
 
     PASSPORT TO PIMLICO is a third-quarter 2016 LVCA dvd donation to the Ligonier Valley 

Library. Kino Ken’s review of the Nostalgia Family Video dvd of that comedy can be found 

below. 

 

19 of a possible 20 points                                                                              ***** of a possible ***** 

 

Great Britain   1949   black-and-white   85 minutes   live action feature comedy 

J. Arthur Rank Organisation / Ealing Studios   Producers: Michael Balcon,  

Edward Victor H. Emmett 

 

Key: *indicates outstanding technical achievement or performance 

(j) designates a juvenile performer 

Points: 

2           Direction: Henry Cornelius* 

2           Editing: Michael Truman* 

2           Cinematography: Lionel Banes* 

             Still Photography: Jack Dooley* and Richard Woodward* 

1           Lighting 

2           Screenplay: Thomas Ernest Bennett Clarke 

             Continuity: Jean Graham 

2           Music: Georges Auric* 

2           Art Direction: Roy Oxley* 

             Costume Design: Anthony Mendleson 

             Makeup: Ernest Taylor and Harry Frampton 

2           Sound Supervisor: Stephen Dalby 

             Dubbing Editor: Gordon Stone 

             Sound Recordist: Arthur Bradburn  

2           Acting 

2           Creativity 



19 total points 

 

Cast: Stanley Holloway* (Arthur Pemberton), Betty Warren (Connie Pemberton, wife of 

Arthur), Barbara Murray (Shirley Pemberton, daughter of Arthur and Connie), Paul Dupuis 

(Duke of Burgundy), John Slater (Frank Huggins), Jane Hylton (Molly), Raymond Huntley 

(Mr. Wix, Pimlico branch bank manager), Philip Stainton (P.C. Spiller, local constable), 

Roy Carr (j) (Benny Spiller), Sydney Tafler (Fred Cowan), Nancy Gabrielle (Mrs. Cowan), 

Malcolm Knight (j) (Monty Cowan, son of Fred and his wife), Hermione Baddeley* 

(Edie Randall), Roy Gladdish (j) (Charlie Randall, son of Edie), Margaret Rutherford* 

(Professor Hatton-Jones), Basil Radford* (Gregg, a diplomat), Naunton Wayne* 

(Straker, a diplomat), Gilbert Davis (Bagshawe), Frederick Piper (Jim Garland),  

Charles Hawtrey (Bert Fitch), Arthur Howard (Bassett), Bill Shine (Captain), Harry Locke 

(Sergeant), Sam Kydd (Sapper), Joe E. Carr (Dave Parsons), Lloyd Pearson (Fawcett), 

Arthur Denton (Customs Official), Tommy Godfrey (Bus Conductor), James Hayter 

(Commissionaire), Eric Mason a.k.a. Masoni (Conjurer), Fred Griffiths (Spiv), 

Grace Arnold (Woman in Underground), Paul Demel* (Tourist from Central Europe), 

Stuart Lindsell (Coroner), others  

 

     Debatably the finest of Henry Cornelius’s Ealing Studio comedies, PASSPORT TO PIMLICO 

examines what natives might do if they suddenly discover their neighborhood is technically 

foreign soil.  

    A group of boys playing with a tractor tire in the Pimlico section of postwar London roll it 

into a crater, inadvertently detonating a live bomb from the period when the Luftwaffe was 

making daily visits. This being a comedy, no one is injured by the blast, which makes an 

already record-setting heat wave even hotter. 

    Mr. Arthur Pemberton arrives on the scene to offer assistance, locating himself 

dangerously close to a gaping hole enlarged by the recent explosion. He loses his footing, 

slides down into the pit, then makes a thrilling discovery. Off to one side is an opening which 

appears to lead to a treasure cave. What luck! More than adequate compensation for the 

day’s earlier disappointment when council members voted down his proposal to turn that 

ruined no man’s land created by the Germans into a children’s playground. Of course,  

juveniles had already taken possession of it for that purpose. 

     Community assistance gradually bring unintentional explorer back to the surface. But he 

returns not long after with reinforcements. They collectively bash an entry into the no-longer-

secret hiding place of somebody’s historic valuables. What they find predates the war by 

centuries and includes a manuscript parchment. That item, after close inspection by Professor 

Hatton-Jones, is formally identified as a charter transferring ownership of Miramont Gardens 

to Charles VII of Burgundy, a sort of consolation prize for losing his home turf.  



     Altering the outcome of January 5, 1427’s battle at Nancy to fit her own uncorroborated 

theory, Professor Hatton-Jones asserts Charles VII did not die on that bloody field. No, he 

survived and fled to England, becoming a member of the landed gentry there. Not only did he 

continue to live, but Charles the Rash also produced descendants.  

     One of these becomes informed about the situation at Pimlico and arrives with 

expectations of resuming ducal authority.  

     Unsurprisingly, residents of the revitalized Duchy of Burgundy have in the meantime 

destroyed their British ration cards and converted streets and sidewalks into excise-free 

shopping zones, drawing huge crowds of bargain hunters and a swarm of black marketers. 

With only one constable to protect their commercial interests, retailers in Pimlico quickly find 

themselves outmaneuvered by better stocked and more aggressive competitors from outside 

the district. A business war begins, its outcome pre-determined by sheer numbers. 

     Over in Whitehall, two ministers initially attempt to maintain bureaucratic tranquility. 

After wrangling at length over the question of whether Burgundian secession is a matter of 

internal affairs or foreign office entanglement, they finally decide to ignore claims by 

Pemberton and his allies on behalf of Pimlico’s alleged independence.  

     However, the sheer volume of untaxed sales per diem resulting from open city market 

strategy is too great to benignly neglect. Therefore belatedly the British government 

establishes frontier checkpoints through which all purchasers must pass and make 

satisfactory declarations of goods they were “importing” on the way back to home boroughs.  

     With a commerce bubble being burst unilaterally, Pimlico lapses momentarily back into 

normalcy. Not for long. Egged on by local patriots, fledgling Burgundian leadership resolves to 

battle back to recover trade privileges. In order to achieve this, they board a Tube train and 

demand to see passenger passports before allowing travel through “Burgundy.” 

Demonstrating Pimlico could be just as officious about enforcement of red tape as its 

neighbors.       

     Such an assault on the travelling convenience of urban commuters could hardly go 

unanswered. Whitehall counters with a utility boycott, cutting electricity, gas, and water to 

the rebellious border state. Food supplies are interdicted also, since breakaway residents had 

brazenly destroyed British identity cards and no longer qualified for rations. Pimlico faces a 

siege which can only result shortly in starvation. 

     Determined to show British fighting spirit, underdogs allow their children to be exiled, 

transported by bus to nearby English outposts. This has the beneficent side effect of reducing 

demand for daily victuals, postponing imminent surrender to external authorities. 

     Further encouragement enters when a contemporary descendant of Charles the Rash, 

Duke of Burgundy, arrives. He claims ancestral right to form a council, one of the demands 

placed upon upstarts by statesmen across the border. Professor Hatton-Jones is only too 



happy to oblige by researching and confirming his claim, a task requiring mere hours rather 

than weeks or months.  

     The local branch bank manager severs ties to headquarters, presumably freezing all 

financial assets in his bank. These become Burgundy’s fiscal windfall, giving it more than 

adequate cash to ride out the present crisis. 

     Still, a shortage of comestibles and non-alcoholic liquid refreshments pinches ever tighter. 

To stave off dying of thirst, Constable P. C. Spiller undertakes a nocturnal mission to cut 

through barbed wire, attaching a hose to the nearest fire hydrant on British territory. A 

soused passerby observes Spiller, offering the visitor both conversation and welcoming 

embraces, making a complete nuisance of himself. Despite these obstructions, the policeman 

manages to reconnect “Burgundy” with British water stock, the exploded bomb site cavity 

doubling as a reservoir. After a short while the hubbub created by a trespasser trying to fend 

off a meddling drunk draws the attention of hardliner bobbies intent on enforcing water 

deprivation policy. The unauthorized water thief is compelled to retreat and “Burgundy” once 

again faces fatal dehydration. 

     Even worse, carelessness in the Pemberton shop results in flooding stockpiled food 

supplies. Not only has the effort at water liberation failed, it has absolutely backfired, 

accelerating scarcity of viands. 

     Fortunately, newsreel footage of Pimlico’s plight alerts deported children from that locale 

of a crisis at home. They respond by carrying popcorn boxes from the cinema to the barricade 

area where “Burgundy” met Britain. To encourage their elders, these kids toss them handfuls 

of treats, a gesture adopted by onlookers who do the same with whatever fruits or snacks are 

handy. Always ready to insure fair play, crowds of well-wishers from the British side of 

barricades cheerfully commit themselves to hunger relief. 

     Stalemate starts anew. What will happen next? 

     Watch the conclusion of PASSPORT TO PIMLICO to find out, as this reviewer is not about to 

let the cat out of the bag. 

     Michael Truman’s crisp editing and eavesdropping camerawork by Lionel Banes abet 

universal exemplary acting by principals and supporting cast. Jack Dooley and  

Richard Woodward repeatedly use telling close-ups to suggest complete documentary 

naturalism, rejecting exaggerated grimaces typical of a satire. Buoyantly mock-regal music of 

Georges Auric augments exuberant fun. Indeed, the only technical category less than 

excellent is lighting. Albeit satisfactory most of the time, it lapses at intervals into dusty 

haziness not totally unsuited to a sweltering summer setting.  

     By directing the majority of performers to underplay their roles, Henry Cornelius generates 

sympathetic viewer acceptance of the blatantly selfish occupants of this heavily Blitzed area. 

He takes the opposite tack with Margaret Rutherford, allowing her to display unrestricted, 



yet charming, dottiness. Cornelius and scriptwriter T. E. B. Clarke had no compunction about 

foregrounding Pimlico’s famed appetite for ale, with droll results. 

     Particularly memorable are scenes depicting parents instructing sons to lie in order to 

obtain the largest share of unearthed treasure, plane drops of assorted foodstuffs including a 

live pig, and a foreigner keen on obtaining an official “Burgundy” stamp for his travel 

documents. 

     Teens and adults will be bountifully rewarded by watching this classic satire lampooning 

ridiculous archaic traditions and modern hypocritical pursuit of individual freedom and 

maximum profit at the expense of public responsibility and logic.    

     The author wishes to acknowledge drawing upon Wikipedia’s entry for Pimlico and IMDB’s 

film credits information in creating this review.                                          

  


