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    Ex Africa semper aliquid novi. 


    – Pliny the Elder


    South Africa! South Africa! How often people talk 


    of it to me! And yet, somehow, one never sees any but the 


    old spots – New York, London, Paris, Monte Carlo. 


    – Gloria Swanson,


    one of the biggest movie stars


    of the Hollywood silent era
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE


    In the early days of movies, when things were often in chaos, the words ‘produce’ and ‘direct’ were used interchangeably. As the big studios started taking shape, producers were the money men – with names like Mayer, Zukor and Goldwyn – and they became famous. Only a few directors – whose place was on set and behind the camera, such as DW Griffith and Cecil B DeMille – were well known.


    Very few people filled both roles, producer and director. IW Schlesinger was one of them.


    Movies in the silent era of the early 20th century were very short, maybe one reel or 1 000 feet, running for 15 minutes. In about 1913, ‘features’ arrived, lasting for six reels or more, which meant more than an hour.


    That changed everything.

  


  
    INTRODUCTION


    In 1913 – near the height of Johannesburg’s rich, violent and intoxicating golden age – an American millionaire living in a penthouse at the top of the Carlton Hotel suddenly had a mad idea. He would go into competition with a brand-new industry that had the entire world entranced – the movies. His name was Isidore William Schlesinger, better known by his initials, IW.


    More than 110 years later, it’s hard to believe any of this ever happened. The dusty mining town was booming, to be sure, but it was thousands of miles away from the major movie centres, London, Paris, Berlin, New York and especially Los Angeles, where a dirt-tracked piece of farmland was still to become famous around the world as ‘Hollywood’.


    Movies were in their infancy. Countless small companies were manoeuvring their way through a jungle of constantly changing technology and public tastes, and in global terms South Africa was just a blip on the screen. Yet within several years IW Schlesinger had not only joined the international melee but triggered some of the most important events in early motion pictures.


    With no experience in entertainment, he started buying theatres, and then produced movies to show in them. He sent his crews on location, to film in the bushveld and at historic battle sites, at Victoria Falls, and in Zululand and the forests of Portuguese East Africa, when the norm almost everywhere else in the world was to shoot close to home on confined stages, often inside buildings, with painted canvases serving as backdrops.


    He employed extras in record-breaking numbers – up to 25 000, by some accounts – and was one of the first moviemakers to use African actors in leading roles. In 1916, he started shooting the first of two huge, very costly and unprecedented historical spectacles, which themselves would make news at home and abroad.


    All of this happened at a time of turbulence and upheaval in Johannesburg. IW started his movie company the very same month that the devastating miners’ strike of 1913 erupted, and he ended production just after the 1922 Red Revolt. His cameramen captured both disastrous events on film.


    By 1919, the American had produced some of the biggest, most expensive and most innovative feature movies the world had ever seen, not only the two historical spectacles but also the adventure stories King Solomon’s Mines and Allan Quatermain. After these came a romance between two teenage castaways on a tropical island, The Blue Lagoon.


    Few people today realise that IW made the first versions of these now famous and often remade movies, or that he built a studio in the shadow of the Parktown ridge. Indeed, little physical evidence remains that any of his empire ever existed.


    His vision for his movies was breathtaking, not only in scale but also in the array of people from around the world who were associated with his empire.


    Through his doors, over two decades, came Englishmen and Russians, Americans and Germans, Australians and Indians, dancers, novelists, inventors, broadcasters, politicians, talent agents, actors, directors. From a little-known new filmmaker in London named Alfred Hitchcock to the novelist Olive Schreiner; from Hollywood producers like Carl Laemmle and Adolph Zukor to the Russian dancer George Balanchine; from the statesman Jan Smuts to the novelist Sir Henry Rider Haggard; from Mahatma Gandhi to George Bernard Shaw; from PL Travers, the author of Mary Poppins, to Sir Percy Fitzpatrick; from Sol Plaatje, the African nationalist and himself a movie lover, to the Russo-German actress Olga Tschechowa, who was later wooed by Adolf Hitler – the list goes on.


    In both physical appearance and work ethic, IW bore an uncanny resemblance to the titans of Hollywood, and he followed much the same path that they did. Sometimes, quite remarkably, he was also far ahead of them. In the turbulent 1920s, when the American studios were floundering around in the uncertain new age of sound movies, IW had already bought an American company that would help him become one of the first to make a ‘talkie’ picture.


    Like the US media tycoon William Randolph Hearst, IW married a movie starlet (Hearst wed Marion Davies; IW a young British actress named Mabel May) and each one built a mansion for himself. Hearst had a castle overlooking San Simeon in central California, which he started building in 1919; four years later, IW dug the foundations for Whitehall Court, his architectural confection that was a strange amalgam of an apartment block and a mansion, between the Parktown and Houghton ridges.


    When IW died, in 1949, a story in The New York Times suggested that if he had lived in his home country, the US, ‘he would be a world figure like Henry Ford or JP Morgan.’ Even though he never gave up his American passport, and he often travelled back there, home remained Johannesburg, and IW’s passion for South Africa, both its landscape and its potential, was almost fanatical. Paraphrasing the American journalist Horace Greeley’s famous dictum, ‘Go West, young man,’ IW exhorted people to ‘Go South, young man, where Nature invites you and where health, happiness and prosperity await you.’


    His demise in the world of movies came in the early 1930s during a perfect storm: the Great Depression; a devastating fire at the new studio he had built in London; and a protracted legal battle with the major American studios over several important patents for talking pictures. In the end, he was brought to his knees by the very entertainment Mecca that he had meticulously tried to copy – Hollywood.


    Much of the story of those early moviemaking days in Johannesburg – like the rest of IW’s life – died with him. His studio under the Parktown ridge eventually made way for a shopping mall, the apartment buildings of Killarney and a golf course, his own name all but forgotten.


    Secretive in the extreme, IW never granted interviews, kept his affairs private, almost obsessively so, and always had a small coterie of front men to do his bidding for him. In an industry as public as entertainment, he was a master at staying almost entirely out of the spotlight.


    Even the burial place that he chose for himself – in the middle of some nondescript veld and thorn trees on the farm Zebediela – ensured that he carried his desire for privacy to the grave.


    The journey to unearth IW’s story has been as long and frustrating as it has been fascinating. It took me to libraries and archives in Johannesburg, New York, Cambridge, Cape Town and London, where I riffled through the pages of many a forgotten publication and dusty newspaper. I eventually found a long-lost manuscript that, I hoped, would disclose many secrets about his life. In the end, it didn’t.


    But by connecting all the dots, a line here, a paragraph there, a mention in someone’s biography, comments by people who had worked with him, errant reports that had slipped through the cracks, court cases that, much to IW’s chagrin, had mentioned his name, an image of the man has gradually emerged.


    He was a visionary as much as a gambler; a micromanager and a globalist; a workaholic who expected nothing less of his employees; a fastidious dresser; headstrong, fiery and single-minded; someone who didn’t suffer fools and followed his own course, regardless of what people thought of him; someone who was able to spot a con artist a mile away and was dedicated to those few people whom he trusted.


    He left the Lower East Side of New York in 1894 with almost nothing except a fob his mother had given him – and which he had to pawn on arrival in Cape Town. Soon he was trekking thousands of miles along the back roads of southern Africa selling insurance to anyone – from Afrikaner farmer to railway worker to Swazi chief. Within a year or two he had broken all the records, and over the next decade he invested in numerous businesses, insurance and real estate mostly.


    In 1913, IW purchased a theatre in downtown Johannesburg, and a business that he didn’t care much for, entertainment, suddenly became a passion. A man usually very careful with his money was suddenly beguiled by an enterprise whose existence couldn’t financially be justified. Within two years he was planning to shoot a spectacular historical movie (Winning a Continent) and then follow it up with an even bigger one (The Symbol of Sacrifice).


    On both sets there was as much drama on the ground during filming as there would be on screen: political intrigue; clashes of oversized personalities; public outbursts; lots of money being spent and wasted; big risks taken; plenty of madness and disasters; incendiary judicial inquiries; and several tragic deaths. And behind it all, mostly standing in the shadows but always in total control, was a man with a dream and a crazy idea.


    This is the strange, never-told-before story of how Hollywood on the Veld began and, quite magnificently, reached for the stars.

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    Early on the morning of Sunday 15 October 1916, the ominous rumbling could be heard long before the chanting, stomping crowds appeared over the horizon. On the hillside to the east, like an audience gathering for an open-air spectacle, people kept arriving, a few by car but most by wagon, by Cape cart, on horseback and on foot.


    A tall, handsome young man stood on the ridge, checking the positions where he had stationed the other cameramen. There were six of them in all, each one waiting behind a heavy wooden box with a crank handle fixed to a tripod, the strange equipment standing out like small sentinels. Besides the four cameras on the ridge, there were two in the valley below.


    About each cameraman, as he stood waiting, there was a sense of excitement and apprehension. They understood how much was riding on this single event: thousands of pounds spent on costumes and equipment, thousands of extras organised, months of preparation, intricate battle formations planned, and even an entire waterway created. There would be a single chance to capture it on film – just one.


    Luckily for the tall man in charge of the camera team, his men were all experienced and had covered hard news before – strikes, wars, rebellions, even expeditions to the Antarctic – so they would hopefully be ready for whatever came their way.


    And come their way it did.


    At six o’clock the sun slipped over the jagged koppies behind them, quickly spreading its glow between the rocks and across the veld. The almost treeless terrain fell away to the valley floor, a narrow stream cutting it in half. Several dozen ox-wagons were drawn up in a half-moon formation, a laager, behind them a dam big enough to form a natural barrier.


    Around the laager were several hundred people dressed in old-fashioned outfits. The men wore waistcoats, neckcloths and straw hats, and some of them sat on the backs of the wagons, casually smoking crooked old ceramic pipes, while women moved haphazardly between them, their dresses full and big-sleeved, the ensemble finished off with shawls and oddly shaped poke bonnets.


    Nearby, several dozen horses were tied up, occasionally pulling anxiously at their tethers when they heard a sudden noise, which was usually a shot from one of the old rifles that were being handed out by a military man at a nearby tent.


    Striding across the veld from the pair of cameras in the valley, maybe a hundred yards away, were several men, two of them dressed in suits, as if they were on their way to the office, and a police officer. From his movements it was clear that the stockier of the two suited men, with sandy-coloured hair and lively eyes behind metal-rimmed glasses, was in command. In his hand he held a bullhorn.


    After conferring with the men at the wagons, he pointed to the southern end of the dam, where there was a sluice, and below it the narrow stream that would play a crucial role in the day’s events.


    Up on the ridge, in the meantime, the crowd behind the cameramen had grown in number, people from nearby towns and gold mines – both white and black – who had heard the news: Something was happening at Elsburg! In no time, hundreds became thousands.


    In the open space between them and the cameras patrolled scores of policemen, some on horseback, while other men in uniform stood at positions along the eastern ridge and down its side.


    Several minutes before seven o’clock, the threatening rumbling began, a sound both in the air and on the ground, like an approaching stampede. It grew louder until the first group of 500 men breeched the ridge, the air filled with a chilling sound. Then came another squadron, then a third, until they were several thousand strong. To a man they were dressed in moochis made of animal skins, as well as armlets and leg pieces, each one carrying a shield and an assegai.


    Once they had all come to a stop, the dust churned up by their stomping feet hung menacingly over them. In the valley, the men in waistcoats had by now taken up their positions under and behind the crescent of wagons, their rifles at the ready. Unlike the carefully arranged warriors on the ridge, however, there was a distinct sense of disorder about them.


    A rushing sound of water came from near the wagons, as the sluice was opened to flood the stream. At that moment, the man with the sandy hair, who had once again taken his place behind the camera on the valley floor, raised a hand to the ridge and shouted into his bullhorn. The African warriors came streaming down the hill, chanting and waving their assegais as they ran.


    The cameramen had barely begun filming the warriors charge the wagons when something strange happened. They heard gunfire, erratic yet persistent. And then, from their right-hand side, the direction of the wagons, came a dozen men on horseback, charging straight for the oncoming horde. The guns kept blazing.


    In almost no time, the two sides confronted each other, and the men were clashing and falling. Africans were being shot at, unable to cover themselves from the stampeding men around them, and whites were being pulled off their horses and attacked. The man with the bullhorn ran towards them and started waving and shouting, but whatever he said was drowned out by the noise and gunfire around him.


    Dozens of policemen raced down the hill and were quickly in the midst of the fighting. By this stage, the warriors had reached the wagons and were in hand-to-hand combat with the men there. More rifle shots rang out, even from between the rocks, and people were running in all directions. Numerous men from both sides fell to the ground and didn’t get up.


    The cameramen on the hill had a choice: to keep filming, with dozens of policemen and technicians running haphazardly between the fighters and trying to break them up, or to miss their single opportunity to capture the production’s biggest and most important scene. It didn’t seem like any choice at all.


    As the fighting raged on in front of them, the greatest movie in the world lay on the brink of collapse.

  


  
    PART ONE


    1913


    A Wild, Crazy Idea
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    ‘The handsomest theatre in the subcontinent’, the Empire Palace.

  


  
    THE FALL OF THE EMPIRE


    It all began, quite fittingly, with a death.


    One wintry Monday morning three years earlier, on 19 May 1913, a flurry of people made their way to Commissioner Street on the east side of Marshalltown. Snaking around the corner into Kruis Street was a line beginning under a marquee that sparkled brightly at night. Even in daytime, two large words identified the building, ‘Empire Palace’, but to everyone it was more familiarly known as ‘The Empire’.


    With ornate turrets at each corner, the two-storey gabled building had become a landmark. ‘A spectacle of Edwardian luxury with 18 boxes, plus upholstery and drapes in green and gold – the handsomest theatre in the subcontinent,’ a newspaper bragged when it opened in 1906, although there was surely nothing as splendid between Commissioner Street and Leicester Square. With its 1 200 seats, the Empire was as big as the Aldwych Theatre in Covent Garden, and bigger than the Liberty Theatre on 42nd Street in New York.


    Inside the foyer, usually full of gaily dressed people bustling into a performance of a play or a musical, the outfits were now sombre work clothes or plain dresses. The theatre was already full, so new arrivals stood in the aisles and at the back or peered from the boxes above.


    No one was calling it a funeral exactly, but that’s what it felt like. The death of the Empire, and they the mourners who had come to pay their last respects. Many of them, whether housewife, miner, salesman or receptionist, carried a cherished memory, a performance they’d seen on this very stage: Marie Lloyd singing favourites like ‘Wink the Other Eye’ and ‘Twiggy-Vous’; the Spanish dancer La Tortajada clattering across the floorboards; Paul Cinquevalli, ‘the king of jugglers’; the opera singer Signor Foli from Ireland; the Flying Jordan acrobats; the French tightrope walker Blondin.


    From across the world, artists had come to Johannesburg, as if to some kind of El Dorado, a place of fantastic wealth and possible fame. Even though it was almost 400 miles inland from the nearest port, Durban, it had earned a place on most global tours – South Africa, Batavia, India, China, Australia – not just for solo artists but for major productions fresh off the stages of New York and London. ‘Recently on Broadway!’ read the banners, and ‘Just off the West End!’ They made the city feel just a little bit closer to the outside world.


    It had been like that almost from the very moment that gold was discovered in 1886. A troupe of Australian actors and opera singers, with several tons of costumes and scenery, made the excruciating trip to the City of Gold, first by train and then, when the tracks ran out, by ox-wagon. In the lead was a man previously known as Isaac Israel, who, with his black beard and retroussé nose, renamed himself to sound as magnificent as he was, Luscombe Searelle. On the mining camp he set up a shed that he called the Theatre Royal.


    After that, things were never the same. Musicals, boxing tourneys, betting parlours, penny arcades, roller-skating rinks, bars, peep shows, a racing track, motorcycle events – anything and everything was tried that could entertain the fast-growing town, of men mostly to start with, looking for places to spend their money. The number of brothels exploded.


    And oh, the circuses!


    Feeley competed with Cooke, Wirth and, of course, the German Pagel and his wife, who ‘swore like a trooper’, sold tickets but never gave change and ‘secured unprecedented publicity by driving in an open car accompanied by a large-maned lion which went with her on foot on a leash’.


    Out of them all, however, theatres were the fulcrum, regularly bending and shaping themselves to offer whatever was needed: vaudeville, music hall artistes, Shakespeare, magic lanterns, Gilbert & Sullivan, dance troupes, opera, tightrope walkers, magicians and prestidigitators like The Great Carter and Horace Goldin. They took to the stages of the Empire, His Majesty’s, the Grand and the Gaiety, the Standard, the German Turnhalle and the Wanderers, where Mark Twain, during his world tour of 1895, held his one-man show.


    For showmanship, few could outdo the circus master Frank Fillis. In 1888, four years before an actual train steamed into town, he brought his own train, a caravan of wagons that travelled all the way from Ladysmith, in Natal, preceded by a ‘Ceylon elephant’, five lions, five tigers, four jackals, two hyenas, two four-horned sheep, zebra, and so it went on. With them were tumblers, gymnasts, pigeon charmers, clowns and horses. The tent he set up was 130 feet in diameter, and later his property was big enough to stretch between Loveday and Harrison streets. Even the dour and serious president of the Transvaal, Paul Kruger, travelled from Pretoria to see Fillis perform stupefying acts, such as recreating Niagara Falls using thousands of gallons of precious water that the dry mining town seriously lacked.


    Entertainment was a balm, an elixir, an aphrodisiac, for those who needed to forget their isolation and regular adversity. If it wasn’t violent strikes, it was rampant phthisis among miners and unfair taxes foisted on the foreign-born residents called Uitlanders by Kruger’s government. A pervasive feeling of inequality and discontent pitted miner against magnate. Then came the war between the British and the Boers, in 1899, when almost everyone escaped, bought a one-way ticket out of town, to anywhere they could. Three years later, with the signing of a peace treaty in 1902, they returned in their thousands, and entertainment in the City of Gold was soon bigger than ever.


    Excess kept breaking boundaries. More and more money was spent to bring out shows, no matter how big, sometimes with entire orchestras, and to sail them, and tons of equipment, across the Atlantic and then put them on a train for another two days to reach the highveld. Visiting artists were booked for months in hotels like Luthje’s Langham and the Grand, sometimes even at the most famous of them all, the Carlton, which took up almost an entire block, provided air conditioning and a central vacuum cleaning system, and in its Turkish baths in the basement mining magnates were said to clinch their deals.


    WC Fields, Lillie Langtry, Owen Nares, Zena Dare – they all headlined here. And their salaries kept going up. At the Palladium, ‘only open for a few months, it came to light that the management was paying £650 a week for artists, including Daisy Wood, a vaudeville star. (It was an exorbitant sum, equivalent to more than £14 000 today.)


    The spending spree just couldn’t last, and by 1912 things started falling apart – rapidly. Actors were left stranded, and auctions and charity drives had to be held to pay for their tickets home, and for lodgings until then. Quite suddenly, it wasn’t just the Empire that was facing liquidation. It was almost every big theatre in the country.


    The way things were going, there would be many funerals.
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    As the auctioneer Richard Currie stood on the bare stage of the Empire in May 1913, he was straight-faced. It didn’t take him long to see that the people in front of him had no interest in what he was selling off. They were mostly curious spectators.


    He had a long list of items to go through, most of them a tougher sell than usual, laden as they were with incredible debt, and their liabilities understated. There were leases, shares and ‘furniture and appurtenances’ of the Empire and several other theatres around the country, all of them called the Grand, except for one, the Hall on the Sea in Durban. Included in one of the leases was an account for £20 000 spent on actors.


    Who in their right mind would buy any of this?


    Two men sat in the front, directly below Currie. One of them was Leonard Rayne, well known to audiences, friendly and respected. His theatre, the Standard, was almost the only one to have survived the ravaging storm tearing through his competitors.


    Next to him was a smaller man who was impeccably dressed, as if he had been put together by his own personal dresser that morning. He wore a starched collar, bow tie and colourful shirt, and not a hair on his head was out of place.


    Most people at the Empire would have known who he was, would have already seen his unusual Talbot touring car, which was famous for its speed, parked outside. He was the American Isidore William Schlesinger. His reason for being at the Empire was less clear, however, for his business was in real estate and insurance.


    When Currie opened the floor, the auditorium was as silent as a church. Only two offers were made, for one of the Grands, and both offers were paltry. ‘For the rest there were no bids.’


    As the crowd trickled out into the glaring white winter light and headed back to work or to Eloff or Twist streets for the tram, it was a sad day indeed. It felt like the end not only of a once-great theatre but also of an exciting world of showmanship for which the city had been famous for almost three decades.


    Little did they know that it was nothing of the kind. It was not a funeral at all, but the birth of something incredible, something they couldn’t have imagined in their wildest dreams. Like a phoenix rising, a whole new era of entertainment was upon them, and it would be led by the man being chauffeured away from the Empire in his shiny Talbot sedan.

  


  
    MAKING THINGS HUM


    For several months already, from early 1913, things had been happening behind closed doors.


    Inside a number of offices close to Market Square – at Barclays Bank and the imposing ten-storey National Bank, but most importantly at an ornate building directly opposite it on Harrison Street, the Colonial & Banking Trust – deals had been cut, voices raised, heavy sighs of resignation exhaled and contracts drawn up and signed.


    On the one side of the table were the desperate owners of the Empire, the Palladium, the Orpheum, the Alhambra and several other theatres around the country – the number was growing all the time – along with their creditors, the banks.


    On the other side was a man flush with cash and a well-known taste for investing in businesses that were struggling and cheap, despite knowing nothing about them. Besides being able to ‘sell hot potatoes in Hell’, he was ‘always on the qui vive’, as a friend put it, sniffing around for a new venture, and his ability to step in and turn around a failing business had earned him the reputation for being a kind of Mr Fixit with a Midas touch.


    It was IW Schlesinger.


    As much as he told people he wasn’t a gambler, Schlesinger clearly loved a risk, especially if he was the only person betting and he had complete control over the odds. His mining magnate friend Solly Joel, who had a passion for race horses, once invited him to the Turffontein track. IW declined, but added, ‘I will go with you only when I own the race track, the jockeys and the horses.’


    And that was exactly what he had in mind for the country’s theatres: buy as many as possible, for as little as possible, and then restructure and control them all. He believed in the power of the trust, a kinder word for a cartel or a monopoly. He would cut costs, merge businesses, put them all under one administration.


    Men who were once known for owning theatres were suddenly demoted and offered jobs managing them. There was the young Australian Rufe Naylor, ‘(c)olourful to a fault,’ a man who ‘alternated between “turf accountancy”, as he called it, otherwise bookmaking, theatre ownership (the Amalgamated chain) and newspaper production’; the Vaudette chain’s HS Kingdon; and, most regrettably, Edgar Hyman, who for almost two decades had reigned over the Empire and been an entertainment pioneer.


    The people who couldn’t abide the humiliation of IW’s ultimatum refused or resisted. In Cape Town, the well-known Fischer family and the respected Wilhelm Wolfram held out for as long as they could. Wolfram lasted for a year or two, the Fischers, quite astoundingly, for four.


    Schlesinger came in like a blunderbuss. As one American magazine wrote, he ‘fairly makes things hum’. His brash business style rubbed many people up the wrong way, especially those used to the more formal British manner of doing things.


    But much about IW didn’t sync with what the Rand was used to – where he came from, how he made his money, where he lived, who he fraternised with. He seemed to revel in his position as an outsider from the very start.


    He had arrived from New York in 1894 at the age of twenty-three with nothing in his pocket, ‘to try his luck.’ Within a year he had made a fortune in insurance, and then in real estate, starting suburbs with names neither entirely American nor British, like Parkhurst and Orange Grove. Then he moved into agriculture, fruit canning, banks and retail stores. Each year, the list kept growing.


    [image: ]


    The Carlton Hotel opened in 1906, the same year as IW’s favourite hotel in London, the Ritz. He moved in two years later. In his suite on the top floor, facing Eloff Street, he often held meetings as early as 6 am. He bought the Carlton in 1925.


    Even his Jewishness was slightly off-kilter. He was not of German extraction from England (like Solly Joel, Barney Barnato, Alfred Beit, Lionel Phillips and George Albu) but Hungarian from America. His family’s address for many years had been on Houston Street on the Lower East Side of Manhattan.


    Instead of living in a mansion on the ridges of Doornfontein or Parktown, which he could easily afford, he chose the top floor of the Carlton Hotel. In his penthouse the lights burned from five every morning, and he went on till eleven at night. For him there weren’t enough minutes in a day to do what he needed.


    ‘If ever I saw a man with his soul aflame, it was IWS,’ wrote one acquaintance, ‘for no trouble was too great, no detail too small, no task too long, for him to undertake if it meant the success of the particular scheme on which his attention was focused for the time being.’


    And in the middle of 1913, that ‘scheme’ was entertainment. With the Empire and a growing number of theatres in Johannesburg and Pretoria in hand, he travelled to Port Elizabeth, East London, Durban, Lourenço Marques, Bulawayo, to buy more ailing properties. So often did he travel on the Union Express that he joked with Sir William Hoy, the head of the South African Railways, that he was one of its best customers.


    By the middle of 1913, signs were already going up above the entrances of Schlesinger’s properties announcing that they were now part of a brand-new company called ‘African Theatres’.


    But what next? How could he stop an entertainment empire in free fall? What legerdemain was he going to perform to save them? The answer to that question lay far away, on two very different continents, in an industry that, typically, Schlesinger knew nothing about and which itself was in a state of flux like never before – the movies.

  


  
    A CONFLUX OF APPARENT MIRACLES


    It’s hard to imagine today, more than a century later, how chaotic and messy the advent of motion pictures was – even the very word ‘movie’ was tussled over, considered by some Americans to be vulgar – with countless people trying to get in on the action. By 1913, it had built up into a global frenzy.


    If, in the clandestine world of invention, there can be such a thing as a beginning, for movies it had come 20 years earlier, in the early 1890s. A number of men in England, America and Europe had been working on devices to show moving pictures – something more elaborate than just shifting slides in a magic lantern. Then, at about the same time, there were several remarkable breakthroughs.


    In New York, a Scotsman named William Kennedy Dickson came out with the Kinetograph. What it filmed, though, could be viewed by only one person at a time, looking through a peephole in another machine called the Kinetoscope. The slightly more advanced Pleograph was brought out by the Polish inventor Kazimierz Prószyński.


    Finally, in Paris in 1895, the brothers Auguste and Louis Lumière introduced the world to the Cinématographe, both camera and projector, which finally gave moving pictures wings to fly onto walls and screens. On 28 December, the first projection of a film before a paying audience took place at the Grand Café, near the Place Vendôme. It was hardly an auspicious start: the brothers could get barely 35 people to pay admission. ‘No major daily newspaper covered the event. (But) within days, lines trailed down the Boulevard des Capucines for four hundred yards.’


    In London the following year, 1896, the American magician Carl Hertz, famous for his vanishing birdcage act, was finishing off a run at the Alhambra of his popular show – ‘Entertainment of Wonders and Conflux of Apparent Miracles’ – and was about to set off on a year-long world tour, starting, as most tours of the Pacific region did, in South Africa.


    The Alhambra happened to have two models of a brand-new British projector called the Theatrograph, one of which, kept for emergencies, Hertz kept bothering the theatre to let him take on his travels.


    The ship to Cape Town, the Union-Castle line’s two-year-old Norman, was the perfect place to test the new machine. The ‘first truly “modern” Cape mail steamer’, it boasted a beautifully panelled dining saloon, with light pouring through a dome, and a lounge with recessed settees, where Hertz set up his Theatrograph.


    One can imagine the first-class passengers sitting enthralled as they watched the short films – five segments of 30 seconds each – barely noticing the strange west coast of Africa pass by outside. Hertz, after honing his new ‘entertainment of wonder’ at sea, was now ready for Johannesburg … and the Empire.


    The ten-year-old City of Gold was more on edge than usual when he arrived, for it was only a few days after Dr Leander Starr Jameson, a close associate of Cecil John Rhodes, had led a force of 500 armed men from Bechuanaland to seize Johannesburg and precipitate a rising against the Boer government, which the Uitlanders accused of denying them political rights and of charging exorbitant taxes but delivering little in return. The raid failed, the men were quickly rounded up, and the ringleaders were sentenced to death.


    ‘Those were stirring days in Johannesburg,’ Hertz wrote. ‘Martial law was in force … One night some shots were fired just outside, and everyone in the theatre jumped up and rushed out, leaving me standing there alone.’


    Suddenly, cheering could be heard outside – the ringleaders’ sentences had been commuted! The jubilant crowd came back inside, but it wasn’t to watch Hertz but to drink and celebrate at the bar. ‘When things had quietened down, we did big business and played to crowded houses.’


    Of all the acts in his ‘Entertainment of Wonders and Conflux of Apparent Miracles’, it was the short showings of the Theatrograph, tagged on at the end, that had the audience on their feet.


    ‘It is hard today to comprehend the full impact on audiences of 1896 of their first exposure to motion pictures,’ was written of a very similar scene playing out in New York that year. ‘Their amazement … shows what a great jump it was from the mechanically produced moving images in the magic lantern.’


    So popular was the Theatrograph that Hertz stayed on in South Africa for six months, long enough to befriend the mining magnate Barney Barnato and go to the races at Turffontein with him.


    Posters outside the Empire declared it ‘The Photo-Electric Sensation of the Day! The latest invention in photography, the most startling scientific marvel of the age.’


    Cottoning on to its potential, the Empire’s Edgar Hyman quickly got his own camera shipped out from London. Rather than waiting for film segments to arrive from abroad to show at his theatre, he would make his own.


    His most famous excursion was in 1898, when he set out for Pretoria with his orchestra leader, David Foote, doubling up as his assistant. Their goal was to film President Kruger, who was known to be publicity-shy, as he entered the republic’s parliament, the Raadsaal.


    The film, even though it was only seconds long, was taken to Kruger’s residence a while later, along with a small screen and a piano to play music to accompany the presentation.


    ‘We have come to show the picture of His Honour going to raad,’ Hyman told Kruger’s wife, Gezina.


    The president, a fervently religious man who read the Bible regularly and knew many passages off by heart, immediately demanded that the piano be removed. ‘What is this godless thing doing in my house?’ he asked. He could be convinced, however, to allow an organ to be brought in, and then the show began.


    By the following year, when the Anglo-Boer War broke out, Kruger would soon flee from the advancing British forces and Hyman started filming for the Warwick Trading Company in London. The war became a ‘happy hunting ground’ for foreign cameramen, and there were at least a dozen traipsing around the country, including even William Kennedy Dickson, the inventor of the Kinetograph. News, it soon became obvious, was a readymade source of entertainment for audiences always clamouring for something fresh.


    When the war was over and people returned in even greater numbers than before, theatres like the Empire had to carve out space on their already bloated – and expensive – list of offerings. To vaudeville, plays, magic acts, opera, orchestras, comedians, dancers and acrobats, they now had to add moving pictures.


    ‘“Bioscope fever” or “movie madness” had afflicted the country.’


    Small venues opened that offered pictures only, often shown in basements or sparse back rooms. In the Royal Arcade on Pritchard Street, people flocked to the Popular Bioscope Café, a ‘High-Class Tea-Room’. Even in the poorest neighbourhoods, such as Vrededorp and Chinatown, where you had to manoeuvre across a plank over a gutter and through a curtain, there was a projector flickering away. For the price of a cup of tea you could sit and watch a constantly repeating series of shorts, much the same as in London and New York.


    ‘Bioscope teas were particularly popular at the New Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly, where in 1908 the lady from the suburbs could pause in her afternoon’s shopping, and for a shilling enjoy a “dainty cup of tea and an animated display”.’


    [image: ]


    Shortly after it opened in late 1911, the Orpheum showed a short, locally made movie about a diamond heist. It was the first and last one made in the country until 1916.


    The American versions, ‘nickelodeons’ – where access cost a nickel (five cents) – were usually located in storefronts, and despite being uncomfortable and unventilated, were always packed.


    By 1910, Great Britain had 5 000 of these small venues, the US 10 000 (a number that would more than double in the following two years). Bigger premises came next, hybrids that could accommodate mixed bills, both stage shows and pictures – ‘bio-vaudeville’.


    In Johannesburg, there was ‘a band of fanatics … who used to hire halls anywhere we could and, sewing two double-bed sheets together, hung up the first cinema screens this country ever knew’.


    Then came the Bijou, the Clifton, the Union Picture Palace, the Gem, the Electric Theatre, the Apollo, the Adelphi – all names taken from abroad. In 1910, so eager were audiences to get inside the new 600-seat Tivoli Picture Palace, on President Street, that it opened even before there were any doors or windows and ‘the operator had to be hoisted up into his box since there was no stairway’. The projector was an old ‘“dog beater” machine … turned laboriously by hand’.


    Even more excitement was generated by the ‘Mammoth Theatre and Picture Palace’ the Orpheum, on the corner of Joubert and Jeppe streets, which advertised itself as ‘The Most Magnificent Bioscope Theatre in the World, 1 500 Beautiful Upholstered Arm Chairs, Spring Seats, Foot Rests, etc. Eleven Pure Marble Statues imported from Rome at a cost of £800.’


    Rufe Naylor, the young Australian who was well known at the racetrack, owned both the Tivoli and the Orpheum, even though his partner, a man named Marks Prechner, was less convinced about the viability of movies: ‘They are a passing phase like roller-skating, but we must try to make something out of them.’


    From cities and towns, the movie fad spread to every corner, even to small farm towns like Zuurbraak and De Rust. Peddlers who travelled the back roads sometimes got hold of a used ‘dog-beater’ they could set up on their wagons, ‘tagging a show onto their haberdashery.’


    ‘Townsfolk were forewarned with a dodger or handbill handed out beforehand.’ Sometimes shows were held in the magistrate’s court, the church hall or the hotel dining room. Even though the picture shook and wobbled and the film was often of the worst quality, people didn’t mind. And they couldn’t get enough.


    Some of the better travelling ‘bioscope men’ had with them an ‘apparatus generating oxygen, which had to be saturated with ether and burned on a piece of hardened lime, which then became incandescent and provided the rays for the bioscope machine’. It was a dangerous affair, and in Mafeking one night, one man’s ‘limelight plant’ exploded, causing him to lose his arm.


    For the public’s insatiable demand there was an ever-growing supply of segments, ‘short narratives, scenics (views of the world from moving trains), “actualities” (precursors of later documentary films), illustrated song slides, local or touring song and dance acts, comedies, melodramas, problem plays, stop action sequences, and sporting events.’


    Mostly the films came from France, Germany, Italy, Denmark, Sweden, Britain and the US. The biggest studio in the world, Babelsberg, opened outside Berlin in 1912. In Italy, 200 production companies were turning out three short movies a day. Danish pictures, which saw their golden age from 1910, ‘rivaled those of Hollywood for popularity on the screens of Paris, London, Berlin and New York’.


    Other countries were also trying to get in on the act, including Japan, Russia, Mexico and Argentina. Even Australia, despite its distance from London and New York, produced no fewer than 50 narrative pictures in 1911. Most significantly, in 1906, it had made The Story of the Kelly Gang, about the famous outlaw and murderer. While most moving pictures internationally lasted no longer than 15 minutes, or one reel, it ran for a full 70 – the world’s first narrative ‘feature’.


    But the US reigned supreme, if only because of its staggering output. By 1913, the country was exporting 32 million feet of film – at least 32 000 hours – a figure that would quadruple within the next decade. About half of that went to Europe.


    In this vast and exploding landscape, South Africa was a blip on the screen. In 1913, it imported only 10 000 feet from the US (or less than a fraction of one per cent). Johannesburg might have punched far above its weight, importing the best stage acts since 1886, and South Africa was by far the biggest importer of film and had the biggest audience in Africa. But in world terms, it was a pinprick.


    It was into this huge, crazy, boisterous, unpredictable, frenetic new world that IW was about to dive headlong and, it seemed, totally oblivious of what he was getting into.


    With the paint barely dry on the signs for his new African Theatres, Schlesinger launched a second company called African Film Productions, or ‘African Films’. His plan was to build a studio in the City of Gold, where he himself would make movies.


    It was anyone’s guess what they would be about, or how he would do it, but IW knew exactly. As with all his other businesses, he turned his attention to the northern hemisphere for ideas. Quite coincidentally, something fantastic was happening there.
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