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About the Author

After a spell as a civil servant Paul Merton began his standup career in 1982 at London’s Comedy Store and still regularly performs both there and at the Edinburgh Festival. For many years he has been team captain on BBC1’s Have I Got News For You, for which he won a BAFTA in 2003, and he has hosted Room 101 on BBC2. Some of Paul’s other television credits include Paul Merton – The Series I & II, Paul Merton in China and Paul Merton in India and he has published two previous books: Paul Merton’s History of the Twentieth Century and a spoof autobiography, Paul Merton – My Struggle. Paul is also a regular panellist on BBC Radio 4’s Just A Minute. He has been a lifelong fan of silent comedy, and his much-acclaimed series Silent Clowns was first broadcast in 2006 on BBC4.


Praise for Silent Comedy

***** ‘Such is Merton’s enthusiasm that his story grips throughout.’

Mail on Sunday

‘Lovingly researched, beautifully designed and gloriously illustrated.’

Daily Telegraph

‘His inside tracks on such classics as The Tramp, The Gold Rush, Steamboat Bill Junior and Modern Times are deep and serious pleasures ... a terrific history of props and pratfalls ... I’m a better person for having read this.’

The Times

‘He brings an insider’s insight to this heartfelt study ... it’s a good sign when such a substantial book leaves you wanting still more.’

Independent

‘Shaped by Merton’s enthusiasm, this is a wonderful introduction to a world of comedy.’
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‘He makes some striking biographical connections the rest of us have missed ... he certainly knows his subject.’
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‘Such is Merton’s exhaustive affection, you’ll feel a pang when the talkies come in.’
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‘Encyclopaedic knowledge, awed respect and lavish illustrations.’
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**** ‘Penned with genuine passion, this is a surprisingly solid read that is both well-crafted and carefully researched, with the added plus of some truly sumptuous stills.’
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Introduction

I’ve always enjoyed visual comedy. When I was five I was taken to Bertram Mills’ Circus. At that age the leggy, glamorous trapeze artiste held no sway over me, but ah, the clowns, what an impression they made! Colourfully clothed adults, with painted faces, unfeasibly large boots, driving easily collapsible cars and throwing buckets of whitewash over each other – I was filled with rapturous glee. It was a major revelation in my life to discover that adults got up to this level of silliness. I still recall the all-embracing sound of a big top filled with laughter, the intoxicating roar of happy people. At that moment was born a desire to live in that laughter, somehow to be part of its creation, to engender that sound in people, to flood their brains with endorphins.

At my urging, my mother bought a plastic clown mask as a memento. I wore it more or less constantly over the next few days. It was a crude, moulded face that tore easily, exposing sharp edges to my young skin. Even though it hurt, I still put it on. I’m aware of the massive symbolism now, but then it was just a torn clown mask that caused a bearable amount of irritation as I tumbled behind and across the sofa. I easily recall the difficulty of breathing through the rudimentary nose – two holes, optimistically, but inaccurately, placed somewhere in the vague vicinity of a child’s nostrils.

A thirst for comedy led me to Charlie Chaplin, whose early Keystone films were shown on television in a puzzling world of black and white shadows. My grandfather told me that Charlie Chaplin had been the funniest man in the world, yet there seemed little evidence on the screen in front of me: the poor quality print was too dark to reveal what was happening. Shown at the wrong speed with awful, unsympathetic music, it just didn’t give Charlie a chance.

A programme called Mad Movies, hosted by the comedian Bob Monkhouse, appeared on British television in 1965. It introduced me to more Chaplin, Laurel and Hardy, Mack Sennett, Harry Langdon, Mabel Normand, Roscoe Arbuckle and cross-eyed Ben Turpin. Then in 1968 the comedian and life-adventurer Michael Bentine presented the Golden Silents on the BBC. The ex-Goon had a passion for visual humour, and for the first time I saw Buster Keaton, who had been kept out of the Mad Movies series by contractual problems. Seeing Keaton’s work was a revelation. I thought I was an eleven-year-old kid who knew a fair amount about silent comedy. I wasn’t. I was an eleven-year-old who had never seen Buster Keaton: his incredible acrobatic abilities; his stillness; his extraordinary stunts; his surrealism; his dedication to his work; his comedy.

The Golden Silents inspired in me a desire to collect silent comedies – in those days they were on a film format called Super 8. I had a projector in my bedroom and a sheet on the wall, but very few films were available. Three years later, I saw my first silent comedy on a big screen with a live accompaniment when Buster Keaton’s The General was shown at the Academy Cinema in Oxford Street. It was a tremendous eye-opener: silent, visual comedy on the big screen comes alive in a way that television struggles to match. The presence of a large, appreciative audience creates an atmosphere of laughter.

Indeed, broadcasting history was made when, in a unique experiment on 26 September 1925, the BBC transmitted a live recording from the Tivoli, Strand, of the audience’s laughter during Chaplin’s film The Gold Rush. The marathon outburst occurred during the climactic scene in which the log cabin, housing Charlie and Mack Swain, teeters on the edge of a precipice. Ten minutes of continual laughter filled the airwaves. It was announced in newspapers across the UK: ‘7.30 p.m. Interlude of Laughter. Ten Minutes with Charlie Chaplin and his audience at the Tivoli.’ I wonder what corner of outer space has now been reached by those delirious radio signals. About ten years ago I saw a screening of The Gold Rush at the Royal Festival Hall, London, and the log cabin sequence got the same response.

The tiresomely idiotic debate on Keaton versus Chaplin is, in my experience, overwhelmingly used by proponents of Buster to attempt to rubbish Charlie. It’s an appealing mind-set for some people, who say: ‘We’ve all heard that Charlie Chaplin was meant to be the greatest comedian in the world, but my preference for Buster Keaton demonstrates my ability to think for myself. Chaplin was overly sentimental, but Keaton’s coolness and cynical eye chime exactly with our modern times.’

Well, the good news is that they are both fantastic. There’s no need to choose between them. Enjoy them both! That’s one of the main aims of this book. I shall examine the films of Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton, not in isolation, as has been the usual practice, but showing how they influenced each other in a creative rivalry that also featured Harold Lloyd (the man hanging off the clock). This rivalry and desire to make better and better comedies ensured a stream of high-quality pictures. Great works of art were created.

In the past it was often very difficult to track down watchable versions of many of the silent greats. Charlie Chaplin’s early work, for example, was mangled, distorted and rendered worse than unwatchable by repeated re-issues. The image was often incredibly dark, and horribly inappropriate music was used. Sometimes it’s not even music. I have a DVD that features a Chaplin Keystone with a jazz vocalist saying: ‘Hi there everybody and welcome to the club! Tonight the band wants to play for you the hottest numbers. Let’s go!’ All this accompanies visuals of somebody in darkness doing something that we can’t see and then jumping up and down. Luckily, the overall picture is now far rosier. The DVD format has revolutionized the availability of the greatest comedies of the silent era. Shoddy copies of Chaplin’s Keystones aside, Chaplin’s career is beautifully represented from 1915 onwards. Not one film is missing. Keaton also has an excellent survival rate. The same applies to Harold Lloyd, at least as far as his post-1918 comedies are concerned. Only one of the thirty-three silent films of Laurel and Hardy’s career is missing. All these films and many more are available on DVD.

So, here we go. This book is a guide through the silent comedy jungle. Using my experience of watching silent films with appropriate music, on a big screen with a big audience and big laughs, I hope to pinpoint the towering artistic achievements of the era. Some of them involve people being kicked up the arse.




Chapter 1

Starting Out





Our story begins on 16 April 1889 in a small upstairs room in East Street, Walworth, South London. Here, at eight o’clock in the evening a baby was born to Hannah Chaplin, a singer and a dancer on the music hall stage. In her late twenties, she already had an older son, Sydney, by another man, and her new baby was named after his father, Charlie, who, like Hannah, was a successful music hall performer.

It took courage, staying power and talent to thrive on the music hall circuit. At many venues a performer could expect a volatile crowd because often the audience would be enthusiastically drunk. A song with a pretty uplifting melody or a melancholic moan about the iniquities of life was standard fare of the day, and Chaplin senior was successful enough to commission songwriters to write specifically for him. Song sheets were printed up and purchased by the public to take home and play on the piano, for in an era before it was possible to reproduce music electronically in the home, people relied on the real thing – musical instruments.

Being a successful music hall act had many advantages. The money was good and so were the hours; the working conditions were warm and well lit; and if the audience loved you, you walked off the stage feeling ten feet tall. The management expected the acts to mix with the customers in the bar afterwards. A jovial patron slaps you on the back, buys you a drink and tells you he’s never laughed so much or cried so much and ‘come and meet the missus’. It sounds idyllic.

The downside to this picture is that it was easy to develop a taste for the booze because you’re in the bar after every performance, drinking in the applause ... and the drink. ‘Some theatres made more profit from the bar than from the box office, and a number of stars were paid large salaries not alone for their talent but because they spent most of their money at the theatre bar,’ wrote Charlie Chaplin. ‘Many an artist was ruined by drink – my father was one of them. He died of alcoholic excess at the age of thirty-seven.’1

Charlie’s mother, Hannah, separated from Charlie’s father a year after Charlie’s birth. At her peak as a music hall artist she had earned £25 a week at a time when the average national weekly wage was under £1.50, but she began having trouble with her throat. She had attacks of laryngitis, which lasted for weeks, and in the middle of a song she would suddenly lose her voice, and what had been an appreciative audience would start to jeer and boo. She couldn’t afford not to work, but when she did she put additional strain on her voice, which led to further humiliating performances.

In My Autobiography Charlie Chaplin recalls the night he made his first appearance onstage. He was five years old. His mother was ‘playing the Canteen at Aldershot at the time, a grubby, mean theatre catering mostly to soldiers. They were a rowdy lot and wanted little excuse to deride and ridicule. To performers, Aldershot was a week of terror.’2 I know what that terror’s like. In the 1980s I worked as a stand-up comic on the London comedy circuit, and I absolutely dreaded the Saturday midnight show at the Comedy Store. I’d start worrying about the Saturday performance on the Tuesday. A drunk, easily bored audience could be won over, but you needed good jokes, luck, attitude – and a voice. Hannah’s voice cracked onstage that night in Aldershot in 1894 and became a whisper. There was no amplification in those days – no microphones, no loudspeakers – and you stood on the stage and sang with the band. If the audience couldn’t hear you, you would soon hear them. Hannah was forced offstage by the catcalls and general booing. Her son, Charlie, was standing in the wings, and he witnessed her distress and her argument with the stage manager. The manager suggested that Charlie went on in her place – he’d seen Charlie entertain his mother’s friends – and he took Charlie by the hand, led him onto the stage and explained the situation to the audience. The manager then walked offstage, leaving the five-year-old alone


before a glare of footlights and faces in smoke, I started to sing, accompanied by the orchestra, which fiddled about until it found my key ... Halfway through, a shower of money poured onto the stage. Immediately I stopped and announced that I would pick up the money first and sing afterwards. This caused much laughter ... I was quite at home. I talked to the audience, danced and did several imitations, including one of Mother singing ... And in repeating the chorus, in all innocence I imitated Mother’s voice cracking and was surprised at the impact it had on the audience. There was laughter and cheers, then more money-throwing; and when Mother came on the stage to carry me off, her presence evoked tremendous applause. That night was my first appearance on the stage, and Mother’s last.3



On the other side of the Atlantic, 1894 found Joe Keaton joining the Cutlers’ travelling medicine show. Myra Cutler, the owner’s daughter, played the cornet and saxophone – she was reported to be America’s first female saxophonist – and Joe was an actor, an eccentric dancer, who often performed in blackface, the old minstrel tradition.

Working in a travelling medicine show involved pitching up in a town, getting a licence from the local sheriff, setting up a rudimentary stage, entertaining a gathering crowd with music and spectacle, then selling them ‘medicine’ in bottles designed to cure earache, backache, gout, baldness and everything else. The ‘medicine’ was normally alcoholic.

When Joe and Myra’s first child was born on 4 October 1895 he turned out to be Buster Keaton, originally named Joseph Frank Keaton. When he was six months old he tumbled down a flight of stairs in a theatrical boarding house, and Harry Houdini, who was in the same company, was the first to reach him. He picked up the child, who astonished everyone by laughing! According to Myra Keaton, ‘Houdini gasped and said, “That’s some buster your baby took.” Joe looked down and said, “Well, Buster, looks like Uncle Harry has named you.” He’s been Buster ever since.’4 Buster himself told this story on more than one occasion, and it has appeared in countless books and magazine articles: Buster Keaton named by Harry Houdini. The only thing is, it’s not true. Joe Keaton was a wonderful publicist, and his implausible tales became gospel through repetition. If Buster did fall down a flight of stairs when he was six months old, it certainly hadn’t been witnessed by Harry Houdini. Yes, Houdini had once been in the same company as the Keatons, but that had been many years before. A newspaper clipping from 22 July 1901 states that ‘the name Buster was conferred on him by members of the company with which his parents were then touring’.5 No mention of Houdini who, at this point, was one of the biggest stars in vaudeville. Joe Keaton was a publicity genius, and surely Houdini would have been mentioned if he had been there.

Buster, like Charlie Chaplin, made his first stage appearance at a very early age:


If I say I officially joined my folks’ act in 1899 it is because my father always insisted that I’d been trying to get into the family act unofficially – meaning unasked, unwanted and unbilled – practically from the day I was born ... According to him, the moment I could crawl, I headed for the footlights. ‘And when Buster learned to walk,’ he always proudly explained to all who were interested and many who weren’t, ‘there was no holding him. He would jump up and down in the wings, make plenty of noise, and get in everyone’s way. It seemed easier to let him come out with us on the stage where we could keep an eye on him. At first I told him not to move. He was to lean against the side wall and stay there. But one day I got the idea of dressing him up like myself as a stage Irishman with a fright wig, slugger whiskers, fancy vest and over-size pants. Soon he was imitating everything I did, and getting laughs.’6



Buster was learning how to take falls. His father would carry him out onstage and then drop him. ‘When I gave no sign of minding this he began throwing me through the scenery, out onto the wings, and dropping me down on the bass drum in the orchestra pit.’7 Although the act was heavily rough and tumble, the young Buster loved it. ‘I ignored any bumps or bruises I may have got at first on hearing audiences gasp, laugh and applaud. There is one more thing: little kids when they fall haven’t very far to go.’8

Buster made a major discovery one night at the beginning of his career. ‘One of the first things I noticed was that whenever I smiled or let the audience suspect how much I was enjoying myself they didn’t seem to laugh as much as usual.’9

So there we have it. Buster Keaton at the age of five, or thereabouts, successfully finding and defining the comic style that will make him the world famous subject of countless books and documentaries, and whose greatest films are enjoyed and applauded by cinema audiences over eighty years after their first appearance.



Charlie Chaplin’s theatrical debut had saved the show in Aldershot when his mother’s voice cracked alarmingly. He’d found himself the cause of laughter – an exhilarating exper ience for a five-year-old – but the next few years were to be among the hardest of his life, for his mother’s voice never fully recovered. Perhaps the humiliation was too much, standing onstage, experiencing the audience turn against her, but she couldn’t work, and the money she had saved dwindled away. The family moved from three comfortable rooms into two, then into one. As Charlie says in his autobiography:


Jobs were hard to find and Mother, untutored in everything but the stage, was further handicapped. She was small, dainty and sensitive, fighting against terrific odds in a Victorian era in which wealth and poverty were extreme, and poorer class women had little choice but to do menial work or to be the drudges of sweatshops.10



Hannah turned to religion as the money dribbled away, while Charles Chaplin senior’s drinking led to him losing work, which meant he couldn’t keep up the ten shillings maintenance due to Hannah each week. For a while Hannah worked as a seamstress, but she couldn’t maintain the payments on her sewing machine. A single mother with two children, she sought advice from a solicitor, who advised her to throw herself and her family on the support of the Lambeth Borough authorities. In Charlie’s own words, ‘there was no alternative: she was burdened with two children, and in poor health; and so she decided that the three of us should enter the Lambeth workhouse’.11 More humiliation.

The Lambeth Workhouse was a big, grim building crammed with defeated humanity. The two Chaplin brothers (in fact, they were half-brothers) were separated from their mother and transferred to the Hanwell Schools for Orphans and Destitute Children, some 12 miles outside London. After a few days, Charlie and Sydney were parted: ‘We slept in different ward blocks, so we seldom saw each other. I was little over six years old and alone, which made me feel quite abject.’12

Almost a year later Hannah’s circumstances improved, and she, Charlie and Sydney moved into a room at the back of Kennington Park. But this proved to be the beginning of a desperate period, and soon they were back in the workhouse, from where they were transferred to Norwood Schools. One day the boys were told that their mother had gone insane and had been sent to Cane Hill lunatic asylum. So Charlie and Sydney spent a couple of months living with Charlie’s father and his girlfriend, Louise, who were both heavy drinkers, and scenes of drunkenness and physical violence were not uncommon. One night, Charlie couldn’t get into the house. Nobody was in and it was approaching midnight, so he sat on a kerb at the corner of Kennington Cross, feeling wretched. From the nearby White Hart public house he heard ‘The Honeysuckle and the Bee’ played by two musicians on the harmonium and clarinet:


I had never been conscious of melody before, but this one was beautiful and lyrical, so blithe and gay, so warm and reassuring. I forgot my despair and crossed the road to where the musicians were.13



Later that night, Charlie, his father and Louise were all back in the house. The adults quarrelled, and Chaplin Senior threw a heavy clothes brush violently into Louise’s face, knocking her unconscious. Imagine young Charlie’s emotional journey that night, from despair, to joy, to terror.

There were happier times when he did see a genuine, tender love between Louise and his father: ‘On a Sunday morning, when he had not been drinking, he would breakfast with us and tell Louise about the vaudeville acts that were working with him, and have us all enthralled. I would watch him like a hawk, absorbing every action.’14 On other occasions, Charlie would look on with astonishment as his father swallowed six raw eggs in port wine before leaving for work in the theatre.

After several months Hannah Chaplin was released from the asylum. She rented a room in Methney Street near the Hayward’s pickle factory. At one end of the street was a slaughterhouse, and it was usual practice for sheep to be herded past the Chaplins’ front door on the way to be butchered. As Charlie recalls:


I remember one escaped and ran down the street to the amusement of onlookers. Some tried to grab it and others tripped over themselves. I had giggled with delight at its lambent capering and panic, it seemed so comic. But when it was caught and carried back into the slaughterhouse, the reality of the tragedy came over me, and I ran indoors, screaming and weeping to Mother: ‘They’re going to kill it! They’re going to kill it!’ That stark, spring afternoon and that comedy chase stayed with me for days; and I wonder if that episode did not establish the premise of my future films – the combination of the tragic and the comic.15



His mother’s fluctuating health, both mental and physical, made for a continually unstable existence. When times were good, Hannah was well and fascinated the young Charlie with her theatrical stories. During one childhood illness, Hannah enthralled Charlie with readings from the New Testament, and sometimes mother and son would look out of the window at the passers-by while Hannah made up stories about them:


Then a man would pass slowly, moping along. ‘Hm, he’s going home to have stew and parsnips for dinner, which he hates’ ... Then another with a fast gait would streak past. ‘That gentleman has just taken Eno’s!’ And so she would go on, sending me into gales of laughter.16



The young Charlie’s own career in the music hall began towards the end of 1898, when he joined a clog-dancing troupe called the Eight Lancashire Lads. Clog-dancing was very popular during the late nineteenth century, and Charlie toured with the act until December 1900.



At the age of eleven, Charlie was standing on the edge of a new century. So was a five-year-old Buster Keaton, the star of the Three Keatons. The year before, the Keatons had graduated from the travelling medicine shows onto the vaudeville circuit. Vaudeville in America, like the music hall in Britain, was thriving, and audiences flocked in their millions to see live entertainment. Young performers like Chaplin and Keaton were not only performing regularly in front of live audiences, but they were also studying the other more established acts from the wings. Both Buster and Charlie were destined to enjoy the fruits of their intense apprenticeships, and once they became filmmakers, their sure instincts as to what made audiences laugh proved invaluable. Performing live is how they learned their craft.

Buster’s early childhood, unlike Charlie’s, was a cavalcade of fun. He adored working with his parents, and in his autobiography he speaks of his father with enormous affection. Over the years, modern eyes with today’s sensibilities have suggested that Buster’s childhood was abusive. It’s true that his mother once sewed a suitcase handle into Buster’s coat to make it easier for his father to pick him up and throw him across the stage, and for a while he was billed as ‘The Human Mop’, but this was not abuse, it was part of the act. Literally throwing himself into show business, Buster loved performing, getting the laughs and mixing with the other acts backstage. There were agencies around at the time that were concerned with child welfare, and prominent among them was the Gerry Society, formed to ensure that no child was exploited on the stage. To throw them off the scent, the young Buster happily posed as a ‘midget’ adult, wearing cut-down adult clothes offstage as well as on.

As the years progressed, the Three Keatons became one of the biggest acts in vaudeville. The chief ingredients were father and son’s rough-and-tumble slapstick, while mother Myra played the saxophone. This was Buster’s life, and he loved it. Travelling from town to town, he went to school only once, for just a day, when he enlivened normal school proceedings by repeating gags he’d seen on the vaudeville stage:


The teacher called the roll:

‘Smith?’

‘Here’

‘Johnson?’

‘Here.’

‘Keaton?’

‘I couldn’t come today.’

That sent the class into an uproar and even won an appreciative smile from the teacher. Enchanted that going to school meant only putting on an extra show each day, I could hardly wait for the next opportunity to spin my fellow scholars out into the aisles.17



As the onstage act developed and Buster grew older, the act became progressively rougher. Although it wasn’t called improvisation at the time, the Keatons specialized in doing something different every night. ‘We never bothered to do the same routines twice in a row. We found it much more fun to surprise one another by pulling any crazy wild stunt that came into our heads.’18 One routine consisted of Joe lathering his face before shaving with a cut-throat razor, while Buster, who had previously attached a thick rubber rope above Joe’s shaving mirror, would walk backwards holding a basketball tied to the other end of the rope:


With each step I took, the audience screamed, expecting the rubber rope to break and snap against his head. When the rubber rope was stretched as tautly as possible, I let it go. As Pop was shaving his throat with his old-fashioned open razor, the basketball would sock him in the head and push his lathered face into the mirror. With the audience shrieking, Mom placidly continued playing her saxophone.19



What school could compete with that? Here’s the choice: reciting your five times table in a draughty classroom or getting huge laughs with a basketball on a piece of elastic.

From 1909 onwards the Keatons took summer off from the relentless grind of the vaudeville circuit. Joe Keaton had bought a cottage at Lake Muskegon where, soon after, an actors’ colony was established. Buster delighted in the rural setting and the opportunity it gave him to build various humorous and ingenious gadgets. One of the simplest was called the Clown Pole. He would stick a bamboo fishing pole upright between two planks of the wooden pier situated opposite the clubhouse. A line from the pole led to the water and a red cork bobber. Instead of ending with a hook and bait, the line went back underwater, around a pulley under the pier, and then up and through the clubhouse window. When a stranger walked along the pier, they’d notice the bamboo fishing pole. Somebody inside the clubhouse would grasp the line, making it twitch at the other end to convince the stranger that a fish had been hooked. Naturally, the stranger couldn’t resist picking up the pole and attempting to land his prize. So, the battle would commence, and an informal crowd would gather, offering advice and encouragement. The stranger would struggle for several minutes until, finally, the prankster in the clubhouse, with one big tug, would yank the fishing pole out of the victim’s hands and into the water. The victim was invited into the clubhouse, given a wooden medal and encouraged to buy drinks all round.

This practical joking was taken on the road with equal good-hearted gusto:


Laughs, laughs, day and night. I remember them all. Those practical jokes that went on and on like movie serials. Like the trunkful of cats. Why did I ever start that? A hundred cats lived in that theatre in Buffalo, barely holding their own against the rats. So I fill the Leightons’ prop trunk with assorted cats. Nice and dark and cosy, so they all go to sleep. The trunk was a part of the act, so when they open it onstage, out fly the cats, all over the Leightons, up the scenery, even out into the audience.20



* * *

But if Chaplin and Keaton had performing in their blood, this wasn’t true of all the future silent comedians. Harold Clayton Lloyd, for example, was a member of a noticeably untheatrical family. He was born in Burchard, California, on 20 April 1893; his parents, Foxy and Elizabeth, were serial movers, who took Harold and his older brother Gaylord to a new town every time one of his father’s business enterprises didn’t work out. Reflecting on those days in An American Comedy, the autobiography he wrote in collaboration with Wesley W. Stout, Harold saw himself as typical of the time:


Supposing Atlantic City had been holding Average American Boy contests, with beauty waived, I might have been Master America most any year between 1893 and 1910. This is assuming that the average boy before the war was moderately poor, that his folks moved a good deal and that he worked for his spending money at any job that offered.21



However, Harold did see something exceptional in his ‘single-tracked ambition’ to be on the stage:


As far back as memory goes, and to the exclusion of all else, I was stage crazy. There is no accounting for its strength and persistence, for it began before I ever saw a play, and there were no actors, so far as we know, in either my father’s or mother’s family.22



Harold’s early childhood games revolved around playing theatre. At an aunt’s house he would gather together all the caps and hats and lay them across the floor, inventing characters and lines for them. A couple of years later, Harold immersed himself in magic, tricks and mechanical puzzles: ‘I went at them with that whole-souled devotion that characterized all my enthusiasms.’23

Harold also discovered an early flair for business. Whereas in Omaha he had a job as a paperboy delivering newspapers, in Denver he owned the route, which, he says, enabled him to discover ‘responsibility and initiative’.24 The route was run down when he bought it. He built it up, eventually needing to employ two other boys, and then sold it at a profit when they moved again.

Harold’s sense of responsibility was tested to the utmost when, just thirteen years old, he took a trip to Colorado Springs with an alcoholic friend of the family. In his autobiography Harold discreetly gives him the fictional name of Joe Morgan. Let’s hope his real name wasn’t Jim Morgan. The trouble began before they even reached Colorado:


In Denver Mr Morgan had been militantly sober, but before the train stopped at Palmer Lake for luncheon he had bought a bottle of whisky from the train porter and soon was limp with liquor.25



When they arrived at their hotel in Colorado Springs, Harold undressed Joe and put him to bed. The next morning he hid Joe’s shoes and went off to explore some far-off caves. When he returned he discovered Joe drunk and shoeless. After a couple of days Harold had had enough: ‘I wired to Denver to come and get him. As a moral lesson it was worth ten thousand temperance tracts to a boy. It was never needful to warn me away from the flying hoofs of the Brewers’ Big Horses.’26 He would remain teetotal throughout his life.

Harold saw his first film in 1903 when he was ten years old. It was The Great Train Robbery, a famous landmark in the early history of American cinema, and soon he was going to see movies on a regular basis, although in his autobiography he says he didn’t at first make the connection between cinema and acting. Looking up at the screen he saw the actors as puppets, not as human beings.

One fateful day in Omaha in 1906 he met John Lane Connor, leading man with the Burwood Stock Company. Connor spotted Harold staring at an astrologer’s shop window and was impressed that, unlike the rest of the town, he wasn’t distracted by a local fire wagon haring off to a blaze. On hearing that Connor was looking for a place to lodge, Harold invited him to stay with his family. Fortunately, his mother agreed as the extra money was welcome, and Connor became a regular boarder. Knowing of Harold’s passion for the stage, he would offer him a part with the Burwood Company whenever a boy’s role came up.

Harold threw himself wholeheartedly into the study of theatrical make-up, quizzing the character actors he met backstage. They taught him about moustaches and beards and how to disguise his real eyebrows with putty, and they even explained how to make ‘a dead or grotesque eye’ by ‘setting half a walnut shell over my own eye, building it into the socket with putty and glue, concealed by flesh paint, then painting the walnut shell to the desired effect’.27

Once Harold’s voice began to break, his acting career came to a standstill. He was too old for child parts but not yet old enough to play the juvenile leads.

In 1911 his father Foxy was run down by a brewery truck and severely injured. When the case went to court Foxy won $3,000, and another move was contemplated: ‘New York tempted me, for it meant Broadway; but Connor had moved to San Diego, where he was playing in stock and running a dramatic school.’28

In San Diego Harold spent most of his time at Connor’s dramatic school where he ‘played characters in four local stock companies and was assistant stage manager of one; gave Shakespearean readings before high-school English and elocution classes; worked as stage hand at the Spreckels, the road-show theatre. Many, if not most, of these activities were concurrent.’29

When a fellow player’s nose began to bleed during a collegiate farce, Going Some, Harold reckoned his great opportunity had come:


He walked off the stage, leaving me to conduct a monologue, and I got away with it. I had come back with great relish and yearning to the stage after four years and, where I had been a humble apprentice among professionals, I was now the fair-haired boy among amateurs.30



The next morning Harold expected to be lauded and applauded. Instead, Connor merely said hello. Determined to draw some adulation out of him, Harold suggested, ‘Not so bad last night, was I?’ Connor reluctantly replied:


Harold, I was very much disappointed in you. After all, you’re not an amateur in his first play – not that I would have known it at times last night ... How many times have I told you to get the full value out of a laugh? Of course you got the laughs. The laughs were in the lines and the situations. Half the time, though, you choked them to death before they were well started.31



In truth, Harold, at this stage in his career, had no flair for comedy.



Another star-to-be with a decidedly non-theatrical background but an early fascination with cinema was Oliver Hardy, who was born to Oliver and Emily Hardy on 18 January 1892 in the town of Harlem, Georgia. He was originally named Norvell Hardy, Norvell being Emily’s maiden name. His father, Oliver, was a veteran of the American Civil War, who, by the 1870s, had risen to the height of Tax Collector for Columbia County.

Oliver was a popular politician but by the late 1880s had been voted out of office around the time that his second wife, Cornelia, died. On 12 March 1890 he married Emily Norvell Tant, herself recently bereaved and with four small children. Not long before Norvell’s birth, Oliver sold the family farm and became a hotelier in Madison, about 80 miles west of Atlanta. Emily went back to Atlanta for the birth, returning a few days later. Then fate struck a bitter blow. On 22 November 1892 Oliver Hardy suddenly dropped dead, and Emily became a widow for the second time, but now with five children. Unfortunately, Oliver hadn’t left a will, and Emily’s desire to continue running the hotel was rebuffed, so she set out in business on her own, opening her own hotel on West Jefferson Street, which she ran for the next four years.

In late 1894 Emily bought a piano and, from the outset, Norvell, who had a beautiful singing voice, was fascinated by it. While the other children in the family were off creating mischief, Norvell, a rather chubby youngster, was more of a loner. As he grew into his teens Norvell adopted his father’s name, Oliver, and became Oliver Norvell Hardy. Emily moved the family to Milledgeville, where she ran the Baldwin Hotel. Oliver, as we now must call him, was teased relentlessly over his size, and classmates called him ‘Fatty’. Mid-teens is a vulnerable age, and in an attempt to get her son the best education possible Emily enrolled him in Georgia Military College. He weighed over 200 pounds at this point and must have dreaded the obstacle courses. He pleaded with his mother to be transferred somewhere else, and he ended up attending an institution called a ‘progressive mountain school’.

In late 1909 or early 1910 the first cinema in Milledgeville was opened. It was called the Electric Theater, and Oliver became its projectionist and also helped in its general running. He stayed for three years. No doubt he would have particularly identified with one of the great stars of the time – Fatty Arbuckle. Here was somebody much admired and with the same label as himself, ‘Fatty’. A big man on a big screen.



Back in Edwardian London, Charlie had found work playing Billy, the page boy, in a stage version of Sherlock Holmes. After Charlie’s father died, Hannah Chaplin was readmitted to Cane Hill Asylum, where she remained for several years. The doctor’s diagnosis included malnutrition, brought on by undernourishment. Charlie continued with Sherlock Holmes until 1906, and in that same year his half-brother Sydney was signed up by Fred Karno, the biggest comedy impresario of the British music hall.

Karno was a hugely influential figure. He had started out as an acrobat but developed into a fine comedian and writer of comedy sketches. He was also a very good businessman and had built up a number of successful touring companies, all bearing his name. At the time, ‘Fred Karno’ was a term widely used to describe something chaotic, but onstage chaos often needs a lot of practice, and Karno insisted on rigorous rehearsals and attention to detail. He also liked to mix pathos with the comedy, telling his comedians to ‘keep it wistful ... we want sympathy with the laughter.’ Sydney Chaplin did well with Karno and recommended his younger brother, Charlie, at every opportunity. Eventually, Fred agreed to meet Charlie, who was then seventeen years old. Karno needed to replace a comedian working with Harry Weldon in a sketch called The Football Match, but he was worried that Charlie was very young and looked even younger. Charlie recalls: ‘I shrugged off-handedly. “That’s a question of make-up.” Karno laughed. That shrug, he told Sydney later, got me the job.’32 This was a big opportunity. Initially, it was a trial engagement for a fortnight but with the possibility of a year’s contract. Charlie had recently suffered the humiliation of being booed off stage and having coins and orange peel thrown at him during the first night of a proposed trial week at the Forester’s Music Hall. Situated just off the Mile End Road, the Forester’s was in a predominantly Jewish part of London, and the audience hated Charlie’s awful jokes (gleaned from an American joke book), which, to them, seemed anti-Semitic. His reception had knocked his self-confidence as a performer. A comedian thrives on laughter, and maintaining a level of confidence is essential, even in the middle of a bad show. Once a rough audience smells blood, it can destroy a performer: some people walk off the stage and never come back.

Charlie had a week to study his role in The Football Match. The man he was replacing had been uninspiring in the part, and traditionally there were no laughs until Harry Weldon, the main comedian, made his entrance. Charlie, as the first onstage, was determined to change that:


On the opening night at the Coliseum my nerves were wound tight like a clock. That night meant re-establishing my confidence and wiping out the disgrace of that nightmare at the Forester’s ... In an emotional chaos I went on. One either rises to an occasion or succumbs to it. The moment I walked on to the stage I was relieved, everything was clear. I entered with my back to the audience – an idea of my own. From the back I looked immaculate, dressed in a frock-coat, top hat, cane and spats – a typical Edwardian villain. Then I turned, showing my red nose. There was a laugh ... I was relaxed and full of invention ... In the midst of my villainous strutting my trousers began to fall down. I had lost a button. I began looking for it. I picked up an imaginary something, then indignantly threw it aside; ‘Those confounded rabbits!’ Another laugh.33



That night, Charlie walked home flushed with joy. He stood on Westminster Bridge and gazed into the dark currents of the Thames, then walked all the way home to Kennington, stopping off for a cup of tea at the Elephant and Castle.

 In 1982 I played at the Comedy Store, then situated in the heart of Soho. On my second time there, I performed a sketch about a policeman giving evidence in a courtroom and revealing, through his testimony, the details of a hallucinogenic trip he’s unwittingly undergone. The Comedy Store was a tough audience, but that night I triumphed. I remember a particularly big laugh on the line, ‘I observed Constable Parish approaching me disguised as a fortnight’s holiday in Benidorm.’ I stormed it. People were shrieking for more, but I didn’t have any more, so I did the policeman sketch again. On my way home I stood on Westminster Bridge and looked into the Thames. I was twenty-four years old, and my boyhood dream of becoming a comedian had rapidly and unexpectedly come true. I’d endeavoured to make each line a joke or a set-up for a joke. Even though it was very early days for me as a performer, the strength of the material got me through. I remember that night so clearly: it was proof that I could make an audience laugh. I had no idea that Charlie Chaplin had looked into the river from the same bridge seventy-odd years earlier, feeling at last he was on his way. That night I felt the same. I walked home from Soho to my bedsit in Streatham, floating above the pavement.

Fred Karno caught Charlie’s performance two nights later. He went back to the dressing room after the show and congratulated the young man, offering him a year’s contract at £4 a week, a healthy salary for a relative newcomer. For the next six months Charlie did bits and pieces in various Karno sketches, many of which proved the basis for several of his early films. Skating, a sketch written by Sydney, inspired The Rink (1916), and another sketch, The Dentist, became an early Keystone called Laughing Gas (1914).

Charlie also appeared in Mumming Birds, one of Karno’s greatest creations. It took the form of a show-within-a-show: a steady succession of deliberately bad acts would be heckled by a drunk from one of the private boxes, situated on the stage. Charlie would enter the box in immaculate evening dress and, in a drunken haze, attempt to light his cigarette from a lightbulb. A young boy would offer a match, but, in reaching for it, Charlie would tumble out of the box and onto the stage. This would have got a big roar from contemporary audiences. It’s important that the drunk is well dressed – he has his status and dignity to lose, whereas a drunk in workman’s clothes is not such an obvious figure of fun in this situation. The sketch also places the protagonist inside a private box, which would have cost many times the weekly wage of the working man or woman.

A parade of acts were then heckled in various comic ways. A female vocalist was showered with cracker crumbs spat out by Charlie, who would then throw oranges at her. Next was an awful magic act, followed by a singer of patriotic songs. The final act was a thin, wasted individual called the Terrible Turk, and the management would offer the hefty sum of £100 to anyone who was willing to take him on. Amid a sea of hands going up, the ‘plant’ in the audience would be summoned onto the stage. Instead of fighting the Turk, the newcomer found himself fending off Charlie, who, by now, had stripped down to some brightly coloured underwear. Charlie then turned his attention to the Terrible Turk and tickled him into submission. No wonder this sketch was so popular: because the live theatre audience is encouraged to boo the deliberately awful acts, a raucous atmosphere can be generated that is no threat to the sketch itself. It’s a great showcase for the lead comedian, too. Charlie’s comic energy, invention and superb acrobatic control marked him out as a star.



Another comic had also recently joined the Karno Company. He was Arthur Stanley Jefferson, who was born on 16 June 1890 in Ulverston in northwest England. Nobody ever called him Arthur. His mother Margaret, known as Madge, was an actress who had met her husband Arthur Jefferson when he was the actor-manager of a small theatre in Ulverston called the Hippodrome. Arthur Senior, known as A.J., was a man of great enthusiasms, and he divided his work between writing long dramatic plays and managing theatres. Madge made a big contribution to the business by acting in his dramas, helping to run the theatres and providing excellent advice on designs and decor, and together they renovated and reopened theatres in the area. In August 1892 the Consett Guardian reported A.J.’s opening-night speech:


Previous to the raising of the curtain, Mr Jefferson stepped to front and in a few brief words explained to the audience his intentions for the ensuing season, and having made up his mind that the comfort of his friends and patrons should be secured he had determined that on no account whatever would he permit smoking in the theatre.



A.J. cared for the welfare of his audience in other ways, too, arranging matinées for the poor and handing out gifts of packets of sugar, tea and tobacco. He also toured his own plays in Bury and North Shields. They were typical Victorian melodramas, which were usually dependent on young men gambling away family fortunes and virtuous women fighting off the attentions of leering landlords.

Stan had not been particularly well as a child, and this prompted his parents to leave him with Madge’s parents rather than subject him to life on the road. Many years later A.J. recalled:


As Stan grew older, it became increasingly apparent that his young mind was obsessed with the idea of one day ‘following in father’s footsteps’; spending all his pocket money on toy theatres, Punch and Judy shows, marionettes, shadowgraphs, magic lanterns etc. ... When about nine years of age, Stan begged me to convert the attic of our home in North Shields ... into a miniature theatre, to which I agreed.34



A.J. was as good as his word. He built ‘a perfect replica of the average small theatre of the period. Stan, assisted by several “dying to act” boys and girls, was hard at work inaug urating the “Stanley Jefferson Amateur Dramatic Society” – featuring said S.J. as Director, Manager, Stage Manager, Author, Producer, and Leading Man.’35

In 1905 the Jeffersons moved to Glasgow to enable A.J. to pay more attention to the Metropole Theatre, the mainstay of his empire, while he left his many other theatres in the hands of local managers. The following year, at the age of sixteen, Stan made his stage debut at Glasgow’s Britannia Theatre. He didn’t tell his dad, but A.J. found out anyway when he popped into the Britannia to chat with the manager only to be told that his son was due onstage in five minutes. According to A.J.’s later account, Stan came onstage


wearing a pair of baggy patched trousers (new trousers of mine, cut down, patches added) and also my best frock coat and silk hat ... He got a very good reception and scored a genuine success, finishing up to loud laughter and applause and even shouts of ‘encore!’ The shouts brought him back ... but, in bowing his acknowledgements he spotted me.36



Stan rushed back to the Metropole Theatre but his father was already there waiting for him. As Stan himself recounted:


He called me into his office where, for what seemed like several minutes, neither of us spoke ... Slowly, he rose to his feet. ‘Have a whisky and soda?’ he asked quite casually. At first I could not believe my ears. But when it dawned on me, I seemed to grow six inches in as many seconds. My boyhood was behind me – Dad was accepting me as a man! Then I did the silliest thing – I burst out crying.37



A.J. used his professional contacts to find Stan a job with Levy and Cardwell, a company that produced Christmas pantomimes, and he toured for six months in Sleeping Beauty. In the summer of 1908 Stan was touring again, but this time with some of his father’s comic sketches, A.J. having abandoned writing long melodramas in recent years and turning his hand instead to creating short sketches.

In December of that year Stan’s mother Madge died. In her obituary the Glasgow publication Victualling Trades’ Review reported: ‘[A.J.] attributes much of his early success to her artistic taste ... as well as her business tact.’

In November 1909 Fred Karno was producing Mother Goose at the Grand Theatre, Glasgow. Stan went backstage one night and presented his business card:


A gentle-voiced little man came forward to meet me. ‘Well Mr Jefferson Junior,’ he said, ‘What can I do for you?’ I told him I wanted to see Mr Karno. ‘You’re seeing him now,’ he replied quietly. It was quite a shock and such a relief to find him such a pleasant, friendly man. Briefly I explained that I wanted a job as a comedian. ‘Are you funny?’ he asked. I told him of my youthful experience. He nodded. ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘I’ll try you out at £2 a week.’ ... Bewildered at the suddenness of it all, I blurted out my thanks and staggered into the street in a daze. I’d achieved the height of every budding comedian’s ambition – I was one of Fred Karno’s Comedians.38



Stan appeared in four sketches during the subsequent tour: Mumming Birds, Skating, Jimmy the Fearless and The Wow-Wows.

In Jimmy the Fearless Stan found himself playing the leading role. Karno had initially given the role to Chaplin, but a disagreement over how the part should be played led to Fred giving it to Stan instead. Karno was, no doubt, teaching Charlie a lesson by giving the role to the newest, most junior member of the troupe, and Stan made a real success of it, receiving five curtain calls and, more importantly, a great boost to his confidence. For a young comic this was an invaluable experience. Fred must have been delighted that his attempt to put Charlie in his place had worked so well. There were no bad feelings when Charlie replaced Stan in the star part, and Stan was destined never to see the name ‘Stan Jefferson’ in lights. He later remarked that he thought the origins of Charlie’s tramp character were to be found in Jimmy the Fearless.

The following year both Charlie and Stan were picked by Fred to join a Karno troupe touring America. This was a step up and hugely exciting, for very few people travelled abroad in 1910. Charlie and Stan roomed together on the tour, and they often broke the lodging-house rules by cooking food in their rooms. Each room had a gas light, essential before the lightbulb became global, and Stan would cook chops over the gas flame while Charlie played his mandolin by the door, attempting to drown out the noise of cooking from inquisitive landladies. Stan’s recollections of Charlie at this time are invaluable. He remembers him as ‘the ringleader in everything. Even then we all felt there was something in him which was different from other men. We didn’t know what it was; we couldn’t put our finger on it; but it was there.’39 The tour was very successful, lasting several months, and then, after a brief sojourn back in England, both Charlie and Stan embarked on another Karno tour of America.

Unexpectedly, Groucho Marx was a huge Charlie Chaplin fan. Normally never much of a devotee of other comedians, he could be characteristically withering, homing in on a rival’s perceived weak spot. He was always scathing about Bob Hope’s need to surround himself with dozens of writers, for example, and when he heard that Hope was doing a radio show with only four writers, Groucho remarked, ‘Only four? For Bob Hope, that’s practically ad libbing.’ On Charlie’s second tour of North America with Fred Karno in 1913, Groucho caught the show during one of its Canadian dates, the Sullivan–Considine Theater in Winnipeg. He’d gone in to see one of the other acts, but instead was overwhelmed by Charlie: ‘Chaplin sat at a small table and ate soda crackers, one after another. A woman up front was singing all the while, but nobody heard a single note I’m sure. They were too intent on Chaplin’s every move. A fine stream of cracker dust was coming out of his mouth. He kept that up for exactly fifteen minutes ... I know there will never be anyone like him. He’s in a class all by himself, just as he always has been.’40

It was on that same tour that Mack Sennett, head of Keystone studios, also saw Charlie onstage. Keystone was a highly successful film studio and the first in the world to dedicate itself exclusively to the production of comedies. Sennett, who was looking to replace one of his star com edians, offered Charlie double his Karno salary of $75 a week.

This represented a considerable sum of money (after all, the average US wage at the time was only $750 a year), but it wouldn’t have been that surprising if Charlie had turned it down. Many on the vaudeville stage were highly suspicious of the movies, and Buster Keaton’s father, Joe, had even once rejected an offer from the newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst to make a two-reeler film with the words, ‘We work for years perfecting an act, and you want to show it, a nickel a head, on a dirty sheet?’41 As it was, Charlie decided to accept the offer, reckoning that a year or so making films would enable him to return to the stage as a headliner, a top-of-the-bill act.
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