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Peter Waring – magic, comedy and crime 

1916 - 1949  

Waring the performer 

From 1943 Peter Waring was one of the new 

generation of British magicians. He was smart, 

sophisticated and full of charm. He performed 

standard tricks in an entertaining manner. As 

his career progressed he spent more time as a 

compere and graduated to radio comedy with 

other up-and-coming entertainers.  

Peter Waring met Harry Stanley in 1942 in 

Blackpool. Harry Stanley was later to become 

a well-known magic dealer in London. Waring 

told him that he had been invalided out of the 

navy after service on the West African coast 

and wanted to become a professional 

magician. He had devised a magic act which 

he had performed successfully but sought 

further advice. He said his reason for being in 

Blackpool was to see some agents. Stanley 

gave him advice on which tricks to use and on 

other matters. At the time of these early 

meetings, Stanley’s wife Rita thought there was something ‘not quite right’ about 

Waring. Harry Stanley wrote that after an initial engagement at Collin’s music hall in 

London Peter Waring appeared at a theatre in Streatham. There is some corroboration 

for this in that Waring had an audition at Collin’s in February 1943 and the first 

engagement by Peter Waring listed in the press seems to be at the Streatham Empire 

April in 1943 (though the bill is headed ‘radio stars of comedy’). 

In April – May 1943 Waring appeared in theatres in Yorkshire and Lancashire and in 

June he was back at the Streatham Empire in London. He spent some months with a 

review called ‘Get a Load of This’ but by the end of the year was again doing a solo 

act in theatres. In the early months of 1944 Peter Waring toured in a bill headed by 

the popular comedian and musician Vic Oliver, who was at that time married to one of 

the daughters of Winston Churchill. He continued to work in theatres with his act 

entitled ‘Just Tricks – and Things’.  

There is no detailed description of Waring’s act. It is known that he did the egg bag 

and a trick involving a production box. Evaporated milk was another standby. The 

teetotal Waring had a trick where he blew on a glass of water and it illuminated, 

becoming ‘light ale’. Another blow and the illumination went out and it became ‘dark 

ale’. These latter two items may have been devised for him by Gil Leaney. A further 

effect involved the production of photographers’ flash-bulbs from his mouth. It is 

apparent from the press reviews that what caught the public’s attention was Waring’s 

Peter Waring producing flash-bulbs from his mouth. 
(Davenport Collection) 
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humorous patter, probably incorporating gags written by the Belfast magician Billy 

McCombi. At one point in his career he would close his act with a comic monologue.  

Peter Waring’s April 1944 press review from his appearance at The Glasgow Empire 

was very favourable: His ‘subtle humour is as gripping as his conjuring tricks’. 

Considering the fearsome reputation this theatre had among comedians, this is a very 

good review. 

At the end of 1944 he spent about a month in a variety bill at the Shakespeare theatre 

in Liverpool. February 1945 saw him at the Metropolitan in Edgware Road where: 

a conjurer with admirable patter, is very well received. He has a most pleasing 

appearance and a smooth manner of delivery, which add greatly to his technical 

ability and the quality of the material he usesii. 

In June 1945 Waring was on the bill at the Finsbury Park Empire and in 

November of the same year at the Wood Green Empire. The fact that Waring 

could hold his own on the Moss Empire theatre circuit tells us that he was no 

mean performer. 

 

Week beginning 25 June 1945 at the Finsbury Park Empire. (Davenport Collection) 
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Waring’s review at Eastbourne in 1946 was 

fulsome: 

Peter Waring smiling, debonair, young 

comedian who has enjoyed a meteoric rise 

in fame, charmed the Royal Hippodrome 

audience on Monday night with his 

sophisticated style and polished manner of 

subtle humour. 

The full review is shown on the left. 

Waring gave a talk to The Magic Circle in 

October 1945 in which he said that a performer 

sells himself and not his act. He thought that, as 

a commercial proposition, magic was slowly but 

definitely dying. January 1946 saw the start of 

Waring’s appearances on radio. In April 1946 

Waring was at the Windmill theatre in London 

where he performed his conjuring act and also 

took part in other sketches. In June he took part 

in a “Stars in Battledress” show as “Service 

guest star”. Given that no record has been found 

of Waring serving in the armed forces during the War, this may have caused those 

who knew him to wonder. In August 1946 Waring was at the Tivoli Theatre in Hull and 

one night the show was broadcast:  

Peter Waring, a polished and droll comedian, is topping the bill at the Tivoli 

theatre, next week. To-day he ranks as one of the most popular broadcasting 

humourists. The show will be “on the air” on Wednesday at 8.30.  

BBC radio series 

Waring’s major radio appearance was in Heigh Ho (as off to work we go) which started 

transmission in October 1946. It was a comedy in which Waring played a former naval 

officer who was seeking new employment. Charmain Innes played his girlfriend. Like 

Waring, she had come to radio via engagements at the Windmill Theatre.  

In the pre-show publicity it was claimed that Waring was the former Lieutenant-

Commander John Peter Roderick Mainwaring who had won a medal at Dunkirk in 

1940 and been invalided out of the navy when his ship was torpedoed. The programme 

publicity therefore focused on Waring’s background, which again was a somewhat 

risky approach for someone whose military achievements were largely imaginary. In 

actual fact, a Commander John Roderick Henderson had been awarded a 

Distinguished Service Cross for his accomplishments in the ‘withdrawal of troops in 

the neighbourhood of Le Havre’ as the August 1940 citation put it. Perhaps the 

similarity in names was too great for Waring to resist.  

The first series ran for two months and was well received. However no further series 

of the show were made. The reason for the decision to call a halt on the enterprise, 

which was apparently taken while the programme was still in rehearsal, was that the 

Eastbourne Gazette, 3 July 1946. 
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BBC had learnt about (some of) Waring’s previous criminal convictions. Rita Stanley 

had been right; there was something ‘not quite right’ about Peter Waring. 

Waring later said that he had 

been suspended by the BBC 

for twelve months (rather than 

‘sacked’), and this seems to 

have been correct. He was an 

ad hoc artist and did not have 

any standing relationship with 

the corporation; which 

occasionally complained how 

Waring puffed up his role 

there. His engagements in 

1947 show a decline in their 

quality and number. The year 

started with a season at 

theatres at Butlin’s holiday 

camps, then a period at 

St Austell in Cornwall and then 

very little, apart from one or 

two engagements in London. 

The following year his engagements included a stint in a “new look” Pierrot show in 

Brighton and some appearances in the seaside town of Ramsgate. He continued to 

appear occasionally on the radio.  Matters got worse in 1948 when he was made 

bankrupt. In 1949 Peter Waring’s career came to a sudden and unexpected end when 

he was convicted of serious criminal offences and on 8 July 1949 sent to prison. The 

next day he was found dead in his prison cell.  

Waring the person and his brushes with the law 

For much of his life Peter Waring used the name ‘John Roderick’. He was born John 

Roderick Rodriguez on Christmas Day in 1916 in the Lewisham SE London 

registration district to Francis Roderick Rodriqueziii and his wife Ellen (née Whiting). 

We can start our story by looking at incidents from his early life, most of which are – 

sadly – well described in newspaper crime reports. Section 4 of the Vagrancy Act 1824 

prohibits someone being found in enclosed premises for an unlawful purpose. This 

was a 19th century measure against ‘rough sleepers’ which is still on the statute book. 

When he was aged 13 (in 1929) John Roderick was found at night in a cinema and 

taken before Lambeth magistrates’ court. The outcome of this early court appearance 

is not recorded.  

In November 1933 (aged 16),using the name ‘Malcolm Sinclair’, John Roderick stowed 

away on board the Empress of Britainiv at Southampton, to which he had gained 

admittance by saying he was an employee of the shipbuilders Harland & Wolff. 

Roderick then sought to conceal himself in what he thought was a dummy funnel, but 

it was a real one. In consequence he received a nine inch long wound on his right arm. 

In later life he would offer a variety of more stirring explanations for the injury. Roderick 

The first script for 'Heigh Ho'. (Courtesy the BBC Written Archives Centre) 
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was apprehended and returned to England. In the light of the injury received, the 

authorities decided to take no further action.  

The following month John Roderick was apprehended sleeping in an office armchair 

at the Gaumont film studios in Shepherds Bush. He told West London police court that 

he was thereby hoping to gain access to someone in the studio who could offer him a 

job. The magistrate said ‘I think it was misdirected energy on your part but it is clear 

that you are anxious for a job. You can go without any taint on your characterv’.  

One year later, in January 1934, Roderick was found rough sleeping at 2.45 am in the 

kitchen of the Royal West Sussex hospital in Chichester. When apprehended he said 

that his intention was to seek assistance from the commanding officer of the Royal 

Sussex Regimentvi. He had been to the barracks the previous night in an attempt to 

obtain his fare to Southampton and had been told to return the following day. His 

personal possessions consisted of two diaries, a rosary and a half-penny coin. 

Roderick admitted to the court that he had joined the army while under age. A crate 

had fallen on his arm and he had spent a long time in hospital and was then discharged 

from the regiment. His purpose in going to Southampton was to look for work.  

The police told Chichester magistrates’ court something more of Roderick’s early life. 

He had been educated at a Roman Catholic school (St. George’s) in Southwark. When 

he was aged thirteen (in 1929) he was convicted of embezzlement of £3.10 shillings 

from his employer in Kensington and sent to borstal. He absconded from there and 

joined the army in January 1932 aged 15. The headmaster of the borstal and 

Roderick’s father gave permission for Roderick to remain in the army, from which he 

was discharged in August 1932. He received no army pension because it was believed 

that the accident with the crate the court had been told about was Roderick’s own fault. 

Afterwards he was placed in the care of his parents. 

 Two weeks before being found in the hospital kitchen and while employed as a house-

boy, in December 1933, Roderick stole £2 in cash as well as clothing belonging to his 

employer valued at £84. For these offences he was bound over to be of good 

behaviour for twelve months by magistrates at Lyndhurst in Hampshire.  (A ‘bind over’ 

is not recorded as a criminal conviction but does require an admission of being at fault 

from the defendant. Roderick was ‘bound over’ on several occasions during his 

criminal career; this was perhaps because the prosecution and/or the bench, dealt 

with him on these occasions as if he were a first-time offender.) 

 In the present case of being found in the hospital the police did not wish to proceed 

with the charge. They had spoken by telephone earlier that day with Roderick’s 

parents who were ‘highly respectable people’. Their son had been a source of trouble 

to them and they did not want him to return homevii. With the assistance of the 

probation service, a place was found for him in a Church Army hostel, should his 

parents remain opposed to his returning home. 

In July 1934 Roderick was in Southampton. He stowed away on the Montcalm for ten 

days. For this offence he received 28 days imprisonment when returned to England. 

Other transatlantic voyages were to follow. On 9 January 1935 the Ile de France left 

Plymouth for New York. Among the passengers on board was the American comedian 

Eddie Cantor, his wife and three of his daughters (Marjorie aged 19, Natalie aged 18 
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and Edna aged 16). Seventeen year old John Roderick got on board by using a 

visitor’s ticket. He later said that his purpose was to say farewell to one of Cantor’s 

daughters. He was discovered and was returned to England on the same vessel when 

it reached Ellis Island. The ‘smartly-dressed and well spoken’ Roderick was sentenced 

to 28 days’ imprisonment at Portsmouth on 30 January. One suspects that the real 

attraction of these voyages was the possibility of mixing with first class passengers 

and enjoying free hospitality.  

Having been dismissed as a footman 

from an earlier position because of the 

injury to his right arm, in October 1935 

Roderick went to work for the recently 

ennobled Lord Sysonby at St James’s 

Palace London, using the name 

‘Malcolm Desmond Travers’. Roderick 

was made redundant from that post. 

He later entered St James’s Palace by 

an open window and stole a cigarette 

case, a gold matchbox, two silver 

ashtrays, a pair of binoculars and a 

fountain pen. These were valued at 

£100. Roderick was caught when he 

attempted to pawn some of the 

itemsviii. One newspaper reported that 

the defendant’s correct name was 

‘John Roderick Rodriquez’, who was 

living at Ifield Road SW10. He was 

sentenced at the London Quarter 

Sessions to a period in borstal not 

exceeding three years. He was said to 

be a “plausible, conceited and 

untruthful youth”. 

Marriage and family life 

Roderick’s offences seem to have been motivated by a combination of youthful 

exuberance and a need for money. He flitted from job to job. Perhaps he hoped that 

all this would change when, in May 1938, the twenty one year old John Rodriquez 

(‘otherwise Roderick’) of Ifield Road SW10, married nineteen year old Leita Smith at 

the Servite Church in Fulham Road SW London. The occupation of John Roderick’s 

father in 1938 is given as ‘night porter (government offices)’. One of the witnesses at 

the ceremony was a G. Roderick, whom we shall meet again later. The only surprise 

on the marriage certificate is that John Roderick’s occupation is given as ‘fruiterer’s 

assistant’; perhaps a useful reminder that he did not progress directly from crime to 

conjuring.  

In late 1938 the couple’s first daughter, Frances, was born. Sadly nothing much seems 

to have changed, save that Roderick developed his facility for tricking people into 

giving or loaning him money. In early March 1939 John Roderick, a clerk of Finborough 

The West London Observer, 13 December 1935. 
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Road SW10, was charged with obtaining £30.15 shillings from Mabel Helen Banks by 

false pretences. Roderick pleaded guilty and the case was adjourned to await 

sentencing. The police told the court that the defendant wished to repay the money he 

had stolenix. Six weeks later Roderick appeared again at the court and was bound 

over to be of good behaviour for twelve months; so perhaps he did repay the money. 

There is also a report that he stole a cash box while working as a clerk for the BBC, 

for which he was dismissed. About the time of the declaration of war against Germany 

in early September 1939 Waring joined the London Fire Brigade (Auxiliary Fire 

Service). The couple were then living in Santos Road SW London.  

A second daughter, Jacqueline, was born in the summer of 1940x. In July 1941xi 

Roderick was convicted of falsely representing himself as a naval intelligence officer 

and of two further charges of obtaining money by false pretences. The sentence 

passed for these offences is not known. According to one report, he was sent to prison 

for six months. We have seen that in 1942 Roderick met Harry Stanley who later 

speculated that Waring had been introduced to magic while serving this prison 

sentence. The conviction and sentence did not prevent Waring from continuing to 

claim a naval background. It was in 1943 or 1944 that he separated from his wife Leita 

and the couple eventually divorced.  

John Roderick, an actor of 70 New Cavendish Street W1, gave notice in the London 

Gazette for 23 April 1943 that he intended to change his name to John Peter Roderick-

Mainwaring. The change of name allowed him to claim, with an aura of plausibilty, that 

he was not the same person as the John Roderick who had been in trouble with the 

law. It also prepared the way for the name “Peter Waring”. ‘Peter Waring’ is also the 

name of a novel by Forrest Reid published in 1937, perhaps Roderick or a member of 

his family was a fan of it. 

Other relationships 

Peter Waring’s charm and sophistication, as well as his apparent wealth, made him 

attractive to women. The radio script writer Frank Muir (for whom Waring seems to 

have been his first professional client) has written that there were many liaisonsxii. 

According to Muir, Waring conducted these in a mews cottage which Waring rented 

and where he was looked after by a “very un-Jeeves like” 

manservant/driver named Bill. On an internet genealogy 

site there is a report, by the granddaughter, of Waring 

having fathered a daughter in 1943 who was later 

adopted. Around 1944 in Bradford, Waring met Dr H Park 

Shackleton an amateur magician. Park Shackleton and 

his family all found Waring very personable. Later Park 

Shackleton’s son, Henry, came to believexiii that Waring 

had had a relationship with his sister.  

In early 1946 his daughter, Penelope Roderick-

Mainwaring, was born to a Miss Ashworth. Three years 

later Waring was set to marry again. Sheila Matthews 

was a Manchester actress. On 17 February 1948 their 

engagement was announced but a year later (on Peter Waring in 1946 (Courtesy The 
Magic Circle Archive) 
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17 March 1949) the couple failed to arrive at Marylebone Registry Office and the 

ceremony was put back until 3.15pm. Waring said that the delay was caused by the 

Registry Office’s needing to correct the clerical error of omitting the hyphen in 

“Roderick-Mainwaring”. It was then announced that the wedding had been 

cancelledxiv.  

Sheila Matthews said the cancellation was the result of a three hour discussion the 

couple had had during the hiatus at the Registry Office, after which they had without 

any rancour decided not to marry. She continued in her chosen career and appeared 

in the Shelly and Minder television series in the 1970s. 

In 1948 the prospective bride’s father, Walter Matthews, had visited new Scotland 

Yard and asked the police whether his prospective son-in-law was known to them. He 

learnt something of their dealings with Waring, whom he later told that he would ‘get 

you back to prison where you belong’. Mr Matthews started on the long task of 

persuading his daughter that Waring was not the man for her. He wrote twice to the 

BBC saying that Waring was not a fit man to employ. On 11 April 1948 he and a friend 

met with a BBC assistant solicitor and sought to dissuade the corporation from 

continuing to hire Waring.  

Bankruptcy 

One of the difficulties that the couple had encountered in their relationship was 

Waring’s impending bankruptcy. He was summonsed to attend the bankruptcy court 

in Carey Street in London on Christmas Eve 1947. Mr Matthews had told the BBC that 

the bankruptcy petition had been brought by various creditors, three of whom were 

women from whom Waring had borrowed sums of money and not repaid them. It is 

possible that Walter Matthews was one of those who sought Peter Waring’s 

bankruptcy.  

In January 1948 Waring had resigned from membership of The Magic Circle; this 

decision to cut his links with a society of which he had been an active and enthusiastic 

member boded ill for the future. Gil Leaney made some of Waring’s props and his 

daughter recalls that Waring was friendly with both her father and with Harry Stanley, 

so it may be that some individual friendships with magicians were maintained.  

The 14 April 1948 declaration of bankruptcy had a severe impact on Waring. In May 

1948 an internal BBC document accepted Waring’s account that he was a reformed 

character and recommended that he continue to be given work. Waring’s troubles 

however continued. In March 1949 he started a libel action against the Daily Mail 

newspaper, though he fully appreciated that his previous troubles with the law meant 

that it would be difficult for him to claim that his character had been impugned by the 

newspaper. We do not know what the newspaper alleged about Waring but The 

People newspaper was later to report that, at the time of his engagement to Sheila 

Matthews, Waring had nine other current girlfriends from all of whom he had received 

money and that he had also borrowed £500 from Sheila Matthews’ fatherxv.  

In April 1949, at Kingston upon Thames, Waring was bound over to be of good 

behaviour having admitted obtaining £38 credit without disclosing he was bankrupt. 
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Back in October 1945, a maintenance order had been made in respect of Roderick-

Mainwaring’s wife Leita and the couple’s two children. Roderick-Mainwaring fell behind 

with his payments under the order and he appeared at Lambeth magistrates’ court on 

29 June 1949 (having been arrested on a warrant) and was ordered to pay a total of 

£54 or serve five weeks in prison.  

It was his struggles to avoid the restrictions 

of bankruptcy on his personal spending 

habits (and to retain occupancy of his flat at 

6 Devonshire Mews West, a short walk from 

the BBC in Langham Place) that was to 

bring about the final and most serious 

criminal prosecution. 

Marylebone Magistrates Court and  

Oscar Oswald 

Waring appeared before Marylebone 

magistrates on 18 June 1949, having been 

arrested in Blackpool on a charge of obtaining 

money by false pretences from a Dr Woodward of Harley Street. Events in the resort 

of Blackpool therefore played a role both in the beginning and ending of Waring’s 

career. Proceedings were adjourned to 23 June. The police objected to bail on the 

basis of a letter found in Waring’s wallet, which seemed to indicate that he was in a 

depressed state (the contents of the letter were never made public). The magistrate 

asked that the letter be referred to the prison doctor and said that if he were satisfied, 

then bail would be granted. 

One of the police officers who worked in the magistrates’ court’s gaol was the future 

magic dealer and owner of Oscar’s Magic Mart – Oscar Oswald (Cuthbert Quantrill). 

Oswald had completed his twenty years of service in the police force and retired later 

that year. From 1950 he started to advertise his magic magazine and other items from 

his home in nearby York Street, Marylebone. Oscar Oswald probably later told 

magicians that he had been Peter Waring’s gaoler but this would only relate to the 

period Waring spent in custody at Marylebone magistrates’ court.  

At the remand hearing on 23 June Waring faced additional charges of obtaining credit 

while failing to declare he was a bankrupt. Dr Christopher Woodward of Harley Street 

had become friendly with Waring when he compered a charity benefit at the Middlesex 

Hospital that Woodward had helped to organise. In February and March of 1949 Peter 

Waring persuaded him to write cheques to persons he said were his landlord’s 

solicitors for a total of £310. This course of conduct was charged both as obtaining 

money by false pretences and as obtaining credit while failing to disclose he was 

bankrupt. Waring was charged with a further allegation involving money obtained from 

Dr Woodward (which Waring had represented was needed to help a friend out). 

 Five other occasions on which Waring was said to have obtained credit (from a 

supplier of chartered aeroplanes, three car hire companies and a restaurant) were 

similarly charged. Waring was granted bail to 1 July 1949 (so it looks as if the prison 

doctor was satisfied with Waring’s mental state)xvi. For probably the first time in all his 

Waring's flat at 6 Devonshire Mews West, 
photographed in 2019. 
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dealings with the criminal courts, Peter Waring pleaded not guilty to the allegations 

that he faced.  

The trial 

The trial began on 1 July 1949. The court heard from Dr Woodward who was then 

cross examined by Waring in person. (Waring does not seem to have been legally 

represented and at that time there was no system of legal aid for criminal cases). In 

response to a question, Dr Woodward said that he did not learn of Waring being a 

bankrupt until 29 April (which was sometime after the cheques had been written and 

a further cash advance made). The next prosecution witness was the manager of the 

Hungaria Restaurant in Lower Regent Street. When pressed, Waring had repaid £25 

of the £30 he owed but at no stage was the manager told by Waring that he was an 

undischarged bankrupt. Waring was granted witness summonses in respect of four 

defence witnesses whom he said would not otherwise attend. The case was adjourned 

to 8 July and Peter Waring was remanded in custodyxvii. 

In a letter dated 4 July Francis Haxton (a respected amateur card magician of the time) 

noted that ‘things had gone from bad to worse’ for Waring. Haxton regarded Waring 

as ‘an habitual rogue’. At the resumed trial many more journalists were in attendance. 

The managing director of Transair, a chartered aeroplane company gave evidence 

that on 3 February Waring chartered a plane to go to Nottingham and Manchester, on 

1 April he flew to Liverpool and Manchester and on 3 April he flew again to Manchester. 

The flight to Nottingham was in order to take part in a BBC programme. The flight had 

to be diverted because of bad weather and Waring missed the engagement. BBC 

archive records show that the aeroplane company had written to the broadcaster 

apologising for Waring’s late arrival 

(and their failure to take note of a 

weather forecast). However, a member 

of staff at the BBC had noted on the 

letter ‘does not tally with the story Peter 

told me’. These journeys had all been 

obtained on credit, and there had also 

been a £4 loan from one of the pilotsxviii.  

Peter Waring gave evidence in his own 

defence. ‘For the last three years I have 

been slipping downhill financially. I 

have had considerable assistance from 

friends; but I have been in trouble 

before and although it is a long time 

ago, one or two people have not given 

me the chance to forget it’. He had 

approached Dr Woodward for financial 

assistance because, half an hour 

before he was due to broadcast, bailiffs 

had come to his flat and turned him out 

because he owed rent. The two 

defence witnesses he called were 
Peter Waring in the late 1940s. (Courtesy The Magic Circle 
Archive) 
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Sheila Matthews (Waring’s former fiancée) and her father. Peter Waring put it to the 

witnesses that it was Walter Matthews who contacted both the London police and the 

Blackpool police about the allegations he currently faced. Waring also suggested that 

there was a conspiracy by Mr Matthews and Dr Woodward to harm him and that his 

former fiancée had warned him of this when they met in Blackpool. She had been 

falsely told by Dr Woodward that Waring had left the country, he saidxix.  

The stipendiary magistrate, G.G. Raphael, found the prisoner guilty on all charges. A 

tearful and plainly distressed Peter Waring said in mitigation before he was sentenced: 

I am extremely grateful for Dr Woodward for helping me but he did know I was 

an undischarged bankrupt. I agree that the transactions did take place, but the 

conversations he told in evidence were definitely untrue. I have tried to pull my 

financial affairs up to the best of my ability. I have been indiscreet in some of my 

dealings, but I have never been criminal. I have never gone with the intention of 

cheating or defrauding them. If I am sent to prison for any length of time when I 

come out my reputation will be gone. There is more in this than meets the eye. I 

have worked jolly hard to where I have got [to], and am prepared to work again. I 

know the debts are considerable but I want to pay. 

Waring was probably correct in anticipating the effect that a conviction would have on 

him. The BBC was aware of the court hearing; a BBC accountant was a prosecution 

witness to the effect that Waring was not owed any money in fees, which was the 

reason he had given for not repaying some of his creditors. Some within the 

organisation were considering suspending him again should he be convicted.  These 

people probably did anticipate the lengthy prison sentence Waring was about to 

receive.  

On the charge that he obtained two cheques from Dr Woodward by false pretences, 

Waring was sentenced to six months imprisonment. For obtaining credit from 

Dr Woodward while not revealing that he was bankrupt, Waring was sentenced to 

three months imprisonment to run consecutive to the first sentence. For each of the 

other five offences he received sentences of three months’ imprisonment to run 

concurrently. Thus Waring received a total of nine months’ imprisonment. It is clear 

from the pattern of sentencingxx that the magistrate regarded the Dr Woodward 

offences as the most serious.  

HMP Pentonville was overcrowded and so Waring was placed in an empty cell that 

had been used by prisoners sewing mailbags, rather than in a reception cell. Early the 

next morning he was found hanged by a rope used in the making of mailbags. 

The inquest 

The inquest into Waring’s death took place on 13 July 1949. The London coroner was 

Bentley Purchase. Peter Waring’s manager, John (‘Jack’) Fallon of the J.H. [Jack 

Hylton] theatrical agency at 19 Garrick Street, stood up at the back of the room and 

said he could explain why Waring killed himself. ‘Thousands are watching this case 

and if you close it without hearing me they will believe that the man they were admiring 
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was a vicious and rotten man’ he said. Called to give evidence Mr Fallon said that for 

the last six months his client had been ill, neurotic and highly emotional. Waring’s wish 

to payback what he owed was sincere. Waring was consumed by a desire to keep 

occupancy of his flat, the only home he had ever known. Fallon had known Waring for 

two and a half years and recently Waring was living on coffee and buns, such were 

his financial difficulties. Fallon said that almost each day he would receive a letter or 

a signed contract from Waring, conveyed in a chauffeur driven car. (The chauffeur was 

presumably the manservant Bill). John Fallon had been Waring’s manager since April 

1948. He would sometimes advance Waring fees that were due to him from the BBC: 

Waring had in any event requested that his fees be paid to Fallon (and not in cheques 

made out to himself). At that time Waring’s inbuilt extravagance with money was 

probably combined with a desire to convince his peers that he was still successful and 

earning high fees (which he was not).  

George Henry Roderick who was Waring’s elder 

brother1 was called to give evidence. He explained 

that his brother had previously changed his 

surname to ‘Mainwaring’. George said that he had 

seen his brother the previous Friday, prior to his 

being sentenced, and that there were no signs that 

he would take his own life. Waring was not in an 

‘emotional state’.  

There was an element of near-farce when a man 

stood up in the coroner’s court, identified himself as 

another brother of Waring’s and demanded to know 

why a rope had been left in the prisoner’s cell. This 

person was probably Joseph Francis Roderick 

Rodriquez, Waring’s elder brotherxxi. The coroner 

replied that he, too, was trying to find an answer to 

that question. The prison doctor said that there was 

no sign of emotional instability or of Waring being 

upset. 

The reception officer at Pentonville, Mr Holden, said 

that Waring was in his company for three hours 

before being taken to his cell in prison uniform and 

that he behaved normally during that time. Frederic Scott, another prison officer, 

described how, to his horror, he found Peter Waring hanging at the far end of his cell 

 
1  Waring’s brother (and the witness at his wedding), George, died at Sybil Thorndike Casson House, Earls Court 
SW15 in 1976. He was born in 1913. In the late 1930s he was a night time GPO telephonist and later became a 
professional actor. George Roderick’s acting career was similar to that of Sheila Matthews; playing character 
parts in television serials of the 1950s and 1960s. It looks as if his widow Dorothy died in 1980. Peter Waring’s 
widow, Leita Frances Roderick, died in Brighton in 1988.  

Peter Waring's brother, George Henry 
Roderick, became a professional actor. 
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in the early hours of the morning, despite having made a number of inspections during 

the night.  

Mr Lawton the prison governor told the coroner that on the day following his arrival 

Waring would in any event have been given a rope and taught how to sew a mailbag. 

Prisoners were expected to do such work in their cells for three hours each day. The 

governor said that there were always items in cells such as sheets or blankets which 

prisoners could use to harm themselves. In due course Waring would have been given 

a new razor. This rather carefree attitude to inmate safety passed without comment 

from the coroner though the next day the chairman of Liverpool Watch Committee 

wrote to his local paper to complain about the carelessness in leaving a rope in a cell 

and asked that the Home Secretary take action. 

Jury’s verdict 

The coroner’s jury retired and took eight minutes to bring in a verdict of ‘suicide while 

the balance of the mind was disturbed’. The inquest seems to have been rather 

perfunctory. No evidence was called from Waring’s own doctor. John Fallon, Waring’s 

agent for two and a half years, seems to have attended of his own accord, and had 

not been invited as a witness. The prison doctor who gave evidence had not actually 

examined Waring; that was done by his deputy. Issues of prison safety were skated 

overxxii. Peter Waring was then buried at Hendon cemetery in NW London in a pauper’s 

grave.  

Eddie Dawes has drawn attention to the silence 

in the magic community that followed Peter 

Waring’s death. There was no mention of it in any 

British magic magazine until reminiscences were 

published by Harry Stanley in The Magigram in 

1983. In a similar fashion, the newspaper of the 

Variety Artists’ Federation (of which Waring was 

a member), The Performer, gave no coverage of 

his trial at Marylebone and only the briefest 

mention of Waring’s death. Likewise, The Stage 

had only a mention of his death. Waring had 

resigned from The Magic Circle in 1948 and so it 

is not surprising that its own magazine carried no 

mention of these events. 

The radio scriptwriter Frank Muir thought Waring 

‘lightly talented’ and a ‘petty crook’. There is 

obviously truth in this but what is distressing about the Peter Waring story is that 

professional conjuring had enabled him to earn a respectable living, and won him 

friends and admirers, but the flaws in his character prevented him from making the 

most of this. There is something tragic in his sad demise.  

© Peter Brunning 2019 

A Christmas card in happier times from Peter 
Waring. (Courtesy The Magic Circle Archive) 
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A note on sources 

Much of the information comes from digitised UK press archives, which were not available when earlier essays 

on Waring were written. The details of Waring’s marriage, his wife’s remarriage, his brother Joseph’s birth and 

his brother George’s death, come from General Register Office (GRO) certificates. The place of Waring’s burial 

is mentioned in The Performer. Hendon cemetery has suggested that he was probably buried in a ‘public grave’ 

at the cemetery, as there is no record there of his interment in a private grave. Waring’s ‘contract file’ at the 

BBC Written Archives Centre in Caversham has also provided useful information.  

I have found Eddie Dawes’s articles on Waring of great assistance. I am also grateful to David Britland for his 

help. 

i The Liverpool Echo 23 September 1949 
ii The Stage 22 February 1945 
iii “John Roderick” is the name the police knew him by but the full family name was “John Roderick Rodriquez”. 
The surname was sometimes spelt with a “g” instead of a “q” and an “s” instead of a “z”.  
iv Nottingham Evening Post 30 January 1935 
v The Sunderland Echo 2 January 1934 
vi [Chichester] Evening News 27 January 1934 
vii Observer  & West Sussex Recorder 31 January 1934 
viii Yorkshire Evening Post December 1935 
ix Middlesex Independent 11 March & Daily Herald 30 April 1949 
x Jacqueline married a Charles Britten in 1958. 
xi The Sunday Post 10 July 1949 
xii A Kentish Lad page 133  
xiii Eddie Dawes the Magic Circular ‘Rich Cabinet’ 372 November 2009. See also ’Rich Cabinet’ 248 June 1999 
issue.  
xiv  Aberdeen Press & Journal 18 March 1949, Yorkshire Evening Post 9 July 1949 
xv The People 10 July 1949 
xvi  The Liverpool Echo 23 June 1949 
xvii It is not clear why Waring was remanded in custody, unless it was because he was unable to meet the financial 
pre-release conditions of the bail (one surety of £500 and two of £250) granted a week previously.  
xviii Dundee Evening Telegraph 8 July 1949 
xix Yorkshire Evening Post 8 July 1949 
xx See the court register at the London Metropolitan Archives (ps/mar/a/01/217). 
xxi Joseph Francis Roderick Rodriquez was born in June 1910 in a garrison hospital in Woolwich SE London, while 
his father was serving as a driver with the Royal Field Artilleryxxi. Curiously a man with the surname Rodriquez 
married Waring’s divorced wife Leita in September 1947; this was Roy Rodriquez who seems to have been a 
cousin of Waring’s.  He was a clock and watch repairer in Peckham SE London and was then 25 years old. Leita 
was 29 years old. 
xxii The chairman of the Liverpool police committee wrote a strong letter of complaint about the lack of care 
shown to Waring in prison to his local newspaper (Liverpool Echo 15 July 1949).  There is, unfortunately, no 
mention of the Waring inquest in Coroner: the biography of Sir Bentley Purchase by Robert Jackson, published 
in 1963. 
 
 
 

 


