
        
            
                
            
        

    




British Horror Films
That Time Forgot





Thomas Baxter


© Copyright 2024 Thomas Baxter



-





Contents

Author's Note

The Appointment (1982)
Bloodbath at the House of Death (1984)
Bloodstream (1985)
Bloody New Year (1987)
The Brain (1962)
Cold Light of Day (1989)
The Comeback (1978)
Corruption (1968)
Craze (1974)
Curse of the Fly (1965)
Daemon (1985)
Dark Places (1973)
Dead End (1980)
Devil Doll (1964)
Doctor Blood's Coffin (1961)
Dominique (1979)
Don't Open Till Christmas (1984)
Don't Talk To Strange Men (1962)
Dream Demon (1988)
Exposé (1976)
The Fiend (1972)
Fright (1971)
The Frozen Dead (1966)
Full Circle (1977)
Funny Man (1994)
Haunted (1995)
The Hound of the Baskervilles (2002)
The House in Nightmare Park (1973)
House of Mortal Sin (1976)
House of Mystery (1961)
The House That Vanished (1973)
I Bought a Vampire Motorcycle (1990)
I Don't Want to Be Born (1975)
Incense for the Damned (1971)
Inseminoid (1981)
Killer's Moon (1978)
Lighthouse (1999)
Link (1986)
Mumsy, Nanny, Sonny and Girly (1970)
The Mutations (1974)
Omen III: The Final Conflict (1981)
Panic (1978)
Paperhouse (1988)
Persecution (1974)
Rawhead Rex (1986)
Razor Blade Smile (1998)
The Road Builder (1971)
Schizo (1976)
Scream for Help (1984) 
Screamtime (1983)
The Sender (1982)
The She Beast (1966)
The Shout (1978)
Sleepwalker (1984)
Symptoms (1974)
Tales That Witness Madness (1972)
Tower of Evil (1972)
Trog (1970)
Underworld (1985)
Unman, Wittering and Zigo (1971)
Unmasked Part 25 (1988)
What Waits Below (1984)
The Wicker Tree (2011)
Xtro Trilogy (1982-1995)
The Young Poisoner's Handbook (1995)

Photo Credit


AUTHOR'S NOTE

Everyone
has watched things like The Wicker Man or Shaun of the Dead or Don't
Look Now. Many of us have watched all the Amicus and Hammer films.
However, there are many films in the long history of British horror
which are either obscure or simply somewhat forgotten. Have you, for
example, ever watched Unmasked Part 25? Xtro II? How about Screamtime
or Bloodstream? Have you ever sat through The House That Vanished or
Persecution? What about Sleepwalker or The Shout? In this book we will
shine a light on some of the lesser viewed films in the history of the
British horror industry. 

I should point out that this book
eschews the cavalcade of British horror films which have been inflicted
on us in more recent years. There are so many of these VOD and straight
to DVD type films it is nearly impossible to keep track and a large
number of them are nigh on unwatchable. That would be a book in and of
itself. It is not really applicable to call (to pluck something at
random) a film like Strippers vs Werewolves a 'forgotten' horror film
in the way that you might call Symptoms a forgotten horror film. Films
like Strippers vs Werewolves were forgotten the second they were
birthed into existence. Old films are often fascinating for the British
horror fan to 'discover' - which assuredly can't be said of newer films
in the vein of Strippers vs Werewolves. We will though go up to 2011 in
this book in order to discuss the doomed Wicker Man sequel. 

Some
of the films in this book are excellent (Symptoms, Full Circle, Unman,
Wittering and Zigo, Paperhouse etc) and some of the films in this book
are terrible (I'm looking directly at you Incense for the Damned).
Going through them all though, even the bad ones, was a lot of fun. One
last thing I should add is that my thoughts on the films which follow
are merely of course my own opinion. You may enjoy some of these films
more than I did and you may not love all the ones that I loved. It's
down down to personal taste. 

Vampire motorcycles, devil dolls,
killer chimps, escaped lunatics, lighthouse horrors, troglodytes in
caves, Satanic sacrifice in an antiques shop, demon babies who don't
want to be born, teleportation shenanigans cursed by a fly, frozen
Nazis, video nasties, zombies in Cornwall, louche vampire cults,
necrophile killers, human/plant hybrid horrors, dream demons, murderous
Punch & Judy men, killer garden gnomes, outer space terror,
murderous priests, mansion mysteries, woodland secrets, ghosts,
Christmas splatter fests, babysitters in peril. All this and much more
awaits in the British Horror Films That Time Forgot...


THE APPOINTMENT (1982)

The
Appointment was directed Lindsey C. Vickers - who worked on some of the
Hammer films and had previously directed a short film called The Lake.
The frustrating treatment of The Appointment meant he never directed
anything again - which is a shame. The Appointment was financed by the
National Coal Board Pension Fund and was proposed as one of a number of
television films which would make up a sort of anthology series. The
other films did not transpire though and The Appointment did not get a
cinema release. It was available on home video for a time but then
became a lost film that had been completely forgotten. Thankfully it
was recently rediscovered and given a DVD release.

The film
takes place in the Home Counties. It begins with a schoolgirl named
Sandy (Auriol Goldingham) walking home along a footpath by the woods
after school. She's part of the school orchestra and carries a violin
case. Voices call out to her from the woods, which make her nervous,
and all of a sudden she's violently dragged away by an unseen force.
Holy cripes. This scene is terrifying. What an opening! These early
scenes have a voiceover of a police officer reading the reports on
Sandy's disappearance. They soon drop the voiceover though. You think
that the film is going to be about the mystery of what happened to
Sandy but it isn't at all. The film then changes into a strange and
sometimes unfathomable psychological drama. 

The Appointment is
always weirdly compelling though and plays a bit like a very bizarre
episode of Hammer House of Mystery & Suspense. What is the main
plot of The Appointment? Ian (the great Edward Woodward in a very large
pair of glasses) lives in a nice house with his wife Dianna (Jane
Merrow) and fourteen year-old daughter Joanne (Samantha Weysom). Joanne
seems to have a very close bond with her father and is devastated when
she learns he can't attend her school music concert (she’s a talented
violinist) because he has to attend some sort of work related meeting
many miles away. Joanne throws a giant strop and although Ian feels
guilty to miss the recital he decides he has no choice because the work
related meeting is very important. 

That night Ian dreams about
his car being attacked by Rottweilers. His wife also has strange
dreams. On his long drive to his meeting, Ian seems to keep
encountering a lorry with Rottweilers on the side. Meanwhile, we see
Joanne talking to something unseen by the (now fenced off) area of the
woods where Sandy vanished. What can any of this mean? 

The
Appointment is not one of those films that gives you all the answers so
you have to fill in some of the blanks for yourself. It seems pretty
obvious though that Joanne has some sort of psychic ability - or dark
powers. There is an obvious link between Sandy and Joanne which may (or
may not) be significant. 

The film also appears to suggest that
there might be something unhealthy going on between Ian and his
daughter in that she is very possessive of him. Ian goes to enter
Joanne's room at night but then decides not to. It seems unlikely that
this subtext was unwitting or unintentional. Samantha Weysom (who has
no acting credits beyond 1991) gives a rather bizarre performance with
an odd (and wooden) line delivery but you know what? It actually works
for the character. It makes Joanne seem weird.

It is sometimes
said that this film is not horror and has no gore but that's not true.
It has a consistently unsettling atmosphere thanks to the sound effects
and score and a mechanic meets a very nasty end at one point. The film
jumbles up dreams and reality in an effective way so sometimes you
aren't quite sure what is real. Much of the film is just Edward
Woodward driving in his car and, blimey, what a journey. It seems as if
he drives halfway around the world! I bet part of the appeal for Edward
Woodwood in taking this film was that he'd get to sit down for most of
it! Why not just take the train? He'd surely get to his destination
quicker.

The car crash sequence near the end is utterly
brilliant. It's sort of ridiculous at first but then becomes terrifying
when the car flips up over a precarious drop. The sequence where Ian is
all bloodied and dazed and trapped in his car (which is perched in
trees!) is both gripping and frightening. There's some nice outdoor
location work in the driving scenes. Woodward earns his money with this
crash sequence alone. The Appointment is a fascinating thriller/horror
that deserved a wider audience. It's a shame really that it didn't get
more attention. It would have made a great episode in either of the
1980s Hammer television shows. This film might be a bit slow for some
but it is worth sticking with and is one of those films that lingers in
the memory for a while after you've seen it. 


BLOODBATH AT THE HOUSE OF DEATH (1984)

Bloodbath
at the House of Death was directed by Ray Cameron - who wrote the film
with Barry Cryer. This was ostensibly a vehicle for the comedian and
radio presenter Kenny Everett and made by the creative team from his
television show. In the film Kenny is Dr Lukas Manderville, the head of
a team of scientists who investigate Headstone Manor, a reputedly
haunted residence where dark things once happened. Needless to say
there are soon spooky shenanigans aplenty as blood sloshes around and
people are bumped off... 

I can't say I'm the biggest fan of
spoof parody horror films. Naturally, you have your gold standard in
Young Frankenstein and Shaun of the Dead and ones that were enjoyable
enough (like Carry On Screaming and A House in Nightmare Park) but a
great many horror spoofs are absolutely tedious to sit through. Sadly,
Bloodbath at the House of Death falls firmly into the tedious category.
This film fails to mimic the atmosphere and style of the films it is
attempting to spoof and it also fails to make you laugh. So you have
the worst of all worlds. A badly made horror parody with a terrible
script. In this desperately unfunny film the jokes land with an audible
thud as tumbleweed blows past in the background. 

The best part
of the film is the massacre at the start because it feels the most like
watching a straight horror film from this era. Once that is over with
the film falls off a cliff - unless that is you like endless fart jokes
and Kenny Everett doing a comedy German accent. Someone will shriek in
the film to look out for a bat and then get hit by a cricket bat. These
are the sort of jokes you get in Bloodbath at the House of Death. At
one point a character investigates the house to the strains of spooky
music. When he opens the toilet it turns out Dr Manderville is sitting
in there with a cello playing the spooky music. You can see these jokes
coming a mile off. 

It is probably unfair to be too harsh on
the shortcomings of Bloodbath at the House of Death because it was
clearly made with little money (and probably quickly too) but this is a
curiously flat and tame affair for a horror spoof made in the early
1980s at the height of the video nasty era. You always hope that
Bloodbath at the House of Death is going to be more outrageous when it
comes to gore and sexploitation but it never really is. You have a few
bits of nudity and some murders and Pamela Stephenson (as Kenny's nerdy
assistant Dr Barbara Coyle) has sex with a ghost but this is the sort
of film which thinks the height of comedy and shock is to make Vincent
Price swear while presiding over a cult ritual. 

There are a
lot of familiar faces in the film. Don Warrington of Rising Damp,
Gareth Hunt of The New Avengers, Cleo Rocos (from Kenny's television
show), Graham Stark from the Pink Panther films, and horror icon
Vincent Price. Price does his thing in cult robes and I'm sure he had
no idea what he was even acting in here. It is rather sad that
Bloodbath at the House of Death was the last British horror film that
Price ever appeared in. You also get Sheila Steafel, John Fortune, and
David Lodge. There is a palpable desperation to some of the
performances in the film. You sense that the cast knew this was a
stinker as they gamely mug their parts to no avail.

Bloodbath at
the House of Death spoofs all manner of films to little effect. Slasher
films, An American Werewolf in London, Alien, Invasion of the Body
Snatchers, The Wicker Man, E.T. There's a bit of Carry On to the film
at times with the innuendo but if you want that you'd be much better
off just watching a Carry On film. The film attempts (endlessly) to
mine comedy from things like Pamela Stephenson's character having a
speech impediment or Kenny's character having a metal leg but none of
this is funny. Kenny Everett was a pretty big star in Britain when this
film was made and is considered to be something of a genius when it
came to radio presenting and radio comedy. His comedy television sketch
show was also a very big deal at the time (though unavoidably dated
today with its reliance on special effects and scantily clad women). 

On
the evidence of Bloodbath at the House of Death you'd have to say that
Kenny's shtick does not translate into a feature length comedy film.
Maybe he was just better in smaller doses. If you take something like
The House in Nightmare Park (a film we'll discuss in this book), that
works better than Bloodbath at the House of Death as a horror spoof
because it is well made in the style of the sort of film it is seeking
to parody. The House in Nightmare Park also works better as a horror
spoof because you have Frankie Howerd at the heart of it. Howerd has
enough presence and talent as a screen comic to take command of The
House in Nightmare Park and mask some of its flaws. The same can't be
said of Kenny Everett in Bloodbath at the House of Death. You wouldn't
even miss Dr Manderville if he vanished from this film whereas you
WOULD miss Frankie Howerd if his Twelvetrees character suddenly
vanished from The House in Nightmare Park. 

Bloodbath at the
House of Death devolves into a series of unfunny comedy sketches (which
you could probably show in any order without it making a difference)
with terrible editing and wooden performances. By the way, look out for
former page 3 girl Debbie Linden as the topless girl at the start.
Debbie Linden was in many comedy shows  and also stuff like The
Wildcats of St Trinians and Bergerac. She sadly died of a drug overdose
at the age of thirty-six. Barry Cryer, the writer of this film, has a
cameo at the start as a police officer. Sadly, I'm not even joking when
I say that Barry gives one of the best performances in the film! And
one more thing, before I move on from Bloodbath at the House of Death,
at one point the characters in the spooky house have nothing for dinner
but then find a pie which has been conveniently left by someone. I
wonder if this inspired a similar moment in the amusing Danny Dyer
horror film Severance? 


BLOODSTREAM (1985)

The
prolific zero budget filmmaker Michael J. Murphy churned out a great
many films - some of which were lost or never finished. His legacy
lives and you can even buy a Michael J. Murphy box-set these days -
which is worth a look for the scrappy but amusing horror films which
lace the Murphy oeuvre. Bloodstream is one such scrappy horror film.
These days anyone can make a zero budget film using their phone but
Murphy didn't have that luxury back in 1985. He had to do things the
hard way. Bloodstream revolves around a struggling filmmaker named
Alistair Bailey (Patrick Oliver) who has just made a cheap horror film
called (you guessed it) Bloodstream. The film is screened for William
King (Mark Wells) - that is to say he watches it on video in his
office. King is a distributor of bargain basement video nasties and
sexploitation films. He has a moustache and cigar and is rude to
everyone. 

Bailey, who is flat broke, has high hopes for
Bloodstream but is dismayed when King tells him that the film is a load
of old cobblers unworthy of his time. He tells Bailey to sling his
hook. Bailey points out that he is owed money and has a contract but
King, the crafty and crooked businessman that he is, has this covered
and tells Bailey that the small print of the contract (clause 25 to be
precise) stipulates that he can terminate their contract at any time
should he deem the film to be a load of cobblers. As he has literally
just done that, Bailey, in legal terms, doesn't have a leg to stand on.
Mr King did not get where is by being nice. That's for sure. 

Bailey
goes home to his grotty flat to mope and watch horror films. There is a
twist because King has swindled him. In reality, King thinks that
Bloodstream could be a nice little earner. King distributes the film
without telling Bailey - thus keeping the money for himself. However,
King's long suffering secretary Nikki (Jacqueline Logan) tells Bailey
what has happened and together they devise a grisly horror film themed
revenge...

Bloodstream is very rough around the edges (which is
obviously to be expected) and the acting is terrible (which is also to
be expected). The story was apparently inspired by Michael J. Murphy
being ripped off by a distributor himself. Making this film must have
been rather cathartic you'd imagine. Bailey dresses up as a masked
killer from his horror film and basically murders everyone connected to
King - including his wife, mistress, brother-in-law, and daughter.
King's dog even buys it too - which I didn't appreciate too much. Keep
dogs out of these films please. 

What is most fun about
Bloodstream is the little clips from horror films we get when Bailey
watches videos at home. Some of these are from Murphy's own films. The
mash-up of all this weird stuff is not unlike the frazzled style of the
V/H/S anthology franchise which is quite popular today. The 'films
within a film' gimmick of Bloodstream is by far its biggest trump card
and these little clips are an enjoyably mixed bag of horror tropes.
Some are amusing, some are hokey, some are gruesome, some are silly.
There's even a smidgen of soft-porn thrown into the blender. There's an
Exorcist rip-off with green vomit, zombies, a man ripping his face off,
gladiator fights, a hunchback, a werewolf, vampires. 

My
favourite clip by far is where some suave cannibal killer is having
dinner with a woman and, when she inquires as to what she is eating, he
calmly tells her she is dining on her husband's bottom. Bailey shoots
the murders he commits on a camera in order to create the ultimate
'real' horror film. Peeping Tom is obviously the biggest touchstone for
Murphy in terms of his concept here. There is a fun amount of gore in
Bloodstream and the most graphic death comes when a woman gets a knife
down her throat. Having said that though there's a nasty bit in the
Exorcist knock-off where the priest ends up with electrodes in his
eyes. The basic premise of Bloodstream is fun and while Michael J.
Murphy is not Wes Craven and was working here with a budget that
wouldn't even stretch to a packet of Wotsits and a can of pop, this
film is fun too for the most part. 

I'm not entirely convinced
there is quite enough story and mayhem here to justify a feature length
running time and Bloodstream is not without a few dull stretches but it
is fascinating and enjoyable nonetheless to be taken back in time to
the world of low-budget British horror filmmaking aimed at the video
market during the video nasty era. Murphy seems to have a few points to
make about the impact of screen violence but the main subtext of this
film seems to be that poverty, getting ripped-off, and frustration turn
people bad - not cheap horror films. One criticism I would add in
relation to the film is that the incessant synth score in Bloodstream
makes it very difficult to pick up all of the dialogue. You do find
yourself straining at times to decipher what someone has just said. 

There
is a bit of a twist at the end of Bloodstream which you will probably
see coming. Murphy has fun in the last shot by paying homage to Psycho.
Bloodstream is not by any stretch of the imagination a good film. It is
badly made and has terrible acting. But it is fun and quite inventive
in its own strange way. The melange of strange images becomes quite
compelling in the end and you admire the plucky effort of everyone
involved. Murphy, before he sadly passed away, did a new version of
this in which the dubbing of the actors was improved. Murphy also
redubbed the part of the sleazy distributor character himself.
Bloodstream is easy to stream these days so worth a look if you are
curious. In fact, the last time I checked you could even watch this on
YouTube. 


BLOODY NEW YEAR (1987)

Bloody
New Year (aka Time Warp Terror) was directed by Norman J. Warren and
written by Frazer Pearce. Warren is best known for films like Prey and
maybe Inseminoid. Bloody New Year, which was the last feature length
film Warren made, is fairly obscure by comparison although it has
appeared on Talking Pictures quite recently. This film was not a happy
experience for Norman J. Warren. He complained that the producer had no
interest in horror films and was also unhappy about the musical score
(featuring songs by Magnus and Chas Cronk's band Cry No More). If his
later interviews are anything to go by, Warren had pretty much disowned
Bloody New Year and didn't think too much of it at all. 

Anyway,
what is the plot of this film? That's a very good question. A group of
teenagers (all of whom, in traditional horror film fashion, look a bit
long in the tooth to be teenagers) are at the seaside and rescue an
American tourist named Carol - who is being pestered by thugs. To
escape, the group end up, as you do, taking to a boat and aimlessly
drifting out into deep water. The gang run ashore on a place named
Grand Island. On the island, which seems devoid of people, they find a
hotel. Things become stranger yet because the hotel is empty. Not only
that but the hotel seems to be frozen in time. Everything in the hotel
is in the style of the 1950s. Despite it being the middle of summer the
hotel is full of New year's Eve banners and decorations. Having an
empty hotel all to yourself doesn't sound too bad but things quickly go
pear shaped for our suspiciously mature looking teenagers. Apparitions,
zombies, disembodied voices, snowstorms. They should have just stayed
at the seaside and played Out Run in the arcade. 

You could
probably describe Bloody New Year as something of a missed opportunity
if you were being very generous. It feels like Warren just wanted to
make a crazy horror film in a spooky location but a horror film with a
big concept. A sort of Evil Dead meets The Shining meets The Twilight
Zone. The frozen time concept is quite interesting though hardly
original. Rod Serling's Twilight Zone would have had this concept done
and dusted in twenty-five minutes. Bloody New Year, unlike The Twilight
Zone, has ninety-three minutes to fill and plainly struggles to do
this. We take a bit too long to reach the spooky hotel section of the
story if you ask me. The film that Bloody New Year seems most inspired
by is Lucio Fulci's The Beyond. The Beyond, like Bloody New Year, is
incoherent and eccentric, but it is better directed, has a better cast,
and is more fun to return to and watch again. 

The lack of
recognisable names in the cast of Bloody New Year is perhaps one
explanation for why the acting is hit or miss, well, mainly miss if we
are being honest. The only person I recognised was Mark Powley as Rick.
Powley played P.C Melvin in 88 episodes of The Bill. Suzy Aitchison,
who plays Lesley, is the daughter of June Whitfield and has appeared in
many comedy shows. The acting in this film is pretty terrible if truth
be told. There is a slapdash and amateurish quality to Bloody New Year
- especially in its early scenes. This is probably not surprising given
that it had a minuscule budget of £60,000. The lack of a budget leads
to some very poor practical effects at times. The film does perk up
when the crazy hotel shenanigans kick in and there are some moments of
gore and one or two inventive scenes. The hotel cinema (which is
showing Fiend Without a Face) having someone walk through the screen
(Purple Rose of Cairo style) to murder a character is quite a nice
touch. 

Bloody New Year bites off a bit more than it can chew
in the end with all the crazy horror stuff at the hotel. It doesn't
have the budget, competence, or cast to pull off the rollercoaster sort
of horror film it wants to be. While parts of the film are quite
diverting there isn't much atmosphere so it rings a bit hollow
ultimately. The characters are rather bland too so it is difficult to
invest in them very much. One disappointing aspect to the film is that
Norman J. Warren had intended it to be much bloodier but had to make it
tamer to get a lower certificate. Bloody New Year may have mitigated a
few more of its obvious flaws if it had a lot more gore and some more
memorable deaths than the ones we get in the film. It is difficult to
be too harsh about a film made for sixty grand over three odd weeks but
Bloody New Year never quite clicks for me - despite its promising
premise. 

Bloody New Year is one of those films that you want
to like more than you actually do. The shoestring budget is all too
apparent and the cast are fairly hopeless. I'm sure this film must have
fans though so it might be worth a go if you've never seen it - purely
for Norman J. Warren completest purposes. The one thing about the film
I did like was the frozen time concept because I love films and
television shows where characters are trapped somewhere and whatever
they do they can't leave. Bloody New Year was shot in Barry Island and
even made some use of the Butlin's camp (which closed in 1996) there.
So while this might not be a very good film it did make a small piece
of cinema history because it's hard to imagine any other horror films
were ever shot at Butlin's Barry Island. By the way, the building used
as the hotel in the film is Friar's Point House, Paget Road, Barry
Island. The property was first built in 1858 by Francis Crawshay. 


THE BRAIN (1962)

The
Brain was directed by Freddie Francis and based on Donovan's Brain by
Curt Siodmak. The Brain was the third film adaptation of this story
(after 1944's The Lady and the Monster and 1953's Donovan's Brain) so
this particular type of story (while not approaching Monkey's Paw
levels) was already becoming a staple for horror filmmakers. This was
actually the first horror film that the great Freddie Francis directed.
In the years to come he would direct another twenty-seven billion of
them. You could probably call The Brain something of a forgotten film
in that few people ever watched it and even those who did probably
forgot about it quite quickly. This is one of those films that rarely -
if ever - got shown on television. Even if it had been on the telly a
lot I don't think The Brain would have built up much of a following
among vintage horror fans. If you are looking for lurid brain in a jar
capers here you might disappointed. For most of its running time The
Brain doesn't feel much like a horror film - despite the well worn
concept which underpins the story. 

In the film, scientist Dr
Peter Corrie (Peter van Eyck) has been conducting experiments on how to
keep a brain alive after death. He has an unexpected chance to test
this on a human being when wealthy businessman Martin Holt (Jeremy
Spenser) is seriously injured in a plane crash. Dr Corrie manages to
remove the brain before Holt dies and keeps it in a chemical tank. The
brain proves to be a lot more active and lively than he had
anticipated. Not only that but Holt's brain begins to exert a hypnotic
mental control over Dr Corrie. Holt's brain, with Dr Corrie under his
control, seems intent on trying to find if the plane crash was a
murder...

This film is unavoidably dated today but it is
modestly watchable after a rather dull early section of Dr Corrie and
his colleague Dr Shears in the lab. I can't say though that I ever
found The Brain to be an especially gripping or interesting film. It
seems to have its fans but you wouldn't call this some lost forgotten
gemstone in the British horror film landscape. There isn't much scope
to the film and most of it plays out in some fairly constrictive
interior sets and rooms. This is quite a dreary looking film that
doesn't have a huge amount of panache about it. There isn't much in The
Brain that lodges in the memory and stands out too much. I suppose, as
far as old horror films go, you would probably describe this as
something of a potboiler. The same year that The Brain came out saw the
release of horror films like the trippy Carnival of Souls and the
colourful Tales of Terror so even in 1962 The Brain was veering
dangerously towards old hat territory. 

Dr Shears is played by
Bernard Lee and this film came out the same year that Lee secured his
most famous role - that of M in the James Bond franchise. Bernard Lee
was pretty good in horror films because he was one of those actors
where you could give him the most ridiculous dialogue safe in the
knowledge that he would play it straight and bring a modicum of
(usually much needed) gravitas to your film. The Brain turns into more
of a crime mystery than anything in the end and plays a bit like a
middling episode of Alfred Hitchcock Presents. This is not the most
exciting film in the world and clearly didn't have much of a budget
(look at that plane sequence) but it does at least have a decent sense
of atmosphere. How much you enjoy The Brain will probably depend on how
much you enjoy old crime/thriller melodramas. 

Anne Heywood,
already well established by now, is the female lead and the German
actor Peter van Eyck brings a committed performance to the film as Dr
Corrie. There are a couple of familiar faces in small roles in the
film. Bryan Pringle, who I always remember as the miserable pub
landlord in the second series of Auf Wiedersehen, Pet, as a dance hall
MC and Patsy Rowlands, several years before she became a Carry On
regular, in an uncredited part as a woman at a dance. You'll recognise
John Junkin in a very small part and also Allan Cuthbertson. Allan
Cuthbertson was in many things but his most famous role was that of the
posh colonel with a twitch in the Gourmet Night episode of Fawlty
Towers. 

I think a problem with The Brain is that you go into
it expecting more science fiction and horror scenes than you actually
get and so you sort of have to adjust and accept this film is not going
in that direction of shocks and copious scenes of a brain with
electrodes in a goldfish bowl. The thriller it devolves into is not
without its rewards but it isn't something that isn't going to
captivate an audience very much or have them praising this fairly
forgettable film to the rafters. The Brain is probably not something
you will feel compelled to return to again but it is a piece of horror
history with the Freddie Francis connection. Given that this was his
first horror film The Brain is probably worth at least one watch purely
for historic horror reasons alone. Just don't expect too much
traditional horror though because The Brain is more of a crime mystery
than anything. 


COLD LIGHT OF DAY (1989)

There
have been endless biopics about serial killers in film and on
television and countless films that take inspiration from real life
killers. The horror genre is naturally something that lends itself to
inspiration from grisly real life killers. These serial killer inspired
productions run the full spectrum from prime time prestige TV to grubby
exploitation or straight to DVD clunkers. Cold Light of Day was
directed by Fhiona-Louise - who was only twenty-one when she made this.
I gather she was studying acting at the time. Cold Light of Day began
as a short film but was expanded into an eighty minute feature. Cold
Light of Day is a 16mm film based on the crimes of the serial killer
Dennis Nilsen. This is one of the most obscure British horror films
ever made. 

Dennis Nilsen was from Aberdeenshire in Scotland
and later moved to London. He was in the army catering corps when he
was young and always tormented by the fact that he was gay. He was
actually a police officer too for a short period in the early 1970s.
Nilsen eventually confessed to murdering fifteen men and said he tried
to kill others. His spree took place from 1978 to 1983. At the time he
was a civil servant and worked in a Job Centre in central London. The
victims were usually gay men of no fixed abode. He would often strangle
the victims while they were asleep and sometimes drowned them in the
bath. There was necrophilia too because that was Nilsen's thing. What
made Nilsen so disturbing was the way he came across as completely calm
and highly articulate and thoughtful in interviews. If you met him you
would have no idea that he was so dangerous. 

Dennis Nilsen,
once they decomposed, chopped up his victims and stuffed them in the
floorboards of his flat. One can only imagine how that place must have
smelled. On one occasion he used a patch of communal grass out the back
of his building to burn some victims on a bonfire. Nilsen had to throw
some tyres onto the bonfire in a desperate attempt to mask the odour of
burning flesh and organs. Nilsen would bathe the bodies of his victims
in the bath after he had killed them. Dennis Nilsen was captured
because a plumbing company was called out to unblock the drain outside
his building. Nilsen had been trying to flush body parts and bones down
the toilet. Tests on the bones and remains blocking the drain found
that they were human and the drainpipe led directly to Nilsen's flat.
When the police searched Nilsen's flat they encountered a nightmarish
scene. Nilsen had body parts and torsos hidden all over the place. He
even had bags containing the heads of some of his victims. Nilsen
killed his victims because he was frightened they would leave him. This
was more or less the same explanation the American serial killer
Jeffrey Dahmer (also a keen necrophile) later gave for his own crimes. 

Serial
killers are, by their very nature, all odd, but even by the standards
of serial killers Dennis Nilsen was pretty weird. A number of notorious
serial killers have indulged in necrophilia but Nilsen took this grisly
hobby to absurd lengths. Nilsen would put a dead body in a chair next
to him and watch television with it. He would talk to dead people as if
they were still alive. Nilsen would even sit down with a corpse and
have dinner with it. Nilsen did this for about five years before he
essentially doomed himself by blocking up his drain with human flesh.
If he'd been the villain in an episode of Columbo, Nilsen would have
posed no challenge whatsoever to the raincoated detective. Hollywood
often depicts serial killers as elusive criminal masterminds who are
always two steps ahead of the police. The reality is very different.
Many serial killers are of average or below average intelligence and
not exactly impossible to catch. Dennis Nilsen was definitely no
criminal mastermind. In fact, Nilsen didn't really seem to care whether
he would be caught or not. His actions strongly suggest that he wanted
to be captured in the end.

When the disturbing and shocking
crimes of Nilsen came to light, the police and the media were surprised
when they clapped eyes on the man who was responsible for them. This
was not a darkly charismatic lunatic or a feral outsider straight out
of serial killer central casting. Dennis Nilsen was, well, rather dull.
He was a very dour and dry sort of man. When he went on trial, court
reporters were astonished by how ordinary Dennis Nilsen looked. They
had been expecting a monster but the quiet bespectacled man sitting in
court didn't really conform to their expectations. Cold of Light of Day
also depicts its main Nilsen inspired character as a boring and dour
man - which in a strange way makes his crimes more chilling. You might
have expected Cold Light of Day to be more controversial than it was
given its subject matter (and fairly recent proximity to the real case
on which it is based) but the film was quickly forgotten. Because this
was such a low-budget and amateurish sort of film I suppose it didn't
really attract much attention and so slipped under the moral outrage
radar. 

Cold Light of Day features Bob Flag as Nilsen (called
Jordan March in the film though clearly based on Nilsen). The film is a
rather grim experience. It shows Nilsen/March strangling people and
boiling heads. Nilsen would boil heads on his oven hob so he could
strip the flesh and flush it down the toilet. The story of Dennis
Nilsen is grim indeed. Bob Flag seems a bit old to play Nilsen (who was
only in his thirties when he was captured) but he's not bad in the
film. What the film does well is capture that lonely alienated grotty
bedsit world which Nilsen inhabited. It was where he found his victims.
He would befriend some vulnerable youngster who needed somewhere to
crash for the night. The film is a period piece now because much of the
London of Dennis Nilsen has been yuppified (or should that be
hipster-fied?) since the 1980s (in case you were wondering, Nilsen
lived in Muswell Hill).

Cold Light of Day alters some of the
facts of the Nilsen case - most saliently in that March commits far
less murders in the film than the real Dennis Nilsen. The film does
though have the death of March's grandfather as a pivotal moment in his
life - which mirrors that of Nilsen. Dennis Nilsen famously said his
grandfather was the most important and reliable person in his life and
that he never recovered from the death of this relative. His
grandfather was a fisherman and had the closest bond with the young
Dennis Nilsen of anyone in the family. Grandfather and grandson would
take walks together and spent a lot of time in one another's company.
The grandfather therefore assumed a mythical sort of role in the story
of Dennis Nilsen. He was the only person who could have saved Dennis
Nilsen but through his death he ended up unwittingly creating Dennis
Nilsen. This is the bare bones thesis put forward by several writers -
not least Dennis Nilsen himself. The sight of his dead grandfather left
Dennis Nilsen with a sense that death and love were as one and
connected. This, according to the thesis, sowed the seeds for the
tragic dysfunction and awful path of Dennis Nilsen's later life. 

Cold
Light of Day is framed around Jordan March being questioned at a police
station after his arrest. We then get flashbacks of his crimes and even
parts of his childhood. I suspect the film that inspired Cold Light of
Day the most is Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer - which was also
shot on 16mm. Cold Light of Day is nowhere near as good as that film
but it does have enough merit to dodge accusations of being pure
exploitation. Cold Light of Day is about the alienation of life in a
big city and the banal nature of evil. 

The grotty world it
depicts of greasy spoons and dirty flats reeks of loneliness and
desperation. It goes without saying though that this film is not an
easy watch and not exactly a barrel of laughs. You probably won't be
sitting down to watch this on Christmas Day with the family. It is
certainly an interesting film but a strange and unpleasant film too so
caveat emptor. By the way, look out for Claire King in Cold Light of
Day. She later played Kim Tate in the soap opera Emmerdale. 

Incidentally,
there was a fresh wave of interest in Dennis Nilsen in 2020 when the
acclaimed ITV drama Des was broadcast. Former Doctor Who actor David
Tennant played Nilsen. ITV received a smattering of complaints about
their drama Des but not too many. The drama was fairly restrained and
respectful. It didn't feature Nilsen strangling people and chopping up
bodies or anything like that (unlike Cold Light of Day - which has the
Nilsen inspired lead character stuffing people in floorboards). David
Tennant said he was relieved that Dennis Nilsen died before the drama
Des was broadcast because he believed Nilsen would probably have
derived some pleasure at being the centre of attention again. The
greatest punishment for Nilsen after his arrest was that he was sort of
forgotten. He wasn't allowed to be interviewed and later British
killers like Harold Shipman and Fred West became more famous than him. 


THE COMEBACK (1978)

The
Comeback was directed by Pete Walker and written by Michael Sloan and
Murray Smith. This film did not have Walker's usual writer David
McGillivray - which may partly explain why it seems to be rather
forgotten compared to Frightmare and House of Whipcord. Despite some
very grisly and shocking moments, this film is more of a slow burn
mystery than anything so isn't as cultish as some of Walker's more
undiluted horror films. The Comeback revolves around a singer named
Nick Cooper (Jack Jones) who is making a (you guessed it) comeback
after six years. His manager Webster Jones (David Doyle) has arranged
for Nick to stay at a plush rural Surrey mansion to help him
concentrate on his music. Nick begins to have strange nightmares and
visions and hear strange noises at night. Has he gone crackers or is
any of this real? Unknown to Nick, his estranged wife Gail (Holly
Palance) was brutally hacked to death by some maniac in a hag mask when
she collected some items from the Thames penthouse she shared with him.
But who was the killer and what was the motive? And is Nick the next
target? Well, stay tuned because all will eventually be revealed.

The
Comeback begins in unforgettable fashion when Gail is murdered on the
stairs of the penthouse by someone dressed as an old witch. This is a
very nasty scene and The Comeback definitely borders on the tasteless
the way we keep going back to view the decomposing blood caked face of
Gail later in the film. There is another memorable kill which takes
place in the basement of the penthouse and you certainly can't accuse
The Comeback of lacking blood and gore. These kills aside though much
of the film is a mystery whodunnit with most of the story taking place
at the mansion. I quite enjoyed the mystery myself but some viewers may
find the film a slight chore at times given its run time of one hour
and forty minutes. Jack Jones is quite likeable as the lead although it
is a bit implausible the way the film depicts him as a former pop
sensation with obsessed fans. You might believe that with David Cassidy
playing the part maybe but not Jack Jones. 

Pamela Stephenson
is the love interest Linda Everett - Linda being the secretary of
Nick's manager. Pamela Stephenson doesn't have much to do in the film
but she's quite good. This is back in the days when she was doing
straight acting jobs. She later became an alternative comedian and then
a psychologist. There is a scene where Nick and Linda have sex in their
car in broad daylight at the seaside by a main road. You'd surely get
arrested doing that wouldn't you? David Doyle is very good as Nick's
insincere manager Webster (who happens to be a closet transvestite) but
the icing on the cake for me is Walker regular Sheila Keith as Doris B
- the housekeeper of the mansion. As usual, Keith steals every scene
she is in with her deadpan line deliveries. As if that wasn't enough
you also get Bill Owen as the gardener Albert B. It's amazing how much
younger Bill Owen looks without his Compo costume from Last of the
Summer Wine. Sheila Keith and Bill Owen make an enjoyably strange
double act in this film. 

Richard Johnson pops up as a doctor
and look out for V and This Is Spinal Tap star June Chadwick as a
nurse. Holly Palance, who plays Gail, retired from acting in the late
1980s. She is probably best known for playing Damien Thorn's nanny in
The Omen. Peter Turner, who plays Nick's creepy assistant Harry (Harry
wastes no time in offering a detailed review of Linda's breasts once he
is alone with her), became friends with Gloria Grahame as a young actor
and later wrote the book on which Film Stars Don't Die in Liverpool was
based. For some reason, Harry wears a woolly hat throughout the film. I
like to think this is an amusing in-joke related to Compo being in the
film - only without his trademark woolly hat. Harry's tight red leather
jacket is certainly a sight to behold. Penny Irving, who has a small
bit as a singer, was in House of Whipcord. She was also a page 3 girl
and (among other things) played a secretary in Are You Being Served?

The
house used for the film is Foxwarren Park, at Wisley in Surrey. This is
a Victorian country house. The penthouse of Nick in the film is
terrifying if you ask me. To get to the penthouse you have to walk
through a spooky derelict basement area and then go up in one of those
caged service lifts. What a creepy place to live. The Comeback is more
conventional than most of Pete Walker's other films but it does keep
you guessing. They throw a lot of red herrings at you and then
completely pull the rug out at the end. If they removed the blood and
gore you could imagine this as an episode of Hammer House of Mystery
& Suspense. It wouldn't be nearly as much fun though. The Comeback
doesn't stick in the memory for very long and is far from the best film
Pete Walker made but it is watchable and perfectly decent for what it
is. It is worth watching for Sheila Keith alone. 


CORRUPTION (1968) 

Corruption
was directed by Robert Hartford-Davis. The film stars Peter Cushing as
Sir John Rowan, a renowned surgeon, and Sue Lloyd as Lynn Nolan, his
much younger fiancee. Lynn works as a fashion model and while being
photographed at some Swinging Sixties style party, Rowan, increasingly
irritated by the risqué nature of the photographs being taken of Lynn,
gets into a fight with a photographer. I can't say I blame Dr Rowan
here. The people at the party are insufferable and treat him like some
doddery old fossil. In the resulting chaos caused by this fracas, a
lamp falls on Lynn and badly disfigures her face - ruining her looks.
She feels as if her life is ruined but Rowan devises a way to restore
her looks using a glandular extract from the glands of corpses. There
is only one problem though - and it's a big problem at that. The effect
is only temporary. Dr Rowan needs fresh corpses from time to time.
Rowan will have to resort to murder on a fairly regular basis if he
wants to maintain Lynn's looks. 

This is a fairly obscure
British horror film but it is a lot fun. It's probably the closest we
ever got to seeing Peter Cushing in a British style Grindhouse
exploitation film. Corruption is a lot sleazier and violent than the
Amicus and Hammer films and Cushing's character, who is refined and
gentle at the start, has to become a crazed serial killer because he
will literally do anything to please his much younger girlfriend. It's
a story of obsession. They say there's no fool like an old fool and
that's definitely the case with Dr Rowan. He will do anything for Lynn
- even commit murder. Lynn is as much the villain of the piece as
Rowan. 

Rowan becomes an unhinged lunatic but he is at least
aware that what he is doing is wrong. In the end he becomes reluctant
to kill but if he doesn't he will lose Lynn. He can't win whatever he
does. There is a decent amount of tension in the film and the scene
where Rowan decides to murder a prostitute is very compelling. At times
the film plays a bit like that Hitchcock film Frenzy (though Corruption
is obviously not as polished and inventive as Frenzy). The start of the
film is interesting because you have this clash of generations. Dr
Rowan is completely out of his element at the madcap Swinging Sixties
party and seems like he's just wandered in from another century. 

The
film has some nice beach scenes (shot on location at Hope Gap Beach in
Seaford, East Sussex) near the end and it is compelling when Rowan and
Lynn take in a young girl named Terry (Wendy Varnals) as a potential
victim. The home invasion stuff at the end feels somewhat silly and
generic and the ending might feel a cop-out to some but, generally,
this film is bizarre enough to be very entertaining and it is something
a bit different from all the Gothic and period British horror films
which abounded in this era. Corruption feels trashier and more daring
than the other British horror films being produced at this time and
these qualities make it very watchable today. You wouldn't pretend this
was an accomplished or amazing film but out of the three Robert
Hartford-Davis films which feature in this book I'd say that Corruption
is the most fun. 

By the way, there are some very familiar
faces with small roles in this film. Anthony Booth (the 'Scouse git'
from Alf Garnett) is the annoying smug photographer at the party and
this sequence also features the legendary Vanessa Howard as a ditsy
young woman. As ever, Howard steals the scenes she is in. David Lodge,
Kate O'Mara, and Bill Murray also feature in the film. Sue Lloyd was in
all manner of stuff in her career but probably became best known for
her role as Barbara Hunter in the motel themed midlands soap opera
Crossroads. Corruption may not be as well-known as other films of the
era but has gained a modest cult following over the years for its
unique blend of crazy Frankenstein style horror and serial killer crime
elements. The film features fairly graphic scenes of violence and gore
for the time (though they've obviously been tamed by the passage of
time), characteristic of the exploitation films of the late 1960s. It
is certainly fun to see Cushing in a slightly different type of horror
film. Corruption is not what you would describe as a lost classic but
it is a lot of fun and very watchable. 


CRAZE (1974)

Craze
was directed by Freddie Francis and based on the book The Infernal Idol
by Henry Seymour. In the film Jack Palance plays Neal Mottram, an
antiques shop owner and dealer. It is at this point though that any
comparisons with Lovejoy must come to an end. Mottram is not a charming
poodle haired rogue in a leather jacket who becomes involved in comical
mysteries in East Anglia. Mottram is into witchcraft and occultism. He
worships a statue of Chuku in his shop basement and offers up regular
sacrifices to the idol by murdering women - convinced that Chuku
rewards him with wealth, protection, and good luck in return. However,
the police soon start to get a trifle suspicious about Mottram and
start sticking their nose into his affairs. Can he stay one step ahead
of them while still offering grisly sacrifices to Chuku? One thing is
certain. This definitely never happened to Ian McShane and Tinker. 

Craze
begins with a camp occult ceremony in Mottram's basement and then he
commits a murder - though this first one is more of an accident. With
the bills piling up around his ears (join the club Mr Mottram) and the
rent overdue, Mottram finds some gold coins in a drawer. He decides
that the coins were a reward from Chuku for the sacrifice of the woman
and so murder now becomes his main hobby. You think this is basically
going to be formula for the whole film - Mottram luring women to his
basement to murder them. Craze doesn't do this though and opens up as a
film with Mottram going on the road to murder his wealthy aunt (played
by Edith Evans) for the inheritance. In order to give himself an alibi
he visits an old flame in the form of guesthouse owner Dolly (Diana
Dors). Mottram gets Dolly drunk on cherry brandy he has laced with
sedatives so that she thinks they spent the night together when in fact
he was out trying to make sure his aunt kicked the bucket. 

There's
certainly a pleasant novelty to watching the larger than life Jack
Palance wandering around these charmingly mundane English locations
(the film was made in and around Shepperton I believe). While some
reviews seem to find the police investigation parts of this film
slightly wearing I quite liked them myself. It helps a lot that you
have Michael Jayston as Wall, the main copper on Mottram's tail. Wall
doesn't like Mottram at all and thinks this antiques shop rascal's
alibis are too smooth to be credible. You also get Trevor Howard as the
police chief and Percy Herbert as Detective Russet. With actors of this
calbre in the film the police stuff is all very watchable. I rather
enjoyed the game of cat and mouse between Jayston and Palance in the
film. Admittedly, some of these actors are slumming it here - when
Trevor Howard passed away the newspapers most likely didn't go 'CRAZE
STAR DIES' in their obituary headlines. 

It's fun to see Diana
Dors in the film as the guesthouse woman who Palance pretends to care
about merely to have an alibi. By this stage of her career Dors was
typecast as nagging wives, mysterious grannies, and flirtatious older
women who had seen better days. Jayston's police officer Wall becomes
suspicious of Mottram's alibi of sleeping with the Dors character Dolly
because he doesn't think the vain and fastidious Mottram would be
interested in someone like that. Jayston, in reference to the Dors
character, says something along the lines of 'you wouldn't want to dock
in that port'. It's a curious and rather cruel line for them to put in
the film as it is basically saying that Diana Dors - once Britain's
version of Marilyn Monroe - is now an old boiler. You'd like to think
they got Diana's permission to include the line. Maybe she just took as
a reference to her character and didn't take it personally. 

You
wouldn't say this was the best Jack Palance performance by a long shot
but he's effective as the sleazy Mottram and I like the way his
character seems to enjoy matching wits with the police. Palance only
really goes bonkers at the end so he's quite restrained overall. Martin
Potter plays Ronnie, the young man who lives with Mottram and works as
his assistant. It seems to heavily implied these two are a gay couple -
which might explain why Palance seems to be faintly disgusted when he
has to seduce a woman. Suzy Kendall is amusing as an orange wigged
prostitute and Mottram victim who has more toys than Ann Summers in her
cupboard. If anyone steals this film though it is Hugh Griffith as the
solicitor. The eyebrows of Griffith are also great scene stealers. By
the way, look out for David Warbeck as one of the plain clothes coppers
near the end.

Craze has some death and gore but it is fairly
tame compared to many other horror films of the 1970s. There are a
couple of funny scenes where characters go into nightclubs or disco
bars. I always find it amusing how in real life if you went in a real
nightclub it would probably be full of eighteen year-olds and yet in
old films nightclubs and discos seem to be full of middle-aged people
wearing blazers. I quite enjoyed Craze on the whole but I wouldn't
pretend this is an especially accomplished or memorable film. The end
is disappointingly predictable too. The cast alone though makes Craze
worth at least one watch. 


CURSE OF THE FLY (1965)

Curse
of the Fly was directed by Don Sharp and written by Harry Spalding.
This is the third film in the trilogy - following on from The Fly and
Return of the Fly. Don't look for much continuity between this film and
the other two Fly films though because there isn't a lot to connect
them together. You just have to treat this film as its own thing with
only vague connections to the other two. Curse of the Fly is a British
film and was made in England to take advantage of the Eady Levy
subsidy. Curse of the Fly (which is in black and white) is set in
Quebec and begins with quite an arresting sequence. A woman in her
underwear escapes through a window and runs down a country lane. 

The
woman turns out to be Patricia Stanley (Carole Gray). A passing
motorist named Martin Delambre (George Baker) notices the woman and he
gives her his jumper to wear and a lift. He then takes her to a hotel
and before you know it they are married. It turns out that Patricia
escaped from a mental institution. As we soon find out though, compared
to the nutty Delambre family she's the picture of sanity. The names and
ages of the Delambre family members in this film contradict the
previous two Fly films so it is best not to think about that stuff too
much and just take this film on its own terms. 

Curse of the
Fly was a very obscure film for a while and probably still is. Many
people who enjoy the first two films (especially the first one) tend to
be disappointed by Curse of the Fly - mostly for one specific reason.
That reason is the lack of fly/human hybrid capers. Fly/human hybrid
capers are not merely in short supply in this film but completely
absent. There is not a single scene in this film where a character ends
up with a giant fly's head and I suppose for some fans of this
franchise that is unavoidably going to be a disappointment. You could
venture that Curse of the Fly is sort of like the Halloween III (or
even Halloween Ends) of the Fly series. It just wanted to do something
different and not repeat the same formula again. Whether or not this
approach worked is certainly debatable though.

It transpires
that in their private mansion in the countryside, the Delambre family
are still engaged in the teleportation experiments we saw in the first
two films - and which led to the pesky fly/human hybrid palaver. As
there is no fly/human hybrid palaver in this third film it becomes
instead a sort of Gothic science fiction horror yarn. A number of
'mutants' ended up disfigured thanks to the experiments and are shoved
away in the stables by the Delambre family. The disfigured mutants
include Martin's wife - who he neglected to tell Patricia about. Martin
is therefore not just a mad scientist but also a bigamist. 

Brian
Donlevy is Martin's father Henri Delambre in the film and, like George
Baker (who is plainly struggling trying to do a Canadian accent), gives
a rather dry and dour performance. This third film in the Fly franchise
desperately misses Vincent Price. There are a couple of oriental
assistants working for the Delambre family named Tai and Wan - which is
plainly a joke. Tai is played by (no surprise here) the Lancashire born
and Chinese raised Burt Kwouk. However, the other assistant, Wan, is
played by the Welsh actress Yvette Rees with her eyes turned up and a
risible foreign accent. You definitely couldn't that in a film today.

The
hokey laboratory scenes with clunky machines and plenty of dials to
press are not without charm and Curse of the Fly does have its moments.
There is an effective sequence where Patricia is woken by someone
playing the piano downstairs and when she investigates it turns out to
Martin's disfigured wife Judith (Mary Manson). Judith is the Mrs
Rochester in the attic - or the stables in this case. The most chilling
moment in the film comes when the Delambre deliberately teleport two
men together to their teleportation pod in London - knowing full well
the two men will be fused together and perish. This is an unexpected
moment of body horror which was probably quite shocking in 1965 to the
six people who actually watched this film when it was released. The
basic plot of the film is that the police are closing in on the
Delambre family so the Delambres are trying to cover their tracks and
get rid of any loose ends. 

Curse of the Fly is nowhere near as
much fun as the first two Fly films but, taken for what it is, it
certainly isn't terrible. The film has plenty of atmosphere and a
couple of memorable moments. The music is good and the increasingly
downbeat nature of the film sort of works to its advantage. The concept
is quite interesting in that the Delambre family are toiling away in
secret trying to perfect this amazing technology but never quite
succeeding in that aim - which leads only to trouble and tragedy. By
the way, despite the lack of fly themed horror antics in this film, the
famous line "Help me! Help me!" is muttered at one point. Curse of the
Fly is certainly watchable but the weak dialogue and dull cast (save
perhaps for Carole Gray) are handicaps the film is always having to
battle against. If you like the first two films this is worth a look
for completist purposes but just don't expect any fly shenanigans. 


DAEMON (1985)

Daemon
was written and directed by Colin Finbow. This was a production by the
Children's Film Unit. The CFU was a registered educational charity and
offered children the chance to participate in the production of films.
Daemon is a kids horror film and concerns young Nick (Arnaud Morell) -
who is left in the care of his two sisters and an au pair while his
parents are away. Nick begins to notice strange messages on his
(amusingly antiquated) computer and also develops blisters on his feet
and cuts on his legs. He has dreams of fire and being burned. His
friends think he is possessed by a demon and want to drive a stake
through his heart. Charming. Can anyone solve the strange mystery of
what is afflicting Nick?

Daemon is, as you might expect from a
CFU film, somewhat rough around the edges and amateurish. It feels a
bit like watching a short film which has been stretched into a longer
feature. The child actors in this film are atrocious (a glance at IMDB
shows that only a few of the kids had any acting credits beyond this
film) - especially the two sisters of Nick who, for reasons which
escape me at this precise moment, have orange and blue curly mops of
hair respectively. It is obviously very unsporting and unfair of me
though to aim any barbs at the acting because these kids were not
professionals. Child acting is something that has come a long way in
recent years. In the past child actors were often jarringly wooden but
these days kids in films and television productions are usually
expected to be as polished as the rest of the cast. 

One thing
I do like about this film though is that the kids are real little kids
and the same ages as their characters. If this was a studio film with a
budget they'd probably have some hulking twenty-four year-old playing
Nick. There are some professional actors in the cast who, unavoidably,
stand head and shoulders above these plucky novice child actors. Bert
Parnaby is very good as their teacher Mr Crabb. Mr Crabb is found of
the occult and dispenses some of this lore in his class. Parnaby was in
loads of stuff like Lovejoy, Last of the Summer Wine, The Black Adder,
and so on. Mr Crabb, who is the RE (religious education) teacher, seems
unusually interested in demons and is easily distracted by the crafty
kids. So rather than enduring some boring RE lesson they just get him
to talk about witchcraft or something. 

Susannah York, who was
a patron of the CFU, also adds a much needed shot of gravitas and class
to the film as a psychiatrist who talks to Nick. Daemon, as a film for
children, obviously isn't The Exorcist but it does have a few creepy
POV shots and some of Nick's dreams would be a bit scary for kids to
watch I'd imagine. The music score, which seems to riff on a few old
classics like Halloween, is fairly enjoyable too. Although the
conclusion of this film (which I won't give away) is very derivative it
is quite good fun and I did enjoy the cockney child character who turns
up at the end. He stole the show for me as far as the kids in this film
go. I was disappointed though that it didn't turn out to be a very
young Danny Dyer. That would have been fantastic. 

Daemon has
some themes about loneliness and alienation and perhaps a theme too
about Nick realising that kids in the past had it a lot worse than he
does. One thing that is fun about Daemon is when the children talk
about horror films in class and muse on films like The Omen. Horror
films would have been a fairly topical issue in 1985 given the video
nasty hysteria of 1984. Daemon is no great shakes, even as a film aimed
at children, but it is a likeable effort and its status now as a period
piece does make it quite good fun. It is enjoyable to get this little
time capsule of a school, youngsters, and houses in 1985. Nick has
Doctor Who posters and a Mickey Mouse phone by the looks of it. By the
way, in case you were wondering, Nick's computer is (according to my
research) apparently an Apple Macintosh. 


DARK PLACES (1973)

Dark
Places was directed by Don Sharp and written by Ed Brennan and Joseph
Van Winkle. This film is not very well known - despite generally being
as competent as some of the Amicus and Hammer films being made around
this time. There were, I gather, problems with the release of this film
- which may explain why it never became very well known. I can't
remember ever encountering Dark Places on television. Anyway, the plot
concerns the death of a man named Andrew Marr. Marr dies and leaves his
spooky country mansion to his friend Edward Foster (Robert Hardy).
Foster decides to live in the mansion - despite the stories of it being
haunted and a cursed place. Three people who take a very keen interest
in Mr Foster are the late Mr Marr's physician Dr Mandeville
(Christopher Lee), Mandeville's sister Sarah (Joan Collins), and Mr
Marr's solicitor Prescott (Herbert Lom). 

What the Mandeville
siblings and Mr Prescott all know is that Mr Marr left two suitcases
full of money (£200,000) somewhere in the mansion. They are desperate
to get their mitts on that money and Edward Foster living there is a
complication. Foster is aware of the money too - which is why he
chooses to move into this roomy but ramshackle abode. Mr Foster has
troubles of his own because he's beginning to have flashbacks related
to the former occupant of the house. These flashbacks are revealing but
they do threaten Foster's sanity...

On the whole, Dark Places is
an enjoyable daft thriller with some horror tropes thrown in for good
measure. Early on there are a few too many scenes for my liking of
Robert Hardy exploring the mansion and being spooked by strange noises
and voices. Just as this is beginning to become tiresome though the
film perks up considerably thanks to Joan Collins as Sarah. Joan has a
(rather unconvincing) wig which actually anticipates Alexis Carrington
and she is in full on smirking gold digger mode - the vamp meter turned
up to eleven. Sarah seduces Edward and reports back to her prissy
brother - who is disgusted by Sarah in the manner of Victorian Dad from
Viz but in cahoots all the same because he wants that money. There's a
weird moment where Sarah tells Dr Mandeville he must wish she wasn't
his sister sometimes. Blimey. 

We see the flashbacks Edward is
having about Mr Marr in the form of scenes from the past - where Robert
Hardy is playing Marr too. Marr is a more stern and old-fashioned chap
than Foster and you get the impression that Robert Hardy is in his
comfort zone a lot more playing a stern old fashioned chap than he is
saucily romping with Joan Collins. What makes this film enjoyable as
much as anything is that it revolves around this small cast of old pros
who all work well together. Herbert Lom is really good fun too as the
solicitor for the estate who seems like a really nice man but in
reality is after that money too. I don't think Christopher Lee is too
stretched here by playing a posh doctor up to no good but his scenes
with Joan Collins give us a fine double act we never knew we needed. 

The
flashback scenes include a young Jane Birkin as Alta - the governess
Marr planned to leave his wife for. Marr's neurotic wife is played by
Jean Marsh so there are familiar faces everywhere you look in this
film. Jean Marsh has an amusingly hammy scene where she goes stark
raving bonkers while setting the dinner table. One problem with the
flashback segments and the way they run parallel to the main story is
that you have a fairly good idea where this is all heading so there
aren't really any huge surprises at the end (although, having said
that, the end is slightly darker than you expect). The spooky house
stuff is also, as we have noted, a trifle rote to say the least. 

A
scene where Foster is attacked by bats doesn't really work because it
is patently obvious they are just rubber bats on pieces of string. I
don't think we are supposed to be taking this film very seriously
though so maybe we can let the inadequacies of the bat capers slide.
There isn't much blood and mayhem in the film but you do get a
strangulation and a (fairly bloodless) pickaxe murder. Foster goes
increasingly doolally in the house but Robert Hardy is not the most
frightening or dangerous maniac ever put on film. While the haunted
house antics are derivative the film does work as a thriller with the
characters all after the stashed money. Dr Mandeville and Sarah think
they can play Foster for a mug so we are eager for them to get their
comeuppance. 

Dark Places is not some undiscovered classic but
it is decent fun and worth the price of admission for Joan Collins
alone. The story is probably too overstuffed for its own good in the
end but some of the plotting is quite clever and it did keep me
entertained until the end. Dark Places was shot in and around Uxbridge
and Foster's house was an abandoned asylum in real life. You can tell
the film must have been shot in winter because it looks parky and the
characters are wrapped up in coats and jumpers. This film got terrible
reviews when it came out and doesn't seem to be fondly remembered by
too many people but I quite enjoyed it myself. If you are expecting a
pure horror film though you may be disappointed by the relatively tame
and bloodless nature of Dark Places. 


DEAD END (1980)
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