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    Introduction



    Charlie Chaplin is most famously known for his “tramp” character—the
    homeless hobo that can be seen hopping from trains and lining up in the
    soup kitchens of the Great Depression. At a time when the whole world was
    struggling from economic meltdown, Charlie Chaplin made “destitute” a term
    of endearment.



    We may laugh when we see Charlie Chaplin so broke that he has to boil his
    shoes and eat them, but during the worst parts of the economic collapse of
    the 1920s and 1930s, some people had to do just that. So, at the time, even
    though many would laugh at the crazy tramp’s antics, they could also relate
    and identify with them.



    And the fact that Charlie Chaplin’s tramp character could be completely
    broke with his pockets turned out, sitting in a gutter with the rain
    pouring down, yet still be happy, gave people quite a bit of encouragement.
    People thought that if the homeless, wandering tramp portrayed in Chaplin’s
    films could get through such rough times and be alright, maybe they could
    too.



    As goofy as some of Chaplin’s slapstick comedic moments are in his films,
    it was the way he just kept trundling along, even in the face of great
    adversity, that empowered so many. It was this tantalizing glimpse of hope,
    more than anything else, that kept them coming back for more.



Chapter One



    Troubled Early Life



    “A man’s true character comes out when he’s drunk.”



    —Charlie Chaplin



    Charlie Chaplin was born in one of the poorer sections of South London to
    his father Charles Chaplin Sr. and his mother Hannah Chaplin on April 16,
    1889. His arrival in this world was preceded by his brother Sydney four
    years earlier. Both of the Chaplin parents were entertainers. His father a
    singer and his mother an actress and dancer in the popular British music
    halls of the time.



    Chaplin’s mother and father lived a turbulent existence in the early years
    of Chaplin’s life, jumping from club to club, and stage to stage, each
    pursuing their mutual interests in entertainment. As a result of their
    other myriad interests pulling them in different directions, the husband
    and wife were completely estranged from each other by the time Charlie was
    a toddler.



    Further cementing this estrangement was the fact that his mother gave birth
    to another man’s son in 1892. The child’s father was Leo Dryden, a familiar
    face in both Charlie Sr. and Hannah’s circle of friends and he was a fellow
    fixture at the music halls where they were both still struggling to get
    their big break.



    Illustrating just how unstable Hannah was as a mother, her former lover Leo
    insisted on taking full custody of their child by the time he reached six
    months of age. After this, Charlie Chaplin wouldn’t see his half-brother
    for 30 years. Charlie meanwhile was left quite literally to fend for
    himself, and at the age of seven, he was sent to the Lambeth Workhouse to
    help pay off some of his family’s debts.



    Later that year Chaplin’s mother finally succumbed to the financial and
    psychological strain that she was under and had a nervous breakdown.
    Custody of her children was subsequently taken away from her, and the
    remaining Chaplin brothers, Sydney and Charlie, became wards of the state
    and were housed in the Central London District School for Paupers.



    Charlie and his brother spent about a year and a half in this institution
    before his mother regained custody. But this was just another brief
    reprieve, and as the tension of his troubled mother began to surface again,
    Chaplin and Sydney were relocated once more, this time to the local Norwood
    School. This facility was a kind of poor house for impoverished children
    who couldn’t be looked after by their parents.



    To be sure, these early incidents of severe deprivation would leave their
    mark on Charlie Chaplin, and he would later develop his famed character of
    the “tramp” upon many of his experiences in these British houses for the
    poor.



    After his mother’s admission into London’s Cane Hill Sanatorium in 1898,
    the children were temporarily placed under the custody of their father.
    Conditions under the auspices of Charlie’s father were not much better. By
    then their dad was a raging alcoholic, and by all accounts, the man was so
    mentally distant from his kids that even though they were under the same
    roof, he was a stranger to them. Things would eventually become so
    unbearable that Britain’s turn of the century version of Child Protective
    Services—the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
    Children—came to pay the Chaplin residence a visit.



    The group investigated the living conditions and predictably deemed it not
    conducive for the children and so put Charlie and his brother Sydney on the
    move once again. Just two years afterward, Charlie’s father would pass away
    from severe cirrhosis of his liver, brought on by excessive alcohol
    consumption. Charlie and his brother were for all intents and purposes now
    completely on their own.



Chapter Two



    From the Poorhouse to the Stage



    “To truly laugh, you must be able to take your pain, and play with it.”



    —Charlie Chaplin



    In the midst of his shuffling around from poorhouses and other state run
    institutions, Charlie still found the time to follow in his parents’
    footsteps as a performer. And at the age of nine, following up on some of
    his father’s old connections at the music halls, Chaplin was recruited as a
    member of a clog dancing troupe. Clog dancing may seem rather archaic to us
    today, but this forerunner to tap dancing was quite popular in Britain at
    the time, and Chaplin was determined to make his mark.



    Knowing that the only other alternative was the poor house, he practiced
    his routines day and night until he became a crowd favorite. Thanks to his
    commitment and hard work in the troupe, by the age of 13 Chaplin was able
    to make enough money to support his family. It’s hard for us to fathom such
    a state of affairs today, but Charlie Chaplin, the 13-year-old, became the
    head of his family.



    Chaplin made enough money to put his family in a small flat, and besides
    paying the bills, he also became the guardian of his mother, taking her to
    and from appointments and admitting her to the psych ward when needed.
    Along with these responsibilities, the young Charlie continued to advance
    his career and by the time he was 14 he signed up with a professional
    theater group on the West End of London.



    Shortly after that, Chaplin was recruited to his first notable role in a
    rather whimsical production called Jim, a Romance of Cockayne. He
    played the part of a local newspaper boy. Even though the role was small,
    it turned out to be a big break for Charlie Chaplin. The overall production
    of the play tanked, but Chaplin was applauded for his comedic abilities on
    the stage. A local paper of the day called the Topical Times,
    while it had immense criticism for the rest of the cast, had nothing but
    praise for young Charlie Chaplin. A page out of the editorial stated that
    he was the “one redeeming feature” of the whole production, and a “bright
    and vigorous child actor.” Noting the accolades the youth had received,
    Harry Arthur Saintsbury, the playwright behind the play, decided to include
    Chaplin in his next stage version of Sherlock Holmes in the role of “Billy
    the pageboy.”



    From here, the young aspiring actor Charlie Chaplin was granted the status
    of a regular and would play a part in several recurring roles over the next
    few years. Chaplin would continue to reprise his role in Sherlock Holmes
    until 1906 when he finally decided to leave the production behind. Upon
    leaving the cast of Sherlock Holmes, Chaplin was now 16 going on 17 years
    old, and he was ready to see the world.



    So, what do young men do when they wish to see the world? They join the
    circus of course! Well, in truth the circus that Chaplin joined was not of
    your Ringling Brothers variety, it was a group of burlesque, comedic





Conclusion



    After Chaplin’s disappearance from the American movie scene, he would
    finally see a renewed interest in the early 1960s. The opening salvo in
    this call for America to bury the hatchet with Charlie was a 1962 editorial
    in the New York Times that satirically read, “We do not believe
    the Republic would be in danger if yesterday’s unforgotten little tramp
    were allowed to amble down the gangplank of a steamer or plane in an
    American port.”



    It seemed that by the 1960s the media’s desire to malign Charlie Chaplin
    had grown cold and the animus that had previously been dished out had
    cycled back to the nostalgia of the good old days of Charlie Chaplin, the
“little tramp.” Several other newspapers would follow suit with the    New York Times in their editorial sections, all of them seeming to
    long for Charlie Chaplin to come waltzing back to America.



    With this shift in the atmosphere, the climate seemed just right for
Charlie Chaplin to release his autobiography, a memoir titled simply    My Autobiography. He had been working on the manuscript for the
    book since 1957, and by the time it went off to the publisher, it was 500
    pages, primarily focused on his glory days as an entertainer. Leaving out
    most of his recent trauma, the book was just what Charlie and the public
    needed to help them remember the good times when Charlie Chaplin and his
    tramp-like character were the darlings of the nation. The time was indeed
    ripe for a comeback, and the book became an almost immediate best seller.
    Even so, Chaplin wouldn’t make his final return to America until 1972.



    The occasion was to receive the Special Academy Lifetime Achievement Award.
    Chaplin, standing next to the celebrity host Jack Lemmon, looked like a
    fragile shell of his former self. He also seemed to still be in shock that
    he was back in America and on that stage. It appeared that after the years
    of being beaten down by the press, public opinion, and Hoover’s FBI,
    Chaplin had finally given up.



    He was not expecting to be received back in open arms, so this was quite a
    shock to his system. So was the deafening applause. In honor of Mr.
    Chaplin, people clapped, clapped, and clapped some more. They couldn’t seem
    to do or say enough to thank this man who had eked out a successful path
    through the treacherousness of the film industry back when California’s
    movie studios sat on barren, desert wastelands. The clapping was so long it
    set a record for the longest standing ovation that anyone had ever (then or
    now) received. Chaplin’s spirits seemed to be greatly buoyed and renewed by
    this reception, and he was eager to begin his next big film project, but
    although his mind was willing, sadly enough, his flesh was extraordinarily
    weak.



    After suffering a few subsequent strokes he was confined for the most part
    in a wheelchair, and it became exceedingly hard for him to even speak, let
    alone direct a film. Nevertheless, before the clock of his legacy struck
    midnight, Chaplin was able to finish a few last projects. First, there was
    his illustrated biography My Life in Pictures, which was released
    in 1974, and then the re-scoring of his old film A Woman of Paris,
    before finding the time to show up in a documentary featuring his life
    story called The Gentleman Tramp which aired in 1975.



    Later that year Chaplin would receive what was probably the thrill of his
    life, being knighted by Queen Elizabeth II. He was still confined to his
    wheel chair, but as he sat there and had the customary sword tap both of
    his shoulders to symbolize his ushering into knighthood you could sense the
    pride swelling up from within his body.



    Chaplin’s health would continue to fade, even as his spirit soared during
    his last days on Earth. He finally left us on Christmas morning—December
    25, 1977—as if to prove that Charlie Chaplin was a gift to us all.


