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1889 - 1894 ON A DAMP, CHILLY LONDON NIGHT, FIVE-YEAR-OLD Charlie Chaplin clasped his
mother’s hand tightly. He quickly pro-pelled himself along, keeping up with her nervous pace. Charlie knew
thatHannah Chaplin did not want to be late for her performance at the musichall. If the show didn't start on time,
the crowd would become rude andnoisy. Charlie had frequently seen patrons hiss and jeer at entertainerswho
displeased them. Sometimes, if a few spectators had had too much todrink, 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 ofvarious types of entertainment. In a single night, music hall
audienceswould be treated to singing, dancing, pantomime, and especially slap-stick -- a type of comedy featuring
horseplay, pranks, and other physicalhumor, such as pie-throwing. Charlie Chaplin's mother was a singer.
Onstage, she was known asLily 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 thatshe mightsing badly. With both Charlie and his nine-year-old brother,Sydney, to care for, she had
better be able to sing -- or there would beno supper for any of them. As soon as they entered the back door of the
music hall, Hannah Chaplin dropped her son's hand and hurried to the dressing room to put on her costume.
Though the backstage area was cluttered with props and performers moving inevery 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 hehad
become accustomed to wandering around backstage. The stagehandsand entertainers always smiled at the polite,
neatly dressed child. Oftenthey paused in their frantic preparations to greet him with a pat on thehead. Sometimes
they gave Charlie a cookie or piece of candy to nibbleon. Most of the time, Charlie stood quietly in the wings,
watching hismother perform. Charlie spent so much time listening to his mother sing that he hadmemorized 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 andprotected. But on this night in 1894, everything changed. As his mothercame onstage in her
long ruffled skirt and velvet jacket, the usually noisyaudience became still and quiet. Lily Harley started to sing. As
she reachedfor the high notes of a beautiful ballad, her voice suddenly cracked. Arude 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, buthe
ignored her and darted backstage. To Lily's surprise, he then draggedout her son, who had been watching
unhappily in the wings. Encouraging Charlie to sing any song he wanted, the desperate manwaved Hannah off
the stage, where she collapsed in the arms of a sym-pathetic performer. As the small boy advanced bravely to the
center ofthe stage, the unruly audience stopped booing and stared in astonishment. No one knew what to expect
from such a young performer. Charlie took advantage of the brief lull and began singing a popular melody called
"Jack Jones." The way he moved his shoulders andstrutted around like someone much older delighted the crowd.
They brokeinto a roar of appreciation, applauding the bold little performer. Charliegave them one song after
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another songs he had spent many hourslistening to from the wings of the theater. The songs told sad as well
asfunny stories. People in the audience also knew the songs well, and theyjoined in on the choruses, clapped their
hands, and stomped their feet. Soon Charlie started to dance, imitating the dancers he had seen onthe stage.
Though he had no musical accompaniment, he lifted his feetand tapped and stomped to his own beat, making up
the steps as hewent along. Charlie even concluded his performance with an imitationof his mother, letting his voice
crack in the middle of a song just as shehad. 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 enjoyinghimself. He collected all the money, then went on with his act until hismother 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. P6-11
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