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Stop Press


Since my book was published, I have made three significant discoveries:


The Sign of the Cross (p. 80)
The Gaumont Sales catalogue had been preserved at the Cinématheque Française. A 16-page “Special Supplement” (the front is shown overleaf) describes the film in great detail. Of the film’s seven scenes, four were illustrated, and Gaumont comment, “The Sign of the Cross is a film the beauty of which has never been surpassed.”


The Copyright Photographs (pp. 72fff)
In the 1900s the position of copyright of film was not clear, and for some years film sellers sent images of films to the Stationers’ Hall to copyright them. These were rediscovered in the National Archives in Kew in the 1990s. Among them are 13 images of Haggar films sent in by Gaumont during 1904/5. Oddly, Gaumont did not name the films, but using surviving catalogues, I have identified the films as follows:
Already known films:
“A Message from the Sea” (raft scene), “Mirthful Mary in the Dock”, “The Sign of the Cross” (two scenes, additional to those in the catalogue), “Snowballing”, “Spaghetti Eating”, and possibly a (fake) newsreel of the Russo-Japanese War.
Films not previously known to be by William Haggar:
Four short comedies: “Auntie’s Cycling Leson”, “Cook’s Lovers”, “Jack’s Rival”, and “Married Bliss”; and the chase-thriller “Revenge!” (two scenes).


Revenge! (p. xii)
“Revenge!” was imported into the USA by the American Mutoscope & Biograph Co., which sent a paper print of the film, to copyright it, to the US Library of Congress, where it has been preserved. I have a copy on DVD. The film lasts seven minutes. In it, the hero (Will Haggar Junior) ends the film by strangling the villain with his bare hands!


Peter Yorke, October 2010


Overleaf
The front of the catalogue for “The Sign of the Cross”: Marcus (Will Haggar Junior) kneels before Mercia (Jenny Lindon) in the tableau at the end of scene 4.


[image: ]









CONTENTS


Acknowledgements


Family tree


List of illustrations


Extant Haggar films


Preface: This Film Was A Sensation 28 Years Ago


1. Ancestry and upbringing


2. Travelling mummers and portable theatres


3. Struggling to survive


4. The early cinema and the fairground


5. ‘I knew there was money in it!’


6. ‘In one leap, we went right to the top’


7. William turns film-maker, 1901-1905


8. William's longer films, 1906-1914


9. Old Haggar settles down


10. Aftermath: rediscovery and recognition


Appendix 1: List of plays put on by the Alexandra Theatre in Monmouth in 1905


Appendix 2: The Haggar films


Appendix 3: Synopses of lost Haggar films


Appendix 4: The Maid of Cefn Ydfa – analysis


Appendix 5: The opening of the Kosy Kinema


Appendix 6: ‘Men at the wheel’


Appendix 7: William's obituaries


Appendix 8: Sources


Notes


General Index


Index of films and plays









Acknowledgements


"WHEREVER POSSIBLE.....I haveused the protagonists’ own words, or those of others closely associated with them. This to my mind gives the authentic atmosphere and feeling of the period.....in a way no modern re-rendering can do."


I am indebted for this maxim to the late Professor Roger Manvell, who stated it in his own acknowledgements prefacing his book, "The Trial of Annie Besant". I had instinctively adopted this approach for its vividness, and was delighted, therefore, to find it thus commended by so eminent a predecessor.


Thus my greatest indebtedness is to those who first brought to my notice the memoirs compiled by the Haggar children of my grandmother's generation: to David Berry, film critic and chronicler of the film in Wales, who sent me a copy of my great-aunt Lily's biography of her father; to my cousin Caroline Hill for giving me a report of great-uncle Henry's speech; and especially to my cousin Roy Haggar, for giving me copies of great-uncle Walter's two reminiscences, of the Haggars' theatre and bioscope days. Roy has given me so much more, including videos of the surviving films, photographs, and memories passed on from his grandma, that without his kindness and his and Maggie's hospitality, this book could not have been written.


David Berry also gave me copies of Geoffrey Hill's article on William Haggar for the Cynon Valley History Society, and of chapter three of his book, "Wales and the Cinema – the first hundred years", and was the first to fire me by his own enthusiasm. It was David Cleveland, of the East Anglian Film Archive at the University of East Anglia, Norwich (UEA), who alerted me to the existence of the Welsh Film Archive (where I contacted David Berry), and for that I am very grateful.


During my subsequent researches, I have been delighted to meet many relatives of whose existence I was previously unaware, including Moya England, Gloria Haddock, Dai Thomas, and Barbara and Frank Perkins in Australia, Siddie and Doreen Roberts in Norfolk, and Tom and May Booth in the Isle of Wight: all have given me kindness, hospitality and reminiscences. I have also spoken on the telephone with, but have not met Grace Greenland, Roy Haggar Senior, (sadly both died before my researches were complete), and Edward Roberts. I have met Guy Rastall at Roy's home in Tenby, and corresponded with David Greenland in North Carolina, and with other members of the Perkins family in Queensland. June Bilous and her late husband Rudy, it was a particular joy to meet, as June, aged 10, had been a bridesmaid at my parents' wedding in 1937. June provided me with memories of my grandmother and my father, and introduced me to her niece Caroline Hill, who gave me, as well as the report of Henry Haggar's speech, wonderful hundred-year-old photographs of my grandmother and her brothers and sisters.


I have also received great help from Margaret Wilby, Maggie Shufflebottom's daughter; from Vanessa Toulmin of the National Fairground Archive; from the late Paul Lawrence Newman, the great-grandson of Tom Lawrence, and, like me, researching his great-grandfather's travelling theatre days; and from Michael Sanderson at UEA on possible sources of information about the Victorian theatre in the Provinces.


Staff at the Aberdare, Dorchester, Neath and Norwich Public Libraries have pointed me in the right direction from time to time; as have those of the Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex County Record Offices, the Westminster Reference Library, the Family Records Centre in Islington, the British Library at Colindale, the British Film Institute and the Cinema Museum in Kennington. To all of them, and to Stephen Herbert at Projection Box, to Jessica Gardner and Michelle Allen at the Bill Douglas Centre, University of Exeter, and to Gwenno Ffrancon at the University of Wales, Bangor, my thanks are due. Appendix 8 contains a list of all of the sources for this book, published or unpublished, which I must acknowledge.


Then of course I owe many thanks to Hazel and Bob Cushion of Accent Press for believing in my manuscript sufficiently to take the risk of publishing a not obviously commercial prospect, and for guiding me gently through the, to me, unfamiliar process of getting it into print; and to Karen Smart for making many last-minute corrections. I am glad to record my gratitude, too, to Undeg Griffiths, Catrin Jenkins and John Reed of The National Screen and Sound Archive of Wales for their encouragement and help with the stills, to Stephen Smith and Neil Watson for allowing me to use other photographs, and to my son-in-law Alex Everard for devising the website.


Last but not least, my wife, Betsy has cheered me on with advice from her own writing experiences, has read my drafts and corrected my frequent mistakes, and has encouraged me whenever I have felt like flagging. She has my enormous gratitude and love.


Note: spellings adopted are, for the most part, those current at the time of the events narrated; for example, Llanelly, not Llanelli, and Will Hopkins, not Wil Hopcyn.









William Haggar, his children and grandchildren


[image: ]


Note: in 1924, William was said to have 11 children, 40 grandchildren and 3 great-grandchildren.
This should have been 11 children and 29 grandchildren (totalling 40), with June Richards, the 30th grandchild, born after his death.
The 3 great-grandchildren were Will Junior’s daughter Jennie’s children Moya, William Arthur and Betty.
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Preface


This Film Was a Sensation 28 Years Ago


By ‘The Prompter’


AT THE CARDIFF OLYMPIA Cinema the other night, I saw a film which should be preserved in the Welsh National Museum. The Maid of Cefn Ydfawas produced in 1910 – 28 years ago – by the late William Haggar, senior, who was, in his day, one of the best-known travelling showmen.


The film put on the screen for my benefit is the only copy in existence. The negative and all other copies were destroyed at the Haggar travelling cinema in Aberdare 9 years since, and the three reels left are so shrunken and worn that they cannot be exhibited on many more occasions.


Mr. W. J. Key, the Olympia manager, is going to show The Maidpublicly on Friday evening next. He feels, as I do, that this old ‘silent’ will provide an interesting comparison with the present day talking pictures and methods of making pictures.


Amused and Amazed


Mr. Key and I saw The Maidwithout any sort of musical accompaniment. We were both amused and amazed at the ingenuity of Old Man Haggar, his family (the principal characters) and members of the stock company who made up the ‘crowd’.


Scenes were ‘shot’ during the company's travels in various parts of Wales. For instance, the opening sequence was taken outside the Vicarage, Pontardulais; interior shots – at the home of Ann Thomas (the Maid) – were taken on a nearby cabbage patch. Haggar placed floor-boards on the ground over the cabbages, propped up canvas scenery around them, and there stood the room where Ann, with many melodramatic expressions of distrust, spurned the villain, Anthony Maddocks. In the absence of oval mirrors to adorn the walls, Haggar used white paper in wooden frames, and had I not told you this, you might easily mistake paper for glass.


Message Written in Blood


When Ann wrote a message in ‘blood’ pricked from her hand on a large ivy leaf, Haggar used white lime as the only method he could think of to show up ‘red’ on green. Ann throws the leaf from the window of the Old Dulais Arms, Pontardulais.


Perhaps the most amusing episode explained to me by Mr. Key occurred when the villainous Maddocks (I'll bet they hissed him in days gone by) and his co-conspirators pushed the unconscious lover, Will Hopkins, over a waterfall at Llanelly. The water was only a foot deep and the company dug for hours trying to increase the depth. All they did was to strike solid rock a couple of feet down. However, Will Hopkins managed to fall flat and make a big splash, which was all the producer wanted.


Pioneer Effort


Bridgend, Bargoed, and other centres of South Wales figure in The Maid of CefnYdfa, which, regarded as a pioneer effort, may cause cinema goers to reflect that in some respects, cinematography has not progressed so very far in 28 years. I have seen worse scenes in modern pictures than that in the hermit's retreat where Maddocks commits a foul murder. Lighting effects are excellent; in fact there is very little flicker throughout the film. The only thing that struck me very forcibly was the paucity of close-up ‘shots’. Perhaps the old producers were afraid to show too much at close quarters.


In any case, see The Maid– it lasts 50 minutes – if you've a mind, and try to imagine what an enormous attraction it was, played to 1d, 2d, and 3d. admission prices all over the country. 'Tis said that when Haggar first put on The Maid in the first travelling cinema Wales ever knew, any opposition show could close down. One showman went bankrupt; another introduced a bunch of ‘Can Can’ girls – they wore frilly knickers and showed their suspenders – but not even this exhibition of feminine daring could beat the business that Haggar did.


It is generally agreed that old pioneer showmen of his type had the cinema business – in this country at least – in the palm of their hands at the time The Maidwas produced. How could they imagine that the financiers were to ‘tie-up’ with the technicians and create the world-wide entertainment octopus Talking Pictures we know today?


Thus, in the South Wales Echoon 16 April 1938, its film critic penned the only known review of a Haggar film before, in more recent years, the surviving films were re-issued on vhs and dvd as monuments of the early cinema. Since 1938, ‘Old Man Haggar’ has appeared in various film books, but as a bit part extra only, confusingly named William Haggar in some and (erroneously) Walter Haggar in others. This book, telling his story in full, sets the record straight.









1. Ancestry and upbringing


WILLIAM HAGGAR WAS BORN on 10 March 1851,1 at the home of his great-uncle William in Dedham, Essex.2 Twelve months later his mother, Elizabeth, took him home to nearby Frating, where she had him baptised at the parish church on Mothering Sunday.3 There she left him to be brought up by his grandfather James.


The Haggars, first mentioned in the Hundred Rolls,4 were by now spread throughout the eastern counties. The Haggards of Bradenham, Norfolk derived their descent from David Haggard who lived in Ware, Hertfordshire, in the 1530s: their most famous son was the barrister, colonial civil servant and writer, Rider Haggard.5 There was a Haggar estate at Bourn, Cambridgeshire. A Hagger family lived in Great and Little Chishill, where Cambridgeshire, Essex and Hertfordshire meet, from the 1540s until the 1970s, when the last survivor moved to live with his daughter in Reigate; farmers and shopkeepers, they served the community as churchwardens and Overseers of the Poor.6 Haggars lived in Hitchin, Hertfordshire, working on the land. Cousins of William's lived at Epping, in Essex; Henry and Betsy Hagger's daughter Elizabeth was a scullery maid at Windsor Castle in 1881:7 the families were in touch, for William's great-grandchildren in Australia remembered, a century later, that a relative of theirs had worked for the Royal Family.8 Many Hagger families lived in Ipswich and the surrounding Suffolk countryside. Among them were William and Mary, one of three Hagger couples who had children baptised at the church at Badley, near Stowmarket.9 10


Their son, William's grandfather James Hagger11 lived in Frating, a small village at the cross-roads where the road from Dedham to Brightlingsea meets that from Colchester to Clacton.12 A tithe map of 1835 shows James' cottage on the green, in a plot one rood and ten perches in area, at the end of the lane which today bears his name: ‘Haggar's Lane'. He was the village wheelwright and carpenter.13 His wife, Sarah, died at the early age of 38, in September 1848, after bearing 9 children: Samuel, born in 1826,14 Sarah, Elizabeth, Harriett, who died only six months later, Martha, Joseph, Mary, and finally twins, Robert and William, in April 1842 – but both the twins died that August.15 Sarah, Elizabeth and Martha each had an illegitimate child during the years 1850-55: marriage, it seems, was not contemplated, or at least, none of them got married in Frating church. By 1861, only Martha was left to keep house for her father. James died in the spring of 1870, as a result of being kicked by a donkey, the blow breaking a leg which had been bad for some time: he never recovered.16


At the time of her mother's death, Elizabeth Hagger, who was said to be ‘stunningly pretty’, with ginger hair,17 got a job in Dedham. Later family tradition said that she was in service at a ‘big house’ there.18 She lived with her uncle and aunt in Stratford Road, where her son, Arthur William was born – like his mother, William never used his first name. Who his father was, has never been ascertained. Perhaps the son of the ‘big house’, maybe his name was Arthur, as that was not a Hagger family name. Years later, Elizabeth's daughter Harriet Taylor confided in her niece Lily19 that her mother received money every month from a solicitor's office, the inference drawn by Lily being that it was ‘hush money’ for the illegitimate William.20


After returning home to Frating with her son in 1852, Elizabeth did not stay long. She found her way to Bury, in Lancashire, marrying there in September 1861 a journeyman bricklayer named Robert Bridgstock: their son James Robert was born in Liverpool in 1862. A year later, they were in Hornsey, North London, where Robert died in July 1863. In May 1868, Elizabeth married James Taylor, a stonemason, at St. Paul's Church in Islington. Their daughter Harriet was born in 1871. Ten years later, the Taylors were living at 2 Park Terrace, Prittlewell, Essex, with their three children, Elizabeth's son James Robert and daughter Harriet, and Elizabeth Taylor, aged 26, James Taylor's daughter by a previous marriage. By the time of the 1891 census, Elizabeth was widowed and keeping a lodging-house at Gordon House, 13 Buckley Road, Kilburn, then a new development: it had not been built in 1881.21 She was still there fifteen years later.


Lily Richards, Elizabeth's youngest granddaughter, records that both she and her elder brother, Will Junior22 were sent to her grandmother's house in Kilburn for schooling. Both children hated living with their grandmother: Lily found her a hard taskmaster, and says that Elizabeth blamed her daughter-in-law, Sarah, for enticing William into the theatrical profession, considering that such a way of life was degrading.23 Elizabeth, like her son William later, had outlived her early disgrace and become respectable. In 1891, her lodgers were professional people, and her granddaughter, six-year old Rose,24 Lily's elder sister, was staying with her. Clearly Elizabeth had maintained contact with her son, despite her disapproval of his way of life. Indeed, William's business cards and letter heads give her home, 13 Buckley Road, as his business address, for, always on the move, he needed a permanent address for his post to reach him. Ten years later, in 1901, Elizabeth was hosting not only her granddaughter Lily, but also her great-granddaughter Jennie Haggar.25 She called them both her ‘nieces’.26 She was in her mid-seventies when she did William perhaps her last favour. Lily had left her at Easter 1905, to return home for good. Next year, on 1 April 1906, Rose Haggar had her illegitimate son, George, in the house in Kilburn.27 Whispers pointed the finger at an Irish actor in the family theatre company: his picture was said to be on the front page of The Showman.28 Probably Rose needed to get away from the family living wagons, so grandmother Elizabeth provided her with sanctuary.


Thus William grew up in his grandfather James' house in Frating, looked after by his aunt Martha.29 There are two family accounts of William's childhood and early life. One is William's own version, given to a reporter from the Aberdare Leader in 1924, the year before his death.30 The other is in Lily Richards' biography of her father, composed towards the end of her life.31 For that, she relied heavily on her brother Walter's account of William's film-making days,32 which she copied, altering personal pronouns as appropriate. She also included her own reminiscences, recollections of what her parents had told her, and stories of William's early life told to her by her grandmother Elizabeth during her stay in Kilburn. When all these sources failed, she filled in gaps from her own imagination. Her daughter June Bilous took dictation from her mother, spent long hours editing out many hesitations and repetitions, and produced the final typed biography.33


According to William's account, his parents paid the village schoolmaster a penny a week for his education. Then, when eleven years old, he went to work in the dockyard at Wivenhoe, a small port on the River Colne, only three or four miles from Frating. Later he drifted to Southwold, was apprenticed to a watchmaker, learnt to play the cornet, founded a band,34 was engaged to play for a travelling theatre, and married a member of the same theatre company. This account has been composed for public consumption – as were William's statements of his father's name and occupation on his marriage certificates: ‘Taylor Haggar, Timber Merchant’ on the first, (his mother's name was Taylor by that time), and ‘William Haggar deceased’ on the second. He needed a father and ‘parents’ for respectability, instead of the grandfather and aunt with whom his mother had left him. It seems that they did not want him. His daughter-in-law Ada said long afterwards that he had had a very bad time: they were cruel to him.35


Lily's account is much more circumstantial, although it too shows traces of her father's disguising his real situation: an otherwise unknown uncle appears on the scene to replace his grandfather James, who is never mentioned. Lily wrote:


His mother had little time for him	, and farmed him out to various uncles and aunts who did their best to give him an upbringing. One of Father's uncles owned a sawmill, and took him to live with him for five years teaching him carpentry, which he picked up very quickly, but he was never paid any wages for his work, his uncle telling him how lucky he was to have a home at all. Father worked hard at the sawmill. His day began at 6.30 a.m., and he worked a twelve-hour day with hardly enough to eat and only cast-off clothes to wear. He had a good ear for music and, when he was twelve years old, he joined the local Salvation Army Band, and learned to play every brass instrument, but his favourite was the big trombone.36


After a time, some of the older boys suggested that they should form a band of their own, so, in 1869, the eighteen-year old William left his uncle and the sawmill, and set off with three companions to seek their fortune. But after a year, the others tired of this adventure:


Things looked pretty grim, but his luck held out. At this time they were playing at Colchester, and a travelling crowd of theatricals were playing in the local Town Hall. They needed a stage hand with knowledge of carpentry, so Father applied for the job and got it. Financially he was no better off, the crowd of players was only third-class and often went hungry when business was bad, but at last his ambitions crystallised – he suddenly knew he wanted to be an actor and run his own company. He was now twenty years old, and was very attracted to Sarah Walton, the daughter of the theatre company owner, who was just eighteen. She was a well-made girl with dark curly hair and merry brown eyes. She had a kind heart and had never known anything but a hard life on the stage. She had no formal education, but she knew almost every line of Shakespeare's plays, and could play most of the parts, both men's and women's. She had a grand sense of humour, as did my father, so they were well suited. They decided to marry and leave the Waltons' company, and try to get work with a more go-ahead show. It was a bright, frosty day in January when William and Sarah were married, and their only wedding breakfast was a drink at the local pub and some sandwiches. All the Walton company came to the wedding, which took place in the village church. The bride could not afford a new dress, but she made herself a new bonnet with some old silk and lace given her by her mother. They were very much in love, and Sarah was proud of her handsome husband. It was Father's boast in later years that, after paying for the marriage licence, all the money he had left was twopence-halfpenny!37


In point of fact, William Haggar and Sarah Hemming38 were married in the Register Office at Fakenham, Norfolk, on 31 March 1871.39









2. Travelling mummers and portable theatres


IT WAS TO BE a hard life. Walter Haggar, who had grown up in his father's theatre, recalled that a company of actors would consist of about eight gentlemen, four ladies and a few children. They could, and did visit a town and perform a fresh play every night for three or four months.1 The Haggars' theatre as Walter remembered it was portable, made up of shutter boards, planks and canvas. When the company's stay in one venue was finished, it fell to the actors themselves to ‘pull down’ and re-erect the theatre in the next place. ‘Then’, as Lily Richards relates, ‘there was continual travelling always to be done on Sundays, finding lodgings – no advance agencies in those days’. Early in their marriage, William and Sarah found employment both with travelling companies playing in rented halls or small theatres, and with those who owned their own show or booth.2 Such companies were called ‘Mummers’, and their portable theatres, ‘Mumming Booths’: William, even in his later film-exhibiting years, was known as ‘the old mummer’, from his portable theatre days. It was not a glamorous life: the actors' existence could be precarious and uncomfortable, with a regime of hard work, late nights and early mornings, for irregular and uncertain rewards.3


At that time, there were four kinds of theatre company operating in the provinces: London companies on tour with celebrated actors and plays; ‘stock companies’, attached to a theatre or group of theatres; travelling theatres, who toured with a repertoire of plays but performed in permanent buildings; and portable theatres, who toured with their own temporary premises. The portable theatre company which William joined in Southwold or Colchester consisted of six people only, Mr. & Mrs. Richard Julius Walton, their two daughters Sarah and Louie, and two men, one of whom played lead and the other juvenile lead. Richard and his wife, members of the Walton family, at that time well known in the theatre world, were experienced actors, but easy going people with little ambition, rather lazy and fond of liquor and satisfied if they made enough to make ends meet.4 At that time they had been operating their own company for a few years: in 1868, Richard Walton placed advertisements as proprietor in The Era during a tour of South Wales and the Forest of Dean.5 But by 1871, these Waltons had thrown in their lot with others. Walter Haggar recalled his grandfather Dick Walton's unique double-handed swordfight act: ‘he would hold two cutlasses and had a stage-fight with six opponents: it was an impromptu fight such as might be seen on the films and gained round after round of applause. Dick Walton was the only actor I knew who could do this’.6 During the 1880s, they remained with William and Sarah's company;7 and Sarah's sister Louie was with Will Haggar Junior's company in South Wales in the summer of 1912, when she turned down the opportunity of a part in Little Miss Llewelynon the London stage.8


At Fakenham in March 1871, Dick and Sarah Walton and William and Sarah Haggar were members of Goree's Portable Theatre Company, then on a tour of Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex.9 The proprietors, 33-year-old James Goree, ‘artist’, and his wife, Emmeline (or Emily), 28, originally from Twickenham and Halesworth respectively, had their own caravan, parked in the Cattle Market. The other company members were in lodgings. Two musicians boarded with a widow, and William, Sarah, and Edward Ebley10 put up at an inn in Oak Street. Dick and Sarah Walton, three other ‘comedians’, a musician, eleven-year-old Louie Walton and another child dancer, James Goree's daughter Emily, lodged at the Sun Beerhouse.11 Fifteen in all, they were just the size which Walter gives for a travelling company, and, typically, they had come together from all over the country.12


From the pages of The Era , it has been observed13 that, in 1872, over forty portable theatres were providing entertainment up and down the country, outside London. Often these were ‘penny theatres’, which magistrates, who had to consider whether to grant them licences to perform, might dislike, but which some at least recognised as a better alternative to the beerhouse. Many places welcomed the portables. They provided entertainment, and a view of the outside world. Whitby's reviewer deplored the fact that a company did not turn up for an engagement, so the populace of 20,000 had no amusement.14 Trowbridge's correspondent celebrated the arrival of three first-class entertainments, but then had to lament that no audience attended.15 But the Ilkeston Pioneer regarded Johnny Noakes' Theatre, which the Haggars met later in South Wales, as a nuisance. ‘Why should a whole neighbourhood be almost drummed and blown out of their houses, and infested by all the scum of the town this place attracts?’, the paper asked. 16


The Era published advertisements of all kinds: ‘The Zoetrope – this marvellous American toy, the greatest wonder of the age, with 24 coloured engravings'.17 ‘For sale – a very curious monkey beautifully stuffed, once belonging to Bostock and Wombwell's menagerie'.18 ‘Lorenzo, the great sensational one-legged gymnast’ sought an engagement.19 So did the ‘Inimitable Walton Company’, who used the ads column to blow their own trumpet. The Company:


Having concluded their brilliant and highly successful pantomime season, open at Barnard's Music Hall, Chatham, on Monday 7th February 1870. New and original spectacular ballets, Burlesques etc., with Magnificent and Costly dresses; also refined Operatic and Characteristic Divertissements. The Troupe Ten in number. Immense change of business. Two entertainments nightly. Proprietors please address as above.20


It is not possible to glean much from The Era about the way of life of those engaged with portable theatres. But what these adverts portray, and what Walter narrates in his Theatre Recollections, is a life little different from that of the Strolling Players of the eighteenth century, of whom there are more detailed descriptions.21 Bands of unlicensed players eked out a precarious existence by touring the smaller towns. Their life was a hard one; they were often at the mercy of an unscrupulous manager who saw that the bulk of the profits went into his own pocket. They frequently went without food, and after a week's hard work, their only share of the profit would be a stock supper ‘which was generally ended in a Quarrel by way of Dessert.’ Travelling was difficult for the poorest companies in the eighteenth century, each man having to carry a share of the scenery or wardrobe on his back. Usually, however, at least one wagon was employed, and, of course, it was generally the manager who claimed the privilege of riding on it so that he could keep an eye on the properties. In bad weather, the wagon could get stuck on the poor roads: there was always the danger of being overturned. On arrival at a town, they had first to get permission to perform from the mayor or magistrates. Then the players would put on their smartest clothes (generally borrowed from the company's wardrobe) and gather in the centre of a town, beat a drum and distribute playbills. Performances had to be given wherever accommodation could be found: inn-yards, barns, town halls and so forth. If their luck was out, they would have to resort to a stable. Properties were as meagre as the costumes, though in The Strollers22 a character proudly proclaims: ‘we have a second-hand Dragon that lost a wing and two claws in an opera last winter’. Smaller companies had to be content with engaging whatever musicians they could find in the towns they visited: ‘generally a motley crowd whose efforts would distress even the most hardened ear. More often than not, a couple of fiddlers would represent the entire musical talent of the town, and it would indeed be fortunate if both were found to be sufficiently capable and sober to play the music required of them.’23 A hundred years later, little had changed: the Haggars, throughout their years as travelling theatricals, had many similar experiences.


The front of the Haggars' portable theatre was built up from two living wagons, set apart with a small front stage or parade built between them. On each side of the living wagons were steps leading into the theatre known as the ‘walk-up’. The sides and roof of the theatre were constructed of frames carrying wooden panels, the whole covered with a canvas tilt and pegged down firmly with guys and stakes. The stage consisted of two flat trucks run together, with a proscenium built round them. Lighting was either by gas or oil lamps. Effects such as dimming were easier with gas-light, but with oil lamps dimming had to be done by passing a piece of semi-transparent paper in front of each lamp. The seating capacity was about two hundred, the seats being bare boards raked down towards the stage. There was a piano, and a good stock of scenery.


Audiences could be restless and unruly. Before the curtain was raised for the opening of the performance or after any interval, a handbell was rung to signal the need for quiet. If the bell had no effect after repeated applications, the Manager would make an appeal from the stage for attention, and if this failed, the actors would leave the stage, go among the audience and forcibly eject any hooligans. They would then return to the stage and, after an apology was made to the audience for the interruption, the play could proceed. On one occasion during a Welsh coal strike, William himself had to go on stage and make an impassioned oration on the grievances of the working man, in order to calm the audience, mostly of striking miners: he managed to get them singing.24


By the 1850s, companies attached permanently to a theatre or a small circuit of theatres became known as ‘stock companies’. This name persisted until after the Great War, when these enterprises were replaced by repertory companies, which reformed both the repertoire of plays and the manner of acting them. Stock companies and portable theatres had much in common. They had a nightly change of bill: to facilitate this, each player undertook some special line of business. The Leader was generally a tragedian, playing Hamlet or Macbeth. There would be a Leading Lady, a Juvenile Lead, an Old Man, an Old Woman, a Heavy Father, who played tyrants and villains, and a Heavy Woman. The Low Comedian was next in importance to the Leader. All of these acting roles were advertised for in the columns of The Era. William Haggar advertised in 1887 for a ‘Leading lady: long and profitable engagement to a lady that understands the business of a good Portable’, and for a ‘Leading Lady and Gent, also Leader of Band’.25 William became an accomplished low comedian, and earned the nickname, ‘Haggarout', when, on one occasion in Tredegar, a new comedian was being tried out. This unfortunate was hissed off the stage, and a cry arose, ‘send Haggar out, Haggar out, Haggar out’, which promptly stuck. So, initially to William's chagrin, he became typecast in this role. On another occasion, due to the absence of an actor, he had to play the villain, William Corder, in Maria Martin. The audience was in hysterics: it was said in the company that this was the only time Maria had been played as a comedy! Will Haggar Junior, cast as a villain, was once attacked in the streets of Llanelly by an old lady who berated him for a drunken womaniser. Rising to the occasion, Will replied, in his best stage voice, ‘Madam, at least you will never have the good fortune to become one of my victims! Good day.'26


The system of type-casting allowed the actors to memorise and perform a large number of plays in each town:


The actors could, and did, visit a town and perform a fresh play every night for three or four months. It followed that if their type of role changed, they might be somewhat lost. Each player memorised as part of his stock-in-trade the major portion of the dialogue of these plays, and it was no trouble at all, after the usual 11 o'-clock rehearsal, to go on and perform the part. There was a series of what were known as ‘stock plays’, such as East Lynne, Uncle Tom's Cabin, Maria Marten, Sweeney Todd, Temptation, and many others. Any one of these plays could be put on at a moment's notice and, when it was, would proceed with no undue hitches, stage waits or ‘gagging’, and with very little prompting. There was no prompter as such, but if the play was a difficult one, owing to the fact that there were new members or other circumstances, any actor who was not actually on the stage would stand in the wing with the script, so that he could give a guiding word where necessary. But the players were, in any case, never stuck for words. If they forgot their lines, they would make up their own words, and it did not really matter what they said as long as it fitted in with the play, although this was frowned on by the management. The words, ‘Stick to the script’ were often heard during rehearsals.


Our library of plays consisted mostly of hand-written scripts. When a new play was contemplated, a rehearsal was called, and the script was passed around. The leading man would write out his part, probably staying up half the night to do it, then he would pass it on to the comedian, who passed it on to the villain, and so on until everyone had written out his part and learnt it. On rare occasions, they may have had as many as three rehearsals before this new play was produced. To enable the management to acquire a repertoire of plays to last up to four months, they had to encroach on many copyright plays on which a fee should have been paid. They got away with this by changing the names of the plays; for instance, The Silver Kingwas billed as The Silver Ring, The Sign of the Cross was renamed The Shadow of theCross, and so on. At 9 o'-clock each Monday morning, all the actors were given a number of bills and were detailed to a certain district, where they would post the bills in a prominent position.27


A favourite speciality of the company was a fencing duel between six ladies and a similar number of gentlemen. This was performed to a formal and precise movement, and to a musical accompaniment, provided, over the years, by bands of varying numbers and quality, including among their members the Haggar children, each of whom could play one or more instruments. The company contrived to produce as realistic special effects as possible within their limited means. Thunder was produced with the time-honoured aid of a large piece of tin, and dried peas poured upon the same utility simulated the effect of heavy rain. Snow could be made by using paper confetti or, on one occasion in a Christmas pantomime, the feathers of a goose ready for the Christmas pot. Strong wind was produced by a hand-operated wind machine, and smoke by the simple but dangerous and uncomfortable expedient of burning damp rags in a brazier. Actors and actresses had not only to act. The gentlemen had to be carpenters, painters, labourers and jack-of-all-trades. They had to build, pull down and move the portable theatre, repair it after storm damage, construct and paint scenery and props, and make furniture and other effects. The ladies of the company made costumes, drapes, wigs and masks.28


Actors were paid under the so-called ‘Commonwealth’ system of shares. Walter describes it, and its consequences:


While we travelled through the English Counties, the pay was divided in what was known as the ‘Commonwealth’ system; i.e. the takings were made into equal shares. The leading man would get, say, a share and a half, the villain a share and a half, the comedian a share and a half, the leading lady a share and a quarter, utility man one share, and the actresses pro rata, perhaps one share. There would be four shares kept aside for the upkeep of the theatre, two for the costumes, two towards travelling expenses to the next town, one for gas and two for sundries. There was a total of between twenty and thirty shares each night. The pianist had the job of counting the cash, another would count the ticket counterfoils or ‘checks’. When these tallied, the sum was done, and the shares were announced. ‘Shares 9d.’, it was called out, ‘shares 2s.’ ‘shares 3d.’ or whatever it may have been. I have seen the players dozens of times rushing to where the money was being counted, wiping off their grease-paint with their face-cloths as they went. Some would have changed out of their costumes, and all would be anxiously awaiting the announcement of the shares. When the shares were called, the players would hurriedly claim their pence and run – not home, but to the nearest Public House, where they would all assemble in the same room and fight their battles over again. They would go over the play in detail and discuss ‘how I brought the house down’, ‘the end of the first act’, or ‘the embarrassing situation that cropped up in the second act’ etc., all over their 3d. pints of beer.29


The company would consist of a mixture of family and non-family members. By the early 1890s, the Haggars had eight of the family to take parts, play instruments, or tumble about to act as attractions. Of the non-family members, some stayed with the company for years. Others came and went: youngsters gained experience and went on to greater things. London actors, who did not get paid when London shows closed for the summer, earned extra pay by appearing in the provinces during the summer vacation. Walter names various performers, including Harry, George and Charlie Lloydall30
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