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Introduction

At the end of the Columbia serial chapters, the announcer usually hyped the next episode as an exciting chapter, a thrilling chapter, an excitement-laden chapter or something similar. I always liked it when the next chapter was called “gripping” (whatever that means). That is the genesis of the title of this book.

This book is not a history of the motion picture serial nor is it an encyclopedia of serial facts. Rather, it is a compilation of research and writing on topics that are not usually addressed in books on the sound movie serial. For example, there is an entire chapter devoted to all of the sources for the sound movie serials, including comic strips, comic books, the pulps, novels and radio shows. There are three chapters analyzing the cliffhanger endings to serial chapters, since the cliffhanger is the one element of the serial genre which distinguishes it from all other types of movies. Other topics addressed include serial sequels and series, the stars who appeared in serials, prolific contributors to serials and stock footage and bloopers. The book ends with appreciations of three serials that are special to me.

Early on, while researching sound movie serials, I realized that the best sources of information for the material in this book were the serials themselves. In addition to watching many serials over many years, I had to watch and re-watch portions of a number of serials to locate a particular cliffhanger, a piece of stock footage, a line of dialogue or the like. In the process, I gained renewed respect for the genre, which entertained millions for over 35 years on very limited budgets.

Secondary sources were also an important source of information for this project. While I looked at numerous books and magazine articles, I only included in the bibliography those written sources which provided information actually used in the book. The other printed materials that I consulted were often helpful but mainly were used to confirm information I already had.

The web is an important source of information in this computer age. I probably viewed hundreds of websites to check and cross-check information I had discovered on my own or had learned about from other sources. Obviously, I could not list all of those sources in the bibliography. Instead, I listed the sites that provided either substantial or very important information for this book.

Many of the photographs and all of the lobby cards used in this book are from my personal collection. With the use of web sources and attendance at conventions, it is amazing how quickly a significant collection of movie memorabilia can be assembled. In addition, several of the photographs are web captures. The sites that gave me permission to use their photographs were: The Old Corral, Greenbriar Picture Shows, and Bill & Sue-On Hillman’s ERBzine. Their web addresses are listed in the bibliography. I recommend all of these sites, not just for their great photographs, but also for their interesting discussions of all aspects of film.

The other photographs are screen captures, taken from DVD’s of serials. They were then digitally enhanced by my daughter, Emma Backer, who was then a photography major in college. In addition, Emma worked to improve the quality of all of the other photographs and lobby cards used in the book and helped to design the cover. Without Emma’s help, this project would not have been possible.

I hope you enjoy this book. While I cannot promise that each chapter will be exciting or thrilling, I am sure that all of the chapters are gripping (whatever that means).


Chapter 1:

A Short History of the
Sound Motion Picture Serial

In 1926, the movie, Don Juan, was released. It was the first feature film with synchronized music and sound effects. In 1927, the first talking and singing feature film, The Jazz Singer, was produced. Although known as the first talking picture, the film had long silent sections. In 1928, the first all talking film, Lights of New York, was released. From that point forward, silent films were on their way to extinction.

Serials went through a similar variation in the early use of sound. Some early sound serials were silent movies with synchronized music and sound effects. Examples of these are Tarzan the Tiger (Universal, 1929) and The Lightning Express (Universal, 1930). Other early serials also had some dialogue sequences, such as The King of the Kongo (Mascot, 1929) and The Ace of Scotland Yard (Universal, 1929). The Lone Defender (1930) was the first all talking, all sound serial produced by Mascot and The Indians Are Coming (1930) was the first one produced by Universal. Both were 12 chapter westerns, the first being about the fight for a hidden gold mine and the latter about Indians, a wagon train and a quest for gold.

The last serial produced for motion picture theaters was Blazing the Overland Trail (Columbia, 1956). It was a 15 chapter western about raids on settlers heading west on the Overland Trail and a villain planning to create a private army to take over the territory. Thus, serials came full circle, with the first and last all talking serials being westerns.

In all, there were 231 sound serials produced in Hollywood, of which 224 were all talking. Slightly less than one-third were westerns. The others were generally jungle adventures, science fiction films or contemporary spy or crime dramas.

The major studios, MGM, Warner Brothers, Fox and Paramount, did not release any sound motion picture serials. Another major studio, RKO, released only one, which was the 1932 production of The Last Frontier. United Artists, considered a minor studio, also did not produce any serials. Indeed, in the early sound era, the serial tradition of the silent era was kept alive by the independent studios and by Universal Pictures.

I.THE INDEPENDENTS AND MASCOT

Independent film companies which produced serials during the early 1930s included these forgotten names: Metropolitan Pictures, Syndicate Pictures, Victory Pictures, and Screen Attractions. In all, there were 14 sound serials produced by the small independent companies. Most of these serials were forgettable and many, such as Stage and Screen’s releases of Custer’s Last Stand, The Clutching Hand and The Black Coin (all 1936), are very difficult to watch today.
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Law of the Wild (1934). While many famous stars performed in Mascot’s serials, such as John Wayne, Tom Mix and Gene Autry, a horse named Rex and a dog named Rinty may have been Mascot’s biggest stars. In this serial, Rinty was portrayed Rin-Tin-Tin, Jr. The human actors pictured in this lobby card are Ernie Adams and Lucile Browne.

Nevertheless, the independents provided a romantic lead and hero’s role to Bela Lugosi in The Return of Chandu (Principal, 1934), which gave that serial a unique flavor and makes it watchable today. Edgar Rice Burroughs was able to do his own version of Tarzan in the 12 chapter serial entitled The New Adventures of Tarzan (Burroughs-Tarzan Enterprises, 1935). That serial gave viewers a chance to compare Burroughs’ screen interpretation of his own creation with the more successful MGM feature films of the day.

Another independent studio, Mascot Pictures, produced 24 serials in the sound era, many of which were westerns or contained western elements. This was in addition to the studio’s production of six serials during the silent era. Mascot was innovative in the early years of sound movies, releasing the first sound serial with spoken dialogue, King of the Kongo (1929) and one of the first all-talking serials, The Lone Defender (1930).

Mascot’s serials are remembered for their convoluted plots, the outdoor action, and most importantly, the stars who appeared in them. Mascot provided John Wayne with three of his earliest screen appearances, in the 12 chapter serials, The Shadow of the Eagle (1932), The Hurricane Express (1932), and The Three Musketeers (1933). Tom Mix, one of the most popular cowboy stars of the silent cinema, gave his last screen performance in The Miracle Rider (1935). In that same year, Mascot introduced a new cowboy star to movie audiences, giving Gene Autry his first major film role, in The Phantom Empire. Indeed, The Phantom Empire is undoubtedly one of the best-remembered and best-loved serials of all time, with its crazy mixture of a western, a science fiction movie and a musical all rolled into one.

Mascot also brought “real” people to its chapter plays. Football legend Red Grange appeared as himself in The Galloping Ghost (1931). Clyde Beatty, the animal trainer, appeared as himself in The Lost Jungle (1934).

While the Mascot serials were not as sophisticated as the Republic serials to follow, the Republic serial formula began to develop at Mascot. In addition, actors, writers and directors went to Republic from Mascot when Mascot merged with other independents in the middle 1930s, thus giving Republic a substantial base with which to begin its production of serials.

II. REPUBLIC SERIALS

Republic Pictures was formed in 1935, with the consolidation of several independent studios including Mascot Pictures. Mascot had its own studio facility in Studio City, the former Sennett lot. Thus, Republic immediately began operating with a studio and the expertise to make serials and other B-films.

Republic was famous for its B-westerns and its serials. In the mid-1940s and early 1950s, it also produced an occasional A-film, such as The Sands of Iwo Jima (1949) and The Quiet Man (1952). In all, Republic produced 66 serials.

Republic had a set formula for its serials. At first blush, however, the formula was not that much different from the plot outlines for the Universal and Columbia serials of the same era. There was a hero, a female assistant or ally, a master criminal or master spy or Nazi, henchmen willing to carry out their leader’s directions without question and a significant McGuffin or quest by the villain, such as the Golden Tablets of Hippocrates, which contained the only known cure for cancer but also the whereabouts of a vast treasure (Perils of Nyoka (1942)) or the scepter of Genghis Kahn, which could help Fu Manchu conquer the world (Drums of Fu Manchu (1940)).

Often, either the hero or the villain was masked. Almost always, the villain’s true identity or nefarious motive was unknown to the hero until the last chapter of the serial. Oftentimes there was a mole in the hero’s camp, giving vital information to the villain to thwart the hero’s efforts. In an early chapter, a significant but disposable character, such as the father or brother of the hero, was killed, thus fuelling the plot.

Of course, there were variations on this formula. Zorro’s Black Whip (1944) and Jungle Girl (1941) had female leads, although they were ably assisted by male companions. Some serials had large sections of “comic” relief while others had none or very little. In serials such as The Masked Marvel (1943) and The Lone Ranger (1938), it was the identity of the hero which was the mystery and not the identity of the villain.

This Republic serial formula was used, to some extent, by both Universal and Columbia. What set Republic’s serials apart were the simplicity of the Republic plots and the simplicity of each chapter. A chapter ended with a cliffhanger. In the next chapter, the cliffhanger was resolved in the first two minutes or so. Then the serial seemed to reload. Either the plot turned back to the villain, who had a new idea to accomplish his nefarious schemes or the plot turned back to the hero, who had a new idea to trap the villain. Each chapter, along with two minutes of the next chapter, was a unit, with little transition between chapters. Thus, it was easy to pick up a Republic plot if one were starting the serial in the middle. In addition, if a chapter were missed, the viewer could quickly come up to speed on the story by watching just a few minutes of the next chapter.
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The Black Widow (1947). Republic sometimes varied its serial formula by having a female lead, such as in Zorro’s Black Whip and Jungle Girl, or by having a female lead villain, such as in Perils of Nyoka or The Black Widow. Pictured is Carol Forman playing the title character, Sombra, in The Black Widow.
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The Tiger Woman (1944). Here is Linda Stirling playing the title character and lead female role. Also pictured from left to right are Allan Lane, sitting down and George J. Lewis with the gun.

The Republic formula made the writing of Republic serials less important than that of other studios. Republic therefore had to rely on its execution to distinguish its product from that of the other studios. In that regard, Republic excelled.

Republic had a number of excellent directors, the most famous of whom were William Witney and John English. Together, they directed 17 serials at Republic, and by themselves or with others, another nine serials at Republic. Their joint efforts are among the most widely admired serials of all time, including Daredevils of the Red Circle (1939), Zorro’s Fighting Legion (1939), Drums of Fu Manchu (1940), and Jungle Girl (1941). Their serials are still noted for their slimmed-down plots, action-oriented stories and spectacular cliffhangers.

Republic was also famous for its choreographed fights. It seemed that in some serials, there was at least one fight per chapter. These were not, however, the unplanned fights of prior serials with wild punches thrown at random. Republic had carefully planned fisticuffs, with realistic punches, jumps off furniture or anything else in sight, swings on ropes, and fighting up and down steps. Furniture was smashed, often over the backs of the fighters. By the end of a fight, there was little furniture or other breakable property left undamaged in the room. When the audience members became involved in a Republic fight, they knew they had been in a fight.

Closely related to fights were the stunts that were accomplished by Republic’s outstanding array of stunt men, including Yakima Canutt, Dave Sharpe, Tom Steele and Dale Van Sickel. Their stunts included jumps into moving trucks, runs up walls, dives through windows, jumps onto horses from great heights, falls from stagecoaches between the wheels and the like.

Republic serials were also famous for their special effects, usually developed by Howard and Theodore Lydecker. The brothers created outstanding miniature work, which resulted in awesome explosions, large avalanches and tremendous crashes. They also developed the greatest flying sequences of all time, in King of the Rocket Men (1949) and its progeny.

The effectiveness of the music in the Republic serials cannot be underestimated. Unlike the other studios, Republic invested in significant original scores, such as Mort Glickman’s memorable music for Spy Smasher (1942), Perils of Nyoka (1942), and Secret Service in Darkest Africa (1943), William Lava’s exciting score for King of the Royal Mounted (1940) and others, and Albert Colombo’s tension-filled music for The Fighting Devil Dogs (1938). Some of this music and other original scores then reappeared in other Republic cliffhangers.
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Trader Tom of the China Seas (1954). This is one of the last Republic serials, featuring two of its 1950s stars, Harry Lauter (pictured) and Aline Towne.


After World War II, however, the quality of the Republic serials deteriorated. The formula became stale, the serials became shorter and the re-use of footage from prior serials, especially in the cliffhangers, grew substantially. By this time, Republic seemed to pay less attention to its serial product and so did the movie audience.

III. UNIVERSAL SERIALS

Of all the different studios that produced either silent or sound serials, Universal produced the most serials over the longest period of time. Universal’s first serials were released in 1914; its last serial, The Mysterious Mr. M, was released in 1946. In all, Universal produced over 140 serials, of which 69 were sound serials. Undoubtedly, Universal’s most famous serial, in Universal’s 30 years of serial production, was Flash Gordon, released in 1936.

Flash Gordon had the highest production budget of any serial up until that time, reputed to be approximately $350,000. To put this in perspective, The Phantom Empire and Undersea Kingdom, made around the same time and each with some science fiction elements, cost under $100,000 per serial. Few other serials cost more than $150,000.

The budget showed on the screen. Although the rocket ship sequences are often criticized today, they were state of the art special effects for their time and, frankly, sometimes seem more realistic than the computer-generated effects of modern day. Flash did battle with giant creatures, something unique to this serial. Ming’s palace was lavish.

In story and performances, the serial holds up today. Although Republic Studios was often credited with ushering in the golden age of serials (a period from approximately 1937 through the end of World War II), it was Flash Gordon which resurrected viewer interest in the serial format. Flash Gordon was so popular that it played evening performances at first run movie theaters and not just matinees. The serial was Universal’s second highest grossing film of the year, behind only Three Smart Girls, starring Deanna Durbin.


[image: images]

Flash Gordon (1936). Flash Gordon (Buster Crabbe) and Dale Arden (Jean Rogers) in a publicity photo. They are standing on the steps to Dr. Frankenstein’s laboratory from Bride of Frankenstein (1935).

However, Universal’s serials were not just the Flash Gordon trilogy and its other science fiction adventure, Buck Rogers (1939). Universal turned out a number of excellent serials, including many westerns such as The Rustlers of Red Dog (1935) and Riders of Death Valley (1941), crime stories, such as Gang Busters (1942) and Mystery of the River Boat (1944), and spy stories, such as The Adventures of Smilin’ Jack (1943) and Lost City of the Jungle (1946). In addition, Universal emphasized aviator heroes in its serials, such as Tailspin Tommy (1934), Ace Drummond (1936) and Sky Raiders (1941). Even in serials which were not about aviators, flying scenes were abundant. Universal also based a number of its serials on comic strips, including Tailspin Tommy (1934), the first serial based on a comic strip, Flash Gordon (1936), Buck Rogers (1939), Jungle Jim (1937) and Secret Agent X-9 (1937 and 1945).
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Tailspin Tommy in the Great Air Mystery (1935) Based on a comic strip, the three heroes of the story, Betty Lou Barnes, Tommy Tompkins and Skeeter Milligan, are all excellent aviators in the serial. Pictured from left to right are Jean Rogers, Clark Williams and Noah Berry, Jr.

Universal Studios often did not use much original music in its serials. Les Preludes, by Liszt, was a common background theme in many of its serials, such as Flash Gordon Conquers the Universe (1940) and The Phantom Creeps (1939). Other music was lifted from prior Universal films. For example, the music in the Flash Gordon trilogy was lifted from many sources, including early 1930s horror films such as The Invisible Man (1933), The Black Cat (1934) and The Bride of Frankenstein (1935). Once familiar with the Flash Gordon serials, it can be jarring to hear this music played in a movie, even though the movie was released before Flash Gordon, because the music has became so identified with Flash Gordon. Nevertheless, the music from all three Flash Gordon serials is always interesting. Other notable Universal scores include Winners of the West (1940), with its western theme music and Riders of Death Valley (1941), which incorporated the classical music of Mendelssohn.

As contrasted with Republic Pictures, Universal Studios emphasized plot and writing in its serials. Where the Republic serial seemed to reload after the cliffhanger resolution at the beginning of each chapter, the Universal chapter plays seemed to flow, with the cliffhanger ending and resolution just a part of the whole story, rather than an independent episode, with little relationship to the remainder of the serial. Thus, in The Great Alaskan Mystery (1944), at the end of the first chapter, a boat bringing the heroes to Alaska hit an iceberg. That cliffhanger was resolved at the beginning of the second chapter but it still took the heroes until the middle of Chapter Three to make it to their ultimate destination in Alaska.
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Riders of Death Valley (1941). Universal’s million dollar serial required a million dollar cast. In the top row, from left to right, are Buck Jones, Dick Foran and Leo Carrillo. In the bottom row, from left to right, are Noah Berry, Jr. and Guinn “Big Boy” Williams.

In Rustlers of Red Dog (1935), the first cliffhanger was related to a wagon train in trouble. Although that cliffhanger was resolved at the beginning of the next chapter, the people on the wagon train remained at risk for several more chapters, with each cliffhanger in some way related to the wagon train or the people traveling with it. That story arc then concluded and the serial moved to chasing after the gold shipment which arrived on the wagon train.

With this approach, Universal serials were not simply cliffhanger to resolution to cliffhanger to resolution but they could be something more. For example, Secret Agent X-9 (1945) was more of a spy v. spy story, with moves and countermoves by the hero and villain to attempt to thwart each other’s plans. These types of serials had interest more for the story lines than for each individual cliffhanger.

Universal ended its production of serials in 1946, long before Republic and Columbia ended their production. Apparently, Universal chose to end its production of cliffhangers and other “B” films because it wanted to focus on the production of “A” feature films. Prior to the end of that production, there was no perceptible drop in the quality of the cliffhangers that Universal produced. Thus, each viewing of a Universal serial today is an adventure, because the year of production is not a clue to the quality of the serial, as it can be with the Republic product.

IV. COLUMBIA SERIALS

Columbia was the last studio to enter the serial market, with its release of Jungle Menace in 1937. It was a story about pirates, smugglers and wild animals, starring real life wild animal trainer, Frank Buck. Columbia was also the last studio to end movie serial production, with its 1956 release of Blazing the Overland Trail. In all, Columbia produced 57 serials.

Columbia’s serials, in terms of plot and structure, were generally more like the serials of Republic than those produced by Universal. It was not unusual for a Columbia product to have a masked villain, such as The Gargoyle in The Spider’s Web (1938), The Skull in Deadwood Dick (1940) (a rare masked cowboy villain) or The Wizard in Batman and Robin (1949). There were even masked heroes, such as the title characters in Batman (1943) and The Phantom (1943). Much like the Republics, there were seldom long story arcs but, rather, a chapter tended to stand on its own.
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Holt of the Secret Service (1941). This is a publicity photo for the serial directed by James W. Horne, with Jack Holt playing his namesake, Jack Holt, in the serial, although he usually uses his alias Nick Farrell, and Evelyn Brent, as secret service agent, Kay Drew, who poses as Nick’s wife throughout the serial.

However, it is nearly impossible to stereotype the Columbia serial product. In the early years, some of the Columbia serials were actually produced by the Weiss Brothers, who had previously produced their own independent serials, such as Custer’s Last Stand (1936) and The Clutching Hand (1936). Thus, an early Columbia serial such as The Secret of Treasure Island (1938) had a rambling plot, with chapters that did not always end in cliffhangers. The early Weiss product produced for Columbia was not like the cliffhangers of either Republic or Universal.

Thereafter, Columbia went through a series of three producers, Jack Fier, Larry Darmour and Rudolph Flothow, who brought Columbia’s serial product closer to that of Republic and, to a lesser degree, Universal. The most famous Columbia director during this era was James Horne who, from 1938 until his death in 1942, directed or co-directed 12 serials at Columbia. His solo efforts were known for their comedy elements, including double takes and over the top acting. His experience in comedy shorts, including work with Laurel and Hardy, came in handy in those serials.
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Who’s Guilty? (1945). In this Columbia serial produced by Sam Katzman, policeman Bob Stewart, played by Robert Kent (on the right) is investigating a murder at the Calvert Mansion. He is “assisted” by newspaper reporter Duke Ellis, played by Tim Ryan (on the left). Also shown is one of the suspects, Ruth Allen, played by Amelita Ward.

In terms of comedy, the difference between the Horne product and that of the other studios was that in these Horne serials for Columbia, the comedy did not come from minor characters introduced solely for that reason, such as Smiley Burnette’s character in Dick Tracy (1937). Rather, the humor came from the antics of the villain and his henchmen, in serials such as The Green Archer (1940), Captain Midnight (1942) and The Spider Returns (1941). While Horne’s serials had more real humor than the serials of either Republic or Universal, Horne’s humor also tended to undercut the effectiveness of the serial because it undercut the menace brought by the villain. Love them or hate them, however, Horne’s novel approach to serials gave a unique flavor to the Columbia product of the Horne era.

In 1945, Columbia turned to Sam Katzman to produce its serials and he did so, through the last serial produced in Hollywood in 1956. Katzman’s previous work had been at Monogram Studios, one of the Poverty Row production companies known for its low budgets. While Katzman did produce serials at Columbia on an efficient basis, with cartoons often employed in place of special effects, the use of the same music in serial after serial and the use of the same sets and locations over and over again, there was no immediate drop in the quality of the Columbia serials that he produced, until, of course, the 1950s, when even the quality of Republic serials fell.

Also, whatever justifiable criticism there may be of the serials produced by Sam Katzman at Columbia, at least, from time to time, Katzman did attempt to stretch the serial form by using different story material than the standard crime, spy or western melodrama. For example, Son of the Guardsman (1946) and Adventures of Sir Galahad (1949) were set in old England. The Great Adventures of Captain Kidd (1953) was a pirate adventure. Brick Bradford (1947) and Captain Video (1951) represented a return, in part, to the other world serials of the 1930s such as Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers. Who’s Guilty? (1945) was an attempt to create a whodunit in serial form. While those were hardly the greatest serials of all time, there was at least a variety to the setting and the plot that was missing in the Republic serials of the same era.

Columbia based a number of its serials on comic strips, such as Mandrake the Magician (1939) Terry and the Pirates (1940), The Phantom (1943) and Brenda Starr, Reporter (1945). Others were based on comic books, such as the two Batman (1943, 1949) and two Superman (1948, 1950) serials, along with Congo Bill (1948), Blackhawk (1952) and others.

In terms of quality, most serial fans put the Columbia serials behind those of both Republic and Universal. There is a lot of truth to that. Even though Columbia was larger than Republic, it did not match the special effects, stunts or music from the Republic cliffhangers. Unlike Universal, Columbia did not replace those elements with strong writing and acting.
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Blazing the Overland Trail (1956). This was the last movie serial produced in Hollywood. Even though this serial and other Columbias of the era were shorter and used more stock footage than the Columbia serials from the 1940s, Columbia promoted this serial as a “Super-Serial.” Pictured on the right is hero Lee Roberts.

However, Columbia produced a number of excellent serials, such as Holt of the Secret Service (1941), The Secret Code (1943), Batman (1943) The Phantom (1943), and Atom Man vs. Superman (1950). Indeed, the two Superman serials, produced in 1948 and 1950, very late in the serial cycle, were major productions which were very popular. Superman (1948) is often mentioned as the highest grossing serial of all time. Much like Flash Gordon, it played first run theaters, not just neighborhood theaters.

V.THE DEMISE OF THE SERIAL

Both internal and external reasons caused the demise of movie serials. On an internal basis, by 1950, after 20 years of sound motion picture serials, there was nothing new to be tried. There seemed to be no innovative plots, stunts, or cliffhangers left. Sometimes it seemed as if everything that could be done had already been done several times before. Even when Republic introduced the special flying effects in King of the Rocket Men (1949), there was nothing special about the serials that made use of those effects.

Also, budgets were going down and the Republic serials, at least, became substantially shorter. Both Republic and Columbia made more use of stock footage, thereby reinforcing the view that serials had nothing new to say.

The external force was television. As television became popular after 1949, the slimmed down serials could not compete. The television product, in weekly half hour episodes, albeit without cliffhangers, was at least as good as the serials then being produced. Many serial stars went into television, such as Clayton Moore (Lone Ranger (1949-1957, with a break)), Ralph Byrd (Dick Tracy (1950-1951)) and Duncan Renaldo (The Cisco Kid (1950-1956)). Indeed, certain serials were transformed into television shows, such as the aforesaid Dick Tracy, Superman (1952-1958 - Adventures of Superman), and Terry and the Pirates (series of the same name in 1952). The 15 chapter serial, Captain Video (Columbia, 1951), was even based on a television character.

[image: images]

Radar Men from the Moon (1952) The rocket man trilogy contained the most innovative flying effects all of the serials. Here is an actor in the rocket man suit along with Aline Towne.
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Undersea Kingdom (1936). This was an inventive, science fiction serial made in the early days of Republic, involving a trip to another world, which in this case, was the lost city of Atlantis. Here Unga Kahn (Monte Blue) and an assistant, Ditmar (Boothe Howard) are using the new-fangled invention of television to spy on Crash Corrigan (Ray Corrigan) and an ally.

Television did not just affect serials; it affected all motion pictures. In 1946, the American film industry had gross revenues of 1.7 billion dollars. In 1958, just 12 years later, gross revenues had dropped below 1 billion dollars. By 1962, they had fallen to around 900 million dollars. To battle television, the studios had to concentrate on bigger productions, wider screens and color. Serials, along with newsreels, shorts and cartoons, became expendable.

As any avid serial fan knows, television was invented in the 1930s by nefarious villains (e.g., Zolok in Lost City (1935), Unga Khan in Undersea Kingdom (1936) and Tiger Shark in The Fighting Marines (1935)) who used the device to communicate with their henchmen, or to spy on the hero. Despite the use of this new technology by the villain, the hero somehow managed to survive, and then defeat the villain. However, by the 1950s, television triumphed where the villains could not. Television finally killed off all the serial heroes, along with the villains, henchmen, sidekicks and scientists that made serials so special.


Chapter 2:

Serial Sources

Almost forty (40%) of serials originated from other sources, such as comic strips, comic books, novels and even a poem. The following is a survey of the sources of the motion picture serials. A summary of the sources for serials is contained in Appendix A.

I.DAILY AND SUNDAY COMIC STRIPS

Comic strips (or cartoon strips, as some of the credits read) from the daily and Sunday newspapers were a significant source of material for serials. Universal was most famous for basing serials on comic strips, using eleven different comic strip characters in its serials. With sequels, that meant that comic strips were the source material for sixteen different Universal serials. Columbia also found the comics to be a great source of material for its chapter plays, basing six serials on comic strip characters. Republic also relied on comic strips as source material, particularly with its longest serial series, Dick Tracy. Here is a look at serials based upon comic strips.

Tailspin Tommy (Universal)

Tailspin Tommy (1934) was the first serial based upon a comic strip. It was followed a year later by Tailspin Tommy in the Great Air Mystery. According to the credits, these serials were based on Hal Forrest’s cartoon strip, Tailspin Tommy. The strip debuted as a daily comic strip in 1928 and added a Sunday feature in 1929. Hal Forrest was the original cartoonist for the strip, but the stories were written by Glen Chaffin. In 1933, Forrest bought out Chaffin’s interest in the strip and that is why Forrest had the only credit in the serials. Although there were eventually a number of comic strips about airplanes and aviators, Tailspin Tommy was the first.

The strip told the story of young Tommy Tomkins, who lived with his widowed mother in Littlefield, Colorado, a small town about a hundred miles from Denver. Tommy, who had an interest in airplanes from an early age, talked “airplane” so much that he even acquired the nickname, “Tailspin Tommy,” before he ever rode in a plane. While an older Tommy worked on autos at the local garage, he took a correspondence school course in aviation in the hope of learning to fly a plane through the mail.

Tommy’s life changed forever when one day, Tommy spotted a plane in trouble and ran to help out. The plane was flown by mail pilot Milt Howes, who made a successful emergency landing near Littlefield. Howes took Tommy under his wing, so to speak, and got him a job fixing airplanes at Three Points Airlines in Texas, which was owned by Paul Smith. There, Tommy met his girlfriend-to-be, Betty Lou Barnes, a waitress at the airport café.

Tommy eventually obtained his pilot’s license, as did Betty Lou Barnes and Tommy’s childhood friend, Skeeter Milligan, who followed Tommy from Colorado to Texas. The three then became involved in airplane adventures all over the world.

The strip was not long-lived, ending in 1942. Tommy also made appearances in pulp magazines, a radio series and four motion pictures for Monogram Studios in 1939 and 1940.

Although the main plot to the 1934 serial, Tailspin Tommy, was original to the serial, a number of incidents therein came from the comic strip, such as Tommy earning his flyer’s license, a payroll robbery, an attempt to hijack valuable shipments being transported by air and the filming of a World War I movie, “The Midnight Patrol.” The main characters from the strip, Tailspin Tommy, Skeeter Milligan and Betty Lou Barnes were present, as was Three Points Airlines.

The sequel, Great Air Mystery, took much less from the comic strip, but still included some plot ideas from the comics, such as a dirigible that catches fire and crashes and a civil war in a South American country. The sequel clearly maintained the spirit of the comic strip with an emphasis on aviation and the adventures of Tailspin, Skeeter and Betty Lou.

Flash Gordon (Universal)

Flash Gordon (1936) was the second serial to be based upon a comic strip, and it was the first Universal serial to be based on a comic strip distributed by King Features. The strip first appeared in the Sunday comics on January 7, 1934. Alex Raymond was the cartoonist and Don Moore the writer. It was not until 1940 that Flash Gordon also became a daily strip.

In the opening credits of the original Flash Gordon serial, the phrase “Alex Raymond’s cartoon strip” appeared under the title. The credits went on to state that the serial was “based on the newspaper feature entitled “Flash Gordon” owned and copyrighted by King Features Syndicate.” The two sequels also credited King Features but only the third serial mentioned Alex Raymond again.
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Flash Gordon’s Trip to Mars (1938). In this sequel to the original, the earthlings meet the Clay People and the Tree People. Here the heroes are out in the land of the Tree People, looking for Prince Barin’s rocket ship. Pictured from left to right are Buster


The original Flash Gordon serial relied substantially on the original comic strip story, from the strip’s opening with the impending destruction of the Earth, the meeting of Flash Gordon, Dale Arden and Dr. Zarkov, and the rocket ship trip to the Planet Mongo. There the three earthlings met Ming the Merciless, Princess Aura, Prince Barin, Thun, Prince of the Lion Men, and Vultan, King of the Hawk Men. Anyone who has seen the serial will recognize these characters from the comic strip.
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Flash Gordon’s Trip to Mars (1938) Pictured is the most merciless serial villain of them all, Emperor Ming (Charles Middleton) with his nemesis, Flash Gordon (Buster Crabbe).

The second serial took place on Mars, thus the title Flash Gordon’s Trip to Mars (1938). Although all of the main characters returned, except for Princess Aura, the story line did not come from the comic strip. However, the new villain, Queen Azura of Mars, was based upon a character from the original comic strip, Azura, the Witch Queen of the Blue Magic Men.

The third serial in the trilogy was Flash Gordon Conquers the Universe (1940). The setting returned to Mongo and the story line was based more on the comic strip by Alex Raymond than was Trip to Mars. Prince Barin and Princess Aura were now married. In order to thwart Ming’s plans, Flash enlisted the aid of Queen Fria of Frigia, who was based on a character from the original strip.

Although Alex Raymond’s involvement with the comic strip ended in 1946, Flash Gordon continued in the comic pages in different forms and styles with different writers until 2003, when it ended as a daily strip. It continued after that date as a Sunday feature. Flash Gordon also appeared in other media, including radio, television, books and pulp magazines, along with a full length movie in 1980. Interestingly, the radio show ended after 26 weeks, with Flash and his gang crashing into the jungle and being rescued by Jungle Jim. Jungle Jim then took Flash Gordon’s place on the schedule and the jungle adventure became a long running radio series in its own right.

Ace Drummond (Universal)

Eddie Rickenbacker was an ace fighter pilot during World War I, purportedly shooting down 26 enemy planes. For his war time actions, Rickenbacker was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor in 1931. Rickenbacker used his wartime experience to write a comic strip known as Ace Drummond, which was illustrated by Clayton Knight. Knight was also an ex-pilot. The strip was distributed by King Features and ran in newspapers from 1935 to 1940, first as a daily strip and then in the Sunday papers starting in 1938. The comic strip featured aviator Ace Drummond and his adventures around the world. He was often accompanied by his co-pilot, Dinny Doyle, and a teenager named Bill. Drummond’s first name was probably based on Rickenbacker’s nickname, “Ace of Aces.”
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Ace Drummond (1936). Jean Rogers, in the center, plays the female lead, Peggy Trainor. On the left is Guy Bates Post, as the Grand Lama, and tied up is Chester Gun, as Kai-Chek.

Continuing its relationship with King Features, Universal made a serial of Ace Drummond in 1936. The credits clearly utilized Rickenbacker’s reputation by stating that the serial was based on the newspaper feature created by Captain Eddie Rickenbacker. Also, at the beginning of each episode, a picture of Captain Eddie Rickenbacker was shown, with the caption “America’s Beloved Ace of Aces, The Inspiration of Youthful Airmen the World Over.” The plot was original to the serial, although there was a young boy named Billy in the serial.

Jungle Jim (Universal)

In addition to Flash Gordon, Alex Raymond’s drawings and Don Moore’s writing were the source for another Universal serial based upon a comic strip. The serial was Jungle Jim, which was released in 1936. The strip of that same name debuted in the newspapers on the same date as Flash Gordon, i.e., January 7, 1934. Although not as well-known as Flash Gordon, Jungle Jim was popular enough to continue in the papers until 1954. It was just a Sunday feature and never a daily strip.

The comic strip was set in the jungle with a jungle hero named Jungle Jim Bradley. However, the hero was not a Tarzan-style hero but rather, was a westerner who lived in the jungle. The jungle was not in Africa but was in Malaya, Borneo and Sumatra in Southeast Asia. Jim was accompanied on his adventures by his faithful sidekick, Kolu, and he had a recurring female friend, Lil.

These general concepts were carried over into the serial, but without any of the characters from the comic strip, other than Jungle Jim. The story of the serial was also original. In the credits to the serial, the only reference to its source was the comic strip owned and copyrighted by King Features Syndicate. In the comic strip recap for each chapter beginning with Chapter Two, however, Alex Raymond received a credit in both the first frame and across the top of the strip, in the title line.

In terms of movies, Jungle Jim was most famous for the sixteen movies made by Columbia beginning in the late 1940s, starring Johnny Weissmuller. Weissmuller also appeared in a television version of the character which was syndicated for one season beginning in 1955. A radio version of Jungle Jim was on the air for almost 20 years, starting in 1935 and ending around the time the strip was cancelled in the newspapers.

Dick Tracy (Republic)

Dick Tracy has been called the second most familiar fictional detective in the world, falling behind only Sherlock Holmes. The comic strip was first published in 1931, in both Sunday and daily versions, by the Chicago Tribune-New York Times Syndicate. It told the story of a police detective from a city resembling Chicago who pursued a set of vicious, but colorful characters, such as Pruneface (reflecting the distortion of his sun-damaged face), Flattop (reflecting the shape of his head), the Blank (a faceless killer after being shot in the face with a gun), the Brow (who had scars across his forehead), Mumbles (who was very hard to understand from the way he talked) and the Mole (who lived underground). Other early series regulars included Tess Trueheart (Tracy’s girlfriend and eventual wife), Pat Patton (Tracy’s sidekick), and Junior (an orphan adopted by Tracy, who eventually became a police artist).
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Dick Tracy’s G-Men (1939) Phyllis Isley (Jennifer Jones) has something to say to Ralph Byrd (seated) while Ted Pearson (in the middle) looks on.

The serials brought almost nothing from the comic strip, even though each had a credit for the cartoon strip by Chester Gould. Dick Tracy was turned from a city police detective into an FBI agent. In that capacity, he fought memorable villains, namely the Lame One, Pa Stark, the Ghost and Zarnoff. Junior was introduced in the first serial and the character was carried over into the second serial. However, none of the other regulars appeared in the serials and none of the memorable villains from the comic strip were used. Some of the scientific methods of police work which were employed in the serials were, at least, inspired by the comic strips. However, the movie serials were all original works and if the name “Dick Tracy” were not in the titles and if Chester Gould were not mentioned in the credits, no one would have recognized any relationship between the serials and the comic strip.
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Dick Tracy vs. Crime, Inc. (1941). When studios re-released their serials, they sometimes gave them new names, yet for some reason used both names in the advertising. Here, Ralph Byrd, in the dark suit, portrays his signature character, Dick Tracy. Note that the source material of the Gould comic strip is mentioned on the card.

The comic strip itself continues in the newspapers to this day. Dick Tracy has also been the star of a long–running radio program, a short-lived television show and several motion pictures.

Secret Agent X-9 (Universal)

Secret Agent X-9 (1937) was, according to the credits, based on the newspaper feature owned and copyrighted by King Features Syndicate. There were no other source credits, which was surprising since several famous people were associated with the strip in its early days.

The original strips, which were first published in 1934, were a confusing mixture of a private eye and government spy tale. Dashiell Hammett, the original writer assigned to the strip, and probably the best-known hard-boiled detective writer of that era, left the strip early, contributing only four stories. He was replaced for a short time by Leslie Charteris, best known for writing the Saint mystery stories. Alex Raymond, one of the best-known cartoonists of the era, based on the comic strip, Flash Gordon, and to a lesser extent, Jungle Jim, was also involved with the strip in its beginnings. Raymond also left X-9 after one year, being very busy on the Sunday strips for his other two comics. Charles Flanders took over the strip from Raymond, and it was then disclosed that X-9 actually worked for the FBI. The strip continued in the newspapers until 1996.

In the first serial, Agent X-9 also worked for the FBI. The plot, about a gang of thieves who stole the crown jewels of Belgravia, a fictional European country, was original to the movies. It took nothing from the comic strip.
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Secret Agent X-9 (1937). Scott Kolk plays the title character and Jean Rogers plays Shara in this first serial based upon the comic strip. In the 1945 version of this comic strip, Lloyd Bridges played the title character.

Secret Agent X-9 (1945) was, according to the credits, based upon the newspaper feature entitled “Secret Agent X-9” owned and copyrighted by King Features Syndicate, Inc. No reference was made to Hammett, Raymond or Flanders. Mel Graff had taken over the strip in 1940 and thereafter, X-9 became a spy and was given a name, Phil Corrigan. Eventually, the strip was re-named Secret Agent Corrigan.

The 1945 serial version of X-9 was based on the Graff version of the serial, with X-9 being a spy for the United States in a serial set in a foreign country. He even used his real name, Phil Corrigan. However, the plot was original to the serial.

Radio Patrol (Universal)

The comic strip Radio Patrol began as a daily strip in 1933 and became a Sunday feature the following year. It continued as a daily strip through 1950. It was written by Eddie Sullivan and drawn by Charlie Schmidt, who both worked for the same Boston newspaper. The strip was a police detective story about Sgt. Pat (the strip’s lead character), Pat’s partner in patrol car 11, Stutterin’ Sam, police woman Molly Day, a young boy, Pinky Pinkerton and Pinky’s Irish setter, Irish. Radio Patrol was the first adventure strip to feature uniformed policemen. The strip was originally called Pinkerton, Jr. The revised title of the strip was inspired by the then new device of radio-dispatched police cars.

The serial was based generally on the comic strip, as it was also about a city police force. The police characters, Pat and Sam, were carried over to the movie. None of the other characters made the transition to film, although the serial character, Pinky Adams, had some similarity to the comics’ character, Pinky Pinkerton. Pinky, who did have a dog named Irish in the serial, was actually more of a partner to Pat in the serial than his supposed police partner, Sam. There was also a character named Molly Selkirk, who used the pseudonym Molly Day for a part of the serial. She was not, however, a policewoman and therefore had no relationship to the Molly Day of the comic strip. The police did use radio-dispatched cars to chase the villains, a concept taken from the comic strip. The plot of the serial was not based on any particular comic strip story. The only credit in the serial was the usual one for King Features Syndicate.

Tim Tyler’s Luck (Universal)

Universal continued its relationship with King Features Syndicate by creating a serial based on Tim Tyler’s Luck, a strip first published as a daily in 1928. A Sunday version of the strip was added in 1931. The strip was created by Lyman Young, who is now most famous as the older brother of Chic Young, the creator of the comic strip, Blondie. At one point, Alex Raymond drew the strip, making this the fourth serial based on his work. Tim Tyler’s Luck continued in the papers until the 1990s but in a steadily decreasing number of publications.
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Tim Tyler’s Luck (1937). Lora Lacey, played by Frances Robinson, who is in the jungle trying to obtain information to clear her brother of a crime he did not commit, acquires a jungle admirer.

The strip was about an orphan, Tim, who traveled the world with his friend, Spud, seeking adventure. For a number of years, starting in 1932, the setting of the story was Africa, and that was incorporated into the 1937 serial, Tim Tyler’s Luck. At the beginning of the serial, Tim was not an orphan; he was searching for his father, a professor, who had disappeared in Africa. Tim was assisted by the Ivory Patrol, which was a paramilitary outfit which policed parts of Africa at the time. In the comic strip, Tim and Spuds eventually became members of the Ivory Patrol. As was the practice with many of the serials produced by Universal, the only source credit was to the King Features Syndicate.

Red Barry (Universal)

King Features’ Red Barry provided another source for a Universal serial. The comic strip debuted in 1934 and only ran until 1939. It was created by Will Gould, who was no relation to Chester Gould, the creator of Dick Tracy. Interestingly, both were police dramas, with Red Barry being an undercover policeman, whose true identity was only known by his friend, Captain Scott. Other regulars were youngster Ouchy Mugouchy and a blond newspaper woman, Mississippi.

In the serial, the Captain Scott character reappeared, called Inspector Scott, as did newspaper crime reporter, Mississippi. However, the only aspects of the strip carried over into the serial were the urban setting and Red Barry’s job of police detective.

Buck Rogers (Universal)

Buck Rogers (1939) marked a return to a serial based on a comic strip where plot elements of the comic strip were incorporated into the serial. The initial story in the comic strip involved Buck Rogers, from the 20th century, who was overcome by fumes while being trapped in a mine cave-in. He awoke 500 years later, in the 25th Century, when fresh air finally entered the cavern. He immediately became involved on the resistance side of a war against Mongols who had conquered the Earth. Other important characters in the strip included Buck’s love interest, Wilma Deering, her younger brother, Buddy and inventive scientist, Dr. Huer. Rocket ships, robots, ray guns, and other scientific devices were a major part of the story. Killer Kane was also an important villain in the strip, although not at the very beginning of the story.

During the war with the Mongols, Rogers was involved in several side adventures. After a few years of the story, the Mongols were over-thrown. The strip then continued with the further space adventures of Buck Rogers.
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Buck Rogers (1939). Constance Moore, as Wilma Deering, is shown with some strange looking aliens known as Zugg Men, from the Planet Saturn, in this serial set in the 25th Century.

The initial plot of the serial was substantially similar. Buck Rogers, with his young friend, Buddy Ward, were flying in a dirigible, when it crashed on an icy mountain. Luckily, the ship contained a new invention, Nirvano gas, which preserved them in a state of suspended animation for over 500 years. Buck and Buddy were brought back to consciousness by a team of scientists, working for the resistance in the 25th century, which was fighting Killer Kane and his gangsters, who had conquered the Earth. The resistance was led by Wilma Deering and Dr. Huer and now by Buck Rogers, who immediately adapted to all of the new technology created during the 500 years that he was sleeping.

Obviously, changes were made in the serial from the initial plot of the original strip, and the events in the serial, once Buck reawakened, were original to the movie. However, this was still a change from the most recent comic strip serials which essentially only used a name, a profession and sometimes a setting and not much else.


The credits to the serial indicated that the serial was adapted from the comic strip. The story itself was first published in the August, 1928 issue of Amazing Stories magazine, titled “Armageddon 2419 AD” and was written by Philip Frances Nowlan. The hero was named Anthony Rogers. A newspaper syndicator, John Dille, hired Nowlan to turn the story into a comic strip and change the name of the character to something more memorable. As a result, the name “Buck Rogers” was created. Dille hired Richard Calkins as the illustrator. Nowlan, Calkins and John F. Dille Co. were all referred to in the credits of the serial.

The comic strip debuted as a daily strip on January 7, 1929, which was the day Tarzan also debuted in the newspapers. Some people believe that the Golden Age of Comic Strips started on that day. A Sunday strip followed. Nowlan and Calkins left the strip in the 1940s. The strip was cancelled in 1967, although it returned for a short time after the television series debuted in the late 1970s. Buck Rogers in the 25th Century was also a long-running radio series which first aired in 1932.

Mandrake the Magician (Columbia)

Mandrake the Magician (1939) marked Columbia’s first foray into a serial based upon a comic strip. The comic strip version of Mandrake was first published as a daily strip on June 11, 1934, as a part of the King Features Syndicate. A Sunday version was instituted on February 3 of the following year. The creator was Lee Falk, who later went on to create The Phantom comic strip. The strip was drawn by Phil Davis. Both Falk and Davis received credit in the serial. Mandrake the Magician was also a short-lived radio show which was on the air from 1940 to 1942.

Mandrake was a much more exotic figure in the comic strip than in the serial. In the strip, Mandrake used his incredible powers of hypnosis and illusion to combat crime. He had a valet and bodyguard, Lothar, who was one of the first black comic strip characters. Another regular was Narda, a princess from a small European company, who became Mandrake’s love interest and eventual wife.

The serial began with Mandrake returning from Tibet on an ocean liner. As in the comic strip, Tibet was Mandrake’s spiritual homeland. Mandrake was accompanied by Lothar, his servant and bodyguard. Narda was nowhere in sight. While Mandrake was still a magician, he did not have the special hypnotic powers of the comic strip hero. The plot and villain were original to the serial.

King of the Royal Mounted (Republic)

Zane Grey was a well-known author of over 90 books, many of them cowboy stories. The serial, King of the Royal Mounted, had an official title of Zane Grey’s King of the Royal Mounted. Why then did the sequel, King of the Mounties, not have Zane Grey in the title? The probable reason was that neither serial was based upon any book by Zane Grey. Rather, they were based on a comic strip syndicated by King Features Syndicate.

Steven Slesinger, a comic strip promoter who also had input into Red Ryder, came up with the idea of having a comic strip hero who was a member of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. He named his hero Dave King, thus the title of the strip. Slesinger promoted his new strip by tying it to the famous writer, Zane Grey, even though Grey probably had no input into the stories. However, Grey’s son, Romer, did contribute to some of the stories. Some sources credit the serials to Zane Grey, Romer Grey and Steven Slesinger and that seems appropriate, given the true background of the comic strip.

The comic strip premiered in February of 1935 as a Sunday feature and the next year it debuted in the daily papers. Various artists were used during its run, including Allen Dean (the original artist), Charles Flanders (also involved with Secret Agent X-9, The Lone Ranger, and Tim Tyler’s Luck) and Jim Gary (from 1939-1955). The strip continued in the newspapers through March, 1955. King also made extensive appearances in comic books.

The 1940 serial and its sequel detailed the exploits of Sergeant Dave King of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. The serials were obviously inspired by the comic strip, although with an emphasis on fighting foreign agents during the war years.

Adventures of Red Ryder (Republic)

Before the credits, Adventures of Red Ryder (1940) showed frames from the comic strip from which the serial originated. The actual Red Ryder strip debuted on November 6, 1938, first as a Sunday comic and shortly thereafter as a daily strip. It was based upon a prior strip by Fred Harmon, which was modified by the advice of a comic strip promoter, Stephen Slesinger. Later, Harmon also became well known for his paintings of the Old West. The serial only gave official credit to the famous NEA newspaper feature, although Fred Harmon’s name can be seen in the first frame of the comic strip which opened each chapter.


The serial retained many of the basic elements of the strip. In both media, Red was assisted by Little Beaver, a young Indian boy. (In the first episode of the strip, Chief Beaver was killed and Red adopted the little Navaho Indian.) Ace Hanlon was the villain in the serial and oftentimes in the comic strip. Another character from the strip, Red’s Aunt, the Duchess, also appeared in the serial. While Red’s girlfriend from the strip, Beth Wilder, did not appear in the serial, a character named Beth Andrews did. The serial had a traditional western plot, with Hanlon trying to take over all of the local ranchers’ lands because he knew that a railroad was going through. Presumably, a similar plot was featured at some point in the comic strip’s long history. The strip stopped publication in 1964.

Red Ryder was also the subject of a successful radio show which was on the air from 1942 to 1951, although mainly on the West Coast. Interestingly, for serial fans, during the early years of the radio show, Reed Hadley (Zorro in Zorro’s Fighting Legion (1939)) played Red Ryder and Tommy Cook played Little Beaver, the same role Cook had in the serial.

Terry and the Pirates (Columbia)

Terry and the Pirates first appeared as a daily comic strip on October 22, 1934, with the Sunday version starting later that year. The first strip involved young Terry, a “wide-awake American boy” who arrived in China, accompanied by his adult friend, Pat Ryan, a “two-fisted adventurer.” They were searching for a mine that had once belonged to Terry’s grandfather. They soon met George Webster Confucius, known as “Connie,” who became their interpreter and guide. Once they solved that case, and as Terry grew to adulthood, they had more adventures in the Far East. Along the way, they met Terry’s love interest, Normandie Drake, and his constant female opponent, The Dragon Lady.

The strip was created by Milton Caniff, who received the credit in the movie serial. Because the strip was owned by the Chicago Tribune Syndicate, Caniff left the strip in 1946 to create Steve Canyon, a strip in which he could have a financial interest. Terry was turned over to George Wunder who continued the high quality level of the strip established by Caniff. The strip was discontinued in 1973, although there was an attempt at a revival in the 1990s. Terry and the Pirates was also a long-running radio program, having its greatest success during the war years, when Tony and Pat battled Japanese, Nazis and other fascists.

The serial adopted some of the concepts of the strip, with Terry on a jungle adventure with his friend, Pat Ryan. Terry was trying to locate his missing father, Herbert Lee, an archaeologist, who had led an expedition into Asia to discover a lost civilization. The Dragon Lady was an important character. At first, she appeared to be a villain but quickly became an ally of Terry and Pat. Normandie Drake was in the movie but she was not a love interest for Terry, who was a teenager at the time of the serial. Connie was in the serial but in a small and ambiguous role. He was joined by another character from the strip named Big Stoop, who was mute in the strip but did talk in the film. Although the plot of the serial was original, it is presumed that parts of it were not unlike strips from the comic pages.

Don Winslow of the Navy (Universal)

The comic strip, Don Winslow, U.S.N., more popularly known as Don Winslow of the Navy, was the inspiration for two Universal serials, Don Winslow of the Navy (1942) and Don Winslow of the Coast Guard (1943). According to the credits, each was based on the newspaper feature, “Don Winslow of the Navy,” owned and copyrighted by Frank V. Martinek.

Martinek was in Navy Intelligence during World War I. Martinek got the idea for the strip after an admiral complained to him about the difficulties of navy recruiting in the midwest. The strip was originally created to aid in that recruitment. Leon A. Beroth was the lead artist for the strip and Carl Hammond did the lay-outs and research. When the strip became a success, other artists were used. The strip debuted as a daily strip in 1934 and became a Sunday feature the following year. The strip continued in the newspapers into 1948, and then there were two subsequent revivals.

Don Winslow was a lieutenant commander in Navy intelligence, much like his creator. He was aided by his pudgy sidekick, Lieutenant Red Pennington, and his Navy girlfriend, Mercedes Colby, the daughter and niece of two Navy admirals. Together, they fought colorful enemies, such as the Scorpion, the bald-headed leader of an international gang of plotters, the Crocodile, who was killing American soldiers in the South Seas by dropping hollow ice cubes of poison gas on them, and Dr. Q, who desired to destroy the Panama Canal.

The two serials were wartime serials with Winslow fighting The Scorpion, one of his enemies from the comic pages. The Scorpion was allied with the Axis forces and was attacking the military in the Pacific. Red Pennington and naval nurse Mercedes Colby were along for the action. The plots of the serials did not come from the comic strips but were clearly inspired by the comic strips. Don Winslow of the Navy was also a radio series, on the air for several years beginning in 1937.

The Phantom (Columbia)

Columbia turned again to a King Features Syndicate comic strip when it produced The Phantom, in 1943. The Phantom was the first comic strip or comic book hero who wore a distinctive costume and a mask. The strip made it to the daily comic pages in 1936. Batman did not make it to the comic books until 1939.

The modern Phantom was the 21st in the line of Phantoms which stretched back for over 400 years, with each Phantom turning over the costume, mask and job to his son. The Phantom’s home was in Skull Cave in the “Deep Woods” in the country of Bangalla, an ill-defined mythical locale apparently in Africa. There, in later strips, the Phantom was the secret commander of the Jungle Patrol. Although without supernatural powers, the Phantom was a crime-fighter, with adventures all over the world but primarily in his jungle. The natives of the jungle where the strip was usually set did not realize that there had been many new Phantoms over the years. Thus, the Phantom had the nicknames, “The Ghost Who Walks” or “The Man Who Cannot Die.”

The Phantom serial was clearly inspired by the comic strip. In fact, early on in the serial, a Phantom died and he was replaced with his son, the new Phantom, portrayed by Tom Tyler. The natives were unaware of the substitution and the masked figure was known as “The Ghost Who Walks” and “The Man Who Cannot Die,” just as in the comic strip. In that role, the Phantom battled evildoers who were searching for the Lost City of Zoloz, which supposedly contained a large hidden treasure.

Characters from the strip who appeared in the serial included Diana Palmer, the Phantom’s fiancée, whom he eventually married in the strip, but not until the 1980s. In the serial, the Phantom was saved several times by his dog, Devil, who also originated in the comic strips.

Leon (Lee) Falk was the creator of The Phantom and wrote the daily and Sunday strip from 1936 to his death in 1999. Falk drew the strip himself for the first few weeks, and then Ray Moore became the artist. Both received credit in the serial. This was the second comic strip of Falk which was eventually turned into a serial, the first being Mandrake the Magician, which was also a King Features strip. The Phantom was also turned into a full length motion picture in 1996.
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The Phantom (1943). Tom Tyler dons the tights as the modern day Phantom, the 21st in a line
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