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Preface


This started out, eighteen years ago, as a long book, and is now even longer. For an author who cherishes brevity, this is a matter of concern; but in Chaplin’s case discursiveness seems justified. An artist of universal stature has left – uniquely and against all his intentions – an extensive, detailed record of the life and the working processes that resulted in his creation. It would, then, seem irresponsible to curtail this record, or to shirk the opportunity to make it available to future researchers.

Since the book first appeared, new information has come to light, new recollections have been published, and old errors and misunderstandings have been exposed. This edition includes, for instance, fresh information on Hetty Kelly and on Chaplin’s 1925 fling with the legendary Louise Brooks; and the FBI records – which only became available as the original edition went to press – are now examined in more detail and incorporated into the body of the book. The smaller additions and amendments are too numerous to mention. The filmography has been improved in the light of recent research. New pictures have become available. The numerous friends who have contributed to extended knowledge of Chaplin are thanked in the Acknowledgements.

An unexpected source of insight into Chaplin and his times was the opportunity to work on Richard Attenborough’s biographical film, Chaplin, which was in part based on this book. The extraordinary dedication of Attenborough and his designer Stuart Craig to recreating the physical world in which Chaplin’s films were made offered many revelations. The accuracy of their effort was attested when William James – who, as Little Billy Jacobs, had been the child star of Keystone in 1913, the year before Chaplin arrived there – visited the set of Mack Sennett’s studio which, in the absence of documentary evidence, Craig had reinvented. ‘It is just as I remember it!’ Mr James exclaimed. ‘It is given to a few people to have their memories realized.’

I hope that in its own way the new edition of this book is the realization of Chaplin’s own memories of creation; and that readers will enjoy sharing them.

David Robinson
 Bath, July 2001







Preface to the First Edition



The world is not composed of heroes and villains, but of men and women with all the passions that God has given them.

The ignorant condemn, but the wise pity.

Charles Chaplin, prefatory title to A Woman of Paris, 1923


Those big shoes are buttoned with 50,000,000 eyes.

Gene Morgan, Chicago newsman, 1915




Charles Chaplin’s autobiography appeared in 1964. He was then seventy-five years old. The book ran to more than five hundred pages and represented a prodigious feat of memory, for it was in large part done without reference to documentary sources. At the time, indeed, the feat seemed too prodigious to some reviewers, who were incredulous that anyone could remember in such detail events that had taken place a long lifetime before.

Since Chaplin’s death, I have had the privilege of examining the great mass of his working papers – some of them unseen for more than half a century. In the public archives of London and in old theatrical records I have been able to uncover many long-forgotten traces of the young Chaplin and his family. In addition, a number of people in England and America have generously shared their memories and papers.

Sifting the mass of documentation has only served to heighten regard for the powers of Chaplin’s memory and the honesty of his record. An instance of the kind of detail which is constantly corroborated by the archives is the recollection, from his thirteenth year, that when his brother first went to sea he sent home thirty-five shillings from his pay packet: Sydney Chaplin’s seaman’s papers – which were not available to Chaplin when he wrote – exactly confirm the sum. Even small inaccuracies attest to his memory rather than discredit it. He remembers a childhood ogre, one of his schoolmasters, as ‘Captain Hindrum’, an old vaudeville friend of his mother’s as ‘Dashing Eva Lestocq’ and the friendly stage manager at the Duke of York’s Theatre as ‘Mr Postant’. In fact their names turn out to have been Hindom, Dashing Eva Lester and William Postance. Chaplin probably never saw any of the names written down, and no doubt he recalled them simply as he heard them as a child. In themselves, the slips clearly show that Chaplin’s record is the result of a phenomenal memory rather than the product of post facto research and reconstruction. So regularly is his memory vindicated by other evidence that, where there are discrepancies without proof one way or the other, the benefit of the doubt often seems best given to Chaplin.

The present volume, originally written twenty years after Chaplin’s own account of his life, serves in part to complement My Autobiography. Subsequent research makes it possible to add further documentation and detail to the subject’s sometimes random recollections. In their study Chaplin: Genesis of a Clown, Raoul Sobel and David Francis complained of the lack of hard facts and dates in the early chapters of My Autobiography. ‘To try to keep a running time scale while reading My Autobiography is rather like having to navigate by the stars on an overcast night. By the time one reaches the next break in the clouds, the boat may be miles off course.’ This is true, perhaps: the special charm of those first chapters of My Autobiography is the free range of memory, unrestrained by the cold collaboration of any ghostly researcher. It is hardly to be wondered at if, at six or seven years old, the infant Chaplin was a trifle confused about the order of the workhouses and charity schools into which he was thrust. The importance of the autobiography is that it recorded his feelings in the face of these misadventures. The present volume can, at the risk of pedantry, tidy up the facts and chronology.

While My Autobiography is a strikingly truthful record of things witnessed, Chaplin might sometimes have been misled in the case of things reported to him. Like any mother, Mrs Chaplin must have tried to shield her children from unpleasant facts when she was able to do so. Some critics of the autobiography doubted whether Chaplin’s childhood could really have been as awful as he described. New discoveries suggest that Mrs Chaplin kept the worst from her children. The Chaplin boys seem never to have known, for example, of the sad fate of their maternal grandmother as she declined into alcoholism and vagrancy. Charles always believed that this grandmother was a gypsy, whereas the gypsy blood came with his paternal grandmother. Again, it was a natural misunderstanding for a child. Grandma Chaplin died years before his birth. Told that his grandmother was a gypsy, he could only assume it to mean the grandmother he had known.

Chaplin was an accurate and truthful chronicler of what he had seen. He was not always a comprehensive one. There are large and deliberate areas of omission from the autobiography. His description of friends, acquaintances and affairs was selective. Some relationships are described in the autobiography with great frankness and humour, while other people who, at one time or another, were very close to him are not even mentioned. To an extent, gallantry may have played a part in the selection. Most of the people left out were still living, and Chaplin may have felt that they would have been too easily hurt or offended. As it happened, a lot were offended by being left out.

His reticence about his own work was more disappointing. He discussed very few of his films, and then had little to say about the way he made them. Later in his career, visitors to his sets were discouraged, and he would explain his reluctance to let people into his working secrets by saying, ‘If people know how it’s done, all the magic goes.’ This, though, was probably only a small factor in Chaplin’s secretiveness. It may be that he came to feel more and more that he was unable to unveil the mysteries, simply because the essential part of the mysteries remained veiled for him, too. How could he ever explain, to himself or to anyone else, how it was that he was able, one afternoon in 1914, to walk into the Keystone wardrobe hut, pick out a costume, and on the spot create a character which was so soon to become the most universally recognized representation of a human being in the history of mankind? In later years, Chaplin and his apologists would try to rationalize the appeal of the Tramp; but no one could ever figure why it was he, and that moment, that were chosen for the mystical birth of Charlie.


There were more practical reasons for leaving his work out of the autobiography. Chaplin wrote the book in the spirit of the entertainer that, his whole life, he was. Like most people, he saw no particular glamour in his job: he once told someone that his working life was no more exciting than that of a bank clerk. He probably felt that it would simply be boring to tell people how his films were made. If genius is generally computed at 10 per cent inspiration and 90 per cent perspiration, that 90 per cent should be reckoned much higher in Chaplin’s case. No one was ever more dogged in the pursuit of the best of which he was capable.

Ironically, considering his legendary secrecy during his lifetime, Chaplin has left a more comprehensive record of the processes of his creativity than any other film-maker of his generation (or generations, for Chaplin’s working life spanned eight decades). For this reason alone, it has seemed important to explore these at length in this book. The reader must judge if Chaplin was justified in his fears that the daily work even of a comic genius was too humdrum to be interesting. The worknotes, the studio records and the out-takes and rushes that have survived tell us what Chaplin was reluctant to reveal about his methods and his indefatigable application to the quest for perfection. Much of this book is devoted to reconstructing the way that Chaplin created his comic visions – the long and painful processes of refining and polishing plots and gags; the mechanical problems involving resources, studios, apparatus, sets; the choice of collaborators and working relations with them; the endless repetitions, trials, rehearsals, shooting, reshooting, rejection, revision; and finally the months of editing until the finished product should betray nothing of the labour, but seem as simple and natural (in the phrase of Alistair Cooke) ‘as water running over a pebble’.

This book sets out, above all, to be a portrait of a man – an artist – at work. When I began the portrait, it seemed that the private biography had been recorded more than enough times. At first sight, too, the two elements of his life appeared clearly distinguishable. Chaplin himself described the way he divided his life: when he was at work on a film, his creative concentration left him no time for other pursuits. It quickly appeared, however, that life and creation could not be so cleanly separated. Chaplin’s mind, said one collaborator, was like an attic, in which everything that might one day come in handy was stored away for future use. He might have forgotten about his private life when he was at work; but he never forgot work at the other times. Again and again we can recognize the people and incidents and feelings of his personal life transposed into incidents in the films.

Readers who like biographers to supply post-Freudian interpretations for every action and incident may be frustrated. I have no personal liking for that genre of biography (the guesses so often seem wrong); I am not qualified for psychoanalysis; and finally I think that Chaplin’s singular life story would defy the process. The childhood, for a start, made up of experiences that few people can even comprehend, let alone share, and felt through a sensibility that was already out of the ordinary, had to leave its impression upon his attitudes to people, work, money, wives, families, politics, himself. Then he was an actor, with the actor’s ability to stay ahead, to adapt his personality to suit the occasion and the company. His protean quality was often puzzling. People who knew him well enough to record their impressions have described him as modest, vain, prodigal, mean, generous, shy, show-off, ruthless, timid, kind, patient, impatient … Most likely he was all these things, since he was human. Perhaps the most remarkable achievement of his life, in fact, was to stay fallibly, recognizably human, despite the adulation amounting to apotheosis at the peak of his fame; despite experiencing public revilement as passionate as the affection he had known; despite having lived the most dramatic of all the rags-to-riches stories ever told. It is no wonder if he was a complex creature. For all we can learn about Chaplin’s life and thought, it will still not be easy to explain him. But we can try to understand.







The Chaplin Family

Table 1

[image: image]



Table 2

[image: image]







The London of Chaplin’s Youth
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	York Road
 CC lived at number 164 with Hodges family, 1865.
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 CC’s mother lived here, May 1890

	Canterbury Music Hall, Westminster Bridge Road
 CC recalled seeing father perform here
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 CC’s mother and paternal grandfather baptized here as adults, 10 January 1898.

	South London Palace, 92 London Road, Lambeth
 Hannah appeared in a benefit performance here on 27 May 1886, and Charles Chaplin Senior frequently performed. Chaplin also remembered that this was where he first saw a Karno company, about 1903.

	West Square
 CC’s parents lived together here, c. 1890.

	Broad Street, (now Black Prince Road)
 Spencer Chaplin CC’s uncle, landlord of Queen’s Head, c. 1890–1900

	3 Pownall Terrace
 CC lived here with mother, early 1903.

	Kennington Road
 CC lived with Mr and Mrs Alfred Jackson at 5 Kenningon Mansions, 23 April–3 May, 1900

	Renfrew Road
 Lambeth Workhouse

	Chester Street
 CC lived here with mother, and worked in barber’s shop, c. 1901

	289 Kennington Road
 CC and Sydney stayed here with father and ‘Louise’, September–November (?) 1898.

	39 Methley Street
 CC’s mother lived here, November 1898–August 1899 and subsequently.

	Kennington Park
 Mrs Chaplin and her sons spent the day of their ‘escape’ from the Lambeth Workhouse here, in August 1898.

	10 Farmer’s Road (now Kennington Park Gardens)
 CC’s mother lodging here, July 1898.

	Brixton Road
 CC and Sydney rented a flat here, in Glenshaw Mansions, 1906–1912.

	57 Brandon Street
 CC’s parents living here at time of Sydney Chaplin’s birth (16 March 1885) and their marriage (22 June 1885).

	St John’s Church, Larcom Street
 CC’s parents married here 22 June 1885; Sydney baptized here

	11 Camden Street (now Morcambe Street)
 CC’s maternal grandparent’s living here at time of Hannah Chaplin’s birth, 1865.

	68 Camden Street
 CC’s parents living here, March 1890.

	East Street
 CC believed he was born here 16 April 1889.
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Chaplin’s first press notice: The Magnet, 11 May 1889. Contrary to this announcement, Chaplin always celebrated 16 April as his birthday.
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1

A London Boyhood


The Chaplin family lived for generations in Suffolk. The name suggests that they were descended from Huguenots, who had settled in great numbers in East Anglia from the end of the seventeenth century.1 Chaplin’s great-great-grandfather, Shadrach Chaplin, was born in 1786 and became the village boot-maker in Great Finborough, Suffolk. Shadrach inherited the taste for Old Testament names, so that the Chaplin family descent has the appearance of a biblical genealogy. Shadrach, as well as three daughters, begat Shadrach II (1814), Meshach (1817) and Abednego (1819). Shadrach II married a woman named Sophia, seven years older than himself, who came from Tunstall, Staffordshire: it became a Chaplin family tradition to give their children the middle name ‘Tunstall’, though, depending on the parish clerk, it sometimes became ‘Tunstill’.2

In 1851 Shadrach II was described as a ‘master brewer’. He lived in Carr Street, Ipswich,3 where he established an inn and eating house and conducted a pork butchery. Perhaps these enterprises did not prosper, however, for in the early 1870s he had given up the catering business altogether and taken up his father’s trade of boot- and shoe-maker. He seems still to have been in this business at the time of his death in 1892, when he bequeathed his stock-in-trade, his shoe-maker’s tools, and his estate of £144 to his widow.4 Poor Sophia had very temporary benefit from her bequest, as she died the day after her husband.

Shadrach II inevitably begot Shadrach III, but his eldest son – the great Charles Chaplin’s grandfather, born in 1834 or 1835 – had been named, for a change, Spencer. Spencer was trained in the trade of butcher. With Spencer, the first touch of poetry enters the Chaplin history, for on 30 October 1854, still a minor, he married a sixteen-year-old gypsy girl called Ellen Elizabeth Smith, in the parish of St Margaret, Ipswich.5 The witnesses to the marriage included the girl’s father, who was illiterate, but no Chaplin, so perhaps the family were not happy with the match. Ellen Elizabeth died in 1873 at thirty-five,6 and no photograph of her survives, so we can only speculate that it might have been her striking looks, jet hair and fine eyes that became the Chaplin heritage.

Eight months later, in June 1855, the couple’s first child, Spencer William Tunstill (sic), was born in Ipswich.7 Shortly after this event the young Chaplins moved to London. Spencer continued to work as a journeyman butcher, though he was later, in the 1890s, to become a publican and the landlord of the Davenport Arms, Radnor Place, Paddington. The couple were to have seven children. The fifth of these, and their third son, Charles, was born on 18 March 1863 at 22 Orcus Street, Marylebone.8 He was in time to become the father of the more famous Charles Chaplin.

Towards the end of Sir Charles Chaplin’s life, an admirer sent him an old poetry book she had found, bearing a school prize label. It had been awarded at St Mark’s Schools, Notting Hill in 1874 to Charles Chaplin in Standard 4.9 The registers of the school no longer exist, so we can discover no more details about this Charles Chaplin to confirm that he was, indeed, Chaplin’s father. However, the St Mark’s Schools in Lancaster Road were just a mile or so from the only addresses we have for Grandfather Spencer Chaplin. In 1874, Charles Chaplin Senior would have been ten or eleven, the appropriate age for Standard 4. Moreover, the registrations of births in the years 1862–4 indicate no other contender of that name for the prize in the London area. The balance of evidence seems to confirm Charles Chaplin as the diligent scholar thus rewarded.

Apart from this brief, tantalizing glimpse, there is no record of the elder Charles until the age of twenty-two, when he met and married Chaplin’s mother, Hannah Hill.10 The Hills appear to have been, if anything, more humble people than the Chaplins. Hannah’s father, Charles Frederick Hill, the son of a bricklayer, was born on 16 April 1839 – fifty years to the day before his famous grandson. There was a family tradition that he had come from Ireland, though in this respect it may be remarked that he seems to have been and remained a Protestant. His whole working life was spent as a journeyman shoe-maker: considering that a pair of disintegrating boots would come to be a symbol for Charlie Chaplin, it is curious that the making and mending of footwear should have been such a common occupation of his ancestors.

With the Hills the Chaplin story moves to South London. On 16 August 1861 Charles Hill, then living in Lambeth Walk, married Mary Ann Hodges.11 Both had been married before. There is no record of Charles Hill’s first wife, but Mary Ann’s previous marriage was to have some relevance for the early years of the younger Charles Chaplin. Socially, Mary Ann seems to have been a cut above her second husband. Her father was John Terry, a mercantile clerk. On 15 May 1854 she had married Henry Lamphee Hodges, a sign-writer and grainer.12 After four and a half years of marriage, however, poor young Hodges fell off an omnibus and suffered a fatal concussion.13

When she married Charles Hill, Mary Ann brought with her a five-year-old son by Hodges, also called Henry. Four years later a daughter was born at 11 Camden Street and christened Hannah Harriet Pedlingham Hill.14 A second daughter, Chaplin’s Aunt Kate, followed on 18 January 1870, when the Hills were living at 39 Bronti Place, Walworth.15

Charles Hill’s boot-making appears not to have given the family much stability, for they moved from lodging to lodging, always in Lambeth or Southwark, with bewildering frequency. The census of 1871 records them at 77 Beckway Street, Walworth. They are described as Charles Hill, boot-riveter, aged thirty-two; his wife, Mary Ann Hill, boot-binder, aged thirty-two; their son Henry, boot-maker, aged fifteen; and their daughters Harriet (Hannah), aged five, and Kate, aged one.16

While their step-brother, known as young Harry, stuck to the boot business, Hannah and Kate grew up into strikingly attractive women. As the music hall songs of the time delighted to relate, the streets of London were full of perils for young girls, and Hannah became pregnant. In later years she told her sons that she had run off to South Africa with a rich bookmaker called Hawkes, but it is now impossible to verify either the trip or Mr Hawkes. All that is certain is that on 16 March 1885 Hannah gave birth to a boy, who was named Sidney John. When the birth was registered and again when he was baptized at St John’s Church, Larcom Street, the father’s name was not entered. But Sidney John was not to remain fatherless for long.17
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1885 – Marriage certificate of Charles Chaplin Senior and Hannah Hill.



The accouchement took place at 57 Brandon Street,18 the premises of Joseph Hodges, trading as a general dealer and most likely the brother of the unfortunate Hodges who fell off the omnibus.19 It seems probable that Hannah had left the paternal home and taken refuge with her mother’s former brother-in-law. At some point, Charles Chaplin Senior took up residence in Joseph Hodges’s house, and less than fourteen weeks after Sydney’s birth Charles Chaplin and Hannah Hill were married. Both gave their address as 57 Brandon Street. One of the two witnesses at the ceremony at St John’s Church, Larcom Street, Walworth, was Mary Ann Hill, the mother of the bride.20

Charles Chaplin described himself on the registration of the marriage as ‘professional singer’. In fact, there is no evidence that Charles had begun his career as a theatrical entertainer by the time of his marriage. His earliest appearance recorded in The Era, the weekly professional journal which provides exhaustive records of theatrical presentations, was in 1887, though The Era’s rival publication, The Entr’acte and Limelight, shows appearances by Hannah from 1884.

There is no record or family tradition to suggest what lured these two young people, with no previous connection with show business, into the theatre. Still, it was not surprising that the music halls should beckon young people with looks and even a small share of talent. This was the start of the great era of the British music hall. In London, the Alhambra (formerly the Royal Panopticon) had recently established itself as a variety house, the London Pavilion had just been handsomely reconstructed, and the palatial Empire in Leicester Square was opened in 1887. In all, London boasted thirty-six music halls of varying class in 1886, while throughout the rest of the country, from Aberdeen to Plymouth, there were no less than 234 halls with weekly bills to fill. Dublin alone had nine, Liverpool eight and Birmingham six. The opportunities were immense, and perhaps more apparent in Lambeth than in any other spot in the country. The first music hall agent, Ambrose Maynard, had set up his offices in Waterloo Road in 1858, and shortly afterwards moved to York Road, where rival firms soon sprang up. York Road ran into Westminster Bridge Road, where the Canterbury and Gatti’s Music Halls stood. Proceeding south from Westminster Bridge Road was Kennington Road, with a parade of public houses – The Three Stags, The White Horse, The Tankard and, above all, The Horns – which were favourite resorts of music-hall professionals. Large numbers of performers lived in Kennington, though the more successful preferred the somewhat smarter Brixton, immediately to the south. No doubt Charles and Hannah Chaplin were as dazzled by the glamour of the elite of the music halls at their Sunday morning get-togethers in the Kennington pubs as their son was to be fifteen years later.

Both Hannah and Charles evidently had ability. Chaplin was a shrewd judge of talent, and his descriptions of his mother’s gifts for observation and mimicry are certainly not inspired by sentiment alone. Hannah may simply have been unlucky: perhaps her particular talent was out of tune with the time. Her career was brief and not triumphant. Her recorded performances were all in small provincial music halls, and at the bottom of the bill, ‘among the wines and spirits’ as they said in a day when music halls were often also drinking places, and the artists’ names were followed on the printed programme by the tariff of refreshments. Still, Hannah’s brief time as a music hall artiste was sufficient to supply glamorous memories to stir the imagination of her adoring young sons in later years.

Debutants like Hannah and Charles would in those days have gained their first experience of entertaining audiences with one-night engagements in the ‘free-and-easies’ and public houses that provided entertainment for their guests. Hannah’s earliest professional engagements so far recorded are for the weeks of 24 and 31 May 1884 at the Bijou Music Hall, Blackfriars Road, which seated 150 people.21 In the week of 25 November 1884, she was appearing at the music hall at the Castle public house, Camberwell Road.22 A year later she was getting better jobs, and at the end of 1885 was singing at the Star, Dublin. By this time she had acquired an agent, Frank Albert, and by the start of the new year was sufficiently encouraged to place her ‘professional card’ in The Era. These ‘cards’ have been an almost unchanging feature of British theatrical journals for well over a century; they serve to announce a performer’s success, his availability, even his mere existence.

When Hannah placed her first card, to appear on 2 January 1886, there was apparently some doubt as to the spelling of her professional name. The announcement read:


[image: image]

The following week’s card read:
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Next week Hannah’s stage name appeared in its definitive form:


The Refined and Talented Artist
 LILY HARLEY
 complimented by Proprietors, the Public and Press
 Heaps of notices in different papers every week
 Pleasing success SCOTIA GLASGOW
 A few good songs required. Agent, F. Albert


Perhaps something more than a few good songs was required, for after this Lily Harley’s ‘card’ vanished for periods of several weeks and her engagements seem to have been sporadic. On Easter Monday in April 1886, as ‘Miss Lilly Harley’, she figured modestly in a ‘Monster Company’ at the Peckham Theatre of Varieties. On 27 May 1886 she appeared (again as ‘Miss Lilly Harley’) at a benefit concert for William Bishop at the South London Palace.23 On this occasion she figured rather low on a bill whose stars were Vesta Tilley, The Great Vance and Chirgwin. Below her, however, at the very bottom of the bill, was the sixteen-year-old Marie Lloyd, destined to become the greatest star of British music hall. In the autumn there was a run of bookings (‘Lily Harley – The Essence of Refinement’) at M’Farland’s Music Hall, Aberdeen, M’Farland’s, Dundee and The Folly, Glasgow. After this, and a brief period when she inserted her ‘card’ in the Entr’acte instead of the Era (‘four or five turns every night and heaps of flowers’), both ‘cards’ and records of bookings cease altogether.24


The disappointment of Hannah’s own career must have been aggravated by watching the success of a friend, ‘Dashing Eva Lester’, with whom she shared an agent for a while. Billed as ‘The California Queen and England’s Queen of Song’, Eva had a brashness which Hannah lacked. The Era, writing of her performance at the Metropolitan in September 1886, called her ‘one of the prettiest and most fascinating serio-comic songstresses we have. In a delineation of a romp, Miss Lester, by her piquancy, won much applause …’ In his autobiography Chaplin recalls how a dozen or so years later, when they themselves had fallen upon hard times, he and Hannah found poor Eva in the street, a sick, dirty, shaven-headed derelict. The boy Charlie was horrified and ashamed to be seen with her but kindly Hannah took her in for the night and cleaned her up.

Charles Chaplin Senior’s career had a slower start but a more promising progression. His first recorded engagement was at the Folly Variety Theatre, Manchester, in the week of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee, 20 June 1887. Hannah was also singing there that week – the only time the couple are known to have appeared on the same bill.25 At first he worked as a mimic, but soon developed into what was called a ‘dramatic and descriptive singer’, exerting a strong attraction upon his audiences. He was a pleasant-looking man, with no very evident facial similarity to his son. Chaplin described him as a quiet, brooding man with dark eyes, and said that Hannah thought he looked like Napoleon. The portraits that appear on the sheet music of his song successes show him with dark eyes that seem somewhat melancholy despite the broad prop grin.
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1886 – Handbill for benefit concert at the South London Palace, including ‘Miss Lilly Harley’.
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1893 – Illustrated song cover, with portrait of Charles Chaplin Senior.



Charles sang songs in the character of a masher, a man about town, or an ordinary husband and father, bedevilled by problems all too familiar to his audiences, such as mothers-in-law, landladies who want to be paid, nagging wives and crying babies. The clearest sign of his success is that between 1890 and 1896 the music publishers Francis, Day and Hunter issued several of his most popular songs, with his portrait prominent on the cover. This honour was accorded only to artists whose reputation the publishers were certain would sell copies. These years were the peak of Chaplin’s career. Without ever achieving the rank of contemporaries like Herbert Campbell, Dan Leno, Arthur Roberts, Charles Coborn or Charles Godfrey (to whom he was considered to have a striking physical resemblance), he was a star. As late in his career as 1898 he could share (with the ‘Beograph’ moving pictures) top billing at the New Empire Palace Theatre of Varieties, Leicester:




VERY IMPORTANT AND WELCOME RETURN OF ONE OF LEICESTER’S GREATEST FAVOURITES, MR CHARLES CHAPLIN STAR DESCRIPTIVE VOCALIST AND CHORUS COMEDIAN IN HIS LATEST SUCCESSES AND OLD FAVOURITES “DEAR OLD PALS”



All this, however, along with much unhappiness, was still to come when, on Tuesday 16 April 1889, his first son, Charles Spencer Chaplin, was born. At that moment he was playing a week’s engagement at ‘Professor’ Leotard Bosco’s Empire Palace of Varieties, Hull.26 Perhaps in later years the elder Chaplin told his son stories of the colourful Professor Bosco, because Chaplin was twice to use the name for characters in his films. Hannah had, presumably, stayed at home in London to await the birth of her baby.

Charles and Hannah were not so meticulous in registering Charles’s birth as Sydney’s; and it has tormented historians and biographers for decades that there is no official record of the birth of London’s most famous son. The fact is not especially remarkable. It was easy enough, particularly for music hall artists constantly moving (if they were lucky) from one town to another, to put off and eventually to forget this kind of formality; at that time the penalties were not strict or efficiently enforced. In the early days of his cinema fame, Chaplin said that he was born at Fontainebleau in France. This may have been one of the colourful stories with which Hannah seems to have endeavoured to brighten her sons’ lives. Later, Chaplin was certain that he was born in East Lane, Walworth,27 just around the corner from Sydney’s birthplace in Brandon Street.

It is a certain mark of a Walworth native that Chaplin refers to the street as ‘East Lane’. Until the mid-nineteenth century, that part of the thoroughfare which runs from the Old Kent Road to Flint Street was designated East Lane while the remainder, from Flint Street to Walworth Road, was East Street. Even though the whole was officially renamed East Street, the locals, like Chaplin, have ever since continued to refer to it as ‘Lane’. For Londoners, a street with a market is characteristically described as a ‘Lane’ (as with Petticoat Lane, the other side of the river). East Lane market is still as flourishing at the start of the twenty-first century as when Chaplin was a child. For some reason the East Lane traders seem to have a greater bent for drama, and the food that is cooked there has more variety and pungency, than in any other London market. Practically nothing survives from the time of Chaplin’s childhood, apart from one or two ruinous shops at the west end and The Mason’s Arms, a building whose theatrical flamboyance must have been thrilling to a small boy. Even so, the colour and vitality, the tumult of fruit and fish and pop music and old clothes still evoke an atmosphere as close, perhaps, as we may come to Chaplin’s London.

Chaplin recalled that soon after his birth the family moved to much smarter lodgings in West Square. West Square has somehow survived the destruction, by insensitive urban development, of the little streets and community life of the area. In 1890, as today, it must have been a strange oasis in a perennially depressed region: an elegant Georgian square of tall brick houses, with gardens in the centre. The move was made possible by Charles Chaplin’s growing success. In the months after his son’s birth, he was getting regular engagements, and in the year 1890–91 the music publishers Francis, Day and Hunter regarded him as such a ‘comer’ that they published no fewer than three of his songs: ‘As the Church Bells Chime’, ‘Everyday Life’ and ‘Eh, Boys?’, which was written by John P. Harrington and George Le Brunn, ‘the Gilbert and Sullivan of the halls’, who wrote most of Marie Lloyd’s greatest successes, including ‘Oh Mr Porter’. A rival publisher issued two more of his songs, ‘The Girl Was Young and Pretty’ and ‘Pals That Time Cannot Alter’.

The portrait that appears on the cover of ‘Eh, Boys?’, with the singer in a silk hat, frock coat and floppy orange bow-tie, shows a resemblance between the elder and the younger Charles Chaplin. One of the verses, illustrated by a comic vignette on the cover, ominously touches upon one of the real-life domestic troubles of the Chaplin family:


When you’re wed, and come home late-ish

Rather too late – boozy, too,

Wifey dear says, ‘Oh, you have come!’

And then turns her back on you;

Only gives you ‘noes’ and yesses’,

Until, with a sudden bound,

She quite fiercely pokes the fire up,

And then spanks the kids all round.


CHORUS

We all of us know what that means – Eh, boys? Eh, boys?

We all of us know what that means – Eh, boys? Eh?

When first she starts to drat you,

And then throws something at you,

We all of us know what that means – it’s her playful little way.



Drink was the endemic disease of the music halls. They had evolved from drinking establishments and the sale of liquor still made up an important part of the managers’ incomes. When they were not on stage the artists were expected to mingle with the audiences in the bars, to encourage conviviality and consumption – which inevitably was best achieved by example. Poor Chaplin was only one of many who succumbed to alcoholism as an occupational hazard.

In 1890, however, he was still leaping from success to success. In the summer he was invited to sign for an American tour, and in August and September was appearing in New York at the Union Square Theatre.28 The stay appears to have been pleasant and sociable. Charles’s aunt Elizabeth had married a Mr Wiggins and now lived in New York. Through her he met and made friends with Dr Charles Horatio Shepherd, who had a dentist’s practice, and Mrs Shepherd. ‘We had some delightful hours together,’ recalled Dr Shepherd, a quarter of a century later.29

J. P. Harrington, the song-writer, recalled an incident that occurred just before Chaplin’s departure for America:


One of our first clients was Charlie Chaplin, father of the famous film ‘star’. Chaplin was a good, sound performer of the Charles Godfrey type, although he, of course, lacked the latter’s wonderful talent and versatility. We wrote the majority of Charlie’s songs for some considerable time: in fact at one period, all three of the songs he was nightly singing were from our pens.

In this connection, an incident which strikes me as far more amusing now than when it happened, occurs to me. We had made an appointment with Mr David Day, head of Francis, Day and Hunter’s, the music publishers, to hear the three songs played over and sung in his office, with a view to their publication. In due course, Chaplin, Le Brunn and I arrived: the songs were played over by George and were sung by Charlie, and David was delighted with all three. The cheque book appeared on the scene. ‘Terms? The usual, I suppose?’

Trio of course, in delightful unanimity: ‘Certainly, Mr Day.’

The cheque book is opened – the pen is raised – then, George Le Brunn, anxious to paint the lily and gild refined gold, says: ‘You know, he’ll sing all these songs in America as well, Mr Day.’

Pen suspended in mid-air.

‘Ah, yes?’ murmurs Mr Day, softly. ‘And when do you go to America, Mr Chaplin?’

‘Week after next,’ says Charlie.

‘How long for?’

‘Four months.’

‘Snap!’ Cheque book returned to its little nest in the desk-drawer; pen carefully laid aside.

‘Come and see me again, when you come back from America. It won’t be any use publishing the songs while you’re singing them on the other side of the Atlantic!’

The things Charlie Chaplin and deponent said to George Le Brunn when we got outside that office would not look well if set down in this veracious narrative.30



The American trip, however, seems to have marked the final break-up of the Chaplins’ marriage.31 The 1891 census record shows Charles lodging with a music hall artist, Albert West, and his wife Anne, described as author and composer, at 38 Albert Street. Hannah and her two sons were living at 94 Barlow Street in company with Hannah’s mother, then fifty-six and euphemistically described as a wardrobe dealer. Difficulties may have arisen from Hannah’s new friendships during Charles’s absence. Certainly she had a new friend by the autumn of 1891, another music hall singer, who, over the years, frequently appeared on the same bill as Charles Chaplin.32

Leo Dryden, whose real name was George Dryden Wheeler, was born in Limehouse, London, on 6 June 1863. He had first done the rounds of the halls in 1881 but had little success for several years until one of the great stars of Victorian variety, Jenny Hill, noticed him and introduced him to her own agent, Hugh Didcott. From then onwards his career prospered. His greatest hit came early in 1891 when he introduced his sentimental ballad ‘The Miner’s Dream of Home’, depicting the nostalgia of an emigrant in the Australian gold fields. From this time on, Dryden, with his handsome square-jawed face, was established as the minstrel of England, Empire and patriotism. His later songs included ‘The Miner’s Return’, ‘India’s Reply’, ‘Bravo, Dublin Fusiliers’, ‘Freedom and Japan’, ‘The Great White Mother’, ‘The Only Way’ and ‘Love and Duty’. Unfortunately the stoic nobility of the characters he presented on stage does not seem to have distinguished his own private life. He was from all accounts erratic and given to violence. He is said to have given each of his three wives a rough time. In 1919, irked at finding his star fading, he sought publicity by singing his songs in the streets.

In October 1891 he was engaged at the Cambridge, a large music hall in Shoreditch. The popularity of ‘The Miner’s Dream of Home’ obliged the management to extend his engagement week by week until Christmas. During these twelve weeks in London Dryden brought his affair with Hannah Chaplin to fruition. We have comic evidence of his courtship. As he became more successful, Dryden took to inserting flamboyant advertising in the professional papers. A typical example reads:
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It was a feature of these advertisements that Dryden aggressively asserted his rights in his songs, offering licences for performances outside London and threatening legal proceedings against anyone who infringed his rights. Nevertheless, one exceptional announcement in November 1891 introduced, for those who could recognize it, a romantic touch:
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Miss Kittie Fairdale may have paid her guinea. Miss Lily Harley – Hannah Chaplin – had presumably not; nor was she very likely to take advantage of her privilege, since she had no apparent engagements at which she could sing ‘Opportunity’. Still, the announcement must have found her vulnerable indeed. This was the first time for more than five years that her name had appeared in the professional press, and now it was linked with the star of the day. Dryden was thirty and handsome, and the flattery of his announcement must have been irresistible. Perhaps, indeed, the association with Dryden stirred Hannah to a new phase of artistic activity, with links to her younger son’s future musical abilities. On 14 June 1895 (by which time Hannah’s fortunes were at their lowest) The Era reported,


Miss Lily Harley writes us that Mr Charles Brighten is not the original author of ‘My Lady Friend’, but that she wrote a song with this title three years ago, and that the song was sung successfully by Miss Kittie Fairdale at the Royal, Holborn.



Dryden’s Encore advertisement appeared on Friday, 28 November 1891. Nine months and three days later, on 31 August 1892, Hannah gave birth to Leo Dryden’s son, also George Dryden Wheeler.

Thus the young Charles Chaplin found himself fatherless, but with another half-brother. He was three and a half; Sydney was four years older. In his autobiography he recalls that at this time the children and their mother were still living in some affluence. He attributed the cause to his mother’s work on the stage and recalled that she would tuck the two boys in bed and leave them in the care of a housemaid while she went to the theatre. Since there is no record of Hannah working at this period, and since Charles’s payments for the support of his sons seem to have stopped quite early, it can only be supposed that Leo Dryden was providing this temporary prosperity. What the domestic arrangements of Leo and Hannah were is not clear. Years later their son – he had adopted the professional name of Wheeler Dryden – said that according to information he had received from his father, they lived ‘for a year or two as man and wife’33 but neither Chaplin nor Sydney recorded any first-hand recollection of Leo Dryden.34

The comfort which sheltered Chaplin’s first three or four years was soon to end. Hannah’s liaison with Leo did not long survive the birth of their child. Hannah seems to have been a devoted, affectionate and protective mother, and to have loved the new baby as fiercely as she did her older sons. It is easy then to appreciate the shock that she must have suffered in the spring of 1893 when the appalling Dryden entered her lodgings and snatched away their six-month-old son. The baby was to vanish from the lives of the Chaplins for almost thirty years.

Poor Hannah had only wanted to be Lily Harley and to dream of the glamour of the stage. Now her life became a nightmare. Other troubles descended from the very moment that her baby was stolen from her. Her mother, Chaplin’s Grandma Hill, had apparently left Grandfather Hill: family tradition said that her husband had caught her in a compromising situation with another man. Since the separation, Grandma Hill had gone from bad to worse. She had taken to drinking heavily, and supported herself by hawking old clothes. She became more and more eccentric and, in the village-like community of Lambeth and Southwark, must have been a grave embarrassment to her family. Eventually, in February 1893, she was taken off the streets into the Newington Workhouse, and from there transferred
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Since the original edition of this book appeared, a new generation of Chaplin enthusiasts and scholars has matured. Many of them have become good friends as well as advisers and critics. The dogged enthusiasm of Jeffrey Vance has not only kept my nose to the grindstone, but has been instrumental in ensuring that the memoirs of Lita Grey, Eric James and Eleanor Keaton have seen the light of day. The English expert in film comedy, David Wyatt, made it possible for me to call upon the outstanding research of Brent Walker, in collaboration with Phil Posner and Steve Rydzewski, for revision of the Keystone filmography. David Wyatt also expanded the scenario of His Musical Career. Other valued members of the Chaplin community at the start of the twenty-first century include Glenn Mitchell, compiler of the invaluable Chaplin Encyclopaedia, Hooman Mehran, Professor Frank Scheide, Martin Bentham, A. J. Marriott and Paul Marygold.

A special debt of gratitude is due to Charles Mandelstam in New York, for obtaining the FBI files on Chaplin. I would also like to record with particular appreciation the support I have received, in friendship, interest and encouragement, from Alexander Walker; from Mo and Lynn Rothman; from Peter Rose and Albert Gallichan; from my colleagues at the Giornate del Cinema Muto of Pordenone, especially Piera Patat, Paolo Cherchi-Usai and Livio Jacob; from Laurent Mannoni, exemplar of humane scholarship; and above all from my endlessly patient, lifelong friends Roger Few and Harry Ogle.

At Collins, I must thank Christopher MacLehose, Roger Schlesinger and my editor Ariane Goodman, who nursed the original edition of the book along; and at Penguin, Stefan McGrath, Caroline Pretty and Jane Robertson, a truly indefatigable copy editor, who together have made possible this new and, I believe, much improved version of the book; Michael Page and Michael Paul read the proofs and the latter’s unsparing scrutiny discovered errors that had lain undetected for seventeen years; finally, Peter Stratton’s sympathetic design has given a fresh look to the illustrations.

Embleton, Northumberland, June 1984
 London, August 1992
 Bath, July 2001
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both doing well. Papers please copy.
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