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    This book is dedicated to the memory my grandmother, Josephine Rizzo (1911-1995) who used to love the Charlie Chan movies, and saw most of them first-run at the theater. Thanks Grandma.


    


    I wish I could walk upstairs and watch movies with you again.
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    Introduction


    


    The detective dramas featuring Chinese sleuth Charlie Chan solving crimes with shrewd patience and relaxed good humor have been popular in literature, on stage, in movies, the radio, television, even the Sunday comics. It is the film series for Fox (later Twentieth Century Fox), and Monogram that will be the focus of this text.


    Based on the popular books by Earl Derr Biggers, the Charlie Chan films began with a couple of silent movies, and an early talkie, before beginning a continuing series featuring Warner Oland from 1931 until his death in 1938, then Sidney Toler until he died in 1947, and finally Roland Winters until the series concluded in 1949. While we will discuss the earlier films in a chapter on the character’s history, it is the 44 films from 1931-1949 that this study will be specifically discussing.


    Each film in the series will get its own chapter, and will offer credits, the plot, an assessment of the film, and information about its production, its reception, the actors, the director, and screenwriters. Along with the early silents, four of the films in the series proper are now lost, and those chapters will be based on what research can provide. There will be a concluding chapter on later presentations of the character. This will include the TV series featuring J. Carroll Naish, later features with Ross Martin and Peter Ustinov, and a cartoon with Charlie Chan voiced by noted number-one-son actor Keye Luke.


    The book’s intent is to offer an appreciation of a detective mystery series from the 1930s and 1940s that continues to be fresh and enjoyable as late as the 21st century, due to the appeal of its actors, writers, and directors. Whether it is a vintage production from the prestigious 20th Century-Fox studios or a low budget quickie from the poverty row Monogram Pictures, the Charlie Chan films are always diverting and good humored.

  


  
    The History of Charlie Chan


    


    Chan was created by author Earl Derr Biggers, a Midwestern-born writer who had scored in 1913 with the popular novel Seven Keys to Baldpate which was adapted into a Broadway play by George M. Cohan, who also starred in the 1917 movie version. One of Derr Biggers’ early novels, Love Insurance (1914), was later revamped into a musical comedy film entitled One Night in the Tropics (1940), which is notable as being the movie debut of Bud Abbott and Lou Costello.


    Charlie Chan was conceived by Biggers while vacationing in Hawaii in 1919. The character was based on an actual Asian American detective in Hawaii by the name of Chang Apana (1871-1933). Pondering the possibility of a Chinese detective over several years, it was 1925, before the author’s first Chan book, House Without a Key, was released. Biggers wrote six books featuring Chan, also including The Chinese Parrot (1926), Behind That Curtain (1928), The Black Camel (1929), Charlie Chan Carries On (1930), and Keeper of the Keys (1932). While he planned to continue the series, Biggers died of a sudden heart attack in 1933 at the age of only 48. He lived to see all of his books adapted into movies, except Keeper of the Keys, which was never made into a film (it was adapted into a Broadway play in 1933).


    Biggers’ presentation of Charlie Chan was said to be partly a reaction to how the Chinese were being portrayed as evil in such films as D.W. Griffith’s Broken Blossoms (1919), or the Fu Manchu books and movies. He created Charlie Chan as a shrewdly deductive, patient, and good-humored sleuth who solved crimes on an international level. Biggers described Chan in the first novel as walking daintily “like a woman” and being “very fat indeed,” emphasizing a non-threatening appearance. This description was not carefully followed in subsequent movie versions.


    The first time Charlie Chan appeared on film was in the 1926 movie adaption of the novel The House Without a Key, produced by the Pathé studios as a ten-chapter serial directed by Spencer Gordon Bennet. Chan is a supporting character, portrayed by Japanese actor George Kuwa (1885-1931). The popularity of the Charlie Chan novels, serialized in The Saturday Evening Post, sparked initial interest in the serial, with Moving Picture World reporting: [1]


    


    Pathé’s newest mystery serial, The House Without a Key, is now proving in the number of advanced circuit bookings already consummated, to be one of the greatest Pathé serial box office attractions released to date. When Shown before special previewers representing the Loew Circuit, it was immediately contracted to run in twenty-two theaters. In addition to this contract, The House Without a Key has been booked for such important New York circuits as the Small-Straussbeg circuit, the Rosenwiecz and Katz, Meyer and Schneider, and the William Yost and Chrisedge Circuits.


    


    The serial featured Allene Ray and Walter Miller in the leads, based on their popularity in previous Pathé serials like The Green Archer (1925) and Snowed In (1926), both also directed by Bennet. Frank Lackteen, the villain in The Green Archer, played such a role in this film as well.


    While critics were dismissive, moviegoers enjoyed The House Without a Key, with one theater owner reporting to the Exhibitor’s Herald World: “The best serial that I have run. Increased attendance by 15 percent and holding them.” Chan’s supporting role was not played by an actor who fit Biggers’ dainty, rotund description. George Kuwa (born Keiichi Kuwahara in Japan), was slender and attractive. Kuwa was already a ten year veteran of movies when he took the Chan role, having already appeared with Rudolph Valentino in Moran of the Lady Letty (1922), and with Jackie Coogan in Daddy (1923). While The House Without a Key is a lost film, accounts at the time describe Kuwa’s approach to the role as one of stern stoicism.


    Kuwa also appeared in the second Charlie Chan film, The Chinese Parrot, based on Biggers’ second Chan novel. However, Kuwa did not play Chan in this movie. That role was essayed by another Japanese actor, Sôjin Kamiyama (1884-1954). This Universal feature is also lost, which is a pity as it was helmed by German director Paul Leni, noted for the expressionist classic The Cat and the Canary (1927). His approach to the Biggers’ material would likely offer a very interesting vision, Leni also having experience in art direction. Kamiyama’s Chan character was also a supporting role, with Marian Nixon and Edmund Burns in the leads. In the studio’s periodical Universal Weekly, a moviegoer from Saginaw, Michigan wrote in to state: [2]


    


    It gives me great pleasure to pronounce a 100 percent rating for Paul Leni’s The Chinese Parrot. I am very fond of Edmund Burns, and have seen him in several films. Hobart Bosworth is without question a might fine actor who played his part with earnestness and sincerity. But Sôjin Kamiyama took away all the honors in this picture. He surely is a fine actor.


    


    It was 1929 before another Charlie Chan feature was produced, this time a talkie, Behind That Curtain, for the Fox studios. A pre-release ad in Exhibitors Herald-World indicated: “A private screening recently of Behind That Curtain brought 200 branch managers and salesmen to their feet cheering.” The film was chosen to open the new Fox Theater in San Francisco in June of 1929.


    Behind That Curtain, based on the Biggers novel, is only interesting as being the first Fox film to feature the detective, to be the third and final time Chan was played by an Asian actor in an American film, and featuring such notables as Warner Baxter, Lois Moran, and Boris Karloff (in his first sound movie). E.L. Park (1876-1948), who played Chan, was American born, but of Korean descent. His daughters Bo Ling and Bo Chung were also actresses and can be spotted in the Paramount musical comedy feature International House (1932), featuring W.C. Fields, George Burns and Gracie Allen, Bela Lugosi, Rudy Vallee, and Cab Calloway. Bo Ling would briefly show up in a couple of the Charlie Chan movies during the 1930s.


    Behind That Screen gives little footage to the Chan character, and not until toward the end of the movie, and offers little of Biggers’ original concept. Rather than focus on the story involving Chan, the movie instead focuses on the book’s tangential sub-plot of a runaway wife. This early melodrama does not hold up nearly as well as any of the ensuing Charlie Chan films, with the sort of affected delivery of dialog that hampers many early talkies. Its historical significance would be nil if not for it being Karloff’s talkie debut as well as the first sound film in which the Charlie Chan character appears at all.


    It was 1931 when Fox produced a film version of Biggers’ novel Charlie Chan Carries On featuring Swedish-born Warner Oland as Chan, and the first to feature Charlie Chan as the central character. Warner Oland’s approach to the role is also noted as the quintessential interpretation of Chan, on which his successors would base their portrayals. Claiming to have some Mongolian in his heritage, Oland reportedly exhibited the look of a Chinese man by merely combing his mustache downward and his eyebrows upward. Taking the role seriously, Oland studied the Chinese language and its culture in order to properly convey his idea of the character. It is this film that is considered the first of the series.
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    Charlie Chan Carries On


    


    Director: Hamilton MacFadden


    Screenplay and Dialogue: Philip Klein; Barry Conners


    Based on the novel Charlie Chan Carries On by Earl Derr Biggers


    Cinematography: George Schneiderman


    Film Editor: Al DeGaetano


    


    Cast:


    Warner Oland: Charlie Chan


    Marguerite Churchill: Pamela Potter


    John Garrick: Mark Kennaway


    Warren Hymer: Max Minchin


    Marjorie White: Sadie Minchin


    C. Henry Gordon: John Ross


    William Holden: Patrick Tait


    George Brent: Captain Ronald Keane


    Peter Gawthorne: Inspector Duff


    John T. Murray: Doctor Lofton


    John Swor: Elmer Benbow


    Goodee Montgomery: Mrs. Benbow


    Jason Robards, Sr.: Walter Honywood


    Lumsden Hare: Inspector Hayley


    Zeffie Tillbury: Mrs. Luce


    Betty Francisco: Sybil Conway


    Harry Beresford: Kent


    John Rogers: Martin


    J.G. Davis: Eben


    


    Shooting days: December 26, 1930 to January 29, 1931


    Released April 12, 1931 by the Fox Film Corporation


    Running Time: 69 minutes, black and white


    


    As this is the film that introduced the movie Charlie Chan as we know him, it is especially maddening that Charlie Chan Carries On is a lost film. This prevents us from assessing the director’s vision, the impact of the screenplay, and the effectiveness of the actors. Our information as to what happens in the movie comes from an examination of the script.


    In this film, a man named Hugh Morris Drake is murdered while on world tour, and Inspector Duff of Scotland Yard is contacted. It is discovered that Drake was murdered with a strap from luggage belonging to the head of the tour, Dr. Lofton. There is not enough evidence to hold the other tourists, but the man with the room next to Drake, Walter Honywood, is questioned. It is later found that Honywood and Drake had changed rooms the night that Drake was murdered. Honywood is then also murdered, with a gun that is found in his own hand. Duff contacts Honywood’s estranged wife, who identifies the murderer as her ex-husband Jim Everhard, a jewel thief, as revenge for her having run away with Honywood and taking two bags of jewels. In Hong Kong, an attempt is made on the life of Pamela Potter, Drake’s granddaughter, who has continued on the world tour in an attempt to uncover her grandfather’s killer.


    Charlie Chan gets involved when Inspector Duff travels to Honolulu prior to the tour’s arriving there. Duff visits Chan, who is a friend, and is shot in the back. At that point Chan joins the tour as it heads to San Francisco. When they are gathered, he states that Everhard had planned to murder Honywood, but mistakenly killed Drake after the two men changed rooms. Chan continues that he has written a letter to the Everhard, who is traveling on the tour undercover, when in fact he has written identical e to all the suspects. He states that the note indicates he will not arrest Everhard until they dock. Chan then puts out a dummy to represent himself, and when one of the suspects attempts to shoot it, he reveals himself to be the murderer and is arrested (see Appendix A).


    Charlie Chan Carries On is based on Earl Derr Biggers’ novel of the same name that had been serialized in The Saturday Evening Post from August 9 through September 13, 1930. Warner Oland’s vision, his approach to the character, was to define it for movie audiences and continue to be the blueprint from which later actors would work. It is unfortunate that a four minute trailer is all the exists of his performance in this film. Along with the script, a Spanish version of this film, Eran Trece, with Manuel Arbó as Charlie Chan, is available. This allows us to see how the Biggers material plays out as a film, and this version does contain stock footage from the English speaking one, but it still gives us no indication as to Oland’s initial performance as Chan. We can garner, through criticism, as to how well it was received.


    In the July 31, 1931 issue of Motion Picture Magazine its critic singled out Oland’s performance as the reason why Charlie Chan Carries On was effective: [1]


    


    Warner Oland is perfect as the smooth-tongued Oriental. His performance demands a continuance of the Chan character in further adventures of the humorous fellow. Others in the cast are likewise capable, but the laurel wreath goes, as it should, to Oland. It is to be regretted that his entrance into the story occurs so late in the footage. At any rate, let’s have more of Charlie Chan. He is a welcome change from our drawing-room problem dramas.


    


    The Swedish-born Oland came to America as a child, and became fluent in both English and Swedish, helping to translate the work of August Strindberg. He and his wife, whom he married in 1907, published a book of translated Strindberg plays in 1912. Oland’s film career began deep into the silent movie era, and he played Asians in many movies prior to taking on the Chan role, including the title role in The Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu, being the first film portrayal of that character. He would portray Fu Manchu in three more movies. Oland would play Asian characters in other films even after debuting as Chan, including Shanghai Express (1932) and Werewolf of London (1935). He needed no special makeup to play the Charlie Chan character. Oland also, notably, played the cantor father in The Jazz Singer (1927) with Al Jolson, a milestone for being the first feature with spoken dialog.


    Charlie Chan Carries On is also the first Chan movie to present the character using astute observations such as “Only very brave mouse make nest in cat’s ear,” “all mischief begins with opening of mouth, “man seldom scratches where he does not itch,” and ”talk will not cook rice.” Oland’s delivery of such lines would continue to improve with each subsequent movie, and became among the most anticipated aspects of his performance.


    Along with our inability to see Oland’s first crack at the Chan character in movies, the lost status of Charlie Chan Carries On prevents us from enjoying the supporting performances by Marguerite Churchill and John Garrick, two noted stars of screen drama during the pre-code era, as well as the comic relief of Warren Hymer and Marjorie White, two appealing comedy performers whose careers were cut short by early death. Hymer continued to bolster every movie in which he appeared until off-screen alcoholism led to his passing at only 42. Marjorie White, perhaps best known for appearing with The Three Stooges in their first Columbia short, Woman Haters (1934) died from injuries suffered in a car accident in 1935. As Max and Sadie, the two offered dialog exchanges to lighten up the heaviness of the mystery:


    


    MAX: The first thing to remember if anybody here done it, don’t say nothin’ until you seen a lawyer.


    SADIE: Come on, Maxie, it’s no use nursing a grudge, nobody’s accusin’ you.


    MAX: Patrol your own beat, I’m takin’ no info from a skirt!


    MRS. LUCE: What language is he speaking?


    


    C. Henry Gordon would appear in several more Charlie Chan features, while Zeffie Tilbury is perhaps best known for her role in The Grapes of Wrath (1940). It should be noted that the William Holden who appears in this film is not the Oscar winning actor who stars in such films as Stalag 17 (1952), Sunset Boulevard (1950), The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957), Network (1976), etc. This William Holden died in 1932, while the more famous one did not enter films until 1939.


    The fact that Charlie Chan Carries On was popular enough to ignite a successful series makes it significant on the most basic level, along with other milestones regarding Warner Oland, et. al. In 1940, Twentieth Century-Fox would revisit the story Charlie Chan Carries On under the title Charlie Chan’s Murder Cruise.
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      Trade ad for Charlie Chan Carries On.
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      Marguerite Churchill and John Garrick in Charlie Chan Carries On.

    

  


  
    The Black Camel


    


    Producer and Director: Hamilton MacFadden


    Screenplay: Barry Conners; Philip Klein


    Original Story: Earl Derr Biggers


    Adapted by: Hugh Strange


    Cinematography: Joseph August; Daniel Clark


    Film Editor: Al DeGaetano


    


    Cast:


    Warner Oland: Charlie Chan


    Sally Eilers: Julie O’Neill


    Bela Lugosi: Tarneverro


    Dorothy Revier: Shelah Fane


    Victor Varconi: Robert Fyfe


    Murray Kinnell: Smith


    William Post, Jr.: Alan Jaynes


    Robert Young: Jimmy Bradshaw


    Violet Dunn: Anna


    J.M. Kerrigan: Thomas MacMasters


    Mary Gordon: Mrs. MacMasters


    Rita Rozelle: Luana


    Otto Yamaoka: Kashimo


    Dwight Frye: Jessop


    Richard Tucker: Wilkie Ballou


    Marjorie White: Rita Ballou


    C. Henry Gordon: Huntley Van Horn


    Robert Homans: Chief of Police


    Louise Mackintosh: Librarian


    Hamilton MacFadden: Val Martino


    James Wang: Wong


    Melvin Paoa: Hawaiian Beach Boy


    Bo Ling: Number One Chan Daughter


    


    Shooting days: Early April to early May, 1931


    Released July 1931 by the Fox Film Corporation


    Running Time: 71 minutes. Black and white


    


    Earl Der Biggers’ The Black Camel had originally published serially in The Saturday Evening Post between May 18 and June 22, 1929. Of the five films based specifically on novels by Biggers, The Black Camel is the only one that currently survives. The others are all lost films. It is also the only Charlie Chan movie to be shot on location.


    While working on a movie in Honolulu, actress Shelah Fayne (Dorothy Revier) arranges for a mystic named Tarneverro (Bela Lugosi) to fly in from Hollywood and stay near the filming location. Shelah has been using Tarneverro as an advisor and has come to depend upon him. When she tells her friend Julie (Sally Eilers) that she will be asking the mystic’s advice on whether to marry her wealthy boyfriend Alan Jaynes, Julie expresses concern over Tarneverro’s influence. Honolulu detective Charlie Chan is investigating the unsolved murder of film star Denny Mayo, who was killed years earlier and meets Tarneverro at his hotel to discuss it with him.


    With the film’s opening, director Hamilton MacFadden creates a scene that details Shelah’s trip to Hawaii for filming and the escalation of her affair with Jaynes through newspaper headlines. It is an effective way of introducing the characters and setting the scene without a lot of unnecessary exposition.


    Julie and her boyfriend, the film’s publicity agent Jimmy Bradshaw (Robert Young), find Shelah dead in her hotel room. Julie has Jimmy remove Shelah’s emerald ring before notifying the police. Chan is called upon to investigate and asks Tarneverro to accompany him. Tarneverro informs Chan that Shelah confessed to having murdered Denny.


    At this point in the film, the audience knows more than the characters in the film. There is a pivotal scene between Tarneverro and Shelah where the mystic questions her repeatedly about the murder and her emotional level gradually rises as the interrogation becomes louder and more heated. Director Hamilton MacFadden shoots this scene in the dark, with a large crystal ball illuminating the faces of Tarneverro and Shelah. The scene is effectively staged, with MacFadden cutting from medium shots to close-ups as the emotional state of the characters increases.


    Dorothy Revier, a veteran actress of ten years in movies by this time, has little to do in this film, as she is murdered during the early scenes. Her strongest impact occurs during this sequence with Bela Lugosi, who exhibits a powerful command. Lugosi plays Tarneverro as very grounded and stately, someone who appears as secure and in control as he does mysterious. The fact that the audience is more aware than the characters in the film creates a heightened feeling of suspense, and wonderment as to when and how Chan will piece together all these little snippets that cast suspicion on virtually every character.


    A bit of ominous foreshadowing occurs when Shelah returns to her room and tears up a photo of Denny Mayo. The photo is autographed and the hotel servant, Anna, sees the ripped piece featuring the actor’s name, and reacts in a startled manner as she back out of the room after making a delivery.


    The dynamic between Warner Oland and Bela Lugosi is an interesting one. Of course Chan is equally grounded and controlled, the steadiness of his appearance occasionally being disrupted by the sudden appearances of his helper, Kashimo (Otto Yamaoka), who frequently interrupts the action by running in and shouting “Clue!” and offering his attempts to assist in the investigation. However, his scenes with Lugosi offer almost a teaming-up of sorts as the two men discover clues (e.g. that a bouquet of flowers has been stomped on), discuss their significance, and come to joint, but tentative, conclusions.


    When Chan gathers all of the suspects and indicates they are not to leave, he fields the varying protests and insists the killer is among them. In these scenes Oland controls the footage while Lugosi stands apart, mingling among the suspects and assisting the proceedings in his own way. Kashimo had earlier delivered the ripped photograph of Denny Mayo from Shelah’s room, but as Chan is piecing it together, Kashimo enters and the wind from the open door blows the photo pieces off the table. Chan reacts in anger, pounding the table, in an outburst that seems jarring to the character’s usual solid patience and calm.


    The tangential characters that surround the story add to its atmosphere. The wealthy, entitled Wilkie Ballou and his attractive blonde wife Rita, who is much too young and too pretty to not have married for money, offer a neat contrast in character. Ballou is impatient and feels that the entire proceedings are an inconvenience. His wife exhibits starry-eyed fascination with each new development. The equally inconvenienced McMasters adds weight to the Ballou character, and both are offset by Alan Jaynes (William Post, Jr.) who had wanted to marry Shelah, and the appearance of Shelah’s ex-husband Robert Fyfe (Victor Varconi), a red herring who confesses to Shelah’s murder. It is part of another plot tangent where Smith (Murray Kinnell), an artist, is found outside the pavilion and upon his entrance, Fyfe impulsively confesses. However, Chan realizes Fyfe’s whereabouts when the murder takes place and indicates the he is the only one of the gathered suspects who could not possibly have murdered Shelah.


    Smith’s involvement becomes more layered as he indicates he overheard Shelah’s confession to murdering Denny Mayo, and will reveal this and destroy the actress’s legacy. He tries to blackmail Fyfe into buying one of his paintings, but is shot in the dark woods. He makes his way back to his hut, where his wife, Luana (Rita Rozelle) summons Chan and accuses Fyfe. A dying Smith reveals that Shelah killed Mayo and Fyfe corroborates his story, admitting he confessed to protect his ex-wife’s memory. Chan places him under arrest.


    This plot tangent moves away from the central mystery but does not distract from it. It does have a connection and further allows Chan’s deeper understanding of the Shelah’s backstory. The protectiveness over Shelah’s legacy extends to Julie, who, after Jimmy’s urging, admits to Chan that she removed an emerald ring from Shelah that has an inscription from Mayo.


    When Chan discovers the stomped-upon bouquet of orchids has a missing pin, he realizes the pin is in the shoe of the murderer and it is this clue that reveals who killed Shelah (see Appendix A). When the murderer is revealed, that person’s lover pulls a gun, but is disarmed. Furthermore, Tarneverro is discovered to be Mayo’s brother, and was posing as a mystic to get close to Shelah and find out who murdered his brother.


    The film ends on a gag. Kashimo rushes in to announce he has another clue, but since this case is solved, Charlie Chan advises him to save it for their next one.


    The Black Camel was filmed in April and May of 1931, and Universal had released Dracula, featuring Bela Lugosi in the title role, the previous February. As a result, Lugosi had achieved a powerful mainstream popularity and had some level of clout while working on The Black Camel. He suggested Dwight Frye, so brilliant as Renfield in Dracula, for the part of a strange, jittery servant who figures prominently at the conclusion of the film.


    The eeriness of the film is somehow bolstered by the fact that this early talkie offers no background music during the non-verbal scenes. The sensitive microphones pick up the wind during the outdoor location shooting, and it is this noise that backs up the dialog. The romantic leads, typical for this era, are fresh-faced and attractive. Robert Young, in his first credited role in a feature film, would enjoy a successful career in films and television, while Sally Eilers would enjoy a career that had her working with the likes of Buster Keaton, Spencer Tracy, and Randolph Scott, albeit most of her movies were B’s. Similarly, Dorothy Revier would be known as “queen of poverty row,” and even the great Lugosi would move to low budget movies as his career continued. Of course the Charlie Chan series itself would follow this same trajectory.


    Sally Eilers didn’t want to appear in this film, solely due to the fact that it was to be shot on location. She didn’t want to leave her husband, western star Hoot Gibson, back in Hollywood. She and Gibson had married a year earlier. The studio convinced her to remain with the project by allowing Gibson to accompany her on location in Hawaii.


    Comic relief would eventually become a central part of any Charlie Chan movie, but this was Otto Yamaoka’s only appearance as Kashimo. The actor appeared pretty regularly throughout the 1930s, but did not extend into the next decade. Although Yamaoka was born in Seattle, Washington, he was still placed in an interment camp during World War Two. After being released from the camp in August of 1943, Otto Yamaoka did not return to the film industry. He died in New York in 1967. Yamaoka also had a sister, Iris, who was in some films during the thirties, who also was interred, never returned to films, and relocated to New York where she died in 1960.


    Along with Kashimo, the heaviness of the murder mystery is lightened up by a short scene with Chan, at home, having dinner with his wife and many children, all of whom offer typical American slang as a counterpart to their father’s tentative English.


    None of the dialogue in The Black Camel is stilted as is sometimes the case in early talkies, and all of the actors do a fine job. It is also a plus that the film was shot on location in Hawaii, and the use of native music. It’s very atmospheric — beautiful, but also dark and creepy when the occasion calls for it, like some of the nighttime scenes by the beach.


    The Black Camel was a big hit for the Fox corporation. The Motion Picture Herald stated: [1]


    


    Warner Oland has never given a better performance than that of Charlie Chan in this production. He shares the honors with Bela Lugosi whose portrayal of Tarneverro is masterly. Dorothy Revier is convincing in the role of Shelah Fane, although her is but a brief appearance. Sally Eilers, also, is pleasing as the devoted secretary who finds romance during the unhappy hours following the star’s death. Hamilton MacFadden deserves great credit for the direction. There are some clever touches of comedy introduced to lighten the drama. On the whole, an unusually good offering.


    


    There is one charming anecdote to The Black Camel. Chang Apana, the actual detective on which the Charlie Chan character is based, was on the set for most of the location shooting in Honolulu. According to a story in The New Yorker: [2]


    


    Chang Apana, now in his sixties, was invited to watch the filming. He and Oland met, on Kailua Beach, and posed for a photograph together. Chang looks amused. Oland is grinning. Oland inscribed the back of the photograph, “To my dear friend, Charlie Chang, ‘The bravest of all,’ with best of luck, from the new ‘Charlie Chan,’ Warner Oland.”


    


    Chang missed hardly a day of shooting. In one scene, someone tells Charlie Chan that he ought to have a lie detector. “Lie detector?” Chan asks. “Ah, I see! You mean wife. I got one.” Chang laughed and laughed.


    The success of this film caused Fox executives to arrange for another Charlie Chan mystery to be produced. This time, their source material would again be Behind That Curtain, which had been filmed a few years earlier, but relegated the Chan character to a supporting role. This would not be the case with Charlie Chan’s Chance.


    


     


    


    
      1. “The Black Camel” Motion Picture Herald. May 16, 1931


      

    


    
      2. LePore, Jill. Chan The Man. The New Yorker. August 20, 2010.
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      Bela Lugosi and Warner Oland.
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      Dwight Frye, Bela Lugosi, C. Henry Gordon, Warner Oland, Richard Tucker, William Post, Jr.

    

  


  
    Charlie Chan’s Chance


    


    Director: John Blystone


    Assistant Director: Jasper Blystone


    Screenplay: Barry Conners; Philip Klein


    Based on the novel Behind That Curtain by Earl Derr Biggers


    Cinematography: Joseph August


    Film Editor: Alex Troffey


    


    Cast:


    Warner Oland: Charlie Chan


    Alexander Kirkland: John R. Douglas


    H.B. Warner: Inspector Fife


    Marian Nixon: Shirley Marlowe


    Linda Watkins: Gloria Garland


    James Kirkwood: Inspector Flannery


    Ralph Morgan: Barry Kirk


    James Todd: Kenneth Dunwood


    Herbert Bunston: Garrick Enderby


    James Wang: Kee Lin


    Charles McNaughton: Paradise


    Edward Peil, Sr.: Li Gung


    Joe Brown: Doctor


    Tom Kennedy: Hawkins


    Puzzums the cat: Cat in Li Gung’s Apartment


    William P. Carleton, Thomas A. Curran: Bit parts


    


    Shooting days: November 16 to early December 1931


    Released January 24, 1932 by the Fox Film Corporation


    Running Time: 73 minutes, Black and white


    


    Another lost film, this one based on the Earl Derr Biggers novel Behind That Curtain, which had already been filmed in 1929. However, this 1931 version presents Chan as the central figure and is closer to the novel’s concept. It is unfortunate that no screening print is available (a fire at the Fox warehouse in 1937 destroyed a lot of important films), but based on our research, including taking a look at the script, we can get an idea of how the film played out.


    Sir Lionel Grey, former Scotland Yard chief, is in the process of solving a crime that had baffled the yard for years. All suspects were gathered, when Grey takes a phone call in a Wall Street office and his mysteriously murdered. Inspector Fife of Scotland Yard and Charlie Chan or Honolulu are both in New York at the time of this murder, to learn more about the methods used by that cities police department. They receive the news about Grey while at lunch, and investigate, Chan staying in New York rather than returning to Honolulu for the birth of his eleventh child.


    A doctor insists Grey’s death was natural, but a dead cat in the same room arouses Chan’s suspicion. The guests that had been gathered by Grey are questioned, and all seem suspicious as well. The subsequent mystery involves a vaudeville dancer named Shirley, who is connected to a John Raleigh, who presents himself to Chan as Dunwood, Raleigh’s servant, Li Gung, attempts to kill Charlie Chan, but a cat bumps the contraption set up to fire gun at the detective, saving his life and killing Li Gung.


    The film concludes with Charlie Chan, Inspector Fife, and New York detective Flannery waiting for the man who is revealed to the killer. Charlie pretends to sneeze and drop his gun, the suspect picks it up and confesses to the murder while holding the others at gunpoint. However when Charlie goes to capture him, the suspect realizes the gun is not loaded. Chan reveals that he never loads his gun, as a safety measure regarding his children.


    It is unfortunate that any of the Charlie Chan films are inaccessible to our study, but this one has the added measure of being the only Chan film that featured Biggers’ involvement in contributing to the screenplay. The impressive supporting cast includes veteran actor H.B. Warner (now best known for playing Mr. Gower the druggist in It’s a Wonderful Life, in which he’d appear 15 years after this movie), and Marian Nixon, whose career dates back to silent comedy (she appeared in such films as The Shiek of Araby with Ben Turpin and Hands Up with Raymond Griffith). Ms. Nixon had also appeared in the silent Charlie Chan feature The Chinese Parrot, which is also lost.


    In their review of Charlie Chan’s Chance, the Hollywood trade paper Variety seemed reasonably impressed: [1]


    


    Previous chapters of Fox’s Charlie Chan series are bound to bring comparisons, but this latest won’t suffer. A compact, frequently suspenseful and sufficiently convincing detective feature, it rates with its predecessors as entertainment and should equal the fair grosses they registered. Because Fox isn’t overdoing the Charlie Chan character with too frequent repetition, the Oriental detective is still on his pins as a reliable screen character, with the quality of Charlie Chan’s Chance setting things up for a future return. As long as they don’t kill Charles with more than bi-annual release, Warner Oland and Fox can probably continue along the same lines indef. Earl Derr Biggers’ magazine and novel yarns on the subject provide the structure for this chapter, like the others. It has Biggers also — absence of billing for a dialoguer discounts the possibility of another author — who provided the constant philosophical sayings which are delivered through the principal character as a means of sewing the action together and maintaining a regular pace. Chan rolls them off his proverbial knife, giving Oland the pushover job of sounding like a resident of Mott street by simply dropping his prepositions like “Some heads, like hard nuts, much better if well cracked.” The killing of Li Gung, though arriving some time ahead of the climax, is the most exciting sequence. He’s killed by a bullet intended for Chan, with the stage set and death contraption rigged up for Chan’s benefit before he arrives. A black cat walks across the table, pointing the gun at Li Gung and away from Chan. Li is destroyed by his own creation. Chan is sitting in the hot seat while the audience waits for the trigger to snap. This talker’s production is good-looking without denoting undue extravagance. The principal location, a penthouse, is neat, and a helpful attitude of realism is gained through the skyline background which looks like New York from the Empire State building tower. Another standout technical detail is the studio version of the East River at night, whose scenic excellence lends importance to an otherwise unimportant situation that under less expert handling might have been mere padding.


    


    While there are few Chan features that are lost, the fact that they are grouped together at the outset of the series disrupts our ability to fully appreciate the evolution of the character, and the trajectory of each film, as they are still responding more directly to the actual Earl Derr Biggers novels.


    The next film in the series, Charlie Chan’s Greatest Case is another lost film. It is another version of House Without a Key, which had been made as a 10 chapter silent serial in 1926, and which is also lost.


    


     


    


    
      1. “Charlie Chan’s Chance. Variety. January 26, 1932
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      Poster for Charlie Chan’s Chance.

    

  


  
    Charlie Chan’s Greatest Case


    


    Director: Hamilton MacFadden


    Assistant Director: Percy Ikerd


    Screenplay: Lester Cole; Marion Orth


    Based on the novel The House Without a Key by Earl Derr Biggers (Indianapolis, 1925)


    Producer: Sol M. Wurtzel


    Cinematography: Ernest Palmer


    Editor: Alex Troffey


    


    Cast:


    Warner Oland: Charlie Chan


    Heather Angel: Carlotta Eagan


    Roger Imhoff: The Beachcomber


    John Warburton: John Quincy Winterslip


    Walter Byron: Harry Jennison


    Ivan Simpson: T.M. Brade


    Virginia Cherrill: Barbara Winterslip


    Francis Ford: Captain Hallett


    Robert Warwick: Dan Winterslip


    Frank McGlynn: Amos Winterslip


    Clara Blandick: Minerva Winterslip


    Claude King: Captain Arthur Temple Cope


    William Stack: James Eagan


    Gloria Roy: Arlene Compton


    Cornelius Keefe: Steve Leatherbee


    Dorothy Hoo: Number One Daughter


    Mabel Hoo: Number Two Daughter


    Frances Chan: Number Three Daughter


    Ellen Tim: Number Four Daughter


    Frank Tang: Oswald Chan, number one son


    Frank Dong: Herbert Chan, number two son


    Alan Dong: Number Three Son


    Harry Dong: Number Four Son


    David Dong: Number Five Son


    


    Shooting days: mid-July to mid-August 1933


    Released September 15, 1933 by the Fox Film Corporation


    Running Time: 71 minutes. Black and white


    


    Ideally it would be great if we could see the silent movie serial House Without a Key and do a comparison/contrast with this sound remake, but both films are lost. It is significant that Charlie Chan is a supporting character in the earlier film, and is the central figure in this talkie. But otherwise, all that research presents us is the fact that moviegoers were less enthused with Charlie Chan’s Greatest Case than they had been with the other films featuring Warner Oland as the detective.


    When wealthy Dan Winterslip receives a telegram that his daughter is about to marry his lawyer, he responds to his lawyer threatening to expose information about his nefarious past if the engagement is called off. Dan is later found stabbed to death in Honolulu, police captain Hallett is called and he immediately contacts Charlie Chan. On the scene, the crime doctor reveals Dan’s arm was also broken. Chan questions Dan’s sister, Minerva, and she indicates hotel man James Eagan had been calling repeatedly a day earlier. She also points out that she saw a prowler in the bushes wearing a glow-in-the-dark wristwatch with its 2 faded. Eagan is questioned and it is discovered that he and Dan had not seen each other in decades, but did meet that day. The nature of their meeting is not revealed. Eagan is taken into police custody and his daughter must now run the hotel. Later, Dan’s brother Amos is found dead. Chan assembles all of the suspects at Dan’s home with the intention of revealing the murderer. A new suspect, named Berkeley, is brought in and revealed as the murderer. When he makes a run for it, one of the suspects stops him and breaks his arm the same way Dan’s arm had been broken. It is then revealed who the killer is (see Appendix A).


    Because this film, like The Black Camel, is set in Honolulu, the Chan family home is depicted
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