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FOREWORD
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Between the years 1958 to 1970, cinema circuits throughout England, untroubled by the increase in the number of homes renting or owning a television set, bombarded the public with feature films of every type and description: Westerns, war, comedy, epics, crime, sex, Disney family fare, social drama, full-length cartoons, musicals, adventure, documentaries, children’s fodder, foreign delights, horror, science fiction and fantasy. These latter three categories were usually consigned to the Sunday one-day only slot, quite often paired with an adult crime or sex movie. It was during this incredibly productive period that young horror fanatics such as myself spent most of their spare time “at the pictures,” racking up (in my case) scores of visits to the cinema over that rewarding 12-year time span, the true heyday of the double bill. The peak years were undoubtedly 1961 to 1965 where I caught a total of 186 double bills composed of a horror/sci-fi/fantasy movie paired up with a similar item; in a few cases, an X-rated crime drama was the second feature. The durability of the fare on offer was astounding. Nowadays, films are issued straight onto DVD or a digital network a few months, or even weeks, after their initial release. But back in the 1950s and 1960s, this was far from being the case: it wasn’t uncommon to see films at your local movie house anything up to 20 years old, or over. Most of the double bills I watched were composed of movies five to 10 years old, but one never gave it a second thought. For example, Lugosi’s 1931 Dracula was still being screened in British cinemas as late as 1967, as was Karloff’s Frankenstein, given a reissue in 1965. And titles like Tarantula, House on Haunted Hill, Rodan, 20 Million Miles to Earth, Circus of Horrors, Indestructible Man, House of Wax, The Black Scorpion, Blood of the Vampire, The War of the Worlds, Horrors of the Black Museum, Grip of the Strangler, Creature from the Black Lagoon, Frankenstein 1970 and Hammer’s classic output from the ’50s, not to mention King Kong, were still drawing in the crowds right up to 1970.
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Today, it is all so different, and quieter. Most cinemas are now shut on Sundays, and auditoriums, once pitch-black but now peripherally lit, have been scaled down to seat between 100-300 people, not thousands. No double bills on offer, no smoking, no making out with your girlfriend in the back row, auditoriums no longer packed with eager punters and certainly no queues outside either; they’re all probably waiting for the picture to appear online in a couple of months. Those years spent in going to the cinema were an exciting, fulfilling time, when cinemagoers in their droves thronged outside theaters in the rain, light spilling out into wet streets, to catch the latest double bill of something like Return of the Fly and The Alligator People. Those truly were the days: this book covers 268 “shock horror” double bills seen between 1958-1970, so let’s journey back to that heady, magical era and try to experience the allure that they held for the British public for one more time before they fade forever from the memory.


1

“WHAT’S A DOUBLE BILL?”
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Does Luke prefer The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms ...

“Grandad What’s a double bill?”

This comment from my 18-year-old grandson Luke caused me to smile, albeit wryly. We were discussing movies in general at my daughter’s house in Whitstable, Kent. Luke had inherited my cinematic traits, as I had done from my parents, but this was the year 2019, not 1959: he was naturally far more interested in current stuff such as the neverending stream of superhero blockbusters and reboots of Godzilla and King Kong, not to mention the continuing Jurassic World, Star Wars and Star Trek franchises. He was fully aware that his grandfather had written a handful of books on horror films, but of the much, much older variety. A year back, Luke had been laid up with a severe chill; he was becoming bored and needed a few DVD “oldies but goodies” to prevent him from “climbing up the walls.” I duly obliged, copying around 20 titles from my extensive collection onto disc in the hope that these juicy treats would allow him a glimpse into the cinematic universe that I once inhabited many moons ago, to maybe stimulate his interest just a little. Most of the selection he was impressed with, calling Tarantula, 20 Million Miles to Earth, House of Wax, Hammer’s The Mummy, House of Frankenstein, The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms, The Monolith Monsters, I Was a Teenage Werewolf and The Creature Walks Among Us “cool,” hardly the term I would have used but appropriate enough in a modern kind of way. So, to his question, I replied, “Well, years ago, when you went to the pictures, it wasn’t just one film being shown, it was two.”

“How come?”

“OK. You had a main feature showing with a co-feature, plus ads, trailers for forthcoming attractions and sometimes the Pathé News, the complete program thus coming under the banner of a double bill. Nowadays, all you get for your hard-earned cash is one movie and that’s it.” I put Luke on the spot. “How many times did you go to the cinema last year?”

“Um—six times.” 

“And how many films did you see over those six visits?”

“Six, of course!”

“And how much was it to get in?”

“Between 10 and 15 pounds.”
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or Godzilla: King of the Monsters

 

“Right. When I was your age, and younger, six visits to a cinema would have equated to 12 films because each visit would have comprised a double bill, unless it was a three-hour epic like Ben-Hur or The Great Escape. And all I forked out, in the early 1960s, was between one shilling and sixpence to three shillings, and three old English shillings is a paltry fifteen pence in today’s currency. You had value for money then.” 

“I’m with you but that wouldn’t work now, would it, because most modern-day flicks are far too long for cinemas to include another film in their programs.”

“Yes, too long if you ask me, and too expensive, but we won’t go into that right now. Anyway, these double bills, in my brainbox, normally refer to the horror double bills of the dim and distant past and believe me, during the ’50s and ’60s, the cinema chains, both large and small, were presenting them in their dozens, no hundreds! It was a veritable jackpot for a monster-mad film fan as I was back then, akin to going into a sweet shop and helping yourself to whatever you wanted. Do you know, Luke, that in 1964, I went to the pictures over 120 times—that’s getting on for over 200 feature films. And most of them were horror and science fiction movies.”

“Crikey.”

“Come on, admit it. Out of those 20-odd films I put onto disc for you last year, don’t you think you would have loved to have gone to a cinema and caught a double bill consisting of, say, The Deadly Mantis and Rodan, as I did in 1961?”

“Yes, I would, but I just can’t imagine what it would be like.” He scratched his beard in thought. “What was it like?”

“Have you read You’re Not Old Enough Son by a certain Mr. Barry Atkinson?”

Luke, looking sheepish: “Not really, sorry. I’ve glanced at Mum’s copy a few times, and I enjoyed the checklist at the back.”

“No need to apologise. I suggest you read all of it and it’ll give you some idea of what I’m talking about as regards those fabulous double bills I sat through over 60 years ago, and why they have remained embedded in my memory for decades, never to disappear. An uplifting, fruitful period indeed.”

Luke laughed: “You’re reminiscing again, Grandad.”

“So what? It was a wonderful point in time for the horror enthusiast to reminisce about, a truly golden age of cinemagoing. I might even put finger to keyboard and knock out another volume on this subject because I personally think it’s important that it should never be forgotten, a momentous part of cinema history in this country if you like—and it will never, in a million years, be repeated, not in my lifetime or yours.”

“No, you’re right. I don’t suppose it will be.”

“So, what’s next on your cinema agenda, young man?”

“Godzilla: King of the Monsters and then Star Wars Episode 9: The Rise of Skywalker.”
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“Hmm. A double bill of sorts, though not paired up. I might treat myself to my own double bill Saturday night, if my other half doesn’t object, that is.”

“What will that be?”

Pause. Then, “The Mummy and The Curse of Frankenstein.”

“Sounds good.”

“Believe me, Luke, they are good!”


2

TELEVISION WASN’T A THREAT
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Bryan Senn’s Twice the Thrills! Twice the Chills! (McFarland, 2019) reviews 147 officially sanctioned double horror/sci-fi/fantasy bills released in American movie houses from 1955 to 1974. In his introduction, the author cites the main reason for the rise in popularity of these presentations to be the rapid growth of television and its perceived threat to Hollywood and the film industry. It was recognized by distributors as early as the 1940s that chief among all various film genres, horror features made good money, even the low-end of the market variety—and two horror films for the price of a ticket in a single program was a guaranteed financial winner, a deterrent to the “electronic monster,” as it was termed, that stood there in the home like a sentinel, waiting to take control of the country’s viewing habits. Among the first of the American double bills to draw in the crowds was a pairing of Frankenstein and Dracula in 1938; King Kong and The Leopard Man followed in 1952 and after that, in 1953, a Tod Slaughter double offering of Horror Maniacs (UK: The Greed of William Hart) and Strangler’s Morgue (UK: The Curse of the Wraydons). However, television’s challenge to the cinema’s supremacy as the number one entertainment on offer to the general public wasn’t the case in Britain as we shall find out.
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In America during the 1950s, the expansion of television was seen as a genuine risk to the popularity of the movie business. The major studios, to a man, rose to meet the challenge of this usurper to the Hollywood throne by churning out their products in CinemaScope, 3-D, Cinerama, stereo sound, every variation of color and other formats and gimmicks, including heavily promoting double bills with outlandish advertising. It became a battle to pull the punters away from the all-persuasive influence of “the box” situated in the family living room and towards the end of the decade, cinema audiences had dipped because of television. But in Britain, this understandable threat that the small screen posed to families who for over two decades had loved to enjoy an evening “going out to the pictures” didn’t prevail, not for several years, anyway.
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At the start of the 1950s, America’s population totalled 151,000,000, with 13,000,000 households owning/renting a TV set, equal to 9% of the populace. Color television arrived in 1955 and horror films from the 1939s/1940s began appearing in the ’50s, with freakish hosts such as Vampira and Zacherley introducing the movies which American youngsters were allowed to watch, although many of these pictures were trimmed for public consumption. Minor censorship also applied to horror movies appearing in U.S. theaters at the time. As a prime example, Hammer’s The Quatermass Xperiment, on a double bill with The Black Sleep under its U.S. title of The Creeping Unknown, was shorter by 4 minutes than the film’s English release. One look at the back pages of Famous Monsters of Filmland was proof enough that our counterparts from across the pond were awash in all things connected with horror, science fiction and fantasy: monster masks, rubber claws, plastic fangs, 8mm and 16mm cine film, projectors to screen them, movie soundtracks, 3-D comics, books and other assorted paraphernalia, all designed to satisfy the American kids’ thirst for films other than Westerns, war and Disney features which their parents dragged them along to see on occasions.
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Britain presented an altogether different kettle of fish. Television was introduced in 1936 but by 1950, only 350,000 households out of a total population of 50,000,000 owned/rented a television set, a figure of 0.7%. Moreover, there was only one broadcaster, the BBC, and the government of the day decreed that television viewing times should be limited thus: 9:00 a.m. to 11:00 p.m. during the weekdays and weekends, with nothing on from 6:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m.—this was dubbed “The Toddler’s Truce,” a crafty ruse by the authorities to hopefully ensure that the nation’s children were tucked up in bed during those hours, thus not becoming fixated on that little square screen nestling in its bulky walnut cabinet, looking for all the world like something that had suddenly landed from another planet. Likewise, Sundays from 2:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m. were classed as an adult viewing period on the assumption that most kids were at Sunday school during these hours. Films were few and far between, consisting of dusty old thrillers and comedies from the ’30s and ’40s, certainly nothing remotely resembling a horror film, apart from, that is, Nigel Kneale’s three spine-tingling Quatermass serials. The BBC’s output was purely homegrown and bored the pants of most children of my tender years. In 1955, the commercial station, ITV, arrived as a serious competitor to the BBC, rapidly grabbing 70% of the viewers from that channel by showing popular Westerns, crime, cartoons and other imported American shows. It wasn’t until 1964 that BBC2 became the Nation’s third TV broadcaster available to British viewers, the channel being the first to screen programs in color, in July 1967.

I was first introduced to television, the “modern wonder of the world,” as some scribes named it, in March 1957 aged 10 when my parents rented a set from Radio Rentals. Returning home from school one day, I was led into our living room by my excited mother, spotting, in a corner of the room, a 14-inch screen housed in an oblong wooden box containing a cloth-covered speaker (in those days, the TV set was regarded as an item of furniture as opposed to the large black screens of today). “Switch it on, then,” I said, to which the response was, “I can’t yet. There’s nothing on at the moment.” At seven o’clock, the entire family was gathered around the foreign object: Dad turned the large knob on the front, waiting for the valves to warm up. When they had a minute later, a grainy, flickering image appeared out of the ether, showing an American cartoon. After a few minutes, Dad turned it off, a white dot in the middle of the screen diminishing in size to a tiny pinpoint of light before vanishing into oblivion. My parents might well have thought it was the bee’s knees but I didn’t; I wasn’t remotely impressed, and compared to what you could see in a cinema, it was small fry, a poor substitute for the real thing. As a matter of fact, I never became enamored with “the box,” and, to this day, still give it scant regard. In the mid-1950s, the cinema was my chosen milieu and I hardly ever watched any television during that period of my life. So it never did pose a menace to the pleasures to be had seated in a huge pitch-black auditorium catching Westerns and war movies on a giant screen, later followed by horror and science fiction. Television just couldn’t compete; it was a primitive contender to the cinema and British audiences in the 1950s testified to its minimal charms by still continuing to flock to their favorite movie theater in droves, giving television the cold shoulder. Besides, what was that dire warning our parents drummed into us? “If you stare too much at the thing, you’ll get square eyes.” So we simply didn’t bother to stare.
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When did horror films start to appear on British television? In 1965, ATV (part of the ITV network) screened a slightly edited King Kong (being overseas throughout that year, I missed out on it), followed by two “X” films, Quatermass 2 and Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein. The floodgates didn’t open until 1968 when BBC1 broadcast Hitchcock’s Psycho at midnight during Easter week. The BBC had its own strict code of conduct over what was suitable enough to show to an audience and Psycho, like King Kong, was trimmed by several seconds. In 1969, numerous old RKO-Radio, Columbia and Universal classics started to crop up on Thames TV (The Body Snatcher, The Black Room, The Mummy, It Came from Outer Space, Frankenstein, Werewolf of London, The Black Cat, The Mummy’s Hand, The Invisible Man, Black Friday) but as a lot of Universal’s output from the ’30s and ’40s were still being shown theatrically in cinemas at the time, and were extremely popular to boot, many were kept off the small screen for a few more years. Early Hammer movies started to be shown in the 1970s under the presentation titles of The X Film and Appointment with Fear, again late at night through to the wee small hours of the morning to prevent youngsters from watching them (by the 1970s, broadcast times had relaxed since television’s formative days). In 1974, House of Wax, Son of Frankenstein and The Curse of Frankenstein made their TV debuts and in 1978, BBC2 started screening, in earnest, more Hammer films under the banner of Horror Double Bill. 

It can therefore be seen that from a horror-mad English film fan’s point of view, the situation was far tougher than what went on across the Atlantic; things were pretty bleak, in fact positively archaic. It may have been the land of plenty in America where horror and monster films were part and parcel of that country’s culture; here, it was an absolute drought: English kids had no idea that cinema material such as the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s Universal monster movies even existed. The names Karloff, Lugosi and Chaney, and even Vincent Price, Richard Denning and John Agar, meant absolutely nothing to us, and neither did the pictures they starred in; they were very much an unknown quantity. Truth is, there were no horror-mad kids around in mid-’50s Britain; how could there be with this dearth of information? Added to this was the hard climate that prevailed in the United Kingdom following the end of the Second World War, a very important issue that fueled the flames of our cinematic lives and how they were to evolve around horror movies. In England, the 1950s became the decade where kids were more or less forgotten, families too busy coping with a large amount of offspring on limited incomes to concern themselves with the individual needs of their children (I was the eldest of four). As a consequence, the social climate was rigid, strict and severe; we led far more sheltered lives than what our American cousins had to contend with, those in charge shielding from kiddies any product of an adult kind that they decreed might cause distress, frighten or generate mental stress to young minds—and that definitely included horror pictures (Note: When Forrest J. Ackerman’s immortal magazine Famous Monsters of Filmland first hit the English bookshelves and newsagents in 1958, no one under the age of 12 was allowed to purchase a copy!) Needless to say, our toyshops were NOT stocked with monster masks, plastic vampire teeth, fur-covered claws or anything of a similar ilk. Juveniles were ruled with a rod of iron and discipline, at home, at school and from the bobby on the beat, was the name of the game in ’50s Britain; our parents might just as well as handcuffed us, thrown away the keys and had done with it. 

There had to be an outlet for all this pent-up frustration created by these grown-up restrictions on our liberties, particularly as those around me of my age were impassioned about one thing (NOT television!), and one thing only, the category of motion pictures that were rigorously off-limits to the young; after all, as a generation, we had very little to entertain us apart from films screened at the cinema. However, Westerns, musicals, war, Disney, Biblical blockbusters, comedy, quaint Ealing flicks, dull British dramas and even duller adventure movies didn’t whet our cinematic appetites one iota. No, what we craved for was the sort of fantastic “A” rated and “X” rated fare ogled at in mind-boggling stills, garish posters crammed with hyperbole and equally lurid billboards outside our local cinemas, and from the dark and creepy pages containing those fabulous images that made Famous Monsters of Filmland such a must-have item, even though, being underage, we had to resort to pinching copies from newsagents—horror, science fiction and fantasy of the adult variety, commonplace in American movie theaters, yes, but filled with questionable, prohibited content for young children over here. But if the adults could get in to see them, why, our rebellious natures asked, shouldn’t we? And this is where the great British horror, sci-fi and fantasy double bill entered into our lives and, to a certain extent, took over, almost an obsession on my part, an obsession that began in 1958 when I was aged 11 and continued right up until the end of the 1970s.
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THE GREAT BRITISH DOUBLE BILL PROGRAM
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Audrey Dalton and her daughter are threatened by 
The Monster that Challenged the World.

During the 1950s and 1960s, the weekly presentation of films showing in the United Kingdom was as follows: Monday to Wednesday: a main feature plus co-feature, together with the British Pathé News or the Pathé Pictorial shorts (in some theaters), adverts, maybe a cartoon short and trailers for forthcoming attractions. Thursday to Saturday: a different current release and co-feature, plus news, adverts and trailers. Sunday: a double helping of horror/fantasy/sci-fi, or horror/fantasy/sci-fi teamed with other adult material (crime; sex), deemed acceptable to run on that day only. If the movie showing was an epic (El-Cid) or proving immensely popular (a Bond movie), said film ran from Monday to Saturday. The other anomaly on offer was a late evening show of an “X” film, commencing at 7:00 p.m. after the afternoon performance had finished; the auditorium was cleared of youngsters by the management, some of whom had a habit of secreting themselves in the toilets, hoping to remain undetected so that they could sit through fodder like La Dolce Vita and Sodom and Gomorrah (believe me, it never worked!). For the budding English horror enthusiast, Sunday was the one day of the week when he/she could indulge in the kind of mouth-watering goodies only glimpsed inside the shadowy pages of Forrest J. Ackerman’s immortal Famous Monsters of Filmland; major prestige horror/fantasy/sci-fi pictures such as House of Wax, Forbidden Planet, The Time Machine, The Fly, Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea, The Lost World and Hammer’s output were screened during the week: Sunday was reserved for the lower-budget end of the market, including rarities of the B and Z variety that would never in a million years be shown on a weekday to a mass audience by U.K. distributors. After all, they reasoned, what sort of customers would queue up and pay to see something as downright odd as Attack of the Crab Monsters c/w (coupled with) Not of This Earth over a three-day period? Among other considerations, till receipts would be down: unknown feature films starring unknown actors appealing to a minority audience? No! With a few rare exceptions, fodder of this nature was never afforded a three-day national release in the United Kingdom. 
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But somewhere along the line, desperate movie distributors, both major and minor, themselves fully aware that “the box” was on the rise, lurking in the background, a baleful entity waiting to pounce, woke up and removed the blinkers, noticing big crowds stretching around the block on a Sunday when two adult features were on the menu, even vintage fare such as The Wolf Man and The Mummy’s Curse dating back to the 1940s—and large crowds meant healthy profits on a day of the week many self-righteous citizens still regarded as being the Lord’s Day, NOT a time for people to be lingering outside cinemas to see horror films, heaven forbid. This kind of lucrative cash-earner wasn’t to be sniffed at! Horror movies, even obscure ones, apparently paid big dividends. Therefore, around 1958, this sudden change of tactics from British distributors, from the large Odeons and ABCs to the backstreet independents and fleapits, led to the extraordinarily prolific double programming explosion. But, and it’s a big but, there was one major hurdle that had to be overcome before legions of underage English youngsters, anxious to come face-to-face with these type of out-of-bounds movies, could join the adult multitudes and actually succeed in getting into a cinema and revel in their delights—British film censorship and certification.
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Edith Scob unmasked in Eyes Without a Face.

Gary J. Svehla of Midnight Marquee fame, accompanied by his older brother and father, caught his first monster movie in 1957, The Monster that Challenged the World, aged seven, on a double bill with Bop Girl Goes Calypso. In 1958, he saw Dracula (Horror of Dracula) with his dad; later at home, so shaken up by the experience, he vomited in his sleep, leading to a year-long ban enforced by his mother. However, in 1959, the parental ban was lifted: Gary was given permission to see House on Haunted Hill and the barriers came down (Midnight Marquee 50th Anniversary Issue, 2013). Lucky old Gary! In Britain, all three films were classified “X,” meaning that you had to be aged 16 and over to enter a cinema when they were being screened. I first saw The Monster that Challenged the World in 1962, aged 15, and even then, I was a year under the British Film Censor’s strict age limit. Gary recalls that The Monster that Challenged the World carried no certification, and neither did others he saw at the time (peeking through his fingers!), such as The Vampire, Quatermass 2 and The Brides of Dracula. In Britain, matters were totally the opposite in relation to horror film exhibitions and their ratings; the setup was poles apart in comparison to the U.S.A.’s way of presenting programs. Most horror and sci-fi films emanating from the States in those days were classified with the prohibitive “X” rating in the United Kingdom, a certification that, of course, meant absolutely nothing to countries outside of Britain. Next, you had the “A” category: 14 years and over (in some areas, 12 and over); if under, you had to be accompanied by an adult. “U” films were for a general audience. The trick to sneaking into a cinema if you were underage was to dress like a Teddy Boy, to convince the management you were older than your 11 to 15 years; winklepicker shoes, fashionable luminescent socks (yellow was my favorite color), three-quarter length white raincoat, hair slicked back with Brylcreem, a cigarette dangling between your lips noir-style, a junior spiv in the making. Being tall helped and fortunately, I was a six-footer at quite an early age. Apart from a few annoying setbacks, it worked for me, not so much for others. The whole age limitation business was an irritating obstacle to experiencing those uncharted delights, although a challenge you took up with a certain amount of relish if you were brave enough or had the guts, throwing down the gauntlet to the cinema involved: “I’m coming in to see these films. Don’t you dare try to stop me!” 
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 The question arises: Were the versions of those films that Gary and countless other American kids watched at quite an early age the same movies we British kids had a fight on our hands to get in and see? How was it that in the U.K., posters to Dracula and The Curse of Frankenstein screamed “ADULTS ONLY! NO PERSONS UNDER 16 PERMITTED TO THIS PROGRAM!” yet a young Mr. Svehla had the good fortune to gape at the two films on offer? A totally dissimilar demographic culture is one answer, the other being that some of the more extreme horrors were trimmed for juvenile viewing in America, such as The Quatermass Xperiment and the early Hammers, mentioned in chapter 2. As another example, Georges Franju’s Eyes Without a Face featured in the States as The Horror Chamber of Dr. Faustus, running six minutes shorter than the picture that was released in Europe. At least our “X” and “A” films were the untampered-with, genuine uncut articles. Another undisputed fact is that, in hindsight, sneaking into films that were expressly tailored for an adult audience and off-limits to non-adults gave them an added, thrilling edge; desirable, enticing but “barred to the young” cinematic morsels that kids were not allowed to watch. If anyone of any age could have waltzed into a movie theater to see pictures containing explicit content reserved for grown-ups, it simply wouldn’t have been the same deal; that excitement factor, that sense of danger, would not have existed. Stealing into cinemas to view motion pictures deemed suitable only for your parents raised the adrenalin levels to such a high pitch that you mentally applauded yourself once you sat down, eager to observe the curtains roll apart to reveal the movie’s certification details. And if those films had come with no certificates, they would have appeared somehow naked, or partially dressed: that’s how used the British cinemagoing public was to watching pictures with “U” “A” and “X” ratings, going right back to the 1930s, an integral part of the movie’s credentials, as crucial as the stars appearing in them!

The importance of the British “X” certificate cannot be overestimated during this period. “X” films brought in the punters big-time: audiences wanted, and had a thirst, to experience more horror, more violence, more shocks and more sex on their menus than “A” and “U” films were able to provide, one of the main reasons why Hammer, obsessed with Britain’s adult rating, hit the financial heights at that time. As a key illustration of this: Amicus’ 1971 horror anthology, The House that Dripped Blood, was originally earmarked as an “A” film because of its lack of blood and gore. Amicus took the British censor to task, saying that any horror film including Peter Cushing and Christopher Lee in the cast that was not an “X” would affect box-office returns and, as a consequence, they wouldn’t release it. The censor bowed to their request: The House that Dripped Blood was released as an “X” and was quite successful. Such was the pulling power of Britain’s, and cinema’s, most notorious film classification!

It’s interesting to study the assorted double bills that Bryan Senn lists in his book. Here, as stated, the lower-budget Bs were tucked away on the Sunday circuit almost like forbidden fruit, not heavily advertised, rather low-key, as if the message broadcast was, “Yes, they’re on, but only a select few can see them.” “Be cautious” was the stark warning pumped out by cinema chains as far as kiddies were concerned. Basically, the attractions, aimed at the older (i.e. post-16) teenage audience, were shown in the papers in three forms, starting with the first that gave them a fair degree of prominence: 

PALACE • TRURO

Mon. for 6 days

STEVE McQUEEN RICHARD ATTENBOROUGH JAMES GARNER

THE GREAT ESCAPE (u)

Colour 1.00 4.30 7.30

Sun. 1 day only from 1.30

Great All “X” Double Feature Shock Program! ADULTS ONLY!

BELA LUGOSI GRETA GYNT

THE DARK EYES OF LONDON (x)

GEORGE ZUCCO MARY CARLISLE

DEAD MEN WALK (x)

Persons Under 16 Cannot Be Admitted

 

Or secondly, where the information was limited: 

ABC ALDERSHOT

MONDAY FEB 12th – SIX DAYS

Doors open 1.45 L.C.P. 6.50

Charlton Heston Yul Brynner

THE TEN COMMANDMENTS (u)

Technicolour 2.00 6.30

SUNDAY FEB 18th from 2.00

Terrific Giant Monster Double Bill!!

TARANTULA (x) RODAN (x)

ADULTS ONLY!

 

Or thirdly, where you had to squint to read the small print:

THE RITZ - WOKING




	
MONDAY JUNE 26th – 3 DAYS


	
THURSDAY JUNE 29th – 3 DAYS





	
Laurence Harvey Richard Todd


	
BACK AGAIN BY PUBLIC DEMAND!





	
THE LONG AND THE SHORT


	
Stuart Whitman Sarah Miles





	
AND THE TALL (X)


	
THOSE MAGNIFICENT MEN





	
THE BOY CRIED MURDER (A)


	
IN THEIR FLYING MACHINES (u)





	
Doors Open 1.45


	
Doors Open 2.30







Sunday One Day Only from 1.30 Revenge of the Creature (x) 
Man Made Monster (x)
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The Cameo, Roskear, Cornwall
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Double bill permutations were also immeasurably dissimilar in the United Kingdom. For example, The Quatermass Xperiment (The Creeping Unknown) was never released in this country with The Black Sleep: initially, it played as the co-feature to Rififi, thereafter with X the Unknown; The Mummy was partnered with Bed Without Breakfast, not Curse of the Undead; I Was a Teenage Werewolf teamed up with It Conquered the World, not Invasion of the Hell Creatures (Invasion of the Saucer Men); and The Brides of Dracula initially played on its own with a short. In the world of the Sunday double feature in particular, you usually had two movies produced by the same company; two films produced by different companies and put out as a combo by exhibitors; two reissues doubling up; and independent cinemas making up their own mix ’n’ match combinations, a marketing ploy to appease their clientele. These constituted the one-day performance (again, I have generally avoided the major releases here because these tended not to be teamed up with a movie of a similar style and ran on weekdays, although having said that, you did occasionally have a new release packaged with an oldie of the same genre; therefore these are included). So over a nine-year-period (1958 to 1967), any discerning filmgoer could study the newspapers and work out for himself the myriad of facts and release patterns relating to how these double bills moved around on the circuits, month in, month out. For starters, from researching Surrey and Cornish newspapers of the period (I lived in both Surrey and Cornwall during the period covered in this book), there were those theaters that showcased inseparable bedfellows which remained unchanged throughout 1958 to 1966:
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Frankenstein 1970 c/w Macabre

Teenage Frankenstein c/w Blood is My Heritage 

Attack of the 50 Foot Woman c/w The Black Scorpion

The Revenge of Frankenstein c/w The Camp on Blood Island

Invasion of the Body Snatchers c/w Indestructible Man

Gigantis the Fire Monster c/w The Gargon Terror 

The Demon Doctor  c/w Varan the Unbelievable

The Cosmic Man c/w The Brain from Planet Arous

The Giant Claw c/w Zombies of Mora Tau

The Monster of Piedras Blancas c/w The Dead One

Invasion of the Hell Creatures c/w Day the World Ended 

Attack of the Crab Monsters c/w Not of This Earth

Kronos c/w The Unknown Terror

The Monster that Challenged the World c/w The Vampire

It! The Terror from Beyond Space c/w Curse of the Faceless Man

Curse of the Undead c/w The Thing That Couldn’t Die

The Blob c/w I Married a Monster from Outer Space

The Killer Shrews c/w The Giant Gila Monster

Frankenstein c/w Son of Dracula

House of Dracula c/w House of Frankenstein

The Mole People c/w Curucu, Beast of the Amazon

First Man into Space c/w Fiend Without a Face

Blood of the Vampire c/w Behemoth the Sea Monster

The Hypnotic Eye c/w The Wasp Woman

Flight of the Lost Balloon c/w The Amazing Transparent Man

The Return of the Vampire c/w Jack the Ripper

The Haunted and the Hunted c/w The Crawling Hand

The Cabinet of Caligari c/w Hand of Death

Doctor Blood’s Coffin c/w The Snake Woman

The Colossus of New York c/w The Space Children

Return of the Fly c/w The Alligator People

Monster on the Campus c/w Cult of the Cobra

Reptilicus c/w First Spaceship on Venus

The Phantom from 10,000 Leagues c/w The Beast with a Million Eyes
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The Odeon, Redhill, Surrey

 

These 34 redoubtable duos circulated like satellites for years on the Sunday one-day circuit, dependable and durable crowd-pleasers that maintained their appeal and provided excellent value for money for horror-mad fanatics over a length of time that cannot be imagined in today’s fast-buck, multi-media “let’s get ’em out on disc, quick” cinematic climate.

Then you had the movies that appeared here, there and everywhere with alternative partners, chief among them Columbia’s incredibly successful 20 Million Miles to Earth which I caught with The Werewolf, Bed Without Breakfast, The Big Heat, Live Now Pay Later, Creature with the Atom Brain, The Tingler, Boy’s Night Out and House on Haunted Hill, but never with The 27th Day, its American partner; it was also on a very profitable Sunday double bill with Night of the Demon which I missed out on. Second only to Ray Harryhausen’s monster flick in durability was Tarantula, teamed with most of Universal’s horror output and eventually meeting up with another popular crowd-puller, Toho’s Rodan, at the ABC in Aldershot in 1962; Rodan could also be found sharing the bill with The Deadly Mantis, Plan 9 from Outer Space and The Fiend Who Walked the West. Of Universal’s three gill-man features, The Creature Walks Among Us proved to be the most appreciated by fans, although often paired with a non-horror outing, Revenge of the Creature usually coupled with Universal’s ’40s fodder including Man Made Monster, The Mad Ghoul and The Ghost of Frankenstein; Creature from the Black Lagoon vanished from U.K. circuits for a number of years, resurfacing in 1967 with Lugosi’s Dracula which, at the time, was the oldest feature film still showing commercially in England. And Hammer’s The Brides of Dracula went the Sunday rounds with Blood of the Vampire.
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The gill-man attacks! Revenge of the Creature

To highlight this horror merry-go-round: on Sunday 7 October 1962, The Regal in Walton was presenting Black Tuesday with The Monster that Challenged the World; six miles up the road, Kingston’s ABC had on The Four Skulls of Jonathan Drake and The Monster that Challenged the World; and 16 miles to the south, Woking’s Ritz was screening The Four Skulls of Jonathan Drake with (yes, you’ve guessed it!) The Monster that Challenged the World. A veritable windfall of highly desirable programs on offer to fans, seemingly selected at random, that left them scratching their heads in bewilderment, wondering which program to choose from. 

In Twice the Thrills! Twice the Spills!, the 147 double features are designated “Officially Sanctioned.” Was this the case over here? Yes, the Hammer, Amicus and American International pictures of the mid-1960s may have been so, but elsewhere, and in particular Cornwall, it appeared to be a free-for-all, the independent exhibitors dipping their hands into the pot and coming up with all manner of horror combinations that bore no resemblance to their American counterparts—and in Cornwall, they were not only screened on Sundays but during the week as well. You had “A” features with “B” features, or two A’s and two B’s, not that we ever knew at the time what an “A” and “B” movie was. They spread like wildfire, a glut of goodies which didn’t seem to conform to any perceivable distribution patterns, but who cared about that? This chaotic mess provided the wealth of material for us fans to feed on, resulting in three visits or more a week to various cinemas throughout 1962, 1963 and 1964, meaning our learning curve for all things of a fantastical/horrific nature was well and truly boosted and taken care of. Many smaller cinemas were run by genuine film enthusiasts who rooted around for the unusual to grab the fan’s attention, as well as their own; The Cameo, or Palace, at Roskear in deepest Cornwall was a typical example of this. Again, in Cornwall, many horror/sci-fi/fantasy features were matched (some would say mismatched) with non-horror products: The Incredible Shrinking Man, from being tucked away on the Sunday one-day circuit for a number of years, had a generous three-day run at Redruth’s Regal cinema with The Defiant Ones, then turning up in Helston with Appointment Redhead; The Most Dangerous Man Alive was partnered with Seven Thieves; and Not of This Earth was featured with Crime in the Streets. Meanwhile, perennial fan favorite It! The Terror from Beyond Space turned up with Horrors of the Black Museum and was often screened with United Artists’ long-lost psycho thriller Man on the Prowl plus a choice of three X-certified gangster flicks: Riot in Cell Block 11, The Last Mile and Black Tuesday. Rarities would suddenly crop up, then just as suddenly disappear. What one cinema chose to put on, another down the road chose to do something differently, much to the delight of horror-crazy fans.

Eventually, there were numerous divergences and fragmentations among the double bills in the above list: unlike the States, British double features tended to quickly drift apart and reform into divergent groups, a form of cinematic symbiosis carried out on a nationwide scale to keep the public’s interest going and to bring in more cash. Indestructible Man split from Invasion of the Body Snatchers to double up with The Black Scorpion, while The Monster that Challenged the World could be found in various cinemas with either I Bury the Living, The Black Sleep or The Four Skulls of Jonathan Drake. First Man into Space switched to The Man Without a Body, Kronos next on with Space Master X-7 or The Fiend Who Walked the West. Keeping tabs on it all was a logistical nightmare that involved sitting through a specific movie several times over in order to catch all the configurations it was partnered with; no small wonder that I watched scores of feature films in dozens of cinemas throughout the 1960s in a mad rush to take in everything that was on offer.
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The bigger, more expensive, packages such as Circus of Horrors, Pit and the Pendulum, The Fall of the House of Usher, The Day of the Triffids, The Day the Earth Caught Fire, The Birds and Hammer’s ’50s output were not, as mentioned, partnered by a horror second feature on their initial release, so did not constitute a horror double bill at that time. This scenario changed drastically from around 1962 onwards when you had Roger Corman double bills and Hammer Horror double bills, chiefly among others. Meanwhile, from 1963 to 1966, cinemas in Cornwall, notably The Cameo (aka The Palace) near Camborne, bucked the one-day Sunday trend by putting on a plethora of double bills during the week, some programs running up to three days: Gorgo appeared with Doctor Blood’s Coffin, The Black Scorpion paired up with Indestructible Man, you had The Monster Maker c/w The Ape Man and the Continental horror feature began to loom large: Eyes Without a Face c/w Jack the Ripper, Seddok, Son of Satan and Frantic, Blood and Roses teamed with The Vampire and the Ballerina, Hercules at the Center of the Earth c/w The Day Mars Invaded Earth, Drops of Blood (Mill of the Stone Women) c/w Confess, Dr. Corda and The Castle of Terror (The Virgin of Nuremberg) on with Horror (The Blancheville Monster), among others—one literally had a tough job keeping up with it all. And the icing on the double bill cake came in the form of a whole week of them, at The Regal in Redruth in January 1965, where from Monday onwards, the temptations on offer (all Columbia outings) were: Monday: The Revenge of Frankenstein c/w Murder by Contract; Tuesday: The H-Man c/w Creature with the Atom Brain; Wednesday: The Tingler c/w 20 Million Miles to Earth; Thursday: The Werewolf c/w Underworld U.S.A.; Friday: Night of the Demon c/w The Stranglers of Bombay; Saturday: The Camp on Blood Island c/w The Big Heat. I caught five of the six showings, a unique piece of movie presentation put on by an independent cinema (and a highly profitable one, judging by the full auditorium for each trip) that I never came across in England again.
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This bonanza of “X” and “A” classified guilty pleasures that gave the horror-mad British youth what they craved for in abundance (near-to-full houses were the order of the day, even for something as mundane as Plan 9 from Outer Space c/w The Monster from Green Hell; you could pick and choose at leisure and fill your boots), threw up some oddities linked to the country’s strict certification system. At The Crescent cinema in Leatherhead in November 1962, Sunday’s main presentation was the Rod Steiger Western Run of the Arrow, rated “U” after minor cuts from the censor’s office. However, the co-feature was The Creature Walks Among Us, rated “X.” You therefore had the bizarre situation whereby a Western fan under the age of 16 was denied access to the cinema and the chance of seeing Samuel Fuller’s gritty Western opus because Universal’s third gill-man movie was barred to persons under 16. Very strange. This cinematic curiosity occurred again with another double bill, Queen of Outer Space, the top attraction, classified “U,” paired with The Disembodied, classified “X.” No sexy Zsa Zsa Gabor in a skimpy space outfit on the under-16s’ menus that particular night!

Then there were the incorrect ratings advertised in your town’s rags. Fans had a niggling suspicion that on some occasions, this was done on purpose to pull in the paying public. After all, “A CLASSIC ALL-ADULT HORROR PRESENTATION” of Frankenstein and Son of Dracula looked a far more tempting proposition to the punters when promoted as a double ”X” program than having Son of Dracula listed as an “A” which it was, not an “X” as on the printed page. Likewise, Dead Men Walk doubled up with The Incredible Petrified World was incorrectly promoted as “Adults Only Permitted to this Program” when Petrified World was an “A” movie. And The Incredible Petrified World was again incorrectly billed as an “X” when it appeared as a “Big Double X Attraction” at The Palace Roskear with Teenage Zombies, which itself was certified “A.” Moreover, throughout the early 1960s, Hammer’s The Stranglers of Bombay was continually being shown as an “X” when that too was an “A.” Even posters could get it wrong: Toho’s Varan the Unbelievable was an “A” on the poster but an “X” inside the cinema, while Anglo’s Cat Girl was the opposite; an “X” on the poster and, in some cinemas, an “A.” A-rated Pharaoh’s Curse was often billed as an “X” while U-rated The Cosmic Man could be found listed as an “A.” It was a convoluted web for the underage buff: navigating one’s way through these complexities was a problem that us British youths had to grapple with week in, week out, until we were of the correct age to enter a cinema where two “X” films were showing without worrying about the risk of being thrown out by a burly manager who had probably seen military service in World War II.

Towards the end of 1966, the Sunday one-day double bills were on the wane, cinemas closing on the Sabbath. In their place appeared, for a short time, the late-night double bills. But 1966 was also notable for film companies re-packaging horror/sci-fi/fantasy one more time before they hit the small screen. It was the rewarding period of the reissue, with many irresistible tidbits on offer being shown three whole days a week at some independents instead of one day. Frankenstein 1970 shed off the mediocre Macabre to go the rounds with House on Haunted Hill, The Black Scorpion lumbered with Macabre thereafter. The 7th Voyage of Sinbad toured with The 3 Worlds of Gulliver, Hammer’s Dracula circulated with The Monolith Monsters, Day of the Triffids was paired with The Birds, Son of Frankenstein turned up with the never-off-the-circuits Tarantula, Pit and the Pendulum was shown with Circus of Horrors or The Fall of the House of Usher and Hammer released their back catalogue of classics as double bills: The Brides of Dracula c/w The Mummy, The Curse of Frankenstein c/w Dracula, The Man Who Could Cheat Death c/w The Hellfire Club, The Curse of the Werewolf c/w The Shadow of the Cat and The Revenge of Frankenstein c/w (as always) The Camp on Blood Island. Warner Bros. reissued House of Wax c/w Phantom of the Rue Morgue in 2-D, The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms going the rounds with Rebel Without a Cause.

The two most outstanding double bill reissues of 1967 were undoubtedly King Kong and The Thing from Another World and Psycho coupled with The War of the Worlds. The latter played on U.K. circuits for almost two years, incredible when you consider that today’s motion pictures are screened once in a theater for a week before released on DVD four months later. The Kong double bill caused justifiable frustration among younger buffs. Here was a bona fide classic from the 1930s, not seen in Britain since the early 1950s, and anyone aged from five to 15 was barred from seeing it because The Thing was rated “X” while Kong was an “A.” It was a ridiculous state of affairs if you were under 16 and were dying to take in the classic monster movie; for me, I caught this double bill five times in the space of a fortnight, seeing Kong for a sixth time in London a year later where it was showing with the X-certified Peeping Tom. 

The late-night shows materialized just as the classic era of double bills fizzled out. The choice was nowhere near as extensive, a mixed bunch that more or less comprised the following, in the area where I lived anyway:

 

The Deadly Mantis c/w The Land Unknown

The Quatermass Experiment c/w X the Unknown

The Kiss of the Vampire c/w Tarantula

The Evil Force c/w Theatre of Death

The Curse of the Werewolf c/w The Shadow of the Cat

Black Zoo c/w The Giant Behemoth (the U.K. edited print of Behemoth the Sea Monster)

The Premature Burial c/w The Haunted Palace

Lugosi’s Dracula c/w Son of Dracula

Blood of the Vampire c/w The Brides of Dracula

Circus of Horrors c/w Pit and the Pendulum

Monster of Terror (Die, Monster Die!) c/w The Oblong Box

Witchfinder General c/w The Blood Beast Terror

Horrors of The Black Museum c/w Konga

 

and were shown in the “What’s on” section in the local papers thus:

THE ODEON REDHILL

Monday 4th August for six days

John Wayne Kim Darby

TRUE GRIT (U) daily from 2:00

Saturday late night show commencing 11:00

The Quatermass Experiment (x) X the Unknown (x)

 

After the afternoon/evening presentation had ended, the cinema would empty, get cleaned up and at 10:30 p.m. the doors reopen, the late-night show commencing at 11:00 p.m. If you hadn’t snatched at least two hours sleep beforehand, these late-nighters were a killer to get through regardless of how good the movies were. Exiting at two in the morning, one staggered home in the dark at an hour when most sensible citizens were tucked up in bed, feeling distinctly groggy, head swimming, wondering whether it was all worth the effort. Well, in England, as these films would shortly disappear off the circuits and not be shown on TV for years (many have never been screened on British terrestrial television), it certainly was! 

In July 1970, I caught The Quatermass Experiment and X the Unknown for a second time on a late-night bill and, in October, a fantastic one-off pairing of Psycho c/w Bride of Frankenstein. These were among the last traditional double bills I ever saw in a cinema. Soon after, the late-night double bill, like the Sunday double bill before it, ceased to exist in British theaters. What came after? American International, Amicus and Hammer Films were still churning out double features but their days as a force to be reckoned with in fantasy/horror were coming to an end. Some cinema chains put on triple bills to rake in the customers (all three Star Wars movies; three Star Trek outings) plus the occasional multiple screening: Tales from the Crypt, Vault of Horror, Crucible of Terror, Asylum and The House that Dripped Blood were on the late-night menu at The Majestic cinema in Reigate in September 1981, a horror marathon to test the stamina of even the hardiest of horror-goers—and it certainly tested mine! And once in a while, a stimulating double bill surfaced to whet the appetite, to remind fans what the old days used to be like: First Men in the Moon c/w Mysterious Island, Alien c/w The Fog; The Savage Bees c/w The Incredible Melting Man; Halloween c/w House of Whipcord; Creature from the Black Lagoon c/w It Came from Outer Space (London only, screened in 3-D); and Freaks c/w Island of Lost Souls (London again, on a limited showing.) 

Baby Boomers look back on the two-decade era of the great classic double bill (which are the decades I will concentrate on) with a blend of wistfulness and fond memories of days gone by. It was a bountiful time when you could pick up a newspaper any day of the week during 1961/1962 and cherry-pick what delicacies to savor, and where. After all, if Teenage Frankenstein c/w Blood is My Heritage was on at The Embassy in Dorking at the same time that Monster on the Campus c/w The Land Unknown was showing a few miles away at the ABC in Fetcham, you could quite easily miss the double bill at Fetcham, knowing full well that sooner or later, it would turn up at another cinema in the vicinity, and that included The Embassy! By comparison, going to “the pictures” today is a cold, almost clinical, affair bearing no resemblance to the halcyon days of yore when catching two different double bills every week was de rigueur in the mid-1960s, programs presenting scores of golden oldies from a period when Universal-International, United Artists, Allied Artists, Columbia, American International, the rest of the major Hollywood studios, Hammer and the large number of independents gave fans a never-ending feast of the good, the truly bad and the downright awful—but we loved every single minute of them all the same, each one caught in pitch-black cinema auditoriums housing over a thousand or more noisy patrons wreathed in cigarette smoke, soundtracks blasting out in primitive stereo, bums planted on narrow, rock-hard seats, the screens massive and intimidating, underage fans (myself among them) goggle-eyed at The Mad Ghoul, knowing that Revenge of the Creature would follow hot on its heels. Hell, those truly were the days! 

How on earth did he manage to see them all, I hear you ask? Three reasons: First, as stated, a lack of interest in television; secondly, a non-technological society; and thirdly, a huge number of cinemas at my disposal—and tickets in those days were cheap. I had no time for television; on the contrary, I had plenty of time for the cinema. Moreover, sixty years ago, you had no cell phones, internet, iPads, streaming, Netflix, multi-channels, DVDs or smart devices; what you had, for your viewing pleasure, was the cinema and television, and that was it, period. More importantly, the number of cinemas in any given region of England was staggering compared to what is around today in towns and cities. In Surrey’s Leatherhead area (in the 1960s, Surrey’s population was around 800,000), you had access to The Crescent in Leatherhead; Dorking’s Embassy and Pavilion; Fetcham’s ABC; Epsom’s Odeon and ABC; Cranleigh’s Regal; Guildford’s Astor, Plaza and Odeon; Haslemere’s Rex; Woking’s The Ritz; Esher’s Embassy; Godalming’s Odeon; Farncombe’s Odeon; Aldershot’s Savoy and ABC; Cheam’s Odeon and Granada; Ewell’s ABC; Kingston’s Odeon, ABC, Granada and Studio 7; Walton’s Regal (part of the ABC chain); the ABC and Savoy in Cobham; and the ABC in New Malden. And 20 or so miles up the road, London’s profusion of cinemas beckoned with open arms.
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The situation in Cornwall was even more astonishing. Here you had one of the largest rural counties in England but one of the least populated, with just over 400,000 residents (this went up during the summer months, Cornwall being a very popular holiday destination), yet the number of cinemas that served the public was almost beyond belief. In North and West Cornwall alone there was The Gem and The Regal in Redruth; The Palace, The Regent and The Plaza in Truro; The Palace in Roskear; The Kings and The Skala in Camborne; The Flora in Helston; The Glyn in Lostwithiel; The Star in Launceston; The Carlton in Liskeard; The Ritz in Penzance; The Astor, The Victoria and The Pavilion in Newquay; The Palace in Perranporth; The Regal in Wadebridge; The Capitol in Bodmin; The Classic and The Capitol in St. Austell; The Cinedrome in Padstow; The Rebel Cinema in Bude; the ABC and the Odeon in Falmouth; The Regal in St. Agnes; and The Roseland in Portscatho. During the first week of October, 1955, rolled out over these cinemas, 76 feature films were on offer to Cornish communities, ranging from adventure, romance, war, Western, crime, comedy, epic, musical and, at one cinema only, The Palace at Roskear, horror (a double bill of Dead Men Walk and The Dark Eyes of London); and the age of a film was no barrier to people’s interest—The Marx Bros. Go West, made in 1940, was showing at The Flora in Helston, but in those days, who cared a hoot about how old a movie was? You were grateful that you had the opportunity of watching it on the big screen. It’s also noticeable that approximately 95% of the films on show in that particular year were targeted at an adult audience; there was very little on offer for the younger viewer apart from the odd Disney feature. So it was a frenetic period for the cinema-crazy youngster and going to “the pictures” two, or even three times, a week was nothing uncommon. That’s how you could easily clock up over 100 visits to a cinema in a year. And ticket prices, compared to other forms of entertainment, were cheap: in 1958, a single ticket for the stalls (not balcony) could be purchased for one shilling and threepence, by 1970, it had only risen to six shillings, 30 pence in today’s currency, real bargain for money.

So let us journey back to those glorious days on a personal odyssey, to plunge into that cinematic hothouse environment that I was very privileged to have experienced, and savor once again those enticing, tantalizing delights that drew us in like a magnet week by week, month by month and year by year, a perverse form of cinematic stamp collecting, if you like; after all, we had to catch them all, and catalogue them, come what may! In short, I will expand and enlarge upon what I wrote about in You’re Not Old Enough Son (Midnight Marquee, 2006). A good memory plus notes, jottings and a few diaries that have survived the ravages of time have helped me flesh out this exhilarating period, to present to the reader just what it was like to have access to horror, sci-fi and fantasy movies in cinemas (NOT on DVD or television!) on a regular basis, to indulge oneself to the full once again as the Frankenstein Monster stomps across the big screen, Chaney changes into the Wolf Man, Ray Harryhausen’s Ymir topples Rome, Gorgo flattens London, Gigantis trashes Osaka, Price and Lee unmask themselves to shrieking audiences, the gill-man goes on a rampage, cut-price spaceships land on cardboard-looking planets, giant insects stalk the landscape, mad doctors and crazy scientists perform acts of villainy, Continental horror movies devote themselves to lesbianism and nudity, pre-CGI dinosaurs menace intrepid explorers, Abbott and Costello receive the dreaded “X” certificate, vampires rise from the grave, aliens of every description cause shudders and giggles, Lugosi leers, blank-eyed Tor Johnson grunts and Englishman Peter Cushing ably demonstrates what classy horror acting is all about. 

Sadly, it is common practice these days to denigrate these films, to, for want of a better word, ridicule and rubbish them, to give them the thumbs down. This is grossly unfair. Each and every movie described in this book was seen in the confines of a cinema by myself on my ownsome or with friends. You cannot possibly compare experiencing a cheaply produced B movie presented in a large, spacious theater that’s been plunged into darkness, shown on a screen up to 60/70 feet in length and 30/50 feet in height, seated among a packed crowd, soaking up the atmosphere (and the cigarette smoke!) to watching same film on a DVD displayed on a 60-inch flat screen TV in your cozy living room. Being a member of the Baby Boomer generation, I recall all too vividly the sheer excitement and anticipation in queuing up outside a huge cinema to experience these movies, gaining as much satisfaction in watching Attack of the 50 Foot Woman in 1962 as I did in seeing 2001: A Space Odyssey in 1968, even though the pictures were several light years, and several million dollars, apart in concept. “Cheap,” in my book, doesn’t equate to “Not worth bothering about.” So any so-called deficiencies or “warts” in, say, something like The Beast with a Million Eyes or even Bride of the Monster, were overlooked or disregarded, deemed unimportant. You paid money to be entertained, not to indulge in pointless nit-picking and dissection of the goods; these were motion pictures of their time, not conceived in ours. So what if laboratories looked basic, a monster too tacky, continuity suspect, some scenes repeated, dialogue corny, acting even cornier and special effects not so special. So what if directors like Roger Corman and Edward L. Cahn knocked off their mini-masterpieces in two weeks on limited funds. Who cared? I never did, and never had the time or inclination to do so, taking each picture I saw at face value: what’s more, I wasn’t, at the time, knowledgeable enough to start tearing films to pieces or find fault with filmmakers. As publisher Gary J. Svehla succinctly wrote in his “Mutterings” column in the 2024 edition of the Midnight Marquee Journal, “The 1950s had heart and soul, while the current era has sterile perfection.” It is far too easy to be over-critical on what has gone before. On the other hand, like everyone else who attended the cinema on a regular basis, I had my likes and dislikes and formed some sort of critical opinion on leaving a cinema, however naïve that criticism may have been. On that particular point, I rest my case!

Note: Unless touched upon in the text, I will abstain from mentioning full production details on all films listed. Take House of Wax, The Curse of Frankenstein, The War of the Worlds, Tarantula and The Monster that Challenged the World, for example: Surely everyone over the age of 60 must know (or should know!) what studio produced these movies and in what year, which actors starred, who directed, what the format was and how long they ran: it’s my personal thoughts, recollections, remembrances and judgements of the films I saw at that moment in time and how I felt about them as a teenager/young man when exiting a cinema that count here (these views may have changed over the decades!). I’ve tried to convey a sense of what it was like to experience these motion pictures for the first time in a cinema, not after repeated showings on home media and knowing all the details of how they were put together, and by whom. Moreover, I will certainly lay great emphasis on U.K. film classification (the “X,” the “A” and the “U”) as this was unique to this country alone and played a vitally important role in who could see what, and when. A smattering of hard-hitting X-rated crime/cop/psycho/sex/noir thrillers verging on the sensationalistic that successfully went the rounds for a number of years are also included on a few double bills, as these touched on adult subjects of a violent, immoral or taboo nature at times. I caught many double bills more than once in my insatiable desire to view all things of an “X” classified nature (
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