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The Fred Karno Story
6th-9th October 2010
Book and Original Lyrics by David Crump, Original Music by Peter Smith

From The Top Theatre Company present - the world premier of a brand new musical, ‘Khaotic’ – The Fred Karno Story. This show tells the true story of Fred Karno, one of the greatest showmen of the British music hall age. Fred was a national phenomenon, his shows toured for thirty years all over the world. The father of slapstick comedy with a natural flair for publicity, he was also a hard task master who had a turbulent private life. 
He discovered Charlie Chaplin and Stan Laurel who both first went to America touring with Karno in 1910, only to be wooed by Hollywood, never to return. He also gave greats such as Sandy Powell, Will Hay, Flannagan and Allen and Fred Kitchen their first big breaks. The story spans nearly seventy years from the late Victorian age of Empire, through the first world war and into the golden age of Hollywood. Along the way Fred’s original comedy sketches are bought back to life and the show explores his relationship with his comics, his wives, mistresses and music hall greats such as Marie Lloyd. 

Fred’s personal story is a stormy, dramatic and often sad tale, but he was the undoubted King of Comedy in Britain for nearly forty years and was credited with inventing the custard pie in the face gag. In discovering and training Chaplin and Laurel he is at the very roots of modern comedy and his chaotic slapstick style is still pertinent today. Some people still say ‘It’s like Fred Karno’s Army’ to describe anything chaotic! 
The show is a rollercoaster contrasting the ups and downs of life on the road with the hilarity of the great comics of the time. Songs include some of the best known music hall songs of the day along with some less well known gems.
Dave Crump, from Lichfield, has been writing pantomimes and shows for amateur societies for nearly twenty years. The idea for the show came from a chance comment by a friend who when describing a chaotic day said ‘It’s like Fred Karno’s Army’. Dave was intrigued by this strange saying and this led him to start researching who Fred Karno was – what he found was a remarkable story of a forgotten showman who discovered the worlds most famous comedians and helped create modern comedy. 

With the professional revival of many classic musicals it is now difficult for amateur societies to find available shows to perform and very few opportunities to produce new material. Dave’s ‘home’ society, the From The Top Theatre Company, were looking for such a project and had been tempted by both ‘Mack and Mabel’ (the story of Hollywood mogul Mack Sennett) and ‘Underneath the Arches’ – the story of Flannagan and Allen. 
Dave realised that Fred Karno’s story is effectively the ‘pre-quel’ to both of these stories since it was his Karno trained comics who helped Sennett establish the Keystone studios in the early days of silent movies, and in 1932 he was instrumental in putting on the first Crazy Shows which were the nursery of the ‘Crazy Gang’ including Flannagan and Allen. 

Dave has spent a year researching the show and has been in contact with Chaplin and Laurel and Hardy experts all over the world from America to New Zealand. Dave is now working on a new biography of Karno to be published next spring.

He has also unearthed some previously unknown facts such as Stan Laurel’s apparent deafness, Fred Karno’s intriguing connection to the Dr Crippen murder case and his wife’s friendship with music hall star Marie Lloyd. The show has elements of the great social stories of the time from Jack the Ripper through the Boer War, First World War and even the sinking of the Titanic.
Dave joined forces with Pete Smith, long time musical director to many amateur societies across the Midlands, and together they have written many new songs for the show which are interspersed between classic music hall songs of the time such as ‘Waiting at the church’, ‘Oh Oh Antonio’, ‘The Boy in the Gallery’, ‘It’s a long way to Tipperary’ and many more. The audience, in true music hall style, should be singing along!

Dave has been assisted in writing the show by members of the Karno family, in both New Zealand and Los Angeles. Recently, in the bottom of a trunk in an attic, Dave unearthed a never before performed song written by Fred Karno Junior which will now be included in the show. 
For more information please contact:

Publicity Secretary: Paul Wescott 07979852847 or email wescott195@yahoo.co.uk

Dave Crump on 07875 763221. Email: crumpy@supanet.com
From the Top Theatre Company details can be found at www.from-the-top.co.uk
Tickets are available from the From The Top box office on 07974 894542 or the Old Rep Box Office. The show is at the Old Rep Theatre Birmingham, 6th – 9th October 2010. Ticket prices are £12.50 and £10 concessions 
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