
John Simons
My Life in Music

including vintage film clip of Jollees



John was born in 1940 at the Abercrombie on Mayne Street in Hanford, 
where his parents were licensees 



After a short stay in Weston Coyney 
the family moved to the Station Hotel 
in Meir in 1943. 

Both of John’s parents were musical

He had private piano tuition with 
Spencer Jones, head of music at 
Wolstanton Grammar School. 

His father insisted he practise for 
an hour every evening. 

He attended primary school in Meir 
and High School in Hanley.

Early Years

John aged 9 John’s parents on a cruise 
in 1955

Station Hotel, shortly before demolition 



John left school at 16 and went to work for the 
furniture company Brown Bros and Taylor Ltd.
He worked at each of their local branches, in 
Stoke on Trent, Tunstall and Newcastle.

At the same time he was playing jazz 
three or four nights a week in the Cameo 
Lounge at the Embassy Hall in Waterloo 
Road, Burslem.

Starting work



“There was a 12/14 piece band in the main 
ballroom and then underneath he had 
another ballroom called the Gold Mine.  It 
opened on Christmas Eve December 1959.  
It later changed its name to The Bali Ha’i. 

This band was a six-piece, playing a kind of 
a bebop funky rock as opposed to the 
traditional jazz.  It was fronted by a man 
named Kim Corden, who was the 
grandfather of James Corden. He was a 
great jazz player. I learned a lot from Kim.”

The Crystal Ballroom was the first of this type of 

ballroom in the area, built by Eddie Fenton and 

opened in November 1958. 

The Crystal 



John played in the first small band in The Place when Kevin Donovan 

opened it in the early 60s.  It was called the Mel Davis Three.

“They originally opened The Place without a band – they were 
hoping to do it with records, as the first discotheque in the area.  
But it didn’t work, so I got a call and was given the job. It was a 
trio, only semi professional, because I was a sales rep then.

We changed the format of the group; we threw the piano out, 

got a Hammond organ in, a bass guitar instead of a string bass, 

a guitar player, a trumpet player and a drummer. But then 

Donovan started to bring in pop groups which killed us dead.” 

The Place 



John was very pleased that he was working at the furniture store when 
National Service ended, because he was due to be called up.  

As a Private he’d have earned £1.50 a week and he was making £40 a week, 
working at the store and the Embassy jazz club.

His first professional music job was in the Safari and Lake Club 
Casino which opened in 1961 at Weston Coyney in the grounds of 
Park Hall. He played piano with a drummer, six nights a week, for 
£17 per week, cash. 

“In those days there was a lot of music going on in Stoke on Trent.  
There were three or four big bands.  Norman Jones was one, 
taken over by Ken Jones when he retired, and Ken Griffiths was 
another. All these bands were doing three or four nights a week 
for dances and functions.”  

Turning Professional



In 1968 Eddie Fenton, the manager of the Crystal 
Ballroom in Newcastle, built a new dance hall in 
Waterloo Road, Burslem, on the site of a demolished 
potbank, calling it The Adulte. This was a 
sophisticated ballroom.

Eddie said at the time: “The Adulte is for grown-ups 
and not teenagers. They’ve already got plenty of 
places to shuffle around in. The Adulte is for proper 
dancing.”

“Eddie never experienced any trouble. He always 
insisted on people being dressed correctly. You had 
to have a tie, jacket, the guys, your hair couldn’t be 
on your collar. He banned the Earl of Lichfield from 
the Adulte because his hair was on his collar.”

The Adulte 



“At all Eddie Fenton ballrooms, if you went 
before nine o’clock, it was half price and 
half price at the bar.” 

The Adulte was open four nights a week with 

good regular attendances:  

1,000 on Tuesdays. 

1,800 on Thursdays
2,000 on *Saturdays and Sundays.
*These were particularly popular nights as 
there were two bands and John had the 
big band.

On New Year’s Eves tickets 2,500 tickets were 

sold in advance. The Adulte had 18 bars side by 

side, making it the longest bar in the country. New Years Eve at the Adulte in 1973

The Adulte



“At the Adulte they used to have this turntable with the two 
bands. There’d be a three or four piece and a big band, so the 
music was continuous. We used to go round and the music 
never stopped. We used Hammond Organs with the big 
cabinets and a reverb unit.

Typically, Eddie Fenton bought 
the turntable from British Rail 
at Camden. It was one of those 
used to turn an engine round.

It regularly used to stick. To get 
it going again the musicians 
used to jump up and down on 
the stage. The reverb unit 
would make a loud noise like 
thunder. 

Never a dull moment!”

The Adulte 



“I sometimes played at the 

Trentham Gardens ballroom 

for Norman Jones. Later for 

Ken Jones who was a 

pianist for Norman until he 

retired, then Ken took over 

from him. 

There wasn‘t a lot of work 
at Trentham Gardens in 
those days. 

The Ballroom itself really 
only operated at weekends 
and the licensing rules were 
such that you couldn’t go 
past midnight on a 
Saturday night.” 

Norman Jones Orchestra

Trentham Gardens 



“When needed, I used to deputise for Philip Harrison, 
the organist at Trentham Church.

The church organ is very old and rather than just go in, turn it 
on and play, being somewhat of a perfectionist, I used to go 
across a couple of days before and familiarise myself again. 

I was used to playing big Hammonds and this is a traditional 
church organ with a full concave power pedal board. But with 
organs like this one, there is a time lag, you play something and 
the sound comes about a second later, and it takes a bit of 
getting used to. So you have to ignore it when you’re playing.  

Eric Hamlyn was the vicar at that time.”

Trentham Church



“Jollees came along in 1973. I walked 
around it when there was a chalk mark 
where the stage would be. 

We had eight years as the Show Band at 
Jollees with all the big names in 
entertainment. 

We had to do the cabaret, as well as all 
the other dancing. Similar clubs had a  
pop group to play for the dancing.” 

John Simons [front left] with his showband

“Jollees helped to put Stoke on the map.  No doubt about it!” 

The Jollees’ Years



Jollees became the UK’s biggest live 
cabaret venue. It played host to 
popular stars from music and comedy 
including: Cliff Richard, Cilla Black, 
Cannon and Ball, David Essex, 
Morecambe and Wise, Petula Clark 
and Ken Dodd. 

American performers came too, like 
Andy Williams and Roy Orbison, 
Jack Jones and the Three Degrees. 

Jollees Proudly Presents…



Jollees’ Pin Up Party News Posters



More big names from the 1970s



Jollees’ Drinks 
and Decor



Performers at Jollees 
in the 1970s

John with Little and Large and band members in the band’s own bar John with Des O’Connor and Des’s manager

John and the Black Abbotts



THE 
JOHN SIMONS
SHOW BAND

with 
resident singers 
Wendy Jane and 

Alan Grainger 
in 1981



Vintage film about Jollees, as it closed its doors, including John Simons, courtesy of the Staffordshire Film Archive 

Clip not available in this scrollable version
Go to  

https://www.youtube.com/c/TrenthamHeritage



In 1983 John worked at Alton Towers where Circus Hassani put 
on four to five shows a day, seven days a week. 

His band was delighted with this contract, as it was a day job 
and left the evenings free for other work. 

During the school holidays he was able to take his two 
daughters with him to Alton Towers.

They were each allowed to take a friend and were able to go 
on the rides free of charge.  

There was also a big fireworks display where John had an 
18-piece orchestra.

The Circus at Alton Towers



My band was basically a ten piece, but a performer like Cilla Black 

would want a much bigger orchestra, she’d want maybe four 

trumpets and three trombones. 

I knew who to book. I paid them cash at the end of the evening.

Freddy Garrity rang me and offered me a job. I turned it down. 
So did Ken Dodd and I turned him down too.”

“When approached, I used to form bands depending on 

what was required. I have trunks full of arrangements. Plus 

numerous band uniforms, all shapes, sizes, colours. 

But when Joe Loss contacted John to play piano in his band 
on a world cruise on the QE2 in1985, he said yes. And he 
repeated the experience in 1986.  

Contacts 

John playing piano with the Joe Loss band



“In 1986, the City of Stoke on Trent Operatic 
Society came to me to be musical director 
for West Side Story. It was the first time they 
had used a professional full orchestra.” 

Musical Director – West Side Story  



“In 1990 I became musical director of the 

Theatre Royal and got roped in to do two 

or three pantomimes at the Theatre Royal, 

like Babes in Wood and Mother Goose. 

The manager at the time 

had the idea of bringing 

over actors from the TV 

programme Neighbours 

and putting them in 

pantomimes.  

He put on six or eight 

pantomimes there.”

Musical Director  - Theatre Royal



As a musical director for Cunard for nine years, 
John formed his own show band and played 
for cabaret and dancing on five world cruises 
on the QE2 between 1988 and 1995.
He also worked on Cunard’s Countess and 
Princess ships. 

He played in a spectacular celebratory concert 
for the 150th anniversary of Cunard in 1990.

Carry On Cruising 

John playing in the Cunard celebratory concert

Aboard the QE2 in 1990



Cruising with The John Simons 
Show Band in the 2000s

P&O’s Adonia, November 2003P&O  2005

John was musical director for P&O for 10 years, including 
cruises on The Arcadia, Victoria and Oriana

P&O Cruise August 2001 - John Simons Orchestra



John Simons – High Flyer

In 1963, John married Zeb and moved to Trentham. 
They have lived in the same house ever since. 

Besides music, flying and instructing have been 
another passion. John learned to fly at Halfpenny 
Green, Wolverhampton, in 1965 and took his 
instructor’s course at Cranfield. 

Flying fitted in well with his music work. He could fly 
during the day and play music at night.

He bought a small French plane with friends in 1965 
and kept it at Meir Airport. He held a pilot’s licence for 
several decades.

“I once flew my wife up to Edinburgh, just to have 
some fish and chips!”

John and a friend in a Boeing Stearman in Florida 

John and a share-owned Cesna at Tatenhill in 2020 



Round the World and Back Again

P.S. from John “I still play every day; it’s like therapy for me. I can sit down and play for hours without music.” 
 

Now retired, at home in Trentham, 
John can look back on TV and radio 
appearances, musical direction and 
performance at many local venues, as 
well as the years playing on cruise ships 
all over the world.

He met and played for many of the 
best-known names in entertainment, 
often with little rehearsal time.  

Entertainers ranged from Arthur Askey 
to Mike Yarwood, vocal groups from 
The Three Degrees to The Four Tops 
and singers from Petula Clarke to 
Sacha Distel and Roy Orbison. 



John Simons - My Life in Music
Huge thanks to John Simons for sharing his memories 

and his archive collection

Produced for Heritage Open Day 2023 
by Cynthia Dumbelton and Katie Forest-Hay

and the Trentham Heritage Project

THANK YOU FOR WATCHING
Email : trenthamheritage@gmail.com

trenthamheritage.org.uk/
youtube.com/c/TrenthamHeritage
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