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Vera James c. 1922 (trying to look half her age?), photographed by  

Albert Witzel, Los Angeles glamour photography pioneer.  
Fifty years later Vera James remembered, “They said to me … let’s see if 

we can make you look good for once, sweet and innocent … I had a blonde 
wig and they gave me some apple blossom or something”  

(National Film and Sound Archive of Australia). 
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Chapter 1: family 

 

She was born Vera Gwendoline James in Wellington on 2 

April 1892, the eldest child of William Francis James and 

Alice Jane James. Her brother Frederick Charles James was 

born ten years later, in 1902 and her sister Ngaire Doreen 

(James) Neill in 1910. 

William Francis James 1867–1949 was the 3rd of nine 

children of Elizabeth Neville and Charles James, a Greymouth 

engineer. His mother’s death in 1916 was noticed by the 

Otago Witness, 

There passed away recently another of the old identities 

of New Zealand, Mrs Elizabeth Neville James, of 

Greymouth. The deceased came to New Zealand in the 

ship David G. Fleming, with her parents, 56 years ago. 

She lived for a time with her parents in North 

Canterbury. In 1865 the deceased was married to the late 

Mr Charles James, who was then an engineer, in 

Christchurch. From Christchurch they removed to 

Greymouth. On the death of her husband Mrs James 

removed to Wellington, where she had since resided. 

Mrs James leaves a family of five sons and three 

daughters. The sons are Messrs J. C James (Auckland), 

W. F. James (Dunedin), H. D. James (Greymouth, 

proprietor of the Grey River Argus), L. B. James 

(Timaru), and H. F. James (Hawera). Deceased had 

many friends in various parts of New Zealand.1 

He and Alice Jane Hill of Dunedin were married in 1891 and 

lived till about 1900 in Wellington where Vera was born. In 

1903 he was acting manager of the tramways and engineer to 

the Mornington Borough Council in Dunedin.2 
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He was a well known sportsman in Otago and Southland. He 

was awarded the task of working the totalisator at the 

Southland Racing Club’s summer meeting in 19023 and the 

Maniatoto Jockey Club’s annual meeting in 1904, 

The totalisator was under the management of Mr W. F. 

James, and he and his staff despatched the business in a 

prompt and capable manner. The machine is an 

improvement on the ones used heretofore, and its 

handsome appearance was favourably commented on by 

the public. It was rather too high for the building and the 

beam across the top of the window prevented the figures 

of the total from being seen unless you stood directly 

under the window. The amount put through for the day 

was £1461 against £1268 last year. No sensational 

dividends were paid (the largest being £6 9s on the Hack 

Race), but all the first horses gave investors a fair profit.4 

He would meet all costs and would be paid 1½ per cent of the 

total money passed through his machine—or 1¾ percent if on 

course competition from bookmakers was permitted.5 

His obituary states, 

RACING PERSONALITY 

DEATH OF MR W. F. JAMES 

Mr William Francis James, who for 42 years worked the 

totalisators at practically all the meetings in Otago and 

Southland, died suddenly on Thursday. He retired in 

1942, but he retained his interest in the sport. Mr James 

began as a totalisator contractor In November, 1900, 

when at the Winton meeting he handled £4636 for two 

days’ racing. He borrowed that machine from his 

brother, who operated the totalisators on the West Coast. 

On that occasion he had a temporary staff of two, but 

later on his business expanded to such an extent that he 

often had about 100 employees at the Dunedin Jockey 
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Club and Forbury Park meetings. Mr James’s wife died 

some years ago. He is survived by two daughters, Mrs 

Munro (Sydney) and Mrs Neill (Dunedin), and one son, 

Mr F. James (Sydney).6 

Although Winton in 1900 was his first venture as a totalisator 

proprietor, he “had had some experience in assisting his father 

on the West Coast, where he commenced stamping tickets at 

the age of 12.”7 

He and a colleague patented an improved gold-saving 

apparatus in 1900.8 He was involved in redesigning the race 

courses at Wingatui, Waikouaiti, Winton and Riverton.  

During the past few years Mr James has been responsible 

for the designing of many improvements on South Island 

courses, his sphere of labour extending from Timaru to 

Clifden, on the Waiau Priver.9 

He patented a totalisator machine in 1915.10  

A FOOL-PROOF TOTALISATOR 
Mr W. F. James, who works the D.J.C. and other clubs’ 

totalisators, is an engineer by trade, and it has been to 

him a pleasure, as well as a matter of business to put in 

some of his time during the winter months in building a 

new totalisator to the order of Blomfield and Co., of 

Auckland. It is a 24-horse machine, its specialties being 

that it shows the dividends as well as the investments, 

also that the figures cannot, “cock” or get out of 

alignment. Mr James is the holder of a patent for each of 

these specialties. He recently made, a similar totalisator 

for the Oamaru Trotting Club. This is the fourteenth 

machine turned out at his workshop in Moray place east, 

and it is certainly the best we have ever seen—the best 

because it is absolutely simple in construction, having no 

gear that can get out of order, and being so easy to work 

that a fool cannot put it wrong. Various other time-
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saving devices are also brought into use, so that the 

machine can be taken to bits and put together in no time. 

The design and the workmanship are first-class. On 

seeing the machine running we suggested the name of 

“The Fool-Proof,” and Mr James may perhaps adopt that 

as its title.11 

He was well regarded by racing clubs for the efficiency of his 

business, and by his staff, 

At a dinner held in Smith’s Hall, Hanover street last 

evening by the totalisator staff, advantage was taken on 

the occasion to make a presentation to Mr W. F. James 

in the form of an enlarged photograph of the staff. Mr A. 

Restieaux, the chairman, in well-chosen remarks, paid a 

high tribute to Mr James for his consideration for the 

staff and his ability in carrying out the work of the 

totalisator. Quite a number of those present made very 

flattering remarks in regard to Mr James’s suitability for 

the position, and ventured the opinion that he had no 

equal in the dominion. Mr James feelingly replied, and 

in doing so said that a better staff of men would be 

difficult to find, and he was prepared to pit it against any 

body of men at similar work in the dominion. A pleasant 

and harmonious evening was spent. The various toasts 

were ably handled by those entrusted with them, and 

some of the remarks were very humorous. The 

enjoyment of the entertainment was much added to by 

selections by Mr J. Huggins’s orchestra, and later in the 

evening by Mr Beaumont’s orchestra. Songs were 

contributed by Messrs Bedford, Lamb, McInnis, Marrett, 

Ritchie, Sharp, McCrombie, and others. Hearty cheers 

for Mr and Mrs James and family brought the gathering 

to a close.12 
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He was timekeeper for tug-of-war championships in 1914,13 

donated a horse in response to Lord Kitchener’s request for 

mounted men for service abroad,14 

He was called “the well-known totalisator contractor, 

inventor, and manufacturer,15 his occupation recorded as 

engineer at probate in 1949,16 but simply “Totalisator 

proprietor” at a 1924 jury trial of two men accused of 

conspiring to defraud the Gore Racing Club and the public by 

“ringing-in” a champion horse under a novice’s name.17  

John Richards and Walter Leonard James Cameron were 

jointly charged that they conspired by fraudulent means 

to defraud the Gore Racing Club by entering a horse 

named The Dingo in the Balfour Trot at a meeting held 

on October 20, 1923, under a false name, to wit, 

Kingsdale…. 

William Francis James, who conducted all the 

totalisators from Timaru to Invercargill, said he saw 

Richards in the totalisator house at Gore on October 20. 

The latter was asking for a betting book. Witness gave it 

to him upon receipt of an open cheque to cover any bets 

accused might have. Richards put £100 on Kingsdale and 

the dividend paid by it was £11 17s 6d for £1. The money 

paid to Richards as the result of this bet was £1087 10s, 

together with his own cheque. The total amount on 

Kingsdale on the machine was £128 10s. leaving £26 10s 

after Richards had bet. 

Arthur James Gibbs, of Gore, who handicapped the 

horses at the meeting, said he put Kingsdale on the limit 

on account of it being a maiden. If he had known 

Kingsdale could have done one mile in 2min 18sec he 

would have put it 144 yards behind…. 

Arthur Butterfield identified the horse in the police 

yard as The Dingo.18 



10 
 

The two men were jailed—Richards, the “mastermind” for 

twelve months and Cameron for six. 

He served as President of the Hauraro Tennis Club, vice 

president of the North Dunedin Gun Club and of the Dunedin 

Harrier and Amateur Athletic Club, and fished Lake 

Alexandrina, 

 

“Mr W.F. James, of Dunedin, landing a fine fish at Lake Alexandra, South 
Canterbury.” Otago Witness 23 March 1920. 

 

He fished the Oreti river, 

A party of six anglers about a week ago caught 25 fish in 

the same locality, the heaviest trout being a 7½ pounder 

in splendid condition, killed by Mr W. F. James on the 

Golden Devon minnow.19 

He fished for salmon at Te Anau, 

Enjoyable sport at Lake Te Anau, angling for Atlantic 

salmon, is reported by Mr W. F. James, his two brothers, 

and Mr James Main (the South Canterburv ranger). They 

found the fish plentiful, particularly near the points 
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where the Waiau and other streams emerge. In three days 

and a-half the party with which they were fishing took 

twenty-nine salmon, and could have had many more, but 

for the regulation that no one may take more than six a 

day. As found in Te Anau, the salmon is a wonderful 

fighter. “I always thought the rainbow a bit of a 

champion for sport,” says Mr W. F. James, “but one day 

we got a rainbow and a salmon on the same line, and the 

rainbow was in the boat ten minutes before the other 

fellow.” It is an additional inducement to anglers to be 

told that the hotel accommodation there is really good.20 

He showed beginners how to do it, 

A Dunedin angler (Mr W. F. James), who occasionally 

ventures far afield, says that this month he found the best 

fishing of the season in the Otautau district. The 

Aparima, the Oreti, and the Mararoa rivers provide real 

sport to experienced men. One day during the tour 

referred to a party of beginners fished for hours and 

captured only two fish. A veteran came along and single-

handed took six beauties in quick time.21 

He presented trophies to various jockey and harness clubs, the 

Gun Club, the swimming club and was a generous donor to 

various charities. He was an honorary member of the Otago 

Art Society.22 In 1927 he wrote to the Gore Racing Club, 

stating his intention of donating a cup each year to the 

clubs he has worked for during the past 25 years and 

over. The Gore Club came next, and he would present a 

cup for the spring meeting of 1928.23 

He did so—including “a substantial trophy” to the Forbury 

Park Trotting Club in Dunedin.24 It would accompany the 

£400 prize money for the “W.F. James Handicap” at Forbury 

in November 1935.25 
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Vesuvius winning the WF James Handicap from Gunfire and Agile at 
Forbury Park. ODT 29 November 1935. 

 

There were those who tried to cheat him,  

 

In May 1925, 

Immediately after the recent Forbury Park Meeting Mr 

W. F. James went into a private hospital to undergo an 

operation to one of his eyes. In consequence he was not 

present at the Riverton Meeting last week, the totalisator 

being under the management of Mr George Williamson. 

Mr James is making satisfactory progress, and will leave 

on a trip to America after the Wingatui Meeting.26 

Indeed, he left in the Makura in late June,27 to return in 

September 1925.28 He visited the United States again in 
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September 1928,29 Sydney in September 1932,30 June 1933,31 

August 1935,32 July 1946 for four months.33 

In 1929 Dunedin’s Evening Star observed the history of the 

totalisator—and thus of William Francis James—in New 

Zealand, 

This year is the jubilee of the totalisator in New Zealand. 

It came in, during 1871, not as a trumpet blast, which is 

the original meaning of the word “jubilee” but in an 

apologetic and tentative way, laughed at by bookmakers, 

deemed by the public little more than a toy. In effect it 

has revolutionised racing, placed its opponents in the 

shade, supplied the money for racing, and now, under 

protest, it assists the Consolidated Revenue to such an 

extent that the Minister of Finance cannot afford to let it 

go. The first instrument to appear in this district was at 

Forbury, at a D.J.C. race meeting. It was a very small 

affair, on the Schinnerling model. Mr W. F. James 

possesses the remnant of that machine.34 

In 1939 he was elected a life member of the South Canterbury 

Jockey Club35 and later of the Southland, Wairio and 

Beaumont clubs. In 1941 he announced his retirement, “owing 

to ill-health”.36 The Evening Star summed up, 

MR W. F. JAMES RETIRES  
LONG AND VALUABLE SERVICE  

Very genuine regret will be felt in the racing 

community of Otago and Southland at the announcement 

that, owing to medical advice, Mr W. F. James has found 

it necessary to retire from the control of the totalisator. It 

is over 40 years now since Mr. James commenced 

working the totalisator at a Winton meeting with a 

machine and system much in advance of anything that 

had been in use in Southland up to that time. His method 

so quickly impressed executives of other clubs in both 
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Otago and Southland that before the season was 

completed he was engaged by all the clubs in the two 

provinces and a few years later by the South Canterbury 

clubs also. It was not long before Mr James had to scrap 

his original totalisator and design and build machines to 

meet the increased business, and to-day he has machines 

recognised as the best-manned totalisators in the 

Southern Hemisphere, built into all of the houses on 

courses from Waimate southwards. These totalisator 

houses, too, have all been designed by Mr James, and 

plans and specifications of these buildings have been 

supplied, free of cost to the clubs. With his well-selected 

and competent staff Mr James quickly earned the 

reputation of running the best managed totalisators in the 

Dominion, and throughout his long career there has 

never been a complaint lodged regarding the working. 

He has seen the total investments at Otago and Southland 

meetings rise from under £100,000 a year to over the 

million mark. Many of the smaller clubs have received 

assistance from Mr James that has just enabled them to 

carry on. 

The commission received on their turnovers has often 

not been sufficient to pay wages and travelling expenses 

of the staff, but Mr James was always prepared to meet 

them, and on numerous occasions has also made 

handsome donations to the funds of these clubs. For 

some years past Mr James, has not enjoyed good health, 

and the worry of running a business with a turnover of 

over £1,000,000 a year has taken its toll. His many 

friends will wish him a complete recovery, and there will 

be many expressions of regret that ill-health has caused 

his retirement from this business side of racing, of which 

he has made such an unqualified success.37 

The ODT added to the history, 
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A Notable Retirement.—The retirement of Mr W. F. 

James from the business of totalisator proprietor comes 

on the eve of a Geraldine meeting, where he and his 

brother, Mr Harry James, first ran the totalisator. They 

acted as the only two sellers and behind them stood an 

assistant ringing up the investments on a small machine. 

Both the sellers had tickets already stamped for 

immediate issue and the particularly expeditious manner 

in which they took the money and issued tickets had 

investors on the trot as they were invited to hurry up to 

record their bets. The rapidity with which the bets were 

handled quickly gathered a crowd to watch them at work 

as it was a great improvement on the comparatively slow 

and cumbersome methods that were in vogue at some 

meetings. The expeditious handling of investments 

naturally meant a lot to the club at a time when at other 

meetings money was being shut out in almost every race. 

Mr James has always endeavoured to provide the most 

efficient staff obtainable and he really became a genuine 

benefactor to racing and trotting by his expert and rapid 

handling of investments.38 

In 1944 he turned his engineering mind to the war effort, the 

ODT photograph on the next page captioned, 

THE VICTORY CASH REGISTER which will be used 

in connection with the raising of Dunedin’s quota in the 

loan, and will be the feature of the Commercial 

Travellers’ special street day to-morrow. The register 

was built at the Post and Telegraph workshops under the 

supervision of Mr W. F. James, who is seen (right) 

purchasing from the District Organiser (Mr H. J. A. 

Palmer), the first £100 bond to be registered on the 

machine. With Mr James is Mr A. Thomas, manager of 

the Dunedin Savings Bank.39 



16 
 

 

 

Otago Daily Times 7 September 1944, James at right. 
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The Toitu Otago Early Settlers’ Museum has a totalisator 

machine made by WF James in 1896, 

RECORDING OF BETS 
ADVENT OF TOTALISATOR 

PROGRESSIVE IMPROVEMENT 
A recent addition to the exhibits in the Otago Early 

Settlers’ Museum is a small working model of a manual 

totalisator invented by Mr W. F. James, in 1895. The 

model was presented to the Early Settlers by Mr James, 

who also presented one of the original totalisators to the 

Museum some years ago.  

The model, which is a “one-horse” machine 

demonstrates the working of the original 20-horse 

totalisator. It is operated from the front by a handle, and 

the numbers may be compiled only in units, the limit 

being 999. When that figure was reached, the old-time 

operator simply began on his second cycle. This hand-

operated recorder of investments is a simple version of 

the totalisators which are at present in vogue at Forbury. 

Wingatui, and other racecourses. All these larger manual 

totalisators were designed by Mr James although they 

are a great advance on the original and may deal, not 

only in units, but in 10’s and 100’s. 

Some of his experiences in the designing of 

totalisators and their operation were recounted to a Daily 

Times reporter last night by Mr James. When at the age 

of only five years, the totalisator came into his life, he 

said, as at that time his father was operating a totalisator 

on the West Coast. It was of German make, and could 

cope with a field of 12 horses. Some years later on 

observing the difficulties which were being experienced 

with the existing totalisator, Mr James put his idea into 

practice in a new machine, which is the one displayed in 

the Early Settlers’ Museum to-day.  
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When Mr James took his new “ tote “ to Winton about 

1900, it created a sensation (to use his own words), and 

all the surrounding clubs wanted to employ him. Then 

followed many years of travelling from racecourse to 

racecourse with his portable totalisator, till eventually 

there were two machines working side by side. At the 

time, he used to sell the tickets as well as operate the 

machine. The next phase was the advancement to 

multiples when it was found that the units were too slow. 

“There were no breakdowns in those machines.” 

remarked Mr James proudly.40 
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Mr W.F. James. ODT 13 December 1946. 

 

He died on 1 December 1949.  

This was the expansive, inventive, entrepreneurial, generous, 

engaging man whose daughter wanted to be a movie star. 

 
1 Otago Witness 23 February 1916. 
2 Evening Star 6 May 1903. 
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3 Southland Times 27 October 1902. 
4 Mount Ida Chronicle 6 February 1904. 
5 Timaru Herald 5 August 1905. 
6 Otago Daily Times 3 December 1949. 
7 Evening Star 1 March 1939. 
8 Otago Daily Times 23 January 1900. 
9 Southland Times 3 July 1920. 
10 Evening Post 17 April 1915. 
11 Evening Star 18 August 1916. 
12 Otago Daily Times 13 June 1913. 
13 Evening Star 1 June 1914. 
14 Evening Star 15 August 1914. 
15 Southland Times 6 April 1915. 
16 Otago Daily Times 17 December 1949. 
17 Otago Daily Times 29 April 1924. 
18 Hawera & Normanby Star 7 May 1924. 
19 Otago Daily Times 3 January 1925. 
20 Evening Star 23 April 1928. 
21 Evening Star 19 April 1934. 
22 Otago Daily Times 10 November 1928. 
23 Otago Daily Times 28 September 1927. 
24 Otago Daily Times 6 June 1935. 
25 Evening Star 17 October 1935. 
26 Evening Star 25 May 1925. 
27 Evening Star 26 June 1925. 
28 Otago Daily Times 21 September 1925. 
29 Evening Star 3 October 1928. 
30 Evening Star 28 September 1932. 
31 Evening Star 20 June 1933. 
32 Evening Star 3 August 1935. 
33 Evening Star 9 July 1946. 
34 Evening Star 29 January 1929. 
35 Otago Daily Times 8 November 1939. 
36 Otago Daily Times 12 September 1941. 
37 Evening Star 13 September 1941. 
38 Otago Daily Times 16 September 1941. 
39 Otago Daily Times 7 September 1944. 
40 Otago Daily Times 29 June 1946. 
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Chapter 2: her early years in Dunedin  

 

The James family was living at 12 Regent Road, north 

Dunedin. Vera James collected the Standard I (Lower 

Division) Arithmetic prize at Albany Street School in 1900,1 a 

first prize for exercises in 1901,2 third in Standard III in 

1902.3 She and her ten year old schoolfellows must have been 

agog listening to the Rev. E Isaac as he handed out the prizes, 

(He) said that, although it was very nice to have some 

tangible reward of one’s industry in the shape of a prize, 

yet they should all remember that industry should not 

require the stimulation of a prize, for “industry was its 

own reward,” and he liked boys and girls to be good and 

industrious, if there were no prizes, for the benefit that 

came through it in themselves, irrespective of any 

apparent outward gain. They had to remember that 

education was not simply mental, but was moral and 

spiritual as well. The highest form of education was not 

to cram the mind inordinately with a lot of mental 

pabulum, but to draw up and develop what was latent in 

the child’s mind. Goodness was really that which would 

help them to succeed. Coming as he did from. Victoria, 

Mr Isaac said he had never seen healthier-looking 

specimens of childhood than he saw before him. New 

Zealand was blessed with physical conditions and many 

other advantages that went to make life happy. In 

conclusion, he expressed the earnest hope that e’er long 

the Legislature would see its way to give them what as a 

God-fearing nation they had a right to demand—an open 

Bible in the State schools.4 

In 1904 12 year old Vera James scored 71 out of 100 in the 

local Trinity College examinations in instrumental and vocal 

music, Preparatory Division (Miss McCarten, teacher)5 and 
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shared the arithmetic prize for Standard V at Albany St 

School6—songs, instrumental items and recitations were 

contributed at the prize-giving by a number of pupils, 

including Vera James.7 

In November 1905 Vera was 13 at her uncle Frederick Hill’s 

wedding in Wellington. Her mother wore “black silk voile, 

with handsome silk trimmings, champagne hat with roses,” 

and Vera a “white silk dress”.8 

In August 1909 Vera was 17; she contributed to a concert for 

the Dunedin Burns Club at the Art Gallery Hall,9 and in 

September sang in the vocal solo with obligato section of the 

Dunedin Competitions Society’s carnival:10 she came 6th in 

this and in the soprano solo,11 also competing in the mezzo-

soprano solo, the Scotch song and the humorous song 

competitions. In November she sang at the Dundas Street 

Primitive Methodist Church Sunday school anniversary12 and 

in December sang Comin’ thro’ the rye at the Burns Club’s 

monthly meeting.13 

In July 1910 she sang at a farewell for the retiring headmaster 

of George Street School.14 

In January 1913, in the days when visitors to Queenstown 

could be listed in half a column of newsprint, “Mrs James and 

child, (and) Miss Vera James” were listed as staying at the 

Supreme Court Hotel,15 the child no doubt 3 year old Ngaire. 

At the Dunedin Competitions in September 1915 Vera James 

was third out of sixteen in the vocal solo with piano 

accompaniment and obligato,16 singing Parted. The judge 

remarked that she had “Good intonation; nice enunciation; 

slight vibrato; phrasing very fair; expression slightly over-

emphasised at times; good rendition as a whole.”17 

In April 1916 the Dunedin Operatic Society presented an 

Operatic Revue at His Majesty’s Theatre, when “a concerted 



23 
 

piece, ‘Don’t Let The Moon Surprise,’ with Miss Vera James 

as soloist, had a charm all its own”.18 In May she was back at 

His Majesty’s as Scipio in the comic opera Les cloches de 

Corneville.19 In November she was to have sung To the 

Angels and The Fairy Pipers at a Dunedin Orchestral Society 

concert at King’s Theatre,20 but was unable to perform. 

On 3 March 1919 the Evening Star reported a successful 

demonstration by the Otago School of Dancing, when “Vera 

James danced charmingly in a Spanish number”.21 In August,  

Miss Alice Trainor… with Miss Vera James, gave a 

coster acrobatic duo, “Blinky Bill and Marnie Clancy”. 

This was one of the best items, Blinky Bill being a fine 

character study…. The tip-toe solo “Peace” by wee 

Ngaire James was another successful number, and 

showed her to be a very promising dancer.22 

At the Dunedin Competitions festival in October Vera James 

and Alice Trainor won first prize with their “Coster Acrobatic 

Duo” in the Dance Duo section. Ngaire came third with her 

Peace.23 In December the Otago School of Dancing presented 

a dance recital when Vera and Alice again did the “Coster 

Acrobatic Duo (introducing the fox trot)”, Vera and Lily 

Stevens danced duos entitled “Wild Thyme” and “Missouri 

Waltz, which is one of the latest ballroom dances”.24  

One other item may be specially mentioned, because it 

secured the only double encore of the evening for 

dancing; the coster duo (introducing the fox trot) by 

Misses Vera James and Alice Trainor. It was a tribute to 

the young ladies’ clever acting as well as to their 

dexterity and grace in dancing.25 

The two ladies deserved the double encore which they 

received.26 
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She lived in Dunedin till she was 27, but in neither of the 

lengthy interviews she gave in later life did she mention 

earning her own living there.  

When she was interviewed in Sydney years later in 1971 she 

spoke of Dunedin, 

I’d always wanted to go to Hollywood long before I 

ever was allowed to leave New Zealand to come over 

here. Because I used to see every picture there was to 

see. I’d sit it out, round and round…. I never missed 

one of Olga Petrova, because I thought she was the 

most beautiful person…. But Pauline Frederick’s films 

were the ones that I wanted to be more like. I wanted to 

be able to do bad parts like she did at times. Tough, like 

Pauline Frederick, and I got them. I got those parts.27  

Her father gave her money to go to Australia and it seems 

likely he indulged her in Dunedin before she left. 

And then Vera James was Sydney bound: she embarked on 

the s.s. Manuka from Wellington for Sydney on 31 December 

1919.28 She was 27.  
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The s.s. Manuka would founder off the Southland coast 10 

years later, with the indomitable New Zealand actress Molly 

Raynor and her husband John Warwick among others 

surviving.29

 
1 Evening Star 20 December 1900. 
2 Evening Star 18 December 1901. 
3 Evening Star 17 December 1902. 
4 Otago Daily Times 18 December 1902. 
5 Evening Star 23 February 1904. 
6 Evening Star 21 December 1904. 
7 Evening Star 22 December 1904. 
8 Free Lance 25 November 1905. 
9 Otago Witness 25 August 1909. 
10 Evening Star 22 September 1909. 
11 Evening Star 23 September 1909. 
12 Evening Star 4 November 1909. 
13 Evening Star 16 December 1909. 
14 Otago Daily Times 30 July 1910. 
15 Lake Wakatip Mail 14 January 1913. 
16 Star 28 September 1915. 
17 Evening Star 28 September 1915. 
18 Otago Daily Times 3 April 1916. 
19 Evening Star 27 May 1916. 
20 Evening Star 21 November 1916. 
21 Evening Star 3 March 1919. 
22 Evening Star 25 August 1919. 
23 Evening Star 8 October 1919. 
24 Evening Star 26 November 1919. 
25 Otago Daily Times 4 December 1919. 
26 Evening Star 4 December 1919. 
27 See Chapter 9. 
28 Evening Post 1 January 1920. 
29 See Molly Raynor in this series. 
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Chapter 3: in Sydney 

 

Twenty-seven year old Vera James sailed with her dancing 

teacher for Australia, her fare paid by her father, at the end of 

1919—and she said she was 20 when she arrived in Sydney in 

January 1920.  

She took dancing lessons with choreographer, actor and singer 

Minnie Hooper (as did several promising NZ performers) and 

singing lessons with Grace Ward. Minnie Hooper ran a 

dancing academy (she later taught Robert Helpmann) and was 

ballet mistress to JC Williamson Ltd of theatrical fame. Grace 

Ward was the American wife of Hugh Ward, managing 

director of JC Williamson Ltd.  

Williamson and his wife actor Maggie Moore had first visited 

New Zealand in 1878 and in June 1919 the JC Williamson 

Royal Comic Opera Company presented three “comedy-

dramas” at His Majesty’s, when “The ballets and dances have 

been invented and arranged by Miss Minnie Hooper”.1 

They were back later in the year with the pantomime Goody 

Two-Shoes at His Majesty’s 26–31 October 1919; the Burns 

Club’s Hallowe’en concert was held there on 1 November.  

Vera may well have made useful Sydney contacts in Dunedin.  

By April she had joined the “Gladuns”, an entertainment 

troupe begun in 1916 by Miss Nora Conolly as a contribution 

to the war effort. 

“THE GLADUNS” FOR GOULBURN. 

Miss Nora Conolly’s new Sydney company, “The 

Gladuns” (Miss Conolly has taken on the old Goulburn 

name), will appear in the Majestic Theatre on Friday, 

May 21, and give a performance in aid of the Goulburn 

District Hospital. “The Gladuns” company consists of 
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twelve girls; very young, very pretty, and very clever, 

and their speciality is providing an up-to-date revue 

programme of songs and dances: Miss Helene 

Macdonnell, a wonderful dancer, and Misses Eileen 

Mayor, Shelagh Patrick, Vera James, and Nora Conolly, 

the soloists, are among the cast.2 

In the event Vera could not perform and the rest of the troupe 

were so ill—and the night so cold—that the review was 

decidedly guarded. They went on to mount many 

performances in and around Sydney for various charities, to 

glowing reviews, however, winding up in about 1928. It is 

difficult now to see when Vera James left them, but probably 

late 1920. 

Some years later she recalled that “one day she plucked up 

courage (against the advice of experienced heads) and asked 

for ‘a job.’ She got it—in the chorus of the revue ‘Bran Pie.’ 

Very little time elapsed before an opening came, and she was 

moved up to a small but important part.”3 Bran Pie opened at 

Sydney’s Tivoli theatre on 29 May 1920.4 

In her 1971 interview she explained, “I was understudying 

different ones and then rather a bad bout of ’flu broke out in 

Sydney at that time, and they went down like ninepins and I 

walked into their places, that’s how I got my start…. I worked 

day and night. Frightened out of my wits, too. And nearly 

cried the first time I had my part and went out on the stage 

and looked out and saw all the people and thought ‘Every one 

of these kids here has somebody behind them and I don’t 

know a soul’. And I didn’t know a soul and I felt about as big 

as a mouse.” 5 

Her father visited her in Sydney in July and was back in 

Dunedin in September, 
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Mr W. F. James started to-day for a trip to Sydney via 

the North, and will be back in time to run the totalisator 

at the Otago Hunt Club races.6 

Then she met Franklyn Barrett, film director.  

Vera said in 1971, “I don’t know what other actresses he 

auditioned at all but for the part that I had, you’ll never realise 

this but I just had to tell a fib or two. Mr Barrett asked me if I 

could ride, and I said I wouldn’t be a New Zealander if I 

couldn’t ride—I’d never been on a horse. He said, can you 

swim? And I said, Well—of course. I was determined to get 

there and that question was as hard as the other one to me, I 

couldn’t swim and I couldn’t ride—that’s when my Dad was 

over here, and when I came out after seeing Mr Barrett, Dad 

thought I was going home to New Zealand you see, and he 

said ‘Well, what about it?” And I said “Well I’m going to play 

in the picture—I’m going to be the Girl of the Bush. But, he 

said, you can’t ride and you can’t swim. Well I was staying up 

at King’s Cross at Cardwich (?) it was in those days, and the 

lady took me down to Rushcutters Bay and taught me to 

swim. I had four weeks, or five weeks I think to do it in, and 

Dad took me out and got the riding suit made, and took me 

out to Kensington Riding School because I remember I went 

to the park there. After I went round their yards two or three 

times, bobbing up and down at the wrong time you know. 

And he said that he only wished he had a movie camera 

because he’d never seen anything so funny. You know I had 

high heeled shoes on. I wasn’t going to go, and he said: Well 

you’ve got to hit while the iron is hot if you’re going to be in 

it you haven’t got long. So I went out…. I had a hat with 

some feathers on it—bobbing up and down at the wrong time. 

Anyway I got there—I got in there and landed, but had to 

work hard. 
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The next we read of her is in December 1920, 

“Lorna Denver (in “The Girl of the Bush’’’) is Vera 

James, a New Zealander, with a charm that I feel sure 

will register on the screen—a good horsewoman, 

swimmer, and a top-hole dancer—the latter qualification 

I cannot use in this picture, unfortunately” —writes W. 

Franklyn Barrett, who, I think, is the producer of the 

film.7 

Then in March 1921, 

Australia has found an overseas market for her films, 

thanks to the ambitious efforts of Franklyn Barrett, 

whose initial production for the Barrett’s Australian 

Film Company, “A Girl of the Bush”, has been 

purchased outright fur an enormous sum by a prominent 

English releasing organisation. Mr. Barrett is just now 

working on the fourth copy of the film, which will be 

used during its Sydney season in April, at two of the 

biggest Union Theatres. The stars of the play are Vera 

James, Jack Martin and Stella Southern.8 

As a bush girl, Vera James, the New Zealand bundle of 

vivacity appearing as “A Girl of the Bush” in M. 

Franklyn Barrett’s production of that name, has had 

wonderful experience. She has ridden the plains of the 

West of New South Wales and Queensland, and has even 

endured the overpowering heat of the trek from Bourke 

to Brewarrina per camel. She shows the fruits of her 

experience in the riding, roping, buckjumping and steer-

throwing scenes depicted in this six-reeler to be released 

on April 2.9 

The most versatile artist on the Australian screen to-day 

is probably Miss Vera James, who stars in the Barrett 

Australian production. “A Girl of the Bush,” which is 

being presented at West’s Olympia. Miss James is a New 
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Zealand girl, and is the possessor of a fine singing voice. 

She can act as her appearance on the screen has proven, 

and can mimic any animal—she is a perfect lady athlete. 

Her feats of horsemanship in this picture are well worth 

seeing—and better than all those attributes—is her 

beauty.10 

Is the nude rude? Vera James says No—at least she says 

No—with exceptions. She doesn’t think the nude out of 

place when posed in such a manner as to appeal merely 

to the artistic and not the sensual taste. She argues that a 

woman can look much more immodest in her gorgeous 

silks and satins—than when posing in the nude or semi-

nude. An absolute nude figure generally suggests 

innocence. Take, for instance, the two bathing girls in “A 

Girl of the Bush.” There is nothing offensive in the way 

they are seen to innocently go for a dip in a bathing pool 

away up in the mountains. It is artistically done—and 

therein lies Miss James’s answer. Franklyn Barrett is 

responsible for the film, “A Girl of the Bush,” in which 

these scenes appear. It is a drama of Australian life 

outback, in which Vera James, a New Zealand girl of 

considerable promise, Stella Southern, Jack Martin. 

Gerald Harcourt and Bert Linden appear. It is the first of 

the Barrett’s Australian Films, and after a successful 

season at West’s Olympia will be screened at the 

Pavilion on Monday.11 

Her father bought the New Zealand rights to the film12 and 

arranged a showing at the Octagon Theatre in Dunedin. The 

Evening Star was inordinately proud, 

DUNEDIN FILM STAR 
MISS VERA JAMES IN “THE MOVIES.” 

A private screening of an Australian-built picture, “A 

Girl of the Bush,” was held on Thursday morning at the 
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Octagon Theatre, and revealed the fact that Dunedin has 

produced a “movie star” who will compare very 

favorably with many of those much lauded American 

and English leading ladies who demand and receive big 

type and big salaries. We refer to Miss Vera James, who 

takes the leading part in the production mentioned. Miss 

James went to (Sydney a little over a year ago, and after 

playing in revue went into pictures, with surprisingly 

good results. In “A Girl of the Bush” she lakes the part 

of Lorna Denver, the young, pretty, and capable adopted 

daughter of a station owner, and is seen at the homestead, 

assisting in branding calves, dipping sheep, boundary 

riding, and in many other situations, including a love 

scene. In all these she is thoroughly at ease, natural, and 

altogether charming. A number or Miss James’s 

Dunedin friends were present at the screening of the 

film, and were delighted with her acting. The story of “A 

Girl of the Bush” is a simple one, dealing mainly with 

Oswald Keane, a ne’er-do-well nephew, who prefers 

gambling and even cattle “duffing” (or stealing) to 

honest work, and who, when cut out of his uncle’s will, 

endeavors to retrieve his fortunes by a marriage with 

Lorna, the heiress. But Tom Wilson, an honest young 

surveyor, wins her after some harassing and exciting 

experiences, including a trial for the murder of Oswald, 

who has been done to death by the father of a girl he had 

wronged. The picture is a wonderfully well produced 

one, the Australian bush providing many effective 

settings. Them are some thrilling scenes, too, notably the 

rushing off to the court of the old Chinaman who tells, 

almost too late, how he witnessed the murder, and who 

arrives just as the jury are about to bring in a verdict of 

guilty against Tom Wilson. The latest New Zealand law 

forbids the picturing of the actual murder, though 

apparently not the struggle leading up to the fatal blow. 
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The station scenes, the mail coaches, the old bush store, 

the bush “pub,” and so on are all to the life, and add to 

the attractiveness of the film. There is also, by the way, 

a raid on a two-up school, the players in what someone 

has described as Australia’s national game escaping or 

endeavoring to escape over the roofs of adjoining 

houses. The comedy element is supplied by the love-

making of the Chinese cook. Mr W. A. Low is arranging 

for the screening throughout the Dominion of “A Girl of 

the Bush” which is certain to prove a success.13 

“Vera James,” wrote the Melbourne Table Talk critic 

somewhat suggestively, “is a New Zealand girl who is reputed 

to be equally capable in riding a buck-jumper or in love 

scenes.”14 
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“The shearing shed at Kangaroo Flat,” Vera James at centre,  
in A Girl of the Bush. 

 

 

“Drafting, etc,” in A Girl of the Bush. 
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The Octagon theatre mounted a great supporting show, 

Miss Vera James, well known to Dunedin people in her 

essayal of leading parts in amateur theatricals, takes the 

lead in the Barrett production “A Girl in the Bush,” 

which opened at the Octagon to-day. She is probably the 

most versatile actress on the Australian screen. She is the 

possessor of a very fine voice, can act a part very 

creditably, can mimic animals and birds, and is an athlete 

of prowess. Her feats of horsemanship in this picture are 

well worth seeing. But far above all these gifts arc her 

good looks, and in this respect she outshines many of the 

finest screen actresses in America. A feature of the 

programme will be the appearance of Mrs W. R. 

Andrews, who will sing (by special request) “You Can’t 

Drive My Dreams Away.” The supports include Charles 

Chaplin in “The Squarehead,” a Swedish scenic, a 

Christie comedy, Dunedin views, and pictures of St. 

Peter’s and the Vatican, Rome. The box plan is at 

Begg’s. The Octagon Symphony Orchestra, directed by 

Mr B. Carlton, will render an entirely new musical 

programme.15 

The theatre was packed, “No doubt the main reason for this 

interest was that the screen star of the evening was no other 

than Miss Vera James, of Dunedin, well-known to most people 

here as a popular and successful figure on our concert and 

amateur theatrical platforms”.16 

Cabled advice from New Zealand to the Sydney offices 

of Barrett’s Australian Films reports great enthusiasm 

over the private screening of this firm’s first Australian 

production, “A Girl of the Bush.” in which the New 

Zealand theatrical celebrity, Vera James, and Stella 

Southern are co-starred. It will be released in Sydney 

during April at Union Theatres. Not the least remarkable 
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of the many scenes in this picture is one in which two 

beautiful girls bathe—in the “altogether.”17 

James’s copy of Girl of the Bush survived and copies have 

been made. Years later Vera recalled, 

From the time I finished the picture, Girl of the Bush, I 

went to New Zealand but he had this other picture in 

view, and I knew the family then—Mrs Barrett and her 

daughter—and I knew them and I knew that I was going 

to be in the next picture… but I didn’t know it was going 

to be a heavy part like it was, I didn’t know anything 

about it.18 

In May Sydney’s Sunday Times reported the new film, 

Barrett’s Australian Films are now working solidly on 

their second local production, which is an adaptation of 

a widely-read novel by an Australian authoress. The 

principal roles will be portrayed by Nada Conrade, Vera 

James, Roland Conway, Gerald Harcourt, and others 

according to present plans. W. Franklyn Barrett, 

producer and cinematographer, will look after the 

production end. The first effort. A Girl of the Bush, has 

proven an instantaneous success, and is at present 

screening simultaneously at a number of city and 

suburban theatres.19 

Nada Conrade was a NZ actress who had also gone to 

Australia to further her career on the stage and in films. 

Dunedin’s Evening Star announced, 

Miss Vera James, the well-known Dunedin girl, who 

made her first appearance as a film actress in “A Girl in 

the Bush,” a picture which had a wonderfully good run 

at the Octagon a few weeks ago, is playing lead in a new 

Barrett production called “Know Thy Child,” which is at 

present in the making over in N.S.W. Miss James 
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underwent a severe try-out before being selected, and 

came through with flying colors, the producers, after 

seeing her work, abandoning the idea they had of giving 

the part to one of Australia s leading musical comedy 

actresses.20 

That was Stella Southern. Fred said later, “Vera had something 

that Stella Southern didn’t have, and Barrett saw it and he said, 

‘Vera is going to be The Girl of the Bush and Stella is going to 

have the part of the companion’. That was to have been Vera’s 

part. She wasn’t going to be the original Girl of the Bush it was 

to have been Stella Southern.”21 

Vera was married once filming was over and her family came 

over for the wedding, 

Miss Vera James (of recent picture fame), elder daughter 

of Mr Wm. F. James, of this city, was married on June 

29 at the Presbyterian Church, Neutral Bay, Sydney, to 

Mr Arthur Henry Munro, youngest son of Henry Munro, 

a runholder in New South Wales. The bride wore a 

kingfisher blue jersey trimmed with mole fur, with hat to 

match. The honeymoon was spent at Katoomba.22 

The Star’s “Loiterer” wrote in the column Footlight Flashes, 

Miss Vera James, of this city, whose adventure into the 

picture world met with such success, appeared in still 

another role on Wednesday, June 29—that of a happy 

bride. The ceremony was no make-believe kinema stunt, 

but (as Bill, of “The Girl of the Bush” would say) a “fair 

dinkum one” and Miss James is now Mrs Arthur Munro. 

The lucky bridegroom is engaged in the motor business 

in Sydney, his father being Mr Henry Munro, a big 

runholder out back. The assumption of matrimonial 

responsibilities will not, it is said, mean Mrs Munro’s 

retirement from kinema work. It is possible that the 

newly-wed couple will shortly visit America.23 
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She had been introduced to Arthur Munro on the Manly ferry: 

“But he didn’t live very long. He was a young man of the 

First World War, and he was very badly gassed. He just 

burned out.”24 

Know Thy Child premiered at a private screening in Sydney 

on 5 September, as Loiterer reported, 

About a thousand persons (including the Governor and 

Dame Margaret Davidson) witnessed the private 

screening in Sydney of Franklyn Barrett’s sensational 

picture, “Know Thy Child,” in which Miss Vera James 

plays the part of Sadie McGlure, a village girl. At the 

conclusion of the performance Miss James was 

presented to the Governor and Dame Davidson, who 

personally congratulated her upon her acting of a very 

heavy and dramatic part. Miss James (now Mrs Munro) 

contemplates leaving Sydney at an early date on a visit 

to her parents in Dunedin; but whether she returns to 

Sydney to take part in other Australian productions or 

takes a trip to America, is not quite settled yet. A private 

letter from Mr Barrett to Miss James’s parents states that 

she has pleased beyond all expectations, and has proved 

herself a winner all along the line. The company hopes 

to release the picture at an early date in Sydney, and it 

should not be long before the film is showing in New 

Zealand.25 

The Evening News in Sydney was there, 

The photography is capital, and if the story is daring 

and rather improbable, the picture is well presented, with 

a capable cast and beautifully mounted. An appropriate 

musical programme was supplied for the screening by 

the Tivoli Orchestra. 

“Know Thy Child” deals with the old social problem 

of the unwanted child from a new aspect. It is the story 
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of a young commercial man, Ray Stanford, who while 

on a visit to the Willingbar branch of McGibb, Henton, 

and Company, betrays one of the village inhabitants, 

Sadie McClure. Returning to Sydney, he forgets all 

about her, marries Dorothy Graham, daughter of the 

managing director of the firm, and in later years becomes 

head of the concern himself. By a strange trick of fate, 

his own illegitimate daughter, becomes his confidential 

clerk, and some unpleasing complications naturally 

follow. His own marriage has been childless, and his 

wife, a great social worker, has been endeavoring to 

influence the Government to declare as bigamous all 

marriages contracted by persons, who at the time, were 

morally pledged to others. The problem is straightened 

out by the death of the girl clerk’s mother, and the girl 

enters the home of Mr. and Mrs. Stanford. 

Roland Conway as Ray Stanford acted a difficult part 

with credit, and Miss Nada Conrade as Dorothy, Miss 

Vera James as Sadie, Miss Lotus Thompson as Aileen, 

the girl clerk, and Harold Harcourt as Geoffrey Dexter 

were well placed in their respective roles.26 

 

 
 

Sadie (Vera James) dying in the arms of her daughter Aileen  
(Lotus Thompson) in Know thy Child. 
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There is a good deal 

of padding in the 

picture, which has its 

dull moments owing 

to the footage wasted 

on unimportant 

details. Technically, 

the production 

measures up to the 

average for local 

products. The titles 

are brightly written, 

and the acting is 

creditable all 

round.27 

“The titles are brightly 

written”! say no more.  

Vera’s character is first 

shown at the age of 

seventeen, then at 

twenty-five, and finally 

at about forty—“in 

each age she plays the 

part with restraint and 

dramatic skill”. 
 

 

 

Others thought more highly of it, 

Showing at the Lyceum this week is a picture of which 

all good Australians may well be proud. Know Thy 

Child, with Vera James, Nada Conrade, Gerald 

Harcourt, and Louis Thompson in principal roles, made 

From Sunday Times (Sydney)  
9 October 1921. 
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a strong impression at the initial screening yesterday. 

The drama is cleverly told and shows no lack of 

technique.28 

Perth’s Australian, 

Having once met Vera James upon the screen, it can he 

understood why she is so well-liked amongst her circle 

of friends. Speaking of personality—Vera simply 

radiates a sort of hypnotic influence that you cannot 

escape. Possibly that is the reason why it makes a lump 

get tangled in your Adam’s apple when she does a little 

cry in “Know Thy Child.” A future for Vera is predicted 

as the Norma Talmadge of this country.29 

 

 

Sadie (Vera James) and Ray (Roland Conway).  
Sun (Sydney) 9 October 1921. 
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The Shepparton Advertiser was delighted with Vera, 

It takes many a picture to establish an artist as a star in 

the ordinary way. Mary Pickford achieved stellar honors 

only after years of studious effort. Norma Talmadge 

progressed slowly, and then became a leading light in 

one picture, “The Battlecry of Peace.” Others bloom out 

in one production, and simply fizzle into nothingness 

when their ability is tested in a really emotional role. 

There are still others who almost overnight establish 

themselves as artists of rare ability. To those later 

belongs Vera James, who portrays the role of Sadie 

McClure in “Know Thy Child,” the latest of the Barrett 

Australian Films. Miss James blooms out in the 

production as an actress of rare talent indeed. In one 

scene, particularly—a scene by the way which the 

producer intended should be explained by means of sub-

titles, Miss James’ expressions were so perfect that the 

whole meaning of the scene became quite clear without 

the use of one single written word.30 
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Chapter 4: back home briefly 

 

Dunedin’s Evening Star interviewed the returning star, 

DUNEDIN MOVIE STAR 
RELATES SOME EXPERIENCES.  

MISS VERA JAMES’S SUCCESS. 

Two years ago Vera James would have been 

described over the teacups or on the way home from a 

concert as “a dainty little dancer” or a “good little 

singer,” for she was just a bright Dunedin girl who had 

grown up in our midst. True, the more discerning went a 

little further, and said; “If Vera gets a chance she will 

make a name for herself.”  

Well, Vera James got her chance—in Australia—and 

has made a name for herself, and is already known to 

thousands of picture “fans” as a screen artist, and has, 

further, been nominated, and accepted by the “Screen 

and Scroll (a journal of influence in such matters in the 

United States), as the most popular picture actress in 

Australia.  

Miss James—or, to be more correct, Mrs Munro, for 

she was married a few months ago to Mr Arthur Munro, 

of Sydney—is on a visit to her native city, and a “Star” 

representative has had an interesting chat with her on the 

subject of her experiences, particularly in her new 

profession.  

FIRST STEPS. 

Ever since she was a tiny tot, Miss James declared, 

she had a longing to be a “play actress,” and, even more 

than the average youngster, delighted to “dress up and 

pretend.” And when, two years ago, she went across to 

Australia and got amongst comparative big things in the 

theatrical world, the longing became intensified, until 
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one day she plucked up courage (against the advice of 

experienced heads) and asked for “a job.” She got it—in 

the chorus of the revue “Bran Pie.” Very little time 

elapsed before an opening came, and she was moved up 

to a small but important part.  

“I got on all right, though a bit scared at first,” said 

Miss James; “but strangely enough the feeling of content 

and satisfaction that I expected to have when I had 

obtained what I looked upon as my heart’s desire—a 

start on the stage—was not there. It was a case of ‘not 

exactly the thing yet.’ “  

INTO THE MOVIES. 

But the exact thing came shortly afterwards, when 

she went into the movies. With a certain amount of 

diffidence Mr Franklyn Barrett, the producer of the 

picture “A Girl of the Bush,” consented to give her a part. 

“Can you ride?” he asked. “I wouldn’t be a New Zealand 

girl if I couldn’t ride,” replied the applicant, although as 

a matter of fact she had little or no experience as an 

equestrienne. “Can you swim?” was the next question. 

And the answer was in the affirmative, for had she not 

been in the baths at St. Clair, and managed on occasion 

to carry on for a couple of strokes, anyway?  

And so she was engaged, and given—after a short 

trial—the leading part in the picture. Straightway she 

went, and by constant practice, learned to ride and to 

swim. “But,” said Miss James, “that first picture was a 

crude production compared with the next one I was in,—

‘Know Thy Child’—a well-written and thoroughly well 

produced drama that has been very highly spoken of on 

‘the other side.’” 

ACTING UNDER DIFFICULTIES.  

“And you like the work?” asked the interviewer. “I 

love it,” was the answer; “though, of course, it is hard 

work, and work that requires an enormous amount of 
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concentration. Fancy doing a death scene, or depicting 

some other intensely emotional situation, in a small two-

sided corner (which looks like a real room on the screen), 

when within a few yards of you are a dozen or more men 

hammering, sawing, bricklaying, papering—preparing 

another setting—and orders being shouted all the while. 

It isn’t easy to work up to the point of crying, for 

instance, under these conditions. But it has to be done, 

and until the tears come and the feelings brought to the 

proper point no scene can be taken. And I can tell you,” 

continued Miss James, “that after working oneself up to 

that state, it isn’t easy to calm down. So the producer 

says: ‘All right, my girl; just go down and have your cry 

out.’ And you do.” 

The story is not run evenly, it appears. That is to say, 

the interior scenes arc taken at one time and the exterior 

at another time. So that if in the completed picture the 

scenes are interspersed, it means that great care has to be 

exercised to ensure the right dressing, even the right 

mood, being reverted to. For instance, in ‘Know Thy 

Child,’ Miss James “grows up,” beginning as a girl of 

eighteen and finishing as a haggard woman of forty. And 

this meant that on one day she acted the girl part, the next 

day the middle-aged woman’s part, and several days 

later was back to the girl again. This is one of the trials—

to remember which you are and to adapt yourself to the 

character. 

When this chopping and changing is necessary the 

minutest detail in dress and surroundings are “ticketed”; 

how the hair was done, what jewellery worn, and so on. 

Then when the scene is taken up again all this is carefully 

checked.  

THE “CLOSE UP.” 

The “close up” is another trial. Picture-house patrons 

sec a large-size picture of a man or a girl apparently in 
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animated conversation with someone who is not visible 

on the screen; or with an expression of fear as he or she 

gazes at some horrible sight. When these “close ups” are 

taken the person is there alone, and the “conversation” 

has to be an imaginary one with the bough of a tree, and 

the awesome sight which causes the look of fear is 

perhaps a log of wood upon which the gaze has been 

focussed. To assume the necessary expressions under 

these conditions is not easy.  

REHEARSING A PICTURE. 

Rehearsals are trying experiences, too. Where a 

single person is concerned a scene may not take long to 

perfect; though in some cases it does—it depends upon 

whether the person has brains and can “feel” the part. 

When there are a few, or several, people it naturally takes 

longer for them all to come to the necessary state of co-

operation. A scene might be held up for days because of 

the difficulty in getting it “just right.” The chief 

drawback with most of the artists is that they cannot 

forget that they are acting a part, and therefore that 

naturalness which is absolutely essential in screen work 

is lacking. “Mannerisms” have to be watched, for what 

might appear sweet and attractive when done now and 

again will become anything but that if repeated too often 

during a scene or a picture. “Keep bold of yourself and 

don’t let up,” is the motto. You mustn’t lost your grip of 

the story or your interest in it even when waiting for your 

scene, otherwise you are not “keyed” when called upon, 

which you may be at a moment’s notice. In short, you 

have to be steeped in your part, for every “let-up” is 

registered unmistakably on the screen.  

THE “TRYING-OUT” ORDEAL. 

“I remember when I was tried out for the part of Sadie 

McClure in ‘Know Thy Child,’ “ Miss James went on. 

“It was a testing ordeal, I assure you. The try-out took 
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place in a dim, almost bare, store-like room. The 

producer was there, and a lot of others interested in the 

concern. They sat round in chairs, and I was told to go 

through my part. ‘This,’ said the promoter, ‘is the bed 

(pointing to a cane arm chair), and this the sideboard 

(indicating another chair). Now, go ahead.’ Well, I went 

at it, working up to the necessary tearful stage and acting 

the ‘down-and-out’ woman as well as I could. They 

seemed satisfied, for I got the part. 

LIGHTS THAT DAZZLE. 

“You wonder, perhaps, how the lightning is arranged. 

This is literally a dazzling phase of life, for the lights are 

so tremendously powerful—millions of candle power 

being focused on to the small space in which the scene 

is being done—that it affects the eyes considerably. We 

use dark glasses at rehearsal, but these, of course, are 

discarded when the picture is ‘shot.’ And then it is that it 

takes all one’s willpower and powers of concentration to 

ignore the glare and act as though the ‘room’ was lighted 

by beautifully-shaded lights. Afterwards one is often 

partially blind for quite a spell. As you may imagine, it 

is not easy to hold an expression for a certain number of 

seconds in the face of such a glare and to forget that there 

is such a thing as a camera staring and whirring in front 

of you. For outside work, silver reflectors arc used to 

reflect the sunlight upwards, so as to prevent shadows. 

This is pretty distressing, too, at times, when the 

temperature is well over 100 in the shade and you arc 

acting in the glaring sun.  

IN THE BACKBLOCKS. 

“Talking of the heat and its attendant discomforts, I 

might say that during the making of the ‘Girl in the Bush’ 

film we had to go away out-back to a ‘black fellow’s’ 

camp. Here the flies were fearful, absolutely millions of 

them, and when you were moving about with your 



50 
 

makeup on they would buzz into your face and get stuck 

in the grease paint. It was awful.  

“When outdoor work was to be done we had at times 

to wander round the country in motor cars or up rivers in 

motor boats until the producer found suitable spots. On 

these trips we had to do without the comparative comfort 

of a dressing room. Our changes were made in the back 

of a car, and we often had to apply our make-up while 

rolling along in a motor launch, or at the roadside, or 

anywhere else we could get, for time was generally the 

essence of the contract. The make-up, by the way, is 

always yellow—Chinaman line—with rod for the lips, 

and brown or green for eyelids. Blue anywhere is no use, 

because of the blue element in the lighting. A blue sash 

on a white dress, for instance, wouldn’t come out at all. 

Speaking of spots chosen for outdoor scenes, I may say 

that His Excellency the Governor granted us the use of 

Government House grounds for one scene in ‘Know Thy 

Child.’ Moreover, he took a great interest in our work, 

and was very gracious and kind. The company’s studio 

is in Rushcutters Bay, Sydney, and this is where the 

indoor scenes are ‘shot.’”  

PEOPLE IN THE PICTURES. 

“I suppose a good many people are required in such 

a picture as ‘Know Thy Child,’” said the interviewer.  

“Oh, yes,” was the reply; “quite a lot if you include 

the ‘crowds,’ the ‘congregations,’ and the supers 

generally. There were six principals, but scores of others 

had to be engaged from time to time. And it requires time 

and patience to get these ‘casuals’ to act naturally. They 

invariably want to look round to see what the hero or 

heroine is doing, or to gaze at the camera. It took hours 

to get the congregation in the church scene to look as 

though they were listening to a sermon. In fact, it 

couldn’t be done until one of the company dressed as a 
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parson and went into the pulpit to engage their attention. 

When some real way-back characters were required for 

the court scene in ‘A Girl of the Bush,’ someone was sent 

round to hunt the Sydney parks and to pick up as many 

suitable looking dead-beats as could be found. And the 

collection of ‘ziffs’ was a great one.  

“There are always plenty of casuals available, and as 

for screen-struck girls, there are tons and tons of them in 

Sydney. Few realise what is before them if they do get 

taken on, and lots would give it up after a short trial. An 

actor (a Dunedin man, by the way) told me that after 

appearing in one picture he voluntarily and gladly 

returned to speaking parts. Pictures, he said, were too 

cold, and he missed the footlights and the audience. 

SEEING OORSELS,” ETC. 

“It is a peculiar experience seeing the first screening 

of a picture in which you have acted. You naturally 

watch yourself closely, and trickly sensations often 

occur when you discover real or fancied defects in your 

work, or see missed opportunities, or something done not 

so well as it might have been. As a matter of fact, most 

of these shortcomings are discernible only to yourself, 

and are due to that dissatisfied state that is at once the 

bane of any description of artist and tire spur to his or her 

success.”  

AMBITIONS AND PREFERENCES. 

Lots more interesting things Miss James told the 

interviewer—of the charming people one meets, of the 

fatigues and pleasures incidental to the work, of certain 

technical aspects of the making of a picture, and so on. 

It was perfectly obvious that the vivacious little lady is 

steeped in enthusiasm for her profession, and is one of 

those who have an infinite capacity for taking pains. She 

insists that she has been lucky, but her quick rise may be 

more fully explained in the observation of the producer 
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of one of her pictures: “Well, I’ve seen some hard 

workers in the game, but none so keen and enthusiastic 

as Vera James.” Miss James herself says: “I just love the 

work.” And that’s the secret in a nutshell. She declares 

her preference for the “heavier” roles, parts in which 

there is some real acting to be done (such as the elderly 

woman’s part in her latest picture), and mentions that her 

ambition is to play a double role—depicting two 

different characters.  

Mrs Munro will spend Christmas with her parents in 

Dunedin, after which it is her intention to proceed with 

her husband to America to try her luck in the big movie-

making theatres of the world. She has received 

encouraging communications from California, and the 

work she has already done, together with the 

uncommonly complimentary write-ups which have 

appeared in the Australian Press, should go a long way 

towards obtaining for her a footing from which she will 

climb to the success that she so thoroughly deserves, and 

which Dunedin folk especially will be delighted to see 

her attain.1 

On 4 February 1922, 

Mr and Mrs Arthur Munro (nee Miss Vera James) left by 

the first express this morning en route for the United 

States. A number of friends were down to see them off 

and to wish the young picture star success.2 

And then Vera James was Hollywood bound: they embarked 

on the RMS Tahiti from Wellington for San Francisco on 7 

February 1922.3 She had been two years in Australia and she 

was nearly 30. 
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Smith’s Weekly (Sydney) 25 February 1922. 

 

 

 
1 Evening Star 6 December 1921. 
2 Evening Star 4 February 1922. 
3 Evening Post 8 February 1922. 
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Chapter 5: Hollywood 

 

She had her publicity trivia ready for the California papers 

almost the minute she landed, 

Australian girls have looked with favour upon American 

styles in bobbed hair but they have not yet learned the art 

of rolling their hosiery, according to Miss Vera James of 

Sydney, who was in San Francisco today.1 

 

Camera! 22 April 1922. 

She stayed at Hollywood Apartments2 and got work as an 

extra in a Douglas Fairbanks film, then came her first 

Hollywood break: Actor Fred Datig got her a role in Attic of 

Felix Bavu, with Stuart Paton directing. 

In November she was listed in the cast of Bavu,3 an 

achievement duly noted in Dunedin, 
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The following paragraph, which appeared in the 

‘Screenland’ Magazine, refers to Miss Vera James, 

daughter of Mr W. F. James, of this city. Miss James, 

after successful appearances in screen plays in Australia, 

went to America a few months ago. The paragraph reads: 

“There is a brand new heroine at Universal, an emotional 

actress, who has overcome one of the biggest handicaps, 

that of chronic and apparently incurable ill-health. She is 

Vera James, born in Wellington, New Zealand, and just 

over here from Australia, where she played in pictures 

and in stock. Stuart Paton, director of “The Attic of Felix 

Bavu,” in which Miss James is working, says she is one 

of the greatest emotional actresses of any time and any 

country. Undoubtedly her past suffering and her highly 

strung nervous system are responsible for her emotional 

power.”4 

Vera’s face and name were used in the marketing for the film, 

but her role was almost completely cut at post-production 

editing—apparently because the leading man, Wallace Beery, 

felt upstaged by the quality of her acting.5 The film is 

considered lost. 

 

Bavu poster: Vera James top right and perhaps elsewhere. 
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Universal Studios photographer Jack Freulich took portraits of 

her—one in her role in Bavu and another formal shot. 

 

 

Vera James as the mud-covered street girl in Bavu.  
Photographer Jack Freulich. 
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Vera James about 1923. Photographer Jack Freulich. 
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Vera’s name was used on marketing posters, despite her part having been 
cut from the film. 
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“Vera James in a striking pose from the Universal-Jewel production ‘Bavu’” 
Exhibitors Trade Review 24 February 1925. 
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In May there was news of her next film, 

Vera James, the Australian “find” brought to the 

limelight by her emotional work in a small part in 

“Bavu” has been assigned to the cast of “McGuire of the 

Mounted.”6 

“McGuire of the Mounted.” 
William Desmond is starred in “McGuire of the 

Mounted” (Universal), another tale of the Royal 

Mounted Police of the North Country. He has the role of 

Sergeant Bob McGuire in chase of a bunch of opium 

smugglers, but his real tragedy comes when Big Bill 

Lusk (Willard Louis) dopes him, and in that condition 

marries him to Katie Peck (Vera James), a dance hall 

girl. They do these things so easily in the land of films. 

However, there are plenty of stirring episodes and a cast 

which includes Louise Lorraine as Julie Montreau, P. J. 

Lockney, Wm. A. Lowery, Peggy Browne, Prank 

Johnson, and Jack Walters.7 

Ernest O. Nees, an Evening Star travel correspondent, visited 

Vera and Arthur in Hollywood in July 1923, 

MOVIE STARS—MISS JAMES’S SUCCESS. 

Before leaving Dunedin Mr W. F. James furnished 

me with the address of his son-in-law and daughter, Mr 

and Mrs Munro, who are now located in Los Angeles. 

The latter will be better known to Dunedinites as Miss 

Vera James, who played the leading part in the 

Australian film picture “The Girl From the Bush.” Mr 

Munro has a motor car agency business in the beautiful 

residential district of Hollywood, and although he has 

been here only twelve months, there is very little that the 

astute American can put over him when it comes to 

business. To Mr Munro I am deeply indebted for 

kindness in showing me (per motor) the many beautiful 
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miles of streets in Hollywood on which are built palatial 

bungalows. It is said there are 125,000 bungalows in Los 

Angeles, and there are not two of the same design. Over 

the miles of streets, or, as they are termed here, 

“boulevards,” I certainly could not say that I saw two of 

the same design.  

The avenues are lined with palm and pepper trees. 

There are no fences in front of the bungalows, which 

stand back from the sidewalk about 20ft, and this part is 

generally a beautifully graded lawn. Every bungalow is 

in perfect alignment. They all stand back the same 

distance from the sidewalk, and this alignment stretches 

for miles and miles on either side of the boulevard, with 

bowers of roses climbing up nearly every lattice. I was 

shown the palatial residences of Jack Dempsey (the 

world’s champion boxer), Jacky Coogan (the famous 

film actor), and many other notable people. In fact, one 

begins to wonder if there are any people in Los Angeles 

who are not in comfortable circumstances. I had the 

privilege of witnessing the taking of one of the scenes in 

a picture entitled “McGrath of the Hills”8 at the 

Universal Film Company’s studios, in which Miss James 

has a fairly good part. It was a street scene (taken in the 

open air), and was comprised of about a dozen buildings 

on each side of the street, while there were probably 100 

people shown in the scene. It was the second last scene 

of the play, and I was informed that if I were to come 

back in a couple of days I could see the final scene acted, 

in which Miss James has to escape through the flames of 

a burning building. Unfortunately I was booked to leave 

Los Angeles on that day. The picture studios are a small 

town in themselves. They have their own carpenters, 

plasterers, electricians, and the furniture used in the 

various productions runs into thousands of pounds. Miss 

James has an excellent future in front of her, as her 
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undoubted ability is now being recognised, and she 

should eventually reach the front rank in the movie 

profession. It is practically impossible in a brief sketch 

of Los Angeles, such as I have endeavored to portray, to 

adequately describe the beauties and wonders which 

confront you on every hand; in fact, this is one of the 

times when the American can be pardoned for using 

expressions such as “The Wonder City of the World,” 

“The Mecca of the Tourist,” “The Town of the Queen of 

the Angels,” and many other high-flown expressions.9  

McGuire of the Mounted was a B western and Vera played a 

member of a drug smuggling gang who married the hero 

while he was drugged. The Greater Crystal Palace theatre in 

Christchurch advertised, 
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Vera had a 

supporting part in 

The Hunchback 

of Notre Dame 

(1923) with Lon 

Chaney famously 

in the lead role.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vera in McGuire of the Mounted. 
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Dunedin’s Evening Star dutifully recorded, 

Miss Vera James, a Dunedin actress who has fought her 

way in filmdom with a considerable degree of success, 

has a minor role in the colossal photoplay being shown 

at the Octagon and Empire Theatres. In “The Hunchback 

of Notre Dame” she is the roistering girl to approach in 

an early scene the ragged Clopin, standing on the steps 

of the famous church, and with seductive charms 

endeavor to lure him to drink from the vessel she carries. 

The king-elect of the lower strain thrusts her aside with 

impetuous anger, incurring mild remonstrance from the 

archdeacon of the cathedral. Miss James has had leading 

parts in some Australian productions.10 

She was seen at the right places: the Evening Star, rather self 

consciously, again, 

Miss Vera James (Mrs A. H. Munro) and her husband 

were the guests of Mr G. G. Gillette, oil millionaire (a 

brother of K. C. Gillette, safety razor millionaire), 

together with 200 others at the beautiful mansion of 

Gloria Swanson, Beverley Hills, Los Angeles, recently 

acquired by Mr Gillette. The party was given in honor of 

the bride of Mr Gillette, jun. Mrs Munro was pronounced 

the belle of the evening, and was chosen with her 

husband to open the dance, after which she was chosen 

dance partner to Mr Cornelius Vanderbilt. Mrs Munro 

wore a beautiful Paris gown with straight lines from 

shoulder to ankle of black georgette with bead 

trimmings. The Americans were very much impressed 

with the presence of New Zealanders at the gathering, 

and asked several questions about New Zealand and its 

people.11 
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After this she had an uncredited minor role in the ten-episode 

serial, The Radio Detective (1925).  

“The Radio Detective,” latest mystery story by Arthur B. 

Reeve, is to be filmed by Universal as a chapter play…. 

Jack Daugherty… will be featured…. Margaret Quimby 

will play opposite the star, and the supporting cast 

includes Jack Mower, John T Prince, Vera James, 

Howard Enstedt and others. William Crinley will direct 

the picture.12 
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She was in an uncredited “character role” (a communist 

underground agent) in The Midnight Sun in 1926 with Linda la 

Plante, then with Ronald Coleman and Hobart Bosworth in a 

film initially named American History (but perhaps renamed), 

which seems to have disappeared without trace. 

 

 

 

Her Dunedin family sailed in the RMS Tahiti for California in 

June 1924—perhaps intending to stay, for before they left they 
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auctioned their household goods “on account W.F. James, Esq. 

(who is giving up housekeeping),”13 

On Saturday night Mr W. F. James, who is leaving 

shortly on a trip to America, was entertained by the 

totalisator staff. In proposing the principal toast of the 

evening, Mr G. Wilhelmsen said that no one could wish 

for a better employer than Mr James. He asked his 

acceptance of a travelling bag, and travelling rugs for 

Mrs James and Miss Ngaire James. In returning thanks 

for the gifts, Mr James said he fully appreciated the 

loyalty of his staff, and hoped to meet them all again on 

his return in time for the Dunedin Spring Meeting in 

October.14 

The ODT interviewed him in early October on his return in the 

Tahiti, 

IMPRESSIONS OF CALIFORNIA. 

CHAT WITH MR W. F. JAMES. 

Mr W. F. James, the well-known totalisator 

proprietor, returned to Dunedin yesterday after paying a 

visit to California, and in the course of a conversation 

with a newspaper representative last evening he gave a 

few impressions of his trip.  

Mr James stated that most of his time in California 

was spent at Hollywood, well-known as the home of the 

picture film industry, where his daughter Vera has been 

engaged as a movie actress for some time, and where his 

son practises his profession as a doctor of chiropractic. 

The film industry, he added, had reached enormous 

dimensions. Some of the studios extended as far as from 

Knox Church to the Oval, and thousands of people were 

employed in various capacities as film actors and 

actresses. From many points of view the profession was 

a trying one, especially to those who had the ability to 
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“make good,” but who were denied the opportunity of 

acquainting the public with their accomplishments. The 

great essential from a managerial point of view was what 

was known as a “box office reputation”—the ability to 

attract patronage—and if one had acquired that he or she 

would be granted a preference over others whose work 

might be infinitely better. Performers might do excellent 

work in the filming of a story, but unless they were 

known favourably to the public generally the scenes in 

which they figured stood a good chance of being 

eliminated in the process of abbreviation that usually 

took place before a picture was screened publicly. “Star” 

actors and actresses were very well paid, and it might 

easily happen that if one of these realised the presence of 

a dangerous rival in popularity in a particular cast means 

would be found to make it worth while for those engaged 

in the cutting-down process to see that the work of that 

rival was not placed before the public. Some of those 

who achieved success in mass productions were forced 

to remain in that class of work at low salaries, and were 

never given a chance to reach the distinction to which 

their abilities entitled them.  

Mr James was somewhat diffident about speaking of 

his daughter’s achievements in the motion picture world, 

but as the residents of Dunedin and Otago are naturally 

interested in the career of a New Zealander who has 

sought distinction abroad, he consented to give a few 

details. When Miss James first went to America her work 

as a film actress was regarded very favourably, but, as is 

indicated above, she had to face the handicap of being 

unknown, and much of her work, though admitted to be 

of an exceptionally high standard, was cut out, as she had 

not acquired a “box office” reputation to attract public 

patronage. Being possessed of an ambition that would 

not acknowledge defeat or discouragement Miss James 
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set out to overcome the obstacles that had to be faced, 

and gradually made headway, but she suffered a severe 

setback through a serious motor accident which laid her 

aside for 12 months. She has now signed a contract with 

Mr Finis Fox, an independent producer who has just 

finished a picture entitled “The Woman Who Sinned,” 

featuring May Bush. This picture is having a successful 

run. Mr Fox is about to start on an historical picture, 

based on stirring incidents which he witnessed as a boy 

in 1889 in the State of Oklahoma. This picture, said Mr 

James, would remind one of “The Covered Wagon,” 

which was recently screened in Dunedin. In 1889 the 

authorities of the State named set out to attract 

population, and with that object in view decided to offer 

160 acres of land to all new settlers. When this became 

known an influx, which reminded one of a gold rush, set 

in, people flocking to the States from all parts of the 

country. The land could not be pegged out until a certain 

hour on a certain day, and troops were employed to oust 

a number of “sooners” (people who sought to acquire 

land before the stipulated time) and to keep the people in 

check on the side of the river opposite to that on which 

the land was situated. The river became flooded a few 

hours before the time fixed for taking up the land, with 

the result that many thrilling scenes were witnessed. In 

their anxiety to acquire the coveted land people plunged 

into the flooded river, and many were carried away, 

while others perished in the quicksands. Several 

managed to get across, however, and pegged out their 

claims. In the film representation of these incidents the 

heroine would be a girl called Gloria Gray. The caste 

would be an all-star one, and each performer would have 

a chance to make a good name out of his or her part. 

Gloria Gray was a motherless child, and her father was a 

ne’er-do-well. Her mother had given her some money 
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and had told her to peg out a claim. Gloria plunged into 

the flooded stream, rescued a baby, and eventually 

reached the other side. Prior to this, however, her father 

had stolen her money and had given it away to a young 

man, leaving the girl penniless. Fortunately for her the 

young man to whom the money was given fell in love 

with her. In this picture Miss James will take the part of 

a bumble bee, buzzing about all the time, and just when 

the others think they have got her she stings hard and 

makes off with a laugh and a smile. Finally she falls in 

love with the young man who is loved by the heroine, 

but when she finds out that the young fellow is in love 

with Gloria Gray she sacrifices everything and gives up 

the young man for the other girl. Mr Fox, said Mr James, 

selected his own artists, picked his own story, and did his 

own cutting. In this picture Miss James had been allotted 

quite a good part. Where cutters were employed there 

was always a danger that they would be bribed to cut out 

of a picture anything done by one who was responsible 

for a really good piece of acting.  

Speaking on his trip generally Mr James said he spent 

nine weeks in Hollywood, and he never saw a cloud in 

the sky. He was told that the weather was like that for 

nine months of the year. Mrs James last 22 lb in weight 

in 11 weeks, and he lost 14 lb, but still the heat was not 

intense. The mode of living and eating was very different 

from what it was in Now Zealand. All the meat came 

from the east, and was kept fresh by the application of 

ice.  

“We motored from San Francisco to Los Angeles,” 

said Mr James, “and there is one stretch of concrete road 

all the way. I did not see a sheep in the course of that 

drive of 500 miles, but I saw a few good horses and some 

dairy cows, all of which were grazing in stubble where 

lucerne had been cut. They cannot grow anything in 
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California unless the land is irrigated. Some of the 

lucerne stacks were of an immense height. Although we 

crossed several bridges we did not see a drop of water 

except what was used for the motor cars. In the course of 

the drive we saw first of all miles of apricot trees, and 

then we passed immense peach groves, then walnut 

trees, and finally orange and other citrus fruit trees when 

nearing Los Angeles. The prices of the fruit impressed 

me—five dozen lemons for about 1s and three dozen 

oranges for the same price, although I lost weight I think 

it was fat that I lost and I feel better for it—much better 

than when I went away.  

“The number of motor cars in California works out at 

one to about every three or four persons. Throughout the 

country are numerous petrol stations. When one pulls in 

at one of these the service rendered is wonderful. You 

will find one man rubbing the wind screen, another 

cleaning the body of the car, another putting petrol in the 

car, and a fourth replenishing the water supply. All that 

is charged for is the petrol, which costs 19 cents per 

gallon, including a tax of two cents. The petrol is 

supplied to these stations by large tanks on motor 

vehicles.  

“I was greatly pleased with the hotels in California,” 

said Mr James. “They are beautifully equipped and 

splendidly conducted. There is a bathroom for every 

bedroom if one is prepared for such a luxury. The system 

of tipping also appealed to me as very reasonable. The 

tip is recognised as 10 per cent, of the cost of the meal.”  

Mr James went on to express the opinion that 

prohibition was a rank failure, but he was convinced that 

it would remain in operation. There was too much money 

in the liquor business to enable the authorities to wipe it, 

out. The bootlegger, who knew whore whisky was to be 

obtained and who made it his business to get supplies 
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when they were wanted, was regarded as a fairly 

respectable person in California. The illicit traffic in 

liquor had been responsible for the creation of a very 

undesirable body, known as high-jackers, who went 

round with guns and took the liquor from the bootleggers 

by force and intimidation. There were a lot of high-

jackers in existence, and many bootleggers were going 

out of business in consequence. If one had the money, he 

could buy the best of liquor. The position had got to the 

stage that the poor people, who could not afford to 

purchase good liquor, were manufacturing it for 

themselves, with disastrous results. There were quite a 

number of riots in Hollywood while Mr James was there, 

and they always ended in shooting. Three stills were 

discovered and the people concerned were arrested. 

Some of them went in for making gin, which was awful 

stuff.  

The mode of living in California was very interesting, 

said Mr James. Very little cooking was done in the 

houses on account of the heat, and nearly everyone dined 

out. One could go to a drug store and procure a sandwich 

and a cold drink for about 1s, and for a substantial meal 

the cafeteria were patronised.  

The automobile traffic in Los Angeles was becoming 

a very serious question, said Mr James. The cars 

travelled down the streets two abreast on each side, and 

they wore packed so tightly together that a person could 

not get between them. No car could turn round in a block. 

The system of control was wonderful. The gas fumes 

were going to be a source of trouble, in Mr James’s 

opinion. There was a large number of fatalities every 

week, especially on Sundays. As the law now stood, if a 

man was caught travelling at a speed of more than 35 

miles an hour his license was taken away and he was 

sentenced to a term of from three to six months’ 
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imprisonment, the sentences varying according to the 

speed.15 

The Finis Fox film starring Gloria Grey in 1923 was Bag and 

Baggage. Vera James is not mentioned in the cast. 

Accounts of Vera’s car smash are vague about the timing, but 

Vera and her husband were driving to Santa Barbara for a 

holiday when the car went off a bridge in the fog and rolled 

over. Fred later related, “A man going to the market in the 

morning with cabbages from his farm, saw the car overturned 

down there, and stopped and went down the slope. And Vera 

and her husband were lying there, and they put them on top of 

the sacks of cabbages and drove them somewhere to the 

hospital.” The doctor sewed up her arm but did not remove 

the fragments of glass so further surgery was required.16 

 

One P Reid, of the Lower Shotover, wrote a travelogue to the 

Lake County Press in November 1924, getting her married 

name wrong, 

… we went out to Hollywood where we were met by Mrs 

Moore (nee Miss Vera James, of Dunedin), her husband, 

and her brother, Mr Fred. James, of Dunedin…. Mrs 

Moore has been appearing in various productions, and 

had just signed a remunerative contract with the Fox 

Film Corporation.17 

There is a report in the Los Angeles Times of 16 October 1925 

that she had a part in a film named Three Wise Men with Janet 

Gaynor, Ben Corbett and Gilbert (Pee Wee) Holmes, but there 

is no other record of it.18 She did have a credited part in the 

short (two-reel) comedy western Fade-Away Foster released 

in 1926, with Gaynor, Corbett and Holmes.  

These parts must have paid reasonably well, for the Van Nuys 

News of 2 April 1926 could report that the local Buick 
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distributor had delivered a Master Six Brougham to Vera 

James, among others. 

Buick Master Six Brougham. 

 

Los Angeles Times 9 October 1927. 

The Otago Daily Times, 

Miss. Vera James and Mr Fred James, of Dunedin, have 

received many engagements at Hollywood lately. It will 

be remembered that Mr Fred James made a great 

impression as an amateur here by his beautiful rendering 
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of the aria of “Figaro” from “The Barber of Seville” and 

other operatic selections.19 

According to her brother Fred, “And then she decided that films 

were too full of rotten deals and too hard to get along with. And 

she had a very good singing voice and that’s when she went 

into The Desert Song. She was in Desert Song for two and a 

half years.”20 
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VERA JAMES KNOWN 
    AS CONTRALTO, TOO 

Vera James, who essays the role of Neri, an old native 

woman in the first act of “The Desert Song” at the 

Majestic Theater, is not only pleasing to gaze upon, but 

is possessed of a beautiful contralto voice. 

Miss James came to Los Angeles several years ago 

from Australia, where she had been appearing under the 

management of Hugh Mackintosh in light opera 

repertoire. She has sung the primadonna roles in many 

of the Gilbert and Sullivan operas and previous to joining 

“The Desert Song” has been appearing in pictures.21 

 

Her father visited the United States again in September 

1928,22 

TRIP TO CALIFORNIA 
MR W. F. JAMES’S EXPERIENCES  

BOOTLEGGING AND HIGH-JACKERS  
Mr W. F. James, totalisator proprietor, spent six 

weeks in California, mostly in and about Los Angeles, 

on the visit from which he has just returned. The purpose 

of the trip was to see Mrs James, who is recruiting her 

health in California, and his daughter and son, who are 

both on the stage, and doing well there. Mrs James is 

growing stronger, and will soon be coming home again 

to New Zealand. Mr James and herself arc satisfied that 

this is “the happiest land, and might be the paradise of 

the working man if he made the best of his 

opportunities.”  
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Nevertheless, California is a very interesting place, 

says Mr James. He particularly observed the doings in 

aviation. Hollywood is a busy flying centre, and recent 

developments are astonishing. Henry Ford is building 

planes wholesale, and they are much used for mails and 

passengers. Most of these machines arc built to 

accommodate a dozen passengers. Now a plane is being 

constructed to carry thirty-five. It will weigh over twelve 

tons. Ford is not the maker of that machine. There are 

numbers of planes available for trips anywhere, for an 

hour’s run in the air, or for a long journey, and business 

men as well as pleasure-seekers make free use of them. 

They will fly you from Los Angeles to San Francisco for 

45dol, about equal to £9, a distance of 365 miles by air. 

Mr James went up in one for an hour’s observation aloft, 

and after the first minute enjoyed it immensely. He 

wished to gain experience on which to form an idea as to 

whether air travel would suit him for getting about from 

one race meeting to another in New Zealand. He does 

not think it would. In California there are very few air 

pockets. In New Zealand, everywhere near the sea and 

very hilly, deep air pockets are abundant, and they are 

not nice as part of a business day’s doings. The drop in 

an American skyscraper lift almost takes one’s breath 

away, and to come down two or three thousand feet 

through the air is the sort of thing to make a follow ill for 

an hour or two. 

Mr James did not see any racing in America. There is 

none to see in California, It is barred. Now the 

“wowsers” there are trying to bar boxing. They say it is 

brutal. 

Business men of that State are complaining about bad 

times. The last summer was not up to the average, and 

the orange crop was a partial failure.  
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What about Prohibition? There is no Prohibition in 

California. There seems to be more drink sold than 

before the “dry” days. Bootleggers go round openly, 

giving away their cards, which nominally arc invitations 

to a “chicken dinner” or something of the kind, but in 

reality are guides to addresses from which one can be 

supplied with as much liquor as he wants. The worst of 

it is that the stuff sold is wood alcohol, which is 

poisonous. Drugs are also obtainable in the same way, 

and these, for use with the needle, are doing more harm 

than even the fraudulent whisky. Things could not come 

to the same pass in law-abiding New Zealand. Our lovely 

country is too small to conceal such villainy. In 

California the lawless have got so far out of hand as to 

set up open warfare between the bootleggers and a crowd 

called “high jackers,” who prey like bandits on the 

bootleggers, compelling them to disgorge their profits. 

Seven bootleggers were shot during the time Mr James 

was in California, and no arrests were made. 

Miss Vera James, who, by the way, is described in the 

papers as “from Australia,” though she was born in 

Wellington and brought up in Dunedin, is making a 

name on the stage, and it is predicted by impartial experts 

that her contralto voice and her musicianship would 

carry her up if she chose to study grand opera. She has 

been starring in “The Desert Song,” which has been 

running for nine months to capacity houses in Los 

Angeles and San Francisco. The latest news about this 

young artiste is that she has accepted an engagement 

with a vitaphone company. The vitaphone is the 

invention that is a “talkie” as well as a “movie.” Mr 

James saw and heard a performance, of that nature, and 

he says that the words come out plainly to the last shade 

of accent. The Americans have so far been preferring 

foreigners for starring movie parts, but the demand of the 
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vitaphone is for actors who can talk English; hence the 

chance for such a girl as Miss James, who, by the way, 

has had to get her voice Americanised to suit Californian 

audiences. Warner has his vitaphone 100 per cent. right. 

Others are now coming in, and if they succeed in 

popularising the vitaphone the mere movies will become 

so much junk—so say the Americans.23 

Vera James’s final appearance in films was in Warner Bros’ On 

with the Show! the first all-talking, all-colour feature length 

movie in history. Fred “was working with Factor’s in Australia 

when she was still in Hollywood. And I broke my sessions at 

Myers one day when I tore off to the theatre to see Vera. It was 

the first time I’d seen her in glamorous clothes. She wore some 

beautiful outfits and she looked lovely.”24 
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In June 1929 she and Arthur returned to Sydney where the press 

greeted her as if she were visiting royalty.  

 
1 Hanford Sentinel (California) 28 February 1922. 
2 Motion Picture Studio Directory, Trade Annual 1923–1924. 
3 Camera! 25 November 1922. 
4 Evening Star 10 March 1923. 
5 See Chapter 9. 
6 San Francisco Examiner 21 May 1923. 
7 Table Talk (Melbourne) 10 January 1924. 
8 ie, Maguire of the Mounted. 
9 Evening Star 23 July 1923. 
10 Evening Star 28 March 1925. 
11 Evening Star 29 September 1923. 
12 Los Angeles Times 15 September 1925. 
13 Evening Star 28 May 1924. 
14 Evening Star 9 June 1924. 
15 Otago Daily Times 4 October 1924.  
16 Interview with Fred James 13 October 1977. 
17 Lake County Press 6 November 1924. 
18 Los Angeles Times 16 October 1925. 
19 Otago Daily Times 4 November 1927. 
20 See Chapter 9. 
21 Los Angeles Times 5 July 1928. 
22 Evening Star 3 October 1928. 
23 Evening Star 5 October 1928. 
24 See Chapter 9. 
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Chapter 6: back in Sydney and New Zealand 

 

 
“HOLLYWOOD STAR VISITS SYDNEY 

Vivacious, popular, and Titian-haired—Vera James, well known Warner 
Bros. ‘star,’ who is visiting Sydney for a six-months’ rest cure, but is having 

a hard time dodging the Press. Two of her latest releases are ‘Rainbow’ 
and ‘On With the Show.’” Sunday Times (Sydney) 9 June 1929;  

photograph by Albert Witzel in Los Angeles. 
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The untrimmed Albert Witzel photograph of Vera James in Hollywood, 
inscribed “To (illegible name), May the sun always shine its brightest on 

you, Sincerely, Vera James”. 
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TALKIE TRIALS 
EXPERIENCE OF N.Z. ACTRESS 

SNEEZE, and the record is ruined! Such are the trials 

of a talkie actor! 

Miss Vera James, a New Zealander, who arrived In 

Sydney this week, speaks as one who knows. She has 

been at Hollywood for eight years, making good in the 

film and theatrical world. Up till three days before 

leaving she was playing a character part in “On with the 

Show,” an all-color talkie, and America’s first, she 

thinks. 

“Talking takes up much more time than a silent 

picture,” she said. “The parts have to be repeated over 

and over again. As many as five or six records are taken 

before the voices are considered perfect. It is a terrific 

strain for the actor. The least little noise or verbal slip 

and the record is spoilt. A sneeze or cough is fatal. Even 

the sound of the trams tends to make the result less 

perfect. That is why we did so much of the work at night. 

“For five and a half weeks I was on duty from 12 

noon till about 6 a.m. The circumstances were 

exceptional, as Warner Brothers were trying to release 

an all-color talkie before any of their rivals.  

“Lights, too, are a much more tedious process in a 

color picture. Two and more powerful ones are focussed 

on the actors. They were so strong that I used to arrive 

home burning all over. The only way I could get any 

sleep was to tumble into a cold bath and stay there till I 

shivered! 

“Frequently the bride’s orange blossom melted with 

the heat of the lights. The part was played by Betty 

Compson—‘one of the best troopers’ in the company. In 

spite of everything—and she was ill for part of the 

time—we never heard a word of complaint.” 

This actress thinks that talkies have come to stay. 
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“At Lasky’s studio,” she said, “they’re not making 

anything else. There are hundreds of dollars’ worth of 

silent picture stories put away on the shelves.” 

Miss James is married to a Sydney man, Mr. A. H. 

Munro. Her chief reason for coming back to Australia is 

to see her parents, Mr. and Mrs. William James, of 

Dunedin. They intend joining her shortly in Sydney, 

where she expects to stay till the end of the year. 

Miss James got her first movie experience in Sydney 

about 10 years ago, when she played the lead in “Girl of 

the Bush” and “Know Thy Child”—two pictures made 

by Mr. Franklin Barrett. She was also on the Tivoli, with 

Lee White and Clay Smith.1 

 

Her brother Fred had by this time introduced Max Factor 

products to Sydney and she gave him a burst of publicity, 

A HOLLYWOOD VISITOR. 

A HUGE crowd outside Max Factor’s rooms, in Her 

Majesty’s Arcade, the other day called for investigation; 

and who should we see there but Vera James—the 

popular Hollywood, star, who is holidaying in Sydney. 

Buying powder! And rouge, and lipstick, and all Max 

Factor’s famous beauty preparations! “I dashed in here 

first thing,” we heard her say. “I had no idea it could be 

bought in Sydney, until a girl from the theatre told me. 

All the screen stars use Max Factor’s ‘make-up’.” 

Of course all the screen stars use it; the directors 

won’t let them use anything else. Max Factor is 

Hollywood’s foremost, cosmetician, and a millionaire 

several times over—that speaks for itself. His laboratory 

in the film city is palatial, and in one section there is a 

wonderful perfume fountain, which forever plays, 

throwing high misty cascades of exotic fragrance. Not 

many people other than wealthy screen stars can afford 
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to buy this perfume, because it happens to cost £120 a 

bottle. 

Max Factor’s beauty preparations are very nearly as 

exclusive, and have created quite a furore in Sydney. 

This famous cosmetician declares that the basis of make-

up is color harmony, and all his preparations have been 

developed along those lines. His representatives are to 

be found at No. C4, The Promenade, Her Majesty’s 

Arcade, above the escalators near the Pitt-street entrance. 

Visit them for a free demonstration.2 

Sydney’s Sunday Times columnist “F.L.” devoted a half page 

to Vera James, with grainy screen shots of her in Bavu and The 

Hunchback of Notre Dame and cynical transcription of her 

American accent, 

Impressions by a New Zealand Artist 

QUESTION one hundred girls as to what they would 

choose to be if they could, and it is safe to say that sixty 

per cent, would answer—a movie star. 

The films hold a fascination for the majority; there is 

a glamor about the work. It suggests jewels and 

wonderful clothes, a good time; it is visualization of days 

spent in the company of men of the Prince Charming 

calibre; of nights where one may be the observed of 

observers, and in addition to this halcyon state, there is 

always in the background romance—romance spelt in 

capitals, with the chance of eventual marriage with a 

millionaire—if not indeed one possessing the prefix of 

multi: a dream of pleasing phrases this Hollywood with 

its world of make believe, which has to be lived before 

that dream can be dispelled. 

VISITING Sydney at the present moment is a 

Hollywood film artist—Vera James, a New Zealand girl 

who hugged this dream and was not satisfied until she 
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sampled the city of Kleig Lights and the silver screen, 

and found for herself how much there was to it all.  

“I jest got the Hollywood fever,” confessed the star, 

a petite Miss with a smile and a shake of her bronze 

shingled head. “It jest gets you that way. You know what 

I mean. Every girl wants to act in the movies, and I never 

rested till I got there. I’ve been lucky. I think, because 

I’ve come thru with come real good contracts, but then I 

had influence. Breaking into the movies without pull is 

just about as tough as hitting your head against a stone 

wall. It’s heartbreaking, too. Hollywood’s full of the 

most beautiful girls in the world: all day they live in the 

casting office waiting for the chance of an extra’s job—

5 dollars a day if they get placed which might happen, 

but doesn’t, only once in a while. They supply their own 

wardrobe, too, unless it’s for character work, and their 

names stay on that register sometimes for years with 

maybe two calls in the year. Tough, isn’t it ?  

“Amurrika’s jest full of the love-liest girls. Why, they 

just seem to gravitate to Hollywood. It’s the Mecca of 

Beauty, I should say. A homely girl is that rare, that 

when one is seen, everybody looks after her and says—

‘Now, who’s that? A stranger?’ 

“The papers print warnings all the time: they advise 

girls to stay back home. Hollywood wants brains, and it 

isn’t so keen on beauty alone, which is what they try to 

make these movie crazed people understand.”  

Miss James confessed that producers, film makers, 

and other movie potentates were as temperamental as 

their artists.  

FOREIGN ARTISTS.  

“Jest now there’s a real craze for foreign artists: 

Mexicans are getting a real good run: Lupe Velez, 

Raquel Torres and Dolores Del Rio. they’re all in the 

boom because they can put it over in the Talkies. Olga 
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Baclanova, too. She is a Russian with the most glorious 

golden hair, and a per-fectly sweet ac-cent. Talks 

English quite well, and so does Lily Damita, another 

blondiue. The Amurrikan ac-cent is not so good for the 

Talkies, and has put a lot of old-time stars right out. I do 

not say that Australians and Noo Zealanders go over big 

in Hollywood. They like the way we talk.  

“Its really funny, too, how Hollywood has been jest 

flooded with stage artists all trying to get into the 

Talkies. Schools have been opened everywhere: teachers 

of dancing and singing and elocution are cleaning up 

fortunes. Like Edith Clifford and her famous reck-ord, 

everyone is ‘learning bow to tork—tork—tork,’ and 

believe me, some of those who were beautiful but dumb 

are staying dumb and their day is over.  

“Mary Pickford, whose ‘Coquette,’ a hundred per 

cent. Talkie just released, says, she’s never going to 

make another silent film. She’s a wonder. She talks like 

an Englishwoman, and jest sur-prised everyone. But the 

Talkies killed poor Emil Jannings for silent film 

contracts. He sure is the greatest film actor in Amurrika 

to-day, and has had to sell up his lovely home and go 

back to Germany. His broken English didn’t get across. 

A foreign accent is different, and that’s why others get 

away with it.” 

SONNY BOY. 

AL JOLSON is the idol of the fans jest now. He’s a 

hundred per center and a re-el lovely man. Everyone 

likes him from the electricians to the producers His wife, 

Ruby Keenes, was dancing when I left, and she’s the 

cutest lil girl—looks like a sweet, sweet doll.”  

WE, US AND COY. 

ASKED about Australians, Miss James said the best 

known, such Enid Bennett and Sylvia Bremer, were not 

heard of very much, though Dorothy Cumming, whose 
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work in ‘The King of Kings’ made her world-famous, 

was considered as being in the first flight.  

“Somehow Australian girls don’t get the Hollywood 

atmosphere. When they do they go over big, as I said 

before, but I’ve known some who couldn’t jest get into 

the swing at–all. It isn’t peaches and cream this film 

business. Working to sked-dool takes re-al hard grit, and 

I guess the girls who come over are kinda spoiled and it 

looks too hard to them. That kind are better back home 

with their folks. Hollywood can’t use them. I averaged 

sixteen hours a day for five weeks when we were making 

Warner Bros.’ color Talkie, ‘On With the Show.’ It had 

to be got out, and we jest didn’t have to let up till we 

were thru.”  

CLEVER LON. 

“Working with Lon Chaney, Estelle Taylor and 

Sylvia Bremer, in ‘The Hunchback of Notre Dame’ was 

one of my happiest experiences. Lon is the greatest 

screen artist in the world in his own line.  

“Remember his make-up? Wasn’t his face jest too 

terr-ible. Wull—you’ve jest got to hand it to Lon, how 

he fixed it all. One cheek was built up with composition, 

he had a painted walnut shell over his eye, a set of false 

teeth that made his jaws ache so he couldn’t speak, and 

he wore a rubber under shirt that was too tcrr-ible for 

words. Every time he fainted, he had to be re-vived with 

electric fans and run up and down the road in a fast-

moving auto-mobile.” 

STARS. 

Asked who was the most popular screen star to-day, 

Miss James wouldn’t commit herself. 

“Why, there’s ever so many very, very lovely girls. 

Pola Negri is one. She is very small, and you’d think she 

was tall on the screen, wouldn’t you? But she’s very, 

very ex-clusive, the same as Gloria Swanson and Mary 
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Pickford and others who make up what is called the 

‘Upper Four Hundred.’ Pola wears glorious jewels, and 

so does Aileen Pringle, but unless they come down town 

to a theatre, they’re never seen in Hollywood.  

“Now, there’s Greta Garbo. She’s jest back from a 

long vay-cation in Sweden. Now she’s a rc-al artist, and 

a ver-ree, ver-ree splendid girl. She’s shy, and has not 

exactly an inferiority complex, but she doesn’t like 

people, and doesn’t make many friends, and keeps to 

herself. Very few people have ever met her. I think she’s 

a re-al beauty, but her coloring doesn’t get over on the 

screen.  

“The Fairbanks aren’t mixers, either. They care about 

nothing outside their Pickfair Home, which is a 

wonderful place, though they entertain all the time—

English visitors mostly, many being titled people.  

“I forgot to tell you about Clara Bow. Now Clara’s a 

rc-al clever girl, and she’s jest put a talkie over that gave 

everyone a big surprise. She hasn’t much ac-cent, and 

her voice is a deep contralto that sounds fine.  

“Elinor Glyn, the lady who put the copyright on ‘It,’ 

is still in Hollywood. She lives in a big suite at the 

Ambassador. The Talkies sure gave her a new lease. ‘It’ 

is the one big thing that puts the talkies over, and Elinor 

is making lots of unexpected money through teaching 

girls how to use their voices, and how to not use them. 

She knocks ac-cents off, and puts polish in their place, 

and that’s what the producers want; Amurrikan girls 

looking like English girls, talking like them, and 

behaving like them. It sure is a big boost for Old 

England, isn’t it?  

“Yes, I’m going back. This is only a holiday after 

years of re-al hard work, hut I’m glad to be home, for a 

trip, and see my folks again.”3 
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Mountain Air. 

WEEK-ENDING at Glenbrook with Mrs. Sandry, 

better known as Elizabeth Powell, the novelist, were 

Vera James, Warner Brothers’ Picture star, and her 

husband, who is a Munro. Mrs. Munro is taking the first 

vacation in eight years, and is already getting letters from 

the Studio asking when she will be back—and it’s just 

seven weeks since she left Hollywood!4 

Sydney’s Daily Pictorial carried a piece on body electricity 

interfering with the accuracy of watches, concluding with 

Vera James, Paramount star, who is holidaying in 

Sydney, says emphatically that she cannot wear her 

lovely little jewelled watch, and it is a great sorrow to 

her. She has to carry it in the dim seclusion of her hand-

bag! When she attempts to wear it the watch plays all 

sorts of tricks upon her, losing or gaining several hours 

in a few minutes. When she glances at it she feels certain 

that there is no time like the present showing on that most 

untruthful dial!5  

 

Hollywood Heroine 

ANYONE remember Vera James, the New Zealand 

actress who starred a decade ago in an Australian-made 

film built around life on an outback sheep station? 

Photography in that picture was good—so good that 

millions of files were depicted as unrehearsed “supers!” 

Vera called in at Melbourne the other day en route to her 

home town (Dunedin) for a well-earned rest from 

Hollywood, which has sheltered her in the movie sense 

for years. A term on the stage, with later character work 

on the screen, found her a hard worker in filmdom when 

the talkies arrived. Her educated voice in itself 

pronounced an “open sesame” to a two-years’ contract 

under the banner of Warner Bros., who have temporarily 
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released her for the present trip. She gives a glowing 

account of the movie colony, but adds with a smile. “All 

the same I am proud to be British, and I’ve still got the 

same husband!”6 

They left Melbourne in the Manuka arriving at Port Chalmers 

on 13 October: the Evening Star announced her arrival, 

Mrs A. H. Munro (nee Vera James) is visiting her 

parents, Mr and Mrs W. F. James, of Dunedin, while her 

husband is on a business tour or Australia and New 

Zealand. They propose to start back for Hollywood 

(California) after Christmas.7 

Vera and Arthur returned to Sydney on the Ulimaroa from 

Wellington on 3 January 1930. 

They never did return to Hollywood, despite her protestations 

that the Australasian trip was just a holiday. Vera was by now 

38, her dear brother Fred had moved from Los Angeles to 

Sydney, she had been very disappointed when her role had been 

virtually excised from the film Bavu, her mother was ill and her 

marriage may already have been foundering. 

She was offered parts after returning to Australia, but always 

turned them down. 

Her parents and her sister continued to visit, 

1930: Mr and Mrs W. F. James and daughter went off 

this morning for a trip to Australia.8  

Vera lived for a while in 1931–1933 in Auckland, 

1931: Mrs A. H. Munro (nee Miss Vera James) left by 

the through express yesterday for Auckland.9  

1931: Miss Vera James (Mrs A. H. Munro), who has 

been residing in Auckland, is at present paying a visit to 
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her parents, Mr and Mrs W. P. James, 12 Regent road, 

where she will be joined shortly by her husband.10  

1931: Mrs A. H. Munro, of Auckland, is the guest of her 

mother, Mrs W. F. James.11  

1931: Mr Fred C. James, of Sydney, is at present in 

Dunedin on a visit to his parents, Mr and Mrs W. F. 

James, 12 Regent road. Mr James has been resident in 

America and Australia for the past few years. He returns 

to Sydney next Friday by the R.M.S. Maunganui.12  

1932: Mrs A. H. Munro (nee Vera James) was farewelled 

on the Dunedin station on Thursday as she entrained for 

her home in Auckland after visiting her parents.13 

Vera, Ngaire and their mother left for Sydney from Auckland 

on 27 March 1933 and thenceforth Vera lived in Sydney. Fred 

got her the position of managing the Max Factor outlet in Her 

Majesty’s Arcade. At first she did the make-up for clients, later 

travelled throughout Australia, lecturing and training Max 

Factor staff. She was with the firm for 22 years. 
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1935: Mrs Munro (Miss Vera James of the film world) 

is to arrive from Sydney about the 25th inst. on a visit to 

relatives.14 

1937: Mrs A. H. Munro, of Sydney, is at present visiting 

her mother, Mrs W. F. James, of Regent road.15 

1938: Mrs W. F. James, and Miss Ngaire James have 

returned from a holiday at Karitane.16 

1939: Mr and Mrs W. F. James and Miss Ngaire James, 

who have been entertaining Mr Fred. James and Mr 

George Anderson, of Sydney, at Karitane, have returned 

to Dunedin.17 

Ngaire was engaged in September and married in December 

1939, but it seems Vera did not attend, 

Engagements 

James–Neil. Ngaire Doreen, younger daughter of Mr 

and Mrs W. F. James, Dunedin, to James Desmond, only 

son of Mrs and the late Mr J. G. Neil, Dunedin.18 

Visitors to town for the wedding on Saturday of Mr J. D. 

G. Neil and Miss Ngaire James will include Mr and Mrs 

George Warwick, of Invercargill and Miss O. 

Henderson, who will be the guest of Mrs W. F. James.19 

WEDDINGS 

Neil–James  

The wedding took place on Saturday, at All Saints’ 

Church, of James Desmond, only son of Mrs Neil, of 

Dunedin, and the late Mr J. G. Neil, and Ngaire Doreen, 

only daughter of Mr and Mrs W. F. James, of Dunedin. 

The officiating clergyman was the Ven. Archdeacon 

Whitehead with Mr A. W. Lilly as organist. The bride 

wore a lovely white satin frock, made in early Victorian 

style, with short puffed sleeves and an off-the-shoulder 

neckline edged with a stand-up band of lace. She wore a 
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shoulder-length tulle veil, held in place by a topknot of 

orange blossom, and carried a white vellum prayer book. 

The bridesmaids, Misses Barbara Neil (her sister) and 

Margaret Warwick, of Invercargill (a cousin), wore 

frocks cut on the same Victorian lines, of white 

embroidered organdie with scarlet velvet sashes, scarlet 

shoes, and white bows on their hair. They both carried 

small Victorian posies of scarlet and white flowers. The 

best man was Mr Remfry Harris, and the groomsman Mr 

James Harris, while Messrs Langdon and Keith Harris 

acted as ushers. After the ceremony, a reception was held 

at Mr W. Russell-Wood’s studio, which was decorated 

with bowls if scarlet roses. The bride’s mother wore a 

becoming brown ensemble with a violet-coloured hat 

and accessories and a spray of violets. She was assisted 

by her niece, Mrs Henderson, from Wellington, whose 

gown of Capri blue was worn with a hat and accessories 

in prunelle, and a bouquet of delphiniums and roses. The 

bridegroom’s mother. Mrs Neil, wore a frock of French 

mousseline de soie, with a printed floral design. A black 

picture hat, a spray of pink roses, and grey fox furs 

completed her ensemble. When Mr and Mrs Neil left 

later the bride wore for travelling a tailored suit in deep 

cream, with purple hat and accessories and silver Titian 

fox furs. Mr and Mrs Neil will live in Royal terrace, 

Dunedin.20 

1941: Miss Vera James, Sydney, accompanied by her 

brother, Mr Fred James, arrived by plane yesterday 

afternoon, and is the guest of her parents, Mr and Mrs 

W. F. James, Regent road.21 

1941: Mrs V. G. Munro, who has been spending some 

months with her parents, Mr and Mrs W. F. James, of 

Regent road, left yesterday by air en route to Sydney.22 

Her mother Alice Jane James died in 1942. 
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A very wide circle of friends will extend their deepest 

sympathy to Mr W. F. James and his family on the death 

of his wife, which occurred yesterday. The deceased lady 

had been an invalid for many years.23 

On 13 November 1946 Vera was living at 6 Milson road 

Cremoyne and Arthur at 12 Oyama ave, Manly. She had 

petitioned for divorce on the basis that he “during three years 

and upwards has been an habitual drunkard and has habitually 

left her without means of support”.  

But “he has repeatedly urged me to withdraw my petition for 

the reason that to continue with it would do great harm to his 

reputation among his business associates and his opportunities 

for employment would therefore suffer.” 

“I am convinced that to proceed with my said petition would be 

likely to cause the respondent financial loss and hardship and 

while I sincerely desire to divorce him I do not wish to cause 

him suffering or hardship.” 

Applied for dismissal. 

In 1949 her father died. 

In 1976 the New South Wales Council on the Ageing 

conducted a special quest to find the Senior Citizen of the 

Year—“The purpose of the quest is to help the senior citizens 

of the State feel a sense of dignity in their achievements, past 

and present and at the same time to help show the community 

at large that life after 60 can be just as happy and rewarding as 

at any other age”. Vera applied, 

Mrs. Vera Munro was previously known as Vera James 

and was one of Australia’s earliest film stars, before 

going to Hollywood where she played with some of the 

greats of the 1920s. She appeared as the drunken wife in 

Lon Chaney’s film Hunchback of Notre Dame and 

opposite William Desmond in McGuire of the Mounted 
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Police. Vera James, in her own words, “loved, those 

rough parts, of a very bad woman.” She also appeared 

with Wallace Beery in Bavu, a Russian picture.24  

In 1970 Fred and Vera returned to Australia from Honolulu, 
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On 18 March 1978 the Canberra Times carried an article on the 

restoration of early Australian films, including Vera’s father’s 

copy of The Girl of the Bush. 

Vera Gwendoline (James) Munro died in Sydney on 19 

October 1980. 

 

 



103 
 

Sydney Morning Herald 26 October 1980. 
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1 Sun (Sydney) 7 June 1929; the story repeated in several NZ papers. 
2 Sunday Times (Sydney) 16 June 1929. 
3 Sunday Times (Sydney) 23 June 1929. 
4 Truth (Sydney) 28 July 1929. 
5 Daily Pictorial (Sydney) 5 October 1930. 
6 “Jack Horner” Smith’s Weekly (Sydney) 19 October 1929. 
7 Evening Star 26 October 1929. 
8 Evening Star 26 June 1930. 
9 Otago Daily Times 12 June 1931. 
10 Evening Star 11 November 1931. 
11 Otago Daily Times 13 November 1931. 
12 Evening Star 16 November 1931. 
13 Evening Star 11 June 1932. 
14 Evening Star 26 June 1935. 
15 Evening Star 5 May 1937. 
16 Evening Star 27 April 1938. 
17 Evening Star 14 January 1939. 
18 Evening Star 2 September 1939. 
19 Otago Daily Times 21 December 1939. 
20 Otago Daily Times 26 December 1939. 
21 Evening Star 12 February 1941. 
22 Otago Daily Times 10 June 1941. 
23 Evening Star 21 October 1942. 
24 Bananacoast Opinion 28 July 1976. 



105 
 

Chapter 7: films 

 

A Girl of the Bush (1921) 

Know Thy Child (1921) 

McGuire of the Mounted (1923) 

Bavu (1923)  

The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923) 

The Radio Detective (1925) 

Three Wise Men (1925) 

The Midnight Sun (1926) 

Fade Away Foster (1926)  

On With the Show! (1929) 
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Chapter 8: Fred James 

 

Frederick Charles James was born in 1902 so he was ten years 

younger than Vera, but the two were close throughout their 

lives. He was on the Dunedin stage by age thirteen.  

Later, he began to lose his eyesight, attributed to “paralysis of 

the optic nerve,” possibly from early onset glaucoma. He saw 

ophthalmologists in Dunedin and his father took him to 

specialists in Sydney, probably in 1920. They could do 

nothing and his vision deteriorated further. An American 

Dunedin chiropractor came to the rescue and after a year of 

daily adjustments his vision began to improve. 

It was that experience that led Fred to become a chiropractor 

himself: he went to study at the Palmer College of 

Chiropractic in Davenport, Iowa, 200km west of Chicago in 

1922, just five months after Vera went to Los Angeles. He 

wrote home from Chicago in 1923, 

A GLIMPSE OF CHICAGO 
BUSTLE, “BOOZE,” AND BUSINESS 

A DUNEDIN MAN’S IMPRESSIONS.  

Mr Fred James, the son of Mr W. F. James, of this 

city, is at present in America….1 

After graduating he moved to Los Angeles because he wanted 

to join Vera, and he opened a chiropractic business there. 

In Los Angeles he also performed on stage. He met Texas-born 

George Anderson and the two of them went to Australia to set 

up Max Factor make-up outlets, eventually creating a major 

business venture and employing Vera as manager of the 

Sydney business. 
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HOW MAX FACTOR GOT TO SYDNEY AND WHAT 

HAPPENED NEXT 

In 1928 Max Factor appointed New Zealander Fred James and 

American George Anderson as his agents for Australia.  In May 

1929, they opened a beauty salon in Sydney, lived together and 

travelled Australia, the United States and Europe for Max 

Factor. Trained as a chiropractor, Fred had learnt his make-up 

skills directly from Max Factor the man, had spent time on 

stage in California, and he went on to make up several of the 

Hollywood greats. Fred’s sister Vera managed the salon, giving 

up Hollywood at the peak of her film career. During the war 

Fred worked under Lt Col Starr at the facio-maxillary unit at 

Concord General Repatriation Hospital, and he returned to 

Hollywood to continue applying his make-up skills to help 

disfigured servicemen and women. After the war Fred opened 

Max Factor’s first factory in Australia. The distribution of Max 

Factor products had social impacts; a 1960 survey found Max 

Factor to be the brand that most women thought of in 

connection with cosmetics in Sydney and Melbourne. Market 

leadership was achieved in just 30 years, partly due to Max 

Factor’s product innovation and shrewd advertising, selling 

“glamour”, not just the “beauty” that competitors offered, but 

it was mainly thanks to two New Zealanders and an American 

that Australia got Max Factor products so early. 

(John’s abstract)

 
1 Evening Star 26 February 1923. 
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Chapter 9: looking back 

 

Three important interviews have been recorded and 

transcribed.  

In the first Vera James spoke to interviewer Joan Long on 23 

July 1971, in preparation for a documentary about early 

Australian film, The Passionate Industry (Director Joan Long; 

screenplay Joan Long; producer: Frank Bagnall for Film 

Australia. Australian Film Institute Award for Best 

Documentary). 

The second is an interview by Graham Shirley in April 1977 

with Vera and her brother Fred and the third an interview with 

Fred alone, for the Australian Film Commission’s Film 

Pioneers Interview Project. 

http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0

;query=%22vera%20james%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history

%22;rec=4;resCount=10 

http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0

;query=%22fred%20james%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history

%22;rec=1;resCount=10 

http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0

;query=%22VERA%20JAMES%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20hist

ory%22;rec=3;resCount=10 

 

—————— 

 

 

 

http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0;query=%22vera%20james%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history%22;rec=4;resCount=10
http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0;query=%22vera%20james%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history%22;rec=4;resCount=10
http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0;query=%22vera%20james%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history%22;rec=4;resCount=10
http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0;query=%22fred%20james%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history%22;rec=1;resCount=10
http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0;query=%22fred%20james%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history%22;rec=1;resCount=10
http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0;query=%22fred%20james%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history%22;rec=1;resCount=10
http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0;query=%22VERA%20JAMES%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history%22;rec=3;resCount=10
http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0;query=%22VERA%20JAMES%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history%22;rec=3;resCount=10
http://colsearch.nfsa.gov.au/nfsa/search/display/display.w3p;page=0;query=%22VERA%20JAMES%22%20Class%3A%22Oral%20history%22;rec=3;resCount=10
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Joan Long interview with Vera James 23 July 1971. 

 

Had you done much stage work in New Zealand? 

No, no. A little bit, only amateur things and these Eisteddfod 

things—dancing—I got a medal for what they used to call 

those days Adagio dancing, you know where the boy and the 

girl dance together. I was the boy, I don’t know why. But I 

did a lot of things in the singing world—I sang at little 

concerts. I had a good voice when I was a kid and I studied a 

lot when I went to America. 

But your acting was so natural. This was what struck me in A 

GIRL OF THE BUSH because so much of Australian film acting 

in those days was so terribly melodramatic and stagey, but 

you were very natural. 

Well I was stage mad from when I was a kid, a youngster, and 

I said to my father that the only thing I wanted to do in my life 

was to go to America and get on to the pictures—act in 

pictures. I was only a young thing, about 15 when I started 

this, and Dad said it (Hollywood) was too far away from 

home—“go somewhere near first”, so I went with my dancing 

teacher over here. She came for six weeks, like she came each 

year to brush up on ballroom dancing. And I said “Oh, I don’t 

want to go, I want to go to America, I don’t want to go over 

there.” Anyway he said “Well you’d better stay nearer home 

at first and see how you feel you know because you can get 

very homesick.” And at the end of five or six weeks she went 

home and I’d spent all my money, taken it all out of the bank 

that my Dad had given me, and I went and took dancing 

lessons from Minnie Hooper and singing lessons from Mrs 

Hugh Ward, and by the time the money was running out I sent 

over for more, for another quarter’s training, and then the next 

thing was Mrs Ward went to Melbourne for a holiday, and 

Bran Pie opened at the old Tivoli Theatre which is now the 
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Mayfair I think—it used to be stage shows there. Lee White 

and Claire Smith—Lee White died on the way back to 

England I think—and I went there and fell into two or three 

little parts in Bran Pie which was a very nice start. I can show 

you some stills of it after if you would like to see them. 

Over/talk. 

I don’t know, I only know it was the Tivoli Theatre and 

somebody said there was a show on there and, of course, 

stupidly I didn’t know about stage entrances then, so I only 

went into the main entrance to the Manager’s Office. I never 

lived that down. He said “Well you’re at the wrong place” and 

I told him I’d come from New Zealand and that I didn’t know 

what to do—anyway I went down and tried out and got in. I 

wondered what all those people were standing round that 

stage entrance for. I didn’t know that was a stage entrance. I 

didn’t know anything, I was just by myself over here. 

Somebody at the Boarding House or at Walaringah Mansions 

where I was staying said “Why don’t you go and try for that?” 

see whether I could get a part—so for the first two weeks I 

only came on at the beginning when the curtain went up and 

at the end when the curtain came down. And I nearly died. I 

was just in there with the crowd. I didn’t have anything to do 

or say, but I was understudying different ones and then rather 

a bad bout of ’flu broke out in Sydney at that time, and they 

went down like ninepins and I walked into their places, that’s 

how I got my start. Yes. Gregory Stroud. Do you remember 

them ever talking about Gregory Stroud? He’d be long before 

your time, my girl. I did Samson and Delilah with him—the 

number with piano. I took over the Spanish Dancing Girl’s 

part and Clarice Hardwicke (my golly I haven’t thought of 

that name for years) from England, she did a number called 

Charge (?) I’ll show you the picture after. So I walked into 

three parts. 

You’d have to do a lot of rehearsal for those. 
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Well I had to go to every rehearsal and stand in the wings so I 

could go on in all those parts. 

But you’d have had to know all the choreography, steps and 

so on. It must have taken a lot of work. 

It did. I worked day and night. Frightened out of my wits, too. 

And nearly cried the first time I had my part and went out on 

the stage and looked out and saw all the people and thought 

“Every one of these kids here has somebody behind them and 

I don’t know a soul”. And I didn’t know a soul and I felt 

about as big as a mouse. 

It was very brave of you to come over here like that because 

in those days it was no light matter. 

No. And also people in New Zealand used to think my mother 

and father were a bit too lenient to let me go away from home, 

because they said “Girls don’t go away from home” or they 

didn’t like they are now. “Fancy you letting her go away like 

that”. And anyway my Dad came over to see how I was 

getting on, saw me on the show, saw me start off—met Mr 

Barrett—and saw me start off in the Girl of the Bush. So 

instead of my five weeks I came over for I stayed for fifteen 

months. Then I went back to New Zealand and I came over 

here and made Know Thy Child. 

Did Franklyn Barrett audition you for GIRL OF THE BUSH?—

with other actresses? 

No. I’ll tell you why—I don’t know what other actresses he 

auditioned at all but for the part that I had, you’ll never realise 

this but I just had to tell a fib or two. Mr Barrett asked me if I 

could ride, and I said I wouldn’t be a New Zealander if I 

couldn’t ride—I’d never been on a horse. He said, can you 

swim? And I said, Well—of course. I was determined to get 

there and that question was as hard as the other one to me, I 

couldn’t swim and I couldn’t ride—that’s when my Dad was 
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over here, and when I came out after seeing Mr Barrett, Dad 

thought I was going home to New Zealand you see, and he 

said “Well, what about it?” And I said “Well I’m going to 

play in the picture—I’m going to be the Girl of the Bush. But, 

he said, you can’t ride and you can’t swim. Well I was staying 

up at King’s Cross, at Cavendish it was in those days, and the 

lady took me down to Rushcutters Bay and taught me to 

swim. I had four weeks, or five weeks I think to do it in, and 

Dad took me out and got the riding suit made, and took me 

out to Kensington Riding School because I remember I went 

to the park there. After I went round their yards two or three 

times, bobbing up and down at the wrong time you know. 

And he said that he only wished he had a movie camera 

because he’d never seen anything so funny. You know I had 

high heeled shoes on. I wasn’t going to go, and he said: Well 

you’ve got to hit while the iron is hot if you’re going to be in 

it you haven’t got long. So I went out…. I had a hat with 

some feathers on it—bobbing up and down at the wrong time. 

Anyway I got there—I got in there and landed, but had to 

work hard. I never got anything easy, never anywhere. In 

America I had to work like a Trojan because I didn’t even 

have the sense to have an agent. Just went and battled on my 

own in those studios when I heard anything was coming up. 

Well if I had known anything about it, or if I went now the 

first thing I would do I would go and get an agent. But I didn’t 

know anything about it. I was too young and I didn’t know 

anyone that had been there. 

You went to America after KNOW THY CHILD? 

Yes. It’s funny to look back on now. Really it’s like a—it’s 

really like a peculiar fairy tale. Do you remember Rigney’s 

shoe store that used to be on King Street? Well that’s where I 

had to meet Mr Barrett to talk about The Girl of the Bush. He 

asked me what place I knew, and he met me at Rigney’s shoe 

store and my father came back in about an hour’s time. Mr 
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Barrett and I had been talking in Rigney’s shoe store. My Dad 

was right ready to take me home to New Zealand and I said: 

Oh, I’ve got a part to play in a picture. It’s funny to look back 

on. But going to America and not having an agent is hard 

work. Terrible. 

You must have had the real actress’s drive. You must have 

talent, but you’ve also got to have that kind of ambition that 

inwardly believes in yourself. 

Well I just wouldn’t give in, and sometimes I used to feel that 

I would just die of homesickness—especially here. I often 

used to go down to Woolloomooloo wharf and see the boats 

go out, they used to go to New Zealand twice a week then, 

Tuesday and Friday I think, or Tuesday and Thursday. I’d go 

there and I’d be waving with all the other people waving, and 

I didn’t know a soul you know, and I’d come back to where I 

was boarding and have a good howl. Throw myself on the bed 

and think: I’ll go next week, I’ll go next week. But I couldn’t, 

couldn’t tear myself away. 

And when you went back to New Zealand after doing GIRL OF 

THE BUSH, did you do more stage work there? 

No. There was nothing there—there was only just the little 

amateur things they put on each year, or these Eisteddfods, 

that’s all. 

There was just no scope…. 

No, and especially down where we lived, right down in 

Dunedin—it’s not even like Auckland where they have…. 

Did Franklyn Barrett call you back for KNOW THY CHILD, or 

did you just come back on spec? 

No. From the time I finished the picture, Girl of the Bush, I 

went to New Zealand but he had this other picture in view, 

and I knew the family then—Mrs Barrett and her daughter—
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and I knew them and I knew that I was going to be in the next 

picture, but I didn’t know who else was going to be in it and I 

didn’t know what my father was going to be. I didn’t know 

anything except that they were going to start a picture in such 

and such a time and that I would have a part in it, but I didn’t 

know it was going to be a heavy part like it was, I didn’t know 

anything about it. 

I don’t suppose you’ve got a copy of the script still, by any 

chance? 

Another script was written by Mrs Cummings—I never saw, I 

never had the script. Mrs Elsie Cummings I think her name 

is—it’ll be there in one of those…. Mrs Elsie Cummings—I 

think she wrote other things you know. 

Somebody had a theory. I think it might have been Mrs 

Barrett herself who told us, but I don’t necessarily take it as 

accurate, that the woman who wrote the script later sold it to 

America and it was made into a film by D.W. Griffith. She 

may have been getting muddled up. 

I was there for 10 years—and never heard of it. But I know it 

was Mrs Elsie Cummings—of course it might have been 

made under quite a different name. 

Can you remember what the plot was? 

Yes, it was rather wonderful in its way. Know Thy Child. I 

was a country girl as you’ll see in the stills, and the city 

slicker, as they called him in those days, came up to the 

country and made passes at the little silly girl that lost her 

head, and you know what happened, the usual thing, and my 

baby came along, and we were poor people. By the way Mrs 

Rock Phillips, did you ever hear of her, she played the older 

mother—wonderful actress she was—and I had this child and 

I had to work very hard to bring this child up, and there’s only 

one person that has helped me really along the road, and it 
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was the other woman, which I’ll have to tell you about later 

on—how it comes in. Nada Conrade played that part—a 

society woman—and she helped me. I took in sewing and 

things like that and she helped me. I was very poor and she 

used to come with groceries and stuff like that. Well when my 

daughter grew up to about I suppose thirteen or fourteen, that 

was played by Stella Simon, the wife Nada Conrade was 

married then and she said that she could get my daughter a job 

in her husband’s office. I think you’ll find it written down in 

some of these things, I was reading them over last night. 

Anyway, the girl got the job and was so pleased that she 

would be able to look after her mother now, and then I find 

out that the man that Nada Conrade married was really the 

father of my child. And that’s when the big question had to 

come and I couldn’t let the woman down that—the person that 

had only really shown me real kindness in my years of 

struggle—but she happened to be married and the child 

working in the office was his daughter. And that’s how it got 

the name Know Thy Child. 

What did you do in the end? 

Died. 

Did you let the husband know? 

No, it was a big decision to make, but I never let him know. 

I’m not quite sure—I wouldn’t like this recorded…. (pause) 

Were you parting from him? 

No, no, he was starting to make love to Nada. Then he goes 

back to the city and the little mailman used to come round on 

his pony and I was waiting patiently for the letters that didn’t 

come, then I realised that I was pregnant and I had to tell my 

mother. She found me crying on that funny little bed there. 

Then the little girl was born, this was out near where that 

little…. You don’t go down to Manly you sort of go up 
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towards the bush way. I don’t know what part that would be. 

And the neighbours wouldn’t let the child play and they all…. 

It must have been a heartbreaking story. 

It was. It was a very sad story and yet there was a terrible lot 

of beauty in it because some lovely parts were taken—you 

know around Mrs Ward’s lovely swimming pool, although I 

was not in any of that, and swimming, and the beauty of the 

Harbour, which had never been shown, and I think it was such 

a pity. And then, this is just the way we lived, I was working 

and the little girl was growing older and the minister’s wife 

used to come and pay us a visit, and this is where the girl is 

growing up and she gets her first job you see, in the office. 

Was she a good actress? 

Yes, very good actress. She went to America I think, I’m not 

quite sure. 

I think she did. 

And that was Nada Conrade and that was the woman that 

helped me—you know bringing in groceries and food and 

sewing for me to do. 

Was she a well-known actress at the time? 

I think so. And I think he was too. 

Did she know that her husband—did she suspect…? 

No, she never did. She never knew. But I had to battle on and 

make a big decision. I got very ill in the end, because I had to 

die. I nearly always had to die in my pictures. I had to get out 

of the way somehow—even in America I never went through 

to the end of a picture. I was always the bad, they had to make 

room for the good. These are just Hollywood stills. 
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I’d like to ask you a few things about how you found acting in 

Australian films and the whole sort of setup, the direction and 

everything, as compared with your experiences in Hollywood. 

Well you see, when I came and made Girl of the Bush, the 

cameras were cranked by hand, which was very very 

different. 

You mean they weren’t being cranked by hand in Hollywood, 

they had clockwork? 

No, they were electrical. 

All electric, or clockwork? 

Well they were then. And millions of lights down on you, you 

know. 

These are the things you noticed most? 

Yes. 

What year did you go to America, then? 

1920 I think. Came back in 1930. 

1921 I think was KNOW THY CHILD. 

Well if it was 1921 when I went to America, it was 1931 

when I came back. 

How did you find Franklyn Barrett as a director? was he 

sympathetic in handling the actors? 

He was a lovely man. I couldn’t say anything about Franklyn 

Barrett except that he was a charming man. He was just lovely 

to everybody. There was never one bit of discord in the taking 

of a picture, never. I think you’ll find it in there if you want to 

read any of this. 

Yes I will. I’ve heard people who knew him say this, that he 

was awfully nice to anybody at all. 
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Charming man. Charming man. Absolutely. I couldn’t say 

anything better than that he was a most charming man. And it 

was the happiest picture to work in. 

And you think he got a good performance out of the actors? 

Yes, yes. 

I thought he did, out of actors in GIRL OF THE BUSH. 

If we were fortunate enough to find Know Thy Child, which I 

don’t suppose we will now… 

I put a little piece in The Women’s Weekly just a little while 

ago, listing a number of Australian films of the period, of the 

most important directors and I listed three of Franklin 

Barrett’s—KNOW THY CHILD, A ROUGH PASSAGE and one 

other. He only made three films after GIRL OF THE BUSH and 

then he went over to exhibition. 

I didn’t know that. 

He managed theatres—it was a shame. I’ll read you out bits 

there afterwards from the trade journals of the time, saying 

that he’d been forced to give up because he just couldn’t get 

finance. 

I think I read that too. That bit about the finance. But what a 

pity. 

It happened to all the Australian directors. They had a 

dreadful time. 

Yes I know. I remember. I can always remember that part of 

it—people talking and reading it in the papers. There was 

nothing at the back to help them on. It was a simple shame 

because really and truly they’d got everything under the sun 

here—weather, bush, and lovely scenery. 

He was a very good cameraman, of course. Did he 

photograph KNOW THY CHILD as well? 
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Oh, yes. 

He did it himself—as well? 

Yes, he just did it all the time. 

All the time directing you and telling you what to do? 

Yes, and it never seemed to be any effort. Just said what he 

wanted done and you did it—so clearly, so plainly, so simply. 

I wonder what happened to this Nada Conrade. Did she have 

any descendants? 

I don’t know—I never saw her you see. The thing that 

happened as soon as I got that picture through, I went straight 

off to America. 

I’ll look her up—there is a reference…. 

I got married and went to America, you see, straight away. 

When you are going away—ten years and that—if I had 

stayed here I could have looked up that, checked up on that 

film. 

The trouble is, too, with those Australian films, they—you 

know a lot of American films have been lost too, but 

particularly with the Australian films, they couldn’t afford to 

get many copies printed and only about three or four copies 

used to exist sometimes of these films, and they’d be passed 

all around the theatre chains. 

Well my Dad bought the film, straight outright, when it was 

finished, he saw it and he bought it from Mr Barrett and he 

kept it in New Zealand, and he had this very lovely leather 

case, all padded inside, that’s why it stayed in such good, 

wonderful condition. 

I’m sure it is. It’s wonderful. He didn’t know what he’s done 

for posterity. 
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I was in New Zealand at the time when I think my brother saw 

in the paper that they were trying to get hold of Australian 

films. So he wrote over to me and he said, “See if the film is 

still over at my home” because my father and mother have 

passed on by now. And there it was, in its case, its lovely 

leather case. We got it brought over here, I brought it back 

here with me by ship, and then we had a run off here to see 

that it was worthwhile sending up to Canberra, because you 

see they stick together—the emulsion. 

Oh, I know. That has happened to so many of them. 

So, Know Thy Child could be anywhere. It could have been in 

the back of the theatre never properly…. just a mush, like so 

many. 

Oh yes, and when they open the cans it is all sticky and they 

just throw it out. 

It was a pity because I don’t think anyone could have done a 

better job of that picture. 

I’d very much like to use those photographs in this next film 

that we’re making—if I could. I am willing to—you know I 

realise the album’s precious and everything—either I would 

take it and get it copied and take great care of it. Or, if you 

don’t like to let it out of your possession, I understand this 

only too well, and with your permission I will bring a 

photographer here and he would just simply photograph them 

here. 

You know they’ve got them in Canberra? But I suppose they 

want them in Canberra. 

Well they’ve got copies—I can get the copies from their 

copies, but I prefer to work from your originals. 

If you want it, you’re quite welcome. 
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That’s marvellous, because I can tell the story of the film 

through the stills, and this is amazingly effective on the 

screen. You will see we’ve had to do that in THE PICTURES 

THAT MOVED with quite a lot of them where the film doesn’t 

exist. 

Oh, well if that can be of any use to you— 

Yes, it certainly could. 

That’s for Know Thy Child. You wouldn’t want to see the Girl 

of the Bush one then because you’ve got one. 

I’d love to see it. 

PHOTOGRAPHS (nude bathing scene). 

I never thought I was going to reach the other side. But we 

were both told to…. It was about 6 o’clock in the morning and 

it was icy cold, the sun hadn’t even got down to it, it was just 

coming over the top of the trees—you can see it there, but it 

was when this…. 

Franklyn Barrett liked to start shooting early? 

Wherever he could get the sun, and get as much done as he 

could. But he was so sweet when we finished that he said 

“You girls have had—been enough shock for one day”. 

…. Station—the crowd of us sitting there. 

Is Franklyn Barrett in that? 

That’s him. 

Oh, now I’d love to get a copy of that because I haven’t got a 

photograph of him. 

Well, that’s him. 

You see I haven’t got a photograph of him at the time, and 

that’s a very very good one. 

Would his daughter have any objection to that? 
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Oh no—well she can’t, you know, if I get it from somebody 

else. 

No. Did she not give you very much information? 

(Tape off). 

What were your impressions of the American directors who—

that you worked with? 

I always got on wonderfully well. They just told me what they 

wanted me to do and I went ahead and did it. I added bits in 

myself sometimes. Sometimes those bits were kept and, 

sometimes they were cut out, but they were nearly always…. I 

think I got carried away, so much—I lived the part so much 

that I didn’t need very much directing, I think. That’s all I can 

say because— 

These are the only stills. 

This is the HUNCHBACK OF NOTRE DAME. 

Yes. Ernest Torrence, he was a most charming man to work 

with. He had to throw me down about twelve steps, and 

although there were mattresses at the bottom and someone to 

catch me if I went beyond the mattresses, he hated to do it. He 

was a kind, lovely man, but I was always drunk and he was 

very annoyed when I ever spoke to him in the street. It was all 

right if I lived in the Wolergang (?) which I did. So we had a 

good fight on the steps of Notre Dame. This was in action—

where he’d thrown me—all he had to do was throw me down 

the steps and all I got was a bit of skin off. Look at the fight 

here. You know I was tough—I was absolutely tough. 

You’ve got to be tough to be an actress. 

I think I had three years with Bill Desmond at Universal 

Studios, but once again I was no good. You see I was in the 

ring that was peddling dope and he was on my trail, and he 

figured that I had dope in this basket. I was bringing clothes to 
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the church and that’s why he picked it up. I had a blonde wig 

on of course. There’s a little shot of me, that’s one of the 

Crooked Man. This was a party given at the… for him, and all 

the mess there and that’s where I… 

Was that from the film—or just for the crew? 

No, that was just a party given that night. It was in the 

picture—a lot of these men were in uniform you see—

mounted police—and that’s where I slipped a little bit of 

bourbon in his drink. And he goes out to it and the next 

morning when he comes to, well I’ve got the wedding ring on, 

a marriage license down the front, because well my bad man 

put me up to that because they knew that he was suspicious of 

me you see. Well if he once got me, he’d got them. And so we 

stayed on in the hut—of course he couldn’t stand a bar of me 

and I was in love with him. 

What was the name of this film again? 

McGuire of the Mounted. 

Oh yes, I’ve seen that drama. 

And then we had a beautiful fire which took far more hold 

than it should have, and away went fur coats and make-up 

boxes and all this. I had this wig on and he had to carry me 

down the stairs and all I can remember is the director saying 

“Keep her head out of the fire, keep her head out of the fire!” 

And poor stockings—just went like that—two burned legs. 

What you had to go through! 

You go through things if you play a tough part. Course I had 

to die in the end, as I always do. So that was the crook and 

that was the other crook. Then I die and leave him to the good 

girl. 

Another thing about the difference between filming in 

Australia and America, you said you noticed the much better 
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equipment—the cameras and the lights. What about the sets. I 

suppose they were far more elaborate in America. 

They were very elaborate because they’d got such a terrible 

lot of money to spend. They’ve got the best of lighting, the 

best of cameras I suppose. Doesn’t matter how much they 

spend on the sets—and if they don’t like it they just wipe it 

and put another one up. But you see, when you think—all 

those years ago—I was talking back like ten years before 

when they were grinding by the hand… 

Don’t worry, they were still doing that in Australia 

throughout the silent days. 

Yes, yes. Well you see these were silent—and this was one—

American History with Ronald Coleman and Ernest 

Bremworth—and the Indians came in, and I was a poor down 

and out white woman whose husband had been killed by the 

Indians and I had to tell the story of it. 

Tried to put that little fellow over—they made about twelve 

series—it was mostly just clowning stuff. And there were 

little girls that had won beauty competitions and during our 

lunch hour they took us out on the back lot of Universal and 

gave these kids a chance you know. 

DESERT SONG 

This is my best book—my best work. The Attic of Felix Bavu. 

They just came in and sketched us on the sets and I got some 

very good write-ups here. This was a dope fiend—dope 

again—all taken in this dungeon. It’s a Russian picture. The 

Attic of Felix Bavu. When it came out they just called it Bavu. 

It was taken outside the Russian prison. 

What a marvellous write-up you’ve got there. 

Yes I’m rather proud of that. Pauline Frederick was always 

one of my favourite actresses. 
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Who would that be signed by? 

That’s Stuart Paton—that’s the critic—that’s from the day’s 

rushes. You’d go each night after your picture, what you’d 

worked that day, to see the rushes of the next day, and I never 

went—and two or three nights they went and they said 

“Where have you been?” And I didn’t know anything about 

them—these rushes, and by the critic and different ones. Irvin 

Thalberg was the big man then. He was very nice to me. 

That’s of the                House too really, because when you 

think of it—it is pretty good I suppose. 

“Vera James with Wallace Beery and Forrest Stanley.” 

That’s superb. 

Estelle Taylor was in it. She had a small part. She was his 

sweetheart or something. 

And that’s you—“Vera James”. 

Oh yes, but they made a mistake—I don’t know why that was 

put under there, you can see it’s not me. Anyway she is 

dressed up, I was never allowed to be anything but filthy like 

this. The dress would stand up on its own. Four inches of mud 

over the floor—every morning, and it was hosed, and there I 

sat at the gates of the prison “plying my trade” as they called 

it. “Go on” he said—Stuart Paton—“go on, off you go, do 

what you like there”. They would wet my hair and put mud 

through it—you go through all sorts of things when you’re 

doing that. 

This was the one role that got me the most money of any—

that got me more work in Hollywood than any—because I 

could never have been a glamour puss because there was 

nothing glamorous about me. Anyway it never appealed to 

me, it always appealed to me to do heavy drama—as heavy as 

I could, the heavier the better. And this is the scene by the 

prison, and that’s where they put all the mud and then hosed 
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it. And I sat there—about three weeks of sitting in that wet 

stuff you know. And he used to pull the furs off the aristocrats 

and throw them to me. It was very very heavy drama this, 

very heavy, and then I double-crossed him because he had 

her—Estelle Taylor—a woman on the side for himself. He 

was the only person that had ever shown me any kindness, so 

I changed my little old check coat over, that I had been living 

in all the time, and he got his girl out. There he found out 

what had happened and there of course I caught it. 

They look extremely Russian those men, don’t they? 

Yes. And this is the scene just before I died. 

That’s beautiful—is that you? The lighting… 

What a beautiful still, the lighting’s superb. 

The lighting is beautiful isn’t it? I think the lighting is just 

wonderful the way it’s just caught—and look at the way it’s 

caught that barrel. 

Who was the cameraman, it says “Percy”. 

Director—Stuart Paton. He was an Englishman—his wife and 

two children came over from England. 

This is really beautiful. 

Yes, done by (Jack) Freulich—for publicity. I never was 

allowed to play these parts but they used to just take them. 

They are something to have I suppose. 

They’re quite historic. You probably don’t even realise just 

how historic they are. 

They said to me once “Let’s see if we can make you look 

good for once”. They wouldn’t let me play unless I had a 

blonde wig, so they gave me some apple blossom or 

something. 

That’s lovely—that’s your true looks. 
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This was a funny thing—when I was over there at the time. 

My husband used to say to all his boyfriends when they were 

downtown (course he is younger than I am), he used to say 

“Look we’ve got to go in here, we’ve got to go to the Melody 

Lane Fountain and you’ve got to have one of the Vera James 

Sundaes, I’ll shout you all. He’s eaten so many Vera James 

Sundaes. That’s fun isn’t it? 

Was this in Melbourne? 

No, in America. 

… very expensive, but I suppose with American prices— 

Oh yes, and you had beautiful music and it was a gorgeous 

place. 

“Vera James”—you must have had a leading role. 

I had a pretty good part in it. Well the leading one was, oh 

here she is, DESERT SONG—Elvira Tanzi. She was only about 

that high. And he was the Red Shadow. Anyway, that’s that, 

now is there anything you want to know? or any pictures you 

wish to take? 

—————— 
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Graham Shirley interview with Vera and Fred James  

30 April 1977. 

Let’s start right back at the beginning and find out a little bit 

about your family background in New Zealand, childhood and 

upbringing and so forth. Could you tell me a little bit about 

that? 

Yes. I was born in Wellington on the North Island, and when I 

was about seven or eight years old my Dad moved the family 

down to Dunedin, called Scots Dunedin. And there I lived 

until I left to come over here to Australia for a holiday. Took 

all my money out of the bank and took singing and dancing 

lessons, because I knew in the back of my mind that I wanted 

something to do with the stage. And I got on at the old Tivoli 

in Castlereagh Street. It was right up there then. The only 

thing I could get—the cast was filled then—I had to 

understudy two or three different ones, dancing and singing. 

And I don’t know whether you’d call it my luck or their bad 

luck but they all went down with the flu and I just sailed into 

things. 

This was the big Asian flu epidemic after the war? 

Yes. 

Could I just backtrack a bit, what was your father by 

profession? 

My Daddy? Fred?—totalisator proprietor wasn’t he Fred? 

Fred: He invented the totalisator in the year I was born, 1902. 

Vera: He invented it, dear. 

Fred: And then the New Zealand government took it over and 

he kept with it. 

I suppose he made a lot of money out of it? 

Well he made enough to give us all a nice living. 
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Fred: He was a consulting engineer before that. 

Vera: So we stayed down there all the time. And when we 

went to America, Fred and I, the family used to come over 

every year and spend so much time with us. We’ve had a very 

lovely life, a very fortunate life, for our people to let us do the 

things we wanted to do. 

This was your family? 

Yes, mother and father. 

What sort of entertainments were available in Dunedin? 

Only competitions. What they call eisteddfods, don’t they 

dear? 

Fred: They do now. 

Vera: But competitions and you used to go in for singing or 

dancing, and then the other thing was only amateur 

theatricals. 

So there were only amateur eisteddfods available to you in 

Dunedin? 

That’s all, eisteddfods and amateur shows. And I used to go in 

to all those things. And I won quite a few medals in the 

eisteddfods for singing because I had a good singing voice. 

And then when I got round my Dad to let me come over here 

one year with my dancing teacher. She was coming over for 

six months—no, for six weeks. And he said to me, “Oh well 

you can go over with her”. So he put the money in the bank 

here—enough money for me—and I drew it all out right away 

not intending to go back in six weeks. I took singing lessons 

with Mrs Hugh Ward and dancing lessons off Minnie Hooper, 

and then I went into the Tivoli Show. And then my father 

came over to see what I was up to. 
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How did you become involved in the Tivoli show? What were 

the events that led up to that? 

Well I was in a boarding house at Walaringa Mansions down 

the street here (in Neutral Bay). It was a very nice boarding 

house then, I don’t know what it is now, and I went over to 

the city and I heard about… they were looking for people for 

the show…. 

You heard this at the boarding house? 

Yes. Instead of going into the stage door as all the other 

singers and dances were, I walked up the stairs to the 

manager’s office. It shows you how ignorant I was. And I saw 

him look at the stage manager and a funny sort of smile 

passed his face. And he just asked me what I wanted. And I 

said I heard where I’m living that there was something on and 

I thought I’d come over and see if I could get in it. He said did 

you bring your music? And I said No, I didn’t know I had to 

bring any music. So they sent me down and the Stage 

Manager found “Sunshine of your Smile” and I sang that on 

the stage and that’s how I got my understudy parts. And I 

went right on. And those poor things went right down like 

nine-pins with the flu. And I stayed on—tough as anything. 

What was the name of the play? 

Now I know it, wait a minute. Lee White and Clay Smith 

were out here from England…. 

Was it BRAN PIE? 

Bran Pie. Bran Pie. And she died on the way back home to 

England, Clay Smith, died with cancer. She was the most 

beautiful, wonderful woman. 

This was before the production closed? Or was it after it 

closed? 
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Oh no, after it closed. They went back home and she passed 

away on the way back…. From there I wanted the stage but I 

wanted pictures more. 

At that stage did you want to be in the sort of pictures being 

made in Australia? 

Yes. I wanted something that I would be near home. And I got 

a chance to meet Franklyn Barrett in Rigney’s shoe store in 

King Street. 

How did that come about? 

Because I was mad on shoes! Absolutely mad on shoes! And 

the only place I could say where I’d meet him was in Rigney’s 

shoe store, because I knew I had an appointment in there and 

my Dad was over here. So my Dad waited outside while I saw 

this man because Dad thought he was going to take me back 

home and when I came outside I said “I’ve got the part”. He 

said “The part what?” I said “I wanted to see Mr Barrett about 

a film, but,” I said, “I’ve got to learn to ride and I’ve got to 

learn to swim, and I can’t do either”. And I said “I only told a 

half lie, Dad. When he asked me could I ride I said what a 

silly question to ask a New Zealander”. I’d never been on a 

horse. He said “Well also can you swim?” And I said “that 

question is just about as bad as the other”. I didn’t do either. 

So I went down to Rushcutters Bay and my father found out 

about Kensington Riding School. He ran me out there. I’ll 

never forget the day that they put me up on a horse. I had a 

dress on and a hat with a feather sticking out the side. Oh 

dear, I didn’t know I was going to be on a horse that day, you 

know. And I pulled my skirt up and got on it. And, oh dear, I 

loved it. We made Girl of the Bush. 

You went up at the Riding School the same day that you’d had 

the interview? 

Yes, right away. 
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You were that determined? 

That’s right. I was in this dressed up dress. 

That is determination! 

Yes, oh I wasn’t going to let the thing go by otherwise I knew 

I’d have to go back to New Zealand in a week or two with my 

father. 

What impressions did you have of Australian films at that 

time? 

Oh, anything as long as I could be in films. I just loved 

anything on the Australian stage. I didn’t know much about 

the films naturally. But I knew that this Mr Barrett—I suppose 

just by keeping my ears open. 

You knew Mr Barrett was doing…? 

I heard about it, yes. I don’t know who I heard it from. 

Somebody that I talked to about how mad I was on the stage 

and films, and I got in it. And we made Girl in the Bush. And 

then we made, after that, a much better one of the acting, 

called Know Thy Child. But that’s the one we can’t find. 

When you say that you knew of Australian films, had you seen 

any Australian films prior to this? 

No. It’s only what I’d heard or read. Yes. No. I’d never seen a 

thing, in fact I wasn’t even keen to come to Australia. I was 

thinking of America all the time. And a girl rang up one night, 

my dancing teacher for ballroom dancing. And she said, “I go 

over every year, Vera, for six weeks. Would you like to come 

over with me because I know you’re pretty restless here?” So 

when I went back to the dinner table, my Dad asked me what 

it was, and I told him. And he said, “Well you can go over 

with her,” and I said “I don’t want to go over with her. I want 

to go to America.” “Oh,” he said “You can’t go that far away 
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first of all, why don’t you try something nearer”. So I went off 

with her. 

And how old were you at this stage? 

Twenty. 

That was a rather adventurous step for you? 

It was. And a lot of people thought my father and mother must 

have been mad to let me go. But they knew I could look after 

myself, and they knew I was not going to rest until I had tried 

something. I didn’t care what it was. 

Did you know anyone else that had done this sort of thing? 

No. Only knew the girls and the different ones in the amateur 

theatricals. I didn’t know anything else, and the eisteddfods. I 

went to those all the time, but I was always… oh I was always 

praying that I’d be able to get either here or in America. 

When you were over here, or when you were in New Zealand, 

did you have any dramatic training? You said you had singing 

and dancing lessons. 

No. Just plain singing and dancing, and just going to the 

amateur theatricals. 

Did Franklyn Barrett see you in “BRAN PIE”? 

He must have because he rang up to… he found out where I 

was living… I never did ask Franklyn that, and I knew his 

wife and his daughter well. They sort of took me under their 

wing after that, you know, being a young thing here and not 

knowing anyone…. They were very good, very nice friends to 

have. And he was a dear thing, Franklyn Barrett. I suppose it 

was meant to be that way, I was so fighting mad to get onto 

something with regards to acting. 

Were there any auditions for the role? I mean were there 

auditions held? 
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No. I never knew anything. 

Did you have to go for a screen test for the production? 

Yes. Yes. My Dad took me up one morning to some place, I 

don’t know where it was, from Neutral Bay up there, just to 

do a test, just for two or three people. 

Whereabouts was that done? 

Somewhere in the city, but I wouldn’t know where it was. 

What sort of things did he get you to do? 

Oh, just acting as if you were… you might be a girl walking 

along a street and got frightened at something. Or something 

like that, you know. 

He gave you instructions as to what he wanted? 

Yes, just what he wanted you to do. And I just walked across 

the room like that for the camera, that’s all. 

Did you have to wait very long before he came out with an 

answer? 

No. 

He seemed to be happy enough on the day that you were right 

for the role? 

Yes. As long as I could ride and swim, which I couldn’t do 

either of. 

And you learned down at a pool in Rushcutters Bay? 

Yes, yes, a woman that was staying at the same hotel as us—

my Dad and I—took me down to Rushcutters Bay and taught 

me to swim. 

How long did that take? 

Not long. She threw me in. (LAUGH) I had to dog paddle or 

do something to get out, but I suppose why I never learned to 
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swim in New Zealand, it was always so cold there where we 

lived right down in the south. 

You could count the icebergs. 

Oh my goodness me, feel them too! 

Can you tell me a little more about BRAN PIE. You were 

saying some rather interesting things about the magic piano 

number, for instance, with Gregory Stroud? 

Gregory Stroud. They took the inside out of the piano and we 

came up from a trapdoor from downstairs where our dressing 

room was, and we came up through this grand piano, and it 

was not an easy thing to do because I hadn’t had any 

rehearsals for it. Clarice Hardwicke took ill that day, and they 

rang me up to say that I’d have to come over and do that 

number. Well I knew the number but I didn’t know anything 

about coming up on a trapdoor. And you couldn’t hear when 

you were downstairs there. You couldn’t hear the orchestra. 

And Gregory Stroud was terribly kind. He was playing the 

piano, you see—was making no sound from him, because the 

inside was out for us to come up. But he sang just softly 

enough for me to hear, so that I was on the right note when I 

came out. 

And you had to emerge out the top of this piano? 

And I came out and singing from Samson and Delilah and 

stood on the top of the grand piano. 

Just you? This was a solo number was it? 

Yes. 

Was it a terrifying prospect to face up to? 

Frightened the life out of me for a minute. Coming up in the 

trapdoor I was frightened I wouldn’t be on the right pitch 

because you couldn’t hear the orchestra down there. 
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How many weeks did you do this for in BRAN PIE? 

Oh, Bran Pie went for quite a few weeks. A long time at the 

Tivoli there. And then one after another one kept going down 

with the flu. It was a bad flu—but I had quite a few weeks’ 

work there. 

And you had three roles by the time various people had gone 

down sick? 

Yes, “Spanish Dancing”, and a number called “Vamp, Vamp 

Little Lady, Vamp”. And I had this one “Samson and 

Delilah”. 

It was a variety show was it? 

Yes. It gave me a wonderful chance to jump into things. Two 

or three different things was a wonderful break for a young 

girl, I think. It made you get on your toes a bit didn’t it? 

Did you receive any publicity from this? 

Yes I got—I haven’t got any of it here but I got some nice 

write-ups I know. I don’t know whether I saved them or not. I 

don’t think they are in—there’s only photos of them in the 

book here. But I was—my mind was still on the pictures. I 

wanted pictures more than anything. Anyway I stayed with 

the show till it stopped. But I think why it closed down when 

it did was because Lee White was so ill. 

She was, at that stage? 

She didn’t even live till she got home. She was a beautiful 

woman. 

Did you appear in any other stage work after that? 

Did I? Oh yes, in America? 

Before GIRL OF THE BUSH there was only BRAN PIE on 

stage out here? 
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Yes, that’s all—Bran Pie and then straight into this. Girl in 

the Bush and then from there into the other Know Thy Child. 

Were you trying to get into films locally before you were 

approached by Franklyn Barrett? 

No. 

You weren’t? 

No, the first thing I tried to get was onto the stage. You know, 

like Bran Pie. 

How much did Franklyn Barrett tell you about the film on 

your first meeting? 

Well we sat down and he told me you can do it all, if you can 

only swim and ride. The two things I told fibs about. And 

when I came outside my father was waiting for me and I 

introduced him to Mr Barrett. And he said “But you’ve got to 

learn”. He told Dad, “She’s got to learn because she’s got to 

ride. She’s got to go out with blacktrackers and she’s got 

jumping to do. I don’t want her to get hurt but she’s got to 

jump, and she’s got to know these things”. 

He told you that it was an outdoors film? did he tell you any 

of the story line? 

Yes, he told me that I was the owner of a sheep station. And 

that’s why I’ve got a still taken in the shed with the men 

shearing. And we stayed on that sheep station for a few days 

until we went further ahead. 

Where were the locations? Where was that sheep station for 

instance? 

Now this is where you are going to get me puzzled. I’ll tell 

you what, dear. I was just saying to my brother today, there is 

little country towns in here and when this picture was shown 

at the State Theatre Sydney different people came up and 
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asked us where that little town was, we never knew. We never 

knew. We only just passed through it and stopped long 

enough to click the camera a bit and on we went. I never 

thought of asking what it was. 

Were they a great distance from Sydney? 

We went right up as far as Bourke. 

Did you? 

And the heat there was killing. I went out with the 

blacktrackers and I thought I was going to die. We were 

looking for a lost baby. And the heat. Look, the flies would 

stick on your grease paint. You’d just have to go like that and 

pull them off. I wondered what you’d look like afterwards, 

those wretched flies. 

You were wearing really thick makeup, were you? 

Oh yes. Wearing real picture makeup. 

Was it the sort of makeup that was always used in motion 

pictures? 

Well I think it was heavier use there in those days than what 

we used in Hollywood. Because my make up—it didn’t 

matter what character role I played, I never changed from a 

straight make-up. I had to use all facial expressions to do 

those character parts. I liked it better, I don’t like a heavy 

grease paint makeup. 

You didn’t like anything that was going to obscure what you 

were trying to express? 

No. And in one of the interviews I’ve had since I’ve been 

here, is one where they said I put on a heavy grease paint, 

making me look an old woman. Well I never did. I never 

changed, I just changed the facial expressions and what you 

live through playing that part. Your character would all come 
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out in your face, you don’t have to have those lines made and 

things like that. I never did. You will see by some of the stills 

after how bad and how terrible I looked, but I never had any 

different make-up on. 

In terms of working on a production, what sort of techniques 

did Franklyn Barrett used to draw the performance from you 

that he drew in GIRL OF THE BUSH? 

Well Girl of the Bush was just a simple—I think it was just a 

life like any girl if she could ride or swim, would be able to 

do. Because there wasn’t so much demand for facial 

expression in the outdoor one as there was in Know Thy Child 

and the other things I did in America. But you’ve got to get a 

bit of it, oh yes. With picture work or stage work it’s got to 

come from within. You will see by some of my stills after, 

where I have just had a straight make-up on. And I can look a 

dreadful person. 

Did you at any stage have any dramatic training to know how 

to activate what came from within? 

No. 

You acted by instinct? 

I just acted what was in me. I knew what part I was playing, 

and I just lived it. That’s all I can say about that. 

Was this something that was encouraged by some directors 

more than others? 

No, no. Even in Hollywood they just gave me my head. I’ll let 

you see the write-ups of the end of my first day’s work. I 

think it was something that I will always value. And that was 

playing opposite Wallace Beery. I was a drunken, dirty, street 

woman sitting in the mud outside a prison. And he (Beery) 

used to pull the lovely furs off the aristocrats and throw them 

down to me. I was just a dirty woman sitting in four inches of 
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soil they’d put on there every morning, and then hose it. And 

then I had to go and sit there—sit in it. 

For how many days did you have to do that? 

Oh, I think about a week. No, it would be a full week outside 

the prison scenes. 

This was in BAVU wasn’t it? 

Yes, Bavu. It was called first The Attic of Felix Bavu then they 

just cut it right down to Bavu. 

Directed by a man called Stuart Paton, I think? 

Stuart Paton. From England he was. I met him and his wife 

and they were very good friends to me while I lived in 

Hollywood. And her mother. 

I’ve heard some good things about Stuart Paton. He seems to 

have been quite a sensitive, perceptive director? 

Oh he was. He was. He’d say, “Now you go through that, 

Vera”—I never had a script given to me for Bavu. “You go 

through that. You’re a drunken woman, you’re no good. You 

sit there at the prison all day. Just let me see you walk through 

there”. And I walked down towards this prison through a 

funny alleyway. And I remember quite well there was an open 

window. I had no script. But I was drunk and I wanted to see 

what was in that window. So over I went. And I came away 

from there and had only walked a little distance and I fell. 

And I got up and I can remember looking at these hands. Then 

I spat on them and wiped them down my clothes. There was 

nothing he told me to do. That’s why they wrote me in the 

part. 

This was a rushes report, a daily screening report, was it? 

Yes, you’ll see it in the album after. 
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Just to get back to Franklyn Barrett. What sort of instructions 

did he give you to go through your paces? 

He just told us each day what we were expected to do. 

Whether it was branding—I hated branding the poor little 

cattle, I hated that, you know. They were frightened. And I 

hated putting the hot iron on them, but it had to be done. And 

he’d just tell us each day what we had to do, and we’d do it. 

What about the other actors, were they experienced actors? 

The man that played opposite me, he was from America—he 

was an American boy playing in this picture. Wasn’t much of 

an actor I don’t think. 

Had he had previous experience as an actor? 

I don’t know. He might have because maybe that’s how 

Barrett got hold of him, I don’t know. I just met him when we 

were going to work together—“This is the man you’re going 

to work with, Vera”. And that’s what I did. 

This was Jack Martin, wasn’t it? 

No. Not Jack I don’t think. Something Martin wasn’t it? 

I think Jack Martin played the man that you met buying the 

cards in the store. 

Oh yes, well that was him. I’d forgotten his name. 

And Stella Southern, I think, had done some work as well. 

Yes Stella Southern was in it. She did a little bit as well. Not 

very much. She came to America afterwards but she didn’t get 

anywhere. 

Didn’t she? 

No, I think her legs spoiled her. She had the most beautiful 

legs and everywhere she went they wanted her to dance. She 
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didn’t want to dance, she wanted to act, and she was having a 

terrible battle. I think she died over there. 

Was that Stella Southern or Lotus Thompson? 

No, Lotus Thompson was my daughter in the second film that 

we can’t find Know Thy Child. 

Oh that’s right, but I believe Lotus Thompson had rather 

magnificent legs! 

Did she? 

And that limited her career as well. 

Yes, it evidently can. Now, I know this other girl, she was 

broken hearted. She couldn’t get a part there. They only had 

to see those legs. 

And that’s the price you pay for beauty? 

Yes. 

If you’re a good character actress you will have work for as 

long as you like. I think the same applies to actors. 

Yes, yes it does. 

I’ve heard that occasionally an Australian film director of the 

silent period would be assisted by other actors in his handling 

of the dramatic scenes. And I’d heard that Franklyn Barrett 

while making the BREAKING OF THE DROUGHT, which 

was the one that he made prior to GIRL OF THE BUSH, drew 

on the experiences of Marie Lysaght and John Faulkner, both 

of whom were experienced stage actors, to help him direct 

other actors. 

Perhaps he did. 

You don’t remember anything of this? 

No, because I didn’t know him then and I never met them. 
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It wouldn’t always have been the same actors that assisted 

him. If he was doing, say, GIRL OF THE BUSH and he was 

employing Stella Southern, for instance. If she’d had a lot of 

stage work, she might have been called upon to assist him in 

the direction of you in some way. But you can’t remember 

anything of that sort of thing? 

No. I don’t remember anything about that. 

It must have been a rather taxing task for him to be operating 

camera and giving instructions to you at the same time? 

I don’t know. He used to go along placidly, and just tell us 

what he wanted doing. 

Did he call out instructions while he was cranking the 

camera? 

No, he’d come along and tell you beforehand what he 

expected you to do, and you’d tell him afterwards. He’d ask 

afterwards, you know, “Do you know what you’ve got to do” 

and you’d say “Well I think so”. And he’d say “Well tell me.” 

And I’d tell him. We never had any trouble. 

So he would never interrupt while you were doing a scene? 

No. He never did for me anyway, whether he ever did for 

anybody, I don’t know. 

I’m rather interested to know about his character. You’ve said 

that he was a charming person. His work—what survives of 

his work—hints that he was rather sophisticated. And at that 

time he had the touch of the common man about him? 

He did. He did have that. I never never felt any reserve of 

anything with Franklyn Barrett. If I’d been working for 

somebody belonging to me, I couldn’t have felt more at home 

than I did with Franklyn Barrett. He was a very good man as 

far as I know. And I—as I said—I knew his wife and I knew 

his daughter, Todds. But where they are now, or what’s 
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happened, goodness knows. I think the mother died, and I 

don’t know about the daughter. 

I think the daughter is still living. 

She may be. And I think he died when he was about 80. 

Oh, he died in his early 90s as a matter of fact. 

Did he live that far? 

Yes he did. 

Good for him. 

He died at about the age of 92 or 93. 

Did he really? That’s wonderful! 

He gave up film production in the mid-20s simply because 

there was no living in it in Australia. Did he ever say anything 

to you about the difficulty of getting productions launched? 

No, never. 

He didn’t? 

No, he never mentioned anything like that. 

Can you remember that the response to GIRL OF THE 

BUSH? The public response to the GIRL OF THE BUSH? 

Well I don’t remember it here so much as I do in New 

Zealand, because my Dad bought the film you see. He bought 

it—the New Zealand rights. 

These were the commercial rights for New Zealand? 

My Dad did. He bought the New Zealand rights and I’ve got 

photos on the album there of too little theatres where they 

showed it, with the name up above. 

And how did it go in New Zealand? 

Oh, went over big. Naturally. Small town girl! 
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Did you make appearances with the film when it screened in 

New Zealand? 

No, I was here. My Dad sent me over the photos of it and the 

write-ups, and the plan of the Octagon Theatre with every seat 

reserved. Because a Dunedin girl had made the picture. 

And did he tour it around New Zealand? Did he tour the film 

over New Zealand? Your father? 

No, no. If they wanted to make any money for anything, 

they’d just come and say can we have a loan of your film. 

So he had the rights only for Dunedin because it must surely 

have been shown further afield than Dunedin? 

Oh it was. He bought the—Fred will tell you about it better 

than I can—the New Zealand rights, I know that much. But he 

wasn’t making money out of the film I’m sure. 

I wonder how many Australian and New Zealand films that 

were being made were making money at that period? 

I don’t know. I don’t know much about that. 

It seems to have been rather grim financial situation for them. 

I think it was pretty hard going at the beginning for anyone. 

Yes, well I think right back at the beginning before there was 

American competition, there was much more of a chance to 

actually keep going. 

Would have been too. 

I believe there was a rather amusing incident involving one of 

the Chinese characters in the story GIRL OF THE BUSH? 

Well that I don’t know, but I’ve heard that before. There was 

the father and there was the young boy, I think. But they—I 

think they did a little comedy touch—the father and some 
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Chinese girl. They did a little comedy touch but I wasn’t in 

that at all. 

Interestingly in GIRL OF THE BUSH the role that you played 

did get rather heavily dramatic towards the end, and in that 

the role that you played was similar, or faced a similar 

problem, to the role that you played in KNOW THY CHILD. 

Do you remember the Jack Martin character accused you of 

having a child by another man? 

Oh yes. That was the child that we went out with the 

blacktrackers to find that child. That’s when we went right up 

beyond Bourke. And I went out with those black trackers and 

we were jumping over logs and all sorts of things while they 

were photographing us. And that’s when Martin said to me 

“So you have got a baby?” I think it’s in one of the stills there. 

That’s right. Do you think Franklin Barrett was trying to 

make a particular social point with this, because it was 

something that had cropped up on stage a lot—the question of 

illegitimacy. 

Well I don’t know anything about that. 

Do you think he was aware of using this as a social point? 

… Well I don’t really know what to say because I don’t… I 

didn’t… There wasn’t much attention paid to it at the time. He 

may have been doing it for a certain reason, I don’t know. But 

that’s all he told me that I had to do. It was a scene where, you 

know, in the picture, you will see the Martin fellow and 

myself there, and he said “Is it true, you have a baby?” 

And you say “yes”. And it’s a marvellously played scene 

actually because it’s two different levels of reality went on. 

You’re being standoffish, and refuse to get hysterical and 

explain to him. 
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I don’t know what he might have had in his mind when he did 

that little bit, for sure. 

Because it’s part of an interesting tradition of country women, 

on stage and in Australia and on film. Very similar to THE 

SQUATTERS DAUGHTER type of story. 

Well I never did see that. 

Didn’t you? 

Never saw The Squatters Daughter. 

With KNOW THY CHILD what was the earliest you heard of 

Barrett’s intention to produce that film? 

Oh dear! I don’t know how to answer that. 

Was it while you were still shooting GIRL OF THE BUSH 

that he said he was considering making KNOW THY CHILD? 

Or was it perhaps after the completion of the film? 

Oh I think it may have been after a bit. I’m not sure. Look I 

couldn’t say about that. I really wish I could, but I couldn’t. 

Can you remember that he’d said I’d like to make another 

film with you? 

I know that my father said to him “I want her to come home 

when she’s finished this, even if she had to come back again”. 

Just to go home and see them. And I went home and saw 

them, and I came back and went into this right away. 

Oh, so you knew when you went over to New Zealand for that 

brief holiday, that you were going to come back and appear in 

KNOW THY CHILD? 

Yes, I came back. And I got married just after the picture was 

finished. Married an Australian man that had been to the war. 

My family came over for the wedding. 

How had you actually come to meet him? 
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Oh, I was just introduced to him one day by some women that 

were on the Manly ferry with me. And we were going out to 

Manly and he was on that ferry too. And they knew him. And 

he was going over to see his sister. She lives up in Goulburn, 

or she used to. She came down every year for so many weeks 

and would take a place in Manly. That’s how we met. 

And what was your husband’s line of business? 

Automobiles! Automobiles. He had a big place in Hollywood. 

Automobiles. But he didn’t live very long. He was a young 

man of the First World War, and he was very badly gassed. 

He just burned out. 

He went across to America with you, did he? 

Yes. Yes, and came back here with me and died in Sydney. 

Just moving back now onto KNOW THY CHILD, how much 

did you know about the production in advance. You said that 

you knew very little about GIRL OF THE BUSH in advance? 

Or perhaps to return to GIRL OF THE BUSH were you given 

a script in advance? 

No. No. 

You weren’t given a script? Were you aware that there was a 

script in existence? 

No, I didn’t know anything about it. I just did what Mr Barrett 

told me. 

Did you ever see him referring to notes or a script? 

Not to my knowledge. He may have been, but I couldn’t say. 

No. 

So he was doing what’s referred to as “filming off the cuff”? 

I don’t know. 

He was taking it out of his head? 
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Yes. Well anyway I never had the script until I went to 

America. No, never had a script. I never bothered very much 

with scripts at all, even in America, not like some of them did. 

And yet wasn’t KNOW THY CHILD written by a woman? 

Yes, but I can’t think of her name, but it was a woman that 

wrote Know Thy Child. I bet my brother would know it. 

I’ve got it written here as a matter of fact. 

I know it if I heard it. My brother might know. 

Elsie Cummings wrote KNOW THY CHILD. Did she write a 

script, can you remember? 

Fred: Yes. 

Vera: Oh Fred will know that. I can’t remember. 

She did supply a script did she? 

Fred: Yes, there was a script because she gave it to Vera to 

take to Hollywood to see if they would remake it in 

Hollywood. But nothing came of it. 

And had she written it as a short story beforehand? 

Fred: I don’t know. But I know there was a scenario that Vera 

took over to America. 

Vera: Oh, I’d forgotten about that. I remembered as soon as 

he mentioned it. 

Can you remember the form that the script took? 

Fred: No. 

You haven’t got a copy now? 

Fred: Oh no. That’s gone years ago. 

Vera: So long, so far back. 

Who was Elsie Cummings? 
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I don’t know. 

Do you remember much about her? Did you ever meet Elsie 

Cummings? 

Well I just met the woman once. She was introduced to me, I 

think, by Franklyn Barnett, but she didn’t come down into the 

picture at all while I was studying the thing. 

So you don’t know whether she’d written any other scripts? 

No, I don’t know anything about them. Do you know 

anything about them Fred? 

Fred: I think she had written several. 

For films? 

Fred: for films. But I don’t know that any of them were ever 

produced. 

She might have done some stage work as well. 

Fred: I don’t know, she was an elderly woman. I only saw her 

at the same time that Vera saw her—a little white-haired 

woman. It was just when Vera was getting ready to go to 

Hollywood. It was after she’d finished the picture. We never 

saw her before then. And she asked her if she’d take these 

scripts to Hollywood and peddle them around the studios but 

she was busy enough with her own work there. And she did 

submit the Know Thy Child one to Universal Studios but 

nothing came of it. 

Who did you submit it to at Universal? Was there a head of a 

script department or something like that? 

Fred: yes, a man named Fred Datig. 

He was in charge of the script department? 

He was the first man that got me a job. He got me that job. 
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Before we get on to Hollywood, let’s get back to KNOW THY 

CHILD. We’ve established that you weren’t working from a 

script on KNOW THY CHILD, even though there was one you 

took over to Hollywood later? 

No. No, I just had the story told to me, what I had to do. I 

never worked on a script. 

And were there any rehearsals for either GIRL OF THE 

BUSH or KNOW THY CHILD? In any sense? 

Well I know there weren’t any rehearsals for Girl of the Bush. 

I think one day there was a little rehearsal in Know Thy Child 

where I was a poor mother sewing for a living, and the 

daughter was going to get a job. And she happens to get a job 

from the man who is really her father. That was the story—

Know Thy Child! And his wife was one of those social 

workers that came round helping poor people and she said to 

me that she may be able to get my daughter a job, Nada 

Conrade, I think her name was. And the girl came home. 

There is a still here, where she is saying “Isn’t it lovely I’ll be 

able to work for you now”. Nada Conrade, wasn’t it? 

Nada Conrade, yes. 

That’s right, that’s her name. Sometimes I remember a name. 

That’s right, I have seen her name in the cast list. 

Yes, well she was the mother of this child in Know Thy Child. 

But she didn’t know her husband was the father of it. 

Who played the child as a very small girl? I know that Lotus 

Thompson played the child later on. 

Oh she played it when she got big enough to walk. But it was 

just a little child that they brought in from anywhere. 

Fred: We went down to Woolloomooloo and all the 

Woolloomoolooites were hanging over the gates. They’d 
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never seen motion picture equipment before or anything. And 

Frank Barrett just picked some cute looking little kid that was 

standing all goggle-eyed at the equipment, and asked the 

mother if he could use the child for these scenes. And, of 

course, she was highly delighted. I don’t think the kid got any 

screen credit or anything but she was a nice little thing. 

Vera: Oh, sweet little kid. 

What can you remember of Frank Barrett? 

Fred: I think he was one of the most charming men that I ever 

met in the early days out here. He was kind to his staff, 

considerate and there was nothing of the slave driver about 

him at all. He gave them their heads and they could do just 

what they wanted. There wasn’t much direction as far as I 

remember. 

Vera: He used to tell us the story, didn’t he Fred? 

Fred: Like a synopsis, he’d give them an idea of what it was 

and say now do it your way. And if he had to correct 

everything, well naturally, he corrected it. 

What about shooting ratio? What about the number of times 

that he would get you to do the scene. 

Oh, I never had to go through the scenes many times, never. 

Did I? 

Fred: No, it used to be one shot job, hand cranked. 

Was it? 

Yes, yes, and the machine going. 

So you didn’t often have to repeat the action? 

Oh no. No. 

Fred: Not like in Hollywood where later on I used to go and 

watch her working in the studios there, there’d be take after 
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take after take after take. And if they got about three minutes 

work in the can at the end of one day, well they thought 

they’d had a great day. 

They were happy. So therefore GIRL OF THE BUSH and 

KNOW THY CHILD were shot fairly quickly? 

Quickly, yes, and easily. 

How many weeks on either production would you say? 

Five. Six. 

Six weeks per production? Well that’s a reasonably ambitious 

schedule, nevertheless. 

Well then we had to go away to some of the places, you 

know, way up to Bourke. That was terrible. Gosh the grease 

paint. If you went like that, it’d come off. 

Pouring off you, yes. 

Terrible. 

Did you travel with them when they were shooting? 

I used to go and watch the rehearsals for Know Thy Child. 

Now that was quite different from Girl of the Bush which was 

done “off the cuff”. In Know Thy Child they would rehearse 

various things before they were filmed because I attended 

many of the rehearsals prior to the actual take. But when the 

take was done, it was one take and that was that, because 

there’d be…. 

So there weren’t multiple takes on that—there weren’t 

multiple takes on KNOW THY CHILD either? 

Fred: No, there were rehearsals beforehand of some of the 

things they didn’t have. 

Were they quite extensive rehearsals? 

Fred: Yes. 
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Vera: Oh, they had to be because it was a deep sort of picture. 

The other was mostly outdoors stuff, you know. 

Fred: It would be like you were rehearsing a fairly heavy 

drama for the stage. In the early days of rehearsal, before you 

had a dress rehearsal of the finished product. And then they’d 

say, “Well we’ll take this now, we’ve got what we want”. Or 

Frank would say “That”, and they’d do that scene with Vera. 

Did Barrett seem to know what he was doing in terms of the 

heavy drama? 

Fred: Yes. Yes. 

Vera: Yes, marvellous! 

Fred: I would say even more so, although all his credit is for 

The Bush stuff. I think the finest thing that he ever did was 

Know Thy Child. It was the first psychological drama that was 

done in Australia and he was master of the situation all the 

way through the thing. He knew exactly what he wanted…. 

Vera: He was a lovely man to work for. 

Did he seem to know more than his American counterparts? 

Fred: Oh, well, no. I wouldn’t say he knew more because 

there were some very good directors in Hollywood even in 

those days. But he was certainly top class. 

This arises out of a credit on GIRL OF THE BUSH, do you 

remember a producer, a backer, of the film called Barry 

Kenward? 

No. 

He is credited as the producer and Franklyn Barrett as the 

director. 

Was he? I wonder would Fred know him. 

I’ll ask him later. 
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No, I don’t know him. 

That was something I’d noticed for the first time looking 

through my records on that. Whereabouts did Franklyn 

Barrett have his office? Can you remember where he was 

working from? 

No. I can’t, Fred might. Ask him. Call him. 

I will. We’ll put that one to him later as well. What about 

studio work? Now studio work for KNOW THY CHILD was 

Rushcutters Bay. What about GIRL OF THE BUSH because 

there were some studio interiors. Or there were certainly 

some interior scenes in that. 

There weren’t very many were there? There was a grocer’s 

store I think, and then, you know. 

There were several at the homestead, in the office where your 

supposed uncle in the film, was seen to be writing things. 

Writing letters and receiving letters, and so on. 

I can’t remember any of that. 

None of those would have been done as exterior studio shots 

would they? 

They might have, dear, look, I can’t remember. Ask Fred 

about them after, he’ll tell you. I just, you know, I’ve gone 

through such a lot since then. 

Yes, of course. 

With the heavy work in America and that. 

And it all tends to push it into the past a bit. 

Yes, but I loved it. 

As far as locations for KNOW THY CHILD were concerned, 

they were locations around Sydney, weren’t they? 

Yes, mostly at Rushcutters Bay. 
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So you went out into the streets at Rushcutters Bay and filmed 

as well did you? 

Some of it, and up on the way to Manly. Somewhere over at 

Manly we did some shooting at some time, where I was 

waiting for the mailman to come. The mailman was to be a 

boy on horseback and that was just done on the suburbs of 

Manly. I don’t know what they were doing the rest of the day, 

while I was waiting for mail to come through from this man. 

But it didn’t come. 

Did Barrett have all his locations worked out in advance? 

He may have. I don’t know dear. 

From what you were saying with GIRL OF THE BUSH it was 

often a case of just driving out and saying let’s stop here and 

film. So you…. 

No. 

Were you aware at that early stage, or can you remember 

being aware, of such techniques as editing, and being aware 

of the construction of the film as it went together? 

Oh, I don’t know. 

I’m just wondering if there were any scenes in either of the 

films which…. 

Fred—there is something we’ve got to ask you here about. 

What did you ask me about Barrett? You’ve written it down. 

Many scenes for KNOW THY CHILD were taken in the rocks 

near Fairy Bower in Manly where the seduction scenes were 

placed. 

Fred: Somewhere in the rocks. 
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Can you remember whether there were any sort of key scenes 

shot for KNOW THY CHILD or GIRL OF THE BUSH which 

were later cut? 

Fred: I don’t think there was any cutting at all 

Vera: I don’t think so. 

Barrett’s editing was quite sophisticated? 

Fred: Yes, and the delicate way he handled this illegitimate 

scene thing on the film. Even in those days when you couldn’t 

say “damn” or anything like that in front of a camera, it all got 

through. It was handled—and nobody could take exception to 

it at all. It was really beautifully done. It would still be 

beautiful today in the way that he just smoothed over and let 

you know exactly just what it was all about without making it 

obvious. 

Fred: Yes, like the one scene after the scene on the rocks. 

There is still in there, where she comes to her mother’s room. 

Her mother’s sitting reading the bible… 

Vera: Mrs…. I was just going to say her name…. 

Rock Philips? 

Mrs Rock Philips, yes. She was my mother and then I had to 

tell her what had happened to me. 

Fred: She came in with a candle and told her the bad news, 

what’s going to happen. 

And what was her reaction to the news? 

Fred: Her mother was very understanding, very complacent 

about the whole thing, which I think rather shocked a lot of 

people here. But she didn’t say “out in the snow”. So she had 

the child. 
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Vera: No, we went to church together. Remember, when I had 

the baby in my arms, and my mother was with me. Very 

proud of her daughter. She didn’t point a finger at me. 

She didn’t. 

No. 

That was very unusual. 

Vera: Some little church…. 

Fred: It was a very daring film then. And of course, now they 

don’t give a hoot. 

Oh I don’t know. Although it was a melodrama, it seems to 

have incorporated all the best aspects of a good fruity 

melodrama without going over the top. 

Fred: Without going over the edge, yes. It was beautifully 

handled the whole way through. Nobody could ever have 

taken exception to it and yet he drove every point home in the 

whole thing, he didn’t miss any…. 

Were there other social issues that he made a point of? There 

were scenes taken in the slums for instance, went there? 

Fred: Yes, when the child was young. That was done in 

Woolloomooloo. And this one then was so poor, and she was 

taking in sewing there. There’s a still there with the sewing 

machine. And that’s when the daughter’s growing up and 

became Lotus Thompson. And she says “Oh mother, I’ve got 

a job, I can go out and work for you now”. Her mother was 

getting pretty well worn out by the time. 

Vera: Her mother had to die, like I nearly always had to die in 

films. 

Fred: The mother’s death was very poignant in Know Thy 

Child. 
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Were you given star billing in the film? Because there were 

quite a lot of fairly prominent actors appearing in the film, 

such as Mrs Rock Phillips and Nada Conrade. 

Yes, I was. 

But were you at the head of the credits? 

I’m sure of that. 

Fred: I think this book…. 

… Oh yes, that puts Vera up the top. 

Fred: Obviously Roland Conway, and Nada Conrade and 

Vera James got equal billing on the thing. When the 

billboards came out Vera wasn’t on the billboards. It was 

Nada Conrade with ospreys in her hair and Roland Conway in 

evening dress. 

Yes, but Vera wasn’t given credit on the billboards? 

Fred: No, she wasn’t on the billboards. 

But it was there fairly prominently at the head of the opening 

titles, was it? 

Fred: Yes. 

Yes that intrigued me because I’d seen some references where 

there were several names and then Vera’s name, and I 

thought, “Well that seems to be a bit of an injustice”. 

Fred: No. It was just that it was a different type of film, and it 

was to be a social thing. And they played it up very much 

from the social angle. He was the big business tycoon and she 

was the wife of plenty of money and devoted her whole life to 

charitable works. And that’s how she brought all these 

goodies in a big wicker basket to the poor little things… 

… Who were struggling…. 
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Fred: … who were struggling and Lotus Thompson, of course, 

was about 16 then and got her first job, and daddy made a 

play for his own daughter…. 

That’s why it’s called KNOW THY CHILD. 

Fred: And he didn’t know it was his own daughter…. 

Vera: He didn’t know it was his child. 

Fred: And he was cheating on Nada Conrade and playing 

around with this girl that turned out to be his own daughter 

and that’s how the thing got its title Know Thy Child. 

Vera: Even that far back. 

Of course, by the conventions of WAY DOWN EAST you’d 

have been “out in the snow” in the first reel. 

Fred: Oh definitely. 

There doesn’t seem to have been much humour in KNOW 

THY CHILD? 

No there wasn’t. 

Did that concern you? 

No. 

It didn’t? 

No. I think I always liked heavy stuff, you know. And I think 

I really enjoyed Know Thy Child more than I would a lighter 

one like Girl of the Bush. Because I loved the heavy stuff, and 

I didn’t care how bad or how dirty or how poor I was. 

Did you acquire a taste for heavy roles do you think in KNOW 

THY CHILD? 

Oh, I always wanted to do them, even before that. I loved it 

when Franklin Barrett told me that this was a different type of 
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picture to Girl of the Bush. I said that was what I wanted, 

something meaty. 

Did you find it easier working on KNOW THY CHILD? 

Oh no. I didn’t find it hard either, but I liked it. I liked it really 

better. Girl of the Bush was all outdoor and swimming and 

horse riding and that, and lighter. But I loved it when I got 

into this dirty slum area and the dirty poor clothes. 

What was about the heaviest moment, or the most taxing 

moment that the character of KNOW THY CHILD faced? The 

character that you played? 

The hardest part for me was when I had to tell my mother 

what had happened to me. 

Was that the hardest part to act? 

No. 

It wasn’t? 

No. I don’t think it was the hardest part to act at all. I never 

felt any that was very hard except that when the girl was 

growing up and I couldn’t do things for her; couldn’t give her 

the right life; you know. And always sitting at a sewing 

machine, sewing hour in and hour out, and trying to make 

enough money to struggle along on. 

Did Franklyn Barrett ever prior to the filming, take you down 

to an area like Woolloomooloo and get you to talk to the 

people that lived in the area? 

No. 

He didn’t put you through a process of conditioning 

beforehand? 

No. Just went straight there with a camera when he had to do 

the shooting. And people gathered round like they would. 
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And you knew instinctively what was required? 

Oh yes. 

Can you remember how many people Franklyn Barrett had 

working with him on the film? How many crewmembers he 

had working with him? It was obviously a smaller crew than 

Hollywood? 

Oh yes. No. Fred might be able to tell you that. Just ask Fred 

those things, because I can’t remember. I wouldn’t know that 

part of it. 

I would be interested to know whether he had anyone, for 

instance, to help them put up light for him because…. 

He might have, yes. I’m sure I don’t know dear. Because I 

wouldn’t like to say no, and then find that he had. 

Did you do your own make up for instance? 

Yes. Always. All the way through Hollywood too. I did my 

own make up. I never had a make-up artist working on me at 

all. 

So that you didn’t know what was required for make up in 

terms of GIRL OF THE BUSH and KNOW THY CHILD. You 

just went by instinct? 

I just went by instinct. I knew I was… I never, as I told you 

earlier, I never altered my make up, very very little even in 

America. I relied on facial expression more than make up. As 

I told you, one interview I had here said that I had used a 

heavy make-up and lined the face badly to make me look old. 

I’ve never done that. 

It was a matter of inner motivation? 

Yes, it was inner. I could live any part, it was no effort for me. 

I’m not throwing any bouquets, but it was no effort for me to 
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turn on anything they wanted in heavy work. Much easier 

than in the light, gay, bright stuff. 

Can you remember how you would work yourself into a role? 

Just knew. I just knew what I had to be. And I’d just get away 

and sit for a little while thinking it out. And I never would 

have a double no matter how I had to be hurt. And I was hurt 

once or twice, but not badly. But in The Hunchback of Notre 

Dame, Ernest Torrence had to throw me down the stone steps 

of the Cathedral because I was drunk and I was insulting him. 

It was all right when I was where we were living, but not out 

in the open. And he was such a nice man. He said “Look, I 

can’t throw that nice girl down those steps”. And the directors 

said “She’ll be all right”. He said, “I’ll tell you what we’ll do, 

we’ll put a mattress there”. So he put a little thin mattress at 

the bottom, and then away he went. And he threw me down 

the nine or ten steps, whatever it was. And I only got a bit of a 

scratch there off his fingernail. He was a lovely man, but I 

wouldn’t have a double. Even in fire scenes I didn’t have a 

double. And I got badly burned legs one time with a fire 

scene, when I was working with William Desmond. They had 

me tied in the chair upstairs, the crooks did, because I was 

squealing on them for dope, I was squealing to the police. 

And they put all this petrol downstairs in boxes of shavings. 

And the man had to carry me—get me off this chair, untie me 

and carry me down there with these flames coming up. I had a 

blonde wig on, and I remember the director, Stuart Paton, 

saying “for God’s sake keep her head out of the flames”, 

because they’d done a fire scene on a picture a little while 

beforehand and the girl had a wig on, and she was badly 

burned. So Bill Desmond kept my head out of it but he forgot 

about the two poor legs that were under his other arm. You 

never saw such burned legs as I had. 

Was this BARVU again? 
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No. This was in William Desmond’s picture. 

Was William Desmond the director? 

Yes. 

I thought William Desmond was an actor? 

An actor? Yes, he was an actor. 

Yes, but what…. 

I was playing opposite him. 

But what was the name of this production that you got burnt 

on? Can you remember that? 

Oh God, isn’t it funny, I can’t remember it. Fred will know it, 

I don’t think I’ve got it in here. No. 

Oh well, we’ll deal with it later. 

I can’t remember the name of it. 

Well look, let’s just return to…. 

It [the fire] just went like that and the stockings fell off. God, 

when I had to have that last scene done dying in his arms, 

believe you me, I was going through hell. 

Extreme agony? There was no compensation I suppose? 

No. No. 

Medical expenses? 

No. 

How much were you paid? Can you remember how much you 

were paid for your role in the Australian films? 

Oh no, I’d never remember that. 

Can you remember being satisfied with what you were paid? 
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I couldn’t tell you what I was paid anywhere. I know it went 

to hundreds of dollars in America. But here, I would have 

been satisfied if they had only given me ten shillings. I swear 

I would have been satisfied because I wanted it so badly. But I 

don’t—Fred might know what they paid me but I wouldn’t 

know. 

What was the attitude of the actors that you were working 

with an Australian films? To the working conditions and, say, 

to conditions of pay, et cetera? can you remember? 

No, but I know they were all terribly happy. 

It was an air of dedication and… 

Yes, lovely. Yes, every one of us I think. 

How did it compare with the sort of atmosphere that you 

experienced on the set in America? 

Oh well it is hard to say. Because in America when I played in 

BAVU it was just me all the time while my part lasted. Estelle 

Taylor was just in for a quick shot or two, but I was working 

for a long time on that. 

I’m talking more about the attitude of people to the making of 

films. In Australia it seems to have been a case of small crews 

working together and there being an air of enthusiasm, 

perhaps and knowing that you were building towards 

something. In America, and I may be wrong, but the whole 

Hollywood thing seems to have been that there were hundreds 

of films being made every year and that you became rather 

blasé towards filmmaking. 

Well Fred might know more about that. Because, see, he was 

working for Factors, cosmetics, and he might know more 

about that than I would. 
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It wasn’t something that stuck in your mind as particularly 

different?—No… Did you receive any other offers from any 

other Australian producers to appear in films here? 

No, I just made those Girl of the Bush and then I made Know 

Thy Child. And as soon as it was finished, I think the next day 

or the day after, I was married. And I just—all my idea was to 

get away to America. 

If there had been more of a film industry in Australia… 

… I probably would have stayed on, I don’t know. 

What, say, if there had been work assured? Would you have 

remained to work in an Australian film industry or do you 

think you would still have been attracted by the Hollywood 

thing? 

Well I’d always wanted to go to Hollywood long before I ever 

was allowed to leave New Zealand to come over here. 

Because I used to see every picture there was to see. I’d sit it 

out, round and round. 

What sort of pictures did you see in New Zealand? Can you 

remember the sort of films that inspired you to want to go to 

Hollywood? 

Well I never missed one of Olga Petrova, because I thought 

she was the most beautiful person. And she is still alive today, 

and she’s stone blind. 

Really? 

I have a cousin in New Zealand that writes to her. He writes to 

everybody in America, I think, to do with the film people, the 

old days. And the last letter I had from him, he’d had a lovely 

letter from her. And she’s stone blind and she’s about ninety 

or more. About ninety-two I suppose now. 

And I believe she has retained her looks as well. 
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She is beautiful. She sent him a photo that somebody took out 

in her garden of her and she said in the last letter “I found it’s 

getting a little bit hard for me to dial the phone now.” She’d 

been able to do her own dialling and phoning but a neighbour 

comes in and does it for her now. She was a beautiful woman. 

And what appealed to you about Olga Petrova’s films? 

Oh just the beauty of her, I think. But Pauline Frederick’s 

films were the ones that I wanted to be more like. I wanted to 

be able to do bad parts like she did at times. Tough, like 

Pauline Frederick, and I got them. I got those parts. 

So how did you actually come to go to America after KNOW 

THY CHILD? 

Well I just had it in my mind that I was going to go to 

America. 

And your husband obviously supported you in this? 

Evidently. (LAUGH) And the family let me go and then Fred 

came over to America. 

Did you scout about for any more work in Australia, for any 

more films or stage work? 

No. 

You didn’t? 

No. I just wanted to go over to America. 

Did you have any contacts in America before you left? 

No I didn’t have any at all. Universal had a casting director 

there, Mr Datig. And I don’t know whether he thought I was 

cranky coming so far over and having so little experience or 

not. But it was him that got me the job in Bavu. And it was 

supposed to be an all-star cast. But you’ll see where they put 

me in on a starring role. 
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Was that your very first film in America? 

Yes. 

That was quite a climb up the ranks. 

It was, wasn’t it. I’ll tell you the only thing I had done before 

that, it wasn’t work it was just an extra in one of Douglas 

Fairbanks’ pictures. 

Fred: Don’t forget before you got Bavu you played opposite 

Bill Desmond in McGuire of the Mounted. 

Vera: I’d forgotten all about it. 

Fred: You played opposite him in the thing. And that was 

your first break in Hollywood. And it was on account of your 

work in McGuire of the Mounted that Fred Datig put you into 

Bavu, with Stuart Paton directing. 

Vera: That’s why I said to you you’d better ask Fred, because 

I don’t remember these things any more. 

Right. By the way, just before we leave Australia conclusively, 

where were the film actors like Roland Conway and Nada 

Conrade and Mrs Rock Phillips, could they live on their film 

performances alone, or were they having to do stage work in 

between films? 

Well I don’t know dear about that, because I don’t know. I 

hadn’t heard of any of them being on the stage, they may have 

been. I know Mrs Rock Phillips was an old actress, wasn’t 

she? But just what they did—what these others did… 

She’d been in… 

Nada Conrade and those I don’t know what they did. 

Roland Conway had been in a lot of Australian films since 

about 1914 so he was much in demand. But this is why I was 
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asking you about wages before. I’d been looking into a career 

of an actor called John Faulkner. Do you recall him at all? 

John Faulkner? No. 

He’d worked with Barrett on two films as a matter of fact. 

Did he? 

Yes, and I’ve been trying to find out whether he did any stage 

work. Because his son has written across that as far as he 

knew, his father never did any stage work, or never made any 

stage appearances in Australia. He only ever appeared in 

films. And I thought, “Strange”, because I can’t imagine that 

Australian actors before the advent of Actors Equity were 

ever paid terrifically well. I think there was a union fee set in 

the 20s. 

Vera: I don’t know anything about that part of it. Do you 

Fred? 

Fred: I know what your salary was. 

Vera: Do you? 

Fred: Her salary on Girl of the Bush and Know Thy Child was 

ten pounds a week, which we thought was terrific. 

Vera: Oh I remember now. 

Fred: Oh absolutely. 

And what was she getting for BRAN PIE? 

Fred: That I couldn’t tell you. 

Vera: Bran Pie? I wouldn’t be getting as much as that in Bran 

Pie, would I? Because I took all those different parts didn’t I? 

Fred: I thought you were getting ten pounds a week in Bran 

Pie and that’s why you got ten pounds a week in films. 
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Vera: well perhaps it was because you’ll remember I played 

all those different roles, about four or five when they were all 

going down with the flu. You know, that bad flu. And then I 

hopped—come on Vera do this; come on Vera can you do 

this? 

They didn’t triple your fee did they? 

Fred: Oh no. No Equity in those days. 

(LOOKING AT ALBUM) 

Fred: It doesn’t mention any names. 

No, so often film posters don’t. That was Conway on the left.  

Yes.  

So MCGUIRE OF THE MOUNTED was your first film, or did 

you have any smaller roles before that? This is in America of 

course. 

In America? No. It was—I don’t know—I think I did Bavu 

before I did McGuire of the Mounted—because Mr Datig rang 

me up and said, “There’s a part out here, a little bit of a part in 

a picture”. And he said, “It won’t be very much but it will be a 

chance for you to get started”. And I said “Oh I couldn’t come 

because I’m playing at Paramount with Douglas Fairbanks”. 

But it was mob scenes, you know. Just mob scenes. 

Oh, so Paramount was the first studio that you worked with? 

Oh, it was an outdoor scene with Douglas Fairbanks. And I 

said, well I couldn’t come and do that. “Because,” I said, “I 

just got a chance to play in these mob scenes”. And he said, 

“Well you came over from Australia to act in pictures,” he 

said, “didn’t you? you’re not acting in this are you?” And I 

said “No, I’m not, I’m doing just what a mob of us is told to 

do”. He said “Well how about coming out to Universal?” 

because you weren’t signed up for anything, you just went in 
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there and got a few dollars a day but it was getting into picture 

people. And so I went out to Universal and he took me over to 

the lot with Stuart Paton was. 

So Stuart Paton was preparing BAVU at this stage?—Yes… 

And had any of BAVU been shot before you came onto the 

set? 

I don’t think so. I don’t think so. I don’t know, I can’t say 

about that because there were prison scenes and scenes with 

Beery, I was a prostitute sitting at the prison gates in all this 

black filthy mud and I got such a good write-up on my first 

day’s work that they wrote me in the part. So you’ll see it in 

my book here. 

So they built your part up quite considerably? 

Five Star picture, and I was one of them. 

Good heavens! So there was Beery, yourself, Estelle Taylor… 

Forrest Stanley…  

Forrest Stanley and Beery, Estelle Taylor, myself and there 

must have been another one of some kind. 

Oh well, we won’t worry about that, I’m sure there is a record 

of it somewhere. 

I might think of it later on. 

Yes, and I believe that there was a fair amount of prerelease 

publicity where your name was up on billboards and so forth, 

wasn’t there? 

Yes, down in Los Angeles and in the city—big, and I think a 

big head of me on glass, in colour. Not dirty, straight, with the 

light behind it. Down in Los Angeles on Broadway. 

And this was an advertisement for the film? 

Yes. 
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Yes. What happened then with Beery and yourself? 

Myself? 

Yes. 

He could kill me. He would like to have killed me. 

Why was that? 

Because I’ll show you afterwards. Because I got the best 

report of the day’s rushes. 

And there was no mention of Beery? 

No. 

And his influence was such that he had your part reduced 

later on? 

Yes. Had it cut to pieces. It was his first starring picture and 

he would sacrifice anything, any money or anything, not to 

have that interfered with. Oh well if you’re starring and 

you’re getting hundreds of dollars a week, they can do it. 

Was he threatening to leave the production if this didn’t 

happen? 

I don’t know what he did with Thalberg. Thalberg was the 

head man at that time. 

He was head of production at Universal? 

Yes. 

How did you get on with Thalberg? 

Oh wonderful, wonderful. He was a young man that was just 

liked. And Beery, all the time I was in Hollywood, he’d drive 

his car right by me like that on the Boulevard but he’d never 

look at you. He never forgave me. Never did. Just one day’s 

little bit of work. 

Did you feel that that restricted your chances about that? 
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Oh I don’t know, I know it was a terrible crashing thing to 

happen. I don’t think I knew how I got through the day really. 

How soon after the first day’s rushes were you aware that 

your role was going to be reduced? or was the film completely 

shot and he asked for footage to be eliminated? or was it 

simply that after the first day and the fact that his name 

hadn’t been mentioned…? 

I don’t know if they’d done anything before that, but I worked 

for about—oh, I worked for a few days, or a week down in 

that dirty muddy dungeon. I don’t know, but I’ll show you the 

write-up after. And anyway he got me out of it, he was 

powerful enough to. 

Hollywood must have been a fairly stunning place when you 

arrived there? 

Oh it was lovely. I loved just to get out on Hollywood 

Boulevarde. Everybody was just so happy. And, I don’t know, 

there seemed to be nothing but happiness round you. You go 

out on the Boulevarde and everybody would be laughing. 

Was it very much a small town atmosphere where everyone 

knew everyone else? 

Oh they were lovely in Hollywood, just lovely. 

But you mentioned that you knew Thalberg. Was it easy to 

know a studio chief at that time? 

No. 

It wasn’t? 

No, he just sent for me. Thalberg sent for me to come in and 

was talking about the stills that I had had made, the work that 

I had done. Oh, it nearly killed me, really it did. 

When you knew that your part in BAVU had been reduced? 
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It did, really and truly did. I could have died I think. Anyway I 

just had to get over it, that’s all. 

Yes. 

It happens, oh, it used to happen there, I don’t know about 

now. Well you’ve got to take these things, you take a chance 

don’t you, when you take on anything like that. 

You were mentioning Thalberg though, did Thalberg send for 

you after this BAVU catastrophe or was it some time after 

that? 

Oh no, it happened round that time. 

It was. 

Pretty nearly. It all happened in a…. Oh, I still worked at 

Universal because I worked with Bill Desmond at Universal. I 

worked on The Hunchback of Notre Dame at Universal. But I 

got my lovely part in Bavu cut down. 

You considered it was the biggest chance you had in 

Hollywood? 

What? Bavu? 

Yes. 

Vera: Don’t you? 

Fred: Yes. 

And there wasn’t one to equal it? 

Vera: Yes, I never could have gotten in a part like that again, 

could I Fred? 

Fred: No, it was one of those once in a lifetime things. 

Trouble was her work was too good in that. And we didn’t 

know in those days that if you played it in a low key and 

scraped by that it would have led to bigger things. But there 

was so much animosity and upset caused over the billing that 
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she was getting, and when they put this thing—this colour 

head up on this Million Dollar Theatre. And that tore it. It was 

a great big thing “Carl Laemmle presents the find of 1923—

Vera James” and it was Beery’s first starring picture. 

Vera: You couldn’t have got worse could you? 

No. No. So Beery had it in for you, yes. I’m rather intrigued to 

know how Thalberg—you said Thalberg sent for you, I’m 

rather intrigued to find out how this came about though? 

Well Thalberg sent for me after he’d seen the rushes, didn’t he 

Fred? Go on. 

Yes, go on please Fred. 

Fred: You’d better cut that off while I tell you this. 

***** 

Yes, after BAVU they couldn’t arrange that she be built up in 

some other way? 

Fred: No, that was the last I think that she did at Universal 

after they gave her the ten weeks contract for Hunchback, of 

which she worked two days. And the rest was given to her 

gratis, and they said we’re making an effort to do something 

for you. And of course, sound was just coming in…. 

Oh well HUNCHBACK was ’23 and… 

Fred: No, sound came in long after that. Oh, she went into The 

Desert Song after that, on the stage. She gave pictures away 

for two and a half years. 

So how many films did you make in Hollywood? Were the 

films with Desmond and entire series or what? 

Fred: No, that was one straight film. 

MCGUIRE OF THE MOUNTED. 
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Fred: And that led to Bavu, and that led to the ten weeks at 

Hunchback and then she appeared in a character role in Land 

of the Midnight Sun… 

Vera: Oh yes, a Russian thing again. 

Fred: She played a communist underground agent in the thing. 

And then she appeared with Hobart Bosworth in something. I 

can’t remember the title of it, but we’ve got stills of it. 

Oh—AMERICAN HISTORY? 

Vera: American History. 

Fred: And then she decided that films were too full of rotten 

deals and too hard to get along with. And she had a very good 

singing voice and that’s when she went into The Desert Song. 

She was in Desert Song for two and a half years. 

And you didn’t try and get work in other studios in between 

times? 

Fred: Well not in between when she was with Desert Song. 

She stayed with it. 

Vera: Yes. Stayed in it for all that time. He (Fred) was in Hit 

the Deck for eighteen months. Yes, and mine was two and a 

half years, down in Los Angeles playing the thing. 

Fred: And San Francisco. 

Vera: Oh yes. 

Fred: And then we both appeared in Grauman’s Egyptian 

Theatre and Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. 

Vera: Yes, that was lovely. 

This was live? 

Fred: Yes, in the big prologues. Oh people used to come from 

all over the State not to see the films but to see the prologues. 
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Vera: Oh they were beautiful. 

Fred: There was nothing in the world like them. I don’t 

suppose there ever will be again. 

Vera: No, I don’t think so. 

Fred: We opened up in the—both of us together—in The King 

of Kings when it opened at the Chinese Theatre. 

Oh, you were in the prologue prior to the screening of KING 

OF KINGS? 

Fred: And the prologue of Old Ironsides at the Egyptian. We 

went from the Egyptian to the opening night of the Chinese 

theatre. 

And what form did these prologues take? 

Fred: Well in Old Ironsides the whole thing began in the 

White House in Washington, tremendous cast including the 

Ink Spots and a few others. And they had a replica of the 

battleship Old Ironsides that was brought into the White 

House during this thing and it was perfect in every detail. And 

they used to fire a broadside—scared the hell out of the 

audience. But the sets were really gorgeous. And we were 

four months in Ironsides. And then we went over to the 

Chinese and appeared in King of Kings, and that was the first 

electronic stage they had in America. They built a huge 

temple set at the beginning and they had the entire cast, I 

think there were over 200 of us in the cast, we had an 80-piece 

orchestra which was conducted by (Baselienikof). It was a big 

production and they had this big jewelled curtain that would 

come across and it just stayed for about five seconds at the 

opening. And you could hear the gasp while there was an 

entirely new set. Because it was split up the middle and when 

the big temple scene was over that began it, you just had to 

stand perfectly still and get away from that crack in the centre. 

And one half went off the left wing and one half went off the 



178 
 

right wing, and the scene just came into place. And it was just 

all done with the closing of the curtain and the opening of the 

curtain. You just couldn’t imagine where it all came from. 

Vera: Somebody told me. That man (Mike Harris) that came 

down to the home to interview me that day, remember, he said 

to me the Hallelujah Chorus is still talked about in 

Hollywood today. It was wonderful. 

Fred: It was recorded by the whole company. I think there 

were 160 of us in the Hallelujah Chorus. Contraltos and 

sopranos on one side; baritones and tenors and basses on the 

other side of the screen during the crucifixion. We sang the 

Hallelujah Chorus all dressed in jet black velvet, and black 

velvet masks which only left the mouth open to sing. 

Vera: So they couldn’t see. 

Fred: The audience couldn’t see you at all, and of course there 

was no sound, then all of a sudden this Hallelujah Chorus 

burst out. 

Vera: Yes, this man came down to the home to interview me 

one day. 

Was this Mike Harris? 

Yes it was Mike Harris, he’s a lovely person isn’t he? he’s a 

lovely person. 

Yes he is. 

Oh he was really and truly. I liked him so much, I thought he 

was a marvellous man. Because it was the first time I’d had 

anything like that since I’d been down in the hospital. 

Fred: She had forgotten about… I think she had forgotten she 

had had a career until this thing burst up with The Girl of the 

Bush being shown at the State. 

Oh I see, yes. That was the time of it, yes. 
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Fred: She had given the whole thing away, the stage and the 

idea of pictures and she was working in the cosmetic business 

with me for many years after. 

Although Joan long had interviewed you a couple of years 

ago as well. 

Fred: Yes. 

That’s right. I wanted to ask you, when you were in 

Hollywood did you regard yourself more as an Australian or 

as a New Zealander? 

Vera: Well I think I would have… I don’t know that I’ve ever 

thought that much about it. But I should think that… well my 

mother and father used to come over every year to see us. 

Daddy would leave my mother and sister there, so I suppose 

New Zealand would be in my mind more than anything, more 

than Australia, wouldn’t it. Yet I was married to an 

Australian. It’s a hard question to answer. 

Fred: I’ve lost the question. 

When she was overseas did she… when she was in America 

did she regard herself more as a New Zealander in terms of 

her spiritual home perhaps, or as an Australian? 

Fred: Oh, I think as an Australian. She was married to an 

Australian and had worked—all her professional work had 

been done in Australia. So, I think, she regarded herself more 

of an Australian than a New Zealander. 

Vera: Just a little bit. 

Was there an Australian community in Hollywood? 

Fred & Vera: No. 

Vera: No, I can answer that quickly. 

And yet there were a lot of Australian actors in Hollywood? 
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Vera: Snowy Baker. He was over there, I never met him, but I 

knew he was there. 

Did you hear anything about what Snowy Baker was doing 

when he was over there? 

No, I never even met him, never came into contact with him 

anywhere. 

What about other actors, are there any that come to mind? 

No, not from Australia, no. 

What about Louise Lovely? Arthur Shirley? 

Oh, I never met them. 

Did you ever come across a director called Rupert Julian? 

Vera: Who? 

Rupert Julian, he was a director in Hollywood. He was a New 

Zealander in fact. 

Vera: Rupert Julian? 

Fred: Rupert Julian? 

Vera: Did you ever? 

Fred: No, I never met him. I remember the name. 

He was a New Zealander who had come to Australia to act, 

and had somehow gone to America to act. 

(Tape break: more on Bavu) 

Vera: Phyllis Haver said to me, she said “They’ve let us off, 

they’ve closed our set so we can come and watch”. 

Fred: And that’s how Laura la Plante came in and demanded 

Vera for The Land of the Midnight Sun thing. She said “I’ve 

never seen work like this in my life”. And oh, they sent people 

out from the New York Times to give her a full page spread in 
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the New York Times. This marvellous new dramatic actress 

had arrived from Australia—and when the film came out there 

was nothing in it. 

Vera: It was wonderful how one person can have so much 

power. 

This being Beery, of course, yes? 

Vera: It nearly killed me at the time, really it did. 

Did it? 

Fred: She went completely numb. I was living right in the 

same apartment house in Hollywood, and for three days she 

didn’t eat or drink or anything. She just sat like a frozen 

dummy. They’d had the preview down at Grauman’s and she 

hadn’t been invited to it and she wasn’t in the film. And the 

reason they could cut it out was because it was only to be a 

few days’ work for her. And when they saw the work she was 

doing, they rewrote the whole thing day by day and just gave 

her her head. 

So it was a very large character part in other words? 

Fred: In other words, she took the film right away with her. 

Yes. 

Vera: I’d never have gotten a better part anywhere. 

Fred: Then some solicitor got hold of her and said “You’ve 

got a case against Universal here and Universal City”. The 

solicitor came to Vera and he said “Look this is the worst deal 

we’ve seen anybody get for a long time. But” he said “don’t 

take it to court, don’t fight it”. He said “You might win it, but 

it will cost you everything you’ve ever earned. And I doubt if 

you’d get work anywhere”. He said “You can’t stand up 

against the millions that are backing Universal City”. 

Boy! 
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Vera: That was Wallace! 

Yes. 

Vera: His brother was just the opposite. 

Noah Beery? 

Vera: He was the loveliest, gentlest man that you’ve ever 

come across. 

Was he? 

Vera: This other one was a terror! 

Fred: Oh well he hated Vera and I suppose he had good 

reason to hate her. I mean after all it was his first dramatic 

starring role. And finally to see on the billboards ahead of 

Vera this size on the billboards round Los Angeles, supported 

by Wallace Beery, Forrest Stanley, Sylvia Breamer and 

Estelle Taylor…. 

Oh, Sylvia Breamer was in it, was she? She was an 

Australian. 

Fred: Was she? I never knew that. 

Yes. Neither of you knew that she was an Australian? 

Fred & Vera: No. 

She had come from Australia in about 1918 or 1919. She lived 

up at Hornsby I believe. 

Fred: Did she? 

Yes. 

Fred: Well you learn something every day. Oh, it looked like 

it was just complete stardom after Bavu. And, of course, it 

was the end of the thing until Warners then took Vera. She 

had a very good singing voice and they took her for their first 
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“all colour, all talkie” called On with the Show which starred 

Betty Compson. 

So this was a return to the screen after about two and a half 

years doing DESERT SONG and prologues? 

Fred: Yes, and I thought up here in Melbourne—I was 

working with Factor’s in Australia when she was still in 

Hollywood. And I broke my sessions at Myers one day when 

I tore off to the theatre to see Vera. It was the first time I’d 

seen her in glamorous clothes. She wore some beautiful 

outfits and she looked lovely. I’ll give you all the details of it. 

When she was in Bavu they closed all the Universal sets and 

told each one of the staff on the sets to come over and see 

what a real actress can do. And that was when she got the 

report that this woman’s work equals anything that Pauline 

Frederick had done. We’ve still got the report. The words 

were, “We don’t know if Miss James is capable of delicate 

gradation. But as far as portraying extremes, she not only 

looks like Pauline Frederick but she is playing extremes as 

well as Miss Frederick has ever done in her long screen 

career.” 

Yes. Maybe we could look at those books. 

Fred: This first still was the one that was used mostly in 

publicity and then they have these little cut-out throwaways. 

I’ve got one in this here, I’ll show it to you later. 

Cut-out throwaways? what was it? 

Fred: It was about that size and it was a small reproduction of 

this. And they handed them out to all the theatre patrons to 

show that it was coming. But it was a tiny little reproduction 

except it was cut out, folded back and stood out. 

And there was the trusty steed and you had… 

Fred: Steed was right! 
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No accidents on locations, no throws from horses? 

Vera: No. 

Fred: I used to paint a lot at one time. And I was asked if I 

would paint an enlargement of this and send it to the Early 

Settlers’ Hall in Dunedin. They would like to have it as the 

first New Zealander that starred in an Australian film. I’ll get 

round to it one of these days. 

So you still haven’t done the painting? 

Fred: No. 

Now this is one of the small towns. 

Fred: And none of us can remember the name. And I said to 

Vera, “Why can’t you remember the name of that town?” And 

she says, “Well, damn it all, we never stopped there, we only 

drove through the place”. And when they had the film at the 

State, there was a catholic priest who brought a lot of kids to 

the thing and the first question he asked was, “What was the 

little township where the coach…?” And we felt like fools, we 

didn’t know. 

Vera: You wouldn’t believe it. The people who wanted to 

know what that little town was. 

Was it Camden, I wonder? 

Fred: No, it wasn’t Camden but I’ve heard the name of it. 

Picton? Or Campbelltown? 

Fred: No. I think it begins with a “D”. 

Not Deniliquin? Or…? 

Fred: Something like that. 

Would it have been Deniliquin? 

Fred: It might have been. 
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Vera: I wouldn’t know. We never stopped you see. Just long 

enough for them to take…. 

Fred: But somebody who saw the film being run the other day 

said “Oh that township hasn’t changed any”. And I didn’t 

write the damn thing down, and I couldn’t remember it. 

Oh, I see. This is one of the river crossing shots. Whereabouts 

is that? It looks like along the Hawkesbury River. 

Fred: Could be, that was when they were coming home. Stella 

Southern sitting there and Vera sitting there. 

That’s a superb shot, it’s a top shot. 

Fred: Yes, it’s a beautiful shot isn’t it? 

And Barrett was above here cranking the camera? 

Vera: He would be. He would be. 

Fred: And it was all done in sepia you know. This film.  

I saw that film. 

Fred: Did you. I thought the photographer was marvellous 

after all these years, considering it was hand cranked. 

He was a very good documentary cameraman. He’d done 

documentary work as well. 

Fred: We always felt very sorry for Stella Southern because 

they had started filming Girl of the Bush for two weeks before 

Vera came in. And Stella Southern was The Girl of the Bush. 

Honestly? She was to have been THE GIRL OF THE BUSH 

was she? 

Fred: She had done quite a few hundred foot of film in the 

thing. She took it very well, and Vera and Stella became very 

good friends. She wasn’t a bit jealous or anything else. But 

Vera had something that Stella Southern didn’t have, and 

Barrett saw it and he said, “Vera is going to be The Girl of the 
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Bush and Stella is going to have the part of the companion”. 

That was to have been Vera’s part. She wasn’t going to be the 

original Girl of the Bush it was to have been Stella Southern. 

Oh, I see, and Barrett saw Vera in certain sequences. 

Fred: Certain sequences and he said we going to reverse the 

parts. 

So footage in fact was shot of Vera appearing in the eventual 

Stella Southern role? 

Fred: Yes, and Stella Southern was one of those—I don’t 

know if she is still alive, is she? 

I don’t know. 

Fred: I don’t know what became of her but there wasn’t an 

ounce of jealousy in her body. She just got along with Vera 

fine, and she took it like a trooper. It must have been a terrible 

setback for her. 

It must have been a blow, yes. That’s fascinating actually. I 

had no idea that that had happened. And here’s the shearing 

shed. 

Vera: That’s the shearing shed. 

Fred: That’s after her old man had died… 

Vera: … the two brothers… 

Fred: McMasters property wasn’t it? 

Vera: … they have this property… 

Fred: McMasters. 

Whereabouts was that? 

Fred: Oh God knows! It’s a big sheep station somewhere. 

They went out to it and it was the McMasters sheep station. 

I’d never heard of it before. Oh, I always say Vera played 
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principal boy in a pantomime there. And the man who played 

her father, who died very early in the piece and she inherited 

the ranch—had to run it herself—he was Gladys Moncrieff’s 

father. 

Was he really? Can you remember his name? 

Fred: No. He only appeared in about two scenes. You will see 

one of them in the stills here. And then she had to brand 

cattle, which she hated. 

Vera: Oh yes, I didn’t like that. 

Fred: But in the branding cattle thing, one of the cattle 

branded her. The poor little thing was burnt and hurt and it 

just let fly and she was smothered from… 

… She was smothered by…. 

Fred: Yes. 

Now there’s that scheming Oswald. 

Fred: I don’t know who he was, but he was a damn good 

actor. 

He was. He was a good sort of suave lounge lizard. 

Fred: And here she is dipping the sheep. 

I asked Vera earlier on whether Barrett ever took her out to 

locations to let her adapt to a location before filming 

began…? 

Fred & Vera: No. No. 

Fred: No they just went and that was that. 

Right. Ah, here’s that… 

Fred: Oh that one’s been used over and over and over. 

Vera: Over and over. 
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Tell me, as the National Film Archive in Canberra had—or 

seen access to the stills? 

Fred: They have it. They have the stills and they have the 

complete film. 

Oh, so they’ve been able to make copies of all this have they? 

Fred: Yes. And they took the film—the original film—which 

was on 35 inflammable film… 

… the nitrate… 

Fred: … yeah, and they took it to Canberra and they made it 

into 16mm film, and made two copies of it and they gave one 

to Vera as a present and the other one’s up in Canberra. 

We’ve got the one film here. 

Vera: Mine was in the original leather case, the velvet lined 

case. 

Oh, you’ve still got it in the case. 

Vera: Yes, it’s on the top of my cupboard. 

Fred: That’s the new 16mm one. So we run it sometimes for 

fun. 

Oh yes, that’s good. 

Fred: And this is the American boy they brought out. 

Had he any experience as an actor before this? 

Vera: Oh I don’t know. 

So that when you say they brought him out…? 

Fred: He had no backing as a star or anything like that. I don’t 

know where Barrett got him from. He used to say to Vera “All 

I want to do is act, all I want to do is act”. And he was the 

world’s worst actor. Oh God, he was terrible! 

Vera: He was as stiff as a post, wasn’t he? 
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Fred: Yes, poor thing! I don’t think he was ever heard of after 

Girl of the Bush or from then on. 

Vera: I don’t think he’d ever done much before Girl of the 

Bush. 

And that’s Stella Southern? 

Fred: That’s Stella Southern. That’s the role that Vera was 

originally to have had. And Glen Broughton, who was the 

photographer for the stills and whatnot. His wife had a small 

role in the thing. She went up the gum tree and she had this 

baby. And when they were attacked by the Abos, she hid the 

baby under a log. And they found the baby. And then the 

American bloke who had been away somewhere where he 

shouldn’t have been I suppose, comes back and says “Is it true 

that all the town’s saying that you have a baby?” and she says 

“Yes, I’ve got it here”. 

Yes, and there’s great recriminations and…. 

Fred: Yes and “Don’t darken my door again” sort of thing. 

Vera: Lovely scenery. 

I was saying…. 

Vera: You were saying what, dear? 

I was saying to Vera earlier about the quite sophisticated 

structure, the editing of the film. I remain quite impressed 

with the way flashbacks were integrated with…. 

Fred: Another thing that’s marvellous is when he’s playing 

cards—I don’t play poker so I don’t know much about it—but 

he’s got these four queens and one of the queens fades out. 

And it’s Vera’s face on the card, and that was remarkable 

photography for 1920. 

Yes, Australian directors seem to have gone into special 

effects. 
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Fred: I love the subtitles on the things. “This is most 

ungentlemanly conduct.” 

“Better build a bathing box.” 

Fred: This is the one “This is most ungentlemanly conduct, 

please go away at once”. And they were dressed in stockinette 

things from the neck to the knee. Oh, that was a very daring 

scene. 

Yes, of course. 

Vera: By Jove! That was darn cold, I’ll tell you. 

Fred: Yes. 

That was the scene you had to learn swimming for? 

Vera: Yes. 

Fred: And Frank Barrett poked a stick into it and said, “I think 

the water’s deep enough here”. And then they all went away 

so the girls wouldn’t be embarrassed by them being 

practically nude, and they couldn’t get out of the darn thing. 

They were climbing up the rocks at the side. She was 

scratched and so was Stella Southern. 

In trying actually to get out? 

Fred: The whole company moved away and left them to get 

out by their own hook. 

Were you on location with them? 

Fred: No, I never went away. That’s Gladys Moncrieff’s 

father. 

Yes, that’s right. I think he appeared in several films actually. 

Fred: Did he, I don’t know. And that’s the cast. 

Oh, I haven’t seen that one before. 

Fred: Vera here, Frank Barrett… 
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Vera: … Stella… 

Fred: Where’s Stella? Back here? 

Vera: No, she’s… 

Fred: Oh here she is. That’s Glen Broughton’s wife that had 

the baby. This is Stella Southern here. She was a pretty thing. 

Vera: She was pretty. 

Fred: She didn’t have much acting ability. The Chinese were 

very good in the play. And this was Ken something or other. 

He was the publicity agent and whatnot. And he was best man 

at Vera’s wedding, which made me furious because I wanted 

to be. 

You wanted to be? 

Vera: So he could have been. 

Fred: But anyway this was in… 

… Dunedin? 

Fred: No, Wellington. 

Vera: Wellington both these, I think, Fred. 

Fred: Was this one in it too? This was marvellous for the 

1920s, they’ve got all these shearers along here and they all 

move electronically. 

They were like ducks in a shooting gallery or something? 

Fred: Yeah. But they had the sheep by the neck and they were 

shearing away there. Yeah. 

That’s magnificent. That was a painting they could have 

preserved, perhaps. 

Fred: That—isn’t the one—yes, that’s the one where she’s got 

the dog and sitting on the log, the one that… 



192 
 

That’s interesting. She’s sharing the bill with an Eva Novak 

film. 

Fred: Eva Novak, yes… 

… Who came out later to do THE TERM. 

Fred: And it gave…. There’s a thing here. There are two films 

being presented at the Lyceum Theatre—Eva Novak in so and 

so! which was an American film, and Vera James in a Girl of 

the Bush and there is no comparison between the two. Girl of 

the Bush has just got it all over… 

It was far superior! 

Fred: This was—the early days, when she was in Bran Pie. 

You remember that old song “Everybody did the Vamp”? 

“Vamp little lady, vamp little lady”? 

Vera: Did you know that? 

Fred: So you wouldn’t have been born by then. 

Vera: No. 

Fred: But that was the costume. She sang in The Vamp— 

Vera: The Vamp number. 

Very charming photos. 

Fred: And then this one was when she took Clarice 

Hardwicke, who came from London in the thing. And she 

went down with the flu and that’s when Vera was bumped 

into that. 

Vera: They went down, and I walked into all these things. 

Fred: There was no company left when the show had to close 

up. And this is—she sang “Chong—he comes from Hong 

Kong, de da de da de da de da.” And this was a Spanish 

number when she popped up out of the piano and did the 

Spanish thing and the whole costume was one red Spanish 
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shawl that went that way, and one figured Spanish shawl that 

went that way. They didn’t have zippers in those days they 

had domes. 

Domes? Like buttons? 

Fred: Snaps, you know. So she created the first sensation at 

the Tivoli theatre, I think. Because one night when she walked 

off, every dome bust and the little bare bottom had to walk off 

the stage holding the Spanish scarves that were both falling 

most precariously. Oh, we had a lot of fun. 

Oh, good heavens! the Chief Secretary was called in the next 

night! 

Vera: We have had a lot of fun and our life, haven’t we Fred? 

Fred: It’s been nothing but fun really. That’s the seduction—

or leading up to the seduction scene in the rocks at Manly. 

Oh, Fairy Bower, you say? Yes. Right. With the waterfall 

coming down. 

Fred: That’s getting closer to it. Here’s where she comes in 

and tells Mum. Here’s old Mum reading her bible and she 

tells Mum, “I’ve had it”. And that was taken on the Berowra 

Waters Ferry. 

Was it? Yes, oh just at the edge of the Ferry. 

Fred: Yes. 

That was before the seduction? 

Fred: No, that was after. 

When she was… 

Fred: … she was telling him the bad news, I think. 

She seems quite happy about it there. 
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Fred: I don’t think she was worried. Oh, that’s the same thing. 

That’s when he was saying “You’ll always be mine darling, 

I’ll never ever let you down or anything like that”. 

And this is obviously a scene of the bush. 

Fred: And that’s where she meets the postman. 

Oh that was the one that was done at Manly? 

Vera: Up on the heights, not down low in Manly. But up—we 

came round there. 

Yes, up round Balgowlah Heights. 

Fred: Balgowlah Heights. And she’s looking for mail every 

day which doesn’t come. And that’s when she’s telling mum 

the time was approaching. 

This was an interior studio at Rushcutters Bay? 

Fred: Yes, Rushcutters Bay. 

You ever have any problem with Kleig lights? 

Fred: No, never bothered her at all. 

No? 

Fred: This is the little kid they brought from Woolloomooloo. 

Oh yes, “Mummy, why won’t they ever play with me”. That’s 

terrific! 

Fred: The same little kid. 

Yes, looking a little more care-worn there. 

Fred: And a little more so here, and there’s poor old Mum 

again, but the kids growing up. I think they had several 

children that they got round from the Woolloomooloo area. 

Yes. Oh, it stands to reason they would. 
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Fred: And this was where Lotus Thompson was 16, and this is 

where she says “I’ve got a secretarial job now and I can help 

you mother, so you won’t have too…”—this is mother. 

Vera: A job with her father. 

Fred: Yes. 

Vera: She didn’t know it was her father. That’s why they 

called it Know Thy Child. 

Fred: And Daddy made a play for the new secretary. It was all 

very complicated. And that’s Nada in a rabbit skin coat, Nada 

Conrade. And she used to bring all the goodies in this basket 

and she used to be very fond of this poor, sad thing that was… 

look at the holes! How the hell you were ever expected to 

mend those I’ll never know. 

Herculean task! 

Fred: and this is where she is getting near the end. And Nada 

comes in again… 

…and Lotus as well. 

Fred: … and Lotus. And this is where the doctor pulls the 

sheet up over her head. She’s had it. 

It’s good that the film is so well represented by stills at any 

rate. 

Fred: Oh, this was… 

Vera: … out of Desert Song. 

Fred: Desert Song. Lillian Albertson’s Desert Song, and these 

are the girls… 

Oh this was in America? 

Fred: Yes. She got her first thing that she ever did in 

Hollywood having had the riding experience in Girl of the 

Bush. And who was that beautiful blonde in Hollywood who 
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couldn’t ride a horse? And you had to ride the horse up the 

Ambassador—up the steps of the Ambassador Hotel in 

Hollywood? 

Vera: I forget. 

Fred: I’ll think of her name in a minute. She was a beautiful 

dumb blonde, who couldn’t do anything. So they put Vera 

into a blonde wig and made her ride up the steps. 

That was the very first thing… 

Fred: That was the very first thing she did as an extra. 

Good heavens!... More publicity photos. 

Fred: These are the ones from Bavu. 

These are very good. Superb. 

Vera: Those are the ones that I got…. 

Fred: This is when they closed the thing and said come and 

see what an actress can do. 

That is superb. Yes, there you are splattered in mud. 

Vera: I never had to use any different grease paint, did I Fred? 

Fred: No, No. 

Vera: Yet one of the people here that interviewed me said you 

had… 

Fred: How long did it take to build up… 

Vera: … all this thick heavy grease paint. 

Oh, that’s good character stuff, that’s VERY good. 

Vera: Well, that’s the stuff I loved. 

Were totally into that role. 
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Vera: Look at the dirty clothes I was in, I didn’t care a bit. I 

loved it. 

Fred: That’s when she was going slightly round the bend. 

Vera: Dopey! 

Yes, yes, you were on the dope. 

Vera: Yes. 

Fred: Yes, she was a prostitute and this Leningrad Street. And 

they shoved her into this prison. And Estelle Taylor had been 

put into the prison—one of the aristocrats—and Beery 

substituted… 

Vera: … my coat to help her get out. 

Most incredible eyes, they really are! Superb eyes! 

Fred: And this was just before Beery murdered her. She knew 

she was going to be strangled. 

And what was there of you in the film as it turned out? 

Fred: At the end there was a shot of her when she was 

substituted for Taylor. And then she was put into a cement 

wall while she was still alive. And Forrest Stanley came to 

rescue her. He broke down all the cement and just one dead 

arm came through. 

And that was all there was? 

Fred: Yes. 

Strike! That’s totally unlike anything else you appear to have 

done? 

Vera: I loved it the best of the lot too. 

Fred: And this is the prison scene. That was when they were 

bringing Taylor in as the aristocrat to switch her… 

… switch her across… 
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Fred: … across as Vera. And that’s Beery. 

What a ham! 

Fred: And this is when he’s getting ready to murder her. 

Vera: God, he hated me! 

Fred: And this is the photo I was telling you about, that I 

thought the lighting was superb. The only one that took pity 

on her was Forrest Stanley. And they’ve just got this light on 

the one portion of the face. And they picked up this darn poor 

prostitute in the street and took her to the prison to switch her 

over with the other one. And I always thought this was 

remarkable photography. 

And these were all taken by Freulich? 

Fred: Yes. 

Yes. All Freulich. 

Fred: Estelle Taylor, Forrest Stanley took her to the prison, 

and Vera not quite knowing what it was all about. And here 

was the strangling scene with Beery. She couldn’t work for 

four days. 

Vera: I couldn’t work. 

He really put some conviction into it. 

Fred: He left all fingerprints of black bruises round her throat. 

And he said “I’ll bloody strangle you, you Australian water 

rat!” 

Vera: Yes, he always called me the water rat. 

Fred: And I love that one too. 

Yes, it’s such an amazing character transformation. It’s 

terrific! “Thrills from the Russian Revolution”… “Newest 

mystery picture will hold out promise of shivers and goose 

flesh—THE ATTIC OF FELIX BAVU which Universal is 
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making with an all-star cast. Wallace Beery, Vera James and 

Forrest Stanley play the leading parts”. 

Vera: Yes. 

That’s magnificent! 

Vera: Went in to do a little bit of work! 

Fred: With Forrest Stanley, yeah. And this is the report that 

Vera copied out. 

Vera: I copied it out here because the print underneath it was 

red, you see. 

Yes, I’ll read this out. 

“Report of daily film inspector. Location: Studio, Universal 

City. Director, Stuart Paton. 

“These are further scenes in the very dark underground 

corridor, with the slimy, dirty floor showing the action a little 

closer and more in detail. The day’s honours go to a young 

woman. I believe she is Miss James, whom I understand to be 

a newcomer in American films. If it were possible to claim 

this as the work of Pauline Frederick, nothing in this young 

woman’s action would betray the deception. Curiously 

enough, this young woman also looks like Miss Frederick. I 

do not know, from anything I have so far seen of her work 

whether Miss James is capable of delicate gradation in her 

performances, but I do know that she is displaying extremes 

just as satisfactorily as Miss Frederick ever has.” 

That’s terrific! What date was this? 

Fred: It came to the office of Irving Thalberg, and that was 

when the Thalberg thing began. 

Right. “Yours for progress, Irving G Thalberg—general 

manager.” What year was this? November 9th, and it doesn’t 

say what… 
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Fred: Doesn’t it? 

No, it doesn’t say which year. 

Vera: Isn’t the date on it? 

No. It just says November 9th up the top. 

Vera: Oh well. 

I can find it. 

Fred: I think it would be about—I came back from New 

Zealand in 1926 for a visit with the family, and it was before 

that. So it would be… 1923… It was, because that’s when 

they had the big thing, “Carl Laemmle Presents the Find of 

1923”. 

Oh, that was one year before HUNCHBACK. 

Fred: Yes. But Vera never cared about publicity. Oh no. 

Vera: He had five books that he put this in. And write this all 

down…. 

(To Fred) So you collected the stills. 

Fred: But there were yards of publicity that… 

… you heaved out did you? 

Vera: I never bothered. 

Good heavens! Lon Chaney’s HUNCHBACK OF NOTRE 

DAME. 

Vera: Oh, he was a lovely man. 

Vera James with Ernest Torrance. Gosh he looks huge. 

Fred: He was. 

And here you are making the descent of the stairs. 

Vera: Yes. 
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Fred: They had a mattress at the bottom of the stairs. He flung 

her down the whole of the stairs. And I always think that’s 

responsible for part of the trouble that came later. She took a 

terrific tumble down there. 

Oh, they don’t actually show you in descent. That’s 

MCGUIRE OF THE MOUNTED? 

Vera: Yes. Yes, well I was peddling dope. I was in with two 

dope peddlers. They used to hide it in the church and I used to 

go and get it where they’d hidden it, and put the old clothes 

over the top to give the priest… And Bill Desmond got my 

number, and he followed me up. He got his nippers onto us. 

I’ll tell you as it gets over. 

That’s Desmond in the middle? 

Vera: Yes, that’s Bill Desmond and he was following me 

round there. And I was tipping the clothes—tipping the bag 

up to let them see that there wasn’t anything in it. And they 

gave a party that night, and Bill Desmond—we slipped 

something into Bill Desmond’s drink, and when he waked up 

the next morning… 

Yes, and when he woke up next morning…? 

Vera: I was in his bed and down my dress—down my night 

dress I had a wedding licence. This was Bill Desmond’s 

sister, she was playing an extra part. That’s where I’m trying 

to plead with him, I’ve got the wedding licence, faked one, 

down there, so naturally I had to die. 

You’re looking very righteous about the whole thing of 

course. It’s a nice… 

Vera: … a bit hoity toity. 

… A nice game of double deception. And this was when 

you’re pleading… 
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Vera: That’s where I’m trying to plead with him. And that 

was when the fire took hold and burned our fur coats, make-

up boxes and everything. That’s when he had to carry me 

down that building. 

And this is when you got your legs burned? 

Vera: Yes. The next picture where I’m dying there, nobody 

knows what I was going through. They got our two crooks, 

but nobody knows what the poor old legs were going through. 

Terrible agony. They don’t look any the worse for wear. 

That’s a closer shot of the death scene. Who played the 

priest? 

Vera: I don’t know that old fellow. I should know his name. 

He looks so familiar to me. 

He looks like C Aubrey Smith, but he’s obviously not. 

Vera: Oh this was something to do with American History and 

I don’t ever know what the name of the thing was. 

Oh, that wasn’t the name of the film? AMERICAN HISTORY? 

Vera: It was American history where the natives come out 

after the white people. We were hiding all night on the prairie 

behind little bushes, you know. And this is where I’m—a ball 

was on that night. That’s Hobart Bosworth isn’t it? Yes, and 

I’m explaining to the head man what happened. That’s why 

I’m so dirty, I’m always dirty. And there I was explaining 

again. 

Re-living more of the trauma. Ronald Coleman was in the film 

as well was he? 

Vera: Yes. 

How was he as an actor at that stage? 

Vera: I don’t know if we saw him. Do we see him back here? 
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There’s a credit for Ronald Coleman there, but I can’t spot 

him… 

Vera: Ronald Coleman, yes, somewhere in there, somewhere 

on that side. It’s a long time ago. And that’s when I was 

explaining. 

And this is evidently… 

Vera: Oh, that’s just a bit of foolery going on on the Universal 

lot. Yes. Sometimes we used to be allowed to fool around for 

about half an hour. To unwind, you know. If we’ve been 

playing something heavy. Like if they were trying to—going 

to make a star out of this little fellow called Peewee Holmes. 

And just got us out there to take some pictures of Peewee. But 

he didn’t turn into anything. He just stayed Peewee and I 

don’t think… 

What? They were doing screen tests with people? 

Vera: Yes. 

Oh look at the threatening sword hovering. 

Vera. Yeah, he was the one with the sword, supposed to be 

my husband. A lot of rot. And these were little girls—I’m one 

among them. That’s me, I think. And these other ones. They 

had been in a beauty contest and they were sent to Universal 

to be given a bit of a screen test or something to boost them 

along. 

So you were told to cooperate and participate in that? 

Vera: I was to show the little girls around, and that’s all it 

was. 

And that was while the screen test was being done? 

Vera: Yes. 
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Oh well, that’s the end of the album. Tell me, regarding the 

talkie—the Warner Brothers film—what can you recall of 

that? 

Vera: I know that we used to go to work about 11 o’clock at 

night, I think it was. 

Eleven at night? 

Vera: Eleven at night. Because the planes had just started 

going over, and that was the only way it could go. The easiest 

way out of Hollywood. Because the hills were bad at the back, 

and they’d go over this thing at night. So we used to come to 

work about 11 o’clock. And about 12 o’clock they’d give us a 

dinner—a nice meal—and we’d go home in our little cars 

along Hollywood Boulevarde about five in the morning. We’d 

work through till then. 

And were you happy with the results? 

Vera: Oh yes, I loved it. But I loved the dirty ones better. 

You did! Did you ever think about getting back into films or 

stage work in Australia? 

Vera: No. 

You didn’t? 

Vera: No, no. When I came back I went into business. 

Yes, with Max Factor’s? 

Vera: with Max Factor’s. Working for my brother and Mr 

Anderson. 

Fred: She was marvellous because we had to travel a lot with 

Factor’s. And we had a salon here in Her Majesty’s Arcade. 

And Vera did all the ordering, did all the book-keeping. How 

the hell she did it, I don’t know. She used to order the stuff 

from Hollywood and knew how to handle the customs 
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accounts on the thing and everything else. And she was 

marvellous. And that enabled George and I to go back to 

Hollywood every two years. I used to go back to Hollywood 

to take a brush up in the make-up business in the studios. To 

see what the latest thing was. And of course when I left the 

stage and joined with Max Factor it was marvellous, because I 

was working with the Westmore Brothers. And I worked with 

Percy… And I worked with Hepburn in Little Women, and I 

worked with Dietrich in Song of Songs. 

You were actually a paid employee of the studios at this time? 

Fred: Yes. No, a paid employee of Max Factor’s. Oh Connie 

Bennett and I got along very well together she used to drive 

me round Metro Goldwyn’s set in her beautiful Rolls Royce. 

It was all cane upholstered. And I used to think when I was 

battling so hard on the stage and dying to meet some of these 

people, and I never did till I got in the make-up business. We 

all became very good personal friends. And I worked with so 

many of them. And then of course, as I say, we went back 

each two years just to see what the new developments were. 

Did Vera go back to Hollywood? 

Fred: No, Vera never went back. 

Vera: No, I never went back there. 

Fred: We asked her to come back with us. She said “No, I’ve 

seen it at its best and I don’t want to go back. I don’t want to 

be connected with Hollywood any more”. 

Vera: Oh well I was getting older and I had my life there. It 

was lovely, and I loved the parts on the stage. And I’d got 

over all my hurts, I just liked to stay on here and look after the 

business while the men were away. 

Fred: I hated it when I first came out to Australia for Max 

Factor. Because I’d go and see shows here. And they were 
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doing a lot of musical shows here. And I went to see—oh, the 

thing that was on at the St James—the big dance number and 

it was Varsity Drag. And I thought “Oh God, I’d love to come 

back on the boards again, and I’m stuck with this.” 

How long were you both with Max Factor? 

Fred: Oh I was with him for 25 years. 

Were you? What about Vera? 

Vera: I don’t know how long I was with him. Fred do you? 

Fred: It must have been about 18 years or something like that. 

You came out from Hollywood a long time after George and I 

had opened the thing. I think you’d have been about 18 years 

with Factors. 

Oh, you opened the branch for Factors out here did you? 

Fred: We brought it out there. 

Vera: And opened it in Her Majesty’s Arcade. 

What year was that? 

Vera: Her Majesty’s… 

Fred: About 1929. 

Vera: What dear? 

Fred: 1929. And the only reason we opened our own shop was 

because I wanted to go back to Hollywood and tell my partner 

we just can’t make a go of it here. We’d been to David Jones, 

and Farmers, and Anthony Hordens and every one of the 

stores…. There was a very anti-American feeling in Australia 

at that time. None of them would touch us. We had a 

deportation thing brought out against us, that we should be… 

… Against the business rather than individually? 
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Fred: Against ourselves! That we should be deported back to 

Hollywood. We’d come out here making false claims that we 

had made the statement that we could make every Australian 

girl look like a Hollywood movie star. Of course it was 

thrown out completely but Oh boy! Did we have a hard battle. 

I’ll bet you did. 

Fred: So we said—I said we’ll simply ask them to go back 

because we’d been offered either Australia or Mexico and I 

said we’ll do a lot better in Mexico than we’re doing here. 

And George said “I won’t be beaten. Well open our own 

salon.” And it wasn’t long before there were queues waiting 

to come in. And then Myers in Melbourne approached us and 

said we want to take the line…. They’d already turned us 

down too. And we went there and it was the biggest success 

of any demonstration. I used to do the make-up and George 

did all the accounting and bookwork, and things like that. And 

then when Vera came out we started “barnstorming”. And we 

started from Cairns and we went to every department store 

giving demonstrations. It was like a three ring circus really. 

It must, it must! When did you come back to Australia? 

Fred: She came back in 1930 something. We came back in 

1929, you came back about 1932, I think. 

Vera: it was only two or three years after you. 

Fred: About three years after George and I had opened up. 

Oh, I see. Well Warner’s first colour film must have been in 

about 1928–29 surely? 

Fred: Yes, she went to Auckland with her husband for a year. 

Oh, after Hollywood? 

Vera: Yes. 

Yes. 
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Vera: Yes, he had some business to do in New Zealand and 

we stayed there for a year. And then I came over here to join 

the salon with the boys. And he was—I knew he was just 

going down—burning out with the gas. 

… with the gas problem? 

Vera: Yes. So there were plenty of problems because that’s a 

cruel thing that gassing. Oh gosh, you know, to see a good-

looking man just go right down like that. He didn’t know who 

I was. He didn’t even know who I was at the end. They used 

to say “Don’t bother coming out”. I’d say “Well he might just 

know me if I went out”. So I’d travel all the way to the place 

where he was in hospital. But it was a blessing when he died, 

just a blessing. 

—————— 


