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Introduction

Celebrated director and filmmaker Alfred Joseph Hitchcock was born on August 13, 1899, right at the tail end of the nineteenth century. Alfred began his life as the youngest of three siblings in the quaint English confines of the town of Leytonstone. Even at the time of Alfred’s birth, Leytonstone was ancient and had roots that extended all the way back to when it was a stopover used by Romans on their way to London.

Alfred’s father, William Hitchcock, owned a grocery store in Leytonstone and stayed busy hawking just about every piece of produce one could imagine. Alfred would later recall his father’s dedication to his profession, sharing how his dad got up every morning, put on a suit, and headed out to the store. William would leave early and come back home late in the evening, all in an effort to make sure that he could provide for his family. Alfred, although ultimately choosing a much different career than that of a grocer, would inherit his father’s uncompromising work ethic. In fact, these values were instilled in him early on by both of his parents. William’s wife, Emma Jane, was also a workaholic—at least as it pertained to the home. It’s said that she kept an immaculate house and took pride in making sure that the Hitchcock home always sparkled and shined.

In this home, Alfred would grow up into an able and relatively happy young man. He would later curiously recall, however, that he “never cried” as a boy. Rather than outwardly crying when he stubbed his toe or skinned his knee, he was apparently more prone to internalizing the emotions he felt—he would bottle them up and examine them. It was this keen sense of analysis of the human condition that would serve him so well in the years to come.


Chapter One

Early Life

“I was terrified of the police, of the Jesuit fathers, of physical punishment, of a lot of things. This is the root of my work. I spent three years studying with the Jesuits. They used to terrify me to death, with everything, and now I’m getting my own back by terrifying other people.”

—Alfred Hitchcock

Alfred Hitchcock hailed from a family of deep religious beliefs. His mother came from a devout Irish Catholic family, and she was sure to pass on her sense of religious devotion to her son, who served as an altar boy in the local church. It could be said, however, that young Alfred’s sense of religious fervor came out in some rather unorthodox ways. As a youth, he got into the typical mischief that youngsters engaged in, but he was usually quick to make amends. At the end of the day, it was said that he could be frequently found at the foot of his mother’s bed, confessing to what he had done as if his mother were a priest and his mother’s bedroom a makeshift confessional.

These confessions were apparently not always enough, and on one occasion, when little Alfred came home late, his father sought to turn it into a teaching moment. William actually convinced a police officer to take Alfred down to the local jail and lock him in a cell. He was only in there for a couple of minutes before the gag was revealed, but for Alfred, it must have seemed like an eternity. This incident was apparently in jest, yet at the same time, it was meant to teach Alfred that there were consequences to his actions. In addition to learning about cause and effect, Hitchcock would develop a lifelong interest in crime and punishment, as well as a long-standing aversion to police officers.

Alfred’s world then changed at the age of nine years old when he was enrolled at Salesian College located in Surrey Lane in Battersea. Salesian College was a boarding school, which meant that Alfred would have to be away from his family and live with a bunch of strangers. Considering his rather delicate disposition, both back then as well as in later life, it’s not surprising he didn’t last too long at this institution. Hitchcock, in fact, barely made it through the first week before he was packing his things and heading back home.

Following his departure from Salesian College, he began taking classes at a school run by a local convent, the Sisters of Faithful Companions of Jesus. He changed school once again by the time he was ten, heading on to a Jesuit school called St. Ignatius College. Alfred came to learn all about the teaching style of the strict Jesuits, and he would later claim that it was from them that he learned how to be so orderly and precise.

At any rate, young Hitchcock proved himself to be an adept and able student when he put his mind to it and was soon making high marks in core subjects such as English, Latin, and mathematics. The class schedule was compartmentalized in a classically precise Jesuit style, with the morning always beginning with Latin mass before that day’s classes began. As Hitchcock himself would later go on to claim, “a Catholic attitude was indoctrinated into me. After all, I was born a Catholic, I went to a Catholic school and I now have a conscience with lots of trials over belief.” Yet perhaps most important was the fact that his upbringing’s heavy dose of Catholicism helped him to stay rooted to the mystical and the divine, which would play a large part in his later work.

As well as little Alfred may have gotten along with the Jesuits and his schooling, his interactions with his classmates was a whole other story. Due to many reasons, most of his peers viewed him as a bit odd. Hitchcock was overweight and also quite shy, and to top it all off, he chronically smelled like fish. This was due to the fact that his father sold a wide variety of fish in his shop, and the strong smell apparently rubbed off. It’s said that while Alfred was spared much of the worst effects of bullying, he was fairly ostracized all the same. It was this lack of close companionship that had him turning his gaze inward, and as is the case with many introverts, this inward turn would result in an endless flowering of his own imagination.


Chapter Two

Hitchcock During World War I

“When we think we have been hurt by someone in the past, we build up defenses to protect ourselves from being hurt in the future. So the fearful past causes a fearful future, and the past and future become one.”

—Alfred Hitchcock

Hitchcock was around nine years old when he first began visiting movie theaters. This was back in the day of short, silent movies, which ran their course on grainy black-and-white film—certainly not much to look at by today’s standards, but for young Alfred, it was a truly eye-opening experience. He would later recall how thrilled he was with some of the most basic filming techniques he observed, such as the movie sequence of a train, filmed to appear as if it was about to go right off the tracks and hit members of the audience. Although the subdued Alfred Hitchcock was sure to keep his composure, he couldn’t help but laugh at the terrified reactions such feats of movie magic could provoke in others. He would later be inspired to generate the same kind of reaction when he began working on films of his own.

Yet the prospect of attending film school was not in the cards for Alfred Hitchcock. On the contrary, his primary education ended when he was just 14 years old. It was then up to young Hitchcock to decide upon a craft or trade that he could apprentice in. Since his father was already a shopkeep, following in his footsteps would have been the most predictable path he could have taken. Nevertheless, Hitchcock had other ideas; he began to speak of his desire to go into the field of engineering.

It was this professed interest that led Hitchcock to the so-called London County Council School of Marine Engineering and Navigation. Here, he would study the nature of acoustics and mechanical engineering, as well as get a good feel for draftsmanship, as he learned to make sketches of a wide variety of mechanical instruments. This brief excursion into the world of engineering was able to land Hitchcock a job in the fall of 1914 for W. T. Henley’s Telegraph Works Company in London.

Even at this young age, Hitchcock was ready to prove his independence, and when his father passed away a mere month after he took this post, it only seemed to cement his conviction to stand on his own. His older brother, in the meantime, took over the family business, ensuring that the legacy of their father would live on. Hitchcock himself would continue to live with his mother right above the shop, even while he shuffled off to work at Henley’s each and every morning.

By this point, England had witnessed the outbreak of World War I. The war to end all wars had started, and suddenly there were Zeppelins seen all over the skies of Britain. Hitchcock would later recall the sight of the monstrous air-filled beasts, and he would speak of how he tried to incorporate the very same sense of terror and dread that they had espoused on the British public in many of his classic horror films. His wartime experience also gave him plenty of personal anecdotes and recollections for later interviews, such as his often-recalled memory of his devout Catholic mother “crossing herself” and repeating prayers while spotlights could be seen searching the skies for Zeppelins. Even after the war was over, Hitchcock would carry this sense of urgent vigilance for much the rest of his life.
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