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    Prologue: Drone Tales




    One rainy February night in 1964, I walked into the den of our Studio City home to join the family as they watched The Beatles make their U.S. debut performance on The Ed Sullivan Show. I was six years old and thrilled my favorite grandparents had come to live with us after their stay in New York; they brought magic back into our home much like Mary Poppins and Bert did for the Banks household. Over the droning screams of teenage girls and Dad grumbling about those “beatniks and their long hair,” I noticed Grandpa sitting alone at the corner of the couch. The seventy-two-year-old man looked more like a bored little boy to me, as though he’d rather be doing anything but staring at that RCA television set. Curious, I stepped up to him, put my arm around him, and smiled. He patted the couch beside him and in his refined British accent beamed, “My Little Princess, come sit and I’ll tell you a story.”


    Grandpa’s blue eyes came to life as he led me on a journey outside that black-and-white den into a colorful world with fascinating tales of a young boy who flew a futuristic aircraft; not by sitting inside the plane, but with a magical box and his fly-away imagination. Like Superman, the boy soared to far-away places to save the world from dastardly villains, only this hero stayed safely on the ground while the airplane did the good deed. My eyes widened as flying machines with a mind of their own came to the rescue. With the sharing of his wild chronicles and science fiction adventures, Grandpa painted a picture that no television show ever could. Over the next few years I looked forward to spending these fantastical moments with the pipe-smoking dreamer. What I didn’t realize then was how real Grandpa’s stories would turn out to be, and what an important role he played in making them come true.


    From the time I was two years old, I attended Grandpa’s plays and watched him on television acting as another character, but I was eight when I realized that he was “famous.” My parents and grandparents were getting ready to leave for what seemed like a Royal Ball. Mom looked like Audrey Hepburn in her short pixie haircut and long pink gown; Dad was dapper as a penguin in his black tux. Like a proud parent of kids going to the prom, I snapped pictures of them with our Kodak Instamatic camera. Later that night, as I watched the Academy Awards on television with my sister and our babysitter, I noticed Mom, Dad, Grandma, and Grandpa on the screen. There they were, seated in the audience surrounded by applauding movie stars with a caption below that read “Reginald Denny.”


    I tilted my head and wondered. Why are they there? And why do they single him out as though he’s somebody important?


    Years later and now in my early twenties, I moved to Hawaii to embark on my dream of working with sea mammals. I was ecstatic to leave the mainland to spend my days swimming with dolphins and whales in paradise at Oahu’s Sea Life Park. There, I also acquired the duty of caring for abandoned wild sea birds. I found great joy in educating the park’s guests about our rescued infant frigatebirds, who spent their days in viewing pens located near the animated penguins. Holding the downy baby birds, I’d look up to see their adult counterparts circling overhead alongside hang gliders who danced upon thermals over the ocean. The sight of the large pterodactyl-looking seabirds flying with the gliders was surreal. In a hypnotic trance I watched man and prehistoric bird circle slowly together, way up in the sky.


    I’d then snap back to reality, returning to earth and back to work.


    After putting the baby frigatebirds in their protective cages for the night, I’d feed the Pacific bottlenose dolphins and false killer whales and then quickly shower alongside their holding tanks to get ready for my night job at Café Kahala. On the road that curved around Makapu’u Point, I again noticed the hang gliders above and wished I could soar along with them off into the sunset instead of going to work again for the night.


    If I had to have a second job, Café Kahala was the place to be. The nouveau French restaurant was owned by Ma Maison’s Patrick Terrail with restaurateurs Cheryl Crane and Josh LeRoy, who taught me how to own the role of maître d’ as though I was hosting a party at my own fabulous home. All in a day’s work, I balanced caring for wild animals in the tropical sunshine with greeting Hollywood royalty by night at the popular hotspot.


    This particular evening as I started my shift, I realized there were herring scales still stuck to my hands from feeding the cetaceans their tasty dinner earlier. As I discretely peeled the round transparent stickers into the trash can, the first wave of attendees arrived at my party. Before I could finish, Cheryl’s mom Lana Turner, her good friend Mitzi Gaynor, and two gentlemen approached my hostess stand.


    As I seated the group, Lana turned to her guests and boasted, “This is Kimberly; she’s Reginald Denny’s granddaughter!”


    I hid my right scaled hand behind my back while the men introduced themselves as friends of my grandfather’s and claimed they knew my family well.


    “He was a magnificent actor. I was so sorry to hear of his passing,” one gentleman said. He turned to Lana. “But you know, his real claim to fame was the radio-controlled airplanes he designed for the military.”


    He nodded to me, “You know about the drones he invented, don’t you?”


    Drones?


    This man who held a key into my locked-up heritage informed me that he and my grandfather had worked together many years ago. He gave me his phone number should I ever return to the mainland. I thanked him and motioned for the waiter to pour our VIP guests Dom Perignon while I escaped to the restroom to scrape the remaining fish scales off my hands.


    As months flew by at the sea park, the baby frigatebirds grew to juveniles and the transfer from viewing pen to their night cages became quite a lifting experience; one on each arm, their large talons wrapped around my wrists and wingspan now spreading six feet. As they flapped their powerful wings for balance when the Hawaiian trade winds crossed our path, I’d lose my once steady footing and be lifted off the ground. It was exhilarating yet scary at the same time as I felt I’d be joining the gliders above, but not know how to get back down to the ground. I decided it was time for my feathered friends to join their airborne relatives without me.


    The day we released them to the skies was a magical one. Watching the adolescent frigates take off on their maiden voyage to finally soar high above with the rest of the flyers gave me such a sense of freedom that I felt I could actually fly across the ocean myself, somewhere over the tropical rainbow. As they flew, I glanced across and noticed some guys standing above at the edge of the cliffs. They were holding black boxes with antennas on them and appeared to be guiding radio-controlled airplanes. Intrigued with these airborne craft that flew remotely and remembering what Lana’s restaurant guest had said about Grandpa, I hopped in my car and headed up the road to investigate.


    The two University of Hawaii students welcomed me as an inquisitive newcomer and demonstrated how they used remote control devices to guide the flying wings across the sky. I watched their sailplanes soar like seabirds, dive swiftly down to the sea, then loop up and around in aerial acrobatics. One of the guys kept his eyes on the plane in focused concentration while he adjusted the “transmitter.” The other explained to me that they were testing “drones” to help monitor illegal fishing and hunting of sea mammals.


    There’s that word again.


    “But aren’t these really radio-controlled airplanes?” I asked.


    “Drones are radio-controlled airplanes with a job, on a mission.” He showed me how he could see through a camera wherever the plane went.


    I looked at the screen he had set up on a rock and was amazed at what I saw — my frigates in flight! It was as though we were flying right alongside them, up close and personal, high in the sky.


    So, this is what a drone does!


    I asked if I could give it a try and he hesitantly handed me the controls. Thinking it was as easy as he made it look, I attempted to fly the remote-control plane. The power I felt in my hands while watching the plane soar was spectacular, but I started to feel a little sea sick from trying to navigate it in the air above a moving sea. Without warning, the wind grabbed the plane and I feared I would lose control, so I handed the transmitter back over to the drone operator just before the craft crashed into the ocean. He lifted the drone back up with ease to circle once again alongside my frigates.


    I couldn’t sleep that night. What a day, what an experience! Just as fascinating as it was to set the frigates free and fly the planes, I now felt the need to find out what those guys at the restaurant were talking about. If my grandfather actually had something to do with this aerial art of flying a plane remotely, on a mission to help the animals I loved, I wanted to learn more. I’d seen photos of my much younger Grandpa with airplanes, but now I was curious about this “remote control” thing. Apparently, there was more to Grandpa and his stories than had met my childish eyes. I was compelled to delve deeper into his life, so I decided to get back to Los Angeles where I could learn more about him. I also wanted to find out why this invention of his was kept a secret instead of celebrated.


    Upon returning to Southern California, I met a handsome young actor with the striking blue eyes of Grandpa’s and who was just beginning his quest into Hollywood. While chugging down oyster shooters and tequila shots on our first date at a beachfront restaurant in Del Mar, I told him the reason I left my paradise in Hawaii was to write a book about my extraordinary grandfather. He was blown away by what I told him and encouraged me to do it, but his charmed enthusiasm turned out to be more distracting than motivating. Rather than continuing my research, I blew off writing and instead focused on the man who would become my husband and the father of my wonderful son. We spent the next couple of decades rocking and rolling La La Land while he became a television star and I played supporting roles to iconic Hollywood figures.


    Needless to say, much has changed in the past thirty-five years, including the emergence of drones. In 1984, not many people knew about RPVs or UAVs, myself included. Now they’ve literally taken off and I’ve awoken from someone else’s nightmare to uncover a hidden treasure chest of glittering history. Through my extensive research, I discovered that the birth of our flying robots wasn’t conceived by a high-tech guru, rocket scientist, computer whiz, or brilliant physicist, or a governmental figure trying to get an edge on war. Rather, its story plays out like a romantic and thrilling movie much like the adventures of Indiana Jones, with the discovery of the ark — or rather an arc — all through an artist’s dream beginning in the heart of Hollywood with my grandfather as its leading man. While Howard Hughes designed and flew his manned aircraft, Grandpa took aviation to a realm where no man, airplane, or machine had gone before him, while he too soared with the stars.


    It’s been a heartwarming adventure as I’ve dug into the past and the timing is finally right for me to bring this colorful tale of the amazing man who I’ve known as Grandpa to life, and to share his-story of unmanned flight with the world.


    Without further ado, I am proud to introduce to you Reginald Denny. Not the unfortunate truck driver of the 1992 Los Angeles Riots, but rather the “Prince of Drones.”

  


  
    1. The Forsaken Prince




    He was born Reginald Leigh Dugmore on the twentieth day of November 1891. Raised in the picturesque riverside resort of Richmond Surrey, young “Reggie” was the scion of England’s oldest theatrical family with five generations of performances in his genes. His great-grandfather was the outstanding theatrical Shakespearean figure of his generation who performed at the old Sadler’s Wells Theatre in London during the 1700s, and his grandmother Mrs. Henry Leigh was the heroine of the famous Drury Lane melodramas during the 1800s. Reggie’s father had been given the birth name of William Henry Dugmore; however, he changed his Irish surname to the stage name of “W.H. Denny” upon gaining notoriety as a baritone singer with the Savoy Opera. W.H. earned his fame as a comedy player with W.S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan by portraying the original Shadbolt the Jailer in Savoy’s The Yeomen of the Guard (1888), and Don Alhambra del Bolero in The Gondoliers (1889).


    With his father frequently away on tour, most of Reggie’s youth was spent at home on the River Thames with his mother Georgina Pike Dugmore and his five siblings. Reggie became the little man of the house where he took his first role of entertaining the family. Complemented by his infectious grin, he made up amusing stories, sang tunes from his daddy’s operettas, and carved model boats to sail upon the river. He was a chip off the old block with the brilliant blue eyes of his father, only much better looking than the comedic player.


    Notable actor and director George Bellamy first took notice of the young wunderkind and discovered him for the stage. “It was whilst W.H. Denny and I were playing in Her Royal Highness at the Vaudeville in 1898 that he suggested I should go with him to his home in Richmond. Here, I first saw the young Denny and was greatly impressed by the kiddie. He had inherited his mother’s good looks, and altogether, he struck me as one of the most handsome and one of the cleverest looking boys I had ever seen. Sometime later, Dion Boucicault decided to run A Royal Family at the Court Theatre, the author being Captain Robert Marshall. They badly needed a handsome boy to play the youthful prince and searched all the London agencies without success. They mentioned the subject to me, and I immediately thought of the wonderful Denny boy. Boucicault laughed. ‘Surely Denny can’t have a handsome son!’ he said. ‘Wait until you see him,’ I retorted. Next day I went down to Richmond, saw Mrs. Dugmore and she immediately fell in with my suggestion. We took Reginald with us and as soon as Boucicault and Marshall saw him, they both agreed their search had ended.”


    When Boucicault asked for permission to cast the seven-year-old in his play, W.H. complied but only if they used the stage name of “Denny” to avoid any confusion with his son’s theatrical heritage. Master Reginald Denny, as he was billed, played Prince Charles Ferdinand in A Royal Family which opened at London’s new Court Theatre on October 14, 1899. The Sun and Daily Mail newspaper praised him stating, “One of the chief factors in the popularity and long run of the play is the fine acting of the youthful Prince.” Queen Victoria showed up to see the small handsome boy perform in his very first stage role. Famous actors as Sir Henry Irving, Julia Neilson, and Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree also came to get a glimpse of the young sensation. Reggie’s mother Georgina would bring him to rehearsals and showed up proudly for each of her son’s stellar performances.


    Reggie was such a hit in A Royal Family that the following year he was cast in Lady Huntsworth’s Experiment (1900) with Gertrude Elliott at London’s Criterion Theatre, then as Peter Cratchit in Scrooge (1901) at the Vaudeville Theatre in Sandringham London for their first Command Performance given before King Edward VII. Following these noble performances, the ten-year-old played a midshipman in The President (1902) at the Prince of Wales Theatre. Rave reviews rolled in as Reggie thrived on stage. Already in his heritage, the theater became his family.


    At home, Reggie’s mother was overwhelmed with the task of managing six kids on her own. W.H. was off in Australia, carrying on as a traveling player, when one of Reggie’s sisters became critically ill and died suddenly. Debilitating grief over the death of her child compounded with Georgina’s exhaustion landed her with a severe case of pneumonia. Eleven-year-old Reggie, with his older brother Gerald, and three sisters Nora, Mona, and Madge, did their best to care for mummy; but she wasn’t strong enough to recover. Georgina died at the young age of forty, with the children at her bedside. On her deathbed, Georgina whispered to her special son, “Reggie, you have the gift of talent. Continue to perform, sing, and make others laugh. Keep your eyes to the sky and don’t let anything make you look down.”


    W.H returned for his wife’s funeral; however, instead of staying home with the children, he sold the family residence, sent Gerald off to a university, and his daughters away to a convent. He put Reggie on a train headed for Devonport, Devonshire, to live in the country with his Aunt and Uncle Pike. Still recovering from the loss of mummy, torn from the rest of his family, and realizing his distant touring father didn’t have time to care for him, left the forsaken child actor feeling heartbroken and alone.


    At the farm, Reggie spent time in the barn where he performed for a captive audience of animals. His two male cousins mocked his singing and teased him for such absurdities, so he took off alone and gathered wood to carve small model boats. Jealousy drove Reggie’s cousins to further tease him, break his precious vessels and sink them in the farm pond. Having been raised in a nurturing environment and exposed to professionalism on stage, Reggie was confused, bored, and frustrated with such displays of pettiness and utter disregard. Too brilliant to relate to the regular, Reggie debated with his elders who regarded him “too much to handle.” Deemed a burden on the family, Reggie was sent by his aunt off on yet another train to a Catholic boarding school in Mayfield Sussex. The happy childhood days of family and theater faded into a memory.


    At St. Francis Xavier College, Reggie survived like an old-fashioned Harry Potter; an abandoned English boy who had to find his own magical methods to cope in the confines of an orphanage with evil sorcerers at every turn. When Reggie arrived at the all-boys school, with his bright blue eyes and long hair, his classmates made fun of him for being such a “pretty lassie.” He was different, more mature and smarter than the others. To deflect the teasing, Reggie took on the role of a princely jokester to try and assimilate, but his peers laughed at him instead of with him.


    One of the Brothers there was a falconer and observed the jeering Reggie endured. He took the boy aside and demonstrated how he trained his falcon to take off, hunt for its prey, and return back to its wing master. Reggie was fascinated by the raptor bird and intrigued with Nikola Tesla’s new concept of telemetry, by which a small transmitter was attached to the falcon’s talons to track its whereabouts when it went out of sight. Reggie was more interested in exploring the avian arts than commonplace schoolwork. Often, he retreated to his room, studied aerodynamics, and sketched the falcon on the pages of his journal. His imagination flew wild and provided an escape from the prison walls of the lonely institution.


    Reggie’s desire to flee the school propelled him to study fervently. Beyond his years academically, he took the prestigious Society of Arts Exam, passed it with flying colors, and earned an A.A. degree at the early age of fifteen. With his sights on college, he prepped for the London Matriculation Exam but was distracted from his studies when his fag-master ordered him to do a series of demeaning and outrageous chores for him, as a Cinderella-type slave. Fagging was a tradition practiced at British boys’ boarding schools where the juvenile “fags” paid service to the older students, or “fag-masters.” Fags weren’t there solely for menial tasks such as boot polishing, laundry, and cooking, but for any service the senior requested and at any time. This slavery system often resulted in physical, emotional, and sexual abuse. If the younger pupils didn’t obey their masters, they were beaten or worse. The senior to whom Reggie was assigned demanded oral sex. An affair typical to the era in such institutions, this humiliating act continued until one evening after dinner when the senior called Reggie to his dormitory and ordered him to remove his clothing. Fed up and boiling with suppressed anger, when his fag-master began the routine buggery, Reggie pushed him away and darted out the room to the headmaster’s office. In response to Reggie’s reporting of injustice, instead of disciplining the senior boy, the headmaster priest told Reggie that he must obey his master. When the man of the cloth and the fag-master attempted to restrain him into conformity, Reggie used his fists and knocked the senior boy out cold. He beat the priest into a heap on the ground and made his getaway. That was it. The frightened yet emboldened teen scaled the walls to freedom and fled to a nearby forest, narrowly escaping the howling hound dogs sent after him by police.


    It was now fight and flight for the young prince. Unlike the trained falcons, the sixteen-year-old hastily flew the coop with no intention of returning. He jumped aboard a freight train headed for London in a desperate quest to reconnect with his family. Contacting his father was out of the question because he knew he’d be sent back to the orphanage. Trying to find Gerald or going to the convent where his sisters lived weren’t promising options either. Reggie was better off homeless than to return to an abusive environment. He vowed never to return to school or the Catholic religion as an enslaved altar boy.


    On the streets of London, Reggie learned that his eighty-five-year-old grandmother was acting in The Great Millionaire (1907) at the old Drury Lane Theatre. He made his way in and watched her perform from the back row of the theater but was kicked out when he attempted to go backstage after the curtain fell. Looking like a vagabond in his tattered clothing, Reggie waited outside the theater for his grandmother, vying for a lifeline, but was shooed away by an escort who cleared the path for his grandmother to step into her impressive automobile. By contrast, the homeless teen was now alone and begging for every meal to survive. There were gangs and criminals at every turn and Reg concluded that if he was to live, he’d better learn to fight. He longed to train at England’s most swagger boxing club, the National Sporting Club, but without one of its members to sponsor him he couldn’t even get inside its sacred portals. After being severely beaten by a street gang, the hardening runaway sneaked into the private pugilist club where he watched the professional boxers trade punches in the ring. The fighters took notice of his interest and asked him if he wanted to take a try. Reg jumped into the ring and put on the gloves. While making his punches, the president of the National Sporting Club and Fifth Earl of Lonsdale, Hugh Lowther, arrived. When Lord Lonsdale saw the homeless teen throw his mighty punches and stand up to his own seasoned trainers, he took Reg in and assigned Harry Preston to teach the lad how to become a prizefighter.


    Harry Preston was a bantamweight champ and years later he became the one of the few boxers to have been knighted. Preston adopted the youth as his protégé and took great joy in teaching young Denny the pugilist art like a true knight. Preston told Reg, “Boxing is an art. Pugilists don’t just pound on each other. They strategize while they dance around the ring, look for an opening, then make a quick committed punch before their swift retreat.” He took Reg off the streets and invited him to stay at his mansion where there was a gym for workouts and where he kept his racecars. They’d also go to the port where Preston kept his yacht and from there, they took swims in the English Channel to build strong muscles. The future knight incorporated his boxing training with the skills of a sportsman in preparing Reg to stay sharp and in shape for any battle. Under the tutelage of his excellent mentor, Reg forged his way to the very top of England’s long line of amateur boxers. At age seventeen, he became a winning prizefighter at the prominent East End boxing hall, Wonderland. Then it was off to The Ring at Blackfriars where he fought in four fights and won all. In the next round, Reg got knocked out so severely that when he came to, he had a broken jaw.


    Reg decided to return to stage work instead of being killed in the ring, so he hit the streets and used his long-lost father’s name of Denny to land a job. He soon scored a walk-on part as an extra in Charles Frohman’s original production of J.M. Barrie’s What Every Woman Knows (1908) at the Duke of York’s Theatre, then doubled up with a small role in an upcoming show of Madame X (1908). When Reg showed up for rehearsal at His Majesty’s Theatre for Madame X, he received another blow. His father had just returned from New York and was cast in the same play as Parrisard the Blackmailer. W.H. had years before co-founded the Actors’ Orphanage and was enraged to learn his own son had brutalized a priest, run away from the boarding school, and now had the audacity to show up on the London stage.


    After watching his son rehearse, W.H. made a plea to Reg. “My son, I must ask you to give up the stage. You come from a long line of actors and we can’t have the family name held up to ridicule. It’s bad enough to be an actor, but it’s unpardonable to be bad. Go back to school and earn your degree for a real profession.”


    The show lasted only a week and upon last curtain call, Reg immediately set about ignoring his old man’s advice. He stayed in London and continued to cultivate his natural talents into an honest living. Charles Frohman asked Reg to join the chorus in another of his productions, John Galsworthy’s Strife (1909). On March 9, the play opened at the Duke of York’s Theatre and after six matinee performances the production was transferred to the Haymarket Theatre, and then to the Adelphi Theatre for evening performances where Reg earned an extra ten shillings to eat. The show attracted much attention and a reviewer for The Times wrote, “When an artist of Mr. Galsworthy’s high endeavor, mental equipment and technical skills writes a play like Strife, he has done much more than write a play, he has rendered a public service.”


    Reg was happy to work with such stage pros once again in the medium that felt like home. He then secured his first big part as Prince Danilo in Pat Malone’s No. 3 Company production of The Merry Widow (1909). The No. 3 Company took him on his first road tour to perform in various small villages throughout the United Kingdom. Singing and acting were in his genes and the eighteen-year-old six-foot pugilist soon found that audiences responded favorably to his developing baritone operatic voice, strong physique, and good looks. Young ladies of the various villages flocked to him like present-day groupies of a rock star. Surprised at the reaction he garnered from the girls, Reg blushed and flashed his now-crooked grin. When he sang, they melted. He had no interest in the opposite sex but found them to be entertaining and he liked to make them laugh. While on tour in Liverpool, Reg had gotten a hold of some sneezing powder on the streets. He ventured to the old Liverpool Zoo where he proceeded to the monkey’s cage. When the monkeys flung their feces at him, Reg took out the snuff and swiftly blew the powder at them. The monkeys sneezed furiously, screamed and madly scolded him. A crowd gathered to see about the commotion. When the zookeepers caught the teen in front of the monkeys’ cage entertaining a group of giggling girls, they kicked him out of the zoo and told the scallywag never to return.


    The Merry Widow tour lasted for almost a year. When it was over, Reg returned to London to look for work. Famous Broadway producer and theater owner Henry B. Harris was in town casting for his New York premiere of James Tolman Tanner’s The Quaker Girl. Harris needed eight English chorus men for the Edwardian musical comedy. Once he heard the handsome nineteen-year-old sing, he cast Reg as one of them. Reg boarded the trans-Atlantic cruiser with Harris’s No. 2 Company bound for his first trip to America. Rehearsals began onboard the ship where Harris closely observed the singing boxer. He liked Reg’s look and developing baritone so much, he also assigned him as understudy to Lawrence Rae as the roguish French roué Prince Carlo.


    On October 23, 1911, The Quaker Girl opened at the Park Theatre on Broadway. The production played three weeks before Lawrence Rae became seriously ill and presented an opportunity for his understudy to go for the gold. Reg became Broadway’s youngest leading man. He may have been too green for the undertaking, but his determined practice compensated his lack of experience. The company tried out other actors for the part; they tried opera singers who couldn’t act, and actors who couldn’t sing. Reg was sort of an ‘in between.’ Once he owned the role, he stepped in and reveled in belting out the lyrics to the hit song of the show, “Come to the Ball,” making his debut performance on Broadway opposite female leads Ina Claire and Elizabeth Brick.


    Now making New York his home, Reg rented a room on 55th Street in a boarding house run by Mrs. Barnes. It was an inexpensive haven of refuge to the tired and hungry actor; his neighbors were Scottish actor Ernest Torrence, British actor Percy Marmont, and American stage actress Eulalie Jensen. Reg was curious about the new medium of film and after stage rehearsals, he snuck with his neighbors over to Flatbush where they did some “flickers” with the Vitograph Company. He used another name for shame of such a degrading exhibition.


    The Quaker Girl was a huge success and ran two-hundred-forty performances into the spring months. After another sold-out evening performance, Reg and a couple of castmates were on their way back to the boarding house. In a back alley, they were approached by a notorious bunch of gangsters called the Gopher Gang. The hoodlums taunted the “pretty boy” and demanded the actors give them their earned money. Reg refused and instead used his handy boxing skills, nearly killing a couple of guys. When the police arrived, they arrested Reg and took him to the station where he was thrown in jail along with the street gang.


    W.H. had been in New York performing for the Shuberts in The Blue Bird (1912). When he arrived at the jailhouse to bail his son out, he was once more disappointed with Reg’s performance. “My son. Your grandmother was a fine actress and I am an excellent actor, and now you are going to ruin the family record with this audacious display.”


    While walking him out of the jailhouse, W.H. went on to lecture his son. “All great actors and artists die penniless and I shall die a poor man. But my boy, I have seen you act, and I am sure that you will die a very rich man. Leave the stage and return to London where you’ll finish school instead of shaming the family name.”


    The rebellious young adult had no intention of listening to the insults of his remote father. Once free from jail, Reg returned to the Park Theatre to resume his princely role in The Quaker Girl. Henry Harris had been in England casting another of his stage productions. When it was time to return to New York, Harris and his wife boarded the RMS Titanic for its maiden voyage across the sea. Reg got another knock in the jaw when he learned that the ill-fated ship had hit an iceberg and had sunk in the North Atlantic, taking his producer and the show down with it. The party in New York was over. Reg decided to heed his father’s advice and leave 55th Street and Broadway behind.

  


  
    2. India ‘N’ A Jones




    Reg returned to Great Britain via Titanic’s sister ship, the RMS Olympic. Instead of going back to school, he got a job in London playing a young British Army officer in a dramatic sketch called Gentlemen: The King! (1912). The production took him on the road where he toured the music halls of England for a few months until the playwright, Robert Barr, died of a heart attack.


    When he returned to London, Reg learned that the Bandmann Opera Company was looking for men to sing in a number of light operas and musical comedies including those in which he’d previously starred, The Merry Widow and The Quaker Girl. As India was under British Raj, the company was about to tour India and the Far East taking a bunch of musical Brits with them. When Reg auditioned for Maurice Bandmann, he was considered for the job but with the condition that he remain professional and not pursue any of the troupe’s young chorus girls while on the six-month tour. When Reg told Bandmann that he was “not apt to be interested in the opposite sex in his travels as he was so wholeheartedly wrapped up in his profession,” he was hired for the ride.


    On his twenty-first birthday, Reg boarded the boat bound for Bombay with the Bandmann Opera Company. Rehearsals were held onboard, and it became evident he’d bitten off more than he could chew. He was given the chance to sing lead baritone in an operetta called Gipsy Love; however, his baritone voice had not yet properly set. He didn’t have enough experience and the music was too much for his voice, or his voice was too much for the music; in any event, his voice was not good enough for the part, so he was relegated to lesser roles.


    One evening during rehearsals, Reg noticed a beautiful chorus girl from Kent. He made his way over to the seventeen-year-old brunette and learned her name was Irene Hilda Haisman, but she preferred being called by her nickname “Rene.” “Quite an attractive youngster,” Reg generously conceded after he had been introduced to her.


    “Then we danced together. Rene’s dancing is one of those things which a man may enjoy once in his lifetime if he is lucky. After I had once had this pleasure, there was no need for the entire ship’s roster of passengers to be as fortunate as I had been, so I danced with her all the rest of the evening. Rene knew she was being discussed by the other and older members of the cast. Tongues were wagging briskly about the new girl. One woman said in a tone which carried to our ears, ‘She may be little, but she is certainly wise.’ Rene’s dark eyes flashed. She straightened to her full five feet and flirted with me. She went on deck in the moonlight with me and that was how it all began. We had both heard that remark and without a word, mutually decided to give them something to talk about. Of course, neither of us had any idea it would ever be serious, and we laughed about it. The trip to India was perfect in so far as we were concerned. A full moon in the tropics is sufficient reason for anyone to fall in love. The older heads of the company came to Rene, warning her that I was never serious. She listened to this and pondered. There were other admirers on board, and she annexed a sufficient number of these to keep me on the anxious seat. The night before we arrived in India, we talked the whole thing over and Rene solemnly declared she feared we had both just been flirting. She thought that was the wise thing to do. I took the answer coolly enough, but it hurt my pride, so upon arriving in Calcutta I made no effort to see Rene except at rehearsals for about a week. It had the desired effect. To that they might discharge me, and the women of the company continued their warnings to Rene that she would regret such a hasty decision, I proposed to her.”


    The charismatic singer won the teen’s heart and she heartily accepted Reg’s proposal. On January 28, 1913, the two were secretly married at a marriage hall in Calcutta. The couple went on to perform together with Bandmann in Calcutta, Bombay, Rangoon, and then onto Singapore where they spent their romantic honeymoon. There, Rene was called in by Mr. Bandmann who had found out about her marriage. He reminded her of the clause in her contract stating that as she was underage, she could not marry without written permission of a parent or guardian. Being her husband and now her guardian, Reg approached Bandmann and insisted he change the silly marriage clause. Instead of providing an exception, the company immediately fired Reg along with Rene and issued the now-unemployed singers two return tickets back home.


    The capricious newlyweds weren’t quite ready to abandon this new adventure. The couple got housing with an Indian family in Singapore where they learned how to cook delicious curry dishes as well as learn about as the Hindu-Buddhist way of life. Constantly being told that he couldn’t act or sing, first by his father and now by an opera company, Reg decided to give up the stage for good and pursue another walk of life. He soon secured the job of a “creeper” on a rubber plantation and the couple left Singapore on a boat headed to Java. Reg had been advised by some Brits not to mention the fact that he was married when applying for the job. When the couple arrived in Java, he found out why. Upon finally making it deep into the jungles of the Indonesian island, Reg discovered that creepers had to live in a chummery, or housing for men only. With another strike against them for being married, the couple decided to use those tickets and head back to England.


    Reg and Rene boarded a banana boat heading north up the Indian Ocean and it stopped on the island of Sri Lanka. There, they were offered a job with a team doing the same songs and dances of the popular musical comedies they had been playing with Bandmann. They couldn’t refuse as they needed the money, so they took the job as vaudeville performers at a “dinema” in Colombo for a month. After a performance one evening, they noticed a big crowd assembled outside watching a fight. The British jiu-jitsu champion of the world, Captain Leopold McLaglen, was conducting a demonstration of his martial arts moves. Reg approached McLaglen and told him he’d been a boxer in England and was intrigued with this method of Asian fighting. McLaglen told Reg he was in India teaching martial arts to the British military and showed him a few of his jiu-jitsu moves. After his demonstration, McLaglen asked Reg if they’d like to team up with him and his female partner for a two-week tour in the Nilgiri Mountains of Southern India. McLaglen guaranteed an excellent financial return and said if Reg paid his own railroad fare and hotel expenses, he’d save their earnings into one big lump sum which would be divided and paid out at the end of the tour. More money sounded good to Reg, so he agreed to the terms.


    The foursome left Colombo and went on tour into the Nilgiri Hills. Reg and Rene performed their vaudeville act as an opener to the fight while McLaglen’s female partner acted as a human magnet seductively drawing in onlookers. Once the large crowd gathered, McLaglen gave a live jiu-jitsu demonstration and then challenged any five men to wrestle with him. He was a big man and so skilled in his Asian fighting technique that he severely injured many of the volunteers. Reg had a hard time watching McLaglen’s brutal fighting methods, but it was earning them a lot of money. They drew huge crowds all over the Nilgiri Mountains and played Octacommund, then Wellington and ended up in Bangalore. The morning after the last show in Bangalore, Reg awoke to find McLaglen and his lady friend had disappeared taking all the tour’s earnings. Reg felt a fool for falling for the scheme. Not only was he broke, but he owed a large hotel bill that he needed to pay or else be thrown in jail again.


    Their show with Bandmann had previously been given at the United Services Club in Calcutta where Reg met the military secretary to the Maharajah of Mysore, Colonel Jones. Jones had mentioned to Reg that the Maharajah’s celebration was to take place at the palace in Mysore and they needed performers for the important event. Reg remembered it would be that week, so he borrowed enough money to buy a ticket and quickly boarded the train to Mysore. Once he arrived at the station there, he learned the Grand Palace was ten miles away and there was no public transportation. Reg started the grueling hike in extreme heat and when he finally arrived at the gates of the palace, he was a deplorable looking figure with clothing that hung limply and a face streaked with dirt. Bravely he strode up the long flight of grand marble steps and asked the guard if he could please meet with Colonel Jones. When Jones saw the disheveled performer, he provided water, fed him, and got him cleaned up. Reg told Jones that he and his wife had a successful vaudeville act and they’d be delighted to accept his previous offer to perform for the Maharajah at his celebration.


    Jones accepted Reg’s proposal and agreed to pay him in silver bags of three thousand rupees. They sent for Rene and when she arrived at the palace, the couple was housed as special guests of Krishna Raja Wadiyar IV and his wife Maharani Pratapa Kumari Ammani. They entertained the man whom Mahatma Gandhi referred to as the “raja rishi” or saintly king. As part of their song-and-dance act, Reg and Rene introduced the popular British dance the “Gaby Glide” into India. The dance was considered hot stuff and quite shocking at the time, but the raja and his wife loved it and joined in on the fun.


    During their stay at the palace, Reg and the High King got to know each other and shared discussion about their common passions for music and nature. The king was an accomplished musician and patronized fine arts. He played eight musical instruments: the flute, violin, saxophone, piano, mridangam, nadaswara, sitar, and veena. He was a philosopher-king and his followers described his rule as “Rama Rajya,” an ideal kingdom. During his reign, Mysore became the first Indian state to generate hydroelectric power in Asia and Bangalore was the first Asian city to have streetlights, first lit on August 5, 1905. Krishna Raja Wadiyar funded and began many schools including the Banaras Hindu University, the University of Mysore, and the Indian Institute of Science at Bangalore. The Times called him “a ruling prince second to none in esteem and affection inspired by both his impressive administration and his attractive personality.” He was then one of the world’s wealthiest men with a personal fortune estimated at $400 million in U.S. dollars, equivalent to $7 billion at today’s prices. For these reasons, the raja rishi’s reign is often described as the “Golden Age of Mysore.”


    In addition to housing several elephants at the golden sanctuary, the raja had a zoo of animals. The art of falconry was popular among royalty in India and the king employed raptor birds for pest control around the palace. Reg was again intrigued with the avian art and practiced falconry with the raja rishi. The maharajah saw the fire in Reg’s blue eyes. He taught the singer about his religion, Hinduism. Reg had shared that he left the Catholic religion due to the secular rules he had to obey. The raja took the Brit aside and also taught the nervous man mediation with yoga sessions to calm his mind.


    After spending years in South Africa, Mahatma Gandhi returned to India and arrived at the Mysore Palace just in time for the King’s Celebration. Gandhi warned everyone about the disadvantages of British rule, that war was imminent, and declared that India should be freed of British dominance. Reg told Gandhi that from his personal experience he wholeheartedly agreed. Gandhi shared his words of wisdom with the British actor: “You must be the change you want to see in the world; whatever you do will be insignificant, but it is very important that you do it.”


    Just as Reg and Rene were getting comfortable with their stay at the palace, Colonel Jones informed them Great Britain had declared war on Germany. Reg decided it was time to leave India to avoid being stranded in a foreign country under British rule in the midst of war. As promised, Colonel Jones kept his word and handed Reg the silver bags as payment for their performances. The maharajah expressed his gratitude to Reg for such wonderful entertainment and shared a few words of kingly wisdom to complement those shared by Gandhi: “In a gentle way, you can shake the world. Keep singing with your smiling eyes to the sky.”


    Their train stopped in Bangalore where Reg paid his hotel bill. There, he also found the Dallas Comedy Company performing two plays, the farce comedy Charley’s Aunt and J.M. Barrie’s What Every Woman Knows. The company had just lost two of its members, so Reg signed himself and his wife up to join the troupe for some extra money. They toured the rest of India making their way north playing a repertoire of about six shows. Just as the tour finished, more rumors of war emerged. Reg thought it was finally time to leave, and from Bombay they sailed with the Dallas Comedy Company back to England.


    It was a bad scene back home. Reg and Rene only remained in London for a couple weeks until the hostel in which they were staying got bombed. Reg thought they’d better leave while they could. With silver money in their pockets, the couple left the dangerous European scene and boarded a boat for the week-long journey to the safe-haven of America where theater was flourishing.

  


  
    3. The Snipe




    As war rumbled in Europe, Reg was relieved to be back in the States for a new start. He introduced Rene to Mrs. Barnes and the couple stayed at the boarding house where he’d previously lived and where many fellow British actors resided. The couple got straight to work and knocked on theatrical stage doors. The first job Reg landed was as a juvenile leading man with a stock company called The Carey Players, which earned him enough money to pay rent.


    Rene and Reg soon teamed together again and secured roles in the new stage production of Kitty MacKay (1914) opening at the Shubert Theatre on 44th and Broadway. Rene was given the lead role of Kitty MacKay and used her maiden name for the American stage, while Reg played the supporting role of Lieutenant David Graham. Rene won rave reviews for her performance. The Harvard Advocate praised her in saying, “Ms. Irene Haisman is admirably fitted for the role of Kitty. She is evidently a real Scotch lassie and combines sparkle, youth, and beauty with a flexible voice, good stage presence, and considerable acting ability.” Reg, on the other hand, didn’t receive such a complimentary review. “Mr. Reginald Denny makes a passable hero being as handsome as the conventional college youth of the posters, with a manner almost as easy as that of John Drew. His main fault is an absolute lack of facial expression, a type of ‘controlled acting’ which can be carried too far.” Reg’s ego was bruised because his wife had outshone him, and the negative reviews again made him question whether or not he should perform.


    Just as the Kitty MacKay tour finished, Reg found out two actors who played a married couple in a successful Broadway production had suddenly left and the producer was looking for replacements. Reg and Rene raced to the Harris Theatre where they auditioned for William Harris Jr.’s production of Twin Beds (1914-15) and instantly won the lead roles; Rene replaced Madge Kennedy as Blanch Hawkins and Reg replaced John Westley as Harry Hawkins. The play enjoyed a long run at both the Harris and Fulton Theatres; however, Rene once again received outstanding reviews, while Reg suffered the same “lack of facial expression and controlled acting” feedback. He feared his father was right; he should give up the stage for good.


    As the world of motion pictures emerged, Reg decided to take another shot at the flickers. The recently formed Famous Players Film Company was casting supporting leads for a new comedy about a Greek statue that comes to life starring the famous “Pink Lady,” Hazel Dawn. After a successful audition for director Hugh Ford, Reg was cast as Cornelius Griffin to debut in his first official motion picture role with Famous Players’ Niobe. Rene was cast as Beatrice Sillocks in the same film and they had a great time acting together on set in front of the new Bell and Howell moving picture camera. Distributed by the company’s newly formed Paramount Pictures, Niobe (1915) premiered in New York on April 4 to excellent reviews.


    That summer, Reg got another break when he landed the lead role of Charles Roche in J.M. Barrie’s Shakespearean play Rosalind (1915) starring opposite famous actress Marie Tempest. During rehearsals, Reg received an urgent telegram from his sister Nora with news that their father had died suddenly from a heart attack and their brother, Gerald, had been killed. Reg was unaware his brother had joined the British Army and had been stationed in Africa where he was seriously injured in combat. While onboard a small naval boat heading to safety, Gerry was thrown overboard when a storm overturned the craft and sharks devoured his body before the military could rescue him. Reg was devastated to hear of his family losses, but he didn’t have the time or money to travel to England for either funeral. He stayed in New York, went on with the show, and blocked all emotion for his long-lost family.


    On September 2, 1915, Rosalind opened at the Lyceum Theatre in Rochester and ran for a month. Immediately after, Reg joined the Mabel Brownell-Clifford Stock Company in Newark and acted in supporting roles throughout the holidays. He was now a familiar face in theatrical circles. He and Rene hosted parties for fellow actors, writers, and musicians in their cozy apartment on 55th Street. They didn’t have much money, and their measly savings were often depleted by Reg’s bleeding-heart desire to help out struggling artists when they needed a loan. During a New Year’s Eve celebration at their apartment, Rene happily announced she was pregnant. The couple was thrilled they were now settling in New York to start a family of their own.


    Reg was even more thrilled when he was hired for the role of Captain Joseph Strangford in Edward Knoblauch’s Paganini (1916) to play opposite George Arliss and Arliss’ wife at the Criterion Theatre. It was a great opportunity to perform with one of the Broadway greats. On August 15 during rehearsal with Arliss, Reg was told Rene was in labor. He rushed to the hospital in time to be with his wife and welcome their beloved daughter whom they named Barbara. Having lost four immediate family members, Reg found comfort in having his wife and daughter by his side with their new theatrical family in America. He was determined now more than ever to make a success in life.


    Paganini ran for just over a month. When it closed, Reg performed in two one-act plays by George Bernard Shaw at Shubert’s Maxine Elliott Theatre in Manhattan. He replaced Leslie Austin as a young British Army officer in Great Catherine (1916), and then played a young Egyptian prince in The Queen’s Enemies (1916) with George Abbott. Next, Reg was cast for the role of Henders in J.M. Barrie’s The Professor’s Love Story (1917) again starring George Arliss at the Knickerbocker Theatre. He was making a name on the boards of Broadway and getting the knack of performing on stage without the “controlled acting.”


    While appearing in The Professor’s Love Story, Reg received an offer for a part in The Cinderella Man (1917) at the Alcazar Theatre in San Francisco. Richard Bennett, a great favorite at the Alcazar, had declined the role so the producers turned to the new Broadway actor to fill the lead. Rene was against the trip as she now had a baby, but Reg persuaded her to come as it was a good opportunity in California. They packed up bag and baggage, put most of their surplus money into railroad tickets, and started across country. When they finally made it to San Francisco, the theatrical producers regretted to inform Reg that Bennett had changed his mind and joined the production. The stage director apologized that there was no part for Reg and gave the again stranded actor two weeks’ pay until they could get him another role.


    One week passed and then another. They had no friends in the city and the baby was still very young and helpless so Rene couldn’t work. All this moving around unsettled the new mother and she finally hit a breaking point. Rene had followed her husband all around India, England, and now America while giving up her stage career to be a wife and mother. All she wanted was to settle down in a safe, secure home. She was fed up with being homeless and having to move around every couple weeks, especially with a baby to care for. She accused Reg of being an irresponsible provider by not making the proper arrangements when he was offered work. She told him to use his head rather than behave so impulsively and urged him to get a real job so they could afford a home in which to raise their daughter. Reg felt bad, but argued he was doing his best to make a living to support the family. He didn’t want his wife and dear Barbara to experience the same heartbreak his mother and he had when he was a youth while his father was on the road as a traveling player.


    In addition to having trouble on the homefront, there was trouble in their home country. On April 6, 1917, the United States entered the First World War, joining the Allies in their efforts against the Central Powers. Reg considered joining the war efforts so his brother’s death would not have been in vain, but Rene objected and told him to instead get a job. Reg slipped on his boxing gloves and returned to the ring to make some money so they could get back to New York. He was booked for a few boxing matches in Oakland and over the course of two weeks, he won the belt with a sigh of relief he was again able to meet their board bill. Just in time, Reg received a telegram from playwright Edward Peple with an offer to perform a lead role in his upcoming production on Broadway. He jumped at the opportunity and used all the money he earned from boxing to buy train tickets for the family’s journey across the country. Upon their return in New York and one day after celebrating Barbara’s first birthday, Reg opened with Peple’s play as Harry Shirley in Friend Martha (1917) at the Booth Theatre on 45th and Broadway. It ran three weeks, then Reg again was out of work.


    As WWI was now in full swing, Reg told Rene he felt obligated to fight for their home country and he was going to enlist. Rene thought it would be terrible for him to leave her alone to raise their daughter with the threat of losing his life at war. She fought hard to change her husband’s willful mind, but Reg left the apartment and headed to the British Recruiting Mission in New York City. The twenty-five-year-old Englishman enlisted with the British Army Reserve and after saying goodbye to his wife and baby daughter, Reg boarded a train to the Artists Rifles in Halifax, Canada, to learn marksmanship skills with the Army’s training corps. He had never handled a gun before, but with a couple of weeks practice he became a skilled marksman. The following month, Reg shipped off to London with the 2nd Artists Rifles for the real thing. There, he used his natural marksmanship and protected the London area, becoming a first-class long-distance sniper while fending off the Germans.


    In early spring 1918, Reg was transferred to Throwley, Kent, for air defense duties and exercised his excellent snipe skills while learning to be an observer and aerial gunner with the British Army’s Royal Flying Corps. The Royal Flying Corps began as the air arm of the British Army until it merged with the Royal Naval Air Service in 1918 to form the world’s first air force, the Royal Air Force (RAF). With his penchant for fighting and prior training with Sir Harry Preston, Reg not only won riflery competitions, but put on his gloves to compete in the military’s boxing matches at the base. That May, he won the Royal Air Force’s first Brigade Heavyweight Boxing Championship. As he trained to be an aerial gunner at Throwley, Reg began his pilot training course and was promoted to lieutenant while he served in the 112th Squadron of Great Britain’s Royal Air Force.


    It had been fifteen years since the Wright Brothers took their first flight, and since Reg saw the first “aero planes” fly overhead from Farnborough when he was a schoolboy. Aero planes were just coming into military use and World War I was the first major conflict involving large-scale use of aircraft. Germany had employed Zeppelins for reconnaissance over the North Sea and also for strategic bombing raids over Britain and the Eastern Front. Great Britain had tethered observation balloons that were used extensively for artillery spotting. Pilots and engineers learned from the early flying machines, leading to the development of many specialized aircrafts, including fighters, bombers, and trench strafers. Now, with a major war in force and with the new use of aero planes as fighters, newly designed state-of-the-art aircraft were quickly manufactured in Great Britain.


    In 1918, Sopwith Aviation Company designed a new cutting-edge biplane, the Sopwith Snipe. A British single-seater fighter plane, the “Snipe” was considered the ultimate in small rotary-powered fighters of its time and the Allied answer to the wicked Fokker D.VII. It was over nineteen feet long with a wingspan of approximately thirty feet. Its 230 horsepower Bentley rotary engine pushed it to 121 miles per hour with a distance range of about three hours. Armament consisted of two Vickers fixed machine guns. It was the most powerful and advanced of the Sopwith rotary-engine aircraft and it proved to be the most efficient scout of the entire war flown by the British, Canadian, and Australian Air Forces.


    The Royal Air Force acquired a series of Sopwith aircraft and recruited pilots to fly them. The RAF grabbed their star pugilist marksman, Lt. Reginald Denny, and trained him to operate their brand-new Sopwith Snipe single-engine piston biplanes. Reg had always fought with his hands; now he’d use weapons in the form of the world’s most advanced machinery for battle, amongst the first pilots to fly the cutting-edge fighter plane. He trained as a flight cadet to conduct offensive and defensive
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