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This one’s for Andrew, Carolyn, Hannah, Jenna and Sara - different kinds of heroes.
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“Tired of hard-talking, level-headed heroes? Then meet a new kind. He’s soft-spoken, bespectacled Hiram Holliday. But don’t let his timid manner fool you, he’s a hero alright! You’ll agree when you see his dizzy adventures.”

“He’s television’s most refreshing hero, played by television’s most refreshing personality, Wally Cox. Hiram’s adventures are a unique, entertaining blend of thrills and laughs.”

TV ads for The Adventures of Hiram Holliday




  
Introduction

Fictional heroes come in all shapes and sizes. Some, like the deductive genius Sherlock Holmes, the buccaneering Simon Templar or the blunt instrument that is James Bond, seem immortal, destined to be periodically revived and rebooted. Others though, like Hiram Holliday, are not so lucky and seem to be overlooked and forgotten. Until now.

The alliterative Mr Holliday was the hero of a small number of short stories and books written by noted American author Paul Gallico, though for a generation of people he was also the hero of a short lived TV series—based on those stories--which initially aired in the US in the late 1950s, a few years later in the UK and subsequently around the world. For people of a certain generation it generates fond memories, but being of a certain vintage—and committing the 21st century sin of being in black and white--the show hasn’t been rebroadcast in decades and with just a small handful of episodes available online it’s rapidly becoming a faded memory. Until now.

This was a TV show, the pilot for which scored higher in test viewings than shows with future TV legends Johnny Carson and Phil Silvers. This was a show with an established and popular star as its lead that everybody liked—it should have had a long run. When the BBC in the United Kingdom aired it—at a time when there were just two TV channels competing for audiences—his adventures were popular enough to get a repeat run just a few months later. Such a quick repeat was almost unheard of at the time for an imported show. Yet this was a show that got pulled off its initial American network before the end of its run, with a sponsor prepared to take a sizeable financial hit rather than air further episodes.

What happened?

Come now, and discover the amazing adventures of Hiram Holliday…




  
Chapter One: Who is Hiram Holliday?

Meet Hiram Holliday.

He is, according to a description early on in the first story, a “stoutish little man…with unruly sandy hair and bright blue eyes behind steel-rimmed spectacles”. ‘Unremarkable’ would appear to be an apt description. Indeed just a few paragraphs later another character, observing Hiram, asks her companion, “Did you ever see a duller-looking man?”

But Hiram has a secret…

“What no one knew was that outside office hours Hiram Holliday was a gentleman adventurer; that laboriously, with infinite pains and patience, he had in his later years acquired all the outward attributes of the romantic hero…He learned to do the things that make men men, many old things that they had to do to survive… He went to fencing salle and shooting school and took lessons in foil, epee and sabre, pistol and rifle…Laboriously, an hour a week, because it was all he could afford, he mastered the art of flying a plane. He joined the National Guard and drilled once a week. He went to a gymnasium and learned to box, and even acquired a smattering of ju-jitsu. These were the escapes…which gave him the zest for living.”

He first appeared in a series of short stories Cosmopolitan magazine in 1939. Written by Paul Gallico they were quickly collected into book form and published later that same year—his first published work of fiction. Nowadays Gallico is best remembered for his book The Snow Goose, about the relationship between a hunchback and a young girl, or perhaps his novel The Poseidon Adventure, which was later adapted into the 1972 film of the same name but he was a prolific writer and spent a lifetime working as a storyteller.

Paul William Gallico was born in a Park Avenue boarding house in New York City at four thirty in the morning of July 26th, 1897. His father was Paolo Gallico, a well-known pianist and composer. Gallico Senior was born in Trieste, Italy in May 1868 and had first come to America at the age of fourteen when he made his first appearance as a concert pianist in New York City. He returned around a decade later as a solo pianist with a number of leading symphony orchestras. He met and married Hortense Erlich, an Austrian lady, and when they came to New York in 1895 he set himself up as a music teacher to help provide a regular income. One of his pupils was Jerome Kern, who would go on to become one of the leading musical theatre composers of his day.

Gallico Junior was a small, weak, sickly child and had a governess to take him to school until he was ten years old. Those physical issues perhaps help explain why one of his early boyhood ambitions was to be a doctor, for when he was at camp he carried a first aid kit with him and would bandage the other kids when they were hurt. Another boyhood ambition, perhaps unsurprisingly, was to be a writer.

He attended PS 6 and PS 70 in New York before moving on to DeWitt Clinton High School and graduated from there to enter Columbia University in 1916. But with World War I in full swing he took time out from his education and enlisted in the US Naval Reserve. Because of his poor eyesight he initially attained, as he put it, “the loathsome rating of yeoman”. He did manage to progress to become a gunner’s mate, however he later confirmed that the nearest he came to seeing service was watching a French liner bound for France from a nearby ferry.

After the war he returned to university and worked his way through a number of jobs to pay his tuition fees including stints as a tutor, translator, longshoreman, an usher at the Metropolitan Opera, librarian, gymnasium attendant and a factory hand. He was also a keen rower and in his final year, captain of the university crew with many press reports calling him “the most powerful rower in the boat”. He graduated from Columbia University with a Bachelor of Science degree in 1921.

That same year he married his first wife, Alva Taylor, the daughter of a Chicago Tribune columnist and started work as the review secretary for the National Board of Review of Motion Pictures, an organisation dedicated to selecting and discussing what its members regard as the best films of the year. But it wasn’t what he was looking for and just a few months later he joined the New York Daily News as film critic. However, within a year he was moved to the sports department for, as he would later confess, “being too fresh”.

Sports would prove to be his niche. In August 1923 he was assigned to cover Jack Dempsey, the world heavyweight boxing champion, who was preparing to defend his title against Luis Firpo and was at a training camp in Saratoga Springs in New York.

“My burning curiosity got the better of prudence,” Gallico later wrote. “I presented myself to Dempsey one August afternoon on the porch of his cottage at the camp and asked whether he would spar a round with me so that I might write a story on how it felt to be hit by an expert.” It was arranged for the following Sunday. “I’d never had gloves on before, it was a sheer experiment,” he would later recount. With 3,000 spectators on hand, “I can remember seeing Dempsey’s berry-brown arm flash for one instant before my eyes. Then there was this awful explosion within the confines of my skull, followed by a bright light, a tearing sensation and then darkness. Slowly it grew light again. I was sitting on the canvas with one leg folded under me, my mouth bleeding, grinning foolishly. The ring made a clockwise revolution, stopped, and then returned with a counter clockwise movement…And, like an idiot, I got up!”

He lasted one minute and thirty-seven seconds.

“I was assisted from the enclosure and taken someplace else to lie down until my addled wits collected themselves sufficiently for me to get to my typewriter. I had a splitting headache and was grateful to be alive.”

That experience with boxing lead to other challenges: golfing against Bobby Jones, swimming with Johnny Weissmuller and trying to get a hit off Dizzy Dean. He also raced cars and boats and flew aeroplanes. About a year later he was made sports editor on the paper and for the next thirteen years, seven days a week he was allowed to think, write and say what he pleased in his own daily sports column.

Early in 1936, having sold a short story for $5,000, he made the decision to give up sports writing, go freelance and write fiction. “I was scared to death,” he told The Los Angeles Times in a 1972 interview. He’d sold a number of short stories to the Saturday Evening Post whilst still working as sports editor on a rival publication and “in one of those lucid moments of self-analysis that are sometimes given to us, it seemed to me I had tarried long enough by the wayside. It was then or never.”

He retired from sports writing, went to live in Europe and never looked back. He later confessed to New York Magazine, “I’m a rotten novelist. I’m not even literary. I just like to tell stories and all my books tell stories…And before I fold up, I hope to write stories that are better than the stories I’ve written…I’ll write as long as my brain is able to put two sentences together.” He went on to write and sell short stories, articles, novelettes and serials to magazines such as Cosmopolitan, Colliers, The American Magazine, Good Housekeeping, Liberty, Esquire, Reader’s Digest and the New Yorker.

Whilst The Adventures of Hiram Holliday was published in both the US and the UK in 1939, its origins lie in the Autumn of 1938 when, arriving in London, he received a telegram from Cosmopolitan magazine asking if he would do a tour of the six major cities of Europe—London, Paris, Berlin, Prague, Vienna and Rome—with a view to gathering background material for a series of short stories that would combine reporting of conditions, people and their emotions in those cities. In his book Confessions of a Storyteller, published in 1961, he elaborated:

“Hiram Holliday was born in a Dutch K.L.M. transport plane, en route between Hanover and Berlin, sketched on the backs of envelopes, and developed and completed in the Adlon Hotel shortly after arrival. The name was carefully composed. ‘Holliday’ has a dashing, attractive ring to it. Everyone likes the word ‘holiday.’ It makes us think of gay, carefree times when exciting things can happen to us. ‘Hiram’ is a country name, simple, naive, and rooted in the American soil. Hiram Holliday had a rhythm to it that caught on. The character was as carefully thought out and put together. I was after a new kind of reader-identification. It seemed to me that the clients of the magazine must be tiring of the superperfection of the muscular and invincible hero. I wanted to offer a figure not only with whom the average man past his youth could identify himself in spirit but whom he could actually see himself matching in physical prowess, without too much stretching of the imagination. If Hiram Holliday, a sedentary ex-copyreader and a rank amateur at such dramatic avocations as fencing, riding, shooting, flying, swimming, judo, and skiing could be a kind of d’Artagnan, adventuring around tortured Europe—well, who couldn’t?”

The first adventure for Hiram was entitled ‘Crisis in London’ and appeared in the March 1939 edition of the magazine. Gallico later recalled,

“’Crisis in London’ was written in Cuernavaca, Mexico, where I had taken Harold Circuit’s house for the winter of 1938 as a part of a general scheme of living, which was to hole up to write in odd but pleasant out-of-the-way places, and incidentally familiarize myself with new and interesting backgrounds and countries. For this is the most wonderful part of free-lance writing (when the world is at peace); your office is under your hat and you can live yourself into a place in short order and begin to work…readers of this series have frequently claimed that Hiram Holliday is autobiographical and that Hiram is myself. He is not myself at all, he is my alter ego. He is what I would like to see when I look into a mirror. And he certainly is what once I would have liked to have been.”

‘Crisis in London’ gives us plenty of Hiram’s backstory, “for fifteen years Holliday sat on the rim of the Sentinel copy-desk, correcting copy, writing headlines and checking up the work of men of action” until he saved his publisher from a $500,000 libel suit by virtue of the placement of a comma. That grateful publisher awarded him a bonus of $1,000 and a month’s paid leave. Hiram decided to take a trip to Europe.

Hiram arrives in London on the Britannique and having experienced the city—a city on the brink of war—he heads for the Sentinel’s London office. There, for the first time in his life, he commandeers a typewriter and starts writing, “There will be no war, because England is England no more…London is blackmailed, naked and afraid…England has lost its strength, its wit and its guts…”. He wrote and wrote, flung it on the Bureau Manager’s desk and walked out. He goes for a walk but in Green Park he sees a woman and child being attacked. Hiram and his umbrella come to their rescue. Once they have escaped, and before the police arrive, the woman, who we learn is called Heidi, explains to Hiram that they are from Austria and that this was a kidnap attempt on Peter the young boy. Hiram helps them escape to Plymouth where they can catch the SS Bordeaux, which is bound for France. He then catches a train back to London. Reading some magazines on the way he discovers that he’s been helping Princess Adelheit Von Furstenhof of Styria—known as Princess Heidi—and her nephew Duke Peter. Back in his room there’s a couple of cablegrams waiting for him; one is from Joel Smith at the Sentinel telling him he’s fired, the other is from Beuheld, the Managing Editor at the paper telling him he made Smith fire him, so that he could hire him—as a writer!

‘Sanctuary in Paris’, which appeared in the April edition of the magazine, adds some more details to Hiram’s story; we discover he is five feet ten inches tall and was born in New York on August 10th, 1899. Beauheld sends Hiram to Paris, instructing Clegg, the bureau chief, to make use of him there. But Clegg doesn’t know what to do with him. Somewhat melancholy after his adventure in London, Hiram buys a ticket to the Cirque Antoine. During the intermission of the performance he make the acquaintance of Lisette, one of the horse riders in the circus and he takes her to supper after the show. The following day he goes to a pipe shop to get his repaired but whilst there accidentally picks up and leaves with someone else’s umbrella. He examines the umbrella and discovers a secret compartment with papers in. Those papers are mostly in Russian and given that a Russian General had recently disappeared and an undersecretary killed, Hiram tries to get the papers translated.

In the end he mails them to Beauheld at the Sentinel but when he returns to his hotel room, he’s met by the man from the pipe shop looking to return his umbrella. A fight ensures, with the man producing a gun, but Hiram, with the help of his ju-jitsu, prevails, however he uses the wrong hold and his assailant is killed. Hiram flees, and seeing a group of men in the lobby waiting, he fears the worst and makes his way to his only friend in the city, Lisette. She is in her dressing room and Hiram manages to get dressed up as a clown before his pursuers start knocking. Hiram performs as Grognolle the clown and soon the show is a big hit. Soon though the Sentinel breaks the story using the papers Hiram sent them and Paris is even less safe for Hiram. Disguised as Grognolle, he makes his way to the airport and flies to Prague.

Which, unsurprisingly enough, is where ‘Illusion in Prague’, which was published in the May 1939 edition of Cosmopolitan, starts. Hiram has been looking for the Princess, who was thought to be living in exile in Prague, but with no success he returns dejectedly to his hotel. Somewhat cautious after his Paris adventure, in the lobby he spots a man with an obviously false beard but is distracted when he receives a cable from Beauheld which confirms they are squaring away the situation he left behind in Paris. Hiram meets up with Reck, the Sentinel’s local correspondent who invites him to a local party that would be filled with all sorts of high level people but Hiram is tired and plans to turn in, leaving Reck to go to the party alone. Getting some fresh air Hiram spots the man with the false beard leaving the hotel and suspicious, he follows him…to the party that Reck is attending. Hiram discovers, much to his delight, that the host of the party is Princess Heidi.

Heidi introduces Hiram to her fiancé, Count d’Aquila. They, along with some friends, go to see Madam Ovenecka, who lives upstairs in the same apartment block. Also at the party is Madame Strakova, a high ranking government official and Hiram spots the man with the false beard making a beeline for her. Hiram finally gets to talk to Heidi and discovers that Peter is asleep in another room, and that they are both still wanted by the Nazis. But when Heidi takes Hiram to go and see Peter, the boy has disappeared. As they search the apartment Hiram makes his way outside in time to see the man with the false beard leaving in a cab. No one is able to find Peter and Hiram makes his way back to the hotel where, in the lobby, he sees the man with the false beard. Putting two and two together he tries to pull the beard off…only to discover it’s real and that the man is a local dentist. He tries some more maths and realising who has kidnapped Peter, makes his way back to Heidi and they make their way to the apartment upstairs. There they discover Peter however a fight ensues and the kidnappers manage to get away with Peter. Hiram promises Heidi that he will find him.

‘Death Notice in Berlin’, which appeared in the July edition, starts rather ominously for our hero. On a November morning in Berlin a heavily bandaged Herman Weide is in court, charged with being a communist, working against the Third Reich and planning to set up an illicit broadcasting station. Weide maintains he is the victim of a plot and that his real name is Hiram Holliday; regardless, he is sentenced to be executed in a couple of days.

How did he get in this mess? He was sent to Berlin by Beauhold to cover the shooting of an Embassy secretary by a Jew. When the secretary dies the Sentinel’s man in Berlin advises him to keep off the streets for his own safety. But Hiram is never one to do as he is told, so goes out for drinks and dinner. He comes across an antique store run by a Jew that is being attacked. The proprietor is attacked and beaten by storm troopers. Hiram spies a red-headed woman in a sports car watching the riot, but he can stand by no longer and attacks one of the storm troopers. But the storm trooper’s colleagues start beating up Hiram and he is rescued by the red head who drives them to safety. She is the Grain Irmgarde von Helm, the partner of Dr Grunze, the evil Minister of Foreign Propaganda. At Irmgarde’s mansion she and Hiram get to know each other—the morning after Hiram returns to his hotel and writes his story for the paper. But Irmgarde calls him and he returns to the mansion only to meet Dr Grunze. Hiram interviews Grunze and when the job is done, leaves to write up his interview. But he is mugged on the way back to the hotel and all his papers are stolen. He gets back to his room but hasn’t been there long before he is visited by the police and the SS who accuse him of being Herman Weide, communist and they arrest him for high treason but not before they beat him badly.

In prison a heavily bandaged Hiram is visited by Irmgarde, who tells him how he has been set up by Grunze. Irmgarde has a plan to get him out; they swap clothes and she takes his place—assuring him that as the Grafin she won’t be executed. She tells him to go back to her place and gather his things and flee to Paris. But she also tells him to avoid one room in the house.

Hiram does as he’s told but too late, he realises what Irmgarde has done. She killed Grunze and this is her way of paying for her crime…

‘Flight from Vienna’ which was published in the August 1939 edition, sees Hiram having spent three months in Vienna having found no trace of Peter or Heidi. He goes for a drink with his friend Baron Willi von Salvator to Franzl’s to hear Mitzi sing. In the bar some brown shirts come in and persecute one of the patrons, but the Baron stands up to them. As Mitzi starts to sing her attention is taken by a fat man, a woman and a little boy who are in the bar. She stops singing and disappears backstage – Hiram notices this, and he recognises the fat man and the boy as well. He formulates a quick plan with the Baron’s help. Mitzi gets into their car and Hiram snatches the boy from the fat man. Amidst a hail of gunfire they make a quick getaway in their car.

The boy is Peter and Mitzi, Heidi. They head to the Wurstl Prater—amusement park—for as Hiram says, no one will think of looking for them there. But after a couple of rides they head for the shooting gallery but they are attacked by three men. They manage to escape into a taxi and seek sanctuary for a few days in a monastery. However they know they can’t stay too long so make their escape and head for the border, however to do that they have to cross the Alps and eventually a shattered Hiram fears that they have failed, only to discover that they have in fact made it into Italy.

‘Duello in Rome’ which appeared in the September 1939 edition is the last of Hiram’s adventures for now. Hiram had collapsed on the Italian side of the Alps unconscious and when he woke up Heidi and Peter were gone. The locals, understanding their situation, had passed them on from house to house whilst Hiram recovered. However when he was well enough the Sentinel sent Hiram to Rome where he again meets with Heidi and Peter who are being looked after by the Italians. However, Hiram’s reputation has preceded him and he is soon being met by Lieutenant DI Cavazzo, a member of the Secret Council. Hiram has offended the Italian government with his articles about his adventures and Commendatore Ara-Pesca challenges Hiram to a duel. If he refuses, he’ll be expelled from the country and portrayed in the Italian press as a coward. He accepts the challenge and writes what may be his last story for the paper. Coutn d’Aquila is also in Rome and Hiram asks him to help. As Hiram’s the one who has been challenged, he can choose the weapons and he chooses a Roman sword. After a momentous battle Hiram wins the duel; however, he is seriously injured and it is two months before he can sail back to America. However, on the boat to New York he meets Heidi and Peter who are also going home…

The book itself was published in October by Alfred A Knopf and proved remarkably popular with a second edition going to print just a month later. Aside from the magazine serialisation many of the stories were also serialised in a variety of newspapers around the world and although the stories themselves are quite short, they were abridged for serialisation. Witness this, the opening paragraph to the book version of “Flight from Vienna”:

“It was the Baron who suggested that Sunday afternoon later in March, Hiram Holliday’s last day in Vienna, that in the line of a farewell party they go to Franzl’s in Grinzing to hear Mitzi sing Gassenhauer, old Viennese folk songs, later go on to the Cibenzl Terrace, overlooking all Vienna, for dinner, and perhaps wind up the evening with one of their absurd whirls through the “Wurstl Prater’, the famous old amusement park. Hiram didn’t care. He was leaving Vienna for Rome the next morning and was gloomy and depressed with a sense of failure, and yet in a way glad to be going.”

Or this opening from The Daily Courier, July 18th, 1939:

“It was Baron Willi von Salvator who took Hiram Holliday, foreign correspondent, out to Franzl’s Inn to hear Mitzi, the new toast of a chastened Vienna, sing old Viennese folk songs. Willi wanted to cheer Hiram up, for Hiram was in the doldrums. Hiram had promised himself that he would recover little Duke Peter of Styria who had been kidnapped by Virslany, the Nazi, in Prague, because he was a Hapsburg prince, and restore him to his sister Heidi, sweet princess Adelheit von Furstenhoff, with whom Hiram Holliday happened to be quite hopelessly in love. More than that, he had promised Heidi that he would find Duke Peter.”

Reviews around the world were good; Australian papers, in a column entitled “What London is Reading” noted that “there is an added interest in this racy story in the fact that its author is an American, and that we consequently have American comments—expressed or otherwise—on the European scene during this last fateful year. Altogether this is a book in which thrills abound on a topical stage and invention rules; but since it is also a book in which the hero is a man of passionate ideals, and a hatred for evil tyranny, it is an interesting aside on current events.”1

The Scotsman also liked the book:

“Mr Gallico is a new writer of romantic fiction, and his Hiram Holliday is the eternal crusader in modern guise. Hiram’s almost incredible adventures are described with magnificent verve and fine skill. The reader finds himself intensely concerned with the outcome of a one-man crusade against the disintegrating forces of international gangsterism, and beset with anxiety lest the right should not prevail.”2

A selection of other reviews from the time:

“Hiram is a queer card who drifts with extraordinary ease into the excitements of international crisis. In time, the thrill of his adventures gets somewhat blunted and interest in his oddity of character diminishes.”3

“Mr Gallico’s book is a brilliant and light-hearted piece of genuine entertainment with sufficient truth behind it to make it credible, at least at the time of reading…A genuine change this, from the ordinary crime or spy story.”4

“It is a story unique among thrillers and utterly enjoyable.”5

“An exhilarating kaleidoscope of Europe on the eve of War.”6

Such a popular book was bound to generate a sequel and just over a year after he made his first appearance in Cosmopolitan, Hiram was back in its pages. ‘The Strange War of Hiram Holliday’ was serialised from June to November 1940 and published under the title of The Secret Front in book form that autumn.

It was marketed as the continuing adventures of Hiram Holliday—which begs the question as to why he doesn’t feature in the title—and indeed a plot summary suggests it is just more of the same; witness this from The Cincinnati Enquirer of 19 October 1940:

“In this second book Hiram carries on. In Warsaw he starts covering the German invasion for his paper. On an information seeking trip that takes him behind the German lines he observes the assassination of a German general and finds a stray paper from the General’s notebook with
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