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Foreword

The British Film Industry in 25 Careers is the third book that Geoffrey has written in collaboration with the Film Distributors’ Association (FDA), following on from the previously well-received Delivering Dreams: A Century of British Film Distribution and Stairways to Heaven: Rebuilding the British Film Industry.

Whereas his two previous works concentrated on the wider UK film ecosystem and the often overlooked distribution sector respectively, this latest read takes a deeper, more personal look at some of the key individuals who have featured in UK cinema over the last century and more. The cast of characters is diverse and covers many different career paths in the industry, including writing, producing, acting, distributing and publicity, as well as directing, prop work and visual effects.

It is not an exaggeration to say that no two personalities featured in the book are alike. In fact, as the various journeys are uncovered, differences are often quite starkly contrasted. Certain characteristics though do appear consistently across the myriad players, such as energy, commitment, entrepreneurial spirit, versatility, resilience and a driving passion to make it in the film industry. It also becomes apparent that film is an arena where social mobility can fully thrive and being an outsider presents little limit to ambition.

Each of the twenty-five careers presented here is effectively self-made. The individuals featured all found their own way into the film business, and once in, went on to pinpoint their chosen specialist field of work for which they are now primarily recognized and acknowledged by the industry and their peers. Not all of the tales are ones of glory, and often failure has proven to be as important as success for our twenty-five featured professionals. Life’s ups and downs are considered in equal measure, with fortune regularly playing a key hand.

What this book does so well is to provide insight and optimism for anyone considering a possible future career in the film industry. Equally, it is for individuals already at work in the arena, though yet to fully hit their career stride. In casting the net wide across 120 years of the seventh art’s existence in the UK, whilst also focusing on specific personal journeys, it becomes apparent that anything and everything is possible for those prepared to embark on a filmic adventure.

Recent technological advances, commercial opportunities and cultural experience all lend themselves to the ongoing development and growth of a vibrant film sector. Geoffrey has chosen twenty-five remarkably interesting character studies for his latest book, and such is the wealth of industry talent that he could well have selected an alternative twenty-five, with equally rich lives and fascinating careers. There remains scarce doubt that further compelling figures will emerge and flourish over the coming years.

The mix of archival research and contemporary subject interviews makes 25 Careers both an informative and a breezy read. This book should appeal to keen film students, anyone looking to enter the industry or those who just have an abiding interest in film and the human condition. Having occupied all of those positions over the years, I can heartily recommend picking up a copy. We wait with great interest to see where Geoffrey turns his gaze next.



Andy Leyshon, Chief Executive, Film Distributors’ Association
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Introduction

This book follows the unusual, uplifting and inspiring stories of a selection of unlikely people from different backgrounds, places and eras who have made significant, often long-lasting, contributions to the UK film industry.

It is a history of the UK film industry told from an unusual perspective – that of various mavericks, visionaries and outsiders from all over the country who’ve found their own way into that industry. Often against considerable odds, they’ve built enduring working relationships and reputations to become successful producers, distributors, writers, directors, technicians, stars and, sometimes, even moguls. Some are household names. Others are far less well known and generally overlooked in conventional histories of British cinema, which focus on stars and filmmakers. What they all have in common, though, is that they found their own pathways into the British film business.

The book combines archive research with original interviews. There is no claim that this is an exhaustive survey. Countless other figures could equally well have been chosen. However, the twenty-five men and women profiled in these pages are a representative cross-section of the talent that has shaped the British film industry over the 120 years of its existence to date. They come from a wide variety of backgrounds and from every part of the UK. They’ve worked in very different capacities – it is an industry requiring a huge range of creative and commercial skills. Some have been involved creatively, in front of or behind the camera. Others have distributed or exhibited films. A few have had multiple roles.

It is a timely moment for such a book. British film studios were busier than ever before in the years prior to the coronavirus outbreak in 2020. Thanks to the production in the UK of everything from Netflix and Amazon dramas to Marvel superhero movies, and Disney live-action remakes of animated classics, space was at a premium.

Several new initiatives were being hatched to make the industry more accessible and to ‘skill up’. In 2017, the British Film Institute (BFI) launched a Future Film Skills initiative to improve ‘entry level diversity’ and to create ‘professional pathways’ into the industry. The aim was to ‘make it easier for young people to pursue a career in the film and adjacent industries; to create opportunities specifically for those who are harder to reach and who would encounter additional obstacles; and to enable film businesses to recruit a skilled workforce that is representative of modern Britain’. Together with other partners, Working Title, one of Britain’s most successful production companies, launched the London Screen Academy in September 2019, a new school intended to provide 16–19-year-olds with the ‘background knowledge needed to join the screen industries’.

Adrian Wootton, a plasterer’s son from the East Midlands who, in 2020, was the Chief Executive of both Film London and the British Film Commission, likes to say that when he was growing up he no more contemplated working in something as exotic and distant as the film industry than he did of going to outer space.

Many of the figures profiled and interviewed here have expressed a similar bewilderment at their own successful careers in British cinema and how far they have come.

‘Film is an incredible industry to work in; but it is not always an easy industry to get into. Access to a career in film can often be dictated by connections and obscure pathways: visible and open to some, but notoriously not to all,’ producer and actor Gemma Arterton, whose own career began with a role as the head girl in St Trinian’s (2007), remarked at a BFI fundraising gala in October 2019 to ‘raise money to ensure young people from all backgrounds can engage with, learn from and be inspired by film’.

This book explores those connections and obscure pathways. Its subjects have gone on circuitous journeys. They reached the very top of their professions and yet still talk about themselves as outsiders and pinch themselves at the thought of their own success. This book reveals, in their cases, how it happened.

The subjects’ experiences reveal how insecure careers are in British cinema, even for the most established figures. That was a lesson drummed home again during the coronavirus pandemic, when studios and cinemas closed down overnight in the spring of 2020.

At the height of his fame and influence, Ealing boss Michael Balcon couldn’t afford to remain at the studio which made his name. Britain’s most prolific female producer of the 1950s, Betty Box, was all too aware that she was being paid less than her male counterparts. Chariots of Fire producer David, now Lord, Puttnam was barracked at the British Academy of Film and Television Arts (BAFTA) awards by an older generation of filmmakers simply because he came from advertising. Julian Fellowes (the creator of Downton Abbey) was told by a commissioning editor that there was no interest in the ‘class-based period drama’ he specialized in. Isaac Julien, the young, gay, black director from east London, remembers the harshness with which his film Young Soul Rebels was treated by critics – a harshness they rarely seemed to show to debut features by white directors. Liz Wrenn, the American single mother who set up one of Britain’s most successful arthouse distribution companies of the 1990s, didn’t even have legal residency in the UK when she came into the industry.

Self-evidently, as noted, this is a history told through the experiences of a tiny cross-section of its practitioners. If the selection of subjects seems haphazard, that reflects the industry they work in. There isn’t necessarily much pattern or consistency to careers in the British film industry.

By 2020, in advance of the pandemic, the amount spent on ‘high-end’ TV and film production in the UK was over £3.1 billion a year. Activity was at fever pitch and the industry was desperate for new recruits. Without them, the production boom which the Office for National Statistics in October 2019 credited with rescuing the country from a ‘pre-Brexit recession’ and ‘pushing the economy into the black’ might soon come juddering to a halt.

Painstaking attempts were being made to ensure that UK cinema had a more diverse workforce. Sixth-form colleges and vocational apprenticeship schemes were being launched. Film distributors developed a sector-wide programme of paid internships which, for a high proportion of its participants, proved to be a successful springboard into full-time employment.

The stories told by the subjects here are likely to be found both daunting and inspiring by aspirants looking for careers in British cinema. Newcomers are entering an industry in which punishing hours are commonplace and both salaries and job security can be stubbornly low. Progression through the ranks is rarely straightforward. As with many industries, the business has traditionally been centred on London, the capital city. In certain sectors, nepotism is still obvious. Even those who, from the outside, seem successful and at the heart of the film establishment often feel themselves to be outsiders. However, the luck, passion, talent and sheer tenacity of those written about in the following twenty-five chapters have enabled most of them to flourish, and exert lasting influence, in a world which they may well have considered completely closed to them at the outset of their careers.



1

Michael Balcon

The public dismay which greeted Michael Balcon’s decision to sell the freehold property and studios at Ealing to the BBC was obvious. No one had seen it coming. Britain’s best-known and best-loved film company was vacating its long-term home and seemingly abandoning its identity.

‘The news about Ealing Studios hit the Street like a blow in the face from Rocky Marciano. This was one of the best-kept secrets in a trade where little of consequence happens without whispers getting round,’ wrote Bernard Charman, editor of the Daily Film Renter, in his ‘Wardour Street’ commentary column the day after the deal was announced.1

Balcon tried to reassure the public and industry alike that Ealing Studios would soon have a new home. This new home wasn’t going to be at Ealing, though. The ‘stronghold’ at which films from Whisky Galore (1949) to Kind Hearts and Coronets (1949) had been made was about to be lost. Balcon and his business partner, Major Reginald Baker, had already agreed that the entire contents of the studios would be put up for sale by auction.

It is instructive to read the exhaustive press coverage about the sale. National newspapers and film trade magazines alike queued up to express their alarm and disappointment that Ealing’s very particular type of British films would no longer be produced at their old home in this ‘prim little suburb of West London’.2 As Tribune put it, this was ‘a national calamity’. What made the sale to the BBC all the more worrying was the fact that the BBC and ITV had already ‘swallowed up film studios at Shepherd’s Bush, Wembley, Elstree, Highbury, Manchester, Merton Park, Hammersmith and Barnes’.3 It seemed as if the TV companies were taking over the entire British film industry.
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Michael Balcon. Photo: © Hulton-Deutsch Collection/CORBIS/Corbis via Getty Images.


Ealing was regarded as part of the fabric of British cultural life. British cinema-goers were always predisposed to give new Ealing productions the benefit of the doubt. ‘At previews of its pictures, there is always an air of expectancy amounting to an attitude that many are apt to blame themselves and not the film if they do not like it. It is incredible, but when their efforts do not come up to scratch, everyone, even critics, seem genuinely sorry!’ wrote Jock MacGregor, the London correspondent for New York-based film exhibitor trade paper Showmen’s Trade Review.4 The trust for the films made at Ealing also extended to the company’s patrician boss. Balcon’s name on the credits was seen as a mark of integrity.

The sale of Ealing came a decade after Clement Attlee’s Labour Party had swept to power on a landslide in the 1945 election on its ‘Let Us Face the Future’ manifesto. To some pessimistic observers, Michael Balcon’s decision to sell Ealing marked the end of that period of optimism and idealism that had characterized the early years of the Attlee government, when sweeping changes to health, welfare and housing were introduced. The politicians were blamed for Ealing’s problems. As filmmaker Jill Craigie, the wife of prominent Labour politician Michael Foot, wrote in Tribune, ‘the blunt fact is that Ealing Studios have been taxed out of existence. Far more goes to the state in tax than to the producing of the films.’5

‘The last Labour Government was the only Government we have had that had some faint inkling – I suspect largely due to you – of the realities of the situation of the producer pure and simple; but in the long run the other branches of the industry succeeded in clouding the issue fairly effectively, the progress made still fell short of the progress desired,’ producer Anthony Havelock-Allan (best known for his work with David Lean) wrote to Balcon.6

On learning of Balcon’s decision to sell Ealing, trade union leader George Elvin, General Secretary of the Association of Cinematograph, Television and Allied Technicians (ACTT), had fired off a telegram begging Balcon to reconsider his decision:


URGE YOU ON BEHALF OF ACTT AND IN INTEREST OF BRITISH FILM FOR WHICH YOU HAVE DONE SO MUCH REOPEN NEGOTIATIONS WITH BBC TO OBTAIN RELEASE FROM CONTRACTS OF SALE STOP BRITISH FILM PRODUCTION CANNOT PROGRESS WITH DIMINISHING PRODUCTION FACILITIES STOP PLEASE DON’T STRANGLE THE MAN [Elvin’s characterization of the now mature British film industry] YOU HAVE BOTH MAGNIFICENTLY HELPED REAR FROM INFANCY STOP REQUEST YOU RECEIVE TRADE UNION DEPUTATION.7


Conservative elements within the film industry felt this telegram, which Elvin showed to the press, was in bad taste – a left-wing stunt. Balcon and Major Baker quickly came back to Elvin to tell him the arrangements they had made to dispose of Ealing were ‘binding and irrevocable’.

Two final films – comedy Who Done It (1956), directed by Ealing veteran Basil Dearden and starring the young comedian Benny Hill in his screen debut as an ice-rink sweeper, and Charles Frend’s crime thriller The Long Arm (1956), starring staunch British leading man Jack Hawkins – were to be completed at Ealing. Then, Balcon and his 400 staff vacated the premises, leaving it to its new owners.

In their letters and public pronouncements, Balcon and Baker repeated again and again that the team would soon be setting up shop elsewhere. They were already in discussions to lease space at the MGM Studios in Borehamwood. They mustered arguments intended to show that the deal with the BBC was a matter of common sense. It had always been a financial struggle to keep Ealing going. When Balcon took over at the studios in 1938, they had capital of £80,000 and debts of £300,000. Over the years, the debt had been paid off but Ealing’s finances had been badly hit when one of their principal backers, the former chairman Stephen Courtauld, a philanthropist whose wealth came from his family’s textile business, had withdrawn his backing from the studios in 1951 when he and his family moved abroad to live in Rhodesia.

By 1955, Balcon was in a continual struggle to keep Ealing going. He was borrowing money from the government-backed Film Finance Corporation and was relying on support from the Rank Organisation, which was itself retrenching. The studios, which had opened in 1931, were considered old fashioned; well suited for smaller films, they were no longer big enough to make the expensive movies that might be able to compete with the big Hollywood productions then being made to show up the majesty of cinema in a period when television was stealing away audiences.

Balcon wanted to believe that the famous Ealing spirit, its quiet professionalism and emphasis on teamwork, wasn’t anything to do with bricks and mortar. If the same technicians were making films in Borehamwood, that spirit could be preserved. Balcon hoped he and his colleagues could continue making films ‘in committee’.

‘In retrospect there is a good deal to be said for the methods of Michael Balcon, the Knight of the Round Table … is that Diana Dors? … and Joan Collins? Yes. They were rare interlopers, for Ealing’s world was largely peopled by strong, silent men,’ former Ealing publicity man Monja Danischewsky wrote of Balcon’s collective, masculine approach to the business of filmmaking.8

As it turned out, union leader Elvin was right and the shocked response from Fleet Street was justified. The moment Balcon took Ealing Studios away from its west London home, the magic surrounding its films began to dissipate. The ‘fine team spirit’9 which Balcon’s old colleagues all talked about simply couldn’t be replicated elsewhere.

There was a sense of ‘all my sad captains’ in the nostalgic and melancholic letters and telegrams Balcon’s most trusted workers and associates sent to him after the sale was announced. Message after message from actors, cinematographers and members of the public came to Balcon, all expressing their regret that the Ealing spirit was threatened with extinction. Actor Derek Bond, who had played Nicholas Nickleby and Captain Oates in Ealing films, spoke of his ‘deep affection for the studios and the folk who work here’.10 There were similar sentiments in a telegram from cinematographer Douglas Slocombe, who had shot such many films at the studios. ‘We both have very happy memories of Ealing, and always thought of it as a home of most that is worthwhile in films’ wrote the Russian-born writer and producer Sergei Nolbandov,11 who worked on many wartime Ealing films, among them Convoy (1940), Ships with Wings (1941) and Undercover (1943).

Vernon Sanford from the Bury Amateur Film Society sent a letter expressing his commiserations as ‘a member of the public who sincerely appreciates the work you and your team have put into the job of putting British films on the map’.12

In 1955, Balcon, then aged fifty-nine, was Britain’s best-known and most-respected film producer. To outsiders, he seemed a part of the filmmaking establishment. He had been knighted in 1948. He lobbied government and wrote letters to The Times. He was characterized as a benevolent headmaster type or as the equivalent of an editor of a national newspaper. There was nothing very humorous about his public persona. He was an earnest, strait-laced figure who had overseen the production of some of the most famous comedies in British cinema history. It’s a measure of the precarious nature of careers in the British film industry that when Balcon was ostensibly at his peak, he was scrambling to keep Ealing Studios alive, horse trading with the BBC and MGM Borehamwood and preparing to sell off the cameras and props that had been used to make the classic films he produced, whether wartime classics like Went the Day Well? (1942) or the string of classic Ealing comedies that started with Hue and Cry (1947) and ended with The Ladykillers (1955).

Look a little closer at Balcon and you realize that very little in his career had come remotely easily. ‘It happens that my adult life, having been devoted to the production of some 350 films, has run parallel with and is interwoven with a substantial and eventful part of British filmmaking,’ he wrote in his autobiography A Lifetime in Films, with some understatement.13 There was nothing in his background to suggest that he would make his living through cinema. Balcon was the youngest son of Louis Balcon (1858–1946), a tailor, and his wife, Laura Greenberg (1863–1934), Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe who had met in England. He grew up in Birmingham. His family were respectable but in impecunious circumstances. ‘My native Birmingham has one claim to a place in film history, for a Birmingham man, Alexander Parkes, was the co-inventor of celluloid … that was 1856,’ Balcon (born in 1896) later observed of the Brummie metallurgist who had invented Parkesine, the first form of celluloid.14

Balcon used his autobiography to point out the precarious nature of the film business. One of the most distinguished figures in early British film history was William Friese-Greene (1855–1921), an inventor and photographer credited with designing some of the earliest working movie cameras. His career in films was ending at just the time Balcon’s began. Friese-Greene (whose story was told in the 1951 film The Magic Box) was both an inspiration and his eventual fate a portent of the obstacles and hardship ahead. As Balcon noted, the celebrated inventor ‘went to gaol for debt, and later, in 1921 … collapsed and died after eloquently addressing a meeting in London on the need to preserve British production and not surrender forever to the prevailing American domination of our cinemas. He was found to have in his pocket 1s 10d – his total worldly possessions.’15 Balcon’s financial situation when he died in 1977 was rather more comfortable than that of Friese-Greene fifty years before but nobody would mistake him for a Rockefeller.

If Balcon had been fitter and healthier, he might never have worked in cinema. He had left school at the age of thirteen because his family couldn’t afford to keep him there. He worked briefly in the diamond business and was a second lieutenant in the Home Guard but his poor eyesight kept him out of the First World War. Instead, he ended up being employed by the Dunlop Rubber Company in Birmingham, in a department devoted to making solid rubber tyres.

Balcon’s friend and fellow Brummie Victor Saville, born in 1895 and a year older than him, had been invalided out of the war after being injured during the Battle of Loos. Back in Britain, recovering from his war wounds, Saville had, in 1916, found a job with local entrepreneur Solomon (‘Sol’) Levy, a hustler cut, as Saville put it, from the ‘same pattern as his contemporaries in America – Zukor, Mayer, Goldwyn, Cohn, Lasky, Warner’.16 Unlike these early Hollywood studio bosses, Levy was a deeply religious man. He could buy and sell anything but found himself attracted to show business in general and to film in particular. He would eventually run sixteen cinemas but when he gave Victor Saville a job he had a distribution company called Sun Exclusives and a couple of movie theatres including the Star Cinema in Coventry. Levy hired Saville to help with his distribution operation. It was Saville’s job to draw up contracts and check box-office takings. In other words, he entered the industry right at the bottom.

This was a Klondike era, though. There were opportunities for enterprising young executives in a business in which the rules were still being made. Sol Levy realized early on that audiences might be prepared to pay a premium to see ‘super-films’ rather than their usual cinema diet for the time of ‘very middle-grade, harmless entertainment’. He invested heavily in order to secure the British rights for D. W. Griffith’s blockbusters Birth of a Nation (1915) and Intolerance (1916). ‘The gamble paid off; the gross from each of these films was tenfold the amount that the biggest [box-office] attraction [Mary Pickford] realized in the United Kingdom,’ Saville remembered.17

Saville worked for various other film companies including Pathé, Gaumont and Stoll. As he learned more and more about the film world, he thought of his old friend, Mick Balcon. He was contemplating setting up his own distribution company.

To do so, Saville needed films. One of his former colleagues was an executive called Charlie Wilcox, who had worked with him in Leeds. Wilcox was also setting up on his own and brought his older brother Herbert (soon to become a celebrated producer-director and to make many hit films with his third wife Anna Neagle), just demobbed from the Royal Air Force (RAF), into his business. They were licensing distribution rights to product from the Mutual Company of America. As Saville explained in his autobiography, this meant they would pre-buy independent productions on the basis of their stars. Their investment would help the films get made and they could then license the films on in turn to the cinema owners. The Wilcox brothers suggested that Saville should do the same and pick up slates of films for the Midlands.

It’s a strange quirk of British film history that Saville and Herbert Wilcox, two of the most prominent filmmakers of their era, were both ex-military and that both started their film careers as small-time salesmen and distributors in the provinces. There weren’t then film schools or directing courses at the BBC at which they could learn their crafts. Their early experiences were as ‘middlemen’, acquiring rights. The Wilcox brothers licensed a package of twenty-four films from American Film Company including titles starring Mary Miles Minter, William Russell and Marguerite Fischer from Sol Levy. In 1921, Saville formed his own distribution outfit, Victory Motion Pictures (‘a name in tune with the times’), and recruited Balcon to help him run it. Both men were in their mid-twenties. They had a third school friend from their childhood days in Birmingham, Oscar Deutsch (who came from a family of Birmingham metal merchants and was later to form Britain’s leading exhibition chain, Odeon).

‘Victor Saville persuaded Sol Levy to give us the distribution rights to some of the American films he had. Also at this time, in London, Charles M. Woolf, to whom Victor was related by marriage, had cut loose from his family wholesale fur business and set up in Frith Street, Soho, as a film distributor, with a partner named Freedman. Their company was called W&F Film Services … one of the acorns from which grew the mighty oak of the Gaumont-British Corporation, which in turn became an important part of the Rank Organisation,’ Balcon remembered of how one of the biggest corporations in British film history actually began as a tiny, independent enterprise.18

The three young Jewish businessmen discovered quickly that distribution was one of the most perilous parts of the business. ‘After scraping the cream off the top, there did not seem enough value in our product to make a satisfactory living,’ Saville later lamented.19 Nonetheless, they were making valuable contacts. Not only were they now connected with Woolf’s distribution company in London. They had also met for the first time another entrepreneurial young figure working for Sol Levy in the Midlands, Graham Cutts.

Mr J. H. Graham-Cutts, as he was referred to in the trade press of the time, had started in the industry as the manager of a cinema in Sevenoaks, Kent, in 1911. His career as an exhibitor began to blossom. He had achieved a certain local celebrity as manager of one of Levy’s cinemas, Scala Theatre, which opened in Birmingham in 1914 and was described as ‘one of the largest, safest and most beautifully-appointed cinema houses in the Midlands’. The intention here was to show ‘only the finest and most approved films on the market’.20

By one of those strange metamorphoses which seemed relatively commonplace in this period of British film history, the provincial cinema manager Cutts somehow turned himself into ‘England’s greatest director’ in the space of just a few years.

Balcon and Saville left Birmingham and headed to London, hoping to achieve a similar transformation. The ‘unknown young men from Birmingham’ took tiny, drab offices in Leicester Square. They had decided that production might be a more lucrative field for them than distribution. Together with another friend, John Freedman, son of Charles Woolf’s business partner in W&F Distribution, they formed a production company, Balcon, Freedman & Saville.

None of them had any practical experience of film production and this was a terrible period for British filmmaking anyway. The local industry had shrivelled up after the war. Cinemas were booming but they were showing precisely the type of American, star-driven films that Balcon and Saville had been distributing just a few years before. As Balcon summed it up: ‘The war had virtually killed off British production, and the Americans, quite properly, had taken full advantage of this to provide all the films that British cinemas required.’21

Prospects for the new production company looked grim in the extreme. However, just as generations of British filmmakers after them would do, Balcon and Saville survived by making commercials and advertising films to be shown in cinemas. Their ‘ally’ who secured them a contract with the Anglo-American Oil Company, to make a ‘documentary on oil to advertise their product’ (as Saville recalled), was another young Jewish businessman, Sidney Bernstein, then operating his cinema exhibition company, Granada, from a little office in Cecil Court, the street behind Leicester Square tube station on which many of the most prominent distribution companies were based. Saville and Balcon formed a separate company, Crane Paget & Co., for their advertising work.

‘On a cold morning, I turned up with a camera crew at the Marquis of Granby pub on the Portsmouth Road to film a motor-car drive up to the first petrol pump in England and fill its tank. There was very little sex appeal in the scene, but at least I looked through a camera for the first time,’ Saville, the future director of Goodbye, Mr Chips (1939) and Kim (1950), recalled of the extraordinarily humble and banal circumstances in which his filmmaking career began.22

The economic logic which determined British production in the early 1920s was precisely the same as it would be a century later. In order for bigger budgeted British films to have a chance of making a significant profit, they needed access to the American market. The easiest way to gain that access was to work with American talent – but US stars demanded very hefty salaries which the British producers could rarely afford to pay.

Balcon and Saville looked on in envy as their old colleague Herbert Wilcox made the leap into film production. Wilcox’s distribution company, Astra Films, set up in 1919 in Leeds, had been conspicuously more successful than Victory. Wilcox began to think about making his own films. His production partner was none other than former cinema manager Graham Cutts. Full of ambition, they saw themselves as British equivalents to D. W. Griffith and his associates.

British production in this period was very much a cottage industry. Everyone knew everyone else. Careers overlapped in surprising ways. One of the first films produced by Graham–Wilcox Productions, the company
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