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1. A Born Performer

1889 - 1894

N A DAMP, CHILLY LONDON NIGHT, FIVE-YEAR-OLD
.7 Charlie Chaplin clasped his mother’s hand tightly. He quickly pro-
pelled himself along, keeping up with her nervous pace. Charlie knew that
Hannah Chaplin did not want to be late for her performance at the music
hall''. If the show didn’t start on time, the crowd would become rude and
noisy. Charlie had frequently seen patrons hiss and jeer at entertainers
who displeased them. Sometimes, if a few spectators had had too much to
drink, they would throw rotten fruit and old shoes onto the stage.

Music halls, also called vaudeville, were a popular form of enter-
tainment for working people in England at the time. Shows consisted of
various types of entertainment. In a single night, music hall audiences
would be treated to singing, dancing, pantomime, and especially slap-
stick — a type of comedy featuring horseplay, pranks'?, and other physical
humor, such as pie-throwing.

Charlie Chaplin’s mother was a singer. Onstage, she was known as
Lily Harley. Audiences loved her dainty appearance and her sweet, deli-
cate voice. This night, however, Hannah’s throat felt dry and scratchy.
The damp weather had irritated' her vocal chords, and she worried that
she might sing badly. With both Charlie and his nine-year-old brother,
Sydney, to care for, she had better be able to sing — or there would be
no supper for any of them.

As soon as they entered the back door of the mu-

sic hall, Hannah Chaplin dropped her son’s hand and

hurried to the dressing room to put on her

costume. Though the backstage area was clut-

tered with props and performers moving in
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1. A Born Performer

every direction, Hannah was not afraid to leave Charlie on his own.
Charlie’s parents had first brought him to the theater at age three, and he
had become accustomed to wandering around backstage. The stagehands
and entertainers always smiled at the polite, neatly dressed child. Often
they paused in their frantic preparations to greet him with a pat on the
head. Sometimes they gave Charlie a cookie or piece of candy to nibble
on. Most of the time, Charlie stood quietly in the wings, watching his
mother perform.

Charlie spent so much time listening to his mother sing that he had
memorized her entire repertoire!'.. He also learned other performers’
songs, not just because it seemed to make his time backstage move faster,
but also because he enjoyed the words and the music.

Born in London in 1889, Charles Spencer Chaplin felt loved and
protected. But on this night in 1894, everything changed. As his mother
came onstage in her long ruffled skirt and velvet jacket, the usually noisy
audience became still and quiet. Lily Harley started to sing. As she reached
for the high notes of a beautiful ballad, her voice suddenly cracked. A
rude customer began to whistle. Lily tried again, only to fail once more.
She broke down in tears and looked to the music hall owner for help, but
he ignored her and darted'! backstage. To Lily’s surprise, he then dragged
out her son, who had been watching unhappily in the wings.

Encouraging Charlie to sing any song he wanted, the desperate man
waved Hannah off the stage, where she collapsed!*! in the arms of a sym-
pathetic performer. As the small boy advanced bravely to the center of
the stage, the unruly audience stopped booing and stared in

astonishment. No one knew what to expect from such

L. a young performer.
% , Charlie took advantage of the brief lull"*' and
began singing a popular melody called “Jack
e Jones.” The way he moved his shoulders and
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strutted around like someone much older delighted the crowd. They broke
into a roar of appreciation, applauding the bold"! little performer. Charlie
gave them one song after another — songs he had spent many hours
listening to from the wings of the theater. The songs told sad as well as
funny stories. People in the audience also knew the songs well, and they
joined in on the choruses, clapped their hands, and stomped their feet.

Soon Charlie started to dance, imitating the dancers he had seen on
the stage. Though he had no musical accompaniment, he lifted his feet
and tapped and stomped to his own beat, making up the steps as he
went along. Charlie even concluded his performance with an imitation
of his mother, letting his voice crack in the middle of a song just as she
had. The audience screamed with laughter.

Suddenly Charlie felt something sting his cheek. He was terrified,
thinking the customers were throwing things at him. They were. De-
lighted with the boy’s performance, the audience flung coins onstage,
requesting more songs. Charlie was glad to comply"®. He was enjoying
himself. He collected all the money, then went on with his act until his
mother picked him up and carried him off the stage.

Hannah Chaplin never appeared on stage again. Her music hall ca-
reer was over, but that night a new performer was born. At age five,
Charlie Chaplin had made his debut'.
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1894-1898

‘OW THAT HANNAH CHAPLIN COULD NO LONGER WORK
: at the music hall, she was forced to support her family some other
way. Charlie Chaplin Sr. had left his wife and two children years before,
and he rarely sent them any money. Hannah sold her jewelry, but the
money did not last long. To save on rent, the Chaplins moved into a tiny
one-room apartment. Hannah had made her own costumes for many years.
Using her sewing skills, she started making dresses for wealthy women
to earn some extra money.

Hannah also sewed clothes for her two growing boys, but since she
couldn’t afford new material, she tashioned outfits”” for Charlie and
Syd!""! from her old costumes. When Charlie arrived at school wearing
red stockings sewn from a pair of Hannah’s tights, his classmates teased
him horribly. Syd received similar treatment when he wore a winter
coat made from a velvet jacket with striped sleeves. His classmates de-
scribed him as “Joseph and the Coat of Many Colors!*.”

The first five years of Charlie’s life had been comfortable and secure.
He had never gone hungry until his mother lost her job. Hannah tried her
best to prepare proper meals, but often the family had little to eat. Some
days all they had to eat was a cup of tea and a few pieces of bread. To
comfort himself, Charlie would sometimes play an old violin that an
actor had given him backstage at the music hall.

Despite their cramped quarters”’, Hannah was de-

termined to keep her boys as warm and cheerful as she

i * could. On cold, rainy winter days she would put
A < aside her sewing and entertain her children by
singing and dancing. Sometimes all three
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