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I’d like to talk about a magic act that was doing the rounds over a hundred years ago, in
1908. It was a two-person act called The Davenports, and it consisted of Lewis Davenport
and his first wife Julia.
On the left is the top of the
notepaper that Lewis and Julia used,
with their photograph on the right.
Shown below is a poster for the act.
It’s actually a colour lithograph and
we know about it because it’s
reproduced, in black and white, in
Laurance Glen’s book The Magician’s
Road to Fame [page 76, illustration
no.37]. It’s a striking poster and
we’d love to have one in our
collection. Unfortunately we don’t
know of any examples of it.
At the bottom of the poster it says: “Lightning
magicians and illusionists (no time to talk)”. In other
words it was a silent act, performed to music with no
patter, and by the standards of the time it was fastmoving. One thing that made the act unusual was that
Julia did some of the magic. She wasn’t just Lewis’s
assistant.
This is what Lewis and Julia looked like on stage –
much as they do in the poster, except for the length of
Julia’s dress. In those days women wore long skirts
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and the only place where a respectable woman could show her legs was on the stage.
We don’t have many photographs of this act. The ones we do have all seem to have been
taken on the same occasion. Lewis and Julia had them printed as postcards, which they
could use as giveaways or for correspondence. The postcards that survive are often
damaged, and you’ll see that on the images that I show you.
Lewis and Julia were married in August 1904 and soon afterwards they turned
professional. By the beginning of 1908 they’d been professional entertainers for three years.
They were doing very well.
In July 1908 they had a week at Sanger’s Hall by the Sea in Margate. A magician named
Hugall Benedict saw their act and wrote a very detailed account of it in his notebook. Given
the amount of detail, he must have seen the act at least twice. (Nowadays, of course, he’d
record it on his smart phone – quicker and easier.) The notebook found its way into the
collection of another magician named Stanley Collins. In 1960 Hugall Benedict’s description
of the Davenports’ act was published in the Linking Ring, which is how we know about it.
This is a very early photograph of Lewis, taken
before he married Julia. In those days it was
customary for magicians to work with their
sleeves rolled up like this, so the audience couldn’t
say, “It’s up your sleeve, Guv.”.
In the 1908 act, Lewis came on stage with his
sleeves already rolled up, but they were hidden
under false sleeves and his jacket looked perfectly
normal. He started the act by pulling the false
sleeves off, as Roy Davenport does today.
The act was in three sections:
• Firstly, some colourful silk magic
performed mainly by Lewis.
• Secondly, manipulation by Lewis and Julia
as soloists.
• Finally, an extended version of a trick called
The Drum That Can’t Be Beaten.
First section
Lewis started the first section by producing five
silks and followed this with:
• the vanish of a silk in a handkerchief gun
and production of the silk from his collar;
• the vanishing wand trick: wrapping the wand in paper and crumpling up the paper
to show that the wand has gone;
• the handkerchief and soup plates: vanish some silks and find them under a soup
plate;
• to finish this section, a multiplying silk trick in which he produced thirty brightly
coloured silks.
It was a colourful section, all done at high speed.
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Second section
The second section began with card manipulation by Julia, followed by billiard ball
manipulation by Lewis. Lewis had very large hands and he worked with full size billiard
balls, which is something not many magicians can do. He followed the billiard balls with
some card magic.
Then it was Julia’s turn again – not card magic this time, but two silk tricks. One of them
was the 20th Century Silks, which I presume was new in 1908. Nowadays it’s a classic, of
course.
Lewis ended this section with thimble manipulation.
Nowadays Roy Davenport makes a feature of billiard ball
and thimble manipulation, but his routines are very
different from Lewis’s. Apart from anything else, magic
has moved on. Lewis Davenport’s billiard ball and
thimble routines might not look very special today, but in
his time he was well-known among magicians for his skill
as a manipulator.
Third section - Lewis and Julia with the drum trick
The finale of the 1908 act was The Drum That Can’t Be
Beaten, performed by Lewis and Julia together. The drum
that Lewis is holding here was made from three metal
bands, one much wider than the other two. He used each
of the narrow bands to clamp a sheet of paper onto the
wider band, so he ended up with the tambourine-like
drum that you see in the photograph.
The next step was to poke his wand through
the drum. Julia took hold of the protruding end
and pulled – and they had two wands. Then they
each pulled yards of paper ribbons out of the
drum, winding the ribbons round their wands as
you see in the picture.
That’s the basic trick, and Roy Davenport does
something like it. The trouble with a ribbon
production is that it can go on for too long. If you
use it to close your act, there’s the danger that the
audience will stop clapping before all the ribbons
are out. You need a kicker at the end.
What Lewis and Julia did was to produce
some silk flags from the drum. Then they
produced two or three doves from the flags.
Then they hooked the flags to a cord that hung
from the flies. Julia fired a pistol and the small
flags changed to a huge Union Jack. Finally, she
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and Lewis each produced two flag staffs, complete with flags.
To appreciate the impact of this, you have to understand that audiences in 1908 were
patriotic. If they saw a Union Jack, their first instinct was to cheer. You have to imagine the
Union Jack as a backdrop, Lewis and Julia standing in front of it waving their flags, the
doves strutting about near the footlights, and a cheering audience. It made a rousing finale.
We don’t know how long the 1908 act was, but my guess would be fifteen minutes. There
was a lot of magic in such a short time.
This act kept Lewis and Julia in work for four years. It would have kept them going for
longer if Julia’s health hadn’t broken down. Most of their bookings were at music halls,
which by then were large theatres holding a thousand people or more.
I’ve said that we don’t have a copy of the Lewis and Julia
poster. The ones that we do have are letterpress posters
advertising the theatres where Lewis and Julia performed.
This one from the Hippodrome, Hastings is for a week in
December 1904. In these posters the bigger the print, the
better the position on the bill:
• Printed in red, Akimoto’s Royal Deddo Japanese
Troupe were top of the bill. They were equilibrists
and jugglers.
• Bottom of the bill, next best spot, was Mons O’Gust, a
Parisian mimic. He worked in clown costume.
• Middle of the bill, third best spot, was Hamilton Hill,
an Australian baritone.
• Then there were four lesser acts, in smaller black
type. You’ll see the Marvellous Davenports, Silent
Magicians and Illusionists, among them.
• Finally, and least of all, the bioscope was a short film
show.
As always in the music halls of the time, it was a varied
evening’s entertainment.
While Lewis and Julia were in Hastings, Professor
Hoffmann came to see their act and wrote about it in his
notebook. The notebook is now in the collection of Peter
Lane, and Peter very kindly gave us a photocopy of the
page about the Davenports. It tells us that they finished
their act with the ribbon production. At this early stage in
their career, they hadn’t added the business with the flags
and the doves.

The Marvellous Davenports at the Hippodrome, Hastings, week
beginning Monday 12 December 1904.
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Almost two years later, Lewis and Julia
had a week at the Grand, Sheffield. By
this time they’d worked their way up to
bottom of the bill – second best spot.
The Grand was quite a good theatre. It
wasn’t one of the number one music
halls, but it probably counted as a
number two.
I would think that by this time Lewis
and Julia had added the flag finale to
their closing trick. They were probably
earning a higher salary than they were
in Hastings in 1904, and they certainly
had a better position on the bill.
The story of Lewis and Julia
Davenport ended just after Christmas
1909, when Julia died of tuberculosis. It
must have been clear by the summer of
1908 that she wouldn’t be well enough
to tour for much longer.
Julia’s illness and death prompted a
major change in Lewis Davenport’s
career. Up until then, his magic business
had been no more than a sideline. In
August 1908 he opened his first magic
shop, at 426 Mile End Road. In the years
that followed, it was the magic business
that made him a prosperous man.

The Davenports at the Grand Theatre, Sheffield, week
beginning Monday 15 October 1906.
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