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The life of the silent film and comedy icon, in his own words—“the best autobiography every

ever written by an actor . . . an astonishing work” (Chicago Tribune)Take an unforgettable

journey with the man George Bernard Shaw called “the only genius to come out of the movie

industry” as he moves from his impoverished South London childhood to the heights of

Hollywood wealth and fame; from the McCarthy-era investigations to his founding of United

Artists to his “reverse migration” back to Europe. Charlie Chaplin’s heartfelt and hilarious

autobiography—one of the very first celebrity memoirs—tells the story of his life, showcasing

all the charms, peculiarities and deeply-held beliefs that made him such an endearing and

lasting character.Re-issued as part of Melville House’s Neversink Library, My Autobiography

offers dedicated Chaplin fans and casual admirers alike an astonishing glimpse into the heart

and the mind of Hollywood’s original genius maverick.

“The best autobiography ever written by an actor. An astonishing work.”—Chicago Tribune“A

moving picture of the hero himself. A truly fascinating book.”—The New York Times Book

Review “The most original, virile book about the theater in a long, long time.”—Atlantic Monthly

“It holds the reader entranced. Every page can be read with pleasure.”—The Times,

London“The crucial artist of the twentieth century.”—The New Yorker “Among the greatest

geniuses of film.”—Roger Ebert “Few men in this century in any field attained his stature with

the public.”—The New York Times “Chaplin was not just ‘big,’ he was gigantic. In 1915, he

burst onto a war-torn world bringing it the gift of comedy, laughter and relief while it was tearing

itself apart through World War I. Over the next 25 years, through the Great Depression and the

rise of Adolf Hitler, he stayed on the job. . . It is doubtful any individual has ever given more

entertainment, pleasure and relief to so many human beings when they needed it the most.”—

Martin Sieff “For me, comedy begins with Charlie Chaplin. I know there were screen comedies

before he came along . . . But none of them created a persona as unique or indelible as the

Little Tramp, and no one could match his worldwide impact.”—Leonard MaltinFrom the

Publisher12 1.5-hour cassettes --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.About

the AuthorCHARLES CHAPLIN [1889-1977] was one of the greatest of all filmmakers and

comedians. DAVID ROBINSON is the author of CHAPLIN: HIS LIFE AND ART (also published

by Penguin) --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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My AutobiographySIR CHARLES SPENCER “CHARLIE” CHAPLIN was born in 1889 in

London to impoverished parents. He began performing at age ten as a member of a juvenile

clog-dance troupe. In 1913, while he was touring with a vaudeville act in the US, Keystone films

recruited Chaplin to make films. In only his second short—Kid Auto Races at Venice—he

debuted his “Little Tramp” character, and his fame quickly exploded. He went on to write, direct,

and star in some of the most critically acclaimed movies ever made, including the classics The

Gold Rush, City Lights, The Great Dictator, Monsieur Verdoux, and Modern Times—for which

he also wrote the song “Smile,” still a standard. In 1919 he founded the United Artists film

studio along with Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, and D.W. Griffith, and in 1929, the first

year of the Academy Awards, he won an award for “versatility and genius” in The Circus. But

Chaplin’s career took a dark turn during the McCarthy era, when he was accused of “un-

American activities” and monitored by the FBI; he would later satirize the McCarthy committee

in his A King in New York, but when he visited the UK in 1952 his re-entry permit to the US was

revoked. Objecting to what he described as “lies and propaganda by powerful reactionary

groups”, he moved with his family to Switzerland, where he would live until his death on

Christmas day 1977.DAVID ROBINSON is a film critic and author, and the official biographer of

Charlie Chaplin. His Chaplin: His Life and Art is regarded as the definitive book on the
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David RobinsonCHAPTER One begins in forthright Victorian biographical style: ‘I was born on

16 April 1889, at eight O’clock at night, in East Lane, Walworth.’ When My Autobiography

appeared in 1964, this was itself a revelation. The hundreds (quite literally) of books that had

been devoted to Chaplin had vaguely placed his birth here, there and everywhere (even

Fontainebleau), and no birth certificate exists to settle the question. But here for the first time

we had Chaplin’s word for it, and into the bargain his credentials as a true South Londoner,

since only a local would name East Street (its official name) as ‘East Lane’ – the style ‘lane’

being popularly applied to any metropolitan thoroughfare that boasts a market. And thereafter

the revelations, particularly about the privations of his early life and the precocious discovery of

his gifts as a performer, were prodigal. At seventy-five years old, Charles Chaplin finally told his

own story, at length.On its first appearance the book attracted enormous and worldwide

attention (it has been translated into upwards of twenty-five languages) – as well as scepticism

on various counts. It must, some said, have been written in collaboration with a ‘ghost’,

because that is how Hollywood biographies are made. All the evidence, though, is that the

book was a solo authorial effort. His family remembered how Chaplin would kiss his wife Oona

goodbye and retire to his library for three concentrated sessions every day, just like going to

the office. Chaplin himself complained to Ian Fleming that his secretary was forever trying to

improve his English: ‘He said he was not surprised, as he had taught himself the language and

suspected that his secretary knew it far better than he did but, even so, he liked his own

version and hoped that some of what he had actually written would survive the process of

editing.’ Leonard Russell, anticipating serial publication of the book in the Sunday Times, was

rebuked by the original publisher, Max Reinhardt of The Bodley Head, when he enquired

discreetly if the author had a collaborator: ‘Mr Reinhardt looked shocked, offended even. Surely

we couldn’t think that Chaplin, a man who wrote his own scripts, directed his own films,

composed his own music, would seek outside help with his own memoirs: every word would be

written by Chaplin – he would swear an affidavit on that.’Reinhardt was right. Chaplin had a

lifelong compulsion to do everything himself, even down to wanting to play every role in each of

his films (his ideal was to find actors and actresses who would faithfully imitate and reproduce

his own interpretation of their parts). In writing for films, he had developed his own routine. He

would begin by dictating to a secretary or scribbling a draft, usually in pencil, in his own rapid

script and often doubtful orthography. This would be neatly typed, with discreet corrections of

the spelling, after which Chaplin would revise and correct and scribble and return it for a re-

type. The process was repeated until he was satisfied. This seems to have been the method

with My Autobiography. The style, in any case, is too distinctive and too consistent with earlier

memoirs (My Wonderful Visit in 1922 and A Comedian Sees the World in 1933) to be anything

but his own work. There are the appealing idiosyncracies of the self-educated writer. Chaplin

had little formal schooling, and painstakingly and late acquired the skills of reading and writing.

In the process he was fascinated by words and the desire to discover new ones. He described

how he kept a dictionary beside him, and endeavoured to learn one new word every day. Thus

at any point throughout his life he would be preoccupied with his most recent verbal finds: at

the time of My Autobiography they included ‘ineffable’, ‘levitous’, ‘aposiopesis’, ‘esurient’, while



he joyfully writes, ‘I was not frantically ebullient about his prognostications.’ Yet alongside this

self-conscious verbalizing, he has a natural expressive gift that constantly results in striking,

even poetic, phrases. A vibrant, expressionist recollection of the sights and scents of late

Victorian Lambeth concludes, ‘From such trivia I believe my soul was born.’ The new Waterloo

Bridge, ‘although beautiful… meant little to me now, only that its road led over to my boyhood’.

Kennington Park ‘still bloomed green with sadness’. Returning to the scenes of boyhood, ‘I had

a feeling of uneasiness that perhaps those gentle streets of poverty still had the power to trap

me in the quicksands of their hopelessness’.A few critics of the time were sceptical of the

childhood hardships Chaplin recounted, and sought to dismiss them as Dickensian fiction.

Even recently one or two American revisionist biographers have resumed the attack on his

veracity; but hard documentary evidence consistently confirms Chaplin’s account. The book

was a prodigious feat of memory. He had no help from researchers. When he wrote, the studio

archives, kept in his home in Vevey, constituted a vast, virtually inaccessible mass. From the

early theatrical years, there was little besides one small scrap book. No doubt many memories

were retrieved in conversation with his half-brother Sidney, who seems to have visited

Switzerland a number of times during the six years that Chaplin was preparing his memoirs.

The accuracy of his memory was to be amply attested twenty years after he wrote. In the

1980s a mass of documentary evidence re-emerged, from researches in the London civic

archives and from two large trunks of early memorabilia that Chaplin’s brother Sidney had kept

in store for many years, and which were rediscovered and given by Sidney’s widow to Oona

Chaplin. Apart from providing odd dates and details that had eluded Chaplin, the new

documentation contradicted nothing in his account.Sometimes his few mistakes actually serve

to vindicate Chaplin’s memory. Thus he remembers the ogre who meted out school

punishments as ‘Captain Hindrum’; an old vaudeville friend of his mothers, fallen on evil times,

as ‘Dashing Eva Lestocq’; and the kindly stage manager at the Prince of Wales Theatre, where

Chaplin was a boy actor, as ‘Mr Postant’. Their names turn out in fact to have been Hindom,

Dashing Eva Lester and William Postance. Chaplin, it appears, was indeed remembering, from

sixty or seventy years before, names he had heard but perhaps never seen written down,

rather than reclaiming them from post facto research.On the book’s appearance, reviews of My

Autobiography were almost unanimous in their mixture of enthusiasm and disappointment. The

opening chapters represent the last great Victorian autobiography, a first-hand account, rich in

colour and chiaroscuro, of life in the poor streets of a nineteenth-century London that was still

not far from Dickens and Mayhew. The young Chaplin’s fortunes change when he becomes a

professional in the English music hall at the height of its Edwardian glory. Vaudeville tours bring

the discovery of America: ‘At last California – a paradise of sunshine, orange groves, vineyards

and palm-trees stretching along the Pacific coast for a thousand miles.’ From vaudeville he

risks a leap into the dark to go into pictures, still in their infancy and in process of finding their

ultimate home on the West Coast: ‘In those days Beverly Hills looked like an abandoned real

estate development. Sidewalks ran along and disappeared into open fields and lampposts with

white globes adorned empty streets; most of the globes were missing, shot off by passing

revellers from roadhouses.’In this virgin land, and the new medium of movies, still striving to

discover its rules (largely under the lead of the great D. W. Griffith, whom Chaplin somewhat

patronizingly credits with ‘an original touch’), Chaplin finds his destiny. The chapters on his first

contracts with the Keystone and Essanay Companies give a vivid if cursory account of his

struggles – personal and economic – to win creative autonomy, to bring to the coarse popular

show of slapstick movies the subtler skills he had developed in the music halls, and to ‘add

another dimension to my films besides that of comedy’.His success in this and the speed of it



were breathtaking. In little more than two years he had achieved world fame, opened up new

markets for Hollywood films, and begun to attract the cachet of ‘artist’ from people who before

him would never have deigned to look at the movies. ‘The prospects were dazzling. Like an

avalanche, money and success came with increasing momentum; it was all bewildering,

frightening, but wonderful.’At this juncture, the eleventh chapter of My Autobiography closes

with the words: ‘So much had happened to me, my emotions were spent.’ After this, the style

and tone change, in a way that disconcerted and disappointed the book’s first critics and

readers. Till now, we have followed the adventures of a young man, struggling, striving,

experimenting and finally rocketed to success by his talents. Now we are presented with the

self-portrait of a world celebrity, contentedly courted by princes and presidents. When Chaplin

drops names he does it resoundingly: ‘Many illustrious visitors came to the studio at this time:

Melba, Leopold Godowsky and Paderewski, Nijinsky and Pavlova.’ ‘A cousin of the Kaiser

kindly conducted me around Potsdam and Sans Souci.’ ‘If we were not so preoccupied with our

family, we could have quite a social life in Switzerland, for we live relatively near the Queen of

Spain and the Count and the Countess Chevreau d’Antraigues, who have been most cordial to

us, and there are a number of film stars and writers who live near.’The name-dropping is

compensated by Chaplin’s sharp one-line portraits. Paderewski ‘had great charm, but there

was something bourgeois about him, an over-emphasis of dignity’. Rachmaninov was ‘a

strange-looking man, with something aesthetic and cloistral about him’. Schoenberg was ‘a

frank and abrupt little man’. Often, too, Chaplin is as shrewd about himself, humorously

deriding and deflating his own vanities, aware of their deep roots in the ineradicable heritage of

early deprivation and sense of inferiority. Discussing his passion for self-education, he reveals

movingly, ‘I wanted to know, not for the love of knowledge but as a defence against the world’s

contempt for the ignorant.’As it was, Chaplin’s career was still to suffer a further turn of destiny.

His seemingly impregnable position as a world celebrity and universal idol was undermined by

American paranoia of the Cold War era. At the start of the 1950s he came to feel ‘that I had the

acrimony and hate of a whole nation upon me… My prodigious sin was being a non-conformist.

Although I am not a Communist, I refused to fall in line by hating them’. His punishment was

virtual exile from the United States that lasted to the end of his life.A more understandable

source of disappointment for some critics of the time was the odd reticences of My

Autobiography. Chaplin’s references to his films are generally cursory, and some key works –

Easy Street or The Circus – are not mentioned at all. He says nothing about the process of

their making. In his lifetime he would explain his reluctance to allow people on his set or to

share his working secrets by saying, ‘If people know how it’s done, all the magic goes.’ Perhaps

a truer reason was that he himself came more and more to feel that he was unable to unveil

the mysteries of his creation, simply because the essential part of the mysteries remained

veiled for him also. How could he ever explain, to himself or to anyone else, the seemingly

accidental creation, in the Keystone costume hut one afternoon in 1914, of the character that

was to become the most universally recognized representation of a human being in the history

of art? At one of the rare moments when he admits the problems of work, describing how the

early shorts were often begun with not even the vaguest idea of a story, he has a simple but

revealing phrase: ‘In this desperate way I started many a comedy.’Another explanation may be

that Chaplin wrote the book in the spirit of the entertainer that, throughout his life, he was; and

like most people, saw no particular glamour in his daytime job: he once told someone that his

working life was no more exciting than that of a bank clerk, and probably felt that it would

simply be boring to relate the slow and painful processes by which his films were made. In any

case the reticence of his lifetime has been richly compensated since his death. Chaplin,



intentionally or not, left behind more evidence, in the form of film out-takes and rushes, working

notes and studio daily records, than any other film director of his time, to enable researchers to

supply, more than amply, the lacunae of his own account.More puzzling is his selectivity in the

record of his friends, collaborators and more intimate relationships. The four decades since he

wrote have accustomed us to the tell-all autobiography. Chaplin exerts his right not to tell all.

Although he is far from shy about his amorous interests, his first marriage and divorce rates

only a page or so and his second barely a line, without even naming the wife in question (she

was Lita Grey). Neither Stan Laurel, his companion throughout the vaudeville tours of America,

nor Chaplin’s own half-brother and dedicated assistant, Wheeler Dryden, gets a mention. The

loyal team of actors and technicians who worked with him in many cases throughout his

Hollywood career – Henry Bergman, Mack Swain, Eric Campbell (the unforgettable beetle-

browed ‘heavy’ of the early films), Albert Austin and, above all, his dedicated and resourceful

cameraman and collaborator Roland Totheroh – do not figure in the book at all.If there is an

explanation for this apparent forgetfulness or ingratitude it may lie in the deep-hidden

psychological scars identified by Chaplin’s most perceptive commentator, Francis Wyndham:

‘The rich and famous and fulfilled man whom the world sees still considers himself a victim

maimed for life by the early catastrophic shock.’ Was it necessary therapy, essential to his

confidence, always to tell himself that he had conquered the world and raised himself from

poverty and nonentity to universal fame and affection (and now composed his autobiography)

unaided?We can be sure that what puzzles us puzzled him also, leaving him to conclude with

gentle defiance, ‘I am what I am: an individual, unique and different, with a lineal history of

ancestral promptings and urgings; a history of dreams, desires, and of special experiences, of

all of which I am the sum total.’preludeBEFORE Westminster Bridge was open, Kennington

Road was only a bridle path. After 1750, a new road was laid down from the Bridge forming a

direct link to Brighton. As a consequence Kennington Road, where I spent most of my

boyhood, boasted some fine houses of architectural merit, fronted with iron grill balconies from

which occupants could once have seen George IV coaching on his way to Brighton.By the

middle of the nineteenth century most of the homes had deteriorated into rooming houses and

apartments. Some, however, remained inviolate and were occupied by doctors, successful

merchants and vaudeville stars. On Sunday morning, along the Kennington Road one could

see a smart pony and trap outside a house, ready to take a vaudevillian for a ten-mile drive as

far as Norwood or Merton, stopping on the way back at the various pubs, the White Horse, the

Horns and the Tankard in the Kennington Road.As a boy of twelve, I often stood outside the

Tankard watching these illustrious gentlemen alight from their equestrian outfits to enter the

lounge bar, where the élite of vaudeville met, as was their custom on a Sunday to take a final

‘one’ before going home to the midday meal. How glamorous they were, dressed in chequered

suits and grey bowlers, flashing their diamond rings and tie-pins! At two O’clock on Sunday

afternoon, the pub closed and its occupants filed outside and dallied awhile before bidding

each other adieu; and I would gaze fascinated and amused, for some of them swaggered with

a ridiculous air.When the last had gone his way, it was as though the sun had gone under a

cloud. And I would return to a row of old derelict houses that sat back off the Kennington Road,

to 3 Pownall Terrace, and mount the rickety stairs that led to our small garret. The house was

depressing and the air was foul with stale slops and old clothes. This particular Sunday, Mother

was seated gazing out of the window. She turned and smiled weakly. The room was stifling, a

little over twelve feet square, and seemed smaller and the slanting ceiling seemed lower. The

table against the wall was crowded with dirty plates and tea-cups; and in the corner, snug

against the lower wall, was an old iron bed which Mother had painted white. Between the bed



and the window was a small fire-grate, and at the foot of the bed an old armchair that unfolded

and became a single bed upon which my brother Sydney slept. But now Sydney was away at

sea.The room was more depressing this Sunday because Mother had for some reason

neglected to tidy it up. Usually she kept it clean, for she was bright, cheerful and still young, not

yet thirty-seven, and could make that miserable garret glow with golden comfort. Especially on

a wintry Sunday morning when she would give me my breakfast in bed and I would awaken to

a tidy little room with a small fire glowing and see the steaming kettle on the hob and a

haddock or a bloater by the fender being kept warm while she made toast. Mother’s cheery

presence, the cosiness of the room, the soft padded sound of boiling water pouring into our

earthenware tea-pot while I read my weekly comic, were the pleasures of a serene Sunday

morning.But this Sunday she sat listlessly looking out of the window. For the past three days

she had been sitting at that window, strangely quiet and preoccupied. I knew she was worried.

Sydney was at sea and we had not heard from him in two months, and Mother’s hired sewing

machine with which she struggled to support us had been taken away for owing back

instalments (a procedure that was not unusual). And my own contribution of five shillings

weekly which I earned giving dancing lessons had suddenly ended.I was hardly aware of a

crisis because we lived in a continual crisis; and, being a boy, I dismissed our troubles with

gracious forgetfulness. As usual I would run home to Mother after school and do errands,

empty the slops and bring up a pail of fresh water, then hurry on to the McCarthys’ and spend

the evening there – anything to get away from our depressing garret.The McCarthys were old

friends of Mother’s whom she had known in her vaudeville days. They lived in a comfortable flat

in the better part of Kennington Road, and were relatively well off by our standards. The

McCarthys had a son, Wally, with whom I would play until dusk, and invariably I was invited to

stay for tea. By lingering this way I had many a meal there. Occasionally Mrs McCarthy would

inquire after Mother, why she had not seen her of late. And I would make some sort of excuse,

for since Mother had met with adversity she seldom saw any of her theatrical friends.Of course

there were times when I would stay home, and Mother would make tea and fry bread in beef

dripping, which I relished, and for an hour she would read to me, for she was an excellent

reader, and I would discover the delight of Mother’s company and would realize I had a better

time staying home than going to the McCarthys’.And now as I entered the room, she turned

and looked reproachfully at me. I was shocked at her appearance; she was thin and haggard

and her eyes had the look of someone in torment. An ineffable sadness came over me, and I

was torn between an urge to stay home and keep her company, and a desire to get away from

the wretchedness of it all. She looked at me apathetically. ‘Why don’t you run along to the

McCarthys’?’ she said.I was on the verge of tears. ‘Because I want to stay with you.’She turned

and looked vacantly out of the window. ‘You run along to the McCarthys’ and get your dinner –

there’s nothing here for you.’I felt a reproach in her tone, but I closed my mind to it. ‘I’ll go if you

want me to,’ I said weakly.She smiled wanly and stroked my head. ‘Yes, yes, you run along.’

And although I pleaded with her to let me stay, she insisted on my going. So I went with a

feeling of guilt, leaving her sitting in that miserable garret alone, little realizing that within the

next few days a terrible fate awaited her.oneI WAS born on 16 April 1889, at eight O’clock at

night, in East Lane, Walworth. Soon after, we moved to West Square, St George’s Road,

Lambeth. According to Mother my world was a happy one. Our circumstances were moderately

comfortable; we lived in three tastefully furnished rooms. One of my early recollections was that

each night before Mother went to the theatre Sydney and I were lovingly tucked up in a

comfortable bed and left in the care of the housemaid. In my world of three and a half years, all

things were possible; if Sydney, who was four years older than I, could perform legerdemain



and swallow a coin and make it come out through the back of his head, I could do the same; so

I swallowed a halfpenny and Mother was obliged to send for a doctor.Every night, after she

came home from the theatre, it was her custom to leave delicacies on the table for Sydney and

me to find in the morning – a slice of Neapolitan cake or candies – with the understanding that

we were not to make a noise in the morning, as she usually slept late.Mother was a soubrette

on the variety stage, a mignonne in her late twenties, with fair complexion, violet-blue eyes and

long light-brown hair that she could sit upon. Sydney and I adored our mother. Though she was

not an exceptional beauty, we thought her divine-looking. Those who knew her told me in later

years that she was dainty and attractive and had compelling charm. She took pride in dressing

us up for Sunday excursions, Sydney in an Eton suit with long trousers and me in a blue velvet

one with blue gloves to match. Such occasions were orgies of smugness, as we ambled along

the Kennington Road.London was sedate in those days. The tempo was sedate; even the

horse-drawn tram-cars along Westminster Bridge Road went at a sedate pace and turned

sedately on a revolving table at the terminal near the bridge. In Mother’s prosperous days we

also lived in Westminster Bridge Road. Its atmosphere was gay and friendly with attractive

shops, restaurants and music halls. The fruit-shop on the corner facing the Bridge was a

galaxy of colour, with its neatly arranged pyramids of oranges, apples, pears and bananas

outside, in contrast to the solemn grey Houses of Parliament directly across the river.This was

the London of my childhood, of my moods and awakenings: memories of Lambeth in the

spring; of trivial incidents and things; of riding with Mother on top of a horse-bus trying to touch

passing lilac-trees – of the many coloured bus tickets, orange, blue, pink and green, that

bestrewed the pavement where the trams and buses stopped – of rubicund flower-girls at the

corner of Westminster Bridge, making gay boutonnières, their adroit fingers manipulating tinsel

and quivering fern – of the humid odour of freshly watered roses that affected me with a vague

sadness – of melancholy Sundays and pale-faced parents and their children escorting toy

windmills and coloured balloons over Westminster Bridge; and the maternal penny steamers

that softly lowered their funnels as they glided under it. From such trivia I believe my soul was

born.Then objects in our sitting-room that affected my senses: Mother’s life-size painting of Nell

Gwyn, which I disliked; the long-necked decanters on our sideboard, which depressed me, and

the small round music-box with its enamelled surface depicting angels on clouds, which both

pleased and baffled me. But my sixpenny toy chair bought from the gypsies I loved because it

gave me an inordinate sense of possession.Memories of epic moments: a visit to the Royal

Aquarium,* viewing its side-shows with Mother, watching ‘She’, the live head of a lady smiling

in flames, the sixpenny lucky dip, Mother lifting me up to a large sawdust barrel to pick a

surprise packet which contained a candy whistle which would not blow and a toy ruby brooch.

Then a visit to the Canterbury Music Hall, sitting in a red plush seat watching my father

perform…Now it is night and I am wrapped in a travelling rug on top of a four-in-hand coach,

driving with Mother and her theatrical friends, cosseted in their gaiety and laughter as our

trumpeter, with clarion braggadocio, heralds us along the Kennington Road to the rhythmic

jingle of harness and the beat of horses’ hoofs.*Then something happened! It could have been

a month or a few days later – a sudden realization that all was not well with Mother and the

outside world. She had been away all the morning with a lady friend and had returned home in

a state of excitement. I was playing on the floor and became conscious of intense agitation

going on above me, as though I were listening from the bottom of a well. There were

passionate exclamations and tears from Mother, who kept mentioning the name Armstrong –

Armstrong said this, Armstrong said that, Armstrong was a brute! Her excitement was strange

and intense so that I began to cry, so much so that Mother was obliged to pick me up and



console me. A few years later I learned the significance of that afternoon. Mother had returned

from the law courts where she had been suing my father for non-support of her children, and

the case had not gone too well for her. Armstrong was my father’s lawyer.I was hardly aware of

a father, and do not remember him having lived with us. He too was a vaudevillian, a quiet,

brooding man with dark eyes. Mother said he looked like Napoleon. He had a light baritone

voice and was considered a very fine artist. Even in those days he earned the considerable

sum of forty pounds a week. The trouble was that he drank too much, which Mother said was

the cause of their separation.It was difficult for vaudevillians not to drink in those days, for

alcohol was sold in all theatres, and after a performer’s act he was expected to go to the

theatre bar and drink with the customers. Some theatres made more profit from the bar than

from the box office, and a number of stars were paid large salaries not alone for their talent but

because they spent most of their money at the theatre bar. Thus many an artist was ruined by

drink – my father was one of them. He died of alcoholic excess at the age of thirty-

seven.Mother would tell stories about him with humour and sadness. He had a violent temper

when drinking, and during one of his tantrums she ran off to Brighton with some friends, and in

answer to his frantic telegram: ‘What are you up to? Answer at once!’ she wired back: ‘Balls,

parties and picnics, darling!’Mother was the elder of two daughters. Her father, Charles Hill, an

Irish cobbler, came from County Cork, Ireland. He had rosy apple cheeks, a shock of white hair

and a beard like Carlyle in Whistler’s portrait. He was doubled over with rheumatic gout due, he

said, to sleeping in damp fields hiding from the police during the nationalist uprisings. He

eventually settled in London, establishing himself in a boot-repairing business in East Lane,

Walworth.Grandma was half gypsy. This fact was the skeleton in our family cupboard.

Nevertheless, Grandma bragged that her family always paid ground-rent. Her maiden name

was Smith. I remember her as a bright little old lady who always greeted me effusively with

baby talk. She died before I was six. She was separated from Grandpa, for what reason neither

grandparent would tell. But according to Aunt Kate there was a domestic triangle in which

Grandpa surprised Grandma with a lover.To gauge the morals of our family by commonplace

standards would be as erroneous as putting a thermometer in boiling water. With such genetic

attributes, two pretty cobbler’s daughters quickly left home and gravitated to the stage.Aunt

Kate, Mother’s younger sister, was also a soubrette; but we knew little about her, for she wove

in and out of our lives sporadically. She was pretty and temperamental and never got along

very well with Mother. Her occasional visits usually ended abruptly with acrimony at something

Mother had said or done.At eighteen Mother had eloped with a middle-aged man to Africa. She

often spoke of her life there; living in luxury amidst plantations, servants and saddle horses.In

her eighteenth year my brother Sydney was born. I was told he was the son of a lord and that

when he reached the age of twenty-one he would inherit a fortune of two thousand pounds,

which information both pleased and annoyed me.Mother did not stay long in Africa, but

returned to England and married my father. I had no knowledge of what ended the African

episode, but in our extreme poverty I would reproach her for giving up such a wonderful life.

She would laugh and say that she was too young to be cautious or wise.What degree of feeling

she had for my father I never knew, but whenever she spoke of him it was without bitterness,

which makes me suspect she was too objective to have been deeply in love. Sometimes she

would give a sympathetic account of him, and at other times talk of his drunkenness and

violence. In later years, whenever angry with me she would ruefully say: ‘You’ll finish up in the

gutter like your father.’She had known Father before she went to Africa. They had been

sweethearts, and had played together in the same Irish melodrama called Shamus O’Brien. At

sixteen she played the leading role. While touring with this company, she met and ran off with



the middle-aged lord to Africa. When she returned to England, Father took up the broken

threads of their romance and they married. Three years later I was born.What other facts

besides drink were involved I do not know, but a year after my birth my parents separated.

Mother did not seek alimony. Being a star in her own right, earning twenty-five pounds a week,

she was well able to support herself and her children. Only when ill-fortune befell her did she

seek relief; otherwise she would never have taken legal steps.She had been having trouble

with her voice. It was never strong, and the slightest cold brought on laryngitis which lasted for

weeks; but she was obliged to keep working, so that her voice grew progressively worse. She

could not rely on it. In the middle of singing it would crack or suddenly disappear into a whisper,

and the audience would laugh and start booing. The worry of it impaired her health and made

her a nervous wreck. As a consequence, her theatrical engagements fell off until they were

practically nil.It was owing to her vocal condition that at the age of five I made my first

appearance on the stage. Mother usually brought me to the theatre at night in preference to

leaving me alone in rented rooms. She was playing the Canteen at Aldershot at the time, a

grubby, mean theatre catering mostly to soldiers. They were a rowdy lot and wanted little

excuse to deride and ridicule. To performers, Aldershot was a week of terror.I remember

standing in the wings when Mother’s voice cracked and went into a whisper. The audience

began to laugh and sing falsetto and to make catcalls. It was all vague and I did not quite

understand what was going on. But the noise increased until Mother was obliged to walk off the

stage. When she came into the wings she was very upset and argued with the stage manager

who, having seen me perform before Mother’s friends, said something about letting me go on

in her place.And in the turmoil I remember him leading me by the hand and, after a few

explanatory words to the audience, leaving me on the stage alone. And before a glare of

footlights and faces in smoke, I started to sing, accompanied by the orchestra, which fiddled

about until it found my key. It was a well-known song called Jack Jones that went as

follows:Jack Jones well and known to everybodyRound about the market, don’t yer see,I’ve no

fault to find with Jack at all,Not when ’e’s as ’e used to be.But since ’e’s had the bullion left

him’E has altered for the worst,For to see the way he treats all his old palsFills me with nothing

but disgust.Each Sunday morning he reads the Telegraph,Once he was contented with the

Star.Since Jack Jones has come into a little bit of cash,Well, ’e don’t know where ’e are.Half-

way through, a shower of money poured on to the stage. Immediately I stopped and

announced that I would pick up the money first and sing afterwards. This caused much

laughter. The stage manager came on with a handkerchief and helped me to gather it up. I

thought he was going to keep it. This thought was conveyed to the audience and increased

their laughter, especially when he walked off with it with me anxiously following him. Not until

he handed it to Mother did I return and continue to sing. I was quite at home. I talked to the

audience, danced, and did several imitations including one of Mother singing her Irish march

song that went as follows:Riley, Riley, that’s the boy to beguile ye,Riley, Riley, that’s the boy for

me.In all the Army great and small,There’s none so trim and neatAs the noble Sergeant

RileyOf the gallant Eighty-eight.And in repeating the chorus, in all innocence I imitated

Mother’s voice cracking and was surprised at the impact it had on the audience. There was

laughter and cheers, then more money-throwing; and when Mother came on the stage to carry

me off, her presence evoked tremendous applause. That night was my first appearance on the

stage and Mother’s last.When the fates deal in human destiny, they heed neither pity nor

justice. Thus they dealt with Mother. She never regained her voice. As autumn turns to winter,

so our circumstances turned from bad to worse. Although Mother was careful and had saved a

little money, that very soon vanished, as did her jewellery and other small possessions which



she pawned in order to live, hoping all the while that her voice would return.Meanwhile from

three comfortable rooms we moved into two, then into one, our belongings dwindling and the

neighbourhoods into which we moved growing progressively drabber.She turned to religion, in

the hope, I suppose, that it would restore her voice. She regularly attended Christ Church in

the Westminster Bridge Road, and every Sunday I was made to sit through Bach’s organ music

and to listen with aching impatience to the Reverend F. B. Meyer’s fervent and dramatic voice

echoing down the nave like shuffling feet. His orations must have been appealing, for

occasionally I would catch Mother quietly wiping away a tear, which slightly embarrassed

me.Well do I remember Holy Communion on one hot summer’s day, and the cool silver cup

containing delicious grape-juice that passed along the congregation – and Mother’s gentle

restraining hand when I drank too much of it. And how relieved I was when the Reverend

closed the Bible, for it meant that the sermon would soon end and they would start prayers and

the final hymn.Since Mother had joined the church she seldom saw her theatrical friends. That

world had evaporated, had become only a memory. It seemed that we had always lived in

wretched circumstances. The interim of one year seemed a lifetime of travail. Now we existed

in cheerless twilight; jobs were hard to find and Mother, untutored in everything but the stage,

was further handicapped. She was small, dainty and sensitive, fighting against terrific odds in a

Victorian era in which wealth and poverty were extreme, and poorer-class women had little

choice but to do menial work or to be the drudges of sweatshops, Occasionally she obtained

work nursing, but such employment was rare and of short duration. Nevertheless, she was

resourceful: having made her own theatrical costumes, she was expert with her needle and

able to earn a few shillings dressmaking for members of the church. But it was barely enough

to support the three of us. Because of Father’s drinking, his theatrical engagements became

irregular, as did his payments of ten shillings a week.Mother had now sold most of her

belongings. The last thing to go was her trunk of theatrical costumes. These things she clung

to in the hope that she might recover her voice and return to the stage. Occasionally, she would

delve into the trunk to find something, and we would see a spangled costume or a wig and

would ask her to put them on. I remember her donning a judge’s cap and gown and singing in

her weak voice one of her old song successes that she had written herself. The song had a

bouncy two-four tempo and went as follows:I’m a lady judge,And a good judge too.Judging

cases fairly –They are so very rarely –I mean to teach the lawyersA thing or two,And show

them just exactlyWhat the girls can do…With amazing ease she would then break into a

graceful dance and forget her dressmaking and regale us with her other song successes and

perform the dances that went with them until she was breathless and exhausted. Then she

would reminisce and show us some of her old playbills. One read:ENGAGEMENT

EXTRAORDINARYOf the dainty and talentedLily Harley,Serio-comedienne, impersonator and

dancer.She would perform before us, not with only her own vaudeville material, but with

imitations of other actresses she had seen in the so-called legitimate theatre.When narrating a

play, she would act the various parts: for instance, in The Sign of the Cross, Mercia with divine

light in her eyes going into the arena to be fed to the lions. She would imitate the high pontifical

voice of Wilson Barrett proclaiming in five-inch elevated shoes – for he was a little man: ‘What

this Christianity is I know not. But this I do know, that if it made such women as Mercia, Rome,

nay, the whole world would be all the purer for it!’… which she acted with a suspicion of

humour, but not without an appreciation of Barrett’s talent.Her instinct was unfailing in

recognizing those that had genuine talent. Whether it was the actress Ellen Terry, or Joe Elvin

of the music hall, she would explain their art. She knew technique instinctively and talked of

theatre as only one who loved it could.She would tell anecdotes and act them out, recounting,



for instance, an episode in the life of the Emperor Napoleon: tiptoeing in his library to reach for

a book and being intercepted by Marshal Ney (Mother playing both characters, but always with

humour): ‘Sire, allow me to get it for you. I am higher.’ And Napoleon with an indignant scowl

saying: ‘Higher? Taller!’She would enact Nell Gwyn, vividly describing her leaning over the

palace stairs holding her baby, threatening Charles II: ‘Give this child a name, or I’ll dash it to

the ground!’ And King Charles hastily concurring: ‘All right! The Duke of St Albans.’I remember

an evening in our one room in the basement at Oakley Street. I lay in bed recovering from a

fever. Sydney had gone out to night school and Mother and I were alone. It was late afternoon,

and she sat with her back to the window reading, acting and explaining in her inimitable way

the New Testament and Christ’s love and pity for the poor and for little children. Perhaps her

emotion was due to my illness, but she gave the most luminous and appealing interpretation of

Christ that I have ever heard or seen. She spoke of his tolerant understanding; of the woman

who had sinned and was to be stoned by the mob, and of his words to them: ‘He that is without

sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.’She read into the dusk, stopping only to light

the lamp, then told of the faith that Jesus inspired in the sick, that they had only to touch the

hem of his garment to be healed.She told of the hate and jealousy of the High Priests and

Pharisees, and described Jesus and his arrest and his calm dignity before Pontius Pilate, who,

washing his hands, said (this she acted out histrionically): ‘I find no fault with this man.’ She told

how they stripped and scourged him and, placing a crown of thorns on his head, mocked and

spat at him, saying: ‘Hail, King of the Jews!’As she continued tears welled up in her eyes. She

told of Simon helping to carry Christ’s cross and the appealing look of gratitude Jesus gave

him; she told of the repentant thief, dying with him on a cross and asking forgiveness, and of

Jesus saying: ‘Today shalt thou be with me in Paradise.’ And from the cross looking down at his

mother, saying: ‘Woman, behold thy son.’ And in his last dying agony crying out: ‘My God, why

hast thou forsaken me?’ And we both wept.‘Don’t you see,’ said Mother, ‘how human he was;

like all of us, he too suffered doubt.’Mother had so carried me away that I wanted to die that

very night and meet Jesus. But Mother was not so enthusiastic. ‘Jesus wants you to live first

and fulfil your destiny here,’ she said. In that dark room in the basement at Oakley Street,

Mother illuminated to me the kindliest light this world has ever known, which has endowed

literature and the theatre with their greatest and richest themes: love, pity and humanity.*Living

as we did in the lower strata, it was very easy to fall into the habit of not caring about our

diction. But Mother always stood outside her environment and kept an alert ear on the way we

talked, correcting our grammar and making us feel that we were distinguished.As we sank

further into poverty I would, in my childish ignorance, reproach her for not going back to the

stage. She would smile and say that that life was false and artificial, and that in such a world

one could so easily forget God. Yet whenever she talked of the theatre she would forget herself

and again get carried away with enthusiasm. Some days, after reminiscing, she would fall into

a long silence as she bent over her needlework, and I would grow moody because we were no

longer a part of that glamorous life. And Mother would look up and see me forlorn and would

cheerfully console me.Winter was approaching and Sydney ran out of clothes; so Mother made

him a coat from her old velvet jacket. It had red and black striped sleeves, pleated at the

shoulders, which Mother did her best to get rid of, but with little success. Sydney wept when he

was made to wear it: ‘What will the boys at school think?’‘Who cares what people think?’ she

said. ‘Besides, it looks very distinguished.’ Mother had such a persuasive way that Sydney to

this day has never understood why he ever submitted to wearing it. But he did, and the coat

and a pair of Mother’s cut-down high-heeled shoes got him into many a fight at school. The

boys called him ‘Joseph and his coat of many colours’. And I, with a pair of Mother’s red tights



cut down for stockings (which looked as though they were pleated), was called ‘Sir Francis

Drake’.At the depth of this dolorous period, Mother began to develop migraine headaches and

was forced to give up her needlework, and for days was obliged to lie in a dark room with tea-

leaf bandages over her eyes. Picasso had a blue period. We had a grey one, in which we lived

on parochial charity, soup tickets and relief parcels. Nevertheless, Sydney sold newspapers

between school hours, and though his contribution was less than a drop in the bucket, it did

give a modicum of aid. But in every crisis there is always a climax – in our case this crisis was

a happy one.One day while Mother was recovering, with a bandage still over her eyes, Sydney

came bursting into the darkened room, throwing his newspapers on the bed and exclaiming:

‘I’ve found a purse!’ He handed it to Mother. When she opened it she saw a pile of silver and

copper coins. Quickly she closed it, then fell back on the bed from excitement.Sydney had

been mounting buses to sell his newspapers. On top of one bus he saw a purse on an empty

seat. Quickly he dropped a newspaper over it as if by accident, then picked it up and the purse

with it, and hurried off the bus. Behind a bill-board, on an empty lot, he opened the purse and

saw a pile of silver and copper coins. He told us that his heart leapt, and without counting the

money he closed the purse and ran home.When Mother recovered, she emptied its contents

on the bed. But the purse was still heavy. There was a middle pocket! Mother opened it and

saw seven golden sovereigns. Our joy was hysterical. The purse contained no address, thank

God, so Mother’s religious scruples were little exercised. Although a pale cast of thought was

given to the owner’s misfortune, it was, however, quickly dispelled by Mother’s belief that God

had sent it as a blessing from Heaven.Whether Mother’s illness was physical or psychological I

do not know. But she recovered within a week. As soon as she was well, we went to Southend-

on-Sea for a holiday, Mother outfitting us completely with new clothes.My first sight of the sea

was hypnotic. As I approached it in bright sunlight from a hilly street, it looked suspended, a

live quivering monster about to fall on me. The three of us took off our shoes and paddled. The

tepid sea unfurling over my insteps and around my ankles and the soft yielding sand under my

feet were a revelation of delight.What a day that was – the saffron beach, with its pink and blue

pails and wooden spades, its coloured tents and umbrellas, and sailing boats hurtling gaily

over laughing little waves, and up on the beach other boats resting idly on their sides, smelling

of seaweed and tar – the memory of it still lingers with enchantment.In 1957 I went back to

Southend and looked in vain for the narrow, hilly street from which I had seen the sea for the

first time, but there were no traces of it. At the end of the town were the remnants of what

seemed a familiar fishing village with old-fashioned shop-fronts. This had vague whisperings of

the past – perhaps it was the odour of seaweed and tar.Like sand in an hour-glass our finances

ran out. and hard times again pursued us. Mother sought other employment, but there was little

to be found. Problems began mounting. Instalment payments were behind; consequently

Mother’s sewing machine was taken away. And Father’s payments of ten shillings a week had

completely stopped.In desperation she sought a new solicitor, who, seeing little remuneration

in the case, advised her to throw herself and her children on the support of the Lambeth

Borough authorities in order to make Father pay for our support.There was no alternative: she

was burdened with two children, and in poor health; and so she decided that the three of us

should enter the Lambeth workhouse.twoALTHOUGH we were aware of the shame of going to

the workhouse, when Mother told us about it both Sydney and I thought it adventurous and a

change from living in one stuffy room. But on that doleful day I didn’t realize what was

happening until we actually entered the workhouse gate. Then the forlorn bewilderment of it

struck me; for there we were made to separate, Mother going in one direction to the women’s

ward and we in another to the children’s.How well I remember the poignant sadness of that first



visiting day: the shock of seeing Mother enter the visiting-room garbed in workhouse clothes.

How forlorn and embarrassed she looked! In one week she had aged and grown thin, but her

face lit up when she saw us. Sydney and I began to weep which made Mother weep, and large

tears began to run down her cheeks. Eventually she regained her composure and we sat

together on a rough bench, our hands in her lap while she gently patted them. She smiled at

our cropped heads and stroked them consolingly, telling us that we would soon all be together

again. From her apron she produced a bag of coconut candy which she had bought at the

workhouse store with her earnings from crocheting lace cuffs for one of the nurses. After we

parted, Sydney kept dolefully repeating how she had aged.*Sydney and I quickly adapted

ourselves to workhouse life, but in an overcast sadness. I remember little of incident, but the

midday meal at a long table with other children was a warm and expectant affair. It was

presided over by an inmate of the workhouse, an old gentleman of about seventy-five, with a

dignified countenance, a thin beard and sad eyes. He elected me to sit next to him because I

was the youngest and, until they cropped my head, had the curliest hair. He called me his ‘tiger’

and said that when I grew bigger I would wear a top hat with a cockade and would sit at the

back of his carriage with my arms folded. This honour made me very fond of him. But a day or

so later a younger boy appeared on the scene with curlier hair than I had and took my place

beside the old gentleman, because, as he whimsically explained, a younger and curlier-headed

boy always took precedence.After three weeks we were transferred from Lambeth Workhouse

to the Hanwell Schools for Orphans and Destitute Children about twelve miles out of London. It

was an adventurous drive in a horse-drawn bakery van, and rather a happy one under the

circumstances, for the country surrounding Hanwell was beautiful in those days, with lanes of

horse-chestnut trees, ripening wheat-fields and heavy-laden orchards, and ever since the rich,

aromatic smell after rain in the country has always reminded me of Hanwell.On arriving we

were delivered to the approbation ward and put under medical and mental observation before

entering the school proper; the reason was that amongst three to four hundred boys a

subnormal child or a sick one would be unhealthy for the school as well as being in an unhappy

situation himself.The first few days I was lost and miserable, for at the workhouse I always felt

that Mother was near, which was comforting, but at Hanwell we seemed miles apart. Sydney

and I graduated from the approbation ward to the school proper, where we were separated,

Sydney going with the big boys and I with the infants. We slept in different ward blocks, so we

seldom saw each other. I was a little over six years old and alone, which made me feel quite

abject; especially on a summer’s evening at bed-time during prayers, when, kneeling with

twenty other little boys in the centre of the ward in our night-shirts, I would look out of the

oblong windows at the deepening sunset and the undulating hills, and feel alien to it all as we

sang in throaty off-key voices:Abide with me; fast falls the eventide;The darkness deepens:

Lord, with me abide;When other helpers fail, and comforts flee,Help of the helpless, O, abide

with me.It was then that I felt utterly dejected. Although I did not understand the hymn, the tune

and the twilight increased my sadness.But, to our happy surprise, within two months Mother

had arranged for our discharge, and we were dispatched again to London and the Lambeth

workhouse. Mother was at the gate dressed in her own clothes, waiting for us. She had applied

for a discharge only because she wanted to spend the day with her children, intending, after a

few hours outside together, to return the same day; Mother being an inmate of the workhouse,

this ruse was her only means to be with us.Before we entered our private clothes had been

taken from us and steamed; now they were returned unpressed. Mother, Sydney and I looked a

crumpled sight as we ambled out through the workhouse gates. It was early morning and we

had nowhere to go, so we walked to Kennington Park, which was about a mile away. Sydney



had ninepence tied up in a handkerchief, so we bought half a pound of black cherries and

spent the morning in Kennington Park, sitting on a bench eating them. Sydney crumpled a

sheet of newspaper and wrapped some string around it and for a while the three of us played

catch-ball. At noon we went to a coffee-shop and spent the rest of our money on a twopenny

tea-cake, a penny bloater and two halfpenny cups of tea, which we shared between us.

Afterwards we returned to the park where Sydney and I played again while Mother sat

crocheting.In the afternoon we made our way back to the workhouse. As Mother said with

levity: ‘We’ll be just in time for tea.’ The authorities were most indignant, because it meant going

through the same procedure of having our clothes steamed and Sydney and I spending more

time at the workhouse before returning to Hanwell, which of course gave us an opportunity of

seeing Mother again.But this time we stayed at Hanwell for almost a year – a most formative

year, in which I started schooling and was taught to write my name ‘Chaplin’. The word

fascinated me and looked like me, I thought.Hanwell School was divided in two, a department

for boys and one for girls. On Saturday afternoon the bath-house was reserved for infants, who

were bathed by the older girls. This, of course, was before I was seven, and a squeamish

modesty attended these occasions; having to submit to the ignominy of a young girl of fourteen

manipulating a facecloth all over my person was my first conscious embarrassment.At the age

of seven I was transferred from the infants’ to the older boys’ department, where ages ranged

from seven to fourteen. Now I was eligible to participate in all the grown-up functions, the drills

and exercises and the regular walks we took outside the school twice a week.Although at

Hanwell we were well looked after, it was a forlorn existence. Sadness was in the air; it was in

those country lanes through which we walked, a hundred of us two abreast. How I disliked

those walks, and the villages through which we passed, the locals staring at us! We were

known as inmates of the ‘booby hatch’, a slang term for workhouse.The boys’ playground was

approximately an acre, paved with slab-stones. Surrounding it were one-storey brick buildings,

used for offices, store-rooms, a doctor’s dispensary, a dentist’s office and a wardrobe for boys’

clothing. In the darkest corner of the yard was an empty room, and recently confined there was

a boy of fourteen, a desperate character according to the other boys. He had attempted to

escape from the school by climbing out of a second-storey window and up on to the roof,

defying the officials by throwing missiles and horse-chestnuts at them as they climbed after

him. This happened after we infants were asleep: we were given an awed account of it by the

older boys the next morning.For major offences of this nature, punishment took place every

Friday in the large gymnasium, a gloomy hall about sixty feet by forty with a high roof, and, on

the side, climbing ropes running up to girders. On Friday morning two to three hundred boys,

ranging in age from seven to fourteen years, marched in and lined up in military fashion,

forming three sides of a square. The far end was the fourth side, where, behind a long school

desk the length of an Army mess-table, stood the miscreants waiting for trial and punishment.

On the right and in front of the desk was an easel with wrist-straps dangling, and from the

frame a birch hung ominously.For minor offences, a boy was laid across the long desk, face

downwards, feet strapped and held by a sergeant, then another sergeant pulled the boy’s shirt

out of his trousers and over his head, then pulled his trousers tight.Captain Hindrum, a retired

Navy man weighing about two hundred pounds, with one hand behind him, the other holding a

cane as thick as a man’s thumb and about four feet long, stood poised, measuring it across the

boy’s buttocks. Then slowly and dramatically he would lift it high and with a swish bring it down

across the boy’s bottom. The spectacle was terrifying, and invariably a boy would fall out of

rank in a faint.The minimum number of strokes was three and the maximum six. If a culprit

received more than three, his cries were appalling. Sometimes he was ominously silent, or had



fainted. The strokes were paralysing, so that the victim had to be carried to one side and laid

on a gymnasium mattress, where he was left to writhe and wriggle for at least ten minutes

before the pain subsided, leaving three pink welts as wide as a washerwoman’s finger across

his bottom.The birch was different. After three strokes, the boy was supported by two

sergeants and taken to the surgery for treatment.Boys would advise you not to deny a charge,

even if innocent, because, if proved guilty, you would get the maximum. Usually, boys were not

articulate enough to declare their innocence.I was now seven and in the big boys’ section. I

remember witnessing my first flogging, standing in silence, my heart thumping as the officials

entered. Behind the desk was the desperado who had tried to escape from the school. We

could hardly see more than his head and shoulders over the desk, he looked so small. He had

a thin, angular face and large eyes.The headmaster solemnly read the charges and

demanded: ‘Guilty or not guilty?’Our desperado would not answer, but stared defiantly in front

of him; he was thereupon led to the easel, and being small, he was made to stand on a soap-

box so that his wrists could be strapped. He received three strokes with the birch and was led

away to the surgery for treatment.On Thursdays, a bugle sounded in the playground and we

would all stop playing, taking a frozen position like statues, while Captain Hindrum, through a

megaphone, announced the names of those who were to report for punishment on Friday.One

Thursday, to my astonishment I heard my name called. I could not imagine what I had done.

Yet for some unaccountable reason I was thrilled – perhaps because I was the centre of a

drama. On the day of the trial, I stepped forward. Said the headmaster: ‘You are charged with

setting fire to the dykes’ (the lavatory).This was not true. Some boys had lit a few bits of paper

on the stone floor and while they were burning I came in to use the lavatory, but I had played

no part in that fire.‘Are you guilty or not guilty?’ he asked.Nervous and impelled by a force

beyond my control, I blurted out: ‘Guilty.’ I felt neither resentment nor injustice but a sense of

frightening adventure as they led me to the desk and administered three strokes across my

bottom. The pain was so excruciating that it took away my breath; but I did not cry out, and,

although paralysed with pain and carried to the mattress to recover, I felt valiantly

triumphant.As Sydney was working in the kitchen, he had not known about it until punishment

day, when he was marched into the gymnasium with the others and to his shocked amazement

saw my head peering over the desk. He told me afterwards that when he saw me receiving

three strokes he wept with rage.A younger brother referred to his older brother as ‘my young

’un’, which made him feel proud and gave him a little security. So occasionally I saw ‘my young

’un’, Sydney, as I was leaving the dining-room. As he worked in the kitchen, he would

surreptitiously hand me a sliced bread roll with a thick lump of butter pressed between, and I

would smuggle it under my jersey and share it with another boy – not that we were hungry, but

the generous lump of butter was an exceptional luxury. But these delicacies were not to

continue, for Sydney left Hanwell to join the Exmouth training ship.At the age of eleven a

workhouse boy had the choice of joining the Army or the Navy. If the Navy, he was sent to the

Exmouth. Of course, it was not obligatory, but Sydney wanted to make a career of the sea. So

that left me alone at Hanwell.*Hair is vitally personal to children. They weep vigorously when it

is cut for the first time; no matter how it grows, bushy, straight or curly, they feel they are being

shorn of a part of their personality.There had been an epidemic of ringworm at Hanwell and, as

it is most contagious, those infected were dispatched to the isolation ward on the first floor

overlooking the playground. Often we would look up at the windows and see those wretched

boys looking wistfully down at us, their heads shaved all over and stained brown with iodine.

They were a hideous sight and we would look up at them with loathing.Thus when a nurse

stopped abruptly behind me in the dining-room and parted the top of my hair and announced:



‘Ringworm!’ I was thrown into paroxysms of weeping.The treatment took weeks and seemed

like an eternity. My head was shaved and iodined and I wore a handkerchief tied around it like

a cotton-picker. But one thing I would not do was to look out of the window at the boys below,

for I knew in what contempt they held us.During my incarceration Mother visited me. She had

in some way managed to leave the workhouse and was making an effort to establish a home

for us. Her presence was like a bouquet of flowers; she looked so fresh and lovely that I felt

ashamed of my unkempt appearance and my shaved iodined head.‘You must excuse his dirty

face,’ said the nurse.Mother laughed, and how well I remember her endearing words as she

hugged and kissed me: ‘With all thy dirt I love thee still.’Soon afterwards, Sydney left the

Exmouth and I left Hanwell and we joined Mother again. She took a room at the back of

Kennington Park and for a while she was able to support us. But it was not long before we were

back in the workhouse again. The circumstances that led up to our return were something to

do with Mother’s difficulty in finding employment and Father’s slump in his theatrical

engagements. In that brief interlude we kept moving from one back-room to another; it was like

a game of draughts – the last move was back to the workhouse.Living in a different parish, we

were sent to a different workhouse, and from there to Norwood Schools, which was more

sombre than Hanwell; leaves darker and trees taller. Perhaps the countryside had more

grandeur, but the atmosphere was joyless.One day, while Sydney was playing football, two

nurses called him out of the game and told him that Mother had gone insane and had been

sent to Cane Hill lunatic asylum. When Sydney heard the news he showed no reaction but

went back and continued playing football. But after the game he stole away by himself and

wept.When he told me I could not believe it. I did not cry, but a baffling despair overcame me.

Why had she done this? Mother, so light-hearted and gay, how could she go insane? Vaguely I

felt that she had deliberately escaped from her mind and had deserted us. In my despair I had

visions of her looking pathetically at me, drifting away into a void.We heard the news officially a

week later; we also heard that the court decreed that Father must take over the custody of

Sydney and me. The prospect of living with Father was exciting. I had seen him only twice in

my life, on the stage, and once when passing a house in the Kennington Road, as he was

coming down the front garden path with a lady. I had paused and watched him, knowing

instinctively that he was my father. He beckoned me to him and asked my name. Sensing the

drama of the situation, I had feigned innocence and said: ‘Charlie Chaplin’. Then he glanced

knowingly at the lady, felt in his pocket and gave me half a crown, and without further ado I ran

straight home and told Mother that I had met my father.And now we were going to live with him.

Whatever happened, Kennington Road was familiar and not strange and sombre like

Norwood.The officials drove us in the bread van to 287 Kennington Road, the house where I

had seen my father walking down the garden path. The door was opened by the lady who had

been with him at the time. She was dissipated and morose-looking, yet attractive, tall and

shapely, with full lips and sad, doe-like eyes; her age could have been thirty. Her name was

Louise. It appeared that Mr Chaplin was not at home, but after the usual formalities and the

signing of papers the official left us in charge of Louise, who led us upstairs to the first landing

into the front sitting-room. A small boy was playing on the floor as we entered, a most beautiful

child of four with large dark eyes and rich brown curly hair: it was Louise’s son – my half-

brother.The family lived in two rooms and, although the front room had large windows, the light

filtered in as if from under water. Everything looked as sad as Louise; the wallpaper looked sad,

the horse-hair furniture looked sad, and the stuffed pike in a glass case that had swallowed

another pike as large as itself – the head sticking out of its mouth – looked gruesomely sad.In

the back room she had put an extra bed for Sydney and me to sleep on, but it was too small.



Sydney suggested sleeping on the sofa in the sitting-room. ‘You’ll sleep where you’re told to,’

said Louise. This caused an embarrassing silence as we walked back into the living-room.Our

reception was not an enthusiastic one, and no wonder. Sydney and I had been suddenly thrust

upon her, and moreover we were the offspring of Father’s estranged wife.We both sat mutely

watching her preparing the table for something to eat. ‘Here,’ she said to Sydney, ‘you can

make yourself useful and fill the coal-scuttle. And you,’ she said, turning to me, ‘go to the cook-

shop next to the White Hart and get a shilling’s worth of corned beef.’I was only too pleased to

leave her presence and the whole atmosphere, for a lurking fear was growing within me and I

began to wish we were back at Norwood.Father arrived home later and greeted us kindly. He

fascinated me. At meals I watched every move he made, the way he ate and the way he held

his knife as though it were a pen when cutting his meat. And for years I copied him.When

Louise told of Sydney’s complaining about the small bed, Father suggested that Sydney should

sleep on the sitting-room sofa. This victory of Sydney’s aroused Louise’s antagonism and she

never forgave him. She continually complained to Father about him. Although Louise was

morose and disagreeable, she never once struck me or even threatened to, but the fact that

she disliked Sydney held me in fear and dread of her. She drank a great deal, and this

exaggerated my fear. There was something frighteningly irresponsible about her when she was

drunk; she would smile with amusement at her little boy with his beautiful angelic face, who

would swear at her and use vile language. For some reason, I never had contact with the child.

Although he was my half-brother, I don’t remember ever having exchanged a word with him –

of course I was almost four years older than he. Sometimes when drinking Louise would sit and

brood and I would be in a state of dread. But Sydney paid little attention to her; he seldom

came home until late at night. I was made to come home directly after school and run errands

and do odd jobs.Louise sent us to the Kennington Road School, which was a bleak

divertissement, for the presence of other children made me feel less isolated. Saturday was a

half-holiday, but I never looked forward to it because it meant going home and scrubbing floors

and cleaning knives, and on that day Louise invariably started drinking. While I was cleaning

the knives, she would sit with a lady friend, drinking and growing bitterly morose, complaining

quite audibly to her friend of having to look after Sydney and me and of the injustice imposed

upon her. I remember her saying: ‘This one’s all right’ (indicating me), ‘but the other’s a little

swine and should be sent to a reformatory – what’s more, he’s not even Charlie’s son.’ This

reviling of Sydney frightened and depressed me and I would go unhappily to bed and lie

fretfully awake. I was not yet eight years old, but those days were the longest and saddest of

my life.Sometimes on a Saturday night, feeling deeply despondent, I would hear the lively

music of a concertina passing by the back bedroom window, playing a highland march,

accompanied by rowdy youths and giggling coster girls. The vigour and vitality of it seemed

ruthlessly indifferent to my unhappiness, yet as the music grew fainter into the distance, I would

regret it leaving. Sometimes a street-crier would pass: one in particular came by every night

who seemed to be shouting ‘Rule Britannia’, terminating it with a grunt, but he was actually

selling oysters. From the pub, three doors away, I could hear the customers at closing time,

singing drunks, bawling out a maudlin, dreary song that was popular in those days:For old

times’ sake don’t let our enmity live,For old times’ sake say you’ll forget and forgive.Life’s too

short to quarrel,Hearts are too precious to break.Shake hands and let us be friendsFor old

times’ sake.I never appreciated the sentiment, but it seemed an appropriate accompaniment to

my unhappy circumstances, and lulled me to sleep.When Sydney came in late, which seemed

always, he raided the larder before going to bed. This infuriated Louise, and one night when

she had been drinking she came into the room and ripped the bedclothes off him and told him



to get out. But Sydney was prepared for her. Quickly he reached under his pillow and whipped

out a stiletto, a long button-hook which he had sharpened to a point.‘Come near me,’ he said,

‘and I’ll stick this in you!’She reared back, startled. ‘Why, the bloody young sod! – he’s going to

murder me!’‘Yes,’ said Sydney, dramatically, ‘I’ll murder you!’‘You wait till Mr Chaplin comes

home!’But Mr Chaplin seldom came home. However, I remember one Saturday night when

Louise and Father had been drinking, and for some reason we were all sitting with the landlady

and her husband in their front-room parlour on the ground floor. Under the incandescent light

Father looked ghastly pale, and in an ugly mood was mumbling to himself. Suddenly he

reached into his pocket, pulled out a handful of money and threw it violently to the floor,

scattering gold and silver coins in all directions. The effect was surrealistic. No one moved. The

landlady sat glum, but I caught her roving eye following a golden sovereign rolling to a far

corner under a chair; my eye also followed it. Still no one moved, so I thought I had better start

picking it up; the landlady and the others followed suit, picking up the rest of the money, careful

to make their actions overt before Father’s menacing eyes.One Saturday, after school, I came

home to find no one there. Sydney, as usual, was away all day playing football and the landlady

said Louise and her son had been out since early morning. At first I was relieved, for it meant

that I did not have to scrub floors and clean knives. I waited until long after lunch-time, then

began to get anxious. Perhaps they had deserted me. As the afternoon wore on, I began to

miss them. What had happened? The room looked grim and unyielding and its emptiness

frightened me. I also began to get hungry, so I looked in the larder, but no food was there. I

could stand the gaping emptiness no longer, so in desolation I went out, spending the

afternoon visiting nearby market places. I wandered through Lambeth Walk and the Cat,

looking hungrily into cook-shop windows at the tantalizing steaming roast joints of beef and

pork, and the golden-brown potatoes soaked in gravy. For hours I watched the quacks selling

their wares. The distraction soothed me and for a while I forgot my plight and hunger.When I

returned, it was night; I knocked at the door, but no one answered. Everyone was out. Wearily I

walked to the corner of Kennington Cross and sat on the kerb near the house to keep an eye

on it in case someone returned. I was tired and miserable, and wondered where Sydney was. It

was approaching midnight and Kennington Cross was deserted but for one or two stragglers.

All the lights of the shops began going out except those of the chemist and the public houses,

then I felt wretched.Suddenly there was music. Rapturous! It came from the vestibule of the

White Hart corner pub, and resounded brilliantly in the empty square. The tune was The

Honeysuckle and the Bee, played with radiant virtuosity on a harmonium and clarinet. I had

never been conscious of melody before, but this one was beautiful and lyrical, so blithe and

gay, so warm and reassuring. I forgot my despair and crossed the road to where the musicians

were. The harmonium-player was blind, with scarred sockets where the eyes had been; and a

besotted, embittered face played the clarinet.It was all over too soon and their exit left the night

even sadder. Weak and tired, I crossed the road towards the house, not caring whether anyone

came home or not. All I wanted was to get to bed. Then dimly I saw someone going up the

garden path towards the house. It was Louise – and her little son running ahead of her. I was

shocked to see that she was limping exaggeratedly and leaning extremely to one side. At first I

thought she had been in an accident and had hurt her leg, then I realized she was very drunk. I

had never seen a lopsided drunk before. In her condition I thought it best to keep out of her

way, so I waited until she had let herself in. A few moments later the landlady came home and I

went in with her. As I crept up the darkened stairs, hoping to get to bed unnoticed, Louise

staggered out on to the landing.‘Where the hell do you think you’re going?’ she said. ‘This is

not your home.’I stood motionless.‘You’re not sleeping here tonight. I’ve had enough of all of



you; get out! You and your brother! Let your father take care of you.’Without hesitation, I turned

and went downstairs and out of the house. I was no longer tired; I had got my second wind. I

had heard that Father patronized the Queen’s Head pub in the Prince’s Road, about half a mile

away, so I made my way in that direction, hoping to find him there. But soon I saw his shadowy

figure coming towards me, outlined against the street-lamp.‘She won’t let me in,’ I whimpered,

‘and I think she’s been drinking.’As we walked towards the house he also staggered. ‘I’m not

sober myself,’ he said.I tried to reassure him that he was.‘No, I’m drunk,’ he muttered,

remorsefully.He opened the door of the sitting-room and stood there silent and menacing,

looking at Louise. She was standing by the fireplace, holding on to the mantelpiece,

swaying.‘Why didn’t you let him in?’ he said.She looked at him bewildered, then mumbled: ‘You

too can go to hell – all of you!’Suddenly he picked up a heavy clothes-brush from the sideboard

and like a flash threw it violently, the back of it hitting her flat on the side of her face. Her eyes

closed, then she collapsed unconscious with a thud to the floor as though she welcomed

oblivion.I was shocked at Father’s action; such violence made me lose respect for him. As to

what happened afterwards, my memory is vague. I believe Sydney came in later and Father

saw us both to bed, then left the house.I learned that Father and Louise had quarrelled that

morning because he had left her to spend the day with his brother, Spencer Chaplin, who

owned several public houses round and about Lambeth. Being sensitive of her position, Louise

disliked visiting the Spencer Chaplins, so Father went alone, and as a revenge Louise spent

the day elsewhere.She loved Father. Even though very young I could see it in her glance the

night she stood by the fireplace, bewildered and hurt by his neglect. And I am sure he loved

her. I saw many occasions of it. There were times when he was charming and tender and

would kiss her good-night before leaving for the theatre. And on a Sunday morning, when he

had not been drinking, he would breakfast with us and tell Louise about the vaudeville acts that

were working with him, and have us all enthralled. I would watch him like a hawk, absorbing

every action. In a playful mood, he once wrapped a towel round his head and chased his little

son around the table, saying: ‘I’m King Turkey Rhubarb.’About eight o’clock in the evening,

before departing for the theatre, he would swallow six raw eggs in port wine, rarely eating solid

food. That was all that sustained him day after day. He seldom came home, and, if he did, it

was to sleep off his drinking.One day Louise received a visit from the Society for the Prevention

of Cruelty to Children, and she was most indignant about it. They came because the police had

reported finding Sydney and me asleep at three o’clock in the morning by a watchman’s fire. It

was a night that Louise had shut us both out, and the police had made her open the door and

let us in.A few days later, however, while Father was playing in the provinces, Louise received a

letter announcing that Mother had left the asylum. A day or two later the landlady came up and

announced that there was a lady at the front door to call for Sydney and Charlie. ‘There’s your

mother,’ said Louise. There was a momentary confusion. Then Sydney leaped downstairs into

her arms, I following. It was the same sweet, smiling Mother who affectionately embraced

us.Louise and Mother were too embarrassed to meet, so Mother waited at the front door while

Sydney and I collected our things. There was no umbrage or ill-feeling on either side – in fact,

Louise’s manner was most agreeable, even to Sydney when she bade him good-bye.*Mother

had taken a room in one of the back streets behind Kennington Cross near Hayward’s pickle

factory, and the acid smell would start up every afternoon. But the room was cheap and we

were all together again. Mother’s health was excellent, and the thought that she had been ill

never entered our heads.How we lived through this period I have not the remotest idea.

Nonetheless, I remember no undue hardships or insoluble problems. Father’s payments of ten

shillings a week were almost regular, and, of course, Mother took up her needlework again and



renewed her contact with the church.An incident stands out at that period. At the end of our

street was a slaughter-house, and sheep would pass our house on their way to be butchered. I

remember one escaped and ran down the street to the amusement of onlookers. Some tried to

grab it and others tripped over themselves. I had giggled with delight at its lambent capering

and panic, it seemed so comic. But when it was caught and carried back into the slaughter-

house, the reality of the tragedy came over me and I ran indoors, screaming and weeping to

Mother: ‘They’re going to kill it! They’re going to kill it!’ That stark, spring afternoon and that

comedy chase stayed with me for days; and I wonder if that episode did not establish the

premise of my future films – the combination of the tragic and the comic.School was now the

beginning of new horizons: history, poetry and science. But some of the subjects were prosaic

and dull, especially arithmetic: its addition and subtraction gave an image of a clerk and a cash

register, its use, at best, a protection against being short-changed.History was a record of

wickedness and violence, a continual succession of regicides and kings murdering their wives,

brothers and nephews; geography merely maps; poetry nothing more than exercising memory.

Education bewildered me with knowledge and facts in which I was only mildly interested.If only

someone had used salesmanship, had read a stimulating preface to each study that could

have titillated my mind, infused me with fancy instead of facts, amused and intrigued me with

the legerdemain of numbers, romanticized maps, given me a point of view about history and

taught me the music of poetry, I might have become a scholar.Since Mother had returned to us

she had begun to stimulate my interest in the theatre again. She imbued me with the feeling

that I had some sort of talent. But it was not until those weeks before Christmas when the

school put on its cantata Cinderella that I felt an urge to express all that Mother had taught me.

For some reason I was not selected to play in it, and inwardly I was envious and felt that I was

better able to play in the cantata than those who had been chosen. I was critical of the dull,

unimaginative way the boys played their parts. The Ugly Sisters had no zest or comic spirit.

They spoke their lines eruditely with a schoolboy inflection and an embarrassing falsetto

emphasis. How I would have loved to play one of the Ugly Sisters, with the tutoring Mother

could have given me! I was, however, captivated by the girl who played Cinderella. She was

beautiful, refined, aged about fourteen, and I was secretly in love with her. But she was beyond

my reach both socially and in years.When I saw the cantata, I thought it dismal but for the

beauty of the girl, which left me a little sad. Little did I realize, however, the glorious triumph I

was to enjoy two months later when I was brought before each class and made to recite Miss

Priscilla’s Cat. It was a comedy recitation Mother had seen outside a newspaper shop and

thought so funny that she copied it from the window and brought it home. During a recess in

class, I recited it to one of the boys. Mr Reid, our school-teacher, looked up from his work and

was so amused that when the class assembled he made me recite it to them and they were

thrown into gales of laughter. As a result of this my fame spread, and the following day I was

brought before every classroom in the school, both boys and girls, and made to recite

it.Although I had performed and deputized for Mother in front of an audience at the age of five,

this was actually my first conscious taste of glamour. School became exciting. From having

been an obscure and shy little boy I became the centre of interest of both the teachers and the

children. It even improved my studies. But my education was to be interrupted when I left to join

a troupe of clog dancers, the Eight Lancashire Lads.threeFATHER knew Mr Jackson, who ran

the troupe, and convinced Mother that it would be a good start for me to make a career on the

stage and at the same time help her economically: I would get board and lodging and mother

would get half a crown a week. She was dubious at first until she met Mr Jackson and his

family, then she accepted.Mr Jackson was in his middle fifties. He had been a schoolteacher in



Lancashire and had raised a family of three boys and a girl, who were all a part of the Eight

Lancashire Lads. He was a devout Roman Catholic and after his first wife died had consulted

his children about marrying again. His second wife was a little older than himself, and he would

piously tell us how he came to marry her. He had advertised for a wife in one of the

newspapers and had received over three hundred letters. After praying for guidance he had

opened only one, and that was from Mrs Jackson. She too had been a school-teacher and, as

if in answer to his prayer, was also a Catholic.Mrs Jackson was not blessed with abundant

good looks, nor was she a voluptuary in any sense of the word. As I remember her she had a

gaunt, skull-like, pale face with manifold wrinkles – due, perhaps, to having presented Mr

Jackson with a baby boy rather late in life. Nevertheless, she was a loyal and dutiful wife and,

although still nursing her son at the breast, worked hard at helping with the management of the

troupe.When she told her side of the romance, it varied slightly from that of Mr Jackson. They

had exchanged letters, but neither one had seen the other until the day of the wedding. And in

their first interview alone in the sitting-room while the family waited in another room, Mr

Jackson said: ‘You’re all that I desire,’ and she avowed the same. In concluding the story to us

boys, she would primly say: ‘But I didn’t expect to be the immediate mother of eight

children.’The three sons’ ages ranged from twelve to sixteen, and the daughter was nine, with

hair cut like a boy in order to pass as one in the troupe.Each Sunday, everyone attended

Catholic church but me. Being the only Protestant, I was lonely, so occasionally I went with

them. Had it not been for deference to Mother’s religious scruples, I could easily have been

won over to Catholicism, for I liked the mysticism of it and the little home-made altars with

plaster Virgin Marys adorned with flowers and lighted candles which the boys put up in a

corner of the bedroom, and to which they would genuflect every time they passed.After

practising six weeks I was eligible to dance with the troupe. But now that I was past eight years

old I had lost my assurance and confronting the audience for the first time gave me stage fright.

I could hardly move my legs. It was weeks before I could solo dance as the rest of them did.I

was not particularly enamoured with being just a clog dancer in a troupe of eight lads. Like the

rest of them I was ambitious to do a single act, not only because it meant more money but

because I instinctively felt it to be more gratifying than just dancing. I would have liked to be a

boy comedian – but that would have required nerve, to stand on the stage alone. Nevertheless,

my first impulse to do something other than dance was to be funny. My ideal was a double act,

two boys dressed as comedy tramps. I told it to one of the other boys and we decided to

become partners. It became our cherished dream. We would call ourselves ‘Bristol and

Chaplin, the Millionaire Tramps’, and would wear tramp whiskers and big diamond rings. It

embraced every aspect of what we thought would be funny and profitable, but, alas, it never

materialized.Audiences liked the Eight Lancashire Lads because, as Mr Jackson said, we were

so unlike theatrical children. It was his boast that we never wore grease-paint and that our rosy

cheeks were natural. If some of us looked a little pale before going on, he would tell us to pinch

our cheeks. But in London, after working two or three music halls a night, we would

occasionally forget and look a little weary and bored as we stood on the stage, until we caught

sight of Mr Jackson in the wings, grinning emphatically and pointing to his face, which had an

electrifying effect of making us suddenly break into sparkling grins.When touring the provinces

we went to a school for the week in each town, which did little to further my education.At

Christmas time we were engaged to play cats and dogs in a Cinderella pantomime at the

London Hippodrome. In those days, it was a new theatre, a combination of vaudeville and

circus, elaborately decorated and quite sensational. The floor of the ring sank and flooded with

water and elaborate ballets were contrived. Row after row of pretty girls in shining armour



would march in and disappear completely under water. As the last line submerged, Marceline,

the great French clown, dressed in sloppy evening dress and opera hat, would enter with a

fishing rod, sit on a camp stool, open a large jewel-case, bait his hook with a diamond

necklace, then cast it into the water. After a while he would ‘chum’ with smaller jewellery,

throwing in a few bracelets, eventually emptying in the whole jewel-case. Suddenly he would

get a bite and throw himself into paroxysms of comic gyrations struggling with the rod, and

eventually pulling out of the water a small trained poodle dog, who copied everything Marceline

did: if he sat down, the dog sat down; if he stood on his head, the dog did likewise.Marceline’s

comedy was droll and charming and London went wild over him. In the kitchen scene I was

given a little comedy bit to do with Marceline. I was a cat, and Marceline would back away from

a dog and fall over my back while I drank milk. He always complained that I did not arch my

back enough to break his fall. I wore a cat-mask which had a look of surprise, and during the

first matinée for children I went up to the rear end of a dog and began to sniff. When the

audience laughed, I turned and looked surprised at them, pulling a string which winked a

staring eye. After several sniffs and winks the house-manager came bounding back stage,

waving frantically in the wings. But I carried on. After smelling the dog, I smelt the proscenium,

then I lifted my leg. The audience roared – possibly because the gesture was uncatlike.

Eventually the manager caught my eye and I capered off to great applause. ‘Never do that

again!’ he said, breathlessly. ‘You’ll have the Lord Chamberlain close down the

theatre!’Cinderella was a great success, and although Marceline had little to do with plot or

story, he was the star attraction. Years later Marceline went to the New York Hippodrome,

where he was also a sensation. But when the Hippodrome abolished the circus ring, Marceline

was soon forgotten.In 1918, or thereabouts, Ringling Brothers’ three-ring circus came to Los

Angeles, and Marceline was with them. I expected that he would be featured, but I was

shocked to find him just one of many clowns that ran around the enormous ring – a great artist

lost in the vulgar extravagance of a three-ring circus.I went to his dressing-room afterwards

and made myself known, reminding him that I had played Cat at the London Hippodrome with

him. But he reacted apathetically. Even under his clown make-up he looked sullen and seemed

in a melancholy torpor.A year later in New York he committed suicide. A small paragraph in the

papers stated that an occupant living in the same house had heard a shot and had found

Marceline lying on the floor with a pistol in his hand and a record still turning, playing Moonlight

and Roses.Many famous English comedians committed suicide. T. E. Dunville, an excellent

funny man, overheard someone say as he entered a saloon bar: ‘That fellow’s through.’ The

same day he shot himself by the River Thames.Mark Sheridan, one of England’s foremost

comedians, shot himself in a public park in Glasgow because he had not gone over well with

the Glasgow audience.Frank Coyne, with whom we played on the same bill, was a gay, bouncy

type of comedian, famous for his breezy song:You won’t catch me on the gee-gee’s back

again,It’s not the kind of horse that I can ride on.The only horse I know that I can rideIs the one

the missus dries the clothes on!Off stage he was pleasant and always smiling. But one

afternoon, after planning to take a drive with his wife in their pony and trap, he forgot

something and told her to wait while he went upstairs. After twenty minutes she went up to see

what was causing the delay, and found him in the bathroom on the floor in a pool of blood, a

razor in his hand – he had cut his throat, almost decapitating himself.Of the many artists I saw

as a child, those who impressed me the most were not always the successful ones but those

with unique personalities off stage. Zarmo, the comedy tramp juggler, was a disciplinarian who

practised his juggling for hours every morning as soon as the theatre opened. We could see

him back stage balancing a billiard cue on his chin and throwing a billiard ball up and catching



it on the tip of the cue, then throwing up another and catching that on top of the first ball –

which he often missed. For four years, he told Mr Jackson, he had been practising that trick

and at the end of the week he intended to try it out for the first time with the audience. That

night we all stood in the wings and watched him. He did it perfectly, and the first time! –

throwing the ball up and catching it on the tip of the billiard cue, then throwing a second and

catching that on top of the first. But the audience only applauded mildly. Mr Jackson often told

the story of that night. Said he to Zarmo: ‘You make the trick look too easy, you don’t sell it. You

should miss it several times, then do it.’ Zarmo laughed. ‘I am not expert enough to miss it yet.’

Zarmo was also interested in phrenology and would read our characters. He told me that

whatever knowledge I acquired, I would retain and put to good use.And there were the Griffiths

Brothers, funny and impressive, who confused my psychology, comedy trapeze clowns who, as

they both swung from the trapeze, would ferociously kick each other in the face with large

padded shoes.‘Ouch!’ said the receiver. ‘I dare you to do it again!’‘Do yer?’… Bang!And the

receiver would look surprised and groggy and say: ‘He did it again!’I thought such crazy

violence shocking. But off stage they were devoted brothers, quiet and serious.Dan Leno, I

suppose, was the greatest English comedian since the legendary Grimaldi. Although I never

saw Leno in his prime, to me he was more of a character actor than a comedian. His whimsical

character delineations of London’s lower classes were human and endearing, so Mother told

me.The famous Marie Lloyd was reputed to be frivolous, yet when we played with her at the old

Tivoli in the Strand never was there a more serious and conscientious artist. I would watch her

wide-eyed, this anxious, plump little lady pacing nervously up and down behind the scenes,

irritable and apprehensive until the moment came for her to go on. Then she was immediately

gay and relaxed.And Bransby Williams, the Dickens delineator, enthralled me with imitations of

Uriah Heep, Bill Sykes and the old man of The Old Curiosity Shop. The legerdemain of this

handsome, dignified young man making up before a rowdy Glasgow audience and

transforming himself into these fascinating characters, opened up another aspect of the

theatre. He also ignited my curiosity about literature; I wanted to know what was this immured

mystery that lay hidden in books – these sepia Dickens characters that moved in such a

strange Cruikshankian world. Although I could hardly read, I eventually bought Oliver Twist.So

enthralled was I with Dickens characters that I would imitate Bransby Williams imitating them. It

was inevitable that such budding talent could not be concealed for long. Thus it was that one

day Mr Jackson saw me entertaining the other boys with an imitation of the old man of The Old

Curiosity Shop. Then and there I was proclaimed a genius, and Mr Jackson was determined to

let the world know it.The momentous event happened at the theatre in Middles brough. After

our clog dance Mr Jackson walked on stage with the earnestness of one about to announce

the coming of a young Messiah, stating that he had discovered a child genius among his boys,

who would give an imitation of Bransby Williams as the old man of The Old Curiosity Shop who

cannot recognize the death of his little Nell.The audience were not too receptive, having

endured a very boring evening’s entertainment already. However, I came on wearing my usual

dancing costume of a white linen blouse, a lace collar, plush knickerbocker pants and red

dancing shoes, and made up to look like an old man of ninety. Somewhere, somehow, we had

come into possession of an old wig – Mr Jackson might have bought it – but it did not fit me.

Although I had a large head, the wig was larger; it was a bald-headed wig fringed with long,

grey, stringy hair, so that when I appeared on the stage bent as an old man, the effect was like

a crawling beetle, and the audience endorsed the fact with their titters.It was difficult to get

them quiet after that. I spoke in subdued whispers: ‘Hush, hush, you mustn’t make a noise or

you’ll wake my Nelly.’‘Louder! Louder! Speak up!’ shouted the audience.But I went on feebly



whispering, all very intimate; so intimate that the audience began to stamp. It was the end of

my career as a delineator of Charles Dickens’s characters.Although we lived frugally, life with

the Eight Lancashire Lads was agreeable. Occasionally we had out little dissensions. I

remember playing on the same bill with two young acrobats, boy apprentices about my own

age, who told us confidentially that their mothers received seven and sixpence a week and

they got a shilling pocket money put under their bacon-and-egg plate every Monday morning.

‘And,’ complained one of our boys, ‘we only get twopence and a bread and jam

breakfast.’When Mr Jackson’s son, John, heard that we were complaining, he broke down and

wept, telling us that at times, playing odd weeks in the suburbs of London, his father only got

seven pounds a week for the whole troupe and that they were having a hard time making both

ends meet.It was this opulent living of the two young apprentices that made us ambitious to

become acrobats. So for several mornings, as soon as the theatre opened, one or two of us

would practise somersaults with a rope tied round our waists, attached to a pulley, while one of

us would hold the rope. I did very well turning somersaults in this fashion until I fell and

sprained my thumb. That ended my acrobatic career.Besides dancing we were always trying to

add to our other accomplishments. I wanted to be a comedy juggler, so I had saved enough

money to buy four rubber balls and four tin plates and for hours I would stand over the bedside,

practising.Mr Jackson was essentially a good man. Three months before I left the troupe we

appeared at a benefit for my father, who had been very ill; many vaudeville artists donated their

services, including Mr Jackson’s Eight Lancashire Lads. The night of the benefit my father

appeared on the stage breathing with difficulty, and with painful effort made a speech. I stood

at the side of the stage watching him, not realizing that he was a dying man.When we were in

London, I visited Mother every week-end. She thought I looked pale and thin and that dancing

was affecting my lungs. It worried her so much that she wrote about it to Mr Jackson, who was

so indignant that he finally sent me home, saying that I was not worth the bother of such a

worrying mother.A few weeks later, however, I developed asthma. The attacks grew so severe

that Mother was convinced I had tuberculosis and promptly took me to Brompton Hospital,

where I was given a thorough examination. Nothing was found wrong with my lungs, but I did

have asthma. For months I went through agony, unable to breathe. At times I wanted to jump

out of the window. Inhaling herbs with a blanket over my head gave little relief. But, as the

doctor said I would, I eventually outgrew it.My memory of this period goes in and out of focus.

The outstanding impression was a quagmire of miserable circumstances. I cannot remember

where Sydney was; being four years older, he only occasionally entered my consciousness. He

was possibly living with Grandfather to relieve Mother’s penury. We seemed to vacillate from

one abode to another, eventually ending up in a small garret at 3 Pownall Terrace.I was well

aware of the social stigma of our poverty. Even the poorest of children sat down to a home-

cooked Sunday dinner. A roast at home meant respectability, a ritual that distinguished one

poor class from another. Those who could not sit down to Sunday dinner at home were of the

mendicant class, and we were that. Mother would send me to the nearest coffee-shop to buy a

sixpenny dinner (meat and two vegetables). The shame of it – especially on Sunday! I would

harry her for not preparing something at home, and she would vainly try to explain that cooking

at home would cost twice as much.However, one lucky Friday, after winning five shillings at

horse-racing, Mother, to please me, decided to cook dinner on Sunday. Amongst other

delectables she bought a piece of roasting meat that could not make up its mind whether to be

beef or a lump of suet. It weighed about five pounds and had a sign stuck in it: ‘For

Roasting’.Mother, having no oven, used the landlady’s and, being too shy to keep going in and

out of her kitchen, had haphazardly guessed the time needed to roast it. Consequently, to our



dismay, our joint had shrunk to the size of a cricket ball. Nevertheless, in spite of Mother’s

averring that our sixpenny dinners were less trouble and more palatable, I enjoyed it and felt

the gratification of having lived up to the Joneses.*A sudden change came into our lives.

Mother met an old friend who had become very prosperous, a flamboyant, good-looking,

Junoesque type of woman who had given up the stage to become the mistress of a wealthy old

colonel. She lived in the fashionable district of Stockwell; and in her enthusiasm at meeting

Mother again, she invited us to stay with her during the summer. As Sydney was away in the

country hop-picking, it took little inducement to persuade Mother, who, with the wizardry of her

needle, made herself quite presentable, and I, dressed in my Sunday suit, a relic of the Eight

Lancashire Lads, looked quite presentable for the occasion.Thus overnight we were

transported to a very sedate corner house in Lansdowne Square, ensconced in the lap of

luxury, with a house full of servants, pink and blue bedrooms, chintz curtains and white bear-

rugs; moreover, we lived on the fat of the land. How well I remember those large, blue,

hothouse grapes that ornamented the sideboard in the dining-room and my feeling of guilt at

their mysterious diminishing, looking more skeleton-like each day.The household staff

consisted of four women: the cook and three maids. In addition to Mother and me, there was

another guest, a very tense, good-looking young man with a cropped red moustache. He was

most charming and gentlemanly, and seemed a permanent fixture in the house – until the grey-

whiskered Colonel appeared. Then the handsome young man would disappear.The Colonel’s

visits were sporadic, once or twice a week. While he was there, mystery and omnipresence

pervaded the house, and Mother would tell me to keep out of the way and not to be seen. One

day I ran into the hall as the Colonel was descending the stairs. He was a tall, stately

gentleman in a frock-coat and top hat, a pink face, long grey side-burns and a bald head. He

smiled benignly at me and went on his way.I did not understand what all the hush and fuss was

about and why the Colonel’s arrival created such an effect. But he never stayed long, and the

young man with the cropped moustache would return, and the house would function normally

again.I grew very fond of the young man with the cropped moustache. We would take long

walks together over Clapham Common with the lady’s two beautiful greyhound dogs. Clapham

Common had an elegant atmosphere in those days. Even the chemist’s shop, where we

occasionally made a purchase, exuded elegance with its familiar admixture of aromatic smells,

perfumes, soaps and powders – ever since, the odour of certain chemists’ shops has a

pleasant nostalgia. He advised Mother to have me take cold baths every morning to cure my

asthma, and possibly they helped; they were most invigorating and I grew to like them.It is

remarkable how easily one adapts oneself to the social graces. How genteel and accustomed

one becomes to creature comforts! In less than a week I took everything for granted. What a

sense of well-being – going through that morning ritual, exercising the dogs, carrying their new

brown leather leashes, then returning to a beautiful house with servants, to await lunch served

in elegant style on silver platters.Our back garden connected with another house whose

occupants had as many servants as we had. They were a family of three, a young married

couple and their son, who was about my own age and who had a nursery stocked with

beautiful toys. I was often invited to play with him and to stay for dinner, and we became very

good friends. His father held some important position in a City bank, and his mother was young

and quite pretty.One day I overheard our maid confidentially conversing with the boy’s maid,

who was saying that their boy needed a governess. ‘That’s what this one needs,’ said our maid

referring to me. I was thrilled to be looked upon as a child of the rich, but I never quite

understood why she had elevated me to this status, unless it was to elevate herself by inferring

that the people she worked for were as well off and as respectable as the neighbours next



door. After that, whenever I dined with the boy next door I felt somewhat of an

impostor.Although it was a mournful day when we left the fine house to return to 3 Pownall

Terrace, yet there was a sense of relief in getting back to our own freedom; after all, as guests

we were living under a certain tension, and, as Mother said, guests were like cakes: if kept too

long they became stale and unpalatable. Thus the silken threads of a brief and luxurious

episode snapped, and we fell again into our accustomed impecunious ways.four1899 was an

epoch of whiskers: bewhiskered kings, statesmen, soldiers and sailors, Krugers, Salisburys,

Kitcheners, Kaisers and cricketers – incredible years of pomp and absurdity, of extreme wealth

and poverty, of inane political bigotry of both cartoon and press. But England was to absorb

many shocks and indignations. A few Boer farmers in the African Transvaal were warring

unfairly, shooting our red-coated soldiers, excellent targets, from behind boulders and rocks.

Then the War Office saw the light, and our red coats were quickly changed to khaki. If the

Boers wanted it that way, they could have it.I was vaguely aware of war through patriotic songs,

vaudeville sketches and cigarette pictures of the generals. The enemy, of course, were

unmitigated villains. One heard dolorous news about the Boers surrounding Ladysmith and

England went mad with hysterical joy at the relief of Mafeking. Then at last we won – we

muddled through. All this I heard from everyone but Mother. She never mentioned the war. She

had her own battle to fight.Sydney was now fourteen and had left school and got a job at the

Strand Post Office as a telegraph boy. With Sydney’s wages and Mother’s earnings at her

sewing machine, our economy was almost feasible – although Mother’s contribution was a

modest one. She worked for a sweat-shop doing piece-work, sewing blouses for one and

sixpence a dozen. Even though the patterns were delivered already cut out, it took twelve

hours to make a dozen blouses. Mother’s record was fifty-four blouses in a week, which

amounted to six shillings and ninepence.Often at night I would lie awake in our garret watching

her bent over her sewing machine, her head haloed against the light of the oil-lamp, her face in

soft shadow, her lips faintly parted with strain as she guided the rapidly running seams through

her machine, until the drone of it would send me off to sleep again. When she worked late this

way, it was usually to meet a monetary deadline. There was always the problem of instalment

payments.And now a crisis had arisen. Sydney needed a new suit of clothes. He had worn his

telegraph uniform every day in the week, including Sundays, until his friends began to joke

about it. So for a couple of week-ends he stayed home until Mother was able to buy him a blue

serge suit. In some way she managed to scrape together eighteen shillings. This created an

insolvency in our economy, so that Mother was obliged to pawn the suit every Monday after

Sydney went back to work in his telegraph uniform. She got seven shillings for the suit,

redeeming it every Saturday for Sydney to wear over the week-end. This weekly custom

became an habitual ceremony for over a year until the suit became threadbare. Then came a

shock!Monday morning, as usual, Mother went to the pawnshop. The man hesitated. ‘I’m sorry,

Mrs Chaplin, but we can’t lend you seven shillings any longer.’Mother was astonished. ‘But

why?’ she asked.‘It’s too much of a risk; the trousers are threadbare. Look,’ he said, putting his

hand in the seat of them, ‘you can see right through them.’‘But they’ll be redeemed next

Saturday,’ said Mother.The pawnbroker shook his head. ‘The best I can do is three shillings for

the coat and waistcoat.’Mother rarely wept, but it was such a drastic blow that she came home

in tears. She depended on that seven shillings to carry us through the week.Meanwhile my own

vestments were, to say the least, in disrepair. What was left of my Eight Lancashire Lads’ outfit

was a motley sight. There were patches everywhere, on the elbows, trousers, shoes and

stockings. And in this condition I ran smack into my nice little boy friend from Stockwell. What

he was doing in Kennington I did not know and was too embarrassed to find out. He greeted



me friendlily enough, but I could see him eyeing my deplorable appearance. To offset my

embarrassment I assumed a dégagé manner and in my best, cultured voice told him that I was

wearing my old clothes because I had just come from a beastly carpentry lesson.But the

explanation had little interest for him. He began to look crestfallen and to cast his eyes aside to

hide his embarrassment. He inquired after Mother.I answered briskly that she was away in the

country and turned the attention on him: ‘Are you living in the same place?’‘Yes,’ he answered,

surveying me as though I had committed some cardinal sin.‘Well, I’ll run along,’ I said

abruptly.He faintly smiled. ‘Good-bye,’ he said, and we parted, he walking off sedately in one

direction and I, furious and ashamed, running helter-skelter in the opposite one.*Mother had a

saying: ‘You can always stoop and pick up nothing.’ But she herself did not adhere to this

adage, and my sense of propriety was often outraged. One day, returning from Brompton

Hospital, Mother stopped to upbraid some boys tormenting a derelict woman who was

grotesquely ragged and dirty. She had a cropped head, unusual in those days, and the boys

were laughing and pushing each other towards her, as if to touch her would contaminate them.

The pathetic woman stood like a stag at bay until Mother interfered. Then a look of recognition

came over the woman’s face. ‘Lil,’ she said, feebly, referring to Mother’s stage name, ‘don’t you

know me – Eva Lestock?’Mother recognized her at once, an old friend of her vaudeville days.I

was so embarrassed that I moved on and waited for Mother at the corner. The boys walked

past me, smirking and giggling. I was furious. I turned to see what was happening to Mother

and, lo, the derelict woman had joined her and both were walking towards me.Said Mother:

‘You remember little Charlie?’‘Do I!’ said the woman, dolefully. ‘I’ve held him in my arms many a

time when he was a baby.’The thought was repellent, for the woman looked so filthy and

loathsome. And as we walked along, it was embarrassing to see people turn and look at the

three of us.Mother had known her in vaudeville as ‘the Dashing Eva Lestock’ she was pretty

and vivacious then, so Mother told me. The woman said that she had been ill in the hospital,

and that since leaving it, she had been sleeping under arches and in Salvation Army

shelters.First Mother sent her to the public baths, then to my horror brought her home to our

small garret. Whether it was illness alone that was the cause of her present circumstances, I

never knew. What was outrageous was that she slept in Sydney’s armchair bed. However,

Mother gave her what clothes she could spare and loaned her a couple of bob. After three days

she departed, and that was the last we ever saw or heard of ‘the Dashing Eva Lestock ’!

*Before Father died, Mother moved from Pownall Terrace and rented a room at the house of

Mrs Taylor, a friend of Mother’s, a church member and devoted Christian. She was a short,

square-framed woman in her middle fifties with a square jaw and a sallow, wrinkled face. While

watching her in church I discovered she had false teeth. They would drop from her upper gums

on to her tongue while she sang – the effect was hypnotic.She had an emphatic manner and

abundant energy. She had taken Mother under her Christian wing, and had rented her a front

room, at a very reasonable rent, on the second floor of her large house which was next to a

graveyard.Her husband, a facsimile of Dickens’s Mr Pickwick, was a precision ruler maker and

had his workshop on the top floor. The roof had a skylight and I thought the place heavenly, it

was so peaceful there. I often watched Mr Taylor at work, fascinated as he peered intensely

through his thick-lensed spectacles with a large magnifying glass, making a steel ruler that

would measure one-fiftieth part of an inch. He worked alone and I often ran errands for him.Mrs

Taylor’s one desire was to convert her husband, who, according to her Christian scruples, was

a sinner. Her daughter, whose features were of the same cast as the mother’s except that she

was less sallow and, of course, much younger, would have been attractive but for her hauteur

and objectionable manner. Like her father, she never attended church. But Mrs Taylor never



gave up hope of converting them both. The daughter was the apple of her mother’s eye – but

not of my mother’s eye.One afternoon, while on the top floor watching Mr Taylor at work, I

heard an altercation below between Mother and Miss Taylor. Mrs Taylor was out. I do not know

how it started, but they were both shouting loudly at each other. As I reached our landing,

Mother was leaning over the banisters: ‘Who do you think you are? Lady Shit?’‘Oh!’ shouted

the daughter. ‘That’s nice language coming from a Christian!’‘Don’t worry,’ said Mother quickly,

‘it’s in the Bible, my dear: Deuteronomy, twenty-eighth chapter, thirty-seventh verse, only

there’s another word for it. However, shit will suit you.’After that, we moved back to Pownall

Terrace.*The Three Stags in the Kennington Road was not a place my father frequented, yet as

I passed it one evening an urge prompted me to peek inside to see if he was there. I opened

the saloon door just a few inches, and there he was, sitting in the corner! I was about to leave,

but his face lit up and he beckoned me to him. I was surprised at such a welcome, for he was

never demonstrative. He looked very ill; his eyes were sunken, and his body had swollen to an

enormous size. He rested one hand, Napoleon-like, in his waistcoat as if to ease his difficult

breathing. That evening he was most solicitous, inquiring after Mother and Sydney, and before I

left took me in his arms and for the first time kissed me. That was the last time I saw him

alive.Three weeks later, he was taken to St Thomas’s Hospital. They had to get him drunk to

get him there. When he realized where he was, he fought wildly – but he was a dying man.

Though still very young, only thirty-seven, he was dying of dropsy. They tapped sixteen quarts

of liquid from his knee.Mother went several times to see him and was always saddened by the

visit. She said he spoke of wanting to go back to her and start life anew in Africa. When I

brightened at such a prospect, Mother shook her head, for she knew better. ‘He was saying

that only to be nice,’ she said.One day she came home from the hospital indignant over what

the Reverend John McNeil, Evangelist, had said when he paid Father a visit: ‘Well, Charlie,

when I look at you, I can only think of the old proverb: “Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he

also reap”.’‘Nice words to console a dying man,’ said Mother. A few days later Father was

dead.The hospital wanted to know who would bury him. Mother, not having a penny, suggested

the Variety Artists’ Benevolent Fund, a theatrical charity organization. This caused an uproar

with the Chaplin side of the family – the humiliation of being buried by charity was repugnant to

them. An Uncle Albert from Africa, my father’s youngest brother, was in London at the time and

said he would pay for the burial.The day of the funeral we were to meet at St Thomas’s

Hospital, where we were to join the rest of the Chaplins and from there drive out to Tooting

Cemetery. Sydney could not come, as he was working. Mother and I arrived at the hospital a

couple of hours before the allotted time because she wanted to see Father before he was

enclosed.The coffin was enshrouded in white satin and around the edge of it, framing Father’s

face, were little white daisies. Mother thought they looked so simple and touching and asked

who had placed them there. The attendant told her that a lady had called early that morning

with a little boy. It was Louise.In the first carriage were Mother, Uncle Albert and me. The drive

to Tooting was a strain, for she had never met Uncle Albert before. He was somewhat of a

dandy and spoke with a cultured accent; although polite, his attitude was icy. He was reputed to

be rich; he had large horse ranches in the Transvaal and had provided the British Government

with horses during the Boer War.It poured with rain during the service; the grave-diggers threw

down clods of earth on the coffin which resounded with a brutal thud. It was macabre and

horrifying and I began to weep. Then the relatives threw in their wreaths and flowers. Mother,

having nothing to throw in, took my precious black-bordered handkerchief. ‘Here, sonny,’ she

whispered, ‘this will do for both of us.’ Afterwards the Chaplins stopped off at one of their pubs

for lunch, and before leaving asked us politely where we desired to be dropped. So we were



driven home.When we returned there was not a particle of food in the cupboard except a

saucer of beef dripping, and Mother had not a penny, for she had given Sydney her last

twopence for his lunch money. Since Father’s illness she had done little work, and now, near

the end of the week, Sydney’s wages of seven shillings as a telegraph boy had already run out.

After the funeral we were hungry. Luckily the rag-and-bone man was passing outside and we

had an old oil stove, so reluctantly she sold it for a halfpenny and bought a halfpenny worth of

bread to go with the dripping.Mother, being the legal widow of my father, was told the next day

to call at the hospital for his belongings, which consisted of a black suit spotted with blood,

underwear, a shirt, a black tie, an old dressing-gown, and some plaid house slippers with

oranges stuffed in the toes. When she took the oranges out, a half sovereign fell out of the

slippers on to the bed. This was a godsend!For weeks I wore crêpe on my arm. These insignia

of grief became profitable when I went into business on a Saturday afternoon, selling flowers. I

had persuaded Mother to loan me a shilling, and went to the flower market and purchased two

bundles of narcissus, and after school busied myself making them into penny bundles. All sold,

I could make a hundred per cent profit.I would go into the saloons, looking wistful, and whisper:

‘Narcissus, miss!’ ‘Narcissus, madame!’ The women always responded: ‘Who is it, son?’ And I

would lower my voice to a whisper: ‘My father,’ and they would give me tips. Mother was

amazed when I came home in the evening with more than five shillings for an afternoon’s work.

One day she bumped into me as I came out of a pub, and that put an end to my flower-selling;

that her boy was peddling flowers in bar-rooms offended her Christian scruples. ‘Drink killed

your father, and money from such a source will only bring us bad luck,’ she said. However, she

kept the proceeds, though she never allowed me to sell flowers again.

The Right Way to Do Wrong: A Unique Selection of Writings by History's Greatest Escape

Artist (Neversink), Letters of James Agee to Father Flye (Neversink)

J. Williams, “Very Matter of Fact, Well Written Account of Charlie Chaplin's Life.. I thoroughly

enjoyed this autobiography by Charlie Chaplin in his own words. It's an interesting and

intriguing read about his life from his own perspective and first-hand knowledge of events that

you cannot get from any biography. With him being a film maker, his writing style keeps you

very interested and engrossed from beginning to finish. He truly lived a remarkable life. I love

his very matter of fact way of presenting the events in his life. It definitely puts everything that

happened to him in perspective.[SPOILER ALERT!]I especially loved reading the parts about

him going unrecognized dressed as himself. He was humbled when he first found out how

popular he truly was. He went unrecognized on a train until it became known he was on the

train. He was even the last in line for the washroom and waited in line like everyone else. There

was another time when he was in NY that a cab driver drove him around all night looking for a

hotel. He was trying to avoid people at his hotel but all the hotels were full. The cab driver, not

recognizing him, invited him to stay with him and his family. Charlie hesitated but decided to

trust him. The cab driver and his family were very surprised and happy to have him stay there

as their guest. The accommodations were humble but better than what he had as a boy in

London so he didn't complain.As for the scandal in his life, he talks about it in a very matter of

fact way. Even he admitted he wasn't a total angel. However, hearing it from his side, shame on
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the US press, legal system, and government for the way they treated him. He did not deserve

that! With his first 2 divorces, his young naive wives were manipulated by greedy lawyers who

just saw dollar signs. So they dragged his name through the mud and scandalized the whole

thing to get as much out of him as they could. The Joan Barry trial and family court hearings

were used by the FBI to try to tarnish his name further. He was thankfully cleared of all criminal

charges. However, in family court, he wasn't so lucky. Blood tests proved he wasn't the father of

Joan Barry's child; but they were inadmissible in court at that time. Therefore, with

circumstantial evidence alone, he was ruled as the father and had to pay child support.

Unbelievable! Today Joan Barry would have had stalking and harassment charges brought

against her. What a nut!The Communist accusations were a huge miscarriage of justice. He

was not a Communist aka enemy of the US. If he had joined a US political party, I believe he

would have been a Liberal Democrat. He may have associated with Communists, but that's

guilt by association. He had fans and friends who were Communists before it was considered a

dirty word. And he didn't believe in snubbing them when it did become a dirty word. Charlie

was a humanitarian. Nothing more! He wanted to help people and help make the world a better

place by pulling down barriers. He promoted peace and pointed out the evils in this world to try

to get people thinking about them. His hope was perhaps they would see the evils and do

something to change things for the better. Nothing wrong with that. His films are still relevant

today because they are about human nature. The reason they are so hilarious is because there

is so much truth in them, even today. As he put it (paraphrasing), the only thing he was guilty of

was being a nonconformist. Amen to that! He was a rebel. I admire that about him because I'm

a bit of a rebel myself. It took a lot of courage for him to speak the truth.I'm just glad he was

finally vindicated of all of this 20 years after he left the US. He received a lifetime achievement

Academy Award in 1972 and was invited to the US to receive that award. However, this

autobiography was written prior to that happening. Also, when the FBI files were released to

the public 50 years later, there was no evidence found that proved he was a Communist either.

Despite this, it just saddens and infuriates me that he was treated so poorly. Just imagine how

many more films he might have made if he hadn't gone through all that. His three films after

The Great Dictator were either boycotted or banned in the US for years. They are real gems!

Great films that I am so glad I had the opportunity to watch and own copies of them.After

reading about his near death experiences, he definitely had someone looking out for him. He

had a sixth sense about his safety, even as a child, and had some near misses. That explains

why he was an agnostic. With the experiences he had, he had to believe there was a higher

power out there. He was saved, I believe, because he had a purpose. His movies speak for

themselves in this case. He spoke the truth and gave laughter and hope when there was

none.He was not only a great comedian, but also a great visionary and artist who had the

courage to pave his own path and not conform to society's norms. Because of this, his movies

will remain relevant for many years to come.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “What a Life!. I quite enjoyed reading this autobiography by Chaplin. If I

had known he had written one before now, I definitely would have read it. The genius in his

own words, not ghost written, tells his story and shares his point of view about everything

important to him. It is a long book and there is a lot of philosophizing. And yes, he uses some

big and unusual words. For a man with only two years schooling at an orphanage, he certainly

did an excellent job educating himself. I had not realized the breadth of his talents, i.e., pretty

much all aspects that went into his films from conceptualizing, writing, acting, producing,

composing music and much more. He was a Renaissance man in so many ways. The story of



his fall from grace in the US was sad and unfair. His childhood was poverty stricken and

abysmal, his romances tragic but his talent took him to the stratosphere of success and

wealth. He met everyone who was anyone. His last decades with his wife, Oona, and their

eight children finally brought him a much deserved happiness and peace. Fabulous insights

into the early silent film era and some wonderful vignette portraits of the famed of the day.

Such a good book!”

KELLY, “Amazing and interesting. Fantastic! I recently became intrigued and fascinated by

Charlie Chaplin. Asked watching some of his movies and wanted to read his story. I couldn't

put it down! In his own words, many details from when he was very young, his relationship with

his mother and brother, his beginnings on the stage thru all his movie transitions, how he

evolved learned adapted and never took no for an answer all his political struggles. His marital

struggles were mentioned but minimally. Which shows his class and wish for some privacy.

Book goes right thru when he and his family moved to Switzerland later in his life. One of the

best books I ever read”

M. Canning, “Laughter is the best medicine. An enjoyable read, particularly his portrait of life in

London as a child. Chaplin writes with a light touch, so the story is not laden with technical

details about film making and so on.The section covering most of the 1920’s, I found dull, as a

decade of lunch, tennis and dinner with the great and the good, may have been enjoyable to

experience, but not to read.As his time ticks on, his life seems to imitate his art; he became the

social outcast in America. Had he stayed silent, he might have avoided much

unhappiness.Anyway, because of the book, I watched some of the films again, and he was

indeed a wonderful entertainer and should be respected for that.”

Oggie, “Interesting but Laborious. I was interested to learn about this iconic characters life, and

this book is not short on detail! On the downside it's written in an early 20th century style

which makes reading a little laborious - in fact I doubt many of the words and phrases exist

today. It doesn't help that the text is very small. I've put it aside for now but plan to return to it

later.”

Ken Bennett, “Brilliant - just like the man himself.. This is one of the very few books that I have

found to be genuinely un- putdownable.Chaplin describes his life in easily relatable term and

with an empathy for the reader. He is revealed as a humbly, caring and thinking person who

was never awed by his talents and his fameA fabulous book.”

Madambedoneby, “Exceeded expectations. A wonderful read from start to finish.Chaplin takes

you on a journey from his humble beginnings born into abject poverty,through his childhood to

adulthood, recounting a whole range of emotions, from despair to eventual happiness and

contentment to his marriage to Oona.One of the best autobiographys of a Hollywood great in

my opinion.”

TBFF, “Brilliant book. This book puts into perspective the reality of true talent and genius,

especially when compared with the modern fashion for so many self proclaimed celebrities to

produce several autobiographies before they have achieved very much at all.From the early

struggles caused by extreme poverty in London to fame, wealth and stardom worldwide, before

eventual rejection in America, the story is very well told.It ends with the release of his film

Limelight which was the first film I was ever taken to see. Little did I know, or would have



understood then, how much Charlie Chaplin had done on the film. Not only did he write it,

direct it, and star in it, but he also wrote the music for it. Can anybody else match that? Ever?”

The book by Charles   Chaplin has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 858 people have provided feedback.
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