were making as much as £53 per week, or even £58 per week
in some theatres. (During this period, my salary climbed from £2 to £5
a week.) Fortunately, wartime price controls were not applied to
variety acts.
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As we toured the theatres of England, Scotland, and Wales, we
would also perform at British, American, Canadian, Polish, and other
military bases. An officer would come to the stage door and ask us to
do a show for the camp, which we did in the afternoon. They often had
little bands of their own. The singer, comedienne, six chorus girls, and
The Musical Elliotts would be collected outside the theatre by a truck to
take us to the camp for an afternoon show. We also did a lot of shows
on our own, as the concertina was a great favourite with the forces. We
used to play all the popular tunes of the day. Then Tommy would go
into a ‘solo’ and ask the members of the audience what they would like
to hear. He got hundreds of requests. The three of us would then finish
the show on a happy note.
We loved to play the American bases, as they would give us a lot of
food: tins of fruit, Spam, milk, coffee, and jam! Food was in short
supply in those days, and our rations didn’t last very long. The
Canadians gave us sheets, pillowcases, and blankets. In fact, Mom and
I made a winter coat out of two blankets, since we didn’t have that
many coupons for clothes, and we had to use precious coupons to have
clothes made for the act. The poor British could only give us canned
beef and sugar! We never got paid for those shows, but the food was
much better than all the money in the world.
We also took our concertinas and played on ships and docks when
we worked Chatham, Portsmouth, Southampton, and other ports. We
played in hospitals, and we played hymns in churches. We did this until
the end of the war.
Despite the hardships, there were no grumbles. We all got on with
our jobs. And the public was marvelous. The theatres were always full
of uniformed men and women (there were also civilians), even though
they had to walk to the theatre in the blackout. And though the
theatres were blacked out outside, inside, the lights were on, the
curtain rose, and the show got underway, even when the air raid sirens
went off! We carried on every week, traveling every Sunday, until the
end of the war.
The postwar years: END OF THE WAR!—what a wonderful sight it
was to see the street lights aglow and the theatres ‘lit’ up again outside.
Down came the blackout curtains and boards. Off came the tape that
was criss-crossed against the window panes of every window possible.
Everybody was so happy in that marvelous atmosphere, and the
people came to see the show. They laughed at all the jokes and
applauded everything going. Variety came back with a swing. Although
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the war had closed down a lot of private theatres, some were opening
up again. The Musical Elliotts never had a ‘week out’.
As it happened, 1947 was the year of the circus for us, starting off
with Sanger’s Touring Circus, then the Tower Circus, Blackpool, for six
months of summer season; then came Tom Arnold’s Knights of the
Ring, and after that Tom Arnold’s Mammoth Christmas Circus. Finally,
there was the ‘3 Ring Circus’ at the Harringay Arena, London, which
had the greatest collection of animals and circus stars ever seen in one
programme. Practically every country in Europe was represented in
British circusdom’s greatest achievement. I can also say that the
animals were better looked after than the human beings themselves!
There were also quite a few ‘rows’, but with the language problem like
that of the Tower of Babel, it’s likely that the less-than-genteel
language wasn’t understood. I have to admit that I found it all very
funny (but I spoke only English).
After finishing with the circus, we went back into variety, summer
season, and pantomime. In 1949, we were booked as guest artists for
a month with the Tommy Morgan Summer Show at the Pavilion,
Glasgow. After the first week, Morgan asked us to stay for a full six
months, changing the act every month. (It seemed that we were very
popular with the Glasgow public.) We could always do a change for
three acts, but six gave us a challenge that my father just ‘loved’ and
could not resist—so we stayed. It was rather difficult playing one of the
acts, rehearsing for the second, and sorting out and getting music and
ideas for the third sketched out. How we didn’t get mixed up has
always amazed me! It was jolly hard work, but the audiences were
marvelous and so was the company that we were with. Then we went
for pantomime season to Popplewell’s Gaiety Theatre in Ayr, Scotland,
and back to variety after that. We still never had a ‘week out’—no time
for holiday, too busy working.24
We never had a day off except for Sunday. And when we got home,
the props came with us. We would arrive home with our baskets full
of things, and would pile them all in the middle of the front room. The
front room was the room for all the instruments, backdrops, costumes,
and so forth.
I had an offer from Ivy Benson to go as her second trumpet.25 Of
course, I said ‘No. Tradition—I’m a family act. I’m not doing it’. Julia’s
godmother came up to me and said, ‘Viona, break up the act. Go into
Ivy Benson’s band, and Julia won’t have to go into the family act’. I
said: ‘I’m sorry; I can’t do that’.
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I met Raymond Lane during the 1951/1952 pantomime season at
the Derby Hippodrome; he was the manager of the theatre.26 At first,
we were just friends—very sensible. Both of us had seen many artists
fall in ‘seasonal’ love; it often didn’t work out. So at the end of the
pantomime, we said our goodbyes, and I went off with Tommy and
Hazel for a variety date at Portsmouth. To cut a long story short, we
wrote to each other every day, and Ray phoned every night. We soon
got married. The act was booked at the Ocean Revue Theatre at
Clacton-on-Sea for the summer season. On Sunday, 10 August 1952,
I—Viona Elliott (real name Varley)—was married to Raymond Lane, at
St. Paul’s Church, Clacton. The next night I was back on stage with
the act, with Raymond sitting in the front row with his mother and
friends. Honestly, I could not play. All the girls behind me were ragging
me, and Tommy had to go on at the end of the act and announce:
‘Please forgive my daughter; she only got married yesterday’. I
received the greatest round of applause ever. We had to delay our
honeymoon; that was show business in those days. The act always
came first.
I stayed with the act during the following year while my younger
sister, Julia, finished school. At fifteen, she joined us while we were at
Feldman’s Theatre, Blackpool, for the 1953 summer season. Julia took
over for me, and she and the family carried on in variety, summer
seasons, and ‘panto’ seasons. They went over to entertain the troops
in Germany and Suez while the war was on over there. Eventually,
Julia met a very clever puppeteer named Michael Buckmaster. They
married in 1959, with Julia going off to join him in his act.
The last years: Tommy and Hazel carried on as a ‘double act’ until
a tragic accident in 1960. As they were returning home from a show at
an American base near Newmarket, the car broke down at two o’clock
in the morning. Tommy got out to look under the bonnet. At the same
time, Hazel got out to stop a car that was coming the other way. She
neglected to look behind. She was hit by a car coming up and was
killed instantly, as Tommy could only stand and watch in horror. A sad
coincidence: the car that hit Hazel had five musicians who were
coming back from a gig in Newmarket. Tommy felt that he could not
go on without Hazel. However, time went by, and one day his agent
phoned to say that a single specialty musical act was wanted for
summer season in Jersey. We persuaded him to take it, and off he went
again with his concertina—a great success! When he got back he had
a contract to play in a film, The Passport is Courage, starring Dirk
Bogarde. Tommy then went to South Africa for six months. Upon
returning to England, he met Joan Lily Mountain, the manager of the
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showroom where he paid his electricity bills. They got married in 1974,
and Joan was his constant companion from then on, touring
everywhere with him (he was now in his early 70s). Joan felt that it
was time for Tommy to have a holiday, so they booked a fifteen-day
cruise. This was the very first real holiday that Tommy had ever had.
So what did he do? He took his baby 'tina with him! To mark the gala
night on the cruise, the passengers were encouraged to ‘dress up’, all
for fun. There were 1st, 2nd, and 3rd prizes. My father went on with his
baby ‘tina, played ‘Charmaine’, and won 1st prize. For the rest of the
cruise, the passengers kept asking him to play for them. He really
couldn’t live without his concertina, even on his first holiday!
By the time Tommy retired from playing the major theatres, he had
performed with many stars of stage, screen, and television. Appendix
I provides a select list of one hundred stars with whom Tommy shared
the stage. Notable among them is Grock—the famous clown and
multi-instrumentalist—probably the only non-Elliott concertinist ever
to perform on the same bill as Tommy. The engagement was early in
Tommy’s career, when Hazel Elliott and Her Candies had a one-week
engagement at the Coliseum Theater in London in 1923.27
My father carried on touring until, at age 78, his bad ear acted up,
and the doctor told him: ‘No more driving’. Since Joan didn’t drive, he
hired a car and driver and played various cabarets in hotels, Masonic
lodges, Rotarian gatherings, etc. He also played for school parties.
Often there would be a phone call from one of the children’s parents,
asking him to play his baby ‘tina at their daughter’s or son’s birthday
party at their home. He did this until he was eighty-two! Finally, after
a fall, he became rather frail, and he would sit in his chair with a rug
around his knees and his concertina on a table at his right side. He
played for himself and anyone else who would ‘call in’ to see him. He
had arthritis in his fingers, but it didn’t stop him from playing his
concertina.
The last time I saw my father was on 15 August 1987. Raymond
and I were off for a week’s holiday, so I called in before we left in order
to say ‘Bye, see you next week’. He asked me: ‘Want to hear “The Bells
of St. Mary’s”, Viona’? I said: ‘Of course, I do’. He picked up his
concertina and—at age eighty-four, with arthritic fingers and a rug
around his legs—played it perfectly, swinging the instrument from his
lap, every note clear and strong! That was my last memory of him, and
I am so pleased to have it.

PICA Vol.5 Page 39

Three days later (18 August), we got a phone call saying that he had
died. It seems that he didn’t feel good in the morning. Joan got the
doctor, who sent him straight into hospital. Joan visited him in the
afternoon. As she left the ward and looked back at him, he gave her
his ‘cheeky little wave’, which he had always done when finishing his
act—his goodbye to the audience ever since the early days when he
had done the act on his own. The next morning at 6 a.m., Joan got a
phone call to say that he had died very peacefully in his sleep, with a
smile on his face. I think he was smiling, playing his concertina, all the
way up to the pearly gates of heaven.
Appendix I: One-Hundred ‘Stars’ with whom
Tommy Elliott Shared the Stage, 1923-1980
What follows is a list of one hundred well-known figures of stage,
screen, and television with whom Tommy Elliott performed during the
period 1923-1980.
Chesney Allen (1893-1982), comedian and
actor, partner of Bud Flanagan and member of
the Crazy Gang
Julie Andrews (b. 1935), singer and actress
Andrews Sisters: LaVerne (1911-1967),
Maxene (1916-1995), and Patricia
(b. 1918), singers
Billie Anthony (1932-1991), singer
Arthur Askey (1900-1982), comedy vocalist
and pantomimist
Winifred Atwell (1914-1983), pop, jazz, and
boogie-woogie pianist
Ronnie Barker (1929-2005), radio and TV
comedian; partner of Ronnie Corbett in The
Two Ronnies
Jack Benny (1894-1974), vaudeville
performer, comedian, and actor
George Bernard (1912-1968), comic actor,
performed with Bert Maxwell as the Bernard
Brothers
Boswell Sisters: Connee (1907-1976),
Helvita (‘Vet’—1911-1988), and Martha (19051958), singers
Eve Boswell (1922-1998), singer, not one of
the Boswell sisters
Peter Brough (1916-1999), radio and TV
ventriloquist (with dummy Archie Andrews)
Max Bygraves (1922 -), comedian, singer,
and actor
Elsie Carlisle (1896-1977), singer and actress
Rosemary Clooney (1928-2002), singer and
actress
Ronnie Corbett (1930 -), radio and TV
comedian, partner of Ronnie Barker in The
Two Ronnies

Leon Cortez (1898-1970), vaudeville, radio,
and TV actor
Billy Cotton (1899-1969), bandleader and
drummer
Michael Crawford (1942 -), singer and actor
Marie Dainton (1881-1938), actress and
mimic
Billy Daniels (1915-1988), nightclub, film,
and TV singer
Denny Daniels (dates unknown), radio and
TV actor, and author
Jerry Daniels (1915-1995), singer and
instrumentalist in the Ink Spots
Florence Desmond (1905-1993), actress,
comedienne, and impersonator
Marlene Dietrich (1901-1992), singer and
actress
Reg Dixon (1914-1984), singer, comedian,
and actor
Ken Dodd (1927-), comedian and singer
Val Doonican (1927 -), singer
Arthur English (1919-1995), comedian and
TV actor
Norman Evans (1901-1962), comedian and
pantomimist
Sid Field (1904-1950), variety actor and
comedian
Gracie Fields (1898-1975), singer and
comedienne
Bud Flanagan (1896-1968), actor, partner of
Chesney Allen and member of the Crazy Gang
Clinton Ford (1931 -), singer and recording
artist
George Formby, Jr. (1904-1961), comic
singer and banjolele (banjo ukelele) player
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Bruce Forsyth (1928 -), actor, presenter, and
TV host
Charles Fuqua (1910-1971), singer and
instrumentalist in the Ink Spots
Will Fyffe (1885-1947), comic singer
Harry Gordon (1893- 1957), comedian on
stage, radio, and records
Grock (Charles Adrien Wettach, 1880-1959),
circus and music-hall, multi-instrumental
clown
Adelaide Hall (1901-1993), jazz singer on
stage and records
Tony Hancock (1924-1968), comedian and
actor on radio, TV, and film
Will Hay (1888-1949), comic actor
Richard ‘Dickie’ Henderson (1922-1985),
actor in revues and films, and best known as
a TV host
Benny Hill (1924-1992), comic actor and
singer known for The Benny Hill Show
Stanley Augustus Holloway (1890-1982),
comic and character actor on stage and screen
Leslie Holmes (dates unknown), singer and
recording artist
Frankie Howerd (1922-1992), comic actor of
TV and cinema
David Hughes (1929-1972), singer on stage,
radio, TV, and later in opera
Nat Jackley (1909)-1988), comedian and
pantomimist
James ‘Jimmy’ James (1940-), vocalist and
bandleader (Jimmy James and the Vagabonds)
Patricia Jessel (1920-1968), actress
Orville Jones (1902-1944), singer and
instrumentalist in the Ink Spots
Howard Keel (1919-2004), singer and actor
of stage and screen
Pat Kirkwood (1921 -), singer and actress
Teddy Knox (1896-1974), juggler and actor,
member of The Crazy Gang
Turner Layton (1894-1978), singer,
composer, pianist, and music publisher
Albert Lester (1894-1925), actor in dramas
and later in comedies
Joseph Locke (1917-1999), singer on stage,
film, and records
Lulu (Marie McDonald McLaughlin Lawrie,
1948 -), singer, songwriter, actress, model,
and TV personality
Vera Lynn (1917 -), singer and actress
Bobbie MacCauley (d. 1955), singer and
actress, teamed with Nat Mills
Jessie Mathews (1907-1981), singer, dancer,
and actress
Albert ‘Bert’ Maxwell (1918-2004), comic
actor, performed with George Bernard as the
Bernard Brothers
Ethel Merman (1908-1984), singer and
actress
Max Miller (1894-1963), comedian and actor

Nat Mills (1900-1993), singer and actor,
teamed with Bobbie MacCauley
Eric Morecambe (1926 -1984), comedian,
teamed with Ernie Wise
Tommy Morgan (d. 1958), comedian and
pantomimist
Ruby Murray (1935-1996), singer, recording
artist, and TV hostess
Jimmy Nervo (1898-1957), circus performer
and actor, member of the Crazy Gang
Des O’Connor (b. 1932 -), singer and TV
personality
Donald O’Conner (1925-2003), singer,
dancer, and actor
Tessie O’Shea (1913-1995), singer,
comedienne, actress, and banjoist
Wilfred Pickles (1904-1978), actor and radio
personality
Sandy Powell (1900-1982), comedian, singer,
actor, and ventriloquist
Arthur Prince (1881-1948), ventriloquist
(with sailor dummy, Mike), actor on stage,
screen, and early TV
Frank Randell (dates unknown), comedian
and actor
Leslie Sarony (1897-1985), singer,
pantomimist,
and recording artist, Leslie
Holmes’s partner in The Two Leslies
Harry Donald Secombe (1921-2001), singer
and comedian
Ann Shelton (1923-1994), singer
David Soul (1943 -), singer and actor (Hutch
in Starsky and Hutch on TV)
Dorothy Squires (1915-1998), singer
Rosemarie Squires (1928 -), singer
Stan Stennett (1925 -), comedian, jazz
musician, actor
Edwin Styles (1898-1960), comic and
dramatic actor
Jimmy Tarbuck (1940 -), actor on radio and
screen
Tommy Trinder (1909-1989), comedian on
stage, radio, and screen
John Turner Layton (1894-1978), singer,
pianist, composer, and music publisher
Max Wall (1908-1990), comedian and actor
Michael Warre (1922-1987), actor, writer,
producer, and production designer
Waters Sisters: Elsie (1895-1990) and Doris
(1904-1978), comic singers, songwriters, and
sketch actresses
Ivory Watson (1909-1969), singer and
instrumentalist in the Ink Spots
Ernie Wise (1925-1999), comedian teamed
with Eric Morecambe
Norman Wisdom (1915 -), comedian, singer,
and actor
Harry Worth (1917-1989), comic actor and
radio host
Jimmy Young (1921 -), singer, disc jockey,
and radio host
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Appendix II: The Cycling Elliotts28
James Bedford Elliott (1846-1906)—born in Middlesbrough,
Yorkshire—was the son of blacksmith Thomas Elliott and Mary Elliott.
J.B. (as we shall often call him) and his brothers followed their father’s
lead by becoming blacksmiths or choosing vocations related to
blacksmithing.29 After serving an engineering apprenticeship and
spending a season with a circus in Middlesbrough, J. B. settled down
to building ‘Old Bone Shakers’ (those newfangled bicycles) and became
an expert bicycle trick rider and racer, winning money, silver cups, and
medals from the late 1860s to the early 1880s, all the while improving
the bicycles of his manufacture. J.B.’s racing achievements included
winning a distance race of 132 miles from Newcastle-on-Tyne to
Edinburgh, establishing a seven-day record for riding from Newcastleon-Tyne to London and back, and beating a horse and jockey in a race
in Madrid in 1881.
J.B.’s first son, Tom, took an avid interest in the bicycles in the shop
and, at the age of three, began to torment his father into making a tiny
bicycle for him. The result was a little 8½ pound, wood-wheeled
machine on which Tom rode from morning to night (falling asleep still
clutching the bike). He soon became the first boy bicycle champion,
winning first place, £3, and a gold medal in the first junior bicycle race,
in Wolverhampton.
On those rare occasions when Tom was not on his bicycle, his sister
Kate tried to learn to ride it. Tom strenuously objected, prompting J.B.
to build a little bicycle for her; he then repeated the pattern and built
bikes for each of his children, turning them out on the lathe, forge, and
forge bellows of his own construction, in the small workshop behind
their house which, in the mid-1870s, was on Zoar Street in Southwark,
London.
Tom became proficient at riding on the front wheel and turning
pirouettes before letting the back wheel touch the ground,30 a feat that
was the inspiration for J.B.’s invention of the unicycle. The first ‘single
wheel’ had two posts, one for a handlebar and one for the seat. The
handlebar post was soon removed, and the Elliott unicycle took on the
modern no-hands design.
J.B. also patented a second type that was totally unlike what we
would call a unicycle today. The ‘uni’ in these ‘unicycles’ referred to a
single small bicycle wheel (12-to-18 inches in diameter) attached to a
boot on each foot of the cyclist. The Kemp Troupe of Chinese Bicycle
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Skaters already had an act in which they ‘skated’ on tiny bicycles
fastened to each foot of the performer. J.B.’s design involved removing
the back wheel of the bike on each foot, providing the ‘skater’ with
much greater mobility in rolling around the stage. The Elliott ‘unicycles’
(or cycle skates) were used extensively by The Cycling Elliotts, as well
as by trick cycling acts that followed them.31
Tom’s bicycle riding at home led to another of J.B.’s inventions for
the act. Ralph Elliott noticed the small circles that his nephew Tom
could ride on his bicycle. Uncle and nephew together lobbied J.B. to let
the boy ride in circles on a round table, about six feet in diameter. J.B.
was reluctant to go along with the table riding but, after relenting, took
the stunt a major step further. Tom learned to ride on the table while
it was being rotated in the opposite direction, at first by hand and then
from behind a screen, using a belt and pulley assembly attached to the
underside of the table top. Progressively, Tom and his brother Jim,
then both boys and a sister, and finally all four— Kate, Polly, Tom, and
Jim—were simultaneously circling on the rotating table.
The difficulty of the Elliott kids’ stunts progressed over time. The act
would start with the pack of riders circling and weaving in and out
among themselves, or with pairs of cyclists holding banners between
them. Pairs of cyclists with team members on their shoulders might
follow. They formed pyramids: first, two cyclists with a third member
standing on their bike frames while holding a sister on his shoulders;
eventually, the pyramid consisted of six riders. Next, four cyclists
might perform a May-pole-winding routine, or they might ride on the
revolving table. Jim would ride among hand bells closely arranged on
the stage; later, the hand bells were replaced by lighted candles. The
Elliotts also pushed and pulled each other around the stage; for
example, Tom peddled a bicycle while pushing Little Polly in a
wheelbarrow, or he pushed Little Dot, who was mounted on a unicycle
fitted with a carousel-style horse. On occasion, six riders would be
harnessed to J.B.’s buggy and pull it across the stage. And there were
still other stunts, including their riding up and down the Oscillating
Bridge, a seesaw-like
device. The trickiest segment of the
performance was probably the Revolving Wheel of Fire, which J.B.
described as follows:
It consists of a wheel of about four feet, six inches in diameter and six
inches wide with projecting flames of fire attached all around, and it
is upon this wheel that little Tom is placed upon his bicycle, the driving
of which revolves the large wheel of fire underneath him, in the
opposite direction with great velocity, the boy depending solely on his
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nerve and skill to maintain his equilibrium, at the same time, spinning
a plate making a wreath of fire (Elliott, Life and Career, 30).

In the early years of the act, the youth and pluckiness of the
performers added to their appeal. J.B. described an incident during
their performance before His Imperial Majesty Oscar II, King of Sweden
and Norway (circa 1878):
The idea of performing before a real live king set the hearts of the
little ones beating high with curiosity…Little Polly, straining her little
eyes to catch a glimpse of this august family, forgot herself for one
moment. Turning her head away from the direction of her bicycle, she
collided with Kate, a spill being the result, the latter falling from the
stage. King Oscar seeing the little girl in this sorry plight, rose…and
lifted little Kate from her ignominious position. Quieting her little
fears and caressing her, His Majesty restored the child to her father
and at once sent his physician to the back of the stage, but to their
surprise on his arrival Miss Kate was once more pegging away in the
continuance of the programme (Elliott, Life and Career, 21).

Already at age four or five, Polly could amuse the crowd on her
bicycle simply by covering her eyes while holding a sign that read ‘I am
Little Polly But You Can’t See Me’. However, the ‘cuteness’ duties were
soon assigned to Matthew Albert, called Little Dot, the world’s first
baby bicyclist, who made his debut at age two years and three months
at Manchester in March 1881. The following year, J.B.’s niece joined
the act, and Little Dot and Little Annie, both born 1878, were teamed
together.
On 12 March 1883—having already secured a contract with the
Barnum-Bailey-Hutchinson circus—J.B., Kate, Polly, Thomas, James,
Matthew (Little Dot), and Dorothy Ann (Little Annie) Elliott, along with
Margaret Thompson (J.B.’s second wife), arrived in New York City,
which became their base for the next fifteen years. Within weeks,
though, J.B. and the circus owners were in trouble with the authorities
and, in early April, were arrested at the urging of the Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children. The highly publicized trial lasted
about twenty minutes, during which time the Elliott children performed
their cycling act for the three judges, who concluded that the
defendants had not committed a breach of law and dismissed the case.
The trial and verdict proved to be great publicity for the Elliotts, making
the children the talk of New York City and earning them the title ‘The
Only Children Allowed to Perform by Law in America’.32
During the 1894-1895 season, the Cycling Elliotts performed in Cuba.
By the time they returned to New York in May 1895, the family had two
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additions: Tom’s new wife, Eloina (an acrobat and trapeze artist), and
their five-month-old daughter, Violetta. Having returned to the USA,
the Elliott’s (in their Savona personae) became one of the first musical
ensembles to record, turning out a version of ‘I’m Forever Blowing
Bubbles’ in 1895. Figure 10, which dates from the 1890s, shows the
Cycling Elliotts as they appeared towards the end of their long sojourn
in the United States.

Fig. 10. The Cycling Elliotts in the 1890s.

The Cycling Elliotts returned to England in 1898 and toured widely
throughout the British Isles. J.B. purchased one of the very earliest
automobiles—a motorized ‘surrey with the fringe on top’—which was
used to great promotional advantage (see Fig. 11). According to Viona:
My father said that they had one of the first cars, but they couldn’t go
too far in it. They would put the car on a flatcar on the train and would
go to the town right before the place in which they would be playing.
They would get off the train, unload the car and get into it, and then kid
everybody that they had driven all the way from London. It was quite an
announcement of their presence in the next circus or theatre location.
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Fig. 11. The Elliott Automobile: J.B. with daughters and grandchildren,
circa 1900.

The Cycling Elliotts dissolved their act at some point during the
period 1904-1907, leading them to concentrate on making revisions to
the Elliott Savona act. As the Cycling Elliotts, their last review in a
major newspaper appeared in January 1904; their performance at the
Empire Place Theatre in Edinburgh was well received by the reviewer
for The Scotsman (19 January 1904, 7):
The Elliotts, trick cyclists, gave as fine an exhibition as has ever been seen
in Edinburgh. Their feats were numerous, varied, and clever, and were
accomplished with a celerity and neatness that were greatly admired and
applauded.

By 1907, they were billed for twice-nightly performances at the Empire
Palace Theatre in Edinburgh, but now only as The Elliott Savonas (The
Scotsman, 23 August 1907, 1), as they would subsequently be billed
in a series of American performances in 1912 and during the course of
their very last overseas sojourn, in Australia in February 1914. In all,
The Cycling Elliotts enjoyed a most successful career, one that gave
rise to a show- business-family tradition that, under such billings as the
Elliott Savonas, The Seven Elliotts, Hazel’s Candies, and The Musical
Elliotts, continued to entertain audiences through the middle of the
twentieth century.
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James Bedford Elliott died at the boat landing in Jarrow-on-Tyne on
22 May 1906. The epitaph on his memorial in Linthorpe Cemetery in
Middlesbrough reads: ‘He Died As Fades The Morning Star Into The
Light Of Heaven’. J.B.’s wife Margaret died in 1913, and James Elliott
in 1916, when his daughter Hazel was fourteen years old. J. B. Elliott’s
oldest son and youngest daughter—Thomas and May—both died in
1929. Viona’s memories from the 1930s and ‘40s include trips to the
homes of some of her great aunts and uncles who had been Cycling
Elliotts and Elliott Savonas.
NOTES
1.
We appreciate the comments of John Cady, Stephen Chambers, Geoffrey
Crabb, Alan Day, Robert Gaskins, Greg Jowaisas, Neil Wayne, Wes Williams, Dan
Worrall, and Cheryl Zollars.
2.
Viona’s comment on Fig. 2: ‘I can’t get over the woman in the band. I
always thought it was a man’s world! It’s a pity that the boy in the picture isn’t
my father, but he’s not. And dig those shirts that the men are wearing! Poor old
mothers and wives, they would have to boil those in the scullery boiler, put a
“blue dolly” bag in the washing to make them white, and starch the collars. Help!’
3.
‘Blacksmith’ is shown on his marriage certificate, his children’s birth certificates, and even his death certificate.
4.

Today, the Coliseum Theatre is the home of the National Opera Company.

5.
The multi-talented Elliott ladies sewed most of their own outfits, sequins
and all, and managed the wardrobes.
6. They were billed as ‘The Savona Saxophone Band’ for a long engagement at
the Hippodrome Theatre, London, in 1903 (The Times, various issues, OctoberNovember 1903).
7.
The Elliotts’ musical instruments were provided by J.W. Pepper of Philadelphia. Founded by James W. Pepper in 1876, the company manufactured band
instruments and also imported instruments. Today, J.W. Pepper & Son advertises
itself as the world’s largest retailer of sheet music.
8.
For their engagement at the Empire Palace Theatre in Edinburgh in 1904,
they were proudly billed as ‘The Seven Savonas: These Artistes Play on over 50
Musical Instruments’. They appeared on the same programs as ‘The Elliotts, Marvellous [sic] Trick Cyclists’ (The Scotsman, 18-22 January 1904).
9.
The ‘Palace’ revue played the Empire Palace Theatre, Edinburgh, in 1908
(The Scotsman, 24 November 1908, 8), and later the Coliseum Theatre, London
(The Times, 2 November 1917, 6; 21 March 1918, 6). Somewhat fittingly, a comedy cycle act—The Merrills—was next to the Savonas on the November 1917 bill.
10.

The Times, 15 November 1923, 10.
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11.

The Scotsman, 27 November 1926, 1.

12.
The engagement was at the Coliseum Theatre in August 1930 (The Times,
9 August 1930, 8), which appears to have been the last ‘Hazel Elliott’ billing at a
major London theatre.
13. The Seven Elliotts can be seen performing (including the Sea Shell and
Ship’s Wheel routines) in a British Pathe newsreel, ‘Sea Shells Have Music’
(1936), online at www.britishpathe.com (Search: Elliots [sic]).
14. They include Harry Thompson, Percy Honri, Dutch Daly, John Hill Maccann,
Henri Albano, Jack Clevoner, Joseph and Arthur Webb, Sam and Betty Aukland,
Herbert Greene, Jack Easy, and others. Some of these performers are profiled in
Randall C. Merris, ‘Dutch Daly: Comedy and Concertinas on the Variety Stage’,
PICA, 4 (2007), 16-17; others will be covered in a forthcoming article on miniature concertinas.
15. His well-known shtick was to pull out his miniature concertina while saying
‘Ah …, a teenie-weenie concertina’ and have the audience respond with an ‘Ah …’
of their own.
16. Tommy can be heard playing ‘Charmaine’ on a miniature concertina in the
film cited in note 21.
17.

‘Gigi’ and ‘Nola’ appear on English International (see Table 2).

18. The Oxford, Pavilion, and Tivoli Theatres in London, controlled by an ownership group formed in 1891.
19. Leslie Grade (1916-1979)—born Laszlo Winogradsky in Tokman, Ukraine—
and his brothers, Lew Grade and Bernard Delfont, were leading theatrical
agents/managers and television and film producers under the auspices of The
Grade Organization. Leslie’s son Michael is now Chairman of ITV.
20. Regular television service in Berlin was new, having just started in March
1935. Television viewing advanced rapidly and, in 1936, the Summer Olympics
in Berlin were broadcast up to eight hours daily.
21. ‘”The Seven Elliotts” in Home Stations – London Television Programme’,
The Times, 12 December 1936, 10. Tommy later appeared as a supporting actor
(with miniature concertina) in the film The Password is Courage (1962), starring
Dirk Bogarde and Maria Perschy.
22. The Entertainments National Service Association (ENSA) was organized by
Basil Dean in 1939 to provide entertainment for the British armed services during
the war. It operated as part of the Navy, Army, and Air Force Institutes. Entertainers were in short supply, and the ENSA employed talent that ranged from
well-known stars—among them, Dame Gracie Fields, George Formby Jr., Sir Laurence Olivier, Maurice Chevalier, and Seymour Hicks—to marginal acts for which
the acronym ENSA was said to mean ‘Every Night Something Awful’. In addition
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to entertaining troops at home, the ENSA troupes saw action close to the front
lines in France, Italy, North Africa, Burma, New Guinea, and elsewhere, leading
to a few war casualties within their ranks.
23. Christabel Jane Drewry (born in 1913 at Eastleigh, Hampshire) was the
long-time artist’s model for Norman Pett’s cartoon strip, ‘Jane’s Journal: The Diary
of a Bright Young Thing’, which made its debut in The Daily Mirror on 5 December
1932. She became Christabel Leighton-Porter shortly after the war, having married
Arthur Leighton-Porter, an RAF pilot. The cartoon strip, illustrating compromising
situations in which Jane was in various states of undress, was wildly popular with
the troops. Illustrations of a startlingly bare Jane that appeared in the Mirror on 7
June 1944 (the day after D-Day) added to the already fever-pitch interest in the
cartoon strip. Besides inspiring the revue, the cartoon strip spawned ‘Jane’ books
published by The Daily Mirror (Jane at War and Farewell to Jane), movies (including
The Adventures of Jane, a 1949 film starring Christabel), and TV productions. The
cartoon strip ended in 1959. Christabel Leighton-Porter died in 2000.
24. I once asked my father about why we never took a holiday. He said: ‘Who
could ask for more of a holiday than performing by the seaside’?
25. Ivy Benson (b. 1913 in Leeds; d. 1993) was the leader of an all-girls band
for more than forty years; ‘Ivy Benson and Her All Girl Band’, online at
www.ivybenson-online.com.
26. Raymond would later manage London’s Coliseum Theatre, which previously
had been managed by Sir Oswald Stoll of the Moss-Stoll Theatre Empire.
27.

Advertised in The Times, 8-13 January 1923, 8 (each issue).

28. What follows is based in part on J.B. Elliott, Life and Career of the Celebrated Elliott Family (Middlesbrough: J. B. Elliott, 1883); and Ken Marshall,
Middlesbrough’s Good Old Days (Redcar, Cleveland [UK]: C. Book, n.d.).
29. He had a sister, Ann (b. 1858), and seven brothers: Ralph (b. 1842), William Rand (b. 1844), Robert Taylor (b. 1847), Joseph (b. 1848), John T. (b.
1849), Bedford Rand (b. 1856), and Francis G. (b. 1861). In the British census,
his brothers’ occupations are shown as ‘blacksmith’, ‘forgeman’, 'enginesmith’,
and ‘engine fitter’.
30. The Elliott bicycles were small versions of the old ‘Big Wheel’ bicycle, which
had direct drive pedals on the front axle and a relatively small back wheel. Later,
the Elliotts would also have the modern type of rear-wheel-drive bicycles with
wheels of equal size. On the early history of the bicycle (as found in an early
article), see ‘How We Got the Cycle: The Curious Stages Through Which the
Wheel Has Passed’, The Hub, 26 February 1893, 141-42.
31. The Cycling Elliotts’ act spawned imitators, particularly in Europe; among
the best known were The Arthur Klein Family, Les Fluher—Cyclistes Serieux, The
Aurora Troupe, The George Narow Co., and Lilly Meranda—Bicycle Queen and
Musical Marvel.
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32. On the arrest and trial, see Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 2 April 1883,4; 5 April
1883, 2; online at www.brooklynpubliclibrary.org/eagle. The Cycling Elliotts later
appeared in the W.C. Coup Circus.
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In April 2009 some 20 concertina musicians will spend six days creating
a CD of varied, tuneful music. We’ll include pieces recalling the historic
concertina bands (Heywood, Heckmondwike, Mexborough etc), special
arrangements from the 16th to the 21st century, and a new composition.
Please will you support our ambitious project by ordering one or more
CDs? This will be the first commercial recording of a substantial
modern concertina band. You’ll enjoy a unique CD, and help us to
preserve the living tradition of Concertina Bands.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Please reserve me.....copies of the Hawkwood Concertina Band CD.
This will be recorded in April 2009, and will cost £12 each inc. postage
and packing.
Name.....................................................................
Address..................................................................
Email.....................................................................
Phone.....................................................................
Please send this slip (or photocopy) (not money) to
Jenny Cox, 26 Hill Grove, Bristol BS9 4RJ,
or email bandstand@coxboxes.co.uk

or phone 0117 9629931.

