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To the memory of my mentors

Constance Welch, Yale School of Drama

Lee Strasberg, Actor’s Studio

T. Edward Hambleton, Phoenix Theatre, New York

Sir Tyron Guthrie



Dear Reader

To gain a historical perspective, I have kept potentially offensive elements intact and did not edit sexism, racial prejudices, anti-Semitic slurs, or other derogatory content. The plays must be seen in their historical context, each a work of art shaped by its era, The opinions set forth in the plays are not necessarily my own. 

While some of the plays therein have withstood the passage of time with universal recognition, included are many obscure dramas and comedies that deserve renewed scrutiny, study, and theatrical revival. I hope that the selections discussed in this work will rekindle interest in neglected playwrights and forgotten plays.
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Introduction

The entity known as Broadway began with the stage contributions of the American actor-director-playwright William Gillette. Born July 24, 1853, in Hartford, Connecticut, Gillette was the son of a United States senator Guy M. Gillette. As a young boy, Gillette constructed a miniature puppet theatre, a signpost of things to come. To the chagrin of his parents, Gillette, a product of Yale, Harvard, and Massachusetts Fine Arts Institute, embarked upon a theatrical career, joining stock companies. It is said that a neighbor, Mark Twain, was instrumental in getting Gillette his first professional appearance at the Globe Theatre in Boston in 1875. He soon made his New York debut at the Park Theatre in 1877—a one-line role as the foreman of a jury. He would later win plaudits in plays by J.M. Barrie, Henri Bernstein, and Victorien Sardou, and as the star of many of his own plays. Prodded by famed producer Charles Frohman, Gillette agreed to revise a Conan Doyle play spotlighting Sherlock Holmes. After reading all the Holmes stories, Gillette wired Holmes, “May I marry Holmes?” From England came the rabid reply, “You may marry or murder or do what you like with him.” Gillette did not murder Holmes but did provide him with a love interest.

Gillette finished the play in four weeks, but the manuscript was destroyed in a San Francisco hotel fire of 1898. Undaunted, Gillette rewrote Sherlock Holmes, and in the spring of 1899 took it by ship to England for Doyle’s approval. Sherlockian authority Jack Tracy describes their face-to-face encounter in Sherlock Holmes: The Published Apocrypha (1980): “Doyle went to meet the train at the South Norwood Station—and stared in wonder as Sherlock Holmes himself stepped from the carriage, dressed in an ulster and deerstalker cap and carrying a silver-headed stick. He strode up to Doyle, whipped out a huge magnifying glass, and looked the Englishman up and down. ”Unquestionably an author,” he pronounced. Doyle roared with laughter, and the two men were fast friends immediately.”


The four-act Sherlock Holmes fuses elements from several Doyle stories. It premiered at the Star Theatre, Buffalo, New York, on October 23, 1899, mainly garnering rave reviews, running 256 performances. From 1900—1910, the prolific playwright Hal Reid whipped up a series of four-act plays in a week or less. All featured convoluted plots, wild happenings, humorous interludes, one-dimensional characters, flamboyant villains, and sensational cliffhangers. Typical of Reid’s output is Old Sleuth (1902), in which the villain, the hero, and the lady in distress go through a series of clashes and cliffhangers. Another popular melodramatist, Clyde Fitch, introduced various elements that later became hallmarks of detective fiction: the innocent party entrapped by circumstantial evidence as a murder suspect, the lack of an alibi, the intense quarrel between the suspect and the victim before the discovery of the body, and the sharp cross-examination of the suspect before the attorney of the defense agrees to take on the case. This device was established years later by J.B. Priestley in The Winslow Boy and by Agatha Christie in Witness for the Prosecution.

A third prolific playwright of the era was Own Davis whose Nellie, the Beautiful Cloak Model (1906) was an immensely popular melodrama. It introduced a much-maligned damsel-in-distress, a larger-than-life hero, and a flamboyant villain. It boasted breathtaking cliffhangers, spectacular special effects, and an effective brew of thrills, humor, and pathos. The curtain rises on a cloak department firm, where an innocent, good-looking clerk is accused of theft. She then goes through a series of attempts on her life by knives, daggers, pistols, and bombs. It turns out that Nellie is the true inheritor of the cloak firm.

During the ensuing years, a succession of criminous melodramas were introduced on Broadway. The more distinguished included Bayard Beiller’s Within the Law (1912), revolving around a salesgirl at a department store who is accused of stealing assorted merchandise; Seven Keys to Baldpate (1913) by George M. Cohan, wherein the action unfolds in a vacant lodge during a cold, stormy night. Various intruders include a gun-toting political henchman, a crooked chief of police, a corrupt mayor, a vagabond mountain hermit, and the wife of a local railway president, ostensibly attempting to save her husband from the clutches of the county’s political machine. On Trial (1914) by Elmer Rice introduced cinematic flashbacks in the setting of a courtroom, covering two days in a murder trial. During the testimony of several key witnesses, the lights dim, and the action shifts to other locales, informing viewers of events that preceded the trial. The accused has been charged with the murder of a prominent banker. Inside the Lines (1915) by Earl Derr Biggers was penned a decade before Biggers created Honolulu police inspector Charlie Chan. Inside the Lines is a World War I espionage play, depicting a plan by the Germans to sabotage the British fleet. At 9:45 (1919) by Owen Davis anticipates by eleven years the plot device used by Agatha Christie in her first Jane Marple novel, 1930’s Murder at the Vicarage, in which a man and a woman, enamored of each other, separate confess to the commission of murder to protect the other. John Willard’s The Cat and the Canary (1922) was famed for its ingenious use of secret panels and sliding doors. It is the granddaddy of all “old dark house” thrillers.

Acts of crime have not only been the subject matter of melodrama. The first quarter of the twentieth century also saw playwrights of note emerge, using a more subtle yet revealing approach. Slowly, the overblown thrills of melodrama were giving way to more realistic drama. August Strindberg, Maxim Gorky, and Eden Phillpotts provided psychological insights. Tragic overtones enveloped works by John Masefield and Bertolt Brecht. Social criticism crept into the dramas of Alexandre Bisson and John Galsworthy. Between 1925 and 1950, old-fashioned melodrama became a dying breed. Many scholars designated 1926, the year in which S.S. Van Dine’s Philo Vance novel, The Benson Murder Case, was published as the beginning of detective literature’s Golden Age, a period that lasted through the 1930s and 1940s. Simultaneously, with the genre in print, stage fare matured and improved, making crime the subject of more and more good drama. Mainstage playwrights entered the fold. Among the Broadway contributors who dabbled in theft, kidnapping, and murder were Sidney  Howard, Guy Bolton, Paul Green, Arthur Miller, Philip Barry, George S. Kaufman, Robert E. Sherwood, Maxwell Anderson, Irwin Shaw, and Lillian Hellman—the who’s who of the era’s American theater.

From England came plays of crime and detection by W. Somerset Maugham, A.A. Milne, Emlyn Williams, J. B. Priestley, Daphne du Maurier, and Terence Rattigan. Betrayal and violence came to Broadway in plays by the Hungarian Laszlo Fodor, the German Ernst Toller, the Spanish Garcia Lorca, the Italian Ugo Betti, and the French Jean Genet,

Also plunging into the world of Broadway were famed novelists and poets Wilbur Daniel Steele, Damon Runion, Robert Penn Warren, James Baldwin, Gore Vidal, William Faulkner, Aldous Huxley, and Herman Wouk. Nobel prize winners who smeared their pens with blood included Eugene O’Neill, John Steinbeck, Ernest Hemingway, Albert Camus, and Jean-Paul Sartre. Other names added to the unique roster were Mae West, Clare Booth (Luce), Ayn Rand, James M. Cain, Stephen Sondheim, and Aaron Sorkin,

To gain a historical perspective, I have kept offending elements intact and did not edit out sexism, racial prejudices, and anti-Semitic slurs. They must be seen in their historical context. I hope that this labor of love will ignite interest in some neglected and forgotten criminous plays—many of which deserve a new lease on life.






Old Sleuth (1902)

Hal Reid (United States, 1862—1920)

James Halleck Reid (who used the pen name Hal Reid) joined the golden group of melodrama playwrights who could whip up a four-act play in a week or less, then reap financial bonanzas when a dozen road companies performed their works simultaneously across the United States. Reid’s first New York production took place in 1895. By 1911 he was credited with 117 titles, surpassing Owen Davis’s claim to 112 original dramas, but falling behind Dion Boucicault’s 400 titles.1

Typical of Reid’s melodramas are Old Sleuth and Young Sleuth, both produced at the dawn of the twentieth century. Both involved convoluted plots, wild happenings, humorous interludes, one-dimensional characters, flamboyant villains and sensational cliffhangers.

Old Sleuth begins at lower Manhattan’s Jefferson Market Police Court. George Washington Jones, a Black vagrant, is charged with disturbing the peace. Officer Jerry McDugan testifies that he found Jones asleep on a street corner and had to wake him up with his fist; he admits that he “trimmed him a bit” while in custody, leaving “black walnuts” on the “nigger’s head.”

Justice McDougal is unmoved by what seems to be customary police practice and intends to send Jones to the Island, but the detective Burt Brandon intervenes and offers to give the prisoner, if discharged, “work at once.” The judge consents.2

Rene Ruthendale, Judge McDougal’s next case, is charged with burglary. She is “elegantly dressed and very pale,” but without legal representation. Detective Brandon measures Rene with his eyes and tells her, “I am a judge of criminals; I am sure you are innocent; I would stake my life upon it.” He asks Justice McDougal to grant an adjournment “until such time as your honor set the case for preliminary hearing.” The Judge allots a $5,000 bond, which Brandon pays.

Court is adjourned. Bayard Knight, Rene’s accuser, described in the play’s program as “A Royal Rogue,” queries Assistant District Attorney Samuel Irving about Burt Brandon. “He is known as Old Sleuth the Detective,” says Irving. “He is not old in years but experience. He is unquestionably the ‘King of Detectives.’ I don’t like him but he is a wonder.”

Knight approaches Rene and asks to speak with her but Brandon points to the door: “Go, Bayard Knight. From this time you are a marked man. I’ll know you the next time I see you.” Knight leaves. Brandon sends his urchin assistant, Mick Mullane, to follow him.3

Rene tells Brandon that by her “women’s intuition” she feels she can trust him as a brother— “I will tell you all.” She has a faint recollection of “once living in a grand home, surrounded by every luxury and elegance,” and being kidnapped from her loving family as a small child. “It seems as if I had been snatched from Paradise and plunged into the horrors of hell itself.” A circus acrobat, Leon Leonardi, claimed to be Rene’s father and as a child she performed in the ring with his troupe. One day, Bayard Knight came into the tent, presented himself as Rene’s uncle, and demanded possession of the girl. Knight took good care of Rene, introducing her to New York society as his stepdaughter.

But one night Knight “threw aside his mask and told me that he loved me and tried to force me to become his wife. I escaped from the house and managed to hide for several days when yesterday we met face to face. It was then that he had me arrested on this false charge.”

Brandon assures the distraught Rene that he will solve “the mystery” of her life. “You are the victim of some horrible villainy and by the memory of my mother, I swear to you to track it down, if it costs me my life,” he states.



Brandon sends Rene out through a back exit. Knight returns and offers the detective $5000 “to clear out of this matter.” Brandon laughs and says he will settle for nothing less than “one half of the stolen Ruthendale estate.” Knight draws a pistol, but Brandon is “just a trifle quicker” in aiming his gun at Knight’s head.


Knight: Damn you, Brandon. You are a great detective. I am only a plain citizen, but I will play this game with you to the bitter end.

Brandon: The game has just started. The end will be your death—or mine, for while I draw the breath of life I am going to leave no stone unturned in this case—and I will try to prove to all the world that I deserve the name “Old Sleuth, King of Detectives.”



The villain, the hero and the lady-in-distress are all set now for a series of chases and cliffhangers.

The first encounter unfolds in a Sailors Lodging House on the East River, a setting complete with a dusty saloon floor, a wooden dock and a marooned boat. Knight has lured Rene to this forsaken den with a note, presumably signed by Brandon. He tells her that he intends to marry her and thus gain access to “an immense fortune.” The maiden stamps her foot vehemently and shakes her head, no. She would rather die.

Knight motions to his underlings, Jack Heads, Brute Brune and Leon Leonardi, to tie the girl and drag her onto the dock. They are about to put Rene into a boat when young Mick pops up in a barrel, saying, “No, you don’t.” Brute hits Mick on the head and they tumble the boy and the barrel into the river. The boat pulls off and Mick is seen hanging onto the rudder as it sails away.

Jack, Brute and Leon remain behind playing cards. Brandon enters disguised as a full-bearded sailor, accompanied by his assistant, Lady Kate, who is dressed in a Salvation Army outfit. While they order drinks, Brandon notices on the floor a bit of ribbon and deduces that Rene has been there.



Knight returns. The gang raises glasses for a toast when Brandon levels a pistol and shoots the glass out of Leon’s hand. “Damn you. Who are you?” asks Knight. “Old Sleuth, the Detective,” declares Brandon and pulls off his beard. The sleuth could have forced the issue then and there, but since there are two more acts to follow, he retreats to the door, assuring Knight, “I’ll land you where you belong if God lets me live,” and exits, followed by Kate.

Evidently, Rene escaped from the boat of her kidnappers. Soon, the actress portraying the role lies on a low wagon, supporting her body by the elbows so that only her neck and head show above the lower line where the river is scrimmed. Rene’s head seems to be floating in the river.

The action shifts to a graveyard at midnight. Mick Mullane and George Jones were sent there by Brandon to keep watch, and the latter goes through epileptic shudders. “Don’t you suppose I kno’ dat a nigger in a grave yard at 12 o’clock a nite ‘ud raze all de dead in the world?” stutters George. Mick assures him that “these silent people lyin’ here can’t hurt you.” A long, mournful howl by a dog in the distance causes George to tremble and shake. “I got higgety and swelled in de haid,” he whispers, “and I had to be a black sleuth, en now de time’s come. I’m goin’ to be a black cawpse.”

Brandon arrives disguised as a woman. Entering a crypt, he discovers that the body implanted there is not that of Rene Ruthendale’s.

In a corner of the graveyard, Knight and Leonardi are confronted by Lady Kate. She calls Knight “a thief, a woman stealer and perhaps a murderer,” and reminds him of how he has wronged her. She levels a pistol at Knight’s head. Leonardi strikes it out of her hand and grasps her throat. A woman dressed in black rushes in and knocks Leonardi flat with a punch. “Woman, who are you?” asks Knight. “I’m a woman by the name of Burt Brandon,” says the detective as he throws off bonnet and veil.

Again, instead of escorting the brigands to the nearest police station, Brandon tells Knight that he can go— “but don’t think that this means the end, for day by day, night by night, hour by hour, minute by minute, I shall be on your track like your own shadow.”

The proceedings continue on the edge of Niagara Falls. For no discernible reason, Rene and Knight meet there. She calls him, “monster, monster, monster,” and he chuckles, “Beauty and the Beast, eh?” She shouts, “the day of retribution is near at hand,” and he promises to “put you into a barrel and send you over the falls to death.”

Knight and Leonardi shove Rene into a barrel and saunter out, but not before she drops her handkerchief. Brandon and George enter swiftly and find Rene’s handkerchief.

A barrel attached to an invisible wire is pulled quickly several times, then tumbles down. A duplicate barrel containing Rene is shot up when Brandon and George appear in a boat. They pull the barrel into the boat and release Rene.

In front of a ground row of rocks, Knight aims a pistol at Brandon and shoots. With a cry, the detective pitches forward out of the boat. George dives into the water after him. Knight grabs Rene and takes her ashore. George is seen holding Brandon up, hanging on to a rock.

The next setting is that of a private insane asylum in New Jersey. Dr. Jose Hilker, the head of the institution, is nervous. He has heard that Burt Brandon, the detective, is inquiring about Bayard Knight’s patient, a young lady. Dr. Hilker tells his assistant, Ellen Mackay, that he means to tell Knight tonight to take his patient elsewhere.

George Washington Jones enters dressed in overalls; he has just been hired as a handyman. George goes to the engine room and stokes the furnace. Lady Kate passes through the guards with a fake note from Knight, meets Rene, whispers to her that she is “a woman detective working with Burt Brandon for your liberation,” and reveals to the young girl that she is her mother.

Later that evening, Brandon, Mick and Jones liberate Rene and engage Knight and his men in a knives-and-pistols battle. The bad guys escape.

The final scene transpires in a railroad tunnel. The fronts of two locomotives, with highlights glowing and smoke billowing, are pushed forward on rollers, accompanied by a whistling effect and a whirl of motors. Knight is discovered on one engine, Brandon on the other. Concealed stage hands push the “trains” so that it seems that the detective’s train is gaining. Shutting off the engine, Brandon jumps over and tackles Knight with his fists. Knight breaks away and pulls out a pistol. “You’ll never take me alive,” he says, placing the weapon to his head, and firing. A startled conductor asks Brandon. “Who the devil are you, man?” “Old Sleuth, the Detective!” comes the answer, cheerfully, and the curtain descends.

* * *

Advertised as “The Melo-Dramatic Sensation of the Season” and “The Great Detective Play,” Old Sleuth opened at the Music Hall in New York City on October 27, 1902. A press release by Mammoth Productions predicted that “the play is bound to create a profound impression in the hearts and minds of the audience. It produces a tale which is soul-stirring in its pathos and intensely dramatic in its tragic incidents… The portrayal of the various characters, the realistic, stupendous and most magnificent scene effects, the surprising mechanical devices and electrical displays, must be seen, the most illustrious pen being unable to give a fair description of the stirring and luxuriously equipped production. The cast, like a collection of precious stones, glitters and reflects the excellent quality thereof.”

The title character was played by Hal Stephen. The reviewers nodded with approval, pointing out with awe that “during the evening Mr. Stephens portrayed no less than fourteen characters, among them a farmer, Hebrew peddler, drunken sailor, old darkey, young lady, an Italian hunchback and others equally varied.”

Young Sleuth, “The Sensational Musical Melo-Drama,” features college boy Dickie Howland, who battles the forces of evil by using various disguises and altering his dialect. The gang of heavies includes “a money-leach Jew,” Zacharia Mitchell, and “an Italian thug,” Antonio Devoto. They aim to possess both the new invention of a compressed air motor and the beautiful daughter of the inventor. “I know that she is but seventeen and I am seventy,” says Zacharia, “but she must be mine, she must be mine.”4 The bad guys are foiled by Dickie in a series of encounters. Throughout the play the actors break out in song and dance for no apparent reason, and at the end, when Zacharia, Antonio and their cohorts are escorted to prison by uniformed policemen, Dickie leads the chorus in a rousing number as the curtain falls.

* * *

Before writing plays, James Halleck Reid, a native of Kentucky, was a reporter in Cincinnati, Ohio, adding to his weekly stipend by acting as a walk-on with visiting theatrical companies.

“My object was to study audiences from the stage,” he said, “to see what they would applaud, what they would laugh at, and what would make them cry… After eight years—in which I slowly graduated from super to actor—I began to write my first play.” At the age of twenty-three Reid penned La Belle Marie, which earned a modest profit and incited him to discard his newspaper job and launch a playwriting career.

Reid ventured into New York with a melodrama, Human Hearts, which, under a new title, Logan’s Luck, and using the moniker Hal Reid, was produced at the People’s Theatre in the Bowery on June 3, 1895, for eight performances. It reverted back to the original title, Human Hearts, and was revived in Manhattan in 1895, 1896 and 1897. The play also ran in the provinces for many years, and was filmed in 1910 and 1922.

Human Hearts depicts a scheming city woman who marries a young westerner, the son of a wealthy farmer, for his money. When the father becomes suspicious of her intentions, the woman and her former lover, an ex-convict, kill him. The victim’s son is accused of the murder, but the woman repents and confesses the truth.

A stream of popular successes followed, mostly sensational tear-jerkers peppered with elements of crime. Knobs of Tennessee (1899) tells the story of the Preston family who own a “moonshine” still in the Tennessee mountains, are raided by revenue officers, and go through a succession of setbacks before they unexpectedly discovers valuable minerals on their land.

The Prince of the World (1901), co-written by Reid and his wife Bertha Belle Westbrook, is based on Biblical incidents. A notation in the program stated that “the authors offer an apology for any liberties taken with history for the sake of the drama.” The Emperor, Caesar, falls in love with the Israelite Judith. When she rejects his advances, Caesar orders that she be thrown into a lion’s den. In full view of the audience, Judith is placed in a cage surrounded by real lions. The beasts do not harm her.

Racial prejudice is the core of At the Old Cross Roads (1901). The protagonist is a Mississippi octoroon, Parepa, who endeavors to shield her daughter, Annabelle, from the knowledge of her mixed blood. Parepa has always claimed to be Annabelle’s nurse. Annabelle is reared as a white girl, and is sent to a finishing school, returning an accomplished young lady. The white father, Dayton Thornton, keeps tormenting Parepa. One day, after he had struck her with a whip, she shoots him dead at the old cross roads. A coroner’s jury declares it justifiable homicide and Parepa is acquitted. To pacify the era’s audiences, it turns out that Parepa was not an octoroon, but white. Annabelle was not “tainted” with Negro blood after all.

Reid’s varied themes include the clash between conservative parents and wayward children (The Peddler, 1902); the predicament of working girls under despotic and lecherous employers (A Working Girl’s Wrongs, 1903); the contention of a will by disgruntled, violent, often homicidal would-be-inheritors (A Midnight Marriage, 1904); the deadly encounter for the possession of a gold mine (At Cripple Creek, 1904); the plight of abused children (Nobody’s Darling, 1905) and the search for the parents of abandoned infants (The Little Organ Grinder, 1907); the evils of alcohol (Lured from Home, 1905) and drugs (From Broadway to the Bowery, 1907); the charge of murder against an innocent person (For a Human Life, 1906); and tragic love triangles (A Millionaire’s Revenge, 1906).5

Reid’s melodramas are populated with white-collar schemers, dastardly foreigners and savage Indians. The heroine is tied to a post by the East River and left to drown, thrown into an icy millpond, or almost run over by an on-rushing Third Avenue trolley car. The hero has to duck the fusillade of bullets, the sling of arrows, and sticks of dynamite. The action rotates from hidden caves in the Kentucky mountains to Colorado mining camps to opium dens in Chinatown of lower Manhattan.

* * *

Hal Reid made his mark in the silent cinema as actor, writer and director. In 1910, he participated in the film version of his hit play, Human Hearts. Two years later, he played the title roles in Cardinal Wolsey and Rip Van Winkle. Between 1910 and 1919, Reid appeared in and directed 20 features. Simultaneously, during that time span, he wrote more than 30 screenplays, many containing elements of crime and mystery.

Reid wrote, directed and appeared in The Deerslayer (1913), adapted from J. Fenimore Cooper’s novel. Dan (1914) is a Civil War drama in which the title character, a loyal slave bound to an aristocratic Southern family, sacrifices himself by taking the place of his master to be executed. Time Lock Number 776 (1915) is a thriller about New York counterfeiters. During the climax, the heroine is locked in a time-locked vault and rescued from certain suffocation by the Secret Service.

Reid returns to his favorite theme of temperance in Prohibition (1915), a five-reeler, in which a jealous suitor coaxes his rival brother to drink, turning him into a hopeless lush, and for good measure also attempts to kill him. Another of Reid’s recurring motifs is dissected in Thou Shalt Not Kill (1915)—the arrest and conviction of an innocent man on circumstantial evidence. Harry Meredith is seen holding a man who has been shot in his arms. Witnesses are convinced that he committed the murder. A tramp issues a deathbed confession, but it is too late—Harry has already been executed.

Also in 1915, Reid made a gritty documentary, Leo M. Frank, about a New York Jew who moved to Georgia, where he was employed as a schoolteacher. When one of his pupils, Mary Phagan, was found murdered, Frank was charged with the crime. Vitriolic anti-Semitism of the era overshadowed loose evidence and Frank was found guilty and sentenced to death. Georgia Governor John M. Slaton commuted the sentence to life imprisonment but Frank was abducted from a prison train and lynched by a mob. “Though the film did not presume to decide upon Frank’s guilt or innocence (the actual guilty party would not confess until nearly four decades later),” writes Hal Erickson, “Reid seized the opportunity to offer an eloquent plea against capital punishment.”6

Embezzlement, kidnapping, drug addiction and murder play a part in Warning! The S. O. S. Call of Humanity (1916). Politics, frame-up and murder mesh in Mothers of Men (1917). Sinn Fein activities, imprisonment, escape and a firing squad swirl in For the Freedom of Ireland (1920). Gangsters, crooked lawyers and sensation-seeking journalists are present in Every Woman’s Problem (1921). A bootlegging gang secretly operates in the basement of The Little Red Schoolhouse (1923).






Raffles, The Amateur Cracksman (1903)

E.W. Hornung (England, 1866—1921)

Eugene Presbrey (United States, 1853—1931)

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s brother-in-law, Ernest William Hornung, created a counterpoint to Mr. Sherlock Holmes—A.J. Raffles, deemed the greatest gentleman-burglar in the literature of crime. Raffles’ colorful exploits, as chronicled by his former schoolmate and devoted sidekick, Harry “Bunny” Manders, were collated into three short-story volumes—The Amateur Cracksman, 1899; The Black Mask (U.S. title: Raffles, Further Adventures of the Amateur Cracksman), 1901; A Thief in the Night, 1905—and a novel, Mr. Justice Raffles, 1909.

According to the Encyclopedia of Mystery and Detection, “No criminal can match Raffles for courage and the ability to stay cool under the most difficult circumstances … He plans most of his escapades down to the finest detail, but he is also capable of acting on the spur of the moment and pulling off a crime almost as a joke. Although he sometimes steals merely for sport, he usually has a motive—to help a needy friend, to keep the creditors from his door, or to right a wrong that the law is unable to handle.”1 This gentleman by day who becomes a master-robber by night, was singled out by Ellery Queen as the “inspiration for the whole school of devil-may-care adventurers on the borderline of the law, not least the eponymous James Bond.”2 Novelist Anthony Powell pointed out, “Such is his fame that the name of Raffles has passed into the English language.”3



In 1903, Hornung and dramatist Eugene Presbrey adapted some of the tales into a four-act play called Raffles, The Amateur Cracksman. Much of the action takes place at the country house of an English nobleman, Lord Amersteth, where Arthur J. Raffles, a champion cricketer and brilliant wit, is one of the weekend guests. During an after-dinner game of Patience, the inevitable topic of conversation is the elusive brigand.


Lady Ethel: Who is the cracksman? That’s what I want to know.

Lord Amersteth: So does Scotland Yard.

Raffles: Perhaps I can tell you—a myth, a phantom, an up-to-date Jack-o-Lantern subconsciously invented by the police. Every time Scotland Yard fails to catch the perpetrator of some decently intelligent theft—it is the Cracksman.



Meanwhile, Marie, a scheming French maid, and the burly Crawshay, her partner in crime, are planning to rob Lady Melrose’s priceless diamond necklace at the stroke of midnight; they are unaware that a famous private detective, Curtis Bedford— “once the Sherlock Holmes of New York”—is among the guests.

Later that night, Raffles cleverly outmaneuvers Marie and Crawshay, pocketing the necklace himself. When the theft is revealed, Bedford confidently promises his hosts that he will restore the diamonds to them within twenty-four hours. Amused by this boast, Raffles bets Bedford that he will fail, thus setting the scene for a battle of wits.

A subplot finds one of the house party’s guests, Bunny Manders, “in a hole.” He has lost a hundred-and fifty-pounds playing piquet, and his beloved Gwendoline has fallen for Raffles. He is contemplating suicide, but Raffles, reminding Bunny of their old school motto— “Money lost, little lost. Honor lost, much lost. Pluck lost, all lost”—offers to take care of his debt. Even though he himself has deep feelings for Gwendoline, the gentleman-crook confides to Bunny that “a good woman’s love isn’t for the likes of me… I’ll win her for you.”



Raffles reveals to Bunny that he is the notorious Cracksman— “Straight by day, crooked as hell by night! … It was born in me, Bunny. Some taint in the blood—God knows where I got it from… the dreadful game beats any other in the world for excitement, sensation, sport!” Bunny responds: “Then we’ll win by a wicket. We’ll beat them. I’ll stand by you!”

The next day, at Raffles’ plush chambers at the Albany, London, a seesaw clash ensues between A.J. and Bedford. Just when it seems that the New York detective has succeeded in cornering the gentleman-burglar, Raffles removes all suspicion from himself by pretending to be chloroformed by an imaginary culprit. At the end, Bedford unmasks the identity of Raffles. But as he is unable to produce the missing necklace, he loses his wager.

Touched by the pleas of Gwendoline, Raffles asks her to forgive “that wretched fool—that criminal lunatic” returns the diamonds to Lord Amerseth, offers the check to Bunny for his debt, and makes a spectacular escape through a large oak Nuremburg clock set in the wall.

* * *

Staged by co-adapter Eugene Presbrey, Raffles, The Amateur Cracksman toured Atlantic City, Philadelphia, Baltimore and Washington before arriving at New York’s Princess Theatre on October 27, 1903. Matinee idol Kyrle Bellew played Raffles, supported by Stanton Eliot as Bunny Manders and E.M. Holland as Curtis Bedford. The New York Times called it “a neat and finished performance, full of inevitable stage situations, skillful construction, easy wit in the dialogue, and capital acting.”4 It ran for 168 performances.

Even more successful was a London production which opened on May 12, 1906, and ran for two years at the Comedy Theatre, pitting Gerald du Maurier as Raffles against Dion Boucicault as Bedford, with Graham Brown portraying Bunny. (du Maurier later enacted on stage such checkered heroes as Arsene Lupin and Bulldog Drummond). Kyle Bellew again donned the well-tailored suits of the Amateur Cracksman in a Broadway revival at the Gaiety Theatre on November 1, 1910, for twenty-four performances.

* * *

E.W. Hornung married Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s sister, Constance, in 1893. Like Sherlock Holmes, A.J. Raffles was the target of many pastiches and parodies. Both Raffles and Holmes appear in an unauthorized play, The Burglar and the Lady (1906) by Langdon McCormick, which had a long-run touring spin with the participation of heavyweight boxing champion James J. Corbett. Unlike Sherlock Holmes, who was killed by his creator Doyle, but resuscitated by popular demand, A.J. Raffles dies for his country in the Boer War. Still, Raffles too was destined for immortality. Additional plays picturing the prowls of the Amateur Cracksman include Waffles (c 1890) by Edgar McPhail Smith; A Visit from Raffles (1909) by Charles Sansom; The Crown Jewels and Society Cracksman (both 1930) by Joseph Menchen; and The Return of A.J. Raffles (1975) by Graham Greene.

Waffles, billed as “A Travesty upon Raffles” assembles various characters from the Hornung canon and then proceeds to satirize them. A Visit from Raffles is an adaptation of several Hornung stories. The Crown Jewels opens at the Tower of London, where an exhibit of fabulous gems, being guarded by plainclothes policemen, is drawing crowds—Raffles among them. Before the curtain falls, he has managed to outwit Scotland Yard, settle an old score with his nemesis, Lord Billingham, and set out for Australia to start a new life. Society Cracksman features a series of copycat thefts committed by a Raffles imitator, Lord Belville, and in Greene’s mischievous The Return of A.J. Raffles, a character called Lord Alfred Douglas, a figure in real life notorious for his scandalous relationship with Oscar Wilde, flirts with Bunny Manders, Raffles’ sidekick and chronicler.

In 1905, Raffles debuted on the silver screen in a ten-minute American movie, Raffles the Amateur Cracksman, starring Kyrle Bellew. According to Peter Haining, “In 1911, an Italian film company, Vita Studios, used the stories as the basis of a six-part serial, with Antonio Uttillo as the Cracksman, robbing houses in what was quite evidently Rome instead of London!”5 John Barrymore, who during his film career would play Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Sherlock Holmes, Arsene Lupin and Bulldog Drummond, enacted Raffles in a 1917 flick for the Hiller-Wilk Studio. Universal Pictures cast House Peters in a 1925 version. Ronald Coleman starred in the first sound version of Raffles, made by United Artists in 1930, with Bramwell Fletcher as Bunny Manders, and Kay Francis as the love interest. The Return of Raffles (1932) was made in England with George Barraud in the lead role, and Claude Allister as Bunny.

Perhaps the best of the Raffles pictures was made by United Artist in 1940 with David Niven as the debonair Cracksman, Olivia de Havilland as his sweetheart, and Douglas Walton as the faithful Bunny. A 1942—43 radio series, in a 30-minute format, starred Neil Hamilton as Raffles. Another radio program, in which the cracksman-cricketer had reformed to function as an amateur detective, was heard in the summer of 1945. England’s Yorkshire TV had Anthony Valentine playing Raffles in a 1977 weekly program.

In 1933, with the blessing of the Hornung Estate, Barry Perowne revived the gentleman-burglar as a contemporary two-fisted adventurer in a series of new capers for The Thriller magazine, eventually reverting to the late Victorian and early Edwardian times of the original stories. Perowne’s Raffles appears in seven novels and two short-story collections. In 1977, yet another Raffles restoration was attempted, this time in a short story volume by David Fletcher.

“The secret of Raffles’ durability” writes Peter Haining, “or the name certainly—is that propensity, often thought peculiarly British but actually shared by a much wider audience, to admire the figure of the glamorous criminal.”6 Jonathan Goodman states, “Raffles is to crackmanship what Mozart is to music…there is no more charming an anti-hero than Raffles.”7 H.R.F. Keating’s verdict: “I put E.W. Hornung’s linked stories about A.J. Raffles, gentleman cracksman, squarely beside the Holmes tales of Conan Doyle… Hornung had grasped the secret of the adventure tale, which is not only to make your reader ask ‘What next? What next?’ but also to make him cry out ‘How on earth will he wriggle out of it this time?’”8

* * *

Born in Yorkshire, England, and educated at Uppingham School, Ernest William Hornung was a sickly child. At the age of eighteen, he moved to Australia hoping that the milder climate would improve his chronic asthma. He worked as a tutor soaking up the local atmosphere, he would later use in many of his writings.

Upon his return to England, three years later, Hornung began writing stories for newspapers and magazines. In 1890, he published his first book, A Bride from the Bush. In the next three decades, he penned sixteen novels and eleven collections of short stories, most with suspense themes. His three volumes of war verse were written when he served in the trenches with the troops in France during World War I. In 1908, Hornung adapted Stingaree, his stories about a gentleman bushranger, to the stage; Stingaree was filmed in 1934.

A native of Williamsburg, Massachusetts, Eugene Wiley Presbrey made his stage debut at the Boston Theatre in 1874. He began his New York career as a stage manager for an 1887 production of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. He wrote a dozen plays for the Broadway stage—comedies, dramas, melodramas—all of which he directed himself. Presbrey gained the reputation of an expert play doctor and was frequently summoned to “fix” troubled productions prior to their opening night.

Acting Edition: Samuel French, Inc. (in manuscript form). The play is also included in The A.J. Raffles Omnibus (The Battered Silicon Dispatch Box, 2000).

Awards and Honors: The Amateur Cracksman (1899) was selected by Howard Haycraft and Ellery Queen for inclusion in their Definitive Library of Detective-Crime-Mystery Fiction. The book was also admitted to Queen’s Quorum: A History of the Detective-Crime Short Story as Revealed in the 106 Most Important Books Published in this Field since 1845.






The Woman in the Case (1905)

Clyde Fitch (United States, 1865—1909)

Clyde Fitch may have been inspired by the real-life case of Nan Patterson, whose death was never definitely declared a suicide or a murder, when he wrote The Woman in the Case.

The first act is set during a Manhattan dinner party three months after the wedding of man-about-town Julian Rolfe to socialite Margaret Hughes. The guests include their three bridesmaids. But the mood of the evening is clouded by the recent murder of Philip Long, the best man.

Margaret’s mother enters clutching an evening paper that trumpets the claims of a notorious vamp, Claire Forster, boasting publicly of an affair with Julian. As proof, she has offered to produce love letters from him. Julian denies any current relationship with Claire Forster, but he does admit that she was his mistress before he met Margaret. Philip Long, his best man, then fell under Claire’s spell. Julian describes how he warned his friend away from her and succeeded in preventing Philip from proposing to Claire.

At that moment, the police interrupt the evening with a warrant for Julian’s arrest for the murder of Phillip Long. Margaret clings to her husband as he is taken away.

Act II takes place in the visitors’ room at the Tombs, the city jail. While they are waiting for Julian, George Thompson, a lawyer friend, discloses that the incriminating letters Claire possesses are dated only a few days before the murder. Margaret is convinced they are forged.

When the prisoner is brought in, Thompson expresses concern about the accumulation of “strong circumstantial proof” against Julian, mainly the fact that following his encounter with Philip that night he did not go straight home. “My brain was on fire,” explains Julian. “I had to walk it off in the cool of night. I walked for two hours in the park.”



Once Julian is returned to his cell, Margaret tells Thompson of her plan to clear her husband: she intends to rent a flat in the same building as Claire Forster and worm her way into the woman’s confidence. “I’ll powder and paint and dye my hair. I’ll live her life with her, whatever it is. And then, what a reward if, at the end, with you hidden somewhere as witness, I get the true story from her lips! … I mean to choke out of her the truth.”

Act III unfolds in Margaret’s new apartment on West 52nd Street, two months later. Calling herself Mrs. Darcy, she has convincingly changed her appearance, voice and demeanor. She anxiously tells Thompson that “tonight is my last chance,” for Julian’s is due in court the next day. According to her plan, Thompson and Inspector Williams, the policeman investigating the murder, are hidden in an adjoining room where they will be able to hear the women’s conversation.

Plying her guest with wine, Margaret works the chit-chat around to a discussion of the night of Philip’s death, soliciting from Claire the sudden, inadvertent confession that Philip Long, in fact, had committed suicide. Admits Claire, “I saw his hand go behind his back, 2but I didn’t dream! ‘My life’s rotten anyway’, he said ‘and I’m going to end it!’ And before I could stop him, he’d shot himself!” She blames Julian for breaking her relationship with Philip and causing his death.

Unable to contain herself, Margaret reveals her true identity: “You fiend! I am his wife! Do you understand? His wife! Julian Rolfe’s wife! And he’s free! Do you hear me, free!”

* * *

The play introduces various elements that later became the hallmark of detective fiction: the innocent party entrapped by circumstantial evidence as a murder suspect; the lack of an alibi; an intense quarrel between the suspect and the victim prior to the discovery of the body; the sharp cross-examination of the suspect before the attorney for the defense agrees to take on the case (this device was embellished years later by J.B. Priestley in The Winslow Boy and by Agatha Christie in Witness for the Prosecution).

After a preview in Rochester, New York, at the Lyceum Theatre on January 28, 1905, The Woman in the Case opened two days later at Broadway’s Herald Square Theatre. Blanche Walsh took the lead role of Margaret Rolfe while Robert Drouet played her husband, Julian. The New York Times proclaimed it a “play of exceptional interest. It is unquestionably Mr. Fitch’s most virile and vital contribution to the theatre since The Climbers.”1 In a follow up piece, the Times pointed out that by “avoiding the clap-trap sensationalism in this newest play, Mr. Fitch has revealed much ingenuity . . . the result is a quivering slice of life, gruesome but truthfully effective.”2 It ran for eighty-nine performances, reopening four years later at the Madison Square Garden, starring Violet Vanbrugh.

A silent photoplay, in 1916, featured Pauline Frederick and Alan Hale. Betty Compson and William P. Carleton appeared as the Rolfes in a 1922 remake entitled The Law and the Woman. A talkie version, The Wiser Sex (1932), starring Claudette Colbert and Melvyn Douglas, took many liberties with the original material, juxtaposing the suicide with a double murder.

* * *

Arguably the finest American playwright at the turn of the twentieth century, and certainly the most successful, William Clyde Fitch—a graduate of Amherst College, 1886, where his effeminate demeanor won him major women’s roles in the dramatic club—launched a prolific career with Beau Brummel, an 1890 smash hit penned for Richard Mansfield. A play of fictionalized history and court intrigue, it was revived in New York in 1894, 1900, 1905, 1906, 1907, 1917, and filmed in 1924 with John Barrymore, and thirty years later with Stewart Granger.



Many of Clyde Fitch’s plays rely on suspense for their dramatic impact. Among these are Nathan Hale (1899), an account of the Revolutionary War-era schoolmaster who became a patriotic spy, and Barbara Frietchie (1899), a Civil War drama in which the eponymous heroine is gunned down on the balcony while waving the Union flag. The Cowboy and the Lady (1899), The Marriage Game (1901) and The City (1909) all feature murders, while Major André (1903) tells us about the capture, imprisonment and execution of a British spy during the American Revolution.

Over the course of his nineteen-year career, Fitch wrote fifty-six plays, thirty-six of them original, and the remainder translations or adaptations of foreign dramatic works or novels. In 1901 alone, he had six plays running on Broadway. The royalties from such a relentless output made him “the first millionaire dramatist in America.”3 Gradually, Fitch took on more and more responsibility for his productions, eventually even directing his own work for the stage.

However, in the end, what he will be remembered for are “his studies of human characters who are endowed with a shining virtue or possessed by one absorbing vice… The emotions are universal, too, recognizable to all humanity, which accounts for the international success of The Truth [a play that treats the subject of pathological lying] and The Woman in the Case.”4

Awards and Honors: Clyde Fitch’s Barbara Frietchie and The Climbers —Top Ten selections in Burns Mantle’s The Best Plays of 1899-1909.






The Girl Raffles  (1906)

Charles E. Blaney (United States, 1868—1944)

The actual name of the title character in The Girl Raffles is never revealed, with “Raffles” merely her nickname—a sobriquet undoubtedly chosen by playwright Charles E. Blaney to capitalize on the fame of E. W. Hornung’s gentleman burglar, whose exploits had been a hit on Broadway three years earlier.

As the child of Old Ironside, a Bowery antiques dealer notorious for dealing in stolen property, the schoolgirl Raffles was cruelly taunted because of her background. Hurt by her classmates’ contempt, she fought handily for her father’s honor and was expelled as a troublemaker, only to learn that what she had denied was true: Old Ironside, in fact, had long been the most famous fence in the country.

Her father, recognizing that his daughter is on the brink of womanhood, now tells her to “prepare to take your place in the world.” Uncertain what this means, she declares her rightful position to be next to him: “I am not going to leave you. I’ll be a robber myself.” She sets about making an ally of Jimmie, the store’s clerk, and hears from him the truth about the neighborhood’s criminal history.

Two of her father’s associates-in-crime are Geoffrey Warren and Wallace Fuller, a pair of pickpockets who provide comic relief. Also on Ironside’s payroll are the play’s heavies, Mr. and Mrs. Martin Gibbs, a shady couple attempting to break into “the Smart Set” of uptown New York by making a match between their daughter Alice and Harry Randolph, the son of an English nobleman.

Old Ironside informs the Gibbses that he intends to quit his illegal activities for Raffles’ sake. “She is not my child,” he tells them, as a way of explaining his plans. Moreover, he claims that in Lord Randolph’s house, in a safe, there are papers “which will prove to the world Raffles’ right to family position and wealth.” Secreted with these documents is also $350,000, but, he insists, not a dollar of it is to be taken. All he wishes to retrieve from the safe are a birth certificate and a marriage contract.

The Randolphs, meanwhile, have advertised for a new parlor maid. Raffles dons several costumes and puts on Swedish, French, and Irish accents when interviewing for the position. Then, late at night, she and Jimmie stealthily approach the safe. Wearing goggles and rubber gloves, they cut alarm wires, drill holes in the door of the safe, and, sparks flying, pour nitroglycerine into the holes. Next they pile rugs around as a buffer, ignite the fuse, and, along with the audience, await the thrilling explosion.

In a denouement typical of the era’s melodramas, Raffles is revealed to be Lord Randolph’s daughter, long presumed dead. The papers taken from the safe contain proof of her claim to the Randolph vast estates. With her adoptive father a reformed man and the Gibbses denounced as crooks, Raffles will have her revenge on her haughty classmates and wed William Burke, “handsome Billy,” the police detective who has been on her trail throughout.

* * *

Like many melodramas of the period, The Girl Raffles offered something for everyone: vaudeville acts, song-and-dance numbers, and sotto voce asides to the audience. First presented at the Fourteenth Street Theatre, in New York, on October 15, 1906, it starred Cecil Spooner (soon to become the playwright’s wife) in the title role. The New York Dramatic Mirror’s reviewer admired the “hair-raising climaxes,” comparing the play’s most exciting moments to those of the acknowledged masters of such thrills, Sherlock Holmes or the Amateur Cracksman, Raffles. However, the writer also expressed reservation: “With such skill behind the play, it is to be deplored that the author should have presented the story so that it extenuates, if not openly condones, crime.”1

* * *

The son of Irish immigrants, Charles Edward Blaney was born in Columbus, Ohio, in 1868. Among his first part-time jobs was that of selling half-price railroad tickets to traveling performers, an experience he captured in his first play, the farce A Railroad Ticket, written and produced when he was only twenty-one years old. Working at a fast clip- sometimes a play a month-he concocted a wide range of melodramas: domestic, military, nautical, temperance, Western. All were populated with flamboyant villains, red-hot heroes, and pretty damsels-in-distress; wild action mixed with broad comedy, and each act ended with a heart-stopping cliffhanger. His output consisted of more than fifty plays. He himself staged many of them under the banner of the Charles E. Blaney Amusement Company.2 Soon, Blaney, a razzle-dazzle showman, amassed a sizable fortune and began purchasing theatres. His chain of popular-priced playhouses expanded from Manhattan and Brooklyn to Yonkers, New Jersey, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and New Orleans.

In his heyday, Blaney had as many as fifteen shows on his circuit at once, written, produced, and directed by him-earning him the moniker “The Napoleon of Melodrama.” He even established a “Dramatic School for Melodrama Actors,” promising to groom “embryo villains, adventuresses, and ladies-in-distress... Only pupils desirous of a career of ‘crime

and bloodshed’ will be accepted.”

He introduced the first of his boy detectives, Homer Sherwood—a play on Sherlock Holmes—in Child Slaves of New York (1903). The New York Dramatic Mirror commented, “The story is thoroughly illogical and very much overdrawn, but at the same time it is interesting to those who like sensational melodrama. It fairly howls.”3 In More to Be Pitied Than Scorned (1904), Blaney offered the dual novelties of a play-within-a-play and the shooting-to-death of an actor, on stage, with a prop gun. In 1906, Blaney had seven successive shows, among them The Boy Behind the Gun, The Curse of Drink, A Bad Man from Mexico, and The Girl Raffles, while 1907 proved another banner year, with a total of eight hits. Kidnapped for Revenge, The Dancer and the King, The Boy Detective, and His Terrible Secret were the standouts.

Other Blaney works with crime and suspense themes include King of the Opium Ring (co-written with Charles A. Taylor, 1899), Across the Pacific (1900), For His Brother’s Crime (1905), The Millionaire Detective (1905), The Girl and the Detective (co-written with J. Searle Dawley, 1908) and Tess of Tennessee (1908).

By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, however, Blaney understood that the days of the popular melodrama were numbered. “The public will get tired of anything,” he said. “It is human nature to want a change. Those who have success with the ‘blood and thunder’ melodrama, and for that reason have kept consistently at it, have made a mistake... With the coming of the moving-picture show, the rapid-fire melodrama has become the imitation; the moving-picture is the real thing.”4 But he himself could not change his bombastic style and continued to manufacture formula melodramas until the 1920s.5






The Man of the Hour (1906)

George Broadhurst 
(English—born American, 1866—1952)

The Man of the Hour, a melodrama of political chicanery, is set “in any large city in America.” Crooked boss Richard Horrigan, supposedly based on New York City’s Tammany leader Charles F. Murphy, is described as “a man of fifty-five with great physical strength and bull-dog courage and tenacity.”

Horrigan schemes with entrepreneur Charles Wainright to take possession of the Borough Street Railway franchise, a line that stretches from the docks of the river to the heart of the metropolis. “We must have the right man for Mayor,” says Horrigan to Wainright. “With the wrong man we haven’t the ghost of a chance.”

They propose to young Alwyn Bennett, an irresponsible youth in love with Wainright’s niece, that he run for the post. “Win or lose,” coaxes Horrigan, “it’s a fine chance for young man to show what he’s made of.”

Bennett accepts the challenge, and Dallas Wainright, who in the past admonished him as “an idler—a looker-on—merely a rich man’s son,” now says: “You are the man of the hour. The youngest Mayor the city has ever known. And what a future for you.”

What Horrigan and Wainright have not foreseen is Bennett’s determination to uphold his “oath of office” and veto the Borough Street Railway franchise, “a crookeder bill than a footpath through a pine wood.”

Enraged, Horrigan confronts Bennett: “You’ll sign that bill or—or your political career ends right now. You think you’re on top and that you can stay on top without the man who put you there. But you can’t. I can pull you down just as easy as I put you up, and I’ll do it unless you sign the bill.”



Bennett retorts: “You have no collar on my neck. I wear no man’s tag. You can’t sell me either for present or future delivery… The bill gives the streets absolutely to the company above and below, not for ten years, not for fifty years, not for a hundred years, but forever. This franchise delivers to the Borough Company, bound hand and foot, not only us, but also our children, and their children’s children until the day of Judgment… This bill asks me to give away a franchise for which I am offered two million dollars cash…graft, Mr. Horrigan—graft!”

Horrigan shouts: “…every man is a grafter. A lawyer will take a fee for showing his client how he can buck the law and evade the punishment—graft! Churches and colleges accept money they know has been obtained by fraud and oppression—graft! Newspapers and magazines publish advertisements they know to be fakes and worse—graft! A railroad president accepts stock in a firm which ships over his line—graft! Senators become millionaires on a salary of seventy-five hundred dollars a year—graft! And so it goes, high and low, rich and poor—they all graft! In fact the man who doesn’t graft hasn’t the chance or else he’s a fool.”

Bennett stands firm: “You’re wrong. Honesty pays now just as it always has done and always will do.”

Horrigan reveals to Bennett that the man behind the bill is Mr. Wainright, “the uncle of the girl you’re in love with… Every dollar of her fortune, and every dollar of her brother’s fortune has been invested by Wainright in Borough Street Railway Stock. And if you beat this franchise you’ll ruin them both—the girl and the brother.” Adding pressure, Horrigan threatens to expose Bennett’s late father as “the king of grafters.”

Tortured by the conflict of love and duty, Bennett tells his mother, “I was trying to decide—whether it is better to do what is right, knowing it will bring unhappiness to those you love, or let the right go by default, and leave their happiness with them.” Says Mrs. Bennett:” There can be no question of that, dear. Right is right, no matter what happens.”



An unexpected source helps the Mayor to come out clean-handed, his honor unblemished, and get the girl he loves, her fortune intact: Mr. Horrigan’s confidential and trusted secretary, Henry Thompson, is revealed to be the son of a man who, betrayed by Horrigan, committed suicide; Thompson has taken the position in the hope of eventually revenging himself against the politician he regards as the murderer of his father. He became a confidante of Horrigan, made copies of incriminating letters, notebooks and checks, and submitted “absolute proofs” of Horrigan’s misdeeds to the new Mayor.

“You’ll go to jail—you’ll go to jail!” bellows Thompson to Horrigan. “And when you come out, I’ll kill you!” He sobs hysterically as the curtain descends.

The Man of the Hour premiered at the Savoy Theatre in Manhattan on December 4, 1906. The New York Times called it, “A virile melodrama, best in the scenes of political juggling… there is a good deal of ingenuity exhibited in Mr. Broadhurst’s play and skill in composition and in arrangement.”1 The Times praised the performances of Frederick Perry (in the title role), Harriet Otis Dellenbaugh (as the Mayor’s mother), Lillian Kemble (Dallas Wainright), and Douglas Fairbanks (her brother Perry), who soon would become a screen idol. The Man of the Hour ran for 479 performances. The play was novelized by Albert Payson Terhune in 1908, its Acting Edition revised for publication in 1916.

* * *

George Howells Broadhurst was born in Walsall, Staffordshire, England, the youngest child of an impoverished family. He ran away from home at sixteen and came to the United States by steerage. He began his show business career by running theatres in Milwaukee, Baltimore, Minneapolis, and San Francisco, as well as managing several road companies. His first play, The Speculator (1896), focusing on two feuding brokerage firms in Chicago, was greeted by a hostile press and closed after seventeen performances. It was succeeded by a comedy, The Wrong Mr. Wright (1897), relating the misadventures of a San Francisco merchant on the trail of an embezzling employee, who falls in love with a female detective also chasing after the thief. Next came the farce What Happened to Jones? (1897), in which the title character, a traveling salesman, escapes from a prizefight raided by the police, dons the garb of a Bishop, and triggers havoc in a respectable New York household.

Now well established, Broadhurst continued to contribute liberally to the Broadway stage, including various plays peppered with elements of crime: The Crown Prince (1904), “a satirical romantic fantasy,” is a parody on Anthony Hope’s The Prisoner of Zenda, complete with an imaginary kingdom, mistaken identity, and court intrigue. The Mills of the Gods (1907) begins in a courtroom, where the cashier and bookkeeper of a corporation are tried for embezzlement, and continues with a deadly cat-and-mouse game between the two. A con man is pursued by a female detective in The Lady from Lane’s (1907). The title character of The Easterner (1908) migrates to a California mining town, where he becomes the sheriff, protecting the brother of his sweetheart who is accused of a murder. The Call of the North (1908) pits a Hudson Bay trader against a rancher who protects his turf by shooting or hanging any trespasser. In The Price (1911), a jealous husband wrongly believes that his wife killed her first spouse to clear the way for their own marriage. In To-day (1913), co-written with Abraham S. Schoner, a husband discovers his wife in a brothel, becomes frenzied, commences to strangle her, but checks himself in the nick of time (in a 1930 motion picture version, the husband kills his wife, then calls the police). The Law of the Land (1914) is a lurid melodrama in which an abused woman shoots her brutish husband to death when he takes a horsewhip to their child. The tangled plot of The Woman on the Index (1918) meshed together underworld gangsters, Washington diplomats, pro-German plotters, French spies, and Japanese secret agents. The Crimson Alibi (1919), derived from a novel by Octavus Roy Cohen, begins with a fatal stabbing in the dark and proceeds with a whodunit investigation wherein suspicion shifts from one character to another. Tarzan of the Apes (1921), based on the novel by Edgar Rice Burroughs, is a melodrama in four acts about the infant son of Lord and Lady Greystoke who are put ashore in Africa by a mutinous crew and killed by apes. Raised among the monkeys, young Tarzan grows up as a jungle creature until, found by a search party, he returns to England and takes possession of the Greystoke Castle. Wild Oats Lane (1922) runs through an underworld district in Chicago, where Father Joe is in charge of a “get-away fund” bequeathed by a city gambler to aid escaped criminals. Co-written with Mrs. Trimble Bradley, The Red Falcon (1924), the head of a bandit gang in sixteenth century Sicily, plunders a convent and rapes the Mother Superior. Years later, a son born of that unholy
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