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    Boris Karloff, gentleman, early 1950s.
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    Foreword




    When Scott Allen Nollen first approached me about doing another Karloff book, I must admit that my first reaction was “Why another? So many have been done.” And I knew my father’s reaction would have been “What’s the big fuss? Local boy makes good. So what?”


    Since his death in 1969, wonderful books about my father have been written. Some cover just his career, while others blend the man and his work. That, of course, is the case with my godmother Cynthia Lindsay’s warm and loving family-authorized Dear Boris.


    However, after reading Nollen’s book Boris Karloff: A Gentleman’s Life, I realized just how beautifully he has captured the essence of my father. Nollen’s lifelong study of Boris Karloff, his extensive research, combined with his use of heretofore unseen photographs and untold family anecdotes, has made this book the ultimate Boris Karloff biography.


    I was particularly delighted to see that my mother, Dorothy Stine Karloff, is given her place alongside my father during the very important years of 1930-46. And what glorious years those were.


    Boris Karloff was revered by his fellow actors, who referred to him as “the consummate professional,” “the actor’s actor.”


    Nollen’s book Boris Karloff: A Gentleman’s Life reminds those of us who knew and loved Boris Karloff just how lucky we were to have had him touch our lives.


    Thank you, Daddy.


    Thank you, Scott Allen Nollen. “Full marks!”




    Sara Jane Karloff


    Rancho Mirage, California


    February 1999
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    Preface




    The first edition of this book, published in 1999, was the realization of a lifelong dream. The son of two Boris Karloff admirers, I practically was born watching a Hollywood film. At the age of two, I already was going to the movies with my parents, crying my eyes out because a three-hour epic like The Sound of Music left me wanting more.


    When I was five, my mother, who had been thrilled by Universal’s Frankenstein since the late 1940s, introduced me to the film. Amid tacky 1960s late-night commercials and the terrible puns of Omaha’s Creature Feature host, I got my first glimpse of Boris Karloff, just as many filmgoers did in December 1931, in James Whale’s brilliant three-shot montage that is permanently emblazoned on my brain. By the time the film ended, I was lying face down on the floor, pulling a blanket over my head and feeling very sad about the demise of the poor, abused Monster. When I got up the next morning, I was a dyed-in-the-wool Frankenstein and Karloff fan.


    Every Saturday night thereafter, I was enthralled by Universal’s horror films and, without doubt, Karloff’s resurrection in The Mummy scared me the most. For several nights, I tossed and turned, with the image of his 3,700-year-dead eyes flickering open, his wizened arm slowly escaping the bandages, and the insane laughter of poor Bramwell Fletcher echoing through my mind. I began reading all the related books I could find in the school and local libraries — Mary Shelley’s novel was quite a challenge for an 11-year-old — collecting Frankenstein Monster figurines, and buying every issue of Forrest Ackerman’s Famous Monsters of Filmland.


    Once, while watching The Bride of Frankenstein, I fell asleep during the middle and woke up just in time to see the Monster declare, “We belong dead!” and blow up the watchtower. I really was horrified! But I didn’t see Son of Frankenstein until exactly 10:30 p.m. on Saturday, July 3, 1976 — a significant date — for I thought my career, my purpose, was born that night. Home video recorders were not readily available at the time, so I propped a portable cassette recorder by the television speaker to capture the sound. The following morning — on the bicentennial of the United States — I began seriously to make the study of Boris Karloff’s life and work a major concern. Soon after, I told my mother that I was going to be an author, and my first book was to be on the great Boris. She did not take me seriously. But while my teenage friends were participating in various extracurricular pursuits befitting the peer group, I was at home with Boris. (Instead of my real name, the moniker “Boris” was even embroidered on my school band shirt by this time.) Beginning in 1977, I produced dozens of amateur horror films, going so far as to make up my parents as the Monster and Bride of Frankenstein (after we’d made our little cinematic opus, this costume effort won first prize at a local Halloween shindig). And the next year, I published the premiere issue of Classic Monster Movies, my own fanzine — supported by Forry Ackerman — that lasted for about two years before the money ran out. It was the official publication of the Horror Movie Film Club, whose members attended the course I “taught” on Karloff during 1978 and then acted in my no-budget, feature-length “remake” of Son of Frankenstein later that year.


    Before the video revolution, I was forced obsessively to peruse each issue of TV Guide, scouring the late-night listings for any mention of one of the classic Universal horror films.


    Only rarely did one turn up; in an act of sheer desperation, KMTV in Omaha, Nebraska, ran Son of Frankenstein during prime time one night, when a tornado knocked out regular network programming! But for several years, I was forced to contact other collectors just to obtain nearly unwatchable copies of Karloff films they had taped off local shock theaters or scammed from friends.


    In 1979 the Horror Movie Film Club threw a birthday bash for Boris at my parents’ home in Harlan, Iowa. Film clips from the Universal classics were shown, as well as Charlie Chan at the Opera, the only full-length Karloff film I had on video at the time. Lively discussion about the King of the Horror Films accompanied the cutting of a cake graced by the head of the Frankenstein Monster.


    When I had a serious brush with the Grim Reaper in 1980, Karloff’s picture stood vigil on my bedside stand at the hospital. People I hardly knew piled into the room to see me; and one (very strange) girl, looking at the photograph, incomprehensively asked if the 80-year-old Boris was me! By this time, things were beginning to take a bizarre turn.


    While “on holiday” in London during the summer of 1981, I began a 12-year correspondence with Karloff’s widow, Evelyn, who provided encouragement for my book project. In her second letter to me, Mrs. Karloff enclosed a necktie worn by Boris, the only such garment known to exist. Needless to say, the tie (now held in the grasp of Sideshow  


    Collectibles’ stunning quarter-scale replica of the 1931 Monster) remains the jewel in the crown of my collection.


    In a November 1982 issue of London’s Sunday Times, Evie spoke of “a fan in Iowa who watches a Boris Karloff movie every day,” and at about the same time, she put me in touch with a woman who had met Boris on board the Empress of Britain in 1936. This kind soul, who gave me the autograph she had received from him nearly 50 years earlier, looked at my stationery featuring a portrait I’d painted of him, and became the second person who thought that Karloff was me. I was happily getting used to this odd reaction by now.


    During the 1980s, I lived in various residences that all had one thing in common: a room dedicated solely to Boris. Filled with memorabilia and all my research materials, these rooms came to be known as the “Karloff Museum.” In fact, in 1986, an old friend I hadn’t seen in several years asked, “Do you still have that museum?” (Later, his father asked, “Are you still doing all that research on Bela Lugosi?”) In 1984, while majoring in film studies at the University of Iowa, I often sat next to a marginal friend in a class taught by the eminent professor of communications, Dr. Samuel L. Becker. Observing the shiny black dress shoes I was wearing, my companion, who had pretensions to hipness, said, “It’s all right for you to idolize Boris Karloff, but you don’t have to dress like him!”


    The following year, I had the great good fortune to befriend Dr. Edward Lowry, a visiting professor from Texas Christian University who taught a magnificent course on the horror film, as well as a superb introduction to the history of American film. An irrepressible Karloff fan, he and I agreed to co-write a book about Boris, but unfortunately he passed away before much work could be done. Determined to write the ultimate volume on the King of the Horror Films, I forged on alone.


    Dedicated in part to the late Dr. Lowry, my 1991 book Boris Karloff: A Critical Account of His Screen, Stage, Radio, Television and Recording Work was written in the final incarnation of the “museum” in Iowa City. One reviewer called it “an important book,” while another dubbed it “the definitive book on Boris Karloff.” Most importantly, Evie Karloff and Ray Bradbury, who provided the foreword, were both impressed. I was pleased, but I knew the book was not definitive.


    Boris Karloff has been a significant artistic influence in my life; in the immortal pantheon with Robert Louis Stevenson, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle Stan Laurel, James Cagney, John Huston, Frank Sinatra, Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong. I simply had to write another book about him, this time a volume about the real man. For years I had tried to contact his daughter, Sara Jane, but choosing to defer Boris matters to her stepmother, she remained out of the picture until Evie passed away in June 1993. Shortly after, she contacted me, interested in my book and my relationship with the late Mrs. Karloff.


    Being able to know and work with Sara Jane on this project has been a highlight of my career. Hopefully this book is the most thorough, accurate and entertaining chronicle of her father’s fascinating life. Solving a few Karloff mysteries has been most satisfying.


    My first personal note of gratitude goes to the late Boris Karloff. Contrary to popular belief, which asserts that he did not collect any materials on his career, Boris — while not saving much from his films, did indeed preserve scores of clippings and other items related to his stage and television performances. For his attention to detail, combined with Evie’s handwritten identifications of individual articles, I offer my undying praise. I also must thank the late Dorothy Stine (Karloff) Rowe, Boris’ fourth wife and Sara Jane’s mother, who wrote dozens of informative letters to her mother, Louise, during the 1930s and ’40s.


    Thank goodness they were saved!


    Many individuals who knew, worked with, met or were related to Boris were very gracious in sharing their memories, and it is to them that I offer my thanks: Eddie Albert, Bob Beckham, Ray Bradbury, the late Henry Brandon, Sue Clark Chadwick, Bernard Coleman, Elisabeth Crowley, Ralph Edwards, Julie Harris, Rosamund James, the late Evelyn Karloff, Angela Lansbury, the late Anna Lee, Christopher Lee, the late David Manners, K. Mary Maydwell, the late Sir Laurence Olivier, the late Vincent Price, the late Tony Randall, the late Ian Wolfe and the late Zita Johann.


    I also would like to acknowledge those who provided information and illustrations, aided in the research, offered their encouragement, or literally took care of business:


    Ronald V. Borst, horror-film historian, writer, professional collector extraordinaire and a really nice guy; Carol Burnett, actress; Bob Burns, film editor, actor and curator; Kathy Burns, Bob’s lovely wife; Jim Detlefsen, darkroom wizard; the late Sir John Gielgud, actor; John Giriat, Karloff aficionado; Roy Peter Green, Monarchist League; Fred Jordan, friendly film-industry executive with a particularly special Karloff collection; Ken Kaffke, president of the Thril er Fan Club; Harold N. and Shirley A. Nollen, my parents; Jerry Rudman, Archivist and Headmaster of Meadhurst, Uppingham; Gordon Shriver, Karloff aficionado; Berny Stringle, Sara Jane’s cousin; W. D. E. Thomas, Headmaster of Enfield Grammar School; Ron Waite, Karloff aficionado and former associate editor of Famous Monsters of Filmland; and Katherine Wallace, Angela Lansbury’s assistant.


    A special note of gratitude is conferred upon the staff of the Screen Actors Guild, who run a magnificent facility, one that Boris would be proud of. Remarkable assistance was provided by SAG Archivist Valerie Yaros, Director of Communications Katherine Moore, and President Richard Masur. (For the past decade, Ms. Yaros has been a solid supporter of my work, calling or emailing from various locales to add a Boris fact or two, and she contributed her usual expertise to correct or enhance material for this revised edition. She’s literally an archivist’s archivist. “Full marks!” Valerie.) Wonderful memories also were added by the late Midge Farrell, the Guild’s original secretary in 1933 and an old friend of Boris’.


    Another thank you goes to John M. Eccles, Jr., an Atlantic City attorney and radio buff, and his cohorts, Matt Bohn, Martin Grams, Jr., Steve Kelez, Michael Ogden, Gordon Payton, Steve Pickett, Tom and Melinda Read, and Kerry Wright, who provided invaluable information about Karloff’s career on the airwaves.


    Since 1999, I have enjoyed the enthusiasm of many Karloff admirers. I especially would like to thank all the fans I met at “Monster Rally ‘99,” hosted by Gary and Susan Svehla in Crystal City, Virginia, in August 1999. During this three-day convention, many legendary film personalities rubbed shoulders with delighted fantasy-film writers, scholars and filmmakers, and the very first “Laemmle Awards” were handed out to the likes of Christopher Lee and the late Michael Ripper. I had the honor of presenting a posthumous Karloff award to Sara Jane and hosting a panel discussion, “Heirs of Horror Royalty,” with Sara, Carla Laemmle, Bela Lugosi, Jr., Ron Chaney and Victoria Price.


    After spending 23 years on all things Boris, I was delighted by the kind comments of Paul M. Jensen and Gregory William Mank, two fine film scholars and major influences on my writing about the horror genre. But the most memorable Monster Rally incident involved Sara, my singular friend Thomas (“The BFG”) Fortunato and special-effects wizard Ray Harryhausen.


    That morning, Sara had become “intrigued” at the behavior of Tom, who was having a blast posing as my “bodyguard” while I signed copies of A Gentleman’s Life. (Tom is a fairly imposing paisan from Brooklyn and, well, we were having fun, as usual.) “What are you two doing?” Sara asked.


    Following an amazing lunch with the aforementioned “horror heirs,” during which Harryhausen briefly joined us, Sara asked Tom and me to deliver a cheeseburger and fries to “Ray.”


    “No problem,” I told her. “I assume this is the obvious Ray?”


    She shook her head affirmatively, and we headed back into the action.


    Harryhausen was seated at a table, flanked by his security on each side, signing autographs for a long line of fans.


    “How are you going to breach that wall of security?” Tom asked.


    “Watch me,” I replied, simply sneaking up behind the legendary filmmaker.


    “Mr. Harryhausen?” I said, “Sara Karloff would like you to have this lunch.”


    “Well, thanks, young man, but my wife and I just ate,” replied Ray.


    “Uh…okay,” I stammered, glancing back at Tom. “Well, it’s been a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Harryhausen.”


    Walking back toward the hotel lobby, I asked Tom, “What are we going to do with this food?”


    “Let’s eat it,” he laughed. “We’re pretty full, but how often do you get the chance to eat Ray Harryhausen’s lunch?”


    Just as we polished it off, my father came flying across the lobby. “Sara has been searching all over for you,” he said.


    “What?” we asked in unison.


    “She’s pretty concerned,” he added. “She was planning to attend a talk about the new Universal DVD releases.”


    “Well, we’d better find her,” said Tom, and we sped back to the dealers’ room.


    “Where have you two been?” Sara asked. “Ray is starving.”


    “That can’t be,” I said. “He told me he’d already eaten lunch with his wife.”


    “Which Ray are we talking about?” she asked.


    “Harryhausen, of course.” I replied, completely forgetting that she had introduced us to artist Ray Santoleri, who was sharing her table, earlier in the day. Tom and I simply had caught up with one too many Rays!


    “Where’s the lunch?” Sara asked.


    Silence reigned for a second. I looked over at Tom.


    “We ate it,” he quietly admitted.


    Santoleri eventually enjoyed a sandwich. (I believe the joker in Boris would have appreciated the nice mess we’d gotten into.) As always, I gratefully thank Sara Jane Karloff, without whom I could not have returned to one of my favorite subjects, and her husband, William (“Sparky”) Sparkman. Their hard work, remarkable hospitality at Rancho Mirage, Lake Tahoe and Los Angeles, and, most of all, their friendship is something I’ll always treasure.




    Scott Allen Nollen


    Des Moines, Iowa


    February 2005
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    Sara Jane Karloff and Scott Allen Nollen, Rancho Mirage, California, March 8, 1997. photograph by Jeff Clothier.

  


  
    Introduction




    “Well, I’ve showed them, and nobody’s paid any attention!”




    Nineteen twenty-six was a busy year for Boris Karloff. After more than 15 years of performing on the stage and in front of motion picture cameras, he was playing parts in major Hollywood films. During that year alone, he appeared in 11 productions for 10 different companies, yet remained almost totally unrecognizable. In Paramount’s big-budget epic Old Ironsides, he appeared on screen for three seconds, and almost no one who saw the same studio’s Eagle of the Sea could even spot him on the crowded deck of Ricardo Cortez’s renegade ship.


    At 38, Karloff was accustomed to alternating backbreaking odd jobs such as truck driving and construction work with small film parts. But landing an occasional supporting role that allowed him to demonstrate his acting prowess and unique visage kept him trod-ding the boards. While playing bit characters he forgot about as soon as his grease paint was removed, he was asked to portray an eerie sideshow mesmerist in a screen adaptation of Emile Erckman and Alexandre Chatrain’s popular play The Bells.


    Now Karloff was able to discuss the art of acting with one of his favorite performers, Lionel Barrymore, whom he called “a stimulating man — a marvelous, a great man.” While brainstorming with director James Young, he sat beside Barrymore as the multi-talented artist sketched a look for the mesmerist, an inventive variation on the makeup worn by Werner Krauss in the groundbreaking expressionist thriller The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, filmed in Germany seven years earlier. Looking a lot like his mesmeric predecessor, Karloff stood out quite conspicuously in an otherwise pedestrian film, giving audiences a hint of the frightening talent that would flash across the screen five years later.


    Continuing to toil as a blue-collar thespian, Karloff made the acquaintance of another Hollywood giant whose mantle he would subsequently — and unwittingly — inherit. While walking home from Universal Studios one evening, he was stopped in his tracks by the loud honk of a horn behind him. Standing his ground, he walked even slower until a gruff voice emanated from the offending automobile. Asked if he failed to recognize an old friend, Karloff finally turned around to see the grinning visage of the Phantom of the Opera behind the wheel.


    Character actor William Taylor recently had introduced him to Lon Chaney, someone he considered more than an amazing mime and makeup man. Karloff appreciated Chaney’s sensitivity toward the physically challenged, a group of people this son of deaf mutes had represented so well: Although many of his characterizations were horrific, he projected a tortured soul from beneath those painful layers of wondrous makeup.


    While driving Karloff home that day, Chaney offered advice about perseverance and the types of roles a struggling actor should pursue. Although they did not develop a close relationship, Karloff and Chaney crossed tracks occasionally, sometimes at the Friday night fights held at Los Angeles’ Legion Stadium. Having no extra money to squander on athletic events, Karloff stood outside the entrance, hoping someone would invite him in. A true boxing enthusiast, Chaney would spot his old “friend” and stop for a brief conversation.


    Later in life, Karloff always spoke admiringly of the Man of a Thousand Faces, and viewed his ride in 1926 as a nearly prophetic event. And indeed, Chaney’s advice casts an appropriate light on Karloff the actor and the man:




    The secret of success in Hollywood lies in being different from anyone else. Find something no one else can or will do — and they’ll begin to take notice of you. Hollywood is full of competent actors. What the screen needs is individuality!
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    Chapter 1: The Prolific Pratts




    “I was supposed to go into the consular service in China…and after I left school, I went to King’s College, University of London, to really cram for these exams, but I didn’t do a stroke of work because: A, I was quite sure I couldn’t pass the exams; and B, I didn’t want to. I was determined to be an actor…”




    To all appearances, Edward John Pratt wanted to be a family man. A respectable gentleman of English and East Indian ancestry, stern temperament and proper upper-class demeanor, he kept procreating but rarely was around to play the father, instead concentrating on his duties as Assistant Collector for the Salt Revenue Service in Bombay, a post he held until his retirement in 1878.


    Edward had followed in the colonial footsteps of his father, Edward John Pratt, Sr., who had supported the Empire as a lieutenant in the Honorable East India Company’s Marines, but now, situated in the quiet London sub-district of Camberwell, his days of adventure were over. By November 1887, at the age of 60, he had married three times and sired 12 children, the latest of whom was expected to make his debut quite soon.




    Flashback: Bengal, India, 1815




    Edward John Pratt, Sr., joined the Marines in Bengal on October 15, 1815. While serving as a first lieutenant on the Tenate, he married Miss Margaret Sheals on July 20, 1818. Less than nine months later, on April 6, 1819, she gave birth to a daughter, Margaret Caroline Pratt; and by November 8, 1824, aged a mere 24, she lay dead at Gargaum.


    Young Edward John Pratt took his first breath, perhaps in England, on October 15, 1827, the son of Edward, Sr., and an unidentified Indian woman. By Christmas Day 1829, when the London ship Charles Kerr reached Bombay, the two-year-old boy and his half-sister were being cared for by a woman named Mrs. Charlotte Bellasis. On April 7, 1833, when young Edward was five, Charlotte and her husband, John, adopted the children in Bombay. Having kept a low profile for some time, Edward, Sr. drew his last pension payment from the Indian Office on New Year’s Eve 1834.


    On April 10, 1849, while working as an uncovenanted civil servant, young Edward married a 17-year-old lass named Julianna Campbell in Gargaum. Nine months later — on January 12, 1850 — Julianna delivered their first child, Emma Caroline Pratt; and before the baby had settled into her crib, she was pregnant again. Eleven months after Emma entered the world, tiny Edward Pratt III was born, but tragically died the next day, December 14, 1850. Saddened by this cruel blow, Edward was shocked even further when Julianna, ill and considerably weakened by the delivery, also passed away.


    After living as a widower for about three years, Edward married a second time, to a woman called Charlotte, who gave birth to a girl, Eliza Julia, on August 18, 1855. Perhaps cursed with physically frail wives, Edward had also lost her by 1860. During the two years following her death, he began a relationship with another woman, who gave birth to Charles Rary Pratt on August 3, 1863, although no record of their marriage exists.


    On October 27, 1864, Edward began his third (perhaps fourth) marital union, with Eliza Sarah Millard, who was a mere two when he first became a father in 1850. Eliza, too, had strong connections to the East. Her mother, also named Eliza, was the daughter of Captain Thomas Maxwell Crawford, A.D.C. to the Commander of British Troops in Lahore, India, where he had been killed during a Sikh uprising in 1841. After Crawford’s death, his wife, Selina, remained in India, where their second daughter, Anna, wed a young army officer named Thomas Leonowens on Christmas Day 1849.




    Eliza, Anna and the King of Siam




    After losing two children, Anna and her husband moved to London, where she gave birth to another daughter and son. In 1858, when Leonowens died of apoplexy brought on by sunstroke after a tiger hunt in Malaya, Anna opened a small school for the children of army officers, but abandoned it four years later. On March 15, 1862, she arrived in Siam with her seven-year-old son, Louis, to accept the position of governess and tutor in “English, science and literature” to the King’s children. After leaving her position in July 1867, she wrote two heavily embellished “faithful accounts” of her experiences, claiming that her former employer, King Mongkut, was an eccentric and cruel barbarian — accusations that caused an uproar in Siam but soon were forgotten in England. (Many decades later, in 1945, these accounts were revived by author Margaret Landon, making the late Mrs. Leonowens world famous as the heroine of Anna and the King of Siam, which later was re-worked as the musical The King and I.)


    Anna’s prejudices also affected her family relationships, and she eventually disowned Eliza, who married Sergeant Major James Millard in 1845 and gave birth to a son, James E., the following year. Eliza Sarah was born in Poona, Bombay Province, in June 1848, two and one-half years before her father, now aged 44, was pensioned. One more son, Henry Pennikett, was born in Gargaum. Young Eliza’s marriage to twice-widowed, half-Indian Edward Pratt at the age of 16 may have contributed to Anna’s distaste for her sister.


    Soon after their wedding, Eliza became pregnant and stayed that way for most of their married life. Their first child, Edward Millard, born in India on August 29, 1865, was followed by two more sons, George Marlow on April 13, 1867, and Frederick Grenville on December 4, 1869. Three days before Frederick appeared, Edward was granted a medical certificate that would send him, on reduced salary, to Europe for 15 months.


    A fourth son, David Cameron, joined the family prior to 1874, when Edward was appointed Assistant Collector of Salt Revenue and a lone daughter, Julia Honoria, was born. On January 13, 1876, Eliza gave birth to yet another boy, John Thomas, before Edward retired and moved the family back to England. The prolific Mrs. Pratt now benefited from a slight rest: Son number six, Richard Septimus, did not appear until October 11, 1882.




    Billy Pratt




    More than five years later, on November 23, 1887, at 15 Forest Hill Road in Camberwell, Eliza was awaiting the arrival of Edward’s ninth child. Perhaps she wondered if the odds would change and a second girl would be added to the Pratt household.


    It was another boy: William Henry, who, from his very first breath, had the cards stacked against him. His father was seldom at home, his workhorse mother was now in poor health and his brothers were upholding family tradition by preparing for the British consular service or other work abroad.


    Young Edward, or “Ted,” now 22, had attended Dulwich College and then joined the civil service in India, while Frederick, who had similar plans, enrolled at the same school. Charles eventually went to work for the French Cable Company in Brazil, but George, choosing to remain in England, became a medical student at London’s Guys Hospital shortly before William, or “Billy,” was born.


    In 1893 the frail Eliza passed away. With Julia and John now approaching adulthood, and Richard an independent 12, five-year-old Billy began to feel even more isolated. His domestic life shattered, Edward perhaps thought that his family ties were no longer strong enough to hold him down — and something had occurred to make him feel uncomfortable in his homeland. On September 11, 1894, he wrote a letter to the India Office, in which he protested the “supercilious commiseration or compassion for the class of Coloured Englishmen to which I belong.” Arguing that “Eurasia has yet to be discovered by the geographers,” he claimed that he and his fellows deserved to be called “English or Indian.” About a year later, he left 15 Forest Hill Road, never to return. Before sailing across the channel to France, he abducted Richard, but the family soon sent Ted to track him down at Calais and transport the lad back to England.


    After this sudden abandonment, Billy knew nothing of his father, who eventually died in Paris. Now seven, Billy was taken in by his half-sister, Emma Caroline Pratt, a spinster only two years younger than his deceased mother, in Enfield, Middlesex, just north of London. First residing at 1909 Chaseview on Chase Green Avenue, they moved several times, to the Willows, Slade Hill and 38 Uplands Park Road, respectively.


    Billy had inherited a dark, somewhat greenish, complexion from the Anglo-Indian Pratts, but his facial structure, prominent brow and brown eyes made him the very image of his mother. He was a quiet, lonely little boy, and struggled to overcome a stammer and lisp that affected his speech. Particularly adept at games and role playing, he enjoyed visiting other children in the neighborhood to ride bicycles, play mumblety-peg or compete in a friendly round of field hockey. Running across the brickfields by Wormwood Scrubs Prison, he could be identified by his rhythmic, bowlegged gait.


    Emma often was aided by Billy’s coming and going brothers, whose contributions were not always welcomed. Still living at home, Richard received some hard knocks, usually remembering to pass them on to Billy. First and foremost, the elder Pratts saw to it that he received an education suitable for a career abroad. He initially attended the Enfield Grammar School, where academics were combined with athletics, the arts and religious studies to form boys of “rounded character.” Founded in 1558 and located next to St. Andrews Catholic Church and the village market place, the school had a tradition of teaching self-discipline and moral values, but also the spirit of competition through games of cricket and rugby, two sports that Billy adored.


    Although he was only one in a class of several dozen boys, his dark complexion and eyes made him stand out, and he appeared quite grim in school photographs, even when surrounded by a crowd of equally serious, properly uniformed schoolmates. Interested in the arts as well as athletics, he discovered that he had an aptitude for music and drama. Each Christmas, a parish play was performed at St. Mary Magdalene’s Hall for two nights; and in 1896 he appeared in black tights and skullcap as the Demon King in Cinderella, an experience that whetted his appetite for the stage. After enthusiastically trying out for roles in two more parish productions, he raised the ire of his brothers who considered acting an unsuitable profession.


    In 1899 Billy moved on to the revered Merchant Taylor’s School, then located in London’s Charterhouse Square. Richard had been educated there a few years earlier, and recalled having to memorize poetry and scenes from Shakespeare, a process that demonstrated the Pratt ability to retain and recite lengthy literary passages. As a respite from his studies, Billy enjoyed going to the theater, and he once saw his brother George, who used the name “George Marlowe,” at the Strand, starring with Fanny Ward in the Napoleonic romance The Royal Divorce. The only brother who had forsaken foreign service, George worked as an actor, drama coach and partner in Elverstein and Company, a Swedish firm of paper pulp merchants, before earning his medical degree and a position at St. Bartholomew’s Hospital.


    Encouraged by his renegade brother, Billy was further determined to become a performer. But the other Pratt brothers knew how financially precarious the life of an actor can be, and George’s middling success on the London stages added weight to their conservative arguments against such a career. Occasionally Billy would escape the oppressive brotherly atmosphere while visiting his sister, Julia, who had married a Suffolk vicar named Arthur Donkin. On the grounds of Semer Church, he enjoyed weekends with his niece, Dorothea, who was only eight years younger than he.


    Graduating from Merchant Taylor’s in 1903, Billy entered Uppingham, one of Britain’s best boarding schools, located in Rutland. Founded by Archdeacon Robert Johnson in 1584, it originally was a small country school attended by children from the town of Uppingham and its environs; but in 1853 Headmaster Edward Thring, one of the greatest Victorian educationalists, transformed it into a major institution “providing a variety of musical, sporting and practical activities.” To support its impressive academic schedule, the school also offered each student a safe, supportive environment and a sense of community involvement and responsibility.


    Having experienced family strain and some rather uneven treatment at home, Billy could not have been placed into a more stable environment. The beautiful rolling landscape and quaint villages surrounding the school and small market town of Uppingham strengthened his lifelong love of the outdoors. At first he attended only during the day, but by January 1904 was boarding on a full-time basis. The houses on the campus were individual structures surrounded by well-tended grounds and gardens, and each boy was allowed his own private space, including a partitioned study and sleeping area, within the dormitory.


    Living in Fircroft, Billy was advised by Housemaster Robert N. Douglas, Esq., who monitored both the academic and social progress of the two-dozen boarders in his care. Douglas was assisted by his wife, Lina, and several “praeposters,” or prefects, senior students who helped run the house and maintain order. During Billy’s stay, the praeposters included Charles E. Raven, S.H. La Fontaine, G.S. Brock, and C.K. Archer.


    Billy often found little to interest him in traditional academic subjects, but enthusiastically participated in the artistic and athletic offerings. Since Thring’s arrival at Uppingham a half-century earlier, music had been a major part of the curriculum, and the school was proud to have established England’s first director of music, Mr. Paul David. Billy particularly enjoyed voice and piano lessons, as well as speech and drama, and took part in a Fircroft show during the autumn of 1905. On July 6, 1906, the school’s annual Speech Day, he won a prize for his performance in German.


    Uppingham’s athletic facilities were extensive, and the grounds included “The Middle,” one of the largest unbroken stretches of playing fields in England. Located on the western side of Fircroft, this beautiful field expanded Billy’s interest in cricket, and during the summer of 1905, he joined his housemates in matches against Meadhurst and F.A.E. Ashwell’s XI. He also became a member of the Fircroft hockey team that year, joining 10 of his housemates, including J.G. (“Geoffrey”) Taylor, a small, athletically able young man who became one of his closest friends.


    Billy often walked to morning class with Geoff, who, being equally unconcerned about punctuality, joined him in running to the building, only to find the door shut and classes already under way. After a day’s study, at which, according to Geoff, Billy did not distinguish himself, the pair would walk to a shop in Uppingham’s High Street, where they would feast on fruit salads smothered in cream.


    Geoff’s athletic prowess far outdistanced Billy’s, and he excelled in cricket, hockey, track and field and boxing. In the school’s comprehensive sports competition for 1906, Fircroft was ranked fifth on the list of houses. Within the house, Geoff and Billy placed second and third, respectively, behind a chap named Selwyn, who, as an individual, placed fifth on the all-house list of 32 athletes. Participating in the routh cup and steeplechase, Geoff finished seventh in the all-house, while Billy, as a weightlifter, came in 17th. In their last Fircroft House photograph, taken in 1906, Geoff and Billy both stood proudly, their arms folded in manly fashion, side by side in the back row. As at Enfield, Billy’s Indian features made him stand out conspicuously, but now he had someone with whom he experienced social solidarity.


    Billy graduated from Uppingham after the spring term of 1906 and, that autumn, entered King’s College at the University of London, ostensibly to study for the consular service examinations. With his mind set against such a career, and feeling that he was not capable of passing the exams, he ignored his assignments and headed for the West End whenever possible. In the gallery of His Majesty’s Theatre, he was enthralled by the legendary Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree in Richard II, Antony and Cleopatra and The Tempest, and enjoyed the performances of Lyn Harding, Constance Collier, Cyril Maude, George Alexander, Lewis Waller and other favorites of the day.


    William Henry Pratt knew very little about acting, but it was the only profession he wanted to pursue. He had “the fire in his blood,” which is all that mattered. After two years of hiding out in theaters to avoid the university, he celebrated his 21st birthday, realizing he could escape the oppressive shadow of his conservative brothers. At about this same time, Emma gave him a £150 inheritance left by his mother 15 years earlier. While collecting the money at the family solicitor’s office, he debated over whether to emigrate to Canada or Australia and, after tossing a coin, chose the former. Having no idea what opportunities this unfamiliar country could provide for an aspiring actor whose only experiences were Enfield parish pageants and a show at Uppingham, he deliberately failed the consular service exam.
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    Silver Street, one of Enfield’s main thoroughfares.
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    Enfield Grammar School, where young Billy Pratt began his formal education.
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    William Henry Pratt, age 3 1/2.
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    Ten-year-old Billy Pratt (front row, center) with his Enfield classmates, 1897.
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    Fircroft House, Uppingham. 1996 photograph by Sara Jane Karloff
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    Billy Pratt’s bunk in the Fircroft dormitory, Uppingham. 1996 photograph by Sara Jane Karloff
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    Fircroft House hockey team, 1905. Billy Pratt stands far left, while his mate Geoffrey Taylor is seated, dead center.
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    Fircroft House photo, 1906. Billy and Geoffrey Taylor strike a pose of solidarity (back row, center).
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    William Pratt in 1907.

  


  
    Chapter 2: Canadian Pastures




    “Well, I was determined to be an actor, and I knew so little about the theater or anything connected with it, that I went to Canada.”




    Poised to depart Liverpool aboard the Empress of Britain on May 7, 1909, William visited the London offices of the Canada Company, claiming that he intended to become a farmer upon his arrival in North America. Steaming to Montreal on this maiden voyage, he was smitten by another type of maiden, although the romance must have been broken off while the Empress was still at sea. A surviving marriage certificate bearing the name “William Henry Pratt” includes no female name, nor any signatures.


    After landing in Montreal on May 17, William set out for Toronto, where he was to report to a Canadian official for an agricultural assignment. At “this damned place,” he was sent to the farm of Terence O’Reilly, eight miles outside Hamilton, Ontario. Excited about the prospect of work, he hitched a ride on a buggy, but was greeted with a chilly reception. O’Reilly had never heard of William Pratt and, to make matters worse, had no interest in a hired man. Knowing that farm work would increase dramatically during the coming weeks, William convinced O’Reilly to hire him at $10 per month, plus room and board, and he spent the late spring and early summer being roused out of bed by a pitchfork-wielding Irishman at 4:00 a.m. every morning. He had no problem waking up after a few dashes of ice cold water from the pump, and after trying to warm up in the itchy sweater O’Reilly gave him, he pulled on a pair of hobnailed boots and headed into the fields. By 4:30 a.m., he was in the pasture and, knowing less about livestock than he did about acting, attempting to round up the horses.


    After three months at O’Reilly’s, William had built up a stamina for hard physical labor, but was pleased to leave horse breaking behind and head west. After enjoying “the rugged beauty and impressive grandeur” of the Canadian Rockies, he stayed in Banff for a time. Accepting any odd jobs he could find on farms and with construction firms, he eventually made his way to Vancouver, where he earned 25 cents an hour digging a race track and a fairground. Nearly broke, he skipped breakfast before reporting to work on the first day, and then blistered both hands while operating a pick and shovel for 10 grueling hours. Prior to receiving his paycheck on the following Saturday, he had managed to live on just four cents a day.


    When his funds were nearly exhausted again, he serendipitously met up with Hayman Claudet, a man who had attended Dulwich College with his brother John. Recognizing the Pratt visage as he passed William on the street, Claudet wrote a note of reference to the Works Superintendent of the British Columbia Railroad Company, where another pick and shovel were waiting. After laying tracks for 10 hours a day, six days a week, he managed to save a whopping $16.80.


    William then accepted Claudet’s offer to help him land a job with a local real estate company. Hoping to work his way up from “glorified office boy” to salesman, he began to make $10 payments on a lot of his own, but when this situation fell through, he laid streetcar tracks, cleared land and shoveled coal for the British Columbia Electric Company, and then joined one of their survey parties working near some lakes about 70 miles outside Vancouver.


    While toiling in the British Columbian bush, William received a let er from Walter Kelly, a theatrical agent he had approached during a previous trip to Seattle, stating that a small stock company was looking for “somebody with just one head and a pair of legs” to fill a vacancy. William had given up hope that Kelly would take him seriously, since his interview had consisted of nothing but lies about his performances in numerous London plays — those he merely had watched from the distant balcony.


    Believing he was offered the position because no one else would accept it, he was told to join the Jean Russell Players in Kamloops, British Columbia, 250 miles away. On the train trip, he concluded that William Pratt was not the most advantageous name for an actor. Wasting little time mulling over pseudonyms, he chose “Karloff,” which he thought was a maternal surname, and tacked on “Boris” because it fit.


    Packing up in Kamloops, the company moved on to Nelson, where Karloff, the “experienced English actor,” participated in his first rehearsals and made his stage debut in heavy makeup as Hoffman, the sexagenarian banker, in Ferenc Molnar’s The Devil. Apparently his performance was so bad that Russell cut his $30 weekly salary in half before the final curtain fell the first night. But Boris made up for his inexperience by studying diligently, learning all his lines in the company’s repertoire of 18 plays and doubling as assistant stage manager.


    The Russell Players opened each new production on Monday, and after every evening’s performance, they would retire to a back room or basement, remove their makeup and return to the stage to rehearse the following week’s play. This regimen required the actors to report to the theater only once each day, and after completing all their work by around 3 a.m., they were free to catch some sleep before repeating the process again the following afternoon.


    Boris stayed with the Russell Players for about 18 months, until the entire troupe was stranded by the manager. While traveling by train from Edmonton, Alberta, to Regina, Saskatchewan, on July 31, 1912, the company learned that a monumental cyclone had literally leveled their destination, killing 41 citizens, wounding 300 and leaving 3,000 homeless. Having no place to play, Russell vanished, leaving many of his actors, including Boris, penniless and with no prospect of future employment. Desperate for any sort of work, Boris helped to clear away the immense debris, somehow managing to find a place to sleep.


    After working for six weeks to make Regina habitable, Boris labored as a baggage porter for the Dominion Express Company and in other toilsome jobs until, while thumbing through a theatrical trade paper, he noticed an advertisement calling for an experienced actor to join the Harry St. Clair Players in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan. He quickly wrote to St. Clair, who accepted him for a lengthy tour of Canada and the northern United States.


    St. Clair’s company was a bit ramshackle and often in dire straits financially, with no money to pay the actors. Boris described him as “truly honest…When he had the money, he paid us. When he didn’t, he didn’t have it.” In fact, St. Clair, even when he wasn’t able to pay his troupe, provided tuition-free dramatic lessons. Boris made the best of this work experience, and became very friendly with a married couple, Charlie and Connie Jackson, two fellow emigrant actors who hailed from Streatham, England, and had joined the company at the same time.


    While on the road and in his room during the day, Boris further developed his formidable talent for memorizing entire plays and, as a result, began to land more prominent roles. At any time, he could take the stage and perform stock essentials such as Charley’s Aunt, East Lynne, Paid in Full and Way Down East, and now was adding more titles to his growing repertoire.


    Not having any spending money troubled him very little, since he had no time to squander, but he was forced to become particularly creative in the areas of attire and cuisine. Visiting local cleaners, he would buy abandoned suits and “press” them beneath his mattress during the few hours he slept each morning. Rather than eating in restaurants, he propped his traveling iron upside down and fried an egg or boiled the vegetables and broth from a can of mulligatawny soup, saving the meat for his next meal.


    Boris was admitted to the United States on October 12, 1913, at Portal, North Dakota, by the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service. Prior to crossing the border, he apparently married a young English actress named Olive de Wilton, who was 11 years younger than he and probably about 14 at the time of their wedding. [1]


    For over a year, the St. Clair Players, having no money to travel, were stranded in Minot, which then was a railroad town with a population of about 10,000. Performing in an opera house above a hardware store, Boris and his compatriots ran through their repertoire of 18 plays rather quickly and then began frantically rehearsing new ones in order to offer their audiences two full-length productions each week.


    Boris’ reputation as a quick study was solidified, and he frequently was given the thickest script after they had been spread out on a table in front of the actors, each of whom had three days to learn the dialogue and create the character. “I hate to think of what some of the performances were like, but at least you had to get on with the job,” recalled Boris, who would use this rough and ready method — learning the dialogue and, rather than over-preparing his technique, allowing a certain amount of inspired improvisation — for the rest of his career. One of the plays he appeared in at the Minot Opera House had given him the acting bug back in Enfield — Cinderella — but this time, instead of the Demon King, he portrayed one of the hideous stepsisters.


    The patrons who paid to see the St. Clair Players were very enthusiastic, and many farmers traveled by horse-drawn sled through 30 miles of snow just to catch the latest offering. But when only a dozen people managed to climb the stairs to the opera house, St. Clair would drop an entire act in order to close a little earlier. Having no transportation, Boris’ own leisure activities were limited. After each evening’s performance, he usually walked across the street to relax with a Coke at the drugstore fountain of George Magnussen, who kept the business open late to accommodate the troupe. When World War I erupted in August 1914, Boris attempted to enlist in the British Army but was rejected when the doctor conducting his physical misdiagnosed a heart murmur. Thwarted in his patriotic effort, the 26-year-old actor returned to the safer environment of the stock company.


    Believing he had learned enough to break out of the dead-end rut he had settled into, Boris, with a savings of $60, left the St. Clair Players in Kansas and headed for Chicago in 1916. On North Clark Street, he rented a small flat adjacent to one inhabited by his old friends, Charlie and Connie Jackson, who had left the troupe the previous year. For $4 a week, he even received a gas hot plate, but his fortune was meager, and he haunted the office of Milo Bennett, a theatrical agent, nearly every day.


    After he had whittled his savings down to “about a quarter,” Bennett placed him with another stock company for a 10-week tour of West Virginia. Completing that, he returned to Chicago with $50, which he lived on until only a dime remained. Something about the windy city terrified him, and he later confessed that “Chicago has always given me the willies, because the knife is really at your throat there.” So he was more than happy to move on when a small troupe picked him up for a tour into Minnesota. Finding himself unemployed in St. Paul, he joined the Billie Bennett Company, who were touring across the Midwest performing Owen Wister’s The Virginian. In the villainous role of Trampas, he performed in Iowa, Kansas, Colorado and Nevada before reaching California in December 1917.


    Joining a stock company in San Pedro, he toured Southern California for about six weeks and then headed north to Vallejo for a jaunt in the San Joaquin Valley with the Maude Amber Players. In San Francisco, he worked with the Haggerty Repertory and other groups
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