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Charles Hawtrey is, in many 
ways, the forgotten man of 
the Carry On films. Of the 
series regulars, the man 

born George Frederick Joffre Hartree 
starred in 23 of the 29 movies – that’s 
four more than franchise figurehead 
Sid James and 14 more than the 
similarly iconic Barbara Windsor. 
Only Kenneth Williams and Joan 
Sims notched up more.

If the actor hadn’t walked away 
from the series that made his 
name, he might well have tied with 
Williams. But, after making 23 of 
them since the very first, Carry On 
Sergeant in 1958, Hawtrey finally 
said sayonara after 1972’s Carry 
On Abroad.

In the years since his death, 
there have been countless TV 
documentaries and dramas about 
Sid James, Kenneth Williams and 
Barbara Windsor, but precious few 
about the man whose catchphrase 
of “Oh, hello” was as intrinsic a part 
of the Carry Ons as Sid’s lascivious 
laugh and Williams’ nostril-flared 
cries of “Stop messin’ about!”

That’s likely because, unlike his 
co-stars, little is known of Hawtrey’s 
private life. Unlike Williams, there 
aren’t a mountain of diaries to 
illuminate him and, unlike Sid, 

Famed for his “Oh hello” catchphrase, 
Charles Hawtrey played wimpy characters 

for laughs in the Carry On films but 
his real life was one of bitterness and 

alcoholism, says Steve O’Brien

Carry OnOn 
A sad

In Carry On Abroad, 
Charles Hawtrey 
played drunk Eustace 
Tuttle, one of a group 
of holidaymakers on 
the island of Elsbels 
on the Costa Bomm. 
Their hotel is only 
half-built, leading to 
chaos and mayhem.
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there aren’t a long line of lovers, 
friends and kids to help keep his 
memory alive. “He was rather like 
a character that you read about 
in a comic, a drawing rather than 
a real person,” said the comedy 
producer Ernest Maxin. “I always 
felt that when I was speaking with 
him; with Hattie [Jacques] and 
Bernard [Bresslaw] I was speaking 
with real people, but with Charles it 
was more like a Disney character… 
I honestly don’t think there was 
a real Charles Hawtrey.” 

CARRY ON CLASHES
If there was a real Charles Hawtrey, 
it was forever obscured by the 
alcohol that dominated his adult 
life. Producer Peter Rogers and 
director Gerald Thomas had 
tolerated Charlie’s drinking ever 
since that first Carry On in 1958, 
but by 1972 his addiction had 
become so unmanageable, and 
his behaviour so intolerable, that 
scriptwriter Talbot Rothwell – who 
had made subtle digs at Hawtrey’s 
foibles in previous films – basically 

based the part of the perma-
sozzled mummy’s boy Eustace 
Tuttle in Carry On Abroad on him.

It wasn’t the drink, however, that 
lost Hawtrey his place in the Carry 
On line-up. He’d been clashing with 
Rogers and Thomas ever since 
he’d demanded a gold star on his 
dressing room door for Carry On 
Cruising (1962). It was an emphatic 
no from Rogers, who always 
maintained that no star was bigger 
than the Carry On brand itself, 
and Hawtrey found himself, for 

that film, replaced by Lance 
Percival. (A humbled Hawtrey 
returned for the next movie, 
1963’s Carry On Cabby).

Nine years later, he would 
battle it out once more with 
his Carry On bosses over 
the issue of billing for the 
third Carry On Christmas 

TV special. On the previous two 
specials, in 1969 and 1970, he’d been 
credited third under Sid James 
and Terry Scott, just as he was 
habitually billed third under Sid 
James and Kenneth Williams in 
the feature films. With James and 
Scott sitting the next special out, 
Hawtrey quite reasonably expected 
to be granted the lead credit, only 
Rogers decided that it was Hattie 
Jacques’ turn to be first billed. 
Despite Gerald Thomas wining and 
dining Hawtrey to help convince 

him that second billing was, in fact, 
still a big deal, the actor refused 
to budge. “From that moment,” 
Hawtrey recalled, “I thought, 
‘Charlie, this is where you make an 
exit.’ And I did, very politely.”

Hawtrey’s behaviour on the 
Carry On sets had always been 
erratic. One time, Barbara Windsor, 
alarmed at Hawtrey’s inebriation, 
offered him a bucket, only for the 
actor to snap, “Oh, why don’t you 
piss off?! You’re always trying to be 
so kind and good to everyone!”

During the filming of 1964’s Carry 
On Jack, Williams wrote in his 
diary: “Hawtrey was pissed. Breath 
smelled appallingly. It’s a disgrace.” 
In another entry four years later, 
after hearing a drunken Hawtrey 
“shouting and bawling”, he wrote: 
“It’s not the eccentricity or the 
grotesquerie, or the homosexuality 
that puts one off Charles, it’s the 
excruciating boredom.”

Hawtrey’s alcoholism had 
begun to spiral after the death of 
his mother, with whom he was 
especially close, in 1965. A few years 
later he moved to the coastal town 
of Deal in Kent where he would 
spend the final 19 years of his life. 
He worked sporadically during that 
time, but spent most of his hours 
in the town’s pubs, often finding 
himself chucked out after abusing 
or chatting up the other patrons.

Hawtrey spent much of that 
time away from the cameras, but 
in 1984 he found himself plastered 
over the tabloids when a fire broke 
out at his house on Middle Street. 
A prostitute he’d brought back 
had set fire to Hawtrey’s sofa after 
the actor refused to pay him for 
services rendered. The photos in 
the press the next morning showed 
a dishevelled and angry looking 
Hawtrey, sans wig, being helped out 
of his burning home by a firefighter. 

FADING CAREER
Those final years where he found 
himself banned from most of the 
pubs in his home town, were an 
ignoble end for someone who, in 
his early career, had shared the 
stage with Vivien Leigh, been 
directed by Alfred Hitchcock and 
who was, in his youth, considered 
England’s leading boy soprano. 
But Hawtrey’s career hadn’t gone 
the way he’d planned. Barbara 
Windsor said of him, “There 
would be Charlie, sitting in his 
chair drinking sherry and kind of 
saying, ‘What am I doing in these 
dreadful films?’”

Yet at the same time, his 
drinking had robbed him of all 
ambition. His last screen role 
was in 1987, guesting as the Duke 
of Claridge in an episode of the 
children’s TV show Super Gran.

A year later, he entered Dover’s 
Buckland Hospital after shattering 
his femur. He was diagnosed 
with peripheral vascular disease 
and told that, in order to save 
his life, his legs would have to be 
amputated. He refused, saying, “No, 
I want to die with my boots on.”

Charles Hawtrey died on 
October 27, 1988. His funeral was 
attended by just nine mourners.

Thirty-three years on from his 
death, he remains an enigma. Two 
biographies have been written 
about him since, but even the 
writer of one of them, Wes Butters, 
was forced to concede that “We will 
never truly understand Hawtrey.” 

In the end, though, does it even 
matter? What is left is the work 
and, though he may have despised 
the Carry On films that made 
his name, the ones in which he 
doesn’t feature feel desperately 
incomplete. He may not have 
been as big a star as Sid James or 
Kenneth Williams, but nobody 
embodied the camp, boyish 
spirit of the Carry Ons quite like 

Charles Hawtrey.

From left: Charles Hawtrey in 
Carry On Sergeant, with Eric 
Barker and William Hartnell; 
Carry On Cabby with 
Kenneth Connor and Hattie 
Jacques; Carry On Jack 
with Kenneth Williams as 
Captain Fearless;  Carry On 
Again Doctor with Barbara 
Windsor; and with Sid James 
and Barbara Windsor.

Charles Hawtrey in Carry on Sergeant 
(top) The Ghost of St Michael’s (1941) 
(above). In 1984 he was rescued from his 
burning home by firefighters (left).

DID 
YOU 

KNOW?

Hawtrey was name checked by John 
Lennon at the beginning of The 
Beatles’ Two Of Us song, saying, “‘I Dig 
a Pygmy’, by Charles Hawtrey and the 
Deaf Aids... Phase One, in which Doris 
gets her oats!”


