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            INTRODUCTION

         

         This book is all about Harry Houdini, who was one of the most famous and unusual entertainers in the world. We’re going to see him in action, but the best way to get a really good view is to put on an old raincoat and a shabby hat, and make sure you’ve got a notepad and a chewed pencil. Ready? Good. Now we’ll travel back in time …

         7th July 1912, New York City, USA

         Harry is standing on a barge that’s floating on New York’s East River. Over on the quayside, a massive crowd has gathered to watch what he’s about to do, but thanks to our disguises we’re sneaking on board with a gang of press reporters to get a closer look. (If anyone asks who you are, just jab your pencil at them and say, ‘Hey, buddy, I’ll ask the questions around here.’ You’ll be fine.)

         Anybody might think Harry was going for a swim, but then you spot one of his assistants clamping his wrists in a pair of handcuffs.

         ‘Hey, Mr Houdini, are those your own cuffs?’ asks one reporter.

         ‘Yeah, I bet they’ve got a secret catch to release them!’ says another. Harry gives us all a cold stare.

         ‘Police cuffs,’ he says in his German accent. He suddenly shoves his hands towards you.

         ‘You want to try them?’ The handcuffs are locked tight and look heavy.

         You shake your head! Harry flashes a cheeky smile, then steps back. He has a set of leg irons locked round his ankles.
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         This is starting to look nasty. Harry is staring into the water. Surely he’s not going in? The weight of all that metal would drag him straight to the bottom! And just in case that isn’t bad enough, three strong men have lifted him into a wooden box and they’re nailing the lid down.

         What on earth is Harry going to do?

         The barge crane hoists the box up above the deck, then swings it out over the river. The crowd on the quayside have been getting louder, first gasping then groaning … but suddenly they fall silent.

         For a moment the box hangs in space, then the crane starts letting the rope out. The box hits the surface of the water then sinks down. A few last bubbles of air come up as it disappears deep into the darkness.
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         Screams are coming from the crowd on the quayside. People at the back are pushing forward, trying to see what’s happening, and the ones at the front are struggling not to fall over the edge!

         All around us on the barge, reporters are scribbling away madly, but we find ourselves staring at the men working the ropes. Why don’t they pull the box back up? In fact, they’re just letting more and more rope out! Don’t they know Harry’s down there?

         A whole minute passes, but then suddenly a huge cheer goes up. People are pointing to a spot further down the river. There’s something splashing about in the water. It’s a man and he’s waving.

         It’s Harry! He’s escaped from the box!

         Thank goodness he’s safe, because there’s no doubt about it – Harry could easily have died!
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            1 WHO WAS HARRY?

         

         If you wanted to describe Harry in one word, HUNGRY would be a good one. When he was growing up, he was often hungry for food, but more importantly he was always hungry for adventure, challenges, fame and success. He refused to let anything or anyone beat him.

         Harry always said he was American, but this wasn’t true. He was actually born in the city of Budapest on 24th March 1874 … and Budapest is the capital of Hungary. So you could say he was a hungry Hungarian.
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         (Harry and his mum weren’t speaking in English; they always spoke to each other in German.)

         HOW DID HARRY END UP IN AMERICA?
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         Harry’s dad was Mayer Samuel Weisz. He was an important Jewish scholar and lawyer, so he was known as Rabbi Weisz. 

         Harry’s mum was a small lively woman, twelve years younger than the rabbi and called Cecilia. When Harry was a baby, there were already two older brothers plus a stepbrother from his dad’s first marriage.

         At first life was good, but when Harry was just one year old, his father suddenly ran off!
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         Nobody knows for sure why he went, but according to one story, Rabbi Weisz had been challenged to a duel by a Hungarian prince, and had ended up killing him!
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         It was three years before the rabbi could arrange for his family to join him. In the meantime Cecilia struggled to raise the boys on her own, and that included baby Theodore who was born after his father had gone. Little Harry was just starting to walk and talk; he could see how hard his mum had to work to look after them all, and he adored her for it. Whenever he screamed she would hug him and he would calm down so quickly it was almost like magic.

         Of course she hugged the other boys too, but they soon grew out of it. Harry never did – even as a grown-up!

         Harry’s dad sent letters home from America, and eventually, when Harry was four, the family sailed across the ocean to join him. They all crammed into the cheapest section of the steamship Frisia, sleeping on wooden benches and eating disgusting food. Harry and baby Theodore clung on to his mum for thirteen long days and nights as the boat rumbled and rocked its way to America.

         When they arrived, it must have seemed like an alien world. The language was strange, the buildings were all modern, and everything was faster and louder. Even their name changed, because as soon as they got off the boat the officials decided the ‘z’ in Weisz looked too foreign and so it became Weiss. They finally settled with their father in the state of Wisconsin by the Great Lakes, in a place called Appleton.
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         And in some ways, it was where Harry was born, because Appleton was where little Ehrich started to turn into Harry Houdini.

      

   


   
      
         

            2 HARRY AND THE HEADLESS MAN

         

         By the time Harry was eight years old, he had five brothers and a baby sister and life hadn’t got any easier. Harry’s mum never managed to learn English, so the family all talked in German. (Harry never lost his German accent!) Harry’s dad struggled to find work, and on one awful day Harry’s baby sister, Carrie Gladys, had an accident that left her almost blind.

         Money was so short that Harry didn’t go to school much. Instead he did anything he could to bring home a few extra coins. He ran errands, polished shoes, sold newspapers and he even begged on the streets.

         Sometimes he’d be joined by his little brother Theodore, whose family nickname had become ‘Deshi’ for short and then ‘Dash’. Harry and Dash were best friends for life. One afternoon they turned a disaster into an adventure, when they were proudly heading home with $2 in change. Dash had insisted on carrying it.
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         When they got home, all that was left was one tiny nickel (worth five cents). Cecilia was almost in tears. Harry couldn’t bear it, so he grabbed Dash and ran to a florist’s, where they bought a single flower and sold it to a stranger for a dime (ten cents).

         They went back in to buy two more flowers, sold these and went back again until they had enough money to replace the $2 they had lost!

         Harry was always desperate to cheer his mum up and help her forget how hard their life was. Sometimes, if he had money to hand over, he hid the coins in his clothes and hair and made them appear by ‘magic’. The magic wasn’t terribly clever. He might just ask his mum to shake him so the coins fell out, which made her laugh. Harry was discovering what it was like to entertain an audience and he loved it.

         THE RED STOCKINGS


         By the time he was nine, Harry had started putting on a completely different sort of show for the family and their neighbours.
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         Harry was very athletic, and keen to find out what he could make his body do. He was always fascinated by the circus acrobats who came to town, and so he taught himself to walk a tightrope. He had also seen a contortionist who could bend his body in strange ways and fit himself into a tiny box, so Harry tried that too! He even invented his own tricks, such as bending over backwards and picking up pins with his teeth. (And he claimed he could do the same trick with his eyelids!)
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         He spent so much time with the circus people that eventually they let him appear in a show and they even paid him 35 cents, his first ever showbiz wages! It was enough to buy a bag of groceries and put a smile on his mum’s face.

         For hours every day, Harry would exercise and stretch and twist himself until his whole body became very strong and very bendy. He was actually dreaming of becoming a sportsman – a runner or a swimmer – but all this training would be vital for his escapes later on! 

         MAGIC FINGERS


         Harry never let himself rest. Above all, he kept his hands busy. He found books in the library which taught him little bits of magic involving coins and cards. Harry would study these books through the night, practising the tricks over and over again. Even at mealtimes he’d eat with one hand and be twiddling a coin with the other, and soon he was performing on street corners to earn tips from passers-by.

         To do these tricks well, you have to have perfect control of every single finger. Have a go yourself! Try quickly running through these finger patterns keeping your open fingers straight!
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         You can make cards or coins appear and disappear in your hand! Here’s how Harry did it.

         Coin in hand Cover it up Now it’s gone! Cover it up again It’s back!
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         It takes a long time to get it right. No wonder Harry practised so much!

         HARRY’S STRANGE HOBBY


         When his body was too tired to exercise any more, Harry’s brain was still busy. He started to fiddle with the locks on the cupboards at home. He saw them as puzzles – could he undo them without using a key?

         Most locks have a set of little levers inside them which stop the bolt moving so the door stays shut. When the key turns, it lifts the levers out of the way so that the bolt can slide across and then the door will open. The levers have to be lifted exactly the right amount, which is easy with the key, but Harry worked out how to lift them with a buttonhook, like this one:
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         He couldn’t resist using his new skill, and one morning, when Harry was 11, everybody in the street woke up to find all their doors had been unlocked.

         Harry’s dad was not amused, but his mum made a clever suggestion. Instead of punishing him, Harry was sent to live with a locksmith called Mr Hanauer. It was perfect for Harry! He’d get up early every morning and go out for a long hard run, then he’d  come back and spend the whole day investigating every different kind of lock. Clever locks, heavy locks, tiny locks, trick locks … Harry saw how they were put together, how all the little springs and levers moved and, of course, how to pick them open! He was such a fast learner that one day he took Mr Hanauer completely by surprise.
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         Two sandwiches with coffee later …
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         Although he was pleased with his little trick, he never imagined it would ever be of any use to him. Harry knew exactly how he was going to find fame and fortune. He was going to be a runner or a swimmer or even a boxer in the Olympic Games! But that was before his dad took him to a show that completely blew his mind …

         HARRY HAS A NIGHTMARE


         The theatre was quite dark and the stage curtains were black. Dr Lynn stepped out in front of the footlights and introduced himself. He was English and he started his show with small tricks and a stream of jokes, before calmly announcing that he was going to cut a man to pieces and put him back together.

         Harry didn’t quite know what to expect, until a screen was pulled aside. There was a real live man standing upright tied to a board. The man could scratch his head and speak to the audience, so Harry knew it wasn’t a dummy! But surely he wouldn’t really be chopped up, not in front of all these people?

         The magician put the assistant to sleep with a spell, then pulled out a long curved sword and raised it up. A few people in the audience groaned and covered their eyes. Harry couldn’t bear to watch, but he couldn’t bear to miss it either.
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         He swallowed hard and stared at the tied-up man. The sword came down and chopped off the man’s arm, which hung there, held by the rope. Dr Lynn pulled it free and put it to the side of the stage. Amazingly, there was no blood anywhere! He raised the sword again and chopped off the assistant’s leg. Once again – no blood!

         Finally he threw a black cloth over the assistant’s head and waved the sword. The head came away wrapped in the cloth, just leaving an empty space above the neck. Dr Lynn then carried the black bundle to the front of the stage. ‘Who wants it?’ he shouted. Everybody was trembling and groaning, but then the cloth fell open. It was empty!

         The trick ended with a screen being pulled in front of the rest of the body, and then a few moments later the assistant walked out completely unharmed.

         The relieved audience went wild. Harry jumped to his feet and applauded with them, then looked back at his dad, who gave him a wink and smile.
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         That show stuck in Harry’s mind for ever, and it taught him two important lessons.

         The first was that audiences liked to have their imaginations stirred up! Harry had been thrilled by the high tightrope walkers at the circus, but Dr Lynn’s trick was even better. It was creepy, it was dangerous and it put people on the edge of their seats, so it was exactly the sort of thing Harry wanted to do!

         The second lesson was this: don’t let anybody steal your tricks. But he learned that one much later.

         The real Dr Lynn was very famous, and there’s no record of him being in Wisconsin at that time. The man Harry saw was almost certainly an imposter, making money by stealing the real doctor’s ideas and pretending to be him.

         Thank goodness Harry didn’t realize this at the time. His deeply religious dad had always taught him that stealing was a sin, so even when Harry was at his poorest, he never stole anything in his life. More importantly, if anyone ever tried to steal from him, they were asking for trouble!

         
            SO HOW WAS IT DONE?


            The trick relied on one of the most useful tools in magic – black velvet. The stage would have a black velvet curtain at the back, and then if the lighting was right, anything else in front of it covered in black velvet would seem invisible. To make the man’s head disappear, the magician would throw the cloth over him, then sneak a black velvet hood over his head. When the cloth was pulled away, the head would look like it had disappeared! More black velvet and dummy parts created the illusion of the arm and leg coming away. If you cover your whole body in black velvet, it will look like your head’s floating!
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            These days we’re used to seeing strange effects on TV, in films and on the internet; however, back in the 1880s, before everyone had cameras, people only ever saw what was happening in real life in front of them, so when they watched something that seemed impossible, it really freaked them out!
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